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CHAPTER ONE
Information Peddler
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DEEP IN THE HEART OF Isonpool Fortress, beneath the crags and crevices of Draiochta Mountain, sinners and criminals existed in chains. Cold, damp walls and musty dirt floors offered no comfort or relief for those subjected to the dungeons’ tortures. Once imprisoned, the best one could hope for was death. 

In a corner cell—forgotten by the passage of time and cast aside in favor of more pressing matters—a woman wearing nothing more than layers upon layers of rags sat huddling. In the dungeons, no one could tell how time had flown. There was no way to know whether it had been days or years. She knew only two things. Occasionally they brought her gruel. And she had no intention of dying in this bleak abyss. 

Screams of agony and moans of despair haunted her every waking moment, but this woman had endured worse. Without a doubt, she believed she would escape, given the opportunity. 

It had yet to present itself. But she felt it. Around the corner, shifting and aligning. 

This woman’s stay in the dungeons had been too peaceful. Even the Head Dungeon Guard and his less-than-likable crony, Ivo, thought so. 

Dragon Supreme, himself, had seen to her imprisonment. After the order, no one had heard whispers of her fate. Thus, she remained, like a ghost haunting their halls. 

The horror of those halls was interrupted sooner than anyone wagered. 

With a gait so silent it bothered not the insects on the walls, a hooded figure marched into the Isonpool Palace Dungeons. So sure were his steps they left no doubt he had been there before. So fine the subtle embroidery on his cape, every guard knew from whence he had come. 

They parted like an unsettled river to allow him passage. 

The woman, listening from her cell, felt the change in the atmosphere. 

The shrieks lessened. The moaning ceased. Some tried to beg for forgiveness and mercy, allowing her to hear the hooded stranger’s path. 

He picked his way directly to the door of her cell. 

Keys jangled against the rusty bars, rattling back and forth until the lock gave way. The door swung open, creaking on its ancient hinges. 

The woman, now certain she had a visitor, opened her eyes to stare. He bore a form broad enough to denote he must be a soldier. A cape shrouded him, concealing the rest of his secrets.

A large, sword-callused hand rose from beneath the folds of the dark cape. Its fingers beckoned a pair of sweaty and vile prison guards. 

The duo of guards, bowing as they went, hastened into the cell. 

The woman gave a weak struggle as they took her by the arms. Too weak. 

One did not simply walk out of Isonpool Dungeons. She knew that. Yet, someone had come to retrieve her. The woman’s curiosity overpowered her survival instincts. Leaving with these men might lead to death, but it might lead to the greatest adventure of her life. 

As silently as he had appeared, the hooded figure led the way out. 

The guards dragged the woman out behind him, using her arms to ensure her forward motion. 

No matter. The woman took the time to memorize the path. If they put her back in her cell, she wanted to remember how to escape. She doubted she would need it, but she liked to have a map in mind. In case things didn’t go according to the first plan. 

A plan which her captors had no inclination to suspect from her. The guards had one job: to follow the orders of the man in front. 

He could have easily whisked the woman away on his own, but he had chosen to use pageantry. Dramatics. Even the prison guards, isolated as they were, knew the theatrics’ meaning. The power behind him had given the orders. They dared not disobey or make a mistake. 

The great iron exit to Isonpool Palace Dungeons loomed before them, then opened. Sunlight flooded the gloomy tunnel, blinding the woman and guards. 

The scene before them came into focus. 

There, before the doors which housed a thousand condemned, a table had been set. Fine linens adorned its top. A golden tea set shone in the afternoon sun. Meat, buns, and soup were displayed in the grandest of vessels. 

Yet, none of the fine furnishings caught the woman’s sole attention. 

For seated at the table, perched comfortably atop one of two stools, a man of regal proportions awaited her arrival. Adorned in silk, his head crested with jewels and precious metals, he shone as brightly as the tea set before him. He never looked in the direction of the dungeon doors. He didn’t have to. 

The caped man stopped a mere three paces away from the table and bent in a sweeping bow. “My Lord, Dragon Supreme. As you have ordered.” 

A swish of Davorin Astrophel, Dragon Supreme’s fingers dismissed his loyal right-hand man. As the woman feared, the ruler’s attention swung to her. 

“Come. Sit.” 

Her allegiance had never belonged to Dragon Supreme, but as his prisoner the woman felt the necessity to obey the command. This man, seated before her in all his glory, had the ability to end her life with a twitch of his finger. For this reason, she accepted his invitation. 

Dragon Supreme nudged a plate, forcing it to skid across the linen toward the woman. 

“Eat.”

“I dare not.” 

Without knowing the reason for this kindness, how dare she accept the gesture willingly?

“Drink, at the least.” Dragon Supreme raised a hand to hail the nearest servant. 

The servant reached for the tea set, poured two cups, and gave the first to Dragon Supreme. 

With a flourish, Dragon Supreme swallowed the contents and turned the cup upside-down. His other hand lifted, encouraging the woman to follow suit. 

Cautiously, the woman lifted the cup to her lips and took a sip. As it had been poured from the same teapot, it was safe to drink. 

This game of chess intrigued her. She had no choice but to play. 

“I asked Cadfael, long ago, to investigate the tale of woe you offered up.” 

The woman kept her eyes downcast, her posture supple. The incident to which he referred had been what put her in this prison. She dared not to utter a single word which would keep her locked up. 

Dragon Supreme poked at a piece of meat, inspecting it carefully before he set it on his plate. “It appears you told the truth.” 

“Is my grandmother faring better now?” 

The woman asked it because he would expect it of her. Her story must be flawless, or her head would roll. 

“Cadfael has been taking care of her, delivering herbs when it is time. The cough will vanish soon enough.” Dragon Supreme pointed his utensil toward the plate of meat. “You won’t eat? I’m certain they’ve starved you.” 

The woman held back her wry smile. She dared not eat the meat when he blatantly wished it of her. Those without caution died early. She had no intention of falling into their ranks. The woman reached instead for the soup. 

Dragon Supreme hailed the servant. “Help her. Cadfael, what did the old woman say the girl’s name is?”

“Adva,” Cadfael supplied. 

“Ah, yes. Help Adva with her dishes.” Dragon Supreme scooped another piece of meat onto his plate. “Would you care to visit your grandmother to see her good health for yourself?” 

“If Your Lordship, Dragon Supreme, says it is so, I will believe it.” Adva took a sip of the nourishing soup, her whole body melting at the heat and flavor. 

“Of course, of course.” Dragon Supreme stabbed the meat from his plate, holding it up to inspect it as a cat inspected a mouse. “You wouldn’t want to go anyway, as the old woman isn’t your biological grandmother.”

