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THE STONES OF THE DUNGEON dripped with the slow tears of those who had been before them. Deep beneath the royal holdfast of Doln, the air was thick with damp and secrets. The darkness seemed to breathe on its own. Somewhere beyond the maze of corridors, the flames of torches flickered and chains groaned like old ghosts shifting in their sleep.

Mila sat cross-legged on the frigid stone floor of her cell with her hands tightly folded in her lap. Her eyes scanned the condition of the ceremonial mourning gown that her stepmother, Queen Ophelia, had sent for her to change into shortly after she’d been dragged to her cell. Black and embroidered with the silver threads of her house sigil - the rearing unicorn beneath a triple moon -  it was torn at the hem and smudged with dust. She was a pitiful sight for a princess and in an even more pitiful position. Yet, she held herself with the same poise that she had always done at court. Even now, behind bars and in chains.

From the cell across the corridor came the sharp clang of a fist hitting iron.

“Ten hells and a spitfire’s curse upon her!” Jazon bellowed with fury. “Relative or not... Queen Ophelia is nothing more than a treacherous leech. She was queen of this land by marriage to the king. Not by blood. He trusted her, and now she dares to use his death to poison the line!”

“She knows you are alive,” Torena flatly said from her chains in the other corner of the cell that she shared with Mila. “She’s betting that the king’s decree of your death will hold firm and that no one who heard you declare yourself to that mob or saw you fight and slay the troll believed what they saw or heard. It surprises me that she sent you the mourning attire to wear when she has you tucked away like this. I imagine that the temptation to do away with you once and for all it great. That’s the danger. That’s why we cannot cry out. Not yet.”

“There are mourning banners flying from the Eastern ramparts. They will remain there for the full ten days of tears for the king. All the while, a ‘lost’ princess rots in a dungeon three floors beneath their feet!” Jazon bellowed.

“They’ll hear us if you keep screaming,” Torena warned. Her voice was low, smoky, and lined with exhaustion. Still exhausted from the magic that she’d cast to help Mila and Jazon beat the trolls in battle, she sat with her back against the stone wall with her hands loosely clasped. The usual shimmer in her eyes had dulled. “You give her too much rage and not enough fear.”

Jazon grunted as he scoffed, “I’d give her my sword through her ribs if I had it.”

Mila let out a slow breath as she firmly stated, “That will have to wait. For now, I need to be free before the eleventh sunrise. The day after then end of the mourning period is when the Council will meet. Either the crown comes to me, or Ophelia solidifies her hold with her bogus claim about the king having declared me dead and my being his rightful air is null and void.”

She didn't need to elaborate on the urgency of the situation. They all knew.

“If it comes to that, she will try to say that she’s carrying the king’s child. And, since the king not only declared you dead, Mila, but he erected a monument in your memory, she could manage to get this child declared the legal heir to the throne,” Torena murmured. “But I never sensed the spark in her womb while in her presence.”

“She’s fully capable and devious enough to find a way, if that’s the direction that she chooses to take,” Mila bitterly said. “If she does it soon, there would be no way to deny its truth. She has the court wrapped in silk and lies. It wouldn’t surprise me if she takes some conjurer to her bed and names the spawn ‘Cedric the Second.’"

“A conjurer or a thief,” Jazon muttered. “Or both. That woman would lie with a beast if it gave her a blood claim to the kingdom.”  Shaking his head, he grumbled, “But, in truth, that would be better than her seeing to it that you are truly dead. She’s already heir to the throne of Terrell. Such greediness.”

“Ophelia is many things, but I don’t think that she is cold blooded enough to have me murdered,” Mila mused.

“Let us hope so,” Torena wistfully said.

The silence that followed was heavy and broken only by the slow drip of water from the ceiling and the rustle of rats that scurried about the floors.

Mila’s voice rose as she spat, “We shouldn’t be speaking of false heirs and mourning rites. We should be finding out who sent the trolls to the square to kill my father during the execution of Lady Martha and Evelyne. I am sure that was no coincidence.”

