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      To everyone who loves Davi as much as we do. We’re sorry for what we do to him.
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        The realms of Dreach-Sciene and Dreach-Dhoun, once known simply as Dreach.
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      Feet pounded across the marble as the young messenger ran as fast as his legs would take him. The home of the King of Dreach-Sciene stretched out in front of him, a symbol of forgotten prosperity in a dying world. His damp boots slid to a halt with a loud screech as a young boy cut in front of him.

      “Excuse me, Your Highness,” the Messenger said, bowing as the boy nodded his head solemnly and continued on his way.

      Once the little prince was out of sight, the Messenger took off faster than before. He had an urgent need to see the King. It’d been five years since anyone had news of this magnitude and he didn’t know what it meant.

      Silk tapestries adorned the stone walls, giving the palace halls an air of importance. They were important, he supposed, for only someone with immense power could regain what the kingdom had lost. Their only hope was the King.

      The Messenger stopped outside of an ornate mahogany door. The carvings were elaborate, beautiful representations of the kingdom’s three realms – majestic trees for Aldorwood, lavish iron armor for Isenore, and a ship for the Isle of Sona - a replica of what had once been the most powerful kingdom in the southern hemisphere. He studied the images as he calmed his frantic breathing, knowing he had to control himself in the presence of the King.

      For the first time, he realized there should have been guards standing watch at the door. Turning his head left then right, he couldn’t see them. Unable to wait any longer, he grasped the metal knocker and pounded it against the door once, then twice. Nothing happened, so he did it again.

      Thinking the King was out, his shoulders sagged. What was he to do? The matter was urgent, important.

      Just as he was about to give up, the door swung open and the Messenger stood face to face with two guards in full armor. The silence stretched for what felt like an eternity.

      Finally, the Messenger cleared his throat. “I need to speak with the King.”

      The soldier on the left eyed him up and down. “The King meets with his people every day at noon.”

      He was about to slide the door shut when the Messenger stuck his foot out. “I come from the village on a matter of importance.”

      “Let the young man in,” a voice called from inside.

      Quick to obey, the soldiers grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him in before shutting the door behind them.

      The King sat at a long, rectangular table covered with unrolled scrolls of parchment. A handful of other men surrounded him.

      King Marcus Renauld was a large man, both in stature and in personality. His gaze, though not harsh, had a way of making people squirm. He was intense, but there was not a more respected man in all the kingdom.

      “Speak your business.” The King inclined his head to the Messenger who promptly bowed.

      “Your Majesty,” he began. “I’ve come on an important matter of utmost secrecy.” He looked around at the gathered men and the King followed his gaze.

      “Leave us.” The King’s tone was not to be argued with. Chairs scraped against the floor as they were abruptly slid back and abandoned. The door shut with a definitive slam that echoed off the vaulted ceilings. Only the two guards remained. “They can be trusted.”

      The Messenger swallowed hard, giving a single nod of his head.

      “There’s a rumor among the people of something, or more like someone, I think you’d be very interested in.”

      “I’m listening.” The King leaned forward and folded his hands together on the table.

      “There’s talk of a seer in the village.”

      The King shot to his feet, his chair clattering to the ground behind him. “Are you certain?”

      “I believe it to be so, Sire. My source is one to be trusted.”

      “How is this possible?” He stepped back from the table and began to pace. “It’s been five years. The war took every last bit of magic. I was there. I saw it happen.”

      The Messenger shifted from one foot to the other uncomfortably. He knew what this could mean, but was happy it was now in the King’s able hands. The King stopped moving and fixed him with another of his scrutinizing looks.

      “You know where this person is?”

      “Yes, Sire.”

      “You will take me there.” He turned to his guards. “Have someone fetch me my coat and ready me a horse.”

      “Your Majesty,” one of the guards stepped forward. “Surely you’ll take the carriage.”

      “A man on a horse can disappear in a way a man in a carriage cannot.” He rubbed at the graying whiskers on his chin absently. “No, I don’t think it would be a good idea to be seen tonight.” He reached up and removed the golden circlet from atop his head, setting it on the table.

      The guard who had yet to speak stepped close to the King and whispered, “Are you sure you trust this man?”

      “Trust is only necessary when you can afford to do without that which is offered.” He placed a hand on the guard’s shoulder. “You may come if it makes you feel better, but the armor stays here.”

      A short time later, the four men sat atop their horses, cantering down the path from the castle. A rain drizzled down, dampening everything in their way. The night was cold, despite the summer month, making the Messenger pull his cloak tighter around his shoulders as his icy fingers went numb on the reins. He glanced behind him where the King seemed unaffected by the weather, only determined.

      The path led them through a dense part of the forest surrounding the castle.  Trees loomed over them, a web of shadows in the dark. Insects and frogs inundated the air with their nighttime song, joining the steady drumming of their horse’s hooves.

      By the time they’d reached the village, mud had splattered up the flanks of their large beasts and onto the men who rode them. The rhythm of their travels changed as forest paths gave way to cobblestone streets.

      They slowed to a walk so as not to attract attention.  The Messenger led them past row upon row of squalid houses, the fruit of poverty evident in their wretchedness. They took a turn at the end of the road, into an alleyway where they found the entrance to a non-descript tavern. A wooden sign above the door proclaimed it as The Hunter’s Inn. The rowdy noises from inside grew louder as they got closer. The Messenger pulled his horse to a stop and motioned for them to do the same.

      “The woman you are seeking is being housed by the matron of this establishment,” he said. “Her name is Lorelai. I have fulfilled my mission.” He bowed his head. “With your leave, Sire.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The King didn’t remove his gaze from the door before him as he waved the Messenger away and dismounted. “Stay with the horses,” he told his guards.

      “You shouldn’t go in alone,” one of them responded.

      “I need to know.” The King, having been desperate for answers for five years now, stepped forward just as the door opened, spilling golden candlelight onto the street.

      He left his guards behind and walked forward, at once both apprehensive and excited. He knew what this would mean if it were true. A plump older woman held the door for him but showed no recognition in her eyes.

      “Are you daft, man?” She narrowed her tiny eyes. “The cold is gettin’ in.”

      The King swallowed the natural urge to chastise her for speaking to him in such a manner. Tonight, he wasn’t the king. He didn’t look at her as he scooted by into a room lined with long tables where men and women alike sat behind large mugs of ale.

      He unclasped his soggy cloak, letting the warmth of the nearby fire dry him for a moment. His eyes scanned the groups of people, but not one of them gave him a second glance. Too involved in their own transgressions.

      A woman brushed up against his back. “What can I get you, sir?” she purred. He shifted away from her ample bosom and kept his eyes trained on hers. She stood still, seemingly unable to look away.

      “I need to speak with your mistress.” He kept his voice low and even, knowing she’d do what he asked.

      “Right away.” She flitted away as he stayed rooted to his spot by the fire.

      A moment later, a different woman appeared. This one was older, carrying herself as if she was once a thing of beauty. She still had an attractiveness about her, but her hair was streaked with gray and rouge no longer covered up the deficiencies on her face.

      King Marcus Renauld was not a cruel man, but his shrewdness allowed him to see a lot about a person the moment they appeared.

      “How can I help you?” There was no melodic quality to her voice as he’d come to enjoy in most women. Instead, it was rough, gravelly. This was a woman who’d seen many of the harsher realities of life. To his utter dismay, that could describe most of the people in his kingdom since the war.

      “I’ve been told to seek a woman named Lorelai.” The King straightened himself to his full height and towered over the woman in front of him. To her credit, she didn’t flinch. Her hands flew to her hips in defiance.

      “There ain’t no one here by that name.”

      The King leaned down and looked her directly in the eye. Her pupils dilated as she blinked rapidly. “I don’t believe you,” he growled.

      They were still staring at each other as another woman approached. “It’s okay.” She put a hand on the older lady’s shoulder and the woman instantly relaxed. “I’ve been waiting for him.”

      The King turned to find a young girl, not yet into adulthood.  Ash-white hair hung all the way to her waist and icy blue eyes regarded him with a maturity beyond her years. She was as tall as the other woman but thin and willowy.

      “Your Majesty.” She dipped into a curtsy.

      The King grabbed her arm and pulled her up, looking around to make sure no one else took notice of her display. “But you’re only a girl,” he muttered, more to himself than to her.

      “I’m sixteen,” she responded, yanking her arm out of his grasp and squaring her shoulders. Her voice was like a song, holding every note the older woman’s lacked. She turned to the other woman who now stood with a bewildered look on her face. “I told you the King would find me.” She turned on her heel and marched towards a door at the other end of the room.

      The King didn’t know if this girl thought him being here was a good thing or a disaster, but he followed her anyway. He knew there’d be raised eyebrows as he followed her into the private room, but as long as none of them knew who he was, it was okay.

      He soon found himself alone with his could-be seer. She looked young and fragile, not how she should look if touched by magic.

      A single bed stood along the back wall with a table and two chairs in the center. Other than those essentials, the room was sparse.

      Lorelai waited for the King to sit as was customary and then took the space across from him.

      “I’d ask for refreshments,” she began. “But, something tells me you don’t want to be interrupted.”

      “Seer’s intuition?” he asked hopefully.

      “Common sense.” Her soft laugh echoed throughout the room.

      The King couldn’t remember the last time someone laughed at him. He grimaced, impatient to get on with it.

      “Ask me your questions,” she said finally.

      “You saw I would come?” he asked.

      “I did.”

      “So, it’s true.”

      “I’m sure I’d be able to tell you if I knew what it was.” She held in her laugh this time.

      “You see things.”

      “I have eyes, yes.”

      “That is not what I mean.” He drummed his fingers on the table in agitation. The girl was playing with him.

      “You must speak plainly, Sire.”

      “You can see the future.” It sounded crazy coming out of his mouth in light of the world they were living in – the one without magic.

      “That is not how it works exactly. I can see what certain people are capable of and the paths open before them.  Sometimes I can see an event will occur, but I don’t know who will be involved.”

      The King leaned in eagerly. “How is this possible?” he asked. “Magic was taken from these lands when we lost the war.”

      “I have no magic, Sire.” Surprise laced her words. “Before the war, people obtained their magic from the earth, it was a gift. The sight is different. It’s who I am. A part of me.  It was not given and therefore can’t be taken away. Seers have remained true, but have been forced into hiding by those who are desperate for their perceived magic.”

      With just a few words, the hope he’d placed on her was gone. He was no closer to regaining their magic than he was five years ago when it was stolen.

      “Don’t fret, you haven’t come in vain for I’ve seen something that will aid you in the future.”

      “Speak,” he commanded.

      She closed her eyes and breathed in deeply. “There will come a time when a noble man will rise and only he will have the power to defeat the darkness.”

      “We will win? We will defeat Dreach-Dhoun?”

      “An outcome no one knows.” She opened her eyes. “He may succeed in his mission or he may fail.”

      “A noble man will rise,” he whispered. “Trystan, my son. He’s the one, yes? Of course, he is. It couldn’t be anyone but the prince.”

      She stood up and moved towards the door. “I can’t say, Sire. All I know is his destiny intertwines greatly with Dreach-Sciene’s survival.”

      Her words did nothing to damper the spark of hope growing in his heart as she led him back through the tavern. He’d always known his son was different, special somehow. She opened the door to the cold night. The rain was coming down more heavily now.

      “Ah,” she said, stepping outside, seemingly unaware of her quickly dampening hair. “Davion.” Her voice had taken on a sweet, almost motherly fashion.

      The boy she was talking to currently had one arm in the tight grip of one of the King’s guards.

      “Caught this boy trying to steal from the saddle bags, Sire,” the guard said, thrusting the kid forward.

      He couldn’t have been any older than Trystan’s five years, but here he was on a night like this in the streets.

      “I was just wanting something to eat, Sir,” the boy cried softly.

      “Let him go at once,” Lorelai commanded of the guard, stomping her feet. She hit a puddle, splashing muddy water up onto her dress.

      The King nodded to his guard who released the boy. He ran directly into Lorelai’s arms. “I was looking for you, Davion,” she cooed. “I wanted you to meet my new friend.” She eyed the King warily and then spun the boy around to face him. “This is the king, Davi, isn’t that grand?”

      To the boy’s credit, he fumbled through a bow.

      “He’s going to take you with him,” she said.

      “What are you going on about, girl?” the King asked.

      Lorelai left Davi by the side of the building and stepped closer so only the King could hear her. “I don’t understand it. I’ve known Davi for over a year. He’s an orphan living on the streets and his future is unknown to me. What I’ve seen is he’s important. Whenever I see images of your son, it’s Davion by his side. He will be his greatest protector and most loyal friend.”

      The King didn’t know what to say. He trusted what this girl said to be true. He had no choice.

      Turning to his guards, he shouted, “The boy comes with us.”

      His gaze reverted back to the girl. “Thank you. You have given me hope. I may be able to restore life back to my kingdom.”

      “Be careful, my king. It is a fool that believes everything pertains to one’s self.”  Lorelai fixed the King with her piercing gaze. When she looked at him, it was as if she saw all, knew all. Nothing could be hidden, nothing protected.
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      The King handed Davion up to one of his guards and mounted his own horse with more questions than he’d had before.

      It seemed to take them longer to get back, but as soon as they reached the castle, the servants took their horses and ushered them inside to get warm. The King handed off his sopping coat. If he hurried, he could still make it to his children’s rooms before they drifted off.

      Putting a hand on a lost looking Davion’s shoulder, he ushered him through the halls. The child didn’t speak and the King suspected it was because he’d never been in surroundings such as these. Torches along the walls lit their way, reflecting in the boy’s wide eyes.

      The King looked down at the filthy boy with mud matted in his dark hair and sighed. This was not how the night was supposed to go.

      Rissa’s room was first. She was his curious little three-year-old who was forced into the cruelest fate of all – growing up without a mother. Her maid, Ana, was exiting the room when he arrived.

      She curtsied upon seeing him.

      “Ana.” He nodded. “I need you to take Davion here and get him cleaned up, fed, and tucked in somewhere warm.”

      She looked at the boy curiously, but didn’t ask any questions as she ushered him away.

      The King glanced down at his muddy boots and wet clothing, realizing there was nothing he could do about it. After the night he’d had, he just wanted to look into his little girl’s innocent face and give his son a long hug.

      Rissa and Trystan were both laying on Rissa’s bed. On stormy nights, Trystan slept in there to keep her from being scared. It warmed the King’s heart to see them together.

      “Father,” Trystan called when he saw him.

      “Da,” Rissa piped up.

      The King smiled more cheerily than he felt and moved further into the room to sit on the corner of the bed, careful not to get it muddy.

      “Tell us a story,” Rissa said.

      “Which one would you like to hear?” he asked.

      “Trystan the bold,” Trystan said.

      “Again?” The King laughed. “Okay then. Over a hundred years ago Dreach-Sciene and Dreach-Dhoun were one. The kingdom was called Dreach until a powerful sorcerer rose to defy the King. His magic was like nothing anyone had seen before. He pulled enormous amounts of energy from the earth and unleashed it. The King of Dreach and his son Trystan wouldn’t let him seize the throne. They fought battle after battle, combining their magic to fight this other sorcerer. There was to be one final battle to take place in the mountains of Isenore. This would decide their fate. The battle lasted two days until both armies were weary. All seemed lost for Trystan and his father. On the second night, Trystan went out alone to pull magic from the earth. Now, a person can only hold so much before their body starts to break down. He went past that point. By the time he returned to his camp, he was stumbling and babbling. It was plain to everyone what he’d done. Some thought it bravado or ego – until the fight began again. Trystan lurched forward to grab a spear. He then hurled it into the air with every bit of magic he’d absorbed. He pushed it through the protective barrier set up by the other sorcerer and directly into his heart. But he couldn’t recover. Both men died at the exact same moment. The battle ended, allowing Trystan’s father and his people to retreat with their lives and the kingdom was split in two.”

