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  Dear Mom, 
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  Preface



Content Disclosure:

Some of the content in this work discusses—but does not graphically portray—topics that some may find triggering or distressing. These topics include but are not limited to:

Discussions around dubious consent and marital rape

Death of a parent

Reference to a still birth

Reference to maternal death in labor

Pressures to conceive




While the author does not consider the pregnancy plot point as a trigger, she is aware that others my find it distressing to come upon in the text. This is to disclose that a pregnancy between the main characters does occur at some point within the work. 
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Pronunciation Guide:

Below is a list of pronunciations for names found throughout the work. Some are names that can be found through website research, and others were created by me for this story. Pronunciations are listed in order of appearance in their respective categories.




Characters

Nilos: Nye-lohs

Anurob: Eh-nur-ob

Harvan: Har-vin

Shara: Shar-uh

Deidre: Dee-druh

Idris: Id-riss

Wreven: Rev-in

Karden: Kar-din

Brexten: Brecks-tin

Violet: Vye-oh-let

Azalea: Uh-zay-lee-uh

Jarrett: Jehr-it

Mikael: Mih-kale

Rallios: Ral-lee-ohs

Lowry: L-ow-ree

Alastrex: Uh-lass-treks

Crysa: Krih-suh

Silas: Sye-lis

Phillian: Fil-lee-in

Dawnia: Daw-n-yuh

Solaria: Soh-lar-ee-uh

Sylva: Sill-vuh

Robin: Rob-in

Juliette: Jool-ee-eht

Asha-anne: Ash-uh-an

Lyric: Leer-ik

Marcel: Mar-sell

Evalmir: Eh-vul-meer

Gretchlia: G-reh-tch-luh

Vadros: Vad-ros




Countries/Cities/Locations

Zelarum: Zuh-lar-um

Sardit: Sar-diht

Tyldon: Till-dun

Arcadius: Are-cade-ee-us

Heirlight: Air-lye-t

Vanar: Van-are

Crestmarch: Kreh-st-mar-k

Dawncliff: Daw-n-klif

Krislion: Kris-lee-on

Nirlas: Neer-lass
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The morning air bit at his neck as Nilos lowered the hood of his heavy traveling cloak. The silver and sapphire banners atop the stables whipped against the sky, heralding the impending winter that would blanket his kingdom in white.

“Welcome home, Your Highness.” One of the stable hands hurried forward, sliding the reins over Anurob’s chestnut mane.

“It is good to be home.” Nilos swung to the ground, his legs protesting after hours in the saddle. “Though, I return empty handed.”

“We will find him,” grunted Shara. The captain of his guard joined him on the ground and clapped him on the shoulder. “We only scouted the villages within a three-day range.” Her hazel gaze shifted past him, her brow furrowing. “Perhaps the High General has word on Prince Harvan’s next move.”

Nilos turned, following her stare, and heaved a sigh at the sight lingering in the shadows of the palace. Even from a distance, the hourglass encircled with stars was unmistakable on the leather armor of the battle mages mingled with the royal guards.

“The High General never travels to Sardit unless it is urgent.” Nilos stripped off his riding gloves and handed them to a squire. “It took my own cousin murdering my father to draw him here a month ago.”

Shara shook her head. “Whatever news he has must be too important or too hazardous to inform your mother via the scrying mirrors.”

“We will find out soon enough,” huffed Nilos. “Mother would have sent for me, once the gate guards alerted her to our return, if I was needed.” He turned to his father’s favorite steed and patted his neck. “Take the guard up to eat and rest. I want to see to Anurob’s brushing and feeding my—”

“Your Highness!” Deidre’s sharp voice rang across the courtyard.

Nilos whipped around to find his cousin and closest friend racing across the frosty grass. The morning sun blazed off her auburn hair, mirroring the fire magic that burned so fiercely in her veins.

“Deidre!” He sprinted towards her, prepared to catch her in a hug, but she slid to a stop. Nilos steadied her as she stumbled over her sage skirts. His mother’s eldest niece was always excitable, but her brow was furrowed deeper than when Harvan’s treason was made known to the Empire.