“The obvious culprit would be Dinko Creed,” Jazon huffed. “But they stripped him of all influence and possessions. Unless those trolls were indebted to him... which is doubtful... he would have had to have a good deal of coin.”

“Obvious, but unlikely,” Torena agreed. “Dinko was stripped of all of his coin, worldly possessions, and title. He lacks the reach for that kind of spectacle.”

Mila’s eyes narrowed as she said, “Then who?”

There was a pause.

Jazon’s voice dropped to a growl as he hissed, “Prince Elon.”

Torena made a sound of disgust as she clucked, “The Ondrean peacock.”

Mila stiffened as she said, “It would make more sense, since I killed his man and caused his plan to kidnap me and make me his third wife fail.”

“Third wife?” Torena questioned. “Just why would a princess ever agree to be a third wife? They’re basically only concubines.”

“Which is why Evelyne made the deal,” Jazon said. “She offered Mila to him as a means of revenge against the king for being cast aside for Ophelia just days before the wedding was to take place. The king was upset, but the true punishment was thrust upon poor Mila who was innocent of the event.”

“From his reputation, I know that he hates to lose or be denied,” Torena said. “And trolls serve whoever offers them enough coin, blood, or promises of ruin.”

“And the black-blooded elves?” Mila asked.

“They are always at the king or the prince of Ondre’s beck and call,” Jazon said. “Their allegiance was earned – or possibly bought-  generations ago. Since the trolls were involved, the odds are great that if the elves were involved, they were there even if we didn’t see them amongst the chaos. And if the elves were there, you can be sure that Prince Elon had his hand in it.”

Mila suddenly rose. Her silhouette was proud and commanding, despite the dimness of the flickering light. 

“Then let’s say it aloud, she firmly said. “We face a usurper queen, a foreign prince with a long memory and a vengeful heart, and an empire of shadows beneath the throne. I am the rightful heir to the throne of Doln. The last of the Raheela line. I need to be in front of the council when they convene after the mourning ends in ten days.”

“Ten days,” Jazon quietly repeated.

“And by the dawn of the twelfth day,” she said as her hands tightened around the bars of the cell, “either I will walk up those steps and claim the crown, or the kingdom will be lost to serpents.”

Torena closed her eyes. 

“Then the stars must be with us, because the snakes are already circling,” she muttered. “We must find our way out of here before they strike. I must find which magic to access to help us achieve it. These chains must have some magic in them because I’m having difficulty pulling mine forth. If only Astra was able to come to us.”

“We cannot rely upon the unicorns, Torena,” Mila insisted. “It has to be done by you.”

“And you,” Torena reminded her. “You have learned enough magic that you may be able to assist me. It all depends upon what magic spell the spirits tell me to use to overpower whatever it is that is blocking me. I will go into myself now to ask.”

As Torena sat in silent communion with the spirit world, even the rats dared not stir.
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THE CELL WAS DAMP AND stank of mildew. Its stone walls were barely illuminated by the sliver of moonlight that filtered through the barred window above. Mila’s traveling  boots softly echoed off the walls as she paced what confines of the cell that the chain around her ankle would allow. Her arms were tightly crossed over her chest. Opposite her, Torena moved just as restlessly. Her fingers twitched at her sides as if trying to pull invisible threads of magic from the stale air.

“We can’t just sit here and let Ophelia steal my crown,” Mila hissed while glancing first toward the heavy iron bars and then at the chains that impaired their movement. “There has to be something we can do. Some spell to counter the magic that she’s unleashed from the rabbit’s horn.”

“You know that it is from that?” Torena asked.

“I know,” Jazon called from his cell. “I am very familiar with its feel. She’s obviously unleashed it as a precaution.” 

“I’ve tried,” Torena muttered while pushing a strand of hair from her face. “That rabbit horn has a magic that I am unfamiliar with. So far, whatever I have tried has been nullified by it. It’s ancient and woven with layers of old magic. I need a spell outside of that influence. It needs to be something that can bypass the bindings that she has used.”