Adva choked on her second sip of soup. 

“In fact,” Dragon Supreme continued, “you don’t have any relations to Dragon Tribe. You aren’t even related to any immigrants in Qranbu. No one seems to have any idea where you came from or why you’re here.” 

Don’t panic, Adva reminded herself, but the panic had already risen. 

If he knew, Dragon Supreme no doubt had evidence to support his claims. 

“I am homeless, yes, but the old woman is like my own grandmother—”

“Oh, don’t lie.” Dragon Supreme rolled his eyes. 

The meat forgotten, the great ruler wiped his hands on a kerchief. 

Adva envisioned her blood staining the white fabric. He had come to see her death, as a thief and a liar. What an uninteresting fate. 

“I am not just anyone...” Dragon Supreme leaned in, lowering his voice until only she heard. “...Information Peddler.” 

A title no one wished to bear. Information Peddlers dealt in secrets and lies, offering anything to anyone for the right price. They were masters of disguise and had a network of informants who could fetch them any fact, at any time. Sometimes, they planted false facts if given the correct incentive. 

Adva’s spoon returned to the bowl with a clink of porcelain. Her spine straightened. 

If he knew everything, and he clearly did, she would not easily escape the punishment he had in store for her. She might as well clean her hands of all the lies she had told. 

“You are almost as well-informed as I.” This time, Adva allowed the smile to creep onto her lips. 

Dragon Supreme snorted a low chuckle. “There’s your true face.”

“You discovered all this long ago.” Adva folded her arms. “Yet here you are now. What favor need you from me?” 

This time, Dragon Supreme’s chuckle resounded loudly and clearly in the crisp air. “I don’t think you understand. I don’t ask for favors. I give orders.” 

“Why would I obey them?” Adva sniggered back at him. “You know Information Peddlers. We make deals. If there’s nothing in it for me...” Her shoulders rose and lowered nonchalantly. 

“I should think you would be eager to live.” 

“I came here expecting my execution.” 

Dragon Supreme laughed again, genuinely amused by the Information Peddler at his table. 

Adva laughed along, because she refused to allow him to outdo her. 

“The deal you desire is as follows.” Dragon Supreme, tired of playing guessing games, cut to the chase. “You will find for me Lada of Flora Master’s Hall. In return, I will see to it you are supplied with the antidote to the poison you’ve ingested.” 

Realization and horror played out beautifully on the Information Peddler’s face. She had expected such a trick. However, thinking herself clever, Adva the Information Peddler had thought she could avoid it. Dragon Supreme basked in the glow of triumph.

Adva’s lip curled up in disdain, but she dared not raise her voice to the man who ruled the kingdom of Qranbu. Instead, she asked one more question. 

“If I should say I would rather die from this poison than accept your offer?” 

“Then I will tell you the truth.” 

Dragon Supreme had never been one to back down from a challenge. Less so from a negotiation. Information Peddlers were notoriously difficult to handle, thus he had considered every outcome. 

“What truth?” 

Dragon Supreme lifted his fingers to inspect the claw-like metal rings thereupon. “Lada of Flora Master’s Hall saved your life once. I hear Information Peddlers do not relish the idea of owing anyone. You should repay the kindness bestowed upon you.” 

“I can do so by giving my life.” 

“Oh, but you wouldn’t want my Dragon Tribe soldiers to chase down and capture the girl who saved your life. They are known for their... brutality.” 

Adva weighed the options laid bare before her. 

Indeed, the Information Peddler creed commanded she repay anyone who had saved her life. Lada of Flora Master’s Hall had not only saved her, but had taken lashes from a Fire Whip on her behalf. Adva would owe the girl for the rest of her days. 

More than that, if she found this Lada, Adva may have a chance at survival. 

She did not want to die. Not yet. 

Adva leveled her gaze at Dragon Supreme, tilted the corners of her lips upward, and extended a hand for a shake. “We have a deal.”

Dragon Supreme no longer trusted women’s outstretched hands. In the case of this Information Peddler especially, he trusted only her own will to live. Dragon Supreme did not shake the offered hand. 

“Cadfael will travel with you, to provide daily antidotes.” 

Adva’s façade of superiority wavered. Her eyes sought the hooded man from the dungeons. Cadfael. 

She had guessed at his identity then. Dragon Supreme would only trust his loyal right hand to retrieve her for something as important as this. Sending his right hand along with Adva presented for her a brand new level of anxiety. 

“Daily antidotes?” Adva questioned. 

“So you do not dream of running away,” Dragon Supreme supplied. “If you don’t take an antidote every twenty-four hours, the poison will do its work within you.”

A diabolical plan for a diabolical ruler. Adva should not have expected any less from Davorin Astrophel, Dragon Supreme. Now, she could do nothing about her situation or her traveling companion. 

Adva wondered for what purposes Dragon Supreme sought the Amaryl woman who had saved Adva’s life. If said purposes were nefarious, Adva would break every deal she had made to repay the one who saved her life. This she swore.
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CHAPTER TWO
In Orafel Below
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MESMIUM PROSPERED ABUNDANTLY and did not share their wealth with the towns around them. They could not afford to share the wealth, for every year the majority of their income was spent to send the Tribute to their masters atop the mountain. For the remainder of the year, Mesmium thrived. 

People from all walks of life and all nations congregated in Mesmium. Foreign trade brought rare treasures and diverse kinship to the border city. 

Mesmium attributed their thriving business and trade to the immense residence situated near the southernmost gate. 

Verity Hall produced more abundance than the rest of Mesmium’s elite, combined. As they should, for taking sole responsibility for the delivery of Tribute each year. Not only Dragon Tribe bestowed gifts upon Verity Hall. The citizens of Mesmium also offered their best to the family who had chosen such a dangerous existence. 

Mesmium adored and respected the lords of Verity Hall. Their respect did not stop the gossips from talking. 

Lord Kavindra should never leave his older brother alone, the gossips said. Lord Manas had run rampant during Lord Kavindra’s trip to Isonpool Palace. Drinking, gambling, women. Every gossip in Mesmium knew the kind of man Lord Manas had become. Irresponsible and rash. 

Those rumors were nothing compared to the newest hearsay. 

Weeks ago, Lord Kavindra and his armor-bearer had left the city. They had returned the next day with a woman in tow. The gates of Verity Hall had been shut since, allowing no strangers. The only outsider to enter and exit was the physician. 

And the rumors bloomed, in all directions. 

Lord Kavindra had captured a siren and she had cursed him, some said. 

Others declared Lord Kavindra, out of the goodness of his heart, had taken in a dying girl and now waited at her bedside like a forlorn lover. 

