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Prologue




Waves crash against the docks of Splintered Vale as a storm moves in from a distance. A faint skyline of lightning spans over the landscape, bringing with it roaring thunder. Queen Lilianna’s death weighs heavily on High Priestess Nelia Winifred, a sorceress from the Hidden City. She failed to protect the queen, allowing an assassin to gain access to the royal garden and slay her. 

A boat navigates the rough waters, creeping closer to the landing.

“Jonathan asks you to stop by before you leave.”

“Please forgive me, Lady Constantina. I cannot, not after all the pain I have caused him and the people of Splintered Vale.”

“Does Charnell know you are leaving?” she asks.

“No, this is for the best. I will not ask you to lie for me or to keep any secrets.”

“I appreciate that, Nelia, but listen to me. Neither Jonathan nor I hold you accountable for his mother’s assassination. We both know who may have been behind the plot, and that will be something he will figure out. He will need your guidance as he takes the throne. Can you at least stay until that time?”

“My departure is necessary.”

“Fleeing the kingdom will start rumors of your involvement, and there will be nothing either of us can do to prevent that.”

“I will accept that as a consequence for my untimely departure.”

They stand in silence, watching the unidentified man, who wears a dark robe, guide a boat against the pier. He ties off the vessel, waiting for Nelia.

Nelia hugs Lady Constantina before grabbing her belongings and making her way down the stairs to the landing.

The wind drifts over the water before crashing against the structure, and she tightens her grip on her belongings as the breeze pushes them back.

Handing the heavy bags over to the man, she is relieved to release the weight. Turning back, she sees Constantina waving goodbye, and she returns the gesture.

Grabbing onto the edge of the boat, she climbs inside as the man untangles the rope, and they float further into the lake before he starts rowing. They sit in silence until they reach the river, and the strong currents pull them downstream.

“Your sister sends her best,” he says.

“Who else knows about this?”

“No one. Once you are settled in, you can send word back to Splintered Vale, but I would strongly advise against it. The Vale will be in mourning for a while, and the Privy Council may demand a bounty after learning you have fled. They will be looking for someone to blame, and with no proof, other than Charnell’s word, you will be accused of treason.”

“I never plan on returning, Garwin. Your loyalty will never be forgotten, and I am sure my sister will reward you greatly.”

“No need for any reward, sorceress. Your family has given me enough. Once we reach Port Welch in a few days, we part ways. Another guide will escort you to your next destination. Our paths will never cross again, which I am sad for, because we have known each other for a long time, but that is part of our fate.”

“You never know when our lives will be entangled, but hopefully it will be on better terms. Hand me an ore. I can help with rowing.”










  
  

Chapter 1

Nelia


Green Haven





Nelia listens to a few nuns humming, as she snaps beans for dinner. It has been over nine years, since she arrived at Green Haven Monastery. She’s been at peace watching her son, Christian, maturing into a boy on the cusp of manhood. The night of his birth is branded into her memory like yesterday. She handed him over to the monks, as if he were an orphan, which still tears at her heart. She has kept her true identity a secret from him, telling him she was seeking solitude at the monastery, and she will travel the world again someday. 

Christian races through the flower garden after a rabbit, laughing with three other youths as they play a game of chase. Her eyes widen, and she gasps as Christian trips over a stone, falling to the ground. Racing to his side, she instantly pulls him into her arms, running her hand through his thick, brown hair, and checks him for injuries as his chin trembles. His right knee peeks through a hole in his pants, and blood trickles down his leg. Cradling him in her arms, she rocks him slightly, fighting back the tears seeping into her eyes.

“Sister Nelia, I am fine,” Christian says, trying to struggle free. “The other children are watching us.”

Nelia releases her grip, realizing she has embarrassed him.

“Christian, I am—”

“Nelia, you have a visitor,” Father Zackary calls from the porch.

“I wonder who has come to see you,” Christian says, climbing to his feet. “You never have visitors.”

Christian accepts Nelia’s hand.

“The visitor intrigues me as well.” Once they reach the porch, she continues, “Father Zackary, can you take Christian to the infirmary? He had quite a fall, and his knee hurts.”

“Come along,” he says, reaching for Christian’s hand, but he refuses.

“I am not hurt, Father. Sister Nelia is just worried.”

“I am sure she is, but you must come along.”

Nelia watches the two disappear before entering the monastery. She overreacted, causing a scene, and it’s not like he hasn’t fallen before. Turning a corner, she dodges two monks as she glides down the narrow hall. There will be plenty of time for him to find mischief as he gets older, and if he is anything like his father, there will be more scars before he turns sixteen. She smiles as a few nuns stroll by. Nelia picks up her pace and becomes anxious about who has found her. Only a few people know her identity and whereabouts.

