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      They were coming.

      The only thing louder than the horse’s hooves beating into the packed dirt of the forest path was the pounding of Trystan’s heart as he ran. A branch whipped him in the face, sending a sting of pain across his cheek. But he didn’t slow.

      He veered off the path where the horses could no longer follow him and ducked behind the mossy base of a tree, colliding with someone as he came to a stop.

      His hands flew out, and he gripped his sister’s shoulders, hauling her to the pine-covered ground where they hid from the men on horseback.

      “Dammit, Ri.” He rolled off her as soon as their pursuers were gone. “I told you to stay with the others.”

      She set her jaw and jumped to her feet. “Since when do I obey you?”

      Never. That was the answer. She’d never listened to him.

      He shook his head and ran a trembling hand through his sweat-soaked hair. “You could have been seen.”

      “So could you.”

      He let out an irritated breath, turning to walk back into the woods with its canopy of red and gold leaves. He’d left the rest of the group hidden off the main path, Ri included. He should have known she wouldn’t listen, but that did little to ease his annoyance. They were so close to home now, but if they were caught, it would have all been for nothing.

      Rissa’s shoulders dropped. “I was worried about you. It’s getting dark and you’ve been gone a while.”

      He couldn’t fight with his sister any longer, so he swung an arm over her shoulder. “That was the third group of Isenore soldiers we’ve seen in these woods. We can’t be more than half a day’s ride from the palace. They’ve grown bold.”

      “We’ll be safe behind the palace walls by tomorrow.”

      “Safe.” Safety was an illusion. With Calis sitting across the border and Eisner still roaming the mountains, there was no such thing as safe in Dreach-Sciene.

      “Stop,” Rissa hissed.

      Trystan froze, afraid even one crunch of the leaves underneath his feet would give them away. “They’re coming back.” He looked down at his sister’s empty hands. “You followed me and didn’t bring your bow?”

      “I wasn’t thinking about anything other than getting away without Davi seeing me.”

      “Next time,” he said. “Think.” He released her. “Come on.” He took off, only glancing back once to make sure his sister followed behind. “You’re prepared to use your magic?”

      His sister hadn’t seemed to need training in magic. She knew instinctively what to do, unlike him, but it still wasn’t the first mode of protection that came to her mind.

      “Yeah,” she whispered.

      The horses neared and the shouts from their riders grew louder. “Halt!” one ordered. “You are under arrest.”

      Trystan swerved and jumped over a fallen tree. His eyes flicked back over his shoulder, but Rissa wasn’t there.

      “Trystan,” she yelled.

      He reeled around and charged back the way he’d come. Four men on horseback surrounded Rissa. Trystan reached for his sword, but there was no need for his protection.

      Rissa dropped to the ground and set her hands upon it. Color rose in her cheeks and a breeze blew her brilliant red hair away from her face. None of the soldiers moved in as she stood and spun, a flash of white light ripping from her hands. It struck each of them, stunning them and sending them flying from their horses.

      Trystan’s lips quirked up. The magic didn’t touch the horses. That was his sister.

      “Stop,” another voice entered the fray as the rest of their group appeared, pulling up at the sight of Rissa. Eyes flicked from her to the unconscious men until finally finding Trystan.

      A young man jumped from his horse and tore his helmet off, throwing it to the ground in haste. He dropped to one knee. “Your Majesty.”

      Trystan released a breath. “Thank the earth.” He laughed as he rubbed his forehead. “Wren.”

      Rissa lowered her hands, her eyes scanning the green fabric stretched across their chests. “You’re wearing Isenore colors.” She shook her head and turned away from the men she’d hit with her power.

      Wren stood quickly. “Yes, Princess. The woods of Aldorwood have been plagued by bands of Isenore soldiers. It isn’t safe for travelers in Dreach-Sciene. These men have been terrorizing the villages at the edge of the forest. Our task is to hunt them.” He rubbed the chest of his uniform. “No matter what we have to do to get it done.”

      “Oh.”

      Wren nodded to one of his men. “Check the injured.”

      “They aren’t dead.” Rissa bit her lip. “Only knocked out.”

      “I’d ask how you have mastered control of your magic, Princess, but it’s the Tenelach, isn’t it?” Wren asked.

      Rissa nodded.

      “We need to get the others.” Trystan walked forward. “I’d like to return to the palace as soon as possible. Wren, come with us. Have your men load up the injured and be ready to leave when we return.”

      Wren jerked his head toward one of his men in silent order before following the king and princess.

      There was a beat of silence before Wren spoke again. “I didn’t imagine you’d actually do it, your Majesty. Bring us back to magic.”

      “Thank you for your faith.” Trystan pressed his lips together. They’d all had the same notion at some point in their journey. And they’d all been wrong.

      A heavy hand landed on Trystan’s shoulder and he looked sideways at Wren. As the prince and then now king, he wasn’t used to this level of familiarity from anyone besides Davi. He didn’t brush him off.

      Wren stopped moving and forced Trystan to stand still. “Thank you, your Majesty. You’ll be hearing that a lot, but I had to say it. And you, Princess.”

      Davi’s words entered Trystan’s mind as they had each night on their trek home. Wren shouldn’t be thanking him. He’d done exactly as Calis wanted. He’d opened Dreach-Sciene to a magical war they probably had no chance of winning.

      They reached the spot among the vibrant trees where they’d left the others and Davi ran toward them, stopping directly in front of Rissa.

      Neither of them spoke. They’d struggled to say much of anything to each other lately. But their eyes held everything they couldn’t say. Rissa’s shone with defiance and Davi’s darkened with anger.

      Davi tore his gaze away and turned to Trystan. “What happened? You left to make sure the path was clear and didn’t return.” He scanned Wren from floppy curls to dirty boots. “And you return with an Isenore man?”

