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

To Maddie: who has a heart full of kindness.

Also to those who stand firm and let nothing move them, always giving themselves fully because they know their work is not in vain. 

(1 Corinthians 15)

_______________________________________

Wings of Flame

For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this age....

Ephesians 6:12 NKJV

PROPHECIES ARE HARD to live up to—especially when given to a mere girl child from a faltering province.

The medallion bestowed upon Rillion of Phoenix House hints at a special gift that will one day awaken within her—a gift to right the wrongs plaguing her beloved Karm Province, where her widowed Regent father struggles to maintain control.

Rillion isn't sure what to believe.

Her best friend, Sterlyn of Raven House, is the Regent's second son from the twin province of Kaim. Unlike struggling Karm, Kaim is a beautiful, thriving walled city. As Sterlyn's friendship with Rillion deepens, his worried family urges him to begin his studies at the Academy in Alburnium as soon as possible.

The two provinces have always been as close as Rillion and Sterlyn's lifelong friendship. But when evil threatens their gates, loyalties grow cold, endangering everything the province rulers have built.

Some sacrifices must be made.

A plan emerges to appease Lord Darnel, the rising ruler known as the Moon Lord. In his quest for power, he seeks to overthrow both provinces. To achieve this, he recruits a cunning dwarf—an old comrade—to help infiltrate and destroy them both.

During a brief visit to beautiful Kaim, Rillion's father meets a visiting widow with twin daughters who capture his heart. When he surprises Rillion with a new stepmother and two mean-spirited sisters, her world spirals into a pit of despair she may never escape.

Wings of Flames is the first in a series of three books set in the enchanting world of Alburnium. Start your next adventure with this epic retelling, loosely based on the legendary Cinderella fairytale. 
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WELCOME BACK TO THE Chronicles of Alburnium.

The Phoenix Province trilogy takes place a few years after Leon and Kardia’s story in the Lionheart Province trilogy. Thus, Wings of Flame is technically the fourth book in the Chronicles of Alburnium, but it marks the first story in the Phoenix Province. Each upcoming Province trilogy depicting Darnel’s rise to power, as illustrated in the White Road Chronicles, will maintain the same numbering scheme. 

I hope you enjoy this first book in an exciting new fairytale retelling loosely based on Cinderella. While there may not be glass slippers, there will be a glass dagger. And though there may not be a rosy-cheeked fairy godmother, a warrior Elderad will be there to help Rillion face her challenges. 

However, there will be a ball. Naturally, there will be a ball.

Are you ready to start your next grand adventure? Well, then read on!

J. R. C.
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​THE RIDER GRIPPED THE horse’s reins so tight, the steed tossed its head and backed up a step. To the right, the road fell away into the canyon. The horse’s hooves knocked loose a few stones, causing them to tumble down the side and disappear into the mist below. Baulder’s heart nearly stopped.

“Easy there,” the half-dwarf soothed. He drew in a deep, steadying breath to slow his heart before it burst from his chest. Instinctively, he jerked the reins to the left. The horse neighed in fear as they both banged into the cliff wall. Baulder’s eyes moved up the towering rock that climbed higher and higher until a ledge jutted out high above his head. This path supposedly had an enchantment to keep it hidden from undesirables. He’d been assured that the journey would be completely safe.

Right. Safe as an Okbold with a dagger. 

“Easy. Be easy. We’re almost there.” Baulder closed his eyes and tried to calm his own fears in hopes of settling the beast. The task would be easier if he weren’t riding the horse but tucked safely into a nice, comfortable carriage. However, he wasn’t sure if a carriage would fit on this narrow crevice of a road. 

The horse began moving at a steady pace. Baulder loosened his hold and forced himself to breathe again. He could not let his terror of heights get the better of him. 

Several yards ahead, a waterfall poured down an overhang jutting from the side of the craggy wall. Baulder sighed in relief. Once they passed beneath the falls00, the gate was supposed to be on the other side.  He loosed the latch on the hook that kept his whip in place.  He would need it soon. 

A few snowflakes began to fall around him, clinging to the already slick rocks. The clomping of the horses’ hooves soon grew muffled as the white stuff blanketed the mountain top. Blast it all! 