In the main hall, she sees Sir Alexander pacing, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword, gazing at the ground, seemingly unaware of his surroundings. He is much older than she remembers; his hair is partially gray, and his face is shadowed with deeper lines. She knows something is dreadfully wrong for Queen Constantina to send him after her. Tears stream down her pale cheeks, as she knows the time has come for her to return to Splintered Vale.

To face her past.

“Sir Alexander, what has brought you here?” She brushes her long hair over her shoulders as their eyes lock.

“Her Majesty requests your attendance.” He hands over a letter with the royal seal. “We depart in the morning at sunbreak. Meet me at the Devil’s Inn.”

“Are . . . you alone?” she asks, her voice almost quivering.

“Her Majesty gave strict orders to keep your whereabouts a secret, sorceress. I shalt not betray either of you.”

“Thank you.”

Nelia’s hand trembles as she brushes her thumb over the seal. It’s been years since the two have corresponded, not because Nelia was reluctant but because the fear of leaving her son kept her from reaching out. There was also concern someone might intercept their letters, placing them both in danger, which neither of them wanted. Her son would be a powerful weapon in the hands of their enemies, if he inherited the magical power of the Winifred family. Still, it’s too early to know. Yet.

Nelia,

I request your presence back at Splintered Vale as soon as possible. I am with child, and I am afraid for our family’s safety. There are rumors King Richard plans to overthrow my husband and take over the kingdom, destroying our homeland. Please return with Sir Alexander and help me protect my children. I do not wish to burden you with my fears and dangers, but you are our only hope.

Love, Constantina

Nelia releases the letter into the fireplace. The embers scatter as the letter cascades down into the fiery glow. She watches the letter’s edges burn slowly, as if time has stopped. She realizes her life is about to change. The days of watching Christian chasing rabbits or experimenting with elixirs are fading quickly from her mind. The memories she once locked away will emerge, drowning out any recollections of her time at Green Haven. Everything will unravel like it was yesterday. The remnants of the letter turn to ash, and she moves on.


      [image: ]ABBOT MICHAELSON WELCOMES Nelia into his office. He is much older than the other monks and is a strong leader. His white hair cradles his shoulder, and he stands a foot shorter than Nelia. He leans on a cane, waving for her to sit, but she declines.

“Abbot Michaelson, I must return to the mainland in the morning.”

“We greatly appreciate your company here at the monastery. Don’t let this departure bring heartache. Christian will continue to be safe in our hands,” he says, giving her a faint smile. “Those who succeed me will be instructed to ensure he is shielded from the world beyond us. If he starts to exhibit magical powers, we will send for guidance, but otherwise, you will not hear from us.”

“Your kindness is too much. Please, give him the letters I wrote when he is old enough to understand my heartfelt decision to give him up.”

“You are always welcome here, Nelia. Remember, not every heartache needs to be pushed aside or hidden.” He wraps his soft hands around hers. “May your journey give you peace and hope, knowing everything you leave behind will flourish.”

“Thank you for everything.”

She pulls away from his grasp to go and find Christian.

Nelia peers inside the apothecary class, trying to find her son. This will be one of the hardest things she must do. She must tell him she is leaving, but not knowing how he will react worries her. He wraps his arms around her waist, gazing up at her. His dark brown eyes remind her so much of his father.

“You have been crying?” he asks as he brushes a tear off her face.

“They are tears of joy, little one. I am returning home in the morning.”

“I should be happy for you, but I am sad.” He sniffles. “I pray for a safe journey home.”

“It has been a pleasure meeting you and hanging out over the last few years. I will truly miss our time together, Christian.” She hugs him tightly. “Please don’t give Father Zackary too much trouble, while I am gone.” She brushes her finger across his nose. “Next time we meet, you must show me everything you have learned since our time apart.”

“I am glad you have found peace, Sister Nelia.” He chokes back his tears. “Please have a safe journey back home. I can write to you, if you would like.”

“Yes, give all of your letters to Father Zackary,” she promises, but knows they will never be able to correspond.

“You will be greatly missed, Nelia,” Father Zackary says, joining her by the door after Christian returns to his studies. “A few of us know his identity, and none will ever betray you.”

“I know he is in good hands. Please forgive me, but I must be going.”

As she hurries out of the classroom, tears escape her eyes. The most challenging part of her job is not showing emotion, and relationships are forbidden, until she has fulfilled her duties serving the royal family. Her sister would say, “Focus on your job, not the knight you have fallen in love with, and the Elders will send for you once your job is complete.”