      “Davion, this is Wren.” Trystan gestured to the man beside him. “He’s… well, I guess he is an Isenore man.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “But he’s a part of my guard. His mother is one of the few loyal nobles in Isenore.”

      “Davion.” Wren pursed his lips, contemplating the name. “Aren’t you the guy they’re all saying is dead?”

      Davi grunted and turned away. “I’ll prepare the horses.”

      Once he was gone, Trystan turned to Wren. “Long story.”

      “Not so long.” Rissa’s eyes followed Davi. “He died. Was brought back to life by his evil king father who erased all his memories. Then he tried to kill us. Brood. Brood. Brood. Here we are.” She turned a harsh glare on Wren. “Any other questions?”

      She turned on her heel and left to join Alixa on the other side of the group. Wren released a chuckle as he watched her stomp off. “Tough crowd.”

      “She’s been through a lot.”

      “It looks like you all have.”

      “You have no idea.”
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      Davi’s eyes roamed the high walls before him. The palace of Dreach-Sciene hadn’t changed at all, yet it was a foreign place to him. The last time he’d been there was before they set out for Sona.

      He closed his eyes and sucked in a breath, willing the other images to disappear. The ones he knew were false, implanted to turn him against the place that had been his home. Chains. Prisons. He swore he could still feel the sting of fists beating into him during his captivity.

      Trystan’s fists.

      No. It never happened.

      “Davion.” Ramsey nudged his horse up beside Davi. “I know this must be hard.”

      “You know nothing.” Davi couldn’t keep the resentment he felt for the man out of his voice.

      “What Calis forced me to do to you was horrible. I didn’t just steal your memories, I changed them. You still feel it, don’t you? The anger. The hatred.”

      “The only person who deserves my anger is you.”

      “You’re right. But there’s a difference between someone deserving it and receiving it. Just remember, Dreach-Sciene was not your prison. They are not the ones who kept you prisoner.”

      “I wasn’t a…” What was he going to do? Defend his father? Defend Dreach-Dhoun?

      “Prisoner?” Ramsey finished for him. “There are more ways to hold a person than with chains and cages. Love can be a trap. He’s your father. And a part of you still sees the Renaulds as the ones who kept you from him.”

      “Stop speaking as if you know me.”

      “You forget, young man, I have been in your mind. The only person who knows you better than yourself is me.”

      Davi opened his mouth to refute that, but Trystan rode up, a frown marring his face.

      “A hero’s return, can you believe that?” His fingers clenched around the reins. “Wren and the others in the palace want me to return as if I’ve just saved Dreach-Sciene.”

      “To them, you have.” Lonara shielded her eyes against the bright morning sun. They’d ridden through the night and the palace was just beginning to wake.

      Wren came galloping back toward them from the gate, a grin stretched across his face. “We’re all set. They’re preparing.” As he spoke, a bell rang throughout the palace, piercing the air with its shrill song.

      Alixa groaned. “I want a hot bath and a soft bed.”

      “The people need this.” Avery straightened in her saddle. “They need to see their king. To thank him.”

      “Then can we sleep?” Alixa rubbed her eyes. “For a fortnight?”

      “Sounds good to me.” Ramsey yawned.

      Lonara raised an eyebrow. “We have a lot of work ahead of us. Those who were too young or not born twenty years ago will have no knowledge of magic and how to use it. Some will be weak in power, but I suspect we’ll have a few who must be trained to use it to fight. We have no idea how long we will have to prepare before the eventual invasion from Dreach-Dhoun, not to mention whatever will come out of Isenore.”

      Alixa sighed, but the rest sat in quiet resignation.

      Lonara’s face softened. “But there will be time for a little rest.”

      They waited for a signal from the gatehouse before lining up in front of the massive stone entryway. Iron gears ground together as the heavy gate lifted, revealing a courtyard packed with people.

      A cheer rose into the air, reaching a crescendo as they led their horses into the enclosed square. Some waved their arms, others held flowers.

      Davi hung back, letting Trystan and Rissa be the focus. What kind of reception would he receive? He had not only been presumed dead, but he was now known to be the son of their greatest enemy. He’d actively worked against Dreach-Sciene.

      The crowd parted. Trystan slid from his horse and the rest followed suit. A host of stable lads appeared to take the beasts.

      “Your Majesty,” Lord Coille’s voice boomed as he pushed through bodies to stop in front of Trystan. He bowed and when he rose, a grin split his face.

      “My lord.” Trystan clapped him on the shoulder. “It’s good to be home.”

      “You did it, my king. Your father would be proud.”

      Davi turned away at the mention of Marcus Renauld. The king his cousin had sworn to kill. The one she’d loved instead.

      And he’d still ended up dead.

      Maybe Ramsey was right. Love was a trap.

      “Davion.” Lord Coille finally noticed him. “But…”

      Davi shook the dark hair out of his eyes and faced him once again. “But I’m supposed to be dead?”

      A hush fell over the crowd.

      A hand slipped into Davi’s and squeezed as Rissa appeared at his side.

      “It’s a miracle.” Lady Destan’s soft voice rose above the murmuring of others nearby.

      Davi flicked his eyes toward her. She covered her mouth with her hand to stifle a gasp.

      “Not a miracle.” Bitterness tinged his words. “Magic.” He slipped his hand out of Rissa’s grasp and shouldered his way through the stunned throng.

      Magic had given him a lot. It brought him back to life, but all he could focus on as he ran up the steps into the palace was how much it had taken from him. He walked the halls as flashes of a different life hit him.

      His breaths came heavy as he tried to forget. His feet took him to his old room without his mind telling them to. Proof he’d had a good life here. The room was as he’d left it. He’d never wanted for anything while in the Renauld household.

      So why did he feel like he’d had none of it?

