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    To my niece and nephews,

may your life be filled with joy,

and you never stop dreaming.

Love you.
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PROLOGUE
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The night turns into a wintery mix as snow covers the Isle of the Forgotten. The castle is quiet as midnight approaches, and most residents are asleep. There is fear that the child will be born with dark magic, like the child’s mother, but there is hope that the child will have human traits like the father. Aurelia Nelador’s contractions intensify as the magical barrier muffles her screams to help keep the birth a secret. Her silver hair wraps around her, and her dark skin glistens in the light of the fire.

Lord Theron Tavendale paces back and forth before his pregnant wife, wringing his hands together. Their marriage should have never happened, but at the time, there was never a fear that she would turn into the Dark Elf. The room quakes lightly as the contractions grow stronger, and Aurelia cringes in pain from the spasms.

A spring seeps up from the floor, damping the dirt and causing the soil to be saturated.

Santanna, Aurelia’s cousin, pulls her heavy dress as she walks through the water. She kneels in front of the fireplace, mixing a magical brew. There is hope that she does not need to use the mixture. There is a chance that the child will be gifted with the elemental powers that are bestowed upon the next born after the last High Priestess’s death.

Aurelia, the Priestess of Fire, has the power of fire, and the elemental power of either water, spirit, air, or earth is granted to other priestesses.

The glass beakers shatter on the shelf as an auburn glow emerges in the room, and the fire strengthens as Aurelia loses control of her magic. The dark magic rages inside of her.

“You have to keep her calm!” snaps Santanna. “The darkness will kill you and the baby.”

“You removed the iron choker, not I,” Theron reminds, grabbing his wife’s dark hands. “Aurelia, please, keep control. You can do this.”

At first, Santanna was hesitant to remove the choker, but she feared the concealment spell would harm the child. She watches helplessly as her cousin cringes in pain.

Santanna rolls her eyes in frustration. She tells Aurelia, “If you do not control your magic, you will expose us all. Secondly, the king will not show mercy, and we will hang in the courtyard.”

Theron keeps his composure as his wife squeezes his hand.

“Please make the pain stop!” Aurelia grabs onto the edge of the pallet. “This birth is all wrong.”

“You are doing well, my love.”

Santanna pulls up the blanket to check the baby’s position. She winches as the head emerges. Waving for Aurelia to continue to push until the child exits the womb. Santanna cleans up the baby girl, admiring her pointy ears, black hair, and blue eyes. The mark of the five elements glows on the girl’s shoulder, a curse they did not want her to inherit, and the cousins make eye contact. Santanna stirs the concealment spell as the new parents talk amongst themselves. The dark liquid gives off a smoky vapor and aroma of lavender, a touch to help soothe the baby.

“Did you tell Theron about the mark?” Santanna asks Aurelia.

“Mark?” Theron asks, holding his daughter’s hand. “What mark?”

“This is the mark of elements a High Priestess receives at birth.” Aurelia holds her daughter against her chest. “She is the Heir to Sharadell and the rightful leader of the elven kingdom.”

“Do you know what this means?” Santanna asks, holding the brew in her hand. “The Elders will come for her.” She anoints the baby’s head. “They will kill her as they did the last High Priestess, and there is nothing we can do to stop them.”

“Stop!” Theron attempts to pull his daughter away from his wife’s hands, but she refuses to let go. “I will not let you harm her. Aurelia, please.”

“We are not harming her, my love. Santanna is trying to help her.”

He pushes Santanna out of the way, causing the brew to splash on the floor. The vapors swirl into the air.

“Theron, stop!” Aurelia yells as a volt of magic blasts him into a pile of crates. “I am sorry! My magic is out of control right now.”

“Humans,” Santanna mumbles, sticking her hand into the mucky brew. “You must understand that we are doing this to protect your daughter, not harm her.”

A glow illuminates the infant’s body. The light disappears, and her elven features and the mark on her shoulder vanish.

“Are you willing to protect your daughter?” Santanna asks.

“What kind of question is that?” He takes his daughter.