Lord Darnel’s recently obtained fortress once belonged to the Brethren Wizard Order. After the battle for Rodonal, only a paltry few wizards remained in the land, thanks to the Light Prince. 

Stories of the battle for Rodonal had spread far and wide. With each passing year, the tales grew in absurdity. The latest chitchat said that the light army had swooped in like a flock of birds, riding upon a herd of silvery Pegasus. 

He scoffed and shook his head.

Baulder had heard from more reliable sources that the Logorians rode in on normal mounts, but Logorians were undoubtedly a formidable foe to fight against. He was glad to have never met one of the strange beings face-to-face. 

Pulling his fur cloak tighter around his body, Baulder brought the horse to a halt before they reached the waterfall. The rocks looked slick from algae and moss. He dismounted, deciding to trust his own feet more than the beast’s hooves. 

Master Darnel promised to make this trip worth the trouble of leaving his home in Conde.

“Well, Master hasn’t gone back on his word– so far,” Baulder said to the horse. Not that it cared. “I aim to find out what “special offer” he has for me now. If it’ll get me out of that blasted Conde with its cold stone walls, I’m all for whatever he has to offer this ol’ dwarf.”

Sometimes he missed Rima. It was a dump, but at least the land was open and he could see what lay outside of the city. 

For the past two years, he had helped manage Conde. He hated the walled city, though he liked his position there. There were only two other men greater than he, but they never hindered his work of parceling out land to newcomers. 

Twice, the rebels that still served the Light King attempted to retake their city. They’d been like flies buzzing around the dinner table. Conde’s new mayor, a fierce man from the southern regions, had smacked them down with one blow. Master Darnel always choose his leaders wisely.

As Baulder passed beneath the falls, cold water misted his face and frozen hands. He repeated that this would be worth it. The horse’s hooves slide over the slick rock, but it never lost its balance. Baulder congratulated himself for his decision to dismount. Soon as they were on the other side, the road widened. He sighed in relief.

The road made a sharp turn before heading along a narrow gorge that blocked Baulder’s view of the valley. He hated such closed-in spaces. It would barely fit a medium-sized carriage, not that many would attempt the dangerous climb.

Taking a moment to brush the snow and dirt from his clothing, Baulder remounted the horse, wanting to make sure he made a proper entrance. 

Rumors about the Brethren’s secret hideaway had been passed around with the great flair. Now, Baulder would finally see for himself what was true, and what was nothing more than fanciful tales. 

Some said there were other ways into the fortress, but this was the road Master instructed him to take. He knew better than to disobey Darnel, especially since he’d risen to a more powerful status. So he didn’t question the more dangerous path, until it led straight into a solid cliff wall. 

Horse and rider stared at the granite blockage for several long moments. 

“Wait, I remember something about how the Brethren hid the entrance from outsiders. Only those who truly belonged knew how to enter. Baulder brought the whip down on the horses’ rear, urging it to keep going. 

The beast bucked and whinnied. With one hand, he grasped the reins tightly and repeatedly whipped the horse to bend it to his will. The horse kicked its front legs. When they went through the illusion of stone, the horse calmed.

“See? It’s not real,” Baulder hissed. “Now go, or I’ll whip the hide off your backside.”

The horse bucked and kicked but moved forward a little at a time. 

“That’s right,” Baulder wrapped this whip into a coil and returned it to his belt. “Keep moving. It’s a bit of trickery and nothing more.” 

Once he passed through the stone illusion, he came upon a second gate manned by two guards. After he showed the small coin Darnel had sent him, the guards stepped back and opened the barred gates. 

Just inside the compound, Lord Darnel waited and greeted him with a scant nod. 

Baulder blinked. Master had always been a little fastidious about his appearance, still handsome, stately, and refined. He cut the very portrait of a ruler. 

Darnel somehow managed to find the best silks and cloth in the land. He also located the most talented tailors to make fanciful coats and clothing that made him stand apart from even the most prosperous Regents in the land. If this were not enough, Darnel had a way of making offers that people simply couldn’t refuse. 

Today, he wore a gold band around his forehead, inlaid with jewels, accenting his deep blue velvet coat trimmed in gold threads. His leather boots were polished to shine. 

