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A LOOK BACK

 

 

Oden Lan, Master of the Majat Guild, Assassin of the Diamond Rank, forced his face into a calm mask as he stared at the object in his hand—a four-pointed throwing star, the large diamond set into its center glittering so brightly that it hurt his eyes. The intricate lines of the golden inlay at the base of the blades spelled a word in the ancient runic language, used in the Majat Fortress as a token of the Guild’s unique ancestry.

Black. 

In the Majat dialect the word was pronounced “Kar” and sounded similar to the star bearer’s name.

Kara. 

Oden Lan’s face twitched. It had been hundreds of years since the Majat Guildmaster had to arrange an assassination of one of his own, an elite warrior of the Diamond rank. The fact that he had to do it because Kara had betrayed her duty for the love of the sleek, blue-eyed Prince Kythar of the ruling House Dorn made things worse. The Majat Warriors were not permitted to love. If they had been, Oden Lan himself would have never watched Kara grow up from a little girl into the most incredible nineteen-year-old their Guild had ever seen, without letting her know how he felt about her. And now, he would never have the chance. She was dead, killed at Oden Lan’s orders by another of the Guild’s best.

A rustle of footsteps brought Oden Lan back to reality. He closed his fingers over the token in his hand, suddenly aware of the early morning chill creeping under his cloak, and the smother of the looming walls that made the courtyard adjoining the Guildmaster’s tower seem dark and hollow, like a deep stone well.

“This had better be important,” Oden Lan said into the gloom of the low archway.

A hooded figure separated itself from the shadows, its long, dark robe shuffling over the paving stones.

“Forgive the interruption, Aghat,” the newcomer said in a deep, soft voice.

Oden Lan looked at him with curiosity. The way the stranger used the Guildmaster’s rank as a form of address suggested familiarity with Majat customs, yet Oden Lan was certain he had never seen this man before. Finding an outsider, unannounced, in the Guildmaster’s inner sanctum was so preposterous that Oden Lan couldn’t even find it in his heart to feel angry. After all, no one in his right mind would come to the Majat Guildmaster, the man in command of the most impressive military force in the history of the known world, with bad intentions.

“Who are you?” he said.

“A friend.” The man stopped halfway across the courtyard and pushed back his hood, allowing the Guildmaster a good look at his face.

He had heavy, gaunt features, his prominent eyebrows looming over deep eye sockets. His graceful posture spoke of warrior training, not sufficient, perhaps, to stand up to a Majat of a gem rank, but good enough to defend himself in a tight spot. His bulging robe suggested hidden weapons, perhaps a sword or saber strapped across the back. But the most unusual thing about him was his eyes—so pale brown that they bordered on yellow. From the shadows of his eye sockets they stared at the Majat Guildmaster calmly, without the fear or reverence that Oden Lan was used to seeing in the faces of his visitors.

“What do you want?” the Guildmaster demanded.

The man shifted from foot to foot, his calm look acquiring a touch of curiosity, as if he were studying a strange animal.

“I bring news of one of your Guild members,” he said. “A Diamond, Kara.”

Oden Lan’s hand holding the throwing star clenched so tightly that the blades cut into his skin. He kept his face steady, shoving his bleeding hand into his pocket before the strange, yellow-eyed man could see it.

“I believe,” he said, “that I have all the news of Kara that I need. If you have nothing else to say—”

“She’s alive.”

In the silence that followed these words the quiet rustle of the morning breeze seemed as loud as the howl of a hurricane.

Oden Lan stared at the man, trying in vain to quiet his racing heart. “What did you say?”

The stranger’s lips twitched into a smile. “I’m afraid, Guildmaster, that the man you sent to do the job, Aghat Mai, failed to fulfill your orders.”

Oden Lan took a deep breath.

Alive. 

Could it possibly be true?

It didn’t seem likely. Mai, a Diamond whose incredible skill had made him a legend in the Guild despite his young age, couldn’t possibly fail. Even less so would he disobey a direct order. The reports had been clear about this. Mai had used his famous blow, “viper’s sting”, on her. A blade between the collarbones. Instant death.

Unless…

Oden Lan felt a chill creep up his spine.

“Tell me more.”

The man bowed his head. “She and Aghat Mai are both at the King’s court. I’ve seen them myself. Aghat Mai has resumed his duty as the head of the King’s bodyguards—following your orders, I believe. As for Kara, she’s spending her time getting closely familiar with the royal heir, if you know what I mean.”

Oden Lan hesitated. Now he was beginning to think that the man was crazy. What he was saying was impossible. Mai was one of their Guild’s best. If, for some unknown reason, he had failed to kill Kara the first time, he couldn’t possibly just stay around her without trying again.

He should have this man executed for prying into Guild affairs. Yet, something kept him from calling the guards.

“Perhaps there’s been a mistake?” he asked carefully.

“It was my impression that the Diamond Majat don’t make such... mistakes.”

“I was referring to you.”

The man held his gaze with calm confidence.

“I wasn’t there when they fought, and cannot be certain what happened, but I saw the two of them afterward, fighting side by side. In fact, Aghat Mai took considerable risks to save Kara’s life.”

Oden Lan frowned. This seemed preposterous. Yet, the stranger was clearly certain of his words.

“You seem to be extremely well informed,” he said.

The man bowed. “I pride myself on having good sources of information, Aghat. But I can see that you still don’t believe me. Please, don’t take my word for it. Ask the Jade who was on this assignment with Aghat Mai—Gahang Sharrim, if I am not mistaken.”

Oden Lan lifted his chin. For how unremarkable he was, the yellow-eyed man did seem to be well informed.

“Not that it’s any business for an outsider,” he said, “but since we are having this conversation, I don’t mind telling you this. Gahang Sharrim brought back Kara’s armband, and reported on a successfully completed assignment. In fact, he seemed to be quite proud of it.”

“Question him again, Aghat. Ask him what kind of blow Aghat Mai used to kill her.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“I heard,” the man said softly, “that Aghat Mai is rumored to have invented several special blows, which made him quite famous in your Guild. One of them is called ‘viper’s kiss’. Am I correct?”

Oden Lan froze. No outsider could possibly know this. This man was either a spy or…

He should call the guards. But the thought that, despite everything, Kara could still be alive, continued to hold him in place. He had to know.

“Go on,” he said.

The man smiled with the calm confidence of one who has the situation well in hand.

“This blow,” he said, “looks as deadly as the ‘viper’s sting’, entering the body in exactly the same spot between the collarbones, but by a skillful tilt of the blade it merely sends a person into a deep coma, until the victim can be revived by a special pinch on the pressure points. The wound is still serious, of course, but with proper care it could be easily treated.”