Mila sharply exhaled while frustration curdled in her chest as she said, "So what? We just rot in here while she uses that magic to tear the realm apart?"

Before Torena could respond, a shimmer of light particles just beyond the bars of their cell caught their attention. It rippled like heat on a forge while distorting the shadows that were created by it. Then, with a sound like leaves being swept in a sudden breeze, a female figure appeared.  It was a fairly tall female. She was cloaked in a deep forest green, with her hood pulled low to obscure her face.

Both women froze while their instincts - that were honed by danger - prickled to life.

The cloaked figure stepped closer to the bars and, in a slow, deliberate motion, drew back her hood. Torena’s breath caught in her throat at the sight of the pointed ears. Only elves had ears like that.

“An elf,” Torena whispered with both awe and despair. “Has Ophelia sent her to finish us off?”

The elf’s eyes were the color of amber sap that glinted with an inner fire. Her skin bore the faint silver hue of starlight and her ears delicately pointed beneath raven-dark hair that was braided with tiny crystals.

“No,” Mila said, taking a step back while longing for her weapons. “You’re one of them. A black-blooded elf.”

The elf’s expression didn’t change, but her voice was like velvet on stone as she said, “You are incorrect. The lighting in here has misguided you. I am not of them. I carry no shadow mark on my face to show that my blood has been twisted. I am Serena, and I was sent to rescue you, not harm you.”

“By whom?” Mila demanded as her heart pounded with hammer-like force against her chest. “Who sent you?”

Serena glanced down the corridor and then back.

Her mouth tightened as she said with urgency, “There is no time. This place is heavy with magic that is trying to counter mine. My spell will not last long. Mila, you must come. Now.”

She reached into her cloak and drew out a clear crystal that was the size of an egg. It pulsed with a soft inner light. As she whispered words that neither Mila nor Torena recognized, the crystal responded with a light flash that cast strange symbols into the air. The lock on their cell clicked once and then the door slowly swung open with a groan.

“Come,” Serena urgently said. “We must leave this place.”

But Mila didn’t move.

“We are chained as well,” she said as she lifted her skirts to display her ankle. “The chain is spelled enough to nullify our magic.”

Heaving a sigh of impatience, Serena projected light beams from the palms of her hands on Mila’s chain first and then on Torena’s. The two women practically screeched with joy when the chains snapped away from their ankles.

“We have to get Jazon out as well,” she informed her as she rushed from the cell. “I cannot leave him in this place.”

The elf’s expression sharpened. 

“My orders were to retrieve you and you alone,” she spat. Nodding her head toward Torena, she added, “I have already exceeded my orders by helping her. 

Mila squared her shoulders. 

“I will not leave without him,” she stubbornly insisted. “Go back and tell whoever sent you that I’m not going anywhere without him. I am not without honor.”

Torena, who had been quietly studying the other cell, stepped forward and calmly said, “You two can argue about honor and missions later.”

She reached into her hair and slid a silver pin free. Kneeling in front of Jazon’s cell so that she could see the mechanism from the locking side properly, her clever fingers moved quickly while they manipulated the inner workings of the lock with silent determination.

With a satisfying click, the door creaked open. Seeing that his cell was already opened, Serena did the final step of blasting his chain as she’d done for the women.

Wearing a look of gratitude for both Torena and Serena, Jazon quickly stepped out of the cell. He was soiled and disheveled but defiant as his dark eyes warily scanned the scene. Both Mila and Torena fell silent at the sight of him. The tension in the air was heavy.

Jazon looked between them at Serena and asked, “Who is she and what did I miss?”

Serena blinked and then shook her head. 

“Come,” she grudgingly stated. “We’ll argue about whether I was right to do this later.”

She motioned for them to circle close to her and raised the crystal again. This time, her words came in a stronger cadence that was deep and distinctly old. The air around them warped with pressure and light. A sudden rush of wind whipped at their already tussled hair and soiled cloaks as the dungeon blurred and then vanished.