His arctic gray eyes sent a chill down Baulder’s back. Master’s cold stare bored into him as he dismounted and let the stable boy take the horse. Standing before Lord Darnel, Baulder felt small, insignificant, and dirty. He rubbed the top of his boot on the back of his leg, hoping to rid them of some of the caked-on mud. 

“You found the way with little trouble, I assume?” Darnel inquired, his gaze causing beads of sweat to break out on the back of Baulder’s neck. He shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other. A stabbing pain emanated from his forehead until he flinched and looked away. Darnel chuckled.

He hated when the Master probed his mind. At least he was ready for it this time and was able to control what thought flitted through his head 

Baulder gave a low bow. “No trouble at all,” he lied. “I am growing tired of Conde. This trip is most welcomed. I appreciate the chance to explore more of the land. The view up here is spectacular.”

Master Darnel’s sneer made Baulder wonder if he was unhappy with his current residence. 

Impossible. Everything was so...majestic with the finely cut stone, towering columns and porticos and the stone walkways and gardens. Not to mention the fortress practically sat atop the highest peak of the Tarrest Mountain range. 

“Perhaps I find my surroundings a little too cluttered for my tastes,” Master said before he turned abruptly and began walking across the compound, past stone buildings that lined the narrow streets. Looming on the level above where they walked stood the grand entrance to the Brethren Fortress. 

Baulder hurried on his short legs to keep up with Darnel’s long strides. As he tried to look around, he found that, indeed, many people- mostly humans- lived here. They all wore palm-sized disks from their necks. An emblem of a full moon surrounded by stars were embossed on the front of the disc. Master Darnel had the same emblem on the back of his coat.

The settlement surrounding the fortress wasn’t much. A row of square, stone huts and a couple of larger two-storied buildings surrounded the fortress entrance. One such building had a metal workers sign hanging over the arched entrance. Heat blasted from the opening. Inside the shadowy interior, he noticed several large men working on what appeared to be swords and spearheads. Sweat streamed down their shirtless backs, leaving wandering paths on their soot-covered torsos. 

A few paces further down stood another large stone building. From the windows drifted the hearty scent of stew and fresh-baked bread. Baulder’s mouth watered. Maybe he would be allowed to stop in for a meal after their meeting. If, that is, he wasn’t invited into the fortress to dine with Master. That would truly be a great honor.

Master Darnel slowed his pace until Baudler caught up. “How is your sister, and her daughters faring?” Master asked. “I’ve heard that you’d summoned them from some hamlet where they were barely surviving.”

How did he know about Avera? Baulder’s half-sister had written to him over a year ago, begging for help. Somehow, she’d heard that he was the new city manager of Conde. Her husband had recently passed away, leaving her alone and nearly bereft. She made a meager living as a seamstress but was looking for better opportunities for her twin daughters.

Baulder had little to do with the family that had shunned him for being the product of his father’s secret affair. Once he’d been born, the secret had been revealed. Then to make matters worse, his dwarf mother dropped him off on his father’s doorstep for him to raise. 

He’d been treated no better than the lowest servant by his father’s wife. Except, for his half-sister, Avera, who took pity on him and had always shown him a bit of kindness from time to time.

So when she wrote, asking for help, Baulder felt obligated to set her up in Conde with a quaint shop where she could make her dresses and the twin girls could learn a skill of their own. From then on, he’d washed his hands of Avera and minded his own affairs, allowing his sister to mind hers. 

“News travels far and wide, Sire, does it not?” Baulder joked. “I would never expect you to take interest in a widow with two nearly grown daughters.”

“No,” Darnel finally answered, “I’m not interested in them, but more in your dedication to Conde. How comfortable are you there, Baulder?”

“Not very, sir. It’s terribly cold. I’m more accustomed to milder climates, if truth be told. However, please do not take my answer as a complaint of any kind. I am most appreciative of your generosity in honoring me with such a prestigious position.”

Darnel’s eyes narrowed. “Baulder, you know how I detest groveling. Simply answer my question. Are you satisfied with your current position, or would you be willing to consider a transfer of residence? And perhaps, gain a greater position in the transition.”

There was the taskmaster he was used to. “You have my interest, my lord. I’d like to hear what you have in mind.”

