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Thank you for taking the time to read this book. I hope it brings you as much excitement and escape as it has brought me. 

​

If you enjoy the story, please consider leaving a review. It helps more than you know!

​

I'd love to hear your thoughts once you've finished, as well. Please join my VIP List ​and get in touch!

​

​

​
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​
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Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting shadows. –James 1:17
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​Chapter 1
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Collin

​

​

​

Collin Mann was a coward. Maybe others didn’t know it, but he did. Still he leaned forward in the saddle as his tall bay gelding trudged toward the top of a barren ridge. Iza, his white beast-dog padded along beside him and on horseback followed Bliss, the First Knight, and twelve of her guardsmen along with an archer. Last, came Bliss’s adopted child-giant, Donk, who no horse could carry. He tromped alongside Bliss, giving her loving glances every so often.

After nine days of slow riding they still found themselves in the midst of a brown sea of rocky hills. Collin knew there would eventually come an answer—or a clue—as to his brother, Ethan’s whereabouts. He prepared himself for a long search. Maybe even a life-long one. It made no matter if he found Ethan alive.

Iza dashed to the top of the ridge and crouched low, giving a quiet growl. He turned his head and flashed burning, red eyes at Collin, then turned back.

Collin held up his hand and brought the group to a stop. He jumped from his horse and crept up beside Iza. Bliss came from behind and peered over the edge of the ridge with them. Far down the other side, a giant stag—three times as large as Collin had ever seen—held his head high and sniffed the air. Iza had found their dinner.

“Phillip,” Bliss whispered back to the archer.

Phillip eased up next to them and slipped an arrow from his quiver. The stag lowered his body as if to dart away but stayed still as he whipped his head from left to right. Phillip fixed the arrow in his bow and drew back.

Collin held his breath and watched the tip of the arrow shake as Phillip tried to take aim.

“C’mon! He’s going to get away!” Bliss hissed.

Phillip closed his eyes and blew out a slow breath, then opened his right eye and stared down the arrow again. He shook even harder now.

Iza gave another low growl and inched forward. Collin wrapped an arm around his neck and held him back. Though, if the beast took off he had no chance of stopping him.

Further down the hillside sat a giant boulder that seemed to frighten the stag. It flinched and backed slowly toward Collin and the others. The stag backed closer and closer until it froze as an enormous shadow came from behind the boulder.

“Shoot him!” Bliss whispered. “Hurry!”

Phillip turned his aim from the stag to the cat and let the arrow fly. It sailed past and bounced off the boulder, clattering to the ground.

“Here!” Bliss jerked the bow from him and snatched an arrow from his quiver.

The stag broke his trance and looked back up at them. When he turned, the cat bolted up the hillside and pounced on him before he could move. The cat latched his jaws around the stag’s neck and sank his fangs deep into him. A violent twist of his head and the stag’s neck snapped. Its body fell limp.

“Move!” Donk came from behind and picked up a rock the size of Collin’s head.

The cat released the stag and glared up the hill at them. It crept toward them, fixing its eyes on Collin, and launched itself into the air. Donk reared back and fired the rock at him, knocking it dead onto the ground.

Donk stepped past them and down the hillside to the dead animals. He picked up the stag like it was a little doll and tossed it up to the top of the ridge. Then he threw the cat over his shoulder and stumbled back up the hillside. “Here, Momma.” He patted the cat. “Good din—ner.”

“A cat?” Bliss asked.

Donk smacked his chops and gave a big nod. “Good kitty!”

Collin laughed in relief, but Bliss didn’t. She turned to Phillip and widened her steel-blue eyes at him. “What’s wrong with you? You realize we were next, right?”

“I—I’ve never shot a living thing before. Only targets!” Phillip hung his head. “I’ll do it next time. Forgive me.”

“Be thankful there is a next time.” Bliss stood and stomped back to her mare, then swung up into the saddle. The young guards looked up at her, their faces filled with fear. She turned to Collin. “Still want to go?”

“Yup.” Collin walked back to his horse and climbed on. He knew the rumors would prove to be true. Iza and the other beast-dogs weren’t an anomaly. The outside would be different.

Bliss glanced over her shoulder at the evening sun. “We make camp in an hour. Let’s go!”

***
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THAT NIGHT THEY ATE better than they had in days. Riding close to the river kept a good water and food source nearby, but everyone had grown tired of fish.

It took four fires to roast the meat from the beasts. The group ate until they could hold no more and then packed as much as they could for the next day’s ride. When Iza had his fill, he rolled onto his back near the fire and fell into a deep, snoring sleep.

One-by-one the others bedded down. Collin found himself alone and staring at the night sky. A million stars twinkled back at him. He wondered if Ethan could see them, or if he was locked away in a cell.

He also thought of Autumn. Collin had promised her that he would protect her. Then soon after he left on his journey while she stood wiping away tears.

“What happens if we come on a pack of them?” Bliss’s voice interrupted his thoughts.

Collin sat up and saw her on the other side of the fire, rubbing Iza’s full belly.

“Pack of what?” he asked.

“Those ... cat things.” Bliss patted Iza, then stood and came around the fire. “We won’t stand a chance. Did you see how fast it moved?”

“Yeah. I hope they don’t run in packs,” Collin said.

“Me too. Or else we’re done.”

“You can go back. Take the men.” Collin stood and picked up his staff, Blackwind, and slid it onto his back. “I have to go, but you all don’t.”

“I have my orders. Find Ethan. That’s what we’ll do.” She studied the cat’s hide draped over a rock. “I just hope I don’t have to fight off an army of giant cats to do it.”

Collin thought he detected some humor in her tone, but her face remained hard. Conversations with Bliss were normally quick, and something he didn’t mind avoiding, so he turned and started for the edge of camp.

“Where are you going?” Bliss asked.

“I’ll take watch. I’m not tired.”

“Me either.”

She came beside him and joined as he walked the perimeter. After a while, the fires shrunk to smoldering embers, and moonlight cast a glow on the world around them. Loud snores came from each side of the camp as Donk and Iza sang a sleepy duel.