Oden Lan’s skin prickled. It would have taken a hell of a lot of skill for Mai to use “viper’s kiss” against an equal opponent. But if he had managed to execute it on Kara, it was indeed indistinguishable from the “sting” on the surface. Even Sharrim, Mai’s partner in the assignment and the best of the Guild’s Jades, could have been easily fooled.

But why would Mai do such a thing, knowing that sooner or later the truth would come out? And how could this yellow-eyed stranger possibly know this?

“How did you come upon this information?”

“This is not important, Aghat,” the man said. “The important question is whether or not I am right, isn’t it? Call in Gahang Sharrim. Ask him.”

“I fail to see how this would help,” Oden Lan said. “I heard Gahang Sharrim’s report. You, on the other hand—”

The man waved his hand in dismissal. “I am not your problem, Aghat. You have treason brewing in your very midst. I came here with humble hope that bringing you this information could be considered a gesture of good will, and that in future you would consider me a friend.”

Oden Lan gave him a long look. It felt surreal. There was no way he, the commander of the most powerful military force in existence, the man feared by kings, was having a personal conversation with a stranger, far too well informed in Majat affairs to be allowed to walk freely within these walls. And yet, something in the stranger’s face, in the way he held himself, put his suspicions to rest. This man couldn’t possibly be an enemy if he freely came forth with this kind of information, could he?

“What you are suggesting is ridiculous,” he said. “But given the graveness of the accusation, I will question Gahang Sharrim again.”

He signaled and a Majat guard appeared from the shadows at the edge of the courtyard.

“Take this man to the guest quarters. Keep him safe. Master—?” He turned to the yellow-eyed man with question.

“Tolos,” the man supplied.

Oden Lan nodded.

“Until we talk again, Master Tolos.” He turned and strode away.
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The Jade, Sharrim, had curly red hair, a freckled face, and a perpetual expression of childlike wonder that seemed odd in someone with his reputation as the best archer among the Jades. His superior, Gahang Khall, a pale man with straight black hair and piercing eyes, made a chilling contrast as the two of them stood in the Guildmaster’s study with the solemn looks of men well aware of due praise for a job well done. Looking at their silent forms, Oden Lan had trouble believing Master Tolos’s accusations. Yet now, after summoning the Jades to his study, he had no choice but to proceed.

“Tell me how Kara died,” he said.

The men raised their eyebrows in puzzled silence.

“Is there a reason for—” Khall began.

Oden Lan lifted his head. “I choose not to take your words as doubt that I would ask you anything without reason, Gahang.”

“But I already told—” Sharrim put in.

Oden Lan turned, his gaze forcing the younger man into silence. “Tell me again.”

Sharrim swallowed, his face losing several shades of color. “After we received our orders, Aghat Mai and I caught up with Kara after a ten-day chase. Aghat Mai engaged her, and when she was distracted, I shot her in the forearm. Then I stood down, like Aghat Mai instructed me.” 

“He instructed you to stand down?”

The Jade’s face continued to show puzzlement. “He told me to stand down after the first hit. He said that one light wound would give him all the advantage he needed. And it did.” 

Oden Lan searched Sharrim’s eyes, finding nothing but honest pride in the successful assignment. He was beginning to feel like a fool. He swore to himself to have another conversation with Master Tolos after this was over. Now that the yellow-eyed man was out of the way, he no longer seemed so friendly or trustworthy. What possessed Oden Lan to believe such ridiculous accusations of two of his best warriors?

“What happened afterward, Gahang Sharrim?” he asked.

“After my arrow hit, it took mere minutes for Aghat Mai to finish the job. Kara lost a sword from her injured hand. Then, he struck her down. Death was instant, Guildmaster. Almost no blood.”

As before when he heard this, Oden Lan felt giddy. He summoned all his strength to appear calm.

Instant death. 

When this was over, he was going to make an example of Master Tolos, to show everyone what it meant to pry into Majat Guild’s private affairs. How dare this yellow-eyed man come here to suggest such preposterous things and stir up wounds that hadn’t yet had time to heal?

“You told me before that Aghat Mai used ‘viper’s sting’ on her, Gahang Sharrim.”

“Yes, Guildmaster.”

“How do you know?” 

The Jade hesitated.

“We all learned what it’s like, Guildmaster. It’s Aghat Mai’s signature blow. A deep stab between the collarbones, tilted left and in to go straight through the heart.”

Yes, that was how “viper’s sting” was supposed to go. Oden Lan had never tried it, but he had heard enough talk in the Fortress five years ago, after Mai, a newly ranked Diamond at the time, had used it on his first kill. Mai had also used the other one, “viper’s kiss”, during the same assignment, to harmlessly get the victim’s bodyguard out of the way. Mai’s fame had spread like fire. Not many people in the history of the Guild had blows named after their token rune. Viper. 

Oden Lan strained his memory to recall the details. There was a way to tell between the two blows, just not an easy one. 

“You said there was no blood,” he said.

“Almost none, Guildmaster. A splash, no more.”

A splash. Oden Lan’s heart quivered, but he kept his face straight. “And what did Aghat Mai do immediately after the fight?”

“What do you mean?” Sharrim looked lost.

“Try to recall exactly, Gahang. What happened immediately after the fight?”

Sharrim licked his lips.

“I— I approached the body and checked that she was dead,” he stammered, trying to speak faster under Oden Lan’s urgent gaze. “There was no pulse. Then Aghat Mai sent me off to find her armband.”

“He sent you off?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Sharrim hesitated. “I was under his command. I didn’t question his orders.”

“Didn’t you wonder why he stayed behind?”

“He— he said he’d collect her weapons.”

“And what did he do when you walked away?” Oden Lan prompted.

“He leaned over her, and…” Sharrim paused, his face going pale.

Oden Lan waited. After a moment Sharrim spoke slowly, his narrowed eyes staring into the distance.

“He hit some points on her neck. Her body shook. I saw it as I left. And then, Aghat Mai said something to the boy, Prince Kythar Dorn. After Aghat Mai left, the Prince wrapped Kara’s body in a cloak and held her in his arms.”

“He told the Prince to keep her warm,” Oden Lan said. “Didn’t he?”

Sharrim’s blue eyes suddenly seemed dark, like Khall’s. His face lost its innocent expression and became cold and distant.

“I don’t blame you, Gahang Sharrim,” Oden Lan said. “You couldn’t have known.”

The two Jades went so still that they seemed inanimate.

“You may go,” Oden Lan said.

“What do you intend to do, Guildmaster?” Khall asked quietly.

Oden Lan turned to him, keeping his face so straight that it hurt.

“I’ll do what I have to, Gahang Khall,” he said. “Just like I’ve always done.”


