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Because we all need to know what is worth fighting for.

To Logan, who is bold in spirit and heart.

***
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Better a patient person than a warrior, one with self-control than one who takes a city.

Proverbs 16:32
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​Author’s Note
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WELCOME BACK TO THE Chronicles of Alburnium.

The Phoenix Province trilogy continues with Blade of Embers—Book Two. If you haven't read Wings of Flame—Book One, I highly recommend starting there.

The Chronicles of Alburnium series goes back into the history of The White Road Chronicles. If you’ve read this six-book series, you'll find many Easter Eggs to discover here, so keep a sharp eye out.

Each Province trilogy in this series traces Darnel’s rise to power, which we see unfold in the White Road Chronicles. For those who prefer reading in chronological order, begin with the Lionheart Province.

I hope you enjoy this second book in an exciting new fairytale retelling that's loosely based on Cinderella. While there might not be glass slippers, there will be a glass dagger. And instead of a rosy-cheeked fairy godmother, there's a warrior Elderad ready to help Rillion face her challenges.

Of course, there will be a ball—there's no denying that.

Are you ready to continue your grand adventure? Then, keep reading!

J. R. C.

​

––––––––
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About This Story

​Above all else, guard your heart, for everything you do flows from it.

Proverbs 4:23 NIV

STERLYN IS WORKING hard to become a Prior and start his new life...a life without his lifetime friend Rillion, who snagged his heart and took it with her when she passed into Everlasting. He has turned his back on his family and his province, determined to start fresh in a new town. One far away from the painful memories that plague his dreams.

Except, before he can earn the title of Priorship, Sterlyn must undergo three challenges that will test his dedication and try his last shred of patience. He is sent into the deepest forest ruled by warring clans of dwarves, centaurs, and other creatures. All of them are at odds with each other. How will he ever make headway when the only thing the clans hate more than each other is the presence of a human encroaching upon their territory?

Has Issah given Sterlyn an impossible task?

Rillion isn't dead but wishes the cruel Magpie family would go ahead and send her to Everlasting. At least she would be reunited with the family that once loved her. What remains of her beloved province is full of greedy merchants, hateful people, and a step-family that will do anything to gain more power and prestige. 

Once Rillion's mind clears from the potion the twin sisters use to keep her under their control, things change. Rillion can finally see clearly what she missed before when her life was comfortable. The despair of her situation wars with the desire to escape and seek help for the defeated province. Is it too late? 

When Juniper the okbold shows up, Rillion learns it's never too late to fight back. She has the desire, but will that be enough?
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AVERA STARED OUT THE tall bay window. The road from the Manor house to Karm township grew blurry until she blinked. No, not Karm now. Baulder, her brother, changed the name to Kiest. A tear slipped down her cheek. She dabbed a kerchief to her face, careful not to smudge the thick face cream she wore to cover the ever-deepening wrinkles and blemishes.

Baulder, that conniving half-dwarf, half-brother who made so many false promises, was arriving soon. Instead of feeling sorry for herself, she needed to prepare for his visit. 

Avera closed her eyes momentarily, reeling in the burst of anger that nearly overcame her. Losing her head at this point would not do any of them good. Once the fiery emotion abated, she continued her work of arranging the long-stemmed roses into one of the Phoenix family’s heirloom vases. 

How swiftly they all fell: Regent, Province, all of it. 

Lawfully, she now belonged to the said Phoenix House and should consider their House name as her own. Yet, what was the point? Her short-lived marriage to Regent Kenrich was over, and she didn’t feel one ounce of remorse for refusing to take her late husband’s family title. 

She insisted on keeping her family name of Magpie House. She would remain a Magpie until her dying breath. She even bestowed the Magpie title upon her beautiful twin daughters, despite their true lineage. 

Of course, their father’s culture did not use names to designate family lines.  

Avera glanced down at the beautiful topaz bracelet that circled her thin wrist. The stone reminded her of their father’s honey-colored eyes. He was a lovely and graceful man, as his kind were generally. The twins’ beauty, poise, and charm all came from him. 

At one time, people considered Avera a stunning beauty. She stared down at her hands, so foreign to her now, covered in brown spots and wrinkles. The roses’ thorns forced her to remove the lacy gloves she’d taken to wearing during the daylight hours. Yet, her face was even worse. Thumbprint-sized age spots dotted her cheeks, and deep lines webbed from her eyes and mouth. Her mouth trembled again. She bit her bottom lip until the pain brought her emotions back under control. Decisions and consequences. 

Baulder promised that, in the end, every trial would be worth the trouble. 

She sighed deeply and hoped so. 

One consolation kept her from packing their belongings and returning to her homeland. Since Kenrich’s departure from this world, she, as Matron Regent, ruled the province in his stead. Such as it was. 

A hovel, as far as she was concerned. Baulder, who took on the title of governor, renamed the pathetic village Kiest and promised she would rule at his side. So far, in the past half-year since Regent Kenrich’s demise, she did most of the work while her brother stopped in for the celebrations and galas where he strutted around like a grouse during mating season. 

Avera supposed her current situation was much improved from her life in Conde, where she had to endure the demands of wealthy women with impossible expectations. 

She glanced down at her hands. Even her arms looked like they belonged to a decrepit old woman. She’d feared this very thing, but nobody listened to her fears. 

Timeless laws were established long ago, even if people believed them to be legends and tall tales. One such law condemned anyone who ended a Regent’s life without due cause. 

This meant that getting rid of a Regent because he stood in the way of the Dark One’s desire to control all the valley lands where Kaim and Karm resided was not a justifiable reason to kill the old goat. 

Did Baulder know this? Is that why he’d laid the grisly task at her feet?

In the end, she chose to comply with the plan after numerous promises were made that would finally elevate her status and that of her precious twin girls. They deserved so much more than what life had dealt them.  

Avera shook her head. Despite Baulder’s rough, dwarvish ways, he had always taken care of her and the twins. Like the girls, he also came from two cultures, though he did not belong to either. 

Frustrated, Avera shoved the last two roses into the vase. One of the stems pricked her finger. A ball of red welled up, and she pressed the tiny puncture wound to her lips. Had all her efforts been in vain? She did indeed rule this town beside her brother, but the Moon Lord planned to have complete control over all the land surrounding his mountain fortress. What was to say he’d not soon tire of Baulder and cast her brother out into the wilds? The Moon Lord was not a forgiving or patient man. The very thought of him sent deep shivers down her body. 