After what seemed like hours, Bliss finally spoke again, “What if it was a lie?”

“What?” Collin asked.

“About Ethan. Why are we trusting Jorose?”

“I think he would be proud of killing Ethan,” Collin said. “If he had, he would have probably told us about it in sick detail.”

Bliss stopped. “We’ve been riding for days, and we’ve seen nothing and no one. Where are the outsiders that came to trade for him? And why have they never come to Anistemia?”

“I don’t know.” Collin stopped and faced her. “It’s almost like ...”

“Like what?”

Collin feared her response. “Like Jorose was protecting us.”

Bliss’s mouth fell open. “You’re kidding.” She searched his face for a moment then took off walking again. “I assure you he wasn’t protecting us.”

Collin hurried and caught up to her. “I mean, keeping us for his own. Like we belonged to him.”

“Maybe. I could see him thinking like that.” Bliss whipped toward camp as a pair of glowing red eyes approached. Iza’s happy pant came from the darkness, and he strolled up to them and gave Bliss a sloppy lick. “Whew, you scared me, big guy,” she said as she gave him a rub under his chin.

“Scared?” Collin asked. “You? No way.”

“Shut it,” Bliss said. “So, you have a giant dog. I have a giant. And now we’ve seen a giant deer and cat. If the rumors are true—,”

“Flying sea monsters? Mermen?” Collin gave a nervous laugh.

“Hey...I’d say anything’s possible now.”

He bit his lip and tried to shut out the thoughts of their group being devoured by a horde of dragon-like beasts. “Let’s hope those rumors are wrong.”

“Let’s hope.”

They walked on as Iza went ahead of them, wagging his tail. A thousand questions flowed through Collin’s mind. In all the world, how would they find Ethan? What lay between them? And how deadly was it?

“You know,” Bliss said. “I think you’re crazy for doing this. And I don’t think you have what it takes.”

“Um, gee, thanks.”

“But, I respect that you want to find your brother. I know the city needs him. And it’s important to Felicia.” She turned to him, and for the first time in a long time, the scowl was gone. “I’ll do everything I can to help you. You have my word.”

***
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ON THE TWELFTH DAY, they rode out of the hills. Before them lay a vast, empty plain of cracked earth that stretched on as far as Collin could see.

The group moved on slowly until they came upon a well-traveled road. Fresh hoof and wagon prints—no more than a day old—headed east, where Ethan was supposed to have been taken.

“Be on guard,” Bliss ordered. “Whoever we come across may not be friendly.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the men answered.

When the afternoon sun began to beat down on them, and their water skins were empty, Collin wondered how far the horses and Donk could go without water. His stallion had worked up a good sweat, and white foam came from beneath his saddle blanket. Collin leaned forward and patted his neck. “Good boy. You can do it.”

He turned back to see Donk wiping his face with the back of his hand, but the giant showed no signs of slowing down. Iza was also fine. He had dashed away earlier on an adventure or maybe a hunt. Though the chances of there being any game in the middle of the dry land seemed to be slim.

The heat rose off the road in lazy waves. Twice Collin thought he saw someone appear over the horizon. He blinked sweat from his eyes, and gave them a vicious rub and the figures vanished. Once, he even thought he saw the stranger he’d seen so many times in the weeks before walking far ahead. 

When his hope started to wane he finally saw something. Or was it another mirage? Wishful thinking?

No, it was real. Far away, a wagon headed in their direction. Several riders followed behind it.

“Spread out.” Bliss ordered when the wagon and ten riders drew near. “Eyes open!”

The wagon slowed and halted when it came upon them. The driver was a squatty little man with skin darkened by the sun and a bearded face shaded with a wide-brimmed hat. He gave Collin a long look and then turned to the rider closest to him, a thin young man with long brown hair pulled back into a ponytail. He wore a leather vest and pants with a sword sheathed at his side. The rider came forward and gave a nod.

“Good day,” he said. “Going to the City of Mal?”

“Possibly,” Collin answered. “Is there water close by?”

“That way.” The man pointed behind him. “Used to be a lake, but the summer heat has shrunk it down a bit.”

“Do you know—,” Collin began.

“Thank you.” Bliss interrupted. She gave her horse a kick and started to go around the riders.

“Wait!” The lead rider held up a hand. “What is your business on our road?”

“Your road?” Bliss asked.

“We are the Free Ones, and I am Shand,” the rider said. “This is our road. You owe us an explanation and a tax to use it.”

Collin glanced at each of the Free Ones and then to the wagon. A dark-skinned man with long, slick hair and a short beard sat in the back with his hands and feet bound. He shook his head slowly at Collin, his eyes wide.

“No explanation. No tax,” Bliss said.

The lead rider gave a little laugh. “I have to make a living, sweetheart.”

Bliss’s face reddened, and Collin now feared for them all. She rode her horse closer to Shand, then came to a stop in front of him. “Hard to make a living when you’re not alive.”

Another rider reached for his sword, and Bliss’s guardsmen drew theirs. The Free Ones followed suit.

“Whoa! Whoa!” Shand held up his hands. “Easy, now. It’s a small tax. Only twenty silver.”

“We don’t have any silver,” Bliss said.

Shand pointed to Donk. “The giant, then!”

“No!” Bliss leaned forward in her saddle. “No chance!”

“Hmm. Then that will be a problem.” Shand looked over his shoulder at the wagon driver. “How about a duel?”

The driver’s face came alive, “Si, Shand! A duel! Yes, yes, a duel!”

“Easy enough!” Shand smiled at Bliss. “Your best man against mine. If yours wins, you pass. If yours loses, then your next best man belongs to me. And then you pass.”

“Belongs to you?” Bliss asked.

“Yes. It’s another way that I make a living. See that man in the back of the wagon? I am taking him to the Firelands. They pay good silver there for slaves and fighters and such.”

Collin kicked his horse forward. “The Firelands?”

Shand put his hand up. “Enough talking! Where’s your best man?”

“My best man isn’t a man.” Bliss dismounted and walked to an open space between the guardsmen and Free Ones, then she drew her jagged sword from her back.

