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    Ahya- the completion of a prayer to the Goddess, like saying Amen  
 
    Anear- lost city of Angileri  
 
    Angileri- greenest country in the world, known for its soldiers and its penchant for strong Queens 
 
    Angilerian- those belonging to the land of Angileri  
 
    Arrow- specialized soldier in the Ierilo military, most skilled fighters 
 
    Cavern- Home to an ice pixie 
 
    Chalati- once its own land, now a major city in Ierilo, ruled by the Queen’s half-brother, Leaon Miguel   
 
    Copper Coin- least valuable piece of currency. Eight coppers are equivalent to one silver and sixty-four coppers is equal to one gold 
 
    Cousin-Term used by Fae and mythical creatures to identify one’s self to another of their kind 
 
    Dangilere- a kingdom bordering Angileri  
 
    Death God- whose name is only spoken in death, least you fall prey to an early demise 
 
    Dezlea- Designated leader of certain towns and villages 
 
    Dhenal-one of the most corrupt cities in Ierilo, ruled by Leaon J’adore  
 
    Dragon Lizard- a lizard that can breathe fire, and resembles a dragon without wings 
 
    Elite- gifted sect of the Ierilo military, holders of magic  
 
    Enlali- one of the base cities, ruled by Leaon Sabin 
 
    Erangi- a nation across the ocean known for the beauty of its men and its architecture  
 
    Fifth Day- Friday 
 
    First Day- Monday 
 
    Flamon Hound- a fire dog, rumored to spawn from the death God’s realm  
 
    Forth Day-Thursday 
 
    Freedom for All Law- encompasses all mythical creatures and magical beings 
 
    Gen-Sen- General Protector, head of the King’s military forces 
 
    Gold Coin- most valuable piece of currency sixty-four coppers equal one gold; eight silvers equal one gold.  
 
    Goddess- who holds different names depending on the land you’re born in but is believed to be the same person. Many worship her 
 
    Hearth- Home to a fire pixie 
 
    Ierilo- a nation found in the mountains 
 
    Ierilone- those belonging to the land of Ierilo 
 
    Iyana- capitol city of Ierilo, ruled by Leon D’Arcy 
 
    Leaon- Leaders of the major cities of Ierilo, chosen by the people  
 
    Kantari- Island natation, covered by a jungle/rain forest 
 
    Kreda- city located in the base, ruled by Leaon Bastian 
 
    Marr- cousin to the centaur, can turn into horses 
 
    Monalee- city located in the peak, ruled by Leon Paden  
 
    Moon Cycle- month 
 
    Pixie- Fae with wings, usually small like faeries but sometimes able to become large if strong enough in their magic 
 
    Rahshi- capitol city of Raleli  
 
    Raleli- a land to the south, a desert oasis ruled by council  
 
    Sangrur- small town before the mountain pass into Samere 
 
    Samere- a land that keeps to themselves often forgotten  
 
    Samereian- those belonging to the land of Samere 
 
    Samereian Haram- Princess Vahla, Maria, Dane, Chia, Grim, Seka, Riaan, Kalum     
 
    Second Day- Tuesday 
 
    Seven Day- a week 
 
    Seventh Day- Saturday 
 
    Servasli- City of Angileri named after the former Queen 
 
    Silver Coin- mid valuable piece of currency, eight coppers are equivalent to one silver and eight silver is equal to one gold coin  
 
    Sixth- Day- Saturday 
 
    Slither of the sun’s span/moon’s- an hour 
 
    Sol-Lea-Leader of Leaders 
 
    Succubus- a being that takes any form you desire, gains sustenance through sex  
 
    Succubus Plant- a plant red in color that neutralizes all magic 
 
    Sun’s span- a day 
 
    Sun Cycle- year 
 
    Tekna-closest city to the border of Ierilo, ruled by Leon Daegan 
 
    The Base- those cities closer to the pass leading to Samere, Tekna, Zareli, Enlali and Kreda   
 
    The Peak- those cities closer to the palace, Chalati, Iyana, Dhenal and Monalee   
 
    Zareli- city located in the base, ruled by Leaon Aaliya  
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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Darkness and fear that’s all I knew for a long time. I’d fallen asleep in my bed, meager though it was, just a sack filled with hay in a barn I didn’t belong in, and woke to find myself bound. A cloth covering my head, magicked to block the light. My ears burned, their once tapered tips not moving as they should, the slightest twitch once drawing sound, now caused searing pain. I tried to take deep breaths as tears burned my eyes, crying wouldn’t help me. 
 
    Shivering as the cold of the outside blew through me, I curled in on myself trying to remain warm. Ierilo wasn’t an overly harsh land, but it only held two seasons, high summer or the dead of winter and winter was quickly approaching. Only being in my fifth sun cycle of life and with nowhere to call home. I’d been doing small chores for a warm place to sleep. All on my own I didn’t know what to do but survive. Bastard that I was, no one would miss me if I were gone. 
 
    “Is there anyone there…” A voice shattered the calm of the night and I fought not to flinch. It did not sound overly threatening, but I had yet to figure out how I had come to be this way. I did not yet know what was in store for me, but I could guess. Slavery was a profitable trade and it was the perfect time to steal a few children and slip across the border into Samere. That land was as neutral as neutral got, or so I’d heard mucking stalls for food a few seven days prior.  
 
    I chose not to answer, if they were a prisoner as I was it would make no difference, and if they were a slaver they already knew I was here and simply wished to know if I’d woken. The voice did not come again, the chill faded slightly, and the sound of birds chirping reached my ears. It allowed me to figure that it had still been night when I’d woken, and now it was creeping towards dawn.  
 
    “I heard that perhaps the youngling is special. With eyes like that she must be right?” A thickly accented voice reached my ears, it was soft. The man spoke from a distance, though it grew stronger as he grew closer. The tread of his footsteps growing louder as well. Another walked beside him, slightly out of tune. If he’d paced him, I’d have never known he was there. 
 
    “Not human is what she is, cha seen her ears haven’t cha?” The other spoke his accent just as thick, his voice a bit scratchy from sleep. 
 
    “Cha, I saw. I’m the one that nipped em off, had a Healer stitch it right. Who knew it’d bleed so much, they’re still a little square, though I don’t think it’ll scar. She’s still a pretty lil thing with that hair of hers.” The first man said chuckling slightly.  
 
    The tears I’d managed to keep at bay streamed down my face, soaking the cloth covering my head. It grew harder to breathe deeply, impossible to keep feigning sleep as I sniffled. He’d cut my ears. The only thing I’d had of my mother and he’d taken it from me. Tremors racked my body, a mixture of the cold and my new-found grief. “Golden, like the morning sun, mixed with the crimson red of blood and blazing fire. A bit like her eyes, it is.” I heard the jingling of a chain, and the click of a lock as he opened my cage. “You awake in their youngling?!” His voice was loud and abrasive as he spoke to me. I curled more firmly in on myself. 
 
    “She’s awake, Kalen,” The second man said to the first. Who I now knew was named Kalen. Strong arms pulled me from my cage and into the open air. “No doubt crying from pain.” I squinted my eyes as the cloth was pulled from my head and the dawning light of a new sun’s span burned my eyes. 
 
    “So, what say you Telaar, gift or no?” Kalen questioned coming to crowd me beside the second man, whose name I now knew to be Telaar. 
 
    Telaar, scruffy and broad with a beard that had seen better sun spans and blood shot eyes that made me question if he’d slept at all stared at me for a time as if a gift would somehow burst into existence. “Honest to the Death God I’m not sure. Her eyes make you wonder cha, with the flames burning inside them? But that could be her heritage, born of an elf and the King of Ierilo himself. Or so it’s said.” 
 
    Kalen snorted his disbelief, “Cha and I’m a succubus in disguise.” He was taller than Telaar, cleaner, as if he cared about his appearance. His eyes were clear, a spark of intellect hidden within. He was the planner, the thinker among their operation. “Let us be smart cha, and just ask her.” 
 
    He thumped me lightly upside the head causing me to cry out as fiery pain blazed through my skull starting at my ear and radiating downward. “Hey youngling, you’ve any gifts? If so we might be generous in finding a good master, otherwise…” Kalen grinned maliciously. “Well even as young as you are, you can probably guess.” 
 
    I shook my head in answer to his question and got thumped again for my silence, “Careful Kalen, you’re making her bleed.” Telaar said as blood trickled from the tip of my ear.  The stitches having broken open at Kalen’s rough handling.  
 
    “Well, I’d need not get rough if she’d speak up.” Kalen countered shaking me forcefully, causing my teeth to snap together painfully. “Do you have a gift?” 
 
    “No,” I whimpered trying to pull away from him. “I’d be worth something if I did…” I offered as an afterthought as he released me. 
 
    “Shame that…” Kalen shoved me back into the cage. “Pretty girl like you shouldn’t be forced into that life.” His words were caring, kind, considerate, though his tone betrayed his true intent. I huddled down in the corner of my cage, feeling miserable and afraid wishing that I’d had a gift of my own.  
 
    Gazing around I found my cage seated in the back of a wagon with several others. The cage beside me held a dragon lizard, near full grown judging by the fact that it was as tall as I was. Resembling a small dragon with scales formed in the pattern of wings upon its back, it was said that one could breathe fire in small bursts like their larger ancestors. I’d seen several in my short life, but still I could not help but stare. I had never seen one with glacier blue eyes. “Might as well get a bit of sleep youngling, won’t be getting much of it in the sun spans to come.” Telaar said as he pulled the tarp over the wagon. 
 
     Those eyes vanished in the shadows and I found myself once more in the dark. I closed my eyes heart sinking, and did the only thing left to me, I prayed…  
 
    Soon after the cart lurched forward and the town where I’d spent the last few moon cycles of my life disappeared forever. Throughout the sun’s span I tested my bounds, trying to slip free of the metal shackles, but despite my lack of proper nutrition my wrist would not slip free. Leading me to believe that magic played a heavy part in my continued captivity.  
 
    I huffed stomach growling with hunger, fingers and toes numb with the cold. Tears warmed my frigid cheeks as I shivered not sure if I’d survive another night like this. I blew into my hands clutching at my icy chains wishing somehow that I could free myself. 
 
    A flash of heat, a spark behind my eyes and the glow of magic sputtering from my hands startled me into falling over. When I pushed myself back up, I blinked squinting to find my hands free, a key dangling from my wrist. Shocked I traced my fingers lightly along cool solid ridges, as cold as the metal that had once bound me. In my hands, I held my salvation. Holding my breath, I reached through the bars of my cage and pressed the key into the lock. It slid into place with an audible snick. My heart skipped a beat as I turned the key, the tumbler released, and the lock dropped open.  
 
    Pressing the cage door open a breath of relief gusted from my lungs, and slowly so as not to tumble to my death I crawled out of my cage, key still dangling from my wrist. Watching the ground roll by beneath the wagon I prepared myself for the pain of jumping when I thought back to captivating scales and unforgettable glacier eyes. Hesitating for a moment I turned back and crept to the cage beside mine, hoping that the key would work as it had for me, sighing softly when the lock opened just the same. Nodding gently, satisfied that the dragon lizard could escape I moved back to the edge of the wagon waiting for the right moment to jump. It came when they turned sharply heading up through the pass, slowing as to not tip the cart. I dove from the wagon aiming for the underbrush. 
 
    “Ouff,” I grunted as I landed on a fallen log hidden among the greenery, laying there for a time while I fought to catch my breath. 
 
    “That looked like it hurt,” the same voice I’d heard earlier in the darkness broke the silence of the night and I fell over the log, rolling over as I scrambled backwards and held up the…blade dangling from my wrist to defend myself. Brow furrowed in confusion I stared at the sharpened weapon I now held in my hand, that had once been a key that bought me my freedom and before that, the chains that held me captive. 
 
    “Are you going to kill the creature you just freed?” I lowered my weapon as a woman crouched down beside me, two glacier blue orbs gazing back at me. 
 
    “What are you?” I questioned heart racing anew. 
 
    “A shape shifter,” I watched the planes of her face morph and shift until she resembled what I often imagined my mother to look like.  
 
    I choked on a breath remembering the tales, “A succubus.” I breathed, she smiled softly reaching forward to stroke my cheek. 
 
    “Yes, but fear not. You are too young yet to be in danger from me. The beast remains quiet in your presence.” I relaxed as she stood gazing around us. “I simply wished to thank you for my freedom.”  
 
    I watched her walk off into the forest. “Where are you going?” I questioned pushing to my feet and running after her a compass dangling from my wrist. I paused to stare at it for a moment before once more jogging to catch up, her stride far out distancing my own.  
 
    “To find shelter, I do not wish to die tonight.” She gazed back at me, eyes still the same despite her appearance. I watched her features melt and twist together becoming something altogether different. I relaxed not realizing her appearance had made me so tense. “Better?”  
 
    I nodded unwilling to speak on why it had made me uncomfortable in the first place. “I have a compass,” I offered instead allowing her to look at it sure that her sight was just as good if not better than mine in the darkness.  
 
    “It’s not much help at the moment, I doubt it will lead us to a cave…” I pursed my lips not altogether sure how my gift worked, or what gift I had and so I followed in her footsteps trying not to think about how cold I actually was.  
 
    “What do you really look like?” I asked after a long bout of silence to distract myself from my chattering teeth. A shape shifter and a succubus…she could change into anything and so it left me to wonder. 
 
    We stopped…well she stopped and I was too cold and stiff to pause in time and so ran into her. She turned and crouched in front of me, gazing into my soul with those icy eyes. With gentle hands, she rubbed my arms trying to warm me. “If you ever see a succubus’ true face, know that it is because they have the utmost trust in you.” She cupped my chin firmly in her hand. “No person alive has ever seen mine, but if you live past a hundred sun cycles and have gained my trust, I’ll show you. Deal?” 
 
    Being a child I never once thought of the absurdity of that promise, “Deal, but it’ll be a bit hard to gain your trust when I don’t even know your name.” I finished honestly causing her to laugh abruptly. 
 
    “My name is Sentala, it means guard, or protector and you child, what is your name?” Sentala spoke with a soft voice as she brushed my hair back from my face. 
 
    “Keeravani… I don’t really know what it means.” I added as an afterthought causing her to chuckle anew. 
 
    “That’s alright,” Sentala stood from her crouch, wrapping her arm around me and ushering me more quickly through the forest. “Once we find shelter and get you warm I’ll tell you. It’s impossible to live a few hundred sun cycles without learning something about every culture.”
  
 
    “A few hundred?” I breathed eyes wide causing Sentala to toss her head back and laugh again.  
 
    “Yes, so long as I feed, I remain young. If I am unable to feed, I die.” I nodded at that simple but sobering thought. We stopped beside a large tree, Sentala settled down beneath its wide canopy and drew me close covering us with leaves. “I do not think we will find better shelter than this,” she gathered the leaves around us and we burrowed ourselves beneath them. I shivered against her wishing for the warmth of a fire and a blanket.  
 
    A flash of heat upon my fingers, a spark blooming behind my closed eyes and suddenly I felt overly tired but warm. “No gift indeed.” Sentala breathed causing me to open my eyes, the leaves we’d covered ourselves with had become a blanket, soft and thick. The small sapling beside us, burned brightly lit ablaze by…magic? My magic… “Sleep Keeravani, sleep knowing you’re free, safe and warm.” I closed my eyes and did as requested thinking of the two men I’d escaped from using gifts I’d not yet known I’d had. I thought perhaps I should thank them, because if not for what they’d put me through I’d have never known I possessed not one gift, but two. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Isn’t there a law going around in just about every country that bans the owning of mythical creatures in any shape form or size?” I questioned. It was impossible not to know considering the Prince, who had once not been a Prince, of Angileri was still manning the cause despite that it was near to completion.  It proved that one man…or more specifically a woman, could change the world. 
 
    “As you know Keer, one half breed to another. I gotta make a living and until the law catches up to me I’ll keep doing what I’m doing.” I chuckled at Santi’s sly wink, taking in the fewer than usual cages littering his table.  
 
    “Bout ready to give this up, are you?” I raised my brow, before leaning on the edge of his surprisingly well crafted table, waiting for his response. 
 
    Santi smiled softly, “With the harsh punishment for being caught. I’m finding less creatures in need of me and so there’s no need for me to find a place for them. Though it was fun while it lasted. The most memorable among them was the Marr…” 
 
    “Ahhh, yes. One of the Horse People, who you managed to shove off on some big kind fellow. The same Marr you believe now lives in a cozy palace as the Queen of Angileri’s Consort?” Santi nodded. 
 
    “The very same, and how I would love to hear the weave, that tale has spun.” I shook my head at his daydreaming. 
 
    “I would like to thank you again. It means a lot that you would do this for me…for us and those like us. I know you’re risking yourself now, with the laws changing, but know that you’re a good man. You can’t make much profit giving everyone a deal.” He shrugged eyes sparkling with good humor. 
 
    “As I said, it’s been something to do for the last fifty sun cycles or so, it’s an excitement you never grow tired of.” He snapped his fingers and I blinked startled but unwilling to flinch. I knew he’d laugh his fool head off if he found out he’d startled me so easily. “I think I finally found the creature you were looking for.” Santi bent low disappearing for a moment, before dragging out a large cage, that he lifted onto the table with a grunt of effort. “Heavy creature it is to lug around, I hope this is right,” he grumbled as he pulled off the cloth. “Otherwise I’ve no idea what I’m to do with it.” 
 
    I leaned down laughing merrily as I gazed into familiar glacier blue eyes, “You found her.” I murmured a bit awed at his skill. “How?” I glanced up at him briefly before turning back to the dragon lizard gazing up at me. 
 
    “It wasn’t easy, you’d be surprised by how many people sell dragon lizards, for virility no less.” We snorted in unison at the absurdity of it. “Really the only thing I had to go on was the eyes. I’ve never seen eyes like that on a dragon lizard.” He smiled, “Just as I’ve never seen eyes like yours on any human.” 
 
    I smiled softly, “Thank you Santi, truly I am in your debt if you ever need anything of me just ask.” 
 
    “Hey, be careful now. I just might take you up on it.” He warned wagging his finger at me. 
 
    Shaking my head, “You should. You do so much and you get nothing but scorn for it, if only others knew the truth.”  
 
    Santi shrugged nonchalantly. “I don’t do it for the praise.” 
 
    I bowed my head in understanding. “How much do I owe you?” I questioned reaching for my money pouch. 
 
    Santi leaned forward giving me a sly grin, “Just five silvers…” I opened my mouth to protest, but he raised his hand and I allowed him to finish his explanation. “Just five slivers if I can watch you make them.” 
 
    I sighed in exasperation taking five copper pieces from my money pouch, they were faceless and smooth, not coins but not mangled pieces of metal either. It had taken work to get them that way…but not much. “For you, I’ll do this slowly. Would you like Ierilo coin, or Angilerian?” 
 
    He snorted, “Do you really have to ask, one Angilerian silver is worth three Ierilo silver. I don’t know a man alive that would want Ierilo coin right now. If he could choose not to take it that is.” I bowed my head in acknowledgement of his words allowing him to watch the slow warm red glow of my gift as it built in my palm. As slowly as I could I traced my thumb over each coin and if you blinked you might have missed the sudden gaining of color and the appearance of the Angilerian Queen etching itself upon seemingly soft metal. The glow faded and in my hand, I held five Angilerian silvers as real as the sun shining down upon us. Santi took one testing its durability, checking the image on the back to ensure it held the once beautiful city of Anear now lost to us all. “I never get tired of seeing you do such things. I still find it hard to believe that you can craft anything.” 
 
    “Nearly anything, there are limitations. I find it hard to craft something from nothing, though it’s possible, it requires a great deal of strength and belief. If I don’t believe I can do it…it won’t happen. I can turn an orange into an apple, but despite the appearance if I still believe that it’s an orange that’s what I’ll taste when I take a bite. If I make a key, if I don’t believe it’ll open a door, then I’m just holding a key.” I gave him the rest of the silver coins. 
 
    “These aren’t going to change back once you walk away?” He questioned with justified suspicion. 
 
    “They’re real silvers, take em to any treasurer and they’ll assure you of the same.” I’d done it myself not wanting to make counterfeits without realizing it.  
 
    “Copper into silver…” Santi breathed thoughtfully. “Can you change copper or silver into gold as well?” He questioned as an afterthought tucking his newly acquired coin away. 
 
    I smiled, picking up the cage holding the dragon lizard. “Why would I tell you something like that?”  
 
    “Why wouldn’t you?” His question was a serious one. 
 
    “I have enough people chasing me for various reasons, I need not add another to the list.” I countered glancing around the market to ensure no one had paid us any mind. It was sweltering, the hot season of Ierilo. For which I was grateful, despite the gift of fire. I hated the cold…even if it had long since stop affecting me, people looked at you strange when you didn’t dress appropriately and I couldn’t afford the scrutiny.  
 
    “We’ve known each other for fifty sun cycles, it’s my curiosity more than anything. I would never jeopardize your life. You know that…right?” He gazed at me with earnest eyes and I smiled leaning forward to press a kiss to his cheek, which felt smooth despite his gruff appearance. An enchantment no doubt, it wouldn’t do for people to know his face in the trade he occupied. Though Goddess willing, judging by the number of cages that littered his table it wouldn’t be for much longer.  
 
    “Yes, but I haven’t lived to this age looking this good by telling people what I can do, I’d rather not start now. Not even with you,” Santi chuckled softly cheeks reddening with a blush as he cupped his face where I’d pecked him. 
 
    “I understand that, you’re still young. I’ve been a half breed for much longer. I’ve been alive since the war that created the Void and I’m glad that I’ve lived long enough to have seen it made into something more beautiful.” He shook his head, awe shinning in his eyes. 
 
    “Perhaps one sun’s span we’ll meet the Queen’s Head Gardener and Consort that made it possible. I hear the city of Servasli is beautiful and that one cannot enter with ill intent towards any in the Queen’s household…” I thought on that for a moment. “I should maybe go there and get hired by the Queen…maybe then I can stop running.” 
 
    “Who are you running from?” Santi questioned beginning to pack the cages back on his wagon as potential customers faded away. 
 
    I stroked the dragon lizard gently through the bars ignoring the burning in my arms from holding her weight. “When I was younger, I joined the King’s Army thinking to serve my father, thinking perhaps my devotion would inspire some feeling in him towards me. I learned a lot, I learned to fight, to kill and I learned that the fire in me was a great tool that many would harness and use to destroy if I let them. The fire is…” I shook my head.  
 
    “For many it is a curse, fire consumes and it is not inherently evil but it wishes to destroy. Or so people believe. I am grateful for my dual nature, the inspiration to create overpowers the urge to destroy, the fire is like a shadow to me forever hovering over my shoulder. But it is not a menacing shadow, it is protective, it lends me warmth, it guides my hand in times of panic when I cannot offer control but wish to do no harm. It burns what I desire to burn, it does not harm nature…it is my gift and I control it. Not many I know with a gift as strong as mine can say the same.” I raised my hand for him and as easily as breathing fire danced atop my fingertips.  
 
    Santi whistled softly impressed as the fire vanished as quickly as it had come, “I commend you. I’m sure it took great effort to come as far as you have in your gift. I think what some fail to realize with a gift such as yours, is that you cannot be afraid of being burned.” 
 
    I watched his gaze wander to the ridged burn scars beneath the tattoos spanning the length of my arms. A smile curled my lips, as I looked on them as well. “It’s hard not to be…” I shifted the cage in my arms as the dragon lizard breathed a small burst of fire, in irritation no doubt. “I should get going, this cage isn’t getting any lighter and I have things that need doing.” 
 
    “May the Goddess be with you in your travels.” He offered by way of farewell as I stepped away hefting the cage in my arms to ensure it wouldn’t slip and fall. 
 
    “And yours as well,” I replied before turning and walking away. Sure, that when I wandered back here a few slithers of the sun’s span later that my friend would be long gone. 
 
    Sighing softly, I glanced down into the cage I held in my arms, gazing at the dragon lizard that looked like the one I’d saved in my youth. I hoped it was her, I’d been looking for the span of my sixty-five sun cycles of life and I had never dreamed that I’d find her. I’d thought I’d dreamed it… and yet in my hands I held proof. Or just a unique dragon lizard.  
 
    I snorted as with confident steps I walked into a bar that doubled as a brothel and took a seat waiting to be served. The sun had just reached its highest point and the only customers at this time of day were the drunken and the desperate. Just looking at my clothes the men and women that worked there could see I was neither. Caringly I set the cage on the table before massaging my arms now aching lightly from the strain. Dragon lizards weren’t light. 
 
    “What’s a Darling woman like you doing in a place like this before the first touch of the moon’s span?” I looked up and choked a bit on my first breath at the sight of another Fae before me. Goddess it hurt a bit to gaze on her beauty.  
 
    “Are you wearing an enchantment…or perhaps using a glamour because someone with beauty such as yours…” I gave a bit of a sigh as I leaned upon my hand gazing up at her. “Someone with beauty such as yours shouldn’t exist.” 
 
    The bar maiden chuckled softly, eyes crinkling as she smiled at me. “I’ve heard many compliment my beauty, but none with such finesse.” 
 
    “It’s natural then,” I took in the mighty wings strapped to her back by strong supple thongs of leather. As thin as silk and just as beautiful. She tipped her head in acknowledgement though no one could do nonverbal communication quite like an Angilerian.  
 
    “It is, but I think you knew that judging by the way you’re eyeing my wings that you shouldn’t be able to see.” She countered cheekily leaning against my table. 
 
    I chuckled softly bowing my head, “They’re magnificent,” I took in the sweeping swirling patterns I could almost see as she stood sideways to me allowing me to glimpse her wings a bit more fully. “What clan do you hail from Cousin?” I was sure that she was a pixie, but not sure if she called Hearth or Cavern home. Hearth indicating that she held the gift of fire and Cavern meaning she held the gift of ice. It was said that there were other clans, but those of fire and ice were most prominent.  
 
    “I’m thinking that’s no business of yours when I hardly know you and yet you claim me as Cousin,” She murmured harshly. The Fae did not enjoy ignorance in a world where ignorance could get you killed if you weren’t careful.  
 
    I didn’t hold it against her, I appeared human, even with the tattoos and strange eyes. My ears, clipped as a child were squared slightly at their tips instead of tapered. Easily hidden by the fall of my long hair, crimson like the blood that flows from my veins, and fire burning as hot, with touches of sunlight mixed in, now dyed black. A very memorable feature to say the least, unwilling to cut it though I was. Dying it was a necessity if I wanted to stay hidden from those who wished me harm. I smiled softly. Cousin was a term used by Fae to identify one’s self to another Fae creature, it made you feel not so alone. I had learned that some took it well, those like Santi and some did not like the pixie before me. At least she’d not discredited me or gotten violent. That had happened once or twice. 
 
    “You’re right, I apologize for my rudeness. I simply came to have a bit of fun before moving on with my work. I’m a dabbler you see…I do a bit of everything really. Whatever needs doing.” I offered politely watching the stiffness flow from her limbs at my friendly nature. I wanted no trouble here and if she cared not to answer my question I wouldn’t push it.  
 
    “What do you dabble in?” She questioned pulling out her notepad preparing to take my order. 
 
    “I do a bit of blade work, wood work, even greenery. I’m a craftsman you could say, I enjoy working with my hands.” I spoke honestly having once done all those things. 
 
    The bar maiden nodded, “Well the name’s Evelin and what can I get you Dabbler of Many Things?” 
 
    I snorted at the need for Fae to give one a name. “My name is Keeravani, shorten it however you please. Everyone else does and I would like a room, two actually.” I glanced around the room at the men and women lounging about waiting for potential customers to enter. “Then I would like perhaps fifteen or twenty minutes to prepare myself, and after I’d be pleased to have maybe four of your finest sent in.” Evelin stared at me with an altogether different look in her eyes, something very near to disgust and I chuckled. “None of this is for me…I have a friend whom I haven’t seen in a long time and I do not know her taste, so I thought to give her options.” 
 
    “The second room is for me, and if it pleases you I would enjoy a bit of conversation. If you feel that’s a waste of your time I’ll even pay you.” I offered with a shrug.  
 
    Evelin raised her brow at me, as she wrote down a quote before setting it on the table before me. I whistled softly at the price. “Ten gold coins for an hour each, they’re either excellent at their profession, or Ierilo coin is worth less than I originally thought.” I breathed softly. A quote for her time wasn’t written on the sheet and so I gathered it was free or she didn’t care to speak with me.  
 
    “It’s a bit of both actually,” Evelin sat down beside me pulling the sheet close. “If you’re friend decides she wants just two then of course it will be less, if you pay with Angilerian coin, the price is cut into a third of the cost. As for my time,” she gazed at me curiously. “I’ll give that freely if I can get a few answers.” 
 
    “Alright, thank you.” She stood and I followed grunting as I hefted the cage into my arms feeling as if perhaps it had gained a few pounds since last I’d held it. Evelin lead me to the back pointing out the room for my friend and then ushering into one of my own before leaving me to get settled.  
 
    “Finally alone,” I murmured walking into the room adjacent from mine. I took in the comfy bed and the finely decorated walls, the inlaid pool in the corner and the shade to guard you from sight once you’d exited said pool. I set the cage down on the bed and produced a key from the coin I held in my hand, I opened the lock and watched cautiously as the dragon lizard climbed from the cage. With a bit of effort, I shaped the key into a gold coin, one of many I’d have to produce before setting it on the bedside table fingers tingling with warmth.  
 
    The dragon lizard and I stared at each other. I waited, thinking perhaps she would speak or transform only to find no change. I flopped down on the bed, “Goddess,” I breathed a bit disappointed that after looking for so long that the person I’d thought existed was just a figment of my childish imagination. 
 
    “If you remove this collar…perhaps I can speak with you on equal terms.” I fell off the bed startled at the frighteningly familiar voice from my youth.  
 
    “Damn the Death God, you gave me a fright.” I murmured as I pushed myself up, accent making my words a bit thick and harder to distinguish.   
 
    Sentala simply flicked her tongue at me eyes icy and yet smoldering causing a pit of dread to form in my stomach. “Remove the collar…”  
 
    “How long have you been stuck that way?” I questioned pausing in my actions remembering my fear as a child and then her assurance that the beast would not harm me. I was no longer a child and now I was sure my fear was justified. She did not answer and I stepped back tracing the chain wrapped around my wrist watching the metal bead on my skin like sweat before taking form, smooth and cool like the chains that had once bound me. I shackled the dragon lizard to the bed by its arms before forming an opening in the collar and backpedaling away from the bed as she transformed shimmering like a mirage.  
 
    “Come here,” She breathed voice full of deathly seduction, heat pulsed in my groin and I found myself taking a small step forward before regaining my senses. Sentala appeared much as she had when I’d first met her with pale hair and even paler features, her body though shapely appeared malnourished beneath the tatters of her clothing. Her magic not as strong as it once was, having been forcibly starved for who knew how long. 
 
    “A few pleasure workers will be in soon…don’t kill any of them.” I warned stepping closer to the door as she continued to beckon me closer her magic tugging at my libido making it hard to resist. Truly the fear of death is what kept me away, a hungry succubus could steal your soul or so I had read once upon a time. I did not wish to take the chance. 
 
    I left leaning against the door with a sigh of relief when the desire to throw myself at her faded away. Evelin having just started down the corridor gazed at me curiously as she approached. 
 
    “Something wrong?” I shook my head pushing from the door. 
 
    “No just my lack of sleep finally catching up to me,” I countered lying smoothly as I ushered her into my own room. “My friend is ready whenever you feel up to sending your people in.”  
 
    “Very well,” With some signal I was unaware of four people, two men and two women marched down the hall and entered the room I’d just left. I silently wished them luck and prayed to the Goddess that none would drift into her embrace that night.  
 
    “Now,” Evelin closed the door behind her before turning to me with a glint in her eyes. “Give me my answers.” 
 
    I splayed my hands indicating that we should take a seat on the bed, “It would be my pleasure, so long as you give me answers as well.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Evelin countered warily.  
 
    “We shall,” I offered back smiling softly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    I woke to the sensation of gentle fingers running through my hair. I opened my eyes to find Sentala hovering over me. The chains that I’d bound her with still trailing from her wrists attached to two stumps of wood telling me exactly what had become of the headboard. “You know me, but I am at a loss as to who you are.” She murmured fingers pausing in my hair as she gazed down at me curiously trying to find something familiar in the sharp planes of my face, framed by tattoos of curving shapes. 
 
    “What’s your name…” Sentala hesitated for a moment, “Keeravani?” She added as an afterthought remembering the mention of it earlier when I’d spoken with Evelin. “Forgotten Royalty…” She murmured the meaning, a spark of interest shinning in her eyes. “Where do I know that name from…” Sentala asked herself as she stroked the hair back from my ears with gentle hands, tracing her fingers along their squared edges before leaning down to look more fully into my eyes. “You’ve grown quite a bit since last we spoke…and yet you don’t look nearly as old as I think you should.” 
 
    “The Fae are often blessed with the gift of long life,” I offered as she pulled back allowing me to sit up. “You broke the bed to free yourself…is that all the damage you’ve done?”  
 
    “I didn’t kill anyone if that’s what you’re thinking. Every one of them will wake sometime in the next sun’s span or so feeling well worn, but thoroughly sated.” I chuckled a bit. 
 
    “You’re just that good I suppose,” I said in answer to her curiously raised brow. 
 
    “Yes,” Sentala cracked a smile. “I suppose I am.” 
 
    I tipped my head towards the chains still dangling from her wrists. “Would you like me to take care of that?”  
 
    “It would be much appreciated.” She said wryly offering her wrists to me. With gentle hands, I traced my fingers along the cuffs creating a glowing seam, easily pulling them apart before wrapping the chain once more around my wrist watching as it shimmered melting once more into my flesh. Making the once faded tattoo more vibrant and life like.  
 
    “Are all your tattoos as unique as that one?” Sentala asked, taking in the swirling patterns of ink that covered my form, or at least all parts of me that she could see.  
 
    “I learned after being a soldier in the King’s army that some materials are hard to come by when fighting a war, especially in lands as harsh as the desert or marshlands and I thought it best not be found without some weapon or defense. So, I found an enchantress willing to help me, with metal made thin by fire and used as ink she etched my skin with tattoos formed of magic. Mine and hers, I can draw the metal from my skin, the tattoos are the form it takes. Though once freed I can use it for other things as you saw earlier when I bound you.” She bowed her head in understanding, tracing her fingers lightly along the intricately knotted shield on the back of my hand. 
 
    “Why were you looking for me? What good would finding a succubus get you?” Her gaze was penetrating, a bit harsh as if she were trying to find my measure. 
 
    “Curiosity more than anything, I woke as a child wondering if you were real. Eventually I met a friend who offered to help me and so I described not a person but a creature, and I did not for a moment think he’d find you. Until he did…why were you wearing the collar?” 
 
    “I was captured, sun cycles later, by different men who wished to use me, but I would not willingly be used and so transformed not into what they desired but a dragon lizard instead. In their anger, they had an enchanter collar me so that I could not change form and sold me to the highest bidder for my unique eyes. I’d been stuck that way for just over forty sun cycles.” I whistled softly at her sun cycles of suffering. “You cannot image the pain of a hunger you cannot sate, slowly devouring you from the inside out. It took everything in me not to kill every one of those pleasure workers. The only thing that gave me pause was that I did not wish to be trapped again after so short a time and my curiosity for a woman with fire burning in her eyes.” 
 
    “What now…” I asked after a short bout of silence.  
 
    “Pardon?” Sentala questioned cocking her head curiously. 
 
    “What do we do now?” I asked again. 
 
    “Well, your curiosity is sated, as is mine and the beast...” I watched her eyes glow with hunger as she leaned closer. “The beast is still very hungry,” she breathed the tone of her voice heating my blood and making me wet. I moaned softly as she trailed kisses along my jaw.  
 
    “I don’t think you want to do this,” I grunted watching metal alloy bead upon the back of my hand leeching the color from the tattoo of a shield that existed there.  
 
    “The beast does,” She murmured nipping softly at my neck, wisps of my magic being sucked down her throat. It felt heavenly, I breathed heavily sure in the fact that, my magic would eventually turn to life force and that even if I saw my death approaching. I would go moaning her name enjoying every moment of it. Goddess, I didn’t want to die at the hands of a succubus I thought I could trust simply because she’d aided me in my youth. Though I would certainly deserve it for not heeding the warning she’d given me at the time… 
 
    The door burst open, shattering on its hinges, distracting her from her meal and freeing me from her magic. We watched with baited breath as a small reflective metal ball was lobbed inward. My heart froze in my chest at the familiarity of it. Time slowed as I wrapped my arms around her and slung her off the side of the bed. Quickly, I raised my arm, shield taking form as the little ball detonated. Forming a dragon of icy wind that came hurtling towards us. “Whatever you do!” I screamed just before it connected with the fully formed shield. “Don’t let go!” I wrapped myself around her as best I could as armor encased me, protecting me as we flew through the wall from the force of the blow dealt to the shield. The dragon vanished as quickly as it had appeared while we tumbled across the ground.  
 
    “What in the Gods was that?!” Sentala exclaimed as we skidded to a halt and I released her pushing to my feet, shield still held close to my side. I glanced at the damage done, a large smoldering dent in the center before tracing my hand along the steel with glowing fingers and smoothing away the damage as if it had never been.  
 
    “I’m hoping it’s the King, better the King than the Fae. His Gen-Sen enjoys fighting with ice. She knows of my fire magic, and prefers distance as she is aware of my gift to use anything as a weapon. If it’s the King, even if we’re captured we have a chance of living despite my having deserted the army. If it’s the Fae…well they might just kill me on principle and I couldn’t really tell you why. I suppose I’m just too close to full blooded for their taste, my strength frightens them.”  
 
    “What are you wearing?” She asked as an afterthought. I shoved her down a back alley as a score of men marched by us bearing the royal crest upon their armor. I breathed a sigh of relief at that. 
 
    “Armor, tattoos remember…” 
 
    “There are no tattoos of armor etched along your skin,” She countered taking in the helmet framing my face. 
 
    “The curving shapes, are enough, my imagination does the rest.” I glanced around the corner holding her behind me.  
 
    “Vani! I know you’re somewhere around here, we have the whole block surrounded so just do us all a favor and surrender.” I snorted softly at the familiar feminine voice, before leaning back against the building we hid beside. 
 
    “Any ideas…” Sentala opened her mouth to speak that spark of hunger still glimmering in her eyes. “Besides sucking them all dry. I’d rather not risk getting that close.” She closed her mouth expression thoughtful while I took deep breaths trying to remain calm. “Truly I would love to know how they keep finding me.”  
 
    “Couldn’t be too hard with eyes and tattoos such as yours, even without your hair, a few questions and lots of money would likely get them pretty far with most people.” Sentala breathed pressing herself against my side. “All I can think about is how hungry I am.” I shivered as she traced her nose lightly along my neck. “Has anyone ever told you how good you smell?” 
 
    I shoved her away as I felt her draw on my magic as soon as the first hints of desire warmed my blood, “Now is not the time.” I growled angrily.  
 
    “I see movement!?” We watched as another reflective ball rolled towards us down the alley. 
 
    “I blame you for this,” I hissed before picking it up hand glowing with my magic and lobbing it back, unlike them I wasn’t willing to risk killing men and women I’d once served with.  
 
    “It’s coming back!” We watched as soldiers scrambled to get out of the way of the blast zone thinking that an angry dragon formed of ice was about to shoot out of that thing. I chuckled softly as it detonated. 
 
    “What did you do to it?” Sentala questioned taking in the icy wonderland that had crept into the alley we hid in. 
 
    “I turned it into sticky ice.” I murmured ushering her in the opposite direction. 
 
    “What’s that?” She questioned curiously. “Is that even a thing?” 
 
    “Ice that makes you stick to whatever you happen to be standing near when it hits you, similar to glue and no. I just made it up.” Sentala stared at me unsure if she’d heard me right or not. 
 
    “Goddess damn it all Keeravani! Do you know how long it will take to free my soldiers!” That familiar voice boomed off from somewhere behind us. 
 
    “Probably about as long as it takes for the sun to melt it away,” I answered softly. 
 
    “We’ll have to wait for the sun!” I chuckled as she came to the same conclusion I had. I peeked around the corner making sure that the street was clear of soldiers before creeping out. My armor fading away as I joined the crowd of panicked people trying to quickly find their way home, Sentala trailing in my wake. 
 
    With unhurried steps, I found my way to the edge of the city where I’d stabled my horse. I flipped a coin to the man on guard before entering the stables and sneaking into his stall. Guiding him out into the open. “Is that a unicorn?!” Sentala breathed in shock.  
 
    “Of course not,” I countered gently stroking his muzzle. “Do you see a horn sprouting from the center of his head?” 
 
    “I’ve lived long enough to know a unicorn when I see one,” Sentala shot back stepping closer. “Only fools believe they’re all white. As well I know they all have horns, just not everyone can see them.” 
 
    “Your hunger is getting to you,” I said as I wrapped my hands in his dark mane before pulling myself upon his back. “I know how you love the saddle chaffing your back Procter but I fear we have no time.” He tossed his head, whinnying in amusement at my sarcasm. I squeezed his girth with my thighs and he wheeled around towards the exist. 
 
    “You’re just going to leave me?” I glanced down at the succubus with such unique eyes and sighed softly before offering her my arm. She took it willingly and with a strong heave I pulled her up behind me, before urging Proctor into a ground eating trot hoping to be far away from the city of Tekna by the time the sun finally touched the horizon… 
 
    “Would you stop that!” I growled loins burning, able to feel the small wisps of my magic pull away as she fed on my desire. “Or at least stop humming in appreciation every time you have a taste. Goddess, people are giving us strange looks wondering what the hell you’re doing back there.” 
 
    I tipped my head in greeting to a man staring at us as he passed on his horse, Sentala tightening her hold on me. “Do you want me to stop or do you want me to be quiet? They aren’t staring because of the noise; they’re staring because of the desire coming off of us in waves.” 
 
    “If you keep feeding will I grow weak or die?” I questioned needing to know. 
 
    “Not with the strength of your magic and the way I’m sipping at you. At most you’ll just become overly aroused.” I grunted having already reached that state. 
 
    “Is this helping your hunger?” I asked more softly. A shuddering breath slipped from my throat as she slid her hand beneath my shirt rubbing softly at my abdomen. 
 
    “Yes,” I clenched my jaw, face warm as she traced the skin so close to where I needed her to be.  
 
    “Then feed, but be quiet.” I husked taking deep breaths as she fanned the flames of my desire.  
 
    “Thank you,” she breathed against my skin once more drawing on my magic. I swallowed thickly sweat beading on my brow, praying that we would soon make it to the small town of Sangrur bordering the mountain pass into Samere. Otherwise I wasn’t sure what I would do.  
 
    I thanked the Goddess that just as we toped a hill leading down into the small town Sentala stopped feeding, loosening her hold on me and freeing her hands from my shirt. I tugged lightly on Proctor’s mane causing him to pause upon the hill. “Sangrur is a small town, always bustling with trade due to its location. I come often throughout the sun cycle to aid a black smith in making weapons for the cold moon cycles when bandits are more common. This close to the border of a place so neutral there’s not much the King can do to help his people short of war and after the disaster of Angileri no one would aid us.” 
 
    “You come often and yet, soldiers haven’t discovered you here?” Sentala questioned sliding from Proctor’s back and stretching her legs. I breathed a sigh of relief, relaxing more fully in the saddle and ignoring the abundance of wetness I felt between my thighs. I planned on changing at the first opportunity. I glanced at the rags Sentala called clothes, and finding her a bit to wear as well. It wouldn’t do to have my companion walking around in rags. 
 
    “People know me here, but they aren’t too good at remembering faces or features if you catch my meaning.” I urged Proctor into a walk so that Sentala could keep up. 
 
    Chuckling softly, she glanced up at me shielding her eyes from the high noon sun, “They pretend as if they’ve never seen you?” 
 
    “It’s not much of a stretch considering none are overly endeared to the King, he hasn’t done much by way of protection. I was a soldier once, I train them, I teach them what I know to survive the harsh winter. I help build and I make the weapons that protect them. If there were ever a place I would enjoy calling home it would be here, simple though this place seems, it’s bursting with life.” I dismounted as we reached the town limit tracing my fingers lightly over the newly crafted sign smiling sadly. Every sun cycle it was destroyed and every sun cycle I returned it was remade. I crouched down looking for a signature and finding it in the corner just beneath a blooming flower that might have been a twilight peony. I’d never seen one in person, they only bloomed in Angileri, but I’d heard they were beautiful. The spitting image of the Queen’s eyes. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” Sentala question crouching beside me. 
 
    “The bandits tend to destroy whatever lay in their path, and the sign holding the name of the town is usually one of the first things to go, out of spite more than anything I think. A friend of mine remakes them every sun cycle with the help of her lover. I wanted to make sure she still lived. Her signature is here in the corner, a heart to signify love and a tail holding the letter of her first name and her mates. If she had died it would be left blank, if she’d lost her mate the heart would be broken and this letter would stand alone. Thankfully they are both well…I hope I never see the sun’s span that they aren’t.” I pushed from my crouch stretching my legs. 
 
    Sentala burst into laughter and I looked at her strangely. “Goddess, I’m so sorry.” She tsked tugging gently at the hem of my shirt trying to cover my pants. I glanced down and blushed at the large spot of wetness that spanned the crotch of my trousers.  
 
    I dipped my knees, “I’d dry it but it’s not water and it would definitely stain…as well it would probably leave me reeking of sex…if I don’t smell of it already.” 
 
    “You do and I find it quite appealing, but others might not. Is there a place where we can buy clothing…?” She peeked at my trousers again chuckling to herself. “Discreetly.”  
 
    “I know a woman. Her name is Glen; she keeps a room for me through the sun cycle regardless of whether I’m here or not.” I smiled softly thinking about the surprise on her face at seeing me early this sun cycle. 
 
    “A lover?” Sentala asked clicking her tongue gently guiding Proctor along behind us. I could have told her he’d have followed regardless but Proctor enjoyed measuring a person’s worth on his own. He'd not get the chance if I didn’t let him interact with her.  
 
    “No,” I chuckled at the thought. “More of a mother really. She found me wandering in the forest after I woke wondering if you really existed. For all intents and purposes she raised me to be the woman I am. It saddens me to know that though she’s aged quite a bit I remain looking the same as I did when I reached my twenty-first sun cycle of life.”   
 
    “Living for eternity is a curse I have often found hard to bare, made worse by the fact that it wasn’t my choice to make.” Sentala murmured walking ahead of me stroking Proctor’s jaw gently, icy eyes pale with her grief. “You said before that the Fae are often blessed with the gift of long life… and so I wonder if you’re immortal?” 
 
     “I can be killed, but old age will not be the cause,” I offered catching up to her and steering her towards a shop with a shirt and a pair of trousers on the sign above the door before anyone happened to look to closely. “I’m sorry…even though I don’t know your story. I’m sorry for no doubt the countless losses you’ve endured.” I murmured as she caught my eye while I patted Proctor on the side indicating that he should stay put. Though I wouldn’t hold it against him if he didn’t. He knew the stables were by the town Inn and where there were stables there was grain and perhaps sweet grass if he was lucky. 
 
    The bell above the door jingled as we entered signaling the girl behind the counter and ending our conversation. She glanced up and smiled brightly upon recognizing me. “Keeravani is that you?” I took in the shape of her face free of baby fat, blue green eyes sparkling with mirth and I smiled. 
 
    “Little Cylance, well you aren’t so little anymore. Where have you been?” I questioned chuckling as she leapt over the counter and ran into my embrace. I hugged her tightly dropping a kiss onto her brow.  
 
    “I was apprenticing in Tekna. Gran wanted me to get a bit more experience before I went on poking people with needles. She missed you yah know,” Cylance murmured stepping back.  
 
    “I know,” I ruffled her hair gently.  
 
    Cylance tipped her head, “Who’s your friend?” 
 
    “This is…” I turned and flinched slightly at her sudden change in appearance. “Goddess,” I breathed clutching my heart. Her skin once pale, was now lightly tanned, her hair once long and light was now short and dark, like feathered down upon a new born chick, soft and wild. Her eyes always icy blue, were now hazel and just as striking as they were unfamiliar. Her build was less curves and now, lithe muscle. Where before she’d been slightly taller, now we were of the same height. I stared transfixed, if not for the rags she still wore I’d question if it were the same person. “This is my friend Sentala…” I murmured softly as Sentala offered her hand in greeting. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet one of Keeravani’s friends, she never talks of them and we worry about her here.” Cylance said taking her hand firmly in her own for a brief moment. 
 
    “We are not so much friends really,” I breathed a sigh of relief that at least her voice was recognizable…not the same, but close enough that I could hear the old within the new. “She found me in need of aid and came to my rescue, for that I am indeed grateful.” 
 
    Hearing that, Cylance took in our disheveled and worn appearance brow raised slightly. “Do I want to know?” 
 
    “You really don’t,” I countered shaking my head moving towards the racks of clothing that littered the room searching for something that would fit the succubus. It was a bit easier than I’d first envisioned considering she appeared to be closer to my size than before.  
 
    Coming across a gown fit for a queen I whistled softly in appreciation, “I would not think you’d make a gown that no one would ever buy and so I must then ask who has bought gowns such as these? I know that the town is always full of trade, so close to the border as we are, but never have I seen Glen make anything so…impractical.” I finished not meaning to be rude. 
 
    “Gran always told me that whenever she thought to make a dress she would think of you, because no lady should be donned in a garment that would hinder the defense of her own self or her escape if she should need it. So though it is beautiful, and worth more than I would care to part with. It is not expensive for its beauty but for its practicality in a setting where you must look the part and still be able to defend yourself.” I raised my brow at that explanation as Sentala joined me in admiring the gown. 
 
    “Can you explain what you mean?” She questioned rubbing the fabric between her fingers as I had, as soft as sin it was. Decadent…not unlike the pleasure a succubus could draw from your loins. My lips twitched slightly at the thought. 
 
    “The dress is not so much a dress as a billowy tunic with long tails and then beneath it to add to the illusion are breeches made in a similar fashion, with fabric flowing from the waist to fill in where the tunic doesn’t cover.” Cylance raised the tunic, separating the fabric so that we could see what she meant. “All of it is very soft and silky, as well it falls beautifully. Tight in the chest,” she glanced at my meager assets smiling softly. “Well for some.” I chuckled shrugging slightly. “Loose in the torso and breezy, not restrictive. There are also slits, in the arms and by the hips if you want to hide a dagger or two. It comes with a pair of boots that are dainty in appearance, but are actually very sturdy and comfortable.” 
 
    “Who was it made for?” I questioned tracing the tattoo of a dagger spanning my forearm beneath the chain wrapped around my left wrist. It rippled slightly for a moment seeming more solid, causing Sentala to stare brow furrowed. I let my arm fall to my side ignoring her inquiring gaze.  
 
    Cylance smiled softly allowing the fabric to flow from her fingers, “I have no clue, Gran first began making them while I was away and despite my questioning won’t tell me who for.” Cylance glanced around, I suppose to ensure that Glen was nowhere in sight before leaning forward and whispering, “But I heard in the common room of Sangrur Inn, that perhaps it was for the Princess…” 
 
    “Which one?” Sentala and I prompted at the same time, sharing a brief look before turning back to the girl.  
 
    “Well despite the rumors of the King having a daughter out of wedlock, no one has been able to find proof of it.” I rubbed my jaw lips twitching slightly in amusement. “I can’t imagine the Queen of Angileri would let her consorts come through Ierilo after what happened a little over five sun cycles ago now and same goes for the heir of Dangilere, who is an ambassador to the Queen. So, that leaves the Princess of Samere…” I gave Cylance a narrowed eyed look. 
 
    “You realize the King of Samere has several daughters, which he detests greatly or so I’ve heard. He’s been trying to marry them off to strong men in the hopes that one will be fit to rule in his stead. A pig of a man really, I feel bad for his wife, who I’ve been told is quite lovely in appearance and disposition.” I finished smiling softly gazing back and forth between Cylance and Sentala shrugging at their curious looks. “I listen and I read, you’d be surprised what you learn by doing both.” 
 
    “Lancy you better be working, I’ve been listening and I haven’t heard you mention our new winter attire not once, what did I tell you about gossiping with the…” Glen froze behind the counter when she caught sight of us. Her face creased from sun cycles of smiling broke into a grin and her eyes usually a dark brown warmed to a honeyed hazel in her delight. Goddess she was still as vibrant and kind as the sun’s span I’d first met her. “You still don’t look a sun’s span over your twenty-first sun cycle, and if I were just a bit younger I’d leap over this counter to give you a hug.” 
 
    I laughed softly before moving forward to meet her half way, sure that in her old age she’d shrunken slightly, for I knew I’d long since stopped growing. “I have missed your quick wit and sharp barbs Glen.” I murmured breathing in her scent of cinnamon and ginger, her favorite kind of tea.  
 
    “It’s only been a little over a sun cycle,” She pulled back to get a better look at me, raising her brow as she took in the large spot staining my trousers and the scent of sex that no doubt wafted off my clothes. “What have you gotten yourself into?” 
 
    I sighed glancing briefly at Cylance who was helping Sentala pick out some clothing that would fit comfortably. “She’ll do well to replace you, she has nearly a good eye as you.” 
 
    Glen smiled at the praise. “That’ll be a few sun cycles in coming, I’m not that old,” I chuckled at her feigned exasperation. “Now stop avoiding the question.” 
 
    “This is a story for another time, but I will leave it saying there were soldiers involved.” I offered soberly not wanting Cylance to overhear and ask questions I did not wish to answer. The less she knew the better.  
 
    “Ahh, I understand completely. I would have thought they’d get tired of chasing you all across Ierilo by now…how long has it been since they caught up to you last?” Glen wondered brow furrowed in thought. 
 
    “Just a little over ten sun cycles ago I believe, Nathen had just made Gen-Sen at the time which is why I remember it so well, seeing the insignia upon her breast had blown my mind.” I shook my head. “You would think my best friend in the military wouldn’t be so set on seeing me destroyed. Napa of course is her Sec.”  
 
    “She loved you, and you left her, no doubt it hurt, she probably thought herself a fool.” Glen offered by way of explanation remembering the night I burst into the shop covered in mud, bleeding profusely and crying my heart out.  
 
    “What would I have told her, we don’t stand a chance, I’ll out live you by a few hundred sun cycles. That is if I’m not killed for existing by the Fae or used as a weapon by my own military. It’s been near about thirty sun cycles; you’d think she’d be over it by now.” I countered sighing heavily. 
 
    “To that I have one question…are you?” Glen gazed at me with her penetrating eyes and I turned away unable to find an honest answer. “You have a big heart Keeravani, filled with love, there’s nothing wrong with still caring for that woman, just don’t let her catch you.” Glen warned gently rubbing my shoulder. 
 
    I scoffed lightly, “I don’t think there’s a cell in Ierilo that could hold me…” 
 
    “They wouldn’t need a cell if they had just a few snips of the succubus plant, it’s only illegal in Angileri and it would neutralize your magic just as good as it would anyone’s.” Glen scolded not unkindly. “Now get cleaned up as always there are fresh drying linens hiding in your closet, and cleaning clothes in the bathing room. Take your friend with you and pay when you come back down. Her clothing looks like it’s seen better sun spans.” 
 
    “The reason why I love you, honey and vinegar wrapped in a sweet little package.” I murmured dropping one last kiss onto her cheek before beckoning Sentala into the back and up the stairs into the home above the storefront.  
 
    “That child is good at selling things,” I glanced over my shoulder at the wide variety of clothing Sentala held in her arms and chuckled softly. 
 
    “I think I have a set of clothing for just about every occasion and I have not a dime to pay for it…” Sentala realized after a moment of thought. 
 
    “Cylance learned from the best and so I’m not surprised, it probably all fits too, as for payment. That’s not something you should worry about, Glen knows I have you covered. I can’t really send you on your way with nothing? Now can I?” I motioned for her to drop the clothing on the bed I used when I was here, while I dug in the closet looking for drying cloths, finding them easily on the shelf at the top. 
 
    “You could, I’m a succubus, I fed on you. I could well do it again and perhaps next time I won’t be so careful. I’ve done less to others and have received far worse treatment and so you would be justified in turning me out with the rags I hold on my back.” Sentala countered as I gathered up my own clothing.  
 
    “It’s in your nature, that does not however make you inherently evil. I asked that you not kill those pleasure workers and you restrained yourself. You sipped at my magic, but did not weaken me so far that I could tell and as a child you could have left me for dead in that forest. Instead you eased my fear, you held me close and sheltered me until I slept. All the stories I’ve read depict succubi as monsters, seducers of the innocent, stealers of souls. I’ve known you for as little as two sun spans if I count that evening as a child and already I question those stories. Perhaps it is a strange concept but to me you’re just a person, with a strange set of needs.” I finished as I left her sitting on the bed a thoughtful expression on her face as I went in search of a nice hot bath. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “When I saw this humble abode, I did not for a moment think it was hiding a treasure such as this,” I opened my eyes to find Sentala standing in the doorway to the bathing room looking thoroughly impressed. 
 
    “Are you complementing, me or the pool?” I questioned grabbing my bath cloth and beginning to scrub myself thoroughly as she stripped and slid right in. The heated oasis was large enough to fit four comfortably. 
 
    “The pool of course, not that I don’t think you’re a treasure in your own right,” she finished nonchalantly as she searched through the bath soaps for one she agreed with while I gazed at her brow raised at the praise.  
 
    “Mmmm,” she cradled a bottle to her chest smiling softly at the scent. “I think I’ll pick this one.” 
 
    “Please tell me it doesn’t remind you of sex,” Sentala laughed heartily pouring a bit onto a bath cloth of her own. 
 
    “Not particularly no, and I do not overly enjoy the scent of sex, it only smells appealing on certain individuals. You just happen to be one of them. No, it reminds me a bit of warm fires and cozy nights if you must know, a bit of spice and soothing comfort wrapped up in one. Like if I close my eyes I can almost feel the hint of the sun shining upon my face,” she leaned back sighing softly as if she could feel the sun’s warmth. “It reminds me a bit of you actually if I really think about it…” Sentala continued as she opened her eyes. 
 
    “Well I play with fire and I give off quite a bit of warmth so I can see how that makes sense.” I offered ducking beneath heated water to wet my hair before coming up and pouring a bit of soup into my palm. “Why are you smiling at me like that?” I asked after a moment of silence spent with her staring at me. 
 
    “No reason I was just thinking how lovingly soft and kind you are. It makes you taste better you know?” I scrubbed my hair squinting to avoid getting soap in my eyes. 
 
    “I’ll remember that in the future and be sure to avoid others of your kind least I lose my soul.” Sentala laughed again drawing closer to me. 
 
    “No succubus would take such a bright soul as yours unless they were truly evil. There aren’t enough people like you in this world.” With firm but gentle hands she tugged my fingers from my hair and took over massaging my scalp. “Besides I’ve marked you with my magic no one would dare…” 
 
    “What!?” I tensed pulling away looking for her mark among the tattoos littering my form.  
 
    “You can’t see it unless I wish you to, it’s for other succubi or incubi if you’re referring to a male. It protects you, do not fret. It doesn’t ensure I can find you or draw on your magic in any way. It simply glows, a warning.” As I watched she traced her fingers lightly upon my sternum, “Right here,” I blinked at the glowing characters swirling upon my skin. “It’s my house in our mother tongue. I placed it on you when you were a child. Considering you’ve met no other succubi besides me I’d say it worked. There are many in Ierilo and even more in Samere where the laws are lax, in certain regards.” 
 
    “That explains why there are so many stories,” I relaxed as she continued to massage my scalp making sure my hair was thoroughly clean before motioning me to duck beneath the water. 
 
    “I’ve heard the King of Samere has a harem of them, slaves the lot of them, which plays a big part in why he does not wish to change the laws.” I burst through the surface upon hearing such a thing. 
 
    “Why have need of sex…creatures?” Sentala smirked at my word choice. “When he has a wife, whom he loves despite his many atrocities.” 
 
    “They’re rewards for the soldiers that please him. Other than that, I wouldn’t know, getting close enough to the capital to become a slave was never in my plans. There’s a reason that each time you found me I played the part of a lizard. I hate what I am as it is, I need not be forced to serve others.” I dipped my head in understanding turning her so that I could return the favor of washing her hair. 
 
    “Each time I met you, your eyes were icy blue…but now they’re hazel. Your whole appearance has changed. Why?” I questioned running my fingers through the softly curling strands of her dark hair. 
 
    “My eyes are icy blue, a frozen lake on a winter night. That’s the only thing that remains constant unless I will it to change. Most succubi are creatures of the night, shifting form at the will of their lovers. It wouldn’t do for me to change every five seconds, and so I take the form of what most pleases the first person I see upon entering a town or city. Cylance finds a man who resembles my appearance attractive. Of course, I altered my features enough so that I’d not startle her at the uncanny resemblance. Now if you’re wondering why you don’t count…” She ducked beneath the water cleaning her hair before coming up again. “Well that’s because as a child you simply wanted me to be whoever I was and as an adult it hasn’t changed. You desire nothing at all from me.” Sentala stroked my cheek gently. “It’s a bit fascinating actually, there’s no pull to be something I’m not. You aren’t drawn to me as others are and you can fight my gift of desire. It almost makes me want to stick around to see what makes you tick.”  
 
    A throat clearing caused us both to look up to find Cylance blushing in the doorway gazing at her toes. “Many apologies for interrupting, but Gran thought you might be hungry from your journey and made you a bit of stew…I’d thought you’d not want it to get cold.” 
 
    “Thank you, child.” Sentala said gently as she pulled away climbing free of the pool. I stroked my fingers through my hair one final time to ensure all the soap was out before following after her.  
 
    “I didn’t know you were…” I placed my fingers gently upon Cylance’s lips.  
 
    “We weren’t, just talking a bit close. Don’t feel bad, alright?” She gazed into my eyes for a moment before relaxing, realizing I wasn’t angry at her interruption. I smiled wrapping myself in a drying cloth. “Now tell me, what kind of stew did Glen make for dinner?” 
 
    Leading me back to my room Cylance explained how it was a new dish Glen was trying out, “She put sweet grass in it,” I wrinkled my nose at that. “I know; any plant mage will tell you that’s perfectly fine for human consumption but I’ve only ever seen it fed to horses.” The girl shook her head stopping outside my door, “It’s just strange is all, but it looks delicious.”  
 
    “If I know Glen, I’m sure it’ll taste just as amazing as it looks,” I ruffled her hair. “And I’d know wouldn’t I, having eaten it off and on for that past sixty sun cycles or so.”  
 
    Cylance chuckled softly, “You have me there.”  
 
    “See you in a bit Lancy,” I watched her walk down the hall before stepping into my room to find Sentala fully dressed seated on the bed, folding the clothes Cylance had picked out for her. 
 
    “How does your clothing fit?” I finished drying myself before pulling undergarments from the dresser in the corner. 
 
    “Wonderful… your hair…it’s different.” I held the crimson strands of blood and fire intermixed with strands of sunlight. 
 
    “Whenever I come back I wash the dye from my hair, it’s really just a mixture of soap and my magic which makes it just as easy to wash out.” I offered by way of explanation as I pulled on a pair of dark trousers and a light breezy sleeveless tunic the color of the forest.  
 
    “I can see why you dye it, more than your eyes or your tattoos, your hair is easily the most notable thing about you. Impossible to forget and it’s nearly already dry. Your doing?” I shook my head at her question. 
 
    “I run a bit warmer than most remember? It does that on its own. An enchantress once told me it’s a reflection of my gift. That if I lost my magic my hair would fade to a more normal color…” 
 
    “Lies,” Sentala countered standing from the bed and coming to stand beside me gently stroking her fingers through my hair. “This is all natural, with or without your magic. I’d know…” I watched as she raised the strands of my hair to her face breathing in my scent, eyes blazing briefly with hunger. 
 
    I stepped back before she could get any closer. “Judging by the look in your eyes I think it’s time we had ourselves a meal. I’m not willing to go through the same thing I did this afternoon. I could hardly stand it then.” 
 
    “Was I tempting?” Sentala questioned cheekily as she followed me out of the room. 
 
    “Yes, tempting me to shove you off my horse and never look back,” I countered honestly. 
 
    She chuckled warmly as we tromped down the stairs moving deeper into the back of the shop until we found ourselves in a small kitchen. Past which we found a cozy dining room where the table had been set for two, a bit of parchment held beneath one of the forks explained where Glen and Cylance had gotten off to. “It seems we’re to dine alone.” Sentala husked drawing her meal and her chair close to mine as I read over Glen’s neatly written note. 
 
    “Lancy’s brother is in town, he’s staying at the Inn, not knowing when they’d see him again Glen decided it best to take Cylance to see him least he head out in the night. Not knowing how long we’d take to come down she left the meal for us. The shop is locked and closed so if we wish to head to bed or hit the town as she so nicely put it we can without having to worry.” I took my seat shaking my head at her closeness. 
 
    “What? The other end of the table is way too far for intimate conversation and I have questions.” I watched her sip from her wine before trying a bit of the stew, closing her eyes in contentment. “This is actually very good.” 
 
    I took a bite of mine own, sighing softly as the taste of well-cooked rabbit burst across my tongue. The spices and sweet grass adding a bit of tang to a usually salty dish. “Goddess, Glen has a gift.” I murmured taking a bite of freshly baked bread seated beside my stew. 
 
    “I’m inclined to agree. Though not having eaten real food for the last forty sun cycles. I think anything would appeal to my palate.” I snorted at that dipping my head in agreement.  
 
    We spent the next serval minutes enjoying our meal in silence, Sentala finished first leaning back and savoring her wine. I traced the last of my bread across the bottom of my bowl sighing in satisfaction as I finished the last bite. “That was better than I’d thought it would be…now you said you had questions?” 
 
    “About your gift yes, I simply wondered how it works?” She swirled her wine waiting for an answer. 
 
    “Everyone does, but it’s a bit hard to explain.” I took the glass that had held my water, my wine glass still full. I didn’t drink. “It works easier with nonliving objects, things already crafted by man, this table, this chair, or this glass for instance. As well as the water with in it. Now I could change this water to wine, but I have found that belief is everything and if I do not fully believe, the wine tastes a bit watered down. I could change it to milk as well, a more visible transformation.” I offered swirling my spoon gently through the liquid which grew at first foggy in color, slowly darkening as we watched until it was as white as any milk from a cow’s teat.  
 
    “Now the test,” I nudged the glass across the table. “Does it taste like water or milk, because any enchanter can cast a simple illusion.” Sentala took the glass hesitantly in her hand before raising it to her lips to take a drink, eyes widening slightly. 
 
    “That’s pretty impressive.” She offered the glass back to me and I took it. The water clearing as I raised it to my lips to take a drink of my own. A far quicker transition than the first had been. 
 
    “It’s just a bit of parlor tricks, I’ve had sun cycles of practice. Skill is…” I snapped my fingers staring across the table. “What’s that?” Sentala turned to look. 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” She turned back to me brow furrowed. 
 
    “A simple distraction. As I was saying skill is turning a glass half full of water into a blade,” Sentala gazed at the blade made completely of glass sitting on the table. “Skill is turning a blade made of glass, into one of steel.” I twirled the blade in my hand, now glowing softly with the warmth of my magic before setting it upon the table once more. “Skill is making you look and wonder if this knife,” I held it up, the hilt now wrapped in silver, resembling the dragon lizard she’d once been with my names stylized along the base of the blade. “Was ever truly a glass of water in the first place.” I stabbed the knife lightly into the wood of the table. “Skill is turning this knife…back into a glass of water least Glen kill me for destroying her fine dishware.” I murmured raising the knife to my lips while Sentala gasped, taking a sip from my glass before setting it once more on the table while she stared mouth agape.  
 