“Come quickly,” panted Deidre, all pretense of a curtsy absent. Her fair cheeks flushed, and she gripped his hand. “Your mother needs you immediately.”

“Has something happened?” asked Nilos, as Deidre tugged him towards the palace. He broke into a sprint to heed her urgency.

“The High General and his mages rode in this morning as if the very spirits of the Abyss were on their backs,” she gasped. “They demanded the Empress be awoken at once, and they have been locked in the counsel room since.” Her normally joyful eyes were tight.

“Have they located Harvan?” Nilos’ legs objected to the strain of running after so long in the saddle, but he ignored the pain.

“I do not know!” Deidre shook her head.

The guards snapped to attention and yanked open the normally unguarded kitchen doors. Nilos dashed past them, startling the cooks, until his riding boots met the polished stone of the main foyer. He ducked a servant who hovered at eye level to dust a portrait frame.

Taking the main stairs two at a time, he reached the second floor and hooked a hard right. Deidre’s gasped breaths were the only sign she was close behind.

The usual two guards outside the council chamber had been tripled with the High General’s personal guard. Nilos paid them no mind when the palace guard heaved the iron reinforced, oaken doors open.

“This is where they were sighted,” said High General Wreven tapping a map spread across the octagonal table. Ice crystals sparkled along the man’s ebony hand and braids, melting as quickly as they formed when he rolled his shoulders to force his winter magic into control.

“Nilos.” The relief in Idris’ voice was palpable as she met his eyes. Her mahogany curls brushed her cheeks, framing the same hazel amber eyes as Deidre and his aunt Sylva. “You are alive! Thank the Star Makers.”

The Empress of Zelarum pushed away from the table, and Nilos met her halfway into the room.

“Of course I am alive, Mother,” gasped Nilos when she threw her arms around him and buried her face in his shoulder. The golden sparks of her solar magic hissed along his skin, drawing a rumble of thunder from the storm that slumbered in his own veins. He kissed her hair, ignoring the scrape of the crystal diadem. “I sent word to your guard at daybreak to let you know I was home. Did they not—”

“They did,” sniffled the Empress. She pulled back, cupping his face and stroking her thumbs along his cheeks. “But something far worse than Harvan’s betrayal has occurred, and I did not know how far into our land it has spread.” Her eyes flared gold, as she shook her head. “If they had reached you, I do not know what I would have done.”

“Mother.” Nilos covered her hands and pulled them to his lips to kiss the signet ring there. “I am fine. I promise you.” He kissed it again when she took a ragged breath and let it out in a trembling sigh.

“Your Majesty,” said the High General. “Your Royal Highness. Please join me.”

Nilos curled his arm around his mother and led her over to the commander of Zelarum’s southern forces.

Ancient maps covered the war table. The crystals dotted across it glowed and pulsed along an all too familiar border.

Anger flared in his gut, coating his tongue in ozone.

“What has Tyldon done now?” growled Nilos, slamming his palms onto the table. Though Zelarum had never been directly attacked by their southern neighbor, the seven-hundred-year-old treaty between them had grown tenuous with each passing decade. “I shall slaughter the king with my bare hands if he has attacked us.”

“It was not King Brexten,” murmured Wreven. “A small village near the Heirlight mountains was attacked four days ago.” His gloved fingers slid to a small dot on the map. “It was a small force, and they came during the night. They slaughtered nine families before a married pair of retired battle mages were able to repel them. They managed to kill one, but the others fled into the mountains.”

He nodded to his mages, and one of them stepped forward with a black, leather sack in hand.

“This was taken from the one they managed to kill.” The High General placed the sack in the center of the map and tugged the knotted string. It fell open, and the rage in Nilos’ stomach turned to nausea at the sight and scent of its content.

Three eyes stared up from a bald head. Viscous goo coated the mottled skin, and short, tentacle like appendages framed its jaw and chin. The two eyes on either side of the nostril slits were milky white with pinpoints of black. The third took up the center of its forehead, as sickening blue as the lips of a frozen corpse. A stench more acrid than a skunkrat wafted up from it.