“Mom-ma!” Donk bounded to her.

“Shh. I’m okay, Donk.” Bliss placed a hand on his giant arm. “Go back and stay put.”

“Okay, Mom-ma.” Donk turned to Shand and cast a hateful look, then went back amongst the guardsmen.

Collin watched in wonder. Why didn’t she just sic Donk on them? Maybe because a mother doesn’t put her child in danger.

Shand leaned his head back and burst into a laugh. “You’ve got to be kidding me! I...I don’t know what to say!”

“Say which one of you is going to get a beat down,” Bliss growled.

Shand laughed even harder and clutched his stomach. The wagon driver and the other Free Ones joined in. “Oh, this is a good day! What an odd group of people! We have a bunch of armored men with swords whose best fighter is a woman ... and she birthed a giant!”

The men laughed harder, some wiping away tears until Shand silenced them. “Okay, okay.” He motioned to one of the Free Ones, a shirtless young man with short blonde hair who wore two swords sheathed on his back. “Good luck, Kam!”

The one called Kam jumped from his horse and stepped slowly toward Bliss. He circled her and she turned with him, her sword at the ready. Kam drew both swords from his back and spun them at his sides.

Collin saw no fear in Bliss’s face. She watched Kam’s every movement and kept her feet square to him. When Kam came at her, he went high, and Bliss blocked. He spun and went low. Blocked again. Kam stepped back and spun his swords, then came at her with a quick left, right, left. Bliss blocked each and held her ground.

Neither of them seemed fazed. They kept eye contact and circled. Kam came again with a flurry. Bliss blocked each, her one sword just as fast as his two.

Then Collin saw it. Frustration. Kam’s brow lowered, and his nostrils flared.

Collin shook his head and whispered, “You’re done, man.”

Kam yelled and lunged at Bliss, swinging his swords wildly. Bliss defended and stepped to the side as Kam lost his balance and fell forward, thrusting a knee into his stomach. Kam oofed the breath from his lungs, then collapsed to the ground. He flipped to his back and scrambled away as Bliss approached him. She raised her sword and brought it down on him as he brought his up to block. Kam's blade shattered as it met Bliss’s, and he was left with just a handle.

“Get up!” Shand shouted. “Kam, you get up and win, or so help me, I’ll sell you to the arena!”

Kam managed to get to his feet and readied his remaining sword. His chest rose and fell as he hauled in breaths. Bliss moved in and struck high, then low. Kam blocked and staggered back. Bliss came again. Harder. Her blade crashed down on his and broke the blade from the handle.

“Dirty Malian steel!” Shand yelled. “Cost me one hundred silver for each of those!”

Kam tossed the handle and shook his hand, then looked at Bliss in defeat. She sheathed her sword on her back and held her hands out.

“Hand to hand, then?” Kam asked between breaths.

“Just trying to help you out. You know you’re not doing too well, right?”

Collin snorted. Was she toying with him?

Bliss threw a left jab to Kam’s chin. Then another. And another. Kam blinked and shook his head. He drew his fist back and threw a hard right that Bliss dodged and countered with a shot to his stomach.

Kam fell to his knees and doubled over, facing away from Bliss. He took a deep, ragged breath and rose to his feet, then whipped around. Bliss spun and met him with a kick to the jaw that sent him sprawling onto his back. He tried to sit up, then fell back.

“So, this was fun.” Bliss walked back to her mare and climbed on. “We’ll be on our way, thank you.”

Shand sat red-faced on his horse. “No! I changed my mind! Give me two of your men, or we kill you all!”

Collin heard the soft steps of Iza coming from behind. He turned to see his four-legged friend had indeed found a meal. But a dog his size had a big appetite. “Iza! Protect!”

Iza slinked toward the Free Ones and bared his teeth. The men looked to Shand and then to each other.

“Donk!” Bliss called out. “Momma needs you.”

“Com-ing!” Donk sang. His heavy footsteps came from behind Collin, and he started toward Shand.

“Okay! Okay! You can pass!” Shand gripped his reins and backed his horse away.

“I’ll take your prisoner, too,” Bliss said.

“What? Why?” Shand asked. “He is of no use to you!”

“Humans aren’t to be sold.”

“What?” Shand’s mouth fell open, and he searched the faces of Bliss and the guards. “Humans are sold every day! Where do you people come from?”

“A free place,” Bliss answered. “Hand him over.”

“No. I’ve given you free passage. No more negotiating!”

“It’s not negotiation. It’s an order!” Bliss turned to Donk. “Go get the nice man from the wagon, son.”

“Okay, Momma.” Donk went to the wagon and gave Shand a dirty look before he picked up the prisoner and carried him back to Bliss. She drew a dagger, cut his binds, and Donk sat him on the ground.

Bliss glared at Shand. “Now go before I take your horses and wagon.”

“I’ll come across you again, sweetheart.” Shand’s lips tightened. “It won’t be so pleasant.”

“Go!” Bliss’s voice thundered.

Kam climbed to his feet and stumbled to his horse while he clutched his stomach. Shand gave his horse a swift kick, and he and the Free Ones rode around Collin’s group and sped down the road.

Collin finally relaxed as they disappeared in a dusty cloud. “What’s your name?” he asked the prisoner

“I am Vistavio Salazar.” The man gave a bow. “You may call me, Salazar.”

“Nice to meet you, Salazar,” Collin said.

“You as well, sir. And thank you for my freedom. I am eternally in your debt.”

“You’re free to go,” Bliss said.

“I cannot.”

“Why?” Bliss raised a brow.

“As I said, miss. I am eternally in your debt. I am in your services now.” Salazar gave a low bow.

“I don’t need your service. I release you.”

Salazar gasped and fell to his knees. “Please! You must not!”

“Don’t you want to be free?” Bliss asked.

Salazar shook his head. “That will be a disgrace. If I bring shame to my family’s name I must kill myself.”

Bliss’s face grew weary. “You can’t be serious ... So, I’m stuck with you?”