    “You’re quite skilled,” Sentala offered setting down her glass of wine. “It’s a bit frightening really to think of all the…” 
 
    “All the evil one could do with a gift such as mine,” I finished when she hesitated. “It is a good thing that Glen raised me to be a very accepting and loving individual is it not?” The succubus nodded slightly unable to find words. “Not all things are as easy to craft to my will, plants for one. Despite what you think they know exactly what they are, and do not wish to be forced into anything and so you must be gentle and coxing. Water lives in every liquid making it a bit easier to manage. Clothing is not hard, but I’ll never get my favorite tunic back if I decide to craft it into something else and so I leave that be.” I finished off the last of my water standing to take my dishes to the kitchen. “Have I answered your question thoroughly enough?” I tossed over my shoulder as I left the dining room. 
 
    “Quite thoroughly…” 
 
    “Goddess!” I exclaimed stumbling backward at her sudden appearance beside me. “How in the…” 
 
    Sentala smiled softly, turning on the faucet and taking my dishes while I clutched at my chest waiting for my heart to calm. She leaned close and murmured teasingly in my ear. “Skill is leaving you to wonder if I’m really that fast or if I can appear wherever I wish at any moment.”  
 
    “Either is just a bit frightening and you worded it wrong,” I countered laughing softly.  
 
    “Ahh well, it was close enough,” I dried the dishes once she’d washed them putting them away where I remembered they belonged. 
 
    “What do you want to do with the rest of the night…?” I took in Sentala’s look that told me exactly what she wanted and I shook my head. “You can do that if you want, but I won’t be playing a part in it.” I added slightly amused at her persistence. 
 
    “As nice as that sounds to the beast, I’m a bit tired and I have a long sun’s span ahead of me on the morrow if I wish to get to where I’m going before the sun touches upon the horizon.” I bowed my head in understanding leading her back up the stairs, stopping at the door right beside the bathing room. 
 
    “It was interesting getting to know a bit more about you,” She reached to shake my hand and I took it before shrugging slightly and pulling her into a firm hug. “May the Goddess bless you on whatever path you choose to take.” 
 
    “Goodness, I’ve not been blessed in such a long time,” I smiled at the feel of soft lips against my cheek before pulling away. “It was nice meeting you again Keeravani, continue to do great things.”  
 
    “I’ll do my best,” I offered as she stepped into her room and closed the door. Only to flinch slightly when she opened it back up again. “What?” I questioned as she gazed at me with a thoughtful expression. 
 
    “Is Proctor still waiting by the shop entrance?” I opened my mouth to speak before snapping my mouth shut. I wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Thank you for reminding me.” I turned on my heel, jogging back down the stairs, hearing Sentala’s amused chuckle and the closing of her door behind me. I leapt over the counter in the front of the shop thankful that I hadn’t tripped in the growing shadows and speedily walked towards the entrance. Unlocking the door and ignoring the jingle as I peeked outside looking for my horse. 
 
    Proctor nickered softly in greeting and I sighed stepping out into the warm night air. “Now we both know you don’t need me to find the town Inn, you’ve been there about a million times.” I stroked his muzzle as he butted me lightly in the chest. “Hmm, I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to go for a ride. Just let me grab a pair of boots.”  
 
    I gave him one final pat before heading back into the shop, leaping once more over the counter and running up the back stairs to my room. Where I acquired a pair of socks and my boots. When I returned not wanting to chance my luck a third time, I lifted the counter and walked through. Leaving a note in case Sentala woke and came looking for me, I locked up shop and met Proctor in the street.  
 
    “Are you ready good Sir?” Proctor bowed his head in a nod of understanding, and I chuckled, wrapping my hands in his mane before hefting myself onto his back.  
 
    I clenched his girth with my knees and relaxed as he trotted gently, but quickly through town heading for the Inn. I smiled at those I recognized in the light of the orbs illuminating the streets, curtesy of the town enchantress. It was getting to be late, but there were still people about as always. Visiting with one person or another.  
 
    I arrived at the Inn shortly, chuckling as Proctor ignored my nonverbal command to stop and headed straight for the stables. I slid from his back as he entered the stall and flipped the stable hand a silver coin, watching it glimmer and change in midair before he caught it. Missing the transformation, hidden in the shadows as I was. “Make sure he gets a good rub down and a nice bit of grain. He deserves it.” 
 
    “It’ll be my pleasure,” He chirped inspecting the Angilerian silver, no doubt to ensure it wasn’t a counterfeit before going about his work with far more vigor than I’d seen him apply moments before. 
 
    Goddess, I thought as I left him, the money couldn’t possibly be that bad could it… 
 
    I pushed into the common room of Sangrur Inn and paused for a moment at all the commotion, there were people everywhere and I could easily see why. In the corner by the fire, regaling the town folk with tales sat three soldiers. I rolled my eyes, finding an empty table in the corner. I’d have preferred a bard… 
 
    “What can I get you Lovely?” I stared at the large burly man taking orders and raised my brow at his presence. 
 
    “Now, I’m left to wondering what the town blacksmith is doing taking orders at the Inn. Barrow has three daughters, all very proficient servers, at least the last time I checked…” I murmured waving for Enta to be seated. 
 
    He sat with a sigh of relief, no doubt, glad to be off his aching feet. “Maple is in the delicate way,” Enta murmured, rounding his hands over his belly to be sure I knew what he meant. “Ash has joined the military and is going through her training in the capital city of Iyana. She’ll be home visiting during the cold season.” 
 
    “What did she get herself into…” I questioned brow furrowed at the thought.” Is she among the elite? The gifted sect of the military, a foot soldier or an Arrow… I honestly couldn’t tell you which would be worse.” Enta laughed at my assessment. 
 
    “It was what she wanted and we’re all very supportive of her choice, even if some of us don’t fully agree knowing where you stand with the King’s army.” I nodded my understanding motioning for him to continue. “She’s an Arrow, she thought it unfair to earn a place simply for her gift, and didn’t care for the easy training, as she so adeptly put it, of a foot soldier.” I gave him a look but chose not to comment further. “Goddess save us from the recklessness of youth am I right.” 
 
    “Ahya to that,” I grumbled closing his prayer.  
 
    “Ivy, is apprenticing in Samere actually, to a treasurer. She wants to understand a bit more about the workings of money and how it is in the last five sun cycles the Ierilo coin has diminished in value so drastically. Going from near equal to that of Angilerian coin, to a third. It’s a good thing to learn…perhaps she can give us some answers because I’m still trying to figure it out myself.” Enta grumbled rubbing his large hands over his face. 
 
    “Why seek answers elsewhere when we truly know the cause?” I questioned leaning further across the table though I was sure no one was listening, too engrossed were they by the soldiers. “There are Seven Powers in the world, that we know of…the rest are small lordlings with no real power or lands that any of the Big Seven care to overrun. They are generous in that regard. The powers are Ierilo in the mountains. Erangi full of beautiful men and architecture, probably the most advanced among us. With more intellect than magic. Kantari literally covered in a rainforest, they’d be the most primitive depending on who you ask, but they’re rich in culture and language. Both lie across the ocean and then Dangilere, a mixture of everything really. Raleli in the desert, an oasis that shouldn’t exist and probably wouldn’t if not for great Councilors and many water mages. Last but certainly not least you have Angileri ruled by Queens for the last few generations and every one of them has done great things.” 
 
    I smacked the table lightly, “Prince Eris has destroyed us and no one will claim it as such, he brought Dangilere and Angileri together. We all know they’d not have reconciled so easily, ten sun cycles they fought. Ten long bloody sun cycles. The Queen’s Tournament could have gone so differently for us all, but Eris ruined that…the King would not have accepted him as heir unless he saw a prominent change in his son. One that would never happen…” 
 
    “That man had a seed of evil in him as old as time. In some people, it just exists. Some people,” I reiterated, “Are born without a drop of good in them. I may not favor the King, every good man has done bad things as they say, but I know he raised him to the best of his ability. I severed in his army for a time, I fought with the Prince. I knew the darkness in him Enta…I battled it myself.” I gazed at the scars littering my arms beneath the tattoos.  
 
    “He sent his son away to change and Eris used it as an opportunity, aided by the sudden advancement of the Void, to overthrow the Queen. Ensuring, that regardless if he remained King or not he would always be remembered. Now Ierilo is paying the cost. The bandits that have always been a problem sneaking back and forth across the Samereian border have become worse. Our once booming trade industry has slowly dwindled, our coin has diminished in value. Goddess save us if a war erupts, the entire country will be thrown into poverty.” I finished shaking my head. 
 
    “It proves, that one man and or woman can change the world…our world and he has made it very bleak indeed. All for what? Nothing that matters.” Enta absorbed my words expression sober before beckoning over a lad taking orders. I leaned back in my seat running my hands through my hair as he ordered drinks. 
 
    “I see that you’ve thought about this long and hard, do you propose any answers?” Enta asked offering me a tankard of ale. 
 
    I took a deep calming breath before taking a sip grimacing slightly at the taste. I swirled my finger through the liquid filling my cup, finger glowing with magic before taking another sip of cool water. “How do nations usually fix things such as these, peace offerings, marriage, apologies. I’ve no clue Enta, I’m not royalty…” 
 
    He snorted at that, and I shot him a glare. “Not legitimate royalty. Everyone says that the King had a daughter with an elf and that I could be her, but there is no known proof of that fact.” 
 
    Enta gave me a look but chose not to argue. “The King’s army is still chasing you…do you really think they would go to such lengths for anyone? I’m sure there have been countless deserters before you…and after.” 
 
    I took another drink of my water considering his words. “You make a fine point but…” 
 
    “Get your hands off me!” Enta and I stood simultaneously at the sudden commotion. The common room had cleared a bit. After the soldiers had moved from the fire place to the bar, finally done telling stories. One a bit deep in his cups it seemed, decided he had the right to grab...Ally, an earth mage and the owner of the flower shop. She helped mightily during crop season. I’d never seen a field go fallow since she’d come to Sangrur just a little over five sun cycles ago, she was a sweet woman just out of girlhood, certainly the marrying kind. Not one to be handled roughly as the soldier was doing.  
 
    I think just about every abled bodied man in the Inn stood when they saw her in distress. “Come now Sweetheart I just want to talk.” 
 
    Ally tried to wrench her arm away, but she was a small woman and he was a soldier, stronger by far from his training. “I’d really rather not.” 
 
    Enta waved everyone back to their seats as we drew closer to the commotion. “Dean leave her be,” a younger man said beseechingly, undoubtedly fresh to military life. “Can’t you see she’s not interested.” 
 
    “Shut up Denda…” 
 
    “I think you should listen to the young man,” Enta grunted cutting him off. “Of the two of you he seems the one with more sense.” 
 
    Dean looked us over, and smiled softly. Seeing before him a large older man with graying hair. That despite his size looked world weary, and a young woman just a bit out of her teens with crazy hair, bizarre eyes and a penchant for tattoos. He saw an easy fight, my lips twitched slightly in amusement. Goddess would he be in for a surprise if he challenged us.  
 
    “He’s still young yet, hardly knows the rules of military life…” 
 
    “Huh, it must be a new military because as I recall soldiers are protectors of the weak and small, benevolent to every citizen be they kind or angry. Calm…” 
 
    “In the face of adversity, brave in the face of danger. A soldier is a man or woman of courage and honor and the wrong of one reflects badly on not just that single individual but every soldier that wears the uniform.” Denda finished for me.  
 
    I turned back to the seasoned soldier, “It sounds like he understands military life just fine. You…” I gave him a once over, my expression clearly indicating that I’d measured his worth and found him lacking. “Dean seem to have forgotten a lesson or two. This is not a brothel, indeed Sangrur has none and Ally here is not a pleasure worker, so Enta and I would like to ask you kindly to release her?” 
 
    Ignoring my words, he tugged Ally closer. Denda shook his head, “Don’t be a fool,” he warned softly. The third soldier, around Dean’s age stood ready for anything. I could tell just by looking that he was on the fool’s side. 
 
     Enta cracked his knuckles, while I stepped closer, “Even though a select few people are lost in an era of old and still think it’s a man’s world, woman have come quite far. As I said, I was a soldier. I have sun cycles of experience and I would hate to embarrass you in front of all these people. So, let’s be easy, keep this calm and just release the woman, who doesn’t want your company.” I gave him one last chance to do the right thing, smiling brightly all the while. 
 
    “What are you going to do if I don’t,” Enta sighed softly as Dean made the wrong decision.  
 
    Gently, I grabbed Ally’s other arm in mine. “Don’t fret, okay?” She searched my eyes for a moment before nodding firmly. I tugged her towards me, sidestepping smoothly allowing her to slide by me as my other hand flowed along his arm easily breaking his hold with a well-placed tug.   
 
    “What the…” Dean moved to swing but I still had his arm. I simply used his momentum to carry him to the floor. He landed quite hard. Even tried to scramble to his feet, but a well-placed kick to the side knocked the wind right out of him. Enta handled his buddy with a quick strong jab to the jaw and we watched as he fell, like a literal sack of potatoes to the floor, out cold.  
 
    I tsked, “That was quick, he didn’t even get to finish his sentence. Seasoned indeed.”  
 
    Denda chuckled softly, “Goddess by rights they deserved that, but I’m sure they won’t soon forget it.” 
 
    “I didn’t think they would, men like them never do.” Several of the townsmen took it from there carting them out to the street.  
 
    “Despite their rudeness, they’re my fellows and I shouldn’t leave them,” Denda said apologetically heading for the door.  
 
    Enta and I watched him go, “You know this means that eventually soldiers will come again, and this time they won’t believe our lies.” 
 
    “I know,” I leaned against the counter taking in all the men and women that filled the common room, most of which I’d known for half their lives. “Hopefully by then, like all the times before that I’m long gone.” 
 
    “What if you aren’t,” Enta countered solemnly. “What if you’re here?” 
 
    “If I am…I’ll do whatever I must to ensure you’re all safe.” I traced swirling patterns along worn wood. 
 
    “Even give yourself up?” His voice was soft, if not for my heritage I might not have heard. 
 
    I bowed my head in a nod, “In a heartbeat.” I replied. Though I hoped it wouldn’t come to that and judging by the look in his eyes, Enta felt the same.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “Why do you look as if you’ve spent the whole night awake?” Sentala asked as she grabbed a cup of tea and took a seat beside me at the table.  
 
    I took a gulp of my own tea thinking about my time spent talking with Enta. “That sounds about right actually. I spoke with a friend for a while, then came back and remembered you were leaving but had nothing for your things. I know you’re a shape shifter as well but I figured perhaps you would need a horse.” 
 
    “Are you real?” Sentala questioned leaning across the table to gently pinch my cheek. “I saw the amount of coin you left on the counter for my things and the leather pack you tucked my clothes into. Now you’re telling me that you’ve bought me a horse and I suppose you can’t have bought the horse without a saddle and saddle bags, all for a practical stranger you’ve known for as little as two days. So, again I find myself asking if you’re real?” 
 
    “Well I’ve not disappeared yet so there must be some substance to me,” I offered good naturedly nudging her hand away.  
 
    Do you have a secret agenda?” Sentala watched me curiously. “Do you wish to capture me? Is that it? Sell me to the highest bidder, making me complacent with your kindness?” 
 
    “What?” I gave her a strange look feeling overly amused as I continued drinking my tea. “No, I just feel that no matter who you are everyone deserves a bit of kindness. Goddess knows the world is short on it.” 
 
    “You’re quite fascinating.” I snorted slightly as Sentala continued poking at me as if somehow that would let her understand the inner working of my thoughts and actions. 
 
    “Goodness not again…” We both glanced up to find Cylance standing in the doorway blushing softly. “I apologize; I didn’t think before entering.” 
 
    “It’s alright child, there’s nothing to apologize for.” Sentala supplied with a smile as she sat back in her seat freeing up my personal space. 
 
    “Why do you keep calling me a child when you can’t be much older than my seventeen sun cycles.” Cylance countered in exasperation. 
 
    Sentala opened her mouth and I reached across the table covering it with my hand before she could tell the truth. I shook my head, “She’s just lived a hard life is all.” I supplied quickly dropping my hand at Cylance’s strange look. “As have I.” 
 
    “Yes, but with you it makes sense, Gran was little more than a girl herself when she found you. Though even then I’ve been told she had an old soul. At seventy-one sun cycles, her age still doesn’t match her appearance, by and by neither does yours…” 
 
    “That woman is seventy-one sun cycles of age? I’d have thought her no more than in her fortieth,” Sentala gasped interrupting Cylance with her astonishment. 
 
    “Gran doesn’t correct people when they get it wrong, she says she certainly feels as young. I think it’s the tea…” Cylance shook her head. “She’s always drinking the stuff.” 
 
    Sentala glanced into her tea cup brow raised, while I laughed in amusement at the pair of them slowly pushing to my feet. “I was thinking perhaps you’d like to meet your horse and be on your way.” 
 
    “Yes, my thoughts exactly,” Sentala agreed climbing to her feet as well. 
 
    “Enjoy yourself a good breakfast Lancy…Just don’t burn down the kitchen.” I added as an afterthought as we headed towards the front of the shop.  
 
    “That was one time!” She cried loudly enough for us to hear. 
 
    “Once is generally enough,” Sentala countered softly even though Cylance couldn’t hear. 
 
    “I agree,” I murmured back and we both chuckled softly. 
 
    “Are you trying to run out before we’ve had a chance to talk?” Sentala and I turned as one to see Glen leaning on the counter, Sentala’s pack seated beside her.  
 
    “Well I suppose if it keeps you from trouble I could stick around for just a bit longer.” The succubus offered with a playful wink. 
 
    “Will it be alright to talk so freely in the shop with Cylance in the kitchen?” I questioned as we came to stand beside the counter, least we talk overly loud. “As well the townsfolk might come in, and travelers, little though we have now a-days.”  
 
    “It’s a bit early, for anyone. Get on with it Keeravani. I know when you’re stalling.” Glen gave me a look waiting for me to speak.  
 
    “Well, I was passing through Tekna when I came across Santi. Now you know I can’t see the man without saying hello, knowing as I do that it might be sun cycles before we see each other again.” Glen nodded her understanding before ushering for me to continue. “He had a dragon lizard I’d been looking for. I bought it from him and sent him on his way with my blessing. I spent the night in a…brothel/bar.” I smiled cheekily at Glen’s disapproving look. I waved my hand in Sentala’s direction. “For her benefit, more than mine. She’s a succubus…” Glen gasped in shock. I turned and flinched out of my skin, stepping away from the spitting image of a man long gone.  
 
    “Pleasure…” his voice was deep and soothing. Reminiscent me of my childhood, my heart raced in my chest as I gazed into glacier eyes reminding myself of who stood in front of me. Anger spiked through me in waves at the disrespect to the dead. Before I could think I’d stepped forward and gripped the man…no the succubus by the lapels of his…her shirt. Flames licked along my arms, the reason why I hardly ever wore sleeves.  
 
    “Keer…put her down. I’m sure she meant no harm, it’s her nature. Please…” My hands quivered as I lowered the succubus, watching as her appearance changed to the tan skinned woman she’d appeared to be when she’d met Cylance.  
 
    “My apologies, she desired…” 
 
    “I know,” I smoothed her clothing back into place. The flames licking along my skin died, though my heart still ached with fresh pain. “More than anyone I know.” 
 
    “Who did I appear to be?” Sentala asked cautiously. 
 
    “Her husband in his youth, he died a few sun cycles ago.” I raised my hand to my face wiping away my tears. 
 
    “Truly…I meant no harm.” I did not pull away when she placed a comforting hand on my shoulder easily hearing the sincerity in her words. 
 
    “What else happened? You said there were soldiers.” Glen prompted trying to move passed what had happened. 
 
    “Yes…Sentala found me in my room that night. Asked questions to sate her curiosity.” I rubbed my cheek lips curling in amusement at what followed next. “She tried to eat me…” 
 
    “I am supposing you’re not talking in the sexual sense of the word?” Glen interrupted brow raised. Sentala coughed into her hand trying to hide her amusement at her bluntness and I snorted shaking my head. 
 
    “No…well in a way considering her magic…but it didn’t reach that point and so we’ll leave it at tried.” I glanced between them and no one argued so I continued. “Then the fun began,” Glen leaned more firmly on the counter at my theatrics.  
 
     “A small orb of pure metal hiding a beast of winter rolled into the room. Knowing the danger, I shoved Sentala off me and told her to not let go as I raised my palm shield outward.” I demonstrated the motion without the extra boost of magic that would bring my tattoo to life. “We flew through the side of the building Sentala tucked in my arms and slid across the ground. After standing we rushed to hide in an alleyway…” 
 
    “Where my hunger got the best of me and gave us away.” I chuckled at that and Sentala shrugged good naturedly.  
 
    Glen shook her head at us both before prompting me to continue. “Another metal orb was tossed but I threw it back creating sticky ice for the first time ever before quickly escaping with Sentala in tow…though I almost left her behind. We got here near nightfall and you know the rest.” 
 
    “How did they find you…and why are they still searching?” Glen shook her head. “It doesn’t make any sense Keer, they don’t know about your youth. By now they’d think you up in your sun cycles. Your term long served if you’d finished, it’s not worth the effort and the man power unless they want something important. Did you take anything…” 
 
    “Nothing but the clothes on my back Glen. I saw not the need for it. Goddess bound I thought they were done chasing me until that little dray-orb rolled into the room. I couldn’t tell you what it is they could possibly want from me. Nathen might have been hurt yes, but the King wouldn’t approve wasting such man power.” I grabbed Sentala’s pack and handed it to her. “For now I’m as safe as I’m likely to get.” I dropped a quick kiss on the older woman’s cheek. “I’ll be back later…perhaps. I’m going to send Sentala on her way and head over to Enta’s shop he could always use the help with smith work, especially now with the bandits growing in number.” 
 
    “Be safe,” I tipped my head in acknowledgement of her words before once more moving towards the door.  
 
    “Once more I feel I must apologize…” Sentala started as we existed the shop. 
 
    “No need,” I halted her words before she could get started. “It was no fault of yours. It’s your nature. But if you feel you must be forgiven then forgive me as well, I lost my temper feeling slighted by what you can’t control and for that I apologize.” 
 
    Gazing at me eyes filled with wonder. Sentala slowly smiled and placed her hand lightly on my shoulder as we flowed through merchants and townsfolk filling the streets. “Apology accepted.” She squeezed my shoulder slightly before allowing her hand to fall to her side. “Now show me this horse you’ve acquired for me.” 
 
    Grinning broadly, I led her through the crowd to a merchant selling horses, “Zari!” I exclaimed cheerily startling the man brushing down a calm bay mare. There was no bridle in sight, such was the skill he had with horses. But I’d expect nothing less from an anim mage. He worked well with all animals, but he favored dogs and horses.  
 
    “Are you trying to send me early to the Death God?” He questioned softly clutching at his heart.  
 
    “The Death God doesn’t deserve a soul as good as yours, surely the Goddess will take you.” I countered good naturedly. 
 
    He chuckled softly pulling me into a firm hug. “I appreciate the compliment, though flattery will get you nowhere. The price for Roar remains the same.”   
 
    “You have a horse by the name of Roar?” Sentala questioned curiously stepping into the conversation. 
 
    Zari and I shared a mischievous look before he beckoned her closer to explain. “Not a horse, but a flamon hound…” 
 
    Sentala’s eyes widened a bit. “A fire dog. I thought those were myth…”   
 
    “Every myth has a grain of truth,” I offered, brow raised when she looked at me indicating that she herself was proof of that. 
 
    “I found her…or she found me in the dark of night, pretty wily she is, appears when she wishes to appear. She has a habit of burning things, but it’s her nature,” he blew a breath shaking his head. “A very destructive nature, I’m doing my best to control her but fire isn’t my thing and like all intelligent beings she senses my fear. I figured Keeravani here could take her off my hands.” He tipped his head towards me smiling brightly as if that would get me to change my mind.  
 
    I snorted softly, “As I’ve said before it’s not the price of the hound that has me hesitating. I’ve just gained control myself. I finally know who I am and where I fit in the world. You want me to take a creature, a youngling in life and teach it the control I’ve just found?” I crossed my arms over my chest. “You could be paying me and the answer would still be no.” 
 
    “If I gave you the hound and the horse, with the saddle, saddle bags, horse blanket, and bridle would you take her then. Free of charge…” I opened my mouth to say no. “As well I’ll owe you Keer, I need this hound off my hands. She’s ruining my business.” 
 
    Sentala pulled me aside before I could say no. “Are you really going to say no to a free horse, all the things that it needs and a favor?” She eyed me as if I were crazy or stupid but it didn’t much matter to me.  
 
    “I’m not training that hound,” I tried to move away only to have her pull me back. 
 
    “How about you say yes and I take the flamon hound when I leave…you’ll only own it for as long as it takes us to reach the town limits.” She countered softly finally releasing my arm when I looked at her hand pointedly.  
 
    “If I somehow end up with this hound despite our agreement…you’ll owe me.” I offered my hand to seal the deal. 
 
    “I knew there was something you wanted. What pray tell might I owe you?” Sentala asked clasping my hand in hers. 
 
    “What you promised me when I was a child, your true face.” I grunted as the succubus squeezed my fingers just a bit harder than necessary. Her teeth looking overly sharp in her mouth as she grinned at me. 
 
    “Hmm, Keeravani you are quite cunning aren’t you, but still sweet.” She released my hand before stepping away. “I suppose you have yourself a deal. If by some chance the hound once more comes to be in your care. I will show you my face. Now let us finish this transaction and be on our way.” 
 
    With a slight grimaced once Sentala turned away, I stretched my hand wondering at her strength, before stepping up beside her to talk to the anim mage. “Well, Zari it seems to be your lucky day, my friend here has convinced me to take your offer.” 
 
    He gave me a sly look glancing back and forth between us, “Has she agreed to be the bottom for a moon cycle or something.” He wiggled his brows suggestively to ensure I was aware of what he meant. 
 
    Before I could deny we were a couple, Sentala laughed flirtatiously wrapping her arm around my waist and pressing closer against me. I breathed out my frustration but chose not to argue. “Or something…” I replied.  
 
    He smiled at us, “I’ll be just a moment, Lay is ready.” He waved his hand at the mare he’d been grooming when we’d approached. “I just gotta grab the rest.”  
 
    I waved him off, watching him head towards a line of wagons, likely all his and a few make shift stalls that held the most well behaved horses I’d ever seen. “What in the Goddess’ name was that?” I questioned turning to face Sentala once I was sure we were alone. No one lingered close enough to hear, most focused on the horse flesh sitting patiently in their stalls a good distance from where we stood. 
 
    “He’d not have believed you if you said otherwise.” She replied by way of explanation. “Desire whether I will it or not, is a part of who I am. People feel it…” Sentala stroked my cheek. “Well most people.” She smiled softly dropping her hand. “It’s easier to stay hidden playing your other half, believe me and just go with it.” 
 
    “Fine, but if you try to feed off me I reserve the right to set you on fire,” I grumbled softly as Zari approached once more lugging the saddle bags bursting with supplies I’d acquired earlier, the horse blanket and the brindle atop the saddle itself.  
 
    Sentala chuckled softly, “I’m not agreeing to that…” 
 
    “Agreeing to what?” Zari inquired hearing the tail end of our conversation as he set his findings down on the table setup before us. It looked as if it would collapse at any moment.  
 
    “Would you like to tell him, or should I?” I glanced briefly at the mirth shinning in Sentala’s eyes before leaning down to examine what he planned to give me. 
 
    “Do as you wish,” I murmured softly tracing my fingers along supple leather, bunching my hands in the fabric of the horse blanket. 
 
    “Well, she wants to buy this apparatus shaped like a man’s… Ow!” I sat leaning lightly against Zari’s table, smoking fingers tucked close to the wood. While Sentala rubbed her now red ear and Zari blushing gently stuttered an excuse before rushing off to retrieve the flamon hound no doubt feeling sorry he’d asked. 
 
    “You burned me.” I stepped close to the succubus gazing into the hazel eyes that just didn’t belong.  
 
    “If I had burned you it would be much worse,” I traced my finger lightly along the shell of her ear to be sure. “It’s just a bit warm is all.” 
 
    “I asked if you wanted to tell him. You should have known as a succubus that anything out of my mouth would be sexual in nature.” Her voice was very close to a growl. That wasn’t a sound a human could ever make. 
 
    I stepped back chuckling softly, “I suppose I didn’t think…” 
 
    “Burn me again without a good reason…” I watched her eyes flash to their normal glacier blue. As hard as ice they were. “And you’ll discover that desire can be quite painful.” 
 
    I chuckled again but it wasn’t a happy sound, “I can light you on fire in the blink of an eye and then make a cage of wood and stone just to watch you burn. Don’t threaten me succubus, not unless you mean to act on it. I don’t take kindly to threats.” For a moment, we both watched the flames licking along my arms. My heart leapt into my throat when I looked up and caught a glimpse of her eyes. Eyes that had seen centuries.  
 
    What gazed back at me wasn’t human, had never been human and would never be so easily captured or tamed. A beast lay in her eyes and it would devour me, mind body and soul if I let it. We stared at each other for a long time, her gift of desire spiking around us battering at my psyche like a sledge hammer. “Stop it.” I husked lips hardly moving. 
 
    She blinked eyes turning hazel, the cloud of lust disappearing as she turned her eyes from me, relaxing her stance. My heart calmed in my chest, my legs felt like jelly but I refused to slouch. I’d never been so afraid in my life. Note to self, never challenge a succubus who has lived for likely thousands of sun cycles… “Don’t do that again.”  
 
    I nodded softly unable to speak. Zari approached slowly a basket cradled in his arms. “Are you two alright?” The street around us was completely clear, people may not have known exactly what was going on, but no one wanted trouble.  
 
    “Just a small disagreement, all is well now.” Sentala said cheerily rubbing my arm to show we were on good terms. I brushed my hair from my face and resisted the urge to gaze at her as if she were crazy.  
 
    Zari didn’t argue or ask any more questions, he simply offered the basket to her. “I’m going to let you two be on your way…If you have questions, I’ll be tending my horses.” He beat quite a hasty retreat after that but I couldn’t blame him. Power like that would scare anyone, it had certainly frightened me. 
 
    “This looks like a normal pup…though very cute.” I glanced into the basket finding myself in complete agreement. The flamon hound had large gray eyes, with floppy ears and a silky coat, light brown with black splotches. The perfect picture of adorable.  
 
    “Put it this way, if he lied. Then it’s just a normal cute hound pup and if he was being honest, then the pup is being good for the moment. Either is good.” I moved away from Sentala as she pulled the pup from the basket doing what all people do when they see a cute harmless creature. “If little Roar sets you on fire, I’m going to let you burn.” I warned as I hefted the saddle up onto her new mare.  
 
     Lay sat perfectly still while I adjusted all the straps, realizing once I’d finished that I’d forgotten the horse blanket. “You need a little help there?” Sentala questioned cheekily realizing what I’d done.  
 
    “No,” I undid the saddle hefted it off and setting it as gently as I could on the table before grabbing the thick blanket that would help protect the mare from sores with all the extra weight on her back. I reached for the saddle once more only to find that Sentala had beat me to it, with minimal effort she hefted it onto the mare’s back. “Thank you.” 
 
    She tipped her head in acknowledgement of my words and we each did up the straps. “Are you excited to be rid of me?” I glanced up at the sudden question slinging the saddle bags across the mare’s girth, ensuring they were properly secure before I gave an answer. 
 
    “Considering that I hardly know you I find it a bit hard to answer that question. Either way I wish you the best on your journey.” Sentala bowed her head in a nod while I fit the brindle around Lay’s head gently stroking her muzzle, smiling at the fact that the bridle held no bit.  
 
    “Goddess it’s been such a long time since I’ve ridden a horse instead of transformed into one,” I resisted the urge to chuckle as Sentala gripped the saddle horn struggling a bit to pull herself up into the saddle. Once she was situated I handed her the reins. 
 
    “Would you like me to accompany you to the town limit?” I asked after securing her bag to the other side of her mare to even out the weight. 
 
    “I’ve never had a friend,” Sentala spoke gruffly throat bobbing with emotion eyes a bit shiner than usual with unshed tears. “I know that you aren’t that, but even so I would like to keep up the illusion a bit longer if it pleases you?” 
 
    “It pleases you, and in this moment, that’s what matters.” I murmured patting her thigh gently. She bobbed her head nudging Lay gently to get her moving. I walked beside her as she rode through town getting a feel for Lay’s gait. 
 
    We reached the town limit far sooner than I thought we should, for a moment we stood together gazing towards the mountains that were beautiful and at the same time traitorous. Bandits hid in those mountains and now a-days if you didn’t die of some unsuspecting storm, you wish you’d had. Without repercussions, they had grown ruthless… 
 
    “Thank you.” I blinked, coming back to myself before gazing up at Sentala to see that she wore the face she’d settled on when I’d first met her. With pale hair, pale features and glacier eyes.  
 
    “May the Goddess be with you Sentala, where ever you go,” I offered by way of farewell patting her thigh again. 
 
    She smiled softly at me, “May she be with you as well.” After that she rode off without a backwards glance basket full of flamon hound seated before her. I tucked my hands into my pockets taking a deep breath. Strange though it seemed, having known her for such a small period, a small piece of me would miss her. I chuckled turning back towards Sangrur trudging along towards Enta’s shop. A small, small piece. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    I traced my hands along the metal I was working on. The blade and my hands glowing with the heat of my magic. The furnace sat behind me fire blazing high as I bent the metal with my bare hands, smoothing it with my magic before bending it again and again adding layers of dust from a stone found in the mountains. I couldn’t explain it as well as Enta but I knew without this dust the sword would not be as durable or flexible and that folding made the blade strong. That was the extent of my knowledge, Enta thought it was enough. I didn’t help because sword making was my passion, though I enjoyed creating. No, I helped him for the chance to use my gift, for the chance to burn as hot as I wished without fearing for another’s safety. I helped so that I could lose myself in fire’s embrace.  
 
    I breathed deeply smiling softly as the flames blazed hotter, the urge to burn and never stop growing stronger, but not unbearable. The entire time I worked I felt as if someone stood behind me, hovering, encouraging the flames but not pushing. Not anymore…I stopped once sweat began to bead on my brow laying the finished blade in a pool of waiting water.  
 
    “Every time I watch you I can almost see the glowing silhouette of something larger behind you working in tandem. It’s fascinating and frightening because I’m not sure if it’s real.” Enta said joining me by the furnace looking over my work. “You always make the finest blades.” 
 
    I wiped the sweat from my face using a drying cloth hanging from my belt. “It’s my control, temperance you could say, keeping me from going too far. That’s how fire appears to me. A partner who guides me…I did not know that he…it. Was visible to others, as well I do not often use so much of my magic at any given time.” Once done drying my face I pulled the blade from the water, then taking the hilt, having already been shaped from wood, I used my magic to craft them together. Twirling the sword once done as if they’d never been apart. With skilled fingers, I traced lightly along its length ensuring that the edge was straight, true and sharp. The glow of my magic faded as if it had never been as soon as I handed the sword to Enta. 
 
    Enta shook his head, “How many swords can you make in a day?” I considered his question as he looked over the blade for imperfections, knowing he’d find none. In this my belief was unshakable and so my blades were unmatched in craftsmanship. Enta had taught me everything he knew, and did not feel slighted that I could make a finer blade in shorter span of time. No, he simply asked that given the opportunity, he be allowed to watch. Every time, he learned something new and his shop had become famous for the skill and craftsmanship we both added to his work. 
 
    “If I wish them to be as fine as this one, perhaps one a day, more would exhaust my magic and test my control. If you don’t care as much for the quality perhaps three or four…I wouldn’t trust a blade made in hast in a life or death situation though.” I warned just in case he was thinking about it. “I don’t believe that’s something you want to post on your door.” Enta snorted no doubt thinking about the business he’d lose if he ever did such a thing. 
 
    “This is a fine blade even compared to the many others you’ve made,” Enta commented tracing a small flame etched into the steel near the base of the blade. My signature, easily visible, but unlikely to ever give away my identity. It was unique in the fact that when it caught the light it glowed, flickering as if the flames were truly alive. Over the sun cycles of aiding Enta I’d seen many imitations, but none held up to the flame test. How could they, unknowing of the fact that every sword I made retained a small piece of my fire magic which caused the flame to glow and flicker as it did. 
 
    “I’ve been doing a bit of blade work in my travels.” I offered by way of explanation. “No swords. I didn’t have the time or the proper equipment to make a blade of this caliber, but small daggers and knives. It helps my control to expend some of the magic that naturally builds inside me over time.”  
 
    Enta nodded, “Will you be taking this one or may I offer it for sale?” I took the blade from his hands carefully eyeing the magnificence of my work. Perhaps the greatest sword I’d ever had the pleasure of crafting.  
 
    “I believe I’ll keep this one…if you would do me the honor of crafting the sheath?” I caught his eye smiling softly. 
 
    “Truly. It would be an honor.” Enta breathed wrapping his arm around my shoulders. Guiding me away from the heat of the forge and into the front of the shop where customers roamed looking through the assortment of blades and tools alike. “I’m going to miss you when you run off again.” Enta sighed as he tucked the newly crafted blade away in a safe.  
 
    “I’ll miss you as well.” I husked, voice thick with emotion. “Every time I leave I think to myself it could be the last time I…” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Enta clapped me firmly on the back halting the words before I could speak them. “I’ll not be joining the Goddess any time soon. Don’t think of such things. I’m not. I simply wished you could stay longer than a few seven days is all. Time always seems to fly too fast when you’re here.” 
 
    I chuckled softly clearing my throat, “Flies too fast when I’m here and drags when I’m away.”  
 
    Enta tipped his head in agreement. “Excuse me?” Enta and I glanced up at the sound of a familiar voice. I raised my brow at the young soldier that stood before us, shifting nervously. 
 
    I waved my hand towards Enta allowing him to handle it, this was his shop after all. “What can I do for ya lad?” He asked cordially leaning on the counter.  
 
    “I see that you carry a mixture of metal work from horseshoes to blades…” Enta nodded prompting him to continue. “I was perhaps wondering if you shoed the horse yourself?” 
 
    “I can, but of course you pay an extra fee. It’s a fair price, just four coppers more than the shoes themselves.” I felt my lips twitch as Enta went into business mode. 
 
    “Do you take requests or commissions for blade work?” Denda glanced between us pulling the stump of a sword from his sheath. Enta whistled softly at the sheared edge while I took the useless thing from the lad’s hands. “I was sparring with a more experienced soldier and he cleaved my blade in two by an accident. It’s a royal blade…all I could afford when I joined the King’s army.” He smiled sheepishly, “It has served me well despite the subpar craftsmanship and I was wondering if perhaps it could be mended…” He dug in his pack pulling free the other half wrapped in a well-oiled bit of leather.  
 
    I unwrapped it and placed them side by side on the counter looking at each piece in turn before fitting the sword back together seeing where and how it had broken. Already aware of the answer I glanced at Enta waiting for his more experienced analysis. He was already shaking his head sucking his teeth. “Sorry lad, there’s nothing I can do for your blade. It’s made of a weak metal and mending it now would likely just get you killed in the long run. For sure it’s likely to break again. You’re better off buying yourself a whole new blade.” 
 
    Denda deflated before us, “A new blade isn’t something I can afford now...” 
 
    “Perhaps one already crafted would be to your liking?” Enta questioned tapping his hand on the case before us show casing several swords of varying sizes and lengths. More were mounted upon the wall, a mixture of our handiwork.   
 
    “I have twenty gold Ierilo coin, the rest having been sent to my family.” Denda shook his head. “The cheapest blade here is worth more than I can afford and I still need to shoe my horse.” 
 
    “My apologizes lad I have to make a living. What about a long dagger…?” Denda shook his head before Enta could finish his offer.  
 
    “I need a sword,” I took in the forlorn look on the young man’s face before glancing down at the two pieces of his sword. There was no use in repairing it, it could be done, but at the cost of his life later down the road. Neither of us wished to have such on our conscience. Whoever had crafted the blade had cut corners. I could tell just by looking that the blade was off balance. I was surprised the blade hadn’t shattered long before now. The lad was lucky to be alive.  
 
    “I can make you a sword,” I murmured softly. Enta snorted at my kind heart before walking away to handle another customer who looked about to cut himself trying to unmount a sword from the wall to our left.  
 
    “But the money…” Denda argued. 
 
    “You need to shoe your horse, I understand. Each shoe is four coppers, plus the extra four for Enta to shoe the horse here. You’ll just take the horse around back. He has a few stalls ready. That’ll come to two silvers and four coppers. Leaving you with nineteen gold, six silvers and four coppers. The price I’ll charge you for the blade I plan to make is nineteen gold leaving you at the end of the day with six silvers and four coppers enough for a few nights’ rest at the town Inn and a good meal or two outside of the Inn.” My lips twitched as Denda shook his head eyes wide.  
 
    “That’s hardly anything, barely enough to pay for a good set of throwing knives.” The lad murmured in disbelief.  
 
    “And yet it’s all you have.” He bowed his head unable to meet my eyes. “I was a soldier once, despite my young appearance. I know the worth of a good blade, I cannot in good conscience repair this piece of…crap. I just can’t and so I offer you another choice. Give me what little coin you have left and I will craft you a blade that you’ll find hard pressed to break even while trying. A blade you’ll never be able to afford with a generous heart such as yours.” 
 
    He glanced up at me then and I smiled softly. “Let it be a gift from one soldier to another. I’d like to have you visit again and that won’t happen if I allow you to leave and find a blade smith not so kind as I. Who wants your money more than they care for the life it’ll cost to repair this blade.” I tapped the blade in question waiting for him to decide. Hoping that his pride wouldn’t stand in his way. 
 
    Denda pulled free his money pouch and set it on the counter sighing softly. “I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you.” 
 
    “There’s nothing for you to repay. Leave here with a light heart knowing that you’re in good hands.” He nodded slightly. 
 
    “I’ll be back with my horse in a few sun spans.” I tipped my head in understanding. 
 
    “Did you offer him a sword for free?” Enta questioned, I chuckled knowing he’d be completely unsurprised if I did. 
 
    “When you can make gold out of copper, acquiring money no longer becomes much of an issue. That aside, no I didn’t offer him a sword for free. He’s a man, a young man at that he’d not have taken it. Every man has his pride after all. Women too, though I have found that women are more willing to ask for and receive help.” I shifted pressing my hair back from my face. “I offered the sword for nineteen gold, and left him with a bit of coin to stay in the Inn and eat a good meal or two while he’s here.” 
 
    “Your swords go for over two hundred gold Keer, he’s not even paying a quarter of the price.” Enta said leaning close so that no one else could hear. 
 
    “I can afford to make this sword. I know if you could have, you’d have done the same. He need not know how much the sword is actually worth…” 
 
    “All he need do is look at it and know right away that it’s worth more than he could ever hope to afford.” Enta countered.  
 
    “I will not make it so grand as the others Enta. He’d not take it if I did that. It’ll be simple.” I replied. 
 
    “Simple,” Enta snorted turning away from me. “Nothing is ever simple with you.” I shrugged unable to argue. Enta changed the subject abruptly. “Will you be coming to dinner then? Benny has been asking after you. Wondering how your tattoos are holding up and what you think of the new sign. She’s worked hard on this one ya know.” 
 
    “I know,” I replied going along with it. “I suppose I could come over this evening depending on if I…” 
 
     I flinched as someone came bursting through the shop door. Skidding to a halt before the counter, sweaty and breathless. I didn’t recognize the man’s face. “A woman came riding into town, she’s looking for a Keeravani. Glen said I’d find her here…” He caught my eye. “Come quickly she doesn’t look like she has long for this world.” 
 
    Enta and I shared a look before he tipped his head in approval. I leapt over the counter and raced after the messenger knowing that Enta would come following once he’d closed the shop.  
 
    The messenger and I burst into Glen's shop to find Cylance sitting behind the counter looking pale faced. Droplets of blood speckled the floor, the metallic scent of it filled the air. “Who is it?” I questioned grasping the girl gently by the shoulders. Heart lodged in my throat as I went through a list in my mind of all the people it could possibly be.  
 
    “The woman you came riding into town with…she came back into town this afternoon horse a bloody mess, body full of arrows. She stumbled right in and asked for you…told no one else to touch her. I don’t think she’s going to make it Keer…she looked so bad.” Tears formed in Cylance’s eyes as I took a deep breath giving her a brief hug before darting into the back of the shop. Heading up the stairs as I followed the growing scent of blood.  
 
    I stopped in the doorway to my room to find Glen seated in a chair by the bedside. Sentala lay unmoving, the tan skin she’d taken on paler than it ever should have been. Arrows protruded from her chest like pins in a pin cushion.  From where I stood she looked dead, crazy that it hurt a little to see her that way considering I’d not known her long at all. “How is she?” I questioned softly startling Glen from her reverie.  
 
    “She’s still breathing,” Glen murmured pushing to her feet. “But I’m not sure for how much longer.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. She rode out of town healthy and whole, over a seven day ago. She should have long since made it to her destination by now.” I stepped into the room drawing closer to the bed.  
 
    “I think she ran into bandits…fought and then ran. Struggled back here where she knew she’d find aid. A succubus as weak as she is…she could wake up wearing a slave collar. Healed but forever trapped, she wouldn’t feed.” Glen stroked my shoulder, “She trusted that you’d come and that you’d help her.” She glanced back at the bed briefly. “I’ll leave you two alone now.” 
 
    Glen left and closed the door gently behind her. I took the seat she left empty. “You’re better than you give yourself credit for.” I breathed gently tracing my fingers along her face, heart racing at what I knew was sure to come. 
 
    Sentala took a gasping breath, eyes suddenly wide open and filled with unimaginable hunger. She drew me closer, her magic tugging at my mind drawing on my desire. I leaned down cupping her face in my hands as she pulled me into a kiss, groaning softly as pleasure and pain sang through my veins. Goddess it hurt. It hurt so much, I could feel her gulping me down, too hungry to make it feel good as she drew my magic, my essence inside herself. Black spots began to fill my vision. I fought to stay conscience, unsure if I’d wake if I closed my eyes too long. When I didn’t think I could give anymore without risking my life she turned away and I breathed easier retching slightly as a wave of sickness over took me.  
 
    Sweat beaded on my brow as my world spun, “Goddess,” I clutched at my skull feeling too heavy to raise my head from where it lay upon her chest. Long fingers stroked though my hair drawing my lips once more against hers. I breathed and felt some of my strength returning as she thrust her magic down my throat replacing a bit of what I had lost. It felt divine, I shuddered slightly as she pulled away leaving my head resting once more against her chest. “Thank you…” I murmured softly once I’d caught my breath. “For trusting me.” 
 
    “Funny,” Sentala husked as I watched a hole that had once held an arrow close in her throat. “I was going to say the exact same thing.” I chuckled softly pushing myself into a sitting position. 
 
    “Does this mean you’re sticking around for a little longer?” I questioned gently pulling the remaining arrows from her body. Watching in fascination as the wounds knit together as if they’d never been, leaving nary a scar. Sentala grimaced as I pulled the last from her heart while I stared at it for a moment before tossing it aside.  
 
    “I don’t think I have much of a choice.” Sentala said softly, pushing herself into a sitting position as she rubbed her chest. Giving herself a once over to make sure she was truly healed.  
 
    “What happened?” I asked curiosity getting the better of me. 
 
    Sentala sighed softly face shifting like a mirage before my eyes. Her hair remained short, the curls no longer black but blue, though if not for the light I’d not have guessed. Her eyes once hazel had returned to their glacier blue. Her skin once tan was now a creamy gold. Her features though, remained much the same. “When I am weary…or weak it is harder to retain different forms.” 
 
    “Your hair is truly blue…” I watched her hair shift to black in the blink of an eye, leaving me wondering if what I’d seen had been real in the first place.  
 
    “I was traveling through the mountains.” She began completely ignoring my question about her hair in favor of answering the first. “Not wanting to come across bandits on the road I moved into the trees hoping to reach the pass without trouble.” Sentala snorted eyes drifting shut. “Of course, with my luck I stumbled straight into one of their camps.” With a shake of her head she opened her eyes now glowing softly with…desperation. “I didn’t want to be captured again. After just finding my freedom, but they weren’t willing to let me go. So, I fought and I ran…and was shot full of arrows.” She caught my eye, “It was quite painful.” 
 
    “Well you’re safe now,” I offered resting my hand lightly on her shoulder. 
 
    “Are you going to offer me your protection now, chivalrous knight?” Sentala mocked softly gazing at my hand on her arm as if it were a slab of meat she would willingly gorge herself on. 
 
    I chuckled softly leaning back in my chair. “You may be a damsel but you are not in distress and even though I was a soldier, I never wished to be a knight.” 
 
    “You don’t think you can protect me…” 
 
    “It’s not that.” I countered with a shrug. “I’m quite sure you can protect yourself. The fact that you survived being shot full of arrows proves that.” 
 
    “Would you like to show your appreciation of my skills?” I watched brow raised as she began unbuttoning her shirt. 
 
    “By throwing out your clothes, allowing you to change your sheets and letting you to take a good long nap.” I winked playfully as I pushed to my feet. “Of course.” 
 
    Sentala flopped back laughing softly shirt half open, “What does it take to charm you craftsmen?” The succubus questioned once she’d finished laughing eyes sparking with curiosity. 
 
    I pressed the chair I’d been sitting in back against the wall, in case she need move about in the middle of the night as I thought about her question. Before taking a breath and answering honestly. “Just being what the Goddess made you to be is enough.” 
 
    “You wish me to be myself?” Her brow furrowed as she gazed at me as if what I’d asked didn’t quite make sense to her. And to her perhaps it didn’t, succubi weren’t known for being themselves.  
 
    “Yeah,” I replied as I leaned down lightly tracing my fingers through the dark curling strands of her hair. “I prefer the blue…” She blinked up at me and I smiled letting my fingers trail lightly along her cheek. “It makes your eyes pop.” 
 
    I moved to leave the room, “There were others…” I stopped in the doorway turning to wait for her to finish her sentence. “In the bandit’s camp. There were others, women and children wearing chains screaming…crying. I had thought to go back, but I know I can’t do it alone.” Sentala gazed at me with piercing eyes, free of jest or seduction. “Will you help me?’ 
 
    I leaned against the doorjamb and thought about all the destruction bandits had wrought on the town and how it was growing worse sun cycle by sun cycle. I thought of how those that fought, fought to defend. None truly ready for battle beyond that, of the fact that it would take an army to win. An army we didn’t have…yet. “I’ll help. But for now, get rest, there’s nothing we can do now that can’t be done tomorrow.”  
 
    The succubus snorted before continuing to strip from her bloody clothes unworried of the show she presented to me. I turned on my heels and shut the door, leaning back against it thinking about what it would take to help those people.   
 
    I dug inside my coin pouch pulling free a small glowing orb given to every soldier on the first day of training. Used in case one ever found themselves in distress. I traced my fingers lightly over the cool stone, that I’d kept for just such a reason as this. Sentala and I didn’t have an army. But the King did… and the Gen-Sen wanted me. Hopefully it would be enough to get what I wanted before I lost the one thing I’d not truly had in a long time…my freedom. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    “You can’t possibly be considering this,” Benny breathed in disbelief as we sat conversing after dinner. Glen looked to be thinking the same thing but Benny had beat her to the punch. Benny’s partner, Clarise, sat leaning on the table unwilling to add her opinion either way. Enta, her father, I had told earlier though he still looked grumpy about it, he understood my reasoning. Cylance didn’t understand what was going on. 
 
    “I’ve already made the decision, there is nothing to consider. I just thought you all should know that this time when I leave I might not be coming back…”  
 
    Cylance leaned forward in her seat, “The soldiers, when they take you. Are they going to…kill you Keer?” She asked as if she were afraid to hear the answer. 
 
    “It’s a strong possibility.” I offered softly. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Benny shook her head. “You’re one of the strongest people I know. You could clear out the entire camp alone if you wished…” 
 
    “But not safely. It would be at the risk of lives we wish to save. At the risk of lives such as yours and that’s not an act I’m willing to commit when I know there is a safer option.” Benny opened her mouth to speak but Clarise silenced her with a look. “I know more than anyone how dangerous fire can be. As well I don’t wish to hear them scream as they burn…it haunts you.” Benny leaned back hearing those words, knowing now nothing she said would change my mind. 
 
    “I’m supposing you don’t want our help then, thinking to protect us from an early death?” Benny questioned after a moment of silence. 
 
    “I’d rather have you all die of old age but you’re all adults with your own minds and I’d not take this choice away from you. If you wish to help you can but in all honestly if Nathen brings the number of soldiers I think she will. Your help and mine won’t be needed. Soldiers don’t like when civilians get in the way.” I countered wryly. 
 
    Enta snorted, “They’ll just have to stand us then. I’ll not have my people rotting in some bandit’s camp if I am able and willing to help them.” I smiled at that. 
 
     “I can’t fight,” Cylance said glancing around the table at those far older than she. “But I’ve gotten pretty good at making clothes and those round town know and like me. As well they respect Gran. These people…these refugees will need food, shelter and clothing after they’re rescued and that’s something I can help with.” 
 
    Glen patted her lightly on the arm, “Though I wish to fight. My bones are a bit too old for such things and so I’ll help my granddaughter instead.”  
 
    I tipped my head in approval of their assistance. “Thank you. It’s something the soldiers won’t have to worry about.” 
 
    “I’m fighting. I’m sure they’ll bring their Elite but I have my own set of special skills.” Benny added giving me a look that dared me to argue. I wasn’t stupid enough to try. 
 
    Clarise chuckled at her wife’s defiance, “I’ll help the Healers. That’s where my skills lie.” She pressed a gentle kiss to Benny’s cheek and like magic all the tension flowed out of her. 
 
    “It’s settled then. Enta, Benny, Sentala and I will aid the soldiers in clearing the bandit camp. Cylance and Glen will find shelter, as well as gather up food and clothing for those we rescue. And finally, we have Clarise who will help the Healers.” I glanced around the table at those that I loved unsure if I would ever see them again. “Any final words before I call in the reinforcements?” I questioned softly voice thick with emotion. 
 
    “Yes,” Clarise caught my eye. Ever the silent one when she spoke you listened. “Come back to us. You have known the elder of us from when we were little more than children and the younger of us from before we were even a thought to our parents. Every sun cycle you return knowing that perhaps another of the children you had played with, laughed with, loved with could be lost. You return knowing you’ll perhaps experience new grief, but as well there will be new joys. Another birth, another celebration of life. From the elders to the littlings we know not of you, for that would be through word of mouth. No, we know you Keer and just as our deaths will break your hearts in time, your absence breaks ours.” Tears began streaming my face at her heartfelt words. “From the day that Glen found you in the forest as a young woman, you became the heart of this town. The fire in the hearth that gets us through the winter, so even if the soldiers take you don’t let them snuff out your light or every generation of Sangrur hereafter will feel the loss. For surely you will never be forgotten.” 
 
    I chuckled softly wiping the tears from my face, “I had not known I touched you all so deeply.” 
 
    Enta dropped a kiss on my brow, “How could you not Keer, with a heart as big as yours?” 
 
    I smiled softly before pushing from my chair, “I will try my best to do as you requested, but now...” I raised the small orb sighing softly. “Now I must call on the King’s army.” Everyone shared solemn looks before leaving me alone. I placed the orb on the table but remained standing too tense to sit down. 
 
    With a heavy heart, I breathed the words that would activate the orb. “Goddess…save me I’m in distress.” I stepped back as a map of the land filled the empty air before me. I leaned on the back of a chair gazing out across the land of Ierilo, beautiful in its own way. I had spanned nearly every inch of it in my sixty-five sun cycles of life. Nearly every inch but the capital Iyana… 
 
    “Gen-Sen, hear my words.” I watched as my view of the land grew small. Suddenly like an eagle on the fly I watched the land race by until I found myself among a group of soldiers the Gen-Sen seated at their head. She stood as soon as she caught sight of me. I gazed on her face still as beautiful as I remember, if a bit more mature. 
 
    I smiled as I was want to do when I had no idea how to handle the situation. “Nathen long time no see.” In that moment, I was proud that despite my nerves my voice remained strong and true. 
 
    “Keeravani, I have spent sun cycles searching for you, each time I’ve found you. You’ve escaped without harming my soldiers. I had grown used to the game. Though I did suppose it would end eventually, I did not think it would be like this, upon a silver platter. Without so much as a fight.” Nathen narrowed her eyes at me and I sensed no malice, no ill intent, just curiosity. Whatever grudge she’d once held had faded with time. “You know better than anyone that once the orb is activated it leaves a magic residue upon the caster so that even in death the body can be found. There is no place you can run now that I cannot find you and so I must now ask why use the orb…? Why carry it at all?” 
 
    “It was the smallest thing I could take with me when I left that reminded me of our time together.” I gazed down at the table unable to meet her eyes even though she wasn’t truly here in this moment but instead thousands of miles away. I cleared my throat, “As well I thought perhaps one day I’d need to call on you for help.” 
 
    Nathen huffed, “You’re asking the General Protector for aid. After all that you’ve done what makes you think I’ll give it?”  
 
    “Because I remember the first time you told me you loved me. You gazed into my eyes and told me that it was like gazing into a mirror. That you could see in me all the caring and compassion I had for our soldiers and our enemies alike. That even though we fought so valiantly that people like us weren’t truly meant for war, but without people like us, war is all there’d ever be. We love deeply you and I and I know that I still love you as a friend. And that you still love me.” I let out a shaky breath. “I can see it in your eyes. Just as I’m sure you can see it in mine. As well you’re curious, you know my strength. You know more than anyone what I’m capable of. So, if I’m willing to give myself up, if I’m willing to surrender myself to you what aid could I possibly be asking for…” 
 
    I watched her lips curl softly, “Did you just say all that not at all sure if I was the same person I used to be but hoping none the less?” Nathen questioned amusement filling her voice. 
 
    “Perhaps,” I said hesitantly, lips twitching. 
 
    She shook her head, “You’re lucky you’re right. Now tell me what you need?” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief, “There are bandits in the mountains…” 
 
    “There have always been bandits in the mountains,” Nathen countered. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “But the number has grown. Outlaws with the knowledge that the King will do nothing to stop them and Samere does not mind harboring them in sanctuary. They grow reckless in their crimes. Where once they were but thieves stealing coin here and there, now they are attacking towns. Kidnapping women and children. You and I both know I could stop them, that I could burn their camp and the surrounding forest to the ground in the blink of an eye...” 
 
    “I hear a but coming,” Nathen said wryly. 
 
    “But at the cost of the woman and children they’ve taken. At the cost of the surrounding forest. I’d rather not destroy needlessly. That’s not who I am and so I ask for aid. I need your army, whomever you decide to send to rid the mountains of these bandits.” I finished waiting for her reply. 
 
    “I will help you Keeravani, just so long as you know that when everything’s over and done. You belong to the King.” I tipped my head in acknowledgement of her words and watched as her image faded away leaving me alone in the dining room once more. 
 
    “She seems a feisty one, I bet she was great in bed.” A familiar voice husked from the shadows.  
 
    I chuckled softly pulling out a chair and dropping into a seat, “It that all you think about?” I questioned catching her eyes, now their normal glacier blue color. “Sex and how to obtain it with whom?” 
 
    Sentala walked around the table until she stood across from me, speaking as she moved. “It is said that humans spend over half their lives thinking about food. What to eat? When to eat? How to prepare a meal? Every day of their lives, this process occurs. It’s a part of their makeup. A form of survival, always planning how to meet this need that will keep them alive.” She stared me down. “Just like humans, succubi hunger, and just like with humans that hunger often consumes our thoughts.” Sentala replied taking the seat across from me. “Asking me if all I ever think about is sex is like asking a starving man if all he ever thinks about is food. The answer will more than likely always be yes.” 
 
    “Well then I apologize for my callousness. I had not thought about it that way, but all the same I’m not telling you about a former love one way or the other.” I countered taking hold of the distress orb now absent of its glow.  
 
    “I could always find out on my own,” Sentala smirked eyes sparkling with mischief. 
 
    “Please don’t,” I replied with a grimace of distaste.  
 
    The succubus laughed softly before letting it go, sobering quickly. “Did I hear, right? For the aid of the King’s army you’re allowing them to take you as their prisoner?” I bowed my head in a nod. “If I had known…” 
 
    “You’d have what? Tried to go alone and either have met your final death or been captured and enslaved. Neither sound good to me, I’m sure they sound worse to you.” I rolled the distress orb lightly along the table top. “How are you feeling?” I asked after a moment of silence wishing to change the subject. 
 
    “Better,” Sentala traced her fingers lightly over the jade green tunic she now wore, laced loosely over her chest. “Though I feel a bit like one of the Angilerian Queen’s Gardeners wearing all this green.” 
 
     “You look a bit ruffled, but overall way too clean to pull it off.” I countered softly. 
 
    “Oh, contraire craftsmen. I’m one of the dirtiest people you’ll ever meet.” Sentala murmured with a suggestive wink.  
 
    I laughed softly unable to help myself, “Goddess I’m going to miss this when they take me.” The succubus raised her brow, curious to understand the meaning behind my words. “This feeling, of growing friendship. Of family, all around me, of camaraderie…. of belonging somewhere.” I gazed down at the distress orb. “I joined the military to be a bit closer to my father, but I never met him. I could never work up the courage to go to the palace. Though I had the option when I joined to train there, I chose to train in a different location then the capital. I did everything that I was told and Sentala despite having Nathen I never felt more alone. Knowing that unless I’d died at the hands of an enemy I’d out live all my comrades. I couldn’t bring myself to get close to them and so I was an outcast…though I don’t think Nathen really realized it until I left.” 
 
    Sentala reached her hand across the table while I watched gently clutching at my fingers still surrounding the distress orb. “Even though we are people by the masses. You and I are not human; we have the curse of longevity. A birthright if you will, of living for as long as eternity and its hard Keeravani.” She shook her head, “You’ve lived, loved and grieved for just sixty-five sun cycles imagine a hundred, imagine a thousand.” Her eyes grew pale with sadness. “It’s hard, harder than any human can possibly imagine. There is a reason that most elves stay to their own kind, a reason that succubi and incubi stick to the night. It’s so much easier…no risk of growing attached, of losing those you love to death and time. Those like us…we are the strange ones. Taking on the risk of grief to know these beings so full of life it hurts sometimes to watch.” She gazed down at her hands hers still naturally brown, mine lightly tanned by the sun, covered in tattoos that overlaid scars. “They are more than just play things, more than just food and so we are set apart, we feel alone but it’s good to be different.”  
 
    I chuckled, “I’m more different than anyone I’ve ever met. An elf without pointed ears, without vanity or arrogance. A woman with the gift of fire, without the need to fight it, not consumed or afraid. A mage with the gift of craftsmanship…an idea I created myself for I’ve never found another like me. A person with a kind loving heart and soul despite living the life I’ve lived…I am a walking contradiction hard to read but easy to understand.” I placed my other hand over hers, “And you are my friend a succubus that doesn’t hide in the night. We make an interesting pair.” 
 
    “You think of me as a friend?” Sentala smiled glancing up at me, her expression a bit hopeful. Crazy that a being that had lived thousands of sun cycles, suffered for a small eternity could still have the captivity to hope for friendship. No being that lived upon the land truly wished to be alone…but sometimes you had no choice. 
 
    “Well you’re still here. You came back seeking safety here knowing I’d not judge or harm you. When the soldiers arrive, we’ll go riding into battle to save innocent lives. We understand each other as only those who are near immortal and yet achingly human in our hearts and minds can. If this is not the beginning of an epic friendship, then surely it is the beginning of…” 
 
    “A diehard romance,” Sentala murmured softly leaning across the table as if she might kiss me.  
 
    I cleared my throat fighting the urge to laugh, “I was going to say a horribly tragic end but your idea sounds ten times better if a bit unlikely considering what you are.” 
 
    Sentala leaned back a bit affronted, “You do not believe a succubus could be satisfied by one being alone?” 
 
    I took my hand from hers remembering her strength and tucked the distress orb into my pocket. “I believe that anything is possible,” I countered not unkindly. “But I also believe that the hunger inside you could not be satisfied by one being alone…” I finished climbing from my seat. “Though you would know better than me, in the thousands of sun cycles that you’ve traveled the lands have you ever come across one of your kind satisfied by one being alone?” Sentala stared down at the table brow furrowed fist clenched unable to give me an answer. I placed my hand over hers squeezing softly, before leaving her to her thoughts. I had a sword to make and I was unsure of the amount of time I had in which to make it and so the sooner I made it the better. Goddess save me from my kind heart, for surely one day it would get me killed… 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I stared at the blade I’d just created. I’d taken my time with this one allowing the process to span several days wanting it to be strong and durable, elegant and yet simple. The blade was unadorned by anything save the flame at its base, my usual signature. The hilt was made of wood, wrapped in braided leather oiled and supple, comfortable to hold. All around it was well balanced. I flipped it from one hand to the other, not overly heavy for a young man of a height with me but not overly light. The sword was a dull gray due to the mineral I’d added, but the blade was razor sharp. I lightly placed the blade against the wooden table I’d been working on before pulling it away shaking my head at the pale line of sliced wood I’d created. It looked as if it was older than it appeared, useless really, no better than the one Denda had brought before me, I smiled softly placing the sword in its sheath. Looks could be deceiving. I left the back room sighing as I moved from the heat of the forge and the calling of the flames to the front of the shop where Enta stood leaning against the counter. 
 
    “That sword is worth more than ten times what that boy is paying for it,” He murmured as I placed the sword on the counter, before leaning beside him.  
 
    “If the soldiers are going to take me I decided I might as well do my best, least I never get the chance to create again.” I offered by way of explanation tracing my fingers through my sweat dampened hair. 
 
    “I’d tell you to run, but I know you. I know you’d face death with open arms if it meant you could save those that you love.” Enta snorted, “You’d face death to save those you don’t even know.” 
 
    “The goal is not to die, only the Goddess knows what the King has in-store for me. Save the King himself of course.” I nudged him lightly with my shoulder. “Just keep believing that I’ll return Enta, don’t give up on me yet.”  
 
    He tipped his head in acknowledgment, when the door opened and in walked the last person I expected to see. The breath gusted from my lungs and Enta and I shared a look, his expression at once hopeful was now full of dread. I felt a smile curl my lips even as stones settled in the pit of my stomach.  
 
    “I was told that I’d find you here.” Nathen spoke softly helmet tucked beneath her arm, she was donned in full battle gear. I wasn’t surprised. I didn’t plan on fighting, but every time we’d encountered each other I’d given her a run for her money. Several soldiers stood behind her. Dean the older man I’d embarrassed near about two seven days ago now, obvious in his glee at my capture.  
 
    “When you said, you’d send help I…” 
 
    “Didn’t think I meant myself personally,” Nathen finished for me as Napa walked in behind her. “I have been chasing you for sun cycles. When this little skirmish is done and over with I want to make sure you make it back to the capitol myself. You might have run from other soldiers but I know you won’t run from me.” 
 
    “Are you saying that because you think you know me,” She gave me a look and I chuckled. “Well you’re right.” I felt my smile fade away as we all stood in a bit of awkward silence. 
 