“What in the name of Star Makers is that?” coughed Nilos, resisting the urge to cover his nose and mouth.

“According to the historians of Arcadius,” his mother hissed, “This is a Karden.”

“A Karden?” Nilos laughed and crossed his arms. “They were annihilated centuries ago.” Arching his eyebrow, he glanced between his mother and the High General. “The Karden are nothing more than scary stories for children now.” He waved at the head, expecting them to agree to the impossibility they implied.

“They were not annihilated, Nilos.” Idris shook her head and reached forward to cover the creature’s face. “They were locked away in the wastelands of Vanar. The Rift was created to keep them there.”

“Rubbish,” scoffed Nilos, “Nothing can live in Vanar.”

“Exactly the reason they were banished there.” The High General passed the sack to one of his mages. “They should have perished without access to the outside world. The land there is barren. There are no lakes or rivers, no ground for farming. Even the sun cannot pierce the smog from the poisonous fire that spews from the earth.” His fist balled on the table. “They should have gone extinct.”

“Say this is a Karden.” Nilos rubbed his own close-cropped hair in an effort to shake off the disbelief that pushed against the evidence being shoved in a larger sack. “If, against all probabilities, they did manage to survive a thousand years in an unlivable land, how did they make it through the Rift? It is sealed with ancient magic on our side of the barrier.”

“I asked the very same question of the historians.” The High General shook his head. “They had no answer, except that the page holding the details of the spell was stolen from the Lord Historian’s library.” Dread cloaked the space between them. “There is only one person from our land who would be bold or traitorous enough to take it.”

“Harvan.” The Empress breathed the name out, and the storm in Nilos’ veins swirled to spark from his palms.

“We have to find him,” snapped Nilos. His father’s only nephew, the man Nilos had loved like a brother, had already proved he was capable of treason. “If he was willing to drive a dagger into the back of his own uncle and Emperor— my father, I do not doubt he would go as far us attempting to destroy the Rift.”

“We must send a company and the best historians to the Rift,” growled Idris. “We need to determine if he has, indeed, opened it or just used his twisted magic to deform some helpless citizens into whatever that monstrosity is.”

“I sent a company to check.” General Wreven straightened, brushing his shoulder-length braids back over his shoulder. “They should be reporting back by this evening. If this is happening, we need to warn King Brexten and Queen Violet. An alliance—”

“No.” Nilos cut the general off. “We do not need them. If the Rift is open, we can handle this ourselves. Zelarum will not be dependent on the Mortclaw family for anything.”

“Prince Nilos.” Empress Idris’s eyes glowed though her voice remained soft. “That is not your decision.”

Nilos opened his mouth to object, but his mother held up her hand.

“You are not yet Emperor, so do not think to overstep your station.” She lowered her hand, and Nilos snapped his jaw shut, swallowing against the tempest demanding release. “Son or not, you are still my subject. You will heed my edicts.”

“As you command, my Empress.” Nilos lowered his head in submission, though his every instinct warred against it.

“Leave us, Nilos,” murmured his mother. “General Wreven and I must discuss things before we approach the council or Tyldon.”

Nilos spun on his heel, shoving his way through the doors and startling the guard waiting outside.
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The morning sun warmed Azalea’s shoulders as she notched an arrow into her bow. Sinking closer to the dew-soaked boulder, she centered her weight. On her steady inhale, she drew her arm back, her prey unaware where it rooted along the undergrowth.

The wolf filling her soul crouched, lending her its sight and sharpening her hearing. She heeded its guidance. The wind shifted, blowing from behind her instead of towards her, and Azalea released.

With a sharp twang, the arrow’s buzz filled her sensitive ears as it spiraled towards its target. She notched another arrow, letting it fly behind its partner just as the steel tip of the first embedded itself into the dawnhog’s heart. The second pierced its eye, burrowing until the lilac fletching was barely visible.

It staggered forward, collapsing into the trunk of a tree, where its legs twitched twice before it let out its final groan. A scent teased her nostrils, betraying her own hunter before his voice rang out.