“Always the opportunist. That is one thing I’ve always appreciated about you, Baulder. Come this way, I have something to show you.”

Baulder’s heart raced as they took a set of steps leading up toward the columned entrance of the fortress. At a closer view, it was even grander than Rima. Figures had been carved into the stone surrounding the great oaken doors. The columns looked like worm dragons spiraling upward. More creatures decorated each side of the portico. 

Before they reached the stairs, Darnel veered left and headed toward the ramparts. Just as they reached the edge of a cliff, he stopped next to a golden tubed device that sat overlooking an emerald valley below. 

Baulder’s breath caught. How he had missed the woods! The open land. A deep yearning welled up inside of Baulder’s chest, almost causing him to walk right off the edge of the mountain.

Darnel’s hand on his shoulder brought Baulder out of his longing trance.

Darnel pointed toward the device and explained, “It’s called a telescope. A marvelous invention, but not as amazing as the ones made by the Curians.” He peered into a smaller tube perched at one end and twisted a couple of knobs as he added, “One day, though, I’ll get my hands on their precious inventions.” He stepped back and motioned for Baulder to take a look. “Tell me what you see.”

Baulder had to stretch onto the tip of his toes to reach the scope’s viewer. When he peered inside, he was rewarded with a clear view of the farthest edges of the valley spreading from the foot of the mountains. 

“Why, isn’t that the Kaim Province?” It was even more beautiful than the stories described. “Is it as magnificent as I’ve heard?” He moved one of the knobs until the viewer offered greater detail. “This is an amazing instrument, Sire! I can see the tallest buildings inside the city walls. Where did you get it?”

Darnel waved his hand dismissively. “I inherited it from the former occupants. They were cleverly inventive, but lacking in foresight.” He moved the scope a bit to the right. “Do you know anything of Kaim’s sister city? Or rather hamlet. It’s not much, but between the two of them, I have a rather annoying thorn in my side. A hindrance, rather. One that needs to be plucked out, I dare say.” 

“What do you mean, my lord?” Karm, the sister province to Kaim, was indeed smaller. Less developed, but still a thriving community, from what he could tell. One thing Baulder did not miss was the massive white tree growing in the center of Kaim, a true sign of their dedication to the Light King. However, the smaller town seemed to lack one. Unless it was hidden from view of the device.

“What interest do you have in these cities?” Baulder asked. 

Darnel’s face darkened. “No interest, I assure you. They are hindering my work here. Are you not listening to me?”

Baulder cringed, then peered into the device once more, hoping to cover his blunder. Oh, how he’d love to spend the rest of his days in a beautiful city like Kaim. From what he’d heard, the Tree People seldom had anything to do with creatures, nor anyone not dedicated to their Light King. Not that he was a true creature, since he was half-human. Usually, it was the evidence of his curse of baldness that caused most to be wary of him. 

Many years ago, he’d carelessly insulted the wrong dwarf family. One which dabbled in magical practices. He’d paid the price for it.

Since that time, he’d never been able to grow a strand of hair anywhere on his body. It was quite embarrassing to have to explain, so he often wore a hood-scarf that covered the lower part of his jaw and a hat over his bald head.  

“My apologies, sire. I suppose I simply do not understand. Why would those two towns hinder your great work in any way?” Baulder finally got his fill of the stunning view below. Wide-open spaces, vast woods to explore, what wasn’t to like?

Darnel faced the rampart that overlooked the valley. “I mean, my naive dwarf, that those two cities hinder our ability to call forth the underlings. The Brethren had chants that enticed them to come toward the boundaries. Unfortunately, those chants died along with them.”

A cold shiver ran down Baulder’s back. He’d never understood why anyone would wish to call forth those vile creatures from the underworld. Yet, that witch helping Darnel had plenty of uses for them. He shuddered again, trying hard to mask his aversion. 

Darnel tugged at his neatly trimmed beard. “Perhaps I should have kept Fajer around a little longer. He would have known those chants.” He shrugged, then faced Baulder again. “That is all in the past and I refuse to look back. The future of growing my empire is all that matters. I must have access to the pit demons.” He pointed toward the valley. “Those kingdom towns are a deterrent to my work. The demons sense their presence through the wall separating our worlds. They will not come forth for us. So, I have decided that it is time to remove the obstacles.” 