They landed with a jolt in a moonlit clearing that was  surrounded by ancient trees of various sizes and shapes. Compared to the damp staleness of the castle, the air felt crisp and clean.

Serena stepped back as the crystal dimmed in her hand.

“This will give you time,” she said. “Find shelter. Lay low. Do not return to the castle.”

“But wait,” Mila said while stepping toward her. “What happens now? Who are you really?”

Serena's gaze softened, but only slightly. 

“There are still those who remember the vision that  King Cedric had for Doln,” she gently stated. “You are not alone, Princess Mila. Queen Gennis ad King Lastus of the Elves of Light and Harmony wish to see you seated in your rightful place.”

Then, without another word, she vanished into mist and silence, leaving the three of them alone amidst the wind’s whispering through the trees.
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IT WAS ALMOST AS IF the forest was holding its breath when the three stood in the dappled shade of the small clearing that was caused by the towering trees that surrounded it. Birds flitted about overhead. Their calls seemed sharp in the hush, but neither Mila, Torena, nor Jazon dared break the silence that Serena had left behind. The elf had disappeared as quickly as she had come. She was like a ghost in deep forest green and gold. In her absence, the place seemed even more foreign than before.

Mila sat on a moss-covered log with her fingers laced together in her lap and her brows tightly drawn in. The worn and softened soles of Torena’s traveling boots made a muted crunching sound over the forest’s debris as she paced beside her. Jazon stood apart from them. He gazed through a break in the trees toward the hazy horizon where the spires of the king’s castle would lie.

“So,” Jazon began while folding his arms across his chest, “if Serena’s not a black-blooded elf, then what kind of elf is she? What kind of elf is of... what did she say?  Light and Harmony?”

Torena stopped her pacing. 

“There are rumors,” she said with a voice that was hushed, despite the solitude, “of elves to the north on the  edge of the waters that lead to the land of Wadom. The old tales say that they were once guardians of mankind in this land. They are said to be wise and fair and untouched by the madness that twisted those who became black-blooded.”

“But why would one of them come to help us? Why would their king and queen care who sits on the throne of Doln?” Mila asked with a tone that was more tired than skeptical.

Jazon shook his head. 

“It doesn’t make sense,” he mused. “I too have heard stories of these elves. Those elves haven’t been seen in these lands in generations. My grandfather said that they retreated across the waters when the Black Bloods rose. It was quite a scandal, with many humans cursing them for leaving us to our own fates.” With a small smile, he added, “In actuality, what their leaving did was to force us to take charge and work out a truce to stop the fighting with the black-blooded devils. I believe that was for the best.”

Torena tilted her head. Her eyes narrowed as she sifted through her memory bank. 

“There was another story,” she began. “It was about a colony of elves that reside near the northern border of Smolic. They remain hidden and reclusive. They were said to keep to themselves and never interfere with human politics. They weren’t Black Bloods either. Maybe she’s from there.”

“If that’s the case, they’ve changed their mind about interfering with man’s politics,” Jazon mused.

“That would mean someone in Smolic knows more than someone living in a land so far away should know about the happenings in Doln,” Mila said with angst. “If Serena knew about Ophelia’s coup, and my imprisonment... then someone is watching.”

“Someone who obviously cares,” Torena emphatically said.

“But who?” Jazon frowned. “The High Council between the lands was purged long ago and King Cedric’s old allies are either in hiding or worse.” Looking at Torena, he asked, “I hear little about your king and queen. Do you know their politics?”

Torena slowly shook her head as she said, “I only know that they have their plate full with the actions of the rebels that my niece runs with. I can’t imagine them concerning themselves with anything outside of their realm. And if they are consorting with elves -be they light or dark- it's news to me.”

“Ophelia certainly wouldn’t allow any loyalists near the capital. Not alive, anyway,” Mila mused.

“Unless someone’s playing both sides,” Torena thoughtfully muttered.

