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Welcome, fantasy readers!

You stand now on the threshold of the Chronicles of the Ordained, a world where wonders and perils intertwine. Embark on this fantasy journey of the ageless struggle between good and evil where the fate of what once was the Jornado Empire lies with a chosen few.

Chronicles of the Ordained will transport you into a world entrenched in royal intrigue, powerful foes, and magical exploits. Here, the essence of life itself is interwoven with enchantment. Meet the Euchouns, proud and noble protectors of the Sordarins, the valiant hawkmen who rule the skies of Scarladin. In the neighboring land of Witheleghe, the powerful Flandigana magic shields against Asmeodai, an evil force threatening all life. This world is alive with mystical beings, from flying horses known as fleogans to majestic dragons.

Heroes and villains walk in a world where magic reigns supreme. Trust no one, for behind every corner are lies and betrayal. As destinies entwine and ancient forces awaken, Chronicles of the Ordained weaves a tale of magic, courage, and the timeless battle against evil.

Begin with The Oath and unleash your imagination!
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QUICK NOTE:

You’ll find the Prologue, initially the opening of The Oath, now at the end of the book under the heading— The Beginning. It contains background information about the series, detailing how Asmeodai was trapped and the history of the Jornado Empire. While it’s not essential for understanding the plot of The Oath, it offers valuable insights into the saga’s magic and setting for those who wish to dive deeper.

WITHELEGHE

DARIUS
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A clearing sky gave way to a view of a legion of soldiers marching toward the Arch of Garten. Darius of House Sexton watched the army from the turret in the flanking tower of the old gray stone castle. The brilliance of the warming sun did little to extinguish the chill rushing up his spine at the sight of the Flandigana banner flapping above the army: the flying fleogan.

The king's army had come to his home. The question quickly became why.

The Arch of Garten was known for its sprawling fertile lands on the southwestern coast of Witheleghe. Tall redwoods and mighty oaks reigned over the forest. Bountiful crops of wheat and corn filled the fields, and the air was clean and fresh, bursting with the fragrance of spring flowers and the songs of joyful birds. The home of House Sexton was a place of peace, far away from the Nennius border, where there had been rumors of battles.

Yet, there was no mistake. It was the king's army.

The young lad was afire with curiosity. He had never seen an army this far south in his eleven years. Lord Geoffrey called it the Forgotten Country with reason.

This time of the morning was when he perched himself up among the weatherworn gargoyles, far away from everyone. Here he felt free closer to the heavens. At times a slight wind blew, flowing through him like someone was hugging him.

He liked that feeling, far away from questioning eyes that seemed to monitor his every move. This place was his hideaway. He didn't intend to serve as a watchman, but his instincts surged, knowing there had been no preparation for a visit. That meant only one thing. His lordship had no knowledge of their arrival. Lord Geoffrey needed to be told of the army at his door.

In an instant, Darius was gone.

He appeared in the keep. Moreover, he was in the chambers of the master of the castle. Before Darius, Lord Geoffrey had only just risen for the day.

“Elohim, have mercy!” Lord Geoffrey swore. “Darius, what are you doing here?”

Lord Geoffrey stood and wrapped his furred robe around him. His lordship wasn't a tall man, but at this moment, the man seemed a giant. His long white hair fell to his shoulders. His stubbled face drew tight while his brown eyes darkened.

Darius froze. He had begun to suspect that his impulsive decision hadn't been the wisest. He took a nervous step forward and bowed his head.

“Give the boy a chance to speak, my lord.”

Darius saw Lady Neomie in bed, propped up on a pillow with the covers around her naked shoulders. He met her eyes and felt the blood rush to his cheeks. Immediately, he realized he should have come to the door instead of inside the chamber.

“Out with it!”

Darius’s attention fell back to his lordship. He swallowed hard. “An army...the king's army is on their way up the high road.”

Lord Geoffrey frowned. “You are certain.”

“They carry the red banner of the flying fleogan. There was no mistaking the wings on the stallion,” Darius replied. “I saw from the owl's nest.”

His lordship knew of Darius’s hideaway at the top of the flanking tower. Lord Geoffrey understood he needed the escape, a place where no one would see him suddenly appear. He could be what he was—whatever that might be.

“How long do we have?” Lady Neomie asked.

Lord Geoffrey crossed the room, pulled back the heavy curtains, and threw open the high windows. He turned back to Darius.

“Where were they? How many?”

“At Fire's End,” Darius answered. “I saw at least four divisions with the baggage train.”

Darius caught the look exchanged between the two. He saw dread in her eyes. Fear gripped him. Have they come for me?

“Go tell your uncle,” Lord Geoffrey commanded. “Then, find your mother and stay with her until I call for you. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Grandfather.” Darius stepped toward the door.

“The way you came,” Lord Geoffrey demanded in a firm voice.

In a blink, he returned to his room and rushed out the door toward his uncle's wing. He knew the castle well since this was the place of his birth.

Darius made it to the West Wing. His uncle had already been alerted, for he had emerged from his chamber, wrapping his sword on his waist. 

Jarl cast a look toward Darius as his hand grabbed the hilt of his weapon. Wasting no words, his uncle cast him a solemn warning look. Darius needed nothing else to understand his uncle thought the same as his grandfather. Trouble brewed.

Darius followed and watched from the banister that overviewed the castle's great hall. The whole manor had awakened and was scurrying around in hurried preparation for what lay ahead.

He saw Lorman Casar, the steward to Arch of Garten, address a large brawny man in the middle of the household guard. Tygh Bontemps served as master of arms at Arch of Garten. The former soldier had come to the castle after the last war with Nennius, the only man with battle experience within the manor. Darius had heard Bontemps say he had come here to heal many times and missed nothing of the years spent in service to the crown.

Lord Geoffrey was a peaceful lord and content with his lot in life, training fleogans and raising crops. Fortunately, Darius could never remember a time when the Arch of Garten was threatened until now.

Darius caught sight of his fourteen-year-old cousin Col. He was big and broad with the same gray eyes as his father and his grandfather, but unlike them, his hair was dark brown. However, Darius suspected that Col's hair would turn gray like those before him with time. Uncle Jarl was thirty-five and all gray like his father.

Darius fought the urge to join everyone, knowing his grandfather wanted him to hide. He owed it to his family. In truth, his adopted family, but it was the only family he had ever known.

The secrecy of his birth had never been kept from him. Eleven years ago, his birth mother, Agnes, came to the Arch of Garten for refuge. She had not been the first to come to Lord Geoffrey for help. House Sexton was not a major house in Witheleghe, but for Agnes, it was the only place to go.

Each house held its own unique magic. Some were more powerful than others. House Sexton held the ability to hide one's magic. Useless most times, given that magic ran freely in Witheleghe. Yet, Agnes had an urgent need to be cloaked from the eyes of the king.

The whispers Darius heard told of a noblewoman escaping Troms after the Elfin Rebellion, where her half-Elfin husband, Faust Ashdown, had been accused of being a traitor to the crown. Ashdown had been captured and executed before Darius’s birth. Agnes would have suffered the same fate if not for Lord Geoffrey.

Why Lord Geoffrey had shown mercy to Agnes was beyond Darius’s grasp of understanding. Lord Geoffrey claimed loyalty to the crown but had risked his household by opening the door to his home to a stranger. King Magnus would unleash his wrath if Lord Geoffrey's actions were ever made known.

There again, House Sexton had given sanctuary to many who fled Troms after the Elfin uprising when the frustrations of enduring years of hardships exploded. The king had quickly put the revolt down. Elfin powers were no match for Flandigana's magic; no magic in Witheleghe was.

Hardships for the Elfin race had been at the root of the uprising. Darius listened to the Elfins who now lived on Lord Geoffrey's lands. They talked of their sufferings faced outside the Arch of Garten: their farms burned, and their shops banned from towns and villages.

Perhaps, as his mother said, jealousy spawned hatred for the people that nature blessed. Grass grew greener, crops more fruitful, livestock heartier with Elfin's magic. Though, Darius learned that the Elfins’ fate was far worse in Nennius, where they were hunted down and killed.

Lord Geoffrey stated that Withelegheans believed they weren't as barbaric as Nennius. In the view of many, they had shown mercy to the Elfins. Instead of killing them, the Elfins had been banished to the Garden of Ninfa, a barren rocky plain near the Maugana Mountains. Though Darius knew that it was now known as the Charmed Woods, for the place flourished under the Elfins' care.

But there was one piece of Elfin magic that was only whispered. A few Elfins had the ability to transport by will to wherever they pleased.

Transporting at will was supposedly only a Flandigana trait. The Flandiganas had taken pride in their magic which had evolved since the time that they could only transport through portals. Withelegheans feared this gift, or more so, the Flandiganas.

This was the gift his birth father had handed down to Darius. This was the gift that Lord Geoffrey cloaked from King Magnus. This was the gift that could cost House Sexton their lives.

“Come, Cousin. Aunt Maeve is expecting you.”

Darius looked over his shoulder to see Lella. The tall, young woman was frail and thin. At seventeen, she should have been married, given her status in life, but she had always been sickly. Her skin was pale, drained of all color. Her hair was stark white, her eyes red. One leg was shorter than the other, which caused her to limp.

There had been those that called her a witch, but Darius knew Lella was no witch. He knew of no other kinder soul.

For a long moment, Darius did not follow. He felt a deep sense of helplessness, but he had no choice. He drew in a breath and trailed behind Lella down the long hall. He slowed his pace so to walk by her side.

“Do you believe I should disappear?” he asked her. “I know a place I could hide until they leave.”

Gently, she touched his arm. He glanced over at her and saw her shake her head.

“No,” she said. “Don't do anything so foolish. We do not know if they are here for you. Grandfather has helped many. Moreover, the Flandiganas have ways of knowing. We do not want to do anything suspicious. Be patient.”

Lella talked with the wisdom of more than her years. He sucked in a breath and continued to his mother's chambers. He found himself glad Lella was with him to face his mother.

His mother had always been concerned for his future, believing he would go searching for the family he had never known. He had assured her numerous times he was content with his fate to become a steward of Arch of Garten. He could not imagine living anywhere else.

Walking into his mother's antechamber, he crossed in front of the fire burning in the hearthstone. He found his mother sitting on her favorite high-back chair.

Lady Maeve held needlework in her hands but sat it back in the basket on his appearance. He fell to his knees. Then, taking her hand, he kissed it.

“Talk to me, son,” Lady Maeve said. “Tell me, what is all this commotion. Is it true that the king has come?”

Darius frowned. “The king's army, Mother.”

“It is too soon,” she whispered to herself. Her eyes clouded with water. “You need to go. They will kill you...at the least bind your powers which would mean a death sentence.”

“I'm not leaving,” he stated. “I'm not a coward. I would never abandon my family.”

Lady Maeve softened at his stance of bravery. “You are a mere child.”

“I'm not,” he said firmly. “I would leave if it would protect everyone, but Lella said to be patient. We don't know why they are here.”

“We do.” Lady Maeve gripped his hand tightly. “There are things that you do not know. I do not doubt that it is for you they come.”

Her eyes were haunted, her voice thick with worry. Darius had never seen her this distressed. He had always known her to be a strong woman with a deep faith in Elohim and never questioned the path laid before her.

Her life had not been easy. When she married, her husband, Jaizini Carven, served as a warde for King Magnus but had been killed in a skirmish on the border of Nennius. Upon hearing the news of his death, she stumbled down the stairs and lost the child she carried. It was said she had been fortunate to have survived herself.

Lady Maeve had always had a mind of her own. Despite the Carven family's insistence for Lady Maeve to stay on her husband's estate as was the custom, she returned to the home she had been raised in search of a semblance of peace from the loss of her beloved. It was then that Darius’s birth mother appeared. No one had knowledge of the exchange of words between the two women, but after Agnes passed away, Lady Maeve took Darius as her own and gave him her name.

“What would you have me do, Mother?”

For a long moment, she said nothing. Then, slowly, her lips curved upward. “It is not for me to say. You will know when it is time.”

Confused and nervous, Darius rose and walked over to the balcony. He saw the army had arrived. Through the open gates, they marched into the castle in a river of red and gold. The grand fleogan emblazoned on their banner whipped in the brisk wind.

The tall knight riding ahead of the two columns drew Darius’s immediate attention. On his white steed, he rode with the confidence of a man certain of his objective. His hair was golden and hung to his shoulders. Armored all in red, his breastplate had a fierce open-winged fleogan. Two other knights flanked him in golden cloaks of the Kingsguard.