Santanna flicks her hand, casting the iron choker towards Aurelia’s neck, and the metal latches on tight, suppressing her magic.

“It’s time for you to leave, Theron. Please do not return to the castle.” Aurelia says.

“I will not make that promise, my love.” He reaches for her hand, but she pulls away. “Aurelia, I love you.”

Santana interrupts. “For the sake of your daughter, do not return. Don’t forget, we serve the king, and our duties are with him, not you. You must leave the castle grounds before someone sees you.”

Theron kisses Aurelia on the forehead.

Santanna comforts Aurelia before escorting her back to the dungeon chamber, where she has lived for the past eight months. Santanna must seek out the High Elf before the child’s magic appears. He has been in seclusion for many years after being accused of murdering the last High Priestess. The only hope is that he will understand the need to train and guide his granddaughter to keep her from being noticed by her enemies.
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Chapter 1
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Defying Odds

Sixteen-year-old Mayze Tavendale, the adopted daughter of Lord Theron, or at least that’s what they tell everyone, stares out the window. She daydreams of her mother, whom she has never met but whom her father talks about from time to time. All her father has said is that they want to protect her, and no one can know her mother is the prisoner of King Delmar. There is always hope that one day, she will reunite with her.

Zerek, Mayze’s best friend, trains another man in sword fighting techniques in the courtyard. She giggles as Zerek knocks the young man off his feet. Her face flushes, and her heart races as Zerek glances towards the manor, uncertain if he can see her watching him. She missed his laughter and wittiness while he was away at the monastery. Their friendship has not been as close since his return, but there is always the potential that they will become tight again.

Flicking her hand, she douses the flame in the fireplace, racing out of her bedroom. The slick wood of the staircase rail is cool against her hand as she enters the kitchen. The stone entryway outlines the large room and invites her to enter. The manor is large-scale and once housed the king’s uncle and his family. Part of the manor has crumbled, creating a dangerous environment for anyone who wanders around the eastern region of the home, but that hasn’t stopped Mayze from exploring.

The carved-out stone hearth stands in the center of the kitchen. Shelves flank the room, and barrels of wine sit by the door. Mayze adds more wood to the oven to boil the water in the pots. The morning air sweeps into the kitchen from the open window and cools off the blueberry bread sitting on the table. Mayze dances around, humming as she cleans the flour off the floor. With a wave of her hand, she lights the candles on the table, continuing to defy the king’s law by using magic.

Mayze wipes off the table as her father enters the kitchen carrying supplies for dinner. Mayze takes the chicken from his hand, plucking it in silence as she gathers the courage to talk to him about her mother. From the corner of her eye, she watches him closely as he places the fruit in a wooden basket and tries to determine his mood.

The scar on his forehead is visible as he brushes back his grayish-brown hair. In the last war, villages were destroyed due to lords rebelling against the king, and her father nearly succumbed to his injuries. Once a commander in the king’s army, Lord Theron Tavendale was given Grover Point to serve as a lord of the manor.

Bailor Sullivan, Zerek’s father, is the second in command. Theron and Bailor were knights in the king’s army and childhood friends. Mayze recalls her father vowing never to take another life after returning home this last time, consumed with the guilt of those killed. The visions of the destroyed Treesky Coven still give him nightmares. Mayze watches as her father drinks daily to hide the pain and memories.

“Father, can we talk about mother?” she asks, cutting up the vegetables.

“Mayze, I don’t think––”

“Please. My magic is intensifying, and talking about her can help me.”

Theron leans against the wall, chewing thoughtfully on the apple. “How often do we have this conversation about your abilities?”

“I know. I know. King Delmar will execute me.”

“It’s not a fable, Mayze.” He pauses and seems to gather his thoughts. “What question do you have?”

Mayze places the uncooked chicken on the counter and wipes her hands on the apron.

“Mayze?”

“Was Mother a priestess from Sharadell?”

“Where did you hear that?” Theron’s voice cracks. “Her journal. Is she royalty?”

“No. The priestesses are cursed to do the bidding of the Elders.” Theron fidgets with his clothes.