      He sat on the corner of his bed and hung his head. Why did the false memories still control him? If Ramsey had given him the memories, why couldn’t he take them away? He dug his fingers into his hair and pulled while his other hand smacked against the side of his head.

      Again, he hit himself.

      “You think you can beat them out?” Ramsey asked.

      Davi jerked his head up to find the Tri-Gard member leaning in the doorway. Something sparked in his mind. “You. You can do it. Take them. Everything you implanted before, all the memories, they’re still here.”

      Ramsey held his hands in front of his chest. “No. Not going to happen.”

      “Why not? It’s bad enough I’m the dark king’s son. I don’t need to be questioning my own loyalty.”

      “Davion.” Ramsey walked farther into the room. “Journeying into someone’s mind is dangerous.”

      “You did it before.”

      “At the orders of someone who didn’t care if I scrambled your brains.”

      Davi met his gaze. “Please.”

      “Even if there weren’t the dangers, I can’t. I don’t have my crystal anymore.”

      Davi’s chin dropped to his chest, and a breath rattled out of him. “Oh.” He barely remembered the ceremony that returned the magic to Dreach-Sciene because he’d been preoccupied fighting Trystan. But he vaguely recalled the crystals exploding into dust seconds before magic entered the earth.

      It was hopeless.

      “Davion, I’m not going to lie to you.”

      “That would be a first.”

      Ramsey narrowed his eyes. “Listen, boy. You belong here, not with your father. My grandchildren need you. It will not be easy. These memories may be false, but to you they’re very real. No one can change that but you. You have been freed from your father’s control. What happens next is up to you. You’re a smart man.” He tapped the side of Davi’s head. “Fight it. Fight your own mind. For them. For yourself.”

      Ramsey turned. “Lord Coille has graciously scheduled the welcome home feast for tomorrow. I’m off to find a bed.”

      When he was gone, Davi kicked off his boots, removed his traveling cloak, and laid back. He tossed and turned for what felt like ages before finally succumbing to his exhaustion. As dreams overtook him, he saw two boys running through the palace side by side with matching grins. A soldier came for them, catching the scrawny dark-haired one around the waist. The grin turn to a look of fear as he was carted away and thrown into a cell where he would be a prisoner for many years.

      Davi bolted up, his eyes snapping open. Sweat dotted across his brow and he wiped it away before leaning back again. “Not real. Not real.” He repeated the words to himself until his breathing returned to normal.

      Ramsey was right. He had to fight it.

      Dreach-Sciene was his home and it would become so once again.
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      From inside the palace, it seemed to Rissa as if nothing had changed at all. Servants continued to do their duties. Guards stood stone-faced at intervals throughout the hall. None of them had forgotten Drake Renauld and his coup. That rebellion would forever mar the air of comradery that once filled the palace.

      Dreach-Sciene castle had always been a busy place. Many people took up residence within those walls alongside the royal family.

      And each one of them knew the princess on sight. The villages of Aldorwood, Isenore, and Sona had been different. She’d walked through the streets as anyone else did. Inconsequential. Unknown. Just a girl.

      “I can feel you following me, Cor.” She stopped moving but didn’t turn. It might have been her imagination, but she sensed her father’s steward grinning at her back.

      A smiled touched her lips. The man had been with her family since he was a young boy running messages for the king.

      When he didn’t speak, she blew out a breath and turned. His eyes twinkled as he watched her.

      “What?” she demanded, crossing her arms over her chest.

      He shook his head. “I still can’t quite believe you’re home.”

      “Is that why the staff has been avoiding me?” She quirked a brow. “They think my brother and I are some vision brought on by magic?”

      “Magic is why they avoid Davion, but not you. Never you, Princess. We’re all kind of worried if we blink, you’ll disappear again.”

      She let her arms fall down to her sides. “Not this time, Cor.”

      He nodded.

      “Trystan is ready to earn his throne and I’m…” What was she now that her brother was king? Now that they’d recovered the magic. Redundant? She didn’t fit the mold of just a princess any longer.

      Cor’s eyes scanned the length of her. “Well, it’s nice to see you looking like a princess again rather than a vagabond.”

      She flattened her palms against the sky-blue lace bodice of her dress. It flared out at the waist elegantly. As much as she’d rather don her travel trousers and tunic, her closet was full of clothes more fit for a princess.

      Cor had always chastised her when she’d looked anything less than the perfect image of Marcus Renauld’s daughter.

      She shot him a scowl, but before any words left her mouth, Davi appeared at the other end of the hall. Rissa’s eyes latched onto him, but he hadn’t noticed her yet. Cor followed her line of sight and let out a low chuckle.

      “Some things never change.” His eyes held neither approval or disapproval, only a fond remembrance. He was so very different from the stern, quiet steward who’d always been at her father’s side.

      Davi lifted his head and his steps slowed. A maid gawked at him, but didn’t near. He met Rissa’s gaze and scrunched his brow.

      Rissa tore her eyes away from him to face Cor once more. “And some things will never be the same.” She brushed past him.

      Davi had been avoiding her all day. In fact, he hadn’t come near Trystan either. Solitude wasn’t like him. The man she’d always known had enjoyed being the center of attention. He reveled in it. He still was, she guessed as she scowled at the servants who’d stopped to watch him, but it wasn’t the kind of attention anyone wanted.

      “Davion.” She reached him and stopped. “You’ve been ducking me all day, and I don’t appreciate it.”

      “I haven’t—”

      “Don’t bother with your lies.” She leaned in. “I know you too well for that.” She turned toward their audience with ice in her eyes. “Don’t you have duties to attend to? The crown doesn’t pay you good gold to stand around gawking.” When they didn’t move, she went on. “You’ve all heard who Davion truly is. Leave us alone this minute or he’ll use his ancestral magic on you.”