     Enta opened his mouth to speak when Sentala walked in from around back having gone to retrieve something. She was eating an apple of all things, “Keeravani I know you told me that man needed his horse shod today but…” She took another bite of her apple. “The horse in question is not cooperating.” 
 
    “The apple was for the horse Sentala, to aid in the cooperation.” I murmured as she leaned against the counter tossing me a flirtatious smile.  
 
    “I thought you were just making sure I had a bit to eat knowing how I get when I’m hungry.” Her eyes flashed from the hazel they’d taken on in her guise to their usual glacier blue and I shook my head as she continued eating the apple.  
 
    “Sentala…” 
 
    “The horse is fine and ready for Enta,” Sentala winked at him causing him to blush a bit. He wasn’t a cold-blooded man after all. “As well there were two apples, so thank you none the less.” She moved closer and I leaned away unsure of what she meant to do, relaxing when she pecked my cheek before pulling away. Finally deciding to acknowledge the others in our company Sentala turned towards the door. “It seems the soldiers have arrived.”  
 
    “That we have,” Napa said moving towards us. “I would very much like to take Keeravani into custody…”  
 
    Sentala slide sideways, effectively blocking his advance, so smoothly I couldn’t have told you if it were magic or not. “Not so fast soldier man,” she countered flirtatious smile gone, eyes no longer full of laughter. No, now she seemed just a bit dangerous despite the apple she still held in her hand. There was sense of power about her. Napa paused a moment. “You’re to help us first…until then she’s free and she’ll not go with you a moment before that….” She looked Nathen in the eyes then, “Understand?” 
 
    Nathen tipped her head in acknowledgment of her words, Napa catching the motion took several steps back. “On the way here I devised a plan.” Nathen said after a moment of heavy silence. She glanced around the shop noticing at last that there were others unaware of the situation paying keen attention to all that was going on. Realizing that anything she’d said would been spread around town by nightfall she sighed, “Perhaps we could discuss it later over a meal?” 
 
    “Glen makes a great stew, you’re welcome to join us if you like,” I offered giving her an out. 
 
    “I’ll do that,” And with those words Nathen was gone as quickly as she’d come. The rest of them followed close behind and with them the tension they’d brought. 
 
    I took a deep breath, “She’s certainly a looker that one,” Sentala husked and the breath I’d taken left me in short bursts of choked laughter. She smiled, “I knew that would get a laugh out of you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied feeling a little better.  
 
    “There are other ways you could thank me,” Sentala murmured eyes flashing glacier blue with hunger.  
 
    “Is that right?” I murmured back going along as she leaned across the counter towards me while Enta watched brow raised slightly. 
 
    “Oh yes…” 
 
    “Well if it’s a hunger you need sating,” I breathed as her lips hovered over mine. “I have plenty more apples….” Sentala snorted breaking my gaze as she bowed her head, shoulders shaking with laughter. I set an apple on the counter while she wiped tears of amusement from her face. 
 
    “You’re really good at that,” Sentala said before taking a bite of the apple I’d just given to her. 
 
    “Good at what?” I questioned while Enta watched us curiously trying to understand I think what exactly we were to each other. Only pausing in his scrutiny when he had to go shoe the horse Sentala had prepared for him round back.  
 
    “At making all the naughty, scandalous, flirtatious things I plan to say into something innocent.” Sentala offered devouring her apple as if she’d never eaten the first.  
 
    “It amuses me, your advances. I understand it even, knowing that it’s what you are, but you don’t need it.” I smiled while she looked at me confused, once more waiting for an explanation. “The seduction, all you need is but ask and I would let you feed from me, it’s what friends do.” 
 
    “Friends don’t let friends walk to their own demise,” Sentala countered face pensive as she held the remainder of her apple, little more than a stem now. 
 
    “They do when it’s their own choice…” 
 
    “A stupid choice,” She countered. “You don’t deserve death.” 
 
    “Neither do any of the people trapped in that camp and you can’t honestly say if given the chance you’d make a different choice?” I said voice a little harsh with emotion. 
 
    Her eyes changed then back to the color I had come to think of as normal, glacier blue, as she gazed at me. “I understand the choice, I even stand behind it, but that does not make it any less stupid.” She opened her mouth wide and ate the remainder of the apple core, seeds and all. “After all. How can we have an epic friendship if you’re to die so quickly?” She questioned lightening the mood a bit. 
 
    I smiled a bit thankful, “Ahh remember there were three choices, an epic friendship, a diehard romance and a horrendous end.” 
 
    “Well which will it be craftsman, this is your story?” Sentala said brow raised. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “Until the time that you leave it’s ours and it’s only the beginning.” 
 
    She smirked leaning forward quickly and stealing a kiss leaving behind a bit of desire as she pulled away licking her lips. “I can tell you which I prefer.” 
 
    “It’s the tragic end isn’t it.” I shook my head sighing softly. “I should have known.” 
 
    Sentala tossed her head back and laughed, “There you’ve done it again.” 
 
    I smiled as she laughed once more fighting to compose herself, Enta returned from shoeing the horse and glanced between us. Sentala laughing as she leaned against the counter and me smiling softly at her amusement. “Do I want to know?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t understand,” I replied winking playfully at the succubus once she’d settled down enough to stop laughing. 
 
    Enta glanced between us once more before snorting and walking away, I’m almost sure he mumbled “Women,” under his breath as he did so. Sentala and I shared another look having heard him before we both burst into laughter once more. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “I’ve seen it twice now and I still don’t fully understand the dynamics of how tattoos can turn to armor…” Sentala narrowed her eyes in the darkness of the night before reaching forward and trailing her hand lightly along my leather breastplate. “Wasn’t it metal before?” 
 
    “It still is,” I gave her a brief look when her hand lingered on my chest. She tossed me a wink before pulling her hand away. “Just thinner with a leather covering to help slow any penetrative object.” 
 
    “Is it heavy?” Sentala asked after a moment of silence spent waiting for the signal that had yet to come. 
 
    “No, I hardly feel it at all.” I murmured distractedly watching the camp. “It wouldn’t be very smart of me to make armor I could hardly move in.” 
 
    “I would love to peel…” 
 
    I covered her mouth before she could finish her sentence. “Not the time.” I warned while she smiled beneath my hand eyes crinkling with mirth.  
 
    “My apologies,” She whispered once I’d dropped my hand. “You just look simply delicious.” I shook my head before glancing down through the canopy of leaves from our perch above. 
 
    The moon shown high in the sky illuminating the scene below. Several men lingering around a dying camp fire. While everyone else lay sleeping inside their tents, “I think they’ve taken out those standing guard. I haven’t seen them circling around this way in quite some time. Are you sure you’re up for the remaining distraction?” I questioned when I saw a line of flashing lights skipping from tree to tree until a beam caught me in the eyes. Our signal to get things started. 
 
    Sentala traced her fingers lightly along my cheek. “I’m a succubus, walking around naked isn’t a problem for me.” I tipped my head slightly unslinging a rope from my belt and tying it around the tree limb we rested on. I made sure it would hold our weight before nudging Sentala to move. She gave me a look before vanishing in the blink of an eye. I glanced down to see her waving towards me waiting for me to descend. 
 
    I grabbed hold of the rope and quickly slide to the ground, “You ready?” I questioned one final time. 
 
    “Yes,” She left me then, strolling into the center of their small group dropping the cloak covering her modesty as she went. I looked away as soon as I felt the first hints of desire waiting for them to be promptly ensnared in her trap. I flinched when I felt cool fingers trail along my cheek, glancing up to see that Sentala had returned. “They’re down.” 
 
    “Did you…” 
 
    “No, I just fed from them until they passed out…and stole one man’s clothes. It’s a bit nippy out this evening.” I chuckled softly as she once more wrapped herself in my cloak now fully clothed.  
 
    “I was sent for protection and you took out the whole group on your own.” We strolled through the mass of tents together moving towards where she knew the prisoners to be while the soldiers that had come with us systematically cleared the camp. 
 
    “It’s always good to have back up, you never know what could go wrong…” I shoved her aside as a man leapt from the shadows of a large tent. She stumbled away as I swept his feet from beneath him.  
 
    “Son of a bitch,” He grumbled rolling away and leaping to his feet before I could disarm him. He charged me swiping at me with his blade while I ducked and moved dancing around his attacks. “Stop moving!”  
 
    “Now why would I go and do a fool thing like that?” I questioned as liquid metal dripped down from my wrist pooling in the palm of my hand.  
 
    “So, I can kill you damn it!” I shifted my gaze briefly watching Sentala slowly creep forward behind him.  
 
    “Well, I’m not here to kill you and I don’t want to die myself so I don’t think I will…” He spun around catching Sentala in the chest with a well-placed kick before turning back around and coming at me like a man possessed. “I’m getting tired…” I leaned backward as he swiped at my face. “Of this game…” I breathed joining my hands together as I pushed off the ground moving into his guard. Making it impossible for him to strike me with his swords as I brought my joined fists up with controlled force hitting him beneath the chin. In a flash of glowing red light a staff of metal surged upward from my hands adding strength to an already crippling blow. I heard him gasp softly as he flew backward hitting the ground several feet away. After a moment to brush the stray locks from my face that had escaped my helmet I stepped forward leaning on my staff to get a better look at the fallen bandit.  
 
    “Like I was saying,” Sentala grunted dragging another man to lie with the first, gently rubbing her stomach where she’d been kicked. “It’s always good to have back up because you never know what could go wrong.” 
 
    “Where’d he come from?” I questioned watching the rise and fall of each man’s chest ensuring that they still lived. I could clearly see the whites of their eyes, telling me that they wouldn’t be waking up for quite some time.  
 
    “He was running by when I was kicked away. I fell into to him. Fool that he was, he thought he could take me hostage to aid in his escape. We see how that worked out…” Sentala finished, kicking the man who’d kicked her while I gave her a look for the unnecessary violence.  
 
    “Let’s move before we get attacked again,” I pushed her forward clutching her shoulder with one hand while I held my staff of metal with the other.  
 
    “Sounds good, the caves where they keep the prisoners are pretty close to here…I think…” I paused in my trek through the woods holding her back before she went any further. 
 
    “You mean you aren’t sure?” I questioned listening for unsuspecting attackers. 
 
    “Yes, I’m quite positive that in my escape, while being shot full of arrows that I ran from this direction.” We stared at each other for a long moment while I clenched my jaw at her blatant sarcasm before shaking my head releasing her arm. 
 
    “My apologies, I didn’t think.” I offered back once more following behind her. 
 
    “It’s alright,” Sentala replied more softly as we came upon an overhang obscured by shadows. “I think this is it…” 
 
    I stared at the large slab of rock before us, leaning forward to trace my hands over very solid stone. “Are you sure?” I questioned tapping it lightly with my staff.  
 
    “There’s an enchantment that makes the opening into a wall. I was trapped inside until the enchanter came and opened it. That’s when I escaped…and you know the rest.” Sentala  explained as we stood staring at a wall of stone in the darkness.  
 
    “Hold this for me?” I handed Sentala my staff and she took it without question before taking several steps back. While she looked on I pressed my hands against smooth stone closing my eyes as my hands began to glow. I took a deep breath and thought not of a wall but of a doorway, large enough for several men to walk abreast. An opening that lead into an open cavern not a narrow passageway. I thought of fresh air following past me filling that room once lost to darkness. I thought of the moon illuminating those shadows and ushering away the fear of those trapped inside as they caught sight not of a bandit come to take them away but of a warrior about to return their freedom. I let the breath flow out of me and with it my magic; my belief.  
 
    Instantly I felt drained but a smile curled my lips when I heard the small murmurs of cautious excitement. Of wary hope trailing up from a place once filled with darkness now illuminated by light. “Whoa…” Sentala caught me as I stumbled. “I have you.” She lowered me gently to the ground as soldiers came racing out of the night. “I’ve got you.” I opened my eyes to find that I was still glowing softly. 
 
     I glanced up and stared realizing that where once there was a wall of stone, the face of a cliff, now there was nothing. Just a large open space filled with people. Laughter bubbled up inside me as Sentala brushed my hair from my face. My armor had faded away with my magic and now I lay cradled in her arms on the brink of unconsciousness. “I suppose I don’t have as much control as I thought I did.” I murmured softly trying to blink away the darkness bleeding in.` 
 
    “Keeravani, you have excellent control.” Sentala countered smiling softly as she stroked my face gently. “You disbursed an entire mountain, without harming the delicate humans within.” 
 
    “Where did the mountain go?” I questioned as refugees were lead away in small groups some pausing briefly trying to get a better look at me.  
 
    “It vanished is a burst of light, glowing red light that resembled a million fire flies. It was beautiful, memorable, a beacon that no doubt shown for miles and miles…” Sentala explained softly eyes filled with awe. 
 
    “Yes, almost as beautiful as finally completing my mission.” Nathen murmured crouching down beside me lightly sprinkling crimson petals over my still frame.  
 
    I grimaced as the fire I was so used to feeling inside me went out leaving me colder than I’ve ever felt. Colder even than that night I’d first gained my magic. “What are you doing? She just saved…” 
 
    “Countless lives and all our energy and for that I am eternally grateful. Keeravani has always been an astounding individual but as I said.” Nathen countered pulling me away from the succubus. “Her freedom ends here. This mission is complete and soon mine will be too.” 
 
    She stood then holding me close as the cold seeped into my bones, Goddess it was freezing. “You’re not even giving her the chance to say goodbye.” Sentala countered furiously. My eyes fluttered closed as cool petals drifted across my skin stealing the last of my strength. I wanted to fight, to demand that I at least be able to see my friends one last time. But there was no fight left in me. Goddess…I prayed as I lost consciousness. When I wake…let it not be to my death, my friends would never forgive me. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
     I was woken sporadically, and never for long, to eat, perhaps to bathe. Time passed in a blur of freezing hell and chattering teeth. If I dreamed I couldn’t recall them, all I remembered was darkness. Endless darkness filled with ice. That and glacier blue eyes. When I woke if I could speak I begged them to take the chill away. The sun shone bright overhead. I could feel the heat of it on my skin but deep inside a chill remained, a lump of ice where there was once endless warmth. I begged with the little strength that I had, but they didn’t understand. They wrapped me in blankets but the chill was more than skin deep. I wept in frustration as crimson petals dripped onto my flesh and darkness took me away. 
 
    I couldn’t fight it, no matter that I tried. Like the creature it was named for the succubus plant stole my magic, my energy, my fire and I could do nothing to stop it. I slept unable to do anything else…Several seven days passed. We traveled through villages, towns and cities all while I lay sleeping. An entire moon cycle came and went, and then another. While I fought a losing battle against the effects of the succubus plant. I felt as if I were dying, slowly but surely fading away. I didn’t honestly think I’d make it to the palace but then I caught sight of glacier blue eyes… 
 
    “Hey there soldier, easy with that plant.” I opened my eyes slowly squinting in the afternoon sun, watching as an Arrow judging by the set of her armor and the style of her hair, gripped a foot soldier by the wrist. I was sure his name was Dean. I knew because he enjoyed using the succubus plant a little too much.  
 
    “The Gen-Sen instructed me…” 
 
    “To ensure that she didn’t grow strong enough to escape.” The female Arrow tipped her head in my direction braids swinging slightly. “She looks awfully weak to me.” She pried the pouch of flower petals from his hand. “Why don’t you run along and have yourself a meal. I’ll take it from here.” 
 
    “I was instructed…” 
 
    “Yes, I understand that.” The Arrow stepped closer to the man voice going from kind to threatening. “Now I’m instructing you to go enjoy your meal because if you kill the prisoner because of a grudge I can’t seem to understand it’ll be the last meal you eat. She looks very close to death as it is.” Dean glanced at my still form bundled in blankets despite the hot day before walking off a little bit paler than he should be. 
 
    Thank the Goddess for small favors, I thought as my eyelids grew heavy. “Hey.” Gentle fingers traced along my cheek and I gasped softly at their warmth shivering as I grew more aware of how cold I was. “Goodness you’re freezing.” Strong arms pulled me into a warm embrace. “Thank the Goddess I arrived when I did. Any later and you’d not have lived to be thankful for it.” 
 
    “Co…co…” I shuddered unable to finish the thought but I’m sure she understood. 
 
    “I know. A body as warm as yours isn’t used to natural temperatures. The fluctuation between warm days and cool nights is taking its toll on you without your inner fire to keep you steady. As soon as they stole your heat from you, you’ve been dying day by day. No mage can survive long without their magic…” I drank from a cup of broth she held to my lips. “I’m surprised you’ve made it this long. Two moon cycles and just a seven day away from the palace, surprised but grateful.” 
 
    Warm lips pressed against my brow and even through the fatigue caused by the chill filling my bones I felt a small spark of desire. Choked off laughter spilled from my lips cut short by a coughing fit. “Sen…ta…la.” I breathed slowly tilting my head back gazing up into a face I’d never seen before. 
 
    I watched as green eyes flashed a familiar glacier blue, “You didn’t really think I’d leave you to die alone now did you? Not after all you’ve done for me.” Sentala patted my cheek softly before wrapping me more firmly in blankets. “Sleep Keeravani, sleep knowing that you’re safe. Warmth and freedom, I hope will come with time.” Still weak despite the lack of a new dose of succubus I closed my eyes and did as she asked slowly relaxing in her embrace… 
 
    Desire woke me, filling my veins with fire. Swirling through my blood heating me up from the inside out. I opened my eyes gasping softly as Sentala pulled her lips from mine. I lay gazing into familiar glacier eyes framed by an unrecognizable face. “Goddess,” Sentala sat back as I fought to catch my breath. “You stopped breathing.” 
 
    Slowly I fought to push myself into a sitting position limbs shaking with the effort it took to move. “What did you do?” I questioned clutching at my chest sighing softly at the familiar heat that resided there. I wasn’t back to normal by any stretch of the imagination, but the chill that had once filled my bones was dissipating. 
 
    “I pushed my gift of desire inside of you,” her lips twitched in amusement as her eyes shown with hunger. “Anyone else would be begging for me to take them, to steal their soul from their body while they wept with the pleasure of it. And yet here you sit gasping softly skin slowly growing to its usual warmth, slightly aroused but more curious than anything.” 
 
    “I’d apologize,” I murmured softly voice husky with disuse. “But I’m not altogether sure what I’d be apologizing for.”  
 
    Sentala chuckled softly shaking her head, “There’s nothing to apologize for. You’re alive and getting better by the minute that’s all that matters.” 
 
    I bowed my head slightly tracing my fingers through my hair with a grimace upon finding it tangled and greasy. “Who are you now?” I questioned dropping my hands from my hair fully taking in her appearance.                
 
    Her clothing was a dark blueish green so that she would blend in with the mountain foliage. Her skin was fair, as if it might freckle in the heat season. While I watched, her eyes faded from their glacier blue to a softer jade but they still held that hunger that rarely ever left. She had dark hair near to black but not quite. The right side of her head was shaved just short curls that looked soft and silky. The center long and loose hung down covering the shaved bit and the right side was a mixture of braids and loose hair. With beads and feathers inner mixed. I remember the style of it when I’d been in the King’s army. It was a purposeful thing, looking so different from your fellow soldiers. Arrows were the top, better than all others, most even without magic could best an Elite, those gifted among the King’s army.  
 
    Other nations were made to think that Arrows were archers, it made sense to think it. No one from Ierilo would dissuade them from thinking otherwise. An arrow when shot by an expert’s hands would fly straight and true always finding its mark. And so, they did. The Archer the title given to the leader of a squad of Arrows was the expert and their teammates, their tools to wield and use as they saw fit.  
 
    Arrows were such a well-kept secret that unlike the Shades of Angileri, there weren’t even stories about them. They blended in, the only thing setting them apart being their unique hair style. Which had in time become a fashion statement among the masses and so was no longer seen as an oddity. And their armor, upon which if you looked closely enough you’d find an arrow etched into the thick leather. The palace enchantress whom had made her way from military base to base told us that in death it shown brightly, all the enemy could see. The light of it bright and soothing guiding them to the Goddess…a way to ease their passing. It helped to know that even though we were bringing death we helped them along… 
 
    “You did a good job,” I murmured softly pulling from my reverie. “With the persona, you’ve taken on.” I glanced around catching sight of her armor before pulling it towards me, easily finding the arrow splitting her armor down the middle. I traced the shaft lightly a smile curling my lips. “How did you manage the armor?” I questioned glancing up at her. 
 
    “I didn’t. There isn’t a magic wielder alive in Ierilo that would break that law and I’d not have wanted to be imprisoned for asking. It’s yours, Glen kept it. She told me that since you served you deserved the honor of keeping it even if you didn’t agree with her. For which I was grateful. I’d not have pulled it off otherwise. As for the persona,” She smirked shrugging slightly. “As they say people love a woman in uniform. Arrows as you know, are dangerous and sexy. I simply followed behind the procession of soldiers and took a bit of this and that from several of a like mind. I tested it on that foot soldier, Dean I believe his name was. It worked well he hasn’t questioned me. A younger lad, Denda I believe his name was, and I have been instructed to take over your care seeing as we’re growing closer to the palace.” 
 
    “Denda…he wouldn’t happen to be of tan complexion with the right side of his head shaved and the rest growing long. Dark eyes with long lashes, more fair than masculine?” I questioned to be sure. 
 
    “Yes, he stopped into Enta’s shop the day after you were taken in much of a hurry to have his horse shod and pick up a sword he’d had commissioned. He was out of there in a hurry once he’d finished. Though once I found him in camp I wasn’t surprised by the speed at which he’d left town.” Sentala smiled softly through her braids, “He asked personally if he could watch over you after what you’d done for him. Nathen, the Gen-Sen found herself hard pressed to refuse after what Dean had done nearly killing you besides.” 
 
    “There will always be stupid people, even in the military. We call them cannon founder, because they’re usually the first to die in times of war.” I replied cheekily. Sentala tossed her head back laughing loudly. 
 
    I chuckled softly before glancing around our shared tent. We sat beside a small fire pit lined with enchanted stones that glowed softly with magic ensuring that a spark wouldn’t escape if we fell asleep before snuffing the flames. Animal furs softened the hard ground, the blankets I’d been wrapped in lap crumpled up beside me. A pack holding supplies sat against the tent wall, upon which rested a staff I’d not seen in sun cycles and the sword I’d made while at Enta’s encased in a beautiful sheath. Truly Enta had out done himself with that one.  
 
    “How’d you come upon that?” I questioned tipping my head towards my weapon of choice once her laughter subsided.  
 
    “The staff or the sword?” Sentala replied crawling across the tent grabbing hold of both before coming back to rest beside me. 
 
    “Both I suppose.” I countered curiously waiting for her answer. 
 
    “Enta gave me the sword when I left as a gift.” I watched as she laid the sword across her lap handing me the staff, far heavier than it looked. I smiled softly tracing my fingers along worn wood scorched by fire but not truly burned. “Nathen gave me the staff just a few sun span’s ago. She thought you might need it.” 
 
    “I can’t believe she kept it.” I murmured clutching at the supple leather used for hand holds, though not always.  
 
    “What’s it made of? I’ve never held a wood quite as heavy as that.” Sentala asked after a moment of shared silence. 
 
    I glanced up briefly before sighing softly laying the staff along my lap. “As you well know my gift is craftsmanship. You’ve seen me mold leather over metal…” 
 
    “It’s a metal shaft, encased in wood.” Sentala finished for me eyes wide. 
 
    I dipped my head in agreement with her words, “Yes to ensure it never breaks or shatters. Flames disperse upon impact, as well it’s a good conductor of heat. And of course, it packs a mighty punch.” 
 
    “Enough to kill a man with one blow I’m sure,” Sentala gazed at the weapon in question brow furrowed slightly. 
 
    “Only if you’re not careful…no one has died by my hand if I did not wish it to be so.” I offered by way of explanation. 
 
    Sentala’s lips curled in that flirtatious manner I’d grown used to right before she said something naughty. “You’re a bit sexy when you talk about how dangerous you can be.” She shivered slightly eyes slowly bleeding to their normal glacier blue. “Makes me want to devour you.” 
 
    I inched my way backward when desire began to quicken my blood, her gift thick in the air. “It would be a bit counterproductive to bring me back from the brink of death only to suck out my soul don’t you think?” I wondered aloud as she shifted closer, sensually smooth. Effortless really, frighteningly fascinating like a snake about to strike. You could see it coming but by the Goddess you couldn’t pull away.  
 
    Sentala pressed against me the only thing keeping her at bay, the staff I held between us. “Just a little sip?” She husked trailing her hand up my side. 
 
    “I will burn you.” I warned gently not wanting to. Goddess her eyes…they pulled at me. I felt my heart racing in my chest, it was harder to fight her desire while I felt so weak. “Stop it.” I growled closing my eyes so that she couldn’t ensnare me with hers. I felt her hand cup my breast and my eyes shot open. “I said stop!” The fire roared high in the fire pit as I shoved her away. 
 
    Sentala clutched at her skull gazing into the flames eyes flashing with her inner struggle. “I’m sorry…” She gasped softly before crawling from the tent leaving me alone. I fell over feeling exhausted from the little display, the fire quickly going back to its usual height. I gazed into the flames breathing deeply to calm myself hoping that when Sentala returned that her hunger would be less. I didn’t think I could fight her desire a second time. Not while I was so weak anyway… 
 
    I hadn’t realized I’d fallen asleep until I woke later in the night to the fire near about dead and Sentala trailing her fingers through my hair. Her eyes the green of the persona she’d taken on. “How are you?” I asked once she saw that I was awake. 
 
    “Alright, though I feel foolish. I hadn’t truly fed since they took you I was preoccupied and I didn’t think. Then I fed you my magic…and the hunger suddenly became so strong.” Her fingers stilled in my hair. “I came here to save you and nearly drunk you down like a tall glass of water.” She snorted in disgust, “The beast always wins.” 
 
    “You didn’t drink me down though; you didn’t kill me and that’s all that matters.” I clutched at her arm. “Don’t go hating your nature, that never ends well.” 
 
    “You’re too kind…” 
 
    “Yeah well, the world needs all the kindness it can get.” I tugged her arm slightly. “Now come lay down. I know you wanna cuddle against my back and find an excuse to grope me in my sleep.”  
 
    Sentala chuckled good naturedly before dousing what remained of the fire and curling up behind me. “We hardly know each other and yet you know me so well…” She grunted slightly when I elbowed her for caressing my inner thigh. 
 
    “Keep your hands in the safe zone or that threat about burning something off will become a reality.” I countered dryly. 
 
    “What’s the safe zone exactly?” I felt her hands wandering again. 
 
    I rolled away from her pulling several blankets between us while she laughed at my antics. “You stay over there and I stay over here and all of your limbs will remain safely intact. That is the safe zone got it?” I glared at her from my cocoon of blankets while she gazed at me with those desire filled eyes.  
 
    “Got it.” She agreed before closing her eyes still smiling as she drifted off to sleep. I huffed in frustration now wide awake. I glared at her in the darkness while she slept undisturbed. Stupid succubus… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “I have good news and I have bad news,” Denda said entering the tent Sentala and I shared together. The tent I’d not left since I’d begun recovering. Oh, we traveled, but while we traveled I pretended to sleep, or fell asleep while pretending. When we stopped, I was laid in the tent stuck there for the remainder of the night. Goddess it was driving me crazy and so at the moment, any sort of news, if it got me out of the tent, was better than remaining here. 
 
    Sentala and I shared a look before she answered for the both of us, “Tell us the bad news first?” 
 
    “We’ll reach Iyana tomorrow, and the palace itself by late afternoon.” My heart skipped a beat in my chest upon hearing his words. Our journey would soon come to an end. I clenched my hands around the staff I held laid upon my lap. I’d been oiling the wood, watching as with the use of my magic scorch marks were smoothed away bleeding into the dark wood. Denda allowed the tent flap to fall closed behind him before taking a seat beside us around our small little pit fire. Which lit the tent and warmed us simultaneously, thankfully the warmth is something I no longer needed. “The good news is that I don’t think you’re going to your death…” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” Sentala questioned before I could think to open my mouth. 
 
    Denda leaned close, voice little more than a whisper as if he spoke too loudly others might hear. “Nathen knows that you’re well, it’s why she gave Aro-Tala the staff. She wants you to be healthy and whole when we reach the palace. She impressed upon me the need for it…the King does not wish to see you sickly but she feared without the succubus plant she’d not have gotten you this far. You’ve escaped her too many times for her to risk it, as well she’d no clue that Dean would take his grudge so far...”  
 
    “Why does the King care if I’m sickly or not?” Nothing was making any sense.  
 
    “The King is old. By the Goddess the King has been old for far too long the only thing keeping him alive being the longevity potions the palace Enchantress has been feeding him. He needs an heir least the land fall into civil war upon his death. But of course, the nobles want someone of royal blood, so they’re fighting amongst themselves each claiming to be closer to the King’s lineage. With the prince gone, due to his own folly people have moved to speculating that…” 
 
    “Perhaps the elfin Princess is real.” Sentala finished for him leaving them both gazing at me as if I held all the answers. 
 
    “You can’t be serious.” I countered softly feeling a bit sick to my stomach. “I’m no elf, not truly, and I have no title Princess or otherwise.” 
 
    “You have elfin blood. Your ears were once tapered and you have the curse of long life. Regardless of what you claim, you aren’t human. Your hair and eyes prove as much.” Sentala said reasonably as she leaned back on her hands. “The King can give you any title he desires. Though blood alone is enough to grant you the title of Princess. Really all they need is a bit of proof and death bed or no the King would have his heir…” Sentala glanced at the sick look stealing across my features. “As reluctant as she may be.” 
 
    “I have read that reluctant leaders are often the best.” Denda added as an afterthought before catching sight of my face. “Though royalty or not would the lords and ladies of his Majesty’s court really stand for an immortal leader?” 
 
    Sentala snorted falling back among the furs that littered the floor of our tent softening the hard ground. “Doesn’t matter. The King was fool enough to lie with a Fae woman and now he must reap what he’s sown…but only if all the stories are true.” She nudged me with her foot, “Let us hope for your sake that it’s not.” 
 
    “Perhaps there’s still time enough to escape.” I grumbled softly seriously considering it. 
 
    Denda sucked his teeth hissing softly, “I was hoping you wouldn’t say something of that nature.” He gazed at me grimly before tossing dust in my face.  
 
    I sneezed trying to clear my nose, while Sentala sat up now fully alert. “What did you do?” She asked sharply as the world started to blur. Thankfully despite the darkness closing in I felt that my magic was very much intact. 
 
    “It’s just a mild sedative, when she wakes she’ll be in the palace. The Gen-Sen ordered me to toss this sleeping power on her only if she mentioned escaping. I was hoping she wouldn’t but she did and Goddess knows as a soldier I can’t refuse a direct order.” Sentala gazed at him grimly but otherwise said nothing as I tumbled over losing the fight to stay awake. Goddess I was so tired of being knocked unconscious, when this was all said and done. I promised myself I’d stay awake for a seven day at least to make up for all the involuntary time I’d spent asleep… 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I woke in a throne room, surrounded by guards. I could tell it was a throne room by the dais I could see just past my toes ascending to two magnificent thrones with a smaller understated one off to the side covered in a shroud. No doubt having once belonged to Prince Eris, the evil bastard. I rolled over groaning slightly at the headache trying to split my skull in two. I found that I’d been laying on a stretcher, likely how they’d gotten me here. How very dignified…I glanced down at my clothing finer than anything I’d ever worn and found myself grateful that at least it wasn’t a dress.  
 
    I climbed to my feet with the help of two guards, neither of which was familiar to me, before turning to face the King and Queen of Ierilo. He did not look old enough to be my father. King Venn, looked no older than his fortieth sun cycle and I knew that couldn’t be true considering my age of sixty-five. As well as the knowledge that he’d had Prince Eris a little late in life. I furrowed my brow slightly before turning instead to the Queen, who looked just as young if not more so than the King himself. I clutched at my aching skull finally remembering what Denda had said about longevity potions. “You know…” I husked before clearing my throat and standing a bit straighter. Realizing that save for the guards, the King, the Queen and I, the throne room was completely empty. Meaning this was a private audience. “You know,” I began again. “That unless crafted by the Fae any potion promising traits similar to that of eternal youth is very harmful to one’s health.” 
 
    “I know,” His voice was clearer than one would expect from a dying man. “I needed time, time I didn’t have and so I did the only thing I could do.” 
 
    “You took a chance.” I tipped my head in acknowledgement of what he’d done. “Then let it not be in vain. What pray tell, do you want with me?” 
 
    The King smiled, as with seeming great effort he pushed from throne and slowly descended the dais. Regal in his bearing if a bit small in appearance. The guards parted without so much as a verbal command and the King stopped only when he stood before me, gazing up into my eyes. Even though I gazed down at him, it felt as if he stood above me. I felt my lips twitch in amusement. “I will be straight with you, because I have very little time left on this earth and my patience with unnecessary blathering has grown thin. You are my daughter, believe it or don’t the choice is yours but the truth remains the truth…” 
 
    I opened my mouth to speak but he silenced me with a look, I snapped my mouth shut gulping down my words. “I am dying and Goddess knows I’d have let you live out your life separate from politics and espionage but circumstances have changed. I’ve lost the only heir I had and none close in lineage meet the standards I’ve set for my Kingdom. There’s a reason Eris didn’t become King and I’m not going to turn around and give the title to someone just like him.” 
 
    “What makes you think I’m any different,” I cut in. “What makes you think I meet any of your standards secluded from court as I’ve been.” 
 
    “That alone makes me think you’re more suited than most. You’re different, not familiar with using lies and manipulation to get what you want. You have no care for money or material things. You cannot be easily bought or coerced by the noblemen or the Leaons. You are strong willed. I can see the fire burning in your eyes to deny what rightfully belongs to you. I know you do not want it. But those that lack the desire to rule and yet have the strength to do so, not for themselves but for their people. Often make the best rulers.” He chuckled as I clenched my jaw unwilling to interrupt. “Trust me Keeravani I didn’t want this.” He turned from me slightly glancing back at his wife seated on the throne.  
 
    “I rebelled you know when the Fae came offering peace, I indulged in more than just treaty negotiations and then nine moon cycles later I received the shock of a lifetime. When I discovered you’d been born…?” The King paused and the look in his eyes…the look in his eyes made me believe that he remembered it like it was yesterday. “Of course, my Advisors couldn’t stand for such a thing, a Prince about to be crowned King, betrothed to a future Queen of a small nation, which made it no less grand than ours, just on the cusp of his future. They convinced me that it was for the best that you grew up away from the palace. And of course, young foolish and nervous about doing what was right for everyone I agreed.” 
 
    “How do you know that I’m this child that you pushed off onto Goddess knows who? There are countless half breeds scattered across Ierilo, the Fae make a habit of appearing here more than anywhere else in the world. I suppose that’s your doing, the peace must have held, probably helped by your actions. The Fae can be vain and having one of their own sit upon a human throne one day, might have sealed the deal…” I made a face thinking it over, “Sadly I wouldn’t be surprised if they planned it.” I murmured more softly to myself. 
 
    “You want proof?” He turned back to me, either ignoring the last bit or truly not having heard me. As a politician, he was a master at hiding his emotions. He hid behind his regal bearing, much as I hid behind an unwavering smile. Even now I could feel the hint of one tugging at my lips.  
 
    I let it blossom into a full-blown smile as I stepped closer, the guards reached for me but he stayed them with a look. He either had a telepathic gift, truly knew his guards or trained them all in Angilerian nonverbal communion. Because I had no idea how he got them to stop and then step back so suddenly as if he’d spoken aloud. “Proof would be wonderful… Otherwise I really see no reason for you to hold me here.” 
 
    “I could hold you for deserting the military…” 
 
    “My term was up many sun cycles ago, and as I recall a deserter is only held accountable to their actions until the end of their term has arrived and then they may be set free. Without the brand of a criminal or any harm to their family name.” I countered having read up on the laws when I found myself on the wrong side of it chased by the soldiers I’d once served with. “It’s a good law, made by a good man.” I shrugged at his raised brow. Unfazed by his surprise at the praise. “You may have been a horrible father, if in fact you are mine, but I have never doubted that you were a good King. Just in your dealings and law makings. Now the Leaons, those that govern the major cities of Ierilo. I’m not always so sure about them.” 
 
    “As King, I could by right have you executed…” We shared a look both of us knowing that would never happen. “But that would be a bit foolish really, to bring you all this way for something so simple to me. Just to have you killed.” He shook his head, at the absurdity of it I think. 
 
    “You mentioned proof,” I prompted wanting to get this over with so that I could return to Sangrur and tell my family and friends all was well. 
 
    “Ahh yes,” King Venn supplied before marching off towards the throne, back up the dais. As slowly and steadily as he’d first descended. The Queen offered him the bundle she held in her hands. That I’d not noticed until that moment and he turned smoothly, making his way down until again he stood before me. He offered it to me without speaking a word, waiting patiently as I took it from his hands. 
 
    I unwrapped it slowly not knowing what to expect staring in fascination at what I’d revealed. I traced my fingers lightly over the young man’s image. His hair was dark, the sunlight streaming in from a window behind him made it appear as if his auburn strands were streaked with fire. His eyes, were bright, a mixture of colors. Hazel some would say, green some days, brown the next and just about every color in between if hit by the right light. His face was slim, a bit impish as if he might be up to no good, but you could just tell if he smiled. Goddess if he smiled people might think to hand him the world because there would be kindness in that smile. I took a deep breath feeling a little light headed staring at a face that reminded so much of my own beneath the tattoos. The resemblance was striking. “I have a brother?” I questioned softly knowing the truth but not wanting to hear it. 
 
    “You did yes, though you share a bit of a resemblance. That’s not him, that was me in my youth.” He stared me down daring me to deny what we both knew. 
 
    I glanced down at the portrait, unwilling to believe. “I’m not…” 
 
    “My daughter,” His Majesty finished for me, wearing a look of amusement at my stubbornness to believe. He tipped his head, “Look at the other items? If the resemblance isn’t enough to make you believe.” 
 
    Having no other choice. I did as he requested, tucking the finely crafted portrait beneath my arm before taking in the other items. A small flask of glass filled with fire, fascinating in its artistry and complexity of magic. Somehow despite the lack of oxygen or any other form of magic the fire still lived. Beside it lay a small trinket of metal, a mallet or a hammer meant for the hands of a farie perhaps. “What are these?” I questioned curiously meeting his gaze. 
 
    “Some birthing mages can see a child’s gift or gifts, before they manifest. The hammer indicates the gift of creation or something similar to that. The flask of living flame, of course, indicates the gift of fire magic. All you need do is tell me your gifts and if they differ you can go free?” I blinked glancing down at the proof I held in my hands, my gifts mixed with the portrait that looked so much like me it was a bit uncanny and I felt my heart begin to race in my chest. 
 
    All my life I had thought to gain the approval of my father, who even I believed to be the King. And yet now with proof in my hands, on the cusp of claiming my birthright all I felt was panic. A child’s dream was becoming an adult’s reality and I was finding that I’d never once truly thought it true. Until this moment. I opened my mouth to speak but could find no words, the throne room was silent. King Venn…my father placed a comforting hand on my arm gently taking the portrait, the flask and the small trinket back from me.  
 
    A gentle smile lighted upon his lips as he gazed down at them, “It always amused me to know that somewhere in the world there existed a girl child, birthed from my loins with a gift completely opposite to mine.” Carefully he folded the cloth back over his proof tying it gently shut before tucking it beneath his cloak. Though I’d never admit it, I’d always found it preferable for royalty to wear a cloak as opposed to robes. A cloak was easier to lose if a problem arose and you needed to run after all. As well robes could be a bit silly at times. 
 
    “The King of Water…I always wondered at the title.” I murmured still taking it all in. “You’re a water mage…few though they are they do exist.” 
 
    “I was given the title when I created a pool of water from, seemingly to others, thin air. Though of course that was not the case water lies in everything. Even the air itself,” I watched as he formed a ball of cool liquid in his palm before offering it to me. 
 
    With hesitant hands, I took it gasping softly as it retained its form, his magic still affecting it. I breathed a short sigh as it dissipated as quickly as it had come back into the air. “What now?” I questioned dropping my hands back to my sides.  
 
    “Why not show me your gifts?” His Majesty countered giving a nod of encouragement.  
 
    I smirked softly, “I could but I’m not sure I want to provide the proof you desire without really knowing what I’m getting myself into.” 
 
    “Your words are proof enough that your gifts match what the birthing mage has provided. Regardless if you show me or not, regardless if you feel ready or not you are who you are.” My father supplied quite nonchalantly I might add. It was a bit frustrating how calm he appeared, but it wasn’t much of a surprise. The approach of death no doubt solidified his resolve.  
 
    I glanced down at the sleeves of my tunic, something I was a bit unused to, “Do you care overly much for this tunic I’m wearing?” I asked to be safe. 
 
    “Myself? No, but Mal the palace seamstress might have bone or two to pick if you ruin it. Those clothes were made special and she takes great pride in the fact that you’re wearing them.” The King supplied without hesitation. 
 
    I nodded slowly rolling up my sleeves instead of burning them off as I’d previously thought about doing. I was glad I’d asked. I held out my palm and we both watched…along with a few of the guards as liquid metal slowly formed in my palm. Leeching color from the tattoo of a dagger tucked beneath the chain circling my wrist. With a flick of my wrist and a small flash of glowing red magic, that you’d have missed if you blinked, I now held in my hand a dagger. I flipped it into the air before catching it easily by the blade and handing it to the King.  
 
    “Impressive,” He breathed hefting the blade in his hand. “That now explains the intricate tattoos.” He offered the blade back to me and I took it. Snapping the fingers of my other hand producing a small flame while the knife disappeared. The tattoo on my flesh once more regaining its color. The King pointed his hand playfully formed in the shape of a gun, at the flame and pulled back his thumb. “Pow,” he murmured startling me slightly when a small squirt of water doused my flame. I chuckled softly unable to help my amusement at his playfully demeanor. 
 
    “Can you form a ball of water one more ti…” My father held one in his hand before I even had the chance to finish my sentence. I tipped my head impressed before pulling the same trick he had firing a small spark of flame into his orb of water and laughing loudly when it exploded drenching his clothes and face.  
 
    “My apologies,” I covered my mouth attempting to stifle my amusement at his now disheveled appearance. “I didn’t think such a small orb held so much water.” I stepped towards him as he wiped the water from his eyes. “Here let me help you.” I held out my hands now radiating heat and passed them over his wet clothing. The air crackled with the intensity of it, though I was careful not to linger overly long in one area least I burn him. I stepped back once he was dry clothes still steaming a bit as he ran his hands over his clothing. 
 
    “Good come back, if a bit messy.” King Venn said without a hit of anger before ushering me forward. “Come meet the Queen, my love and hopefully someone you see as an adoptive mother. She’ll out live me I’m sure. She partook in the food of the Fae when she was younger, and somehow managed to escape.” He offered by way of explanation as we ascended the dais together with his hand upon my back guiding me. 
 
    “How did she manage to escape?” I questioned curiously. “Humans who partake in Fae food or drink are often trapped with them forever, servants to their will.”  
 
    “Your mother, held a soft spot for me. She helped to set her free and that was the last I ever saw of her.” I nodded my understanding as we stopped before the Queen. 
 
    She smiled then, bright and welcoming as if I were already hers to love and cherish as only a mother could. I had no choice but to smile back, feeling an instant kinship with the woman. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you Keeravani. I’ve heard many great tales from our dear Gen-Sen. Each time she returned to us a bit more frustrated then the last, and yet no less impressed at your cunning and skill.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you as well, though I wouldn’t go so far as to say it’s a pleasure considering the circumstances.” I offered back allowing her to pull me into a firm hug, hesitantly wrapping my arms around her in turn. 
 
    “Yes, times are hard and you have a lot to learn in seemingly a short bit of time,” Her Majesty sighed releasing me before settling back on her throne.  
 
    “What exactly am I walking into?” I questioned gazing back and forth between them while the King and Queen shared a look.  
 
    “Perhaps you should get settled in your rooms, allow everything that you’ve discovered today to sink in before we reveal the rest.” The Queen replied after a moment of charged silence. “The royal sentinels will see you to your rooms.” 
 
    Knowing that I would get no more answers I nodded slowly before turning on my heel and marching down from the dais appreciating the craftsmanship of the marble stairs as I went following behind the royal guards that broke away to lead me through the palace. “Huh…” I wondered aloud as we traversed the palace grounds. “I never got the Queen’s name.” 
 
    “Her Majesty’s name is Lahaina.” I turned to the guard on my left only just now realizing she was female. It was a bit hard to tell with the unisex armor and the coverings they wore over the bottom half of their faces. Hair was never an indicator of gender in Ierilo people wore it per fashion, which meant at times men wore theirs long. “She is as kind, if not kinder than the King and just in her dealings. She comes from a small Kingdom even further in the mountains than we are. Chalati I think it’s called, it’s now a part of Ierilo due to the marriage between them. It’s a bit of a major city, her brother is the Leaon there.” I watched her eyes darken, while her brows dropped indicating displeasure. “You’ll meet him in time. If it were up to me…” 
 
    “It’s not up to you Lane, just drop it will yah. No need to color her Highness’ judgement before she’s even met the man.” The other guard cut in shaking his head.  
 
    Lane the female guard glared him down until he scoffed and walked on ahead. “Don’t mind Teal, he just gets tired of hearing me speak is all.” 
 
    “What were you saying about the Queen’s brother?” I questioned getting her line of thought back on track. 
 
    “That I’d kill him if I could. I just know he’d bleed the Kingdom dry if he ever got the chance to sit the throne. He was one of the first to come forward when Sir Zeron returned with the news of what the Prince had done. He’s a heartless bastard Leaon Miguel, a bit like the Prince held in check by the King and ruling only because he’s station before the merge really wouldn’t allow for anything less.” I couldn’t see it, but I could damn near hear the grimace in Lane’s voice. 
 
    “He was a Prince…” 
 
    “No. Thank the heavens. The title Prince would carry over, if the King and Queen died without an heir he would be next in line because none claiming lineage to the King are overly strong in the blood being fourth cousins and the like. But he’s only the Queen’s half-brother, his mother was pregnant with him when she married the Queen’s father. So even though he grew up in a royal household he’s not true royalty. He wasn’t blessed with a title before the merge and King Venn wasn’t willing to give him that kind of power once he’d met the man. So, he’s the Leaon of Chalati, the closest thing to royalty he’ll ever get unless he marries into it.” Lane shook her head as we appeared before my rooms seemingly like magic, I could have sworn this corridor had no doors. “In my opinion even that power is too much. When you happen to meet him, as I’m sure you will. Be careful.”  
 
    Lane opened the door to my room, holding me at bay before proceeding before me checking for danger and returning quickly. “I know it seems a bit strange Highness, but all the sentinels, the royal guards, the regalia really whatever it is you wish to call us. We hope you’re the heir. It might seem insane but there really are no good choices, even a peasant would be better than what we have now.”  
 
    “Doesn’t regalia mean insignia?” I questioned not meaning to make light of her statement but curious of all the new terms I’d been hearing.  
 
    “Yes, and so we are the symbols of the House of Rayon. We wear the title regalia proudly.” I nodded my understanding before stepping into the room that would be mine for the foreseeable future.  
 
    “Highness,” it took me a second to turn not used to the tile. Lane offered me a small pendant that she’d taken from within her cloak. It resembled a half sun, with a droplet of water held in its heart pierced through vertically, with an arrow shaft. The royal crest, “If you should need me simply invoke the pendant with your magic and I will come.” 
 
    How will I…” 
 
    Lane cupped my hand in hers holding the pendant up before us, “Place a spark at its heart and I will come. Until my last dying breath, if you need me I will come. I’m your regalia and truly…” Her eyes crinkled in a smile as her voice filled with joy, “I could not be more proud to be chosen for the job.” With those words, she dropped my hand from hers. “Have a good evening Highness, a meal will be brought to your room shortly.” She left me then before I could think to ask another question closing the door gently behind her. 
 
    I traced my finger lightly along the pendant before exploring my room. It wasn’t overly large thank the Goddess, but I held my own sitting area. With a small couch and several chairs surrounding a fireplace not currently lit. I had a window seat that looked out onto the grounds where the regalia trained. They were secluded from the other soldiers, but Goddess were they graceful I couldn’t help but think as I watched them. A different style than that of the Arrows, more fluid. As if you might blink and suddenly find one standing behind you with a blade to your throat. I found myself hard pressed to look away. 
 
    “Do you have any idea how hard it is to sneak around this place undetected.” I startled tensing slightly at the unfamiliar voice as I turned to find… a cat strolling across the room towards me with familiar glacier blue eyes. I relaxed as the cat shifted growing until Sentala stood before me wearing the form of a lady’s maid… I think. I’ve never seen one before.  
 
    “Not overly much considering I haven’t had to sneak.” I offered back turning from the window. 
 
    “It’s impossible, hence the reason I turned into a cat. There is magic everywhere, hiding doorways and extending corridors, moving passageways and the like. I had to follow the guards to find your room.” Sentala sighed flopping down on the bed. “Now I’m afraid to leave for fear I’ll get lost.” 
 
    I chuckled softly, “Where did you hide the sword and my staff, as well as the armor. How did you get away with disappearing?” 
 
    “I hid the weapons and your armor in the stable, with Proctor. Don’t ask me how they acquired your trusty steed, but he’s there. As for the Arrow business, I just told them I was given a mission elsewhere and that I would return in time.” Sentala rolled so that she had me in her sights, “What have you learned in my absence?” 
 
    I leaned back against the closed window crossing my legs beneath me. “Nothing we hadn’t already guessed at. The rest I believe I’ll be told in the days to come. The King and Queen are trying not to overwhelm me.” 
 
    “Probably fearful that you’ll run if they do and they need you. That much I know.” Sentala added as an afterthought.  
 
    “How are we to explain you exactly. I have my own regalia…” Sentala stared at me curiously. “My own royal guard,” I supplied. “I’m sure she’ll trail me every day once I leave this room and I’m certain that the King and Queen know every maidservant under their care and if they don’t their royal guards sure do.” 
 
    “I have several plans that might work.” Sentala replied after a moment of deep thought. 
 
    “Fire away.” I said willing to listen. 
 
    “I can shift into animals as easily as I change skins. I simply don’t because in such forms I can’t feed and it draws heavily upon my magic. I could follow you, as a cat since I’ve already been seen in that form. That’s plan one. Plan two would be to remain as the Arrow Tala, and return here. The problem with that is though I’d look the part I don’t much know the fighting style. Plan three,” Sentala grinned, eyes flashing slightly. “Plan three would be to pose as your lover…” 
 
    “So we’re going with plan one?” I nodded before she could think to argue. “Sounds good to me.” A knock sounded at the door and Sentala flowed into the form of a cat as the door opened revealing Lane with a servant from the kitchen. She glanced around the room curiously but didn’t question the fact that she’d likely heard me talking to myself. 
 
    “You’re evening meal Highness.” She set it on the low table in the receiving area before taking one final look around. Noting the cat licking its paws on my bed as she closed the door firmly behind her. 
 
    “Who was that ninja looking fellow?” Sentala asked rolling off the bed and landing on her feet once more human in appearance. It was a very strange process to watch. 
 
    “That was Lane, she’s a woman and my regalia. I quite like her actually. Even though I’ve never seen her face.” I finished brow furrowed as I moved from the window seat to the couch. 
 
    “Do I have reason to be jealous?” Sentala questioned taking a seat in the chair across from me. Stealing the fresh loaf of bread laid on the tray as I reached for it. 
 
    “Jealous of what, we aren’t together and I hardly know her.” I stole my plate as she reached for it pulling it close to my chest while she chuckled at my glare.  
 
    “She has lovely eyes Keer, with eyes like those she has to be hiding a face as beautiful as the soul that shines from within them.” Sentala explained taking a bite of my bread while I took a bite of meat, that I honestly couldn’t name. Though it was full of flavor and very filling.  
 
    “You can be very poetic when you want to be.” I countered offering her a slice of the meat I had no name for, she cursed when it fell into her lap. I continued eating as if I hadn’t done a thing while she tried to avoid soiling the chair beneath her without burning her hands. “That aside I just met the woman today and I’m not here looking for a love interest.” 
 
    “Am I finally starting to win your heart?” Sentala questioned fluttering her lashes at me.  
 
    “If it makes you feel better to think so I won’t dissuade you.” I murmured finishing off my vegetables.  
 
    “What will it take for you to notice me?” Sentala wondered, resting her chin in her hand as she gazed at me curiously.  
 
    I set down my plate and finished off my glass of water. “What do you really look like? What do you enjoy besides sex? Why follow me when you could have easily left knowing it would be easier?” I stood while Sentala sat thinking over my words unable to offer me answers. “When you can show me your face, and tell me what you want, what you wish to do with your life besides what you’ve always done. Perhaps then I’ll give you a chance, but really I rather enjoy being friends.” I countered with a shrug. “You should get some sleep, or find yourself a meal for the beast if you’re going to be prowling after me tomorrow.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Sentala inquired pushing to her feet as I opened the door. 
 
    “I’ve been sleeping for the last several seven days. I thought instead of resting why not explore.” I closed the door behind me listening to Sentala’s chuckle fade away as I moved through the palace having no idea where to go. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    “Highness? Highness are you in here?” I leapt up from where I’d been leaning against a bookshelf contemplating the agonizing pain of dying from starvation. Having realized that I’d tucked the pendant Lane had given me into my pocket. It lit up so fast the entire room glowed with the power of it. 
 
    “Lane is that you?” I questioned stepping from the shadows as a glowing orb of light appeared. 
 
    “Highness are you well?” Lane questioned raising the orb and illuminating her face free of the covering she’d worn early. She was just as beautiful as Sentala had claimed she was. 
 
    “Yes. I went exploring and got a bit turned around…” I glanced around taking in the extensive library I’d stumbled into. “Nothing seemed to stay where I’d last recalled it.” I explained as I drew closer to her.  
 
    Lane chuckled pushing the dark strands of her hair back from her face. She had her sword strapped to her hip, but that seemed to be the extent of it as if she’d come in haste. “I should have warned you about that. As of late with the King on the brink of death, the palace Enchantress, Zara has set up precautions. The maze that the palace becomes when you walk around is one of them.” She ushered me from the library handing me the orb, so that her hands would remain free in case of attack.  
 
    “How does anyone get around?” I questioned sticking close to her side and letting her guide me, we passed a row of windows and I paused briefly wondering when night had begun working its way to day. I could see the sun slowly beginning to push its way over the horizon. Lane stopped with me, admiring the view of the sun peeking through the snow-covered mountains. 
 
    “You’ll meet with Zara today after another private audience with their majesties and before a meeting with the seamstress/tailor Mal. The enchantress performs some magic I can’t possibly hope to explain. After which you’ll be able to understand how the palace works. If you leave for an extended period, the effect wears off. It’s frustrating for those Arrows, Archers and soldiers that perform circuits distant from the palace but none can argue that it isn’t a good failsafe if someone wishes to help the King along to the Death God, or the Goddess which ever you believe in.” Lane explained as we stopped at her room. I figured it was hers judging by how she just walked in. I turned away while she finished getting dressed. 
 
    When I turned back she’d finished donning the well-oiled leather breastplate I’d seen her in the day before, the covering pulled up to once more hide the lower half of her face. Her long flowing locks pulled back into a secure braid. With her sword secured to her side and a shield bearing the royal crest riding her back, Lane looked as if she were ready to run head first into a battle. “Know something I don’t?” I questioned as we left her room, in what I realized must have been the servants wing. Judging by the servants I saw racing by rushing to get on with their duties least they find themselves in trouble by…whomever happen to oversee them.  
 
    Lane chuckled as she tested the ease at which she could slip a dagger into her hand from the sheath strapped to her arm beneath the sleeve of her tunic. “No, but there’s nothing wrong with being prepared.” 
 
     Even watching her I couldn’t see the lines of the sheath beneath the fabric. “Is it the craftsmanship of the sheath or the tunic?” I questioned tipping my head towards what she was doing having switched from one arm to the other.  
 
    “The tunic,” Lane snorted allowing her hands to drop promptly to her sides, her right subconsciously hovering nearer to her sword. “Mal has a bit of magic in her, though not much, she somehow manages to work wonders with the cloth if you know what I mean.”  
 
    I thought about Glen, the things she managed to create and Cylance following in her footsteps. I smiled softly, “I know exactly what you mean.” 
 
    “As for the sheath…it’s hardly worth the money I paid to have it crafted. The royal smith is lacking in…” 
 
    “Do you ever have anything positive to say?” I stared in awe as Teal, the regalia who had been with us the day prior exited a corridor that disappeared just as promptly as it had come. 
 
    I traced my fingers along cool stone that felt as solid as I did. “The palace enchantress must be quite skilled to have enchanted the grounds in such a way.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Lane countered ignoring Teal’s verbal jab as he fell into step on my other side. 
 
    “Highness are you wearing the same clothes from yesterday?” Teal questioned curiously after taking in my haggard appearance.  
 
    “I found her in the library…” Lane said by way of explanation. Teal simply bowed his head and asked no further questions for which I was grateful. We came to my room, once more in a corridor that held no other doors. “Take your time Highness,” Lane said eyes crinkling with a smile as she patted my shoulder after checking my room for intruders.  
 
    I closed the door behind me sighing softly in relief before glancing around in search of Sentala only to find her nowhere in sight. My windows once firmly closed were now wide open. I pulled them closed hesitating before flipping the latch. With the royal guards dogging my heels and the way the palace was set up, there must be due reason for the caution. Sentala was smart and resourceful. She’d find her way back to me. I smirked as I pushed my way into the bathing chamber stopping in the doorway to stare in awe at the manmade waterfall before my eyes. The floor laid with stone that glowed, lighting the room with every step I took. A pool larger than any I’d ever seen filled the room. Off to the side I found a wall that vanished when I touched the blue crystal orb imbedded in the stone beside it. I released the crystal and the wall appeared as if it had always been. “Goddess,” I breathed testing the firmness of the cool stone before touching the crystal again. Inside lay all the things I might need to bathe, various soaps, shampoos, bathing cloths, drying cloths, and even underthings.  
 
    I shook my head before walking around the circumference of the pool to see what lay upon the other side. Finding another crystal orb, I passed my hand over it and once more found myself filled with awe. Within the room one wall lay covered in every weapon imaginable, while the other held a large array of clothing for events I couldn’t even dream of. “All this inside a bathing chamber…” I trailed my fingers along the bench in the center of the room, soft and plush. In the very back I found a vanity with a mirror of intricate design, much love and time had gone into the piece. I took in the woman that gazed back at me, hair a bit of a mess but nothing a comb or brush couldn’t fix. Clothing wrinkled, but that could be changed, eyes burning brightly with curiosity. I snorted softly, I couldn’t ride myself of that. Skin covered in elaborate tattoos, a bit whimsical in nature they drew the eye, while the magic within them willed you to look away. I pushed my hair behind my ears lightly tracing my fingers along the scars where tapered tips had once stood proud. Even all these sun cycles later…I missed them.  
 
    I turned from the mirror to the wall of clothing, everything was made of the finest cloth found in Ierilo. I was a bit frightened to touch anything least I damage it beyond repair. Deciding I had no choice I chose something at random, a cream tunic with sleeves embroidered in golden flames that flickered in the light. Beside it I pulled free a vest of leather softer than silk and darker than night. A little further down I found breeches of the same color, with one glance I could tell they’d mold to my body perfectly. Beneath the breeches, I found a pair of boots, practical and yet stylish. Mal was a tailor as skilled with cloth as Zara was with enchantments. Or so it seemed from what I’d observed. 
 
     I laid my clothing on the bench and circled back around the pool finding a toilet and wash basin behind the waterfall itself. Still a bit fascinated by the crystal orbs hiding so much. I grabbed soap and shampoo along with the necessary underthings before moving to the pool. With haste, not wanting to keep the regalia from their morning meal, I stripped diving into the pool to find it pleasantly warm. I broke through the surface with a sigh of content before taking hold of the soap I’d chosen and washing quickly. Perhaps later I would linger. 
 
    Just before I existed the room where I’d dressed my eyes skittered across a weapon I found all too familiar. “How did…” I pulled my staff down from the wall, its dark wood gleaming in the light. My muscles strained with its familiar weight the flame carved into wood between the two hand guards flickered as if alive for a moment before fading away. I shivered slightly as cool metal slithered down my back, my hands glowing softly as I pulled a leather harness interlaid with meatal bits from the back of my shirt strapping it across my chest before sheathing the staff behind me. Checking to make sure it wouldn’t drag or catch on anything when I moved. I pulled it free finding the movement awkward and dangerous if I needed to do it with haste. Smiling softly, I collapsed the weapon until it was half the length it used to be before tucking it away and trying the movement again with better results. 
 
     With skilled fingers, I braided my hair as I left the bathing chamber. Tying it off with a leather thong as I opened my door and met the royal guards on the other side. “Sorry it took so long. I was fascinated by the…” 
 
    “Bathing chamber, Zara and Mal agreed that you would be. Certainly, they were and they helped create it. It’s alright Princess it is our duty to serve you, take all the time you need to adjust.” Lane countered eyes once more crinkling with a smile while Teal rolled his eyes pretending to gag behind her back at her cheeriness. The gesture a bit harder to decipher without noise and the cover shielding the bottom half of his face. “Teal.” Lane growled twirling around when she caught sight of my furrowed brow and amused smile.  
 
    The innocence in his eyes made me chuckle. Strange how two people could express so much with the tone of their voices and the look in their eyes. My stomach growled before Lane could commit murder drawing their attention to me. “Let’s get some food in you.” Teal murmured kindly wrapping his arm around me and guiding me quickly away from Lane. The whole way he made sure that I stayed between them, protection from Lane’s wrath he whispered in my ear when she briefly looked away. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
    I sat gazing at the many sheaves of parchment laid out before me fingers twinned in the loose strands of my hair. There was so much to take in, so much more to royalty than just sitting on a throne and ordering others about. “What am I signing now?” I questioned wondering when this would be over, I’d been reading through journals and documents pertaining to past royalty and the running of the land. Skimming through treaties of smaller nations that I didn’t even know existed until this moment. Wondering why it was that Ierilo was on the verge of poverty with so much backing. Even if it wasn’t from any of the big Seven…it didn’t make any sense. About as little sense as a random half elven princess suddenly becoming heir, I supposed.  
 
    Lightly twirling the hallow pen between my fingers, I stared across the wide oval table at my father. We’d brought our private meeting to the War Room, a formality I was told. It hadn’t been used for the planning of war for some time, simply put no one had thought to argue with tradition. It was a quiet space away from the prying eyes of servants, not all of which fully backed the King’s decision. I stopped twirling my pen, ingenious in its design. Not filled with ink, but instead activated by my magic. There would be no forging of my signature, and so anything that I’d been asked to sign I considered carefully. Least it come back and bite me in the ass.  
 
    “It’s a binding agreement, that states you’ll take on all the duties and responsibilities of the reigning monarch should I suddenly find myself drifting into the Goddess’ arms.” The King spoke with such nonchalance as if he weren’t discussing his imminent death but something far more trivial. 
 
    “I know I’m your heir, as hard as I find that to believe. I’m a Princess, as strange as the title sounds to me, but you still have your Queen.” I tipped my head in her direction. “Lahaina has ruled beside you for many sun cycles, honestly I don’t think anyone can rule quite as well in your stead. Even though you are of an age with each other, she should still live several decades if not centuries after your passing. Such is the gift or curse of devouring food given by the Fae…” 
 
    “Though I thank you for the kind words,” Lahaina countered grasping at her husband’s hands. “I cannot see myself ruling without him. I may be Queen, but like with any royalty once the reigning monarch dies, their consort holds no true power. Simply put I would be a place holder until the next ruler comes to pass. We all know…”  The Queen waved her hand around the room indicating the three of us. “Who you are. We have the proof, but what we are asking you to sign ensures that your birthright can’t be taken from you via trickery or deceit. Goddess knows that many will try.” 
 
    “It’s a promise really, a written statement that you are of my blood. And that when the time of my death comes you will not abandon your people.” Venn finished softly placing a tender kiss upon his wife’s fingertips. I could see the love written upon their faces and I wondered if it had always been there. What they’d said suggested a union of necessity, though truly that did not mean love hadn’t played a part in the mix.  
 
    I tapped my pen lightly upon the parchment. “You’re asking me to sign my life away.”  
 
    “No, I’m asking you to find new purpose.  Instead of constantly running away. I’m giving you the opportunity to plant roots and make a difference in the lives of our people for generations to come. Ierilo needs a change, despite my influence the Leaons are corrupt. Countless treaties, with many smaller mountain nations swept into our bosom and still we’re on the verge of poverty…” The King covered his mouth paling slightly as his shoulders shook with a coughing fit. After a moment in which he paused to catch his breath, my father gently wiped his mouth with a handkerchief. The reflection of his life’s blood glimmering brightly on the cloth he held in his hand. “We need a change, and sadly I haven’t the time to see it to fruition.” 
 
    “How can the Leaons be corrupt when they’re elected by the people?” I questioned heart aching for the man I didn’t know sure that he’d been living with this pain for quite some time. All for the sake of what…? Finding me… 
 
    “Wolves playing the part of sheep, tigers changing their stripes, serpents offering what your heart desires. Men and women making promises they never intended to keep. Politics Keeravani, these people are masterminds of the game. A game I’ve long since grown tired of playing, I’ve fallen far behind I fear.” The King bowed his head, shamed by his lack of vigilance.  
 
    Goddess how could one man live the entirety of his life fighting on so many fronts, all the while trying to remain just and right? How could one hope to raise a child with high moral standards when you had serpents lurking around every corner waiting to strike in a moment of weakness? It was no wonder we had bandits creeping at our borders. Yes, the King ruled the land, but the Leaons by extension ruled the people, with soldiers and lands of their own to aid them. And then beneath them were the rulers of towns and villages, Dezlea, much harder to corrupt in my opinion. They were the wise ones, the older folk pushed into a position of power because others trusted their guidance. People Like Glen and Enta.  
 
    “What’s to stop you from stripping them of their lands?” I questioned setting my pen upon the table. “Goddess knows it seems hardly any of them deserve it.” 
 
    “Leaons are a part of the foundation this land was built on. Stripping them of their titles and lands is to take away the right of the people to vote for their voice. It’s what keeps them in power, knowing I can do nothing to unseat them. Least unrest build within Ierilo, civil war is something we need to avoid not encourage.” My father countered gently, the look on his face told me, he’d thought about it more than once consequences be damned. 
 
     “Have you thought to persecute them for their crimes…” 
 
    “With what proof, none in their household would dare go against them for fear of what might happen to them and their families. I’m sure many of them have spies, blackmail to get themselves out of sticky situations if they so happen to find themselves in such. I haven’t the time or the energy.” The King looked down trodden and weary, more tired than any man had a right to be. I could already see the Goddess’ hand upon him. He was more ready than he was willing to admit to depart this world.  
 
    “Tell me of them?” I leaned forward ignoring the passage of time and the thought of the things I still had to do after. These men were the helping hand to the King and to know that they were taking from their people to further their own gain…it set a fire in me.  
 