“Father, is mother cursed?”

“She is cursed in more ways than one. Confined to the dungeon as a prisoner of King Delmar, but you already know this.”

“I wish we could help her,” Mayze says, biting her lip as she straightens with her apron.

Theron nods, walking away.

Mayze finds her father sitting by the window watching the birds in the garden after she finishes putting the food in the cooking pot. The reflection in the glass shows him wiping tears out of his eyes. She would do anything to help her parents reunite and free her mom from the dungeon.

Mayze retires to her bed chambers for a short break from the morning chaos. Climbing on her bed, she grabs an old journal from the eaves and carefully flips through the fragile pages, reading her mother’s faded words. Her mother writes about Sharadell, an elven city in Mount Haven, and the unwanted destiny forced upon the five chosen elemental priestesses to serve the Elders.

A priestess is gifted an elemental power that is passed down from one generation to the next. Mayze knows the fundamental force of power. Although she has inherited fire, she can also call upon the celestial realm, cause the earth to rumble, move objects through the air, and douse flames. The power is sometimes too much for her to handle, and she always fears losing control.

The most intriguing part is the High Priestess, who inherits all the elements like Mayze. Upon the death of a High Priestess, the next-born daughter of a priestess will receive an imprint of the five elements, branding them as the ruler of Sharadell. Mayze’s curiosity led her to search her body for the mark, but she had never found one. Mayze hides the journal in her secret place, returning to her duties.

The front door opens, startling her, and she hurries down the corridor towards the Main Hall, tripping over her feet but catching herself against the wall.

Her father stands in the main hall dressed in armor. He paces the room nervously, dressed in pride and dignity, his right hand resting on the handle of his sword. The attire means that he has been summoned to Calavera Castle by the king.

Mayze polishes the dust off his armor with a cloth, not saying a word, and she rests her hand on his shoulder to comfort him before returning to the kitchen. She gathers bread and fruit for her father’s journey, wrapping everything in cloth and placing it on the table. 

A faint knock distracts her.

Zerek enters the room with a finger over his mouth. He tracks dirt all over the floor from his boots where he has been tilling the garden. Mayze rolls her eyes. He peers around the room, looking for something or someone, and reaches for a slice of bread, but she slaps his dirty hand.

“Ouch! Did you hear?” he whispers. “King Delmar has summoned our fathers to the castle. Father is concerned with the turn of events and the rumors of traitors in the kingdom.”

“My father is no traitor!” snaps Mayze.

“I didn’t say he was. I was merely explaining why our fathers—”

“The king wants to place fear among the lords as a scare tactic. He must control everything on the Isle of the Forgotten, and we must obey.”

“You need to watch your words, or he will summon you next,” cautions Zerek.

“He does not scare me.”

“Your sassiness will get you in trouble.”

“That’s why you love me.” She places her hands on her hips, smiling. “Did you just come here to argue with me?”

Zerek gets close to Mayze, whispering, “You know you missed me when I was gone.”

She bites her bottom lip. “Of course, I missed you. There was no one else to blame when I got in trouble.”

A moment of silence engulfs the room as they stare at each other. Mayze watches Zerek rubbing the back of his neck as he breaks eye contact.

“Mayze!” her father scolds. “Zerek, go home!”

Mayze drops a clay pot, shattering it on the floor.

“Yes, Sir.” Zerek quickly turns to leave, runs into the table, and struggles with opening the door.

Mayze giggles but quickly gains her composure when her father looks at her, his stern brows drawn over the bridge of his nose.

“Do you have something to say?” asks Theron as he taps his fingers on the table.

“No. I mean. Nothing happened here. We were just talking about the king summoning you and Bailor to the castle.”

“His Majesty King Delmar has requested our attendance at court.”

He attempts to hide his fear, but his unsteady hand gives him away as he picks up the food.

Mayze follows him into the dining room, where she sees him guzzling wine. “Father, is there something I need to know?”

He does not answer her.

“Are you going to see Mother while you are there?”