“Perfect shot, Princess!”

Princess Azalea lowered her bow and heaved a sigh as her stolen moment of isolation and success was interrupted.

“Must you follow me everywhere?” she shot back, shaking her head and leaping from the boulder.

Jarrett Tigersword’s pristine smile and ochre eyes beamed down at her from his perch a few trees behind where she’d been. One leather clad leg dangled lazily as he waved the core of the sunfruit that he had apparently been enjoying while stalking her.

“Yes,” he laughed and tossed the core over his shoulder. “It was part of the oath I swore on your thirteenth name day.” He stretched along the thick limb, as lithe and graceful as the wildcat whose soul he had merged with. “Bloodsworn knight, remember, Your Highness.” He rolled from the limb, falling fifteen feet to land in a crouch. “I swore to follow you to battle or the grave.” He shrugged as he straightened, brushing his chestnut hair from his eyes. “And apparently, into the forest so you can foolishly hunt dawnhogs alone.”

Turning on her heel, Azalea stomped to her kill and ripped the arrows from its body. The fletching of the one in the hog’s eye dangled by splinters, adding to her irritation. She had spent all yesterday perfecting the flexibility and balance of her newest batch of arrows. Finding one so easily broken did not bode well for the other fifty.

“Oh, shut up,” she growled, though the wolf in her core chuffed at the presence of its closest friend. She turned back to him, and her scowl could not remain as Jarrett emptied his pockets of half a dozen sunfruit and dropped them into the bag she’d left at the base of the boulder with a flourished bow.

“It is my job to keep Her Royal Highness safe.” Her personal knight strode forward and nudged the dead hog with his boot. “What kind of knight would I be if I did not notice you climbing down a tower before dawn?”

“What if I was sneaking out to meet some secret lover?” she snorted, wiping the blood and brain matter from the steel tips on her shirt hem. “I do need privacy every now and again you know.”

“Well, if you were coming out here to meet some mysterious man or woman,” hummed Jarrett as he plucked the arrows from her grasp and dropped them into the quiver across her back. “It would be my duty—” he smirked at her, “to first test their endurance and skill in sensual combat in order to ensure they are fit to warm the bed of my Princess.” Her knight winked and tapped the underside of her chin.

“You are impossibly crass.” Azalea laughed and shoved him away.

“And yet, you have not ordered me executed,” chuckled Jarrett. He bent, scooping the hog’s legs around his shoulders. With a grunt, he staggered upright.

“I can carry that!” Azalea protested.

“You can carry the fruit.” Jarrett snickered, bumping the bag with his boot. “It is not proper for a princess to haul a bloody pig into the castle grounds.”

“To hell with propriety,” grumbled Azalea under her breath. She slid her bow back over her shoulder until it slid into its slot in her quiver and shouldered her bag of morning supplies and sunfruit. “Since when have you cared about propriety between us outside of formal occasions, Captain Tigersword?”

“Good point.” Jarrett flashed her another wink, and Azalea shook her head.

The companionable silence fell effortlessly between them, born of the eight years he had spent permanently affixed to her side, but it broke as they passed under the portcullis separating the cliff-side castle from the forest.

“Well that cannot be good,” muttered Azalea. The scarlet and gold banners of General Beakpoint’s personal escort shone from the shields of the warriors flanking the stables. “She never leaves Crestmarch unless father summons her, and he has not summoned her since the border skirmish with Zelarum five years ago.”

“You read my mind Princess.” Jarrett shook his head. “Let’s take this to the kitchen and see what the maids know.”

“The maids know all,” mused Azalea.

They had barely stepped into the steamy room when Mikael, her father’s steward, plowed through the door on the opposite side of the kitchen.

“Princess Azalea.” Mikael slammed his fist against his chest and bowed. “The King told me to inform you that you are needed in the war room immediately.” Without another word, he turned and sprinted back into the castle proper.

Azalea blinked at the now empty doorway as Jarrett passed the boar off to one of the butcher boys.

“After you, Your Highness.” Jarrett gestured towards the door.