    “There are eight,” Lahaina began sensing her husband’s fatigue. “Though once there were seven, my brother was given the title Leaon making eight.” I grimaced slightly remembering what Lane had told me of the man. “He’s the Leaon of Chalati my former home. Then there’s Dhenal, run by Leaon J’adore he works well with Miguel. Then we have Monalee, ruled by Leaon Paden, not a bad man, but stuck between Miguel and J’adore he can’t do much. Iyana the capitol is governed by Leaon D’Arcy, close friend to my husband despite his youth. You’ll like him, he plays the game well. Those cities make up the Peak, forming a snaking trail from the palace if you were to see them on a map. Then you have those cities furthest from the palace, closer to the Samereian pass, which we call the Base. Tekna closest to Samere is ruled by Daegan, despite the many Assemblies discussing the problem, bandits still run amok of the border. Aaliya, does a good job with Zareli, brushing off Daegan’s influence. Sabin, Leaon of Enlali and Bastian Leaon of Kreda can never see eye to eye and their discord effects all the Base cities.”  
 
    “So, it seems that, of eight men and women you have two, only two that provide the leadership their cities deserve?” I questioned to be sure I’d heard correctly. 
 
    Lahaina thought on my words and what she’d said to me, before providing an answer. “Yes, Aaliya of Zareli and D’Arcy of Iyana.” 
 
    “That’s rather unacceptable…” I countered furiously. Not angry at anyone in the room, just angry in general. At the situation, at the corruption, at where we found ourselves. A once powerful nation brought low. “When will I meet these Leaons?” I asked after a moment of silence in which I sat staring down at the agreement laid before me. 
 
    “Every three moon cycles, the Leaons come to the palace and give detailed reports on the going ons of their cities. The Assembly is held in this room. I’ve been given the same reports for several sun cycles from Bastian, Sabin, Daegan, J’adore and Miguel. Aaliya and D’Arcy give accurate reports at every assembly and Paden, for fear of speaking up sends his report several seven days before or after said meeting via an anonymous messenger. They think perhaps that I’ve grown stupid the closer to my death, or mayhap they simply do not care knowing I grow closer and closer to my death bed. But I’ve noted it, perhaps later, you can go through their reports. In which you’ll find the population of their cities and surrounding towns, their treasuries and what coin is being spent where. The soldiers lent to them via the crown, as well as the number of their own loyal men, their weapon stores, their food stores and what they’re doing about the crime going on in their location. Anything and everything that has happened in the last three moon cycles is detailed in their reports…or it should be, but I’ve noticed that some things remain the same. Things that shouldn’t.” My father rubbed his face before stroking his fingers through the strands of his graying hair. 
 
    “Mayhap they thought, a man such as yourself so close to his death bed wouldn’t take the time to read through their reports. Foolish of them really, because if they’d updated their reports you would be less likely to think anything amiss.” I picked up my pen and twirled it one more time before signing my name hesitantly on the dotted line. Keeravani Rayon, it was strange to finally have a family name. After simply being Keeravani for such a long time.  
 
    “Foolish indeed, our Assembly passed just a seven day before you arrived. We have just a little under three moon cycles to cram as much knowledge into your brain as possible. I would enjoy introducing my heir at the next Assembly.” King Venn smiled gleefully at the thought. 
 
    I chuckled softly at the glint of mischief in his eyes, “Don’t get ahead of yourself Majesty. I still don’t even know my way around the palace.” 
 
    His mirth faded slightly in the face of my words, “It would please me greatly if you called me father while in private. Though if you can’t bring yourself to do so I understand. As for finding your way, that’ll be taken care of soon. Zara is very efficient in her work.” 
 
    “I believe it…Father,” It felt a bit strange, but the smile it brought to his face made it worth it. “Is there anything else I should know before I go in search of the enchantress?” I questioned curiously ready to get up from the chair I’d been sitting in for the past few sun slithers.  
 
    “Yes, I know you can fight. I’m aware they you were an Arrow, but Lane thought it prudent to train you a bit more with the regalia and I approved whole heartedly of the idea. Every sun rise you’ll meet her for training. Mal will help you with the etiquette and political training in the afternoon and Zara will guide you in the magical aspect of your gift as she’s guided me, in the evenings. After training with Lane and before your morning meal, we’ll meet with you to discuss your duties as a monarch. Depending on where you are in a moon cycle, I’ll introduce you to court and my advisers. Until then Zara has been instructed to make it impossible to find you.” My father tipped his head dismissing me. “You’re free to enjoy the rest of the day.” 
 
    I gave him a look, after everything he’d just dumped on me I didn’t know how I could. I left the War Room the King chuckling softly behind me. I heard the sharp sound of flesh hitting flesh before the chuckling stopped. As I gently closed the doors, the sound of Lahaina scolding my father for his callousness reached my ears and brought a smile to my face as I walked off in search of Zara, the palace enchantress.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Lane found me soon after I exited the War Room, thankfully before I got lost and ushered me onto the tailors. Mumbling about witches and changing plans as we went. I decided against questioning her, it seemed at any moment a thunder cloud would break over her head and rain would suddenly start falling. Honestly from what I’d seen of the palace I’d not be surprised if it did. 
 
    Mal I learned was a woman of average height and features, but Goddess her eyes. Her eyes, the color of glimmering gold, no doubt captivated the masses. Her skin was golden brown and I couldn’t tell if it was the tan of someone who spent much time outside or if she’d just been born with skin the color of the desert people. Though she could easily have been from the jungles of Kantari with her hair cut as short as it was. Then again, it wasn’t quite the style they portrayed. As well she had no accent… Regardless, in time. I’m sure I’d figure it out. 
 
    She asked how I liked my wardrobe. I replied with high praise, having never seen anything quite like what I’d experienced. Mal blushed prettily before measuring me properly for a cloak and sending me on my way. Afterward I had a quick meal of cold meat and bread before Lane lead me down a corridor darker than it had a right to be with the many glowing orbs lining the walls. We stopped before a door hidden in shadows, I glanced at her curiously, sure that it wasn’t my room even if I’d only seen the door a few times since arriving. 
 
    “Zara’s office,” Lane explained rolling her eyes. “She enjoys her theatrics.” She opened the door, before waving me forward. “Sadly, I can go no further. Good luck.”  
 
    I gave her a strange look as she walked away before entering the room stopping just inside the door to stare at the glowing ring of runes laid upon the floor. The rest of the room was black as black could get, nothing else existed save that glowing ring upon the floor. I gazed at the shifting glyphs walking forward slowly until I stood before the edge of the ring. Truly I wasn’t so foolish as to step into it, but the sudden slamming of the door. Which I’d left wide open, caused me to turn abruptly and stubble back a bit. Not much, but enough to find myself standing inside the ring of magic. I went to step out of the ring only to find myself stopped by an invisible barrier that glowed when I traced my finger along it, but did not give. 
 
    “At least you weren’t foolish enough to step into it out right.” I flinched turning to find myself standing before a large desk. Upon which sat a woman I’d not seen since I’d had my armor crafted as an Arrow. I was quite positive that the woman and the desk hadn’t been there before. That aside she looked no older than the day I’d met her and if she wore a glamour it was better than any Fae magic had ever created because I couldn’t see through it. 
 
    “I thought I’d just come to have you enchant me so that I could find my way around the palace?” I questioned throat a bit dryer than it had been previously. I’d forgotten just how uncomfortable the woman made me. Power rippled out from her in waves to the point where I could nearly see it. My hair stood on end thinking about how much magic she must possess for that to be possible.  
 
    With a quirk of her lips she offered me what I first thought was a rose. Fool that I was I took it without question, and instantly felt the flames within flicker, slowly beginning to die. “I thought perhaps we’d get a jump on your training. I have a little less than three moon cycles and I’d rather not waste it.” 
 
    “I don’t think this is necessary,” I countered trying to drop the succubus flower but finding myself unable to open my hand. “I have a great deal of control.” 
 
    “I don’t think you do…” Zara pushed from her perch making a slow circumference of the circle I found myself in. The room becoming brighter with each step she took. Until we found ourselves standing in a grand office where shelves littered the walls. Upon which sat ancient texts and tombs that looked as if they’d crumble with one touch. Littered among them were vials and orbs full of liquids and objects that glowed with a purpose I couldn’t possibly understand. Her desk was littered with sheaves of parchment, stacked neatly off to either side leaving the center clear, a floating lamp hovered on one corner. While a blade made of…viper’s wrath decorated the other, unsheathed and dangerous. Everything appeared solid and very real and yet when I’d walked into her office earlier there was no doubt in my mind that the only thing that existed was the glowing ring of runes in the center of the floor.  
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Burn the flower you hold in your hand.” The enchantress demanded before I could even start my sentence. “The gift of fire and the gift craftsmanship. The gift of creation and destruction rolled into one being. If you have the control you say you do, burn the flower you hold in your hand, or change it. Craft it to your will. Prove me wrong and you may go free.”  Zara waved her hand towards the door and I watched as it opened without so much as a verbal command or a spark of magic from her person. After a moment of silence Zara dropped her hand, “My request is simple and yet you hesitate…” 
 
    I could feel the cold seeping in as the heat left my body, “What you’re asking me. It’s impossible.” 
 
    “Because you don’t have the control…” 
 
    “I’m holding a flower that steals magic.” I held it up as if she weren’t the one to give it to me in the first place.  
 
    Zara stepped through the barrier containing me as if it didn’t exist. “It drains your magic, but does not take it completely. Otherwise there would be a whole lot more cause for panic and the seeds would be burned for fear of what another would do with them.” She shoved me and I stumbled feeling weak. “You are vulnerable, used to the heat that burns within. Without it you will die. As royalty people will come for you. Try to deceive you, use you, kidnap you for leverage. The flower you hold in your hand could easily capture you.” Zara shoved me again causing me to stumble into the barrier she’d passed through so easily. “You can’t even fight me as you are.” I swung my fist but Goddess I felt so slow. She shifted to the side, easily avoiding the blow before stepping forward and gripping me up by the lapels of my shirt. Slowly tightening her hold until I struggled to breathe.  
 
    “In Angileri, there exists a Consort that can withstand the effects of succubus. Not even royalty and yet she has no trouble at all with the effects, while you stand here before me struggling to breathe because you can hardly move to fight back.” The enchantress released me and I crumpled to the ground gasping for air. “Burn the flower Princess, gain control, break the barrier and your training will be complete.” I pushed myself into a sitting position shivering slightly as I crumpled the flower in my hand. Glaring daggers at her retreating form, as the door closed silently behind her. 
 
    I tried, Goddess knows I tried. Gazing for hours, trying to focus. I sat there willing something to happen…feeling that spark flutter to life only to die again and again as if all the oxygen were being sucked away too quickly for it to ignite. Nothing happened, no matter that I tried and eventually the ring disappeared. The flower crumbled to dust in my hand. After a time, I pushed to my feet feeling my gift slowly returning as I stumbled off to my room not even noting the fact that I’d found it without aid or hesitation.  
 
    Sentala was still nowhere to be found, I bathed enjoying the heat of the pool before dressing. If the lightening of the sky was any indication of how long I’d been trapped in that containment circle, sleep was pointless. A knock sounded at the door just as I’d finished braiding my hair. I grabbed my staff and opened it as I sheathed it on my back, coming face to face with Lane’s smiling eyes. 
 
    “Your awake,” She bounced on her heels. “As you well know today begins your training as a regalia.” 
 
    “I can tell you right now,” Teal grumbled appearing from the wall beside me. I blinked slowly wondering how that was a possibility when my room existed on the other side of said wall, but I decided not to question it. “It’s probably not going to be fun.” 
 
    “And why is that?” I wondered following after them. 
 
    Lane offered me a drink, “Per Zara’s orders, until you pass your magical training you are required to take this before each lesson with us.” 
 
    “What is it?” I glanced into the glass warily before taking in their unreadable expressions. “You’re not going to tell me until after I drink it, are you?” I summarized after a moment of charged silence. 
 
    With a sigh of resignation, I tossed it back, groaning at the fact that despite the pleasant taste I could slowly feel my magic draining away. “Succubus.” I hissed as we rounded a corner without pausing and found ourselves inside an inner courtyard filled with others dressed as my companions were. All moving as one as they went through a set of katas.  
 
    Lane tipped her head in a nod. “Yes, she informed us that if we told you what it was…” 
 
    “That we’d wished we were dead as opposed to what she’d do to us.” Teal finished for her, shuddering softly. 
 
    Remembering the near visible waves of her power I simply nodded, understanding completely the fear they felt. “How will I learn anything?” I questioned instead, as the flame of my magic flickered inside of me. “I feel so weak.” 
 
    Teal paused beside me in an open plot of land, his eyes sparkled with amusement while the skin beside them crinkled with a smile. He swept me off my feet so fast all I felt was the wind leave my lungs as I found myself gazing at the sky. I wheezed trying to remember how to breathe. Goddess, I wondered, had the ground always been so hard? “The answer to your question is step by slow step and painfully if what I see is to judge where you stand without your magic.” 
 
    I pushed to my feet, “I feel like you just did that for fun,” I countered shifting into a fighting stance.  
 
    “Perhaps a bit,” Teal shrugged without an ounce of remorse in his voice. “Your stance is good…that is if you were fighting any normal soldier on the palace grounds.” He splayed his hands outward. “But we are the regalia, the living symbol of our ruler and land. You’ll find yourself on your back again fighting me as you are now.” 
 
    “Prove it…” He came at me, slowly and I thrust out my fist in a quick jab, hoping he’d block. He did. I brought my leg up in a surprise kick and suddenly everything seemed off. Teal kept hold of my arm instead of pushing it away, grabbing my leg when I brought it up to attack. Then using his hold and my momentum he flipped me in a way I’ve never been flipped before. I found myself faced down on the ground once more struggling to breathe.  
 
    “Good try that but certainly you knew something so simple wouldn’t be good enough. As it stands without your magic you’re too weak and slow to even touch me.” The regalia helped me to my feet pulling my staff from its sheath and tossing it gently off to the side least I harm myself by landing on it wrong. “But don’t you worry Highness we’ll fix that.” 
 
    “Yes, but will I survive?” I wondered already feeling the beginnings of several bruises. 
 
    “That’s up to you,” Lane replied from behind me taking hold of my limbs and situating them just so. “We aren’t going to work on attacks today, Teal was just demonstrating how low you are on the totem pool compared to us. Today is about movement, flowing as we call it. Once you’ve mastered this even without your magic you’ll be a force to be reckoned with. Magic should always be your last resort.” Lane placed a floating orb of flickering flame before me. “Your gift is fire and I have found many find this lesson easier to master when aided by something they can relate to. As many regalia are gifted the most common denominator is their gift itself.”  
 
    I watched as she placed another orb beside the first this one holding a leaf dancing in a breeze that existed solely in the orb. “Flowing is the blending of your body with all that surrounds you. Moving with the earth and wind until you can almost hear the whisper of it speaking to you. It’s harmony and each person finds it differently, no two people move the same and yet it you watch you’ll find that they’re similar.” I blinked trying to follow the movement of her limbs as she danced beside me, it seemed that she moved quicker than I could comprehend. Moving always moving, flowing from one step of her simple and yet elegant dance to the next. No two steps the same, I widened my eyes as she seemed to disappear.  
 
    “When you’ve mastered this.” I flinched as she appeared beside me holding my breath as I took in the cool steel of her sword resting against my throat. “You’ll know.” 
 
    “How…” Lane withdrew her sword from my throat before sheathing it carefully. Teal stood off to the side watching, chomping on an apple he got from who knows where.  
 
    “Your training begins now,” She replied in answer tipping her head to gaze at the position of the sun. “You have three slithers of the sun’s span to achieve your goal, if you can’t do it by the end of that time. You’ll try again tomorrow and so on and so forth until I’m satisfied. You have two seven days to master this skill…” 
 
    “What happens if I fail to master flowing in two seven days?” I wondered not liking the grim cast to her usually bright eyes. 
 
    “For every day after the time I’ve given you, at the end of your allotted three sun slithers I’ll beat you Highness. I’ll beat you until failure no longer seems like an option at all.” I gazed into her eyes judging the seriousness of her words and nodded, not doubting for a moment that she wouldn’t do just that.  
 
    I took up the stance Lane had showed me a bit more open than I was used to and tried to imitate her movements all the while gazing into the flame floating before me. Teal chuckled softly drawing my attention. Catching my curious look, he shook his head, “Lane is going to teach you to flinch in fright at the word failure Highness. She’s not gotten the position as your regalia by chance. If one could claim to be the best outside of the instructors, each a master in their own way. Then it would be her.” He came towards me causing me to pause in my movements. “I will give you a hint of advice, because I don’t want to see her beat you. Her gift is that of the wind and with it sometimes she can commune with the trees. Don’t try to imitate something so foreign to your own nature. You are fire and warmth, destruction and pain. Start from scratch, meditate if you must. It’ll come...” Teal hesitated as if he wanted to say more but instead simply clutched my shoulder. “Remember the flame Highness, because in a seven day she’ll take away your crutch.” Were his parting words to me. 
 
    I watched him go, before glancing briefly at the regalia off to my left all moving as one. Goddess, I prayed as the flame inside dimmed a little more, give me strength. Not for myself… I whispered from the depths of my soul as I raised my hands and tried to flow as the flame did, moving this way and that. But for my Kingdom…I shifted feeling awkward but refusing to stop, for my people…Remembering the grimness in Lane’s eyes I knew she would hold to her word as I finished my prayer. For my father and all those like him living honest and true, yet still losing to the darkness that surrounds them. Goddess give me strength…for them. 
 
    It seemed that in no time at all I found Lane standing by my side, the courtyard empty of all others as she raised hand her and took hold of the orb. “Thirteen sun spans remain.” Was all she said to me before she ushered me back to my room so that I could bathe and change before following me to the dining hall. Which I miraculously managed to find on my own without direction, even though it was the first time I’d ever eaten there.  
 
    I gazed around the grand room light by glowing orbs that shown like stars in the rafters above. Littered with long tables aligned neatly in twenty straight rows at the center of which resided a raised platform where the royal family sat. Our footsteps echoed on the stone floor and I blamed it on the silence. Even though I’d seen countless servants, soldiers, regalia, Elite and Arrows, the dining hall was empty. Save for the King and Queen seated at the center table enjoying a quite meal alone. “Where is everyone?” I questioned softly as we drew closer to the table.  
 
    “His Majesty prefers to introduce you to court all at once, meaning no one save a trusted few can meet or interact with you until the time comes. It’s a safety precaution more than anything and The Royal Advisers are all in agreement with him.” Lane leaned forward to explain before falling into step once more behind me, my silent shadow. 
 
     I nodded softly before ascending the platform and taking the offered chair beside my father. A plate already laid out for me covered by a silver dish. I raised said dish, blinking slowly in surprise to find my food still steaming. I opened my mouth to speak, only to have the King respond with a chuckle sensing the question. “It’s magic Keeravani. Much magic exists on the palace grounds and we take full advantage of it. Encouraging our servants to experiment at will under the guidance of those with more experience. This is the result of such an experiment. And though I can’t explain it, I thoroughly enjoy the result.” 
 
    I took a bite of my eggs humming my agreement as the countless flavors burst across my tongue, even more enjoyable for still being warm. 
 
    “How have you faired in your training?” The Queen asked amusement clear in her voice as she observed our obvious enjoyment.  
 
    “Horrible is my guess if I know Zara.” My father answered in my stead, for which I was grateful. My pride hurt just thinking about it, as well as my body. I had indeed gained some interesting bruises. “I don’t know where my father found her but that woman is more powerful than most give her credit for.” He took a sip from his glass. “Be assured you are in good hands, she’s trained three generations of royalty…that I know of.” He added as an afterthought.  
 
    “Three generations…you said your father found her. So, him, you and…Prince…” 
 
    “Your half-brother Eris,” He supplied. I blinked before taking a bite of crispy bacon. Finding it a bit strange to refer to someone I had never met and if one asked, hated beyond compare for what he’d done to Ierilo. As my half-brother… 
 
    “She doesn’t appear old enough to have lived that long…” I thought for a moment about the waves of power that rippled outward from her form, of the fact that she could handle succubus with ease and walk through a containment circle without hesitation. “But I can’t really say I’m surprised she has. There is something about her that seems…” I hesitated lost for words. 
 
    “Otherworldly,” Lahaina finished for me smiling softly when I tipped my head in thanks. 
 
    “Yes, perhaps she’s Goddess touched…or so I would hope. Though I wouldn’t be surprised if one of the Goddess’ brothers dabbled a bit in her conception…” My father choked on his food in his sudden amusement and her Majesty the Queen simply ducked her head, ever the lady. 
 
    “Keeravani,” the King admonished trying to appear serious, but the flush in his cheeks weakened his reprimand and instead he simply shook his head. “Let us not jest, for your sake. You wouldn’t want your training to grow more intense. Though I don’t know what she has you doing I’m sure it’s bad enough.” 
 
    Bobbing my head in agreement I let the subject fall away in favor of a new one. “Is there a way for me to view the Leaons’ reports? Are they filed by any chance…?” I pushed my plate away once I’d finished. “I know I have much to learn, but I figured in my spare time I could always learn more.” 
 
    “There’s no need to explain your curiosity,” my father countered gently before I could continue. “You’ll find them in the library, all you need do is look for them specifically.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I leaned forward. “So, what knowledge do you plan to entrust me with today?” I questioned curiously. 
 
    Their Majesties shared a look before standing as one and ushering me to following them. “This is better shown than told.” The Queen murmured as I joined them descending the platform, servants coming in behind us to clear away our mess. 
 
    We left the dining hall an air of excitement building around us. Though it quickly died when a runner appeared, “Majesties.” He bowed quickly but respectfully, giving me a brief bow in turn. “Highness.” He murmured before turning to the King, “I come baring news.” 
 
    “Good or bad?” His Majesty questioned, taking the parchment from his hands and easily breaking the seal. 
 
    The runner grimaced slightly, “There are visitors…” 
 
    My father frowned having reached that point in the message he simply raised his hand stalling the runner’s words. “I’m aware,” he murmured softly before he continued reading. I watched the play of emotions on his face. Those of which ensured me, whatever he was reading wasn’t good. Once finished he allowed the parchment to role shut, before turning to me.  
 
    “We’ll have to take a rain check on our little tour. Your lesson with Mal isn’t until a bit later. Take a gander round the palace, read a bit in the library, later if you wish enjoy a pleasant afternoon meal. If I should need you for any reason, Ruin here,” The King tipped his head towards the runner. “Will find you…” After a moment of hesitation his Majesty stepped forward and pressed his brow lightly against mine cupping my nape softly. “Enjoy the rest of your day,” he breathed before pulling away and disappearing in a few steps Ruin following closely at is heels.  
 
    The Queen sighed pulling me into a brief hug, “Breakfast was fun. I look forward to more meals in your company.” She pressed a kiss to my cheek before pulling away and disappearing as the King had into a corridor that literally appeared out of thin air.  
 
    “How in the Goddess’ name do they do that?” I breathed after a moment of standing alone in the corridor. I shook my head in awe, turning on my heels and heading in the opposite direction. I had some time yet to waste and I planned on spending it in the library learning as much as I could about these Leaons who felt they could do as they wished because their King was on the verge of death. They were in for a rude awakening. I may not have wanted any of this, but I’d be damned if I failed. I felt a mischievous smile curl my lips as I came upon the familiar double doors of the palace library. A world unto itself.  
 
    As ruler, I may not be able to unseat them without causing unrest with the people. Certainly, I could not arrest them without due cause, but I could make their lives difficult. I could ensure they fixed the mess they’d created and I could plant my own spies…I traced my fingers lightly along my chin looking for the reports my father spoke of and finding nothing. “What had he said...?” I murmured quietly to myself standing among the towering shelves that never seemed to be perfectly illuminated no matter how many glowing orbs shown above. “All you need is look for them specifically…” 
 
    Glancing along all the dusty titles I thought on those words thinking of all the wonders I’d encountered thus far. Corridors appearing where they shouldn’t be able to, corridors appearing out of thin air, regalia that can move at lightning speed with me none the wiser. A sorceress that could walk through containment circles and touch succubus as if it were a regular flower. Let’s not forget my bathing chamber holding a wardrobe that fits me perfectly, and a wall of weapons made for my hand alone, as well as my staff. That of which I was sure Sentala had had last. Deciding to test the theory, I opened my mouth and spoke softly. “Leaon reports…”  
 
    I raised my hand to shield my eyes as the once darkened library grew in brilliance little flickering seams of light coming to life racing through the grains of wood that made up every shelf. “Goddess…” I breathed lowering my hand at the beauty. Where once I’d struggled to read a title now I could see each one clearly. Almost too clearly…my eyesight surpassed that of a normal man but I could see titles that hovered in the rafters. Something I would have thought impossible until that moment.  
 
    I turned blinking at the flickering blue path of light leading me further into the labyrinth of shelves. I followed it curiously, hoping that I’d remember the twist ad turns that lead me deeper so that I’d be able to escape. The library hadn’t seemed quite this big when shrouded in darkness. I stopped before a wall lined with stone, on which sat a portrait of the King in his youth. His eyes glittering with a mischief I found familiar and his hair shown with red strands I found in my own. Had the Prince shared our uncanny resemblance…I wondered tracing my fingers along the bottom of the intricately carved frame.  
 
    My fingers caught on a small little wave signifying water carved into the wood. The carving was old, but not worn easily standing up to the passage of time. Beside it freshly carved was a small flame. Turning around I saw where the blue light stopped and took several steps back. I stopped there and found the flame that signified my magic. Hesitantly remembering the bit of fun my father and I had in the throne room demonstrating our gifts I raised my arm. Forming my hand into a gun my fingertip glowed slightly with the power of my magic. Without preamble, I cocked my hand and fired into the portrait unable to keep myself from murmuring a small, “Pow.” As the flame left me. Leaving my fingertip smoking as if a shot were really fired.  
 
    My magic fit the slot of the flame perfectly, having been meant to go there and the portrait vanished into a thousand glowing blue butterflies raising as one into the rafters while I watched in awe arm falling limply to my side. I shook my head once I couldn’t see them anymore, gazing into the room now revealed. I stepped inside glancing behind me to watch the butterflies settle back into place solidifying into a once more solid wall. On which sat my father’s portrait, though I couldn’t see it from this side. 
 
    “I wonder if every palace that exists among the Seven is this full of grandeur and magic.” I questioned not expecting an answer as I moved further into the private library finding roles of parchment on the table that sat in the center of the room. I picked one up checking the seal that I didn’t recognize before moving to the date. “Just a little over a seven day before now…” I unrolled it easily. The seal already having been broken and took a seat in the chair provided. At the top I found dates, the span of three moon cycles, followed by a name, Leaon Paden, his city Monalee and the crest of his house. Remembering what my father had told me of him I began reading his report… 
 
    My Lord I fear strife continues to grow among the common folk as they struggle to pay taxes to men far above such needs. Your Arrows have been vanishing, your soldiers dwindling and in their place other men appear. Those more loyal to Miguel’s cause… 
 
    Pausing briefly in my reading I pulled forth Leaon Miguel’s and Leaon J’adore’s report for the last three moon cycles. Sure, in the fact that while Leaon Paden’s words would be enlightening, and that the other two would not. I still needed to read them. I glanced around the room lined with leather bound books that no doubt contained more reports, reports dating back to the start of the Kingdom. I needed to read as much as I could to gain the upper hand in a game which I knew the crown had fallen far behind. Tracing loose strands of hair from my face that had escaped my braid, I leaned forward and continued reading… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    I read through countless reports taking in as much information as I could all the while hungering for more as I painted a picture of the Leaons in my mind. Most of them far from pretty, I had perhaps three allies out of eight Leaons. I shook my head at the absurdity of it all, how had this become possible… 
 
    With a heartfelt sigh, I closed the first of a string of reports that told me the exact same thing, starting several sun cycles ago, when the King’s health first started to wane. “Foolish,” I murmured stacking the five similar journals atop each other. Each city and Leaon had a journal all their own. I felt my lips twitch in amusement wondering if they knew their reports weren’t disposed of once they generated new ones but instead written into a leather-bound journal available for generations afterward. Probably not, I decided placing the other three to the side. Paden, D’Arcy and Aaliya those were the Leaons I was sure that I could count on to treat their people well. Blowing a loose strand of hair from my face I glanced down at the notes I’d taken before folding the parchment and tucking it into an inner pocket. I would have to thank Mal when I saw her later, such a thing was quite useful for many reasons.  
 
    I pushed from my seat groaning slightly at the crick in my neck and the ache that had developed in my back, how long had I been sitting I wondered… Startling slightly when the wall vanished in a surge of familiar and yet still awe inspiring butterflies revealing his Majesty standing on the other side. “Father,” I breathed once my heartrate slowed to normal. “Are you well?” I questioned taking in his unusual pallor. 
 
    “As well as to be expected considering I’m dying,” The King husked nonchalantly beckoning me to leave my place behind the table and join him.  
 
    With haste, I pushed in my chair and stepped out of the hidden library watching the portrait reassemble itself. “How many people know this room exists?” I asked after the magic was done and the portrait sat as if it had never moved at all. 
 
    “No one save the two of us.” The King’s eyes grew solemn, the lines on his face deepening suddenly as he grew older in the space of a few moments. “I never trusted my son.” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” I didn’t know what I was apologizing for. I'd done nothing wrong. I just couldn’t stand to see the sadness in his eyes.  
 
    “What for?” I watch eyes once dark and solemn brighten with bitter amusement. “Eris, made his choices. I had hoped he'd learn something if I sent him away, he simply did what he’d always done. Bit off more than he could chew, and died as consequence. Fool that he was…” 
 
    We stood in silence for a time while the King held back the tears shimmering in his eyes. He may have been flawed, and in my opinion down right evil. But Eris was still his son and my father grieved for him... King Venn was a good man. 
 
    “Not that I mind your sudden appearance but I’m sure you didn’t come to find me just to talk about the hidden room of reports?” I questioned once he’d composed himself. 
 
    “No,” I followed behind him as we made our way through the labyrinth of shelves. “A water mage from Raleli has arrived for training…” 
 
    “Training?” I questioned curiously. Wondering at the fact that a much-needed water mage would leave the desert.  
 
    The King gave me a look of pure amusement. “I’m the King of Water, many would kill to apprentice beneath me. The Council Head, Raven Moore, sent me a letter detailing the reasons why I should accept one of her mages as opposed to another.” 
 
    “I can’t see you accepting on that alone.” I disputed, expression thoughtful. 
 
    “Well Raven and I were friends once upon a time,” I raised my brow at the surprising news. “As a water mage, I studied for a time in the desert. Such a harsh environment, one wouldn’t think it, but it helps improve control.” I nodded my understanding. “That certainly played a part, as well she knows the woman and thinks highly of her. But the deal breaker...” The King smiled softly, “The deal breaker was that she participated in the Queen’s Tournament alongside the Queen of Angileri’s Consorts. She considers them friends, and has a place of her own in the city of Servasli should she ever choose to visit again. She’s practically an ambassador.” 
 
     My father placed his hand on my shoulder stopping me before I could exit the library. “We may have been forgiven for the actions of Prince Eris, but by unspoken word and the suffering of our trade, we are not trusted by the Angilerian monarchy. Someone will be sent, whether it’s the Prince, the Princess or the Queen’s Consorts, they’ll come. The Freedom for All law encompassing mythical creatures and magical beings ensures it.” 
 
    “Are our laws on the matter not enough?” I inquired brow furrowed slightly. “Have we not beat them to the punch.” 
 
    “Our laws are sufficient, but Samere has none, despite the spreading of said law they’re reluctant to give up slavery. At least without a price…” The tone of my father’s voice made me wonder if he knew this price. 
 
    “What price need be paid for them to free their slaves?” I questioned not really expecting an answer. 
 
    “That a ruler of Ierilo take ownership of one of his daughters and bear children with her.” The scowl on his face showed his disapproval on the matter. 
 
    “He wants you to marry…” 
 
    “No, Kogar of Samere knows that I love my wife dearly. He specifically stated ownership, for though slavery is all but illegal in Ierilo there is a clause that states a slave may be accepted as a gift from an allied nation under which slavery is allowed.”  
 
    I made a face at the absurdity. “Why does that clause exist? Why does he specifically want a ruler of Ierilo? At this moment in time any other of the big Seven would be a better choice. Why not pick Angileri? I would.” 
 
    “He chose Ierilo because the clause exists, it makes what he wants to do possible. Why the clause exists I haven’t a clue but it’s not easily changed. He will give up slavery only if we are willing to accept a slave…one we could never set free. Irony in its purest form.” King Venn supplied unamused. 
 
    “The King of Samere is a sick man,” I supplied once I’d finished absorbing what my father had said. 
 
    “I don’t disagree, of course the Angilerian monarchy will try for a different agreement but I don’t hold out much hope.” Neither did I in all honesty. 
 
    “Have you told him no?” I of course expected the answer to be yes but instead my father let his hand fall from my shoulder before pushing through the double doors. Exiting the library into the corridor beyond.  
 
    I followed him, detesting the silence that suddenly spoke volumes. “You told him yes?” My voice cracked slightly as I tried to reconcile such a decision with the man I had just begun to know. 
 
    “I neither agreed nor disagreed. I figured it was not my place…” 
 
    “You are the King, who’s place would it be but yours?!” I countered heatedly pulling him forcefully to a stop outside the ballroom. Remembering as an afterthought that I’d probably missed my etiquette lesson with Mal.  
 
    “Yours…” The King supplied in a gentle tone. “I am King now, but I won’t be for much longer. I pray to the Goddess that I at least make it to the next Assembly, but no one knows what tomorrow brings.” My father brushed the loose strands of hair from my face. “I’m sorry that I’ve placed so much on you. I’m sorry I wasn’t there to guide you from the start. I’m so sorry Keeravani for the many sun cycles I’ve missed getting to know you.” Tears streamed from his hazel eyes. “I wish I had more time.”  
 
    I clutched his hand to my face, cool like the water he controlled so well. While I gazed into eyes filled with regret, “You’re getting to know me now, don’t regret that.” I squeezed his hand smiling softly. “I found my way to a loving home and I was raised well. And now I’m getting to know my father. Together, somehow, we’ll come up with a plan for the Leaons,” I chuckled. “I’ll befriend the Water Mage and hopefully she’ll help when the Angilerians come. As for Kogar of Samere, we’ll figure that out too. Some how, some way will figure it out.” 
 
    “We have less than three moon cycles,” the King countered voice hoarse with emotion. 
 
    I stepped forward wrapping my father in a gentle embrace, “Then we’ll just have to make every moment count.” 
 
    “If I’d ever doubted that you were my daughter you squashed the notion with your heartfelt words.” We both chuckled at that before pulling free of our shared embrace. 
 
    “Did I miss my etiquette lesson?” I questioned after a moment of silence, hoping the answer was no. 
 
    My father snorted, quite unbecoming of a King, if a bit amusing. “Yes, I’d forgotten amidst all that we discussed. It was the initial reason I’d come to find you, then I remembered the Water Mage. Which of course just led to other things. Mal came rushing into my office without knocking to inform me the Princess was nowhere to be found. All because you missed your appointed meeting. She didn’t think to question your regalia first, no she came straight to the King.” I chuckled softly imagining the unique eyed woman bursting in on the King signing important paperwork of some kind. “It was quite amusing to say the least, or so I thought, Sir Zeron didn’t agree…” 
 
    “Sir Zeron…isn’t he the knight that accompanied Eris to Angileri?” I queried remembering the name specifically. 
 
    His Majesty tipped his head in a nod, “Yes. Knighted in Samere he came under my service soon after. He’s been something of my right hand ever since. I sent him to watch over my son in Angileri when the time arose for him to go. I had hoped his presence would keep Eris in line, but I was wrong. I received several unsavory reports on Eris’ activities before all communication halted and Sir Zeron came rushing onto the palace grounds a moon cycle later telling all that had transpired up until he’d escaped. The picture he painted…” Silence settled between us for a time before the King once more found his voice. “Now he looks after me. A knight that holds a rank like that of regalia, though he never went through the training. I still trust him with my life.” 
 
    “What of Mal?” I said remembering what had lead us down this line of conversation. 
 
    “I told her I’d make sure you were alright and sent her along assuring her that you’d find her in the morning after breakfast for an extra-long session with her.” I groaned at the thought as we stopped before a familiar door that had dread settling in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    “Was I really studying reports for such a long time?” I grumbled softly as my father opened the door for me revealing a containment circle. Inside which sat a plate of food and a familiar plant that I was growing to hate.  
 
    “You were.” My father patted me gently on the back before strolling off. A passage opening in thin air to lead him back to where he’d originally left. I shook my head, I wasn’t sure I’d ever get used to that.  
 
    I stepped into Zara’s study wondering if those that walked the corridors with me. Did it simply for my benefit because every time they left me. They either vanished or corridors just appeared from thin air… “You returned.” I flinched, tripping into the containment circle I’d meant to avoid. 
 
    “Where did you come from?!” I cried turning to find her leaning against one of the shelves that lined the walls gazing fixedly at a small vial of liquid, crimson in color. 
 
    “If I told you I was here the entire time would you believe me?” She questioned nonchalantly placing the vial back on the shelf. 
 
    “Yes actually. I believe you have that kind of power.” I grumbled as I sat down in the center of the circle quickly eating my meal before it disappeared. 
 
    Zara gave me a look of bemusement, whether at my words or actions I wasn’t sure. She watched me in silence until I’d finished eating and then my plate disappeared. “Will you begin the lesson willingly or unwillingly?”  
 
    I gazed warily at the succubus flower before taking it in hand, knowing that I’d not be able to put it down now. “Smart choice.” The enchantress murmured moving closer, stopping just outside the containment circle before crouching beside me. “Is your magic gone?” 
 
    I held the flower in my palm, now resting upon my knee. “Not completely.” 
 
    “Good, tonight I want you to retain the spark. Hold to the flickering heat inside you for one slither of the sun’s span and you may go free.” Her words were soft, soothing as if she were trying not to break my concentration.  
 
    I would have said it sounded almost too easy, but the heat I was used to was leaving me just as quickly as it had every time I encountered the succubus plant. No matter its form. “I know you’re unused to the chill but forget about that, forget the cold seeping in. Think instead of the forge, of campfires during the hot season nights, and candles lit in honor of the Gods that you worship.” I closed my eyes absorbing her words. “Think of passion, of lust, of desire…” 
 
    I shivered as she husked desire, Sentala’s eyes searing through my mind’s eye and sticking there. The flickering flame within held fast. I breathed deep breaths, “There, you have it. Whatever thought you’ve found hold fast to it, build upon it, brick by brick.” Zara’s voice came from a long way away, though despite the distance her words were clear. 
 
    I continued breathing deeply thinking of eyes that burned into my soul. Eyes that sparkled and glowed with an insatiable hunger. Eyes that shimmered with mischievous glee, eyes that sometimes darkened with the pain from a past I could not possibly understand. Eyes of a beast…a monster…a person trying to find themselves, different and yet at the same time no different than me. 
 
    “Princess…” I opened my eyes at the gentle urging to find Zara gazing at me a smile curling her lips. “Look,” she tipped her head towards the flower seated in my palm. 
 
    I gazed down to see the flower very much intact, “Look more closely.” The enchantress urged gently. I narrowed my eyes raising the flower from my knee finally noticing the small tendrils of smoke billowing up from my palm. “It’s not much.” Zara acknowledged, “But it’s a start. It means you’re worth my time.” The circle vanished and the flower I held crumbled to dust as it had the day before. 
 
    “A sun slither has passed already?” I questioned pushing to my feet, grimacing as my legs protested the movement.   
 
    “A sun slither and three quarters. Go find your rest Highness, you’ve earned it.” Zara countered the door opening as I approached.  
 
    I blinked as I stepped out into a corridor I found immediately familiar. “How did…” I turned to question the enchantress only to find her and the study I’d just exited long gone. In its place a corridor ending a few hundred feet from where I now stood. Not up to questioning it I turned and proceeded down the corridor before pushing into my room.  
 
    Feeling overly tired not having slept the night before I flopped onto my bed tugging my staff from its sheath and leaving it upon the bed beside me. Too tired to toss it aside. Without meaning to I found myself relaxing into the comfortable bed covers, eyes slowly drifting closed against my will… 
 
    The sudden slamming of my bedroom door startled me awake and I was up staff in hand before I’d had the chance to open my eyes. “Good…good you’re here.” 
 
    I blinked tired eyes at the intruder, dressed in the garb of a regalia varying shades of black with the half mask shielding their lower face. I took in the shock of dark blue hair short and curly though a bit mussed now. The honey gold skin of their face and hands, their short stature and familiar eyes fading from green to glacier blue. “Sentala,” I husked easing from my fighting stance, slowly lowering my staff. “Why do you look as if you’re running from something?” I sat back down on the bed rubbing a hand over my face as a yawn cracked my jaw. “Why are you dressed as a regalia?” I leaned my staff against the foot of the bed before resting my elbows on my knees waiting for answers. 
 
    Sentala lowered her mask, revealing what I was sure was her true face. She was smaller than I’d imagined but no less beautiful. Her lips were a perfect bow, her nose a gentle slope, her jaw a bit sharp. Really with those eyes and that hair it coupled together to make a unique sort of beauty. The more you stared the more you saw…It made me wonder why she changed her appearance in the first place. “I slept with the enchantress.” 
 
    Suddenly her beauty forgotten, I found myself completely awake. Eyes wide at that loaded statement I cleared my throat. “What?” 
 
    Sentala locked the door before coming to knee before me, “I slept with the enchantress.” She spoke softly, as if whispering would make it untrue. 
 
    “Why?” I questioned just as softly, glancing around as if someone might hear, though I knew we were alone. 
 
    “I was hungry, she was powerful.” Sentala applied slightly abashed. 
 
    “I feel you wouldn’t be telling me this unless something bad happened…” I added as an afterthought. 
 
    “She knew I was a succubus, she let me fed off her.” Her brow furrowed. “She enjoyed it quite thoroughly.” I grimaced at the image that appeared in my mind at those words. “I didn’t know she knew, until she took it all back. That’s when I ran, I feared she’d bleed me dry.” Sentala splayed her hands waving at her appearance. “I didn’t want to risk trying to hold another form.” 
 
    “Is she out for your blood?” I had no idea what I’d do if she was. 
 
    Sentala shook her head, “No… and even if she were she has no idea of my true appearance.” 
 
    “Not even your eyes?” I questioned curiously. 
 
    Sentala smiled, “Only you know the true color of my eyes.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to question that when a knock sounded on the door, “Highness there’s been a breach of security. Are you well?” Lane’s concerned voice caused us both to freeze in panic.  
 
    “Change shape,” I asserted pulling her from the floor. 
 
    “I can’t, my magic is unstable!” Sentala countered hunger and panic warring in her eyes. 
 
    “Highness are you well?” Lane jiggled the door knob finding it locked. 
 
    “Say nothing,” I burned Sentala’s top from her body before tossing her easily onto the bed. “Quickly under the covers.” Sentala did as she was told, while I stripped out of my shirt and trousers as I stumbled to the door. I unbraided my hair as I reached the door unlocking it quickly. “Lane!” I exclaimed just as she moved to kick the door down. “I apologize for the delay I was…” I felt heat rush to my face at the lie. “A bit occupied.” I finished allowing the regalia to nudge to door aside to take in the seemingly naked woman in my bed.  
 
    “A friend Highness?” Lane questioned a smile curling her lips as she relaxed slightly. 
 
    “From before yes…we’ve known each other for…” I drew a blank. Flushing once more before shaking my head and shrugging. “Ages it seems.” 
 
    “Noted,” Lane replied before releasing the door, satisfied with my answer. “If you need me Highness I’ll be out here. Keep your door unlocked, I’ll leave you your privacy but I’d feel safer in case anything happened if I could reach you.”  
 
    “Of course, I completely understand.” I closed the door on the regalia but left it unlocked as she’d asked before moving to the bed. I sat beside Sentala just catching my breath, allowing my heart to calm and the heat to fade from my face. “Why were you dressed as a regalia?” Realizing that the garb had been real, or else it would have faded as her previous face had. 
 
    “I’m in training to become one, that’s where I was when you couldn’t find me. I didn’t want to be a maid, a soldier or an Arrow. An Elite was out of the question with my magic of desire, so I went for regalia. It’s interesting for sure…” Sentala murmured softly. 
 
    “You like it?” I questioned curiously unbothered by the fact that we were both practically naked in my bed and that my own regalia thought we were in here doing naughty things. 
 
    “Yes, very much actually… Thank you.” I turned upon hearing the sincere words. 
 
    “What are you thanking me for?” Sentala rolled on her side to gaze at me, hand tucked beneath her head. 
 
    “Despite what I’ve done, all the things I say to you. Me asking you to sleep with me every chance I get? Through it all you’ve been nothing but accepting and kind in the face of my endless hunger, never truly growing angry. Countering my lustful phrases with quick wit and amusement. You’re a good friend Keeravani and I’m thanking you for that, because in all the centuries I’ve lived. I’ve never come across someone quite like you…” Sentala hesitated for a moment. “You make the hunger bearable.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I questioned mouth suddenly dry in the face of her penetrating stare.  
 
    “When I kiss people…I kiss them with the intent to sate the huger inside of me. I have never thought to kiss someone just for the sake of kissing them. Until now.” Sentala finished softly leaning forward slowly and pressing a kiss not to my lips as I’d expected but to my brow and for the first time since I’d known her, it was absent of desire.  
 
    “Thank you for expecting more of me.” She breathed against my skin before pulling away. 
 
     I smiled softly allowing my eyes to remain closed, “You’re welcome.” I murmured softly listening to her chuckle in amusement as I drifted once more into slumbers warm embrace. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
       
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
   


  
 



Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    I entered my room and leaned heavily against solid wood after closing the door in Lane’s face. I closed my eyes with a heartfelt sigh, feeling bone weary. It had been a little over a seven day since Sentala had burst into my room in a panic about sleeping with the enchantress. I’d caught her in passing, the only indicator that it was her being the flash of glacier blue eyes, but that was the little I’d saw of her between my intense training and hers. 
 
    True to Teal’s words, Lane had taken away the crutch of the flame and I hadn’t realized how much I'd depended upon it until it was gone. I was no closer to discovering the art of flowing than when I first started and I had perhaps three sun spans left. Her impatience with my progress was grating.  
 
    Zara as well had grown fed up with my stilted progress, and yet I couldn’t seem to push beyond it. Etiquette lessons, thankfully, were easy. Going over how to speak to whom, how to dance, what to wear when and how to eat. Very tedious and boring but easy, Mal was a great teacher. She explained what to do and how to do it. Far different than Lane’s and Zara’s teaching methods.  
 
    The highlight of it all was time spent with my father and the Queen, learning about the history of the palace and those that once ruled before me. Learning silly endearing things about them and what touches they’d added to this extravagant palace I still hesitated to call home. 
 
    Brushing the hair from my face, I pushed from the door needing to be clean. Needing to feel some semblance of peace amongst all the chaos. I opened my eyes and paused for a moment finding someone fast asleep in my bed. Chuckling softly, I moved forward to see what form Sentala had taken. 
 
    She was curled atop the blanket wearing a sleeveless tunic, navy blue in color. It fell to her knees with slits up the sides to her hips allowing her ease of movement. Her trousers were black falling to her ankles in crisp lines. Her boots sat beside the bed, small like her feet. She had skin brown in color, not the russet tan of Kantari natives, but the refined bronze of the desert people. Instead of silken dark waves of blue black like you’d expect her hair was red, dark red. Long lashes hid the color of her eyes, but it had to be Sentala…who else would find themselves asleep in my bed.  
 
    Grinning with mischief, I decided to have a bit of fun. I sniffed my collar…after I bathed. I decided, before heading for my bathing room pulling my staff from its sheath as I went.  
 
    Though I wanted to linger the chance to pay Sentala back for all she'd put me though was too tempting. I bathed quickly climbing from the water and dressing a bit more formally, knowing after breakfast that Mal would put me through my paces. I brushed my fingers through damp hair the heat of my fingers causing it to steam as it dried near instantly. I reentered my room allowing my hair to hang free, falling past my shoulders in rivulets of shimmering sunlight and flickering flames.  
 
    Feeling a small bit of glee at the opportunity, I climbed slowly onto the bed so as not to wake her. Wondering what exactly I’d do…I stroked my chin for a moment, before leaning forward. Only to have fire stream from my fingertips against my will. “Goddess,” I gasped eyes widening as I pulled my hand away waiting for her to wake up. She didn’t, the fire that should have consumed her skin and splintered the bone beneath simply seeped into her flesh as if it were harmless. Staring in fascination I moved my hand forward slowly, eyes widening as flames streamed from my fingertips sliding beneath her skin once more.  
 
    I traced my hand lightly along her arm watching the fire flicker between us as a calm settled over me. I smiled softly, able to touch someone so gently…without the fear of causing them harm from feeling too much. It was a blessing, I glanced at her face stiffening when I found her eyes wide open. They were two pools of glimmering jade made all the brighter for the red of her hair and they were not the glacier blue I was expecting.  
 
    I held perfectly still as gentle fingers traced along my cheek and the sound of waves that I could not see reached my ears. I closed my eyes as I breathed in the scent of water, refreshing and cold. I hadn’t known water had a scent until that moment. Her hand fell from my face and when I opened my eyes she was once more, asleep. Slowly I pushed from the bed, “A water mage.” I breathed. The effect she had on me was nothing like my father’s… 
 
    “Highness,” Lane leaned into my room. Ignoring the person fast asleep in my bed. “You know what happens when you keep Mal waiting.” She continued her voice full of amusement. 
 
    I chuckled softly grabbing my staff and quickly sheathing it on my back before meeting her at the door. “Lead the way Lane.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what you’re learning Princess? How to lead?” Lane countered cheekily as Teal fell into step beside us. 
 
    “Yeah…” I sighed softly feeling that weight that had left me briefly settle in once more. “And as you and Zara have demonstrated no matter what I learn I’m still basically useless.” 
 
    “Prince…” 
 
    A wall appeared behind me cutting off her words. Mal flinched as I walked into the ball room from a wall that had no door. I’d finally figured out how to do what they did… but I didn’t feel as happy as I should have. After all, in my eyes I was failing. And we were quickly running out of time. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “You have just over a day, you need to relax!” Teal exclaimed softly, trying to offer help but only causing me to become tense. I opened my eyes wishing for Enta and his forge, despite the succubus slowly wearing off I felt overheated and on edge. It had been so long since I’d burned something. 
 
    “Close your eyes and concentrate…” 
 
    “I’m trying!” Flames crackled along my arms, burning away my sleeves in seconds as the remainder of succubus left my system quicker than it ever had before. “I have been trying my best since the day I got here! And all I’ve gotten is more stress, and more strife!” I cried sparks flying from my hair as Teal backed away slowly, from a very volatile situation. “Lane and Zara both are setting me up for failure, you’re constantly yelling in my ear. Mal, sweet and lovely, Mal constantly telling me what I can and cannot do!” Searing tears streamed my face. “I have been thrust into a position I’ve never had to deal with. A dying King I now know as father and country on the verge of poverty with corruption at every turn. I am giving up my freedom…” I shook my head as holes appeared in my clothes the heat rippling from me in waves too much for the rich fabric. “Don’t tell me to calm down.” I breathed before turning away and marching towards the stables. “Only a Goddess would be calm in these circumstances, and I may be immortal, but I am no Goddess...” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “You look like you could use some fresh water.” I glanced up at the unfamiliar voice from where I sat, literally steaming in the water trough, with Proctor by my side. The Water Mage I’d found in my bed a sun span prior came strolling towards me smiling softly despite my mood. 
 
    I glanced down at the trough to see that the water was nearly gone and the metal was glowing softly with the heat I was putting off. “Yeah I suppose I could.” I replied honestly as she grew closer.  
 
    “Though I’m not sure it would do much good with the heat you’re putting off.” The Water Mage crouched beside the water trough. “The name’s Dahni Bluar and I know you don’t know me from the Death God but I understand what you’re going through.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked softly as she sat down beside me. Outside the trough, unbothered by the heat.  
 
    “Yeah…a little over five sun cycle ago, when…” she hesitated for a moment. “When the prince of Ierilo destroyed Anear, a city I thought would stand long after my life time. I was there for the tournament and to seek answers, the Void was spreading. I didn’t make it far enough but that didn’t matter because it seemed within a few sun spans we were on the verge of a war that would ravage nations if we didn’t win. A war with the Void and the man who’d used it to his advantage. We were all young, still are really. It was stressful and frightening not knowing if we would succeed, but we did.” Dahni looked me in the eyes, “There’s a wisdom to your eyes that tells me you’re better off than we were. I know you’re giving up a lot…”  
 
    I raised my brow. “Everyone has heard the stories of a half elven Princess, of course no one thought they were true. You’ll prove them wrong in time, but that’s not the point. I know I’m probably just a child in your eyes, but I know war. I know too that you were a soldier. An Arrow, was it?” I tipped my head in a nod. “One of the best before you went off on your own. I know you’ve been exploring for a long time. Running yeah, but free to go where you please none the less.  Unlike a water mage in the desert, so valuable that when you leave all you encounter is questions. A water mage…leaving the desert? Insanity…” Her smile faded slightly. “I understand the feeling of chains bound too tight. The sense of obligation to your people, to your family and those who believe in you.” 
 
    Dahni bowed her head playing with the water skin hanging from her hip, now half laying on the ground. “Ever since I went back, all I wanted to do was leave again. When Head Councilor Moore, told me I had one such opportunity. I hopped at the chance even knowing I would be coming here, to Ierilo where the seed of evil that destroyed Anear was born. After all, you are not your brother, and your father is not his son. You are both so much better than he could have ever aspired to be.” Silence reined for a time and the trough nearly empty of water before slowly filled again while I watched a look of concentration pass over the Dahni's face. 
 
    “You were sleeping in my bed…” I said after a moment of thought, curiosity getting the better of me. 
 
    “I hadn’t been given a…” She searched her mind for a moment, brow furrowed. “A regalia to guide me around and I’d not yet quite realized that the palace was so vast a maze of twisting corridors.” Dahni gazed out over the grounds, “It seems to go on forever, beautiful and mysterious. Hiding millions of untold secrets. I wonder how many I’ll discover in my stay.” The Water Mage turned back to me, “Needless to say I got lost very quickly, I came across a corridor with a sole door and I entered it. Tired, hungry and a bit disheartened, I laid down and fell asleep. I remember waking to eyes filled with dancing flames and hair blazing with life. Of course, I thought I was dreaming, that I’d imagined you and the sudden warmth you invoked in me with your touch…” 
 
    Hearing the words caused me to raise my brows slightly. “Well…” 
 
    Dahni coughed a bit to cover her sudden embarrassment at what she’d just said. “I meant that in a completely innocent way. A comforting warmth, an innocent warmth.” She elaborated quickly, while I struggled not to smile at her adorableness. Her innocent bashfulness, completely at odds with Sentala’s blatant use of seduction.  
 
    “I understand,” I added after a moment before she could become anymore flustered. “Touching you…innocently.” She smiled at that. “Made me feel calmer than I’ve felt in a while. The fire inside me, desires to burn, and so I let it. But I’ve not had the chance since I left…where I was before here. It’s been several moon cycles since then.”  
 
    I hesitated for a moment before leaning forward on the trough ignoring how the now weakened metal buckled slightly under my weight. Proctor nickered softly not liking the destruction of his water source, but I ignored him. I’d fix it later. “Not many who are fire touched live long lives…” 
 
    “The desire to burn, becomes too much.” Dahni acknowledged, as she glanced at the burn scars along my arms, visible despite the tattoos. After all, I’d wanted them to be, “They become dangerous, to themselves and others. Volatile and destructive…” 
 
    “Careless,” I finished for her. “Lost in the desire to burn. I’ve been there… I’ve come back from there.” I traced my fingers along the scars remembering the smell of burning flesh and chilling screams. “At great cost to myself and others and I’ll never go back, but you never escape the desire to burn…or the fear of burning too bright.” 
 
    Dahni offered me her hand, “I’ve heard that fire pixies have what they call Hearths, their homes, it can also be a person. It keeps them from burning too bright by soothing the heat inside them and that water/ice pixies have Caverns to keep them from freezing out the world. I may not be a pixie…and I don’t think you are either but we can relate. You are hot and I am cold and together we stand a chance at a happy medium.” She smiled softly at me. “As I said you don’t know me from the Death God, but as crazy as it sounds, I trust you. Your father, the Queen and even the seamstress has been telling me stories. I came here to learn and train, to become better. I can see you’re doing the same, let me help you.” 
 
    “What’s in it for you?” I questioned gazing at her hand briefly, before cocking my brow waiting for her reply. 
 
    “If I marry a Queen, I’ll never have to go back to the desert, now will I?” Dahni countered cheekily.  
 
    I laughed softly, unable to tell if she was joking or serious. I took her hand despite that, watching the flames flicker between us as they had the first time I’d touched her. Like then, I felt a near instant calm settle over me. “I’m not actually sure if you’re serious or not, but what makes you think I’d marry someone perhaps a third of my age?” 
 
    “Nothing, but it made you laugh and you took my hand.” Dahni shrugged. “That’s all that matters…” I pulled her into a quick hug easily lifting her off her feet. She was so tiny, before setting her down again. 
 
    “Thank you,” I stepped from the trough tracing glowing fingertips over warped metal watching as it shifted back into its original shape. 
 
    “How did you…” Dahni stared and I could see the questions forming in her eyes as the clothes I’d been wearing once filled with holes rippled slowly. Cloth suddenly filling the gaps, until I found myself in a sleeveless tunic of billowing cream, and breeches that hugged my calves just above my knees. Not my original outfit, but close enough considering how much fabric I’d lost in my anger. “Glamour?” It was a question more than a statement.  
 
    I took her hand and traced it innocently along my side where a large patch of skin had once been visible. “Does that feel like a glamour to you?” I questioned softly, watching as she grew more confused and more flustered. Hand remaining on my side even though I’d released her. 
 
    “No…” She pulled her hand away, while I hid a smile by clicking my tongue at Proctor motioning him back to his stall. He bowed his head over the trough still wanting a drink, “I can fix…” 
 
    I dipped my hand into the water and we watched as it cleared slowly. I pulled my hand free and offered her the small orb of glowing particles I held in my hand still affected by my magic. “Thank you again.” I tousled her hair gently while she gazed at what she held awe in her eyes. I smiled as I walked away sure that the small glass fire pixie she held in her hand, glowing from within with its own light would leave her wondering for days what I could do. 
 
    “There you are!” I stopped in my trek along the grounds to see Sentala running towards me, the glimmering of blue hair in the sunlight and her familiar silken voice gave it away. She slowed when she grew closer not at all as breathless as she should be. After the overall distance, she’d spanned at the rate she was running. It would have defied explanation if she were human and magic didn’t exist.  
 
    “If you slept with the enchantress again you’re on your own.” I said in warning, after she’d remained silent for too long. 
 
    “I haven’t, there’s this stable hand who has all these toys…” I raised my hand with a look not wanting to know details. Sentala grinned eyes glowing. Though thankfully she decided I could suffer later. “I remembered how you told me you were trying to master the art of flowing, all the while training with the enchantress at night trying to burn the succubus plant and break the circle. I overheard…” 
 
    “Overheard?” I raised my brow. 
 
    “I may have been stealthily leaving from a small tryst with the stable hand as a cat when I stumbled upon a few regalia talking.” Sentala said by way of explanation. I waved my hand for her to continue. “I overheard them talking about the difficulty of flowing…I’ve been cheating already able to shift between time in space appearing as if I’ve got it down so I didn’t know the usual time to adequately learn it. I thought two seven days was the norm but Keeravani, it usually takes no less than a sun cycle.” 
 
    I stared at her in disbelief. “It took the King no less than two to get a handle on his gift underneath the effects of succubus. They’re pushing you Keer and I know listening to what I’ve just told you, it seems crazy. I know it seems as if they’re setting you up for failure. But they all believe in you so much, you’re close and they didn’t want to discourage you by telling you all this. I’d not have even mentioned it but I think I figured out a way to help.” 
 
    “How? I feel as if I’ve tried everything.” I shook my head wondering what she could possibly say to help. 
 
    “You are fire, you burn and rage, you flicker and dance and even at its calmest fire is never truly calm. Not unless it dies. You need to be calm, calmer than any flame has ever been and I know it sounds impossible but that’s what you need. Now I figured that the library is pretty vast and if we…” 
 
    I placed my hand on Sentala’s shoulder stopping her in her tracks. “Thank you.” I smiled softly before leaning forward and pressing a gentle kiss to her cheek. “You’re a great friend, when you see that stable hand of yours kiss her extra hard for me will yah?”  
 
    “Sure thing,” Sentala countered a bit confused as I raced back towards the stables where I’d left Dahni hoping that I’d find her not far from there. 
 
    I stopped beside the water trough, where Proctor stood playfully blowing bubbles in the water. “You wouldn’t happen to know where the Water Mage got off to would you Proctor?” I questioned not expecting an answer. He wacked me with his tail, but gave me no other indication that he’d heard me. “Yeah I didn’t think you’d care but it was worth a shot.”  
 
    Feeling at my wits end I decided I needed a break as I wound my fingers in his mane before climbing on his back. “How about we take a ride huh? It’s been a while for both of us…”  
 
    “Whoa!” Proctor galloped off before I had time to settle myself, giving a horsy laugh as I resisted the urge to fall. Not wanting to hit the ground at the speed we were going, for fear I’d break something I couldn’t afford to break. 
 
    “Proctor!” I cried as he bounced around with the sole purpose of unseating me. If I weren’t truly afraid I’d have found it amusing. Goddess knows I deserved it for neglecting him. “I’m sorry!” I huffed fighting laughter as I slowly slipped down his side, “I’m so sorry! Now please stop? I’ve learned my lesson!” I gasped between laughter. He’d settled into a gait far less dangerous to fall from but just as hard to right myself in, bouncing with each step he took. He bucked suddenly and I found myself face first on the ground still laughing and quite dizzy. “Am I adequately punished?” I questioned once I’d caught my breath and the world had stopped spinning. 
 
    He lipped at my shirt nickering softly. Taking a deep breath, I pushed to my feet, wrapping my arms around him in a hug. “I truly am sorry.” I murmured sincerely into his mane. Having accepted my apology, Proctor turned his body offering me his side. I smiled softly before twining my fingers in his mane and pulling myself properly onto his back.  
 
    Once I’d settled myself, he broke into a ground eating trot. Spanning the valleys and hills that made up the grazing lands in what seemed mere moments, but was probably longer. I knew I was simply lost in the beauty of the land and the sensation far too close to flying for mere mortals to understand. I cried out in glee, calling to the Heavens as we moved as one. It was as freeing as it always was and I felt light, as if all the stress, and all the fear I’d felt had just flown away. I sighed as we topped a hill taking in the glory of the palace and the city of Iyana beyond it. “If only ruling a land were as easy as traveling across it. I’d be a great ruler indeed, huh Proctor…”   
 
    “Peaceful, isn’t it?” I turned to find Zara suddenly standing on the hill beside me, wind whipping through her hair as she gazed outward. Everyone seemed to appear like magic in this place. 
 
    I turned back to the view, enjoying the companionable silence between us. “It’s very peaceful.” I murmured once I’d had my fill, though I’m sure I’d be back. Once would never be enough. 
 
    “Your father used to come here in his youth, when the work and expectations became too much. As well as his father before him…I knew eventually, you’d find this place.” I gazed down at the enchantress taking in her words. 
 
    “How did you know?” I wondered, patting Proctor gently on the neck. 
 
    Zara turned back to me then, “Because despite what you think you’re just like them. Strong heart, strong mind, caring far too much for your people. You would die for them without question and a person bearing the weight of the world needs peace. For Venn, it was a place,” she tapped her foot lightly upon the hill on which we stood. “And then it was a person. The Queen offers him peace now…and you.” She smiled softly. “He loves you, despite the short amount of time he has, he loves you. I think he’s loved you since he laid eyes on you and listening to his Advisers has been the biggest regret of his life.” 
 
    “He’s a good man…a good King.” I offered smiling softly. 
 
    “He picked a good replacement.” I smiled a little bigger at that. “I know you’ve been trying far too hard, but…” Zara offered me a blooming succubus flower and it was beautiful. Strange that I never realized that before. “I think all the pressure we put on you finally paid off.” 
 
    “You did it on purpose?” I questioned incredulous. I should have been angry, but anger had never been my first response to anything. It wasn’t a luxury one such as I could afford. No honestly, I felt amused.  
 
    “I am a very old woman, despite my appearance everything I do has a purpose.” She countered not unkindly. “I knew about your succubus friend, when she first entered the grounds, such is the nature of my magic and why I’ve set the palace up the way I have.” 
 
    “So, have you made it a maze or…” 
 
    Zara laughed furrowing her brow at me before pointedly gazing at the land below us. “The palace was vast long before I came along, its purpose is to confuse others making it harder to get to the royal family. My enchantments have made it far easier for everyone…except those new comers. They still find themselves extremely lost.” 
 
    “It also allows you to read everyone since they come to you, needing you to do whatever it is you do so they can find their way around. Clever…” I probably shouldn’t have asked, but I wanted to know if Sentala had finally been one upped. “If you knew about Sentala when she first set foot on the grounds, your sleeping with her was…?”  
 
    Zara shook her head. “She’s beautiful beneath all that desire and it amused me to no end to see her try it on me. I almost let her keep the magic, she took hardly any at all I have so much, but I wanted her to sweat.” She bit her lip, eyes darkening slightly. 
 
    I floundered for a minute, amazed that the enchantress could see Sentala without even trying and that she desired her despite her gift. “That’s why you said there was an intruder.” I chuckled softly weighing the succubus bloom in my hand. “I think…” I smiled softly as the flower burned slowly in my hand as if it didn’t affect me at all. “I think I’m going to enjoy your guiding hand Zara.” 
 
    The enchantress smiled softly before turning and disappearing into the breeze though her words lingered behind reaching my ears, “You won’t need it…much.” 
 
     
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    I didn’t go to my training that evening, and Zara didn’t come find me. I hadn’t thought she would after our talk on the hill. Instead I went to the library, to the hidden room of reports. I pushed the table against the shelves and I rolled up my sleeves before kicking off my boots. I had just one more evening of practice, before my relationship with Lane possibly changed forever. I knew neither of us wanted that, she had become a friend, a comrade I knew would give her life for me. It was her duty, an honor she greatly appreciated. Lane would do anything to keep me safe, and I saw how she distanced herself from me. Knowing that if I failed on the morrow that she’d have to go to extreme measures.  
 
    I took a deep breath and closed my eyes trying to remain calm, not like a flame dancing in the fire, because as Sentala had said, even the calmest flame flickered. No instead I thought of the calm before a storm. I thought of the scent of the earth after the first rain of the warm season, I thought of the first cup of water after a long journey… I thought of water. I thought of Dahni very briefly and then Sentala. I thought of Zara and Mal, of my father and the Queen and how they all believed in me. I thought of how the palace had slowly started to feel like home. I thought of Sangrur and Glen, the woman who raised me. I thought of Enta and his family and what they’d done for me. I thought of Cylance and the future. And then with my mind focused and my heart full I imagined the movement of fire and I moved with it. I didn’t know if I had succeeded, I just knew that it felt different.  
 
    I could feel the air…even though before it had seemed still. I could feel the flow of it, gentle like a lover’s touch. I could almost hear it whispering, interacting with everything around me. I opened my eyes still moving, heart beating steadily in my chest as loud as a drum. The flow of blood moved like small rivers through my veins. I stared at the shimmering essence of air, near silver in color. I could see it and yet see through it at the same time. I raised my hand to my face and wasn’t surprised to see that I glowed with the essence of fire, red, gold and white intertwined. The stone floor was brown, but the shelves of wood, the table and the parchment held traces of green. It was strange to see the world in so many colors, strange to hear everything interacting in harmony. Filled with a sense of wonder I left the hidden room of reports, moving through the palace with ease.  
 