      “What about my name?” Rissa asked.

      “You, my darling girl.” He reached out to run a hand lovingly over her fire-red hair. “Are named for the greatest hero I’ve ever known. Your mother.”

      He watched as his children drifted off, safe in their castle. He thought of the boy he’d brought home, who was alone and scared; who had a destiny, just like his son. Trystan was the man Lorelai had spoken of. He was sure of it. What nobler man was there in the kingdom than a prince? If he was going to rise, the King knew what he had to do.

      He went to his rooms and wrote out a note, dripping wax onto the paper and pressing his ring into it. Walking into the hall, he went to find a messenger who was still awake. He came upon a girl who would do just fine.

      “Take this to the Duchess of Sona.” He pressed it into her hands along with a pouch of coins. “For your ship’s passage.”

      She dropped into a curtsy before hurrying away.

      He hoped he was doing the right thing. His brother, Geran, might be volatile and scheming, but he was still a member of this royal family and Trystan was going to need them all behind him – the entire force of the Renauld name. The Duchess of Sona had been hiding him for too long. It was time for him to come home.
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      He wasn’t going to lose this fight.

      The sword sliced the air missing Trystan’s ear by a split hair. Lurching to the right, Trystan whirled just in time as the second attack came. Raising his heavy broadsword, it collided against his attacker’s blade with a metallic clang, stunting the blow. The contact reverberated up his arm, into his shoulder. He grimaced in pain as sweat beaded on his brow, threatening to drip into his eyes.  He didn’t dare take the time to wipe it away.

      His opponent was skilled and eager, already bouncing back from the jarring blow. The Prince’s numerous years of practice took over. Bending his knees, he straightened his back to keep his hips aligned with his shoulders. This fighting stance was ingrained and he did it without thought. His instinct to stay alive.

      The steel blade glinted in the morning sun as it thrust his way again and again. The prince parried the attempts, slapping the edge away with ease. A tiny grin of victory escaped as he deflected blow after blow. His attacker was tiring, he could tell. Victory was near. Deciding to end this fight, Trystan delivered a powerful low slash to his opponent’s abdomen. The other swordsman evaded it easily enough, but it knocked him off balance and he hit the ground with a loud grunt. Trystan’s blade hovered above the man’s chest, a mere inch from his heart.

      “Concede or I will run you through.”

      His opponent knocked the blade away and leaped to his feet with a nimble backwards roll.

      Feinting hard to the right, Trystan fell for the ploy as his nemesis attacked from the left and the hilt of his blade connected with the Prince’s ribs. His opponent took advantage of the slight stumble. The Prince’s feet were swept out from underneath him and he crashed onto his back, his sword flying out of his grip.

      The point of a blade was thrust under Trystan’s chin, against the vulnerable hollow of his neck.

      “You concede?” The shadow above him growled as it blocked out the sun. The two men stared at each other, breathing heavy from their exertion.

      Finally, Trystan grinned as his head fell back to peer up at Davion in amusement. “Quite impressive, my friend.  Avery would be proud. You are in fine form today.”

      Davi held a hand out to the prince and pulled him to his feet, clamping a friendly hand on his shoulder. “Either I’m improving or you’re slipping in your old age, Toha-to-be. I bested you in no time. Hope you’re not too exhausted, else those fine maidens over there will be sorely disappointed.”

      Davi nodded to the two pretty young maids who’d been watching their match with wide-eyed admiration. They giggled behind their hands in response to Davi’s flirtatious wink and one even had the gumption to smile back at him and drop a little curtsy. They straightened abruptly when they heard the irritated voice from the other side of the courtyard.

      “Millie, Jalis, you’re both needed inside.”

      The girls scurried away as a slender redhead in a sky-blue dress gracefully descended the stone steps into the courtyard. Her hair glinted brightly in the sunlight, matching the blaze of censure in her moss-green eyes. With the chastised girls out of her view, Princess Rissa’s disapproving glance settled on the dark-haired Davi.

      “Truly, Davion. Can you not go a day without flirting with the maids?”

      Davi’s smile grew wider, not the least bit concerned at Rissa’s wrath, and flung his arms out to the sides in jest. “I could, but why deny them the pleasure of all this?”

      Rissa’s unladylike snort of exasperation belied her regal bearing as she crossed her arms. “Careful. Your head swells bigger as we speak. Soon you will not be able to lift it.”

      “Then I shall enlist the aid of the maids, Princess. I’m sure they would be more than happy to help me carry it around.”

      “Sadly, you speak the truth. They do seem to find your appearance undeniably appealing. No doubt once you have charmed them into being alone with you, you break the illusion by opening your mouth and allowing your idiotic words to flow out?”

      “Oh, trust me, Princess,” Davi’s grin reeked of mischief as he leaned on his sword and winked her way. “When the maids do find themselves alone with me, we are too otherwise occupied for conversation.”

      Trystan laughed out loud at this, but his sister was not as amused. The flippant comment only appeared to increase her exasperation. Her irritated gaze moved to Trystan. “I’m glad you can find time to laugh, brother, since I’m here on behalf of the King. He’s summoned you to his quarters. If I were you, I would not make him wait.”

      Swirling her skirts, Rissa pivoted on her heel and stormed away. Trystan watched his sister depart with a knowing smile. “Davi, why do you love tormenting her?”

      “Because it’s so much fun.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Trystan felt many eyes on him as he marched down the marble hall with Davion by his side. His heavy steps echoed off the stone walls, but he seemed to be the only one who could hear the pounding keeping time with the rhythm of his heart. All other sounds dissolved into the cacophony of daily palace routines.

      Only it wasn’t like any other day at the palace. He hadn’t expected to be summoned so soon.  If he’d known, he wouldn’t have practiced so hard with Davi. He was well aware the dukes and other various nobles had started arriving the day before, keeping the staff busier than usual. There were more people to feed, rooms to sweep, linens to clean. Extra nobles meant more guards walking the halls, their servants cleaning armor and sharpening swords. No, it wasn’t just any day. It was the last day before their beloved prince gained his birthright. The day Trystan moved one step closer to the crown - to be prepared to step in if anything were to happen to his father.

      And he smelled like a lathered horse.

      He’d been having fun only minutes before, but a weight had settled in the center of his chest ever since Rissa had summoned him and it wouldn’t ease up. He knew what tomorrow meant for him, but something told him today would be important as well.

      A maid scurried to a stop in front of them, dropping the basket she’d been carrying.

      “Your Highness,” she gasped, dropping low and fanning out her skirt to hide the once clean and folded linens that now lay wrinkled at her feet. She dipped her head, her long blond braid falling over one shoulder.  “I’m so sorry. I didn’t see where I was going.”

      Davi glanced at him and chuckled.

      “It’s fine,” Trystan said more harshly than he’d intended. His nerves were getting the better of his manners.

      “Let me help you,” Davi said in his easy tone. “Don’t mind the prince.  Even royals can have sticks up their asses. Theirs are just made of gold.”

      She met his eyes across the basket they were both piling linens into and gave him the tiniest smile before straightening up and hefting the basket into her arms. She gave one more final dip and then hurried off.

      Davi turned back, still chuckling to himself and met Trystan’s glare unflinchingly. “Come on.” He clapped his friend on the back. “Your father is waiting.”

      “For me.” Trystan started walking again. “I don’t recall him summoning you.”

      Davi shrugged. “Everything is open to interpretation.”

      “No, it’s really not.”

      Davi didn’t turn back and Trystan didn’t make him. If truth be told, having his friend at his side helped ease some of the Prince’s nerves. He knew leading the kingdom was his destiny, not Davi’s, but he felt like a brother, like he too was a prince and heir, making Trystan feel less alone.

      The halls grew quieter the closer they came to the King’s quarters. It was a more isolated and protected part of the castle. When they were children, Trystan, Davi, and Rissa hated these parts because they felt official, formal. They’d much preferred the stables, the kitchens, or the training yards where people would talk to them and teach them.

      Down this way was the council hall, a room which had always been secretive and off limits to those not on the council, including the realm’s only prince. They passed by its door and stopped in front of the two guards standing outside the King’s office.

      The wooden doors were pushed open without hesitation revealing the King standing with his back to them as he looked out the window onto the woods below.

      The two young men waited patiently until the King turned. “I don’t remember summoning you, Davion.” He leveled him with an unblinking stare.

      “Sire,” Davi began.

      “No, it’s not open to interpretation.”

      The corner of Trystan’s mouth twitched, but he hid his smile with a cough. Davi bowed with a sigh. If it were anyone else, Trystan knew his father would chastise them, but Davi was a favorite of his and he could get away with just about anything.

      The door thudded to a close upon Davi’s exit, and Trystan almost choked on the stifling air as he moved to stand beside his father at the window.

      “How are you holding up, son?” The King put a hand on his shoulder, squeezing lightly.

      “I’m okay,” Trystan grunted, shrugging off his hand. “I can handle it.”

      “You’re about to become Toha. It’s a lot of pressure whether it’s your rightful position or not. That is why you don’t come of age until you’ve passed twenty winters. Do you know what being the Toha means?”

      “Of course, I do. I become head of the army, the symbol of strength across the kingdom.”

      “Trystan.” He locked his eyes onto his son’s. “You become the symbol of hope.” He paused to scratch his chin and regarded his son thoughtfully. “The Toha is more than a general, more than a soldier. And that is why only a prince can hold the title. Tomorrow, when the sun is high, you will pledge to be the people’s protector, their warrior for justice, their light in the darkness.”

      Trystan didn’t know what to say in response and his father sighed. “There’s still much you don’t know. Come, the council is waiting.”

      “The council?” Trystan’s eyes grew wide and he glanced down at his sweaty shirt. Even the prince was usually kept from the council meetings and this was how he’d arrive at his first one?

      “Tomorrow you become more than a prince. A Toha must know his kingdom and all happenings in it.”

      The two guards fell in step behind them as they left the room and walked the short distance to the council chambers.

      Trystan’s childhood mind had imagined some grand room with tall tiers of chairs filled with important dignitaries who stood when they wanted to yell, their voices echoing through the room. He imagined chaos amongst nobles who didn’t always see eye to eye.

      Instead, he was led into a circular room with no windows and only the single door. Torches hung along the walls to cast light onto a long, round table with high backed chairs.  The room was bare, simple, unlike the men and women inside of it.

      The group of people already present jumped to their feet when they saw them enter. The King smiled wide.

      “Coille,” he boomed. The rest of the group looked unfazed by the King’s lack of formality. It was no secret Lord Coille, the Duke of Aldorwood, was the King’s oldest friend.

      “Marcus.” Lord Coille clasped his hand. “It’s good to see you, even under the circumstances.”

      “Yes, even then.”

      “Father,” Trystan whispered. “What did he mean?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough.”

      A small woman who couldn’t have had more than ten years on Trystan walked towards them. “Sire.” She bowed.

      “Lady Destan.” The King gave the Duchess of Sona an affectionate smile. She turned her dazzling blue eyes on Trystan and her smile grew.

      “My prince.” Her voice was soft and melodic. “I’m happy you have been invited to join us.”

      “As am I, my lady.” He inclined his head towards her.

      “Is everyone here?” the King asked.

      “We’re missing Lord Eisner.” The King’s brother, Lord Drake, walked up behind them. “But we can start without that old fool.”

      The door burst open and a portly, swarthy-faced man ran in. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket to dab at the sweat on his brow. “I’m sorry, gentlemen. My daughter has been causing problems again. I swear, show me a compliant woman, and I’ll show you dice that can roll themselves.”

      A few men chuckled uncomfortably. Lady Destan took her seat quietly, her face showing no reaction. Trystan, on the other hand, couldn’t hide the scowl as he looked at the Duke. The kingdom was made up of three realms – Aldorwood, the Isle of Sona, and Isenore. Trystan had always thought they were better off without the last of those and its Duke Eisner.

      “Gentlemen,” the King said, breaking the tension. “We have much to discuss. Let’s get started, shall we?” He looked sideways at his scribe as the dukes took to their chairs and nodded. “We’ve begun receiving reports on this year’s crops and can expect the yields to be down from last year.”

      “This is the third year in a row,” Lord Coille interjected. “As most of the kingdom’s farms are in my realm, we’ve been monitoring the situation closely. This year we had record freezes followed by extreme heat; flooding followed by drought.”

      “Our orchards on Sona have suffered as well,” Lady Destan spoke up.

      “What are you all saying?” Lord Eisner asked. “Are you trying to tell me we won’t be getting our shipments in Isenore?”

      “Food will have to be rationed,” the King said.

      “It was already rationed.” Lord Eisner stood and leaned over the table. “In Isenore, we’ve been getting our jobs done. Our mines are booming and your iron shipments have been increased. If you think for one minute you can shorten our food supply –“

      “Sit down, Eisner,” the King boomed. “We all know your mines aren’t as mighty as you say.”

      “If food is scarce,” Trystan said, gathering his courage to speak. “Then why are we feasting tomorrow?”

      “It’s an important day,” the king answered.

      “What will the people think of us when they see dancing and gorging? It isn’t right.”

      “The people,” the King started, narrowing his eyes at his son. “Will see their prince taking his rightful position as Toha. We must give them pride in their kingdom, in their royal family.”

      “But -”

      “Trystan,” the King snapped. “Enough. It’s too late to cancel it.” He looked to Lord Drake who gave him a tiny nod and sighed. “We must keep up appearances. Everything must seem okay here at the palace.”

      “Who cares about appearances?”

      The King slammed his fist down on the table, making Trystan jump. “The King of Dreach-Dhoun cares.” He unclenched his fist and massaged it with his other hand. “We have reason to believe the King across the border has managed to put spies within these walls.”

      “What reasons?” The Duke of Isenore asked accusingly. “Why was I not told of this?”

      “Our troop movements near the border have been compromised as if King Calis himself got a look at our maps. There have been small attacks. He’s testing us. More than a few shipments have gone awry.”

      “None of this is anything new.” Lord Coille scratched his thick beard. “Calis has been one step ahead of us for more than a decade, it seems.”

      “He grows bolder as we grow weak,” Lady Destan said quietly.

      “Speak for yourself, woman,” Lord Eisner snarled.

      She didn’t rise to his bait. Her voice was calm, logical. “Of course, we’re growing weaker. Every year we cut food rations. What happens when there are no more rations to cut? We can’t let our people starve. Our world is falling apart. It snows when there should be heat. It’s dry when it should rain. And it’s not only the weather. Rivers have dried up while others have been created right where houses stand. I was only twelve when we lost our connection to the earth – our magic – but I remember what life was like with that bond. The earth took care of us, now it’s dying and threatening to take us with it.”

      “Tomorrow marks the twenty-year anniversary of that dark day,” Lord Coille said, forgetting talk of spies for just a moment.

      Trystan leaned forward, wanting to hear more. He knew the day of his birth had been tumultuous for his people. He still found it hard to believe in magic. Everyone who was old enough to remember told stories of the time when anything was possible, but stories were all it was to him, imaginary.