More questioned whether anyone within Verity Hall’s walls still lived. 

Rumors, as rumors are wont to do, never touched on the true story behind the smokescreen. But sooner than they imagined, answers would come pouring forth from the gates of Verity Hall. 

For beyond Verity Hall’s gates, life indeed bustled. Business ran as usual, bringing Lord Kavindra account books upon account books to read through in his idle hours. 

Past the main rooms and beyond a spacious, well-tended garden and pond, a secluded residence housed the rumored woman. 

She was not a siren, as gossips declared, but she had indeed come to the mansion drenched in river water. Death no longer hung in a veil over her head. The physician had worked his magic on the injured and dying woman pulled from the tributary. 

The only reason the gates of Verity Hall had been sealed lied in one fact: Lord Kavindra had recognized the woman. He knew the repercussions should anyone discover her within his mansion. He wished to keep her safe from the impending danger. 

Not a single living person within Verity Hall believed she would remain protected. 

They knew not how true their beliefs were. 

After leaping from Dragon Supreme’s window, Lada had entered the river and lost consciousness. The river had taken her wherever it willed. She had hoped for entry into Amaryl. The river tributary had, instead, brought her to Orafel. 

The river had not been kind on the journey. Lada had arrived with more than a few injuries, but she had arrived alive nonetheless. 

Lada had remained asleep for days. When she woke, the physician had prescribed herbal medicine for her and had demanded she remain bedridden for weeks. 

Lada had only listened out of respect for her elder. 

She would start over here, in Mesmium, Lada decided during her days of rest. A second chance at believing in kindness and truth, she would give to herself. Lada didn’t desire to succumb to the despair of betrayal. She desired to see the world optimistically, to believe in the good, and to trust other people wanted the same. 

Shamelessly—her head and heart full of guilt—Lada wanted to believe those same things of Davorin Astrophel.

Thus, she told no one of what had happened to bring her to Mesmium. She never mentioned how her heart ached to comprehend the full extent of Davorin’s pain, nor how her mind reminded her that he was a traitor, a manipulator. Lada refused to believe he had become such a man without a reason. Given more time or true sincerity, she would have helped him.

Though he had never been sincere to Lada, she had been sincere to him. She would not spread his secrets as revenge. 

Never seeing him again—holding a seed of anger in her heart—was enough. 

Lada’s rest had finally come to an end. The physician had cautioned her about overextending herself, but he had given her free rein to move around. 

This time, Lada’s stay in Verity Hall had been different. 

The maid assigned to her never spoke, except to receive requests or say her goodbyes. She was unlike the other Orafel maids, who had diligently tried to become Lada’s friends. This maid feared her, though Lada could not fathom why. She would overcome the maid’s trepidation, one day at a time.

The only part of her stay which remained the same came in the form of Lord Kavindra. As before, he met each of Lada’s needs and saw to it she had been fed and clothed appropriately. Lada appreciated his attention to details, but since she could get up and walk around, she meant to remind him she did not require special attention. 

Lada had just risen to her feet when the knock came. 

“Lada, are you awake? May I come in?”

For the days she had been relegated to her bed, her time had been spent alone and lonely. Only Lord Kavindra’s visits broke the mundane routine. Lada found she appreciated his friendship more, after she had felt the sting of betrayal. 

Hitting the water like a stone had hurt less than hearing Davorin Astrophel tell her how he had been using her all along.

Pushing the painful memory to the back of her mind, Lada recovered her smile. 

“You may enter.” 

The wooden doors gave a squeak as they opened. Lord Kavindra secured them against each wall to ensure they stayed agape. 

“Good morning!” Lada greeted with the same exuberance she had used the first day they had met. 

“Good morning, Lada.” Lord Kavindra folded his hands before him, taking a moment to peruse her from head to foot. “You seem to feel better.” 

“I’ve felt better for days now,” Lada complained. “But the physician wouldn’t allow me to leave the bed.”

“It was for your own good.”

“I was fine.” 

“You were injured.” Lord Kavindra cleared his throat, realizing he had walked into an argument when he had come for entirely different reasons. “You’re allowed out of bed now. To celebrate, I had the kitchen prepare dishes for you.” 

Lord Kavindra did not need Lada’s permission to give orders in his own mansion. He raised his voice that the servants outside might hear him. “Enter.”

Like magic, a parade of servant girls breezed into Lada’s residence with their arms full of delicious-smelling delicacies. From each tray, plates and bowls were lifted, only to come back down on the tea table in the center of Lada’s room. 

Lada scuttled closer, peering over shoulders and leaning around servants to better view the treats. Food had been low on Lada’s list of priorities last time she visited Mesmium. The meals in the Tribute Parade did not compare to Mesmium’s fresh meals. Inside the city, there was no need to choose foods which would not spoil, nor did anyone need to ration their supply. 

As evidenced by the feast laid out before Lada and Lord Kavindra. 

Buns, breads, and pastries piled in the middle of the table. Around them, arrayed in various aesthetic shapes, lay all kinds of seafoods, meats, and poultries. Soups had also been brought, containing a plethora of nutritious additions, from vegetables to mushrooms to sprouted grains. 

Even within the dining hall at Isonpool Palace, Lada had never seen so many dishes at one table. 

“Will we be able to eat them all?”

Lord Kavindra laughed, the brightest laugh he had offered anyone, ever. “If we cannot, someone will save what’s left for those less fortunate.”

“Oh.” Lada lifted her attention to offer an encouraging grin to the man who had taken in her not once, but twice now. “How kind.”

In her last place of residence, no one would have thought to offer help to those who needed it. The nation Qranbu, home to Dragon Tribe and all its descendants, believed firmly in the survival of the fittest. They had not cared to consider those who were starving, while the rich and noble feasted. 

Lord Kavindra sensed Lada’s uneasiness. Clearly shown in her knitted brows and teary eyes, Lord Kavindra recognized the sheen of guilt and regrets. If only Lada would open her mouth and confess the things which had happened, Lord Kavindra would be more than willing to bear her burdens. 

“Shall we talk as we eat?” Lord Kavindra suggested. 

Lada nodded her head enthusiastically, halfway to a stool by the time Lord Kavindra took a step forward. 

Lada had many great loves in life. Eating fell near the top of the list. 

The time she had spent starving in a prison cell had given her a new outlook on how much she enjoyed food. Lada chose to find the bright side of her experiences. Learning how to love life came easier to her than disdaining what had been done to her. 

After all, she had been in the wrong for concealing her identity. Crimes should be punished.