[image: A black and silver star with a diamond in the center

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

 

 

2

 

MESSENGER

 

 

Prince Kythar Dorn narrowed his eyes, watching the lonely rider approach the castle at a slow walk. The man’s dusty travel cloak and his plain gray lizard-beast mount made him inconspicuous enough to pass unnoticed. Yet, something about his muscular shape spelled danger as he rode around the last bend in the road and down the wide stretch leading up to the gate. Kyth glanced at Kara standing by his side and saw her neck tense as she, too, watched the stranger approach.

It must be the weapons, Kyth decided. Two sword hilts sticking out above the man’s shoulders suggested that the newcomer was not only highly skilled with blades, but could use both hands equally well. A crossbow adorned the man’s saddle next to a full quiver, and his cloak, folding away at the belt, revealed an array of throwing knives impressive enough to compare to those carried by the Majat of the Royal Pentade of the King’s personal bodyguards. In fact, only the top gem ranks of the Majat carried such a set of weapons. Could he be…?

Kyth threw another glance at Kara. Her posture was tense and graceful as she watched the man pull his mount to a stop near the castle gate. Her violet eyes glowed like precious amethysts in the setting of her dark skin, its matte smoothness offsetting the shine of her short golden hair. On top of her beauty, she looked no less deadly than the approaching rider, her own weapons in full view.

“Do you know him?” Kyth asked quietly.

She shook her head. “I haven’t seen him before, but I’m pretty sure he’s from the Majat Guild.”

Kyth turned to look down into the front castle courtyard, where the activity told him that the rider had been spotted and his arrival expected. The Kingsguard formed a line in front of the gate. The two Diamond Majat stationed at court, Raishan and Mai, stood behind them with impassive looks.

“You must keep out of sight, Kara,” he said. “If he sees you…”

“I know.”

“Let’s get out of here.” 

She shook her head, eyes glued on the opening gates below. “Give me your cloak. I want to see what happens.”

Kyth took off his cloak, its black and blue colors of the Royal House Dorn adorned with a crown on the left shoulder, and wrapped it around her. His pulse quickened as he caught her brief smile. Then she flicked the hood over her face and receded into the shadows beside the tall protrusion of the castle wall. Together they watched events unravel in the courtyard below.

The newcomer rode through the gate and dismounted in a quick, fluid move that left no doubt of his Majat training. He stepped toward the greeting party so fast that his shape blurred. Seeing him next to the two Diamonds sent another chill down Kyth’s spine. A Diamond? Couldn’t be. Why would the Majat Guild send one of their most precious warriors without an obvious reason? 

He held his breath, watching the three men below exchange quiet words, too distant to hear. They each looked so different. Mai’s slender build, smooth skin and soft blond curls made him appear much too young for his high post as leader of the Royal Pentade—and far too good-looking to be trustworthy. Raishan looked unremarkable next to him, even though his high rank could still be guessed by his powerful grace and the economic precision of his movements. The new Majat was of a heavier build, his black clothes far less elegant than Mai’s. He had curly hair cut closely to the scalp and black eyes so large that they seemed painted, their whites shining with a pearl glow against his dark skin.

The newcomer exchanged brief words with the two Diamonds, then took out a folded parchment and handed it to Mai. There was a pause as the Pentade leader unrolled and read the letter, then another brief one when he lowered it and looked at the messenger with unseeing eyes. Then Mai carefully folded the parchment, put it away into a pocket inside his shirt and strode out of the yard.

“He’s in trouble,” Kara whispered. “Because of me.”

Kyth bit his lip. It had been Mai’s decision to spare Kara’s life and face the consequences. As one of the best warriors in the Majat Guild, he was perfectly capable of taking care of himself. But it didn’t seem like the right moment to point this out to Kara. She had been cast out of her Guild because of her decision to protect Kyth, and he knew that no matter how casual she tried to be about it, being an outcast hurt her deeper than he could ever imagine. There was nothing he could do to make it better. 

He was still coming up with something comforting to say when he saw Raishan rush up the narrow stairs of the battlements, closely followed by the white-cloaked figure of Magister Egey Bashi, the second-in-command in the Order of Keepers, a middle-aged man, whose grim looks and heavy muscular build seemed like a poor match with his supposed scholarly occupation. Their blank expressions echoed with a deep pang of anxiety in Kyth’s chest.

Raishan came to an abrupt halt in front of Kara after collision seemed inevitable and spoke, the unevenness in his voice betraying more emotion than his face.

“You must stay out of sight, Aghat. This man has come from the Guild.”

“Is Aghat Mai in trouble?” she asked.

Raishan’s eyes darted to Egey Bashi.

“I’m sure he’ll be all right,” the Magister said. “The Majat messenger seemed quite friendly. From what I know about your Guild, if there was a problem he would have attacked on sight.”

Kara continued to look at Raishan. “That man’s a Diamond, isn’t he?”

“Aghat Xandel,” Raishan confirmed. “I know him. Both he and I trained together in the Outer Fortress.”

“And the letter he brought was from Aghat Oden Lan?” 

Raishan nodded.

“He knows,” she said quietly.

“We can’t be sure,” Raishan said. “I didn’t see the letter. Aghat Mai read it and put it away without showing anyone. But Magister Egey Bashi is right. If the Guildmaster knew what happened, we should have seen a bigger outburst, shouldn’t we?”

“Why else would Aghat Oden Lan send a Diamond?”

“I could imagine many reasons,” Raishan said. “For example, the King could have requested one. Do you know of any such plans, Your Highness?” 

Kyth shook his head.

“I think we’d have heard if that had been the case,” Egey Bashi said.

Kara’s face froze into an unreadable mask. “Did Aghat Xandel say anything?”

“Not much,” Raishan said. “He gave Aghat Mai the letter. And, he has another one for the King, to be delivered personally. Aghat Mai went to arrange for security before the audience could be granted.”

“That might take some time,” Egey Bashi said. “The King has other things on his mind.”

His grim tone made everyone pause.

“What other things?” Kyth asked.

The Keeper gave him a dark look. “A messenger from Aknabar arrived this morning. Things at the Monastery don’t look good. In fact, the King is considering an armed intervention.”

“An armed intervention? At the Monastery?”

“The messenger was a very frightened man,” Egey Bashi explained. “He brought news that Father Bartholomeos has been imprisoned. He also brought a parcel containing the head of the late Chief Inquisitor, Brother Valdos. Dipped in tar and quite rotten, but still recognizable. There was a note with it. ‘From the Conclave to the King’, not quite in those words, but with far fewer niceties than warranted. And now, a response from King Evan is definitely called for.”

There was a shocked silence.

“But… But the priests aren’t even supposed to wield weapons!”