“Remove...the...?”

“That’s where you come in, Baulder. You are an amiable fellow. You know how to get people to bend to your desires. I need you to infiltrate Kaim and Karm. I believe we should start with the larger one, Kaim. Then the smaller one will surely follow. I have tried to send my people into Karm, the smaller province, but...” he frowned, turning his smooth face into chiseled stone. “Finding those with true dedication to any ruler is often a challenge.”

Darnel rested his hand on Baulder’s shoulder again. “Which is why I have summoned you. Baulder, you have always proved yourself most loyal to my cause. You will be greatly rewarded for bringing both of those provinces to my side. Open the gates. Get rid of the true servants of that Light King and the city will be yours to rule.”

Baulder looked out over the valley. How? 

With that nearest one... he might have a chance. But Kaim? He’d have to find their weakness. 

Darnel squeezed his shoulder. “I cannot trust this task with any other. Will you accept my offer?”

Rule his very own city? Nobody to answer to? Nobody to clean up after? 

Baulder did not need to take a moment to think it over. “Yes! But of course, Sire. I’d be...” He quickly bowed. “Yes, indeed. I am honored.”

Darnel smiled. Something he seldom did. “Wonderful! I knew that I could count on you, my dear dwarf.”

Baulder wanted to interject half but refrained. 

Motioning for Baulder to follow, Darnel led him back across the compound, toward the western gates. At Darnel’s nod, the stable boy hurried to retrieve his mount. “You will send me a monthly report on your progress. By this time next year, I expect to have command of the valley, understand?”

That wasn’t much time. But a year? Yes, he’d find a way in and at least be making progress toward overthrowing one of the provinces. Perhaps the smaller one would be easiest under such time constraints. 

“I appreciate your loyalty, Baulder. And your family. They will be counting on your success, as well, I suspect.”

Baulder wasn’t sure how that would make any difference. Avera took care of herself. “How so?”

“Well, if you fail to meet my deadline, then you will all lose your comfortable positions in my kingdom. You know I expect results. I have no time to waste on those who cannot keep their word. Besides, your sister is not truly part of my kingdom. She has never presented herself, nor her daughters, to me. I have no reason to spare them should you fail.”

Baulder’s throat tightened to the point he couldn’t speak. Was Master threatening his family? More importantly, he was letting Baulder know how dispensable he was. 

“I’ll not fail, sire.” He couldn’t. He’d come too far to risk losing everything now. 
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RILLION JOLTED FORWARD in the saddle when her horse came to a sudden stop. The eerily quiet woods distracted her from watching the narrow dirt road before her. 

Two guardsmen rode ahead of Rillion and her father, Regent Kenrich of the Phoenix House. They’d been traveling toward Kaim from their province of Karm since before the sun rose to light the cloudy sky. 

One of the guards, a burly older man named Marcus, turned his mount sideways. Old battle scars covered the side of his face and arms. She tried to peer around him to see what had halted their progress. 

“Stop right there, folks,” a stranger said, his voice slurred as if he’d had too much drink. And so early in the day! “There’s a toll to pass through these here woods.”

“Since when?” Rillion retorted. 

Her father shot her a warning glance to keep quiet, then turned back to the stranger. “This wood belongs to the Karm Province. Under King Shaydon’s authority, I order you to step aside.” Sadly, Father’s voice trembled too much for his words to hold any authority over others. 

Another man, taller than the first, stepped out of the cluster of trees, his loaded bow aimed for Father’s chest.  He laughed and shook his head. “Ha! Lookie how he shakes in his boots.” The man’s shorter companion laughed along with him. Both appeared thin and haggard as if they’d not eaten, or bathed, in several days. The stench of mead told her that they had no trouble finding drink, though. 

Gerald, their second guard, slowly drew his dagger. “Let that arrow loose, brigand, and you’ll not have a chance to load it a second time, I promise you.” He jerked his head to the side. “Now do as you’re told. This isn’t worth losing your lives over.”

Rillion had insisted they bring extra guardsmen. Rumors of vagrants and brigands plaguing the forest between the twin provinces, Karm and Kaim, had grown in frequency over the past season. Father agreed to bring only two guards, and he’d done so begrudgingly. 