Lord Kavindra kept his eyes on Lada, studying this new version of her with a hint of suspicion clouding his perception. Everyone had thought she would die by Dragon Supreme’s hands. Yet, there she sat, fully alive and thriving. Except for the wary look now carried within her innocent eyes. 

Lord Kavindra had yet to decipher why Lada had washed up on the river’s shore. She would not tell him what had happened between his leaving and her arriving, but Lord Kavindra was no fool. Catastrophe must have befallen her. Lada would not have left Isonpool Palace without a reason. 

If only he knew whether it had been escape or expulsion, Lord Kavindra might have known how to comfort the impish woman. As he did not know the story behind her appearance, Lord Kavindra sufficed by settling a prime piece of meat on Lada’s plate. 

“Eat. You must regain your strength.” 

“I told you, I am perfectly healthy already.” Lada giggled, but she accepted the piece of meat with a graceful bow of her head. After all, it had been given with good intentions. “Thank you for your consideration.” 

“You should not yet thank me for anything.” Lord Kavindra held back his sigh, afraid it would worry her. “I brought the meal not only for celebration, but as consolation.” 

“Consolation for what?” 

Lada reached for a soup, inhaling the scents of herbs and spices before she set it down in favor of a bun. 

Lord Kavindra, knowing her distraction and thankful for its ability to alleviate her anxiety, reached for a pastry to distract himself. 

“I have thought it through, quite thoroughly, and have come to the conclusion you should remain within Verity Hall’s walls at all times.” 

Lada’s fingers paused, the bun halfway to her mouth. She had found solace in this place, yet she found her nature balked at the instructions to remain secluded. Lada wanted to roam, to explore, yet she found another obstacle in her path. Lord Kavindra, master of the mansion, would not allow her to leave its gates. 

Lord Kavindra had a reason for his actions. Of this, Lada was certain.

“You want me to stay inside?” Lada picked at the side of the bun, though she wanted nothing more than to shove the entirety into her mouth. “Why?” 

“You were given to Dragon Supreme as a Tribute Piece. If you are seen in Mesmium, it will arouse suspicion. For your own safety, you should remain inside for the time being.” 

“Will I ever be allowed to go out?”

Thankful she understood his intentions, Lord Kavindra reached out to take hold of Lada’s hand. “As soon as I deem it safe, I am more than willing to allow you the freedom to explore. Until then, will you trust me?”

Lada considered his offer. 

Lord Kavindra had taken her into his home, regardless of the consequences. He had saved her life and given her newfound hope for the future. Lada would not return his kindness with malice. 

“I will not set foot outside the gates until you declare it is safe,” Lada promised. 

In favor of eating, Lada took back her hand from Lord Kavindra’s grasp. 

Lord Kavindra let out the breath he had been keeping prisoner. The precautions were necessary, but he had expected more of an argument from the joyous Amaryl woman. Not for the first time, Lord Kavindra found her more cautious than she had been mere months ago. 

What had happened in Qranbu which had so impacted the fairy-like Herbalist?

If Lord Kavindra had known or suspected earlier, he might have never considered the steps he next took.
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CHAPTER THREE
The River’s Current
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ISONPOOL PALACE HELD plenty of guest accommodations, but they were not for an Information Peddler’s use. That was the excuse given to Adva by Dragon Supreme’s right hand man. 

Cadfael used such words to give her the illusion she was disposable, when in fact Adva was Dragon Supreme’s only chance at finding the Amaryl Herbalist. The only chance to save the Wistning Vines. Adva may be Dragon Tribe’s last hope at locating their only chance of survival, but no one dared tell her. 

Cadfael did not enlighten her it had been Dragon Supreme’s idea to allow her, before her departure, a visit to the grandmother who had cared for her. Their purposes were better served if Adva believed Dragon Supreme was a ruthless, cold-blooded scoundrel. Fear would force her to work faster than subjugation. 

Dragon Supreme had given the order, so Cadfael stood as a guard behind the Information Peddler as she rapped on the decaying wooden door. 

The same grungy child Cadfael had encountered upon his first visit peered around the nearest corner, his eyes alight with curiosity and wonder. 

Cadfael acknowledged the child with an inclination of his head. The child would not cross him, nor would he pose a threat to the Information Peddler. 

“If you knock any harder, you’ll break the door,” came a grumpy retort from the old woman. 

Shuffle, clop. Shuffle, clop. Her footsteps worked their way through the dirt yard, to the other side of the door. 

The door shook upon opening, but Cadfael had long ago fixed its ear-splitting squeal. 

“Grandmother.” 

A genuine smile lit Adva’s face at the sight of someone familiar and adored. She would not have much time to visit, but Adva cherished the moments given to her to say goodbye. 

The old woman perused Adva, head to foot. “You’re not dead yet?” 

“Did someone tell you I was?” Adva looked over her shoulder at Cadfael, her brow knitting in consternation. 

Cadfael dared not interrupt to explain he had said no such thing. Let her think what she would. He needed her cooperative, but he didn’t need her to support his decisions. 

“No need to jump to conclusions ‘bout him.” The old woman slapped a palm against Adva’s shoulder. “I figured on my own.” 

Adva, unconvinced whether Cadfael had spun terrible tales to her foster grandparent, gave a huff before she crossed into the yard. 

Dragon Supreme and Cadfael had imprisoned her for so many days she had lost count, and had only allowed her freedom because they required her services. On top of that, they had poisoned her and threatened her to obey by using her own life against her. Adva had little trust—and less patience—for men such as they. 

“Thought you’d never come back here,” the old woman continued. 

Adva shrugged her shoulders. “It was always in the plan to bring you medicine.”

“The gentleman over there brought medicine on your behalf.” The old woman jerked her chin toward Cadfael, who had moved one step inside the door and remained a statue in the opening. 

Adva filed the information in the section of her mind which considered both the pros and the cons of Cadfael’s presence. At least he had compassion on the elderly. It worked against all his poorer faults. 

“He’s brought the medicine, you’ve repaid your debts. Why’ve you come back this time?” The old woman sank to a lopsided wooden bench. 

“Only for two things.” Though she was reticent to speak them in front of her captor, Adva determined not to allow his presence to frighten her. “I am journeying, relocating. Thus, I returned to say my goodbyes and...”

Cadfael, able to hear most of their conversation from his post by the door, made no move which alerted Adva to his curiosity. But her hesitance certainly garnered his attention. If not for his experience in hiding all thoughts and emotions, Cadfael might have given himself away. 

Adva indeed looked to Cadfael to judge his interest, but saw only a stern soldier waiting for her to depart. “...I need the object I asked you to guard for me.” 

The old woman barked a laugh, her throat unrecovered from her bout with The Death Cough. “Don’t act so worried over it. I’ll bring it for you now.”