Baulder refused to disclose what his Master wanted with all this land, stating only that the Tree Peoples were an obstacle to his work and needed to be eliminated.

She bit her lower lip in worry. What if they found out her little secret? Something deep inside knew that those few obstacles could keep the Moon Lord from completely taking over. She had no desire to surrender to that dark-hearted tyrant and be forced to wear his mark, as her brother did. 

Avera’s greatest fear was that the Moon Lord would soon figure out what truly hindered him from his so-called work and punish her disobedience. She had suffered enough already if anyone asked her. 

For now, her brilliant daughters had found a way to contain the regent’s daughter, Rillion. As long as one of Regent blood remained alive within the old province, the Moon Lord would never gain complete control. Would the girl be enough to stop that cruel tyrant from destroying everything that made this valley beautiful?

She wasn’t too sure.

Angry shouts, followed by pounding footsteps racing down the stairs, brought Avera away from her troubled concerns. Avera closed her eyes, needing to compose herself, then quickly pulled on the black lace gloves she used to cover her condition. Usually, she wore a veil to cover her face until the apothecary in town suggested she visit the tavern women for paint to cover her face. It worked, to a degree, but left an itchy rash on her cheeks, as if the deep lines forming weren’t bad enough.

“Mother,” Lerola whined as she dashed down the stairs into the formal dining room. “She’s at it again! You must do something.” 

Lerola must be referring to her more domineering sister, Garudi. Lerola, poor child, was much too tenderhearted for her own good. Avera had hoped Garudi’s influence might entice her second-born twin to toughen up more. 

She moved the vase to the center of the long table. That morning, a messenger delivered a note from Baulder stating he would arrive before sunset to tell her about his latest council with Lord Darnel. 

Better her brother than another visit by that dark-haired ruler with those inhuman, icy blue eyes. She glanced at the tableware, knowing it was not their finest set. Hopefully, the Moon Master would not return anytime soon. Baulder was enough to deal with.

“Mother!” Lerola said in a louder tone. The scowl on her child’s usually composed face had caused her cheeks to redden. “Garudi is hogging all the closet space again. She insists that her gowns need room to breathe. You promised us separate rooms once...” Her voice lowered as she looked around at their surroundings. They’d all promised never to speak of their little secret where others might hear. The Manor was full of servants today, preparing tonight’s meal. Avera wanted to impress her brother and let him see how well she managed the Manor. Plus, she needed to ask him for another favor. 

“Mother,” Lerola’s tone softened. “You no longer need to earn money making dresses. Can I not have that room as my own?”

Avera adjusted one of the roses while considering her daughter’s demand. She had promised them separate rooms some time ago. Yet, Garudi often needed help managing the girl, especially when the potion wore off. Perhaps three in one room was becoming too much.

One of the rose thorns snagged her lace glove. 

Lerola sighed and gently helped her mother to free herself. “Why are you wearing these? I understand that you must dress in black for appearances when we go out, I suppose. Honestly, it is only us here right now.” She pulled the gloves down Avera’s arm.

“No, dear—” 

Lerola gasped at the dark brown spots covering Avera’s wrists. She yanked the gloves off completely and turned Avera’s arms one way, then another. Their eyes met as her daughter studied her features more closely. “Oh, Mother, but you said the curse wouldn’t affect you. You didn’t kill him. That mindless pixie-brained daughter of his did when she fed him the soup.”

Avera jerked the sleeves back in place. “Curses are fickle things. One never knows how they affect those involved.” From the moment Avera accepted the poison from the Dark Lord’s hand, she set in motion the events leading up to Kenrich’s death, even if she hadn’t been the one to feed it to him. She realized her fallacy too late. 

There was no turning back now. The Moon Lord met her face-to-face the day he’d given her the witch’s potion to make Regent Kenrich go into eternal sleep. He’d probed her mind, searching for her secrets and desires. Her head still ached at times from the memory of that painful invasion. 

Lerola clasped her mother’s hands. “Maybe we should leave this place, Mother. We were fine in Conde, don’t you think? Or, perhaps we could travel toward the mountains?” A wistful smile brightened her face. A hopeful wish that Avera hated to squelch again and again. Their father’s people would never accept them. “None of us like it here very much.”

Avera wished she could get her simple-minded daughter to understand. Once she’d decided to follow Baulder, it entangled them all in a web, which none of them could easily break free from. 

She reached up and pushed a bright golden-red curl behind her daughter’s slightly pointed ear. Of the two, Lerola was the fairest with her easy smile and lively gray eyes. She might depend on Garudi, but Lerola brought her the most joy. 

“Call it Kiest, my dearest.” Avera patted her pink cheek. “New name, a new beginning, a new life for us. We only need to be patient.”

“But...Mother...” Lerola lifted Avera’s hand to eye level. “Is this truly worth Uncle’s wily promises? Let’s face it. We both know he looks out for himself first, then....”

“Of course, it is, you ninny!” screeched her sister, Garudi, from the doorway into the dining room. She must have overheard her sister’s complaints. 

Fists clenched, Garudi marched in, her hand raised as if ready to smack her sister on the head. “You little weasel. Of course, we must stay here. Mother now rules the province, does she not?” 

Avera quickly positioned herself between the bickering girls. Although they tried her nerves at times, they were hers, and she would do anything for them. 

“Listen, both of you. Yes, we must remain.” Avera lowered her voice so the servants wouldn’t overhear. “Our work is not done. I refuse to walk away now. Not when I was promised so much. Your uncle may hold the title of governor, but it is I who makes the most important decisions, do I not?”

Both girls nodded. Garudi’s smirking smile and Lerola’s cautious one told Avera they would not fight her on this. 

“Think of the many opportunities that will open for both of you.” She patted Lerola’s cheek. “Do not worry, my dearest. Everything will work out, and all of this will be worth it in the end. You’ll see.”

Lerola did not seem convinced. Her hands cupped her mother’s wrinkled hands again. “I worry about you, that is all.” Her face brightened. “But you are right, of course. I will go into town and see if the shaman has anything that will help. That apothecary only knows plants. But I heard the Shaman knows how to make a concealing lotion that the girls at the tavern wear to make their complexions look perfect.”