“Yes, miss. I am forever your servant, Vistavio Salazar. But you may call me, Salazar.”
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​Chapter 2
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Felicia

​

​

​

Felicia Youngblood sat at the head of the long dining room table. Little children—whose parents had been lost in the Battle of Two Storms—scurried in from all parts of the Courthouse and hopped into their seats. To Felicia’s left, sat her best friend Jessica Winslett, beside her husband, Paul. To her right, her other best friend, Karla, who had lost her husband, Shawn, in the Saetos invasion.

Felicia laid a hand on Karla’s. “How are you, sis?”

Karla shrugged, and gazed down at the table. “I have my days. But the patients in the infirmary keep my mind busy.”

Felicia squeezed her hand. “I’m here for you if you need me.”

“I know. But you have a lot on your plate.” Karla nodded to the table full of little ones. “I’m fine, sis. I promise.”

“All of this can manage without me for a bit if you called. I’d run across the city to you if you needed me. Amy can keep things sane while I’m gone.”

Amy Dixon came from behind and sat a platter of fried chicken on the table. “It’s what I do!” She winked and strolled back into the kitchen.

“Paul, I hear our well-diggers are on a roll,” Felicia said to the burly First Knight.

Paul put a hand to his chest and adjusted his chest plate. “Yes, ma’am. Ten wells across the city now. They’re all brimming with cool, clean water.”

“The Creator is good, isn’t He?”

“He is.”

“Anthony’s not here!” Eight-year-old Dottie—freckle-faced and missing her two front teeth—called from the other end of the table.

“Have any of you seen him?” Felicia searched their dirty faces. “And do we not wash before dinner?”

Amy stormed out of the kitchen and shooed them to the washroom. “Sorry, Felicia.”

“Not your fault, Amy.” Felicia looked up to the knight standing behind her. “Ty?”

Her handless protector stepped closer and leaned in. “No Felicia. Not since this morning.”

Felicia lifted the napkin from her lap and dropped it on her plate. “I suppose he’s out fighting imaginary dragons again. Let’s go find him, then. Everyone start without us. I’ll be back soon.”

Ty nodded and followed her out of the dining-room door and down the hallway to the front room of the Courthouse.

“Anthony?” Felicia called. “Anthony!”

The front door creaked open, and a guard peeked his head inside. “Saw him running through the courtyard with the beast-dogs a little while ago, ma’am.”

“Thank you.” Felicia went out the door and across the courtyard with Ty close behind. The hot stones burned her bare feet, but she tried to pay it no mind. “Anthony!”

A young man came up the street toward them, pushing a cart full of tomatoes. “Saw him out near the north gate just a half-hour ago, ma’am! Sounded like he was playing knights and dragons with those giant pups!”

Felicia huffed a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

“Kids, huh?” Ty caught up beside her.

“Some more than others.” Felicia shook her head. “Anthony certainly keeps things exciting!”

“So I’ve seen.”

“Oh, Ty, what will I do when he grows up and wants to serve as a guard?”

“I have no idea.” Ty gave a nervous laugh.

“Well, I hope you have it easy when you’re a father.” Felicia looped her arm in his and smiled.

Ty leaned his head back and let out a laugh. “Oh, I don’t know about that.”

“And why not?”

He looked down at the hooked fixtures where his hands used to be. “Gotta get married, first.”

Felicia laughed this time. “Well, don’t tell my children that rule.”

Ty’s cheeks turned pink. “No! I meant—,”

“I know what you meant. You’ll marry, Ty. Not every girl in this town is a fool. The smart one will find you.”

They passed down the main street to the north gate, and Felicia watched her people go about their day. A young wife hung laundry on a line that strung from her home to her neighbor’s. Several men returned from their fields with carts piled high with vegetables.

The city looked newer than it had before. People no longer expected the worst and had turned their fear into rebuilding. Their once crumbling city was now experiencing a rebirth.

When they came to the front gate, they saw the fierce but loving beast-dogs, Jake and Abe, lying down and sunning near the cemetery. No Anthony in sight.

“Anthony!” Felicia called as she picked up her stride and made for the cemetery.

“Hi Momma!” Anthony’s head popped from a freshly dug grave.

“What are you doing in there?”

“Hiding from dragons!” Anthony climbed out of the hole. Dirt covered him from head to toe. “Shh. They’re sleeping!” He gestured to Jake and Abe.

“Anthony, it’s dinner time. C’mon, we need to get you washed up!”

Ty chuckled. “That might take a while!”

Anthony raced from the graveside and dove onto the sleeping Abe, who lazily rose his head and gave him a lick. Though, if a stranger had come at Abe like that, he would’ve been mutilated in a second.

Something caught her eye. Standing at the front gate, looking through at the hills, stood Autumn. Her auburn curls flowed in the evening breeze.

“Hang on, Ty. Give me a minute.”

Ty nodded and stood near Anthony and the dogs while he kept an eye on her. He was no Arik, but no harm would come to them with Ty on watch.

“Autumn, what’re you doing out here?” Felicia asked as she stepped up beside her at the gate.

“Just looking.”

Felicia stared across the plain to the once feared hills. The ones from which madmen once rode to destroy their city. “For Collin?”

“Yes.”

Felicia slipped an arm around her waist. “Sweetie, he may be a while. Who knows how far they’ll have to go or how many places they’ll have to look.”

Autumn stared down at her fidgeting hands. “I know. I just feel like I’m not doing anything while he’s out there risking his life. What do I do?”

“I know what you mean.” Felicia raised Autumn’s face to look at her. “Anywhere you search in earth’s history, there have been dangerous times. The men, and sometimes women like Bliss, go into the danger and what do the women that stay home do? Raise the children? Play card games? Cry?”

“Exactly!” Autumn bit her bottom lip and looked back through the gate. “I feel helpless.”

“I know,” Felicia said. “Women often have. But I think they’ve been wrong.”

“What do you mean?” Autumn asked.

“Well ... the men may have had their swords and armor, but I believe the women had the most powerful tool.”

“What’s that?” Autumn tilted her head to the side.