Darius had never seen him before but knew who he was— Rudolph the Magnificent, Lord Commander of the Ordained, brother to the king. His exploits in the campaigns of the Hitherlands had preceded him.

His stomach clutched hard as a stone as the knight dismounted. His presence did not bode well for House Sexton.

Lord Geoffrey met the Lord Commander at the steps of the keep. The knight towered over his grandfather. Darius could not hear the words exchanged from this distance, but they seemed to be polite. With a nod, the visitor, in turn, greeted Lady Noemie.

Darius then noticed a lady emerge from a large carriage of oiled oak with the crest of the fleogan carved into the door. He could not make out her face, for she had it veiled, but she was tall and lithe and walked as if floating in the clouds, dressed in a long flowing gown of a vivid blue and silver. Before she reached the first step, she stopped and turned. Lifting her veil, she looked straight up where Darius stood.

Her eyes were glazed over white, glowing against her dark skin. She smiled. Darius was mesmerized and couldn't move until she pivoted around to greet Lord Geoffrey.

Darius stepped back into his mother's chambers, suddenly shaken. He looked over at Lella, who had seen the same as him.

“They know,” he said simply.

Lella was not one to diminish the truth. She nodded. “We need to prepare you.”

“Not yet. They have not called for him.” Lady Maeve stood upon the utterance. Her eyes betrayed the fear that lived within her.

“Seilda the Tvopac is here,” Lella stated clearly.

Lady Maeve shook her head, refusing to believe it. “But why...for a half-Elfin child? It is below her. He is not even half...”

“Darius being part Elfin isn't why they are here, Aunt Maeve,” Lella said. “He has the magic flowing through him. I have seen it as surely as you must have. It is clear that Agnes was not who she said she was. Now we will all pay for her lies.”

Darius suddenly felt the urge to run into his mother's protective arms. He wanted to hide from the truth he had tried to ignore.

Lella gestured toward Darius. “Do not deny it. You know what I mean.”

His head lowered at the reproach. He knew of the incident of which she spoke. Last week in the yard, he wanted to practice swordplay with Col. Col dismissed him as he was going to help train the yearling fleogans. Being almost a man grown, he told Darius he didn't have time to play with children.

Insulted, Darius swung his wooden sword against the older boy's back. Knocked to the ground, Col had not expected the blow. Angry, Col came back up with a vengeance.

Col drew his steel sword from his sheath. Darius parried with his cousin. Right. Left. Low. Then Col lunged. He pinned Darius with the point of his weapon to the spot where Darius stood. Darius couldn't move.

Afterward, Darius recalled only being angry and humiliated. He could not bear the laughter from the guardsmen and villagers passing by the scene. The next thing he remembered was holding Col's sword as Col lay unconscious on the ground.

No one said a word to him, but clearly, there had been talk. Regrettably, too many had seen it happen.

“Elfin's abilities are limited compared to the Houses,” Lella said. “Darius does not look Elfin. His ears are like ours, and he doesn't have their long face or iridescent beauty.”

“What are you saying, Lella?” Lady Maeve asked in a voice lower than a whisper.

“He has Flandigana blood,” she answered bluntly. “There is no other explanation. I'm certain Grandfather believes the same.”

Lady Maeve moved quickly to the window and closed it tightly. She turned to her son. “Go now. Don't look back...”

“No,” Lella said staunchly. “They will find him if he runs. He wouldn't have Grandfather's protection. He is not strong enough to face them alone.” She stepped in front of Darius. “We will pay if you leave.”

“We will pay no matter what,” Lady Maeve blazed, angry now. “They will believe we have gone against the crown with our actions. He's an innocent child. They will have no mercy. Even if they only bound his powers, he will go mad and die at his age.”

It suddenly felt very cold despite the warmth of the fire. Darius understood that the power he felt flowing through him, and he had felt it, was no match for Flandigana magic. Their abilities far exceeded any in the land.

Folklore had told of the brave feats of House Felstead after the Reckoning when they stood against Asmeodai. After the demon had been defeated, House Felstead was rewarded by ruling over Witheleghe. Flandigana magic was renowned for its unimaginable powers. In a land where magic flowed freely, their family had been blessed over all others.

Whereas only the head of the other Houses in the realm held its magic, most blood relations of House Felstead had magic flowing through their veins in one form or another. But even in House Felstead, there was one magic more powerful than any other—Vaellyn magic. The potent power could enhance or limit any other magic. The one Flandigana who inherited Vaellyn was destined to rule Witheleghe.

A Flandigana had reigned over Witheleghe for more than six hundred years. No one could challenge their rule.

No one dared.

Through the years, though, there had been whispered rumors about the Flandiganas fighting amongst themselves.

Some speculated the Flandiganas had learned how to manipulate the line of succession.

Mad King Marton, born a bastard, killed all his half-siblings and cousins until the magic fell to him. He lasted no more than a month before he, too, died. Afterward, it was said that the Flandiganas discovered a method to detect and bind powers born to those that, in their eyes, did not deserve the magic.

If done before their third year, the child suffered no damage. The older one was when detected, the more severe the effect. By the age of seven, madness and death had been the result of those before Darius.

Moreover, the Flandigana had made it illegal to hide magic. By the king's order, anyone holding magic had to have it registered in the Hall of Records in Troms. Magic was closely guarded, and the rules were enforced to ensure there would be no misuse of the gift given.

Darius had listened to Lord Geoffrey talk with Jarl about the rules that segregated the different factions in the realm. His lordship's compassion for those less fortunate extended beyond Darius. Many Elfin and fairies had sought refuge on the estate. Until now, the king hadn't bothered Arch of Garten despite the knowledge that his lordship's cloak could mask anyone's attempt to discover the magic of fugitives.

Lord Geoffrey had confidence that the king saw his efforts as no threat. The king benefited from the crops and the herds of cattle to feed the realm. Moreover, there was nowhere else that trained fleogans as well as Lord Geoffrey.

Until now.

“Courage, Darius,” Lella said. “Face them as a man. Do not let them see fear.”

He looked over at his mother and saw resignation in her eyes.

“Bring him his clothes,” Lady Maeve commanded Lella. “He will be set if called upon to make an appearance.”

Lella nodded and went into Darius’s adjoining room. The moment the door shut, Lady Maeve grasped Darius’s hand.

“Whatever happens, do not let them bind your powers.”

“What can I do if they intend such an act?”

“Whatever you have to.” Her grip tightened. “Promise me. Promise me.”

Darius gave no answer.

Lella returned too quickly. He had the sudden realization that he softened when his mother was near. He had to go alone to do what he must.

He tucked the clean tunic into his pants and pulled on black boots. He brushed his long blond hair out of his face when a knock on the door announced their preparations were not in vain.

A voice came through the door.

“My lady, his lordship has requested the urgent presence of the lad in the great hall.”

Darius swallowed hard as he looked up at his mother. “I will go alone. Have faith.”

He crossed to the door and slipped out, but not by himself. Lella followed. He heard her whisper under her breath as they walked. You are never alone.

It gave him strength.

He walked down the stairs. With each step, memories assaulted him of the banquets held in the Great Hall. The last one had been on Celeste Day, the day of thanks for the end of The Reckoning when peace had been proclaimed.

Lord Geoffrey allowed the villagers to participate in the celebration. The hall was decorated with greenery and flowers. Doors opened wide allowing people to flow in and out of the hall to partake in the plentiful food and enjoy music and songs. The walls echoed with laughter and chatter.

There was no laughter today, only gloom.

He stood on the last step for a long moment. Part of him wanted to flee, but he knew he would never dishonor Lord Geoffrey with a show of cowardice. He took a nervous step toward the tall knight.

The face of the Lord Commander of the Ordained did not change. Only his light blue eyes seemed to darken the closer Darius came. The knight looked much like a cougar who was about to pounce on his prey.

Rudolph the Magnificent leaned against the long table while Lord Geoffrey stood in the wings. Darius immediately understood his grandfather had been silenced by command. Two other Ordained knights stood between his grandfather and the Lord Commander. At the far end of the table, the one known as Seilda the Tvopac sat quietly.

Her hazed eyes met his. How she knew it was he, he couldn't say, but he felt as if she was looking into his soul. She smiled broadly.

“Come on up here, boy,” Lord Commander demanded.

The hall grew quiet when the words faded. Darius felt the need to run as he fought back the urge to cry. Instead, he froze to his spot.

“Do not just stand there. Come closer.”

Darius took a quick glance over at his grandfather who nodded. Darius edged forward and bowed.

“Your name.”

He felt the Lord Commander's eyes on him, studying him. After an awkward silence, he raised his head to look into the Lord Commander's face. “Darius of House Sexton.”

“Your mother?”

“Lady Maeve.”

“Your father?”

Darius said nothing. He looked helplessly at his grandfather and shook his head.

“Your father?” Rudolph the Magnificent insisted. His voice was so loud the walls shook.

“I cannot say, your lordship.” Darius’s eyes went wide. He said in a small, hushed breath, “House Sexton took me in when my birth...my birth mother died.”

Anger flashed in Rudolph's eyes. His mouth tightened. “Do you take me for a fool? What game is this?”

“I...I don't know...”

Confused, Darius glanced over at his grandfather again.

“Don't look at him, boy. Look at me. I will ask once more. Who is your father?”

Words choked in his throat. He shook his head.

A silence fell over the room. For a moment, all Darius could hear was the sound of the guard sucking on his teeth.

Then, it changed.

What now do you think?

He's a handsome lad. Fair skin with dark blond hair. A slight puny. He is the right age. But it is his eyes that tell the tale. Amber. He has Agnes's eyes.

It's not possible, brother.

Have we not learned that nothing's impossible?

Darius found his tongue. “You speak of my birth mother, Agnes? Did you know her?”

Rudolph stared at Darius in obviously stunned disbelief. Darius felt his legs tremble. He realized he had done something wrong. But what?

“You heard me mind talk?”

If he had been frightened before, now a fear gripped Darius that he had indeed done something he shouldn't have.

His voice shook. “Could not us all?”

“No, boy,” Rudolph said, his anger lowering. “What did you hear me say?”

At a loss as to speak or keep quiet, Darius bit his lower lip. His chest heaved as if a boulder sat on top of him.

“My Lord Commander, I beg you to allow me to help my nephew explain. He is young.”

With his head bowed, Darius watched Uncle Jarl come forward to his side. Darius felt a surge of confidence.

Lord Commander scoffed. “Save your words for your own actions. Do not believe that you and yours are not in our sights. There will be consequences for your disloyalty.”

Lord Geoffrey moved beside his son and fell to one knee. “My Lord Commander...”

“Silence!” Rudolph commanded. The soft murmurings around the hall quickly stilled. He continued, “Rise and defend yourself. House Sexton has served Witheleghe long and faithfully. Yet now I fear you have broken the law. All magic is registered in Troms. Instead, you have masked this child from our sight.”

Lord Geoffrey seemed to shrink as he stood there. Darius’s newfound confidence faded.

“My lord,” Lord Geoffrey said at last. “We did not know.”

“How do you expect me to believe what you say when you masked him from the king?” Rudolph asked, his voice hard with contempt. “Take care of your next words. They may be your last.”

Darius swallowed hard. His mother had been right. They had come for one purpose, not only for him. The Lord Commander had come to punish his family. His senses tingled with the danger that surrounded them.

Lord Geoffrey straightened his shoulders, reclaiming his dignity. “My lord, he is but a boy. I ask for mercy. His birth mother begged me to shield her child from his Elfin heritage. That is all.”

“You believe that he holds Elfin magic?” Rudolph sneered. “I would not be here for Elfin magic, Geoffrey. Do you think me a fool?”

“I beg pardon for I'm confused, my lord. I know not of what you speak,” Lord Geoffrey said solemnly. “I am a loyal servant to the king.”

Rudolph scoffed. “King Magnus has long been aware that you have skirted around the law of the land. Every misfit and poor soul with a sad tale has come to you for your cloak. The king has overlooked your indiscretion for your estate has supplied crops and fleogans to the realm, but you have gone a step too far.”

Behind him, Darius saw his family being escorted into the hall. His mother. Lella. Col. His mother broke free and ran to the feet of the Lord Commander of the Ordained.

“Mercy! Mercy!” his mother cried. “How can love be outlawed? What harm has been done? Place blame on me if there is any to be had. Do not bind him...”

A rough hand grasped hold of her arm and jerked her up. “Back with you!” an angry guard shouted at her.

Lella had dropped to her knees, sobbing hysterically. His mother stood with tears streaming down her cheeks. Darius grew frantic.