Avera refused to admit she’d already taken that route. 

Garudi managed to reach around Avera to shove her sister. “You’ll have her looking like one of those harlots? You’re such a—”

“Enough girls!” Avera roared, hating when she had to raise her voice with them. She pulled out a few coins from her change pouch and dropped them into Lerola’s palm. “Yes, my dearest. Please visit him and see what he has that might help.” Her supply from the tavern workers was running low anyway. 

“In the meantime, I’ll have the servants move my sewing supplies to the library. There is plenty of extra space now that we have cleared all the shelves of those dusty old books. I still wish to make dresses for my precious girls. It gives me something pleasurable to do and helps to ease my weary mind.”

Garudi opened her mouth to say something, but Avera cut her off. “It is time the two of you had separate rooms. You are both young women now, and Garudi, you have the servant girl to contend with. It’s unfair for all three of you to be squeezed into a tiny space, even if the servant sleeps on the ground.

A smile replaced Garudi’s annoyed scowl. “She sleeps so near the fire that the embers end up burning her arms and face, and she is always covered in soot. I call her Cinder now. I don’t think she knows the difference.”

Avera pointed at her conniving daughter, who had a heart of stone. “You must keep Rillion, or Cinder, in line, especially while your uncle is here tonight. Do you understand?”

Garudi folded her arms over her chest. “Did you ask Uncle to bring more potion? I’m running low.”

Avera feared that Baulder might suspect something if she asked, but the potion was necessary for keeping the girl under their control. Baulder had been so preoccupied when they’d met in Conde after the funeral to settle their businesses. His next stop was Lord Darnel’s fortress, where he intended to report on their progress. That was three months ago. Baulder promised then to get more of the potion without question. 

Hopefully, he wouldn’t forget or question why she needed more. 

Lerola slipped her velvet blue cloak across her shoulders, then tied the small leather pouch she used to hold her coins and personal items to the belt securing her skirt. and satchel 

Garudi, who’d busied herself fussing with the tableware, called out before her sister reached the front door, “Lerola, ask for a sleeping tonic when you visit the shaman. We do not want to risk her wandering downstairs again in one of her stupors, do we?” With a superior smile aimed toward Avera, Garudi boasted, “The runt is under control, but I’ve not completely convinced her that she’s nothing more than an orphaned servant. We must keep her out of sight.”

Lerola nodded. “We will. Don’t fret, Mother. It is better this way, even if my trollish sister doesn’t care about the risks of killing her.” Lerola looked at her sister pointedly and jerked her head at Avera’s uncovered arms. 

Garudi’s breath caught as she seemed to notice the spots covering her mother’s arms finally. She then traveled upward to Avera’s face to note the deep lines and blemishes. 

Avera quickly put on the gloves. She wanted the matching veil she often wore when out in town, but had left it in her room. It looked as if she’d aged twenty years in a matter of months. A tear slipped down her cheek, and she cursed herself for showing weakness in front of her girls. 

Garudi’s arms went around her in a stiff hug. “Oh, Mother, don’t worry. We’ll find something that will help.” She stepped back, her smile wavering as she lifted her chin and said with determination, “I have Cinder under complete control, I promise. You were right about not killing her. I see that now. Besides, so long as she lives...”

Lerola finished her sister’s thought, “Then the Dark One can never completely claim our town. But we must protect our secrets, especially from Uncle. So, yes, I’ll ask about the sleeping drought. Better for her to sleep than to risk her panicked screams again when we lock her in the closet.”

Garudi rolled her eyes. “Indeed. What a racket that girl can make. Would you like for me to go with you, Sissy?”

Avera also resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Now they were playing nicely. At least she knew they would hang onto each other despite their differences when the noose grew tight. “Garudi, my heart. Let your sister handle this task. While she is away, I’d like you to be in charge of clearing the sewing room. I must oversee dinner and have everything ready by the time Baulder arrives.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Garudi bent to kiss her cheek but seemed to think better of it and hugged her instead. 

Avera waved Garudi away. She headed toward the kitchen while Lerola checked her reflection in the hall mirror.  

A few moments later, three lads raced up the stairs ahead of Garudi, who marched up after them. “You boys take care not to smudge Mother’s fabric this time, hear me? Or I’ll have Dominic give you each ten lashes for your carelessness.”

“Such a slave master,” Lerola chuckled. She hurried over and kissed Avera’s cheek despite the heavy cream. “That is so close to your natural, pretty color, I didn’t notice. You gave me enough to purchase more, and that’s what I’ll do. Garudi doesn’t know what she’s talking about.” With a quick wink, she bound toward the front door and flung it open. 

Lerola froze, her smile wavering a moment. “Mother, it appears that Uncle is here early.”

Avera’s heart sank. She still needed to get the downstairs room ready for him. 

“Don’t worry,” Lerola said. “I’ll deter him. He’ll not refuse to accompany his favorite niece into town.”

Avera blew her daughter a grateful kiss, then hurried to finish her work. 

*  *  *  *
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THE CARRIAGE HIT A rather deep rut, causing Baulder to close his eyes and grip the top of his cane a bit tighter. Perhaps someday, he’d manage to have bricks set into the main road running from the Manor to the center of town. He pulled the curtain open and glanced out the side window. Every shop seemed to be bustling with activity. How much difference did only a few months make when the right people got involved in helping to build his vision? Of course, the tavern and brothel seemed the most populated, but a small line also ran from the oracle’s shop. He smiled at how easily people were duped into believing just about anything when one added a bit of mystique and fae lights to the atmosphere. 

Yes, indeed, Baulder imagined that he would enjoy making this place his future home. Master Darnel promised him Kiest to manage. Already, everyone called him Governor and bowed as he passed by. 

First, he needed to make sure his sister had truly disposed of all the Tree People he captured and held in the old prisons outside of town. She’d get what she wanted: status and a lovely home, and he’d get what he desired: a place to rule of his own.

Conde provided him with a lofty position, but the stench of too many humans and the cramped quarters made his skin crawl. Still, Master needed him to make sure none of the Tree People tried to retake their city, so he stayed—anything to keep Master Darnel happy. 