“Prayer.” Felicia took her hands. “They would hit their knees and close their eyes, then arm their men with The Creator’s protection. The man goes to fight, and the woman prays. Isn’t she also a warrior?”

Autumn took a deep breath and let it out. “I don’t know. I haven’t prayed much. Not since ...”

“I’m sorry, dear. I can’t imagine what you went through.” Felicia squeezed her hands and tried to will some comfort into her. “But I believe everything we go through has a good reason. Even something like that.”

Autumn’s cheeks reddened, and tears began to well in her eyes. “Oh, I think your Creator is wrong there.” As soon as she said it, she seemed to want to take it back. “I...I’m sorry, Felicia. I know you mean well. I...I hope you’re right.”

“I’ll take hope.” Felicia smiled. “Hope has gotten us a long way so far.”

Two guards on horseback came from the city and clattered up the road, then pulled to a halt in front of Felicia and Autumn.

“What is it?” Felicia asked.

“South gate, ma’am,” one of the guards said. “There’s an envoy with a twenty-soldier escort. Says he’s from the...Firelands.”

“I see.” The time had come to meet those from the outside. She closed her eyes and said a short prayer for wisdom, then turned to the cemetery. “Captain!”

Ty—who had joined in on the fun—jumped from the fresh grave with Anthony and jogged to them. “Yes, ma’am?”

Felicia let out a soft laugh and shook her head. “Time for diplomacy. You ready?”

Ty shrugged and brushed the dirt from his uniform. “I’ll be right beside you...but not sure how good I’ll be at diplomacy.”

“Oh?” Felicia flicked a clod of dirt from his shoulder. “I guess we can both learn together.”

A sly smile spread across his face. “Trial and error?”

“Ha! Only if we go easy on the errors,” Felicia said. “I’d hate to start another war so soon.”
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Bliss

​

​

​

Her sword, Vengeance, had not sliced the flesh of a man in several weeks. Bliss’s vow to avoid killing unless necessary jeopardized her need to avenge her life’s pain. She couldn’t shake the thought that she might have been sold to the Free Ones if Donk hadn’t saved her from Jorose.

Beside her, Vistavio Salazar walked barefoot on the scorching ground. Shirtless, with ripped pants that fell just below his knees, he certainly resembled the servant that he claimed to be.

“You can ride double with Phillip if you want,” Bliss said to him.

“It is not a servant’s place to ride with his master’s guards, miss.” Salazar pulled a rag from his pocket and blanketed his head with it. “I have trekked this land many times. Do not worry about Vistavio Salazar. Is there anything you need?”

“Water for my horse.” Bliss gave her mare, Nadia, a pat. Her short legs had to work twice as hard as the others’ horses to keep up, and her quick gait took a toll on Bliss’s backside.

“It is not far, miss.” Salazar pointed up the road.

Ahead the scenery had changed. Black, mangled trees covered the arid landscape now. As they rode closer, Bliss could see that it might have once been a forest, but had been burned at some point in the past.

The road took them into the midst of the black trees, their branches twisting toward the sky like witches’ fingers. How were they still standing and hadn’t turned to ash?

“What happened here?” Bliss asked Salazar.

“The Great Blast, from long ago,” Salazar answered. “The forest was burned so hot that it froze. The wood has become like black steel. Feel for yourself!”

Bliss pulled her mare to a stop and reached for a branch above her head. Its surface felt smooth like glass, and as she pulled down on it, there was no sign that it would budge. She pulled harder and tried to shake the branch, but it wouldn’t move.

“See?” Salazar asked. “Salazar told you.”

She looked around at the dead forest. It stretched on for miles. Her mare stumbled to the side and blew out a snort.

“Look there!” Salazar pointed into the trees at a pile of melted steel. “From the great war. The Malians say it was called a ‘tank.’”

What kind of blast could melt an ancient war machine and petrify a forest, Bliss wondered. And how many lives perished in such a catastrophe? As bad as her world seemed to be, could it be worse than what once was? 

As they rode on, they spotted many more melted piles of rusted steel, and Salazar tried to give Bliss a name for each one.

“It is said that all the world fought against one another, miss,” he explained. “War was everywhere. And when it all ended, almost everyone was gone.”

The thought of so much hate and destruction caused Bliss’s head to ache, and she began to feel ashamed of her own hatred—just a bit. Little by little, her head throbbed more until she felt a sharp pain in her temple. Her mare stumbled again. A low hum filled her ears, and the headache grew even stronger. “What’s going on?” She asked Salazar.

He stopped beside her and put his hands to his head. “I do not know, miss,” he grunted. “This has not happened in all the times I have been here.”

Collin rode up from behind. “Bliss, look.” He drew his staff from his back and held it out to her. “Feel it.”

She grabbed the end of it, where she felt a strong vibration that sent pulses up her arm. Her head pounded now, and she gave Collin a look of shock. He wore a similar look, and a stream of blood trickled from his nose. “Collin, your nose!”

He wiped it and looked at his hand. “How far does this go on?” he asked Salazar.

“Not far!” Salazar squeezed his eyes shut and gripped handfuls of his hair. “Let us hurry and get out of this forest!”

Whatever was happening, it was clear that something inside the dead forest didn’t want them there. They had to get out before things got worse.

“Ride!” Bliss yelled to the others and gave Nadia a hard kick. Her mare shuffled her hooves, then took off in a dead run. The forest blurred and the world wobbled around her. The hum grew louder and louder until it shook the walls of her chest.

She kicked Nadia harder. The mare groaned and snorted as she sped faster and faster until they came into the open. Nadia pulled to a stop and reared onto her hind legs. “Whoa!” Bliss clutched the saddle horn and hoped they didn’t tumble backward. Nadia lowered back to all fours and spun around, bucking Bliss into the air.

Bliss hit the hard ground on her back, and the air flew out of her. She gasped and coughed for breath until she could sit up. The men stood bent over, retching onto the ground, and beyond them, Donk came out of the forest carrying a limp Salazar in his arms and laid him on the ground.

“Him sick...Momma!”

When everyone regained their wits, Bliss sent the guards to chase down the horses while Collin staggered around and attempted to stop his nose bleed. After a few minutes, Salazar awoke and sat up.