He tosses the bottle across the room, shattering it against the wall, and walks unsteadily toward another room.

She hadn’t noticed before, but he must have started drinking earlier in the day. She storms after him.

“What is going on, Father?”

“You disrespect your mother and me by practicing magic and continue disrespecting your king.”

“We already had this conversation earlier, Father. Don’t you remember?”

“Do I not remember?” He whirls around. “You should not have magic abilities.”

“Yet here I am.” The wood in the fireplace erupts into a blaze as Mayze tightens her fist. “Do you think I want this magic? I must control myself daily to prevent myself from harming someone else.”

“Always remember the sacrifices your mother and I made to protect you. You have enemies everywhere. The king, the Elders, and many more. You have no idea what is at stake here.”

“Aargh! I hate you both for doing this to me!” She turns to leave, instantly regretting the hurtful words.

“Careful, daughter,” he warns. “There are words you can never take back.”

Without looking back, she races from the dining hall, through the kitchen, and back up the stairs towards her bedchamber. She throws herself on the bed, burying her face in her hands and fighting back the tears. She doesn’t understand why she is angry or arguing with her father or even picking a fight with him when he drinks. There is no reason for their actions toward one another.

The fire racing through her body wants to escape, and she needs to get out of the house. Rushing down the steps through the kitchen, she almost runs into her father but dodges him and slams open the kitchen door, colliding with Bailor. He steadies himself by holding onto her arms. She hears him asking what is wrong, but she refuses to answer and pulls away.

Bailor and Theron’s voices fade as she enters the trees, running through the grassy foliage toward her secret hiding place. She clinches her hands, trying to prevent the magic that is building, but the flames escape her fingertips. Mayze, get ahold of yourself. She sprints the thick brush; briars scrape her bare arms, and vines wrestle with her legs. She refuses to give in to the pain and continues to cross the uneven land to reach the Everglades.

Standing quietly by her favorite tree, she looks at the giant branches stretching towards the sky, blocking out some of the sun’s light. The stillness of the swampy water is dull against the sky’s reflection. The swamp was once home to the Dark Fae before the king killed them for sport due to his hatred toward magical creatures.

Flicking her hand, the pollen stirs in the air as enormous bumblebees pollinate the flowers in the field. The squirrels scramble from the trees, gathering the falling nuts. She steadies her breathing to help her muscles relax and clears her head from the stressful day. The lush green water helps wash away the tears as she splashes the coldness on her face.

What was she thinking fighting with her father, especially since he must travel to the castle? She slams her fist into the ground, causing the earth to quake as she attempts to relieve the pain in her chest from being an outcast. The foliage is disturbed as she listens to Zerek’s unsteady walk. The gentleness of his presence helps relieve the agony. He sits beside her and pulls her into his arms. She rests her head on his shoulder, crying.

“Father sent me to find you.”

“I don’t need anyone’s pity or help,” she snaps.

“That is not why I am here. Our fathers left the village shortly after your departure. My sister is at your home, ensuring your food does not spoil.” He takes a deep breath. “I never knew you could cook.”

“Please leave, for my thoughts are jumbled, and I am angry.”

“I can assure you; the hurt is nothing compared to your father’s sacrifice. He has done everything to protect you over the years.”

“What do you know?”

“Not much.” He hesitates. “You pretend to have control of your life. You have no friends other than me, which is quite concerning.” He smiles.

“If you are trying to calm me down, you are terrible at it.”

“Do you want to talk about what happened?”

“No. Can we sit here in silence?”

He takes her hand in his. “Sure.”

Mayze closes her eyes, listening to the calming spirit of the celestial realm and pleas for her ancestors to help her. Moments pass as a few ghosts appear, holding their hands out for help, but she refuses to move away from Zerek, knowing he can’t see them. A vision of a unicorn stands in the distance, watching them. She recalls the High Elf’s words, “Unicorns are as unique as those with magical powers. Once the creatures are gone, an emptiness is felt throughout the celestial realm. Never forget what you are fighting for.”
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Chapter 2
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Failed Attempt

Calavera Castle is the capital city of the Isle of the Forgotten and the home of House Bishop. King Delmar’s great-great-grandfather, Sir Samuel Delmar Bishop, sieged the castle from the centaurs, and the city has been ruled by his descendants since. Shortly after Sir Delmar’s invasion, a mystical fog surrounded the isle, creating treacherous travels to and from the landmass. The island was once an exile colony for thieves, murderers, and supernatural creatures wreaking havoc in the realm of Noradell.