He shivered at the memory of the day Darnel, a lowly wizard’s assistant, entered the town of Rima. At first glance, Baulder realized the conjurer was neither a Wizard of the Brethren Order nor human. Darnel’s features were too refined, too regal to belong to an ordinary mortal. 

The way he’d strolled into Rima and taken down that demented satyr Storm without touching the portly hoofer was unlike anything he’d ever seen. Darnel was someone Baulder wanted to pledge his allegiance to. He believed, and still did despite any reservations, that the strange half-being would take him to great places. 

Kiest was somewhere he’d hoped to establish roots, but now he feared that Darnel’s secret dealings with that horrid witch and the underlings would poison the ground and kill any roots he hoped to establish. 

Baulder needed to revise his plan. He needed to be smart about this while maintaining his loyal dedication to Darnel. 

His beautiful niece shifted in her seat and leaned closer to him. She smelled like the sweet gardenias adorning her lovely red hair. Like him, she loved spending time in the woods, collecting wildflowers, or simply soaking in the life of the forest. He believed she had inherited her passion for the earth and woods through her lineage.  

Beaming her most charming smile toward him, Lerola said in her sing-song voice, “Thank you, Uncle, for the ride. There is a threat of rain, so you saved me from possibly getting drenched.” Lerola patted his hefty arm with her pale, delicate hand. “Are you sure that you do not wish to come inside with me?” 

Her bright red hair and unusually colored eyes had always enchanted Baulder. He knew there was a bit of elven blood running through the twins’ veins despite Avera adamantly denying ever having such an affair. She’d always been a lousy liar. 

Baulder glanced out the window again to make sure no ruffians loitered around the potions shop. 

A few young men were playing a game of bones, but none seemed like they’d cause her trouble. 

“No, my dear. I will wait right here for you. If you are concerned about–”

“Oh no, I often come to town by myself, Uncle. I will be fine.” 

He wasn’t too sure how he felt about that. Many living along the outskirts of town did not have his trust, though he found them helpful when he needed to take care of certain things..  

Lerola climbed out of the carriage and skipped up the steps to the wizard’s shop, her steps graceful like those of a swan in flight. His half-sister could deny their true father’s identity all she wanted. The girls’ unusual beauty spoke the truth about their elfin heritage and Avera’s indiscretion. The girls were not fully human, which made them even more enchanting and relatable to him. He could never refuse one of their requests.

Yet he wondered what the girl might want from Shaman Mitchus. 

One of the young men looked up as Lerola passed and accidentally cast his bones in a wide arc that sent them skittering across the walkway and down into the muddy road. Baulder chuckled. Most likely, his niece desired a potion to catch some whelp’s attention or to take care of the blemishes young ones often suffered, though she didn’t truly need any help in those areas. 

He observed with a wry grin as several of the boys nearly broke their necks to watch his niece breeze past them. 

The enchanting twins were an essential factor in his plan. He wasn’t too concerned about Garudi, who eagerly sought to improve her status and fortune. Lerola might need a bit more convincing. 

Baulder decided to step out of the carriage and stretch his aching muscles. He’d traveled many miles to get here, with only a few rest stops. He still had a way to travel before he reached his true destination.

A damp wind blew over the bare skin on his head. He drew the hood of his cloak over his face to hide his features. The last thing he needed at the moment was to be descended upon by people making demands or asking questions. Avera didn’t care for the kinds of merchants that arrived every week, but these were his kind of people. Kiest now reminded him of Rima. At least, the Rima that Master Darnel built. 

Baulder could be happy here. Tall pines towered behind the stone and clapboard buildings lining the main thoroughfare. He drew in a deep breath of the woodsy aroma mixed with the musky scent of people, cut wood, and hearth fires that filled the crisp, spring air—a yearning to disappear into those ancient woods burned in his chest. 

Yes, spending the remainder of his days here would be a dream come true, if truth be told. He glanced at the distant mountains looming over the valley. Whisps of smoke rose and faded into the sky. Baulder looked west. If only the smaller province weren’t in clear view of Master’s strange-looking devices. 

Still, Baulder worried that Darnel’s plans might turn everything alive and beautiful into dust and ashes. Surely not. Darnel should be happy with his mountain fortress. He had access to all the wizard’s books and magical secrets. All he needed to do was clear the land of anyone serving the other king. For some uncanny reason, they stood in the way of his work. Darnel’s ways didn’t always make sense, but what did that matter to a dwarf like himself? He’d promised to take over the Tree People towns and put in the right kind of folks, the kind he blended in well with. That was what he planned to do. In the end, all his labors would be worth it. Deep down, he believed this.

Yet first, he must set his aspirations toward the province of Kaim. Somehow, he needed to convince his sister that it would be in her daughters’ best interest to help him gain entrance into the city. He knew she didn’t like the rustic, crude conditions of Kiest. She loved cobbled roads, fancy shops, and beautiful buildings, as they’d had in Conde. He abhorred that place with its tall walls that kept the surrounding woods and meadows at bay, along with the creatures that lived here. Kaim was managed in the same manner.

Perhaps convincing her wouldn’t be as difficult as he feared. 

Lerola eventually returned with a bulging bag of goodies. He checked the sun’s position before climbing back into the carriage and estimated she must have spent nearly an hour inside the shop.

Her cheek protruded around a sweet candy she wriggled from the shaman. When she climbed in, she asked around the hardball, “Would you like to stop by the tavern, Uncle? You know, before we return to the Manor. Dinner will not be ready for a couple of hours yet, so we have plenty of time.”

Baulder shook his head. “No, lass. I need to speak with your mother. I do not intend to impose on you any longer than necessary. I have much to do, young lady.”

She gave him a lopsided grin and batted her lashes. “Uncle Always-busy, that’s what I should call you.”

Her twin was never as friendly. He enjoyed Lerola’s presence and couldn’t help but hope that someday, he’d have daughters of his own to spoil. That someday, he’d be able to settle down and build a family, hopefully before he was too elderly to enjoy them. 

Baulder knocked his cane on the roof and shouted out the window for the driver to return home. However, the Manor did not feel like home to him. Avera’s tastes and fashion sense permeated every room, even the library, which only held a few titles now. Master Darnel insisted that all books be sent to him so they would be properly cared for. Most likely, the Curian blood running through his veins made him yearn for books and the precious information they contained. 