“You have got blood on your cheek,” said Azalea before dropping her quiver and bag in the corner of the kitchen and scurrying through the castle and across the entryway. The opaque, golden curtains billowed in the breeze carrying up from the sea below, but she paid no heed to the scent of the storm that tinged it.

Her soul-wolf prowled in her core, sniffing at the anger and fear that carried down the halls leading to the war room. If not for the scent of boar covering Jarrett’s soul-tiger, she would not have known he was three paces behind.

The guards outside of the doors opened them wordlessly, and the Princess led her knight into the noisy room.

“Azalea! Jarrett!” Queen Violet exclaimed rushing over to flutter her hands anxiously over them. Her light brown curls were a mess, as if she had been twisting her waist length hair in her hands. “You are both all right. Where were you?”

“Hunting.” Azalea gestured down at her leather pants, green tunic, and up to the thick, blonde, plait she’d tied around her brow. “We are having dawnhog for dinner.”

“You are not to leave the castle grounds, with or without an escort, without telling us,” snarled King Brexten. “You know better!”

Azalea touched Jarrett’s shoulder to silence his low growl at the shout.

Her father’s temper was never aimed at her, but his normally hazel eyes were as golden as the lion that prowled in his soul. Something was amiss.

“What happened, Papa?” asked Azalea as she slotted herself between her parents. She lowered her gaze to the maps, examining the outlines of their kingdom and of the Zelarum Empire to the north.

“What has that thrice blasted Rallios done now?” Jarrett’s voice was low and threatening. “If you will let me, I will bring his head back on a spike.”

“Emperor Rallios is dead,” sighed the queen, gesturing to a small bit of paper unfolded on the map. “We received word this morning. Empress Idris now holds the throne, as decreed in Rallios’ last will and testament.”

“Then I shall bring you her head” Azalea fingered the dagger in her belt. “She cannot threaten our country.” She was not grieved to hear the cold-hearted Emperor had joined his fathers in the Abyss. “I will bring her son’s too, if you ask it of me.”

“Zelarum is not the threat, Your Highness.” General Lowry Beakpoint waved a hand. Her eagle sharp eyes flicked to Azalea. “We are facing something far worse.” A soldier passed the general a scarlet bag tied with yellow twine. “Over the last week, two of our mountain villages have been attacked. One here—” she pointed to a dot on the map, “was laid to waste. Not a single person survived.” She pointed to another. “This one here lost half the village before a passing party of soldiers rode into town seeking supplies and saved them.”

General Beakpoint set the sack on the table and untied the strings

Azalea leaned forward, bracing her palms on the map as Jarrett mimicked her stance.

“Our soldiers said they had never seen such senseless slaughter.” General Beakpoint shook her head. “The things that attacked, eight of them, were supernaturally strong. They ripped hearts straight out of chests as if they were nothing.” She peeled the scarlet cloth away. “They managed to kill two before the rest fled back into the mountains. This is what we are fighting.”

The final scrap of material fell away to reveal what Azalea could only deem an abomination.

Deep in her mind, the instincts of the wolf—her warrior animal, raised its hackles with a deep snarl.

“What in the name of the Sun Raisers is that?” she gasped. The deformed, three eyed, tentacled atrocity set her very skin on edge.

“The scholars say this is a Karden,” said King Brexten.

“Ghost stories.” Jarrett crossed his arms. “Shadow tales for fall nights. The Kardens died out centuries ago, when they were locked behind the Rift in the wastes of Vanar.”

“Apparently not.” Queen Violet’s eyes narrowed as she rested her palm over Azalea’s. “My tutor had a history book on the Abysmal War, and this exact painting was in the texts.”

“We are awaiting contact from a squadron I sent to the Rift to scout the area.” Commander Lowry busied herself with re-wrapping the head. “We will see what they report back.”

“You know what this means?” King Brexten shook his head. The golden hair he’d passed to Azalea fell like a mane around his neck. “If the Rift is open, if they have returned, we need to reach out to Zelarum.”

“I would rather be drawn and quartered,” snapped Jarrett, “than seek the help of those egotistical, pretentious, spell casters.”