“Thank you, Grandmother.” 

Adva left it at that. Saying more would verge on sentimentalism, and Adva could not indulge. Her line of work didn’t allow for weaknesses or attachments. Else, how did one become a decent Information Peddler? 

It had been said—of the finest Information Peddlers—they would sell their mother as a traitor should the occasion arise. Their loyalty lied only with themselves. 

The old woman shuffled into her home, leaving Adva alone in the yard with Cadfael. 

Neither spoke. One, because she held unending grudges against those who sought her demise. The other, because he need say nothing more. Adva had made up her mind what she thought of Cadfael and Dragon Supreme. Nothing would change.

So, the atmosphere hung upon a trembling silence, the tension so palpable any passersby would taste it. Neither Adva nor Cadfael did anything about it.

The old woman returned, clutching an object in her fist. 

Adva took a step forward, waiting somewhat impatiently for the woman to arrive back at the wooden bench. Her impatience didn’t arise from an urgency to leave, nor from fear Cadfael would pressure her to finish saying her goodbyes. Adva’s impatience rose from her excitement to have the token back in her hands. 

A place where it settled safely, sliding from the old woman’s palm into Adva’s with ease. 

“May your journey be safe and all your roads even,” the old woman granted Adva one last blessing. 

Adva reached out to embrace the woman who had become a surrogate family to her during her stay in Qranbu. It would undoubtedly be the last time she saw her—perhaps in this lifetime. Despite the old woman’s poverty, she had been more than hospitable to a girl with no proper home or country. 

Adva closed her eyes, inhaling the old woman’s scent as if it were the sweetest perfume. “May the winds be warm and may stars light your path in the dark.”

“I don’t need such things.” The old woman gave Adva a pat on the back. “Seeing you healthy is enough.” 

Adva laughed with her, but she had never been joking. With everything in her being, Adva hoped this grandmother lived out the full extent of her life in health and with good fortune. If only she could stay to see it. 

“I will go on my way, then.” Adva changed the subject to avoid her burgeoning emotions. Emotions must be tamped down in deference to Adva’s mission. 

The old woman waved her hands in a shooing motion. “Off with ye. Take the gentleman along and teach him a thing or two, will you?”

If only the old woman knew all Adva knew. Cadfael had learned numerous arts of war. Adva would not soon overpower him. That did not mean she could not outsmart him. 

In situations as dire as hers, even the simplest Information Peddler had a plan. Adva, knowing her own disadvantages, would take her time to locate a way of escape. 

For now, Adva turned her back on the old woman and marched to Cadfael’s side instead. “In order to find Lada of Flora Master’s Hall, I will need to know what happened.” 

Cadfael glanced first to Adva’s hand, clenched around an object he had yet to lay eyes on. His gaze lifted to stare at the stubborn tilt of her head. She would not be easy to cooperate with. They had a difficult journey ahead, physically and mentally. 

“She dove into the river.”

“I see. She—” Adva blinked, the reality of what Cadfael had said hitting her in the gut. “What?!” 

Cadfael held back a snicker. Adva had been sure she could accomplish anything asked of her when she agreed to this mission. They hadn’t left Isonpool Fortress yet, and Adva found herself in a predicament. 

“Shouldn’t she be dead?” 

Cadfael shook his head, just once. 

Adva landed her hands on her hips, unamused by Cadfael’s silence. “And how would you know?” 

“Not I,” Cadfael corrected. “His Lordship, Dragon Supreme.” 

“How would he know whether she survived?” 

“Trust me. He knows.” 

Cadfael would rather not go into the whole story. A story which started with a trick played by an Amaryl Mystic and ended with exponential pain for both her and Dragon Supreme. 

Adva rolled her eyes. Men. They thought they knew everything. Never mind. So long as Dragon Supreme paid her and kept her alive, Adva would search out the impossible. People had come back from worse fates. 

“If she dove into the river, it is the river we shall follow.” Adva opened a sachet attached to the belt of her new clothes and dropped the token inside. “We’ll set out now.” 

Cadfael stepped aside to allow her to pass. His eyes landed on the sachet as she closed it. One day, he would discover what lay inside. Only then would he lay his curiosity and suspicions to rest. For now, Cadfael would guard the Information Peddler until Dragon Supreme gave him orders to the contrary. 

No matter where guarding her took them.
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CHAPTER FOUR
The Other Side of the Walls
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WEEKS PASSED. OR SO it seemed. Lada didn’t keep track of the days, but there were at least seven. Mornings and evenings came and went. Every day, Lord Kavindra apologized for locking her up. 

In Lada’s mind, it no longer mattered. She had promised to remain within Verity Hall until such a time as Lord Kavindra deemed it safe to go out. 

Initially, it had saddened her. Then Lada had discovered the gardens. Within them, she found a handful of plants (as well as a baby bird) which required her loving care. She took it upon herself to tend them. 

For the first time since her arrival in Mesmium, Lada had a purpose. Every morning, she rose to treat the ailing plants, saying sweet things to encourage them back to life. Each afternoon, she tended to the poor baby bird who had injured its wing. 

Yet, each day, Lada found she missed her friend the Great White Deer. She missed Flora Master’s Hall and the ability to run where she chose. Sometimes—on rare, fleeting occasions—she even found she missed Davorin Astrophel, Dragon Supreme. 

He had betrayed her trust and toyed with her emotions, yet Lada found she could not overlook the moments of sincerity between them. On countless occasions, she had thought him her friend. Had it all been a ploy? Or had His Majesty, Dragon Supreme, shown more of his true heart than he realized? 

Lada’s head shook to dispel the thoughts, sending a whisper of wind through her chambers. Leaves shook beneath the air’s movement. The baby bird chirped its protest. 

Lada set aside the watering gourd she had been using. Her thoughts had run away with her. Thoughts which left Lada no room to consider pleasant things to say to her foliage friends. She would be of little use as an Herbalist if she allowed her mind to wander negatively. 

As a generally positive person, Lada found it difficult to thrive with sadness and gloom looming over her heart.

Knuckles rapped against the open door-frame, providing the distraction Lada sought. She spun on her heel, the plants momentarily forgotten in light of human companionship. 

Lord Kavindra, noticing her rapt attention and cheerful disposition, chuckled. For the first time since her arrival at Verity Hall after being pulled from the river, Lada’s smile reached her eyes. Relieved neither he nor anyone else had trampled her optimism, Lord Kavindra offered a smile of his own.

“Good morning, Lada.”

“You’ve come to visit early today,” Lada mused. “To what do I owe the honor?” 