“I assure you, Your Highness. The head had definitely been severed with a weapon. A very sharp one.”

“You think the Kaddim Brothers did it?”

“I am certain of it.”

Raishan shook his head. “It’s hard to imagine how a dark order of Ghaz Kadan worshippers could possibly take hold of the Church. The Kaddim and the priests serve opposite sides, don’t they?”

“You forget, Aghat,” the Keeper said. “The Kaddim are capable of mind control. Only a certain type of magic could make people immune to it, and the Church has spent centuries eliminating magic in their midst. If you ask me, something like this was bound to happen, sooner or later.”

Kyth nodded. The Kaddim Brothers could wield a disabling mind control power that bent people to their will. To his knowledge, his own magic gift, the one he hadn’t even fully mastered yet, held the only way to resisting it.

It was good that his father had managed to gather enough support on the High Council to abolish the anti-magic law, but the effects of this law being in place for centuries couldn’t be ignored. For all he knew, the Dark Brotherhood overtaking the Church might not be the only outcome, even if it was hard to imagine a worse one.

He shivered, meeting Kara’s gaze.

“This is bad,” she said.

“All the worse, it seems,” Raishan put in, “because right now the King can’t afford to risk any disagreement with the Majat Guild. Which is why you must stay completely out of sight, Kara. If Xandel is here to negotiate your return to the Guild, things might get ugly.”

“If Mai had killed me like he was instructed,” Kara said, her eyes fixed unseeingly on the distant lake view, “we wouldn’t be guessing right now. And, none of you would have anything to fear from the Majat Guild.”

Kyth reached forward and placed a hand on her shoulder. She tensed under his touch, and he realized she was shivering.

“It’s not your fault,” he said quietly.

She turned and looked at him, her shivers lessening, her gaze slowly becoming calm and detached as she hid her emotions behind an invisible shield.

“Whether or not it’s my fault,” she said, “it’s too late for regrets.”

Regrets. Kyth hoped she wasn’t talking about him, but there was no way to tell. Worse, whatever she meant, there was nothing he could do about it. He looked searchingly into her eyes, but she turned away.

“I believe I am speaking for many of us,” Raishan said carefully, “when I say that I’m really glad you’re alive, Aghat Kara.” 

“I second that,” Egey Bashi agreed.

Her gaze remained distant. “Let’s hope I can justify some of it by making a difference. But first, we should find out more about Aghat Xandel’s mission. Shall we?”

“It’s too risky for you to appear anywhere near the throne room right now,” Egey Bashi said. “Why don’t you and Aghat Raishan wait for us in the Keepers’ quarters? Prince Kythar and I will go to the throne room and find out what’s going on.”

Kara hesitated, then nodded. She wrapped tighter into her cloak, and she and Raishan took off down the stairs into the castle.
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AN AUDIENCE

 

 

As Kyth and Egey Bashi entered the long gallery leading up to the throne room, they rain into a familiar pair. Kyth’s foster brother Alder stood beside a niche halfway down the gallery, vigorously shaking a five-hundred-year-old tapestry depicting a scene of a royal hunt, as if trying to tear the precious hanging off the wall. Ellah kept behind him, her face was contorted into a disgusted grimace, her white cloak of an apprentice Keeper hanging off one shoulder to reveal a dark dress underneath.

“What happened?” Kyth asked, running up to them.

“One of Alder’s spiders!” Ellah panted. “It ran loose!”

Kyth looked at Alder’s left shoulder, which usually served as a perch for three live spiders, each larger than a man’s hand. He could see only two, their hairy legs giving off a faint cracking noise as they crawled around in agitation at all the bustle around them. The third spider was missing.

“Why did this thing…” Kyth paused, catching his foster brother’s displeased look. He reminded himself that the spiders were a token of Alder’s status as the emissary of the Forestlands at the King’s court, bestowed upon him by Lady Ayalla the Forest Mother herself. Despite how horrifying they looked, it was disrespectful to call them “things”, or even to think of them as deadly monsters, even if their venom was potent enough to dissolve a man into a pool of goo. After all, the spiders never attacked without command and even showed a kind of fondness for their owner.

“Be careful!” Alder snapped. He rushed closer to the wall. Ellah hastily scrambled back. Moving with great care, as if handling a precious ornament, Alder picked the huge spider off the edge of the tapestry and placed it back onto his shoulder.

Kyth suppressed a shudder. Ellah let out a breath and stepped farther away, keeping a clear distance from Alder and his frightening burden. The look of exasperation in her hazel-green eyes spoke without words.

“It’s lucky that we ran into you two,” Kyth said. “Ellah, can you come with me and Magister Egey Bashi to the throne room right now?”

“They have an audience in progress. Shouldn’t we—”

“This can’t wait. Father’s talking to a Diamond Majat who just arrived from their Guild. Kara thinks he’s here because of her. She believes Mai is in trouble. We have to find out what’s going on.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Kyth caught Egey Bashi’s nod of approval. Ellah’s gift of truthsense, discovered recently by the Keepers, made her an invaluable asset at court, especially when walking into a delicate and uncertain situation like the one they were about to face in the throne room. No one could uncover hidden intentions and unspoken threats better than Ellah.

“Let’s go then.” Ellah darted forward toward the double doors of the throne room. Kyth, Alder, and Egey Bashi followed.

The guards on duty stood to attention as Kyth and his friends approached. Two servants wearing blue and black royal livery swung the doors open for the Prince and his small suite and closed them behind with a muffled thud.

The court was in assembly. King Evan Dorn sat on his throne, the royal colors of his cloak accenting the deep blue of his eyes and the shine of his long raven-black hair, barely touched by gray. Kyth couldn’t help but smile when he caught his father’s gaze. The King looked so striking—a handsome, majestic man even in his late forties. Kyth often heard that he looked just like his father, but he always found it difficult to believe.

The Royal Majat Pentade stood around the throne, still like statues, the only movement about them the glint of the rank gems in the broad metal bands clasped over their left upper arms. The four Rubies surrounded the King in a protective ring. The Diamond leader, Mai, kept to the shadows at the side, his position against the wall giving him the best view of the entire chamber. His slender staff, its wooden tips concealing two retractable blades, protruded from the strap at his back—a treacherous weapon, even more deadly because of its inconspicuous look. Kyth noticed how Ellah’s cheeks lit up with color as Mai glanced her way and, not for the first time, wondered how this sleek youthful man had such a strong effect on women without showing any apparent interest in any of them.

The elderly lords of the Royal Visory sat in a semicircle that made the throne on its elevated platform in front of them seem like a stage. Slanted sunbeams shining through the tall arched windows illuminated their ornate robes and graying hair. As Kyth and his companions made their way in, many of them followed the group with curious glances before returning their attention to the center of the chamber.