“Why did you lead us in there?” Bliss stomped to him and stood over him.

“I told you, miss. This has never happened before.” Salazar massaged his temples and clenched his eyes closed. “It is the boy’s staff, miss. It comes from the Dead Forest! It must be from there! It is said that one must not take from the Dead Forest. This is what is said!”

Bliss drew Vengeance from her back and touched the blade to Salazar’s neck. “I hope you’re telling the truth. I’d hate to have to officially relieve you of your duties.”

Salazar’s eyes filled with fear, and he swallowed hard. “It is no worry to you, miss. You are safe with me!”

“Yeah...” She turned to Collin. “Do you know what that was about?”

He shook his head. “No. Julio, the blacksmith, said Ethan found the wood he used for Blackwind floating down the river. No one stole it.”

“I see.” She squinted at the staff sticking up behind his shoulder. Its glass-like surface glinted in the sunlight. “You done bleeding?”

“Yeah.” He lowered his head, then turned to find his horse.

Salazar scurried away to find Bliss’s mare and brought it back to her. Bliss mounted and glared down at him. “Lead the way. I’ll be watching you.”

Salazar’s shoulders slumped. He turned to start back up the road. Then he spun back and gave a wide smile, pointing ahead. “There is your water!”

Just as the Free Ones had said, a mostly dried-up lake laid just off the road. In the middle, enough water remained to form a good-sized watering hole.

Bliss scanned the land all around the lake and saw nothing but endless plains. Not a soul or beast in sight. She almost longed for the thousands of hills they had come out of a day before.

A joyous laugh boomed from behind her, and Donk loped past. “Water Momma!”

She tried to suppress a smile as she watched him bound down the dry lake bed and belly-flop into the little pond. He rolled to his back and kicked his legs while he splashed water into the air. “Come on puppy!”

Iza bolted past and yipped happily as he ran down and plunged in with Donk, who had made good friends with the beast-dogs he once feared. Bliss and the group followed and dismounted to fill their water pouches. She let Nadia’s reins to the ground, and the mare dipped her muzzle into the water for a long drink.

Salazar fell to his knees and scooped handfuls of water into his mouth until he’d had his fill, then walked into the water for a quick bath.

Bliss wrinkled her nose at the thought of drinking someone’s bathwater, but thirst overcame her. She swigged from her pouch and tried to ignore the muddy taste. When she’d drank half her pouch, she dumped the rest on her head and refilled it.

Collin knelt beside her. “So what do you make of Salazar?” he asked.

“Don’t know.” She took another sip and forced the dreggy water down her throat. “I’m cautious of anyone who wants to remain a slave.”

“He seems to take his family’s name very seriously,” Collin said.

“Yeah, but how would anyone know? He could just say he won his freedom. Or that I won it for him.”

Collin nodded and then gave Salazar a long look. “I guess he’s a man of integrity. He does the right thing even when no one can see.”

He made sense, but she refused to admit it. “You’re an idiot.” She stood and hung her pouch around her saddle horn. “We ride in fifteen minutes!” she yelled to the others.

“Pardon me, miss!” Salazar came out of the water. “Might I ask where we’re going?”

She studied him for a moment and debated whether to tell him anything. Then another look around reminded her that there was no one for him to tell. “We’re looking for a man. This one’s brother.” She pointed to Collin. “He is a knight from our city.”

“What city?” Salazar asked.

“Anistemia.”

He rubbed his chin. “Hmm. I’ve never heard of this city.”

“It’s far away,” Bliss said. “In the middle of many hills.”

“The Everhills?” Salazar’s brow rose high. “There’s a city there?”

“Yes.”

“This is fascinating to Salazar. Men have gone there many times over the years and have found no city. Only savages.” He looked to the guardsmen. “You have an army?”

“Yes, we do,” Bliss said. “And the one we’re searching for is one of its leaders, and a great knight.”

Salazar sucked in a breath. “He is a fighter?”

“One of the best.” Bliss stepped closer. “Do you know where he could have been taken?”

He put a finger to his chin and thought a moment. “There is one of three places your man could be.”

Collin shot to his feet and joined them. “Where?”

Salazar pointed up the road in the direction the group had been riding. “In the east is Mal. It is a slaving city. Many are sold and sent elsewhere as servants or fighters. Also, many work there in the silver mines. It is where all the silver comes from. Though Mal does not look as rich as it is.”

“Where else?” Collin asked.

Salazar pointed south. “That way is the Firelands. This city has a great arena where much silver is made through betting on fighters. It is a very dangerous place. Their soldiers ride the Sandcats, and getting inside their walls is no easy task.”

“Sandcats?” Bliss asked.

“Yes!” Salazar brought his hands to his mouth and pointed his fingers to look like the tusks the group had seen on the giant cat in the hills. “It is a most dangerous animal.”

“Ethan’s a great fighter!” Collin said. “Maybe he was taken there to fight in the arena!”

“It is most possible,” Salazar said. “But if he is a knight like you say, there is another place.”

“Where?” Bliss asked.

“It is in the north. The Icelands. It is the most feared of the three kingdoms.” Salazar’s eyes grew wide. “They buy some servants, but mostly soldiers. Their army is gigantic, and their Ice Knights are very, very deadly!”

“Great.” Bliss turned to Collin. “So three possibilities. Not bad.”

“But how far apart are they?” Collin asked.

“Mal is three days. The Firelands ...” Salazar shrugged. “Maybe one week. The Icelands? I have never been. I have heard it is the coldest place in the world!”

“So we go to Mal, first?” Collin’s face beamed with hope.

“Or...” Bliss glanced at the others. There were sixteen counting her, Collin, and Donk. “We split up.”

“What?” Collin asked in disbelief.

“I’ll take half the men to the north,” Bliss said. “You and the rest go east to Mal. If you find nothing, then you go to the Firelands. This will give me time to find this...Ice Land.”

There was no solid reason why she chose to go north. Just a feeling. Almost like she was drawn there, or it was calling to her in some way.