      That set them into motion and before long, the hallway had cleared.

      Davi’s jaw hung open. “I thought the aim was to let the people of Dreach-Sciene know they didn’t have to fear me.”

      Rissa shrugged. “At least now they won’t bother you.”

      “You know that magic doesn’t run in families, right? Just because my father’s is dark doesn’t mean mine is.”

      “I know that, and they will too… once they stop wetting their trousers.”

      His eyes shone with amusement. “Come with me.”

      “Is that an order or a request?”

      “Stop arguing with me for one second.” He reached down to take her hand, his palm warm against hers. “It’s worth it. I promise.”

      He tugged her forward, and she allowed him to lead her on a familiar route. It didn’t take much for her to realize where they were going.

      Davi pushed open the door Rissa used to escape regularly. The garden she’d known as dead and broken stretched out before them, unrecognizable in its beauty. Breath rushed into her lungs as she stepped out onto the stone path that meandered between blooming bushes and healthy trees.

      “Davi,” she whispered. Life zipped along her skin, the earth’s call. She’d felt it in that garden before, but where it had been weak then, it now overwhelmed her.

      The earth’s song filled her mind and tears stung her eyes.

      Davi pulled her toward the center. As a girl, she’d spent much of her time sitting beneath the bare branches of the tree that now stood before her. Instead of dry, cracked bark spanning its limbs, a new smooth, brown skin stretched toward the sky. Green vines wound up the trunk, ending where bunches of white flowers began.

      “The magic.” Her voice held reverence. “It’s beautiful.”

      “Dreach-Sciene is alive again.” Davi released her and stepped forward to set a hand on the base of the tree. He bowed his head and bright yellow flowers shot up the vines.

      “You did that?” Rissa’s eyes widened.

      “No, the earth did it through me.” He turned back to face her. “You saved your garden.”

      “I like to think we saved a lot more than one simple garden.” She laughed.

      “This garden represents everything you were able to do. Of course, you also brought magic back to the rest of Dreach-Sciene, but the evidence is right here, in this place.”

      “You speak as if you weren’t with us. As if you didn’t have a hand in what we accomplished.” She bit her lip.

      He averted his eyes, raising them toward the crystal blue sky instead. “I didn’t.” Sadness coated every word. “Unless you count almost destroying everything.”

      “Look at me, Davion.”

      When he didn’t respond, she lunged forward and punched him in the arm. “Dammit, I said look at me.”

      He finally obeyed, and it was as if his eyes tore through her instead of seeing her.

      “What happened to you?”

      He shook his head, unwilling to answer.

      “Davi, I get it, I do. I can’t imagine everything you’ve gone through. Everything that’s been done to you—”

      “You’re right. You can’t imagine. It’s not what’s been done, it’s what’s still…” He stared down at his shaking hands.

      Rissa took both of his hands between hers to still them. “I know you think we haven’t gone through anything nearly as bad as you, but we lost you. Do you have any idea what…” She released him and spun so he wouldn’t see the tears in her eyes. “I thought getting you back would fix it, would fix me.”

      A gentle hand touched her shoulder, and she covered it with her own.

      “We’re all so broken, Dav, don’t you see that? You aren’t alone.” She turned, her chest bumping into his as she did. “Let me be there for you. Please. We aren’t the same people who last stood beneath this tree. The kids who couldn’t say how they felt. Something changed between us before…” She breathed in. “Just before.”

      He kept one hand on her shoulder while the other played with a curl that had fallen loose from the tail she’d tied her hair in.

      “Do you know why my—Calis had to take every memory of you instead of twisting them?” His voice was only a whisper. “I remember it so clearly.” He closed his eyes and leaned his forehead against hers. “You were coming back to me. The real you. They couldn’t change how I felt about you.”

      “How you felt about me?”

      “Not even Ramsey Kane and his crystal were powerful enough to steal how much I loved you.”

      His eyes snapped open, and she lost herself in their intensity, drowning in their depths. His hands moved to her cheeks, and she sucked in a breath moments before his lips cut off all oxygen.

      Loving Davi was like walking straight through the heart of a battle. You were going to have to fight your way in and might not make it out, but in between, it was exhilarating. And if you won, there was nothing in the world you couldn’t have.

      As his mouth moved over hers, his words ran through her mind, bringing her back to the present. “Davi,” she said against his lips.

      “Mm?” He leaned in for another kiss, but she held him back.

      “What did you mean?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Her hands clasped his upper arms. “You said ‘what was still—’” Her eyes widened. “What’s going on? What’s being done to you?”

      Every ounce of heat retreated from his eyes. He dropped his hands and stepped back. “You don’t… no, Rissa. I can’t talk about this. Not with the princess of Dreach-Sciene.”

      “Oh.” She crossed her arms. “It’s okay for you to kiss the enemy princess but not talk to her?”

      “You aren’t…” He shook his head. “God, Ri. Do you really think I consider you an enemy?”

      “Of course not, you dolt. But, come on. You have some big secret. Even I can tell there’s something actually happening in that head of yours for once. Trust me, it rocked me quite a bit to find out who your father was too, so I know it’s still on your mind. Is that why you’re being weird?”

      “Yes… no.” He put his hands on his head. “Kind of.”

      “Well, that clears things up.”

      “I’m sorry. Being back here is messing with my head.”

      She studied the high walls around them. “Okay. Why?” When he didn’t answer, she dropped to the grass and folded her dress around her legs. Patting the spot beside her, she glanced up.

      He took her invitation.

      Magic flooded into Rissa’s body from the earth and she wanted to sink into its warmth, but she had to focus.

      “I still have them,” Davi finally said. “The memories Calis twisted.”