“I often wonder how our ancestors were exiled to this island with the mystical creatures. Did they cast them here to control the forgotten?”

“The only thing I know, Theron, is if Delmar finds out we have betrayed him, we will never see our family again.”

“Don’t worry. I have everything under control.”

“Your drunkenness tells me otherwise, dear friend.”

The markets are buzzing in the afternoon inside the interior castle walls. Merchants line the streets selling their goods to make a living and pay taxes to the kingdom. A few children run through the crowd, picking pockets of a few patrons unnoticed. Theron tosses money to a merchant at a fruit stand as he passes.

The wagon stops at the inner ward by the stables. Theron and Bailor help the stable hands unload the supplies transported from Grover Point.

They make up an excuse to disappear from the other lords and go to the catacombs to find Theron’s wife, Aurelia. He wipes his hands on his pants as he keeps an eye out for onlookers. It’s been months since he talked with her because he and Bailor were almost caught sneaking into the catacombs. They need to be more cautious. His chest gets tight as they reach the hillside north of the main entrance to the dungeon. Fearing something has happened to her.

They move a large rock away from the secret entrance, and a breeze drifts out. Climbing through the dirt tunnel, hunched over, trying to keep their uniforms clean. After reaching the bottom, Theron peers into the hallway, ensuring that no knights are in the corridor before hurrying to the chamber door, as Bailor serves as a lookout.

“Aurelia?” whispers Theron.

“My love,” acknowledges Aurelia, reaching her hand out of the darkness as Theron embraces her dark, leathery fingers. The lack of using her magic has drained some of her life, causing her to get older more quickly. “There is a rumor that Delmar is searching for traitors to hang in the courtyard. You must not return to see me,” she warns, squeezing his hand.

“I bring you hope.”

“I do not need hope. The darkness will take my pain as you hold the light to my world.”

“The light will always be safe, my love. You will be free from this endless torture.”

“Theron, we must go!” Bailor yells, pulling his sword as two knights enter the hallway.

“Give me a minute,” he snaps back.

“Now!” Bailor blocks an attack from one of the knights as another knight swings a weapon toward him.

“Traitors!” the short knight yells.

“Theron, you must go before Delmar finds you.” Aurelia struggles to free her hand, but he refuses to let go. “Theron, please go for our daughter’s sake!”

Theron releases her hand, slamming his fist into the wall. The pain and blood seep through the scrapes on his knuckles. The swords clash as Theron rushes down the hall to help, but he is too late; Bailor takes down the final knight.

“Theron!”

“We need to hide the bodies,” Theron drags one body through an unlocked door. “Bailor, get rid of your bloody cloak and clean your sword.”

“Theron, you almost got us killed.”

“You had it handled,” says Theron.

“I think we are making a mistake freeing her. We can’t fight all the king’s guards.” He submerges his cloak in standing water. “I have a family.”

“I will never place your family in harm’s way. Trust me.”

“Trust you? You continue to risk your life for Aurelia. You are placing both of our families at risk. Do you not realize that the king is onto us? He will hang us in his courtyard for treason.”

“We are late for our meeting with the king,” Theron says, walking away from his friend.

The thought of his body dangling from a tree for treason does not frighten him. Yet he wonders how to keep his daughter safe once he frees Aurelia from the king’s grasp. There is no plan for their future. They have nowhere to hide on the island, and nowhere they can escape. King Delmar will never stop looking for them after he frees her, which scares him.