Collin shook his head. “No way! We have to stay together.”

Bliss clenched her jaw. “Look, sissy-boy. Your brother has been out here for weeks. If we hit one place at a time, then it could be another month. He may not have that long. So, hike up your panties and let’s find him.”

Collin drew back and raised an eyebrow. “Sissy-boy?”

“It’s the fastest way to find him, and I’m making the call.” Bliss turned to the others. “We’re dividing in half. You five, Salazar, and Phillip will come with me to the Icelands.”

“But, miss!” Salazar said. “We have no warm clothes! We’ll freeze to death!”

“Can you hunt?” The sandcat’s hide lay tied behind her saddle, wrapped around her bedroll, and the stag’s was with one of the guards she’d chosen.

“Why, yes. I am very good with the bow.” Salazar answered.

“Know where to find more of these?” Bliss patted the spotted fur that lay behind her.

The blood drained from Salazar’s face. “I—I do.”

“Good then. We’ll make clothing.” Bliss could hardly believe she would now be seeking out the beasts. She turned to her baby boy. “Donk, come here.”

Donk sloshed out of the water. “Yes, Momma?”

“I need you to do something for me.” She took his giant hands. “Can you take care of Collin for a while?”

She couldn’t believe she was leaving him behind, but she had no way of knowing how he’d tolerate the “coldest place in the world.” 

“Dummy?” Donk looked to Collin and then back down at Bliss, his yellow strands of hair falling over his eyes.

“Yes. Can you keep him safe?”

“Where...Momma go?” She felt his hand begin to tremble.

“It’s very cold where I’m going.” She wrapped each hand around one of his fat fingers and glanced at his bare feet. “Too cold for you.”

“Okay, Momma.” Donk released her hands and gave Collin a wave. “Come on, Dummy.”

Collin stared back at him, his face filled with confusion. “You know my name’s Collin, right?”

“Okay...Dummy.”
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Ty

​

​

​

Ty stood behind Felicia as she took her position as City Leader in the courtroom, behind the stained oak bench, and looked over the Council members and empty galley seats. He took a nervous breath. Knighthood had seemed like a great adventure, but little had he known the great responsibility that would fall on his shoulders. Visitors from another land had seemed impossible not long before, and now he wondered what conflicts might arise and if he’d know how to deal with them. The only resolution he’d needed in the past was violence. This diplomacy that Felicia spoke of was as foreign to him as the visitors that were about to arrive.

Head of Council, Marcos Evans stood. “Paul Winslett and a team of guards are escorting them in, Felicia.” He turned his eyes to Ty. “How is security?”

“Fifty men will station inside the courtroom before they arrive. Fifty more will stage around the Courthouse,” Ty answered.

Marcos nodded and scratched his thick neck. “Very well. Felicia, we will be here to advise, but will leave the meeting to you.”

“Thank you, Marcos.” Felicia sat a stack of parchment aside and clasped her hands. “Let’s welcome them as guests. We don’t want to seem hostile. I hope we can somehow form alliances on the outside if their intentions are good.”

Marcos dabbed at his sweaty forehead with a rag. “I hope so too. But let’s also prepare for the worst.”

The entrance doors opened. Fifty Anistemian guards in full armor marched inside. Two men posted by the doors, while the others came down the steps between galley benches and formed a circle around the Leader’s bench and Council tables.

A few moments later, the burly Paul Winslett entered with his helmet under his arm. He stepped briskly down to the bench. “Felicia.” He gestured to the entrance. “Rom Turan, envoy from the Firelands, and his escort.”

Upon introduction, a tall, bald man with dark skin appeared in the doorway. He wore a long, thin white robe trimmed in brown fur with silver rings on every finger. Rom Turan moved down the steps with two pretty, olive-skinned women following behind. Ty’s heart skipped as he examined them. Each wore a thin white dress, and their long black hair fell across their bare shoulders in thin braids. Their green eyes shined with beauty, and Ty had to look away to avoid appearing like a drooling fool.

Behind the women came twenty armored guards with flames emblazoned on their gleaming chest plates. Helmets covered their faces, save for a thin slit for their eyes.

Rom Turan came between the Council tables and the bench, then gave a half-bow. “It is a pleasure to meet you, your majesty,” he said in a deep voice. “Forgive me, but you are Queen ...?”

Felicia rose from her seat and returned Rom Turan’s bow. “I am not a queen, sir. I am the elected Leader of our city, Anistemia.”

Rom Turan straightened and turned to survey the Council and city guards, then turned back to Felicia. “I am sorry. My instructions are to negotiate with the king or queen of this land. Can you tell me what happened to Jorose, king of the Saetos? We’ve done all of our previous business with him.”

“Jorose is a prisoner of our city for the crimes he has committed against us,” Felicia said. “I may not carry the title of ‘queen,’ but I am the only one authorized to handle diplomatic affairs.”

The mention of Jorose’s name caused pain to throb where Ty’s hands had once been. Though it had been weeks since they’d been cut off and burned in the fire in the courtyard, they still haunted him throughout each day.

“Very well, then.” Rom Turan motioned to the women behind him. They stepped forward and removed his robe, revealing a ripped torso beneath a white vest. “But any agreements we’ve made with King Jorose of the Saetos do not apply to you.”

“I understand.” Felicia nodded. “Paul, would you offer Rom Turan a seat?”

Paul grabbed a chair from the galley and sat it beside Rom Turan, then came around the bench and stood next to Ty. “This guy gives me the creeps,” he whispered.

Ty leaned closer. “Me too. Be ready.”

Felicia sat back down at the bench and pulled a blank piece of parchment and a quill and ink jar in front of her. “I’m sure we both have needs and concerns, sir. Why don’t you go first?”

Rom Turan lowered himself into the chair and adjusted the wide-bladed sword on his waist. “Thank you, Miss Felicia. First off, I must inform you that your city falls into the borders of the Fireland Realm. This means that you pay taxes to our parliament.”

Marcos Evans leaned to Rebecca Brown and exchanged whispers. Ty looked from the Council to Felicia. She leaned forward and wrote something on her parchment, seemingly unfazed. She finished writing and looked up at Rom Turan. “What sort of taxes? We don’t have currency in our city.”