      “I remember it like it was yesterday,” Lord Coille continued.

      “We don’t need to discuss this,” Lord Eisner snapped.

      “Of course, we do,” he replied. “We must remember always.” He looked to Trystan. “Now, son, there’s something you need to understand, something young people need to be told, lest it be lost. It’s spelled out in the Realm’s name. Dreach is an ancient word for magic. It was the magic keeping the balance in the world. It came from the earth, but it was only there because of the Tri-Gard.”

      “I know all of this,” Trystan said. “My tutors instructed me well. The three members of the Tri-Gard used their crystals to infuse the land with power.”

      Lord Coille nodded. “The three were a force for good until they were coerced into stripping the land of its power. Without being able to draw from the trees, the rocks, the very ground we walked on, our abilities disappeared. We were superior to Dreach-Dhoun in every way. We would have won the war. But, to this day, parts of their lands still hold immense power while ours are barren.”

      “This is a council meeting, not a history lesson,” Lord Eisner interjected.

      “Oh, do shut up.” Lady Destan winked at Trystan before turning a scowl on Lord Eisner. “The difference between the two realms is in our intentions for the magic. Dreach-Sciene translates into light magic, but Dreach-Dhoun only means dark magic.”

      “I don’t understand what this has to do with anything we’re discussing,” Trystan said, honestly curious.

      “Oh, my boy, it has everything to do with it.” Lord Coille leaned back in his chair and glanced at the king who gave him a nod to go on. “Our light magic kept our world in working order. It put clear distinctions between the seasons, allowing crops to thrive. It imbued nourishment into the soil. We’ve survived without it for twenty years, but each year has been worse than the one before it. We’re at the end of our luck, I’m afraid.”

      “Has anyone been sent into Dreach-Dhoun to try to recover what was stolen?” Trystan looked to his father.

      “If it were only so simple.” The King sighed. “In order for power to be restored, the three guardians must be reunited. We know where one of them is.” The King glanced towards his friend, Lord Coille. “He’s in the dungeons of Dreach-Dhoun. The other two are in hiding and we have no way of finding them.”

      Trystan still wasn’t sure if he believed, but looking around the table, he saw that they did and it was enough for him. A swell of duty inflated his chest as he thought of his people and his need to save them. “Send me, Father. I will find them.”

      “No.” The response was quick and finite. “Absolutely not.”

      “I can do it,” Trystan stated.

      “We don’t doubt you, Your Highness,” Lord Coille said after a moment of stubborn silence from the king. “But we’re not even sure it can be done. Dreach-Dhoun is not the place for a prince.”

      “There’s no negotiating, Trystan.” The King’s tone was not to be trifled with. “I have other plans for you. We’re sending a contingent of our best soldiers to survey border defenses. Dreach-Dhoun is preparing for something. We need to root out their spies. You will remain here where you can prepare the troops who are about to be under your command. We must be ready.”

      It wasn’t what Trystan wanted to hear, but he was a prince and he must follow the orders of the king. He lowered his gaze to the table, the weight of the title of Toha ever growing. “Yes, Sire.”

      When he looked back up, he met the Duchess of Sona’s sympathetic gaze before looking beside her to where Lord Drake, his uncle, sat smirking. He sunk lower into his chair and listened attentively to the rest of the meeting, feeling deflated and angry.

      “Nothing said here today is to get out.” The King surveyed his council. “Not until we find the traitors. Understood?”

      The dukes nodded as they trickled out, leaving Trystan with only his father and his uncle.

      “Why was I not told before of the extent of the problems our people are facing? I still think it’s wrong to feast when the people are set to starve.” Trystan clenched his fists down by his sides and tried to keep his tone even. The King may have been his father, but he was still the king.

      It was his uncle who answered. “Dreach-Dhoun must not see us in such dire straits, Your Highness.”

      Trystan blew out a long breath. “And what about what our people see?”

      “Son.” The King tried to put a reassuring arm around him, but he moved out of reach. “The matter is done.”

      “Unbelievable.” Trystan yanked the door open and marched out into the hall, almost colliding with Davion.

      Davion stumbled back as if hit and then dropped into a low bow. “I’m sorry, my prince. Next time you’re charging around the castle like a headless horse, I’ll be sure to stay out of your way.” There was a twinkle in his eye as he raised his head.

      “Idiot.” Trystan crossed his arms over his chest and glanced behind him to make sure his father or uncle hadn’t followed him out.

      “Why are you in such a foul humor?” Davi asked. “I thought it was your lifelong dream to sit in with the dull and duller.”

      “I should have you whipped for insolence.”

      “Could work, if your father allowed whipping.”

      “We could always start.” Trystan shrugged.

      “You wound me, your Highness.” He held his hands over his heart and threw his head back.

      “Can you be serious for a moment?”

      “What is it?”

      “Nothing,” he sighed. “Just a prince following his orders.”

      “Well, soon you’ll be a Toha following his orders.” Davi smirked.

      “Don’t remind me.” Trystan ran a hand over the top of his head. “I need a drink.”

      A slow smile spread across Davi’s lips. “You’re a mind reader. I’ll bet you some of the guests are in the main hall. I was trying to find Alixa earlier.”

      “Who?” Trystan asked.

      “She’s the Duke of Isenore’s daughter. We have yet to meet. The rumor is she’s a true beauty, but a wild thing.”

      “Sounds like your kind of woman.”

      Davi shrugged. “Female is my kind of woman.”

      “I’ll be sure to pass that on to my sister.” Trystan laughed, letting it release some of the tension he’d been carrying.

      Davi sighed. “Rissa only likes the familiar. She’s young, she doesn’t know any better.”

      “She’s only two years younger than us.”

      “Ri is special, Trystan. You know it as well as I. But she’s a princess. I’d never let myself go down such a route.”

      They entered the hall where many of their guests were playing dice, drinking, and listening to the fiddler.

      “That’s a good thing.” Trystan nudged him. “Because it looks like she’s hitting it off with one of the young noblemen who arrived today.”

      Davi followed Trystan’s gaze and when he stiffened beside him, Trystan patted him on the back before going to grab a drink.
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      Rissa was sitting in the castle gardens, her favorite place to be, even if they were no longer lush and green. The loss of magic affected the castle grounds as well, and that which once thrived now lay brown and dull. Even so, the gardens had a calming effect on her; a soothing balm to her raw nerves. She seemed to suffer from nerves more and more these days after being around Davion. Deep in thought, a wrapped parcel clutched tight to her chest, she didn’t hear footsteps approach until a quiet cough interrupted her. Turning around, she found her good friend, Willow, whose father was the Duke of Aldorwood.

      “Hi Willow,” Rissa said cheerfully. “What brings you out here so early?”

      “I wanted to find you actually.” She shifted from one foot to the next and it was only then that Rissa noticed she was carrying something.

      “Well.” Rissa laughed. “Why are you all jittery? It’s not like you, unless … oh, this has to do with my brother, doesn’t it?”

      The other girl’s cheeks reddened and she looked down, her blonde curls falling in her face. Willow was the most beautiful girl she knew. Her perfect skin was pale and unmarked by the sun. Her soft hair was long and smooth. Gowns tended to hug her slender waist to perfection. And yet, Trystan never seemed to notice.

      Their father and Willow’s had been hoping for a wedding, officially combining the two families. Willow had the poise and intelligence to sit beside Trystan on the throne. Still, something had always been missing and it was obvious to everyone besides Willow.

      “I have a present for him,” she said shyly.

      Rissa’s grin widened. “Let’s see it, then.”

      She held it out and Rissa uncovered a beautiful portrait of Trystan sitting atop his horse, his armor gleaming in the sun. He raised a sword above his head.

      “Did you paint this?” Rissa asked.

      Willow nodded.

      “You’ve gotten so good.” She looked up and met her friend’s eyes. “He’s going to love it.”

      “You think so?”

      “Of course. Honestly, you could’ve left him out of it and just painted the sword.” She laughed. “He loves that thing.”

      Willow laughed finally, relief rolling off her in waves. “You’ll take it to him?”

      “You don’t want to come to his rooms with me? I’m going now.”

      “Of course not.” Willow’s eyes widened in shock, completely scandalized. She’d been raised by one of the most conservative women in the realm. Rissa was raised by men. That was the difference between them.

      Rissa stood and brushed off her skirt before giving her friend a wink and heading towards her brother’s room.

      She knocked as she always had. Two raps. Pause. Three raps. He didn’t answer so she pushed her way through and found him sitting on the end of his bed with his head in his hands.

      He groaned and she laughed, crossing the room to throw open the curtains.

      “Ri –“

      “Stop your moaning,” she said. “It’s not my fault you drank enough to fill the sea last night and today’s a big day.”

      “Don’t remind me.”

      “Where’s Davi?” she asked. “Passed out in some random girl’s bed, I assume.”

      “Jealousy isn’t flattering, sis.”

      “I’m glad you’re always telling me where my heart lies,” she snapped. “After all, I’m just a poor woman who can’t decide anything for herself.”

      Trystan started to laugh and couldn’t seem to stop himself. He leaned back on his bed, trying to catch his breath, and shut his eyes.

      Rissa grinned at him. “Happy birthday, big brother.”

      Opening one eye, he looked at her. “You know, I think you’re the only person who thinks of today as my birthday and not just the day I become Toha.”

      “Not the only one.” She sat across from him and handed him the painting when he sat up fully.

      “Willow?”

      “Yup.”

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “You better remember to tell her.”

      “I will. Now, what’d you get me?” he asked.

      “Greedy, greedy.” She tossed the parcel at him, laughing when it hit him in the chest.

      He unwrapped it. “A book of stories?” he asked.

      “I figured everything from here on out is going to be about your duty to the people.” She met his eyes. “I wanted to remind you to forget about it sometimes. Disappear into something else and do something for you. Do you remember, you used to love storybooks? You were obsessed with Trystan the Bold.”

      “Thank you,” he said quietly, looking down at the book and then back at her with unspoken emotions crossing his face.

      “What’s wrong, brother? And don’t tell me it’s nothing because you look like I’ve just thrown your favorite sword down the well or something.”

      He chuckled and leaned forward to bury his face in his hands again. “Just thinking.”

      “A dangerous endeavor.”

      He tilted his head to glare at her and she sighed.

      “Trystan.”

      He opened his mouth to speak but seemed to rethink his words. “I can’t tell you.”

      “And why not?”

      “Council stuff.”

      She huffed at that.

      “Just … it’s bad, Ri. There are things happening that none of us can control.” He groaned. “What if I’m not enough?”

      “Of course, you are.”

      “I’m about to become the commander of the army and I’ve never been in battle. How am I supposed to help if we are to go to war?”

      War? She didn’t know what he was talking about, but she did know her brother. She touched his shoulder lightly. “You’ve been preparing for this your entire life. Just because your sword has never drawn blood, doesn’t mean you aren’t the right person to lead us.”

      He sighed. “After today, I wonder if the Toha is all I’ll be. How will it change me?”

      Rissa scooted forward and wrapped her arms around her brother’s solid shoulders, squeezing as hard as she could.

      “It is the title which must bend to its bearer,” she said, leaning back. “Not the other way around.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Despite the traditions and expectations of being a royal, Trystan was never one to allow servants to help him dress. He figured if he couldn’t dress himself, then he wasn’t fit to lead his men to war. Because that’s what would be asked of him eventually. It was always there, right on the border, the threat. Eventually, they’d be forced to fight just to survive because the land was no longer providing for them.

      His elders said it was the lack of magic creating difficulties for their people. Fairy tales. That’s what it sounded like to him.

      He didn’t know magic. He knew the tip of a sword, the taut string of a bow. He knew a starving people and a garden that struggled to bloom.

      He pulled the silk shirt over his head. It was blue with gold embroidery. The sleeves puffed out when they reached passed his elbows. Together with the tight-fitting trousers and green jacket, he looked like a popinjay. He glanced at himself in the looking glass as he tied the belt at his waist and shook his head.

      He’d rather wear his armor.

      But he was a prince, not merely a soldier. He was soon to be Toha, guardian of the realm. Every firstborn son or daughter of the royal family held that title until the day they became king or queen. A day he hoped was a long way off.

      The Toha led the realm’s fighting men and traveled far and wide to keep an eye on the defenses.

      He sat on the edge of his bed and pulled on his black leather boots. It was almost time. A servant entered the room and attempted to bend down to tie the Prince’s laces, but Trystan waved him away. “Go,” he ordered.

      The servant issued a quick bow and practically ran from the Prince’s harsh tone.

      With a sigh, Trystan finished tying his laces and stood. He attached his sword to his waist and breathed deeply before stepping from his quarters. Three guards had been waiting outside his door and they formed up behind him without a word.

      The halls were quiet as even the servants were in the hall for the ceremony. Rissa came running towards him, her dress twisting about her legs. Its green matched his jacket and set off her deep red hair like a blaze of fire as it danced around her shoulders.

      She was out of breath when she caught up to him.

      “Ri.” He’d have laughed at her panting had he not been so nervous.

      “I wanted to catch you before you reached the hall.” She fell in step beside him and straightened her dress.

      Trystan shook his head. His sister was the only woman he knew who would run through the palace in a gown and heels. She was crazy and he was thankful to have her at his side.

      “Are you nervous?” she asked.

      He just stared at her.

      “Right.” She laughed. “Stupid question.” Her feet slowed before they reached the hall and she gripped his arm to make him stop. “You’re going to do great.” She pulled him into a hug and he was quick to return the gesture. “I believe in you.”

      When she finally pulled away, there were tears in her eyes. She did her best to wipe them away, but Trystan grabbed her hand. “Sis, don’t cry.”

      “It’s just …” She paused and looked him in the eye. “After today, we won’t be just the prince and princess anymore. Just us. Everything’s about to change, isn’t it?”

      “We are always changing, Rissa.”

      “But I don’t want us to change.” She pointed her finger at herself then to him.

      He put a hand on each of her shoulders and bent his head to meet her gaze. “Never. You’ll always be my little sister.”

      She smiled and wiped away the remnants of her tears. “Let’s go make you Toha.”

      Their father was standing outside the hall with the two dukes and one duchess of the realm. The Duchess of Sona flashed a brilliant smile when she caught sight of them. The Duke of Aldorwood stepped forward to clasp a hand on Trystan’s shoulder. The Duke of Isenore turned to ready himself for their entry.

      “Are you ready, my boy?” Lord Coille asked.

      “I was born for this,” Trystan answered. It was what they all expected, what they wanted, and the nervousness drifted away as he realized he was stepping into the role he was always meant to play.

      His father beamed as he pulled Trystan and Rissa away for a private word. “Son,” he began. “I’m so proud of the man you are becoming. Don’t let anyone ever say you’re not worthy.”

      Trystan lifted his chin to meet his father’s eyes and straightened his shoulders, pride giving him a boost of confidence. “Thank you, Father. I will do my best for you. I promise.”

      The King smiled and turned to Rissa reaching out to cup her cheek. “And you, my darling girl, are precious without the title.” He looked her from head to toe and smiled. “You look so very much like your mother.”

      The King entered the hall first and a hush fell over the audience. Trystan stood in the doorway with his sister by his side. He wished Davi had been allowed to stand with him as well, but only those of noble blood were allowed to take part in the ceremony.

      Rissa gave his hand a final squeeze before dropping it and walking forward in time with him. A soft melody drifted through the large hall as every person in the room rose to their feet and trained their eyes on their prince and princess.