“Easy there,” said the taller man. He wore a black shirt with a strange emblem that looked like a full moon surrounded by a ring of stars. “No need to get nasty here, soldier. We’ve kept this road safe for travelers, we ‘ave. A few of your coins will guarantee nobody else will bother you. Least along this stretch of road.” 

Marcus’ hand drifted toward the hilt of his sword. Everyone’s back was toward her and the thieves were partially hidden inside the cover of the trees and brush. 

Rillion had beaten Gerald and Marcus many times in sword practice. They were practically useless if anyone asked her. But they did keep their mouths closed about her little hobby. She paid them in extra coins to keep her illicit practice quiet. 

Their tight lips were one of the reasons why Father had chosen them to come on this trip. He didn’t wish for today’s excursion to be made public, if possible. 

Keeping secrets in their province was never an easy task, if truth be told.

“Move aside, vermin,” Kenrich ordered. “We are in a hurry and have no time to waste on scoundrels like yourselves.”

Rillion eased her red mare closer to the nearest oak growing off the side of the path. While all eyes were on the trespassers and the trespassers’ eyes on the guards, she put her plan into action. First, she needed to rid herself of the blasted skirt she was forced to wear over her pants. Father hated for her to dress like the men. Next, she untied her cloak that she’d worn to hide her bow and quiver. She peered around the tree trunk to make sure nobody was watching. 

The lead brigand chuckled. “We’ll not waste another moment of your time, Regent sir, if you’ll just hand over that fat leather bag hanging from your belt. I’m sure you can spare a toll tax for the promise of a safe journey.” 

They must have been watching their little travel group for a while. Father was dressed in his finest Regent attire with a band of silver resting on his head. Unfortunately, he’d not bothered to have it polished. 

“Easy,” Rillion whispered to her mare. “Steady.” She reached up and grabbed the nearest limb, then pulled herself off the saddle. Her dark green shirt and brown trousers helped her blend into the woods, which was why she’d picked this particular traveling outfit.

With quiet movements, Rillion climbed into the boughs of the oak. Through the thick greenery, she saw that the second man’s arrow remained trained on her father. The tip trembled. Rillion bit back her smile.

“You dare to threaten a Regent of the King? You have a lot of nerve.” Kenrich’s tone overflowed with annoyance. He was already in a foul mood for having to make another trip to Rodonal, anyway. 

She kept the men in her sights. Both were too focused on the guardsmen and her father to pay her any attention. She was used to that. 

The Karm hunters back home grumbled about being forced to share their kills or being robbed of everything they owned. Father wouldn’t, or couldn’t, seem to do anything to stop the thievery. The people of Karm grew increasingly disheartened, which made it hard for their township to thrive. 

Rillion settled onto a thick limb where she had a clear view of the men. 

Marcus’ brown eyes flickered towards her for the briefest moment. His lips pressed tightly together to hide his smile. He’d seen her. But not the brigands. Not yet. 

Praise Shaydon. Help my aim be true, King. I do not wish to take a life, but I must protect my father.

Rillion loaded her bow. She only had three arrows left in her worn quiver. Maybe if she saved him, he’d offer to purchase a new set once they reached their destination. 

She missed what the brigands said to Father, but he was truly bristling now. 

“I’ll only warn you one more time,” Kenrich growled. “By the authority of King Shaydon, I order you to leave my land. Be gone this instant, you leeches.” At least he said it with more conviction this time. Sometimes, she had to wonder if he even still cared to serve the King as he used to before the terrible day that shattered both of their lives. 

The archer let loose his arrow. It whizzed inches past Kenrich’s head and embedded in the trunk a foot below where Rillion hid. Anger clouded her vision. Without thinking, she released her arrow. It plunged into the archer’s neck.

“No!” Father yelled. 

Rillion loaded another arrow and shot it at the feet of the leader. “Listen up, intruder,” She shouted. “My next shot will not miss, I assure you.”

Her father stupidly turned his horse toward her as he searched for where she hid. “Come down, this instant, child!”

The leader drew a knife.

“Father, move!” Rillion yelled, unable to take proper aim.

Gerald’s dagger flew, landing in the leader’s chest. The blade plunged into the very center of the moon design on his tunic.