The new Diamond was kneeling in front of the King with a grace that left no doubt of his high Majat ranking. His outlandishly huge eyes studied King Evan with calm indifference as he held out a glittering throwing star in his outstretched palm.

“His token,” Egey Bashi whispered. “He’s here to offer his services to the King.”

Kyth craned his neck, straining not to miss a single word.

“Aghat Mai’s term on the Pentade is not up for another year, Aghat Xandel.” The King’s voice had a ringing timbre that betrayed his exasperation. “His service has been exemplary.” 

The new Diamond slightly inclined his head. “We are all proud of Aghat Mai, Your Majesty. This replacement has nothing to do with the quality of his service. However, since I share Aghat Mai’s high rank, I assure you that I am equally qualified to perform the Pentade duties.” 

The King let out a sigh. “We are on the verge of war, Aghat. I think you’ll understand my reluctance to let my personal bodyguard be replaced at such a time, even with someone who is equally qualified. Not without a truly compelling reason.”

Kyth’s heart sank. If Mai was being replaced without a compelling reason, it quite likely meant bad news. The Majat Guildmaster must have found out about Kara. He glanced at Mai, searching for an indication of what was going on, but the Majat’s blue-gray eyes remained calm, showing no surprise or alarm, or even awareness that the conversation concerned him at all. This very calmness in the Diamond’s face finally settled Kyth into absolute certainty that things were about to go terribly wrong.

“I assure you, Your Majesty,” the new Diamond, Xandel, said, “our Guildmaster has reasons of utmost importance for this replacement.”

“What reasons?” Evan asked.

“This letter from our Guildmaster might clarify things, Your Majesty.” Xandel held out a folded piece of parchment. A Ruby of the Pentade handed it to the King, who unrolled it, his eyebrows slowly rising as he ran his eyes through the page.

“I don’t think my gift can help much,” Ellah whispered. “He’s speaking the truth, but he isn’t really saying anything, is he?”

Magister Egey Bashi tugged Kyth’s shoulder. “Go get Kara and Raishan,” he whispered. “Meet us in the gallery behind the throne room.” He pushed between Kyth and Alder and stepped into the aisle leading up to the throne.

All heads turned toward the new disturbance. Egey Bashi kept a measured pace as he walked forward, his white Keeper’s robe with an embroidery of the lock and key on the left shoulder wavering with his steps. He approached and knelt on the floor beside Xandel, the solemn expression on his face suggesting that no force in the world could possibly budge him from his current place.

The new Diamond gave him a dark look. Kyth marveled at the way Egey Bashi pretended to ignore it.

“Magister Egey Bashi,” King Evan said. “What a surprise. How may I be of service to you?”

“I came to seek an audience, Your Majesty,” the Keeper said. “A private one.”

The King threw a restrained glance around. “It may have escaped your attention, Magister, but I am a little busy at the moment.”

Egey Bashi remained kneeling. “I have a matter of utmost urgency and delicacy, Your Majesty—one that cannot possibly be discussed in public, or delayed even for another moment. I understand, of course, that for reasons of security Aghat Mai must accompany you, but it has to be him and no one else.” His eyes darted to the Pentade leader.

“But Aghat Xandel was just about to—”

“I regret that you would have to keep him waiting, Your Majesty, but I am sure that Aghat Xandel…” 

Kyth grasped Ellah’s wrist. “Let’s go.” 

They slid through the double doors at the end of the chamber and out into the hall.
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King Evan glanced at the parchment in his hand, marveling at the way the Majat Guildmaster managed to write an entire page of text without putting any information into it beyond what his messenger was able to reveal in a few short words. He lowered the letter and looked at the two men standing motionless in front of him. They looked like nearly exact opposites—Magister Egey Bashi, a dark, heavily built man with a scarred face, wearing a pristine white Keeper’s robe, and Mai, a slender youth in dashing black, his skin so smooth that even the young maidens at court envied it. Both men stared at him with blank expressions that warned Evan of the difficult conversation he was facing.

“What’s the urgency, Magister?” he asked.

The Keeper cleared his throat. “Forgive me, Your Majesty. In view of Aghat Xandel’s request, I felt the need to pause the conversation before you took any irreversible steps. I hoped this intermission would afford you and Aghat Mai an opportunity to discuss the situation.”

The King glanced at the parchment again. Technically, his interaction with Mai, or the Majat Guild for that matter, wasn’t anyone’s business. The Magister was out of line. But deep beneath the irritation he often felt when talking to the Keeper, he was grateful for the interruption. Letting Mai go was the last thing he wanted to do. On top of the Diamond’s superior skills and his unique ability to resist the Kaddim’s mind control magic, Mai was one of the very few people he trusted with his life. With all the uncertainties in the kingdom, this quality alone made the man nearly indispensable.

“Great idea,” he said brightly. Why don’t you tell me what’s really going on, Aghat Mai?” 

Mai held a pause. His gaze, clear like a polished mirror, warned against any attempts to pry.

“I understand your concern about letting me go, Your Majesty. But Aghat Xandel is quite competent. He’ll do a fine job on the Pentade.”

Evan leaned closer, trying in vain to catch some feeling in Mai’s blue-gray eyes. “You know bloody well this is not about competence, Aghat. I choose my men carefully, especially my personal bodyguards. In these uncertain times, I want you on the Pentade, and that’s that. If I were to let you go, I’d need assurance that you’ll be coming back.”

“I’m afraid, Your Majesty, that won’t be possible.”

“Even if I pay triple to hire you by name?”

“I can’t really speak for the Guildmaster but I strongly believe it wouldn’t work. Not in this case.”

“Why?”

A shadow ran through Mai’s face, a wave that rippled the mirror-smooth surface of his clear gaze.

“I’m being relieved of duty,” he said.

Evan stared. “You’re too young to be relieved of duty, Aghat. You’re—what, twenty-four?”

“Twenty-five, last week.”

Evan gave him an appraising glance. The man looked no older than nineteen. His slender body, sculpted of lean, wiry muscle, emanated force that seemed to make the air around him tingle. A touch of arrogance in his gaze spelled quiet challenge, enclosing him like invisible armor. He was one of their Guild’s best, a spearhead of the deadly force that made the Majat a supreme power throughout the lands. There was no way someone like Mai could be relieved of duty in his prime years and be unavailable for further assignments.

“I know for a fact that Diamonds serve on assignments well into their forties, Aghat. The previous Pentade leader—Aghat Seldon—was forty-seven when he retired. You’re too damn valuable to your Guild to be relieved of duty at your age.”