Lada and Lord Kavindra stared at each other, both instinctually aware something wore on the other’s mind. Neither wished to cause the other discomfort by asking. Thus, both remained silent about their concerns. 

Lord Kavindra broke the silence first. “You must be weary of life within these walls.”

“It’s for my safety and the safety of others.” Lada accepted her fate with grace, but her eyes roamed to the floor so her friend would not see the sorrow in their depths. “I understand the precaution.”

“How would you like to venture out with me?” 

Try as he might to ease into it, Lord Kavindra found himself making the offer without any preamble. Lada had not been herself since her arrival via the rushing river. Imprisoning her within his residence had been the hardest decision he had ever made, but it had been for the good of all. Now, Lord Kavindra would offer his last coin to see her true happiness. 

Lada raised her eyes, unable to stare at the floor when such a kind offer had been made to her. “Truly? You want me to leave this place with you?” 

“Just for the afternoon,” Lord Kavindra clarified. “We will return before nightfall.” 

A squeal leaped from Lada’s throat, echoing through Verity Hall and startling the baby bird. Without warning, she flew forward. Her arms wrapped tightly around one of Lord Kavindra’s biceps. 

“When shall we leave? Where will we go? Must I wear shoes?” 

Thousands of other questions sailed through her mind, but those three were the queries Lada found most pressing. 

Lord Kavindra gazed with quiet fondness upon the elated girl at his side. “It is unsafe to traipse around unshod. You must wear shoes.” 

Lada wrinkled her nose, but with the possibility of leaving Verity Hall’s gates, her disdain for shoes was but a trifle. “What of my other questions?” 

“We will leave immediately, if you are so inclined. I have a few errands to attend.” 

“Leave immediately?” Lada gazed around her room, trying to remember where she had put her shoes when last she saw them. “Allow me a moment to gather my things.”

Lada’s arms around Lord Kavindra’s bicep became a trap to allow her to steer him out the door. Lada only released him when he had crossed the threshold onto the covered walkway. 

“Don’t worry about me and prepare what you need. I will meet you at the front gate.” Lada, beaming her brightest smile, closed the double doors in Lord Kavindra’s face. 

Where had she put those shoes?

Several minutes later, Lada found the footwear hiding in a crevice behind her bed. A little finagling extracted the shoes, but Lada didn’t take the time to stop and put them on her feet. Her excitement overwhelmed her desire to adhere to etiquette. 

Shoes in hand, Lada went flying out of the room. 

Down the corridors. 

Out into the front yard. 

A tall man, wearing a rich purple robe a half-size too small, stopped directly in her path. 

Lada came stumbling to a halt. 

“Can’t you see I’m walking?” 

“My apologies, Lord Manas.” Lada dipped a curtsy. 

Lord Manas, elder brother of Lord Kavindra, had a tendency to blow every detail out of proportion. Lada had tried several times to turn him into her friend. He had, thus far, been a hard shell to crack. Lada didn’t want to stop trying, but Lord Manas also had a propensity for making her utterly uncomfortable. A difficult feat, indeed. 

Lord Manas sized Lada up, starting at her head and ending at her bare toes. “Where are you going, all aflutter?” 

Lada’s enthusiasm overthrew her common sense. “Out!” she exclaimed exuberantly. 

“Out?” Lord Manas snorted a laugh. “You’re under house arrest, or have you forgotten? Do you wish to be punished? I can arrange it.” 

Barely had a pout settled upon Lada’s lips when Lord Kavindra appeared at the main gate behind his brother’s back. 

“I invited her to go with me,” he explained. 

Lada nodded, agreeing without words so as not to start an argument. 

Lord Manas rubbed two fingers across his forehead. “Are you out of your mind?”

“What do you mean?” Lord Kavindra asked. 

“She’s a Tribute Piece.” Lord Manas jabbed a finger in Lada’s direction. “She belongs to him. If it is known you tote her around like your destined lover, what will become of our family?”

“You never considered our family when you relinquished your title of Tribute Master.” 

Lord Kavindra avoided the subject expertly, unwilling to consider the repercussions should news of an escaped Tribute Piece reach Qranbu. 

Instead of worrying, Lord Kavindra reached out a hand to motion Lada forward. “Come now, it’s time.” 

Lada scurried around Lord Manas, avoiding him by an arm’s distance. She had been warned about his temper, from the servants and Lord Kavindra. 

Both servants and masters took note of Lada’s bare feet as she neared the gate. None had time to say a word before Lord Kavindra swept Lada up and set her atop the carriage platform. 

“Go in and put your shoes on.” 

Lada grinned, giggled, and disappeared into the carriage’s interior. 

Lord Kavindra turned to his brother, offering one last warning. “If you still see me as family, you will not mention the subject of Lada’s slavery in front of her.”

“It makes her position here no less real,” Lord Manas sneered. 

“Be that as it may, I will see to it she is happy here. Don’t get in the way.” 

Lord Kavindra didn’t wait for his brother to answer him. Manas had given up his rights as the eldest son. He remained in Verity Hall, but his salary and accommodations relied solely on Lord Kavindra. Their precarious brotherhood would fall apart in an instant, should Manas do something as stupid as bullying Lada of Flora Master’s Hall. 

If only Lord Kavindra had known how to stop his brother from having those kinds of thoughts. Because thoughts became actions. And actions bore consequences. 
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CHAPTER FIVE
Seeking Lada
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FINDING A WOMAN WHO had fallen into a river required mental determination and an exponential amount of time. Cadfael insisted the woman had not died. Adva had more reservations. Even if the girl had lived, she might have crawled out on her own, or anyone along the river’s path might have plucked her from the current.

Adva and Cadfael followed the riverbank—stopping at each city, town, village, or home they found. Given the recent rains and the way the current flowed, Adva ruled many of these places impossibilities. 

On they went. 

Days passed. A week. Two weeks. Still, no news of Lada from the villages near the river. 

With few leads and fewer hopes of ever finding Lada, Cadfael and Adva found themselves tucked away in a village across the Qranbu-Orafel border. 

Adva had called the halt, the respite. With this village, she was familiar. She had come on every occasion she found herself crossing the Orafel border. The river ran nearby, slowing in parts and hastening in others. From the dim room in the boarding home, Adva heard the river’s song. 

If someone in Orafel had rescued Lada of Flora Master’s Hall from the water, it must have happened nearby. 

Which was why Adva had asked for a rest. 

Once she found Lada of Flora Master’s Hall, Adva had few uses left. Knowing Dragon Supreme’s temperament, she wasn’t certain he would keep his word to her. If she were to escape his clutches, Adva had but a few hours of night remaining. 

This village boarding-home didn’t see abundant visitors. They had but one room in which to house their guests. 