“The laws are clear. Come forward,” Rudolph commanded Lord Geoffrey. “You have confessed your crime. Do not hold King Magnus to blame for what is about to occur. The fault lies with you. The boy will be bound—your life forfeited—your family banished from the realm.”

As from afar, Darius heard a loud gasp. Numb, he stood in disbelief. Lord Geoffrey's men rumbled against the verdict.

“No...no...no,” his mother wept.

Darius’s anger flared. They had done no wrong. Within him, he felt a strange sensation stir, answering his need. These invaders needed to disappear. He stared at the Lord Commander.

Then, in his next breath, they were gone.

RUDOLPH
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​​​Revelation
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Rudolph the Magnificent stood in the crisp, clear sunshine. The day had warmed since he had arrived at the Arch of Garten. He drew in a deep breath, trying to contain the growing rage inside of him.

He realized the need to calm himself. A boy had gotten the better of him, and that couldn’t happen again. Reprimanding himself for not being better prepared, he now took the time to study his surroundings. He shouldn’t have quickly dismissed the beauty that the manor offered.

The bailey of most castle grounds was usually covered in dirt which turned to mud on rainy days and dust on scorchers. On the contrary, the Arch of Garten was green with a carpet of grass and gravel-filled walkways. The air was clean, and he swore he smelt the aroma of freshly baked bread.

Within these walls was a small village. Rudolph saw a blacksmith at the corner of the stable where they housed the fleogans, an arrow-maker attached to his building with a potter shop down the side. There was even a stand for a market at the end of the courtyard.

He felt eyes watching him, but the people hid from sight. They had run when the King’s Guard first entered their sanctuary, but plainly this was a thriving community.

Rudolph stood with his hand gripped to his sword for a long moment. Behind him, his men waited for his orders. It was not the first time they had met a mystic threat, but he had not been ready for this. He had to contemplate his next move.

“Lord Commander, I warned you of your temper.”

He shot a look up at the entrance into the Great Hall. In the brilliant sun, the sheen around Seilda sparkled, further adding to his irritation. He had no time for her and her visions.

Seilda had long claimed the title of Guardian of the Past. The king pacified the woman but, in reality, paid her no mind the majority of the time. To his older brother, the past had no relevance. But after the boy’s display, perhaps Magnus should have listened closer, for it seemed his past was catching up with him.

“Not now, old woman.” Rudolph started back up the steps and gestured for his men to follow him.

“He’s not there,” Seilda said when he passed her. “None of them are.”

That took Rudolph by surprise. He turned and looked at the woman. “What nonsense are you talking now?”

“You have wakened the magic within the boy with your threats,” she said. “I told you that none knew what he held.”

“And I told you that he would have to know...they would have to know.”

“Foolishness,” she spoke toward his voice. Her eyes glazed a deeper white. “He did not grow up as you and your brothers under the protection of Flandigana power.”

“Don’t go soft, Seilda. You are the one that sent us here knowing the law.”

Seilda was displeased. She reached out and, even with her blindness, grabbed his arm. “You of all men should understand.”

Rudolph jerked back his arm. The woman unnerved him more than he wanted to admit. He was apprehensive about what might come next from her lips.

“It is no matter what I know.” Her manner softened. “It matters only that the boy follows his destiny...and it is not here. Now that you have put the fear of Elohim in him, he has vanished with Lord Geoffrey.”

“Destiny?” he questioned. “I’m to bind his powers. His future holds only madness and death.”

“You know nothing,” she scoffed. “The boy can’t be bound. He is past the age and has come into his power. If you try, it will reflect back on you.”

“What are you saying?” His eye upraised.

“He is Flandigana,” she said. “You saw what he did...what he has done. He is the heir that the king has sought.”

A sudden sense of foreboding filled Rudolph. He raced into the hall to find only emptiness and eerie quiet. Not only had the family disappeared, but the servants and guardsmen. The boy was protecting everyone.

If what the old woman said was true, he had handed the child off to a man that had the knowledge to wield the magic the boy held. Geoffrey could use it against them.

Rudolph rubbed his hand over his chin. He hesitated but knew he had no choice. He called to his brother.

Magnus, you need to come. The boy has disappeared.

After calling for his brother, Rudolph went over to the long table and poured a mug of mead for himself. He drank it down in one sip and poured himself another. He knew his brother well enough to know Magnus wouldn’t be coming alone. Nevertheless, he waited, not wanting to think of what the future held.

His brother had never been one for patience or understanding of anything but his own needs. Their mother had proclaimed Magnus to have been anointed by Elohim and blessed by the sun at birth.

The Seer had told his mother as a young girl that her firstborn would rule. The prophecy hadn’t been wrong. When their father died, it was clear Magnus held Vaellyn magic, the coveted magic that could limit or enhance any magic within Witheleghe. None could ever challenge his rule.

There had been those who had tried, but none had been successful. For over six hundred years, Vaellyn magic had reigned over the land.

Rudolph had sworn loyalty and fealty to his brother when he took the oath of Lord Commander of the Ordained, but in truth, he hadn’t needed to have taken the vow. He loved his brother. For that matter, both of his brothers: Magnus and Sigrid.

Their mother had raised them to hold to the bond of brotherhood, knowing they would need each other. She had been a strong woman from House Asherde. She taught her sons that with the Flandigana gift came responsibility. Nothing came before the realm.

Rudolph had devoted his life to that belief. Yet, there were times he had found himself envious of the king and wondered how it had been Magnus who deserved such a gift.

Magnus was removed from his people. For the last few years, his thoughts and actions had dwelled on creating a paradise for the world to know of Witheleghe’s greatness. The king was consumed with creating Rangi.

The king declared that he had a vision about a city of twelve crystal towers used to protect Witheleghe from the dark side. Rudolph was skeptical of his brother’s declaration that Witheleghe had need of such a city as Rangi. Who would need a magical city such as what Magnus wanted to create? As a protection for the realm? It made no sense. There was no magic more powerful than Flandigana. Who was he protecting Witheleghe from?

He worried for his brother. Whispers of the upcoming Secundus were driving Magnus to such irrational behavior.

“So, where is this child that is threatening the kingdom?”

Rudolph glanced over his shoulder to see his younger brother, Sigrid. He grimaced.

Sigrid was dressed in a blue velvet gown trimmed in white fur, a necklace of pearls around his neck. A mass of long blond curls cascaded down to his shoulders. Had he been a woman, he would have looked quite fashionable.

Sigrid grinned at Rudolph, knowing his habit of wearing women’s clothing annoyed his brother. A reproach lay on Rudolph’s lips, but there again, he realized his brother had done it purposely. There was very little Sigrid took seriously.

Without speaking, Rudolph stared at Sigrid for a long moment before he waved his hand. The next moment, Sigrid stood in his golden armor with his sword gilded. From his shoulders hung a red cloak of the Kingsguard.

Rudolph had no issue with Sigrid’s attraction for women’s clothing or men, for that matter, but this was no time to be dressed for a party. There were immediate matters to be dealt with; moreover, Sigrid was one of the finest swordsmen in the realm.

Sigrid laughed. “Don’t tell me that you have given in to Magnus’s fanatic bellowing that someone is out to do him harm. No one could reach him even if they tried.”

“Magnus needs us now,” Rudolph said. “There is a child exhibiting Flandigana powers. He has lived here for over eleven years, masked by Lord Geoffrey.”

“You say?” Sigrid looked at Rudolph in surprise. “How can that be?”

“The boy claims his birthmother to have been Agnes.”

Twelve years had passed since any of the brothers had laid eyes on Agnes. Yet, her name invoked a memory that Rudolph would have rather forgotten. Her beautiful face with bright amber eyes, wide with wonder. Lithe and graceful. Her thick auburn hair and those lips.

Rudolph was ashamed it still affected him this way.

Sigrid nodded absently. “Oh, yes, I do remember the woman. Who could forget our brother’s paramour whose husband tried to incite a riot? Tried to murder the king? Was she not mixed up in the Elfin revolt? I thought she died when she tried to escape Troms afterward.”

A sudden flash of guilt resurfaced. What was happening to him? Why were feelings he had long forgotten rushing back? He sighed. He was too tired to deal with this mess.

“She lived...at least long enough to give birth to a son.”

“So, you call me here to put a blade through him.” Sigrid unsheathed his sword, stepped forward, and swiped it through the air. “Why would Rudolph the Magnificent need me to accomplish such a paltry task?”

“He does not need you, brother. I do.”

Rudolph had not heard Magnus appear, but there the king stood with his valet, Basil de Clermont. His brother was tall but not as tall as Rudolph. He wore crimson silk with the family emblem, a fleogan, on the breast of his tunic, wings extended, head cocked upward. His boots were black, and he had a long red cloak. His dark blond hair hung down below his shoulders, curled. His face was clean-shaven, as was the fashion since it was the way Magnus had chosen.

Magnus demanded his court attendants to follow a set of rules that he himself had written. Rules included how not only to eat but when, how far down a napkin should be unfolded, and where to sit. Other dictates went as far as to tell how a woman should walk with a man, with her fingertips on his arm. Never was she allowed to hold a man’s hand or link his arm.

Rudolph felt the rules were all nonsense. Nothing more than an attempt to break the boredom of his court, Rudolph thought, but only to himself. Moreover, he believed it was Basil’s doing if the truth be known.

Basil had a long solemn face that gave nothing away. An older man who had served their father before Magnus, he was a loyal soul, utterly devoted to his king. He had been with the king since he had been a boy, first serving as a tutor, then valet.

Magnus paid no mind to Sigrid. His attention was solely upon Rudolph. “Tell me now, Lord Commander, without your confounding mind thoughts, exactly what has happened,” Magnus said, his voice ringing.

At that, Rudolph snapped, “Do you believe it a simple feat to deal with a child that may have been Agnes’s?”

“I told you before that would have been impossible,” Magnus said with ice in his voice. “You know the precautions taken with my lovers.”

“Lord Commander, there are potions that prevent...” Basil added to the argument but was cut off by Rudolph’s impatience.

“It does not always work,” Rudolph said. “Otherwise, I would have to bind infants at birth.”

“You have not done so since my marriage. I have learned how to take care that my bastards do not hold magic,” Magnus frowned. “I do not discount any that might be mine. I know the consequences of recklessness.”

Rudolph knew his brother spoke the truth. The king had been responsible when it came to his love affairs despite their numbers.

“Perhaps it was Agnes herself who plotted the babe,” Basil said gravely. “The rumors held that she herself had Elfin blood. Perhaps, she took measures to counteract the potion. It is feasible to believe she was in league with her husband, Faust Ashdown.”

“Never” was on the tip of Rudolph’s tongue, but he held it. Agnes had no contact with her husband for years before the revolt. Magnus had seen to that when he took her to his bed.

Rudolph raised his hand for silence. “It matters little how it happened but that it did. Her son is alive and exhibits Flandigana magic. What other conclusion is there but his father is Flandigana?”

Magnus nodded slowly. “You are right, Rudolph. The question becomes how to bind such a child.”

“Sire, the seer seeks your audience.”

Rudolph looked around to see a guard lift his head after his bow. Magnus looked across at him. Rudolph shook his head. “She has caused trouble even on this day.”

“Send her back to Troms,” Sigrid suggested. “The woman gives me the creeps.”

Rudolph nodded. He didn’t know what game Seilda was playing, but he was confident she had her own motives, and they had played right into her hands.

“It is done.” Magnus waved his hand toward the door. Seilda disappeared. “This is our problem to solve.”

If the issues weren’t so pressing, Rudolph would have laughed. It reminded him of when they were boys. The tricks they would play. The mischief they would make. The fun they had just the three of them. It drove their mother mad, for she wanted them to be serious in all their endeavors, but that was well over thirty years ago. They were children no longer.

“Pray tell, how exactly are we to do so?” Sigrid shrugged. “I’m trying to pick up the scent of magic to trail the child, but there is none.”

“Geoffrey is masking him.”

“Ah, Rudolph, given my gift—my Flandigana magic, if I set my mind to it, I can detect beyond the mask if I know where to look,” Sigrid argued. “There is nothing.”

“Unless the child has Vaellyn magic in his blood,” Basil said soberly. “He could have enhanced Lord Geoffrey’s mask or perhaps, done it himself.”

“You give this boy too much credit,” Magnus scoffed. “I hold Vaellyn magic. None other can until my time is at end. Do you believe my time is at end?”

“No, sire,” Basil answered. “But the Secundus is at hand. I have read things change with its approach. Perhaps two to hold Vaellyn is possible.”