      Trystan looked straight ahead as the walk seemed to go on forever. His father’s beaming face from before had now turned into the stoic face of the king.

      The dukes and duchess followed in close behind with Lord Drake and they all stopped when they reached the front. The entire ceremony was choreographed perfectly. Rissa stepped back and Trystan kneeled on the ground in the place where the stone floor was broken, revealing a small patch of earth.

      His knees hit the dirt and he knew he should have felt something, but he didn’t feel the connection with the earth his sister did – no matter how hard he tried.

      Once upon a time, all of the people of the realm had a connection – or so he’d been told.

      Now it was only symbolic, a relic from long ago.

      The dukes, duchess, royal uncle, princess, and king formed up around him.

      “We are here today to celebrate our prince taking on a sacred duty,” the King said, raising his voice for all to hear. “The Toha is the second highest position in the land. He controls the armies, but that is the least of his responsibilities. He protects us from those who would destroy our way of life. I held the position of Toha before becoming king, but it was a different time, and I failed. We lost a lot in my time and it’s time I pass the mantle to one who is worthier than me – my son.”

      The King looked down on Trystan. “Are you prepared to take on this responsibility?”

      “I am,” Trystan answered.

      “Will you do what is necessary to keep the people safe?”

      “I will.”

      “Are you prepared to sacrifice and give everything to the role?”

      “I am.”

      “Even if it means your life?”

      “Yes.”

      “Will you trust those in your command? Will you listen and reason?”

      “I will.”

      The King finally smiled. “Prince Trystan Marcus Renauld of Dreach-Sciene, you are charged with providing hope, guidance, and skill. You are charged with the guardianship of this realm, from the Isle of Sona to the mountains of Isenore to the forests of Aldorwood. You knelt as a prince. Now rise as Toha.”

      Trystan patted the earth and got to his feet.

      The King pulled a sword from the scabbard at his waist and held the blade in his palms as he extended it towards Trystan. Trystan sucked in a breath as he took the sword. It was magnificent. It was balanced perfectly - sturdy, yet light. The hilt was made of gold that snaked up the blade. On the gold hilt was the image of a tree surrounded by symbols he didn’t understand.

      Trystan removed his own sword, the one he’d had for years. It too was a beauty. He knew the next moment was crucial. He was supposed to choose someone to bestow his sword upon, a prince’s sword. A man who would become his second in command. There were no rules, but tradition stated it would be someone with noble blood in their veins. His father had suggested the Duke of Isenore’s son, as he’d one day be one of the most powerful nobles.

      That was the plan, anyway. In that moment, Trystan knew there was only one man worthy. Only one man he wanted at his side.

      His feet carried him across the hall, past the Duke of Isenore’s son. Past the other young nobles who had been given seats near the front of the hall. The servants sat further down and among them was the man he considered his brother.

      He was loyal and skilled, honest and brave.

      A gasp reverberated around the room as Trystan stopped and stepped around a girl sitting on the end of the row. He extended his old sword towards Davion.

      Davi’s eyes widened and his mouth tried to form words. If he accepted, no one would question his blood again. He wouldn’t need to be a noble, he’d be respected as the Toha’s second. He’d no longer be the orphan boy, the charity case.

      “Do you accept?” Trystan asked.

      His friend’s eyes glassed over, but he did a good job of holding it together.

      Trystan nodded in encouragement. “Truwa, Brathair.” The words were for Davi’s ears only.

      Davion grasped the hilt of the extended sword. “Trust.” He grinned. “Brother.” He raised his voice for the audience to hear and cleared his throat. “Yes, Toha. I accept.”

      Trystan held his own sword out and Davi raised his to cross their blades.

      The prince turned and marched back towards the front as the crowd’s murmuring continued. He formed up with Rissa on his right and his father on his left. Together, they left the hall.

      Once outside, Trystan could finally breathe again. It was done.

      “Trystan,” his father said. There was no chastisement in his voice, only resignation. “You could’ve secured a powerful noble’s full support in there and yet you chose a commoner.”

      “I promised you in there I would trust my men, Father. There isn’t anyone I trust more than Davion.”

      The King nodded slowly. “Whenever I see images of your son, it’s Davion by his side. He will be his greatest protector and most loyal friend.”

      “What?” Trystan asked.

      The King seemed to shake himself out of a trance. “One day, Son, I will tell you about the night I brought Davion home and the woman who convinced me he was worth it.” With those words, he walked away, leaving Trystan alone with his sister.

      Rissa stood on her toes and gave Trystan a kiss on the cheek.

      “What was that for?” he asked.

      “You did a good thing in there.”

      He studied her sadly. He may be able to choose Davi as his man, but Rissa would never be able to choose him in the way she wished.

      “Come on, Brother,” she said, attempting a smile. “We have a ball to prepare for.”

      “Don’t remind me.”
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      The grand ballroom was filled to capacity with royalty, high-born nobles, and knights, the crème de la crème of Dreach-Sciene society. The perfume of flowers, wine, and delectable food drifted on the warm air, along with the flourish of a violin and the laughter of those in attendance. Chandeliers glowed overhead and sparkled off of the crystal and jewels scattered throughout the room. The ball was being held in Trystan’s honor, and he was well aware it was part of the Toha tradition and had been since long before his time. The knowledge did nothing to alleviate the guilt brewing in his gut ever since finding out the true indigence of his kingdom or the desire to be anywhere else but here.

      “Smile, Trystan,” Davi whispered at him from behind his own grin and goblet of wine. Both men stood at the front of the room near the King’s table, affording them the best view to overlook the guests as they danced and chatted to one another. “This is an important day for our kingdom and you. You’ve finally been made Toha. And because of your insanity, I’m to be your second in command. I guess the good thing is it’s quite literally an invitation for the ladies to throw themselves at our feet.”

      Trystan laughed behind the guise of taking a sip from the goblet in his hand. “Really, Davi? You have a one-track mind, my friend.”

      Davi raised a dark brow in puzzlement. “And what else should I be thinking about at the moment? The fact that the sword you gave me comes with the weight of responsibility on its blade?” He clapped Trystan on the shoulder. “I’m honored you chose me, Brother. But our duty can wait until tomorrow. The night is young and so are we. The room is filled with beautiful women, drink, and food. What more could we ask for?”

      Trystan sighed as he tugged at the constricting collar of his silk shirt. Normally Davi’s enthusiasm amused him, but tonight it only fueled his irritation. Davi noticed the annoyance and regarded his friend in confusion.

      “Seriously, Trystan. This is supposed to be the most important day of your life. I’ve heard you whine about this day for years. Yet here we now stand and you act as insolent as a scorned wife instead of a newly titled Toha. What is wrong?”

      Trystan let his gaze slide around the room. “Does this indulgence not bother you, Davi? There’s enough food here to feed the villagers for a week. Does it not raise concern that we will gorge ourselves tonight while the rest of the realm lives in poverty? And that it will only get worse?” He pointed to the table laden with silver dishes filled to overflowing with rich fruit, spicy meats, and sweets of all sorts. His father had spared no expense, despite the royal coffers being nearly empty. Servants in livery bearing large trays of food and drink moved about the room, tending to the guests every want. Women clustered in groups, sneaking glances at Trystan from behind their fluttering fans; clad in a rainbow of silk gowns adorned with brooches and necklaces and jewels all meant to impress the future king. All it did was enforce the brutal reality of dissent burning in his belly.

      His new second in command stared at him over the rim of his goblet. “What do you mean, it will only get worse? I know we are in lean times, but we have been before.  Surely this will pass like it always has.”

      It was on the tip of Trystan’s tongue to spill the facts discussed in the earlier council meeting. It was second nature to tell all to his friend of fifteen years. They had no secrets. But his father and the other council members had trusted him with grave information and he’d made a promise to keep it to himself. He wouldn’t share it with Davi until he had permission and now was not that time.

      “Forgive me, friend. I’ve been Toha for a matter of mere hours but already I worry about the realm like some old mother. You are right. This too shall pass.”

      Davi laughed in agreement as he slapped Trystan on the back. “Spoken like a true leader. Why worry yourself over things you can’t control? Soon you will have enough worry on your plate as general of the guard. But not tonight. Tonight, we have fun. Look about the room. You can have your pick of any of these beauties. They would fall over themselves for the chance to dance with the future king. So, which one will it be?”

      “Davi…”

      “Just humor me, Trystan. Pick one.”

      There was no use arguing. Once Davi’s mind was made up, there was no changing it. Giving in, his eyes moved about the room once more, passing over the peacock-mimicking ladies of the court. He found Rissa standing with the Duchess of Sona, Willow and one other, all deep in conversation. Willow glanced up and caught his eye, her face flushing a bright red at his perusal before she looked away.  His gaze moved past Rissa and the Duchess to the one he did not know. Against his better judgment, his eyes stopped on this person who appeared even less thrilled to be here than he was.

      She was dressed in a simple yellow gown, the clean lines and high waist emphasizing her shapely figure. Her caramel-colored skin highlighted the light eyes in the heart shaped face, and errant strands of dark curls escaped from the pile adorning the top of her head. No jewels or brooches to be seen. She didn’t need them. She met his curious gaze head on and instead of dropping her eyes like Willow had done, this one stared back with a look akin to hostility.

      “Who is the one in the yellow gown with Ri?” he asked with interest, even though his false look of indifference had already moved on.

      “Ah, she, I believe, is the infamous Alixa, daughter of the Duke of Isenore. You have good taste.”

      Trystan turned his eyes Davi’s way. “She’s the duke’s daughter? Why have we not met before?”

      Davi shrugged. “She’s never been to court. It’s said her father and brother are overbearingly protective of her. I can see why. She’s as fetching as they say, but they also say her temper is just as magnificent.” He raised one brow in question. “Shall we go over and find out for ourselves if the rumor is true?”

      Trystan was as surprised as Davion when he found himself agreeing.

      They made their way across the floor, Trystan pausing occasionally to graciously accept the smiles and murmurs of congratulations. As they approached the women, all conversation ceased and four sets of eyes greeted their arrival, some holding more warmth than others. The Duchess, as welcoming as always, was the first to speak.

      “Congratulations, Your Highness, on becoming Toha. You honor us and the realm with your courage and ability. “

      Trystan inclined his head in acknowledgment. “Thank you, Lady Destan. May I not let you or the realm down in your expectations.”  Bowing his head to Willow, he continued, “Willow, a pleasure as always. Thank you for the thoughtful birthday gift.  It will hang in my chambers with honor.” He ignored her giggle of girlish pleasure as his eyes fell on the duke’s daughter. Before he’d had a chance to speak in any way, however, Davi interrupted with his usual tact.

      “Princess, Lady Destan, Lady Willow.  You are all visions of loveliness tonight as usual. But this new vision isn’t one I’m familiar with. Rissa, why don’t you introduce us to your new friend?” He smiled at the raven-haired beauty and grasped her fingers in his, placing a light kiss on the back of her hand. “I’m Davion, by the way, the Toha’s second in command.”

      Rissa rolled her eyes as she stepped Alixa’s way, placing herself between Davi and the girl and forcing him to drop her hand. “Trystan, is it too late to rescind the appointment? Because if I have to listen to that line for the next year, I swear I will rip off my own ears.” She countered Davi’s indignation with an irritated frown. “Alixa, this is my brother, Trystan. Trystan, this is Lady Alixa, daughter to the Duke of Isenore.”

      “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Lady Alixa. Welcome to Dreach-Sciene.” Trystan wasn’t sure what to expect as he took the girl’s slender hand in his. Maybe a shy smile. A nervous laugh. It certainly wasn’t the look of disdain in the hazel eyes as they traveled over Trystan’s face with an insolence he was not accustomed to.

      “Your Highness,” she said, but the words sounded as if they had to be pulled from her lips. “Thank you for our invitation to such a lavish affair. I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many delicacies or so much food offered at once. I’m pleased to see your kingdom is so bountiful while others are not.”

      The words were innocent enough, but the tone left no doubt as to their intent. It was a reprimand rolled up in polite conversation. If Trystan wasn’t so shocked and amused at the blatant scolding, he’d have been fascinated someone else saw this whole unnecessary affair from his point of view.

      None of that showed as he responded in true prince fashion.  “Davion informs me this is the first time you have graced us with your presence. I hope you’re enjoying your first visit to court, my lady. I’m surprised your father hasn’t brought you before this. He’s quite a frequent visitor.”

      “Indeed, he is,” the girl responded back, keeping her sham smile in place. “My father is, shall we say, a connoisseur of court life. I, on the other hand, prefer to stay in Isenore with my people. I’m a true believer in earning the respect of one’s subjects by working side by side with them. Toil the land with them. Break a sweat with them. Earn a blister or two from the hard work.” She turned Trystan’s hand, still holding hers, palm up and dropped her eyes. Lightly, she ran a finger over the slight calluses on the otherwise smooth skin “Something I see you yourself aren’t familiar with…. Toha.”

      She added the word of respect almost as an afterthought as if she knew she’d gone too far with the insult. And it was a flagrant insult. Four heads swiveled back and forth following the exchange between the prince and the dark-haired girl with intense interest.

      A spark of irritation ignited in Trystan’s chest. He pulled his hand out of Alixa’s grasp as he studied her with narrowed eyes. Who did this girl think she was?  She knew nothing about him or his beliefs, yet she presumed to judge him without any proof or evidence.

      “A fine sentiment indeed. I’m sure you’ve had much experience with slaving in the iron mines of Isenore yourself, yes?”

      Alixa flushed, but didn’t respond so he continued.

      “And you are correct. My calluses are caused by my sword and not a farm hoe. But pray tell, fine lady, what use would knowledge of crops and cattle do a Toha in battle? Would blistered hands and dirty nails help prevent an army invasion? Or perhaps the enemy could be turned away with talk of crop rotation or fertilizer?”

      “That knowledge is more important than you seem to be aware, Your Highness. Swords and arrows may keep out an army but they can’t kill poverty or hunger. Death is death no matter by what means you approach it.” Her smile hardened as if she was preparing herself for battle. This was obviously something she felt strongly about and Trystan found himself intrigued by her passion.

      “Here now. No talking about death,” Davi interrupted with his usual contagious laughter. “You may not be aware of this, Lady Alixa, but it’s Trystan’s birthday as well as his Toha commencement. Talk of armies or death isn’t allowed. Not tonight.” He glanced to the center of the room where people were congregating as the music started flowing again and dropped a hand on Trystan’s shoulder. “I think the pressure of the day has gotten to you, Your Highness. You’re way too uptight. I think you need to let loose. Dance a little. And we all know there’s no better dancer in court than our very own Willow. Toha, why don’t you escort the beautiful Lady Willow onto the dance floor?”

      Typical Davi, never one to be serious about anything. Trystan sighed as Alixa dropped her gaze from his and looked away, her lips sealed in a tight grimace. The conversation was over. He was strangely disappointed. Even more so when he noticed Willow’s excited look of hope at the dance suggestion. Davi. He knew better than to encourage the girl’s infatuation. Trystan was quite aware of Willow’s expectations for their future together. For some reason, he couldn’t find himself a portion as excited. But he couldn’t leave the poor girl dangling at the moment. So, being the chivalrous gentleman he was, he bowed slightly in Willow’s direction.

      “Davi is right. There’s no one I’d rather have accompany me on the dance floor. Shall we?”
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      The other four watched them walk away and Davi chuckled as Trystan threw a ‘you’re so going to pay for this’ look over his shoulder.