      “You mean—”

      “I still see flashes of Trystan and Marcus holding me prisoner? Yeah. Every time Trystan touches me, I have to throw all my power into not flinching. I have the good memories too and I can usually tell which ones are false, but…” He bowed his head. “I’m sorry. I wish I could be the Davion you remember. The one who liked nothing more than annoying you and was quick to smile. You deserve better than the version who can barely stand to be in your home. You said I’ve been avoiding you, Ri, but I haven’t. You haven’t seen me because I haven’t left my room since we arrived.”

      “Dav.” She closed her eyes briefly, letting the magic calm her. “How can you let me touch you then? If we kept you prisoner.”

      A tiny smile graced his lips. “It seems my father actually did a good thing when he erased you. My memories of you were never altered because they were gone. So, when I came back to myself, I only remembered you as you truly are.”

      “Do I have to thank him?” She smirked. “Maybe I’ll send him one of my arrows as a thank you gift.”

      He froze at her joke.

      He had to know they were going to kill his father, right? Did he want that? It occurred to her she didn’t know how Davi felt about Calis after everything. The man was his father. She imagined her own becoming evil. Would it have made her love him any less?

      She didn’t have to guess for long because the scene during the Tri-Gard ceremony entered her mind. Both she and Trystan almost killed Davi, yet they’d still loved him.

      She reached out and took his hand. “I’m sorry. I’m here, okay? I will always be here for you. Every time you get flashes of your twisted memories, come to me. But, Dav, your father is an evil man and we will stop him. Whatever it takes. If I have to kill him myself, I will. You’ve known him for less than a year. He is not your family. I am. Trystan is. You’re more Renauld than Bearne. I need to know that you see that. Are you with us? No doubts. No second guesses.”

      A beat of silence passed before Davi rose to his feet and brushed off his pants. He didn’t look at Rissa as he turned away. His voice carried down to her on the breeze as if the earth was aiding in Davi’s decision. “I’m with you, Ri. I am always with you.”

      He walked away without another word.

      Rissa laid back against the soft grass, the hum growing louder in her mind. As if the conversation with Davi completely drained her, she let the earth fill her up, controlling her, molding her. Strengthening each bone within her body.

      When she finally went inside, magic followed her, clinging to every cell. And just like the garden she left behind, she finally knew what it felt like to be alive.
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      “It’s amazing.” Lord Coille leaned back in his chair. “We felt it. As soon as the magic returned, we all knew.”

      Trystan glanced between the men and women he’d assembled around the table. His most trusted advisors along with many of the soldiers he counted on. They all nodded as if they understood what Coille spoke of.

      “I was ten-years-old when we lost it,” Lady Destan chimed in. “Only a child, but I still remember. I called on the magic to see if I’d still remember, and it was instinctual. My body understood what to do even before my mind caught up. It sensed when to stop drawing in the power and how to release it.”

      “That’s good.” Trystan rested his hands on the table.

      “Good?” Wren leaned forward. “Trystan, it’s brilliant.”

      “Wren.” Coille scowled.

      Wren hid his smile behind a cough. “Sorry, your Majesty.”

      Trystan waved him off. “What about you, Wren? I know you were young, but…”

      Color rose in Wren’s cheeks. “I… uh. I haven’t tried.”

      “Why not?”

      He lowered his gaze to the table. Alixa, seated beside him, place a hand on his arm.

      Wren sighed. “My only memories of magic are losing it.” His eyes flicked to Lord Coille’s. “When it was ripped from the earth, we all felt our connection severed. Every person in Dreach-Sciene had this tie to each other. Magic. The earth. But then we were alone.”

      The room deflated with his words. Those who’d been old enough to remember nodded in agreement, sadness darkening their eyes.

      Wren continued. “I guess I’m afraid giving into the connection once more will bring it all back.”

      Lord Coille’s eyes softened as they remained fixed on Wren. “Son, Dreach-Sciene will need you to be at your strongest. If we fear losing the connection to the earth, to our people again, we will. Give yourself to the magic as we were always meant to.”

      Trystan needed to get the meeting back on track so he cleared his throat. “It’s good to know that anyone who once knew the use of magic can again, but the fact of the matter remains. Every person who was too young or not yet born will have no knowledge of this power. I am one of these people. As is Alixa here. Rissa’s Tenelach connection seems to have taught her the earth’s ways. And Davion… well, he’s already been trained.”

      The room fell silent at the mention of Davi and unasked questions thickened the air.

      “Your Majesty.” It was Lord Coille who spoke first. “Are you sure—”

      “Adrian.” Trystan’s jaw hardened. “If you say what I assume you’re going to, I’ll send you right back to Whitecap without a second thought.”

      “It needs to be said, sire.”

      Trystan heaved a breath. “No, it doesn’t. Just like it didn’t need to be said about Alixa.” He gestured to her. “She’s since proven her loyalty to Dreach-Sciene despite her lineage. Allow the same for Davi.”

      “There’s a difference between being the runaway daughter of Lord Eisner and actually working for the king of Dreach-Dhoun.”

      “Where is Davion?” Wren asked. “Shouldn’t he be here at your side?” Unlike Coille, Wren had no suspicion in his voice. Only curiosity.

      Trystan didn’t have an answer for him. Davi had been a ghost since they returned to the palace. Rather than play the role of second in command, he’d been avoiding everyone and everything.

      “Be careful, your Majesty.” Lord Coille pinned him with a stern look.

      “Adrian.” Lady Destan gave a delicate shake of her head. “If the king trusts Davi, we should as well.”

      Lord Coille gave a sigh but didn’t say anything further. The Duchess of Sona was not someone people liked to argue with. Trystan smiled at her gratefully. She didn’t return the gesture.

      “Just be sure, your Majesty.”

      He nodded. Before anyone spoke another word, the doors to the council chamber burst open. Edric stood panting in the doorway.