“Nonsense.” Magnus shook his head and looked back at Rudolph. “You say he is only eleven. He has not been trained...you said he didn’t even know he had it until now.”

Rudolph drew in a deep breath. Magnus was right. And yet, there had been something about the boy that was unsettling. There was the recollection of the prophecy that Vaellyn magic was handed down to the Flandigana most deserving.

For centuries, his family had tried to manipulate the choice by binding the powers of those they felt undeserving. There were whispers that there had been times when his ancestors went beyond a binding and took a life so that another would inherit the power that came with being a Flandigana.

The vows Rudolph had taken as a knight of the Order of the Ordained demanded he protect the realm by upholding the laws of Witheleghe, by holding to the faith of Elohim. He had sworn an oath of poverty, chastity, and obedience to keep the vows with justice, honesty, and valor.

Conceivably, he made a mistake in his haste to try and bind the boy. His anger blinded him toward Lord Geoffrey, with the lord flauntingly defying the king by masking magic. It took only riding through the land to see that Elfin magic flourished here. When the boy heard him mind talk to the king, it enraged him more against Lord Geoffrey. In turn, against the boy.

“Your majesty,” Basil came forward. “Perhaps we should take the boy back with us to see for ourselves his abilities...”

Magnus stared at his man for a long moment. Rudolph understood Basil’s implication. The king had no heirs. The queen had only given him two stillborn sons and two daughters, neither of who had displayed any magical abilities. There had also been rumors that the king wanted to put her aside and take another, which would indeed break from the rules of Elohim.

Moreover, Sigrid’s marriage had brought no children. Though, Rudolph surmised it came more from Sigrid refusing to share his wife’s bed than not being able to produce heirs.

Then, there was himself. There would be no heirs, for he had chosen the life of the Ordained.

“A splendid idea,” Sigrid agreed. “Much better than running my sword through the lad. Such a distasteful task.” He gestured upward with his hand. “But the point will be mute if we can’t find the boy.”

“My son?”

“It would seem so, sire,” Basil said simply.

Rudolph watched his brother nod. He could see the growing satisfaction cross the king’s face with the thought—a Flandigana heir. An heir in reserve, some might say if Queen Phillipa did not produce a legitimate one. For one would be foolish not to be prepared that there would be those that would have an issue with a bastard heir.

Yet, Rudolph understood that this one would not be so easily dismissed. The power the boy exhibited was much greater than Magnus’s at eleven. The problem now was to find the boy so he could be trained properly to harness and use his gifts properly.

Lord Commander, Lord Geoffrey requests an audience with you and your brothers.

Rudolph jerked his head around. As he thought, no one else was in the room. The boy was mind communicating with him. A quick learner.

There is much to discuss. Come. No harm will come to you or your family. Rudolph vowed, knowing he would have to intercede for Lord Geoffrey with Magnus.

Magnus had never been a forgiving king. Yet, Rudolph understood the boy held to his adoptive family, and it would be necessary for them to be safe for the boy to fulfill his destiny.

A moment later, Lord Geoffrey and Darius emerged. The boy boldly stood defiant between his grandfather and the three brothers. His shoulders back; his head cocked; his eyes intense, looking straight at Rudolph as if daring him to make a move.

Rudolph laughed to himself. Yes, this boy had the look of a Flandigana. Seemingly, the heir apparent had been found. He felt it as he stared into the boy’s eyes.

Those eyes. So, like his mother. It was almost like Agnes was there begging him to take care of her boy.

And Rudolph had never refused her anything.

RUDOLPH
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Rudolph stood in front of the mirror. The studied reflection showed a man dressed in a deep hunter green jacket with gold trim opened to a white shirt with a wide collar and full sleeves gathered into lace cuffs. His long breeches matched his jacket, as did a short cape that fell over his left shoulder. After a long moment, he straightened the broad golden strap worn over his shoulder from which his sword hung.

There had been a time when he had taken great pleasure in palace parties and dinners. That had been in his youth. He was no longer young. His once golden hair had begun to show signs of gray. Fine lines and wrinkles edged around his eyes. Moreover, that time had been before his vows.

His brother had left the suit for a celebration tonight. The finest clothes in court, Magnus proclaimed when Rudolph announced his presence back in Troms. You are a Flandigana and should dress like one.

The suit was indeed glorious, but Rudolph frowned. He was much more comfortable in his knight’s uniform. To say nothing of the fact he was exhausted. Heavy shadows darkened the undersides of his eyes and betrayed his weariness.

Shortly after the sun rose to its peak, he had ridden through the bronze gates of Troms. The city itself was encircled by a curtain of fifty-five feet of heavy stone with towers rising at each corner. The banner of his house, the red and gold fleogan, whipping in the wind greeted the travelers.

Redbrick buildings clustered together; merchants’ stores lay side by side with taverns and inns. People crowded the streets, and the crowd grew thicker closer to where the lanes wound around the Garden Green. Along the patch of grass and trees, there was a row of grand architecture. A four-story dome wonder known as the Temple of Elohim. An amphitheater. A library.

The street widened behind the Garden Green and led to a boulevard lined with trees which opened to Chatamar, home to the Flandigana king. The palace sat on a rising hill, like a crown on top of a king’s head.

A half a dozen King’s Guard stood at the opened gate to the palace. But, in truth, there was no need. The palace was enclosed by a wall of pure white crystal twenty feet high which enhanced the magic that protected the court.

Riding through the gates, Rudolph felt relief. He had spent the last month escorting House Sexton to Troms under the king’s orders. Magnus had commanded the entire family to accompany the boy to his new home. Yet, Magnus had not allowed the family to transport as he, Sigrid, and the lad had done. Instead, he left Rudolph to deal with the disgruntled family on the long grueling journey.

And the journey across Witheleghe to the city by the water had been long and tedious. Rudolph had to deal with Lady Maeve’s constant questions about her son, Lord Geoffrey’s silence, and cousin Col’s excitement about visiting the capital. Elohim, have mercy on my soul. House Sexton played heavy on his nerves.

During the trek to the capital, Rudolph discovered, rather surprisingly, that the girl, Lella, was quite clever and possessed intelligence above most of his acquaintances. He surmised that life may not have been easy for a girl who looked as she did, but he admired how she carried herself. There was no self-pity within her, only concern for her family.

There again, those who thought her strange had never seen one like her before, but he had. He realized immediately that it came from having fairy blood in her family line. It was a harmless mutation and one that could be beneficial to the king.

At one point, Lella had requested a talk with him. During the exchange, she expressed concern that there was more to the story of Agnes’s appearance at the Arch of Garten. She worried that it would adversely affect Darius.

Rudolph had not confirmed her suspicions. He would never do so, but it interested him that she had been keen enough to recognize there were questions left unanswered.

Staring into the mirror, he pictured the boy’s mother. The memory overwhelmed him. So lovely with wavy auburn hair. Wide amber eyes. Sultry red lips. Even now, after all these years, she still had an effect on him.

Agnes, what have you done?

A sudden noise disturbed the silence. Rudolph turned to see Sigrid walk through the door. His younger brother was dressed in an orange suit with knee-high beige boots. He had grown a small goatee since Rudolph had last seen him.

Sigrid smiled as he ran his hand over his chin. “Do you like it? Nigel says it’s all the rage. If it wasn’t, it will be now.”

“If you say so,” Rudolph replied. He gestured toward Sigrid. “What is this? When have you just walked into my room?”

“Since now, brother.” Sigrid shut the door tight. “Still don’t have a valet?”

“My vows dictate I dress myself.”

“But of course.” Sigrid laughed. “I have often wondered why one would pledge to be one of the Ordained.”

“It was my path. I...”

Dispensing with small talk, Sigrid waved his hand to silence Rudolph. He became serious. “I did not mind talk or transport because I didn’t want Magnus to know I talked with you alone. You need to know what you are walking into tonight.”

Rudolph stared at Sigrid in silence. He shook his head. “Is this a jest?”

“Not tonight,” Sigrid said in a serious tone. He looked Rudolph in the eyes. “Magnus has called this celebration to announce his son to the world. Magnus has made Darius heir apparent.”

“It was to be expected.”

“Was it?” Sigrid asked. He began to walk around the room. He picked up the white tunic with a red cross on the chest Rudolph had laid across the back of the chair. “Did you know that Magnus put me in charge of training the young lad?” he glanced back at Rudolph. “Darius’s quite talented. Reminds me of myself at that age, but I know that he couldn’t be mine...and I tend to doubt that he is Magnus’s either.”

The words hung in the air until they faded into the icy tension that shot forth from Rudolph’s eyes. Sigrid didn’t shrink under the glare.

“What are you saying?” Rudolph uttered through clenched teeth.

“The truth,” Sigrid answered forthwith. “The boy is yours.”

Sigrid didn’t ask but said it as a statement. Rudolph thought for a moment of protesting, but it would be a waste of his breath.

“I see Agnes in his face, but his mannerisms are yours,” Sigrid continued. “I have been thinking back to that time. In all the madness, Agnes’s escape is incredible. Magnus had everyone rounded up with any association with those who plotted against him. Yet somehow, our brother was told that Agnes fled on a ship that sunk in the Endless Sea...and he believed it. So I would have to surmise that Agnes had help...from you.”

Rudolph swallowed hard. “Agnes had nothing to do with any attempt against our brother. It was a husband who she had not seen or contacted for over five years.”

“I remember,” Sigrid agreed. “But as I also recall, it mattered little during that time. Magnus gave little consideration to the innocent. He was blinded by the insult that any would question his rule...for we know he was ordained by Elihom and was blessed by the sun.”

Ignoring the sarcasm in Sigrid’s voice, Rudolph struggled with the painful realization. He went back to that moment, Agnes begging him to hide her from Magnus’s eyes. Pleading with him. He could not refuse her. He never could.

“It would also explain why the potions did not work, and she produced a Flandigana child with powers. She had not been Magnus’s paramour for quite a while before she disappeared. The potions wore off.” Sigrid paused. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but shortly after the plot was put down, you took your oath to become a Knight of the Ordained.”

“It is the past.” Rudolph breathed out deeply. “It means nothing now. The boy is one of us. Moreover, Darius gives Magnus his heir.”

Sigrid’s eyebrows rose on the remark. “Ah, yes, it does.” He tilted his head toward Rudolph. “Do not downplay the significance. You know our brother as well as I.”

“I have been loyal to the king. Do not make out that I haven’t been,” Rudolph warned with a chill in his voice. He had not taken Agnes for a lover until after she fell out of favor with Magnus, but he also realized that his brother would not see the affair in the same light. Was it not why I kept our love affair secret? Was not guilt the reason I took my vows?

For a long moment, Rudolph closed his eyes. He saw Agnes’s face, her eyes. He loved her even now.

“I have come only to warn you that as I can see what is in front of me, so can Magnus. He has no choice but to declare Darius his. There is no doubt he holds the magic in him. The boy is as strong as Magnus is now. Think how strong he will become,” Sigrid said. “But Magnus is a proud man. I would worry if any of his legitimate children ever show a sign of magic. To be honest, I found myself quite taken with the lad, which says much since I quite disdain children. Remember, Rudolph, power taints the soul and hardens the heart.”

Rudolph realized the reality of the situation. From the time of Magnus’s birth, he had been proclaimed the chosen one. Everything was in his reach except for his heir.

“There is another concern,” Sigrid added. “Has Magnus talked of his city to you?”

“Rangi? You know it is a constant discussion between us.”

“Then know, he will ask you to use our magic together to help form the vision he has.” Sigrid hesitated before he went on. “Magnus wants us also to forge together and separate Witheleghe from other realms.”

Rudolph wasn’t certain he heard Sigrid correctly. He gave Sigrid a questionably look. “What folly are you talking about?”

Sigrid shrugged. “I’m not certain of his meaning. However, Magnus proclaims he has seen what he needs to accomplish. Our brother says it is even greater than the law he passed that our magic does not pass outside the realm by marriage.”

“The law that binds magic when marriage to one outside our realm was necessary,” Rudolph said. “Our magic is not for others and has to be protected.”

“Perhaps. And perhaps I am wrong about Magnus,” Sigrid said. “This I do know. Darius holds Vaellyn magic. I have taught him how to use it, but there is nowhere in the scrolls that answers why there are two Flandigana’s displaying the ability. That is worrisome in itself.”

Rudolph had no answer either for the reason that Darius held what Magnus had also. If it was a sign of what was to come, it was an ominous one to be sure.