      Rissa couldn’t help the laugh that escaped her as well. “Consider yourself warned, Davion. It’s a good thing he thinks so highly of you, otherwise, he’d have had you put to death long ago.”

      “He wouldn’t dare.”

      “You seem very confident.” The smile Alixa threw Davi’s way seemed much more genuine than the one she’d favored Trystan with, and Davi -never one to ignore any sort of female attention- responded by puffing out his chest in exaggerated importance.

      “As the Toha’s second in command” -he ignored Rissa’s slight snort of derision- “as his second in command, I need to be confident. I need to be open and honest. Plus, I’ve known the prince for so long we’re practically brothers. The Princess, too. Right, sis?” He threw a lopsided grin Rissa’s way. The Duchess and Alixa laughed at Davi’s impudence, but the comment seemed to annoy the Princess. Gathering her skirts up in her hands, she pinned him with a hard stare.

      “Don’t be absurd. I have but one brother, and it is not you.” She walked away, her back rigid with displeasure as his puzzled, “What did I say wrong?” rang in her ears.
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      His sister? Ugh. Rissa didn’t even know if she was his friend right then. She wanted nothing more than to strangle him for the way he made her heart squeeze when he said that single word. Sis.

      Davion was infuriating. She’d watched him flirt with the court ladies shamelessly since he was old enough his voice didn’t crack. Even the servants were recipients of his attention. Rissa knew his every move. He’d flip his dark hair out of his eyes and puff out his chest. It used to be humorous because there wasn’t much chest to puff out. He’d been a scrawny kid growing up.

      Then, all at once he wasn’t. The Princess didn’t know when it happened, it just did. The scrawny boy became the broad-shouldered man. The blue eyes that always appeared wary as if expecting to do something wrong, were now darkly lashed and full of confidence and charm.  He became the object of all the young women’s desires. They’d do anything for attention. Even Alixa – who Rissa thought was a stone-faced woman – had softened to a pile of goo when Davi pulled out his charm. Or horse crap. Rissa would rather think they became soft like crap when they fell for it.

      But she fell for it, too.

      And she was a princess, making it the worst of all.

      Her father was actively negotiating with nobles of the realm for her hand in marriage. Trystan’s too, but Rissa knew Lord Coille would win that prize for his daughter. She felt sad for her brother. He didn’t love Willow. But he would be king and a king doesn’t have the option to fall in love. Except their father had loved their mother.

      Rissa stood in a darkened corner of the ballroom, trying to avoid all of the people who would do or say anything for a moment of the Princess’ time. The lords and ladies seemed to be enjoying themselves. The wine had been flowing freely for hours and rosy-faced pairings pranced around the dance floor.

      “Excuse me, princess,” a gruff voice said to her right.

      She turned her head to look at the hulking man who’d walked up beside her, recognizing him instantly. She’d only met Royce Eisner for the first time yesterday, but it hadn’t taken long to see through his arrogant manner. She liked him even less than his ice-queen of a sister, Alixa.

      She eyed him warily. “Hello, it’s nice to see you again, Royce.” Lies.

      Even his smile looked creepy. She knew most of the lords expected Trystan to choose Royce as his second in command. Many of them would see it as a comment on Royce’s character. Rissa knew the decision had nothing to do with Royce. It was about how much her brother trusted Davion.

      But she was still glad it wasn’t Royce. It would have meant him living in the palace with them.

      Her skin crawled as his eyes scanned her from head to toe. He was an attractive man – with the olive skin associated with the people of Isenore, and wide set amber eyes – but there was something very off about him.

      “May I have the honor of this dance?” he asked.

      Rissa wanted more than anything to say no, but her father’s voice popped into her head. He wouldn’t want her offending the future Duke of Isenore. She looked around for a legitimate excuse and her eyes connected with Davi’s across the room.

      Her lips tilted up and she placed her hand in Royce’s. “I would love to dance.”

      He led her to the center of the dance floor and took her into his arms. Rissa kept a respectable distance between them and let the music fill her mind. She loved to dance and in time she could almost forget who her partner was.

      Or at least she could forget until they spun and she saw her father standing with Lord Eisner. They talked as their eyes followed Rissa and Royce around. Rissa glanced up at her partner who was giving their fathers some sort of knowing nod.

      No, she thought. No, no, no, no, no.

      With a suddenness that startled those around them, Rissa pushed away from Royce. He reached for her, but she was already backing away. She didn’t look over to see her father’s reaction or that of Lord Eisner.

      “No,” she said. “This is not happening.”

      Her breath wheezed in her chest as she spun around and pushed through stunned onlookers. Their princess was going crazy and they wanted a front row seat. She had to get out of there. Reaching down, she picked up the ends of her long dress and kicked off her heeled shoes, leaving them where they lay. Then, without pause, she started running. Past the tables laden with food and drink. Past her father, looking on in worry and disappointment. Past the lords and ladies of the realm who viewed her as nothing more than an ornamental princess. And out the door.

      Torches lit her path as she ran on bare feet across the stone floor. There were no guards in that part of the palace as they were in the hall where the royal family was supposed to be. She knew a few of them would be along soon – if they could find her.

      She ducked off into a side corridor that led to a tiny doorway, only used by the palace gardeners – or gardener, as they only had need for one now. He did the best he could, but Rissa’s favorite place still continued to wither away.

      She lifted the bolt and slid it to the side to allow the door to swing open. Not bothering to close it behind her, she stepped out into the night air. A shiver ran through her as the cold permeated her skin. It had been warm only days before, but it had been years since the weather patterns were stable.

      Rubbing her hands up and down her bare arms, she walked further into the garden. The farther she got from the palace walls, the darker it became. But she didn’t need light. She knew the garden as well as she knew any place.

      Dead grass crunched underneath her toes and a tear slid down her cheek. By the time she reached the large tree standing in the center of the garden, her sight was blurry with tears.

      Her father was going to marry her to Royce. She was sure of it. She’d seen the looks. Royce had never done anything to her, but there was a darkness inside him. All one had to do was look into his eyes to see it. If she were to wed him, her light would wither and die.  And then there was the fact that her heart already belonged to someone she couldn’t have.

      Her eyes trailed up the tree’s trunk. She’d been told it used to bloom beautifully. Colorful flowers would hang from its branches. She touched the smooth bark and slid to the ground, letting her dress crumple beneath her.

      Auburn curls fell into her face as she bent forward to place both palms on the ground. She hadn’t yet been born when the earth was stripped of its magic, but sometimes she thought she could feel a jolt of strength coming from its very core. A hum filled her ears and she gave in to the connection, just wanting to get lost in it.

      Her palms vibrated against the earth as a warmth filled her veins. She wondered if that’s what it felt like to have magic. She dreamed of it sometimes, of being in total harmony with the land around her.

      Tears continued to stream down her face as she looked around at the bleak garden. That was as strong as the earth got, enough to fill her with sadness for what it could no longer do.

      “Ri?” A voice broke through her trance. It sounded far away. “Rissa.” Closer. “What are you doing?”

      As soon as recognition slammed into her, she yanked her hands back from the ground. The humming stopped abruptly. She wiped furiously at her face. The man in front of her didn’t get her tears.

      Steeling herself, she rose to her feet and did her best to brush the dirt from her dress, knowing it was probably a goner.

      “What do you want?” she snapped.

      Davion ran a hand through his long hair. She’d told him to tie it back numerous times, but Davi never obeyed.

      Rissa crossed her arms over her chest, still waiting for an answer.

      “I wanted to make sure you’re okay,” he finally stammered.

      Was he nervous? Rissa didn’t believe it. Davion never got nervous.

      “Okay,” she scoffed. “Why wouldn’t I be okay? Doesn’t every daughter want their father to sell them off like a fatted pig at festival?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Oh, and that husband of mine is just the greatest.” She leaned forward conspiratorially. “You know, if he continues making me want to puke, I may just turn out as thin as those girls you’re always chasing. Doesn’t everyone want a husband who makes them better?”

      “Wait a second.” Davi stepped forward abruptly. “You’re getting married?”

      “I think ‘congratulations’ is what you’re supposed to say.” Her sarcasm was not lost on him.

      “Who is it?” he growled.

      “Royce Eisner.”

      Davi kicked at a rock on the ground, sending it flying towards the tree. He stepped back and began pacing. “You can’t …” He stopped. His fists clenched at his sides. His voice was strangled when he spoke again. “Not him.”

      Rissa’s shoulders dropped as the cracks in her façade of strength widened. Tears welled in her eyes once again. “I won’t have a choice. I’m not really your sister, Davi. I’m the princess and as princess, I have a duty to my family.” She shivered as the last warmth she’d taken from the earth left her and the cold air made the hair on her arms stand on end.

      Davi shrugged out of his jacket and swung it around her shoulders. He bent down to whisper in her ear. “I know you aren’t my sister.”

      “Then why did you say it?” She spun to face him and found him closer than she’d thought. His breath warmed her face and she stood mesmerized by his bright eyes rimmed by long, elegant lashes.

      “I don’t know,” he breathed. “Sometimes, I think we need boundaries. Everything would be easier if I thought of you as my sister.”

      “But you don’t?”

      His eyes flicked from her eyes to her lips and back again.

      When he didn’t answer her, she pulled back. “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” he asked.

      “I must look like a wreck all tear-streaked and covered in dirt.”

      “Ri.” He reached out to brush a thumb under her eye. A smile curved his lips. “I’ve seen you in much worse.”

      Rissa choked out a laugh, relieved some of the tension between them drifted away. Theirs had always been an easy friendship. Only now, it felt as if it was all breaking away.

      “You’re always beautiful to me, princess.”

      And then he went and said something like that and the tension snapped back into place. Rissa sucked in a breath as Davi’s thumb traveled down to trace the curves of her lips. His fingers found their way beneath her chin and tilted her face up to look at him. He wanted to kiss her. She could see it in his eyes. And she’d kiss him back with everything she had.

      Then her heart would break because a kiss was all they could ever have. She was a princess and he was an orphan boy – no title, no land, not even a last name. Tears fell freely and she saw his eyes glass over. He knew as well as she what their positions in life allowed for them.

      “I can’t marry Royce,” she cried. “Not when my heart belongs here with … my family.”

      He pulled her to him in a firm hug and rested his trembling chin on the top of her head. “I’m sorry.” Just two words, nothing else.

      Rissa wished he had more for her.

      Pressed against his chest, she felt the pounding of Davi’s heart and imagined it pounded for her. But she knew that was all it was. Imaginary. Fantasy. Davi might call her beautiful, he might get close enough to kiss, but she’d seen him do the very same with countless women. He didn’t know how to turn it off and she was always forgiving him for that.

      But she wasn’t a little girl with a crush anymore. She was a grown princess who knew what she could never have. A sigh escaped her lips and she knew Davi would misconstrue the meaning as contentment rather than a soul-crushing realization she would do as her father intended. She’d obey. She’d submit. It wasn’t in her to rebel.

      “There you are.” Trystan’s voice broke their moment. “I thought I saw Davi come this way.” His footsteps came to an abrupt halt as he looked closer.

      Rissa pushed away from Davi as quick as she could. Davi looked towards the ground, the sky, anywhere but at the prince and princess.

      “It’s dark out here,” Trystan said, playing oblivious to what he’d just walked in on.

      Rissa was grateful he chose to ignore what he’d observed. “You should be back at your ball, brother.” She grabbed Trystan’s arm and spun him around to try and lead him away.

      “You mean the one you guys left me at?” he asked. “Thanks for that, by the way. I just barely escaped another dance with Willow.”

      Rissa slapped his chest. “Willow is a perfectly nice girl.”

      “She is,” Trystan agreed. “But she’s just …” He couldn’t think of the word.

      “Boring?” Davi said helpfully. “Hopelessly dull.”

      “Davion,” Rissa growled. “Willow is my friend.” She turned back to Trystan. “She’s very beautiful.”

      “Too beautiful,” Davi said. “She’s like a doll. Play with her the wrong way and she might break. Could have been worse, however, my prince. We could’ve left you with Lady Alixa. Which would you have preferred? The doll or the ice-queen? I think we chose wisely for you.”

      “Davi, you’re such an ass.” Rissa shoved him and he laughed as he pretended to stumble back. Righting himself, he flicked a strand of her hair.

      “But an honest one. Now you, little princess, you’ve got fire.”

      “I’m sure Royce will love my fire,” she said bitterly.

      Davi looked at Trystan over her head and each threw an arm around her, wedging her in between them. “You’ll just have to make sure he gets burned.”

      She shook her head, realizing Davi would never understand. He’d never have a duty to his family, not like her and her brother. Trystan stayed quiet and it was because he knew. He too would have to face his duty. The difference was he got to stay when she’d be sent away.

      But squeezed in between Trystan and Davion, Rissa felt like it was going to be okay even though in her heart she knew changes were coming. It couldn’t stay the three of them forever.
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      Rissa ran a hand over the familiar, smooth curve of her bow. She knew what she was good at and what escaped her capabilities. She couldn’t sew, despite the hours and hours of her governess forcing her to do so as a child. Her embroideries left much to be desired. She wasn’t interested in fashion as many of the noble women were.

      But she could shoot an arrow as well as any man in the realm’s army. That may have been an exaggeration, but she was good. Finally giving up on developing talents suited to a noblewoman, her father first gave her a bow when she turned twelve years old and she’d finally felt like she had something to give.

      She’d wanted to learn to fight, but her father said it was not a possibility. It wasn’t because she was a woman – there were many women in the fighting forces – but it was because she was the princess. All of the women soldiers were commoners. It was acceptable among them.

      Turning her body at an angle to the target, Rissa lifted her bow.

      “You should widen your feet a bit more,” her brother said, stepping up behind her.

      She shook her head and looked back at him. Without moving her feet or glancing back at the target, she nocked an arrow and in one quick movement she’d drawn the string and released. She was still looking at Trystan when she heard the soft thud of an arrow hitting the target.

      “Did I hit?” she asked with a smug smile.

      “Right in the center.”

      “See, Toha, stick to what you know.” She patted him on the shoulder and shooed him away. He didn’t leave as she proceeded to hit the target three more times.

      Trystan was an expert with a sword, but he’d never been able to best his sister with bow and arrow.

      “I have to go meet Avery for some troop inspections,” he said. “It’s always a morale boost to the soldiers when you’re there. Care to join me?”

      She set her bow on the rack nearby and followed him towards the training yard. “Is your second in command going to be there?” She’d been avoiding Davi in the weeks since their emotionally charged moment at the ball. He’d been giving her looks that made it too hard to think about what her future held.

      “I’ve sent him with an important message to Lord Coille,” Trystan answered.

      “What message?”

      “I don’t know. It was from Father and was not disclosed to me.” The irritation was plain in his voice.

      “So, Father sent your second in command on a journey that would take two days each way and didn’t tell you why?”

      “It’s not my place to question the king.”

      “When did he leave?”

      “Four days ago.”

      Davi hadn’t been in the palace in four days and she hadn’t noticed? At least she was doing the avoiding thing right.

      Avery Payne was already in the training yard practicing with a young man who looked like he was new to the world of swordcraft. The boy danced around the sword-master with wild swings rather than the calculated cuts of his opponent.

      Avery sliced at the boy and then spun to swipe his feet out from under him before holding the tip of a wooden sword under his chin.