Avera had withheld a few; he was sure of it. He’d allow her a few privileges to keep her happy. What bothered him was her refusal to completely bow to anyone’s wishes. That small trait was a constant thorn in his side. Hopefully, that would not be the case today. He needed to share his plan with the utmost care, making it seem most advantageous to her and her precious twins. 

Baulder was good at influencing people to agree with his way of thinking. 

Once they reached the Manor, Lerola raced inside and disappeared up the stairs, saying she needed to see her sister. Baulder hung his cloak in the foyer and set off toward the library, where he enjoyed sitting beside the fire in the comfortable leather chairs Kenrich had been so fond of.

Yet, when he entered the cozy room, he halted at the sight of disarray. Bolts of fabric were piled on every shelf where rows of books had once been. The sofa and chairs had been removed, and Avera’s worktable and sewing equipment were in their place. Supposedly, Curians from the distant Halls of Knowledge had constructed the strange machine she used to make dresses. How she had managed to get her claws on it was anyone’s guess. But she insisted that it went wherever she did. 

Such indulgences were hard to come by, especially for people who did not belong to one of those kingdom provinces. 

“Oh, Baulder, there you are. You arrived earlier than expected,” Avera said, sounding out of breath. 

Why was she wearing mourning clothes in her own home? The black lace dress covered her from the top of her neck down to her leather boots. Perhaps she had also been out and about in town. That would explain the gloves and the lacy face covering. 

He offered a slight bow. “I apologize, Sister. Do not trouble yourself too much on my account. I cannot stay long. Perhaps we can break open one of those aged bottles of wine that Kenrich kept in his cellar.”

“You will stay for dinner? I ordered for your room prepared—”

“No need for the room. I shouldn’t even stay for dinner. I have a ways to travel, yet.”

Her gloved hands fluttered nervously around the base of her neck. “What has happened? I know you’ve been to see Master Darnel. Is he...? I mean, did he...seem unsettled?”

“Unsettled?” Baulder repeated, wondering at his sister’s inquiry. She seemed quite jittery today. “Are you well, Avera?”

She nodded, then hurried to the mantle, where she rang a small bell to summon the servants. After a minute, a young girl dressed in a gray uniform appeared in the doorway. Avera asked for a bottle of wine and an appetizer tray to be brought to the sitting room. 

Waving for Baulder to follow her, she said over her shoulder, “The girls have been bickering all morning. I believe it’s time for them to have their own spaces, so I’m giving my old workroom to Lerola. You showed up right in the middle of all our moving. It’s caused a bit of an uproar, I’m afraid. Running such a large house, not to mention a whole town, is difficult. Especially with you away on your business travels, Brother.”

She was baiting him. 

“Well, if managing the town is too much, sister... then I—”

“No. It is not too much. The mayor takes care of most problems that arise.” She stopped in the narrow hallway and looked down at him, arms folded over her chest. “I thought you were to rule this... town... and I was supposed to help when needed.”

She said the word town as if it were a bitter medicine she had to swallow. 

Baulder walked past her into the cozy sitting room, where she held her little parties with the town’s more influential residents. Several chairs and settees were positioned in each corner, and a more intimate setting was beside the fireplace. 

She enjoyed parties, mingling with important people, and always looking to make advantageous connections that would benefit her daughters. These were the skills that Avera excelled at most. 

She wanted the privilege and leisure without all the hard work to attain them.

Well, as far as he was concerned, she would have to earn such luxuries from now on. He needed to convince her it was necessary to comply with Master Darnel’s expectations if she hoped to maintain her lavish lifestyle.

Another servant brought the wine along with a tray filled with cheese, seasonal fruits, and freshly baked bread slices, placed it on the table, bowed, and exited. 

Baulder picked the lowest chair and sighed as he sank into the comfortable cushions. The bumpy carriage ride had taken its toll on him. He sorely missed the comforts of home while traveling and wished he could stay here. He’d build himself a little cottage deep in the woods, yet still within walking distance of town. Maybe eventually he could coax some of the creatures lingering in the forest to join his township and be a part of building something grand. 

Avera poured them each a goblet of wine, then took the chair opposite him. “I must apologize, Baulder. Today has been trying. The girls need more time to occupy themselves. I prefer that they don't go into town more than necessary. Normally, I send one of the helpers to accompany them, but they are all so busy with their chores. I do not understand how Kenrich managed all this with such a small staff of employees.”

Those who staffed the manor were working off debts owed to Master Darnel. The people who were allowed to set up residence or a business in town also had to pay for that privilege. And pay well. Baulder wasn’t sure if he could tax the people any more. Avera needed to learn to settle for what she had and not expect the world to fall at her feet. 

Baulder’s nose wrinkled in disgust. “That pathetic regent didn’t manage anything, truth be told. I’m sure that’s why it was so easy for us to take over his province.” He sipped the tart-tasting wine, then decided to jump right into the reason for his visit. “Master is pleased with all we’ve accomplished but still feels hindered. Something stops him from his work.”

Avera’s brows rose in question. Her face paled. She’d removed the lace veil after they’d taken their seats. Now Baulder could see why she wore it, even indoors. She’d aged considerably since the last time he’d seen her. Was this normal for humans? 

His heart stumbled over a few beats. Avera wasn’t more than forty-one full seasons. Were the added wrinkles and spots a result of the curse she so feared? He knew a thing or two about curses after being struck with a nasty one that caused complete baldness. For a dwarf not to have a beard was a disgrace. He’d been shunned by his kind, even those of his mother’s clan. 

He decided not to mention her condition, for now. 

“The point is, Sister... we are not done with our assignment.” 

She set down her goblet so hard on the side table that wine splashed over the edge and dampened her lacy gloves. “What do you mean, Baulder?”

Tilting the glass upward, he drained the goblet. Better to quickly get everything out on the table for her. “How long did you spend in Kaim, Avera? I saw how Regent Orval favored you and the girls. He was kind to you.”

“Because he was trying to get rid of you, I dare say. As soon as you and Kenrich left, he told us that we also needed to depart. He gave us that little carriage so we could move to the hamlet outside of Karm. That’s where I got to know Kenrich better during his visits. But I would never say there was any goodwill between myself and the Kaim Regent.”