The wind sighed through the trees. It was as if it was warning them to tread carefully. The silence that followed was heavy with unspoken thoughts. No one had answers. They only had questions that circled around them like eager carrion above a dying carcass.

And time was slipping away.

“We can’t use the time or the energy to find out who it was who informed Serena’s king and queen,” Mila said at last. Her voice was sharper now. “The queen’s coronation draws nearer with each passing day. If Ophelia is crowned, no one will care that she imprisoned me. They’ll accept her rule because no one else stood up to claim it. Especially if she reinforces the misbelief that I am dead. I won’t let that happen.”

Jazon looked at her with a flicker of admiration in his eyes. 

“Even if you have to crawl through mud and shadow to do it?” he asked.

She met his gaze with her own steady one.

“I was born to lead, Jazon,” she firmly said. “I’ll do what I must to preserve my family’s legacy. I refuse to let her steal the crown that has been in my family for centuries and that my father gave his life for.”

“Then, we’ll have to move fast,” Torena said as she brushed a fallen leaf from her soiled cloak that reeked of dungeon smell. “Serena warned us not to return to the castle, but what choice do we have?”

They all knew the answer.

Jazon stepped forward.

Pulling a folded scrap of parchment from his satchel, he said, “I’ll go home to seek help. My father may still hold influence. He’s old nobility and he might have resources left. Friends who remember the old ways. Since he is in Terrell and Ophelia’s relative, I doubt that she will give him much thought in the matter. I’ll send a message ahead of me.”

“Is there a bird handy for that?” Torena asked.

“I can stop at one of the noble’s estates on my journey and send it from there,” he replied.

Mila nodded. 

“If your father is loyal to right verses wrong, he’ll help us,” she said with optimism.

“It’s not just my father I’ll need to ask,” Jazon pointed out. “He has a council of advisors. Some of whom might not be as amiable about going against the heir to their king’s throne.”

“Don’t risk your life if they reject your request,” Mila urged.

“I doubt it would come to that. And, even if it did, I can take care of myself,” Jazon said with a grin that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

“Torena and I will head to the village outside of the castle,” Mila continued. “We’ll keep our heads down and gather as much news as we can. If Ophelia’s already making moves against the king’s council members who are loyal to my father and me, or if the people are whispering rebellion, we need to know.”

Jazon reached out and clasped Mila’s forearm. 

“Be careful,” he warned. “If they catch you...”

“They won’t,” she briskly interrupted with a grim smile. “They think that I am a ghost, remember? For now, we’ll have to keep it that way. It’s lucky that I rarely ventured into the village. I can’t imagine too many being familiar with my face.”

A plan- although weak and rather flimsy- was at last taking shape.

They went their separate ways with quiet efficiency.

Jazon disappeared into the trees that would take him east toward his family’s estate. His royal blue cloak vanished in the greenery like a shadow. Mila and Torena turned west toward the veil of smoke that marked distant chimneys and cooking fires in the village beneath the castle.

Neither looked back.

The forest seemed to whisper as they passed, but it no longer felt like a place of refuge. It was more like a dawning for what was to come.
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THE CASTLE OF HOUSE Macon stood tall and stony against the pale blush of evening. Its high towers were crowned in slate and laced with ivy. Jazon rode through the gates without ceremony. He was mindless of the fact that he was mud-streaked and wind-tossed. Partly from the long and arduous journey and partly from having spent time locked up in a dank and dirty dungeon. His horse was lathered and panting beneath him. 

The guards instantly recognized him. Their eyes narrowed at the urgency that was painted across his face.

Offering the reins to his mount -who was well deserving of a good rubdown, food, and rest- to the groom who rushed up to greet him, he dismounted before the steps of the grand entrance. Taking them two at a time, he barely slowed enough to acknowledge the chamberlain who greeted him with a shocked expression in the great hall. 

The air inside was heavy with the scent of burning cedar, and the tapestries lining the walls trembled ever so slightly in the draft from the large, heavy doors that closed behind him.