Adva lay motionless and silent in a bed on one side of the room. On the other side, shifting occasionally in his sleep, Cadfael lay oblivious to Adva’s schemes. 

Part of Adva’s conscience felt bad about her plan, but her survival instincts were as strong as her personality. Even if Cadfael had been a gentleman and a guard on this journey, Adva wouldn’t risk her own life to save him punishment. As the closest advocate of Dragon Supreme, she doubted Cadfael’s life would be in danger if she fled. The assumption of his safety gave her the courage to act. 

In the midnight hour, when the candles had burned down and the sky was at its darkest, Adva slipped from her bed and picked her way across the room. Floorboard by floorboard, she tested for creaks and squeaks, adjusted as needed, and found her way to Cadfael’s side. 

In order to escape, one needed to live. If she did not steal the antidote pills Cadfael had been doling out one day at a time, she would not be able to get far. Besides, when she did escape, Adva needed the antidote pills to locate the cure for her poison. 

The pills undoubtedly remained in the bag beneath Cadfael’s head. If they were not at the top of the pile, near the opening closest to her, Adva feared she would be unable to leave. 

Taking a deep breath might make too loud a noise, so Adva inhaled slowly. Lowering herself to better see the sack, Adva gingerly pried open the bindings which sealed it. With a silent prayer, her fingers slipped inside.

Something cool and rounded met her touch. Adva smiled. Her fingers clasped around the jar of antidote pills. 

Cadfael’s fingers clasped around her wrist. He gave her arm a tug. 

Adva stumbled forward, crashing to her knees and landing her torso flat on the bed at Cadfael’s side. She barely had to raise her eyes to see Cadfael’s face, inches from her own. 

“Trying to flee?” 

Cadfael’s words held no malice. Only stoic curiosity. 

Considering she had been caught in the act, Adva found it useless to refute the claim. 

“Why shouldn’t I?”

In the dark, with only candlelight to emphasize them, Adva’s eyes glittered like galaxies. Cadfael studied their depths, finding nothing but stubbornness and determination. A steely determination set so fully in stone Cadfael deduced only one abnormality which might have produced it. 

“You spoke to someone,” Cadfael surmised, ignoring Adva’s retort altogether. “What did they tell you?” 

Adva perused Cadfael’s face, half encased in shadows. He had said little over the past weeks. She had forgotten his reputation for being a clever and intuitive man. Adva had dug her own grave by overlooking the things she had heard about Dragon Supreme’s loyal right hand. 

Cadfael gave another soft tug to her wrist. “Tell me.”

Adva tugged back. Her mind had been made up. She didn’t want to tell him the things she had learned, but it might buy her another day alive. 

“One of the innkeepers said there were strange visitors, back around the time of Lada’s disappearance.” 

“A woman from the river?” 

“Let me go and I’ll tell you.” 

“Tell me and I’ll let you loose.” 

For a long moment, barely breathing, the two stared each other down. Neither wanted to give up first. Whomever gave in first would be silently labeled as the weaker link. Neither desired such a title. 

In the end, Adva caved. The status quo had never been in her favor on this trip. Why try to change the inevitable? 

“Not a woman.” 

Adva refused to say more until she got her way. Even if she knew Cadfael had the advantage between them, her stubborn dignity remained. 

True to his word, Cadfael peeled his fingers away from Adva’s wrist. She wouldn’t dare steal the antidote with his eyes on her and was more likely to docilely answer his questions if he allowed her space. Cadfael had observed her closely these past weeks. Adva’s sense of self-preservation always won out over her intelligence and schemes. 

Adva sat back on her heels, all her plans squelched. 

Second chances did not appear in such situations. Heretofore, she would only follow the destiny laid before her. Until she found another opportunity. Which would not come easily, with Cadfael tipped off to her deepest desire of escape. 

Cadfael rose on his bed, lifted one knee, and draped an arm atop it. “If it was not a woman, tell me who it was to cause such an uprising from you.” 

Adva rolled her eyes, hoping Cadfael did not see in the dim light. 

Like his master, Cadfael had a bad habit of making demands rather than requests. She understood it, but Adva disliked the practice. From poor to wealthy, people feared Information Peddlers. It befuddled her, how these Dragon Tribe nobles took charge as if the world belonged to them. 

Answering him truthfully was in her best interests. Adva had no plans of remaining submissive to Dragon Supreme’s blackmail, but if she played along they may believe she had given up the fight. 

“A pair of men stayed here for one night,” Adva confessed the information given by the innkeeper. “They came and went in the darkest of night, spoke only when spoken to, and partook of no food or drink.” 

“This is related to Lady Lada in what way?” Cadfael tried not to spit the words, but they came out more impatient than he intended. 

“A carriage arrived on the morning of their departure, as though summoned,” Adva continued the story. “The master carried a smaller third person into the carriage.”

If the third person had not arrived with them, it stood to reason they had acquired them during their stay. Both Cadfael and Adva knew the insinuations of such a tale. The end of their quest lay closer than they anticipated. 

“Do they know who the men were?”

“No.” Adva gave a shake of her head. “But the carriage bore the banners of Orafel and was built in the popular style of Mesmium.”

With all the information out in the open, Adva had nothing left to leverage. But she had done her job, and thus they would reward her. She didn’t trust Dragon Supreme’s words, but Cadfael had not yet lied to her. Adva wished only to grasp his thoughts and therefore predict his next move.

Cadfael, on the other hand, had no thoughts of punishment or reward for the Information Peddler. His thoughts lay with his lord and master. With his country and every person who relied on Wistning to strengthen their men and protect their borders. 

A glimpse of hope could not be ignored. Word must be sent immediately. 

“We will leave for Mesmium in the morning.” Cadfael rose from his bed, pulled his cloak from the footboard, and slung it around his shoulders. As an afterthought, he retrieved the antidote from his knapsack before he headed for the door. “Sleep, for now.”

Adva needn’t ask where he would go. Cadfael served only one master, and a message required sending if they had any viable clue to Lada’s whereabouts. 

Adva’s conscience pricked her for betraying the woman who had saved her a lashing. Adva’s intuition told her there was more to the story than slave and master. Deeper emotions lay beneath Dragon Supreme’s need to find Lada of Flora Master’s Hall. 

If only it were possible to concoct a plausible theory for what his motives. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



CHAPTER SIX
Regency
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THE BLACK MESSENGER bird arrived on Dragon Supreme’s windowsill in the wee hours of the morning, many days after Cadfael and the Information Peddler had set off. Their trek had not been productive, said the Shadows sent to ensure their safety. Yet here, finally, a messenger bird stood waiting. 