      “You’re improving,” the sword-master said, reaching down to help him to his feet. “Last time it took me half as long to fell you. The ability to learn is the most important thing. Next is the willingness to make the daring moves rather than only the safe ones. You don’t win a battle only by protecting yourself. You win by having the courage to expose yourself to attack in order to take the final blow.”

      The boy nodded eagerly. Avery gave a jerk of the head to tell the boy to get out of there and he scurried off.

      Trystan grinned. “Still the best sword-master we have, I see.”

      Rissa could remember hours upon hours of sitting there watching Avery train both Trystan and Davi. They wouldn’t be as skilled as they were without their teacher.

      “Toha.” She inclined her head.  The short-cropped gray hair had been a chestnut brown when she’d first started training a young Trystan, but in all that time, she’d never dropped the formality of their positions. Only now, Prince had turned into Toha.

      “Avery.” Rissa walked forward and gave the taller woman a hug. “I’m glad you’re back.”

      Avery stiffened and Rissa had to hold in a laugh. She’d never been comfortable with the Princess’ familiarity and Rissa liked to push boundaries. She finally released the other woman.

      “It’s good to be back, Toha. The borderlands are a tough assignment.”

      One of the first things Trystan had done as Toha was send one of his most trusted soldiers to lead the expedition to the border of Dreach-Dhoun.  Trystan had never been there himself, but it had seen more activity of late. Dreach-Dhoun had measures in place to keep large forces from crossing into their land, but it didn’t stop them from trespassing into Dreach-Sciene to spy on their enemies.

      Unlike Dreach-Sciene, Dreach-Dhoun’s land still held varying amounts of magic. They’d been the ones to strip the power from Trystan’s father’s realm, but it also meant they couldn’t cross the border without losing their own ability to draw from the earth. It kept Dreach-Sciene safe for the time being, but it also prevented anyone from Trystan’s side crossing over as it was warded so only those with magic could cross. Even if the King wanted to send soldiers into Dreach-Dhoun, it was an impossible feat.

      Avery had been sent under the guise of doing the yearly check on the defenses. Really, she was looking for evidence of a traitor feeding information to Dreach-Dhoun. For any sign of clandestine meetings or suspicious activity. The King didn’t want to believe the spy was in his own palace so he was looking everywhere else first.

      Trystan, Rissa, and Avery walked through the training yard, watching the pairs fight and giving tips here and there. Trystan inspected stance and readiness. For the past few weeks, he’d been trying to assess the state and capabilities of the realm’s soldiers. He wanted to know if they were ready to go to war if the need arose.

      They were a fine fighting force and their Toha was proud.

      Rissa looked into her brother’s stern face as he looked on at two young female soldiers sparring with each other. He stepped forward and as he showed them a more natural way to hold their swords, Rissa thought he looked like it was where he belonged.

      She was sure the pride showed on her face when her brother looked at her strangely.

      “Toha,” a servant came running into the training yard. “Princess. The King would like to see you both.”

      Trystan nodded. “Avery, assemble the officers. Tell them I would like a full assessment of the men under their command. From you, I want an assessment of the officers themselves.”

      “Yes, sir.” She walked off briskly.

      Rissa and Trystan walked into the palace. She didn’t know what her father wanted, but nerves always fluttered in her belly when she was summoned to his office.

      “Davi,” Trystan called as they saw the tall man leaving the King’s office.

      Davi stopped and a look crossed his face that Rissa would have sworn was infused with guilt.

      “When did you get back?” Trystan asked.

      “Just now,” Davi answered, looking behind him nervously. His eyes left Trystan and rested on Rissa. He pursed his lips and let out a sigh before looking at his friend once again.

      “I am travel weary, my friend.” He chuckled softly.

      “Go,” Trystan said. “Avery is handling things for me right now. Get something to eat and then come report. I’ll be in the practice yard.”

      Davi gave him a nod and lumbered passed them.

      The guard outside the King’s office opened the door and ushered them in. Their father glanced up from his desk but didn’t smile in greeting. “Trystan, Rissa have a seat. We have matters to discuss.”

      The door slammed loudly, making Rissa jump before she followed Trystan to the wooden chairs in front of her father’s desk.

      After a suffocating moment of silence, the King finally spoke. “Our realm is at a crossroads,” he began. “There are going to be very hard times ahead. Avery returned from the border to tell us Dreach-Dhoun is building up their own fortifications just as we thought. They’re preparing for something.”

      Rissa gasped, but Trystan only nodded. He’d already known.

      “Now is the time to strengthen our alliances. The best way to do that is and has always been marriage.”

      Rissa clamped her lips shut to keep the arguments from escaping, but her brother didn’t react.

      “Trystan.” The King looked at him. “A contract of marriage has been proposed for your hand and I have accepted.”

      “Is that what you used Davi for?” Rissa couldn’t stay quiet any longer. “You used his best friend to negotiate his marriage to a girl he doesn’t love?”

      The King sighed. “Davion was sent on other business, but the proposal was returned with him.”

      “So, it’s Willow then.” Trystan finally spoke.

      “She’s a lovely girl, son. And Lord Coille is one of our strongest allies. We explored other options, but none would give us access to the extensive trade network and sea-trade options that Willow will. We must begin exploring more of what the sea has to offer in order to keep our people fed. Coille might be our best chance.”

      Trystan nodded in acceptance, ever the dutiful son. Rissa’s lips quivered as rebellion rose up in her.

      The King’s eyes softened when he looked at her and she understood even he didn’t like the deal he’d made for her hand. Before he said it, she knew what his words would be.

      “Isenore holds immense power as well. I have secured Royce Eisner as your husband.”

      “How could you?” she whispered.

      “I don’t fully trust Eisner to choose the right side in what is to come. I need to do something to ensure his loyalty.” He looked truly regretful. “I had no other choice.”

      Rissa shook her head. Despite knowing this was his plan since the ball, her mind struggled to comprehend how her loving father could send her to a man such as Royce. She looked down to where Trystan had taken her hand in his. When she glanced back up at her father, there were tears in his eyes.

      “I do love you both,” he said quietly. “We are royals. We must do what is best for the realm.”

      “What about you, father?” Rissa asked. “You’re always telling us you loved mother. Why did you get to choose?”

      “Your mother …” He sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “Maybe it’s time I tell you the entire story.” He paused, thinking. “Marissa was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. I loved her from the moment I saw her.” He chuckled briefly. “Which was as she sat atop a horse leading a contingent of soldiers as part of the Dreach-Dhoun advanced forces.”

      Rissa’s tears had dried up as she leaned forward in shock. Trystan, still gripping her hand, squeezed harder.

      “It was about a year before the end of the war.  I was Toha, but my father was leading the army himself. I’d been fighting all day – it was one of the bloodier battles. Most of the soldiers were too exhausted to draw more power from the earth so we stumbled around hacking at each other. Then she rode through. She had blood on her face and in her deep red hair. She pinned me with her bright eyes which didn’t hold the darkness of most of the other soldiers of Dreach-Dhoun. She slid down from her horse. I thought she was going to kill me. Instead, she put her sword in the sheath hanging on her belt and stuck her shoulder under mine to help me up.”

      He smiled to himself. “She was the daughter of a very powerful man in Dreach-Dhoun. Prince Calis was in love with her. The night she escaped to our side of the defenses, the King of Dreach-Dhoun was killed and Calis Beirne was crowned.”

      “You have to understand,” he went on. “During the war, the noble houses of Dreach-Sciene were torn apart. We had hoped my marriage to your mother would bring her father onto our side, but he was being controlled somehow. I was lucky enough to fall in love with the woman whose alliance we needed.” He looked them each in the eye in turn. “I do wish the same for you.”

      Rissa squeezed her eyes shut to keep the tears at bay. Before she was born, the people of her realm had given up so much, fought so hard, to create the safety she’d grown up with. She’d do the same for them. She looked to Trystan and knew he was thinking the same thing. It was their turn to sacrifice, their duty.

      Trystan gave her hand a final squeeze and let go.

      The King stood and moved around his large desk to stand in front of Rissa. “I have something for you, my sweet girl.” He opened his hand to reveal a gold pendant hanging on a simple chain. The same image from the hilt of Trystan’s sword was carved into it.  “This is your mother’s family crest.”

      Trystan leaned forward to see an elegant tree with twisting roots and three symbols surrounding it.

      Their father pointed to each symbol in turn. “Magic. Man. Earth. These three things must work in harmony to overcome impossibilities.”

      She held her hair to the side to allow him to fasten it around her neck.

      “Your mother had great power, and you both can have it too. I know these marriages aren’t what either of you would like.” He glanced at Trystan. “You, my children, can have a profound impact on this world and I truly believe these are the avenues that will get you there. Rissa, you are not yet of an age to marry. The ceremony will be held off for a year.”

      Rissa breathed a sigh of relief. She knew her father was giving her a small mercy. Many girls in the kingdom married before their eighteenth year.

      “But we will move ahead with Trystan’s marriage immediately.” He still spoke to Rissa. “I will be sending you to Lord Coille’s residence in Aldorwood to finalize everything and act as Willow’s lady. She’s the future queen, after all. You leave in four days with a small contingent of servants, guards, and a wagon to hold the gifts we are sending.”

      “Yes, father,” she said.

      “You both may go.”

      Once outside the office, brother and sister looked to one another. One of them was binding an ally even closer, and the other was ensuring loyalty. The King hadn’t said it explicitly, but he had reasons not to trust Isenore.

      A fear settled in Rissa, but she pushed it away. A year. She had a year until she need worry. And even though her brother wasn’t in love with Willow, Rissa would be glad when she moved into the palace. It would be nice to have a friend around to distract her from what was coming.

      She parted ways with Trystan and walked towards her quarters.

      Davi was leaning against the wall beside her door. He straightened when he saw her.

      “Is it happening?” he asked. “Is your father sending you to Isenore?”

      She huffed out a breath. As soon as she saw him, the tears started coming. He stepped forward to comfort her, but she held out a hand.

      “Davi …” her voice shook for just a second before she strengthened it. “I need to deal with this on my own.”

      Hurt flashed across his face. “What does that mean?”

      “It means without you.” She stepped by him and pushed open the door, stopping on the threshold. “I think you should keep your distance.”

      “Ri, I don’t understand.”

      She smiled sadly, looking back at him. “That’s the problem, Davi. You don’t understand because you don’t feel the same way. But it’s okay. We’ll be out of each other’s lives in a year.”

      Tears trickled down her face as she stepped into her room and shut the door, creating a barrier between them. She could still hear him on the other side.

      “Ri,” he pleaded. “Rissa.”

      Light streamed into her room as a cool breeze drifted in through the open window, bringing with it the smell of the barns. Rissa didn’t bother to close the window since at the moment she really didn’t care. Instead, she crawled into her bed and pulled the blankets up over her head. Davi’s pleas turned to silence, punctuated only by her muffled sobs.
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      The forest stretched out for acres, as far as the eye could see - across the realm of Isenore and straight to the mountains bordering Dreach-Dhoun. It was a widespread sea of gray, dying trees and rotting foliage.  Alixa stood in the window studying it with a forlorn smile. It hadn’t always been this way. She remembered well visiting her mother here in these very chambers and looking out over the majestic canvas filled with greens and reds and shades of gold. She’d thought it, and her mother, the most beautiful things she’d ever seen in her young life. But the life had slowly drained from the forest over the years, along with that of her mother. Now they were both just a fading memory.

      It’d been ten years since she lost her mother and she still came to her room often. It hadn’t been touched in all that time. Her ivory combs still sat on the dressing table where Alixa would sit for hours while her mother lovingly brushed her hair and sang to her beautiful, lilting melodies in her sweet voice. Her gowns still hung in the wardrobe and Alixa had convinced herself she could smell her lingering perfume in the air. She knew it wasn’t possible, but it was the only way she could hold onto those fleeting memories; memories of the only time in her life when she’d felt loved.

      Her father wasn’t aware of her visits here. She was sure of that. If he knew of the simple pleasure being here brought her, he’d have most likely had it torn apart. Pleasing his daughter was very low on his list of priorities. Alixa would go so far as to say he derived pleasure from her suffering, just like he’d done with her mother.  He was a cruel man, the Duke of Isenore, but that cruelty seemed to be held in reserve for those closest to him. To outsiders, he appeared to be the complete gentleman his status decreed. Alixa knew better. This place had slowly killed her mother, over time. This place, this life, that man. And it was doing the same to her.

      Everywhere she looked she was trapped. Not just by the stone walls of the castle, but with legacy and family duty. She felt as a useless object with no purpose but to be at her father’s beck and call, running his kitchen and entertaining his guests with mindless pleasantries, only to be told she did it wrong when the guests had finally departed. To be belittled and made to feel stupid just to heighten his own sense of superiority. She hated it. She hated him.

      Maybe if she had support from Royce it would have been bearable, but her brother was no better. Cut from the same cloth as their father, he helped make her life miserable. If it hadn’t been for her mother, Alixa would not have ever believed herself to be a part of this family. She looked nothing like them and thankfully acted even less like them. Sometimes she truly did think that the Duke was not her father and Royce not her brother. She knew it was wishful thinking, but she was fully aware there was no love between them. There was none of the camaraderie she’d witnessed between the prince and princess of Dreach-Sciene at the Toha ball. She’d met them only briefly, but it was easy to see how fond they were of each other. The idea was foreign to her. If it weren’t for her maid, Ella, and a few other servants, Alixa would not even be aware of what kindness was. Hers was a lonely life indeed.

      A hawk soared by the window and Alixa averted her eyes from the dismal excuse of a forest. The bird’s graceful dance carried it across the evening sky, and she watched with envy as it disappeared into the approaching darkness. If only she could fly away from here as easily and float off to another life.

      “God, I hate this place,” she muttered as she placed her forehead against the cool glass and a single tear escaped the corner of her eye. Wiping it away with a sigh, she opened the large window and stepped out onto the balcony in anticipation. This was her favorite time of day, when evening turned to night. After the horrible pretense of family dinner was over and her father had retired to his library for the evening and Royce had gone out for who only knew what reason. It was her time to be alone.

      She stood still as stone, watching the night sky; enthralled as the stars slowly emerged one by one, like candles being lit. The air on her face was cold with the lingering chill of a northerly wind and goose bumps raised on her skin, but she didn’t mind. She didn’t want to go back inside. Not yet.

      Voices below her cut through her tranquility and she peered over the balcony with irritation. Surely, it wasn’t Royce back already? But the wagon and carriage highlighted by the servant’s lanterns were not of House Isenore. She was certain of it. These were unfamiliar and her brow furrowed in puzzlement. Her father had guests at this late hour?  And coming through the back entrance? Very strange.

      Against her better judgement, Alixa left her mother’s chambers and hurried down the steps and through the long halls towards her father’s study. She hoped to catch sight of the visitors, but instead, she found two unfamiliar guards standing watch outside the double oak doors and she brought up in surprise. She didn’t recognize them or their tunics of black and gold. From what house were they and what was their purpose here? The guards stared at her approach in silence.

      “Is my father available?” she asked, not that she wanted to see him, but curiosity overrode her distaste.

      “No, the Duke is in a meeting. Leave.”

      Seriously? She narrowed her eyes and scowled, but knew she had no choice. Who gave them the right to order her around in her own house?

      She huffed out a breath and turned on her heel, not stopping until she’d rounded the corner and made her way into the library. Its balcony adjoined the one of her father’s study. If she couldn’t meet who was inside, at least she’d be able to see who it was.