“However, you did enjoy your time in Kaim, did you not? How would you like to set up residence there instead of in this...what do you call it? A mud pit full of rats and vermin?”

She sighed and waved her hand dismissively. “It will eventually grow on me. The quality of the newer residents has improved some.” 

Baulder continued to watch her, waiting for her to admit the truth. 

After several long moments, she frowned and replied, “Yes, I would absolutely love living in a place like Kaim. However, I lack the qualifications necessary for such a lifestyle. You know my feelings about those ridiculous medallions and other ornaments, like the one you currently wear to satisfy your master. I have no desire to be mastered by anyone.” She gestured toward the moon and stars emblem stitched on his coat sleeve. 

Master burned the emblem into the backs or arms of his slaves. So far, the patch appeased Darnel. Baulder didn’t like the idea of being branded like livestock.

“Yes, I’ve been made aware, Sister. If you help me with the next phase of my assignment, I will give you even greater rewards than you have received so far.”

She looked at him skeptically.

“Avera.” He chastised. “Have I yet to mislead you? In Conde, did I not set you up in a nice shop where you could earn a fair living with your dresses? And did I not promise you a position of prestige if you helped me win over Karm?” 

“We call it Kiest now, Brother. You were the one who suggested the change, did you not?”

“Yes, yes.” He waved away her correction. “But Kaim... Avera. It’s everything I know that you’ve always wanted and more. And you will not have to take a mark, I swear it. Not from anyone. If you’ll do as I say, I will protect you from that imposition.” He leaned forward in his seat. “I’ve kept every promise I’ve made to you, haven’t I? You are now the most powerful woman in town. But you can have more. Lord Darnel only wants all the Tree People to be removed from the valley. He will not care what is done with the city once we succeed.”

Avera also leaned forward. Her gaze moved toward the door to ensure no servants lingered outside. 

“I will not have anyone else killed, or I may turn to dust, brother,” she cried, yanking off one of the gloves and holding out her spotted, wrinkled hand. 

So, she’d been correct. Her fears were justified. He considered her condition. Master had the witch working for him. Surely, she might have something to help his sister?

“Listen to me, Avera. It’s a temporary condition. I will request a potion to help combat it. You’ll see. I have many advantageous connections, even you cannot deny it.”

She slowly removed the other glove and set both over the arm of her chair. “What exactly will I need to do now?” 

Yes, now he had her attention. 

“Regent Orval wishes to find mates for his two sons. The oldest one will soon become the next Regent. He thinks that marrying off his boys will keep them out of Darnel’s hands. The fool.”

“You know this how?

“Master told me.  Think on it, Avera.  You could have everything you wished for your girls.

She tapped her chin with her finger. “They are handsome young men.”

Baulder could practically see her mind fitting all the pieces together. 

She smiled. “Two powerful young men will need two beautiful, enchanting wives, I assume.”

“Exactly. You wished for favorable arrangements for your girls. They will rule the whole valley with you overseeing every decision.”

She leaned back into her chair. “But only the oldest will rule. What will the younger one do? He seemed a little emotional and off-kilter if you ask me.”

Baulder shrugged. “He is away at school. Do not worry about the younger one. He’s weak, like his father. Nobody listens to him; I’ve seen it myself. However, he is still a Regent’s son. That will make him the second most powerful man in the province. If your girls can gain control of both Raven brothers, we will be able to topple Kaim, destroy the portal to Aloblase, and secure the valley from that other king’s intrusion just as we’ve done here. Except,” he raised his finger when Avera opened her mouth to speak. “Except, I will give you charge over who is allowed entrance inside those fortified walls. You can keep the beauty of the city without all the rigorous conditions. Once we take over, the Tree People will flee, just as they’ve done here. Those who don’t... well, we will take care of them as did the Karm rebels.”

Avera looked down at her aged hands. Worry pinched her thin brows. 

“Do not trouble yourself with how, Sister. Leave that to me this time. I simply need your help getting back into Kaim. Your part is to get your girls ready for the grandest ball this valley has ever witnessed. The twins must glow like two fallen stars at this event. I know you can help them both be irresistible. It’s one of your greatest gifts, my sister.”

Avera gave a satisfied smile, then nodded. “Yes, I do have a way of weaving a few enchantments when necessary.” 
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STERLYN OF RAVEN HOUSE slammed the book closed and buried his face in his hands. In less than four days, he would take the written test on the history of the King’s Book of Letters. He couldn’t even recall what he’d read only five minutes ago. The words blurred and jumped over the pages before Sterlyn’s mind wandered to forbidden places. 

Oh, rebellious mind! Taunting him with memories of Rillion of Phoenix House. In his imagination, he’d catch glimpses of her beautiful form as she aimed her bow at a target he could barely see. 

Her aim was true—every time.  

Her sapphire eyes watched him in his dreams. Her silken hair, the color of a raven’s wing, whipped around her fair face as she drifted just out of his reach, no matter how desperately he begged her to stay with him. 

How often had he woken himself up from calling to her in his sleep?

Too many times. 

Sterlyn gathered the books into a pile and pushed them aside. Exhaustion weighed heavily on his sore shoulders. He rested his cheek against the smooth oak table. Luckily, nobody was studying nearby. Most had returned home by this late hour. Sterlyn remained as long as the librarian allowed it—anything to avoid facing Rillion in his dreams again. 

Did she taunt him for not watching out for her better? He’d trusted Juniper, his okbold friend, to guard Rillion with her very life. The okbold claimed to have been away when the sickness took Rillion and her father, Kenrich. Juni claimed she was on some kind of “important” mission. 

What could have been more important than watching Rillion? 

“Young man,” a woman’s sharp voice sounded from next to him. 

He jerked up to a sitting position and looked at the head librarian, a stately Logorian, who stood at the end of his table. Her silvery hair flowed down her back and was tied in two narrow braids on each side. Despite her apparent age, her face showed no tell-tale lines as a human would. Like the rest of her people, she was stunningly beautiful, seemingly ageless, yet intimidating. 