She is no longer close to her sister, but they will always be there for one another, no matter what happens. Aurora rules their homeland in the Hidden City and reaches out from time to time, but not often. Nelia was sent away to Splintered Vale when she was sixteen. That was the last time they had seen each other face-to-face.


      [image: ]LEANING AGAINST THE WALL of her bedchamber, Nelia no longer fights tears. Her eyes burn as the tears flow down her cheeks, and she brushes them away. She slides down to the floor, cradling her knees. Losing her son, and the thoughts of seeing Charnell, flash repeatedly in her mind as a rippling current hammers against a rocky shore. Charnell will accept no explanation for why she left after they both found the late queen murdered in the rose garden. Not telling him about his son will torment her when she is around him, and the thought of casting a spell to rid herself of her memories of Christian is the only hope that she doesn’t go mad.

Cuffing her trembling hands together, she closes her eyes to rest. The private room is small, with a large bed, a dresser, a shelf, and a desk for her writing. The room has a small fireplace for warmth. Red velvet curtains drape around the bed and are tied to the large bedposts. The windowless room brings back memories of her homeland. The beautiful Hidden City is situated on the mountainside of the snowy northern peaks and serves as a training ground for those with magical powers.

A cool breeze blows into the room, drastically dropping the temperature as Nelia’s powers intensify, and magic churns through her body. Jumping to her feet, she tosses sage into the fire and grabs her family grimoire off the shelf. She runs her fingers along the pages to find the protection spell to protect Christian. Using her magic will call upon her family’s ancestors to notify all living descendants that black magic is being conjured, but there is no time to worry about the consequences.

Nelia chants, “The descendants of House Winifred protect Christian from the forces of evil and guide him toward good. Keep him hidden until the bond is broken and the path reveals itself, no matter what the price of my happiness. He is the blood of Winifred and a human. Do not forsake him for my downfall at my weakest moment. Protect him, as he may one day be called up to rule our homeland.”

She quickly writes the name Christian in the grimoire. She will never forget his name, no matter the price of losing the memories of her son. He deserves a life without family responsibilities and happiness, not a life of worries or conflicts, such as protecting the royals and putting his family aside, as she has done. He may never forgive her for all her lies, but that is a risk she must take. One day, he will search for the truth about his family. Hopefully, when that time comes, she will brace for the impact of telling Charnell the truth. Until that time, she must embrace the fading memories.








  
  

Chapter 2

Nelia


Devil’s Inn





The large monastery fades into the distance as Nelia strolls down the dirt road toward Port Soul. The recent rain has saturated the dirt path, and mud splatters against her long cloak as she attempts to dodge the giant puddles of water. Separating from her son is the hardest thing she has done in years. There will be no possibility of returning once she arrives on the shores of the mainland. She presses the small bag against her breast as her heart flutters faster, and a wagon rumbles down the street, startling her. Regaining her composure, she holds her head high and takes a deep breath, focusing on putting one foot in front of the other. 

Port Soul is an old fisherman’s town that houses runaways, bandits, and those who wish to remain unseen. A few younger sailors stand at the end of the porch to the inn, watching Nelia approach. She pulls the hood of her cloak closer as she enters the door, keeping her head down and making her way through the crowd. The smell of whiskey assaults her nose as she approaches the bar. The patrons’ bodies brush against her as she moves through the swarm of people, searching for the innkeeper.

“Sir, I am looking for Alex,” she whispers.

He gestures toward the nearest corner.

An older gentleman grabs her arm, pulls her into the poorly lit area, and forcefully pushes her against the wall. His muscular body is only inches away from her, and the smell of wine takes her breath away. Her gaze locks with his bloodshot eyes as they stare at each other. Nelia tries to squirm away, but his arm blocks her path. She clutches her fist as magic circulates through her veins, wanting to inflict pain upon the man. Her eyes widen and turn dark as she gazes into the distance.

Alexander emerges from the shadows, placing his sword against the gentleman’s throat.

“Release her!”

“King Richard has a reward for her whereabouts. Do you dare take food from my family’s table and deprive me of the riches he will give me?”

“I will spill your blood upon this floor, if you do not release her. I do not care about your family or yourself. Richard does not scare me, for I am loyal to King Jonathan.”

“I will not do that,” the man slurs, staggering to his right, and he pulls her with him as they collide into a table, knocking it off-balance. “Sorceress, the bounty will feed my family for months.”

Nelia and the man tumble to the ground, and the tavern goes silent as the people gaze at the commotion. Alexander does not take his eyes off the two but trouble is about to stir, and their only hope is to make it to the ship.

“I am not your property,” snaps Nelia, pulling her arm free and pushing him away. “Never place your hands on me again.”