As always at this hour, his father was in his private office.  Seated in the tall chair at his desk, he was surrounded by the scent of ink, wax, and old parchment. Lord Artura Macon was a man of deliberate stillness, with iron-gray hair and a face that was carved in solemn lines that rarely shifted. His robes were dark and plainly embroidered, as befitting a man of ancient power who had no need to display it.

"Father," Jazon said while stopping just inside the threshold.

Lord Macon looked up from his papers.

His pale blue eyes narrowed and his brows knit together as he said, “We expected your return much earlier. What news is it?" Then, with a wrinkle of his nose and a look of disgust he added, “I hope it is important enough to warrant you appearing in this state.”

Jazon didn’t waste time as he blurted out, "I found Mila."

His father’s quill paused mid-mark, and though his face betrayed no reaction, a faint hush settled over the room like the drop of a veil.

"Go on," Lord Macon said.

So, Jazon told him everything. He talked about following her trail into Smolic where he met up with her and the woman who was housing her. He described traveling back to Doln in time to witness the execution of Lady’s Martha and Evelyne Creed and then the murder of King Cedric by the trolls. He tells of how Mila and her friend, Torena joined him in taking down the trolls. He assured his father that, although Mila is devastated over the death of her father, she is filled with resolve and is more determined than ever to claim her rightful place on the throne.

He recounted how Ophelia, far from mourning, had secretly imprisoned them- himself, Mila, and Torena- in the dungeon. He spoke of how the queen insisted that Mila had been presumed dead by the king and declared as such to the point that a statue was erected in her memory. She insisted that Mila would remain so in the eyes of the realm. He ended his story with the escape from the dungeon. He told of how they were aided by a mysterious elf was sent by the king and queen of the Elves of Light and Harmony.

He spoke plainly and with urgency, but never once did his father interrupt. Lord Macon sat as if carved from stone with his gaze fixed on the firelight. When Jazon finished, a silence settled over the solar like a long and stifling fog.

Finally, Lord Macon exhaled before lamenting, "You put me in a difficult position, Jazon."

"I am aware that what I ask is not easy," Jazon said. "I came because Mila needs help. The realm of Doln needs help."

Artura slowly rose from his chair and crossed to the hearth. He stared into the flames for a long time before he spoke again. 

"You must understand what Mila means to us is complicated,” he began. “Whatever else she may be, Ophelia is kin. She married into the Doln royal line with our house’s blessing. Not only that, but her claim to Terrell’s throne has legitimacy by order of our king."

"And Princess Mila?" Jazon asked, bristling. "She is the daughter of a king. Of King Cedric. That doesn’t count?"

"It counts," his father quietly said. "But blood alone is not enough. Her behavior has been impulsive and rash. She ran away from royal duties that didn’t suit her and disappeared without a word for so long that her father thought her dead. On top of that, instead of showing the grace and upbringing of a queen, she fought and slayed like a common warrior. These are not signs of a future monarch. Not a female one, at least. Also, the lords of the realm will not follow a ghost-come-to-life simply because she demands it."

"She doesn’t demand it," Jazon growled. "She deserves it. She has earned it more than any of us will understand. I saw what it cost her... what it still costs her. She never coveted the crown, but she always knew that one day she would wear it. You should have seen her standing where her father died while facing the truth, and not turning away. That’s not immaturity and poor breeding. That’s strength. As for her fighting skills. Those were sanctioned by the king himself. I think that they show her strength and ability to protect her people, not her unsuitability because she’s a woman. If she were a man you’d be praising her and attesting to those attributes as being useful."

Lord Macon looked at his son with something that was almost like sorrow. 

"Even so, my position is not my own to shift,” he said. “House Macon entered mourning with the rest of Terrell nobility out of respect for our connection to Doln. To now rise against Ophelia would fracture our alliances and risk dire repercussions. I cannot throw our banner behind a claim that even my advisors would not support."

"Then, put it to them," Jazon sharply pleaded. "Let them decide with full knowledge. At least give me that."