“The study section is not a room at an inn nor your secondary dorm quarters. If you wish to sleep, return to your designated—”

“I’m sorry, ma’am.” He quickly stood, knowing if he didn’t move, he would indeed be snoring soon. “I was...uh...pondering something I...had read.” In a way, his claim was true, but not nearly enough.

The cool glare she gave him and her folded arms across her chest strongly indicated that he needed to stop blabbering and move on, which he did. 

After returning his books to their place on the mahogany shelves, he grabbed his satchel and hurried outside. The chill spring night air woke him instantly. He stopped at the bottom of the stone steps and faced the direction of his dorms. Then he turned toward town, wondering if any of his classmates were at the tavern debating. He’d skipped dinner. Lately, he spent more time there drinking away his troubled thoughts than discussing lessons learned in class.

Shame trickled through his heart. He pushed the inner reproof aside. What were one or two mugs if they helped him sleep more soundly? 

He glanced back toward the path leading to his dorms. After their mid-term exams, he’d be halfway to the end of his second year. Rillion should be here, learning to be a warrior. 

Blast it all! He rubbed at his forehead, then banged his hands against the sides of his head, wishing he could knock out the memories of her. 

The weeks and months had flown by in a blur. He wasn’t even sure what he’d heard in class that day. Rubbing his hands over his bristly face, Sterlyn silently cursed. “I have to get control of myself. I must!”

A low squawk drew his attention to a nearby tree. Birds were usually settled into their nest this time of night, and it wasn’t the hoot of an owl that he heard. No, he knew that caw all too well.

Holding out his arm, he whistled a series of notes to summon the family messenger raven to him. 

Blast! Blast! Blast! 

When the raven landed on his sleeve, Sterlyn reluctantly removed the rolled parchment from the bird’s messenger pack. 

“I’m afraid you are being sent on a fool’s errand, my little friend. I have no interest in hearing news from home.” Sterlyn felt in his coat’s pocket and realized he’d not bothered to snatch an extra muffin or cookie as he usually did. “I don’t even have a crumb to make your trip worthwhile.” Lifting his arm upward, he shooed the bird away. It would return home through a portal. Pack empty of a reply. Sterlyn had nothing to say to his family. 

He crumpled the paper in his palm, the noise sounded like crackling flames on a quiet night. Shoving the note into his pocket, he turned onto the path and headed for his dorm instead. 

When he entered the foyer, he spotted Tantinos, the dorm guardian, behind the check-in desk, reading a rather thick book. For a centaur, the fellow was hospitable but a real meddler. He stepped softly, hoping to pass by without—

“Good evening, young scholar. Turning in early this evening?” Tantinos asked, a smirk on his dark brown face. 

Sterlyn strode straight for the fireplace and tossed the crumpled letter into the flames. “Just stopping in. I will likely go out later this evening.” He headed for the lifts.

“The lifts are still not working properly. You can reach the second floor, but you will have to walk the rest of the way.”

Wonderful. Sterlyn sighed, turned, and headed for the stairs. “Is there an estimate of when they will be working again?” 

Tantinos shrugged. “Eventually, I am sure. As I’ve told your dorm mates, patience is a skill we develop by using it.”

Sterlyn’s head drooped. Centaurs. Logorians. Curians. Why couldn’t they speak normally and give a simple answer to simple questions? “Good evening, Tantinos.”

For some unknown reason, Sterlyn’s application for a permanent apartment was rejected last semester. Tantinos advised him to reapply if he chose to stay for a third year. With nowhere else to go, Sterlyn had intended to continue his studies until Prince Issah dismissed him from the Academy.

“If you do go out later, be sure to return by curfew, Raven boy. You will wish to be of sharp mind for your exams, I’m sure.”

Sterlyn cringed, hating when people called him that. He also hated being reproved. His family was dead to him. He no longer considered himself a part of the Raven House. Not that he was even sure that was a possibility, but still. It was a title. Nothing more. 

Once he was settled in his dorm, he decided to stay in and fell into bed without bothering to change his clothes. 

He dreamed of Rillion again that night, and she scowled at him. 

Was it because he knew, deep down, that the province and the people his family was commissioned to care for were all his family’s responsibility?  Was taking care of her people the most important thing to her? She would have died for them. So would his father. Perhaps Bartram felt the same, though Sterlyn wasn’t too sure about his brother anymore. 

When sleep eventually did take him, troubled dreams and angry faces plagued his slumber. With so many interruptions, he woke up even more tired than when he fell into bed.

This pattern continued for another week before Sterlyn feared he would likely fail all his classes and be expelled from the Prior Guild. Being kicked out of two course subjects would not look good on his short list of accomplishments—not at all.

By the day of the first full spring moon, Sterlyn headed again to the tavern where his classmates often gathered to debate topics they’d learned during class. Lately, Sterlyn merely sat and listened, a tall mug of ale before him. Over the past couple of months, he’d gone from sipping on no more than two for the whole evening to gulping down three before he was ready to join their banter and arguments. 

By the time he’d emptied the fifth mug, Sterlyn stood from his seat and said in a loud voice, “I think all of you are fools.” The chair he sat in toppled backward, making a loud bang. The noise drew everyone’s attention as the room grew quiet. 

Several startled faces sitting around the long table turned his way, shock and anger twisting their features. But Sterlyn, in his foggy mental state, didn’t even care. He went on to say, “You all sit and argue over the most trivial matters. The people out there,” he pointed a wobbling hand toward the door, “Out in the real provinces and towns, they don’t care about any of this.” He made a circular gesturing motion over the table. “They only care about filling their bellies and keeping a roof over their simple-minded heads.” 

He guzzled down the rest of his tankard and slammed the vessel on the table for emphasis—some of the remaining ale splattered onto those sitting next to him. 

They bolted from their chairs, both men and women, fists clenched as if they were ready to start throwing punches. That thought only made him laugh. They were priors in training, of course. Getting into a fistfight was not becoming for people of such stature. Not that he’d ever seen much evidence of priors acting perfectly proper. He smiled at the thought and began repeating the last few words over and over until he laughed out loud. “Perfectly proper priors, perfectly proper pyres, perfunctory popular poo—”

“Sterlyn, that’s enough.” One of his colleagues, a man named Tawkins, slowly stood and reached for the nearly empty mug still clutched in Sterlyn’s hand. “You’ve had enough, friend. How about I walk you back to the dorm, and you sleep it off?”