Sigrid shrugged. “I came only to tell you what I think. Take it for what you will.”

Rudolph watched Sigrid walk out the door. He did not take Sigrid’s words lightly, knowing they held truth in them. Magnus was king. No matter their bond as brothers, there was a line that couldn’t be crossed because of his status.

Since the time of kings, thrones had been notoriously lonely chairs. The loyalty of those closest to them could turn with a gust of wind. Jealousy ate at others with ambition. Danger lurches all around if suspicions get the better of rulers.

Their mother understood the power a king wielded and the quagmire it would put her favorite in if he didn’t have his brothers solidly behind him. She had done her job well. Flandigana magic flowed strongly in their veins. Both Sigrid and he stood solidly behind his brother. Neither had any designs on anything but serving Witheleghe and serving Magnus.

Magnus’s troubles had little to do with them. His problems began shortly after he married Lady Phillipa from House Hallstudde when their mother died. The Elfin Revolt followed, and then came his children. He had no magical heir. Each son was born dead; each daughter showed no magical ability. Rudolph had seen how his brother had been affected.

His brother was arrogant. To become the king he was, he had to be, and in that arrogance, Magnus assumed the line would continue through him.

Countless seers had come and gone. All told him only what Magnus wanted to hear. Sigrid had warned his brother that he was listening to charlatans. True seers were rare, but doubt had crept into Magnus that led to obsession.

Now there was this boy—Darius. The heir apparent.

Sigrid was right to be cautious. Magnus is too intelligent not to realize that Darius is not his but mine. His brother would not take it well with his increasing irritational behavior if that knowledge became commonplace.

Rudolph thought for a long moment. He wanted nothing more than to sleep in the featherbed. He was in no mood to deal with what faced him, but Magnus demanded his presence. Taking a deep breath, he transported down to the party.

RUDOLPH
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Rudolph appeared in a crowded Feasting Hall. The grand chamber was long with a high vaulted ceiling lined with large oak beams. Tall arched windows were on either side of the room, with half-circled stained glass ornamenting on the top of each. Rich tapestries adorned any open space on the walls, pictures intertwined of elegant ladies in the courtyard, gardens filled with blooming flowers, and the largest was of Magnus in his brilliance wearing a crimson brocade doublet, a matching robe, and a round cap. In the background was woven Chatamar in its glory.

The long tables had been pulled back to give way to a large dancing floor so that the royal family could watch and enjoy the entertainment from the dais. Magnus sat in the center on his majestic throne adorned with his imperial crown of golden leaf points and ruby flower petals with diamond centers. He looked every inch the king he was in a long, red silk tunic and a deep crimson robe embroidered with golden threads.

Magnus smiled at Rudolph. In turn, Rudolph nodded to his brother but made no immediate movement toward the chair on the dais that was his. As was his habit, he took account of his surroundings when entering a room.

Rudolph saw Queen Phillipa sitting on Magnus’s left in a grand chair shorter than Magnus’s throne. She was a handsome woman in a deep royal blue gown with golden trimmed houppelande sleeves. Her long dark hair was pulled back to display her golden dangling earrings and a thick golden chain embedded with pearls hanging around her neck.

Queen Phillipa was a quiet woman who had been brought up to be the wife of Magnus. A deeply religious woman, Rudolph had seen her many times in the chapel when he went there to pray. She had also been a long-suffering woman who had lost two of her children and had not produced a magical heir. Moreover, she endured Magnus’s numerous affairs with dignity and solemnity. Now, she had to watch another’s child being proclaimed heir apparent.

On Magnus’s right hand sat the lad. The last Rudolph had seen of him, Darius was a mere child. Little more than a month had passed, yet the softness of youth had faded. The innocence in his eyes was lost. Comprehension of the position he had been placed must have sunk into the boy, realizing the fate of his family was in his hands. His own destiny weighed on his every move.

Rudolph knew the boy’s mother had a right to worry. More so than she even realized.

At least, Rudolph thought, Sigrid was training him. The boy needed to learn quickly he had no time for fantasies about his magic or the power it brought.

Giggles brought his attention to the other side of Queen Philippa. He could not help but smile at his nieces, whispering to each other. He knew they believed their hair falling in a way to hide their faces kept their mother from knowing what they were doing. It hadn’t.

The queen gave the closest girl a small pat on her leg. They broke apart, but their smiles still shone. How splendid each looked. So similar in appearance, slender, brown-eyed with light brown hair. Each wore a pale yellow gown and white cloak. Marion and Marie-Therese had both been pledged since their crib to two of the high Houses, Crey and Wardle. They were young, yet nine and seven, respectively.

It is good you have come. I want both you and Sigrid by my side when I proclaim Darius, my son, Magnus mind talked.

As always, I am here, Rudolph replied. He walked around the royal table and took his seat beside Sigrid.

Strange, Rudolph thought, to watch another claim a child that was his. A short time ago, he had no knowledge of a son. Yet, a sudden protectiveness emerged, strong and fierce.

Magnus procured a lavish meal for the proclamation he intended to make. A mountain of fruit, soup, meats, and carafes of liquors was served at staggered intervals. The procession was brought out in gold dishes. The sumptuous display sent the desired message—Magnus had his heir.

The High Bishop Dierks oversaw the ceremony as Rudolph did as commanded and stood beside Sigrid throughout the service. He reminded himself it was a time for celebration. Flandigana magic would survive another generation.

When all the words were done, Magnus wrapped his arm around Darius’s shoulders and turned him to the spectators, who cheered loudly. They dared not, even if they had questions about who Darius was.

Magnus declared Darius his. So, it would be.

Rudolph moved to the far corner of the hall and stood in silence, watching Magnus’s court mingle. Sigrid moved with ease through the crowd with his lover by his side, Nigel. Sigrid’s wife, Gisella, gave no notice and stayed in her clique.

“I understand now why the king demanded our presence.”

Rudolph looked over his shoulder. Lella walked up to him. He was glad to see she wore a gown worthy of her status, which he surmised Darius provided for her. Like, he assumed, the lad had done for the rest of his family since House Sexton had no wealth.

Her gown was simple but elegant, emerald, which accented her hair in a favorable fashion. She wore a simple orchid in her hair, but it did little to hide her skin and eyes.

She smiled as if reading his mind. “Darius offered to give me a masc.”

“You refused?” he questioned, but his mind was on the fact that Darius seemed to have mastered Vaellyn magic, quickly deciphering he could use House Okeden’s magic of illusions.

“It would not be me,” she said simply. “I am who I am.”

“Nor should you be anything other than yourself.”

He saw her blush at the compliment. He realized they did not come often. He thought of adding she looked lovely but realized they would only be polite words. She did not strike him as one for false flattery.

She swallowed hard. “Can we talk?”

Rudolph took her hand and led her out into the foyer and down the hall without looking back. When they were alone, he took them in a blink of an eye to a veranda of white marble overlooking a beautiful garden filled with blooming, fragrant aromas and a small waterfall from a creek running through the landscape.

“Where are we?”

“Rangi,” Rudolph replied. “Our family comes from this place. It was a mere village until our father built this villa for us boys. He wanted us raised away from the city. It holds many wonderful memories.”

He looked back at her. She still had a questioning look.

“I have never heard of it.”

“I suppose many haven’t,” he admitted. “It is our haven. Rangi is completely encircled by perilous mountains, which makes entry impossible unless, of course, you are a Sordarin or hold Flandigana magic.”

She laughed. “I am neither, nor am I special.”

“There, I disagree with you, Lady Lella. You are quite shrewd.”

“Then, should I surmise that you brought me here for more than my request to talk?”

“I’m a man of few words and hate wasting time. I will be blunt. I know what you desire—you want me to look after young Darius. You believe him to be young and naïve—a sheep thrust into a wolf’s den. That the king has brought you to Troms to see that Darius is now a Flandigana and will no longer be in your lives.”

“Perhaps not in those words, but I do know it is not wise to cut Darius away from the family that loves him. The only family he has ever known. You Flandiganas are renowned for being unforgiving. If the king changes his mind, I fear for Darius’s safety, for Vaellyn magic is his for life. There have been tales...”

Rudolph raised his hand so Lella wouldn’t complete her thought. He stared at her intently for a long moment.

“Princess Marion will soon need another lady-in-waiting. I will see to it that it will be you. Moreover, your brother, Col, will stay as a companion for Darius.”

Her eyes welled over. She fell to her knees and reached for his hand. “Thank you...,” Lella choked on her words. “Thank you.”

“Rise,” he said. “Remember, it was I that almost bound him.”

She was confused. Rudolph saw it in her eyes, but he offered no explanation. She wouldn’t ask. She had what she wanted.

Rudolph gripped the low white balustrade, then turned. “Do you know what a siogan is?”

Slowly she shook her head.

“It is you.” He gave her no time to answer. “Come.”

He took her down a path through the garden to a stone street into the city. With each step they took, the buildings gleamed in the darkness. The city shone in a brightness that came not from the sky but within.

Lella stopped. She looked one way and then another. Finally, she turned at the street corner and headed toward an empty lot. Within it sat a large circular stone formation, orange and white, forty feet long, sixty feet wide, but no more than a foot tall. She walked over, reached down, and touched the smooth surface.

“Is there a reason a sunstone sits here?” she asked. She turned her hand over and stared at it.

Rudolph ignored her question. “Do you feel anything?”

She seemed unsure how to reply or even if she should. He pressed harder.

“Answer me,” he demanded. “What is it you sense?”

“I don’t know,” she began hesitantly. She took a step back with a look that said she would rather be anywhere than here. “You will find me foolish.”

He knelt beside the crystal and touched it. With his hand still on the sunstone, he looked back at her. “I ask a simple task. Touch it again and tell me what you feel.”

“I don’t have to touch it again,” she said in a low voice. “It’s what I feel when you touch my hand and when I’m around Darius.”

“Magic,” he answered for her. “That is what I thought. As I said, you are a siogan. It simply means that fairy ancestry is within you. A throwback. It could have been a thousand years ago, but your eyes and skin tell the tale.”

She grimaced and shook her head. “I know of no such thing.”

“Fairies live off of others’ magic,” he went on as if she hadn’t said a word. “They have a need to sense it. I’m certain you have many living back at the Arch of Garten.”

“Fairies are there but keep mainly to themselves and do no harm.”

“I did not say they did.” he frowned. His voice was hard on the edge of losing his patience. “I said they detect magic as you can. It will be useful as you live in Troms. I need you to report to me any you feel. Magic may flow freely, but we need to know what the shadows hold in order to protect Darius. He is now heir apparent.”

“Do you not have those who detect magic?”

“Only after it is used,” Rudolph said. “You are special. You can tell if someone has it within them, even if they either don’t know they have it or are trying to hide it. I imagine you realized that Darius was different.”

Lella gave a small nod. Then she said, “I will do anything to protect my family.”

“No matter what you have heard of Flandiganas, we too protect our own,” Rudolph stated soundly. “Not only for ourselves. We are responsible for our realm. All our people. If we lose Vaellyn magic, the realm will fall.”

“But surely, you aren’t worried about losing magic?”

“I know only the facts. Before we knew of Darius, there had not been another Flandigana born with magic in their blood in this generation. We also can’t dismiss that the Secundus is almost upon us.”

In apparent thought, her face turned impassive. Then, suddenly, she pointed behind Rudolph. “Are there more of these?”

He nodded. “The king has laid out twelve crystals.”

“But there is more here than crystals.”

“I knew it was within you.” He smiled. “My father enchanted the people that live here. They are known as the Derebacian. They are invisible to our eyes unless they want to be seen. They are watching us as we speak.”

“Is that the purpose of the crystals? To enchant a city with magic?”

He stared at her blankly for a long moment, realizing she saw what he could not. His brother wasn’t going mad.

Magnus was building a fortress.

* * * *
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THE SUN SHONE BRILLIANTLY as Rudolph rode on his fleogan. The wind whipped his hair back. This was what he loved— the sense of freedom not allowed on the ground. He was what he once was. A young lad with no responsibilities. No one dictating his actions. Living one day to the next without thought of what lay ahead.

Over his shoulder, he saw Darius ride with his cousin Col. Darius, too, had the look of freedom on his face. Darius was a fine rider as he spurred on the fleogan faster. Col followed suit. The boys laughed. It was as it should be.

In this stolen moment, Rudolph allowed himself the luxury of enjoying his son. Darius was a fine young man. For that, he had to acknowledge Lord Geoffrey. Agnes had chosen well. She gave Darius what he could not, a stable upbringing. 