    After all air existed everywhere, without the use of the many magic passage ways I found my way to Zara’s office which sat in a corridor with several other doors all just as intricate as hers. I was sure another belonged to the King, I could see guards usually hidden by magic down near where the corridor ended. I would have knocked but it opened before I got the chance… 
 
    “What are you?!” I questioned, the shock her true appearance inspired caused me to settle back into myself. The magic I’d not realized I’d used leaving me drained, but not weak. 
 
    Zara smiled at me, “It took your father ten sun cycles to develop a sense of second sight from learning the art of flowing. Flowing simply refers to movement after all…why am I not surprised that you managed both all in one go.” 
 
    “Despite my young appearance. I’m far older than my father was when he started all this and far more confident in my gifts.” I said by way of explanation, though I couldn’t say if that were the true reason or not. 
 
    “Everyone feels young when you’ve lived thousands of sun cycles.” The enchantress sat back in her chair. If not for the fear she often inspired in others she’d have been beautiful. Tall and willowy with silver hair that shown like the moon on a cold season night. And eyes like two dark endless pools of black. Her skin was dusky, but her features weren’t of the Kantari people or those in Raleli. I knew despite the big Seven there existed many lands between, too small for one to take notice. As well as many lands across the sea, vast and mysterious as it was despite our ships. I tipped my head in acknowledgement of her words, still waiting for the answer to my question.  
 
    “On the night of your coronation ask me again,” She stood from her chair moving to gaze out the window behind her desk. “It’s something I can only share with the ruling monarch.”  
 
    I opened my mouth only to close it before stepping out of her office and making my way to my own room. After all, she’d not refused to tell me. Only asked that I wait, and I knew with my father’s declining health. I’d not have to wait long. 
 
    When I got back to my room, I found Lane standing outside the door. She spoke not a word and as I entered neither did I. I simply left her to it. Pulling my staff from its sheath on my back before climbing into bed. I laid across the covers wanting nothing more than to have a peaceful night’s sleep. I thought briefly of bathing before slumber’s embrace dragged me into the darkness that resided behind closed eyes… 
 
    The small pinging of stones on glass woke me from my unexpected nap. Yawning softly, I rolled out of bed and glanced towards the window to find Sentala lightly tapping a small pebble against the glass every few seconds. Sighing, I moved towards the window. “Do I want to know why you’re entering through the window?” I questioned once she’d entered and the window was firmly closed, but still unlocked. Just in case she needed a quick escape.  
 
    Sentala pulled the covering down from her face, quirking a brow at me. “Lane won’t come into your room, regardless of the sounds because she trusts in your abilities. Unless of course you sound distressed.” 
 
    “Are you telling me she knows someone is in my room right now?” I questioned softly as if she could suddenly hear every word we were saying. 
 
    “Would you honestly trust the woman with your life if she didn’t?” Sentala questioned curiously. 
 
    I gave a her a look of deep contemplation, “Good point, I feel much safer knowing now actually…and a bit impressed.” 
 
    “She’s guarding the most important person in the entire nation of Ierilo, only a fool would question her competence. The King made her your regalia for a reason but that’s beside the point.” Sentala held up a roll of parchment. “I ran into the palace Enchantress.”  
 
    I decided to wait for an answer, instead of jumping to conclusions, judging by the unusual somber look in her eyes, it would be interesting. “I was made aware of your success with flowing so congratulations are in order.” I bowed my head in thanks, but otherwise gave no comment. I was sure there were far bigger struggles to come in the face of a seemingly small success. Otherwise, what need was there for me to master it so quickly…? 
 
    “Word of warning, flowing drains your magic quickly until you’ve truly mastered it and that takes time no matter your control. Lane will win many of your bouts in the training that is sure to follow, but Zara recommends you trust yourself and use your strengths. War is not won by those who play fair after all. Though there’s nothing wrong with being honorable, sometimes it’s simply better to win.” Sentala added seeming as an afterthought before ushering me to the sitting area, laying the parchment out across the table before offering it to me. “This is the reason I came to your room.” 
 
    I glanced at her briefly before sliding it across the small table and taking in the words on the parchment:  
 
    Per my orders and the willingness of one Sentala Ayavar Nava. I appoint thee Spy Master of Ierilo, not beneath me. For my time is short, but my daughter Princess Keeravani, soon to be Queen. She’ll need someone with a stealth and cunning to match that of my faithful Enchantress and she’ll need a friend to whom she can entrust all her secrets. I know nothing of your character, for I’ve not had the pleasure of meeting you, but what I have heard is enough. You have my daughter’s trust and with it my own… 
 
    His name was signed at the bottom, his unique seal stamped beside it to prove that the words were his own. I read through said words several times before gazing up at my friend. She’d pulled out several small leather bound journals, all filled with but a few short pages. “I have never met a man more fitting to be King.” I murmured eyes burning with tears I refused to shed. I would lose him soon and I had not thought we’d grow so close in so short a time…I had not realized it would hurt so much. 
 
    “There are many, arrogant, prideful powerful men who look at a woman and see weakness. Humans have come far as a species… Your father is a product of good parenting, but still there is exists for every good man several bad ones.” Sentala quirked a brow, “There are bad women as well, let it not be known that I think evil exists solely in men alone.” 
 
    I chuckled softly, “All is well. I am most sure you are a well-rounded individual…” Sentala wiggled her brows suggestively causing me to roll my eyes. “Your visit paired with this written proclamation suggests that you accepted his offer?”  
 
    “This man…this King, who has never laid eyes on me is giving me a place in his country, in his home. Not as a slave with a collar because of what I am, but as a Spy Master for the skills I possess. Not beneath him and the thumb of his Advisors, but you to who I owe all my trust. How could I say no to finally finding a place to which I can call home? Aiding a friend who has believed better of me from the moment we’ve met?” Sentala questioned gazing at me eyes brimming with emotion. 
 
    “When you put it like that…” I countered softly. “Simply put, I don’t think you can.” 
 
    Sentala bowed her head, “Being no fool I took the position, it’s not something that will be openly announced until you take the throne. Even then, only a small group of people need know. Another title may be created as a cover, the enchantress is working on that so you need not worry.” 
 
    “Who took on the duties of Spy Master before you?” I questioned curiously as she flipped through each small journal looking for something specific. 
 
    “Zara, but her duties make it hard for her to focus on that task as needed so she spoke with the King on my behalf and then offered me the proclamation. To say I was shocked is an understatement.” Sentala chuckled softly no doubt remembering the moment. “I was completely blind-sided.” I watched her bite her lip smirking softly. “That Enchantress is quite cunning.” 
 
    “Hmm, sounds like somebody else I know,” I murmured smiling good-naturedly. 
 
    Sentala scoffed, “You love it.” 
 
    “I love you…and I accept all that entitles. Including the cunning wit, the flirtatious banter. The annoying and yet interesting talk of your sexual exploits, your attempts at seduction and your growth…in character. Finally figuring out what it is you want as a person as opposed to what other people want of you. After all you have the gift of desire, but it is not solely you.” I brushed the hair from my face as Sentala gazed at me lost for words. “There exists a beating heart beneath the cover of seduction and others are beginning to realize it.” I leaned forward across the table waiting until we both hovered in the middle before trailing my lips teasingly across her cheek. “Just remember,” I murmured nipping playfully at her ear. “I discovered it first…” I sat back slowly, grinning at the slack jawed expression on her face at my boldness. 
 
    “Now…” I tapped one of the journals spread out between us. “What are these Spy Master?” 
 
    After a moment of uninterrupted silence Sentala took a small gasping breath, brow furrowed slightly. “What is this feeling?” She asked, voice full of confusion as she clutched at her chest. 
 
    “What does it feel like?” I questioned worriedly. 
 
    “My heart…it’s racing and I feel warm…” She furrowed her brow. “Pleased at your words? I want to kiss you…but more than anything I just want to hold you… because I fear you’ll disappear.” Sentala gazed at me, “Even though you’re right in front me I’m afraid you’ll go away and I don’t want you to. I’ve never met another person like you in all the centuries I’ve lived and I’m afraid…that’ll I’ll lose you.” She rubbed her chest as if that might alleviate the ache taking up residence in her chest. Her eyes seemed to be nearly brimming with tears and I could see that she was truly bewildered by this feeling that she’d never truly experienced herself. 
 
    “I’m not sure if I’m right but it sounds a bit like love to me, caring deeply for someone to the point where you can’t imagine your life without them. Fearing that you might lose them one day, feeling happy in their presence…” 
 
    “I love you?” Sentala spoke the words as if were asking me and I smiled in sympathetically before once more tapping one of the journals. 
 
    “Tell me of these…we can talk about love another time.” I offered bringing her focus back to the matter at hand and taking her mind off feelings she wasn’t yet accustomed to. 
 
    Tipping her head in acknowledgement, my Spy Master grew serious setting emotion aside in the face of business. “I was given notes on a treaty, if you will, in the making. Samere’s full cooperation with the Angilerians attempt of a Law spanning the Seven Lands, but only if you agreed to his terms.”  
 
    “I recall, his Majesty discussed it with me…” 
 
    “You’re going to have to say yes.” I gazed at her for a long moment, the silence between us deafening. 
 
    “Explain,” I demanded all good humor gone.  
 
    “From the network of spies that lie within the Samereian court, we know that the King does not bluff. That even though he thinks of women as the weaker sex, and detests the fact that he didn’t bear any sons, he loves his daughters. He wants good lives for them, with good mates. All of them powerful and kind…this man is all about gain, but his weakness lies in his nine children. Power comes second to their happiness, and sadly we need them.” Sentala offered me a book with numbers and figures that indicated the decline in our currency.  
 
    My brow furrowed at the comparison between our two countries, “Samereian coin is worth more than Angilerian coin,” I muttered is disbelief. 
 
    “It’s a nation dedicated to the harboring of many criminals, all while still managing to protect its native people. Humans are willing to pay much for safety and anonymity, Kogar capitalizes on that. He’s a smart man, even though he’s a pig marrying his daughters off in the hopes of finding a good replacement…” 
 
    “You said to good men,” I countered curiously. 
 
    “Yes,” Sentala offered me another book, “It’s not widely advertised, but a lady’s maid to one of the Princesses, describes several in good detail.” 
 
    I took it reading through the woman’s words brow raised slightly: 
 
    Though the King is a pig of a man, I cannot fault him in his choices or his genius. He’s chosen several men, all hailing from smaller nations than ours. Many owe favors, and yet Kogar asks only of their benevolent sons. Not demanding, simply offering, the chance to have one of his daughter’s in their household. Only a fool would say no. They court them and the servants watch in silence. None have been any less than gentlemen, it’s no wonder his daughters fall one by one beneath their charms.  
 
    He’s giving them a chance at freedom, with men and people who will respect them, and love them as he has despite all that he’s done. In this I find he is a good man… He simply hides it to those who might use it as a weakness and so he is also cunning. 
 
    Kogar knows of the spies within his palace and yet they remain…I remain. Allowed to gather information for my people, my King. He wants something of Ierilo and he will get it, his price is small in comparison to what he’s giving up. Though I feel there is more that he is planning, he’s not ever offered his daughter to a woman before nor one of the Seven and now he’s done both… It leaves one to wonder why? 
 
    Ever Faithful, Kaleen Summons 
 
    “Though this allows me to see the man behind the crown in a new light. I still don’t see the need to say yes to his demands.” I offered the book back to her only to have her shove it back at me. 
 
    “Read the next entry, folded in the back of the book written in great haste.” Sentala murmured softly gazing at the table. 
 
    I flipped the last page and pulled free a loose sheet of parchment. Unfolding it with care, I took a deep breath before once more reading aloud: 
 
    The King has many slaves…or so I thought. Women used to pleasure his soldiers and yet I’ve never seen this practice. I’ve seen the slaves, women with collars housed in grand rooms guarded as well as the King himself and I’ve heard stories before coming here about what he uses them for. Yet I’ve not seen the soldiers, strong capable men, ever lay hand on the King’s women. It left me to wonder…  
 
    I asked around and found the most well-kept secret since the King’s kindness. I feel as though I’m seeing the world in a new light…it appears I’m speaking in riddles perhaps, but allow me to explain. It all began with a collar, the first to be exact. When Kogar’s eldest daughter was born, there was a great uproar, she was as sweet and innocent in appearance as his wife and he doted on her. Giving her anything and everything…it was sweet their bond.  
 
    In no time, it seemed, Vahla came of an age to explore, and explore she did. Every chance she got often leaving the palace servants in a panic. They’d spend hours searching, but they knew at least it was part of the game. Until one day…the game didn’t end. When the sun reached the horizon. The Princess was still nowhere to be found. 
 
    Sun spans stretched into seven days, which stretched into moon cycles, which stretched into sun cycles. The servants and the King had given up hope of ever finding her…until one day they did. On the edge of the palace grounds, covered in grim and wearing a collar she appeared. Happy to have her back in their lives no one thought anything of it…except the collar couldn’t be removed by any means and the Princess couldn’t stray, they discovered, too far from the person that “owned” her. Somehow, in giving his daughter too much freedom, the King had inadvertently taken it away. Someone had used his weakness against him and so he hid his weakness, allowing slavery free rein but at the same time policing those that might think to do others harm. Laws regarding slavery are strict in Samere…truly the only difference between a slave and a servant in Samere is a collar. Or so it is said and I’ve yet to have cause to argue. 
 
    Over time he’s found others, through word of mouth and spies he sends to span the smaller nations. He’s found others with similar collars under the same circumstances and he’s bought them, given them the opportunity to heal from the hell that they lived. Despite the rumors not all of them are succubi… 
 
    Knowing what I now know I understand why he wishes to give his daughter to the next Queen of Ierilo. It is said she is immortal, the product of Fae and man, with not one powerful gift but two. The gift of fire, a strong gift that often consumes its host and the gift of craftsmanship. The tale of how a woman with flames for hair and sunlight eyes, disappeared an entire mountain into flickering fireflies of light has reached far beyond the small town it originated in.  
 
    The ability to craft things to your will…perhaps that’s where their freedom lies. If she knew the reason, having heard of her sweet nature and kindness, I do not think the future Queen would say no. But I understand as well a father’s love and fear for his children, King Kogar has suffered much by showing his weakness and I doubt he’ll ever make the same mistake again. Freedom…that’s all he wants…it’s all he’s ever wanted for his children… 
 
    Ever Faithful, Kaleen Summons 
 
    I reread her words several times through after reading it aloud absorbing the full implications. “A collar like yours?” I wondered, gazing at her curiously. 
 
    “No, my collar simply kept me in the form I’d taken before it was put upon me…Vahla’s collar is different. Far worse than I’d realized…I’d simply thought that collars indicated ownership and they do. But they originate from a need to hide the fact that his first born, his heir is subject to any man’s will so long as he owns her. Be it through marriage or any other means.” Sentala explained taking the slip of parchment from limp fingers, tucking it once more into the book of leather bound parchment I’d taken it from.  
 
    “He can’t allow her to take the throne…” I traced my hands over my face. “What must it feel like to sign your daughter’s life away as if it were meaningless, all for the sake of gaining her freedom.” My stomach turned at the mere thought of it. “Sentala I don’t think I can do it…I want to marry someone I love, and I know it says ownership, but that turns my stomach even more...” 
 
    “You’ll let her suffer then? It’s only a matter of time before someone discovers this well-kept secret. After all we have.” I opened my mouth to argue but I could find no words.  
 
    “Haven’t I given up enough?” I beseeched a lump of emotion forming in my throat. 
 
    “Yes…” Her eyes softened. “Everything, but think of her Highness, think of the freedom she’s never had, you could change that.” 
 
    “We don’t know if I could free her…the collar she wears. It reminds me of a story another half breed told me, Santi is a merchant in the business of selling mythical creatures. He took on such an unsavory profession as a favor to me, understanding my need to find the woman who aided me.” I tipped my head towards her indicating she was the woman in question. “He once told me of a Marr that came into his possession, she wore a collar. Like the one described by Kaleen, the Marr couldn’t stray though she tried, and she couldn’t harm her master. She had free will, but she wasn’t free, subject to the whims of men who owned her. Santi described that there was a clause, some way for the wearer to be freed, but he also said he’d seen the likes of such a thing before and the rules of one collar didn’t always pertain to another.” 
 
    “Did the Marr become free?” Sentala questioned curiously. 
 
    “Santi said that the same Marr that is Consort to the Queen of Angileri is the one who wore the collar. I want to believe him, but he was specific in describing that the person who bought her was a man, large in stature with kind gentle eyes. With him was a young boy, an angry woman startlingly beautiful in appearance and an old woman with youthful eyes.” I traced my hair from my eyes, several strands had escaped the confines of my braid in my slumber.  
 
    “Perhaps the man went to the Queen, slavery wasn’t widely accepted in Angileri even before the Freedom for All law,” Sentala suggested gathering up her documents. 
 
    “Perhaps,” I agreed. “But speculating will get us nowhere. We have no way of knowing if I can free this woman…and even then, what of the others?” 
 
    “Even if you can’t free her, you can protect her from falling into the hands of others that would do her harm. I know the clause says ownership, but I agree with you that marriage would be better. There is no greater ownership of one another than a marriage before the Goddess,” Sentala leaned forward across the table. “No one could kidnap her and use her collar against her if you were married. As well the enchantress would ensure that she’s not susceptible to succubus. Not to mention the palace is a maze an assassin would die in long before they reached the royal family.” 
 
    I leaned back taking in my Spy Master’s words, before speaking my thoughts aloud. “We’re not going to easily reconcile with Angileri,” I uttered thinking about the other women in the Samereian King’s possession.  
 
    “If you marry her…” Sentala started before I raised my hand. 
 
    “We are immortal and despite our human appearance far from the fact, think instead of the bigger picture. If I marry Princess Vahla, she’ll be safe. The King will hold true to his word…slavery in Samere will no longer exist, those women will be cast out. Set “free” now subject once more to the hell of being owned by whoever sees fit to take possession of them.” I took a deep breath before continuing. “In this world, there exist more nations than we can name and though each sun cycle they grow smaller absorbed into one of the Seven. We know not of those nations that exist far across the sea. Without the haven that exists within Samere how will we know of these people? How will we save them…?” 
 
    I watched the realization dawn on Sentala’s face, her voice filled with disbelief as she came to the same conclusion I had. “If we help Angileri pass this law in Samere we’ll save the Princess and damn countless others.”  
 
    My lips curled in wry amusement as I closed my eyes for once feeling the age of my sixty-five sun cycles. “Now you know why I detest politics so much.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m starting to see why.” I opened my eyes to catch Sentala grimacing slightly. “If you go against the Angilerian monarchy and instead stand behind Samere. The small amount of trust we’ve gained since Prince Eris destroyed Anear, will be broken. You’ll be viewed in the same light as your brother.” 
 
    I heaved a sigh gazing at my friend, who shared my expression of sobriety. “Yes, but how many lives will we save in the long run?” I questioned not expecting an answer. 
 
    “I cannot see a way to win on all sides…” Sentala breathed softly, not liking the choices placed before us.  
 
    “Neither can I,” I offered honestly. “Let us think on it for a time…we’ll speak again two sun spans hence and discuss it further. For now, as my Spy Master I have work for you to do.” I took from an inner breast pocket the notes I’d taken on my Leaons. “In the matter of a couple of moon cycles an Assembly will be called and I have the inkling of a plan that might set our lesser leaders to rights. I simply need you to confirm the information stated here.” I offered her the parchment, “I do not wish to wrongly accuse my Leaons if I need not.” I said by way of explanation for what I was asking of her. 
 
    Sentala took the parchment tucking it into one of many small journals. “You will one day soon be Queen, you need not explain yourself to me or anyone else.” She smiled softly, “Despite that fact, it is still much appreciated.”  
 
    “I wish to be approachable, I do not want others to fear telling me that what I am doing is wrong. I am not human, but that doesn’t make me better, and I will be Queen. But like all else, I am subject to making mistakes at times. I will be placed on a pedestal of sorts, what monarch isn’t…but I want to ensure that it isn’t likely to fall from beneath me.” I finished softly my mind a whirlwind of thoughts and emotions. 
 
    My Spy Master smiled pushing from her seat, “Very sensible of you Keeravani. I know we discussed many things and resolved basically nothing,” we both chuckled at that. “But you still need your rest and I will leave you to it. I don’t want the instructors to find me gone from the barracks.” Sentala made a face, “I have discovered their punishments to be quite harsh.” 
 
    “Hmm, I suppose this means you’ll be looking forward to that change in job title then?” I raised my brow, lips curling in amusement. 
 
    “Most assuredly,” I flinched as she vanished before appearing beside me.  
 
    “I may have never have felt this way before, but I am confident enough to say I love you too Keer,” Sentala murmured unexpectedly as she cupped my face in her hands, gazing deeply into my eyes. I felt not even a hint of her desire and yet still my heart raced all the same. “I think…no matter what. I always will.” She kissed me softly then, capturing my lips in a chaste kiss that sent chills racing down my spine. Before I had the chance to recuperate she pulled away tracing her thumb lightly along my lips, vanishing once more after a moment of silence completely gone from my room. 
 
    I pressed my fingers too my lips ignoring the fire licking along my fingertips at the feeling she’d inspired in me. I knew I should have tried to sleep, but after all that had been revealed, after all I’d learned…after that sweet, innocent and yet vastly satisfying kiss. I knew sleep was futile and so I didn’t even try. No I sat there, in the comfortable silence of my room watching the flames dance upon my fingertips as I tried to discover solutions to my ever-mounting problems.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
     
 
    Sweat trickled down the side of my face. I had no energy to reach up and remove it. My heart thumped loudly in my ears racing faster than I’d ever heard it before. Each breath I took was ragged and painful, bruises already lined my ribs. My mouth tasted of dirt, I’d be smashed into it more times than I could count that day. I wanted to be done, my muscles quivered with fatigue, but what I wanted didn’t matter. I’d thought after I’d shown Lane my skills on flowing she’d go a little easier on me…I’d thought wrong. No, instead we’d taken to sparring. Which was like no sparring I’d ever done before.  
 
    The match didn’t end when I surrendered, for if that was the case it would have ended long ago. No, it ended when Lane deemed fit to end it. My stomach filled with dread as I rested my hands upon my knees wanting nothing more than to pitch forward and not get back up. I’d have done it too, if I thought she wouldn’t beat me while I was down. Lane was ruthless, stating constantly that no matter how tired I was. No matter that I begged or pleaded. My enemies would show no mercy. I understood what she was teaching me. If I were on the outside looking in, I’d have been pleased with her training. Though a bit sympathetic to whom she was training, but I wasn’t. No I was suffering said training myself and I was beyond tired.  
 
    “Are you ready?” Lane asked having given me just a few moments to catch my breath. I wasn’t, but as I’d said what I wanted didn’t matter. I tensed as she disappeared using her sun cycles of experience against me. I fought to calm myself enough to activate my sight, to see her flowing with the wind, but I was too tense. After all I knew what was coming. 
 
    Lane appeared inside my guard, but I’d expected that, falling backwards as she reached for me. I felt the world slow around me as I bent backward, touching my hands to the ground and flipping out of her reach. I could hear Teal clapping through the fog slowly clouding my mind when I stuck my landing. I took in Lane’s position a few feet away from me and felt the world begin to narrow. Taking several deep breaths as I prayed, Goddess give me strength…? 
 
    I calmed myself and watched the world ripple into a rainbow of color as Lane vanished…though I could see her now, could hear how she interacted with the wind. She was fast, having the gift of air and I was tired. In a matter of moments, she was once more upon me. Fist flying out to strike me. Somehow, I raised my arm to block her blow, but I couldn’t counter. Out of the corner of my eye I saw her other hand and tensed preparing for impact. Lane did not disappoint. She struck me in the jaw so hard that my magic flared softening the impact enough to keep my jaw intact. While my entire body turned with the force of the blow.  
 
    Suddenly the ground raced up to meet, and I welcomed it with arms spread wide. Constellations of stars burst across my vision as I struggled to stay conscious. I could hear several people calling my name, someone was cupping my cheek but I couldn’t seem to open my eyes. Slowly the voices began to fade to soft murmurs as the stars drifted into darkness and slumber’s sweet embrace dragged me away… 
 
    The shock of cool water on my face brought me gasping into wakefulness. “How long was I out?” I gasped slowly rolling onto my side. Considering I remembered falling face first, someone must have flipped me over.  
 
    “A little less than two slithers of the sun’s span,” Teal supplied as I pushed up onto my hands and knees.  
 
    “I think that’s the shortest time yet,” I husked as Lane took hold of my arm and helped me to my feet.  
 
    “Undoubtedly,” Teal agreed not unkindly as I blinked rapidly against the brightness of the sun. Before reaching up to wipe the water from my face forgetting that my hands were still covered in dirt.  
 
    Lane tipped my head slightly, “How’s your jaw?” She frowned slightly. “I’d thought for sure you were going to block…I’m surprised it’s not broken.” 
 
    I hissed as she pressed her fingers along tender flesh, “It would have been, but my gift softened the blow just enough to save me from such a fate.” I sighed softly. “I might have blocked it but the world was narrowing even then. I’d not have stayed on my feet much longer.” 
 
    “You sound disappointed in yourself, but you shouldn’t be. You’re getting better.” My regalia took the small pouch Teal offered her. Filled with healing salves I’d grown quite fond of.  
 
    I turned my head shivering as she applied the cool green paste to my skin. I nearly moaned at the instant relief. “If by better you mean not staying unconscious as long, then we need to change your definition.” I grumbled softly, thinking about that first day several seven days ago. Just after Sentala and I had had our talk about Samere. It had been over a moon cycle and a half since then and still we were no closer to finding answers. The Assembly was just over a moon cycle away and my father…My father was getting worse with each passing day.  
 
    “Though that plays a part,” Teal offered. “That’s not what she meant, Lane is the best of us and none last for more than a few moments before she defeats them. You Highness have long since out lasted every one of us.” 
 
    I grimaced as Lane raised my shirt applying the salve to the bruises she found there. “But I still lose…” 
 
    Lane and Teal chuckled jointly eyes sparkling with mirth as they shared a look. “Highness, no one’s expecting you to win.” 
 
    Before I could question them further a door opened beside me, Lane and Teal stared wide eyed as I was dragged through by strong arms. “Goddess.” I breathed as the door slammed shut, and I found myself in Zara’s office. Despite everything that I’d experienced since I’d come here, that had never happened to me before. I glanced up to see Zara standing beside me with a grim expression on her face.  
 
    “The King is not well.” She began as she took in my battered appearance. “He won’t make it to the Assembly.” 
 
    I felt my heart clench at her words, though I’d long since known the truth of it. “I know…” I husked voice suddenly brimming with emotion. “How long does he have?” I questioned dreading the answer as Zara turned away from me. Unable to face my grief head on. When she was struggling with grief of her own.  
 
    “If I give him a longevity potion…he’ll have a seven day at the most.” Zara choked out sagging back against the edge of her desk.  
 
    Feeling weak kneed, I leaned against the hard wood beside her. Tears burning the back of my eyes as lackluster flames flickered along exposed bits of skin revealing my emotional turmoil. Though I’m sure it was quite apparent on my face, “How long without it?” I asked voice no louder than a whisper. 
 
    “A sun span more…perhaps two.” I choked on a sob as pain tore through my chest. Zara took hold of me keeping me up right as I lost the battle with my legs. “He’s not gone yet Princess, he’s not gone yet.” The enchantress clutched at me as I fought to compose myself. She was right after all, but I could see the pain in her eyes. The glimmer of tears about to fall. He wasn’t gone yet…but soon he would be. 
 
    “What changed?” I wondered holding my hand to my eyes as if that might stop the tears.  
 
    “Over time if one continuously takes the same medicine, your body grows immune to it. Longevity potions promote long life, but it’s temporary, a sun cycle or two at most. The King has been sick for a long time. He’s been taking potions to combat that…but their effects are finally waning allowing the sickness to take hold. Your father is eighty-eight sun cycles old and he should have died twenty sun cycles ago.” Zara’s voice was soft, soothing as she tried to calm me with facts. 
 
    “Why has he taken them so long?” I inquired brow furrowed slightly. 
 
    “He needed an heir, he had hoped your brother would shape up. Sending Eris away was his last chance, and he failed him…Eris failed us. Afterwards finding you became a priority instead of some random flight of fancy, none of us wanted a civil war. Which would be sure to follow if we didn’t. After we found you, I calculated the time he had left and we planned the Assembly around then…but I was wrong. His body is combating the potions at a faster rate than before, dwindling the time allotted to him. And so, he has a seven day if he’s willing to down one more potion and several sun spans if he’s not.” I took a deep quivering breath ignoring the way pieces of my shirt sleeves crumbled away to ash. 
 
    “Why are you telling me this now?” I wiped the tears from my eyes, sniffling softly. 
 
    “One of the King’s Advisors, sent out an urgent message against his will, stating his immediate death and calling for an Instant Assembly…” Zara let that sink in for a moment. “An Instant Assembly is called when a crisis strikes the land or…when a Monarch dies without an heir to take their place. Every Leaon from the Base to the Peak, will be here within three sun spans.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” I countered remembering the moon cycles it had taken to travel across the whole of Ierilo from Sangrur, located just beyond the city of Tekna. 
 
    “I just opened a door from my office to the regalia training grounds and you’re sitting here talking about impossibilities?” Zara simply raised her brow at me. 
 
    “How is that possible?” I countered deciding that arguing would get me nowhere. 
 
    Raising her hand the enchantress splayed her fingers revealing a map of the land floating in midair. “Hundreds of sun cycles ago, a King whose name matters not now, died without revealing his heir. His son hidden in a small town outside one of the Base cities could have prevented a small war from breaking out…if he’d made it to the Instant Assembly in time. But as you’ve experienced it takes moon cycles to reach the capitol of Iyana from the Base. Sensing that history might repeat itself on a much larger scale with far more devastating results, I created portals.” Zara stretched the land with her fingertips revealing eight glowing rings of blue light, if I leaned close I could almost see the characters of a language I didn’t understand flickering within the light of her magic.  
 
    “Each exists not on the property of the Leaons but just outside of a small town nearer to it. It takes three sun spans from each manor to reach any given portal…if one decides to rest. The ruling monarch needs to open the portal here. Located on the hill of the grazing lands where you often stand…If the ruling monarch does not open the portal within a seven days’ time, it opens on its own. I set it as a precaution, as well I made sure once the magic was set I couldn’t override it.” She grimaced slightly, “It seemed fitting at the time.” Zara’s map of the land faded out of existence. 
 
    “So now instead of a moon cycle, due to an overzealous Advisor, we have less than a seven day?” I stared at her wanting to make sure I heard her right. 
 
    “You’ve never met the King’s Advisors, you’ve been a well-kept secret since your arrival, only the most loyal servants and the regalia know of your presence. Such is the reach of my magic. Everyone still very much believes that the King holds no heir. I called you here because that needs to change.” Zara clutched at my shoulder. “We need to hold your coronation…” 
 
    “Isn’t that supposed to be a big event, a pompous affair of ridiculous celebration?” I questioned, mouth suddenly dry, heart racing in my chest.  
 
    “You father has called for it…he wants to crown you while he’s still able.” Zara smiled softly, “I didn’t have the heart to argue with him.” 
 
    I bowed my head in understanding, “When will it take place?”  
 
    “This evening…everyone in the palace will bear witness. Including the King’s Advisors. Following it will be the placement of titles. You may disband your father’s Advisors or keep them as your own, just know that if you disband them you must instantly choose a replacement.” Zara explained solemnly.  
 
    I hesitated for a moment before speaking, “Must the person I choose to replace them with be in court at the time of disbandment?”  
 
    “No, you just need three people already holding a position in your household above that of servant to support your candidate.” I tipped my head in acknowledgement of her words. 
 
    “How many Advisors does my father have?” I pondered aloud. 
 
    Zara gave me curious look, noting the thoughtful expression on my face. “He has three, excluding myself and Sir Zeron who often gives him council. As the Palace Enchantress. I cannot hold the title of Chief Advisor, but by unspoken agreement, that’s where I stand. Sir Zeron being the King’s primary body guard, as well can’t be named Advisor for that reason even though he is that. The system of it is strange, but it ensures that there are no conflicts of interest due to one person owning two or more titles.”  
 
    “That makes perfect sense,” I murmured shocked that politics made sense for once. Zara chuckled softly at my disbelief. “Do you recommend I keep on any one of the three?” I waited for her guidance. I had several replacements in mind, but I wanted her opinion. She’d not yet led me astray. 
 
    The enchantress sighed, gazing for a moment at the ceiling as she thought out her reply. “They’re older, and I would say more experienced, but at the same time much less willing to change. With your father’s passing Zeron loses his title…as of now you have your own regalia, two in fact so you do not need him. He knows Samere having been born and raised there, and with the strife coming our way you’ll need him. Promoting his status will keep him busy and make him feel important…he’ll need that in his time of grief.” Zara gave me a pointed look. “Everything I say is hypothetical and has no impact on any decisions you decide to make.” I nodded my understanding. “That being said I would advise you to steer clear of making Dahni an Advisor… you can garner her advice without giving her such a lofty position. As of now she’s here for training… you can change that. Her skills have vastly improved and with the King’s passing we will have lost our resident water mage…” 
 
    Once more she let her words sink in, hinting but not outright telling me what I should do. “Sentala is your Spy Master and giving her the title of Advisor would continuously conflict with her other duties. We wish her to be a shadow, not obviously known.” I nodded checking her off my list of choices. “You should give her a simple title, something important but not widely looked upon or appreciated.” I watched Zara’s lips curl in amusement, “Head of Armory would be good. It’s been a little over ten sun cycles and yet no one has realized we still lack one.” I chuckled at that suggestion. “As for the others…those are up to you.” I watched Zara’s eyes glitter with mirth as I debated between three people. “Just a few more words of wisdom before we drop the subject,” I paid close attention to her last few words. “Choose two people whom you trust impeccably. It will ensure that no corruption will spread from your inner circle. And then plan for the future…because you’ll be Queen for a very long time.” With those words, I settled on my two replacements. 
 
    “Thank you, your hypothetical words of wisdom, helped greatly.” Zara rolled her eyes while I fought off a chuckle but chose not to comment further. 
 
     She nudged me towards the door, “Go now Highness, have a good meal, bathe and visit your father. Tonight, I’m sure you won’t get much rest.” 
 
    I shuffled towards the door that opened before I reached it. “Watch the…” I plunged into my bathing pool only to come up sputtering. Gasping for air as I gazed through the still open doorway at Zara bent double laughing heartily in amusement. “First step.” She finished between gasps before the door closed and vanished as if it had never been.  
 
    She’d opened it just shy of my bathing pool and if I’d been paying attention I’d have stepped out onto the ledge, instead of directly into the water. Huffing softly, I swam to the edge of the pool pulling myself out and stripping free of my clothes, setting my staff beside them, before diving back in. Thankful that I’d taken to leaving a bundle of soaps clustered in a small grove beside the waterfall.  
 
    I washed slowly standing on a platform beneath the water. I traced the rag across my ribs now fully healed due to the salve and my own innate magic. Once all traces of my training were gone I pressed the warm rag to my face wiping away the traces of my tears. “Keer!” I glanced up in time to see Sentala burst into my bathing room knocking the door back on its hinges. I stared wide eyed as she took a running leap into the water before swimming towards me with great haste. Wrapping me in a firm hug once she’d reached my side. “I heard about the King…I heard about your father.” She said by way of explanation as she held me. 
 
    “Zara told us to come find you.” I tipped my head at the familiar and yet unexpected voice to find Dahni sitting beneath the waterfall beside me, the water parting around her without even dampening her clothes.  
 
    I felt the tears once more build behind my eyes, “Why would she do that?” I husked unable to keep them from falling. “I’m fine.” Sentala ushered me out of the pool while Dahni offered me a drying cloth. 
 
    “No,” Dahni looked at me with solemn green eyes. “You aren’t.”  
 
    I cried then, while they held me, wrapped in nothing more than a drying cloth between them. I cried knowing that soon my grief would come second to running a nation and weeding out corruption. Such was the burden of a good ruler. Your needs often came second to that of your people and I knew now more than ever my people needed me to be strong. “I love him,” I gasped between sobs as Dahni rubbed my back and Sentala placed tender kisses along my jaw. “I love him more than I ever thought I would in so short a time…and I knew he was dying. I knew…” 
 
    “You knew but you still grew to love him anyway.” Sentala finished for me. “How could you not, kind, caring, and mirthful despite his impending death. Funny that you’ve not met the man for sixty-five sun cycles and yet you two are so much alike.” She stroked the tears from my face.  
 
    “Love is uncontrollable, it doesn’t wait until you’re ready, it doesn’t stop when you wish it to. Love follows its own rules, consequences be damned.” Dahni added offering me a change of clothes I’d not realized she’d gotten until she handed it to me.  
 
    I chuckled at that, thanking her softly before pulling on my underthings, tugging on my trousers and tying off the drawstring before pulling the sleeveless tunic over my head, leaving the neck open revealing a bit of cleavage. I could almost hear Mal’s scandalized gasp from here. “I wish…I wish it didn’t hurt so much.” I murmured as Sentala gathered my soiled clothes and Dahni took hold of my staff and its sheath before following me into my room. 
 
    I climbed into my bed hair steaming as it dried fanning loosely along the pillows as I’d not cared to tie it up. “That’s why we’re here.” Dahni explained gently taking my hair in her hands and slowly weaving it into an intricate braid before tying it off with a red ribbon, leaving a small lock of hair to curl across my brow. My father had said it made me look gentler in a way, when I let a bit hang free as she’d done. It made me appear more human, to be just a tad unkempt. “So, you can hurt and cry as much as you want with people that care for you.” 
 
    “And if the need arises for us to make the sacrifice of getting naked in the name of healing we’ll do that too.” Sentala murmured with a purposely solemn expression causing me to laugh good naturedly.  
 
    “You’re such a perv,” I murmured softly snuggling against Dahni’s chest while Sentala hugged me from behind.  
 
    “Yes, but you love it remember?” She countered a smile in her voice. 
 
    “I do…” I agreed. “I love you both and I’m glad you’re here. I needed this…I needed you.” 
 
    Dahni squeezed me gently while Sentala nuzzled at my neck. “Think you can get a bit of sleep?” She asked after a moment of comfortable silence. 
 
    “No…my minds too full. I don’t think I’ll sleep right for some time to come.” I hesitated for a moment before soldiering on. “That’s alright though because I wanted to discuss an offer with you.” Dahni raised her brow curiously as Sentala stilled behind me.  
 
    “You have my father’s trust, and my own, as well Zara has nothing but good things to say about you. I know you don’t wish to truly return to the desert…I also know a bit of your heart rests within the borders of Angileri and so I must stress that you have the option of saying no. Once my father passes, your reason for staying here ends, but at the same time with his passing we’ll lose our resident Water Mage. Small though it seems a water mage is just as important in the mountains as it is in the desert. A word of warning…if you agree to take this position. We may one day be completely at odds with Angileri for reasons I cannot explain unless you agree. And so, the choice is yours. Take the position, stay on as the palace Water Mage and chance being put at odds with your friends. Or leave and know that you have friends here, though I can’t make such an offer again.” I finished holding my breath as I waited for her to decide. 
  
 
    Dahni cupped my face in her hands gazing deep into my eyes looking for what I cannot say, but whatever it was I believed she found it. My Water Mage leaned forward pressing her brow to mine, “Will I get to travel?” She asked softly. 
 
    “From the Base to the Peak and every village, town, and city in between if you wish.” I murmured in reply.  
 
    “Will my council be heard despite my age?” She murmured against my cheek. 
 
    “Seeing as my gift is fire and not water, I’ll hold onto your words with baited breath.” I countered completely serious. I’d likely burn Ierilo to the ground if left unattended for long.  
 
    I sighed as she stroked my arm, a soothing cool feeling spreading through me. I blinked trying to push back the sound of waves lapping at the shore. I wondered if she was aware of the effect she had on me. Gently I ran my fingers through her hair as Sentala warmed my back remaining silent. “Can I remain an Ambassador to Angileri if the need arises?” 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    “A resounding yes,” Sentala added from behind me. Causing Dahni to peek at her curiously over my shoulder. 
 
    “I mean if I stay I still have the potential chance of marrying a Queen,” Dahni murmured biting her lip softly while I chuckled. 
 
    I’m sure I heard Sentala murmur, “She’d have to marry the Princess first…and then us.” I glanced over my shoulder positive I’d heard an us at the end of that statement, but the blank expression on her face made me wonder if I were imagining things. 
 
    “The Head Councilor will understand my reasons, and so long as I’m willing to train any water mage she sends my way, she’ll not fight me on it. Being on the good side of an immortal Queen can only be good for Raleli in the long run.” Dahni smiled softly. “So, I guess I’m gonna have to say yes.” 
 
    I grinned about to congratulate her when Sentala beat me to the punch leaning over and capturing Dahni’s mouth it what I observed as a soul searing kiss. “Goddess…” Dahni breathed wide eyed as Sentala pulled away eyes glowing softly. I smacked her having sensed the hint of desire burning across my skin. 
 
    “I wanted to see if we were compatible,” Sentala husked with an innocent expression, voice full of sinful seduction. I smacked her again until her gift faded, leaving Dahni panting and flushed. With me slightly aroused, but overall amused at Sentala’s effect on another person. 
 
    “You’ll get used to that,” I murmured softly as she caught her breath.  
 
    Dahni nodded slowly in understanding clutching at her chest, “You said you had to wait for me to say yes before you explained why we might be put at odds with Angileri?” 
 
    “Ahh, yes.” I pushed up into a sitting position sharing a brief look with Sentala. “Well, let us just say it all began with a collar…” We spent the rest of the afternoon getting her up to speed on all the things going on and from there I explained to them my choices on my replacement Advisors. Slowly but surely, I was setting up a strong base. Plucking away the crumbling broken pieces and replacing them with unbreakable bonds of trust and love. I would never find myself where my father had stood. Wondering if I could trust the man beside me to do the right thing. No, I would start off strong and in control with good loyal people at my back. I laughed good naturedly as my Spy Master flirted unabashedly with my Water Mage, it felt nice to finally call the palace home. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
    “Are you ready?” the Herald, I believe he was, questioned me looking on sympathetically. Realizing that this event was momentous despite the lack of pomp revolving around it. He was about to announce the Princess, whom he’d just met, the future Queen of his beloved nation and he was trying to calm me down.  
 
    I took a deep breath as Lane and Teal took their places slightly behind me, Lane on my right, forever my right hand and Teal to my left. Back up if she should need it…though I doubted she’d ever need it. I wore a tunic of creamy gold and trousers to match, my hair billowed down my back. Though a circlet of rose gold kept my bangs from my eyes. For once I went without my staff, but for ceremonial purposes I carried my sword. Which Sentala had carried for me up until this point. I wasn’t ready…I wasn’t sure if I’d ever be ready to take on such a big reasonability. But I had enough people believing in me to take a leap of faith. 
 
    I smiled softly at the Herald and he grinned bowing slightly before me, “Good luck Highness.” He murmured softly slowly pushing open the double doors leading into the throne room, revealing the mass of people located on the other side.  
 
    “Goddess,” I breathed catching sight of them, suddenly feeling sick to my stomach. Who knew the palace carried so many servants…certainly not I. Lane gently nudged me forward as the Herald finished announcing the many titles I’d not known I’d carried until that moment, finishing with Princess of Ierilo. 
 
    I stepped forward into the light of the throne room head held high. I could see my father sitting on his throne a smile lighting upon his lips. Even now in the depths of sickness he held quite the regal bearing. I followed the path of the carpet, not cast in red but blue, another small sign of his final goodbye. Tears burned the back of my eyes as I stopped before the dais, catching sight of the fatherly pride shinning in the depths of his hazel orbs. I may not have felt ready, but in that moment as the Queen brought forth the crown that had once sat upon my father’s head. Refashioned just for such a moment, I was happy that I could give my father this. He would leave this world knowing that his people were in good hands. 
 
    I took a knee as the throne room slowly filled with voices, curious disbelieving voices at this event that had come so unexpectedly. Sir Zeron grinned from behind my father’s throne, while his Advisors gazed on paled faced, no doubt sensing an end to their influence. Dahni, Mal and Sentala stood off to the side wide grins splayed across their faces. I couldn’t see my regalia’s faces, and I could not have turned to look even if I wanted to. Not in that moment bowed before the King as I was. Mal had made a cloak…in my honor as red and deep as the depths of any flame, but I had decided instead to take my father’s. As something to remember him by and no one had argued against it. 
 
    “Princess Keeravani of Ierilo I stand before you, offering my lands and my people for you to carry upon your back. Will you care for them as I have, with an open mind, a loyal heart and a sense of justice for all?” 
 
    “I will care for them as I have come to care for you.” I breathed softly as his words rang out through the hall, silencing the masses.  
 
    “Will you love them and guide them, not as a monarch to its people, but as a parent to their children?” 
 
    “I will love them as I would love every one of my own children.” I continued meeting his gaze unwaveringly. 
 
    “Will you defend them in the face, of corruption and evil they cannot see?” 
 
    “I will guide them from the darkness if it’s the last thing I do, if only so they can flourish happily in the light. I would give my life for my people, just as my people would give their life for me.” I finished hoarsely, feeling Lane lightly clutch my arm in support of my small impromptu speech. 
 
    “Princess Keeravani of the House of Rayon, I King Venn of the House of Rayon relinquish my title as the ruling monarch and all the power thereof.” With a flourish befitting a King my father removed his cloak, settling it easily upon my shoulders before clasping it shut. “And instate thee as Queen Keeravani of the House of Rayon.” I took a shuddering breath as he removed my crown tossing it aside as if it meant nothing, before placing his upon my head. The droplet of sapphire blue that signified his gift resting lightly upon my brow. As the room once more filled with noise my father pulled me to my feet, wrapping me in an informal embrace. Which I returned wholeheartedly. “Take care of our people.” He murmured softly against my brow tears of joy and grief streaming his face. 
 
    I buried my head against his shoulder, tears streaming my face as well, “I will.” I promised in turn, hugging him as tightly as I’d ever hugged anyone. “I promise that I will.” Taking me at my word, after a few moments more he released me. Allowing the masses to settle before we moved onto the next matter at hand. I took a deep breath wishing I’d taken that nap, it was gearing up to be a long night indeed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    “THE DECLARATION OF TITLES!” The Herald…who seemed to appear out of nowhere. Quieted the room with a voice filled with thunder.  
 
    I gazed at him wide eyed from where he now stood behind the throne, “Can I be him when I grow up?” Teal murmured softly behind me. The movement of his mouth hidden by his mask. 
 
    I calmed greatly at the regalia’s usual snarky remarks and fought not to chuckle at the grunt of pain as Lane thumped him behind the cover of my back with no one the wiser. Once the throne room had once again grown silent, I took the sheet of parchment offered to me. Zara had expressed the need for me to write things down, it made things look very official and would later serve as unquestionable proof. And it would be questioned…everything I did, would be questioned, in detail, once the Leaons arrived.  
 
    I smiled softly at the servants before me, thinking not of strangers but instead of a room full of family. I didn’t know them all yet, but I would make it my mission to know each face in my own time. “Family…” I breathed smiling more widely at the confused looks. “As you have all worked at the palace for some time, no doubt becoming lost in the corridors as I have…” There were several chuckles at that. “Eaten where I have eaten and worked just as hard at your duties as I have at becoming a fit ruler. I would consider us family, as we all call the palace home.” There were nods of approval at that, a few hesitant smiles. Mal was grinning proudly out in front of the crowd, finally seeing all her hard work come to fruition.  
 
    “I have before me a short list of titles to bestow and by short, I mean two,” I raised a brow. “Aren’t we all happy we need not suffer long.” More laughter rang out, the room calming the more I spoke. I continued to breathe deeply, past the lump of nerves in my throat. My cloak felt weighted and my crown heavier than any piece of silver had a right to be.  
 
    “I bestow the title of Head Armorer upon Sentala Ayavar Nava,” Sentala stepped forward and took a knee. She looked dashing in the militant uniform provided for the regalia once they retired. It was a mixture of gray and black, tight fitting but not scandalous. The mask that once covered the lower half of her face, now hung round her neck, signifying that the need to hide was over. Zara had decided that acknowledging her service as a regalia…short though it was, would garner her respect with the people. I’d agreed wholeheartedly, though I was a bit surprised by her appearance, having given her the choice to change it before her title was bestowed. As after being given her title she’d have to keep that form while roaming the palace unless under strict orders pertaining to her actual position as Spy Master. Sentala had decided to remain her actual self…the dark blue of her hair glinting in the light from above. While her skin practically shown with health and vitality. Her eyes…her glacier blue eyes glowed with a light of their own and I wondered if anyone else saw them as I did. 
 
    “I expect you to treat the weapons with the respect you would your fellow regalia and that the budget allotted will be well spent in aiding our men and women in combat.” Lane held out her hand to take the parchment, which would be given to Sentala to keep.  
 
    Breaking protocol I stepped down from the dais and offered it to her myself. “I’m sure you’ll serve me well.” I murmured as she stood eyes wide taking the now rolled parchment from my hands. 
 
    Bowing her head slightly in respect, able to bend no further due to her closeness, Sentala smiled softly. “Thank you…for everything.” She hugged me then and I heard several gasps of surprise as Lane tensed beside me.  
 
    I heard someone gasp as small prayer to the Goddess as I stood frozen before relaxing enough to hug her back. “You’re welcome.” I murmured as she pulled back, skin flushed at her rather large faux pas. Sentala took her place in the crowd trying to ignore the wide-eyed stares as I took the next sheet of parchment offered to me. 
 
    “Try not to hug the next one,” Lane grumbled as I leaned towards her. “I can hardly protect you that close.” I turned once more to face the crowd, “What am I saying…” Lane continued more softly. “You can protect yourself. Do as you see fit Majesty.” 
 
    “Make us proud,” Teal added as I glanced down smiling softly at their words of encouragement.  
 
    “I bestow the title of Head Water Mage to Dahni Bluar,” Dahni stepped forward and kneeled before me, dressed in the formal garb of the desert people. Loose fitting black trousers, with a sweeping sleeveless tunic of desert sand. Jade buttons lined the front, halting at her waist where the fabric parted. Cut fashionably to allow for movement. Her hair was braided intricately down her back. With smaller braids falling gently against her right cheek, feathers and beads interwoven throughout. Making her appear just as beautiful as Sentala had been. In a completely primal way. A small water skin hung from her side, I’d learned she wore it always. A symbol of her position and I’d seen no reason to change that.  
 
    “The land may not always be scorching, but the hot seasons are long and the cold seasons are harsh. Your skill is unmatched by anyone save the former King himself.” I could hear the murmurs of admiration at such a feat but remained focused on the task and my words. “I believe, that in time you could be better.” I blinked slowly fighting the sudden urge to cry. “I want you to help me make Ierilo a better place. A less harsh home to those that reside within our borders.  
 
    “The former King has done a fine job, but his abilities are limited to the capitol for his duties as ruler were great. With this title comes land,” I watched Dahni’s eyes widen. “Eight small manors, located in each city. So that you may aid your people as you see fit without worrying where you’ll sleep. With your land comes money,” Dahni’s mouth parted as she struggled to comprehend what I was telling her. “There may come a time when you’ll need to build or improve water structures and so a small stipend of a thousand gold coins will be set aside each moon cycle, for you to do as you see fit.”  
 
    Teal chuckled as Dahni choked, and I myself fought a grin. “With money comes protection,” I waved my hand lightly behind me indicating my own regalia. “Any time you feel fit to leave the palace a guard of your choosing will go with you.” I set my hand on her shoulder motioning for her to rise, “With my protection comes my respect, in this matter I will listen to your words and take the actions that need be taken. For even though I am Queen, I am willing to admit I do not know everything. And at last with my respect comes my trust…it is most important of all the things I’ve bestowed upon you. Do not break it.” I offered her the parchment and received my second unexpected hug of the evening with Dahni struggling to squeeze the life out of me. A bit of amused laughter followed as I hugged her back. I could hear a few endearing sighs at the display of tenderness. 
 
    “You won’t regret this,” Dahni promised as she pulled away taking the role of parchment in hand. 
 
    “I didn’t think I would,” I countered as she bowed her head respectfully. Before going back to the crowd accepting congratulatory smacks on the back from the servants she’d managed to befriend in her time here. 
 
    I proceeded back up the dais, turning to my people once II reached the top, cloak billowing behind me. “Quite regal Majesty,” Teal chuckled once it had settled causing me to roll my eyes.  
 
    “That concludes the Declaration of titles…” The Herald hesitated for a moment before soldiering on. “The Queen calls for Disbandment! Advisors come forth!” 
 
    The smile that had once sat easily on my face settled into a more solemn expression. My father’s Advisors stood at the foot of the dais pale faced and miserable. “Lehi of Larsley, Dohan of Maric and Henson of Barabe. You are old, and you are wise.” I smiled softly, “You have done a great duty to this Kingdom and for that I thank you.” One by one the men relaxed. “I want you to spend your days regaling your grandchildren with tales of your time here, and appreciating what time you have left with your own children. I want you to explore, with childish abandon knowing that the palace is in good hands. I want you to enjoy the age that peace has wrought and so I denounce your titles.” The men breathed deeply with bowed heads having expected the blow, but none grew angry, my words softening its harshness.  
 
    “I denounce your titles but leave you with the lands and money you’ve acquired in your sun cycles of service to the crown…it’ll be transferred to a treasury of your choice one you leave here. Your grandchild when the time comes will have the chance to study wherever their heart desires, per my proclamation. It is a small thing that I leave you with after taking so much, but I hope it is enough.” This time I allowed Lane to offer them the rolled parchment, though their faces glowed with gratitude, I didn’t want to take any chances when the night was going so well. 
 
    Each man bowed in turn before, Dohan I believed it was stepped forward, speaking on their behalf. “Thank you your Majesty…” He hesitated briefly. “This is more than enough…more than we ever expected to receive and though we… Though we thought this was all we could ever do, you have given us the chance and the foresight to enjoy what time we have left with our families.” He bowed again, “Your kindness astounds me.” Were his parting words as he joined the other men in moving away. 
 
    “I bestow the title Advisor upon the following three men and woman, and if it is agreed upon my staff, let the night end in celebration.” I could see the crowd nodding at that waiting to hear the names. “Sir Zeron of Samere. Kind and just having protected my father all these sun cycles I can think of no man who would serve me better. Santi Lapa, a half-breed as I am, someone who will understand the hardships that I have faced, with a sense of wisdom that comes with long life. And, last but not least, Glen Trudor, now former Dezlea of Sangrur. A woman who helped me become the woman I am today. She will not hesitate to tell me I am wrong and I believe every monarch needs someone ready and willing to do such a thing. It keeps us grounded,” I gazed out over my family smiling softly. “It keeps us humble… Does anyone agree with these choices? I need three to stand behind them. Who will Stand for Sir Zeron…”
  
 
    “I will stand.” Teal and Lane stepped forward simultaneously. 
 
    “I will stand,” Lahaina, former Queen came forward and I smiled my thanks. 
 
    “Who will stand for Santi?” I asked curiously, this was something unplanned and I was not sure of the outcome. I had hope but I was not sure.  
 
    “I will stand,” The Herald, who’s name I still did not know came forward smiling softly. 
 
    “I will stand,” Mal offered waving her hand at me. 
 
    “I will stand,” My father said from his place beside his wife. I tipped my head in gratitude. 
 
    “Who will stand for Glen?” I held my breath as the room grew silent. 
 
    “We’ll stand for her?” Sentala said stepping forward with Dahni beside her. “Our positions are new but they’re valid and we would be honored to stand for her.” I nodded my thanks gazing out at the crowd as we waited for one more person’s support. 
 
    “I will stand,” Zara appeared before me bowing gracefully. “I know every choice you made, you made for a reason.” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief, “Thank you, palace staff for your support in this matter, that concludes the Disbandment of Advisors. Now everyone please proceed to the dining hall for a feast and festivities!” I’d never seen a group of people disappear so fast, I couldn’t help but think as I watched them go. 
 
    “You did good your Majesty,” my father said good naturedly resting his hand upon my shoulder. 
 
    I grimaced slightly. “It feels so strange to hear you say that. After all, just moments ago, you held that title.” 
 
    “To be honest it feels good to say it. It was a great burden I’m glad to be rid of, I can join the Goddess with a lighter heart. Thank you.” He hugged me then, before taking his wife’s hand and proceeding to the dining hall. 
 
    I glanced at the enchantress and then Sentala and Dahni waiting at the foot of the dais before raising my brow slightly, “Think they’ll notice if I don’t appear.” 
 
    Teal smacked me lightly on the back as Lane nudged me forward and Zara chuckled softly. “Undoubtedly,” Sentala offered not unkindly. 
 
    “No one will eat until you’re seated Majesty, such is the power that royalty brings.” Zara explained as I descended the dais. 
 
    “I regret saying yes already,” I grumbled as we proceed out of the throne room, Zara, Sentala and Dahni in front of me, while Teal and Lane trailed steadily behind. No one, I noticed stood beside me. I sighed softly as we reached the dining hall, such was the distance that power brought. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I dragged myself into my room after Lane and Teal checked for intruders, I’d not be able to enter my room ever again without their brief security checks. And I didn’t mind, but it was another marker in the “different” column, between literally several hours ago, and now. “Goddess…” I breathed. So much had changed in so short a time and still more change loomed on the horizon. 
 
    “It’s strange…” I glanced up from where I stood leaning against the door, to find Dahni sitting in the window a pillow tucked against her chest as she gazed at me curiously. “How something as simple as a title, can change someone so drastically.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow slightly, unsure if her words were meant to be complementary or insulting. “Should I be offended?” I wondered smiling good naturedly as I drew closer to where she sat. Leaning lightly against the wall beside her, I gazed out into the vast darkness of night, lit by an endless sea of stars.  
 
    Dahni gave a small smile of her own, which faded far more quickly than I was used to. “No, it wasn’t meant to be insulting. It’s just something I’ve observed.” 
 
    I gave my Water Mage my full attention, “What have you been thinking that your smiles, which shines like the moon over the tides would fade so quickly?” I questioned. “What have you seen in me that troubles you so?” 
 
    Dahni shook her head, sighing softly. “Just hours ago, you were curled against my chest, crying, heart filled with grief. You seemed so…” Her brow furrowed slightly as she searched for the right word. “Human,” she continued softly. “And then I saw you standing upon the dais, wrapped in a cloak that had at first had appeared far too large. Or so it seemed, until the King wrapped it around you with a skillful flourish, and a crown seeming almost diminished in a way compared to the rose gold that had was adorned your brow was place upon your head. One would think you would look almost foolish, but then you stood…” Dahni gasped slightly as if viewing that moment all over again. “You stood and stole my breath away. When I first laid eyes upon the Angilerian Queen’s Consort…back when she was just a Garden Mage. I had thought she resembled a Goddess. Even then, something within me knew that she was still human.” 
 
    Dahni stared at me with eyes brimming with emotion, “I’ve never seen such a transformation, your father’s cloak flowed around you, framing you in a way that made you appear taller. The crown upon your head accented your beauty. Quite suddenly I found myself thinking of you as other worldly, your eyes burning so brightly with passion for a people you would give your life for. Such kindness and caring in your voice…one would think you’d spent your whole life preparing for this moment, instead of just a few short moon cycles. I realized that I stood in the presence of a true Queen…and I…” 
 
    My heart clenched as Dahni gazed down at her hands, feather entwined braids falling to shadow the right side of her face, a frown marring her features. “I felt insignificant.” Her words when she spoke them, were soft, as if she’d not truly meant me to hear, but I wasn’t human and my hearing was far superior to one’s. 
 
    I pushed from the wall and sat beside her on the window seat, “Why?” I wondered curiously, trying to catch her eye to no avail. 
 
    Dahni chuckled self-deprecatingly, “You’re a Queen Keeravani!”  I blinked at her exclamation, “With power far beyond most people’s imagination. With not one commanding gift but two, and an unworldly beauty unmatched by anyone I’ve ever met before. You’re kind, caring and just, as well as humble despite your elven blood line. You’re immortal and yet you love, and you grieve for men you know you’ll out live. I have never met someone so…self-sacrificing, so selfless. I’m nothing in comparison…just a Water Mage…which are a dime a dozen in the desert.” 
 
    I couldn’t help the laugh her words startled from my throat, I felt my face warm slightly at her flattery, which I doubt she noticed in her ranting. “Dahni before I came here I was on the run, from the Fae who fear me for reasons I can’t explain and the Gen-Sen whom I loved deeply and left without so much as a goodbye. I’ve been looking over my shoulder for near about as long as I can remember and I’ve done everything, from mucking stalls to fighting in the King’s army. I may be immortal, but I’m just a person, once a nomad traveling the land and looking for a purpose. I’ve done horrible things…” I hesitated for a moment. “I’ve gazed at my reflection and saw in me an evil that frightened me and I came back from that, I fought the monster within me and won.” I showed her my arms hands quivering slightly, “I bare scars, for a time I feared myself and that which you fear can burn you. Fire is such a dangerous gift to bare, and though I can control it now. I’m still afraid that I might harm others.” Dahni took my hands in hers soothing me with the calm her gift brought.  
 
    “If I regret anything, it was using my gift as a weapon. The smell of burning flesh, and agonizing screams often haunts my dreams. Though what sickens me in the desire to do it all again, to watch the world go up in flames and burn, burn, burn…” I finished softly as images played across my mind’s eye. “I may have been born royalty, but I grew up with all the struggles and strife, everyone of lower class deals with.”  
 
    I chucked her lightly under the chin, “If a water mage, who’s befriended a monarch and one of the most powerful garden mage’s in history. Who also I might add, trained beneath a powerful water mage, who was once a King and who has indeed captivated a Princess, now a Queen is insignificant…? Than I am worthless without my title…because I’ve not done nearly so well. You have the ear of not one, not two, but three of the Seven.” I ticked off my fingers, “Your Head Councilor was the deciding factor on you training beneath my father. You’re an Ambassador to Angileri. Where a house in Servasli is waiting if you choose to visit. Now you sit before the Queen of Ierilo as her Water Mage, with more lands than you know what to do with and power far beyond your imagination. Anyone would be lucky to have you Dahni as a friend or more.” I cupped her face in my hands smiling softly. “Never doubt yourself for I’m sure you’ll continue to do great things.” 
 
    “You’re doing it again,” Dahni grumbled pulling away brow furrowed slightly.  
 
    I allowed my hands to fall to my sides trailing my fingers along my cloak, far softer than I’d thought it should be. “What am I doing? Am I not allowed to compliment my friends, is a Queen not allowed to comfort those she cares about? You seemed troubled and I wish to make you feel better.” I explained as she shifted away from me. 
 
    “Then why are you pushing me away?!” I stared eyes wide with confusion at her outburst. Dahni brushed the braids from her face gazing up at me furiously. “You say all these things, that I’m not worthless, not insignificant despite that I’m young and human. Yet you’ve given me all this land and money practically shoving me out the door, trying to be rid of me even though your eyes begged me to stay. You told me you loved me and Sentala. You even smiled amused at our kiss and flirting. But there’s talk of a Princess, who I know doesn’t have your heart and yet you’ve made no moves. What of Sentala, what of me, you love us, but not enough to try to love us? I may be young, and naïve, no doubt far more innocent than Sentala will ever be, if she truly is a succubus, but I know what I want. Perhaps I’m not meant for royalty, but right now despite the crown, and the cloak I’m sitting before a friend, whom I’ve come to care for quite deeply asking for a chance. Just one chance to prove that you deserve to be loved too…”  
 
    Dahni trailed her hands up my arms shifting closer as her eyes burned with determination. “You’re so afraid of hurting everyone, of burning them,” she murmured. “Have you ever thought to wonder that some people…” Her lips hovered lightly over mine drawing me in. “Want to be burned.” She husked before kissing me, it was sweet. Cool and deep like the ocean. Goddess, I never dreamed a raging sea would be so soothing. Her lips flowed over mine like water, and our mouths moved together like the crest and fall of gentle waves. I felt my flames flicker between us, but she didn’t pull away as I’d expected, instead drawing closer to the warmth moaning softly against my lips. I shivered as she moaned for me, realizing how truly small she was as I drew her onto my lap, cupping her nape as I kissed her more deeply. I wanted…Dahni moaned again, and the fire roared to life, urging me to…I breathed raggedly against her lips thinking to stop only to have her swipe her tongue gently against my lips and once more I found myself lost. My heart raced in my chest as the heat in my loins grew stronger, billowing the flames beneath my skin until they radiated outward licking softly along my limbs eating through the fabric of my clothes.  
 
    I opened my mouth for her, allowing her tongue in to explore, sucking softly on the agile serpent causing her to moan again. Things low in my body tightened at the sound I was growing to crave. I never met someone who moaned so cutely, and yet so sensually at the same time. I trailed my hands down her back, as I nipped at her bottom lip before pulling away. 
 
    My Water Mage tugged me back fingers knotted in my hair, “Don’t stop.” She whimpered, before kissing me again, voice full of breathy desire. Dahni rocked lightly against my stomach, sending small spikes of pleasure through my core with each gentle thrust. While she fought to devour my mouth, one slow sensual kiss at a time.  
 
    I was just about to take her to bed when a knock sounded at the door, I pulled away taking deep breathes, loins aching with desire. Dahni glanced down before blushing furiously eyes instantly shooting back up. Following her gaze curiously I realized I was just about naked save for my cloak and crown and Dahni had several patches missing from her clothing as well. “Majesty, is all well in there?!” Lane called through the door unwilling to interrupt my privacy. 
 
    “Yes…all is well!” I couldn’t think of anything to add, but thankfully Lane seemed to be satisfied with my answer because she didn’t open the door, for which I was grateful. “Here let me…” I traced my fingers lightly over the fabric of her clothing hand glowing softly with my gift as it knit back together. After I’d finished I nudged Dahni gently off my lap before going into my bathing room to retrieve another set of clothing. I could craft something from nothing, but I didn’t see the point when I had an entire room filled with clothes.  
 
    When I returned Dahni sat smoothing her hands over her clothing nervously, hair still a bit mussed, lips kiss swollen and cheeks pleasantly flushed despite the tone of her skin. I unclasped my cloak draping it over the end of the bed, and removed my sword, which I planned to return to Sentala, before moving to sit beside my Water Mage. “I’m not trying to push you away.” I countered softly reviving the conversation from earlier, “I’m a fire mage, I know nothing of water save for the fact we need it to survive. For the longest time Ierilo has been ruled by water mages…and now my father is on the brink of death with a Queen that knows only fire. We need a water mage, we need you Dahni and as a monarch I would be a fool to not give you the proper tools to do your job. You need money, as well as a place to rest your head when you travel and a person to guard your body when you’re not on palace grounds. You’re valuable, no one can replace you…” 
 
    She opened her mouth to counter my last statement, but she drew up short when I kissed her. Firmly, tenderly until she relaxed against me, sighing softly against my lips as her fingers once more found their way into my hair. “Perhaps, there are water mages galore in the desert…but that doesn’t change the fact that you are irreplaceable to me. Do you understand?” I murmured against her lips before pulling away. 
 