      Under the cover of darkness, Alixa crept to the end of the library’s gallery.  Hoisting her long gown to her knees, she gripped the edge of the stone balcony and clambered over easily, landing in a crouch on the other side. Scurrying for the cover of a marble pillar, she peered into the lamp lit room.

      Her father was pacing back and forth in front of the window and she pulled back quickly, not wanting to get caught. Finally, he turned away and the other person in the room came into full view. It was a tall man, similar in age to her father but not near as balding or stout. Although dressed in the same black and gold as the guards outside the door, he was no guard. His noble bearing was unmistakable.

      Her father’s voice broke the night’s silence and Alixa jumped in fright before realizing it just carried from the open window.  She leaned a bit further so she could hear more clearly. “Are you sure the King realizes what he’s asking of me? I will expect much more in supplies as way of payment.”

      The mystery man nodded. “The King is very aware. And you will receive more. Much more. But he expects some form of guarantee. Your last bit of information was quite enlightening. It was a start. But he requires more in-depth data.”

      Information? What sort of information was her father supplying King Marcus with? What would be so important about mining and iron supplies that a messenger would be sent this late into the evening?

      “He’ll get what I promised. We have another council meeting scheduled a month from now to discuss military action on the border. King Calis should be quite pleased with what I bring back.”

      Alixa reeled back in shock. King Calis? Surely she heard wrong. Her father couldn’t be supplying their sworn enemy, Dreach-Dhoun, with military secrets. But even as her mind refused to believe her father was a traitor to their very own king, her heart was telling her otherwise. The uniforms of the soldiers inside suddenly made sense. No wonder she didn’t recognize them. They weren’t from any house in the realm she’d ever seen. Her father was a collaborator with King Calis!

      Whether it was shock or just bad luck, Alixa failed to pull back in time as her father pivoted on his heel and turned back to the window. His eyes locked with hers and narrowed in anger.

      “Who’s there?” he yelled as the window opened further and he leaned out. “Alixa, is that you?”

      No, no, no.

      Nearly falling over in her haste, Alixa hopped the wall separating the two balconies and ran for the library door. If she could get to her room without being seen, she could convince her father she wasn’t even there. That it had been all his imagination. Yanking open the library door she skidded around the corner to the hall, and straight into the arms of the waiting Dreach-Dhoun soldiers.
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      Alixa bolted upright from her bed and stared at the door to her room as the knob twisted with a creak. She hoped desperately it wasn’t her father again. Her arm still hurt from their encounter the day before. Holding her breath in fear, she exhaled in a sigh of relief as the slight form of her maid, Ella, filled the doorway.

      “I brought you food, Lady Alixa.”  The maid stepped past the burly guard stationed outside Alixa’s chambers, giving him a wide berth. Her hands busy holding the serving platter, she tried to close the door with her foot, but the guard growled at her.

      “Leave it open.”

      Ella bestowed him a look of pure steel, belying her tiny frame. “Whether you have been ordered to keep the Lady Alixa under lock and key or not, I’m also here to help her dress. I don’t think the Duke would appreciate you watching. Now, shut the door.”

      The big man looked slightly taken aback by the venomous tone, but he did as asked. As soon as the door closed, Ella dropped the tray on the dressing table and the two young woman embraced.

      “Oh God, I’ve been so worried, milady.” She ran her hands over Alixa’s arms. “Have they harmed you in any way?”

      Alixa’s resolve broke under Ella’s concern and tears flooded her eyes. “Not really, but what’s going to happen to me? My father is so angry and I can’t handle him when he’s like this. I’m scared, Ella. He knows I know. I couldn’t bring his entire world down around him. Now I’m nothing more than a liability.” She breathed heavily. “Why couldn’t I just lie and pretend I hadn’t heard anything?”

      She hadn’t just admitted to eavesdropping, she’d thrown the word traitor at her father. That’s what he was and she wasn’t one to hold back. It’d been a mistake. How could he betray the King? It shouldn’t surprise her, but that didn’t stop any remaining love she had for him from shattering under the weight of secrets.

      So, he’d locked her away as he always did. Three days now. She’d had a guard watching her every move. No one had been allowed in. Her only visitor had been her father, wearing his anger and displeasure like armor. And instead of his anger waning, it seemed to have increased two-fold. Last night’s visit had been the worst. The pungent odor of wine wafted off of him the moment he entered the room. There had been no deep sighing of regret or uncertainty from him like the first two times. It had been an out and out visit of censure. What had he done to deserve such a contemptible and surly daughter? Why had she turned out so much like her mother, the witch who had destroyed his life? Why was she so incredibly stupid she couldn’t see what he was doing was all for the good of the Isenore people?

      Each accusation had been accompanied by a hard shove so by the time he’d pinned her against the dressing table, Alixa had truly been scared for her life. Her hand behind her back curled around a heavy iron candlestick, the itch to slam it into his head crawling under her skin. He stared at her, distaste evident in his face, before turning without another word and exiting her room. Not until she’d heard his footsteps fade away down the marble hall did she relax and let the weapon fall from her hand.

      “That I can’t answer, milady, but we have very little time. You must listen carefully.” The fear in Ella’s voice only intensified Alixa’s own. “The Duke left early this afternoon. I have no idea when he’ll be back, but Cook has overheard his discussion with the visitor who’s been here these past few days. They want to take you away, milady. I’m not sure where, but I got a feeling it’s not anywhere good.”

      Take her away? To Dreach-Dhoun? No, it can’t be. He was her father. He wouldn’t do this to her…would he?

      “You have to go. Escape.”

      “Escape?” she repeated dully. Then again, but this one more forceful as the idea blossomed in her head. “Yes, escape. But where would I go?”

      “What does it matter?” Ella asked. “But you must leave. I fear you’re in danger here. Listen and listen well. As we speak, Edric is in the loft above with a rope to pull you up off the balcony. From there you will proceed through the servant’s quarters to the lower levels. I will take you to the wine cellar. There’s a hatch to the aqueducts that leads out under the wall to the river. It will get you out and away from any of the guard’s notice. Edric will meet you at the river with a horse.”

      Alixa nodded her head in agreement even though this whole escape plan, this whole thing seemed so surreal. “Why would you and your brother help me? Why put yourself in danger? If you get caught-”

      “We won’t,” Ella assured her with way more confidence than Alixa was feeling. Grabbing the younger girl’s hand, she smiled at her. “And you need not ask why. You have always been more like a sister to me than my mistress. You know that. I would do anything to keep you safe… little sister.”

      Alixa’s eyes filled up once again along with Ella’s, but her maid shook her head. “No time for tears. You must hurry and change. I need the guard to see you still here after I leave. Your escape will be a mystery to all. Now move.”
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      Alixa half-ran, half stumbled down the stairwell, one hand trailing along the stone wall to keep her from falling. The tiny flame from the lantern Ella carried their only source of light.

      She breathed a sigh of relief as they hit the bottom of the stairs. They’d made it into the cellars without being caught. Ella didn’t stop there. She ushered Alixa along the corridor and into a storeroom, the lamplight casting shadows over the barrels and crates lining the floor. Alixa was shocked to see so many supplies, especially after her father had forbidden her from handing out scraps at the back entrance to the starving children because he’d said the House of Isenore could barely provide for their own staff. Obviously, another lie, since there were enough supplies here to feed them all for a year. How many of the staff knew about this? Most of them would have no need to visit the cellars, but surely a few were in on it. Some of the people she’d known her entire life were traitors just like her father.

      There wasn’t time to dwell on that. Near the rear of the room, Ella pushed a basket out of the way to reveal an iron handle resting on a wooden hatch in the floor. It took the two of them, using their whole bodies to lift it before it fell against the stone floor with a loud clang. The hole was dark and dank and a putrid odor hit her nose, but it also reeked of freedom.

      “This is as far as I go, milady,” Ella held the lamp high revealing the tears already flowing. “Remember, the aqueducts will take you straight to the river where Edric awaits. From there head into the woods. Ride swift and fast and don’t look back.”

      Alixa nodded before pulling the tiny woman she’d known since she was a child into her arms. “Thank you for everything, Ella. I will miss you, my friend.”

      Ella gave her one more squeeze before pushing her away. “Go now. Be free, little sister.”

      A shout from the corridor startled them both. “Oi, who’s there?”

      “Guards,” Alixa muttered in horror as she froze in fright. Ella was the first to react.

      “Go. I’ll distract them. They won’t follow you.”

      The iron ladder down was rusty and broken in spots and Alixa feared it wouldn’t hold her weight, but she didn’t slow her descent, even as the hatch slammed shut overhead, cloaking her in darkness. She was more afraid of the guards catching her. Ella proved to be true to her promise of holding them off however, and Alixa hit the bottom with a loud splash. She paused to catch her breath as darkness surrounded her with a suffocating pressure and panic clawed at her throat. She blew out a series of short breaths, trying to regain control.

      Having no choice but to keep moving, she turned from the stairs and laid her hand against the slimy wall, taking her first step into the unknown. No turning back now. Dampness saturated her boots and the hem of her dress, the cold seeping into her very bones. She was actually glad for the darkness since she couldn’t see what she kicked about with every step, but the odors had bile rising in the back of her throat.

      Dragging her hand along the damp wall to find her way, the walk seemed to take an eternity. She kept glancing back expecting at any moment a hand to fall on her shoulder. Finally, a sliver of light appeared up ahead. Alixa grinned to herself in the dark. The end of the tunnel. Hurrying now, the sliver grew bigger as the tunnel began to fill up with moonlight. Rushing water reached her ears and she knew it was the river’s waterfall. Breaking into a run, Alixa fell out of the tunnel into the river, up to her knees as the stench of decay was replaced with sweet, fresh air. The water was freezing, but she didn’t care. She didn’t care that she was soaked to the bone or that her teeth chattered so loud she could hear them. She was out. Out of the tunnel. Out of the castle. Out of her father’s reach. She was free.

      “Lady Alixa,” the voice called to her from the riverbank as Edric reached toward her to pull her out of the water. She grabbed his hand in thanks, grateful for his help.

      “Ella,” she gasped as soon as she could catch her breath. “There were guards–” She jumped as a burst of wind rustled through the leaves nearby.

      “Don’t worry, Milady, my sister can talk her way out of anything.” Edric shifted his eyes from side to side, the nervous tic belying his assurance.

      All it did was increase Alixa’s dread. Her teeth clamped down on her lip as she rocked from one foot to the other.

      “Your horse awaits in the trees over there.” He pointed with his chin and Alixa spotted the dappled work horse laden down with sacks of precious food. He’d taken care of her, but soon she’d be on her own with no home and nowhere to go.

      “I can’t thank you enough, Edric,” she whispered, her voice choked with tears as a crushing fear constricted her chest.  “I will always be indebted.” She patted the small blade hanging at her waist under her cloak, reassuring herself it was still there.

      Edric nodded solemnly. “Stay safe.”

      “I will try, Edric. I will try.”

      A loud trumpet broke the night’s stillness and Alixa’s heart smashed against her ribcage. The alarm! They already knew she was gone.

      “Hurry,” Edric shoved her towards the horse.

      Alixa bundled up her soaked skirts and climbed onto her horse. Without another word, she turned into the trees and dug her heels into the mare’s flanks, making her jolt forward.

      The trumpeting alarm joined with shouting, but the sound of her horse’s pounding hooves soon drowned it out. It was Alixa’s last contact with House Isenore as she galloped into the forest and toward her freedom.
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      Trystan kicked his heels against his horse as he sped through the woods standing between the palace and the town. He’d needed desperately to get out of the palace and clear his head. Images of Willow flashed through his mind. Her delicate, pale skin. Her soft blonde hair. She was small and fragile and he couldn’t deny her beauty, but she was missing what he’d always imagined in a partner. She’d make a good queen, but he’d hoped for someone who could ride and hunt and help keep the kingdom safe. His hopes were unrealistic though and he knew his father had chosen well for Dreach-Sciene.

      He’d always known he wouldn’t get to choose and she was the daughter of a close ally, so it made sense, but she followed him around like a lost puppy. He didn’t want obedience or adoration in a wife. He wanted partnership. He wanted to be challenged. He didn’t need love, but he wanted a mutual respect.

      Soon, his horse wasn’t the only one thundering down the path. He glanced back and pulled up on the reins with a sigh to allow his uncle to catch up. Geran Drake was a stern man. He was younger than the King and had been raised only as a pawn for the realm to move – much like Rissa with her marriage to Royce Eisner.

      “Nephew,” Lord Drake said when he reached him. “You shouldn’t be out of the palace without your guards.”

      “Just exercising my horse.” Trystan patted his horse’s long neck, eliciting a snort from the beast.

      “There are stable lads for that. I’m sure you have other duties to attend to.”

      He narrowed his eyes in irritation. Since he was a child, his uncle had been trying to assert his authority over him, but that was before he was Toha.

      Trystan turned his horse. “Return to the palace, Lord Drake. That’s an order.”

      A harsh laugh burst out of his uncle. “You don’t give me orders, boy.”

      “Actually, I do. I –”

      A high-pitched scream pierced the woods.

      Trystan kicked his horse around and jerked his head from side to side, scanning the trees for the source of the commotion. His uncle prodded his horse forward and took off in the direction it came from.

      Trystan followed close behind him, terrified at what they were about to find.

      A low moaning filled the woods and they used it to lead them. He almost missed her. She was leaning up against a tree with an arrow stuck in her leg. Weak cries escaped her lips.

      A second arrow whistled by, sticking into the tree right above the woman’s head. Trystan jumped from his saddle and ran towards her as his uncle took off in the direction the arrows were coming from.

      Lord Drake’s disappearance into the trees was soon followed by the unmistakable sound of a sword fight. Trystan didn’t think twice about helping the woman. Lord Drake was one of Dreach-Sciene’s most celebrated swordsmen. He was quite capable of taking care of himself and didn’t need his help. Trystan approached the woman slowly.

      Blood seeped past the arrow, trailing down her leg into the dirt. Her head jerked up and her eyes widened in fear. White-blonde hair that was matted with grime hung around her shoulders. Her face was streaked with mud, but her icy blue eyes shone through.

      He held up his hands. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      The woman whimpered and Trystan crouched down in front of her, examining her leg closely.

      A loud grunt of pain came from nearby and Lord Drake reappeared, still on his horse, re-sheathing his now bloody blade. “Is she alright?”

      “We need to get her to the palace healer.” He turned back to the woman. “My name is Trystan. I’m the Toha of Dreach-Sciene. You’re safe now.”

      Her lips moved, but no sound escaped.

      “What?” Trystan leaned closer.

      “I need to see the King,” she whispered.

      Trystan sprang into action. She’d been attacked while on her way to the palace. He didn’t know the woman’s name. He didn’t know why she’d come. He didn’t know why she’d been attacked. None of it made sense and he was going to get to the bottom of it. The Palace woods should be safe and he took it as a direct attack on the King that anyone would dare do battle in them.

      He glanced once more at the arrow in her leg.

      “Don’t remove it. She could bleed out,” his uncle warned.

      Trystan looked into the woman’s eyes and she gave him a slight nod of permission. He stood and bent to lift her into his arms, careful not to bump the arrow. Blood from her wound soaked into his sleeve. His uncle helped him lift her onto his horse. He climbed on behind her and took off as if it was his own life in danger.

      His uncle stayed behind to find out what he could off the body of the man he’d killed and then take care of him.