Mai smiled. “Normally you would be right, Your Majesty. But this is a special case.” 

“Enlighten me, Aghat.” 

Mai kept his silence.

“If you don’t tell me,” Evan said, “I’ll ask others. Perhaps Aghat Raishan, or Kara, could offer more information?” 

Alarm glinted in Mai’s eyes. “Not Kara.” 

“Why not?”

“She can’t get involved in this, Your Majesty.”

Evan raised his eyebrows, but before he could respond, the doors at the back of the gallery opposite to the throne room burst open, admitting a group of people. Kyth and Raishan strode at the front, followed by Alder, Ellah, and finally Kara, wrapped head to toe in a blue-and-black royal cloak. The airy gallery suddenly felt as crowded as an outer audience hall on a busy morning.

Kara threw off her hood as she approached, her violet eyes gleaming with determination. She briefly bowed to the King and halted in front of Mai. Their gazes locked.

“He’s here because of me, isn’t he?” she said.

Mai’s eyes briefly flicked to Raishan. His face folded into a serene expression.

“He’s here on Guild business,” he said.

“Are you being recalled?” 

Mai folded his arms over his chest in a slow, deliberate move. “I fail to see how this is any of your business, Aghat Kara.”

“You’re not thinking of going, are you?”

“Again, none of your business, Aghat. No offense.”

Kara nodded with the grim expression of one whose worst fears had been confirmed. “I’m coming with you.”

“No, you’re not.”

She lifted her chin. “Is there anything you can do to stop me?”

Mai’s eyes flared. His hand darted to his back, flicking his double-bladed staff out of its sheath. Almost simultaneously, Kara drew her two narrow swords with a long silken sound.

Before anyone else could react, Raishan darted forward, throwing himself between Mai and Kara. In the ensuing silence, the three Diamonds glared at each other.

“Stand down, both of you,” Raishan said. “You’re not planning to fight each other, are you? Not in the presence of the King and the royal heir, I hope.”

Mai held still for a moment. Then he slowly sheathed his weapon. His eyes slid over Kara, who stepped back and withdrew her swords. For a brief moment Mai’s gaze softened before resuming its tranquil, impenetrable expression.

“You’ll have to kill me to stop me, Aghat Mai,” Kara said.

“This has nothing to do with you.”

“Prove it. Show me the Guildmaster’s letter.” 

He slowly relaxed his arms. A distant smile creased his lips. “My correspondence with the Guildmaster is private, Aghat. It doesn’t concern you.”

“Look me in the eye,” she said distinctly, “and swear that this letter doesn’t concern me.”

“It doesn’t concern you.”

“You’re lying.”

“You’re out of line, Aghat Kara. I’m your senior and my correspondence with the Guildmaster is none of your business.”

She smiled. “I’m no longer a member of the Guild. Your seniority means nothing to me, Aghat Mai.”

He sighed. “You may think that all Guild business revolves around you, Aghat. But I assure you, you’re wrong.” 

“He knows I’m alive, doesn’t he?” she asked quietly.

Mai kept his silence. 

“Like I said, Aghat Mai. You’ll have to kill me to stop me from coming with you.” She turned and strode out of the gallery. 

Kyth paused for a moment, then turned and ran after her.

“Would somebody care to tell me what all that was about?” Evan asked as their footsteps died away in the hollow stone passage.

Raishan and Mai exchanged a glance, but kept their silence.

“I’ll tell you, Your Majesty,” Egey Bashi said.

Mai shot him a warning glance, but the Keeper ignored it.

“Do you remember, Your Majesty, how keen the Kaddim Brotherhood had been to capture Prince Kythar, to ensure that his power to resist their mind control magic did not threaten their plans?”

“Yes.” Evan felt puzzled. The explanation wasn’t going the way he expected.

“During their initial attack, Kara was able to acquire resistance to the Kaddim. With her fighting skill, her protection made the Prince invincible to the Brotherhood. So, they devised a plan to remove this obstacle once and for all.”

“A plan, Magister?” Evan still had no idea where this was going.

“Yes, Your Majesty. A very devious and complex one, too. One of the Kaddim Brothers, Nimos, who was somehow able to gain very detailed knowledge about the way the Majat Guild operates, forced Kara to disobey her orders and abandon an assignment. She did it to save Prince Kythar’s life. The way it was presented to the Majat made it look as if she disobeyed her orders because of her love for the Prince. As a result, the Majat Guildmaster had no choice but to send a killer after her—Aghat Mai, who had been specially trained for the task.”

Evan listened, captivated. He noticed Mai’s narrowed eyes, betraying emotion so uncharacteristic for his normally calm and composed bodyguard. Clearly, however unbelievable, the Keeper’s words were true—and for some reason they were affecting Mai much more than anything else he had ever observed. 

His skin prickled. The Majat Guild’s affairs had always been too complex for an outsider. How could the Kaddim figure them out?

“With the help of another Guild member,” Egey Bashi went on, “Aghat Mai was successful in overtaking Kara and defeating her in battle, but he chose to disobey his orders and spare her life. He made it seem as if she were dead, but the blow he struck her with wasn’t fatal, and he was able to revive her later on. This was a violation of his assignment and the Majat Code. I believe that he is now summoned back to the Guild to pay for his disobedience… Aren’t you, Aghat Mai?” 

A long, charged glance passed between the two men. Mai didn’t look like he was about to respond.

“Is this true, Aghat Mai?” Evan prompted.

Mai shifted from foot to foot. “With all due respect, Your Majesty, I fail to see the reason for this conversation.” He slid a glance over the Keeper. “I am being recalled by orders from our Guildmaster. The Majat Guild has sent my replacement for the Pentade, to fulfill our obligations to the crown. That’s the end of it. The rest doesn’t concern you. Or the Magister, for that matter.”

“It concerns us all very closely, Aghat Mai,” Egey Bashi said. “For a very simple reason. You and Kara are currently the only two Diamonds who can resist the Kaddim’s mind control powers. We are at war, and both of you are critical to our chances of winning it. If one, or both of you, go back to your Guild to be killed in order to uphold the Majat Code, it would be a bloody waste; one that we can’t afford at the moment.”

“Kara’s not going.”

“Like she said, you can’t do much to stop her, Aghat Mai. Can you?”

Mai’s eyes darted to Raishan. For a fleeting moment, his expression looked like a plea.

Raishan shook his head. “I won’t take sides in this one, Aghat Mai. I’d hate to see either of you die. And I can’t possibly overlook the fact that with Kara’s help you do stand more of a chance.”

“Against our entire Guild?”

“I was hoping it wouldn’t come to that.”

Mai smiled. “That’s because you haven’t read the Guildmaster’s letter.” 