There would not be many such days like this one. A short reprieve from reality. However, he realized reality was never far away.

Behind them, their guards rode. A reminder of the world they lived in. There was no true freedom.

They rode for over an hour before Rudolph signaled the boys they had arrived at their destination. Below, Magnus waited.

The king had chosen to appear instead of riding to Lake Beithe. Magnus stood outside a large tent where a banquet of food and drink had been set out on a long table.

The fleogans circled the meadow before landing. Rudolph dismounted and patted his magnificent mount, a white stallion with a twenty-foot wingspan. He handed the reins to one of his men, Dunstan. Behind him, the boys laughed amongst themselves.

“Take care of your own fleogans,” Rudolph directed. “Before you think of eating or swimming.”

“Yes, Lord Commander.” Darius nodded. “Where should they rest?”

“Take them down to the lake for water. Then, let them enjoy the meadow. Do you know how to blanket their wings?”

“I do,” Darius said with pride.

Rudolph watched the two walk toward the lake with their fleogans. Sigrid said Darius was a quick learner, which had become more and more evident.

“Basil, watch over the young men.”

Rudolph turned to see Magnus. He bowed his head toward his brother.

Magnus gave no acknowledgment until he saw Basil had caught up with the boys. He wore his simple gold crown with six gold crosses and a long blue tunic with gold trim, gray leggings, along with long brown boots. He looked back at Rudolph and smiled slightly.

“Come, let’s walk.”

“But of course.”

Rudolph fell in beside Magnus. He took a trail away from the others down to the water. They walked in silence until they came to the edge of the lake. Looking out, he saw the view was lovely. So peaceful. A pair of swans swam. A fish leaped out of the water. The willow trees swayed in the breeze.

Lake Beithe was the largest lake in the realm being over four hundred miles wide. The largest cities sat on its banks. Raighe lay directly in front of them, home to House Nabbe.

“It has been a while since we have talked alone,” Magnus said without looking at him. He kept his eyes on the water. There was a long pause, then he said, “You have disappointed me, brother.”

“I beg your forgiveness though I know not what I have done, my king,” Rudolph began, though the king’s anger had been expected. Rudolph knew his brother well enough not to interrupt him.

“Do not give me that, Rudolph,” Magnus said, his voice so thick with anger it was almost a growl. “You have rewarded House Sexton for their treachery. You knew well that they were to face the consequences of their actions after the ceremony. I cannot have their betrayal go unpunished. Lord Geoffrey hid my son from me. He has hidden criminals from our sight. I gave my word I would not take their lives, but it did not mean I would not banish them.”

Magnus’s grimace deepened. “I will not have them in Troms, nor will that creature come near my daughter.” He pointed toward Col. “And...and you made that boy Darius’s man...What is next? A dagger in the back.”

Rudolph shook his head. He frowned. “Are you done?”

“I am king...”

“I am aware and hold to the fact,” Rudolph returned with the same fierceness in his tone. “If you give me but a moment, I will explain.”

“Do not provoke me further,” Magnus snapped. “Be quick about it.”

“I asked your permission, brother. I would never presume. You told me to do what I willed.”

“You said nothing about them being Sextons. I will not have my own brother...”

“Pray, my king, my brother, watch your next words. That is the second time you have insinuated that I would betray you. We are Flandigana. We do not live in Nennius, where the royal family turns on their own. Where sons kill their father; mothers their daughters and babies in the crib.” Rudolph stepped toward Magnus and looked straight into his eyes. “Family is everything to us...the only ones we can trust. I am not a perfect man and do not proclaim so, but I’m sworn to you...a man that has never broken the vows I took as a knight.”

Magnus stared at Rudolph for a long time. His lips pressed tightly. “Explain to me your reasoning.”

“House Sexton is not our enemy,” Rudolph stated firmly. “There is much to worry about with the coming Secundus. I feel it as I know you do.”

“Pray tell me,” Magnus challenged. “Tell me what I know.”

“I know that you fear something. All this talk about Rangi made no sense until I went there. I took Lella, the creature as you called her. She suggested that the crystals are meant to enchant the city.”

“What would she know about crystals?”

“She is a siogan.”

“A what?”

“A siogan. Did you not pay attention to Master Logan when he taught us the history of magic?”

“If I did, I would not be asking you the question.” Magnus eyed him suspiciously. “Are you making this up?”

“No.” Rudolph sighed heavily in hopes that his frustrations were exhaled. “She can sense magic.”

“Surely, you jest.” Magnus’s eyebrows rose. His voice thickened. “There is magic all around. A useless ability.”

“Is it?” Rudolph questioned. “I have given thought to the occurrences that have taken place around us these last few years. The most disturbing is your children. Why do your daughters hold no magic? Why did your sons die?”

Magnus gave Rudolph a look that chilled. “What say you?”

“It’s suspicious,” Rudolph answered bluntly. “My thought would be that we have a spy in Chatamar.”

“From Nennius?”

“My assumption — one of their witches. It would explain why we have not discovered it. Potions and witchery. Not one with magic running through their veins but called upon from the darkness.”

“You believe this Lella will be able to sense it?”

“It would be my hope that she will be able to tell when there is a disturbance, an unbalanced. My thought was she could offer a semblance of protection to Marion.” He paused to let his words take hold within his brother. “House Sexton is not against us, Magnus. Lord Geoffrey made poor decisions, but his estate has flourished with his sanctuary, which in turn, helps Witheleghe. Moreover, there is a growing resentment for Elfins that stems from Nennius. Elfins need a place to live in peace.”

“These are trying times, Rudolph.” Magnus rubbed his chin in deep thought. “What of the lad, Col? Why make him Darius’s man?”

“For Darius,” Rudolph answered honestly. “The boy has been thrust into an unfamiliar position. His life has been upheaved. Col is older and like a brother. Did we not need each other?”

“We do until brothers believe the king has gone mad.”

“Not mad, brother, but it does cause one to pause when one wants to create a city out of nothing. Telling his brothers Rangi will be a symbol of his greatness. The brother did not communicate the true reason. Like Lord Geoffrey has created a sanctuary for Elfins, the brother wants to do the same for the people of Witheleghe. Which leads me to believe that you see great evil on the horizon.”

For once, Magnus did not protest. Instead, he confessed, “Like none I have ever witnessed, Rudolph. The visions have Troms in ruins. Our land, in flames. I don’t see a face but feel a vile being. I hear screams and then see Rangi as it should be, then wake in sweats.”

“Perhaps it is the Secundus on the horizon that has made us nervous,” Rudolph said in an attempt to reassure his brother. “But if it is an evil awakening, we will prepare. Sigrid and I will help you create this city of your vision. Then I will return to Wahi Tapu and prepare the Order for the unknown threat we face.”

* * * *
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IN THE CENTER OF RANGI, four stood against the force of a brewing wind, arms extended to each other, forming a circle. Rudolph found strength in the presence of Flandigana power. He glanced over at Magnus, who began to chant.

Fás i gcosaint mar fhórsa i gcoinne olc. Ná lig don droch-intinn nó olc rathú laistigh de na teorainneacha seo. Coinnigh slán sinn.

Sigrid and Rudolph added their voices along with Darius since Magnus had included his adopted son in this venture. Magic surged.

Around them, crystals throughout the city grew and grew, ten feet high, then fifty. A hundred feet in the sky until the towers reached the clouds. Twelve magnificent pillars:

Moonstone, the white tower.

Apophyllite, the clear tower.

Vanadinite, the red tower.

Rhodonite, the pink tower.

Sunstone, the orange tower.

Pyrite, the gold tower.

Citrine, the yellow tower.

Malachite, the green tower.

Fluorite, the greenish-purple tower.

Larimar, the blue tower.

Charoite, the purple tower.

Shungite, the black tower.

In the brilliant sunlight, a rainbow of light surrounded the Flandigana men. Hands released. It was done.

Rudolph admired the impressive sight. He felt the power, but he was troubled in the same breath. What were they about to face if Rangi was needed?

DARIUS
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​​​The Temple of Silence
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The distance between Darius and King Magnus had done little to ease Darius’s frustration. Lord Father wanted nothing more than to put him into a cage like a bird. Darius would have none of it.

Lord Father had become extremely paranoid. This wasn’t the first time Lord Father had refused Darius’s permission to accompany his unit on a mission. The refusal hadn’t stopped Darius in the past. The power that flowed within him gave him the ability to do what he willed.

Lord Commander realized exactly what Darius planned and intervened for the heir apparent to lead the King’s Legionary Cavalry to Wahi Tapu. Lord Commander told King Magnus the mission was nothing more than a routine exercise.

This task was anything but the usual maneuvers. Yet, Darius had begun to realize there was much that both Lord Commander and Sigrid kept from Lord Father. The man who adopted him had become quite delusional and saw conspiracies behind every curtain.

Interacting with Lord Father so he would not become upset was a skill that Darius had not acquired, unlike Lord Commander and Sigrid. As of late, watching over Lord Father seemed to have become Sigrid’s primary responsibility.

Darius had chosen only a small group of trusted men to accompany him to Wahi Tapu. To get to the far reach of the northern border on the edge of the Blue Mountains had taken over a week.

Col pointed toward the eastern horizon where the flag of the Ordained whipped in the wind. The shield with a crown of three points flew over the manor at the entrance of the sacred temple. They had reached their destination.

On the cliff of Dilis, Wahi Tapu rose from the mountains where the rocks themselves served as its foundation. The monastery was made from the earth fired into clay tiles, metals smelted into stones, and limestone crushed and forged by fire into glass.

The Bendiktin Abbey was set outside a colossal cave, the largest that Darius had ever seen. Legend held that the monks once lived as troglodytes before erecting the buildings that now stood. The massive dwellings contained religious sculpture walls in the rocks depicting the faith the monks had in Elohim: an Ordained Knight, sword planted in front of him, bowed with the sun serving as a crown, a multitude of people pleading to a robed figure’s back, and finally, a figure walking amongst the clouds out of the sun.

The mission the Lord Commander had given Darius was of the utmost importance. He was determined not to let the Lord Commander down.

Darius wheeled in a slow circle, then swooped and soared upward again. He loved his moment when the fleogan flapped its wings, pushing upward with the wind in his face. Undoubtedly, he had to land, but he allowed himself a brief moment of pleasure.

His life was not what it once had been. Seven years had passed since he had come to Troms to be proclaimed heir-apparent to King Magnus, adopted son to the great king of Witheleghe. Yet, he realized the title came with a cost. Gone was the young naïve boy. Responsibilities laid heavy on his shoulders.

The Lord Commander had told him he was the last of the Flandigana line. With the revelation of what Lella was, came the conclusion that Marion and Marie-Therese had no magic flowing through their veins. There were doubts that even their children would inherit what should have been their rights.

Lella detected no magic in King Magnus’s daughters but had sensed darkness in two of the chambermaids. With the exposure of the evil surrounding the princesses came the discovery that Nenniusan witches had been behind the deceit. Before they were put to death, the two women confessed that they were among a small group of spies who lived within the castle walls.

King Magnus forced Darius to watch the spies hang. He stood beside the king and Prince Sigrid as the King’s Guard dragged the women to the hangman’s noose, bound hand and foot.

In front of him, the Lord Commander held court and announced the death sentence. Lord Commander slipped a glance at Darius. He mind spoke.

Do not shy away. A king’s responsibility is to enact justice. Nothing comes before the safety of Witheleghe.

Despite the desire to run from the sight, Darius watched the noose being placed around the women’s neck. The last one spat at the guard as he tightened the rope.

She cried, “Know this is no victory for you, King Magnus. The damage is done and can’t be reversed. Your line dies with you. Flandigana magic will be no more. Nennius will rise again and be what it was. Secundus comes.”

Secundus. Therein lay the problem.

King Magnus feared it would be the end of Witheleghe. His dreams had not ended with the creation of Rangi. He had become obsessed with his visions, the fact he had no legitimate heir, and the fault of the decline of Flandigana was upon him.

Therein, he called for Seilda the Tovpac. Her words gave the king no comfort. Instead, they seemed only to amplify his worry.

“I have seen the moment, Your Highness,” Seilda the Tovpac said. Her words were forthright, without care for the harm her honesty would cause. “Your desire to manipulate Vaellyn power to one of your own drove you to seek Aephalba. It was she who tricked you into binding your potency.”

Darius hadn’t understood who Aephalba was, but he certainly realized the situation in which he lived. King Magnus harbored resentment toward Darius, a simple lad from the Arch of Garten. The illegitimate child of his former lover. The child of his brother.