* * *
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BAILOR AND THERON QUICKLY hide their weapons before heading toward the meeting. Theron clenches his fist, thinking of the situation he has gotten himself and Bailor into. He nods towards a few knights as they pass, walking down the corridor. The large door to the Great Hall creaks as they enter, disturbing those already in the room.

Theron’s eyes meet the king, who stops pacing as they enter the room.

The king’s heavy red robe trails the dusty floor. His gold crown is wrapped in his long brown hair. He nods as Theron and Bailor hurry toward the table.

Delmar and Theron make eye contact once again. Theron swallows, wondering what his plans are for him. He grips the bottom of his seat as the king smirks and breaks eye contact, focusing on Bailor gossiping with the other lords.

Brothers Lord Vardhan and Varun serve as the lords of the manor of East Point Village. Lord Lorne traveled the farthest from the Northern Point Village, home of Dreama, the queen consort. Theron knows Lorne is loyal to the king, but his loyalties remain with Dreama.

“My lords, your attendance is appreciated,” King Delmar says, lifting his cup.

“Your Majesty, we have brought many gifts from our lands,” Lord Lorne reports, lifting his cup.

“Your gifts are a blessing.”

The cooks enter the room carrying roasted chicken and vegetables, placing each dish on the table as the aroma fills the air.

Delmar drowns a piece of bread in brown gravy and eats it. The sound of paws scraping against the stone disturbs the silence as the king’s dogs search for crumbs under the table’s edge. Delmar tosses a few bones on the floor.

“There are rumors that someone is planning to rebel against me. I will hang every traitor, their family, including the children, in my courtyard,” he warns, flipping a dagger.

“Your Majesty, we serve you and only you,” Lord Vardhan declares. “The five of you have worked in my kingdom for many years. Who of you wishes to deceive me?”

“Your Majesty, my brother, and I honor your reign.” Lord Varun reports.

“Bailor and I are loyal to the crown,” Lord Theron says, pushing his brown hair nervously out of his face. “We appreciate everything you have given us. The lands, titles, and homes. We serve only you.”

Theron observes the king, hoping his lies are convincing enough to keep the king from focusing on him. No matter what happens after today, he has done his best to save his wife and protect his daughter. He has attempted to reach out to the High Elf for guidance on the situation of his daughter’s powers increasing, but the High Elf has not contacted him back. Aurelia keeps telling him not to worry and that Mayze is in good hands with him, but his obsession with freeing Aurelia may have placed her in dire danger.

Delmar leans back in his chair, making eye contact with Theron again. The dogs scurry around the room, disrupting the silent gaze.

The door opens abruptly, with Raphael, the first knight entering the room, whispering in the king’s ear. The king grits his teeth and rubs his hands on his face as Raphael steps back.

“Please excuse me, for I have a matter to attend to. My knights will escort you out of the castle.”

Theron and Bailor share a concerned look. The Forbidden Room the two men are talking about is where Aurelia is.

A knight orders the five lords to follow them to the stables.

* * *
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THE LONG CORRIDOR OVERLOOKS a beautiful garden full of trees, flowers, and a small pond. Theron pauses, watching a crow gazing at him; the bird’s body does not falter following his movements. He has no plan but must return to the catacombs to ensure Aurelia is well. Once they arrive at the stables, he watches Lorne and the two brothers unload a few baskets of goods from their wagons.

“Forgive me, but I must have left my sword in the Great Hall,” Theron lies, pretending to look around in his cart for something.

“King Delmar will be upset,” Lord Lorne warns, handing the last basket to a stable hand.

“My apologies to each of you and His Majesty.”

“Meet us at the forest entrance, or I will consider reporting you both as traitors,” Lord Varun warns.

“I will retrieve my sword quickly. Bailor, my apologies for my foolishness.”

Bailor nods and waits by the wagon.

Theron walks towards the Great Hall but returns once the lords are out of sight. They obtain their swords hidden under the hay.

Theron and Bailor arrive at the dungeon shortly after the king does. They stay hidden, listening to the conversation between Delmar and the others at the entrance.

“You sent warning of a disturbance?” Delmar questions.

“My lord, she is crying out for you,” a guard warns. “We are unable to calm her.”