The man reaches for her cloak and fails as Alexander flashes the blade between the two.

“She is a loyal servant to the crown. I demand you to stop, or I will take your life for treason.”

Nelia watches several men in the tavern unveiling their tunics, displaying King Richard’s coat of arms. She attempts to pull Alexander away, but he hesitates, refusing to look at her.

“Your action gained attention of several of King Richard’s knights,” she whispers, placing her hand on the sword’s blade and forcing it away. “I do not wish to die here. Do you?”

Alexander’s eyes narrow as he searches the room for a moment. He places his hand on Nelia’s lower back, guiding her to the front as the crowd moves away. Once outside, he wraps his arm around hers as they walk toward the shipping port, and neither looks back, knowing they are being observed.

“Why does Richard have a bounty for me?”

“He has been searching for you, since you left, fearing you would return to prevent him from overtaking Splintered Vale. He knows you can destroy the warlock who serves him.”

“Elbas.” She shivers. “An old foe who has been nothing but trouble. I was hoping Richard would have destroyed him by now.”

“They have gained more power and influence over the past few years. It will be nice to have you back home.”

If only she were as happy to return home as everyone else is to see her. It seems there are more enemies than she anticipated, including an old rival who once served her father. She may need to reach out to her sister, to seek guidance and find out what Elbas is planning, but she does not want to discuss her whereabouts over the last ten years.


      [image: ]NELIA STANDS ON THE SHIP’S deck of the Sera’ness, watching the shoreline fade in the distance. Tears swell in her eyes and stream down her pale cheeks, knowing she will never see her son again. Taking a deep breath, she tosses her cloak off her shoulders and conjures two doves. The birds descend from the sky, landing on the deck.

The twin birds shake their wings as a white aura illuminates their surroundings. The creatures grow tall and slim, transforming into two identical ladies. Their long silver hair glides down their backs with silver shards tucked into the braids. The white-and-silver lace gowns flow to the ground. Their beauty catches a few sailors off guard, disrupting their duties on the ship.

“Nelia, you sent for us,” they speak in harmony.

“Send word to Her Majesty. I am returning to Splintered Vale.”

“Safe journey, Nelia.”

A flash of light encircles the ladies as they shift back into doves and fly away.

“You never cease to amaze me, sorceress,” says Alexander.

“A few years ago, they searched for a new companion after theirs died. They found me at the monastery. I still don’t understand how, but I sometimes wonder if my sister sent them to find me.” She pulls his hands into hers. “You have always been caring and never doubted my innocence after Lilianna’s murder. I will never forget your kindness.”

“You are the light that will bring happiness back to many. Don’t let the past define you, or your love for Charnell blind you to what is coming. Splintered Vale needs your strength.”

Below the deck in their cabin, Nelia peers out the small porthole as she listens to Alexander snoring. She grabs onto ropes secured to the wall as the ship jerks against the crashing waves of a storm stirring over the Soulless Sea. It will take days before they reach Port Welch, giving her enough time to run through different scenarios about how she should respond to Charnell. When they reunite.








  
  

Chapter 3

Neila


Port Welch





Port Welch is the busiest port town on the main continent of The Vale, bringing in a variety of merchants from the northern territories with an assortment of goods and supplies. A farmer’s market spans the streets, with vendors selling fresh vegetables and live animals. A cool breeze filters off the Soulless Sea, and Nelia pulls her cloak tight as chills brush against her body, the hair on her arms goes erect. 

Alexander interrupts her thoughts, saying, “He is not coming. I honored the queen’s request to travel to Green Haven alone. A few knights will be joining us as we travel home.”

“How is he?” she asks, gripping the railing as her pulse intensifies. “I mean, is he . . .”

“He is focused on his new job as the Grandmaster of Arms. His father died unexpectedly, and he has been caring for his mother for years.”

“That is awful.” Stumbling on her words, she asks, “Did Charnell ever get married?” Cringing, she doesn’t want to know the truth, but she needs to know before seeing him. “I am sorry. I should not have inquired about his personal life, or put you in a position to divulge anything.”

“I am sure he will ask about you.” He picks up his belongings. “He has never given up on your relationship and often talks about you.”

Her face flushes with warmth as they travel down the ramp toward town. The streets are soft from the recent rain, but the ground is solid enough to prevent puddles of water. Vendors beg them to purchase their goods, but they continue to walk, ignoring their bargaining tactics.

Six royal knights of Splintered Vale stand by the stables in the shade, a few feet past the town’s inn, and a sense of calmness wraps around her as she sees the king’s coat of arms on their tunics.