    Dahni blinked slowly, panting slightly, eyes dark with desire. “Yes.” She breathed softly, hearing the sincerity of my words, seeing the emotion in my eyes. “Yes, I understand.” 
 
    I smiled softly gently resting my brow against hers feeling the sapphire adorning my crown press between us. After a moment, she pulled away to gaze at it curiously. “Not that it isn’t lovely, but why is the gem blue, why not red? As well, why take your father’s cloak when I’ve heard Mal gushing about the one she’s made for you?” 
 
    Rubbing her back, to soothe the ache in my chest more than anything, I answered her question. “He’s dying…and as per tradition, the ruling monarch is buried in their cloak, wearing the crown crafted for them. I thought it fitting to take his cloak, to remember him by. My father decided that he’d grown tired of the weight of it, and so gave me his crown. He thought it added to the ceremony and I couldn’t agree more.” 
 
    “You’re so alike,” Dahni whispered cupping my cheek in her palm stroking a stray tear from my eyes. “I wish you’d gotten more time with him.” 
 
    I chuckled softly, “So do I,” Dahni stroked several more tears away. “I’m still happy I got to know him…for the longest time I thought he was a good King but a horrible father. Now…” 
 
    “Now?” Dahni prompted. 
 
    “Now, now I think he was the best King he ever could have been. As well as a kind, caring man. Who is without a doubt one of the best people I’ve ever known. He may not have raised me, but I’m sure he’d have done a great job all the same. Now, I’m quite proud to call such a man my father.” I finished head held high, chin jutting out slightly as if daring her to argue. 
 
    Dahni simply smiled, “He’s probably quite proud to call you his daughter. You’re an amazing individual.” 
 
    “You think so?” I questioned as she pulled me closer. 
 
    “I know so,” She murmured softly before kissing me again, all my thoughts lost in the delicious burning ache of desire and the soothing calm of her lips moving skillfully against mine. 
 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    “I’m hurt that no one asked me to join.” Dahni and I flinched apart to find Sentala standing just a few feet away a smirk stealing across her features. Though the look in her eyes was particularly dangerous.  
 
    Sentala raised several sheets of parchment in her hands, “I have news to discuss.” She said by way of explanation for her appearance. 
 
    “I’ll leave you to it,” Dahni murmured stealing one last kiss before seeing her way out.  
 
    I smiled softly at her retreating form before turning to my Spy Master. “How did you get in here?” I wondered, not having heard Lane knock or announce her presence.  
 
    “The enchantress figured, that in the coming days I might need to reach you with no one the wiser so she lifted the enchantment on your room. For me alone, so that I may appear. Using my gift to shift time and space around me.” 
 
    “You’re a shape shifter in every sense of the word then?” I questioned quite impressed. 
 
    “Yes…” Desire rippled through the room for a moment in an almost visible wave. I shuddered as it passed over me, raising my brow at the intense look in Sentala’s eyes but otherwise saying nothing to dissuade her. Her magic faded as quickly as it had come, the intense look in her eyes diminishing slightly as she turned away. “I’m sorry…” 
 
    “Why are you apologizing?” I questioned taking a deep breath as my libido calmed drastically, once her desire faded away. 
 
    “I saw you kissing her and I should have felt pleased, as a succubus but instead I felt…” Her brow furrowed slightly as she searched for the word. 
 
    “Jealous,” I supplied softly and Sentala bowed her head. 
 
    “I don’t understand?” Sentala countered sounding confused. “How can I be jealous when I sleep with people all the time. It’s just desire…” 
 
    I watched her curiously as she struggled with this new development, “When was the last time you fed?” I asked, seeming at random, if the look on her face was any indication.  
 
    She thought about it opening her mouth to speak only to shut it before she could say anything, brow furrowed as she really considered it. “Not since I accepted the Spy Master position and stopped fooling around with the stable hand. Not since you told me you…love me.” Sentala finished sinking down onto the bed a shocked look on her face. 
 
    “Why did you keep your true form as opposed to changing it?” I continued as I took off my crown setting it lightly upon the window seat beside me. 
 
    “I…I don’t know…” 
 
    “Is it because I prefer your true form?” I questioned pushing up from the window seat. Sentala didn’t answer but I didn’t need her to. “You’ve kept my sword, you wear it and carry it as if it’s your own. You still have my armor, despite that you could have easily returned it to me. Does the thought of carrying a piece of me with you soothe you, just as the thought of me with someone else makes you jealous?” 
 
    “No…” Sentala shook her head, gazing at me as if she finally understood. I crouched before her lightly resting my hands on her knees. “Yes, carrying your sword, your armor knowing that it’s yours soothes me. Knowing that you entrust it to me, soothes me. No, you being with someone else doesn’t make me jealous…what upsets me is that…one day you’ll realize that what you feel for me is just desire and you’ll stop caring…seeing you look at Dahni in such a way made me jealous because I feared.” Sentala breathed deeply, before finishing softly. “I feared I’d never really have that chance as a succubus, because desire is all that I am, all that I’ve ever been…” 
 
    I trailed my fingers lightly along her cheek, gazing into eyes filled with hunger, and yet in this moment Sentala was completely unaware. “What do you want Sentala?” I questioned smiling softly as she thought out her reply. Once upon a time, her answer would have been instantaneous. 
 
    “I would like for you to care for me as I do you…” She finished hesitantly holding my hand against her cheek as if I might pull away. “Me as my true self, in this form, with all my flaws, all my quirks, and my hunger.” 
 
    I bowed my head in acknowledgement of her words, “So you don’t want me for my power?” She shook her head, “My gifts?” She snorted “Or my body?” Sentala looked at me strangely for a moment before once more shaking her head. 
 
    “No, Keer. I want you for your kindness, your capacity to love. Your witty come backs to my blatant come ons. I want you because even though you feel my desire you fight and smile as if nothing’s amiss. If I need it you’ll feed my hunger but you won’t give me your body, willing to help me but not give into me. You constantly push me, to be better, to ask for and go after the things that I want. You accept what I am, you listen to my exploits without being angry or disgusted. Mostly you’re just amused, you trust me to be your Spy Master and to do the tasks you’ve set for me. I want you because despite everything you…” She paused for a moment and I slowly began to smile as she reached her conclusion. “You love me for me…” 
 
    “Yes,” I stroked my fingers gently through her hair, “I love you and I love Dahni and I love you each as you are for different reasons. My seemingly innocent Water Mage, my beautiful, sensual succubus.” I leaned forward pressing a gentle kiss to her brow. “Now tell me of your news? It must be important for you to have come so late.” 
 
    “I’ve done as you’ve asked, sending several trusted spies to look into the Leaons and I believe you have a potential of five you could sway to your side.” Sentala said becoming serious in an instant despite our position. 
 
    “Aaliya, Paden and D’Arcy. I know of, who are the other two?” I wondered curiously gently stroking her thighs.  
 
    “Leaon Bastian of Kreda and Leaon Sabin of Enlali,” Before I could question her Sentala she raised her hand moving into her explanation. “They’ve been fighting, bloody battles really, hidden by their continuous bland reports. There are heavy losses of men on both sides. This proves that they are up to nothing overly nefarious, just squabbling amongst themselves.” 
 
    “Such a waste of human life…my people dying needlessly. How many are soldiers provided by the crown?” I asked shaking my head at the deaths reported on the parchment she presented to me. 
 
    “None, deciding that such a thing would be unforgivable if ever discovered they’ve been hiring militant forces. From a location, unknown to us, it’s believed to be from a land unconnected to ours, across the vast sea. Beyond Kantari and Erangi.” Sentala explained grimacing at our lack of knowledge.  
 
    “And the coin they’re using to pay for these mercenaries, willing to die so needlessly?” I questioned raising my brow.  
 
    “I know what you’re thinking and the fact that you’re wrong is what is keeping them on the list of Leaons you can pull to your side. Bastian and Sabin are highly intelligent individuals, these traits are what got them elected to begin with. They’re both mages with gifts useful in agriculture, especially in such harsh environments that we live in. With bitter cold seasons, and scorching hot seasons, crops are hard to grow, and yet their lands flourish in these areas.” Sentala briefly showed me their climbing numbers, “They’ve been selling their secrets to success. And marketing their influx of crops, providing enough revenue to pay for small bands of mercenaries here and there.” 
 
    “Leaons are tithed ten percent of what their people bring in, if the yield is high, ten percent is nothing. Leaving our people with enough to feed their families and still sell themselves.” I glanced once more at the numbers. “The yield from the farmers has been high for sun cycles yet,” I flipped through the sheaves of parchment. “Precious stones, minerals, even dyes and cloth…Their gifts must be of the earth. Crops, stones, minerals and dyes, heavily plant based, attest to that. Ten percent of their people’s yield goes to them…and ten percent of their overall supply, is then supplied to the crown.” I shook my head. “Sentala the crown hasn’t seen any of these things. New discovered dyes, an abundance of valuable gems, talk of innovative ways to push crop yielding to an all-time high in a land nearly as harsh as the desert. Even if they were fool enough to hide these things, the coin they’ve supplied to the crown isn’t enough to make up for it. If it were…perhaps I’d understand but what they’re doing is bordering on treason… Why should I keep them with proof such as this?” 
 
    My Spy Master’s eyes softened slightly. She smiled at me, gently stroking her fingers along my face. “Despite all these things, despite the utter waste of funds that could be used to better the land, their people are somewhat content. They have food, in a land bordering on poverty, these two cities and the surrounding towns have food… If you keep them they could aid us in pulling Ierilo out of poverty. Your people…our people could move away from the fear of just being able to survive another sun cycle. They’ve been paying the crown the average of what all the other Leaons bring in… more than those cities disloyal to you and slightly less than those cities well known for their loyalty. You have the gift of fire, light a flame beneath them, push for respect or strike such fear in them that the right path is all they see. Between these five Leaons, and Dahni we can survive without the aid from other countries…it would take time, but I have taken your account of looking at the bigger picture and we have time in abundance.” 
 
    I sat back on my heels thinking over her words, I bowed my head slowly. “I think I have a way to pull them to our side…” I smiled softly. “Thank you for the insight Tala.” 
 
    Sentala grinned at the use of the shortened version of her name, something I’m sure she’d never experienced before if the glimmer of pride in her eyes was any indication. 
 
    “As for the other three,” Sentala took a deep breath. “Not good. They’re heavily taxing their people. Leaon Deaden of Tekna is allowing bandits and slavers to harass Ierilone. Of which you’ve been aware for quite some time, due to your visits to Sangrur. J’adore and Miguel are practically in bed together so strong is their influence. They should be helping build Ierilo up, to a brighter future, but instead they’re helping to tear us down.” My Spy Master showed me serval more sheets of parchment. “Several smaller nations, really little more than clans have been absorbed into Ierilo. In an effort to stabilize what we’ve lost with Angileri. Yet despite the King’s best efforts, there’s been no improvement…” 
 
    “Strictly due to the lack of action, none of the things my father promised have been done…our treaties. Our treaties, all that my father has done…useless, because we have men like this helping to rule this country. What must they think of us, pulled into our fold with nothing to show for it…” Hot anger surged beneath my skin, but I hid it well, sighing softly as I handed Sentala the stack of parchment. “Thank you, for everything. I will consider all that you’ve shown me before making any decisions.” 
 
    Sentala nodded in understanding allowing me to stand before pushing to her feet, “I should be going.” She offered hesitantly after a moment of silence. “It’s been a long day for everyone and I’m sure the morrow will be just as long.” 
 
    I grabbed her hand and tugged her back to me, “Why not stay…” I smiled encouragingly. “I would enjoy it if you held me.” 
 
    Sentala gazed at me for a moment, before pulling me into a warm embrace. “I would love nothing more than to hold you, but alas I still have a bit of work to do. As well I don’t want to make your night with Dahni less than it was.” Sentala cupped my face in her hands, gazing deeply into my eyes before she captured my lips in a short tender kiss. Firm and soft and warm like the flames that flickered with in me. Where Dahni was the sea, Sentala was a roaring blaze that added to my heat. She pulled away quicker than I wanted her to, “You taste so good…” Sentala breathed shakily. “I don’t want this tender moment to be lost to my hunger.” She said by way of explanation before pulling away. 
 
    “You should feed,” I murmured as she rested her brow against mine, gently running her fingers through my hair while I traced my hands up and down her back soothingly.  
 
    “It was such a lovely moment…” 
 
    “You, doing what you need to do to survive. Will never ruin any moment between us.” I pulled back so that I could look her fully in the eyes, “Don’t lessen yourself for me, I wouldn’t do it for anyone and I wouldn’t want anyone I love to do it for me. Understand?” I questioned voice resolute. 
 
    Sentala smiled at me brightly, desire fluttering along my skin like a million butterfly wings. I fought the urge to shiver. “One of the many reasons I love you,” She breathed before leaning forward and kissing me again. Goddess, I clutched at her back as she devoured my mouth fanning the flames of desire and absorbing it with every touch upon my skin, every kiss upon my lips. It seemed a small eternity before she pulled away eyes glowing softly not with her power but mine. I shivered then, biting my lip gently as her desire faded away. Despite myself, I found seeing the flames of my gifts flickering in her eyes incredibly sexy. “I should be going,” She murmured after one final chaste kiss. 
 
    “Remember that you need sleep as well?” I countered holding her back before she could be on her way. 
 
    “I’ll remember,” Sentala promised with a smile before vanishing from existence. I don’t think I’d have seen it coming even using second sight, so sudden and complete was her disappearance. It was if she’d never been there in the first place. 
 
    “A very useful skill that…” I thought aloud as I headed off to the bathing room to prepare for bed, alone. I stripped out of my clothes and dove into the water allowing the heat of it to embrace me. There was so much to be done. I pushed to the surface shivering as the cool air touched my skin, and seemingly not enough time to do it in.  
 
    I sighed gazing around the large bathing room I had all to myself. There were two women I could be sharing it with and yet I found myself alone. I would have to remedy that…but not tonight. I cleaned myself quickly pulling on the same clothing I’d worn before. Having just changed not even a full sun slither ago before reentering my room. I pulled my staff closer to my bedside and set my crown upon the bedside table before climbing beneath the covers of my too large bed. Wishing that I wasn’t laying in it alone. I closed my eyes slowly drifting towards sleep thinking of eyes glowing with flaming desire, and the soothing calm of the sea hidden behind two pools of glimmering jade. If I dreamed, well if I dreamed, they were perhaps the best dreams I’d ever experienced. Though my sudden waking ensured I’d never remember them… 
 
    “Majesty!” I woke instantly at the sudden intrusion to find Mal rushing towards me a look of panic on her face with Lane in tow, eyes sober above her mask. “Keeravani,” Mal spoke urgently forgetting my title in favor of making a point. “You must come quickly…your father, he isn’t well.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat as I pushed back the blankets taking hold of staff as if I might need it. As if I could fight off his illness as if it were a physical being. “I thought he had several more sun spans?” I murmured softly following her quickly through the corridors. I’d learned that even though with Zara’s aid anyone in the palace could find their way around, only a select few could open passage ways at will. Mal was not one of them.  
 
    “The coronation, it took its toll on his body…perhaps he could last several more sun spans, but Keer he doesn’t wish to…” Mal murmured softly her eyes begging me to understand.  
 
    I took hold of her arm as we turned the corner and walked through the doorway leading into my father’s room as if it had always existed there. I released her instantly nothing but the solid wood of a closed door, behind us. 
 
    I stood there for a moment at the foot of his bed, staff clutched tightly between my hands. If not for the labored rise and fall of his chest I’d have thought, he was already gone. He looked so tired, and yet so peaceful at the same time. I could see the desire to rest in his eyes. His wife stood off to the side being comforted by Zara…Lane clutched at my shoulder. “We’ll be just outside if you need us.” I tipped my head in understanding without moving from where I stood, listening to the door open and close behind them.  
 
    My father shifted slightly finally laying eyes on me, “My lovely daughter here at last.” His voice was gruff and yet just as strong as the day I’d first met him. I felt a lump form at the back of my throat, “I didn’t want to leave before saying goodbye. I fear you’d never forgive me…” He beckoned me closer as tears began to fall. 
 
    I ignored them moving closer to his bedside, chuckling softly. “You’d be wrong.” I murmured taking a seat on the edge of the bed, resting my staff against the wall. I could do nothing with it here. Flames flickered along my skin as I clutched his hand in mine. For the second time, I could remember they weren’t the usual yellow red, but a deep sapphire blue. “How could I blame you for joining the Goddess, when you’ve been suffering for so long?” Flaming tears fell from my chin dripping onto the bed covers before sizzling out, no heat locked within.  
 
    My father choked on a laugh blood wetting his lips, “Such a kind heart…” He mumbled squeezing my hand gently. “I’m leaving Ierilo in good hands…the best hands.” 
 
    I wanted to beg him to stay, but to what point, why prolong the inevitable? I’d felt loss before…when Glen’s husband had died, he’d been a father to me. Losing my real father wasn’t any easier. Despite however many times you experienced it. Loss was never easy. “Are you going to sleep now?” I asked gently cradling his hand in my lap as his eyes drifted closed. 
 
    A smiled lit his features and it seemed in an instant all his troubles, all his pain just faded away. For that one moment, he seemed more alive then he’d ever been. “I hear her…calling my name.” His grip slackened slowly as he took one more shuddering breath, a single tear trickling down from his eye into his hair. “She’s beautiful…” Was the last thing he said before he stopped breathing and the life that had so recently filled his face, was gone.  
 
    I shivered as the room grew suddenly colder, despite the flames flickering along my skin. Without him there, without his presence, the room just felt so empty. Gently, I pressed a tender kiss to his fingertips before laying his hands upon his chest. He looked as if he were just sleeping, but we all knew better.  
 
    Unable to find the energy to move I gazed on the empty shell of my father for a long time wishing that I’d had just a little more time to get to know such an amazing man. Zara laid her hand on my shoulder, and when I glanced up startled to see light shining through the window I found the former Queen nowhere in sight. “You told me he had several more sun spans?” I uttered once more taking in the unmoving form of a man I’d come to love more than I’d realized. His absence left a gaping wound in my heart, that pulsed pain with every breath. 
 
    “If he’d stayed in bed, resting, simply resting and not truly living he would have. If he’d been willing to take one more potion…” 
 
    “You knew,” I shrugged her hand off pushing to my feet as I turned to face her. “You knew the coronation would push him closer to death.” 
 
    “Yes,” Zara bowed her head in acknowledgement. 
 
    “Then why lie to me?” I wondered heart hurting. “Why give me a small sense of false hope that I might have a bit more time?” 
 
    Zara opened her mouth to speak but I raised my hand halting her words. “I have not the heart to hear your reasons now. I am aching and I know no matter what you say I will find fault with it. Leave me…before I do something we’ll both regret.” 
 
    The enchantress bowed low eyes dark with her own grief. I could see tear streaks upon her face from where she’d cried. “Wise words your Majesty.” She turned from me then, leaving the room and gently closing the door behind her.  
 
    Once more I sat by my father’s still form tears steaming unhindered down my face. “Oh how I wish you could have stayed longer.” I murmured after a moment of silence. “Though I know you’re in good hands now.” I pressed a tender kiss to his cool brow. Ierilo wouldn’t quite be the same without him and neither would I… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    “You know I never thought I’d see the day where you decided moping was the answer to all of your problems.” An all too familiar voice murmured cheekily from behind me where I sat upon the window seat gazing out at the regalia as they trained in the art of flowing. Practicing my second sight. Eyes straining with the effort of it. 
 
    I smiled tiredly allowing the world to dissolve back into normal lines as I turned to take in Glen’s aged features. “I wasn’t altogether sure you’d accept.” I spoke honestly pushing to my feet as she came to embrace me.  
 
    I quivered against her eyes burning with tears. “I’m sorry for your loss child.” Glen whispered sincerely against my brow as she gently stroked my hair. 
 
    “Child,” I chuckled softly. “I suppose to you I’ll always be a child?” 
 
    “Damn straight,” Glen countered as she pulled away, wiping the tears from my face. 
 
    “And I wasn’t moping.” I Rubbed my eyes, aching from the tears I’d cried and the practice I’d been doing. “I was practicing my sight…a tool used to follow one’s movements in the art of flowing.” Glen gave me a strange look, “Flowing is…being in harmony with everything. Lane would better be able to describe it. Lane is my regalia.” Thankfully I didn’t have to try to explain another term, Glen simply nodded her understanding. 
 
    “As for accepting,” Glen glanced around my room filled with splendor not even the most extravagant of what the palace had to offer, before continuing. “I dare not pass up such an opportunity for the generations to follow. Cylance would never forgive me.” 
 
    “Ahh, so you accepted for those that’ll follow in your wake?” I questioned raising my brow. 
 
    Glen rolled her eyes, “I accepted because I want to be a part of this, a part of the greatness I’m sure you’ll build. Even if I only play a short role in the time I have upon this land. I accepted because I know you’d need someone unafraid, who will keep you humble. I accepted because in the letter I received from your Enchantress, Cylance was requested as well. I know accepting, effects more than just me. After all,” She looked me in the eyes expression solemn. “I’m sure that you have a plan in mind?” 
 
    I smiled softly at her reply, “Of course…” My smile faded quickly. “I need you, Cylance and whoever follows her…whatever children she may have. I need family.” 
 
    “Even if you must watch us die one by one as you remain the same?” Glen questioned gently brushing my hair from my face.  
 
    I glanced down at my father’s…my crown sitting lightly upon the window seat. The small sapphire gem that would rest upon my brow, reflecting beams of blue light, in the afternoon sun. The metal curving in gentle waves of silver. I picked it up smiling softly as I traced my finger lightly over the gem, which shown brightly even now. Days after my father’s death. I could see in its face, not my reflection gazing back at me but my father’s, smiling softly in encouragement. When I answered, my voice was soft…resolute and filled with emotion. “Yes.” I bowed my head. “I need you to love me as family would, without fear or reservation. I need you to advise me. Each of you will hold a piece of my heart…and when you pass on. I will fill the ache of your loss with the love I will have for your children. Death is a part of life. Ierilo is full of humans, and even though I appear so, I’m not. I need your family to guide me, so that I don’t follow the path of the Fae. Thinking that all of humanity is beneath me.”  
 
    I placed my crown upon my head, ignoring the small curling lock of hair that had escaped my braid. Remembering what my father had said about my hair in slight disarray. “I need you just as I need Santi, someone who will understand the burden of long life and advise me on how to deal with the countless sun cycles ahead. He will likely remain at my side for centuries…and your family if you desire it will do the same.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Glen questioned softly, looking shocked as if she’d guessed but wasn’t sure. As if her assumption was too unbelievable to contemplate.  
 
    I placed my hand gently on her shoulder. “For as long as I am Queen…for as long as your family desires to remain my family. There will be a Trudor as my Advisor. If you accept…” I continued. “This is bigger than you…bigger than Cylance who knows me so well. This is all of your progeny and I’ll understand if you can’t make that decision but I would love if you did. I need people I can trust…I have Santi and for now Sir Zeron but he will pass on and someone will take his place. I wish for that seat to always remain open least my court grow jealous, but I wish for one to remain with your line. The position will not be passed down. Unless of course I find another like you. Like Cylance whom I trust and love enough to advise me, but knowing this.” I clutched her shoulder, “Knowing this Glen you can guide Cylance…and she can guide her children…” 
 
    “So, that there will always be someone you consider family. Whom you love dearly and trust wholly among your Advisors. While everyone else remains none the wiser.” Glen finished brows lost in the stands of her hair.  
 
    “Yes…they’ll simply think that growing in the palace has led to this moment. It’s been done before, I couldn’t say if it were by accident or design but one would have to wonder.” I supplied brow raised slightly. 
 
    “Yes, one would have to wonder…” Glen agreed still trying to absorb the enormity of this moment. “What of my shop…” 
 
    “Keep it, I feel it best for children to be raised away from the palace. Though they can visit with me as often as they like. I need them to grow as we have, as Cylance will so that they always understand the struggles of those around them.” Glen bowed her head in understanding. “I’ll have someone run the shop while you’re away…” 
 
    “There’s no need, I had a cousin come down from Tekna when I heard the news. Though how will I have time to finish orders, with my new duties?” Glen wondered brow furrowed. 
 
      
 
    “The palace seamstress Mal would very much enjoy something more complicated then fixing tears in well-worn clothing. I’ve asked her to show you around so you can get her measure, but I’m positive you’ll fall in love with her near instantly. If you ask…she’ll help. Though Queen, I didn’t think it fit to order her. When I’m sure she’ll agree whole heartedly on her own. I’m positive you two will create beautiful works of art together…that will just so happen to be worn by people.” 
 
    Glen chuckled softly at my wry tone, “It seems you’ve thought this out quite thoroughly.” Glen murmured impressed. 
 
    “Well it seems despite how busy I am, I still have hours to think. I held a small court for the first time yesterday. Allowing in a limited number of people…” I breathed a sigh. “Goddess above so many problems to fix, so many unhappy Ierilone. I need all the allies I can get.” I breathed. 
 
    “That bad?” I simply bowed my head in answer. 
 
    “Well it’s a good thing your Leaons are holding an Assembly then…” 
 
    “What?!” Glen started slightly at the sudden intensity in my voice. 
 
    “Your Leaons are holding an Assembly…” Glen offered again, a bit more hesitantly this time as if unsure of my reaction. 
 
    “When did they arrive?” I wondered brow furrowed as I pushed passed her into the bathing room, heading straight for my walk-in closet. Glen followed close behind sensing the urgency in my movements. 
 
    “Just a few sun slither’s ago. Same as I…” Glen stopped me in my tracks before I could change my clothes. 
 
    “Your Majesty.” She paused waiting for me to meet her gaze, before smiling softly. “Do you hear the title that just passed my lips Keer? You are Queen, and you cannot be late to an Assembly you never called. Let them sit amongst themselves and think for a moment that they’re more important than they are. Let them think that they have a small inkling of a chance of gaining more power.” Glen laid out a dark blue tunic and billowing trousers of the deepest midnight. Swirling patterns of blue along the pant legs made just for this day. They sat on the bench before me. “Your father’s funeral is today…and you’ll not rush it, you hear?” 
 
    I breathed deeply before bowing my head in acknowledgement of her words. “It’s still a bit strange,” I murmured as I began changing. “Hearing that title in reference to me. I never dreamed that one day I would be standing here…” 
 
    Glen smoothed her hands along my tunic, brushing out any wrinkles she happened to find. Though as far as I could see there were none. “You look…” Glen paused before gently brushing the hair that had escaped my braid from my face. “You look quite regal, but I feel like you’re missing something.” 
 
    “You aren’t wrong,” We left the bathing room and moved back into my bedroom. “Would you do the honors?” I asked softly motioning to the cloak that hung at the foot of my bed, beside which rested my staff within it sheath. 
 
    “Which do you don first?” Glen asked hesitantly not knowing which to grab. 
 
    “The cloak…my sheath is made of magic, and will lie perfectly regardless of how I wear it, but if I put it on first I appear as if I have some strange growth sprouting from my back.” Glen chuckled softly at my explanation before wrapping the thick covering round my shoulders. Pinning it closed with a silver broch that resembled a small flame. Then she reached for my staff in its sheath. Helping me settle it on my back perfectly until it was that the fabric nor my staff interfered with each other. “Who knew adding an extra piece of clothing would make placing my sheath so hard…” 
 
    Glen smacked me lightly on the shoulder, snorting in amusement. “I know you didn’t need this old woman’s help.” She pressed a tender kiss to my cheek before pulling away. “But she appreciates it all the same for allowing it.” 
 
    I offered her my arm, uncaring of her worn attire, or the fact that she smelled lightly of horse from her travels. “Shall we?” 
 
    “I’m a mess…” 
 
    I clutched her hands in mine before bringing them to my lips. “You’ve arrived from a long distance away, to give your respects and show your support in this time of morning. I’d not expect you to look perfect, and I’m not going to hold it against you.” I lowered her hands before tucking one into the crock of my arm, proceeding slowly towards the door. “As you said, I am Queen and if I accept your attire, will anyone dispute it?” I raised my brow waiting for her reply hand resting on the doorknob. I’d not fight her if she really wanted to change after all. 
 
    Glen squared her shoulders upon hearing my words, pride shining brightly in her eyes. “Lead the way your Majesty.”  
 
    I bowed gracefully before opening the door, “As you will my humble Advisor.”  
 
    A small group of regalia stood waiting in the corridor, they would bear my father’s body. As we traveled others would fall in behind us, first those closest to the King. His wife, his Advisors, his guards, then would be those who served him. Any and all the servants in the palace, then would be those he served. Any and all of his people who could make it to the capitol in so short a time. When we reached the hill, where the horses grazed, and the palace seemed grand and magical hundreds will have joined our procession.  
 
    Lane joined me, her mask hanging round her neck, as were all the other regalia. After all. No man hid from death, it simply invited him to find you. She bowed low before me, and then bowed again slightly in respect to Glen. “Dezlea Glen, congratulations on your title. I look forward to severing you any time you are with her Majesty. I’ve heard so much about you.” Glen blushed softly at Lane’s overt display of respect, trying to smooth her hair as if it weren’t already perfect. 
 
    Lane brushed her hands away, “You look perfect Grandmother and don’t let anyone tell you differently.”  
 
    Glen bowed her head in acknowledgement of her words before glancing sideways at me. “She’s always like that. I didn’t make her say any of it.” I murmured before she could question me. 
 
    “Too true.” Teal sighed causing Glen to flinch having come up behind her, without her having noticed. “Respectful and kind to those who deserve it and downright mean to those who don’t.” Lane glared Teal into silence giving credence to his words.  
 
    “Are you ready your Majesty?” Lane asked after their small battle of wills. Teal of course folded like a piece of freshly dried linen. He always did, after all survival was important to him. 
 
    “As I’ll ever be,” I breathed deeply taking comfort in the feel of Glen’s arm tucked beside mine.  
 
    Lane and Teal fell in beside me, the small array of regalia that would bear my father’s body behind them. “Then lead on your Majesty.” Squeezing Glen’s arm gently, I took a step forward moving purposefully through the corridor heading towards my father’s rooms. It was time to lay the King to rest. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
    I stood gazing out over the palace and the city of Iyana beyond it, taking in the snaking trail of people for miles. All in morning for the man who lay at peace on the platform before me. While listening half-heartedly to the parting ceremony, given by a Priestess of the Goddess. Lane and Teal stood behind me. Glen clutched at my arm ignoring my silent tears. While Queen Lahaina gazed off into the distance with me, lost in her own thoughts. Zara stood beside her, holding the torch that would light my father’s pyre.  
 
    At first, I’d thought it strange that the King of water, in death wished to be set a light. Until I learned that all the royalty of Ierilo, joined the Goddess in this way. It ensured that nothing nefarious could be done to their bodies and that their souls would remain at rest.  
 
    “Your Majesty if you would do the honors?” I blinked startled from my reverie to find the enchantress offering me the torch, everyone gazing on expectedly.  
 
    I hesitated for a moment before waving it away, moving forward to stand beside my father. Gently I brushed his hair back from his brow, “The world won’t be quite the same without you.” My words, amplified by an enchantment echoed across the plains and hills of the grazing lands. Reaching everyone within ear shot and those quite far beyond. With those parting words, I leaned down and placed a heated kiss upon his brow. When I stepped back a flower of pure flame bloomed slowly before spreading… Everyone watched in silent awe as flaming petals drifted on the wind carrying away his ashes. There was no smoke, no sickening smell of burning flesh, just flaming blooms beautiful in their intensity.  
 
    “If I had told you, would you have let him continue on with the ceremony?” Zara wrapped her hand around the torch extinguishing it easily.  
 
    “No,” I offered without hesitation.  
 
    “He knew that…” Her throat bobbed with emotion and for a moment that stoic mask I was so used to faded around the edges revealing the depths of her grief. “It was his final wish…and it was so hard for me to accept that. To do as he asked instead of being selfish and preserving his life for just a few more sun spans.” Zara turned away for a moment, fighting to compose herself. “I apologize for my part in his plan. For lying to you and taking away the choice to save him, but it was not our choice to make and so I regret nothing.” With a shuddering breath, the enchantress turned back to me. “If you cannot forgive me…” 
 
    I raised my hand halting her words, before leaning close to her thankful the amplifying voice enchantment had faded. “I forgive you…but if you ever lie to me again…” I let the threat hang between us as I pulled away.  
 
    Zara’s lips twitched with amusement, “It will be an honor to serve you your Majesty.” She murmured softly bowing low before turning to watch the last petals of my father’s remains drift away.  
 
    “He’d have enjoyed this,” Queen Lahaina spoke softly once the last petal disappeared into the heavens.  
 
    “I can almost hear him now, exclaiming at the beauty of such a grim affair. You did good your Majesty.” Lane squeezed my shoulder gently.  
 
    “You ready for the final announcement?” I bowed my head in a nod at Zara’s words. 
 
    After a moment, she gave me a look indicating that the amplification enchantment was once more active. I took a deep breath, before speaking. “The day has been long, and grief filled, despite the beauty of it. I invite you all to join me for a meal. Today the dining hall will be open at all hours, for any who wish to dine there. I will try my best to eat more than once…” Several people chuckled at that. “On this day, you may approach me informally. If I don’t seem to be busy. I invite you to tell me stories of your losses and joys, of your happiness and sorrow. I wish to know my people and what better way to start than on a day of grief. An ending of his life and a journey onto the next, King Venn is likely skipping merrily on his way.” More laughter, I smiled softly at all the tear stained faces before bowing slightly. “Thank you, for joining my family in his final send off.” 
 
    Ignoring the shocked faces and Zara’s effort to pull me upright I completed my bow. “You certainly are one of a kind.” Teal choked out in a wry tone as my people stood motionless. Then as we watched, row by row my people bowed to me, creating a human wave until none stood upright. 
 
    The Priestess spoke for them all bowing slightly apart from the rest, “We thank you for the opportunity, your Majesty.” With those words, everyone stood and like a spell being broken began talking quietly amongst themselves as they walked in small groups of three or four back towards the palace and the city beyond.  
 
    “You were born for this Keeravani,” Glen offered as we watched our people fade into the distance.  
 
    “I agree,” Zara supplied. “Not even your father could have done a better job.” 
 
    “And in so short a time too,” Teal shook his head wearing an expression of startled surprise. “You’ve gained so much respect, you have a sense of camaraderie with the servants. Those that have come to court, hold you in high esteem, for you inspire a sense of hope they’ve not felt for a long time. Even now, my heart races in my chest with excitement. Change is coming. It tells me and I’m sure it will be for the better.” 
 
    Lane eyed him curiously, “For once I cannot bring myself to argue with your words.” 
 
    “Quite a shocking turn of events.” I whispered softly in answer to Glen’s confused look. “Considering they never agree on anything.” 
 
    “We can all hear you.” Zara said chuckling softly. 
 
    “Good thing I wasn’t trying to be overly quiet then.” I winked playfully at my regalia while Glen chuckled beside me along with Queen Lahaina. 
 
    “Would you like to accompany me to the dining hall Dear?” Lahaina questioned once the laughter faded away. 
 
    “Perhaps later, I cannot bring myself to eat at this time.” She bowed her head in understanding before taking hold of Zara’s arm and allowing her to open a door just outside the dining hall. Between one blink and the next they were gone. 
 
    Glen gazed after them a look of awe on her face, “Does that happen often?” 
 
    Teal took hold of her arm before taking a step after them. His words drifting on the breeze as they too disappeared. “You could say that…”   
 
    “Such a show off,” Lane snorted once they’d gone. Though I didn’t say it I was inclined to agree. 
 
    I traced my fingers lightly over the stone that would remain in memory of my father. “Lane…could you call Mal to my quarters. I’ve just come to realize that I need a personal servant to help handle all my intimate details.” 
 
    “As you wish your Majesty,” a doorway opened before us and while I walked forward into my room I couldn’t have said where Lane had gotten off to. Such was the power of Zara’s magic. We’d opened one doorway to two separate paths… 
 
    “We have a problem,” I turned to find Dahni on the window seat looking troubled and Sentala on the bed wringing her hands. 
 
    “Someone else is dying?” I questioned hoping the answer was no. 
 
    “No,” Sentala replied instantly and I relaxed sighing softy. “Leaon Miguel accepted the Samereian King’s proposal on behalf of the crown. A runner was sent from Tekna several sun spans ago.” 
 
    My breath caught in my throat as all the blood drained from my face. “Wha…how…How is that possible? What does that mean?” 
 
    “With news of the King’s death sweeping through Ierilo all he needed was a form of proof that he’s connected to the crown. Though not a Prince he is still the Queen’s brother, and with most outside of Ierilo not knowing of the lack in title. It was quite easy for him. His seal also very closely resembles that of the royal family.” Dahni said by way of explanation. 
 
    “This plan has been set in motion for a while…after all the runner was sent from Tekna by Leaon Daegan.” Sentala continued offering me a role of parchment. “It means you can’t marry her, as the terms of her…slavery have already been laid out. Quite clearly.”  
 
    I took the parchment opening it quickly before reading through an agreement I had no part in. “As a favor for your sacrifice I give you several of my willing slaves as gifts…” I glanced at my Spy Master feeling a bit numb as I read through the legal jargon. “How many?”  
 
    “There will be seven including the Princess which makes eight, their arrival will be a surprise. They’ll come in secret. When I cannot say, but the Princess will hold the agreement to her servitude and it must be you who signs it. Otherwise regardless of his station, Prince or no, Leaon Miguel will hold the reins and none of them will ever be free.” Dahni finished urgently.  
 
    “Eight…that’s more than enough to share between them…” I moved closer to Dahni sinking down on the window seat feeling a bit weak kneed at the moment. “Goddess…the Queen of Angileri, will see this as direct opposition. Any hope I had of easing them into it has gone out the window.” 
 
    Dahni gently rubbed her hand along my back in a soothing gesture, “You told me we’d be at odds one day. It’s just come a bit quicker than you’d hoped.” 
 
    “Far quicker,” I breathed wryly setting the roll of parchment aside. “I’ve been Queen for little over a seven day and my Leaons have already gone behind my back.” 
 
    “Not all,” Sentala argued. “Just a select few. The rest were just as blind-sided as you were. Aaliyah, D’Arcy, Paden even Sabin and Bastian believe they went too far with this. Without an heir, they share power equally, but that aside Lady Lahaina still lives and it would have been up to her to make this decision. Leaon Miguel is using the excuse that his sister is grieving, which justifies making decisions on her behalf. He’s a smart man and that is what makes him dangerous.” 
 
    I was inclined to agree. The man wanted power and what he’d done bordered on treason, but his reasoning…his reasoning was sound. Even if everyone knew it to be false he could simply claim he didn’t know. I clenched my fist flames licking along the sleeve of my tunic in my frustration. I was grateful that upon realizing I could burn through fabric when feeling strong emotions, Mal had finally added anti-flame charms to all of my clothing.  
 
    “I’ll go talk to the enchantress about setting up an Assembly for tomorrow,” Sentala shook her head. “How uncaring must you be to announce such a thing on the day of the King’s funeral.” She breathed more softly as she stood from my bed, though I heard her all the same. “I think it’s time the Leaons discovered that the heir exists and that she’s Queen now.” Sentala came towards us smiling softly. “You two enjoy your afternoon together.” When she kissed me, her lips were soft and gentle. Even better than the first time. I sighed softly kissing her more deeply, while she chuckled against my lips before pulling away. “I will never grow tired of kissing you.” Dahni cleared her throat causing us both to look at her. “Ahh how could I forget.” Sentala swooped down catching her by surprise as she kissed her too.  
 
    I chuckled when she pulled away leaving Dahni sputtering in disbelief, “I’ll see you both later. Don’t get up to anything too romantic without me.” 
 
    I smiled softly as she tugged playfully on the hair falling into my face. “Take care your Majesty, don’t let these men ruin that beautiful smile we love so much.”  
 
    “Keep her safe Dahni, even if she can protect herself?” Sentala requested before leaving us with a contented smile on her lips. 
 
    “How are we going to get to the Princess if we have no idea when she’ll arrive?” Dahni questioned after a moment of silence. 
 
    I wrapped my arm round her shoulders pulling her close and dropping a kiss on her head breathing in her soothing scent, “We’ll find a way to save them Dahni.” 
 
    “Seems like we have to find a way to do a lot of thigs,” Dahni mumbled snuggling against my chest. “When will we have time to just enjoy life together…” 
 
    “Is that what you want…a brief moment to enjoy life with me?” I questioned softly into her hair. 
 
    “It would be quite lovely to catch you somewhere besides your room, to talk to you about more than just politics, and to kiss you…in a leisurely fashion without worrying about what the servants will say if they catch us.” Dahni breathed sounding frustrated.  
 
    “Then come out with me?” I stood pulling Dahni to her feet in my excitement. “Let’s go, we’ll take my horse, I’ll change my hair and we’ll just enjoy the city. Two people in the new phases of love. I’ll ask my questions and you’ll ask yours. We’ll argue over who pays for lunch and enjoy the stars when night falls. And then…we’ll come back to the palace and all will be as it was but at least we’ll have this day.” I tugged lightly at her hand. “All you have to do is say you’ll come with me.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a good idea to encourage the Queen to skip out on her duties in favor of a day out. Especially when you promised to make an appearance in the dining hall.” Dahni countered warily refusing to let go of my hand. 
 
    “I’ll make an appearance at dinner, and I know it’s not a good idea but I want to enjoy a moment of freedom… I’ve already lost so much. I’d like to have the opportunity of getting to know you without the entire country’s scrutiny.” I murmured pulling her closer. For some unimaginable reason the fact that she was more than a head shorter than I charmed me to no end. 
 
    “If we get caught,” Dahni breathed. “I’m blaming you for everything.” 
 
    “I’d expect nothing less after all what will they do…punish me?” We both laughed as I pulled her towards the door, planning our escape. I took in her beautiful face as we walked through the corridors together. All the while thinking that all funerals should end as my father's had... A day of grief turned to a day of joy…what better way to honor him? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    “You know when you told me we’d come out and explore I didn’t think I’d find myself in a Pleasure Shop.” Dahni murmured softly glancing around at all the half-naked people. 
 
    “I know but no one will bother us here. Truly do you really think anyone would check here for the Queen of Ierilo?” I countered lips curling in amusement as I glanced down at my menu. “Besides as Sentala would undoubtfully say, there’s nothing wrong with admiring beauty.”  
 
    I glanced up to find Dahni inspecting her empty mug, there was nothing in it. And yet when she flicked it at me nonchalantly I found myself gasping in surprise at the water that splashed across my face. “I thought you needed to cool down a bit…if you’re starting to have any sort of thoughts similar to Sentala’s. After all she has the excuse of being a succubus.” 
 
    “Noted,” I murmured licking my lips before tracing my fingers through my hair in a purposeful luxurious manner. “Nice trick that.” I added once I’d regained her attention, smirking softly at her obvious distraction. 
 
    Dahni tipped her head towards my perfectly dried hair and face, “Same could be said to you.” I passed my hand over the damp table drying it instantly. 
 
    “Who would have thought,” I countered teasingly. “Cute little Dahni, the jealous type.” 
 
    “I’m not jealous,” She scoffed unconvincingly, glancing once more into her empty mug. 
 
    “You don’t really like the idea of sharing me, do you?” I questioned softly setting my menu aside. 
 
    “I have nothing against being a third or having a third as the Erangi say, I just…pictured myself with one person not two and I love Sentala.” Her brow furrowed slightly, “Though it took some time to get past the fact that she’s succubus it doesn’t bother me.” 
 
    A lovely woman is a sheer dress took our order interrupting our conversation, if I stared a bit overly long I couldn’t be blamed for it. Dahni stared just as long as I. “Goddess,” Dahni breathed out shakily once she was gone. 
 
    “I agree,” I added sighing softly. “Too beautiful for words.” 
 
    “More beautiful than I?” Dahni asked curiously. 
 
    I laid my chin in my hand gazing across at her dreamily, “Not a chance.” 
 
    “Is it possible for you to marry two people…I know it’s been done in the history of Angileri but…” 
 
    I took a sip of the water that had been provided for us, “It’s not been done in any other country. Considering that most of my ancestors didn’t marry for love I’m not all that surprised. After all I’d have done the same if not for Leaon Miguel taking the decision away from me.” I lightly tipped my mug this way and that watching the liquid within swirl round and round. “Despite what follows and the struggles that will ensure, is it bad that I’m relieved? I’ve never wanted to marry a stranger.” 
 
    “But you would have, to help give the Princess a better life?” Dahni smiled softly as I bowed my head in agreement. “You’re a good person Keer, in that sense you remind me of Princess Rhyme, the Angilerian Queen’s Consort and Head Garden Mage. You’re both so selfless…” Dahni’s brows raised slightly as she chuckled at some inner thought. “Though I think I’ll draw the line there. You don’t hide away as she does, you face the world head on and though sometimes your smile is fake. I have found it at most times to be genuine. You tell people what you think, but your words are gentle. Aware of what words can do to even the harshest man. You consult with others before making decisions, with your Spy Master. With Mal, with Zara, your Advisors though you’re still missing the one. Even me, you ask for advice, you consider it and then you execute. When talking to you, whether it’s a servant, a random person off the street or one of your Advisors, people can see in your eyes that they matter.” Dahni clutched my hand across the table gazing deeply into my eyes. “You make them matter. Which is why many of your people love you already.” 
 
    “Is that why you love me?” I questioned gently stroking my thumb along her knuckles. Admiring how the feathers in her hair danced at the slightest movement. 
 
    “I love you because you see me for more than just my gift. I love you because despite the fact that you’ll never hurt me, you fear that you will. You have such steadfast control…when you have a release for all the magic inside. Lately I’ve seen the flames dancing so easily along your skin. You’re hesitant to be near people, but not me. You trust me to protect myself. You allow your regalia to protect you even if you don’t need their protection.” Dahni glanced around the common room we were in chuckling softly. “Well mostly. When I was there Rhyme was always disappearing away from her guards…I felt so bad for them.” 
 
    “I may be immortal, but I’m not invincible, war has taught me that. As well I’m just a tad older than Head Gardener Rhyme. I have more experience in just about everything in comparison.” 
 
    “So, you’re broken then?” Dahni questioned blushing softly gazing at me from beneath the cover of long lashes. 
 
    I cleared my throat feeling a bit warm, despite the fact that I could control my temperature perfectly. “I’ve had several lovers.” 
 
    “Just women…” 
 
    “Both, after all, so many women enjoy it, I thought I’d give men a try.” I grimaced remembering all the sweating and grunting that had ensured. Ending too quickly and leaving me less than satisfied. “It wasn’t to my liking.” 
 
    Dahni smirked, “I’m guessing by the look on your face that there’s a story there.” 
 
    “It’s too unpleasant to tell in polite company. Let me just say it ended quickly and leave it at that.” I muttered softly. 
 
    “Did you at least…” Dahni waved her hand not wanting to say it but seeing that I wouldn’t let her get away with not saying it she sucked in a deep breath and whispered. “Did you at least reach…completion.”  
 
    Snickering softly at her word choice, I shook my head. “No, not even close. After, I just felt dirty and disappointed. I kicked him out and took a long hot shower. I didn’t try anything with anyone for several years following.” 
 
    Dahni’s eyes widened in surprise, “Whew…that traumatizing then?” 
 
    I tilted my head towards the men and women lingering a little closer to our table than they otherwise normally would. “You could always try it yourself.” 
 
    Dahni shook her head vehemently. “No thank you. I’m good with not ever having to experienced it. If you don’t mind.” 
 
    “It’s your decision either way,” I replied trying not to laugh at her exuberant denial. 
 
    “Just…no.” She grimaced drinking heavily from her mug of ale. “Nasty…” Dahni murmured quietly to herself while taking in the men around us.  
 
    Choking lightly on my water I coughed to clear my throat, eyes watering. “So…” I husked rubbing my sore throat.    
 
    “So…eventually you’ll have to marry one of us?” Dahni asked for clarity taking us back to where our conversation began.  
 
    “Or someone else entirely…” I offered smile fading. 
 
    “Someone beneficial to the crown you mean?” I gazed at Dahni who stared into her mug shoulders drooping.  
 
    “You’re both beneficial to the crown. You’re a water mage…Ierilo is a Kingdom with a long line of water mages in its past. I’m breaking the chain. You’re friends with the Queen’s Consort and Head Garden Mage of Angileri. Your Head Councilor thinks highly of you…Sentala is a shapeshifter and can be anyone or any living thing she desires. She has lived thousands of years. Her knowledge is vast. Politics would be as easy for her as lighting a flame is for me. Together we’ll change the world.” I explained wondering where our food had gotten off to. Wondering how such a light-hearted conversation had turned so serious. 
 
    Dahni gazed down at our hands clasped together in the center of the table, “Who would you choose?” Her voice was so soft that I’d not have heard her if I was human.  
 
    Right then our food arrived giving Dahni the chance to compose herself. She looked to be very close to tears. “I envy the Angilerian monarchy, Queen Servasli was so beloved that her daughter marrying two people, much less two women never posed a problem. Their trade is strong, their army even stronger, their money valuable and their people happy. I had thought to follow in their footsteps in that sense…and marry you both, but we have no history of it. I’d be mocked for the imitation… as well neither of you are from Ierilo. No one would approve. My Leaons would oppose me on it until I found myself backed into a corner. The favor I’d gained with the people would diminish quite quickly and I would have to fight, every step of the way for everything. From a political stand point I cannot possibly marry you both and so I think again that the Angilerian monarchy are lucky. No one ever had to choose.” I finished no longer interested in eating. 
 
    Dahni’s bottom lip quivered slightly, her eyes suddenly bright. She bit her lip to stop the quivering but she couldn’t stop the tears. “Would you try?” 
 
    “No…it would ruin the love between us, it would ruin all the good we could do for Ierilo. It would ruin our friendship…and even if I can’t be with you both I’d rather not lose that.” I cut my steak, warm tears splashing onto my plate as I took my first bite. It tasted bittersweet. “I have learned that life is not fair, nor is death. It takes the old, the young, the weak, the strong, women and men alike. I have lost many to death…and yet I still stand.” I breathed deeply taking a bite of my greens. “If this were another life, I’d have never met you and Sentala would have walked easily out of my existence. Or perhaps she would have stayed…who could say. We live only one, we live only here. Nor in the past or the future, though the one drags us backward ever a burden, while we face the other with dread or desire. Mostly dread I think.” I sipped lightly from my mug. “In this life, I am Queen, in this life I have met you both and I am unlucky enough to love you equally for various reasons. Unlucky enough to have to choose between you if I decide to marry…and I will have to marry. Unlucky enough to have people who will stand against me and force the issue if I don’t.” 
 
    Dahni snorted finishing off her ale. “You’re just plain unlucky it seems. Born with the gift of fire and creation, having to fight the evil inside of you for far too long I’m sure. Spending your life running from the crown only to be captured in the end. Giving up your love and then having her be the one to hunt you down, being cast out as a child. Watching not one but both fathers die. Hunted by the Fae for reasons you can’t explain. Heir of a land that’s bordering on poverty. Forced into accepting slaves you do not want, which will destroy any hope of an easy peace between Ierilo and Angileri. In love with two women but only able to choose one…and if you can’t choose eventually politics will ensure the choice is no longer your own. You’ll marry someone you do not love, hoping all the while that you can grow to love them. Royalty is a life sentence and the chains that bind you are excruciatingly tight.”  
 
    I couldn’t see my plate through the tears that streamed from my eyes, “Yes…” I breathed slowly cutting another piece of my steak before bringing a fork to my mouth. “Unbearably tight to the point that I struggle to breathe. And so heavy. I often wonder how my father bore such a weight for so long?” 
 
    Dahni took a bite of her stew, eating I think, so that a lovely meal would not go to waste. Just as I was, not because she was actually hungry. Indeed, it felt as if my stomach were twisted into knots. “Why can this not be a fairy tale, in which you married us both and we all lived happily ever after. All the bad Leaons would be exiled or imprisoned and it would seem almost instantly everything would get better and not worse. The Princess would be free, magically of course and all would be right with the world. Why can’t we live in that world?”  
 
    “Because I’m unlucky and you…you just happen to be unlucky enough to love me.” I set my knife and fork down unable to eat anymore. “I don’t want to tell you who I’ll choose. I don’t want politics to ruin this day any more than it already has. I just want to have a nice meal and a nice conversation away from the palace with the woman that I love.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for ruining it…”  
 
    “It’s not your fault. We can’t ever really escape and if I were you. I’d want to know too.” I countered not unkindly. 
 
    “Are you going to tell me then? Either way I don’t think I could bring myself to celebrate. We’ll all be hurt in the end.” Dahni replied sounding about as old as I felt. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I leaned forward only to be interrupted by a pleasure worker knocking over several chairs in his haste to reach the matron. Who stood behind the bar flirting with whoever happened to walk in, hoping they’d spend more money. It worked beautifully. 
 
    “Lea…” He pronounced it Lee-A, a form of respect one showed to the head of an establishment. It being the beginning of Leaon and the end of Dezlea. It meant “the leader here.” “Lea, one of the girls. She’s flaming out.” His voice was filled with urgency as he pulled her away from an attentive customer. “The rooms are fine, it’s not them I’m worried about. Taya is burning up and only getting hotter…” 
 
    “Come on,” I motioned Dahni to follow me as the pleasure worker and the matron rushed towards the back room. “I think we’ll be needed.” Dahni tailed without question as we moved to follow. Catching sight of an open doorway towards the end of the hall. We stopped beside the pleasure worker who gave us a curious look. “How long has she been like this?” I questioned before he could escort us away. 
 
    The girl, Taya, sat huddled in a corner heat coming off her in waves. Flames licked along her skin now blackened at her fingers and toes. It slowly flaked away while we watched causing blood to ooze and drip to the floor, sizzling softly in the heat. Taya’s head remained bowed against her arms as if she didn’t feel a thing and the matron could only get so close before it became too much. “Since the morning, she refused to eat and had a slight temperature, but it’s gotten progressively worse.” The man took in the fine craftsmanship of my clothes, dark with swirling patterns easily signifying my grieving state. “My name’s Dao…” 
 
    “Keer,” I offered by way of greeting before waving my hand towards Dahni. “This is Dahni and we’re going to help okay?”  
 
    He tipped his head in a nod throat bobbing slightly with emotion. “Please do…she’s so young.”  
 
    We entered the room slowly inching towards the girl in the corner and the matron crouching just a few feet away trying to soothe her. Dahni and I crouched down beside her. “Lea,” I gently touched her arm drawing her attention. “We’ll take it from here okay?” The woman hesitated for a moment before begging me to do all I could as she moved further away from the unbearable heat. Gently closing the door behind her. The room was charmed for just such an incident, the rest of the building was not.  
 
    I glanced briefly at Dahni to judge how she felt but saw that she’d not even broken a sweat. “How are you?”  
 
    “Fine,” She tipped her head towards the girl. “Taya though could use some help. Let’s focus on her.” 
 
    I bowed my head in acknowledgement of her words before slowly inching closer towards the girl. “Taya,” I murmured softly trying to gain her attention. “Taya…I know what you’re going through.” I continued not sure if she was listening or too far gone to care. “I know it’s so hard to fight day in and day out to keep the flames at bay. I know how they cry to burn, burn, burn. How good it feels to give in and how painful.” Once I reached her side I placed my hand on her arm startling the girl into looking up at me.  
 
    Her jaw held the same traces of blackened flesh as her fingers and toes. Instead of tear streaks I saw traces of ash upon her face. Taya’s hair was dark ad short and her eyes were two amber orbs that glowed like that of a wolf’s in the light of the moon. If not for the pain screaming out of those glowing orbs, I’d have said she was pretty. It looked as if she were emerging from girlhood. I couldn’t imagine what she was doing in a place like this.  
 
    Dahni ran her fingers through the short dark waves of Taya’s hair. Drawing her attention from me and inspiring in her a slight awe at the sensation she invoked. “Whatever you’re considering. I can tell you right now it’s not the way. Despite what you think, you will be missed.” My Water Mage spoke soothingly continuing to stroke her hair despite the slowly spreading flames.  
 
    Pushing back my sleeves I confidently revealed m scars, “I have been where you are. I’ve felt that desire, that pain…that fear.” I breathed softly and together we watched flames dancing along my arm slowly growing in intensity. “Control will come with time…but you have to be around to keep fighting.” 
 
    “It’s so easy to stop…to just let the fire burn…” Taya choked out, more tears streaming her face, only to dry instantly before turning to ash on her skin. Blackening into dust… 
 
    Gently stroking the charred flesh inching its way down her neck. “I know. Trust me I know, but you have people worried about you Taya.” 
 
    She bowed her head clutching more tightly at her legs. “Customers?” 
 
    Dahni and I shared a look. “No…the matron and Dao…Is that why you’ve given up on fighting?” I questioned softly. “This life.” I received no answer. 
 
    “Why are you here?” Dahni asked instead. “A pretty girl like you, I’m sure you have better things to do with your time and far more skill. Pleasure work is for the willing, as per law by the King of Ierilo. Are you here against your will?” 
 
    Taya shook her head. “I started for…the experience you learn a lot as an apprentice. Then I got my own customers and everyone’s so nice. Matron Hara ensures none of her people have to do anything they don’t want to. Since I’m so young, I’m usually company for those who are curious about our work or just want to chat. Some people just come for comfort, to be held…” A smile slowly worked its way on her face. “I liked that, being able to help people in such a small way.” 
 
    “What changed?” I prompted noticing her use of the past tense.  
 
    “There are these three men…they come and request me special. They pay lots of money, and threaten the matron if I refuse to see them. Lea Hara has no gifts and just a few seven days ago, they hurt her awful fierce. The men they…” Taya’s shoulders shook with sobs. “They threatened to kill her if I didn’t do as they asked. I don’t want to see them…” 
 
    “Do they force you Taya, have they broken you against your will?” Dahni asked calmly eyes filled with emotion. I took deep breaths least flames lick upon my skin and give away my churning emotions. 
 
    “No…but they keep making promises. They like seeing me afraid, they make me drink tea before our sessions and my gift…it deserts me.” I breathed a little easier upon hearing the first part only to tense upon hearing the rest. 
 
    “Well, how do you feel about leaving? I’m a part of a pretty important family and of late have been looking for a personal servant to help make things a bit easier for me.” Dahni gave me a wide-eyed look at my nonchalant approach.  
 
    Taya eyed me warily, the flames licking at her skin starting to die down. “I’ve never really done anything like that before…What if I mess up?” 
 
    I glanced around the room as if someone might over hear before leaning forward and playfully whispering. “It’s alright I mess up all the time.” 
 
    Taya chuckled softly. “Well if your family is really important I can’t see how that would matter.” 
 
    “True, I suppose I’ll just have to promise not to get angry with you.” I countered good naturedly. 
 
    “How can I trust your word?” Taya questioned smartly. 
 
    “Ouch,” I clutched at my heart as if hurt. “You wound me,” both Taya and Dahni chuckled at my antics. I tipped my head towards my companion. “Dahni works for me, though her position is new, she worked with my father before that. Ask her if my word is sound?” 
 
    Taya looked to Dahni waiting for her judgement. “In my time with her, I’ve never really seen her angry. Keer is quick to smile and offer encouragement. Sometimes I feel unworthy, but she doesn’t think so and that’s all that matters. You’re young and you’ll be working intimately with a very important person. The question isn’t whether you we trust her word. The question should be can we trust yours?” 
 
    Dahni and I watched the flames fade to nothing leaving Taya the worse for wear, with blackened flesh and oozing wounds. “I’ve never shared any of my customers’ secrets…not even the ones that deserve it.” Taya replied in answer to Dahni’s question.  
 
    “Then let’s get you healed up and be on our way.” Taya watched curiously as I traced glowing hands along her finger tips leaving slightly pink scarred flesh in my wake. I could rid her of the scars, but scars helped you remember the struggles you’ve been through. It was why I still carried mine.  
 
    “It feels warm your gift,” Taya murmured as I stroked her face brushing away the blackened flesh and revealing perfectly healed skin. I hesitated for a moment on the scars about to heal them but Dahni tugged my hands away. “Warm and soothing…” Taya opened her eyes once I’d finished gazing at me with tired eyes.  
 
    “Practice makes perfect,” I offered by way of explanation before gathering her up in my arms. She was taller than Dahni but young. Not having fully developed the curves she’d acquire in a few years. Taya felt small cradled against my chest, drained after nearly taking her life. 
 
    “I’ll get the door…” Dahni moved towards the door only to pause when the door opened revealing three men who had trouble written all over them.  
 
    “We’re here for our session,” The man in the middle, we’ll call him Ugly One, said in a nasally voice as he stepped through the door.  
 
    “The girl whose services you’re requesting no longer works at this establishment as per our current agreement. Though, I’ll happily pay the money you’ve wasted in coming here.” I said stepping up beside Dahni. 
 
    Ugly Two, a big man who looked as if someone hit him with a shovel in the face a few too many times, stepped forward. “We’re not leaving until we get what we paid for.” He cracked his knuckles, likely to inspire some sense of fear. 
 
    “Then you’ll be waiting for a long time because the girl is coming with me,” I countered as Taya groaned softly eyes fluttering.  
 
    Ugly Three brought to mind some strange yapping dog as he laughed closing the door and locking it. “Let us help you change your mind.” 
 
    Dahni motioned for me to lean closer, I did lending her my ear. “Perhaps we should bring up the fact that you’re the Queen of the realm.” 
 
    “Ahh yes, and if they believe us and move aside. We can be assured the whole realm and beyond knows the Queen frequents Pleasure Shops and wow she buys workers too…If they don’t believe us we’ll still find ourselves in the same situation. I’d rather skip all that entirely…what say you?”  
 
    Dahni sighed softly undoing the lid on the water skin hanging from her hip. “Fighting our way out of here sounds like a much better idea when you put it like that.” 
 
    Gently so as not to disturb her, I placed Taya on the bed before drawing my staff. Dahni and I taking up a fighting stance between her and the three Uglies. “Will I need to be worried about you?” I wondered as lightening crackled along the ceiling caused by a cackling Ugly Three, Goddess I hated his laugh. 
 
    Dahni drew a short sword made completely of glowing water, before glancing briefly at my staff. “Shouldn’t I be asking you that question?”  
 
    I snorted softly at her cheek, “Resist the urge to kill them.” I warned as they charged. One of them causing the ground to tremble beneath our feet.  
 
    “Says the woman who summons fire as easily as she draws breath.” Dahni grumbled as we met them head on. All the while I couldn’t help but think that this day was supposed to get better. Not worse. Ugly One created a sword of steel out of thin air while I dodged a lightning strike and Ugly Three laughed again. Goddess, I prayed gritting my teeth at the sound while trying to keep my footing on unstable ground, give me strength.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    “I think it would have been easier to kill them,” I huffed brushing my hair from my face while Dahni wiped the blood from her cheek. She’d acquired a small laceration somewhere along the way. 
 
    “While I agree, I’d rather not explain the dead bodies as well as the demolition of a Pleasure Shop.” Dahni countered grimacing at the destruction our small battle had wrought. Tables and chairs lay shattered, strewn across the floor that was now broken. The earth having buckled and heaved beneath it until it sat unevenly. Half the bar was sheared off, cut by some great force. A giant hole allowed you to see through not one but several rooms… I couldn’t recall who had smashed through the wall. A few pleasure workers glanced curiously through the sudden opening, but none appeared in the common room. Sometimes discretion was the better part of valor. “Goddess how are we going to cover this up. I’m surprised guards aren’t here yet.” Dahni breathed shaking her head. 
 
    I placed my hand lightly on what remained of the bar counter before taking a deep breath and closing my eyes as my gift warmed me from the inside out. For a moment, I thought of a mountain that had disappeared into nothing… Then I thought of the common room as I’d seen it, filled with beautiful people, laughing and joking together. The tables and chairs, tasteful, and elegant crafted of dark wood. The atmosphere, inviting despite the establishment. Open to those full of curiosity, those questioning, and those that dare to wonder. I took another breath, letting images of the matron flirting behind the counter flutter across my mind’s eye, offering well-crafted glasses and sturdy mugs as she smiled. I thought of the well-lit hallways and the brief glimpse I’d gotten of Taya’s room, comfortable, relaxing and serene. The window allowing the sun to light the entire room. The tapestry curtains hiding the room from the world at will. When I felt nearly too weak to stand I took one last shuddering breath and opened my eyes. Allowing my hand to fall away from the now fully repaired countertop.  
 
    “Can I have a glass of water?” I asked the wide-eyed matron while she stood speechless.  
 
    Dahni cleared her throat drawing my attention, “The black is quickly fading from your hair.” She whispered softly glancing briefly around the common room that looked slightly better than it had before we’d set foot in it. Everything appeared like new, the wood gleaming as if freshly waxed. The glass shinning as if newly polished. “I think we should go…” She continued voice dying as pleasure workers began exiting their rooms. “You stay here I’ll go grab Taya.” 
 
    I bowed my head slightly, thankful, unsure if I could walk properly just then. “You’re water.” Lea Hara said drawing my attention. 
 
    I took it gladly before raising my finger to my lips, “Shhhh…” I murmured softly briefly gazing round the room before winking conspiratorially. The matron blinked at me just as Dahni came rushing out of Taya’s room the girl cradled awkwardly, but securely, in her arms. “Ahh I almost forgot,” I reached into my coin pouch before placing a stack of gold coins on the counter. “We’ll be taking the girl.” I bowed slightly, “Thank you for the great service.” I murmured before she could speak rushing after Dahni out the door. 
 
    “Help me get her on your horse,” Dahni grunted urgently standing by Proctor’s side.  
 
    “Be calm?” Proctor shook his head but remained still as I pulled myself into the saddle before reaching down and taking Taya into my arms as Dahni offered her to me. “How will you get back?” I wondered as I settled Taya in the space between my arms, pulling her back against my chest with one hand while gently holding the reins with the other.  
 
    Dahni glanced around, “I’ll borrow a horse from one of the more prominent stables. Just go now before you draw more attention.” 
 
    “Be safe,” I murmured before clucking my tongue and urging Proctor into a trot quickly disappearing into a throng of people, carts and tables where merchants shouted their wares. When I glanced back, Dahni was nowhere to be found. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
    I was seated on the edge of my bed gently stroking my fingers through Taya’s hair when Lane burst through the door with Zara and Glen hot on her heels. Lane catching sight of the girl sleeping peacefully in my bed took a deep breath the anger in her eyes fading slightly. “Where have you been?!” Glen demanded heatedly, though her words were soft. Mindful of Taya sleeping beside me. 
 
    “We went out…” Dahni murmured breathlessly as she slipped into the room, causing everyone to turn to her. “It was my idea.” I gave her a look that no one else saw too focused on her explanation. “We had a meal at a…” She hesitated before she continued, “discrete establishment. We came across a girl that was down on her luck while there and her Majesty decided she’d be perfect as her personal servant.” Dahni bowed her head, “It was irresponsible and it won’t happen again.”  
 
    Lane took in her show of chastisement before turnings to me to find my head equally low. “Please…” Lane begged. “Please see that it doesn’t?” 
 
    “It won’t.” I assured her.  
 
    My regalia bowed, “Thank you.” Glancing briefly around the room and seeing that she was no longer needed Lane saw her way out. 
 