Ignoring the gnawing ache which had perpetually plagued his chest since Lada’s swan dive, Davorin Astrophel crossed his room’s floor. He gingerly pried the message from the canister on the bird’s leg. 

Only three words graced him with their presence. They were enough to motivate him to send an army. 

Viable trace, Orafel. 

Davorin Astrophel closed his eyes and lifted his face to the cold night sky. 

The river had carried her to Orafel, should the clues prove true. On his fastest steed, Dragon Supreme would need at least three days to arrive at the borders. The bird would have needed half the time to deliver the message. By now, Cadfael and the Information Peddler must have learned more than this. 

A gut instinct within Davorin Astrophel’s veins told him this clue was what they had been looking for. If so, he would not sit idly by. He would prepare to leave Qranbu, to retrieve his missing Tribute Piece on his own. Nothing was more important than retrieving Lada and healing the Wistning vines. 

Finally, he had information to act upon. Davorin Astrophel, Dragon Supreme, had been waiting for this day. 

As swiftly as the bird flew to its perch, Dragon Supreme spun on his heel and sailed down the steps. His entrance into Firesbreadth Hall brought a dozen servants scurrying from the castle’s nearest corners. 

“Find the Palace Administrator and summon the Eight High Nobles,” Davorin demanded of the nearest servant. 

He didn’t care about the servant’s name or status. Anyone carrying an order from Dragon Supreme must be heeded, or everyone would suffer the consequences. 

“Your Lordship, Dragon Supreme.” A skinny Dragon Tribe maid bent and bowed as she trailed alongside him. “Your royal garments... will you not wear them?” 

Davorin knew better than those watching over him about his own state of dress. Boots thrown on atop a pair of black trousers. Shirt askew. All covered in a black silk robe which hung open and billowing around him. 

Just what he needed, this sympathetic appearance. The Eight High Nobles were families easily manipulated by emotions and concern. 

“I will see them as I am.” 

A smirk lifted Dragon Supreme’s lips maniacally. The more distraught he appeared, the sooner they would agree to his plan. 

“What of the carpenters?” Davorin asked a Dragon Tribe maid scurrying alongside his other hand. 

“They wouldn’t dare disobey an order from Dragon Supreme.” 

A typical answer to any of his questions. Davorin tired of constant flattery. For once, he wanted a straight answer without the pomp and circumstance. 

Therefore, he asked for it. “I meant how are they faring with the... renovation?” 

“My Lord, don’t worry.” The servant girl bent another bow. “As you’ve instructed, they have all been working diligently to renovate.”

“When will it be finished?”

“At most, their work will require another fortnight.” 

A fortnight? It would take at least such time to leave and return. Davorin wanted the greenhouse completed before he brought Lada of Flora Master’s Hall back. As he had told no one the reason for the renovation, Dragon Supreme would not say as much in front of these lowly servants. 

He sufficed with a clear demand. “Ensure it takes no longer than what you have stated.” 

“Yes, My Lord. I will deliver the instructions.” The maid scurried off as if Davorin had set her aflame. 

With his only concerns dispersed, Dragon Supreme set his sights forward. Down the halls he strode, with purpose in each step. 

None dared on a normal day to block his path. Seeing the expression he wore at this early hour sent every servant scrambling for shelter. Dragon Supreme did not take kindly to anyone thwarting his plans, even in the smallest of ways. 

Within the hour, the morning’s peace broke. The courtyard opened to the Eight High Nobles, some of whom brought with them their sons or closest confidantes. The air reeked of snobbery and false humility, yet none of the nobles possessed the wherewithal to notice. They noticed only the open door leading toward Fang-Throne Court. 

None wasted time in the courtyard. They hastened to the inner sanctum. 

The time they had already wasted had been enough for Dragon Supreme to prepare. The first echo of footsteps sent his own feet to pacing before the Fang Throne. He must appear disheveled, without his royal robes and with his hair a purposeful mess. The Eight High Nobles would think him half mad with worries. 

Then again, he wanted them to think him distressed. They needed to think him desperate. 

Family by family, the Eight High Nobles filtered into Fang-Throne Court. Dragon Supreme paid no mind to any of them, outwardly. Secretly, he scrutinized their reactions, listened for their fears. 

They did not disappoint him. 

“His Majesty, Dragon Supreme, has not been himself as of late,” one of the nobles commented. “It seems the rumors of his behavior were true.” 

“His demeanor today is not that of a Dragon Supreme,” another noticed. “Will it have anything to do with the Wistning Vines?” 

“You don’t believe he will turn the same as the former—”

“Hush. Don’t utter such nonsense. It must be about the Wistning Vines.”

Having heard the core of their concerns, Dragon Supreme ceased his pacing to turn his face to the Eight High Nobles. “You’ve come.” 

“My Lord, Dragon Supreme.” 

As one, the Eight High Nobles and their families and confidantes bent their deference to their king, hands in the phoenix symbol over their hearts. 

From the back of the group, a red-haired minister raised her head. “My Lord, what so concerns you to summon us at this early hour?” 

Dragon Supreme glowered at Nerys Galashiel. 

Last of her family, head of her household, or only female minister. No matter which identity she paraded before him, it didn’t tame her irksome behavior. Considering her question had played perfectly into Dragon Supreme’s plan, he said nothing of it. The morning had started pleasantly. He had no intention of allowing it to sour. 

“My concerns are for the kingdom, the tribe.” Davorin Astrophel, Dragon Supreme, raised his eyes to stare into the distance, his face the mask of contrition and reflection. 

It was enough to spur another High Noble to ask the next pertinent question. “What concerns you, My Lord? We are here to assist.”

“The Wistning Vines are dying.” Dragon Supreme gave a long, pitiful sigh. “I am a poor ruler, unfit to wear the weight of my crown.” 

“Retract your words, My Lord!” The first of the Eight High Nobles fell to their knees, cowering before the threat of losing their leader. 

The others followed suit, begging Davorin Astrophel to retract his condemnation of himself. Though he knew they meant it halfheartedly, Davorin used their pride and arrogance to his own advantage. 

“I hear there has been found, in Orafel, a glimmer of hope for our sacred vines.” 

Davorin let the information lay there, not a lie but not the truth either. His next move depended on how the Eight High Nobles devoured the bait. 

Devour, they did.

The nearest nobleman shuffled forward on his hands and knees. “Allow me to travel to Orafel and retrieve this remedy, should it exist.” 

Already vying for rewards? Clever, but not the ending which Dragon Supreme had in mind. Send the Eight High Nobles after the Amaryl imp? Davorin Astrophel would not divulge his secrets to anyone, least of all to one of his scheming noblemen. 
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