      Trystan didn’t slow until he reached the gates. The guards came running when he stopped and jumped from his saddle.

      “What happened, Toha?” one of them asked as he helped Trystan lift the woman down.

      “Trystan.” Davi came running when he saw them. “Is she alive?”

      “She needs the healer.” Trystan hoisted her into his arms and took off in the direction of the healer. In order to get answers, she had to be okay and soon.

      Davi followed and pushed open the door to the healer’s quarters without knocking.

      The palace healer was an older man who’d been there since long before the war. He used to tell Trystan stories of the healing that could be done when magic was present.

      Well, there was no magic now. Only a woman who’d been attacked on their very own land.

      “Toha,” the healer said, jumping up from his seat at a wooden table in the corner. He rushed towards a bed on the other side of the room. “Lay her here.”

      Trystan did as he was told. “She took an arrow to the leg and now she’s lost consciousness.”

      “I can see that. You saved her life by bringing her here.” The healer rummaged through his tools and Trystan knew he was being dismissed. The old man was the only person in the palace who could even dismiss the King. He didn’t like anyone getting in the way of his work.

      Outside the room, Trystan started walking. “I need to see my father.”

      “Trystan,” Davi said, keeping pace with him. “What is going on?”

      “I don’t know, Davi. I don’t know.”

      The King was in the practice yard with a few of his advisers when Trystan found him. They were watching Avery show off her sword-play against a large man.

      “Sire.” Trystan interrupted their conversation. “I must speak with you.”

      The King made apologies to the men around him and joined his son. “What is it?”

      “A woman was attacked in our own forests.”

      His father reeled back in shock.

      “She was on her way here to see you. I don’t know why. She’s with the healer.”

      The King took off and Trystan and Davi followed as close as they could. When the King reached the doorway and looked inside, he stopped. His hands shook at his sides. He opened his mouth to speak and then closed it again.

      Trystan glanced passed his father to the now conscious woman. Her eyes were glazed, but they sharpened as soon as she caught sight of the King.

      “Sire,” the healer said. “I’ve just finished sewing her up. She needs to rest.”

      The King didn’t budge. He breathed out heavily. “Lorelai?”

      Davi sucked in a breath. The prince looked curiously at his friend, realizing now was not the time for questions.

      “My King,” Lorelai wheezed, clenching her teeth against the pain. “It’s good to see you once again.”

      The King moved further into the room. He clenched his fists at his sides and stiffened his shoulders. Trystan couldn’t remember seeing his father at such a loss before.

      “You disappeared,” he said. “I tried to find you again.”

      “It became too perilous for my kind.”

      “Seems it still is.” He gestured to her leg.

      A wry smile formed on her lips. “I knew what showing myself would mean. I had to come.”

      “Why?”

      She released a sigh and her body sagged, seemingly exhausted by his questions. The old healer intervened before she could answer.

      “She’ll still be here tomorrow, Sire. I really must insist she rest.”

      Her eyes had already begun to drift shut and they reluctantly left her to her sleep. The sun was beginning to dip below the horizon as they stood, waiting for the King to speak.

      He finally did, but it was not to them. He caught the eye of a maid nearby. “Inform the kitchens I will be dining with the Toha, the Princess, and Davion in the Princess’s quarters.” The maid scurried away to do as she was told and the King turned back to the two young men in front of him.

      “Rissa is in her rooms. She must hear this as well.”

      Rissa was preparing to go to the hall for dinner when they showed up at her door. The King closed the door behind them, cutting them off from the servants bustling outside.

      Trystan looked into his father’s serious face, feeling an impending importance in the words he was about to say. Excitement pulsed through him.

      “Sit,” the King ordered. “All of you. We have much to discuss.”
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      Rissa listened to her father with an open mind. She saw the skepticism on the faces of Trystan and Davi but refused to believe her father a maker of tales.

      It had always been easier for her to wrap her mind around the existence of magic because she felt it, or at least felt it used to be there.

      So when her father told them they had a seer in their palace, it was no great leap for her. They’d been hearing of seers their entire lives, knowing them to be real. But there was a great difference between knowing something and truly believing in it.

      Theirs was the only magic that persisted in Dreach-Sciene because it wasn’t earth magic – a fact none of them had truly known until the earth no longer held power, but the seers continued to see.

      “Wait a moment,” Trystan said. “A noble man will rise to defeat the darkness?”

      “That’s what she told me, yes,” the King responded.

      “And you believe it means me?”

      “I did, yes.”

      “And now? Because I made a request to go, to try to fix what was broken.”

      A pounding sounded on the door. Before Davi opened it, the King responded to Trystan.

      “Son, we don’t even know where to begin – or if it can be done.”

      Davi grunted, pulling the door wide.

      Rissa looked to him and saw a woman she assumed was Lorelai collapse through the door into Davi’s arms.

      “Lorelai.” The King jumped to his feet as Davi carried her towards the bed.

      The poor woman was out of breath and obviously in pain. She must have limped all the way here.

      “I had to wait until the healer gave me a moment alone before making my escape,” she wheezed.

      Davi set her down and looked into her face. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

      “Davion?” she asked, tears springing to her eyes. “Is it really you?”

      He nodded.

      “You remember me?”

      He brushed her filthy hair out of her face and smiled. “Only bits and pieces, but I know you took care of me.”

      “Sire.” Lorelai took her eyes off Davi to look back to the King. “It can be done.” She leaned her head back against the pillows with a sigh of pain. “Because I know where to start.”

      The room was stunned into silence as they waited for her to explain.

      “Sona. It starts on the Isle of Sona.”

      Trystan leaned forward. “How do you know this?”

      “I doubt you know much about the power of a seer.” She paused. “I can feel the use of magic. Back when everyone was able to wield it, it was an ineffective tool. But now, well, now there are only two people with the power to wield magic in Dreach-Sciene.”

      “The Tri-Gard,” the King whispered.

      “Yes, the very ones who stripped our land of magic in the first place are the only ones who can give it back. One of them is known to be a prisoner in Dreach-Dhoun, but that is a problem for another day. They’ve been in hiding like my kind has, but it’s time they come into the light. And one of them has made their first mistake.”

      “They used their magic,” Rissa finished the thought. The excitement was building within her and she knew she had to be a part of whatever was going to happen. She felt like the earth itself was reaching out for her help.

      “Why were those men after you?” Trystan asked.

      “I revealed myself. Seers aren’t looked kindly upon by those who want our magic. We are the only connection left to the Tri-Gard. The last remaining remnants of a power which was once possessed by all. They can’t take it so they take us instead.”

      All conversation was dropped as a gaggle of servants showed up with their dinner. Both Trystan and the King seemed to be lost in their thoughts. Rissa told them where to put everything and sent one with a message telling the healer Lorelai would be staying in her rooms.

      Davi helped get some food into Lorelai as the rest of them barely ate.

      “I have to go,” Trystan finally said, breaking the heavy silence.

      “No.”

      “Father, this is our chance. It’s my duty. You said as much at my ceremony. A Toha’s duty is to help his people. We need to restore our kingdom. We need to keep our people alive. I’m going. I’m sorry, but you can’t stop me. I have to do this.”

      The King seemed to shake as he looked at his son, worry etched into every feature.

      “I’m going, too,” Davi said.

      “And me,” Rissa put in.

      “Absolutely not,” Trystan argued.

      “No,” the King agreed.

      Rissa folded her arms across her chest, her lips tight with anger. They expected her to stay behind? Disbelief turned into irritation. They weren’t even listening to her. Her pulse raced as she narrowed her eyes and watched her father give in to her brother as he always did.

      The King looked back to Trystan with a weary sigh of resignation. “You’re right, son. It’s your duty to our people and I must be as brave in sending you as you are in volunteering. You will choose a contingent of men to accompany you.”

      “No,” Lorelai interjected. “A few men can accomplish what many cannot. Speed. Stealth. I can’t accompany you because of my injury, but I know of someone in Sona who will be able to trace the magic just as I could.”

      “Understood,” Trystan said. “I’ll take Davi, Avery, and one other.”

      Rissa huffed out a breath, unable to keep quiet any longer and looked to her brother. “This is just as much my duty as yours. They’re my people, too.”

      “You are not the Toha.”

      “But I would be – if I had been born first. You don’t understand.” She stepped towards him pleadingly. “It’s not just the people. It’s everything. I feel like the earth is calling me. It isn’t supposed to be devoid of magic. It isn’t right. I know you’ve never believed in my connection, but please, Brother, believe in me now. I need to be a part of this.” Her voice was clogged with unshed tears as she glanced between her father and her brother.

      When her eyes traveled to Davion, he looked away.

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” her father finally said. “The best thing you can do for this realm is to remain safe so your marriage can strengthen our alliances.”

      Rissa stumbled backward. Her brother tried to reach out in comfort, but she jerked away from him. “That’s all I’m good for? To wed and bed a man I despise?” She shook her head in disbelief and then straightened her shoulders, her voice going cold. “Your Majesty. Your Highness. Davion. I would appreciate it if you leave me to my rest. This dutiful daughter has a journey to prepare for.”

      “Your brother’s wedding will be postponed,” her father said softly. “We have no other choice. So, you don’t have to travel for quite some time.”

      “No,” she said, her voice devoid of emotion. “I will keep my schedule. I’m of no use here and am better suited to sit in Willow’s sewing room than perform any duties here at the palace apparently. Now, respectfully, Sire, go.”

      The King looked at her with sad eyes and Rissa knew he thought he was doing what was best for her, but anger and disappointment warred within her and she turned her back on them to look out the window over the land she wanted to save.

      Davi lifted Lorelai from the bed and together the four of them left to go make their own preparations. Preparations they thought had nothing to do with her.

      As her eyes roamed over the darkened landscape, she knew with certain clarity if her brother was going to bring magic back to Dreach-Sciene, then she’d be by his side – no matter how hard they tried to stop her.
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      Dismay clutched at Trystan’s chest as he watched Rissa prepare for her journey. She left without so much as a farewell to her father, brother, or Davion. The three men stood in the courtyard with their host of servants and guards as the wagons were loaded and she climbed onto the bench of one of them. They stepped forward to speak to her, but she wouldn’t meet their eyes. Refraining from even a backward glance, she gave the order to move out.

      When Trystan looked to Davi, he saw the same despair mirrored back to him. Rissa felt betrayed and belittled, but he knew that would lessen as she realized they were all trying to protect her. He just hoped she’d forgive them in time.

      He couldn’t bear the thought of her in any kind of danger. He hated that she was traveling through the very same woods in which Lorelai had been attacked – but at least Lord Drake had taken care of the threat. What he couldn’t stand even more was he was soon leaving on a dangerous task and he didn’t have her blessing.

      Dying frightened him less than dying with regrets.

      Trystan turned away from the road to walk back in the iron gates, but Davi didn’t move. His eyes remained on the woods into which Rissa had just gone. Trystan clasped a hand on his friend’s shoulder and went to find some preparations to do to occupy his mind.

      His sword was as sharp as it could be, yet Trystan still found himself sitting at the grinding stone. He enjoyed the steady vibrations against his blade, the loud grinding noises in the air.

      There was nothing left to do. The packs were ready, the maps were received, the advice was given. As prince, he’d never undertaken much responsibility, and as Toha he was still untried. The weight of the realm pressed down on his shoulders and the grinding sounds rang in his ears.

      Davi was taking their impending expedition as lightly as he took everything else, but to Trystan, it seemed an impossibility that they’d succeed. Even if they found the two missing members of the Tri-Gard, the third was locked in a dungeon guarded by the dark king.

      Everything about Dreach-Dhoun terrified Trystan. He wasn’t embarrassed to admit it. And he knew eventually he’d need to cross those borders.

      Sweat shone on his brow and he wiped it away as he pulled his sword back and sheathed it.

      “Are you prepared for what lies ahead, Toha?” Lorelai’s voice came from the doorway.

      He turned abruptly and saw her hobbling forward using a walking stick to stay upright.

      “I am, mistress.”

      Lorelai was recovering. Rissa’s maids had cleaned her up and Trystan was shocked by her beauty. He’d looked on in moderate horror as his father stuttered the first time he saw her after she’d bathed. It wasn’t often the King grew flustered. He’d met the seer when she was little more than a child, but she was a woman now. She’d stay at the palace under the King’s protection.

      “Dear prince.” She sat in a chair along the wall with a sigh. “I don’t mean physically prepared.” She gestured to his sword. “You must be prepared in here.” She touched a finger to her head. “And here.” She placed a palm over her heart.

      His eyes met hers and all bravado seemed to fall away.

      “It’s a dark road ahead for you.”

      “You’ve seen what is to come?”

      “Not in its entirety. I know many possibilities and only one can come to pass. But I’ve always seen the burden on your shoulders.”

      “The burden of Toha?” he asked, desperate to know more.

      “The burden of which I speak has nothing to do with position. There’s an ancient curse, one of death, that now falls to you.”

      Trystan sucked in a breath, unable to speak. Lorelai leaned her head back and dropped her walking stick with a clatter to the ground. When she spoke again, her voice sounded as if it was coming from afar.

      Someone you love will die because of you.

      Someone you love will sacrifice their life for yours.

      Someone you love will forsake your name.

      Death.

      Sacrifice.

      Betrayal.

      A curse of kings.

      She looked back at him and her shoulders shook. “I’m sorry,” she stuttered, reaching for the stick she no longer held.

      Trystan scrambled to hand it to her, not knowing what else to do as her words ran through his mind. Darkness closed in and he couldn’t shake the feeling of impending doom.

      Lorelai used her walking stick to push herself to her feet and her light words stood in contrast to those spoken only moments before. “Good luck, Toha. May you succeed where others have failed to even try.”

      She rushed from the room as fast as her injured leg would allow, leaving Trystan behind, staring after her in bewilderment and shock. Good luck? She’d just informed him he was cursed and that was the best piece of advice she could give?

      Up until he’d met her, he’d never even seen a seer, let alone magic. How could he be cursed? A cold shiver racked his body as the full weight of her words settled in his chest.

      So much death. Maybe he was doomed before his journey even began.
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      They left before even the birds had woken. No one was to know what they were doing, lest their enemies hear. The Toha, his second in command, and his top sword-master were all leaving, but the King assured Trystan his remaining officers were more than capable of continuing the training.

      Trystan, Davion, Avery, and Rion climbed into their saddles. Rion was a young novice who was chosen because of his skill with a bow. Trystan hated bringing one so young along and was reminded again if they’d allowed Rissa to join, they’d have no need of Rion.

      He shifted in his saddle and looked at each of his companions in turn, thinking of the Seer’s curse. Would they be the ones to fulfill it? He tried to push those dark thoughts away.

      Davion’s usual jovial attitude was gone in place of stern fortitude. Avery’s face was a mask of cool indifference, which was not unusual for her. Rion was the only one who showed any kind of fear, but he did his best to hide it.

      “I believe in you, son,” the King said. “I believe in all of you.”

      Belief. That’s what Rissa had asked of them.

      Trystan pushed the thought away and nodded to his father. “We’ll find them, father. And then we’ll come back and figure out a way into Dreach-Dhoun.”

      “Go with the power of the realm behind you.” He looked at each of them and then shocked them by lowering himself to one knee in respect and honor. “Be our hope.”

      Trystan gave his father one last long look and then tore his eyes away and gave his horse a hard kick. He took off down the road with his companions thundering after him and as they entered the dark woods of Aldorwood, they could no longer see the palace behind them.
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