The truth that Darius was indeed the Lord Commander’s child was told to him by Sigrid. The uncle who had taken a liking to him sought to protect him.

“In no way whisper the words I tell you, nephew,” Sigrid had told him. “I tell you only for the king knows. Magnus is not one to forget the slight that you aren’t his. He claimed you, for you hold the power, but be on guard if ever he sires a magical child.

“You need to understand that Magnus was born to rule. From the moment he breathed; his one purpose in life was to reign over Witheleghe. Everything he desired was at his fingertips. He has mostly wielded the power for the betterment of Witheleghe, but with the ultimate power came the delusion that he could outwit fate.

“Ah, dear nephew, Magnus never wanted a love child such as you. Yet, he loved women. He thought he could outwit fate. He went to his apothecary, who it seems went to the mystic Aephalba to charm a potion for the king. If what Seilda says is true, it would appear the charm worked in the sense that Magnus has not produced magical bastards, but it seems it also had unknown side effects on the children he wanted. To work so well on a Flandigana, I suspect Aephalba was a Nenniusan witch, but we will never know. The old woman escaped Magnus’s wrath. She died shortly after charming the potion.”

Darius had taken the words to heart. He had never mentioned the revelation to the Lord Commander. Unlike Sigrid, the knight was not one to invite confidences, being a stern, disciplined man.

Though, Darius deeply respected the Lord Commander. The knight had been the one to tell him that every life has a purpose. The man was unwavering in his devotion to his realm.

“Hold to faith in Elohim. Put the welfare of Witheleghe above all else, then all will be as it should be,” Lord Commander said.

Darius tried to follow the Lord Commander’s precedent. When the voice within him whispered that he would never measure up to what was expected, it was the Lord Commander’s words he would remember. Faith in Elohim.

The three Flandigana brothers agreed on one thing. Darius had to be trained to use the Vaellyn magic he held. Nothing came before the Flandigana line continuing. He had learned patience, not to immediately react. Instead, confront fear with the knowledge of the power he held.

Once shortly after coming to Troms, he had transported himself into Meera Bay while aiming for a ship harbored there. Prince Sigrid had saved him, but the experience had taught him how to transport—first, you needed to know the surroundings.

The power came with responsibilities. Darius absorbed the knowledge quickly. He learned to transport, how to use another’s magic effortlessly, how to conjure, and grasped the mind talking with relative ease. He perfected the abilities needed to fight with his longsword and fists.

For five years, Darius studied diligently. Afterward, he became the commander of the fleogan forces.

In a moment of lucidity, King Magnus told Darius that he was the most powerful Flandigana since the time of the Reckoning. With the declaration came the understanding that his magic would be needed with the coming Secundus.

Darius learned the history of the Flandigana line. He had no desire to repeat past mistakes. Whereas King Magnus was a philanderer, he had chosen a different path. He had only been with one woman; one Sigrid had sent to him when he had been sixteen. A woman above childbearing years, masced to seem young and vibrant. There had been no other afterward.

Col had jested with Darius that he should take the oath of the Ordained. His cousin understood nothing of the weight on his shoulders. His life was not his.

The power that ran through his veins flowed for his realm. He could take no risk that put into jeopardy the line continuing. He would take no potion, and if ever he felt the urge to love a woman, he would do what his ancestors did. Observe her and if a child is born, bind the babe.

He had no plans to set up a mistress. Instead, his thought lay with marriage. His had finally been arranged to Lady Odelia, House Crey. A major house. One that had the ability to pause time.

The lady was four years older. A quiet beauty. He found her acceptable. They had met on several occasions, but it hadn’t been his choice. King Magnus had chosen his bride after years of careful consideration. Years. But still, there had been no date set for the ceremony.

His mount flapped its wings, moving the wind beneath them, and came down for a landing on a cleared area in front of a large wooden gate on the cliff. Beside him, his men did the same. Col was the first to dismount and knocked on the entrance. Darius waited until the door was open before he got off.

Darius was greeted by the Abba Janan, who simply bowed his head and gestured for Darius to enter. No words were spoken on temple grounds. Everything was communicated through sign language.

The head of the silent monastery wore the same as the other monks, a long woolen robe with a deep hood that was tied with a rope around his waist. His forehead was chiseled with wrinkles; his eyes faded with time.

He motioned for Col to follow him. The men knew what was expected without direction. It was not the first time they had been to Wahi Tapu.

Darius walked in silence through the stone courtyard into a cloister covered with grapevines. The eerie silence of the holy ground pulsed through him, never letting him forget where he was.

Abba Janan moved past the temple to the library. He opened the door and held it for Darius.

The gray stone walls of the building were covered with shelves loaded with hundreds of books. Two long tables with high-back wooden chairs and lit oil lamps sat in the center. Along the far end by a small window, a standing desk was situated covered with a cloth to protect the book placed upon it.

Darius paused and asked with his hand. Is this about the chanting?

Solemnly, Abba Janan bowed his head in acknowledgment. He took a step back to give Darius access to the open page.

Moving up to the book, Darius recognized the writings written in ancient Witheleghe. Ones that he could read. The ink had faded, but the words were clear. Words he hated for it was a prophecy. Every prophecy he had ever read was written in riddles to be deciphered in numerous ways.

The blood of the just will be sacrificed.

Voices will be raised in hopes of unleashing the devil,

An ancient prison will yield to the call,

Days dwindle to the Secundus.

Chaos. War. Death.

He looked over at Abba Janan. Moving his hands, he asked. Do you believe the chanting to be the voices?

I do, my Prince. Abba Janan pointed to the book. There is more that supports this belief.

Why then are we only now learning of this prophecy? Darius threw his red cape over his shoulder. I can’t go back to the king with this.

My prince. Abba Janan said after a long moment. We have spent our lives researching the writings of those who have come before us. There are over two thousand books within these walls. It was only after the chanting began that we looked for any reference to voices or chanting.

Darius gave a satisfied nod. He had known Abba Janan long enough to realize that the man wasn’t prone to overreacting.

I will need to hear the voices myself. He looked over at Col. We will stay the night. Then, he turned back to the Abba. I want to read more about this prophecy. Where does it begin to mention the Secundus?

He moved in front of the book. There was no time to waste. The Lord Commander would be impatient for news and expect a full report by the morning.

Over his shoulder, Darius saw Col retire back through the door to make the necessary preparations. Abba Janan remained, standing like a shadow behind him.

For hours, Darius read. His eyes hurt. The writings made no sense. He needed more light. He waved his hand to add more lamps.

After a while, he came to realize that it was likely pages were missing. Yet examining the book, he saw no indication any were gone.

Unless someone removed them magically.

Darius circled his hand over the book. Then, slowly, pages appeared, frayed and crackled. The delicate sheets had markings on them that he was unfamiliar with.

Abba Janan moved to his side. He frowned, gesturing the word. Senie Raksti.

Confused, Darius shook his head.

From the beginning. Abba Janan signed. The first written word before Jornado was created. I know of no one that can read these ancient scrolls.

Or why they would have been erased?

No, my prince.

Darius thought for a long moment. He wanted to transport immediately to Lord Commander though transporting from within the temple was strictly forbidden. He would have to go to the barricades of the Ordained.

The door creaked. Darius looked up to see Col holding it open for a young servant woman to enter with a tray of wine and bread.

He sighed and gave Col an irritated glance. I did not call for refreshments.

Col tilted his head toward the servant. It is for Abba Janan. The girl seems determined to look after her master.

For a brief moment, guilt surged. He had forgotten the needs of an old man, but it seemed that the servant hadn’t. He glared at the woman who dared to face the wrath of a Flandigana.

Her skin was copper-brown like a young fawn in the forest with doe-brown eyes. A scarf was tied around her head, pulling back long mid-night, black hair that cascaded down her back. Her lips were pink, heart-shaped, with smooth skin without any blemishes.

She held the tray secure in her hands. She met his stare with her own.

He gestured for her to sit it on one of the long tables. She did so, curtsy, and left. He stared after her.

There was something about her that bothered him. He could not deny she was beautiful, even in the serge wool tunic that was that draped over her, but he was not one to look at a servant in that manner. Nor would he do so here.

Motioning to Abba Janan, he signed. Eat.

What are you to do with the discovery?

I will take them with me.

Rapid footsteps over the stone walk brought his attention back to the open door. Two of the younger monks rushed into the library. One of the monks bent over to catch his breath, trying desperately to communicate. The other one was able to sign.

On the second attempt, Darius caught what he said.

It has begun again. The chants have begun.

Take us there. Darius stepped toward the door but paused. He couldn’t leave the pages. With a flick of a hand, he magically hid them and the book with the ancient prophecy. He signaled Col to follow.

The monks moved through the cloister back to the temple entrance. Darius knew where they were headed. The secret tunnels that lay under the temple.

Before he left, the Lord Commander’s report told that the chanting could be heard coming from the forbidden passageways. The ones where Col and he had gotten lost when they were younger.

Not that he would have admitted it to anyone, but he had been terrified at the time. The series of lost tunnels weaved endlessly down the mountain, dark and dank. He felt no life within the stone mountain, only darkness. At least, he had managed to supply torches to see their way, but it seemed only to lead to nothingness.

Eventually, the two had come to the end of one of the turns. They stood at the edge of a hundred-foot cliff. Illuminating the cavern, the light shone over a large river of crystalline blue water. From the corner of his eyes, he caught sight of natural light at the cave’s far end. The boys jumped.

The current took them to a waterfall and over. Finally, they ended up in the Lake of Kaora, situated on the other side of the mountain. The lake was known to the monks and knights but wasn’t easily accessible. The valley was enclosed by high mountain walls. Those who ventured there came for the waters rumored to have miraculous properties.

Sunlight filtered through several holes in the top of the Seven Light cave, revealing a small pavilion in the middle of the light. From there, Darius had transported the two of them back to the monastery. He had never seen Lord Commander angrier. He had ranted at the two for an hour.

“Never. Never go down the death hallows. What do you think would happen if you got lost and tried to transport? You would likely end up in the rocks—dead!”

Darius never tried to enter afterward. Moreover, one of the tunnels served as a catacomb, the final resting place for the monks and the Knights of the Ordained. It was a place of reverence.

Lord Commander hadn’t taken any chances. Large boulders had been placed at the entrances of the forbidden tunnels.

Darius shook his head. He had no time for remembrances. He followed the monks through the arch-shaped opening carved into the rock that led into the worship hall. On each side were the rock-hewn scenes of meaning.

Each time he came, he was overwhelmed with the great power that created this place. Temples throughout Witheleghe had been built from the image of Wahi Tapu.

There was no time for worship. They moved quickly through the chapel to a heavy wooden door hidden by a tapestry. The door was carved with ancient words, Purify your heart with faith. He entered.

Torches were handed out. Then, Darius took a step into a small stone chamber. A bitter chill swept through him. A moment was taken for his eyes to adjust to dim light, but it was not what he saw that gave him pause.

He heard the chanting.

The sound was muffled and unintelligible. He had to move closer to the opening that led to the different tunnels. He moved onward.

Swishing his torch to his left, he saw the passageway to the catacombs. The chanting was not coming from there. He turned to his right. Boulders sat on three entrances, but the boulder had been moved at the last opening.

A hand went to his shoulder. Darius pivoted to see Col signing.

We need to go back and report to Lord Commander.

Darius thought for a moment and stepped slowly to the opening. The chanted words were clearly Nenniusan. He squinted hard to capture the meaning.

Aue, e te atua o te hunga mate uku ate mea hai mau mai I te wikitōria ki a mātau. Mauria mai ki a mātau te tangata hai rongoā I te hunga ehara I a tātau.

He translated it loosely to mean —Ohoh, the god of the dead. Release the one to bring us victory. Bring us the one to conquer those who are not us.

Col once more tapped his shoulder. Come.

Darius shook his head. This was a danger to all Witheleghe. Of that, he was certain. He was not running. He had to see what they faced.

He made a move into the darkness. He was met by a force of wind swirling violently. He felt his body flipping in the air and then landing on hard ground.

Crawling to his feet, he knew instantly he had gone through a portal. Voices behind him told him he was not in Witheleghe but within enemy territory. They were Nenniusan.

Turning, he realized he was outside in a clearing. He was surrounded by a group of women dressed in robes of black with crimson trim and hoods on their heads—Nenniusan witches. Their chanting ceased. The wind stopped.

One of the women moved closer and pushed back her hood. She was most beautiful, with golden hair framing her face and pools of jade-green eyes. She smiled a wicked smile that almost seemed to flame.