Rom Turan let out a booming laugh. “No currency? How do you purchase things?”

“There is no need to purchase things here,” Felicia answered. “We all share.”

“Share?” He tilted his head and squinted up at her. “The Firelands do not share.”

Felicia laid her quill down. “I’m sure there are things we can trade to form some sort of friendship between the Firelands and Anistemia.”

RomTuran crossed his arms and glanced around the courtroom with a sneer. “What sort of things can this place offer?”

“Many things,” Felicia said. “We have crops, fabrics, and a gifted blacksmith who makes the finest weapons.”

“The Firelands send ships from our ports to the far east where they have all of these things. Our pockets overflow with silver, so we are not in need of much.”

“Then why are you here?” Felicia asked.

Rom Turan stared hard at her for a moment. Ty felt a tension building. The man wanted something, or else why bother to make demands of a city in the middle of nowhere?

“Water.” Rom Turan finally answered. “We have all the saltwater a man could dream of, but clean drinking water is scarce. A man cannot expect to drink from our polluted rivers and live a long life.”

Felicia leaned forward. “Then take all the water you want from the river. I don’t see why you need to bother us for that.”

Rom Turan sprang to his feet. “I do not bother! I grace you with my presence and offer you safety for a tax!”

Ty stepped from behind the bench and flicked his arms out to the side, sending blades flashing from his steel covered nubs. “Watch yourself, Han Banana,” intentionally butchering his name if not solely for his own amusement.

Rom Turan shot a glare at Ty. “My name is Rom Turan, and you will show me respect!”

Ty pointed a blade toward Felicia. “And you’ll show our Leader some respect, or you’ll be tossed through the gates on your Turan’s.” He heard a snort come from the bench and couldn’t help but half-smile at his witticism. Ty heard Paul’s heavy footsteps come from behind.

The Fireland Soldiers stiffened and took a half-step forward.

Rom Turan’s face turned darker, and his hazel eyes seemed to catch fire. Then he heaved in a breath and took his seat again. “Forgive me, Felicia. I have traveled many miles. Sometimes the sun makes a man easily angered.”

“There is no apology necessary, sir. I understand,” Felicia said with a kind smile. She picked up her quill and scribbled a moment and then looked back up. “You could have all the river water you want, of course, but you may like to have some of the water from our wells. It’s the cleanest water you’ll ever taste.”

“Wells, you say?” Rom Turan asked. “We have not heard of these wells.”

“Oh, I think you’ll find them quite refreshing.” Felicia looked to the high windows of the courtroom and rubbed her chin. “How about this? We’ll furnish you with a wagon and as many barrels of well-water that it will hold. Take it to your parliament as a token of our generosity. All we ask is for a friendly alliance.”

Rom Turan rubbed his bald head and stared ahead. “I will make your offer known to them. Do you have any other trades? Slaves? Fighters?”

“We do not trade people,” Felicia snapped.

It surprised Ty to hear such an unkind tone come from her mouth.

“I see,” Rom Turan said. “Very well. Do you have any requests from my parliament?”

Felicia wrung her hands and stood. “I do.” She came around the bench and stepped past Ty and Paul and stood in front of Rom Turan. “It’s a very personal request.”

“Yes?”

“One of our best knights might have been sold to the Firelands by Jorose. I hoped you might know his whereabouts.”

Rom Turan gave a dismissive wave of his hand. “If he did, it was most likely to another envoy. There are many of us. Our duties take us all over the known world.”

“Please, sir. I beg you. Jorose said the Firelands love betting on fighters.” Felicia stepped closer. “Maybe you’ve seen him fight!”

“Perhaps.” Rom Turan rubbed his chin. “One of your best knights, you say?”

“Yes.”

“There is one,” he said. “They say he comes from the Western Hills. He carries a wooden shield with a falcon carved into it. He is one of our greatest fighters.”

Excitement shot through Ty. That had to be Ethan.

“A falcon?” Felicia asked. “Is he tall? Dark, wavy hair? Kind eyes?”

Rom Turan chuckled. “There is nothing kind about our fighters, miss. But I suppose this man may fit that description.”

Felicia clasped her hands at her chest. “How can we get him back? Can we purchase him?”

“You have no silver! And even if you did, I doubt you’d have enough to buy him. As I said, he is one of our top fighters. He is set to fight in the Tournament of Fire soon. There is no way his owners would sell him.”

“This man is like a brother to me,” Ty said, “And my best friend is out searching for him now. There has to be a way to get him back.”

Rom Turan shrugged. “I wish I could help you, little knight. But I cannot. He is a piece of property now. A very valuable one. That is the way things are in the Firelands.”

Ty looked to Felicia, and she gave a slow shake of her head. He backed up a step and nodded.

“Will there be anything else, sir?” Felicia asked.

“No, Felicia. If I could feed my men and gather the wagon and water you promised, I will take your offer to my parliament.” Rom Turan rose and beckoned to the women behind him. They came forward and helped him back into his robe. “And I will talk to them about your fighter, this...falcon. Though I doubt it will do any good. You can expect me back in one month.”

“Council?” Felicia looked to Marcos, who shook his head. She stepped forward and offered her hand. Rom Turan took it and brought it to his lips—his hazel eyes burning into her.

“Thank you, sir.” She pulled her hand back and wiped the back of it on her dress once he’d turned to walk away.

Rom Turan walked back up the steps and left the courtroom, followed by his entourage. Ty turned to Felicia. Her face had turned as pale as snow.

“Hmm. Creepy,” she said.

“Oh yeah.” Ty gave his arms a flick and retracted his blades, then took her hand with a hook and helped her back up to the bench.

She lowered into her chair and addressed the Council, “Any ideas?”

Marcos stood and dabbed at sweat on his forehead. “Not many. Seems it’ll be impossible to get Ethan back if the Fireland parliament doesn’t want to release him. And something tells me that Ethan’s owner is most likely wealthy and has a great deal of influence with them.”
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