    Glen came over to me and smacked me upside the head, “That’s for endangering yourself.” She struck me again. “And that’s for allowing Dahni to take the blame.” With my ear stinging slightly from her abuse, Glen leaned down and pressed a tender kiss to my brow. “That’s for coming back safe.” I breathed easier as she hugged me, wrapping my arms around her and holding on for a moment. After pulling away, Glen followed Lane out. Dahni ensured she wasn’t standing in her path to the door least she be struck as well. 
 
    Zara gazed at me brow raised eyes glittering with amusement, “Need I say anything at all?” She questioned after a moment of charged silence.  
 
    “Please don’t,” I breathed feeling exhausted upon realizing I still needed to make an appearance in the dining hall and there for couldn’t go straight to bed. 
 
    “I just want to let you know per your Spy Master that there are already several stories circulating about two women, one with black hair and one with tan skin destroying a pleasure shop in their effort to rescue a girl being harassed by three men. They left the shop the better for having stepped in it. Leaving behind enough gold in exchange for the girl to pay for another shop and the men incapacitated on the common room floor.” Zara said gazing at me for any sign that we had anything to do with it. 
 
    “That’s an interesting story, a bit farfetched but interesting none the less. Wouldn’t you agree Dahni?” I met her gaze beyond the enchantress where she stood leaning against the wall beside the door. 
 
    “Certainly,” she chuckled softly. “Sounds a bit fanciful.” 
 
    “And the cut on your cheek?” Zara questioned curiously. 
 
    “Ahh this,” She touched the cut on her cheek which had long since scabbed over. “I fell out of my chair and nicked my cheek trying to catch myself on the table.” 
 
    Zara closed her eyes smiling softly as she nodded silently to herself. “Mal still wishes for you to look at her candidates though I doubt you’ll change your mind in terms of your personal servant. Keep in mind you can have more than one.” I bowed my head in understanding, “As for the rest. Good job...” Zara bowed slightly. “When you’re ready we’ll have that talk I promised you. We’re just a bit overdue.” By the time, I figured out what she meant she was gone leaving Dahni and I alone with a sleeping Taya. 
 
    “As I recall, before we left you said if we were caught you’d blame me for everything.” I finally spoke breaking the silence between us. 
 
    Dahni shrugged, “You carry the sins of our…your entire nation on your shoulders. This was the least I could do to help out.”  
 
    “You’re my Water Mage Dahni and so my people are your people. Our, would have been perfectly fine in that sentence.” I said softly as she drew closer to me. 
 
    “Is becoming a citizen of Ierilo so simple?” Dahni questioned stopping when she stood between my open legs. With me sitting down we were of a height with each other, allowing me to gaze easily into her eyes.  
 
    “Are than any reasons I shouldn’t trust your intentions?” I asked raising my brow as she gently ran her fingers through my hair. 
 
    “My intentions are pure,” Dahni murmured pressing herself against me as her lips hovered over mine. 
 
    “Then yes. It’s that easy.”  I offered quietly eyes fluttering as she drew closer. 
 
    “Okay…” I sighed softly as she kissed me and the sound of waves lapping in the distance reached my ears.  
 
    “Do you hear that?” I wondered tracing my tongue lightly along her lips. Causing her to moan in a way that made things tighten low in my belly. “The waves…” 
 
    “No…” Dahni breathed as she settled on my lap. “I hear a crackling fire, I feel the heat of you. But not overly so, you warm, comfortable and safe. Like there’s nothing to worry about, nothing but you…nowhere but here. In your arms.” 
 
    I sat gazing into the deep jade of her eyes, darkened slightly by desire. “Dahni…about who I’d choose…”  
 
    Dahni placed her finger upon my lips, stopping my words. “Don’t tell me. Let Sentala and I just enjoy the time we have with you and when the time comes for you to choose. Let it be a bittersweet surprise?” I hesitated for a moment before agreeing to do as she asked. “Thank you…” Before I could tell her not to thank me she kissed me again and I found myself lost in the taste if her. 
 
    “You are aware that there is a young woman asleep in your bed?” Dahni and I broke apart to find Sentala grinning at us from her place on the window seat. 
 
    “How long have you been sitting there?” Dahni questioned curiously as she pushed from my lap causing me to sigh softly at the loss. 
 
    “Long enough to wonder if you two were going to make love with a girl sleeping just a few feet away.” Sentala said cryptically.  
 
    “We weren’t,” Dahni said abruptly cheeks a bit pink. Sentala chuckled at her reaction but didn’t comment further. 
 
    “I just wanted to let you know the Assembly for tomorrow is set for just a bit after morning meal. Ahh and Mal will be here with several potential servants as soon as you wake. She’s very excited that you entrusted her with such a task.” We all glanced at Taya sleeping peacefully in my bed. Sentala with laughter in her eyes after catching the grimace on my face. “I’ll not be the one to tell her you changed your mind.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t ask it of you,” Though I had considered it. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you hadn’t considered it?” Sentala questioned as if reading my mind. 
 
    “Of course, but I’d never ask.” I explained, before glancing down at my clothes. “Do you think I ought to change for dinner?” 
 
    “Mal has another outfit waiting in your changing room, if you’re not in it I don’t want to imagine the tizzy she’ll find herself in. That plus the fact that you’re going to deny all her choices…” 
 
    “I see your point,” I groaned as Sentala trailed off way too amused for my liking.  
 
    “Cheer up your Majesty,” Sentala said grinning cheekily. “The day is almost through.” With those words, she got us and made her way to the door closing it gently behind her. 
 
    “Was it just me or was she way too happy, for someone who’s spent the day suffering at the palace?” Dahni questioned once we were sure she wouldn’t return. 
 
    “No…” I stared at the door as if it would reveal all the answers I desired. “I was thinking the same thing. I just don’t have time to figure it out now and neither do you. It’s not in your title description, but could you find Mal and explain everything that transpired today. Tell her I would appreciate it she trained the girl, or found someone of an age to train her. In return I’ll take one of her candidates as my own as well as Taya. I’d do it but…” 
 
    Dahni raised her hand halting my explanation, “You have a dinner to attend and you’re still not ready I understand.” She pressed a tender kiss to my lips. “Remember as the Queen, you need explain yourself to no one. While it’s appreciated among your friends while in public resist the urge. Or you’ll appear weak and with the land as it is and the Leaons as they are that’s the last thing you can afford.” 
 
    I kissed her more firmly holding her close for a brief moment before letting her go allowing her to catch her breath while resting against me. “Thank you for the advice.” 
 
    “Remind me to give you advice more often?” Dahni husked eyes smoldering as she turned away leaving me to get dressed, while she went to do as I’d asked. Sighing softly, I checked to make sure Taya was still fast asleep before moving to enter my bathing room, hoping that the night would end quickly. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
    I stood before my two new personal servants Taya gazing at me as if she might faint at any moment and the other girl. Who’s name I’d forgotten, wide-eyed and flushing with pride. I sighed softly. “I know this is a lot to take in…for all of us really. But I want to set some ground rules. Alright?” 
 
    They both bowed low… “Rule number one, no bowing in the privacy of my room. It grows tiring.” They stood as one. “Better. Rule two, no your Majesties while we’re alone. Keeravani, Keer or Vani will do. Rule number three…” I waved my hand towards the bathing room. “Enjoy yourselves when you have free time. I’ll pay you directly every seven day, don’t be afraid to remind me if I forget. That’s all I have for now…Mal will instruct you on your duties, I have an Assembly to attend that could take a while. Ensure that you both eat.” Taya nodded a bit quickly but at least it wasn’t a bow. The other girl just blushed again, I sighed softly before turning to leave the room. Opening the door and stepping out to find myself standing before the war room. 
 
    “Ahh you’re here.” Zara said clearing up my confusion on how I’d gotten here without purposely thinking about it. She glanced over my clothing dark brown trousers and a flowing red tunic, with golden flames embroidered along the seams. It was as beautiful as it was comfortable. I’d forgone the cloak as well as my crown but had kept my staff. “Good you’ve done as I asked.” 
 
    “Is there a reason why I’m dressed down…if this could be considered dressing down. I think these clothes are worth a small fortune…” I murmured softly pulling at the fabric. “They’re quite form fitting...” 
 
    Zara cleared her throat drawing my attention, “I want to prove that being a monarch isn’t about how you dress. It’s not the crown or the cloak but your very presence that exudes royalty.  \You’re the Queen, with your warm easy smile. With your quick wit and laughter, your kindness and caring ways. As well as the love and loyalty you have for your people.” 
 
    Zara shook her head smiling softly, “It’s only been a seven day Keer and you’re all that anyone talks about. Not the interloper, not the King’s bastard child, not the fire mage who’s half elf and disappeared a mountain but the Queen. Keeravani of the House of Rayon, born of the King of Water, Master of Fire and Creation. Wander of the Land, Protector of the Big and Small…” 
 
    “You’ve heard all that?” I questioned warmed at the prospect that people, my people talked of me in such a way.  
 
    “All that and more…your little excursion outside the palace yesterday didn’t help but no one can prove for sure it was you. For which I’m thankful.” I opened my mouth to deny it but she raised her hand halting my words. “Yes, I know, it wasn’t you and Dahni. Just two strangers that looked like you.” She gave me a look but didn’t comment further. After a moment of silence the enchantress tipped her head towards the door. “Shall we enter, the Leaons are waiting.” 
 
    I gave her a narrowed eyed look, “How long have they been waiting?” 
 
    “Little less than half a sun slither or so,” Zara waved her hand in the air nonchalantly. “Give or take.” 
 
    I huffed softly, “Why am I not surprised.” I glanced down the corridor. “Shall I wait for Lane and Teal or shall I enter without them and display how strong I think I am?” I wondered aloud listening for her opinion on the matter. 
 
    “What do you think?” Zara gave me a wry look. 
 
    I chuckled softly, “Yeah I was thinking that too.” Without preamble, I pressed the doors open causing them to swing on their hinges, no small feat I assure you. Every man and woman seated rose, in shock, but it allowed for a grand entrance none the less. I moved causally around the large table matching the descriptions Sentala had supplied me with, to the people standing before me. 
 
    “Who do you think you are barging in here like that?” Leaon Miguel, a tall man, fit in appearance with dark hair and even darker eyes. No spark resided there, all I could see was darkness. Prince Eris’ eyes had been the same… He had seated himself at the head of the table, where my father once sat. I raised my brow slightly but paid it no mind, instead taking an empty seat, dead center on the left side of the table.  
 
    “I’m an observer.” I offered by way of explanation while Zara took Miguel’s empty seat on the other side of the table. Leaving us still at odds, those Leaons in charge of the Peak cities sat on the right side of the table, two and two leaving a chair empty between them. On the left, sat the Leaons in charge of the Base cities. To my left were Daegan closest to Miguel and Sabin looking as if she’d swallowed something particularly nasty and to my right sat Bastian and Aaliyah. Across from Daegan sat J’adore, beside him the enchantress and then the empty seat before we came to Paden and D’Arcy.  
 
    From what my father had imparted upon me there were meant to be fourteen seats in use. The King or Queen sat at the Head of the table, to the left sat his or her Consort, to the right you had the most trusted Advisor. Then respectively four Leaons across from each other and then the other two Advisors dead center and then the remaining Leaons. At the opposite end of the table sat the palace Enchantress. Only one seat could be switched and that was that of the Consort, their place could be beside the ruling monarch or at the opposite end of the table. It depended upon the power of the room… If both rulers were opposite each other. They were sharing power, and if the Consort sat beside the King or Queen it displayed that in this instance all power lay in his or her hands. Leaons were the voices of the people and the Advisors were the balance between the monarch and the Leaons. The enchantress brought anything to deal with magic to the table, be it good or bad.  
 
    Since I had yet to marry and Santi had yet to arrive two seat should be empty. Leaon Miguel had taken the monarch seat, placing himself at the Head, meaning he held the power. I blew a strand of hair from my face tilting my head slightly to look at him from where he stood at the head of the table. “Please proceed. I will do my best to keep from interrupting you further.” I continued waving towards him lazily while leaning back in my seat, an easy smile on my face. Zara bowed her head shoulders shaking slightly with amusement. Of that I was sure, even if I couldn’t see her face. 
 
    “We are all aware of the deal made with the Samereian monarchy…” 
 
    “Yes,” I spoke up drawing the Leaon’s attention. “How did you manage that when you are so clearly not the Queen?” I questioned curiously. 
 
    “My sister is grieving…” 
 
    “Of course, Queen Lahaina has lost much, but she is no longer the ruling monarch and so once more I must ask what gave you the authority to make decisions the Queen’s behalf?” Every Leaon in the room turned to me, confusion and curiosity written clearly upon their faces. 
 
    I received no answer, “Where are your reports?” I wondered glancing down the table empty of parchment or pens with which to write. “What are you discussing? Hopefully you’re finding answers. Why are our allies, absorbed into our nations suffering? Where is the protection we promised, the privilege, the goods even the coin? They have given their loyalty and as Leaons you are meant to care for them…Leaon Miguel, Leaon J’adore many are in the Peak of our country and yet you’ve done nothing. Why?” I received no answer. 
 
    “Why are your cities suffering Leaon Bastian and Leaon Sabin when you are two of the most prosperous in income? Why are you giving less coin than you should to the crown? Why are you fighting a senseless war against each other and selling secrets to continue your vendetta?” I turned to each of them watching them pale considerably.  
 
    “Why are there bandits so heavily attacking our borders Leaon Daegan? Why has this problem only gotten worse? Why did the Gen-Sen of the King’s army fight these bandits and free our people? Where were your people, your guards? Many provided by the crown? Why is none of this in any of your reports?” I raised my hand silencing him when he moved to give me excuses. “Leaon Paden you are a good man and yet you stand ideally by while Leaon Miguel and Leaon J’adore walk all over you. Leaon Aaliyah, Leaon D’Arcy as well you are both good people and yet I look upon you and I see at your heart corruption.” 
 
    “How dare you accuse us of…” I stood abruptly silencing Leaon J’adore with a look. 
 
    “What need have I of accusations when I have proof?” I questioned calmly, and just like that I had stolen the seat of power. After all, as Zara had said royalty was about presence. “What would happen if all this was made public knowledge?” I gazed in turn at each one of them. I saw shame, anger, disbelief, shock… “Are any of you assured that you’d retain your titles for long if an election was called? Whether you were a part of the corruption or not. Anyone?” Several of the Leaons shared looks, but no one spoke. 
 
    “Are you black mailing us?” Leaon Aaliyah asked voice full of curiosity more than anything. 
 
    “No, I’m making you aware of my knowledge, of your actions or lack thereof. I’m making you aware that in the eyes of the law many of you have committed treason and could be stripped of your titles, lands and coin you acquired before being put to death. Exile isn’t an option for any of you.” I stared directly at Leaon Miguel, “Only the ruling monarch may sit where you are and you will never be that. You are not even a Prince…and if I have any say you will not be a Leaon for much longer. I have no use for a man unwilling to keep the promises made by the monarch he serves.” I looked upon J’adore and Daegan, “I have no use for men like you.” I said with unfaltering conviction. 
 
    “Who are you that you think to speak to me…” Leaon Miguel turned to his companions. “To us this way?” 
 
    I laid my hands upon the table ignoring the gasps of surprise as flames swam across the wooden surface without leaving a mark or harming anyone. “My father was willing to play the game, and I’ll not fault him for it, but I am not my father. This game ends now, I will see that it does. One way or another you will do as I say, or you will burn…” 
 
    “You mean hang? Paden said hesitantly. 
 
    “No.” Flames licked along the sleeves of my shirt, while burning brightly in my eyes. “I mean burn.” 
 
    The doors opened then breaking the heavy silence that had settled after my obvious threat. “Your Majesty sorry for the delay,” Lane bowed making a sweeping gesture towards my Advisors. Glen came forward offering me a stack of parchment, Sir Zeron followed behind with…with Santi in tow. I smiled softly, he no longer wore an enchantment and his heritage was far more obvious than mine. He had long silver hair and bright eyes that swirled like thunder clouds before a storm. His ears sharply tapered at their tips broke the waterfall of his hair. His features were neither overly masculine or feminine but somewhere in the middle and he was taller than every man there. One might have mistaken him for a full blood if it weren’t for his complexion. I had never seen any Fae with skin so dark as his, rich and dusky like chocolate. He was simultaneously beautiful and handsome and yet at the same time neither. 
 
    Lane offered me my crown which she set upon my head gently before sweeping my cloak round my shoulders, my staff easily phased through with the use of my gift. If my regalia was startled she gave no notice of it. Since Leaon Miguel had disrupted the usual sitting arrangement my Advisors just took a seat where ever they could.  
 
    “Before you return to your manors Leaon Sabin and Bastian you will write down all knowledge of your success and how to implement it. You will sign a binding agreement to end your useless feud. You will pay back the goods you owe the crown and from this day forward you will work with my Water Mage to make Ierilo better…for everyone. You will do this before you leave or by my word you will not leave at all.” I offered each of them a sheet of parchment, while Lane offered them a pen to sign with their magic.   
 
    “Leaon Aaliyah, D’Arcy and Paden from you I simply want your loyalty I want you to do as you’ve been doing but also go beyond that. Every Leaon stands on equal ground and no one should hold more power than another.” I passed each of them an agreement which they signed without hesitation. Certainly, they looked less pale than Sabin and Bastian.  
 
    “From now on I want your reports to be truthful, least I require a more thorough investigation.” Once signed I took back the parchment I’d handed out before offering it to Lane, a task usually meant for my personal servant. For now, it would do, we both knew I could protect myself. Next time though, everything would be done right. “Is that understood.”  
 
    “Yes, your Majesty.” Filled the room like thunder as I pushed from my seat. 
 
    “What of us your Majesty…?” Leaon J’adore asked hesitantly as I moved to leave. 
 
    “I have spoken with my Leaons J’adore those that remain…” I shrugged watching his face pale while Miguel grew angry. “It is only a matter of time before I can find a way to unseat you. Be assured it will be done right, whether you survive that is up to you. Simply know that I’ll be watching. Leaon Aaliyah I’m assigning you to city of Tekna, with a team of Arrows and my finest regalia. Advisor Santi will take charge of your city in your absence. One way or another those bandits should be gone before the next Assembly.” 
 
    Leaon bowed her head, “Understood your Majesty. I’ll link up with your Advisor and bring him up to speed.” 
 
    “Thank you. If you need more aid, send word and it will come to you.” Aaliyah bowed her appreciation.  
 
    “Advisor Glen. I’ve drafted several letters of apology outlining the terms of agreement for several alliances with the mountain Clans. You’ll be aiding Leaon Paden in ensuring these letters reach the intended recipients. Along with the goods, protection and coin promised to them.” I gazed between her and Leaon Paden. “I want reports every moon cycle.” 
 
    “Understood your Majesty,” Paden and Glen bowed taking hold of the small sheaf of parchment Zara offered to them.    
 
    “Assure them they’re welcome to dine with me any time they’re in the capitol.” Paden raised his brow in surprise but gave no voice to it. 
 
    “D’Arcy every two seven days I want you to visit Leaon Paden’s manor and assure that all is well. I’ll send a small company of soldiers to guard the city of Monalee in the absence of a fine Leader and air mage.” Paden blushed softly bowing his head at the praise.  
 
    “As you say your Majesty,” D’Arcy bowed his assent.  
 
    “Leaon Miguel, Leaon J’adore, Leaon Daegan from this point forward anything and everything you do will be scrutinized. A warning for your benefit, you may remain at the palace or return to your cities’ but you will be watched. Eventually you will slip and then you will be gone. All by your own doing…” I glanced up and down the table. “This Assembly is hereby dismissed. If you have need of me I will me in the Royal Study.”   
 
    I left the room with Lane trailing behind me as I made my way towards the office that had once belong to my father. The King’s Office now known as the Royal Study. “You did good your Majesty, though you have surely made three powerful enemies. They will simply be more careful in their dealings. Miguel especially.”  
 
    “You speak true, but you’re unaware of how carefully I am having them watched. Eventually they will slip and I will have them, but it is all a formality. They have no power here. I refuse to give it to them, by my own words I have five Leaons the rest are place holders.” Lane checked my father’s…my Study before allowing me to enter. I took a seat behind my desk sighing softly. “Politics, I understand the need, but this game I refuse to play. I do not trust them and I will not put on a face that shows otherwise. We know where we stand with each other and I am alright with that.” I caught Lane’s eye, “Bad men do bad things, just because they are caught doesn’t mean they’ll stop. It’ll take time, but we’ll catch them.” I leaned back in my seat thinking about the Samereian Princess’ arrival. “Miguel will fall first. Of that I am certain.” 
 
    “Any reason for your certainty?” Lane questioned voice full of curiosity. 
 
    “He hates me the most,” Lane laughed at the truth of that simple statement while I smiled softly in amusement. The next few moon cycles would be a struggle, but at least the battle had finally begun. I would make sure Miguel at least did not survive to the end. I had seen the anger and hatred in his eyes so similar to Eris’. A man like him. A man without compassion. A man without fear, could not be cowed.    
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
     
 
    “Are you busy?” I glanced up from looking through reports relieved to get a reprieve. 
 
    Sentala stood in the doorway looking at both times hesitant and determined. “I’m always busy these days. I’m happy for some relief. Have a seat…” I gave her a look. “If you call me your Majesty I’ll have you executed.” 
 
    My Spy Master chuckled softly before taking a seat across from me. “No worries Keer this is of a more private nature.” Her voice took on a suggestive note that had me thinking inappropriate things about my desk. “Sorry,” Sentala cleared her throat while I watched as she ran her fingers through her hair in a clearly nervous gesture. “I’ve been thinking…about us.” 
 
    I set down my pen before leaning back in my seat. “What have you been thinking?”  
 
    “That I’m seeing the enchantress…that Zara and I have a thing.” She waved her hand back and forth between us. “That the thing between us should stop…”  
 
    “If you didn’t look so sad I’d congratulate you. Zara is a good woman…though she’s a dragon so beware of that.” I added as an afterthought remembering the small bit of information she’d given me after the Assembly that seemed like a small eternity ago now. 
 
    “Zara’s a…” Sentala shook her head. “Never mind that, though her immense power makes a lot more sense now. How does she appear…No, no. I mean why are you so calm?” 
 
    “Sentala you’ve been talking to that woman practically every night for the last moon cycle or so and you’re far older than I am. If you’d not figured out that I’d have to choose between you and Dahni I’d begin to wonder at your intelligence. Of course, after you’d figured that out you’d do one of two things. You’d try harder to win me over…” I took a deep breath. “Or you’d drift away.” 
 
    “I love you,” Sentala bowed her head smiling softly. “I really thought about it you know…but it would be hard with me. As a succubus, no one would believe it was real once they’d figured it out. No one would know for sure that the face I showed was my true face. As well, I have done things I regret that I’d rather not have come to light…and they would. Being by your side would ensure I was under heavy scrutiny. I thought briefly of allowing you to marry Dahni and just being your lover, but you taught me I deserve better than that.” A small spark of pride warmed my chest at her new-found self-worth. “I am a succubus but I as much as anyone deserve to be loved for who I am. Zara will give me that.” 
 
    “Do you care for her or is this just a ruse in case Miguel’s spies start asking questions? If they haven’t already.” I questioned not wanting her to do something she’d regret. 
 
    “I care for her,” Sentala cheeks flushed slightly. “She’s an interesting woman even if she is a dragon. I enjoy that she sees me. It’s nice to not be able to hide. No matter who I am or what I look like, Zara sees me and It’s nice.” 
 
    “What makes you think Dahni would be better?” I wondered curiously resting my chin in my hand with my elbow on my desk. 
 
    “Well she calms you for one. Your gift is so strong and you’re so busy you have no time to go off to forge swords or to shoot random fire balls. Having her with you for even a moment calms the heat as if she takes a bit into herself. Dahni knows royalty already, she’s good with politics. Now working with two Leaons I’ve heard nothing but good things about her. She is all around a good woman with nothing to hide, nothing in her past worth investigating. No ulterior motives other than the fact that she loves you. She has a sense of loyalty just as strong as yours. I’m sure she’d have married me even if her love for me isn’t as strong as it is for you, if only you were happy. As well she’s a water mage and this country sorely needs one.” Sentala gave me a mischievous look. “You also have great chemistry so I would ask that you’d stop beating around the bush with the girl and show her. In bed. While naked.” 
 
    I cleared my throat cheeks warming. “I know what you meant…” 
 
    “Maybe tonight.” Sentala suggested as if I’d never spoken. “You’ll invite us to stay. Like you always do. I’ll be busy…with Armorer business. Which isn’t a lie.” She made a face. “The blacksmith is horrible. I fear he might be the cause of several deaths simply due to faulty equipment.” Her words brought to mind the things Lane had said about her arm sheaths when I’d arrived which made me inclined to agree. “Yes, I’ll attend to some Armorer business and ensure Dahni is free so she can say yes and from there it’s up to you.” 
 
    “Sentala we just technically stopped seeing each other, you said you still love me and yet you’re encouraging me to be with Dahni.” I made a face. “Do you hear yourself right now?” 
 
    Sentala leaned across my desk, “I love you and Dahni both and if I can’t be with you I want you to be happy with her. You have no excuses to hold yourself back, no excuses to hide your Majesty. Don’t treat her like a dirty secret when we both know you find her to be your most precocious jewel.” Sentala took from her pocket a small glass fire pixie glowing from within still powered from my magic after all this time. “You would have had to make a choice and I’d be deluding myself if I thought you’d choose me.” 
 
    “How did you…” 
 
    “She keeps it by her bed and I am your Spy Master as well as a very skilled shapeshifter.” Gently she placed it upon my desk. “I may have asked for a chance…but as soon as that woman came into your life I never really had one. Despite that, you still love me, even now I can see it in your eyes and I thank you for that. We may not have fallen into a diehard romance but our friendship is still epic.” 
 
    I smiled softly remembering when we’d first spoken those words. “If you keep avoiding me…” I warned. 
 
    “Ahh no, my avoidance tactics are over. We understand each other. Now I’m going to continuously ask you for all the details.” Sentala gave me as saucy wink, “Don’t disappoint.”  
 
    I sighed softly lips curling against my will as a blush warmed my cheeks, “I do love your naughty mind.” 
 
    “And I love the way you blush, though not as easily as Dahni. So, cute.” I bowed my head, that we could agree on.  
 
    “Was there anything else you wanted to talk about?” I wondered relaxing in my seat, wondering how I’d get the little pixie back in Dahni’s room without her noticing it was ever gone. 
 
    “Yes.” Sentala raised her brow. “You said Zara was a dragon.” 
 
    Chuckling softly at her sudden change of pace I closed my eyes and began the longwinded explanation. Strange that a topic that seemed so heavy in its infancy could leave me feeling so light… 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Any word of the Samereian Princess?” I asked Sentala from my place floating in the center of the bathing pool. My Spy Master sat on the edge of the pool slowly spreading soap along her limbs. While Dahni sat beneath the waterfall manipulating it with her gift so that it mostly fell around her, except in a few places where it streamed enticingly along her skin. My servants, Taya and Beck, who’d I’d found to be a mischievous girl, played in the furthest corner from us splashing each other with water. 
 
    “None save the fact that she’s gone from Samere. She’s not been spotted since. Though something tells me she’ll arrive soon. It’s been a little over a moon cycle since your memorable Assembly. How are your orders being carried out?” Sentala finished her brief report with a question. 
 
    “Glen is well, I imagine I’ll be having several interesting dinner guests upon the next Assembly. Leaon Aaliyah has requested more aid and I’ve sent it. The King of Samere refuses to help until we sign the agreement sent with his daughter. Both J’adore and Daegan are on their best behavior for now and I’m positive Leaon Miguel is trying to have me killed but there’s nothing I can prove. As for Sabin and Bastian, I’m already seeing an improvement in our crops and even our mining efforts. Dahni is working with them to set up an irrigation system? I believe it is called to help maintain the watering of crops. It won’t be able to be implemented everywhere and it’ll take time but it will help greatly from what I understand.” I stood abruptly before swimming towards the edge of the pool. “In my opinion things are going a bit too well and I’m waiting for something bad to happen.” 
 
    Sentala offered me a drying cloth while Dahni went in search of clothes. “Sounds a bit pessimistic don’t you think?” 
 
    “There are three powerful men who hate me, I am new to the throne and can’t out right be rid of them without severe backlash from the people over which I rule. It has been over a moon cycle and yet we have no word of the Princess. I’m being realistic.” Dahni came back with my clothing and I thanked her before heading into my room. “Will either of you stay?” I’d been asking on and off for the past few seven days but had found myself disappointed more often than not. We were all so busy…being royalty got in the way of everything. Even spending time with those you love.  
 
    Sentala sighed softly, “I have Armorer duties to attend to. I think the palace needs a new blacksmith, the old one has grown complacent and lazy.”  
 
    I caught hold of her hand before she could leave. “Could it not wait till the marrow?”  
 
    Sentala hesitated dressing quickly, before kissing me softly on the cheek. Giving me a very pointed look and a suggestive smirk. “I’ve already set up several meetings with possible replacements.” 
 
    I bowed my head in understanding before watching her leave the room, “She works too hard.” 
 
    “I never thought I’d say this, but I miss her teasing and her flirting.” Dahni scrunched her nose. “Really I just miss Sentala.” 
 
    “Me too... though she did warn me about the Armorer duties just yesterday.” I turned to the small water mage now drying her hair with the drying cloth. “Here, let me.” I pulled her close heart skipping a beat at the feel of her naked body pressed against mine as I stroked my fingers through her hair drying it instantly.  
 
    “Thank you,” Dahni breathed shakily as she pulled away. 
 
    “Will you be staying?” I wondered wrapping my arms around her shoulders least she drift away and disappear out the door as Sentala had. 
 
    “I have nothing to do that can’t wait until tomorrow.” Dahni murmured from beneath the cover of her lashes.  
 
    “We’ll be heading to our room now your Majesty. If you need us call.” Taya offered bowing slightly while Beck dragged her towards the door a knowing smirk curling her lips.  
 
    “Good,” I murmured completely oblivious to my servants’ departure. “Because I’ve missed you.” I leaned down to capture those lips that filled my dreams and sometimes intruded on my waking thoughts. Drawing me from the stress of my everyday life and pulling me away to a place of peace and contentment.  
 
    Dahni moaned softly against my lips and my blood sang with desire, “We should go to bed,” She husked trying to free herself from my embrace. “We should get dressed and go to bed.” She added, “We have a long day tomorrow…every day is a long day.” 
 
    “You’re right, every day is a long day.” I crouched slightly hooking my arms beneath her legs before lifting her easily in my arms giving her no choice but to wrap her legs around me. “And we should go to bed,” flames licked along my skin as proof of her desire dampened the skin of my stomach. “But I don’t think we need clothes.” I climbed onto the bed before laying her down among the pillows crouching between her thighs while she breathed heavily. Her skin flushed beneath my gaze, while her eyes grew steadily darker. Gently I laid myself atop her resting my elbows on either side of her head to help support my weight. 
 
    “What of Sentala? What of your choice?” Dahni asked closing her eyes as if trying to gain the will to push me away. 
 
    “As I recall you didn’t want me to tell you my choice. And Sentala’s name has no place in this moment. When she is so clearly absent…” I pressed tender kisses along her jaw until I reached her neck enjoying the small noises she made when I sucked lightly at her pulse.  
 
    Dahni moaned again, deep and long. Sending a bolt of delicious heat straight to my groin, “I’ve never done this before.” She gasped gazing up at me with nervous excitement filling her eyes.  
 
    “I’ll be sure to take good care of you.” I murmured against her skin while she clutched at my back. “At any time if you want me to stop I will. Okay?” 
 
    Dahni gazed up at me with faith in her eyes, “Okay.” She smiled softly a bit of shy mischief in her eyes. “Though I would think I’d be begging you not to stop.” 
 
    I chuckled softly cupping her breasts in my hands causing her to arch against me. “We shall see won’t we.” 
 
    “Goddess…” She breathed as I drew one stiff little bud into my mouth, humming softly while she cried out at the sensation.  
 
    “Calling on the Goddess already?” I moved to her other breast. “I’ve hardly done anything at all.” I traced my tongue round and round her nipple while she watched struggling to find words and yet clearly growing more aroused. I pressed myself more firmly against her when the scent of her desire reached my senses. “You smell really good.” I husked softly struggling to find my voice as the intoxicating scent filled my nostrils.  
 
    “So do you.” Dahni murmured running her fingers through my hair. “Every day all the time. It’s not fair how good you smell.” Dahni whimpered softly when my fingers found their way between her thighs gently teasing her slick folds. “When I woke in your bed I thought you were a dream…” I shivered as she moaned when my fingers became a little more purposeful. “A beautiful wet dream. Goddess I was so disappointed when I woke up. Until I found out that you were real.” Unable to help myself I stole her words with kisses while I stroke her clit until she reached completion…A smile curled my lips remembering her explanation of an orgasm in that pleasure shop. “Whoa,” Dahni breathed once the intense pleasure had passed. “Is it always like that?”  
 
    “You could try it with a guy…”  
 
    Covering my mouth Dahni gave me a look, “No.”  
 
    I laughed at her seriousness. “What were you saying about meeting me?” 
 
    “Ahh yes, once I found out you were real I had to meet you in person. Ugh but I discovered you were the Princess and figured I never stood a chance.” Dahni moaned sexily, gently biting her lip while I gazed down at my hand to be sure it lay unmoving between her thighs. “I decided I didn’t care when I saw you pouting cutely in the water trough literally boiling with emotion. You spoke and I never really cared for the almost harsh accent of the Ierilone but your accent…” 
 
    “Ierilone have a harsh accent compared to other countries?” I wondered never really having thought about it before. 
 
    “Yes,” Dahni stroked her hands up and down my back growing closer and closer to my backside with each pass. “Angilerians are very proper, and they have an entire silent language I’m still a bit confused about. In the desert, we are a bit more straight forward but not as open. I would have never considered having a third before going to Angileri. I’m frightened to go to Samere without protection. Erangi is all intellectuals, architects and very beautiful men.” 
 
    “Why does no one talk of the beauty of their women?” I wondered knowing that both women and men were equally beautiful in that country. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” Slowly so as not to distract her overly much from her explanation I began stroking her once more between her legs. Teasing her opening with my fingertips every few seconds. “Kantari is all family oriented and Ierilo is…”  
 
    “Ierilo is?” I prompted pausing in my ministrations while she caught her breath. 
 
    “Ierilo is harsh, harsh lands with harsh people who have rough accents…” I slid two fingers inside of her easier than I thought I would while she practically choked on her words. 
 
    “And yet you love my accent?” I enunciated my words now quite thick with an accent she’d labeled harsh.  
 
    “Yes…” I pulled out of her slowly before thrusting inside of her just as easily as I had the first time. “Yes, I love your accent.” Dahni moaned as I set a slow steady pace allowing her to arch into each thrust enabling me to push deeper and deeper. “I love it so much.” She breathed, quivering as she grew closer to her second orgasm.  
 
    “You love that it’s harsh?” I questioned thrusting inside of her. 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    “You love that it’s comes from a person of Ierilo?” I thrust again. 
 
    “Yes,” Dahni’s voice grew more strangled as if each word were a struggle. 
 
    A harsh land, with harsh people? A rough accent?” I wondered as Dahni threw her head back. 
 
    “Yes… Yes… Yes!!!” I took her mouth in a searing kiss while she came undone wrapped tightly around my fingers. 
 
    “Good,” I murmured against her lips. “Because I doubt my accent is going anywhere.”  
 
    “Goddess,” Dahni laughed softly against my lips. “I’m glad I met you.” I closed my eyes as she stroked her fingers through my hair. 
 
    “I’m glad I met you too.” I jumped slightly when she clutched at my backside causing my eyes to open instantly.  
 
    “Mmmm, now show me how to do that to you?” She asked with shy confidence. 
 
    Smiling broadly, I leaned down and kissed her more tenderly enjoying the sound of waves crashing in the distance. “With pleasure…” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
    “I want to be mad that Sentala has let me have you.” Dahni murmured softly against my chest lightly stroking the tattoos painting my abdomen. “But I’m far too happy to be upset.” I hissed as she traced her nails along my skin causing small flames to billow into existence. “Mmmm, I love how obvious your arousal is.”  
 
    “Yes,” I bit back a groan as she lightly pinched my clit now slightly tender from our lovemaking. “But at least you can’t smell me…” Dahni traced her tongue along the mark she’d left on my chest while she teased my clit with her fingers.  
 
    “Oh love your all heat, of course I can smell you.” With sure fingers she thrust inside me, filling me up while I struggled to breathe through the pleasure of it.  
 
    “You sure you’ve not done this before?” I wondered as she found a particularly sensitive spot inside me that made my toes curl and my heart race. 
 
    “Positive.” She countered just before I cried out as intense pleasure raced through me, flames billowing up to the ceiling in my surprise. When I opened my eyes Dahni wore a satisfied grin and the ceiling held a blackened mark now dripping water.  
 
    “I lit the ceiling on fire…” I murmured feeling all at once extremely happy and tired. 
 
    “Yes, but I took care of that. We should thank Mal for charming the bed when she charmed your clothes.” Dahni tugged the blanket from the foot of the bed. Before once more snuggling against my chest covering our nakedness with its comforting warmth. “When we get married I’ll have to give Sentala a really nice gift.” 
 
    Humming softly, I raised my brow as we lay surrounded by flames completely unconcerned with their mesmerizing dance. “Who says we’re getting married?” 
 
    “I have ways to make you agree to my demands…” I raised my brow curiously at her words clearly full of mischief. 
 
    “Oh really?” I wondered. “What ways are those?” 
 
    Dahni grinned pressing a tender kiss over my heart, “I’m so glad you asked.” Slowly, teasingly she trailed kisses across my chest and then down my torso, lingering on my bellybutton and leaving no doubts as to the destination she had in mind.  
 
    “Goddess…” I breathed as her tongue found my clit. I bunched my fingers in hair unsure if I should push her away or pull her closer. For someone who had never done this before, Dahni’s tongue was very skilled. She took to me like a cat taking to cream, and enjoyed it just as much if her hums and moans were anything to go by. Needless to say, by the time my orgasm took me all I could say was yes. And I can tell you that I was not at all ashamed.  
 
    “So, you agree?” Dahni questioned from where she lay resting lightly upon my stomach licking my desire from her lips.  
 
    “You can have whatever you want,” I husked feeling a little hoarse. No one would have ever guessed I was the more experienced one by the way Dahni was acting. Smiling softly as I stroked my fingers through her hair, I wouldn’t say it was a bad thing. I was enjoying it quite a bit actually. 
 
    “Good, because I want you. Forever…well for the rest of my life at least. You’ll easily out live me.” I tugged her up beside me pressing a tender kiss to her mouth, humming at the spicy taste of my desire on her lips. 
 
    “I’m half Fae and if we should marry there are ways around your mortality.” I countered as she settled once more against my chest. 
 
    “I’m not ever taking a longevity potion.” Dahni murmured. I squeezed her tightly remembering all that my father had gone through from such a simple thing. 
 
    “No. There are other ways. That we’ll discuss at a different time. Now we should rest. Lane still expects me to train with the regalia at least once a seven day and a night of love making will not be an adequate excuse.” Dahni nodded lightly against my chest in agreement with my words. 
 
    “Teal told me about some big test in which they attacked you when you least expected it…” A yawn escaped breaking up her words. 
 
    “Yeah he kept warning me it was soon and to not expect Lane to give me a heads up. He told me if anyone wearing the mask attacked me outside of the training yard that the test has begun and to be sure not to kill anyone…” I blinked tiredly yawning myself, while Dahni placed a tender kiss over my heart. 
 
    “Good that he warned you…you’d feel horrible if you killed one of your people without due cause.” Dahni murmured drifting towards sleep. 
 
    “I really would…” was the last thing that passed my lips before sleep claimed me as well… 
 
    The next morning, I woke with a start and an intense feeling that something was extremely wrong. The window once locked and closed now stood wide open. Regalia usually in the middle of training were nowhere to be seen. Dahni who had just lay snug against my chest was now gone. Though her side of the bed was still warm. In her place lay a note and a red flower in full bloom of which I’d grown greatly familiar. I took in hand the note that held one simple statement: 
 
    The test has begun… 
 
    I burned the succubus flower with a wave of my hand as I leapt from my bed and dressed as quickly as I could. Forgoing my crown or my cloak I grabbed my staff and headed towards the door. “I wouldn’t go that way if I were you.” I turned towards the window to find Sentala sitting there patiently as if she’d been there this entire time. “A trap surely lay in wait and I would think you’d want to fight the least amount of regalia as possible.” 
 
    “They have Dahni.” It wasn’t a question but she answered it as such. 
 
    “Oh assuredly, they know what you can do Keer. There would be no point in taking you. No this is a test to see what you can do when motivated to save someone you love.” Sentala’s eyes grew dark and her teeth appeared overly sharp. “I told them to reconsider their choice, but alas they did not listen. Which is why I’m here. I’m going to enjoy watching the Queen of Fire destroy them all…without killing them of course.” 
 
    “They should have listened to you.” I murmured as my gift rode me more heavily hovering just beneath the surface of my skin. Sentala glanced briefly behind me as if someone stood there bringing to mind what Enta had said when I’d worked at the forge.  
 
    “Yes, they should have, but they’ll learn your Majesty and they’ll never make the mistake again.” Sentala assured me as I pushed out the window landing quietly in the empty courtyard beyond. 
 
    A small shockwave of pure magic traveled the expanse of the palace grounds. I glanced at Sentala curiously waiting for an explanation. She grinned ferally, “The test has officially begun. There are five obstacles and twenty regalia that you must go through. May the Goddess be with your opponents. I know you don’t need her.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” I growled as armor shimmered over my skin in the matter of seconds, tattoos becoming solid objects through the aid of my magic. Without a backwards glance to see if she were following I raced towards the kitchens and the servants’ entrance. They were going to regret their decision to take Dahni…I might not kill anyone, but I would hurt them. I would hurt them more badly then I had ever hurt anyone I’d not killed and I’d feel no remorse at all. 
 
     
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    I entered the garden right outside the kitchen entrance and knew instantly that something was wrong. The garden once bursting with life, was completely deserted. Screaming children racing around. Kitchen servants laughing and joking as they plucked fruit and picked plants for that day’s meal were nowhere to be seen. I paused in the door-less archway leading to the kitchen shivering slightly at the chill… I raised my hand stopping Sentala in her tracks behind me. “I’m cold.” I murmured softly giving her a pointed look. 
 
    “You’re…cold?” I tipped my head in a nod. Sentala stared at me for a long time before taking a step back. Choosing instead to gaze down the small corridor that turned sharply into the kitchen keeping her from seeing anything of interest. “I’ll wait here.”  
 
    “Smart move,” I replied breath misting in the air causing her eyes to widen. Without preamble, I moved further down the narrow corridor. Pausing once more when I reached the sharp left that would open into the palace kitchen. Leaning against the wall I glanced slowly around the corner holding my staff in a low position. Just in case someone was waiting to spring out at me. What I saw drew me up short, the ovens usually blasting waves of heat were frozen into solid blocks of ice. I blinked squinting my eyes sure that I could still see the flames, now unmoving within them.  
 
    A thick layer of snow covered the counters and the floor, while heavy flakes fell from the ceiling. I crept into the kitchen. The only thing keeping me from shivering in the sub degree weather was my gift warming me from the inside out. I imagined if Sentala had followed that one breath would feel like she’d swallowed a thousand knives. Pots, pans, knives, vegetables and meat lay scattered across the countertops. The center table was a mess of mixing bowls and random plates of half-eaten food. All now completely frozen through. Where were my servants…where were my people? 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye I detected movement low to the ground. I flicked my staff in that direction eyes widening when I found a familiar metal ball rolling towards me instead of a physical presence. “Mother of…” Before I had time to finish my curse or even raise my arm to shield myself, the ball detonated. My ears rang as a dragon roared towards me, faster than sound itself. I closed my eyes taking a deep breath as its maw opened wide freeing a winter storm that would surely destroy even me. As I exhaled I let go. I let go of all my anger, all my frustration at the prison my life had become. I let loose my passion, my desire to see Dahni healthy and whole. I let go of my control, shattering the bars that held back the heat. Fire poured out of me, much as water would rush through a riverbed. I opened my eyes as it all came bursting forth and as the dragon roared, I roared back streams of flickering flames bursting from my throat in seemingly endless waves.  
 
    Fire and ice met between us in a battle of wills, until the heat of my gift won. When I could see no hint of a dragon and the kitchen was near to sweltering. I rebuilt the cage, once more shackled my control, as I leaned heavily on the center table catching my breath. 
 
    Just then, Sentala came racing into the kitchen a look of pure panic on her face. “I heard a dragon roar and thought back to when we were in Sangrur…” Her words petered off as she caught sight of the scorched countertops, burnt food and the stone floor cracked from intense heat.  
 
    “Do I have to fight you or was that display of power enough?” I questioned, ignoring Sentala’s curious look in favor of eyeing the regalia standing in the doorway leading to the dining hall. 
 
    The man simply bowed his respect before stepping aside. “What did you do?” Sentala wondered as we strode by without him raising his arms against us. 
 
    I rubbed my sore throat wishing that Dahni was with me to make it feel better. A cool bit of water sounded like heaven in that moment. “I hurt my throat,” I husked simply while she stared expecting more. “Where would you hold hostages if you had taken the palace?” I said thinking aloud as we checked the corridor outside the dining hall to assure ourselves it was empty.  
 
    “Depends on how many people I was holding hostage.” Sentala said by way of answer. “If it were all the servants as well as Dahni and Queen Lahaina I would use the throne room. Only the King and his immediate family know the secret passage that opens behind the thrones themselves. I would note that, and be off to the side watching both entrances. If it were just Dahni, or Dahni and the former Queen I would find a place well known to the person I wished to find me. A place also easily defendable with one entrance and exit and I’d wait it out.” My Spy Master gazed at me curiously. “Any places come to mind?” 
 
    “Two, but let us check the throne room first. The servants haven’t all just up and disappeared after all.” I decided as we slowly crept through familiar corridors. 
 
    “Why are you not just opening a doorway to where you wish to go?” Sentala inquired after several minutes of twisting turns and endless hallways that lead to nowhere. Or so it seemed. 
 
    “Why would I do that when the throne room is just around the corner?” Sentala gave me a skeptical look. Until we turned the corner and found ourselves faced with a small army of ten regalia.                 
 
    “Lane knows you well your Majesty,” Sentala huffed as they caught sight of us. 
 
    “I feel a bit flattered at her estimation of my skills.” I murmured heart warmed as the regalia vanished one by one. Relaxing into myself I blinked settling into my second sight, instantly feeling the drain on my magic.  
 
    “Where did they go?” Sentala questioned, fists raised in a fighting position as streams of desire slowly snaked from her body.  
 
    “Their using the art of flowing.” I ducked a quick punch that I struggled to see even with my sight. Before leaping over a sweeping kick and tucking into a roll. I managed to catch someone in the face with my staff before a regalia landed on my back.  
 
    “Goddess be damned!” Sentala growled clutching at her bleeding face. “Either someone cut me with a blade or I was hit so quickly with a sharp jab that it resulted in a laceration.” She grunted as someone kneed her in the gut, struggling to remain standing as she wheezed. “I’m not sure which I prefer…” 
 
    I felt several blows to the face while I struggled to get the person off my back. Second sight fading with my concentration. If anyone had walked by in that moment it would have appeared that we were fighting ourselves. I swayed slightly as a well-placed punch caught me in the temple. Sentala lay curled in upon herself on the ground trying to protect her head from swift blows.  
 
    As the world slowly faded around me I emptied my coin pouch, blinking slowly at the deafening noise of metal coins striking cool stone. My armor wavered with my consciousness as I sunk to my knees catching myself with my hands. Sentala lay motionless now, no longer conscious. My hands glowed as I pressed them against smooth metal and rough stone. I closed my eyes thinking of an expanding dome with Sentala and I at its center. Pushing outward away from us and taking all intruders with it. Leaving an opening large enough to walk through, allowing air to filter in while everything and everyone else pressed against the walls and the ceiling. Gently but firmly until they could do nothing but breathe, unable to cause harm. 
 
    In a matter of moments, the blows stopped, the weight on my back gone. When I opened my eyes, I found myself seated in the center of a shadowy copper dome the only light peeking through an opening large enough to walk through. Swirling patterns that resembled dancing flames covered the walls. It was as beautiful as it was fascinating. Sighing softly, I picked up my staff before pushing to my feet. Slowly, I stretched my aching limbs before grabbing Sentala under the arms and dragging her into the open corridor. Curious I glanced to the side to find several squirming regalia trying to free themselves. 
 
    Sentala woke with a start at the sound of my laughter and stared wide eyed at the dome that I’d created to free us. Catching sight of the squirming bodies she too laughed in amusement. “Who says money can’t get you anything...” I murmured causing a renewed wave of laughter. 
 
    “Serves them right for ganging up on us.” Sentala grumbled as I pulled her to her feet, brushing the blood from her face with a torn bit of my shirt. “Thank you.” 
 
    I tipped my head in a nod before proceeding to the throne room and pushing the doors open without preamble. “Well we’ve found the servants.” I said catching sight of festivities, men women and children eating and playing. While bards and soldiers resided in each corner regaling everyone with stories. Atop the dais sat Queen Lahaina, not on the throne, but on the stairs themselves, talking with Zara while music played filling the great hall.  
 
    “Indeed, we have,” Sentala replied rubbing her stomach that likely still ached a bit.  
 
    “You’ve arrived quicker than I thought you would.” Teal’s voice broke through the background noise as he appeared beside us eyes sparkling with amusement.  
 
    I gripped him by his dark cowl dragging him closer as flames licked along my arms. “Where is Dahni.” I growled feeling a renewed sense of energy as I found an outlet for my anger. 
 
    Teal’s hands hovered over my arms not wishing to touch them least he be burned. While the fabric of his cowl slowly began to smoke as it was dragged from the lower half of his face. Revealing a strong jaw and seemingly soft pink lips down turned in a frown. “Everything we’ve done holds a purpose your Majesty…” He met my gaze without flinching. “If you would just release me so that I can explain.” 
 
    Sighing softly, I freed him, waiting for his explanation. “Thank you.” He raised his cowl ignoring the small holes revealing bits of his skin. “After the Assembly, you’ve had several of the Leaons watched very closely. Leaon Miguel chief among them. Lane figured that with a hatred such as his given an opportunity he’d act to assassinate you if he could. Not the smartest plan by far when everyone would suspect you but still a possibility so long as no one could trace the act. So, we gave him the opportunity, allowing in his spies and setting up this test. Ensuring that the servants and former Queen were safe by taking them “hostage,” he put air quote around the word hostage. “We made them apart of our plans, setting up a day of fun.” He waved his towards the throne room. “Lane took Dahni while you slept after your love making…by asking nicely for her assistance.” 
 
    I gave Sentala a look of pure suspicion while she shook her head hands raised in supplication. “Trust me if I’d been in on it I’d not have suffered through an unnecessary beating.”  
 
    I tipped my head in acknowledgement of her words before turning back to Teal. “Where are they now?” I wondered wanting this to be over. 
 
    “Lane should be apprehending Leaon Miguel in the War Room now for attempting to assassinate the Queen and taking your potential consort hostage. If all has gone according to plan.” Teal explained allowing me to take the lead as a doorway opened around the corner from the War Room. 
 
    “Help…” a feeble voice croaked. “Somebody…anybody… Goddess it hurts…”  
 
    Teal and I shared a look before racing around the corner with Sentala following close behind. What we found froze my heart, Dahni lay leaning against the wall beside the War Room. Where the doors stood wide open broken off their hinges. Several regalia lay unmoving upon the ground around her. Blood stained the stone beneath them, as well as splattering the walls. Dahni herself looked beaten, a trail of blood trickling from her mouth. The left side of her face a bloody mess. Her eye…Goddess she’d never see out of it again. She lay as still as possible with her hands held tightly to her abdomen, glowing with the use of her magic. It was easy to tell that if she moved her hands at all, her guts would come spilling out. Truly it was a miracle that she still lived at all.  
 
    “How are you still alive?” Sentala breathed in her shock as we came to kneel beside her.  
 
    Dahni grimaced slightly more blood trickling from her lips as I brushed the hair from the right side of her face. “My magic…heals. Slowly.” She burbled voice sounding wet as if she were drowning. Drowning in her own blood. 
 
    “You’re dying.” I husked heart clenching as tears burned my eyes.  
 
    Dahni opened her good eye, bright and clear despite the pain I saw there. “Not. A. Chance…” She took a slow deep breath, teeth stained with blood. “You’re stuck…with me…” 
 
    “You’re speaking as if that’s a bad thing.” I choked out smiling softly despite the situation.  
 
    “Best thing…” Dahni closed her eyes, pressing her hands more firmly to her stomach. “Lane…” She breathed before resting a moment, each word a struggle. “Lane chased Miguel…he used magic. Enchantments…duplicates. Caught us by surprise…at the last possible moment. Great swordsman…regalia fought valiantly, poison in the air. Weakened them…and me. He took the reports…that would damn him. Killed his spies.” Dahni tipped her head slightly towards the War Room littered with bodies. “No one to testify against him, he struck me. Then ran…something about… The Samereian Princess. Lane stayed…worried about me…I made her go.” Dahni groaned as a spasm went through her body, causing blood to spurt from her wounds. “Ahhhh….” 
 
    “I don’t want you to talk anymore but I need to know where they’ve gone okay. I need to set this right.” I murmured watching her magic flare and fade as she struggled to stay with us.  
 
    “Where the Water King rests… Where the gate opens… Where you take your burden and your thoughts…” Dahni raised her hand covered in blood and quivering with fatigue to gently cup my cheek. “Go…now.” Her lips curled in a weak pain filled smile. “I’ll be okay.”  
 
    “Promise?” I breathed pressing a tender kiss to her brow uncaring of the blood that now stained my armor and my skin.  
 
    Dahni tipped her head slightly before closing her eyes as if to prepare for a long nap hands still glowing softly with the blue light of her magic. “I promise…Now get…The Princess…needs you.” 
 
    I hesitated for a moment not wanting to leave her. Sentala nudged me slightly, “We’ll stay with her Keer. Go catch that man.” 
 
    Teal bowed his head pulling his cowl from his face, causing my lips to quiver with emotion at his somber expression. No one hid from death after all. “Bring him to justice your Majesty. We’ll watch over Dahni.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I murmured as tears dripped from my chin before pushing to my feet. Taking my staff in firm hands I raced forward a path opening before me onto the hill where I often took my thoughts.  
 
    “It certainly took you long enough.” Leaon Miguel spat from where he stood beside the stone memorial dedicated to my father. I understood instantly what Dahni meant by duplicate enchantment, for there stood not one but six of him. All identical in appearance. He smiled when he saw that I’d noticed. “Do you like my little trick?” 
 
    “Not particularly.” I breathed realizing that he held hostages, all held at knife point, collars circling their throats. It seemed that the Samereian envoy had arrived. I glanced around, realizing that three were missing. The one I judged to be the original Leaon Miguel held Lane, battered and bloody but obviously whole. I recalled that there had been eight intended slaves. Meaning that the other Miguels held the five remaining slaves…Where were the others… 
 
    “It’s quite effective,” He continued as if I’d not spoken. “Your regalia thought they had me beat. Ahh the joy I experienced when I ended their lives was spectacular.” He sighed as if experiencing great pleasure. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes but held tight to my control. “You realize there’s no way you can get away with this right?” I questioned twirling my staff nonchalantly as if I weren’t worried in the least that he might randomly start killing people for no other reason than he could. 
 
    “Oh, but I will because I’m going to own the Samereian Princess…” 
 
    “Where is the Samereian Princess?” I wondered sure in the fact that she couldn’t possibly be among the hostages. He wasn’t quite relaxed enough, not yet assured that his plan would hold to the end. “You can’t have her, because if you did you’d not need to hold them hostage. Per the agreement, they’d already be yours.” 
 
    “Through pure suspicion her Highness sent several of us ahead as decoys. She didn’t trust in the fact that some Prince of unknown origin claimed to speak on behalf of the Queen…” Miguel snarled his rage slitting the woman’s throat without hesitation a crazed look shinning in his eyes.  
 
    I stepped forward but he raised the knives he held to several other throats. “That was unnecessarily wasteful of you.” I said softly once more stopping in my tracks heart racing now at her needless death. 
 
    “I warned them to silence. She didn’t listen. Now everyone understands their life rests in my hands. Regardless if I have the Princess or not.” His eyes shifted wildly a horse ready to bolt with no way out. A wolf willing to attack if the need arouse. An animal trapped in the corner ready to resort to anything. 
 
    We stood at an impasse, me unwilling to advance least anyone else die. Him unwilling to let anyone go. “I have a proposition for you,” I said after a time as the scent of blood filled the air while a woman lay bleeding out between us still gasping for air. “If you free them, without any more needless deaths. I will let you go free, if you reach the border before my army catches you I will let you go free…I’ll even give you a sun span’s head start.” I offered slowly inching forward while he thought over my offer.  
 
    “Why would I take such a deal. I have no assurance that you’ll keep your word…” 
 
    “True. But as it stands Leaon Miguel the only way out if you refuse is death. Right now, you have leverage, but if you kill these slaves your leverage is gone. Your death will surely follow. As well eventually your duplicates will vanish and it’ll be six to one, again you’ll still have your single hostage and so our deal will still stand but if you kill her, of course you will die. Neither of us know where the Samereian Princess is, but I doubt she’ll appear any time soon when her people have yet to return assuring her that something has gone horribly wrong.” Leaning lightly on my staff as if it were no concern to me I eyed Leaon Miguel with pity more than anything. “Take the deal Miguel, at least then you have a chance. On my honor, I will do you know harm if you agree.” 
 
    For a long time, he thought about it sweat beading on his brow as his eyes flickered all around. I remained calm leaning upon my staff while I waited with baited breath hoping that he’d agree. As one the Miguels struck their hostages across the temple rendering them unconscious before vanishing. Leaving the original holding Lane. “I’ll agree to your deal your Majesty. Hold true to your word.” 
 
    “I will.” He struck Lane firmly and I watched her crumple to the ground before he turned and vanished racing down across the grazing lands as if flamon hounds were chasing him. I crouched beside the woman who had bled out while we’d waited, closing her eyes with a heavy heart. 
 
    “Why did you let him go?” I turned to find a beautiful woman standing behind me a circlet of crystalline blue seated atop her head, a collar of the same design circling her throat. Two other woman stood behind her, hands resting atop their swords collars circling their throats. Guards and slaves both I presumed. 
 
    “I didn’t want anyone else to die…” I replied honestly feeling extremely tired in that moment. 
 
    “Do you mean Maria,” The Princess tipped her head towards the woman laying before me. “She is a half blood, part phoenix. Watch…” I gazed down at her curiously as her skin began to crack breaking apart to reveal smooth unblemished skin beneath.  
 
    After only a matter of moments she sat bolted upright clutching at her throat with a grimace. “Gods above I’d not expected him to do that.” Maria glanced around curiously. “Where did the crazy man go?” She wondered as her companions began to wake grumbling softly. 
 
    “She released him so that he could go off to kill more people.” The Samereian Princess explained without preamble while I gapped at the blatant untruth. 
 
    “That is not what happened!” I exclaimed pushing to my feet. “He’ll not get further than the stables.” 
 
    The Samereian Princess gave me a look obviously judging my worth and finding me lacking. “I hope your right, for the sake of many innocent lives.” I met her gaze with a raised brow of my own. I had live long enough to not be intimidated by a look. “Who are you?” She asked after a moment of charged silence. 
 
    “I think I should be asking you that question.” I countered once more leaning on my staff.  
 
    Her Highness offered me her hand, “Princess Vahla of Samere and you are.” 
 
    I took her hand firmly, “Queen Keeravani of Ierilo.” I bowed my head. “At any other time, I’d say it was a pleasure, but I have more important things to worry about.” 
 
    “Like the man, you let escape?” Princess Vahla wondered raising her brow. 
 
    “Your Majesty?!” Teal appeared beside Zara on the hill beside me. “Dahni…” Before he could finish I rushed through the doorway they left open. Dropping down beside a pale Dahni instantly laying my staff upon the ground without a second thought. 
 
    “You promised me you’d survive,” I murmured taking in her blue lips and the fading light in her once bright eyes. 
 
    “I will…” She breathed softly. Closing her eyes for a moment that felt too long before opening them again. “I will…” 
 
    “She’s lost too much blood,” Sentala whispered from beside me. “As well her gift isn’t healing her fast enough. If she falls asleep Keer. She won’t wake up.” 
 
    “Can you seal her wounds with your fire or your craftmanship so that we might move her to the infirmary?” Zara asked crouching down beside me. 
 
    “The shock would kill her.” I countered cupping Dahni’s face in my hands. 
 
    “Doing nothing will kill her just as quickly.” Maria argued from behind us before being shushed by the Samereian Princess.  
 
    “I have an idea,” Vahla murmured taking up residence on my other side. “But you’ll have to trust me.”  
 
    I gazed into the eyes of this women I’d just met before gazing down at Dahni on the brink of death. “I trust you.” 
 
    Vahla waved Maria forward and Zara moved back to make room for the exotic half breed. Her eyes glowed several different colors, none of which I could name in that moment. Though it reminded me of fire all the same. “Every collar has a way to remove it, in the sense you could trade places. Maria tell them about your collar.” 
 
    “I am half phoenix, a mythical firebird that can be reborn from the ashes of itself after death. As you saw earlier I have similar gift. To remove my collar, I need someone on the brink of death willing to wear it for me. I’ll be free, they’ll be healed and the collar they wear will be neutralized.” She tipped her head on Dahni who was struggling to breathe. “She’s too far gone and so I ask you in her place if she’ll wear my collar?” 
 
    “She will.” I breathed without hesitation as Dahni’s hand slowly went lax in mine. Maria bowed her head in acceptance before leaning forward slowly growing brighter until I had to shield my eyes against the brilliance of it. As if from a great distance away I heard the cry of a mighty bird and then the light slowly faded away.  
 
    When I blinked the spots from my eyes Dahni was pushing herself into a sitting position clutching at her skull and Maria was leaning against the Princess holding her stomach as if it ached. Beneath the blood on Dahni’s face I could see a scar that matched the one that had appeared slashing across Maria’s left eye. After a moment, Maria opened her eyes and I stared at the familiar jade that now resided in the left. “That hurt.” She groaned as if still in a great amount of pain. Her neck free of the ivory collar she’d once wore. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking the same thing for several sun slithers now.” Dahni husked wiping the encrusted blood from her face before opening her eyes. Revealing a small kaleidoscope of colors in the left orb where once there had been pure jade. 
 
    “I’m so angry with you.” I murmured pulling her into a crushing embrace peppering kisses across her face ignoring the metallic taste of blood.  
 
    “You’re angry with me?” Dahni murmured as I kissed her. “After a mad man took my eye and gutted me…” 
 
    “You almost broke your promise.” I said by way of explanation pulling away when she shifted in discomfort. A large jagged scar visible through the large gash in her shirt. 
 
    “Maria, was it?” The person in question grunted by way of greeting. “Ensured I didn’t.” Dahni bowed her head slightly. “Thank you.” 
 
    “No.” Maria said smiling brightly tracing her fingers along the pale skin of her neck. “Thank you. I’m free now because of you and I’ll wear your scars proudly.” She covered her left eye, “Though your sight is horrendous in comparison to mine.” 
 
    “Yours is giving me a headache,” Dahni countered closing the same eye. 
 
    “How is it possible that both of you aren’t blind?” Sentala wondered curiously as I helped Dahni to her feet arm wrapped firmly around her waist. I wanted to pick her up and cradle her close against my chest, but I didn’t wish to undermine her strength.  
 
    “That’s a question that can be answered another time. That Miguel fellow is still running free.” A woman with a seductive voice and eyes seemingly too large for a human face murmured from among the group of women behind us.  
 
    Princess Vahla tipped her head in a nod of agreement, “Seka’s right. Though I’m happy your friend is now on the mend. That man still runs free.” 
 
    “As I said before I’m not worried. The quickest way for him to escape would be to stop by the stables to steal a horse.” My lips curled in amusement when Sentala snorted realizing what I was getting at.  
 
    “Prey tell what do you find so amusing?” One of the women I thought of as the Princess’ guards questioned clutching at the hilt of her sword as if she might strike her down for her insolence.  
 
    “Relax Grim,” Vahla murmured clutching at the woman’s sword arm until she loosened her hold on her weapon. 
 
    “It’s just, if I were to steal a horse. I’d steal the finest piece of horse flesh I could find.” Sentala and I shared a look. “It just so happens that the finest horse in the stables happens to be a very intelligent unicorn. Though you’d never guess by looking. The former Leaon isn’t going anywhere if he thought to lay a hand on Proctor.” 
 
    “Would you bet coin on that?” Grim countered sounding a bit aggressive.  
 
    I raised my hand before Sentala could speak, “I’d bet my entire country on it.” I replied as Dahni leaned more heavily against me. The day’s events having long since caught up to her. 
 
    Zara tipped her head towards a doorway she’d opened in the middle of the corridor. “Let us go see shall we. Instead of wasting more time. The quicker this ends the quicker we can lay these brave men and women to rest.” 
 
    I tucked my arm beneath Dahni’s knees before hefting her into my arms. “Grim, since you seem so skeptical. Lead the way.”  
 
    Snorting slightly Grim walked swiftly through the doorway that opened right outside the stable. The rest of the collared women following close behind. Princess Vahla bringing up the rear with Maria leaning heavily against her looking just as fatigued as Dahni. I glanced first at Sentala then at Zara before watching them vanish through the doorway. I followed behind them, with Teal and Lane guarding my back. As I passed through the doorway out into the high noon sun, I prayed that we weren’t wrong. I’d not forgive myself if an evil such as he escaped into the world. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    “That was anticlimactic…” Sentala sighed, as I entered the stable to find them gathered round one of the stalls. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I questioned pushing through the small group of people to find Leaon Miguel laid out on the ground. “He’s dead.” I stared brow furrowed at the obvious knife wound. “Who killed him?” 
 
    “He was dead when Zara and I got here.” Sentala explained, stepping away from the foreigners. “His body is still warm,” Sentala continued giving reason why she suspected one of them. 
 
    “I understand what you said by anticlimactic. All the evil he’s done and here we come to find him dead.” I rested my chin lightly atop Dahni’s brow gazing at the Samereians unable to tell who did it and unwilling to accuse any of them.  
 
    Slowly, being mindful of Dahni cradled in my arms I crouched down and touched a glowing hand to his cooling body. After a moment, I stood and we watched as he burned in a flash of searing heat that left no odor or trace save the ashes that were gone with the wind. “How many bodies have you burned that you can do that?” Seka asked gazing at me warily. 
 
    I glanced briefly at the hard-packed earth no longer stained with blood, for even that had burned to nothing. “Too many to count.” I breathed tiredly before moving towards Proctor’s stall. “You did good Proctor.” I murmured pressing my brow firmly against his. “We couldn’t have brought him to justice without you.” 
 
    “He must love you fiercely to stay with you,” A woman with long black hair and blue eyes ringed with silver said drawing closer. The black tuffs of fur at the end of tapered ears would have told me she was of the Marr. If her easy nature with horses, unique eyes and hair hadn’t. 
 
    “I have told him many times he can go anytime he pleases.” I said honestly gazing at my friend smiling softly while he simply nickered at me.  
 