“Stay here,” Delmar orders.

“Is this wise, my lord? She is dangerous,” Raphael warns.

“Do not question me!” He grabs a torch off the wall.

Once the king is out of sight, Bailor and Theron hurry towards the secret entrance. Theron pulls the vines away from a fallen stone as the leaves crackle behind him. Theron knows he is no longer alone. He grabs his sword as a knight swings a blade and blocks the strike. Theron loses his footing, falling to the ground.

Bailor appears from the shrubs, stabbing the knight in the back, and covers the man’s mouth, lowering him to the ground. Bailor nods for Theron to journey forward without him.

Theron enters an unoccupied chamber, shivering, as he watches Delmar standing before his wife’s cell. The torch flickers on the wall. The dampness is mustier than earlier in the day and assaults his nostrils. His hand tightens on his sword as he moves closer to the iron bars, carefully staying in the shadows. A knot in his stomach warns him something is wrong.

A woman dressed in a blue cloak appears beside the king instantly, and she slowly turns towards Theron, glaring at him with glowing eyes.

He gulps, feeling pain wrap around his chest, fearing her. It has been fourteen years since they had their final words. He grabs his head as pressure builds. A striking pain appears in Santanna’s voice. “You have failed to protect your daughter, and danger is coming.” Theron jumps as Bailor places his hand on his shoulder, warning him they must leave. Theron turns to see the sorceress no longer watching him.

They arrive at the stables, gathering their horses and carts. The diversion of barrels spilling in the streets delayed the lords from exiting the castle and allowed time for Theron and Bailor to catch up at the meeting point.

Earlier in the day, Theron had paid a few townspeople gold to create a distraction that would allow him and Bailor to escape with Aurelia, but he failed to rescue her.

Theron pulls the wagon over the hillside as the other wagons come to rest at the crossroads. The night sky is blanketing the landscape, bringing out the nocturnal animals. Giant brown bats escape their rocky den, scattering into the dense night.

“Did you retrieve your sword?” Varun questions.

“Yes,” Theron says. “Thank you for waiting.”

“We leave you now,” Varun says.

Theron watches the wagons depart, and he heads back to Grover Point.

“There have been many close calls today,” Bailor says. “I can’t keep doing this. My wife is pregnant.”

“You don’t need to remind me.”

“I believe we both signed our death warrant today. I think sending our family away to the Raging Inferno is best. Mayze can take refuge with my wife and children with the warlocks.”

“Mayze stays with me.”

“You have no choice, my friend,” Bailor says, taking a bite of an apple. “The king will be coming for us. It may not be today or tomorrow, but we both know he will come. He will not stop until he destroys everything in his path.”

Theron knows his friend is telling the truth, but he can’t think of that right now. There must be a way to protect everyone he loves, including Bailor and his family. There must be more time before Delmar takes his revenge on them for treason. There must be more time. This is not the end of the road for either of them.
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Chapter 3
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Game Plan

The door to the Forbidden Room opens, bringing in a small beam of light cutting through the darkness. Delmar lights a torch on the wall, revealing the chamber ruins, and the rats scurry across Aurelia’s bed. She sits with her back towards him, her knees drawn to her chest, rocking back and forth. The water cascades from the ceiling, creating a curtain around Aurelia’s bed. Her long, silvery hair is matted, and her clothes are damp and dirty.

“You called for me?” he asks.

“I called,” she confirms, her voice echoing against the hollow walls. “Did you know darkness can cause a person to go insane?”

“Did you see a vision?”

“A vision I did see. Only destruction for me. Your eyes are full of hatred, your heart full of pain, and your lips speak nothing but lies.”

“You speak treason, Priestess of Fire. Do you know who the traitor is?”

“Lies, I cannot hide from you,” Aurelia confirms, nodding.

“Yet, I will fight to protect the ones I love.”

“Tell me their name or death to you.”

“Death has already found me, yet he waits in the darkness as I sit alone. He stands in the shadows, watching me daily, holding his hand to take me away. I hesitate to join him.” She climbs to her feet. “Do you wish death for me?”