      “I’m sorry, your Majesty. The guards told me to enter because you’d want to hear the news I bring.”

      Trystan pushed his chair back and stood. “What is it, Edric?”

      “Rion has returned, sire.” He sucked in a breath. “And he has prisoners from Dreach-Dhoun with him.”

      “Prisoners?” Trystan rounded the table as the rest of those present rose as well.

      “Rebels. They say they must speak with you.”

      Without waiting for anyone to catch up with him, Trystan strode from the room. They’d been waiting for Calis to make his move. For something to happen. The border had been too quiet.

      Was this finally the beginning?
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      “You’re telling me these men are defectors from Dreach-Dhoun?” Trystan couldn’t decide if the men brought before him were more likely to pass out from terror or die from starvation, right in front of his eyes. Sunken cheeks and sharp shoulder bones. When had they last had a decent meal? Fear sparked in them as they stared. What other tortures had they endured along their journey?

      “That is correct, your Majesty.” Rion ducked his head Trystan’s way. “We caught them crossing the border. Actually, we didn’t catch them at all. They gave themselves up quite willingly, wanting us to bring them into Dreach-Sciene. They demanded to speak with you, sire, saying they have news of Dreach-Dhoun for your ears only.”

      Trystan narrowed his eyes and lifted himself out of his father’s throne. His throne. He still couldn’t bring himself to think of it that way. He paced back and forth across the raised dais, arms crossed, brow puckered in thought. He stopped pacing and stared down at the two men.

      “Why now?”

      “Sor… sorry, your Majesty?” One stammered as he twisted a dirty wool cap in his hands and stared up at Trystan with red-rimmed eyes. “I don’t understand the question.”

      “Why have you chosen now to switch allegiance? I find the timing to be a little concerning since we’ve just had a run in with your king.”

      “This was the perfect time, sire. You’ve done the impossible. You brought magic back to  your lands, something Calis has sworn for years you could not do. He always preached Dreach-Sciene was a dull-witted, backward kingdom that could never stand up to him or his power. That you could never reunite the three who stole your magic. But you proved him wrong. And he’s gone mad with his rage. You call him our king, but we in Dreach-Dhoun call him our destroyer.”

      Trystan stared down at the men in puzzlement. Why would Calis act in rage when bringing magic back to Dreach-Sciene was what he truly wanted? He stopped pacing and lowered himself down to sit on the edge of the dais where his throne rested, face to face with the captors. Raising a hand, he dismissed Avery’s worried “sire” at his lack of formality. He needed to sort this out.

      “What’s happening in Dreach-Dhoun? Tell me all.”

      The older man on the right wiped a weary hand across his eyes, trying to clear away exhaustion or tears. Maybe both.

      “King Bearne was a hard ruler, who brought war to our lands, but he treated his people fairly. If you paid what was owed to the crown you had nothing to worry about. That all changed when his son took over. Calis Bearne is…is different. He rules with an iron fist. Punishing anyone who dares speak a word against him, and earth help you if you don’t have your taxes to pay the crown. They will take it, even in flesh if they have to. There were many of us who hated living this way. Many who wanted to leave Dreach-Dhoun, but we knew we could not seek help from Dreach-Sciene. Your magic was gone, your people starving. So we stayed. Our resentment and hatred of Calis grew. Bands of rebels formed all over the lands, trying to think of some way to oust him from the throne, but he was too powerful and too cruel. We’ve suffered much under him over the years, but these last few weeks have made the past pale in comparison. His cruelty has only grown. Innocent people, whole villages punished for no reason other than his twisted pleasure. Our lives mean nothing to him and his crusade to wipe out rebellion.” The man’s voice broke on a sob and the younger captive rested a comforting hand on his shoulder.

      He squared his shoulders and continued. “Our village became a target. Although there were a few insurgents amongst us, he convinced himself the whole village was guilty. He sent his men to capture everyone in question, even the children.” The man swallowed hard, locking down his tears. “The few of us who escaped made our way here to the border. Not all of us made it, his soldiers took out most. Only me and Sal here survived, but we needed to believe what we heard about you was true, your Majesty. We needed to know that you were as honorable as your father was said to be and that we could ask for your help.”

      Trystan hid his dismay behind a mask of calm. “My help with what?”

      “In rescuing our villagers, your Majesty. Calis is trying to stop this rebellion once and for all. He has announced a mass public execution of the prisoners hoping it will scare everyone into submission. He will kill them all. Women, children, innocents that have nothing to do with any rebellion. Hundreds of people, sire. Anyone in traveling distance of the palace has been ordered to attend or suffer the same consequence. He means to drive this fear deep into our hearts. It’s as if he’s lost any thread of sanity he had left.”

      No, he’s just lost his son. Trystan did not repeat that thought out loud, but deep down he knew that was the true cause of Calis’ insanity.

      “When is this public execution planned to take place?”

      “In a fortnight.” The man fell to his knees. “Please, sire, we need your help. If we do nothing, all of my people will die. My wife and children…” his voice finally broke as sobs racked his thin body, and he dropped his head into his hands. The younger man stepped forward.

      “He speaks the truth, your Majesty. So many will die. Not even Calis’ own family is exempt from his tyranny.”

      “What do you mean?”

      The voice surprised everyone in the room, but none more than Trystan. Ever since their return, Davi had forgone anything to do with war talk or decision. His refusal to be involved left Trystan no doubt that his childhood friend no longer considered himself second in command. After being absent from all matters concerning Dreach-Dhoun, why was he here right now in the throne room, at this exact moment and advancing on the two captives like they were his worst enemies?

      “Answer me. What do you mean not even his own family is exempt?”

      The man on the floor cowered while the other stumbled away from Davi’s ferociousness. Davi didn’t seem to notice. His glower encompassed both men as he hovered in impatience. “I said answer me.”