“As would I.” Azalea clenched her fists against the maps as she looked between her parents. Her battle-sight flared to life, tinging the room gold, at the thought of allying with the magicians to the north. “Give me command of a legion, Father. I will stop—”

“No!” Her father raised a hand. “You are heir, and, if there is war, you and your brother will be sent to Sun Temple Island.”

“Alastrex is four!” shouted Azalea. “I am twenty-one summers! I belong on the war counsel! I am born for battle—”

“Captain Tigersword, remove her from the room,” said her mother. “We must speak with Empress Idris, and Azalea’s temper will not help us.”

“I demand to be present!” Azalea howled when Jarrett’s eyes glowed orange before he tossed her over her shoulder. “Put me down Jarrett!” She pounded her fists against his back, but her knight did not falter.

As soon as he lowered her in the hall, Azalea surged towards the door.

“Azi, no,” grunted Jarrett, wrapping his arms around her chest, pinning her own to her side. “Do not even think about biting me.”

With a snarl, Azalea latched her teeth into his forearm. Her knight roared in response, before he hauled her over his shoulder once more and carried her down the halls to her room.
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“Your Highness.” A soft voice pierced the emptiness of Nilos’ dreams. “Your Highness, wake up.”

Nilos shot up from his heavy blankets, kicking them away. Goosebumps raised over his arms as his feet met the cold rug beside his bed. He pulled on a pair of fur lined loafers and tied his dressing robe around his waist.

“Come in, Crysa!” he called, snapping his fingers at the dark lamp beside his bed. Sparks met the charred wick, and it blazed to life.

The door creaked open, and a tanned face peeked around the gap. He waved her in, before scooping up an extra log and tossing it into the dying fire.

Lady Crysa Springheart, the healing mage apprenticing under his mother, stepped into the room. A sleeping wrap was still twisted around her head, and he yawned as she dipped into a soft curtsy.

“Is everything all right? You look like you were just dragged out of bed yourself.” He rubbed his face, waiting for her to finish the sympathetic yawn she barely concealed behind her hand.

“Your mother wishes you to join her in her study.” Crysa tightened her own robe around her. “The High General returned two hours ago, and she is with him now.”

“Well, she would not have dragged you out of bed to bring me to her if it were good news,” Nilos groaned. “Tell her I will be with her shortly.” Crysa curtsied again before slipping out the door and closing it firmly.

He stripped off his dressing gown and pulled on the riding clothes he had laid out before turning in for the night. With an afterthought, Nilos plucked his platinum and sapphire coronet from its cushion on his desk and settled it over his head. For two days, the council had treated him like one of his adolescent prince cousins, instead of the twenty-seven-year-old heir to the throne, but if they wanted to drag him out of bed in the dark of night, he would remind them of his status.

Nilos did not bother with his lantern, navigating the darkened hallways by the familiar lure of his mother’s solar magic. He paused, stiffening his shoulders, before opening the door of his mother’s private office.

Empress Idris met his gaze from behind her desk. Her dark hair was loose beneath her own platinum and sapphire diadem, emphasizing the bags under her eyes. Whatever news the High General had brought must have been devastating, because he had only seen his mother’s eyes so puffy and red-rimmed if she had been crying. The curtains over the balcony door billowed in the frigid wind, allowing him a glimpse of the High General at the rail.

“Mother,” whispered Nilos, rushing across the room to kneel at her side. “What is wrong?” He brushed away the tear that escaped her right eye with his thumb. “Must I pluck the stars from the night sky and return them to your eyes?” Since he was a child, the question had always brought a smile to her lips, no matter how distressed she was. This time, its magic failed.

“The mages who went to the Rift,” she croaked, taking his hand and resting her cheek in his rough palm, “They are all missing. Their horses returned to Arcadius covered in blood.”

“By the Star Makers.” Nilos’ heart sank, and he kissed her brow.

General Wreven closed the doors behind him, and he placed the hand-held scrying mirror on the edge of the pale desk.