“Bullseye!” Gerald boasted as the man toppled over. 

Marcus hopped off his horse and ran to the thieves. “I’ve not seen this emblem before, sir. They are not Brethren Wizards.”

Gerald retrieved his dagger and cleaned it off. “Tole you, Prince Issah got rid of all them conjurers, he did.”

“There’s always a chance a few remain, Ger. We can never be too careful.”

Rillion leaped from the tree, landing deftly in front of her father who also got off his horse. He snatched the bow from her and to her horror, snapped it in half. She cried out in dismay. 

“What have I told you about carrying weapons?” He shouted, his face turning red as a strawberry. “It’s not becoming of a lady.”

“Father, he was going to kill you!” Rillion defended. “My bow! I made that one myself.” Her best friend Sterlyn from Kaim had shown her how to make them. They’d been playfully battling each other since they were young children.

“Regent, sir,” Marcus rested his hand on Rillion’s shoulder. “Don’t be hard on Rill. She is a protector at heart, my liege. Do not be angry with her, she did stop them from harming you.”

“I can protect myself,” Kenrich retorted, glaring at her.

He couldn’t. Her father could barely wield a sword. He was a leader. Some said he wasn’t even good at that. But she knew that wasn’t true. Back before her mother died, when his heart wasn’t broken into shards, he’d been a fine leader and their Province thrived. 

“Rillion, you’ve now caused a death. You have blood on your hands, young lady. Do you even understand—?”

“E’s not dead yet, Regent.” Gerald thrust his sword into the man’s chest. “Is now. Blood’s on me, sir.” He winked at Rillion. “But Regent Kenrich, ol’ Marcus is right. Our Rillion has a warrior’s gift. Sooner you accept—”

“Do not proceed to tell me what I should or should not accept. Rillion is a Regent’s daughter and must behave as such. You are a woman, young lady. You are not a warrior and never will be.”

Rillion gaped at her father. He’d become so cross over the last ten years. She was sure he blamed her for Mother’s death.

And as far as Rillion was concerned, she had always had blood on her hands.

Her mother’s.
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​Chapter Two
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STERLYN OF RAVEN HOUSE hurried to keep up with Regent Orval. “Father! Why wasn’t I told that Rillion and Regent Kenrich were traveling through?” Even though he towered over his father by nearly a foot, the differences stopped there. He had his father’s golden-hued hair and soft brown eyes, but his height and build came from his mother, who had gone on to Everlasting when he was a young boy.

“I would have remained here to greet her instead of going on that pointless hunting trip.” He had also inherited his father’s hurried, almost edgy disposition. Neither of them exhibited an abundance of patience for ineptitude.

Father didn’t bother to answer as he rushed along the hall toward the council chambers on his short legs. This might be the most exercise the old man had over the past month. His red face, dotted with sweat, made it clear he struggled to keep this fast pace to avoid being late for another Council meeting. 

Even Sterlyn heard the whispers of how his old man had grown slow and complacent in his responsibilities. He didn’t even seem to hear Sterlyn’s question. 

Undaunted, Sterlyn asked, “When will they return? You did invite them to stay the night, correct? The roads between Kaim and Karm are dangerous to travel during the day, let alone in the dark of night.”

Orval finally stopped before the entrance to the council room of the courthouse. Panting, he nodded and managed, “Of course.” He dabbed a handkerchief across his forehead and neck, then tucked it into the straining belt around his round stomach. 

A raven emblem emblazoned on a golden seal hung over the archway. Several people were already gathered inside, including his older brother Bartram, who sat to the right of the Regent’s seat upon the raised platform. Bartram was to be the next Regent of Kaim.

When Sterlyn had learned that he’d missed his childhood friend’s visit, his world tilted off-kilter. It had been months since he’d last seen her. If not for their frequent letters, his days trapped here in Kaim would have been unbearable. 

Finally catching his breath, Orval added, “I’m not sure if Kenrich will accept the invitation. He was in quite a sour mood when he arrived and insisted they be allowed to pass through the portal immediately. He said they had no time to waste on chit-chat. Quite rude of him, if you ask me.”

Sterlyn sighed. Poor Rillion. Many of her letters spoke of her father’s growing sullenness.