His father pursed his lips as he studied him. 

After a long pause, he nodded and said, "I will summon the council."

The chamber filled quickly with old men and middle-aged nobles. Their robes bore the mark of the raven crest of House Macon. They listened politely, but skeptically, as Jazon retold his story once again.  This time it was more measured, but no less impassioned.

When he finished, the room murmured.

Lord Cedran was the first to clear his throat. 

"You say that Princess Mila is not actually dead and has returned. But all we have is your word and some vague tale of elves and magic. That is not proof. After all, King Cedric held a memorial and erected a monument in his daughter’s honor. That’s pretty drastic to not be truth."

“I traveled with her, myself,” Jazon insisted. “I know Mila. It is she. The king was mistaken. She is very much alive.”

"Even if it is true," said Lord Thane with his brows arched high, "what would you have us do? March on the queen? Denounce her? Place a girl who ran away from her royal responsibilities and who has lived in hiding for so long that her father believed her to be dead on the throne in Ophelia’s place?"

The consensus became clear. There was sympathy and, perhaps belief. But support would not be given.

Lord Macon raised his hand and silenced the room.

"My son has spoken,” he boldly announced. “His words carry weight in this house. But as your lord, I acknowledge the wisdom of the council. For now... House Macon will remain where it stands. In mourning. And in loyalty."

****
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LATER, IN THE QUIET of his chamber, Jazon sat on the edge of his bed with his tunic half-loosened and his fists clenched on his knees. The fire had gone low. Outside, the wind hissed through the courtyard trees like a chorus of whispers.

He had come here for strength and support. Instead, he had found stone.

For the first time since leaving Mila, Jazon allowed himself to close his eyes and feel the heaviness of defeat settle on his shoulders.

But only for a moment.

Because he had also seen something else. There was  something in the uneasy way that the youngest advisors had shifted and in how one or two  had avoided his eyes.

The old roots may have held strong.

But the cracks had begun to show.
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SERENA’S SOFT SOLED slippers whispered against the silken floor as she crossed into the radiant embrace of the great hall of the Elves of Light and Harmony. Pillars of white stone that were inlaid with veins of gold, pink, and pale blue crystal soared to meet a vaulted ceiling that shimmered with the illusion of a starlit sky. Music softly drifted from an unseen source. Its harmonies blended with the light laughter and conversation that rose like a gentle tide around her.

At the far end of the hall, on a platform that was crowned in woven silver and living vines, sat King Lastus. His slender hands were loosely clasped before him while eyes that were like polished opal surveyed those assembled before him. His sharp and knowing gaze landed on Serena as she entered, but he offered no gesture of greeting beyond a  subtle lift of his brow. She stood before him and gave a deep and respectful bow, but spoke not a word. The details of her journey would not be shared here. Not yet.

She turned and let herself be swept into the press of elves and dignitaries. She joined small clusters of nobles who were discussing artful nonsense such as the changing hues of the silver grove leaves, rumors of dragon-sightings near the Aether Spires, and the scandal of Lady Quenelle’s improperly woven moon cloak. Serena played the game well. She smiled when it was appropriate and nodded with interest.  All the while hiding the burden of her knowledge beneath a veil of charm.

The loud, resonant gong rang out. It echoed through the marble chamber to boldly announce the evening meal. The sea of guests shifted. Each gracefully flowed into the adjoining dining hall that proved to be a chamber that was even grander than the last. Tables lined the long, narrow room in organized rows. Their whitewood surfaces were adorned with gold-trimmed crystal goblets and floral arrangements that offered a faint glow of natural light. The head table, where King Lastus and Queen Gennis would sit alongside their advisors, spanned the full width of the room at the far end.

Serena found her place among the lesser tables. With her back kept straight, her gaze occasionally drifted toward the head table. When her eyes locked with Queen Gennis’, it was for the briefest of seconds. The slight nod that they exchanged was as easy as the breeze before dawn, but it spoke volumes. The queen had received her silent message. The time to speak would come soon.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