      “Davion,” Trystan hissed, waving away the guards at Davi’s back as they moved toward him. “Give them time to explain.”

      “Davion?” The man on the floor whispered as he stared up in dawning horror. “Prince Davion? Here? It can’t be.” He scrambled back to his feet as he turned to his companion. “I fear we have made a mistake in coming here, Sal. We will not find help from someone who consorts with our enemy’s son.”

      “I assure you Davi is no enemy of mine or yours.” Trystan’s voice was laced with steel. “Calis has played my friend in his evil plans along with the rest of us.”

      “But I saw him,” Sal pointed a finger Davi’s way. “He was with Calis’ soldiers when they took the old seer. He was leading them.”

      “Again, that was not the man you see before you right now. This man standing here is my most trusted friend and loyal follower.” Trystan’s words were rock solid, but he understood the question in Davi’s eyes as their gazes met. Who was Trystan trying to convince, the two men or himself? “You have nothing to fear from him, I promise you. Now explain your earlier statement. What do you mean not even Calis’ family is exempt?”

      The two prisoners shuffled in uncertainty before the older man spoke up. “The younger seer, Calis’ niece. She is to be executed as well, along with the villagers. Calis has announced her a traitor and said that all traitors will hang, royal blood or no.”

      “No.” One simple word spoken so low Trystan had to strain to hear it as it fell from Davi’s lips. Yet, the fear and despair echoed around the cavernous room. His shoulders slumped in defeat and Trystan’s heart constricted at Davi’s clear misery.

      “Are you certain?” Trystan snapped at the man, and he nodded in response.

      “Where is this public execution to take place?”

      “Outside Dreach-Dhoun’s castle grounds, sire, in the mountain valley. Already the royal builders are at work constructing the massive hangman’s platform. Thousands are ordered to attend to witness the deaths. Will you help us stop it, King Trystan?”

      A headache built behind Trystan’s eyes as he rubbed the bridge of his nose. He contemplated in silence for a moment, feeling the questioning stares awaiting his decision. Finally, he opened his eyes and settled his gaze on Lieutenant Fields near the door.

      “Fields, take these men to the barracks so they may wash and provide them clean clothes. Feed them, let them rest, but keep them under guard until I make my decision. Understand they are not prisoners, but neither are they free to roam around. I will call for them once my decision is made.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Fields led the men away as Trystan launched himself back to his feet. After striding to his throne, he fell into the chair with a sigh. Drumming his fingers on the armrests, he stared at Davi, knowing very well they needed to talk.

      “Avery, Rion, Coille, Davi, stay. The rest of you may leave.”

      The guards did as commanded. Only when the doors closed behind them did Davi finally speak.

      “You actually need to think about this, Trystan? There is nothing to think about. We need to save Lorelai.” Davi stepped closer to the dais, placing a foot on the lower step as if to join Trystan on the podium.

      “How do we know if any of what they’ve just said is true.”

      “You think they lie?” Davi asked as he took another step Trystan’s way. Avery moved her body between Trystan and Davi without missing a beat, her hand falling on her sword hilt. Trystan hid his sad smile at her over protectiveness and the fact that she now felt she had to do so with Davi. “I’ve seen firsthand how he treats his people. Brutality and cruelty are as inherent as breathing to him. I believe him capable of anything.”

      “And civil unrest in his own country would explain why he has yet to invade.” Coille interjected. “If bringing the magic back has given him what he wanted, why would he wait to attack? What those men have told us makes perfect sense. Rion, have any of your men at the border heard any truth behind this?”

      “Yes, my lord. We have had spies report back with rumors of Calis attacking his own people. We’ve had no one to confirm that until now. I think those villagers speak the truth.”

      “As do I,” Trystan agreed.

      “Then what do we do about it?” Davi asked.

      Trystan stared hard at his friend knowing full well he would not like his answer. “There is nothing I can do.”

      Davion’s disbelief registered for just a moment before the anger took over and he stood taller. “What the hell does that mean? You heard what they said. Hundreds of innocent people will be slaughtered, along with my cousin.”

      “I heard the same as you. But I cannot leave my country, my people, when I’ve just returned. There is much to be done, for Calis will attack. Maybe not today or tomorrow, but he will come and I need to be here. What if this multiple execution is all a trick? A ruse to lure me away while he takes our lands?”

      “I don’t believe you, Trystan Renauld,” Davi spat, his struggle to keep his emotions under control obvious in the deep scowl etched on his face. “You would turn your back on these people? On Lorelai who put her own life in danger to help us? The only reason she is to be executed is because of her involvement in your escape, yet you will not go to her in her hour of need?”

      “Careful how you speak to our king, boy,” Coille growled, but Davi ignored the warning. Trystan sent a slight nod Coille’s way, a silent order to stay out of this.

      “I understand what you say, friend, and my heart is heavy with this decision, but my place is with my people. I cannot risk the lives of so many for the lives of a few.”

      “You dare call me friend?” Davi snapped, despair now mixing with the fury. “Lorelai will be executed if we do nothing.” He ran his fingers through his hair in desperation.  “Trystan, you don’t understand. I can’t let that happen to her. I can’t. I don’t expect you to understand because of your father, but she was the only thing that stopped me from losing myself in Dreach-Dhoun. If it weren’t for her, I don’t think the Davi you all know would still even exist. Do you get that? I would not be here. So I will not abandon her. If you won’t go after her, then I will.”

      “And if I order you not to?” Trystan asked, but he already knew the answer.

      “I go anyway. You won’t stop me, and you know it. I will save her or die trying.”

      Silence fell over the room. A silence filled with regret and remorse and lost innocence.