    “He tells me he goes sometimes, but he always returns to you. You are his person. For life.” The Marr smiled at that, gently stroking Proctor’s brow. For a moment, a spiraling horn of the purest night became visible and then, as fast as it had come, it was gone.  
 
    “You have a unicorn as your mount!” Maria exclaimed despite her fatigue. Though she wasn’t the only one completely awed or surprised by such a thing. “Kalum, Grim, she has a unicorn!” 
 
    Kalum, the Marr I figured, now chuckling softly, bowed her head in a nod. “Yes, Maria she has a unicorn. As a woman of the Horse People I knew this instantly. Though Proctor hides it well. Grim as a centaur would know as well…perhaps even sooner than I.” 
 
    Sentala leaned close to me while we both took in Grim’s human appearance. “I thought centaurs had horse parts?” 
 
    “So did I…” 
 
    “They do!” Grim snapped having obviously heard our side bar despite Maria’s continued tirade of disbelief about Proctor being a unicorn. She tugged firmly at the collar snorting angrily. “The collar keeps me this way.” The human bound centaur glared at the ground. “Trust me, if I had a choice I wouldn’t walk around feeling like less than I am.” She stormed off before we could think to apologize for our unintended callousness.  
 
    “Don’t mind her Princess Vahla” said smiling softly. “Grim at the best of times requires a gentle touch.” She tipped her head towards the stable doors. “Let us head back to the palace. There are brave men and women to burry and treaties to discuss. As well as introductions to get through.” 
 
    “Strange to think that it’s just a bit past noon when it feels like a small eternity ago that I first woke up.” I sighed softly as we left the stables as one, giving Proctor one final pat goodbye as we passed. Promising to come by later in the seven day to have a nice long ride.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
    “Goddess…” I breathed, gazing down the length of the table thinking of all the blood we’d cleaned up that day. There had been servants, but we’d all been right there along with them. Cleaning and scrubbing once the bodies had been removed until our backs ached and our knuckles were raw. We were finally done, the sun long since set and yet we were still awake. Sitting here in the War Room. “Are introductions still in order?” I wondered. “By this point I think I know all of you.” 
 
    I gazed down the table at our Samereian guests. “We have Princess Vahla, a succubus unable to change. The King’s first child born to her father by his first love. Now gone…I’m sorry for your loss.”  
 
    Her Highness simply smiled softly shrugging her shoulder, “It’s been a long time. The ache has faded some.” 
 
    “Then we have Maria, a half breed like myself. Apart of a dying race. The mythical phoenix. You’re free now, having saved Dahni’s life.” I clutched Dahni’s hand smiling softly as she squeezed my fingers resting her head on the table half asleep. “Giving her the use of your eye in exchange for hers so that you might both keep your sight. Parting with a slither of your immortality so that she may live as long as I.” Maria bowed graciously not looking much more awake than Dahni. 
 
    “Followed by Grim and Kalum. Grim being a centaur trapped in human form due to the collar round her throat. Also, a guard to the Princess having once been a warrior and I think to help let out the frustration at her plight.” Everyone chuckled at that and Grim just huffed. “Kalum being a part of the race of Horse people. Able to change into a horse at will.”  
 
    I moved down the line, “Then Seka is a mer, or mermaid.” I shook my head. “Despite hearing it I still find it hard to believe. Insane I know considering magic exists and women can have children together without the use of men.” I gazed down the table at the last three women. “Riaan is a dragon much like Zara is…I feel as if you can change anytime you want?” The woman in question tipped her head in a nod eyes flashing to something a bit more reptilian in nature. “Chia, is a pixie,” I sighed in appreciation at her magnificent wings, now bound firmly to her back using supple leather straps. She smiled brightly but otherwise chose not to speak. “Last we have Dane, simply human. Just happening to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. A prodigy at the blade, and her Highness’ other guard.” I looked at Sentala half asleep on her feet before turning to Zara at the other end of the table. “Have I missed anything?” 
 
    “No. That sums up the introductions nicely. As well we know your people,” Vahla added. “You, yourself the Queen of Ierilo Keeravani. Sentala your Armorer and a succubus though not many know that. Dahni your Water Mage and Zara your Enchantress. We’re missing your Advisors away on assignments, but among them are Glen, Santi and Sir Zeron. And then your leaders, as you call them Leaons…I cannot remember them all.”  
 
    I waved away her sheepishness. “It has been a long eventful day and I am sure that everyone of us wishes to find our beds, but before that happens I wish to know one thing.” 
 
    Vahla leaned back in her seat, “What’s that?” 
 
    “How can I possibly help you? There seems to be a clause to every collar on how to free yourself. Death and then some odd ritual involving trust and your gifts. Like Maria and Dahni being on the brink of death. I imagine that all of you are in a similar boat?” 
 
    “Yes,” Seka replied head bowed. “I need someone willing to swim with me to the depths of the ocean and trust that I will not let them die…” She gazed at me with sorrow filled eyes. “I have lost many friends your Majesty and I have long since stopped trying.” 
 
    “I need to find someone who might do a dragon dance with me,” Riaan made a face. “They have to be human and be able to fly. As well as know the dragon tongue.” She shook her head. “One is hard to find, all is near impossible.” 
 
    “You’re going to be wearing that collar forever,” Sentala murmured seeming a bit more awake. I gave her a look but she just shrugged. “It’s the Gods’ honest truth and you know it.” 
 
    Riaan smirked revealing sharp canines, “I’ve waited a over a hundred. A few hundred more won’t be a problem.” 
 
    “We came to you knowing that you are gifted in making or unmaking things. We thought you might help us, but even if you can’t.” Her Highness made a face. “And I don’t think you can, we came because we need to be owned by someone who will let us live freely…or as freely as slaves can. When they’re bound by magic, my father he trusted your father. He knew him as a man of his word even if Samere has stood idly by, we’ve always noted your dealings with the smaller lands around you. Then Angileri and Dangilere formed a bond during the Queen’s Tournament and they’ve become a threat in a way. They’re pushing this law…and my father will yield if you wish. Or you will take us in and we will stand with you against them. Slavery is a horrible trade, that much I agree on. But there are no true slaves in Samere your Majesty.” Vahla looked at me beseechingly. “On this I swear my word, there are simply those who wear the collar. They wear it with pride, they carry all the power and those that don’t. They care for them, they nurture them, they build them into strong upstanding citizens of society Everyone thinks are land is full of criminals…but in truth Samere is a place people go to build a new life. Where a thief without a hand can be look at without scorn, or a prisoner with a brand can hold his head high. Samere is a refuge, for those cast out, those beaten, those broken and seeking aid. These men and women they come to us and we ask of them one thing, to renounce their ways and to wear the collar. This allows for mistakes, for leniency when they slip…Everyone slips, we are…they are human.” 
 
    “What of murders, what of rapists, and the bandits riding our borders?” I wondered heartened by her speech but skeptical none the less. 
 
    “As I said, the reformed wear the collar. She gave me a pointed look. “There are no reformed murders your Majesty. Nor men who take women or men without permission. These people they die, without question, without remorse. Though a fair trial is held, that much we give them. My father is not merciful to those undeserving of mercy. As for the bandits… I will it admit some are ours, those that steal without harming others. It is a lucrative business that will of course stop once the treaty is signed. The others are simply desperate people, and some are simply out to harm others.” 
 
    “You’ll help us clear them out of the mountains?” I asked brow raised curiously. 
 
    “I will send word to my father, he will call our people back. He’ll put them to use as he sees fit. The rest we’ll aid in catching, or killing whichever you prefer. By the end of this sun cycle once the hot season starts anew. There will be no bandits to fear along the pass through the mountains from here to Samere.” The Princess replied without hesitation. 
 
    “What will I do with you all?” I wondered running my finger through my hair still caked with blood. I just wanted to soak in my lovely bathing pool until I didn’t feel disgusting and then sleep. Goddess why did being royalty not come with an instruction manual… 
 
    “Take care of us your Majesty,” Chia hesitantly whispered. “We wear the collar, we ask you for refuge. Take care of us, guide us until we are upstanding members of your court. Make us your family.” She gazed up and down the table at her companions. “We are all we have, and you.” Chia turned to me, “You are the only thing keeping us from scattering to the four winds. Taken in by anyone able to take ownership of us. We know you are kind…we cannot be assured of others.” 
 
    “I will do what you ask of me.” I bowed my head, “But first I wish to talk to her Highness alone. Everyone else is free to find their beds.” I don’t think I’d ever seen Sentala disappear quicker than she did in that moment. I’d have laughed if I hadn’t felt so tired.  
 
    Dahni pressed a chaste kiss to my cheek as Lane moved to squeeze my shoulder. I held her back requesting that she find Queen Lahaina and bring her if she hadn’t yet found her bed. My regalia gazed at me curiously but did as I’d asked without question. Everyone else filed out with Teal and Zara directing them to where they’d be staying. Dahni and Maria both cradling their left eye, no doubt the vast difference in sight was a bit distorting. 
 
    “What do you need of me your Majesty?” Vahla questioned hesitantly, moving to the seat beside me. “So that me and mine can stay in your court. What must I do to earn your trust?”  
 
    “You killed him.” I replied watching confusion steal across Vahla face. “You killed Leaon Miguel.” I reiterated leaning my arms on the table. Feeling exhausted but wanting to get this all out of the way before going to bed. 
 
    “I have…” 
 
    I scoffed, “Don’t lie to me. I’m not as young as I appear and I was a soldier. So, don’t lie to me your Highness. You came upon Leaon Miguel likely trapped with Proctor going wild and you used Kalum or Grim to calm him. He’d not have calmed so easily otherwise without me there, and then you killed him, without hesitation or remorse.” I met her gaze unwaveringly. “After all there are no murders that wear the collar in Samere.” 
 
    “We give them fair trial,” Vahla countered head held high. 
 
    Nodding I continued. “Yes, but you’d seen Maria’s body lying there on the hard ground. Her throat slit. Her life’s blood seeping into the earth. The rest of your people unconscious. You came expecting the worst and you found it. Done by this man who thought to own you. This man who would have enslaved you and the people you hold dear. You killed him to protect your people. Didn’t you?”  
 
    Vahla shook her head at my words. “Maria is immortal. I knew she would awaken…Leaon Miguel was never my problem…” 
 
    “From the very start he was your problem. As soon as he sent word in my name. You killed him, both you and I know it.” I leaned back in my seat. “But as soon as I sign this treaty…you’ll belong to me and all your actions will be mine. People will think anything you do are because of my orders…” 
 
    “I am my own person!” Her Highness snapped, slamming her fists on the table. “Anything I say or do is because I will it. No one else…I will never be owned not by him or anyone like him. I am free!” Vahla beat her chest tears shimmering in her eyes. “Why does everyone wish to take that from me?” She implored voice thick with emotion. 
 
    “Because you aren’t,” I offered with a shrug tapping the decorative piece of parchment that would enslave her to my commands. “You wear the collar, but unlike those in Samere you truly are a slave. With freewill only up to a point.” I watched tears stream her face as she stared down at the table fists clenched upon the hard wood. “I will ask but one more time and I want honesty or I will rip this parchment to shreds and you will go back from whence you came.” Vahla gazed at me startled. “If I am to have you be free as you are able in my court. I’m going to need to trust you, I will not sign this agreement just to demand you tell me the truth. I want you to do it on your own. If I am to provide refuge, you need to entrust yourself and your people into my care. Lies will only hurt us all. Did you kill him?” 
 
    “I take full responsibility…” 
 
    “That’s not what I asked your Highness. I asked if you killed him?” I would settle for nothing less than the truth. 
 
    Princess Vahla ran her fingers along the table while she thought about ways to answer with less than the truth. Eventually deciding I’d accept nothing less. Her Highness sunk low in her seat tracing her fingers through her hair. “No…Grim entered first and Kalum was second. Grim calmed Proctor, I’m sure she could tell instantly what he was. I believe Kalum knew soon after, none of the rest of us were aware until we saw the horn. Our shock was genuine.” 
 
     Vahla took a deep breath before continuing. “It happened so fast… Dane is a true Master with the blade your Majesty. Better than any I’ve ever seen, it is almost a magic unto itself what she can do. So, when I tell you none of us saw it coming. I speak truth. I may have wanted to kill this Leaon Miguel. Certainly, I feel no remorse that he’s gone, but this is not my country. I knew it wasn’t my place to make that call, as well he needed a trial. It would have been a bit long in waiting, but I’m sure justice would have been swift. There was too much stacked against him.” She stared at the wall as if reliving the moment, voice little louder than a whisper. “I’ve never seen a man die so quickly. She struck like…like the wind. Silent and smooth. I hadn’t even known what she’d done. I never glimpsed the blade. We just stood staring in shock and then your Armorer and Enchantress were there. Just as he breathed his last, Sentala came forward. He didn’t deserve it.” She finished finally meeting my gaze. 
 
    “Didn’t deserve what?” I wondered still absorbing her words. 
 
    “The mercy Dane showed him. He should have been humiliated, should have been made an example of. Stripped of his titles and lands before he hung prosecuted for his crimes. He should have suffered as those he killed suffered. I may not have seen it but I know he slit Maria’s throat without hesitation. He didn’t know she was immortal, he didn’t know she would come back from such a thing. Miguel deliberately killed her for something as simple as speaking the truth. Mercy was the last thing he deserved.” Vahla’s eyes blazed with righteous fury. 
 
    Unlike the day, I’d signed away my freedom. For the sake of my father and my country. I signed the Samereian treaty without hesitation. “I agree with you.” I said laying down my pen, watching my signature glow with magic. “But the Goddess works her will in strange ways and she took the decision from our hands. For which I find myself grateful, we are spared from sinking to his level.” 
 
    The doors opened then and I smiled at the former Queen of Ierilo. “You sent for me your Majesty?” 
 
    I stood as she rounded the table pulling her into a warm embrace. I’d seen little of my father’s wife since his passing. Though I know she struggled with her grief. Even now I could feel that she’d grown thinner. “Let us disperse with the formalities. Otherwise we’ll be sitting here calling each other your Majesty all night long. You are still a Queen after all, you once held your own country.”               
 
    “Yes, but I am done with all that now. I am older than I appear, grieving still. I know you can see it and far too tired for such things without Venn. Lady Lahaina will do from now on.” Lahaina murmured wearily. 
 
    I squeezed her arm gently before gazing at Vahla. “Princess Vahla this is lady Lahaina now that she’s here I can tell you what it is I want from you besides trust and honesty.” I pulled out the chair opposite the Princess. Before once more seating myself at the head of the table. 
 
    Lahaina took a seat, a spark of curiosity shinning in once dull eyes. “Lady, I’m sure you’ve been made aware of the events that transpired this day?” 
 
    “I have,” Lahaina assured with a solemn nod.  
 
    “I do not know how close you were to your brother, but I’m sorry for your loss none the less.” I murmured softly. 
 
    She waved her hand, “It was no loss your Majesty. The world is better for not having him in it.” 
 
    “Very well, I won’t be moving too fast with my plans then.” I gazed between the two women seated before me, both far older than they appeared. One a succubus and the other touched by the Fae. “Now that Miguel is gone, Chalati is without a Leaon. Once the news is made public people will run for the position. Only three slots are allotted for candidates. I would like you both to run for the position.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, though I’m honored at the suggestion. There’s no way I could possibly win.” Her Highness countered brow furrowed at my plan. 
 
    Lady Lahaina simply smiled, eyes crinkling with mirth. “That’s alright your Highness. It’s not for you to win. In a way, her Majes…Keeravani is giving the people what they want while at the same time fixing the overall outcome. Except she’s not, because the people still get to choose.” 
 
    “Lahaina…” Vahla hesitated in speaking her name without any formal title. “I find myself confused. How can it be fixed but not fixed?” 
 
    “The people choose their Leaons by popular vote. Over the span of a three-moon cycle period from the time the candidates are cast. The Queen or King at the time reviews the background of those wishing to run and picks three hopefuls that have what is required. Both of us being royalty are easily able to fulfil the role of Leaon. Another will come forward, some unknown candidate. Which is good. With the choice between an unknown, a foreigner, from Samere no less and the former Queen of Ierilo. Which would you choose?” Lahaina gazed at Vahla with a raised brow waiting for her to come to the forgone conclusion. 
 
    Realization quickly dawned on her face, “You’re ensuring Lahaina wins hands down.” Her Highness bowed her head in respect. “Your Majesty, you are far more cunning then I first gave you credit for. I am grateful we’ve decided to throw our skills in your basket.” 
 
    “Thank you Vahla.” I looked to the woman who had become a friend if not a second mother. “Of course, none of this is possible if you say no. As you said you’re tired…” 
 
    I paused as Lahaina raised her hand to halt my words. “I have a long life ahead of me Keer and I would like to do something useful. You’re giving me the chance to go home, to visit those I once called friend and to repair the damage my brother has done. I could not hope for a greater gift than this. I will run for Leaon of Chalati and when I win, I will serve you with unwavering loyalty. I trust you…and I do not give my trust lightly.” 
 
    I smiled heart warmed by her belief in me. “Perhaps my words are premature, but there is no doubt in my mind that you’ll win. You are already loved by your people after all and once the truth comes to light about what Leaon Miguel has done. People will jump at the opportunity to aid you in setting things to right.” I clasped hands with Leaon Lahaina, “I know you say I am giving you a gift, but having you serve me Leaon Lahaina is a gift all its own.” 
 
    “I feel as if every time I find myself in this room seated at this table with a Queen such as yourself that history will be made.” Vahla said smiling softly a thoughtful expression on her face. “Do you think this is how it feels to sit in on the Council in Angileri.” 
 
    “No…” I pushed from my seat grinning while my new Leaon and the Princess of Samere gazed at me curiously. “This feeling is greater than that. After all they are but children with only a lifetime of worrying and strife ahead of them. With only so many challenges to overcome. We have many more and so while their lives may be an important footnote or even a chapter or two. Our time will fill books, our praise will span the world, among the Seven and far beyond. Of, course it won’t be easy, and many problems will arise, but we’ll prevail.” I gazed between them. “Won’t we?” 
 
    “Damn straight.” Lahaina said standing with me.  
 
    Vahla laughed at her outburst before standing as well. “I second that Leaon Lahaina. Let us not just make history. Let us fill books with our exploits good and bad for every country makes mistakes.” 
 
    “Well we’ll end our meeting to filling books.” I said feeling lighter than I had for quite some while, even though nothing was set in stone. 
 
    They bowed before we spoke as one, “To filling books.” I had to agree with Vahla, even though we’d done nothing really, but made a plan. It felt a little like making history and there was no greater feeling than that was there? 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Lane stopped me at my door before I could enter my room, “Lane you seemed to have been standing here a long while. I don’t think anyone has entered my room since you last checked it.” I sighed feeling exhausted and just wanting to be clean. 
 
    “Ahh, no worries your Majesty.” Lane countered mirth causing her eyes to sparkle. “I simply thought to warn you that the Samereians invited themselves to bathe in your bathing room.” 
 
    “Thank you for the warning.” I opened the door to my room and instantly heard lots of splashing and laughter. I chuckled at both Taya and Beck sitting wide eyed on my bed.  
 
    “We would have stopped them Keer, but…” 
 
    I raised my hand before Beck could go any further, “All is well Beck I do not mind. Why if you haven’t bathed already you can join us, or you can find your beds. It’s late and someone deserves to get a good night’s rest.” 
 
    “We’ve bathed, but thank you none the less.” They bowed even though it wasn’t required in private and then saw themselves out. 
 
    I took off my staff and the leather that sheathed it thankful I’d not worn my cloak or crown when I’d woken. I leaned my staff against the foot of my bed before heading towards my bathing room. What I found there made me laugh out loud.  
 
    There was a dragon that curled around the circumference of the room. She was magnificent, a violet that one associated with twilight. Her scales glimmered in the light of the room. Her tail was being used as a slide while she layed there with one wing extended beneath the waterfall, eyes half closed in contentment as Dane and Grim spread suds along the parts of her form that they could reach.  
 
    A mare of the darkest black with a star of the purest white on her brow was frolicking beneath the spray the dragon created. While Seka and Chia raced back and forth from one end of the pool to the other. You would have thought that the Mer would have had the overall advantage being a creature of the sea. But you’d have been wrong, the pixie was matching her stroke for stroke even with her wings bound.  
 
     Sentala lay floating in the center of the pool, looking to be fast asleep. While Dahni and Maria played, some game involving what they could see. Testing the limits of their sight. 
 
    I stripped out of my clothes before diving into the pool coming up beside Maria and Dahni. “How did this happen?” I asked curiously, more amused than anything. 
 
    “No one wanted to be alone after the day we’ve had.” Dahni explained. “So Sentala invited them to bathe with us in your Majesty’s bathing pool knowing you wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    “Well so long as everyone is enjoying themselves.” I said smiling softly at Maria. 
 
    “Oh, we are your Majesty. Samere has no such luxuries as this. Not even for its royalty. Be assured they have private baths and even the magic that is indoor plumbing but the only bathing pools are communal ones. Though they can be fun and relaxing this is many times better than that.” Maria explained excitedly. 
 
    We all flinched as a wave of water struck us, complimentary of Riaan slapping the water with her tail. I wiped the water from my eyes. “Well I glad my bathing pool could be of service to you all.”  
 
    Dahni wrapped herself around me, “I thought I could stay after all the fun and play is over.” She murmured so softly against my ear that I’d not have heard her if I were human. Something she’d probably done on purpose considering there was one human in the room and it was no longer her. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around her lightly nuzzling her cheek while Maria drifted away from our private moment. “I like the sound of that. After all, I still need to check you over for injuries to be assured that you’re alright.”  
 
    Humming softly Dahni pressed herself more firmly against me. “I think I’ll enjoy that your Majesty…” 
 
    Another wave of water slapped into us, leaving Dahni and I sputtering. “Get a room!” Grim yelled from Riaan’s back. 
 
    “This is my room!” I countered laughing softly as Dahni offered me some soap. 
 
    “Or let us all join in.” Sentala offered with a shrug, ever the succubus. 
 
    Maria snorted, “If I’d not already known you were succubus from the flavor of your magic that certainly would have given it away.” 
 
    Seka giggled, “Well you never know she could have been a mer, every mermaid has a bit of siren in them. Or so the tales say.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you know it for truth or not. Regardless of the tales?” Chia wondered fluttering her wings to dry them as she climbed from the pool. 
 
    “I’ll not confirm or deny anything. After all we all need our secrets.” Seka replied cryptically. 
 
    “Secrets get you killed!” Dane cried jumping from Riaan’s back and into the pool as she slowly began to shrink. 
 
    “Only sometimes.” Grim countered following suit. 
 
    “Goddess above is it always like this?” I wondered trying to keep up with the constantly flowing conversation. 
 
    “From what I’ve experienced thus far?” Dahni said heaving herself out of the water. “Yes.” 
 
    “We all have our own minds and opinions your Majesty and stuck in the palace as we were. There was very little we could do but share them with each other.” Kalum said by way of explanation. “We apologize if it seems too much.” 
 
    “No, no. You’re fine. I enjoy it. You’re all respectfully sharing your thoughts without talking over each other. It’s interesting and inspiring to say the least. I hope all my Assemblies can be held in the same way in the future to come.” I replied not unkindly. “If you wish to remain feel free, but I myself will be heading off to bed.” 
 
    “I think we’re all done.” Riaan supplied once she’d gone back to her human form, cleaning the suds from her body beneath the waterfall. “We thank you for your hospitality.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to come and bathe here anytime. With or without me.” I pulled myself from the pool taking the drying cloth that Dahni offered me before following her back into my room. “When did you have time to gather my clothes?” I wondered changing into the sleep vest and trousers she’d gotten for me. I noticed that no underclothes were present though I didn’t mind. 
 
    Sentala was the first out. “Be sure to do all the naughty things I would do.” She tossed over her shoulder as she disappeared, deciding not to use the door.  
 
    “I’m going to have to get Zara to revoke that privilege of hers at certain times. Least we be in the middle of something only to have her appear.” I gazed Dahni thoughtfully. “I’m almost sure she’d watch until the end before saying anything.” 
 
    Dahni looked at me with wide eyes, “I’ll be sure you to remind you if you forget.” 
 
    I chuckled softly at her slightly panicked voice. “Be sure that you do.” 
 
    Maria came running from the bathing room, wearing what I was sure were my clothes. Before diving onto my bed and wrapping the blankets around herself. “Sooo soft.” She moaned looking to be well on her way to sleep.  
 
    “That’s mine,” I grumbled moving to tug at the blanket only to have Kalum, Chia and Riaan join Maria on the bed. “What are you doing?!”  
 
    Grim snorted thoroughly amused as I played tug-a-war with four Samereians reluctant to move from my bed. “You certainly look very regal at the moment. Your Majesty.” She mocked as I tumbled from the bed blowing my hair from my face. 
 
    Dahni helped me to my feet chuckling softly, “I don’t think we’re going to have the night alone as we’d hoped.”  
 
    “No not likely,” I stood on the side of the bed hands on my hips as I took in the lack of space for me in my own bed. “This just won’t do.” Hands glowing with my gift I gripped the edge of the bed and pulled gently.  
 
    “Goddess,” Maria breathed as the bed slowly grew in in width the comforter growing with it.  
 
    “That’s pretty amazing.” Dane admitted flopping down on the edge of the bed.  
 
    I climbed over the four women already lying there, explain as I went. “If we’re all going to share my bed this night. Then I’m going to be in the center, least one of you shove me off the edge while I’m sleeping.”  
 
    “Smart of you,” Dahni replied joining me in the heart of warm bodies. 
 
    Seka, last to exit the bathing room raised her brow at everyone snuggled together in bed. Grim and her the only two left out. After a moment, a radiant smile broke out across her face. “Is there room for one more?”  
 
    “Mmmm,” Riaan nuzzled my hair. Her natural warmth adding to my own, making me glad I didn’t get hot. “Yes…” She continued drowsily. “Plenty of room.” 
 
    Seka snuggled up behind Dane while Grim took in this, no doubt, interesting picture. Slowly a gentle smile graced her lips. “What’s that smile for?” I wondered fighting to stay awake. The thought of sexy times with Dahni now far from my mind as she nuzzled my chest, breathing in my scent.  
 
    “You’re so different than we’d imagined you’d be.” Grim explained shrugging slightly before finding her own space on the bed. 
 
    What do you mean?” Dahni questioned for me, blinking open tired eyes but unwilling to move from her place against me. 
 
    “King Kogar is…gruff.” Chia said hesitantly. She often spoke as if she expected to be reprimanded for it. “He loves his daughters unconditionally. To them he gives his only bit of softness. He feels guilt that there exists those like his daughter and so he helped us, but…” 
 
    Grim took over once more when Chia paused for too long searching for the right word. “He’s resentful as well. As if our existence is to blame for what happened to the Princess and we…” I could feel the slight shift of her waving her arm encompassing them all. We are not his daughters and there is no softness with us.” Her voice grew, well…grim. “Even though with some of us he should have been.” 
 
    “None of us are royalty,” Seka continued drawing my attention. Dahni was struggling to stay awake long enough to hear this small bit of their story. “The sea is vast your Majesty and I couldn’t tell you if their existed a ruler of it. The sea is its own master. The point being, I’d not known the terms of respecting monarchy. Chia was a slave before wearing the collar made her a slave of a different kind. Dane worked in a black smith’s shop with her father. Competing in random swordsman tournaments for money. Losing came at the cost of abuse.  Maria was likely having fun somewhere or other.” Maria chuckled softly at her accuracy I think. “Riaan, I believe was exploring in search of territory away from her kin and Grim was just on the cusp of becoming a respected warrior of her tribe.” 
 
    “Hmm, yes I’d almost earned my leathers,” Grim husked dreamily. As if the thought of such a thing was so close she could almost reach out and grab it.  
 
    “Royalty was a foreign concept,” Riaan took over. Her voice deep and soothing, making me want to close my eyes. “To all of us. Kogar shaped our perception and so when we came to this place. None of us really willing, we expected the worst.” 
 
    “We got it in Miguel…I can’t remember the title,” Maria grumbled. “You handled everything so well. From his unexplainable death…” I decided not to tell them I knew. Perhaps in the future when we were all closer. “To cleaning up the bodies and the blood with the servants. I don’t think Kogar would ever lower himself to do such a thing. I don’t think he’d have let someone come in and kill his enemy without a full explanation.” 
 
    “For sure there would have been yelling,” Chia commented. I could see her nodding from my peripheral vision. 
 
    “Yes.” Maria agreed. “Lots of yelling. That aside, he’d have not let us bathe with him as equals. Nor been so forth coming in sharing his bed. Your kind, humorous and comical, and in the little time that has stretched towards the eternal. I have not yet seen you angry. It’s a good start your Majesty and you aren’t even trying.” 
 
    “And so, I must conclude.” Grim sighed. “That in this instance different is good your Majesty.”  
 
    Riaan nuzzled my hair while Chia stretched her wings across us as one might use the comforter. Considering much of it was wrapped around Dahni despite the expansion of the fabric, I was grateful. “Very good.” Chia finished as I finally drifted off to sleep, cocooned in a bundle of soft warm bodies. 
 
    It was a new experience for sure, but I cannot say that it was a bad one. In fact, if someone were curious enough to ask. I’d say it was one of the most comforting/relaxing things I’d ever done in all of my sixty-five sun cycles. Assuredly if the women were up to it. I wouldn’t mind doing it again. Maybe I’d suggest it, once a seven day for sure… 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
    “Can I come in?” I glanced up to see Dahni standing shyly in the doorway to my Study. I leaned back in my seat setting aside Princess Vahla and lady Lahaina’s written applications for the Leaon position. I had them drafted up that morning so that I could review them before they were made public. I didn’t want anything to go awry in this election, even if it had not yet started.  
 
    “Dahni why are you asking as if you’re not always welcome?” I chuckled softly as she came in closing the door behind her. 
 
    “Well yes. Usually I’m entering on business. After all, in this room you are the Queen and I am just your lowly humble Water Mage.” She joked ambling closer hands tucked behind her back. 
 
    “Those are our titles, but regardless of them. You will always be Dahni and I will be Keeravani, Keer or Vani to my friends. As such you are welcome regardless of if it’s business or personal.” I stood when she drew closer pulling her against me. “After all we are together.” I murmured leaning down to capture her lips with mine in a tender kiss. Humming softly at the soothing sound of waves in the distance.  
 
    “You’re flaming Keer,” Dahni murmured once she pulled away. Gently patting out the fire that had taken up residence on her sleeve. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I repaired her clothing. “I’ll have to have Mal add enchantments to your clothing as well.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize.” I smiled as she smoothed out the wrinkles in my clothing that she could reach. I decided not to tell her that I found her small stature a bit adorable at times. “I find it endearing that you don’t care to control your gift with me. It comforts me that you trust me so much.” 
 
    “What personal agenda did you come here with?” I wondered after a moment spent gazing into each other’s eyes. 
 
    Dahni jolted as if just remembering she came for a reason other than kisses and tender gazes. Not that I minded the former. “Ahh yes, I got a bit distracted. She turned crouching to grab the small cloth bag she’d dropped when we’d kissed.  
 
    It was about the size of her palm, and undoubtedly held something tiny within it.  “Perhaps it seems a bit soon…After all.” She touched the collar at her throat. “After all we now have an eternity…or very near to it. That aside I learned yesterday that life can be short. Sentala walked away from you, just like that and you accepted it so easily. Your friendship unchanged, but she’s lived thousands of years and you nearly a hundred. I suppose friendship holds a new meaning to those like you. It is not that your potential love was fickle, it’s that the bonds of a friendship that could last centuries was more important then that. As well Sentala took me into account…”  
 
    Gently I traced the furrow from her brow while she thought aloud. “I want what Sentala couldn’t have. I want an eternal kind of love, inspiring and beautiful, calming and humorous. Filled with many ups and down. It seems like I keep saying this, but it’s true. I’m young, but despite my youth I know exactly what and who I want.”  
 
    Dahni took my hand in hers a determined look in her eyes. “I want you Keer. I want you and all the stress and strife that comes with being in your life, because being with you makes such things easier. I want to make Ierilo a better place, I want to explore every part of this land even if it means we’ll be apart. Just knowing I’ll come back to you and your random flames, your constant smile, your calming presence.” She sighed, “Coming back to your arms, your kisses, your love that feels more like home than Raleli ever did. Will make every day worth waking up to. Almost dying made me think instead of why not next sun cycle, why not next moon cycle, why not next seven day…Why not today? What am I waiting for…I love you and I plan on loving you for as long as my heart keeps beating regardless of who believes me.” Her lips trembled with a nervous smile as she took out a well-polished brown box opening it to reveal a ring glowing softly from within with magic. I knew instantly that if I were to look for it, the pixie I’d made for her the second time we’d met would be gone. “I love you Keer and I would very much enjoy it if you agreed to marry me, because why not?” 
 
    I laughed at her whimsical shrug, before accepting her ring. Gazing at it curiously as a smile curling my lips. “Indeed, why not…” I pulled Dahni into a tender embrace to hide the tears streaming my face at her heartfelt words. “I love you too, my sweet little Water Mage and I must admit that I agree whole heartedly.” 
 
    Dahni melted against me chuckling as she snuggled against my chest. “For a moment, I thought you’d say no.” 
 
    “From the moment, you sat down beside me unafraid while I was fuming in that watering trough. No stopped being an option…” 
 
    “Are you sure it wasn’t when you found me asleep in your bed?” She wondered cheekily. 
 
    “I’ll never admit to love at first sight, but in that instant, you certainly grabbed my interesting. All while remaining fast asleep.” I shook my head just thinking about it. 
 
    “I suppose I’m just that skilled then,” Dahni whispered as she tugged at my cloak to pull me down for a kiss.  
 
    “You have quite a few centuries to show me how skilled you truly are.” I husked against her lips as I picked her up and sat her on the edge of my desk all work forgotten.  
 
    Dahni easily undid my cloak before brushing it from my shoulders. “I’d like to start now your Majesty. If it pleases you?”  
 
    I shivered as my title rolled seductively off her tongue followed by such an innocent inquiry and expression. I tossed my crown aside uncaring wear it landed as I slowly burned her clothing from her body. “It would please me. Very…” I captured her lips stroking my hands up her back… “Very…” I husked against her throat as she stroked her fingers through my hair untwining the plait I’d done it in that morning. “Much…” 
 
    Dahni moaned wrapping her legs around my waist, “Try not to burn down your Study.” She warned nipping at my ear. 
 
    I chuckled softly as she pulled off my tunic. “I make no promises but I’ll try.” 
 
    “That you try is all I ask…” I felt my knees weaken as she found a particularly sensitive spot.  
 
    “I think I’ll spend the next few centuries trying not to burn a lot of things where you’re concerned.” I moaned pressing my hands on the firm wood on either side of her to keep from falling. 
 
    “I can’t bring myself to feel bad about that,” Dahni murmured teasing her fingers along the band of my trousers. 
 
    “Neither can I,” I husked as I forgot about everything but the woman on the desk in front of me and how much I wanted and loved her in that moment.  
 
    Only time would tell but I doubted the feeling would ever fade and that’s all I could have ever hoped for. A woman touched by fire, and gifted with creation. Calmed by a woman called by water with a determination to rival someone twice her age.  
 
    Dahni said she’d marry a Queen and in that moment, I’d not know if she were joking or serious. Either way it didn’t matter, because joking or not, my little Water Mage would get her wish.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Three Moon Cycles Later 
 
      
 
    Goddess, I neatly stacked the parchment on my desk, deciding that getting any work done today was pointless. Especially with such a narrow time limit. I didn’t need to see the position of the sun to know I was already running late. My heart leapt into my throat at the thought of what Dahni would do if I ruined the most important day of her life. 
 
    “Your Majesty!” Lady…Leaon Lahaina came bursting into my office a look of excitement in her eyes. “Did you hear the news?!” She took in my appearance brow furrowed slightly. “Shouldn’t you be wearing your Creams?” She questioned, referring to the colors one wore on their wedding day. 
 
    “Yes, of course. I’m the Queen and once the ballots were cast I was the first to know. Congratulations official Leaon of Chalati. How does it feel, to be going home as ruler once more?” I wondered shoving in my chair and motioning her towards the door. We could walk and talk at the same time.  
 
    “You are Queen, Keer and so you are ruler. I am just a helping hand, as are all the other Leaons. I noticed you didn’t answer my question.” Amusement sparkled in her eyes. “Mal has been driving everyone crazy with preparations, Dahni especially. If you’re late to your own wedding I don’t know who will want to murder you more. Mal for all the trouble she’s gone through, or Dahni for having to suffer a hyperactive Mal for the last three moon cycles…” 
 
    “I know. I know, but I still have a bit more to do and I don’t want to burn my clothing before the ceremony starts.” I started running, a doorway opening before. “I’ll do my best to be on time!” I called over my shoulder before the door vanished between us. Lahaina shaking her head on the other side. 
 
    I rounded the corner slowing slightly as I approached the Head of the Treasury sitting studiously behind his little counter. His name, I knew was Arthur and he kept a perfect account of the palace funds. He’d had a runner sent to me nearly a moon cycle ago but being Queen was busy work and he told me not to rush. I knew if I didn’t see him before we left for the summer palace being built outside of Sangrur, where once a mountain stood. It would be a while yet before I saw him again. 
 
    “Arthur,” I stopped waiting for him to complete his bow. “I’m sorry for my very late arrival.” 
 
    The man in question waved me off, smoothing salt and pepper strands from his face. He was perhaps in his fiftyish sun span, but even still he was more beautiful than a man had a right to be. I didn’t want to assume but if I did I’d say he was from Erangi. Oddly, it was a land of very beautiful people. Also, odd that I’d never met a one of them that was vain. “It’s understandable your Majesty, as Queen you’re very busy.” He gazed at me curiously. “Is not your wedding taking place at midday?” He wondered at my appearance now. 
 
    “Yes. I’m trying to get a few things done that need to be done today before traveling to Sangrur.” I offered by way of explanation. 
 
    “Thank you for making this a priority. I will be quick.” I bowed my head slightly in thanks. Arthur waved me into to his little room, quickly unlocking the door before unlocking another far sturdier door that I’d not noticed from the outside even though it stood just behind his little booth. Likely hidden by magic, like the leather armor he now wore and the sword at his hip. I pity the fool that tried to break into the treasury, Arthur didn’t look as if he suffered fools lightly. “Even though Ierilo is once more on the rise, the palace treasury itself is a bit on a decline and it’s making it hard to afford the servants wages. All the servants, soldiers, regalia, Arrows and Archers alike. They’re paid generously so they might afford to care for their families in such a harsh environment, it’s a bit hard on me to judge the need for funds versus the slow depletion of them. I’ve been stingy of late and I don’t want to be.” I gazed around the vast hall that likely consisted of a wide majority of the palace even if no one was aware of it. Surely, I’d not been until then.  
 
    “When I first came into this position under King Venn the treasury was a quarter full. That’s when Ierilo is well off, it’s never been fuller than that in all our History.” He waved his hand at the coins stacked against the back wall in the distance. It looked to be hardly anything. “Nor in all our history has it ever been emptier than it is now…” Arthur hesitated in his speech as he gazed at me. “I was perhaps thinking, if we kept off any big projects for the next few sun spans that the treasury will recover. I’ve heard of all the changes. Once her Majesty, now Leaon Lahaina leader of the city Chalati. Many think you played a hand in that,” I smiled but did not agree or deny anything. People would think what they willed. “As well your soon to be wife and her planned trip around the country starting in Sangrur. Not to mention Leaons Sabin and Bastian finally getting their acts together…” Arthur sighed. “The point is with just a little time we might recover, but until then…” He gazed at me imploringly. “I’m worried your Majesty.” 
 
    Rubbing my cheek thoughtfully I took in the vast amount of space. It was easy to believe that such a place had never been full. I’d not met many who acquired coin faster than the need to spend it. There were bills to be paid, mouths to be fed, clothing, supplies for business, furniture and let us not forget luxuries. The palace spent thousands of gold coins a day to feed, clothe and support all that lived here. In this point in time many projects were being put into action and the funds I saw, didn’t look enough to cover the half of it. “What does the palace hold in abundance that no one much cares for?” I wondered aloud brow furrowed slightly as I felt the beginning of an idea forming.  
 
    Arthur, thinking I was talking to him stroked his chin in contemplation. For a man, up in his years he was very smooth shaven. “The only thing that comes to mind is dust your Majesty. He said gazing in disgust at the thick layer that coated to stone beneath our feet. “It’s hard to completely clean a masterpiece of this size.” 
 
    I blinked at the at the dust mots floating in the air before smiled at the thick layer of it lining every inch of the floor. “Thank you, Arthur.” 
 
    “For what your Majesty?” He questioned confused. 
 
    “For our solution.” I clapped my hands together taking a deep breath. “Now stand a bit closer I don’t want you to get hurt.” Arthur hesitantly stepped into my personal space. “That’ll do.” I gripped his shoulder firmly. “What you see doesn’t leave this room, not until your dying days will you mention what you see. If you happen to slip, too awed to keep it to yourself, let it be a story told of a person far away, in a far-off land?” 
 
    “Understood your Majesty,” Arthur replied, confusion still marring his expression. 
 
    “Good…” I closed my eyes and thought of all the dust, so much dust. Surely enough to fill the room three times over, if one took the time to count every small speck floating or lying around.  
 
    Then I thought of coins, shinning, shimmering coins, of copper, silver and gold. I thought of the images upon each. The palace on one side and the first King on the other. I could almost see the hill where my father’s memorial rested, I could practically read the name of our country engraved above the first King’s head. The year beneath the palace on the opposite side. Our country motto above, “Harsh climates make strong people.” I could not agree more with those words. Once I held that unwavering imagine I took from my well of magic as much as I could spare and I crafted all that dust into coins, mountains of coins. That tinkled as they slid upon each other, littering the floor and climbing towards the ceiling all intermixed together. I thought of the coins filling the room until you could no longer see where it ended or began. Feeling the drain, at last I thought of a path to the door least we find ourselves trapped, before opening my eyes. 
 
    Arthur stood wide eyed and pale faced gazing around the once empty room now full. “Your Majesty…” 
 
    “It’s not counterfeiting if that’s what you’re thinking. Every coin is real. As a treasurer you yourself can check for that. If you think your eyes are deceiving you call in more to verify. As well, I’ve not taken it from anywhere else. None of its stolen, it can’t be tracked, indeed it will seem as if it’s always been here.” I glanced around listening to coins sliding upon coins in their journey to the ground. “None save you or I will know the difference and I will only tell the woman I’m marrying today. After all there are no lies between us. If you wish you may do the same just remember…” 
 
    “A person far away, in a far-off land…I’ll remember your Majesty.” Arthur bowed deeply. “Thank you for your generosity, I’m sure this was no small feat.” 
 
    “Thank me Arthur by no longer being stingy.” I patted his shoulder gently. “Continue doing good work. I know the treasury is in good hands.” I gazed around one last time. “Though you might want to hire an assistant or two…maybe even take an apprentice.” I headed towards the door. “Don’t bother trying to count it all. You could live a thousand years and never mange such a feat.” 
 
    Arthur chuckled at my back, “Don’t worry your Majesty, the thought never crossed my mind. Though you better start running… Midday isn’t that far off!” 
 
    I exited the treasury, closing the door before rushing out of his little booth and racing through the corridors. Doorways opening quickly before me and closing instantly behind me. 
 
    “Keer!” Sentala appeared beside me, grabbing hold of me and bringing me to a screeching halt just short of the door to my quarters. I could see Lane a little way beyond her shoulder looking a bit panicked at my lack of appearance.  
 
    “Sentala, I’m late…” 
 
    “I know, I know. But you promised you’d review my final applicant for palace black smith. We have many new recruits and many are lacking essentials like swords and knives things the black smith would have long since made by now if he’d not been fired. We need a replacement and it can’t wait until your return.” She murmured urgently shoving me in the opposite direction of where I needed to be. 
 
    “Why not simply have Zara. You know your lover, the woman to whom you go home to at night. Review him or her. She’s easily able to approve such a thing.” I protested following her against my will. 
 
    “Zara’s conducting the ceremony, remember? She’s been busy all morning. I heard you were running around and I know you’re late, but this will be brief. I simply need you to review his background and tell me if he has the position, then I’ll sign the paperwork followed by you, verifying his position. Quite simple.” Sentala spoke quickly as she led me to her office, which coincidently sat directly across from Zara’s which I knew to be down the corridor from mine. 
 
    “It better be,” I grumbled as she opened the door and I caught sight of the man in question. I laughed joyously catching sight of my old friend. Sentala smiled good naturedly beside me, her panicked demeanor fading instantly. I wondered if it had ever been real at all. “Enta,” I wrapped the large man in a hug. “Enta it’s been too long.”  
 
    “You’re certainly right your Majesty. When I was sent word of such a position in the palace. Well I couldn’t help but jump at the opportunity. I think damn near the whole town of Sangrur came to the palace upon hearing about the wedding. Congratulations by the way…” He pulled away looking me over. “Doesn’t the wedding begin soon…” 
 
    “Yes, I’m very much aware of that fact, needless to say this will be quick. Sentala handed me the parchment she’d long since signed judging by the dryness of the ink. I took the pen and signed as well before stamping my royal seal and Sentala’s which stood for the armory. “Position verified,” I pecked Enta’s cheek. “I look forward to working in your forge on my return.” 
 
    “The world will see no better weapons than ours your Majesty.” Enta said with pride. 
 
    I winked playfully, “Count on it.” With those words Sentala opened a doorway directly into my room. “Thank you,” I breathed before rushing through. 
 
    Lane opened the door almost instantly as if sensing my presence. Seeing as I never took off the pendant she’d given me on my arrival I didn’t doubt she could. “The ceremony starts in a sun slither and you’re supposed to be on the hill waiting for your Princess.” 
 
    “I know…though it’s strange that she’ll be call her Highness.” I murmured stripping out of my clothes trying to pull on the cream breeches without wrinkling or tearing them.” 
 
    “Any stranger than one such a you, being called your Majesty?” Lane wondered brow raised as she helped me pull on my tunic buttoning it quickly and expertly. 
 
    I laced my breeches before pulling on my boots the same color as the rest of my clothing. “Probably not,” I huffed. “Why does it have to be cream?” I grumbled as Lane smoothed out my tunic, before swinging my cloak about me made especially for this day. It was far lighter than my usual one and the same color as everything else I wore. 
 
    “It’s supposed to signify the purity of the moment, the beauty and significance of the day. Your brilliance in the light of the sun will out shine all others…as it should be.” Lane explained unbraiding my hair and stroking it gently so that it fell down my back in cascading waves. “This is your day after all, yours and Dahni’s.” Lane offered me Sentala’s sword…though it had once been mine. I no longer saw it as such. Funny that I’d gifted it to her without realizing it. I buckled it on my hip before taking the crown Lane offered, crafted of the purest ivory. It resembled a ring of flickering flames and it was a thing of beauty… 
 
    “How do I look?” I questioned nervously realizing that in just a few short sun slithers my life would be forever changed once more. Infinitely for the better. 
 
    “You look magnificent your Majesty…” Lane paused in her compliment at the sound of the wedding march. A familiar song used to guide the bride down the aisle. Lane and I shared a look of horror. 
 
    Before we could move into a full panic a doorway opened beside us reveal Zara standing calmly atop the hill. “Quickly your Majesty while everyone has their eyes upon your bride.” She said urgently. I moved quickly Lane following close behind, Teal breathing a sigh of relief as she took up position beside him.  
 
    I turned clasping my hands before me ignoring the large crowd snaking far beyond even my eyes could see to the woman walking towards me. Her beauty stole my breath away and though I hesitate to admit it, brought tears to my eyes. Dahni’s dress fell just past her knees flowing in the breeze of the warm day. The cold season would be upon us soon, and we’d be trapped in Sangrur working on the palace well into the hot season. It would be an interesting time I looked forward to, spending every day with the woman I loved. My heart ached on its completion for I knew once done she’d start her journey round the country, to aid our people. Her hair was done up in an intricate bun with several loose strands and braids interwoven with beads and feathers falling to rest on the left side of her face. Her collar shone with brilliance as if polished for the occasion, she wore it with pride even now. On her right arm was her father, and he was as happy as any father would be in such a moment. Upon her left was the Head Councilor of Raleli. Her father would be giving her to me, and the Councilor would be giving her to Ierilo. Soon she’d be mine in every sense of the word, my heart swelled with happiness and my face hurt from how widely I was smiling. 
 
    It seemed in no time she stood before me taking my hands, “You’re flaming your Majesty.” She murmured softly smiling up at me. 
 
    “I cannot contain the happiness I feel in this moment, and I’d not wish to. I want everyone to know the vastness of my love for you.” I offered back. 
 
    “Smooth words Keer, but you’re still late.” The spark of amusement in her eyes proved I had nothing to fear. 
 
    I sighed softly. “I had…”  
 
    Dahni shook her head minutely. “It’s alright. I expected it. You’re here now. That’s all that matters.” I bowed slightly as I raised her hands to my lips pressing a tender kiss to her finger tips before we turned as one to the enchantress. 
 
    Zara quickly blessed the day before beginning the ceremony her voice echoing for all to hear and yet not overly loud for those who stood before her. She gazed between us smiling softly. “You fell in love by chance, but you’re here today because you’re making a choice.” Zara clasped our joined hands. “You both are choosing each other. You’ve chosen to be with someone who enhances you, who makes you think, makes you smile, and makes every sun span brighter than the last. 
 
    You’re turning away from your yesterdays and looking ahead to your tomorrows.” The enchantress waved her hands as if brushing something away. “Your pasts are a distant memory and your future, a waiting adventure. It is a new dawn, a new commitment and a new life. 
 
     You’re about to make promises to each other that you intend to keep. You’re going to vow to take care of each other, to stand up for one another and find happiness in each other. Marriage will allow you a new environment to share your lives, standing together to face the world hand in hand. This contract is not to be entered lightly,” she gave us a stern look and I fought not to laugh, “but thoughtfully and seriously, with a deep realization of its obligations and responsibilities. Please remember that love, loyalty and understanding are the foundations of a happy and enduring home. Marriage is going to expand you as individuals, define you as a couple and deepen your love for one another. To be successful, you will need strength, courage, patience and…” Zara smiled. “A really good sense of humor.” I chuckled at that. Many others did too. “Let your marriage be a time of waking each sun span and falling in love with each other all over again.” 
 
    Zara paused, “Please turn and face each other, holding firmly to your lover’s hands. She said for us alone. As we did such she continued with the ceremony. “These are the hands of your best friend, strong and full of love for you, holding yours on your wedding day as you promise to love each other, today, tomorrow and forever onward. These are the hands that will give you strength when you need it and comfort in difficult times. These are the hands that will wipe tears of joy and sorrow from your eyes. These are the hands that will tenderly hold your children. Lastly, these are the hands that even years from now will still be reaching for yours, giving you the same unspoken tenderness with just one touch.” I felt tears stream unbidden from my eyes while Dahni mouthed the words I love you. I smiled softly quickly wiping the tears from my face before once more taking her hands in mine. Such small and yet strong gentle hands.  
 
    Glen gave me the rings and I thanked her softly holding them between us. Zara continued without hesitation. “These rings are an unbroken and never ending circle. They represent what has been and what will always be, unending love. As often as either of you look upon these rings, may you be reminded of this moment and the love you have promised to one another. Let your love be stronger than your anger. Learn the wisdom of compromise for it’s better to bend than to break. Confide in your partner and ask for help when you need it.” 
 
    Without being asked I placed my ring upon her finger. A band of glimmering blue silver I’d crafted myself with eternal love engraved upon its circumference. Before saying the words, I’d spent a moon span remembering. 
 
    “My heart is in this ring.” I gazed tenderly into Dahni’s eyes. “My love is in this ring.” Gently I stroked her fingers with my thumb as I spoke with conviction. “I promise to love you through the best and the worst. I give you my unwavering trust and respect in all things.” I kissed her hands once more as tears formed in her beautiful eyes. One a glimmering jade, the other a kaleidoscope of colors. “I will laugh with you and cry with you.” I raised her hand so she might clearly see the silver blue band glimmering in the light. “When you look at this ring remember that I love you all the sun spans of our lives. 
 
    Dahni pressed her band on my finger with quivering hands before repeating the words I had with a spin of her own. “Keeravani…my heart is in this ring.” She stepped closer to me raising our hands between us. “My love is in this ring.” I smiled as she pressed a tender kiss to my fingertips. “I promise to love you through the best and the worst. Through the flames and random fires too…” I chuckled softly rolling my eyes. “I will laugh with you and make you laugh. I will cry with you because your tears bring me sadness.” Gently she squeezed my hands. “When you look at this ring. Remember that I love you all the sun spans of our lives.” 
 
    “That’s not what we practiced.” I murmured once she’d finished smiling softly at her small bit of creativity.  
 
    “I wanted mine to be a little different…do you mind the surprise?” She questioned just as softly, as Zara prepared for the final bit of the ceremony.  
 
    “No not at all…”  
 
    We went silent as Zara once more began to speak. “Your wedding day is one that seems to fly by.” I snorted softly. Perhaps for normal people. As royalty, we weren’t so lucky as that. Zara gave me a look I ignored. “I want you to take a few seconds to look into each other’s eyes?” I gazed down into Dahni’s beautiful eyes. “Think about the happiness that you’re feeling in this place, right now? In this moment…” I’d never felt happier. “Really let that feeling register in your heart and mind.” I sighed softly at how content I felt. “Now I want you to think about your life in ten sun cycles, twenty sun cycles. Where are you? What are you doing?” Zara touched each of our shoulders in turn squeezing gently as she drew us back to the present. “Your visions of the future aren’t identical, but I promise you, they’re complimentary.” Dahni and I smiled in agreement with her words as she took our hands in hers twining a ribbon of cream around it for prosperity. “From this day forth, you shall be more than one couple, or two individuals. You shall be a loving and united family. Today your family is complete.” She released our hands and we raised them high turning to our people as she finished the ceremony voice rising to a crescendo. “You are a family drawn together by love and devotion. By the power vested in me through our loving Goddess I now pronounce you Her Highness Dahni and her Majesty Keeravani of the house of Rayon! You may now kiss your bride!” 
 
    Without hesitation I pulled Dahni close and pressed my lips tenderly against hers as cheers rang out all around me. The world vanished as the woman I loved wrapped her arms around my day. Lane had been right. This was our day and it would undoubtedly be unforgettable. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
    “How many more gifts do you think we’ll have to accept before I can start turning them away?” I asked Princess Vahla and she stood beside me thoroughly enjoying a piece of cake. While Dahni stood a little ways in front of me accepting yet another gift, hugging the well-wisher. 
 
    “All of them,” Her Highness said without hesitation. “Least you hurt someone’s feelings. My father has an entire room dedicated to the gifts given at each other my sister’s wedding thus far.” She paused in eating her cake. “He’s also hired several people to figure out what to do with it all.” I gazed at her wide eyed. “Do not fret your Majesty, your harem of beautiful Samereian slaves will be happy to help. It will keep us busy while you’re away unable to task us with additional duties.” She smiled, “It’s been much appreciated, you make us feel useful. Chia I over joyed that you made it a priority to hire several over fifty pixies within the next five sun spans. She’ll no longer be alone and Riaan nearly came to tears when scholars showed up to teach those interested in learning the dragon langue. I’ve seen her finding interest in one of the male scribes that was tasked with coming along. I hear that he has the gift of air and so there is hope for her.” 
 
    “I’m happy to help in any way I can.” I smiled softly, “I’ve noticed Grim and Dane training with the regalia.” 
 
    Vahla chuckled, “Yes they’re both fascinated with the art of flowing. Kalum has been helping the stable master train the horses so that they may be ridden without the use of bit and bridle. Soon Angileri will not have much of an advantage over us.” Her smiled faded slightly, “Maria will go with Leaon Lahaina as her Second…I am happy for her freedom but I’m sad to see her go.” 
 
    “She is a spitfire, full of exuberance. I can easily see the phoenix within her. Maria will be good for Leaon Lahaina, she will greatly aid in her healing.” 
 
    “I think Maria loves her…” I followed Vahla’s gaze to where Maria stood beside the former Queen waving her hands regaling about some tale that took place long before now. Lahaina stood laughing with tears of mirth in her eyes as she clutched her middle.  
 
    “I never thought the Lady for a lover of women but I could be wrong. I’ve been too busy to look for such things, but even still. If all that comes of her love is an everlasting friendship, Maria will still be better for her than anyone else.” Lahaina clutched at Maria’s shoulder standing a bit too close, as she chastised her for making her laugh too hard. “Though perhaps it’ll grow into more once she’s healed enough.” 
 
    Vahla hummed as she ate another bite of her cake. “I think you’re right your Majesty. I think that leaves Seka, she’s looking forward to her journey with Dahni even though it’s at least a sun cycle away. She takes pride in the fact that even though she’s not a water mage you asked her opinion on such matters.” 
 
    “A woman of the sea…who better to ask than her?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “Indeed I agree. As for myself well…I think in a sun cycle’s time I too shall find myself free.” I glanced at Vahla after voicing such a cryptic statement. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I wondered. 
 
    “As royalty, to be freed of my collar all I need do is serve another monarch. With unwavering loyalty and undying trust for a sun cycle. It could not be my father, and so I thought I’d never be free…” Vahla grinned. “You’ve changed my mind on many things.”  
 
    “How will it come off?” I questioned softly. 
 
    “All you need do is take it from my neck, you need not take my place as its wearer. Once it’s off this collar will serve no purpose other than to remind me of all I’ve been through…I think I’ll keep it. I’d be a far different woman without it after all.” Vahla finished thoughtfully as she took the last bite of her cake. 
 
    “I look forward to the day when I can give you your freedom. Though you’ll be missed once you’re gone where will you go from here? Will you return to Samere as heir to the throne? You are the King’s first daughter even if not many know that now…” I watched Vahla scrape the icing from her plate, wondering if the cake were truly so good. I’d not had a chance to try it even though we’d cut it a bit over a sun slither ago. 
 
    “I’m going to find the others like me and I’ll send them here.” She smiled softly, “A place of refuge with a kind generous Queen. As well I’ll find where they come from…like the Void just over five sun cycles ago. The collars are spreading, used more widely by slavers. Just because it’s illegal in most places doesn’t mean the slavers have stopped, they’ve just grown more careful. More cunning in their exploits.” Vahla grimaced slightly. “I’m happy in a way that Angileri is pushing this Freedom for all Law, but at the same time it makes what I wish to do harder. None the less it needs to be done.” 
 
    “If you ever find yourself in need of help all you need do is send word to me and you’ll have it.” I promised without hesitation. 
 
    Vahla bowed low, “Thank you your Majesty.” She raised her plate. “I’m off to get more cake.” She glanced towards Dahni. “It seems the Queen of Angileri got the invitation you sent…A pity. I could have sworn it got lost in the sending of it.” I gave her a curious look before turning to see a tall woman with dark flowing hair, done up in a warrior’s bun towering over Dahni. Her skin was the tan of the Kantari people and even from here I could hear a bit of an accent. Though I knew she’d grown up in Angileri.  
 
    She wore the uniform of a Garden Mage in service to their Queen with a small pouch hanging from her hip and a sheathed daggering hanging from the other. I knew it to be made of vipers’ wrath, as the knife upon Zara’s desk was. Harder than any manmade substance around. Or so it was said. She wore a silver circlet upon her head woven skillfully into her hair so that it might never fall. Smart I decided, beside her stood a Marr. I narrowed my eyes slightly, she looked exactly like the Marr Santi had shown me once…though much better off now.  
 
    I watched them talk for a moment before slowly drawing closer. “Congratulations on your wedding Dahni.” The Marr, Renka to those who knew her, said softly pulling her into a gentle embrace. 
 
    “I see a collar round your neck…you’ve not been forced, have you?” Gardener Denarii questioned only half joking. 
 
    “I feel a bit insulted that you’d ever consider I’d let myself be forced.” Dahni replied huffing softly. “I’m not so foolish as all that.” 
 
    Renka smack Rhyme lightly on the arm for suggesting it. “My apologies…it has been a long journey and she’s a bit tired. As well she’s still horrible with politics.” 
 
    “Then you might learn to not open your mouth on such matters least you insult someone important.” I countered wrapping my arm around Dahni’s waist. 
 
    “I will never hide my honesty,” Rhyme countered brow furrowed. “No matter who I might insult.” 
 
    “I did not say you should, but it seems from your partner.” I tipped my head towards Renka. “That your words can be blunt, sometimes you’ll find you need to soften the truth. It makes it easier to bare. After all harsh words can break a gentle soul.” 
 
    “Wise words for one so young.” Rhyme said respectfully, tipping her head slightly in understanding. I’d read much about the social ques of Angileri in my youth out of boredom and these past few moons as well in preparation for their arrival.  
 
    I smiled good naturedly relaxing slightly, “I’m not so young as I appear.”  
 
    Head Gardener Rhyme gazed at me for a long time, before bowing her head in respect to my superior wisdom and age. “Yes, there is a wisdom is your eyes. It reminds me much of Rosen. The Head Gardener before me, and my mentor. A great Garden Mage your Majesty.” 
 
    “I have heard of her and her travels before becoming the Queen’s Head Gardener…I thought perhaps to gift you with a book of her exploits. I’m not embarrassed to say when I saw it I thought it would make a great peace offering.” I supplied without preamble. 
 
    “Ahh, we had hoped to discuss such things later.” Renka inserted before Rhyme could speak. “It’s your wedding day…” 
 
    “I know, but we’ll be leaving on the morrow. Suffering through traveling to Sangrur, though I don’t want it. A long procession will be made of our journey from city to city. I did not want you to come all this way without resolving this and so I have for you a proposal…” Rhyme tipped her head waiting in solemn silence for my words. “We will spar, for as long as need be…until only one remains standing. If you win, we will accept the law without question. We’ll sign the papers on our return and send out the proclamation. If you lose, Samere will keep its slavery laws and you’ll give me two of your people that I make take into my court to do with as I wish. I need them… You’ll see in time why…” 
 
    “Only if you win.” Rhyme countered.  
 
    I conceded, “Yes only if I win.” A doorway opened beside us, causing Renka to flinch in fright. Even Rhyme took a step back. I waved them forward. “Come, we’ll settle this here.” 
 
    I kissed Dahni gently as Renka and Rhyme proceeded before me. “You’re horrible.” Dahni murmured. “There’s no way she’s going to win.” 
 
    “Yes but she could have refused. Such is the folly of youth even if she is a bit wise. She’s still young. Her Highness will learn in time.” I kissed her once more before taking off my cloak and wrapping it about her shoulders. It glowed with the golden red hue of my gift as it shrank to fit her. Once done I handed her my sword, I’d not need it and then my crown for her to hold. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too, now be quick before someone notices you’ve gone.” Dahni replied gently pushing me through the doorway. 
 
    I burned my sleeves and raised my fists in a fighting stance as I calmed my second sight falling over my eyes as flames flickered all around me. I could feel the shadow of my gift standing behind me lending me strength. “Are you ready Gardener?” 
 
    Rhyme gently tossed the pouch she had up into the air several times catching it in her palm. “As ready as I’ll ever be…”  
 
    Renka stood between us ears flickering nervously. Likely realizing they should have said no to my proposal in favor of more traditional meetings. “Ready…Begin!” She moved out of the way as Rhyme threw her pouch.  
 
    It moved it what seemed to be slow motion to me, I raised my hand and threw an orb of blazing fire. Not even waiting to watch it burn before I touched the ground lightly trembling beneath my feet with Rhymes gift. I sent a pulse of my magic through the ground finding every stone I could, closing my eyes as I thought of an impenetrable metal sheet between any roots and the packed earth beneath my feet. Once done I stood feeling a bit breathless watching the sweat form on Rhyme’s brow as she strained to do the impossible.  
 
    Renka shouted a warning but it was too late, in the blink of an eye a wall of sand sprang up around the Head Gardener. With slow confident steps, to hide my fatigue I moved forward. I pressed my hands against her prison flickering flames expanding outward until the whole of it glowed and dripped molten hot. Once it cooled, I founded myself gazing at the head Gardener leaning back against the glass she now rested within looking thoroughly impressed. I’d been sure to add holes so that she could breathe.  
 
    She shook her head chuckling good naturedly at the loss, “I never stood a chance, did I?” 
 
    “As I said. I’m older than I appear and despite all your magic plants burn easily…and I can craft anything.” The glasses fell with one touch a pile of earth once more. 
 
    “Well I have taken your measure your Majesty and I can gladly go home and tell my love. That you are nothing like your brother. Though you’ll have to tell me what you want of my people. I cannot give them to you lightly you understand.” Rhyme replied as a doorway opened beside Dahni and we came back to stand beside her as if we never left. 
 
    “The Princess of Samere wishes to find the culprits behind these collars. Those of which I’m sure you’ve seen on some of my people. My Samereian harem as they jokingly call themselves. I thought you might wish to help, like slavery this is a problem far beyond just us.” I explained solemnly. 
 
    Rhyme tipped her head in agreement before bowing in deepest respect. After all I could no longer see her eyes. “I will bring what you’ve said to me before my Queen. I doubt she’ll hesitate in sending aid… After all I wouldn’t.” Rhyme hugged me then and I stroked her hair gently as I hugged her back, knowing that the Kantari people were born of touch. She squeezed me a bit tighter, I think for knowing that. When she pulled away a smile shone brightly from her eyes, “Truly it was a pleasure to meet you and I look forward to talks of a new treaty in the future.” She tapped her head. “I will bring Rosen so that we may be mindful of your wisdom.” 
 
    “I look forward to it was well. Send your Queen my well wishes. Oh and Rhyme…” I gave her back her pouch while she gazed down at it curiously no doubt recalling that it burned completely. “Next time don’t think to best a fire mage with a bag of seeds and plants.” 
 
    Rhyme chuckled tying the pouch to her hip. “I will be sure to remember.” Renka offered me their gift a beautiful flaming rose, made just for me. All it need was a small bit of fire once a week and it would live forever. I hugged her again for such a thoughtful gift. “Take care of my friend your Majesty, she means a lot to me.” Rhyme looked at Dahni. “Take care of this Queen Dahni, I believe she means a lot to you and her people. I see a brighter future for us all in her eyes.” Dahni and I watched Renka and Rhyme walk off disappearing into the vast crowd before us. 
 
    “I can see what it is you saw in her…She is young and wise, as well I saw a bit of mischief in her eyes.” I turned to my love. “But surely I am better?” 
 
    Dahni twined her fingers in the fabric of my shirt gently pulling me down to kiss her. “Ten times better your Majesty. I quite enjoy how you make me scream your name…”  
 
    I shivered at those whispered words. “Talk like that will get you pregnant…” 
 
    Dahni laughed softly, “Only with the aid of a birthing mage.” 
 
    “Hmm, yes something to think about in the future. Though we can still enjoy the act of trying.” I glanced around to see no one paying us much attention. 
 
    “Perhaps you would like to try a bit now.” A doorway opened beside me and I smiled beckoning for her to come along. “Come with me my love. Live a little and have fun. No one need ever know.” 
 
    Dahni sighed as if this were some great effort on her part with amusement sparkling in her eyes. “Very well your Majesty, but be assured if we get caught all the blame lies with you.” 
 
    I tugged her forward smiling softly as I lifted her into my arms, “I would expect nothing less your Highness.” I kissed her then walking her towards our bed as the doorway closed on our tender moment no one the wiser to our disappearance. Or at least if they were in the sun cycles to come they never made any mention of it. As it should have been…after all. It was our day. 
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