Father placed a hand on Sterlyn’s arm. “Now, be a good lad, and please do not cause a fuss. I’m sure you will see your little friend before she returns home to Karm. And I’m sure that after spending time in Rodonal, Kenrich will be in a better mood. He usually is after a visit there.” Orval glanced into the bustling courtroom. “I must go inside and get things started. It looks as if we will be here a good while.” 

Sterlyn waited at the entrance. He was still too young to be given a position on Father’s administration. This was one of the few times he didn’t envy his brother being firstborn. Sterlyn had no interest in being chained to any one place or position for the rest of his life.

Regent Orval pulled his youngest son aside, away from the crowds entering the room. In a low voice, he said in that serious, lecturing tone Sterlyn hated so much, “Son, I know Cinderillion is your friend. However, it is time for you to set aside your childhood fancies. She will soon come of age and should not be enticed into romping around the halls like you two are prone to do.”

Sterlyn had heard this time and again. He understood. And even agreed that they were too old for childhood games. But Rill was still his best friend, and he cared for her. Deeply. Though he’d never tell another soul his real feelings, he did hope to speak with Rillion and see if she might feel the same.

First, he needed to get her to take him seriously.

“When will they return?” He asked again.

Father’s eyes narrowed.

Sterlyn added, “I hear you. And I completely agree.”

For a long moment, Orval studied him until his brows twitched. Sterlyn knew that look. Father saw right through his pretenses, and his widening smile confirmed it. “Kenrich estimated returning by sunset or shortly thereafter. He does not wish to remain in Rodonal any longer than necessary. Though I’m sure Regent Leonard and the Matron Regent will insist that they stay for dinner.”

“Thank you, Father.” Sterlyn gave a nod. He would have time to get ready for her. She’d not mentioned in the last letter that they had plans to visit Rodonal. The only way to get there in less than three weeks of travel over mountainous land was to use Kaim’s portal. 

Kenrich’s struggling province was unable to keep the Meeting Hall filled and the White Tree alive. When there wasn’t a thriving healing tree, the people usually didn’t thrive either.

Orval stared at something behind Stelryn. He glanced over his shoulder at the Councilmen filing into the courtroom. Among the group was a dwarf. How odd. 

Orval placed his hand on Stelryn’s arm. “I will do my best to insist that Kenrich remain here tonight. Will you hurry home and have the staff prepare their usual rooms? And ask Cook to plan a large breakfast for all of us in the morning.” He patted Sterlyn’s back. 

“Yes, Father.”

“That’s a good lad.” Father looked relieved for some reason. “Hurry on, now, I need to get this meeting underway.”

Sterlyn gave a slight bow before Father entered the circular room. Excitement bubbled in his chest. He would see Rillion tonight! Their correspondence letters never covered what truly went on in their separate lives. By next year, though, they would both be attending the Academy in Aloblase, and he couldn’t wait.

The crowd inside grew quiet. Sterlyn leaned against the arched doorway, arms folded over his chest. He had plenty of time to return home and make the arrangements for Rillion and Regent Kenrich.  He wanted to see if his big brother would sit like a stone statue again, or actually participate in the proceedings this time. 

Prior Tyran sat on Father’s left. He was there as an advisor since he dealt with the people on a more personal level than Father did. 

What disputes were on the docket this month? More bickering over land boundaries? Or another complaint about wandering livestock that got into a farmer’s field of barley? Sterlyn found the disputes amusing. The petty arguments were another reason he did not wish to follow Father’s expectations that he become the next Prior of Kaim. He wanted a life that meant something. Not merely arbitrating small disputes and managing the Meeting Hall. 

Prior Tyran was the oldest dwarf Sterlyn had ever seen. A long scar ran down the right side of his face, leaving him blind in that eye. However, he was good at his job despite his little drinking habit. Still, Tyran knew the King’s Book of Letters front and back and was dedicated to teaching Kingdom ways.

Father insisted that they’d soon need to find a replacement. Normally, it was Prince Issah who assigned Regents and Priors, but Father said they could manage this little task on their own. He felt that Bartram would have been picked, anyway, so why bother to bring Prince Issah to their province when it wasn’t necessary?
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