      A sad smile lifted the corner of Trystan’s mouth. “I expected no less from you. As I said, there is nothing I can do. My place is here with my people, but I will not force you to stay. I will provide you with a contingent to lead into Dreach-Dhoun to save those people and your cousin. I believe you are possibly the only one capable of doing such a thing.”

      Davi deflated like he expected more opposition and was not prepared for the sudden agreement. Overcoming his surprise, he bowed to Trystan.

      “Thank you, your Majesty. You do me a great honor by entrusting me with your men. But if I may so request, can you not include Mistress Payne in that contingent? From the way she is glaring at me right now and gripping her sword, I’m afraid I may wake up some morning a little more acquainted with that sword than I wish to be.” A spark gleamed in his eye as he smiled in relief, and for a tiny moment, Trystan thought he saw a glimpse of the old Davi. “No offense, Avery,” he added.

      “None taken, Davion,” Avery answered, her stern facade not cracking a bit. “The truth never offends me. You should know that.”

      The unexpected laughter it provoked from Davi had Trystan smiling as well. It had been a long time since he’d heard that laugh.

      “Please excuse me, Trystan. I have much to attend to before I leave for Dreach-Dhoun.”

      “Of course. Do what you must. We will meet later to discuss who will accompany you.”

      At Trystan’s nod, Davi took his leave. They watched him walk away in silence. Just before the door shut behind his back, he threw over his shoulder, “As much as my handsomeness dictates discussion, please make sure I’m well out of earshot before you talk about me, Coille.”

      Trystan swallowed the laughter in his chest because he knew darn well Coille was itching to spill his disapproval of Davi and what Trystan had just promised him.

      “Trystan, you can’t be serious about this,” Coille said as soon as the door clanged shut on Davi’s back. “Can we trust him enough to send him back there with some of our men? The boy has been through a lot emotionally and mentally. I don’t quite think he’s ready for this.”

      Trystan turned to Coille, all trace of laughter now gone. “I trust Davi with my life, Coille. Always have and always will.”

      “Yes, well your trust of him may not be the only issue here.”

      Avery’s worried eyes found Trystan’s. “Lord Coille is right, your Majesty. You may have to  order the men to escort Davion, but you won’t be able to stop the one person who will insist on going. You know the princess will follow him into hell and back, with or without your permission.”

      Trystan sighed to himself. “I know, Avery. I’ll cross that bridge with Ri when I come to it.”
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      The door to his room crashed against the stone wall, shaking Davi’s bed and rousing him from a deep sleep. He leapt to his feet and reached for the sword leaning by his bed before his mind even registered who had awakened him so rudely.

      “How dare you not tell me of this, Davion?” That tone could only belong to one woman and Davi groaned as Ri marched into his room, the fire in her eyes matching the one burning in the hearth.  “I had to hear that you were going back to Dreach-Dhoun from the cook of all people? From the cook?”  She stopped in front of him, hands on hips and eyes glaring up at him in fury. He hadn’t expected her to find out so soon.

      He stared down at her, rubbing his chin to hide the grin threatening to erupt at her anger.

      “Nice to see you too, Princess. You look lovely this evening, but isn’t it long past your bedtime?”

      “Don’t you try to divert me with platitudes, Davion Bearne. I hear you’re leaving first thing in the morning. When were you planning on telling me?”

      “Well as you pointed out, I had until the morning—”

      “Don’t lie to me.” She pointed a slender finger in his face. “You were going to leave without even saying goodbye. Weren’t you? You were going to leave me behind…again.” The flames of the fire highlighted the shine in her eyes, but whether they were tears of sadness or anger, he wasn’t sure. He sighed and ran a hand over his neck. This is exactly what he’d wanted to avoid.

      “Ri,”

      “Don’t ‘Ri’ me,” she snapped as she turned her head and blinked rapidly, trying to suppress the tears. The look on her face ripped at his heart. He reached out and grabbed her hand off her hip, lacing his fingers through hers.

      “I was going to come see you to say goodbye, but I needed time to come up with the right words.”

      She sniffed and yanked her hand away as she spun out of his reach. “How about ‘I’m stupid to even think about going back into Dreach-Dhoun, Ri? We barely escaped with our lives last time. So nope, only a moron would do that.’ I’m thinking those are the exact words you need to say.”

      He laughed then. A full on belly-laugh. He couldn’t hold it in even as she turned and glared at him once more.

      “You know darn well I’m not going to say that, even if I had a choice.”

      She huffed in frustration as her shoulders sagged in defeat and the anger faded from her eyes.   Davi pulled her closer, holding her hands to his chest. They stared at each other, lost in the grip of their swirling emotions, unsure of what to say. Finally, Davi broke the silence.

      “I have to go, Ri. I don’t expect you or Trystan to understand, but Lorelai saved me. She kept me from losing my sanity and becoming my father. Now I need to go save her. It’s that simple.”

      To his surprise Rissa nodded in agreement. “I understand why you have to go.”

      “You do?”

      She lifted a shoulder. “Nothing about you surprises me, Dav. I know you better than you know yourself. I also know you’re not going to like what else I’m about to say.”

      His stomach knotted as he stared into the face he still could not believe he forgot. “Which is?”

      “I’m going with you.”

      “Like hell,” he growled. “I won’t allow it. And sure as hell Trystan won’t allow it, so get that stupid idea out of your head.”

      “Too late. You can argue all you want, but Trystan has already agreed. So has Ramsey. You’re going to need all the help you can get and with Ramsey’s crystal shattered he’s no longer the all-powerful Tri-Gard. You need strength and that, my friend, comes with tenelach. Ergo me. I’m the biggest advantage you have against Calis right now. Afraid to say you’re stuck with me, like it or not.”

      With a smug grin she pushed herself out of his grasp. “I’ll see you in the morning.”
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