“I see.”

“Can’t you refuse to go?” Evan asked.

Mai’s smile faded. “If I do, I’ll renounce everything I am. Given that it’s only my life that’s at stake here, I’d rather not.”

“So, you’d rather go there and face certain death?”

“I’ll take my chances.”

“From what I heard just now,” Evan said, “there won’t be much of a chance.”

Mai’s gaze became distant. “I don’t think our Guildmaster fully understands what he’s up against. The Kaddim Brotherhood is set to destroy everyone, and recent events suggest the Majat Guild is not immune to its powers. I must make sure Aghat Oden Lan is aware of this, whatever he chooses to do to me afterward.”

Evan stared at him in disbelief. “How can you think like this, Aghat Mai, when they’re effectively ordering you to return and be executed?”

“My life’s not important, Your Majesty. Not when the integrity of our Guild is at stake.”

He looked calm as he said it, as if there was nothing out of the ordinary in his assertion. Looking into his impassive face, Evan could see no room for further argument.

“If that is the case,” he said, “I tend to agree with Aghat Raishan. With Kara’s help you do stand more of a fighting chance.”

“If she gets involved in this,” Mai said quietly, “there will be no return.”

“It seems to me she’s already involved.”

Mai shook his head. “Her situation is unprecedented. No one’s ever survived in her circumstances. My guess is, as long as she remains free, the Majat Guild has no idea what to do with her. But if she follows me back to the Guild…” His gaze darkened, but before Evan could catch the emotion that passed within, there was a barely perceptible glint, as if invisible shutters inside his eyes slid into place, hiding Mai’s feelings behind an expression of calm tranquility.

“I violated my orders,” Mai went on, “so that she could live. If she goes with me and dies protecting me, all this would be for nothing. You’ll lose a prize fighter who can help you against the Kaddim. If no one else here sees it this way, maybe you would, Magister?” He turned to the Keeper.

Egey Bashi shook his head. “I’d hate to lose either one of you. If you really must go, Aghat Mai, then I’m the one who should be going with you to explain the situation to your Guildmaster.”

Mai smiled. “I heard you tried, when he gave the order to kill Kara.”

“True,” the Keeper said grimly. “He feels quite personally about her, doesn’t he?”

“Yes, he does.” Mai exchanged a glance with Raishan.

“But we have to do something,” Egey Bashi insisted.

“In this particular case, Magister, the best thing you could do is let me go, and make sure Kara stays behind. I’ve sent a messenger raven to the Guildmaster to explain the situation in advance of my arrival. There’s a chance he will listen. And if not, you’ll at least have Kara to fight on your side.”

“Do you really think you have a chance, Aghat?” Egey Bashi asked.

Mai averted his gaze.

“I didn’t think so. From my personal experience, Aghat Oden Lan can be quite stubborn, especially when he feels personally about something.”

“All the more reason to make sure Kara doesn’t get anywhere near him. Not until he’s had a chance to relieve his anger by punishing someone else.”

“You.”

Mai’s lips twitched. “I have a plan.”

“A good one, I hope.”

“As good as it can be, under the circumstances.”

“Why don’t you share it with Kara? Maybe she’ll agree to stay behind?”

Mai let out a barely perceptible sigh. “Not as good as that, I’m afraid.”

Egey Bashi shook his head. “If you can’t prevent her from coming, Aghat Mai, what do you suggest I do to stop her? Unlike you, I can’t even stand up to her in a fight for more than, oh, three seconds?”

Mai shrugged. “Perhaps you can persuade Aghat Raishan to help?”

“I will not take sides in this one,” Raishan repeated. “This is between you and Kara, Aghat Mai.”

Mai’s face became stern. “Fine.” He turned to Evan. “I’ll need my token back, Your Majesty. If I may, I suggest we go back into the throne room so that you can give it to me and accept Xandel’s, or things might get out of hand.” 

Evan ran his gaze around the silent faces.

“I hate to lose you, Aghat Mai,” he said. “But if you insist there’s no other way, let’s go back to the audience chamber and finish the show, shall we?”
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Kyth followed Kara all the way to her room and paused in the doorway, looking inside. The room was small and bare. Light finding its way through a small window did little to illuminate simple furnishings that consisted of the bare necessities with no embellishments of any kind. A sleeping cot stood by the wall next to a large trunk, two chairs, and a weapon stand in the corner. Kyth had been to this room before, and like before he couldn’t stop wondering how Kara could possibly find such a place acceptable for living.

“Come in,” she said. “And close the door before anyone sees me.”

He sat in the indicated chair, watching her sweep through the room, collecting things into her travel pack. Her face was drawn and composed, so distant that his heart ached. 

She’d always warned him that their relationship may not last, that she wasn’t cut out for the palace life, but during the brief time she chose to stay by his side, he felt so hopeful. They had been happy together—or so he thought, at least. It hurt to see how quickly she retreated back into her Majat world at the first signs of trouble. As she darted around the room gathering her scarce belongings, she looked worlds away.

“Do you really have to go with him?” Kyth asked.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

She paused and turned to face him. She seemed calm, but knowing her well, Kyth recognized the air of detachment that spoke of turmoil within.

“I owe him my life,” she said. “It’s a debt I must repay.”

“By getting yourself killed?”

She lowered the shirt she had been folding. “By making sure Mai doesn’t have to pay for my misdeeds. By giving him a chance to survive, like he did for me. It’s only fair, don’t you think?”

“It’s not about fairness. Mai made his choice. He knew what was going to happen. He’s made it very clear he doesn’t want you to interfere. Shouldn’t you honor his wish, at least?”

“I won’t get killed.” She didn’t look all that convinced. 

Kyth shook his head. “What if Mai’s telling the truth? What if this has nothing to do with you?”

She walked over and stopped directly in front of him.

“Do you believe that yourself, Kyth?”

He rose from his seat so that their faces were level. He didn’t want to admit it, but deep inside he knew she was right. Mai was being punished for sparing her life. And she was about to commit herself to sharing this punishment.

She held his gaze for a moment, then nodded and turned away. He swallowed. He couldn’t bear the thought of losing her.

“Is there anything I can do to make you stay?” he asked quietly.

She turned to him again. For a moment they stood still, facing each other. He ached to reach out for her, to hold her, but he knew he would never dare. Not when she had this distant look in her eyes that warned off any attempts to pry. Dear Shal Addim. Had she ever truly cared? Or had he just been fooling himself all this time? 

“Remember when I told you I’m different, Kyth?” she said.

He nodded. She had told him this early on, when he made his first advances and she had tried to warn him off. Just like that first time, it didn’t sway him in the least.

“Of course you’re different. You are not like anyone else I know. You’re beautiful, smart, capable… amazing.”