“Tell me the truth!” he demands.

“I beg you to take my life. Spare me the pain of divulging the truth.” Aurelia drops to her knees, grabbing his robe. “Take your dagger and do as I beg.”

“Sorceress, it’s your turn,” he says, pulling away from Aurelia’s grasp.

The sorceress glides into the room. Her long cloak soaks up the dampness off the floor. Her eyes are narrow with worry as she slowly moves her lips, telling Aurelia to calm down before she rests her hand on Aurelia’s head. Chanting. Aurelia attempts to struggle free, but she is unable to do so.

“I will bring death to you, King Delmar, and the Elders! You both will die a horrifying death.”

Santanna says, “Lord Theron of Grover Point has betrayed you, Your Majesty.”

“Theron, the traitor? But why?”

“A secret you cannot draw out of me,” Aurelia says, laughing. “Tell him I have hidden the memories you cannot unlock.”

Santanna pulls her cloak from Aurelia’s grasp. “You have gone mad, Aurelia. The darkness has done you no justice. I cannot see anything further, Your Majesty. She has gone mad being locked away.”

“Years in darkness would torture anyone.”

“Sorceress, you are no longer valuable to me if you cannot foresee the future.” Delmar’s sword flashes against her neck. “Are you lying to me?”

Aurelia laughs. “She does not lie, Your Majesty. Your precious sorceress will never be disloyal to you, for her soul is tainted by evil.” Aurelia climbs to her feet, and he spins the sword towards her. “Will you release me from my pain?”

“You will never be released to inflict havoc upon the lands. You made a choice and must accept the consequences for your actions,” Delmar reminds. “I will never end your life, Aurelia. You will suffer as I do on this isle that everyone has forgotten.”

“We can journey to death together.” Aurelia reaches out her hand. “Death is here waiting for us. Let us dance in the darkness together and forever.”

“Your madness may bring you to death, but I will not help you,” he cautions. “The Elders have forbidden me from harming you. You will not push me to break that oath I made to them. Once Lord Theron is slain, I will return to discuss your actions of disloyalty.”

The king douses the torch.

They depart together, not saying another word. The coolness of the corridor doesn’t bother him and helps reduce the warmth of his face. His mouth is dry from arguing with Aurelia. He knows there is more about her story but has more pressing matters to attend to. Theron was a strong fighter in his day, but the years of stagnation have made him frail. He never imagined Theron would be foolish enough to deceive him.

* * *
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THE KING SENDS WORD for the Grand Master of Arms, Louis, to gather his army to march to Grover Point. Delmar moves the war pieces around his war table, placing his army outside Theron’s town, smiling as he admires the conquest. Executing his army’s former commander will send a message across the island that Delmar will not tolerate treason. After his father’s murder, he promised that The Isle of the Forgotten would be free from all magic. There has been peace among the factions for many years, and a rebellion would create instability on the island.

The Elders quickly agreed to a treaty of no magical usage, keeping Sharadell exempt from that law. Many faction leaders attempted to stand up against Delmar and the Elders but failed. Delmar wipes his face with a towel as he recalls an enemy he has yet to find. A snake shifter slithered into his father’s bedroom, leaving a bite mark of poison, killing him.

He knocks the wood pieces out of the way as he moves his army inside Grover Point. The instability will cause an unsettling future for his son, the future heir of Calavera Castle.

* * *
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DELMAR RETURNS TO HIS bedchamber until he must depart with his army. He pulls out parchment, a pen, and an inkwell to write a letter to his wife. Delamar places the royal seal on the letter and puts everything inside his desk drawer. It’s a tradition for him to leave a note for his wife just in case he never returns from war. He has already talked with the royal council to ensure his wife and children are cared for if something happens to him.

A breeze flickers the candle on his desk as his wife enters his study unannounced, her hands wrapping around her large belly. The blue gown attempts to conceal her pregnancy, but she shows off her growing stomach. Her long brown hair to the side in a bow. She places a hand on his shoulder.
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