“Do you feel it, my sisters? A Flandigana has entered. We have our source to release Asmeodai! Take him!”

His senses returned. Whirling his hands, he slammed them down by his side. The earth shook and knocked the women down.

Suddenly, he felt a hand grasp his. He looked to see the servant girl from the temple. Tears welled in her eyes. She clutched her hand to her chest, signing Shield.

Darius reacted with instinct, not thought. He conjured shields to surround them. Immediately he felt a force against it. The witches had attacked.

The girl jerked his hand. Come. Trust me.

Going against everything he had been taught, he transported with the girl to the destination of her choosing. He breathed easier to see they were within a small hut. A quick glance, he took in his surroundings.

A daub house where the walls were made of mud. A fire burned in a stone fireplace with a straw bed in one corner, a hay crib in the other with a couple of sheep and a cow eating.

It was evident he was no longer in Wahi Tapu. He turned to the girl.

“What is your game?” he demanded. His voice deepened. “Where the hell am I?”

NENNIUS

AMIRA
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“Speak, girl,” the prince demanded.

Amira saw the vein in his temple pulse. Prince Darius was undeniably angry, but she expected nothing less. The Flandigana heir had been pulled through a portal into the hands of Nenniusan witches.

For a long moment, she stared at the man with fire burning in his piercing amber eyes, his sculptured face tight with rage. He had the look of Apora, god of the sun, with his blond hair falling to his shoulder and closely trimmed beard.

She found it difficult even to breathe as her heart pounded in her chest, faster and faster. She could not take her eyes off him, unbelieving he was here at last.

She had not known who he was, but there was no mistaking that it was he. She had seen him a million times. She knew the planes and shadows of his face, the flashes of expressions that crossed his eyes, the way his lips curved when he smiled. Then, unconsciously, she reached out and touched his cheek.

The prince grasped hold of her hand. “What madness is this? Tell me. We are no longer in Wahi Tapu. You can speak. Speak!”

His voice echoed in the small dwelling, shaking its very foundation. The animals bolted in fear. Yet, she did not move.

“Speak,” he yelled. “I demand it.”

She would have done anything for him, but that was beyond her ability. She pulled at her arm. He wouldn’t release her.

Shaking her head, she pointed to her mouth with her free hand and opened it wide. A look of revulsion crossed his face.

She had no tongue. It had been cut out.

Her heart ached on the knowledge that she disgusted him. An awkward silence fell. He stood in the stillness and studied her for what seemed an eternity.

Finally, he spoke.

“You were sent to spy. Are you a Nenniusan witch?”

She signed. Yes.

The confession was answered swiftly and honestly. She expected that he would immediately transport back to safety...to Witheleghe. He would have the ability to do so, and she had no way to stop him. Yet, he stayed.

Despair gripped her. From the grim cast in his amber eyes, she realized he hated her.

For years she had dreamed of his face. In her darkest hours, she had taken refuge in believing he loved her—that someone loved her—for she saw love in his eyes when he looked at her.

Reality settled within her with the realization she had clung to a fantasy. The dreams had been for another. Another disappointment, but such was her life.

Amira should have known. Romilda told her true witches that dreamed of the future were rare. Most who claimed the ability were frauds. In actuality, she had had only one vision of the future. Each night, her dreams had been filled with the image of this prince.

If she had been a true seer, she would have had to inform the High Priestess. All interpretation of dreams was to be left to Cyaika.

Everything went through Cyaika the Wonder. The rumors whispered told of the witch who had lived a hundred lives trying desperately to find and release her love, Asmeodai. Now, her desire was within reach with the Secundus on the horizon.

Nenniusan witches weren’t born with a destiny. The High Priestess chose them. Amira had been picked at the mere age of six, bought from the slave seller of the palace.

Her mother had been a slave from Senegala and one of the mistresses of Emperor Tibis. In turn, it would be the logical conclusion that Amira was the product of that union. The knowledge she was the bastard child of an emperor meant little. In the eyes of the law, she was simply a slave like any other slave and had been treated as such.

Amira had been given to a slave seller when she was six. There had been no warning. She had been eating breakfast one morning with the other palace children when a woman walked in and pointed at Amira and five others. She had been given no opportunity to say goodbye to anyone, not even her mother.

She had been immediately shuttled off with the strange woman. The next day, she had been sold on the spot at the slave auction in the middle of the public square. From that moment, she realized her life was not her own.

Resentment and anger swelled toward the mother, who allowed her to be ripped from the only home she had known. If her mother couldn’t protect her, then who? She imagined that the woman who gave birth to her hadn’t even grieved on her disappearance. Try as she might, Amira couldn’t remember any semblance of love from her mother, a kiss, a hug. Nothing.

Amira was not destined to see her mother again. She learned the woman jumped from the roof of one of the palaces. Afterward, the anger faded. Amira began to realize her mother had been in a desperate situation. Certainly, her mother must have realized that the child she bore faced a world no different from hers.

The day she heard her mother’s fate, Amira swore she would never allow herself to be like the woman who gave birth to her—helpless. She would find a way to free herself from the bonds of slavery. She had, but the price had been high.

Despite her young age, Amira learned quickly that the face Nennius put on to the world held little semblance to the life most Nenniusans lived. Outside the glittering halls of the emperor’s palace, the people lived in squalor.

Monmouth was the largest city in the known world, with over a million souls living within it. Amira thought that the capital must have been impressive at one time.

The Enohs, the prominent marble palaces of the ruling emperor’s family, ringed the city’s center. Grand public buildings surrounded the emperor’s home: theatres, the Parori Colosseum, baths, temples, and the senate hall. The forum where people met to hear any news announced and the market square sat on the edge of the grandeur.

There the splendor ended, and the squalid slums began.

Amira had been sold to a Nenniusan witch, Griselda, along with Romilda. She supposed she had been fortunate. There were worst fates.

“I suppose you had a reason to save me.”

The prince’s voice brought her back to the present and the reality of what she had done. Cyaika would be searching for her and the Flandigana who had come through the tunnel.

For a brief moment, she found the situation humorous. But, in truth, she hadn’t thought it through but had allowed her instincts to react. She couldn’t allow Prince Darius to be tortured or killed. Yet, the real reason may well lay in the fact that she had no desire for Cyaika to gain her objective.

The decision may well cost Amira her life, but it gave her a moment of pleasure thinking of the anger it caused Cyaika. When she had sworn to become one of Cyaika’s followers, she had not expected the woman to cut her tongue out and still expected her to be loyal.

Nenniusan witches’ magic came from the words they spoke. Magic didn’t flow through their veins as Withelegheans. Cyaika had taken that from her.

Griselda said that Amira was the most promising witch that had come along in a century. Amira had worked endlessly to learn the spells and how to conjure. She had done everything asked of her.

At ten, Amira had decided her fate was to become a Nenniusan witch. Never again would she be powerless. The decision came after a drunken man grabbed her on the street, trying to have his way. She had almost made it home from running errands for Griselda.

She screamed and fought with every bit of strength she could muster, but the man had been far stronger. He slapped her hard and pushed her down on the muddy ground, lifting her tunic for every bystander to see. There had been many, but none to help.

The commotion must have brought Griselda to the door because Amira saw her emerge from the corner of her eye. The man suddenly gasped for breath, then frantically reached up at his neck as if trying to get out of a deadly chokehold.

Amira wasn’t aware that the assailant had released her until he fell over dead. Griselda stood with her fist clutched. The Nenniusan witch had killed a man from across the street.

In that instant, Amira realized she wanted that power. She never wanted to feel helpless again. But that feeling surged through her now with the awareness that she was about to feel the weight of Cyaika’s wrath come down upon her for her actions.

Looking straight at Prince Darius, Amira shrugged, then signed. You can take us away? It is not safe here.

“You can’t expect me to leave now?” he gave a forced laugh. “I was taken off guard coming through the portal. I won’t be now.”

She frowned and shook her head. Cyaika is powerful.

“So am I.” He gripped the hilt of his sword.

For a long moment, she stared at him, feeling frustration rise. He was foolish if he expected to take on Cyaika by himself. Cyaika wasn’t alone. She had the entire Nenniusan witches behind her.

He walked around the hut and looked outside in the darkness. Then, he turned back to her.

“How long before we are discovered here?”

It will take a while. It was a friend’s home.

Amira did not add that it had been her lover’s. A simple farmer who had lost his wife and had no children. She had taken him because he offered her refuge from the city, unlike the lovers forced on her by Cyaika to better the witches’ position in the senate. She endured all the huffing and puffing as they labored over her, for she had no choice.

Cyaika had always chosen for her. Beavis, she had taken herself. Not for love, not even lust, but escape. He was an older man with thinning hair and a belly, but he had been gentle. Both realized it was a temporary situation. He needed a wife and children.

She could not become his wife, nor could she bear him children; becoming a Nenniusan witch had ensured she never gave birth. The witching ceremony called for potions to be drank that closed the womb of a woman.

Cyaika believed that a witch’s attention was solely upon her cause— bringing back the heralded demon—Asmeodai. It was not a secret that she wanted her mate back. He had been taken from her in the last Secundus.

Prince Darius sighed. He moved back across the room and sat down on the bed. “If we have time, tell me then what the portal’s meaning is. Is Nennius trying to invade Witheleghe?”

A sudden revelation suffused through her that he intended to use the opportunity that presented itself. He was going to investigate the chanting at Wahi Tapu. The brave soul. Foolish, for he didn’t know the extent of what he faced, but brave.

There again, perhaps she would help him. What better revenge on Cyaika than to thwart her attempt to free Asmeodai.

Amira had already caused chaos within the ranks of the witches by choosing her own lover. Cyaika’s punishment had been swift and harsh on the discovery of Amira’s defiance. Cyaika had cut out Amira’s tongue and assigned her to spy at the Witheleghean temple and search the secret passages.

Now, Amira had taken her rebellion a step further. She had sparked the wrath of the most powerful witch. Griselda had warned Amira not to aggravate Cyaika a second time. 

Her mentor had said, “Cyaika showed mercy in sparing your life. There will be no mercy if you show your insolence again. There will be only death.”

Cyaika demanded absolute submission over her witches. It was the price paid to become a member of the inauspicious group of women in the realm and beyond. People feared them with reason.

Once targeted, there was no mercy for any. Death. Destruction. Ruin. The cost of provoking the witches was high. Emperor Getas held the crown for Nennius, but it was Cyaika who ruled. The emperor was a mere puppet.

“At least tell me the name of the one that saved me. I would like to thank her properly.”

Amira smiled at him. He had changed his tactic. He was trying to charm her. Another day. Another time. It might have been different.

She shook her head. His eyes. It was his eyes that drew her to him. They mesmerized her.

Suddenly, the fire sparked, then flamed high. The crackle became louder and louder. From the embers of the blaze, a face appeared. One that could not be discerned, but the voice was unmistakable.

“Amira, you are doomed!”

Remembered fear of the witch surged. The frantic feeling made Amira’s instincts emerge. She moved her hands in a circle, but no words emerged from her mouth, no portal to escape, like the words that refused to come from her mouth.

The flames grew higher as the voice echoed around her. There was no doubt Cyaika knew where she was at. Her heart raced. She felt it choke in her throat.

“You think that you can betray me!”

Amira jumped at a hand on her shoulder. She turned to see Prince Darius with his finger over his mouth for her to keep quiet. She heard it then. Footsteps. The witches had found them.

He signed. Don’t move. Don’t even breathe loudly.

She felt her eyes widen as he waved his hand. The next instant, he had vanished...she thought until she looked down at her hand. He had turned them both invisible. She took a double-take, but it was real. They weren’t visible.

The rumors of the power of the Flandiganas were true. She shuddered at its magnitude, but the fact did little to settle the terror rising inside of her. She wished nothing more than to be anywhere but here. If only she could speak, she would plead with the Flandigana to leave immediately. Her nerves were flayed; his made of steel, for he made no movement to take them anywhere.

Then she felt his hand grip hers. The gesture calmed her.

Yet, her eyes froze on the open door as skirts of the witches flounced into the hut. Everything seemed surreal, moving in slow motion. Griselda was the first to enter.

Her jaw was set, her eyes unblinking as she scanned the room. The tall, grisly woman searched methodically for any signs of the wayward witch. Behind Amira’s mentor, an orange-haired witch walked methodically.

Amira tensed as the white-skinned, red-eyed hunter drew in a deep breath. Cyaika had brought in the senser. It would make no difference if they were invisible. The witch would detect his magic. It must have been how they had followed them.
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