She shook her head. “I’m a trained killer, Kyth. I may look to you like a normal woman, but I’m not. However enjoyable is our time together, deep inside you must realize that it can never work out between us. This life—it just isn’t for me.”

His heart quivered. “It can be. If you give it a chance.”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because,” she said, “I can’t renounce what I am. Even if my Guild casts me out, I can’t stop being a Diamond Majat.”

“It’s because of Mai, isn’t it?” he blurted.

“Mai?” Her eyes widened. “Yes, but… what do you mean?”

Kyth swallowed. He wasn’t sure what prompted him to say this, but now that the topic came up, he couldn’t ignore it anymore. Mai. Part of the reason he didn’t like the man was the admiration with which Kara always looked at him. She often told Kyth that she was in awe of Mai’s skill. Did she really make a decision to lay down her life for him just out of gratitude? Or was there actually more to it? 

“You care about him, don’t you?”

She frowned. “Are you… jealous?”

“Just tell me, please.”

“He’s my fellow in rank. Of course I care about him.” Her lips twitched. “But not the way you mean.”

“Which way, then?”

She sighed. “You know how much I admire his skill. As his junior in the Guild I grew up in his shadow. And now… I owe him. It’s just like any other debt, but with higher stakes. I can’t possibly stay behind when Mai is going to the Guild to face punishment for saving my life. If one of us must die, it has to be me.”

“But he—” 

“I’m sorry it has to be this way, Kyth. But I’m going, and that’s that. Believe me, it will hurt less if we say our goodbyes now, rather than dragging it out.”

“No.” Kyth shook his head. “You got into this whole ordeal because of me. If you truly must go, then I’m coming with you. It’s just like you and Mai, don’t you see?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she protested. “You had no choice at all in what happened. And, you can’t go. Your kingdom needs you. Your power is the only hope against the Kaddim… Besides, there’s nothing you can do against the Majat Guild.”

“And you can?”

Her gaze wavered. “I don’t know. But the Guild is the only home I’ve ever had. They gave me my life. They can take it away if they really must.” She turned away, shoving things into her pack.

Kyth sat down on her bare bed, watching her. He felt numb. His mind just couldn’t possibly enfold everything that was happening. The woman he loved, breaking up with him so that she could run off with another man to face certain death.

“Mai seemed very determined to prevent you from getting involved,” he said. “He was ready to fight you over it. He would never let you follow him.”

She shook her head. “I’ll find a way to convince him. Once he sees there’s no return, he will accept me. And you—you must help me.”

“Help you?” Kyth raised his eyebrows. Helping her to run off to her death was the last thing he wanted to do.

“Don’t talk to anyone of my decision, or try to use anyone’s help to stop me. Just accept it. Please?” She sat down next to him. “Will you?”

He swallowed. “You are asking me to help in what I believe is equal to suicide.”

“If you don’t help, Kyth, you’ll make it more difficult for everyone. And you won’t accomplish anything. I’m going, that’s that. You must understand.”

He exhaled slowly. “I do.”

She quickly leaned forward and brushed his lips with hers.

The touch sent warmth through his body—and, just as suddenly, the finality of the situation hit him full in the face. She was leaving him. She was going to die. She had made up her mind, and there was nothing he could possibly do to stop her.

He swallowed. “All the times we were together... You cared about me… about us. You still do. I know it.”

She sighed. “I felt happy with you, yes. And… I do care. But I now know for certain that it wasn’t meant to be. I hope you can accept that. I always told you, no promises, remember?”

“Yes.” She had said that, just like she had told him how different she was. It’s just that Kyth had never believed it. The moments they spent together were the happiest in the world. If she truly cared, how could anything else matter at all?

“Forgive me,” she said. “I never meant to hurt you.” She stepped away and picked up her pack. “Goodbye, Kyth. And, thank you. For everything.”
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Kyth could barely feel his way as he stumbled out of the side door into the castle’s garden. His hands clenched into fists until they felt numb, his entire body shivering with the effort of holding back tears.

He could not bear the thought of losing Kara. Her resolve to return to her Guild and face punishment, his inability to sway her decision, left him shattered. But worse than that, the fact that she broke up with him just didn’t make sense. They had been so happy together. Or so he had thought.

Was she really as different as she tried to make him believe? Was she incapable of loving anyone? Or, was it that Kyth was not the right man for her all along? The thought stung him as he blindly wandered along the garden paths. 

The gleaming waters of the Crown Lake shone unbearably bright through the slits of the outer castle wall. He had always loved watching the lake and the ever-shifting colors reflecting off the water. But now, his gut wrenched as he glanced that way. The last time he’d seen this view, he and Kara had been sitting together on top of the wall overlooking the lake, watching the sunset. Only a few days ago, but it felt like an eternity. Would they ever be able to do that again?

He steered deeper into the grove of apple trees, but their whispering shade brought no comfort. His thoughts were going in circles. He was losing Kara. She was headed to certain death. And even if, by a miracle, she survived, she may no longer choose to be a part of his life. It stung even more to think that everyone else, starting with his father, would feel nothing but joy at such a turn of events. A crown prince could never marry a hired guard, even one released from her former duties. The kingdom had enough trouble dealing with the fact that Kyth was the first royal heir in history to possess magic, a feat that, until recently, had marked him as an outlaw and an ungodly abomination. It had taken a lot of effort on his father’s part to change this law, and some of his subjects were still coming to terms with it. To marry a former Majat warrior would be taking things too far.

Kyth had always believed things would work out somehow. He loved Kara with all his heart and could never think of any other woman in his life. Even knowing that she had decided to leave him, he couldn’t imagine he would ever be with anyone else.

A movement ahead caught his eye. He froze, peering through the greenery into the sunlit glade adjoining the back palace wall.

Inadvertently, he had wandered too close to the archers’ practice range. And it was occupied. As he watched, an arrow whistled past and hit the very center of the bullseye.

Kyth narrowed his eyes. The feathers on the arrow shaft looked unfamiliar, green and yellow. Who could this possibly be?

He carefully edged through the bushes, heading for the archer, invisible behind the protrusion of the wall. As he rounded the bend, he stopped, gaping.

A slender young woman with long auburn hair stood by the wall, taking aim. She held a Lakeland bow—so long that, when raised, it reached down to her knee. He couldn’t see her face, but the colors of her dress, green with a thin yellow trim, left no doubt of her identity. Lady Celana, heiress of the noble house Illitand. After her father, Duke Daemur Illitand, had temporarily fallen under Kaddim influence, she had been staying at the Tandarian court in his place, serving on the royal council with fervor in an attempt to redeem her family’s honor in the eyes of the King.
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