“We have just received word from a trading post on the border.” He shook his head, coating them in a small flurry before he reigned his magic in. “Tyldon has been attacked as well. They lost a whole village and half of another.”

“Have they requested a meeting?” Nilos stood, his hand moving up to his mother’s shoulder.

“The rulers of Tyldon have not yet reached out to us since their last attack.” The Empress sighed and stood.

“We are not initiating contact,” snapped Nilos. “Mother, trust me on this. If we go to them for aid, they will turn the tables so that we will suffer the brunt of the loss. We must wait for them to reach out to us.” He squeezed her shoulder. “Think of how fiercely they restricted access to their coasts last year.”

“To which we cut the lumber and furs.” She ran a hand through her hair. “I warned your father it was a foolish retaliation.”

“I agree with the Prince.” High General Wreven nodded, and Nilos inclined his chin in response. “We need to broker a truce that will be long lasting and result in equal effort in the days to come, and we cannot do that by initiating contact.”

“I know that.” The Empress smoothed her robe. “I just never thought that I would see this war renewed in my life, nor yours Nilos.” She came around the desk to stare out the glass doors to the crisp sky above. “I just want what is best for my people.”

The covered mirror on the wall above the roaring fireplace glistened beneath the opaque cloth and emitted a soft hum. The trio turned, their eyes drawn to the light.

The Empress waved two fingers, and golden dust spiraled from her hand. The tendrils wrapped around the cover, sliding it down to fold neatly in a nearby chair. The silver glass shimmered like a disturbed pool. Crysa’s face came into focus.

“Your Majesty, Your Highness, High General.” She dipped her chin in a nod. “The King and Queen of Tyldon are requesting an audience.”

Nilos gritted his teeth and clenched his fist.

“Give me a moment.” Idris grimaced looking down at her clothes.

“I have got it, Mother.” Nilos dashed to the small closet where she kept a formal, fur cloak for unanticipated meetings and tugged it from its hook.

Gently, he wrapped the white and black snow panther pelt around her shoulders. Nilos stepped back as his mother fastened it with shaking fingers over her garments.

“Leave us, Nilos,” she sighed, not meeting his eyes. “Please, just go. I will come find you when this is over.”

“How do you expect me to negotiate with them in the future if you never—” Her weary eyes met his, and the silent plea stilled his tongue.

“As you wish, my Empress.” Nilos bowed curtly at the waist before exiting the room only to collide with a pile of red hair and purple flannel.

“Whoops.” Deidre righted them both as the door slammed shut.

“It is terribly impolite to listen at keyholes.” Nilos draped an arm over her shoulder.

“Says the man who used to boost me up to look into the courtroom window every meeting day.” She grinned. “What is going on? I only caught the last part,” she whispered as they made their way back to his chambers. “What could King Brexten want? Are we going to war?”

“You are not going to believe it when I tell you.” Nilos shook his head and waved her into the room. He kicked off his boots and threw himself onto the bed with a heavy sigh. Though his mother had sworn him and the advisors to secrecy until it was confirmed, there was no point in concealing it now.

“Try me,” Deidre retorted, settling herself onto the large sofa under his window. “And take off that crown. You look like a fool.”

“I could have you whipped for that.” Nilos rolled his eyes, but he sat up and pulled it off. He twirled it between his fingers for a moment. “I may as well be blunt about it. The Kardens have returned, Dee.”

“What are we, nine?” Deidre scoffed, helping herself to the decanter of Sunstill whiskey imported from the coast. “Tell me more. Have the mountain wisps begun snatching infants from their cradles?”

“Deidre! I am being serious.” Nilos rolled over onto his side as he threw his pillow at his cousin. “We sent scouts to the Rift, but they disappeared. Their horses returned to Arcadius this evening covered in blood.” As much as he loved her sardonic view of the world, the time for sarcasm was gone.

“Bloody star drops.” Orange flames danced in her irises. “But the Rift? Is it sealed? It has to be sealed! Nobody would be mad enough to—” Nilos cut her off with a look. “Harvan bleeding Whitestar,” she whispered. “He would never. Even he could not be as foolish as to risk the entire empire.”
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