Sterlyn wasn’t a child who needed to be escorted from one place to another. Blast it all! Why was the room moving as if the tavern sat in the middle of a teeter-totter? Odd. 

“I don’t neeb your help. I don’t neeb...ana-thing. From ana-one. I’m fine on my...own-ed.” Was he slurring his words? 

Troll’s breath. Maybe he did need to get back to the dorm. 

Tawkins managed to snatch the mug from Sterlyn’s hand. “We’ve heard enough from you, friend. I’ll only ask once more nicely. Either you go home, or we’ll escort you. Your choice, and you only have a few seconds to make it.”

Sterlyn waved his hand, still dripping with ale. “Don’t need any of you puffed-up pixies, either.” 

With that, he stumbled out of the warm tavern, knocking over a few chairs on his way. The crisp night air hit him like a mallet, causing him to shiver. He stumbled along the main road past several buildings, unsure of which way his dorm lay. 

He followed the narrow walkway, a path of white stones. The glittering rocks should lead him to somewhere familiar, he was sure, hopefully back to his dorm. And hopefully, that nosy Tantinos was already asleep. The last thing Sterlyn needed was another report filed about his lack of propriety. 

After nearly an hour of walking, Sterlyn stopped to catch his breath and try to calm the spinning in his head. He looked up at the evening sky. Even the stars above were spinning. Sterlyn closed his eyes, hoping something would look familiar. He’d been in Aloblase for nearly two years and knew his way around. Except, this strange path seemed to be taking him into unfamiliar territory. He didn’t recall there being so many pine and spruce trees in the main town square. Yet, they grew thicker with each step. 

Did he somehow wander into the forest where the creatures lived? 

“Where am I?” He stumbled around in a circle, almost falling over in the process. 

“Where indeed, Sterlyn of Raven House,” answered an unfamiliar voice. Suddenly, the path lit up around him as a group of glowing people, all sitting on golden throne-like chairs, appeared in a circle around him. Sterlyn gawked at the sight, blinked a few times, and even tried to rub his eyes. They were still there. He counted twelve. These were not Logorians. This group was much more intimidating, more powerful, more breathtaking than the King’s guardsmen. A strange sense of power emanated from them. Their bright yellowish glow started to hurt his eyes. 

No, they were not Logorians; these must be the Beings, or rather, Elderads, who directly served King Shaydon. Shouldn’t he bow? Sterlyn scratched his head, finding his body locked in place before the small assembly. 

One of the Beings stood, and Sterlyn knew without a doubt that he’d met this one before. He’d worn a gray cloak that time and wasn’t glowing as he was now. Sterlyn didn’t recall being able to see his features, either. But it had been nighttime.

Still, Sterlyn remembered his name...clearly. “Riyah?”

“Very good. You still have some of your senses about you,” the man said with a bow. “I did tell you that we would meet soon. That time has come.”

They were indeed Elderads! Sterlyn gasped, shame filling every fiber of his body. He went to bow his respects to them, lost his balance, and tumbled forward, falling face-first in the dirt. The air whooshed from his lungs, leaving him gasping. For a dreadful moment, he feared that he’d lose what little he ate at dinner time. Warmth spread down his temple. Red drops fell onto his hand. The sight made his head swim even more. Sterlyn veered sideways as the ground rose upward. He hit hard. Light flashed before his eyes before he passed into darkness. 

*  *  *  *
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STERLYN WONDERED IF he had fallen into some kind of strange dream world. If so, how was he supposed to wake himself out of it?

A female’s voice echoed through his mind as if speaking through a long, narrow tunnel. “The poor bird’s heart is broken. It is no wonder his mind flutters hither and fro.”

“He needs discipline,” answered a gruff male voice. “It’s no wonder he failed warrior training. Look at him!”

A softer male voice he’d heard before responded, “He is not a warrior, Amici. I believe this has been well established. He has a Prior’s heart. A leader’s heart. A heart that might someday deter the encroaching darkness.” 

Sterlyn tried to open his eyes. His body felt as if he were suspended in a pool of cool water, floating through the thick darkness. Yet, he could breathe and hear just fine. The fact that he fell and hit his head didn’t seem to trouble any of the people behind the voices. Hopefully, this was not the entrance into Everlasting. 

“Riyah,” said another male, his tone jovial and full of laughter. “Someone will first have to put the pieces of his heart back together, will they not? A challenge, indeed. I may be an Elderad of builders, but I have no power to repair hearts, I fear.”

“Yes, of course, Tektone,” Riyah agreed. “His brokenness cannot be repaired with nails and glue.”

Sterlyn had heard that there were twelve Elderads in King Shaydon’s court. Not everyone could see an Elderad unless they wished to be seen.

Each one oversaw a different area of the kingdom, helping people and provinces as needed. Amici was a famous guardian and counselor of the Warriors. During his primary school days, he’d heard all their names. There were two that cared for the forest and those dwelling in the woods. Their names were Yaher and Tehvah.  He’d once met Daska, overseer of all Alburnium instructors. And, of course, Riyah, who was considered a guardian guide for Province leaders. The other names failed Sterlyn at the moment. 

“Then it is decided,” said the first female whose name Sterlyn had not caught. “Riyah, you will have to take the little bird and help him fly again.”

What was decided?

Sterlyn wanted to ask, but everything faded—the voices, the floating, the twinkling lights. When his eyes finally opened, he was back in his dorm room. 

“It must have been a dream.” Sterlyn bolted up, pushing aside his covers. Somehow, he’d managed to make it home and change into his nightclothes. Usually, he’d wake with a terrible headache and still wearing his rumpled, smelly clothes after a late night at the tavern. 

“No, Sterlyn of Raven House. I presume you have enjoyed a sound, dreamless sleep for the first time in many months.” Riyah rose from the desk chair. “A very long sleep, indeed. It is late afternoon. I am sure you need sustenance, am I correct?”

Sterlyn yanked the blanket back over his body and scooted to the far edge of the bed where it met the cold, stone wall. “Did you bring me here, sir?”

“With a bit of help. Now, we have little time to lose. I need you to pack a few of your most important belongings. We must travel light; the journey ahead of us will be long.”
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