Alexander says, “We are waiting for a few more men to escort you to Splintered Vale. Relax before we embark on the long journey.”

“I will be here,” she says, standing on a step of the inn.

He nods.

Blasting music shouts from inside the inn as the patrons come and go. Nelia closes her eyes to rest, rocking slightly in a chair. Struggling to keep her heavy eyes open, she succumbs to the tiredness from the lack of sleep the night before. Her dreams are unsteady as someone tries to infiltrate her mind, creating flashes of lightning to shatter the images, and she knows of only one person with the power to torture her, Elbas.

She has returned.

The door smashes against a few chairs, and she jerks awake, seeing three young men staggering onto the porch.

“We do not see many ladies at sea.” A short, bald man leers in her direction. His foul breath brushes against her skin.

“My friend will be returning shortly. Please, enjoy your day.” Her muscles tense as she prepares to flee. The crooked grin from the bald man alarms her, but he walks away, and she exhales with relief.

The taller one turns around, leaning against her chair. “Nelia, it has been many years since our last encounter,” Tyler says, his eyes narrowing on her face. “I am sure you didn’t forget my lack of loyalty to Jonathan, before my famous departure from Splintered Vale.”

“How could anyone forget you burned down the stables in your escape? I am sure a bounty is on your head, whether you are dead or alive. Be gone, traitor, or I will alert the guards.” She nudges toward the stables.

“Tyler, come on,” his friend yells.

He pulls out a dagger, placing it against her chin. “You need to come with me, sorceress.”

She leans closer, not wanting to show fear, as she presses the cold dagger against her skin. “One scream and things will get unpleasant for you and your friends. Your family will be in dire need of help, if you are in prison for threatening me.”

“One swipe, and you die before anyone knows.”

“Tyler, surely you have not forgotten whom you are threatening. A blast of arcane magic will kill you instantly.” A flash of darkness engulfs her eyes. “Do not threaten me, dear boy!”

“You have been hiding for about ten years, sorceress. I am sure your magic has been dormant in your hideaway. You would not risk exposure here and harm an innocent.”

“Why would you risk your freedom by talking to me today? You are not the type of man to be careless.”

“I am under King Richard’s protection, and he will pay plenty for your capture. Get to your feet, Nelia.”

“I will not, Tyler. Tell your friends you have mistaken me for someone else and depart.”

Tyler pulls her out of the chair, placing the knife at her side. She doesn’t fight him, to prevent a scene, and hopes that one of the knights will rescue her.

“Tyler, what’s going on?” the bald man questions.

“Marcos, you and Scout help me escort the sorceress to King Richard, for a hefty reward that I will split with each of you.”

“This is a bad idea,” Scout insists. “King Jonathan’s knights are over by the stables. She is not worth imprisonment or death. I have a family to think of.”

“You’re a coward, Scout. I will report you to King Richard when we return. Marcos, are you with me?”

Marcos slightly nods.

Tyler pulls Nelia into an alleyway as the other two men follow closely.

“You are making a mistake,” she warns. “The king will charge you for treason for kidnapping me.”

“King Richard is the true king,” Tyler says. “A bounty for your safe return will bring us all the gold we need to survive in the winter months.”

“I am confident King Jonathan will pay you gold for releasing me and maybe even forgive you for your treason.”

Tyler smirks.

She continues, notifying them, “Time is not on your side, dear friend, for death will come swiftly, taking your soul. Your heart beats louder than your friend’s, alerting me you know this is a mistake. Release me and flee as if we never met.”

He pins her against a wall, pressing the blade against her neck as he pulls up her dress, running his rough hand up her leg. “Let’s see what Charnell saw in you.”

Marcos and Scout reluctantly watch their friend, but neither says a word.

Nelia closes her eyes, listening to Tyler’s heavy breathing as his alcoholic breath caresses her cheek. Her body shivers as the black magic circles around her, bringing darkness. Her eyes are no longer the color of sapphires, but dark as onyx, as she meets Tyler’s stare. Without hesitation, a powerful force thrusts Marcos and Scout in opposite directions.

Tyler releases the dagger and steps away.

“As I said, death is coming for you.” She pushes her hands forward as a gush of wind knocks Tyler back several feet, and he lands on his back, not moving.

Flinging her arms out to her sides, she pulls Marcos and Scout off the ground. Refusing to look at either of them, she clenches her fists, causing their throats to constrict under the pressure. Their screams are muffled by the lack of air escaping. Everything around her slows down. The leaves are frozen in the air, birds are stuck in flight, and the two men’s hearts slow down as she clenches her fists tighter.

The wind spins around Nelia.

Tyler staggers to his feet and makes eye contact with her, pulling his sword. As he gets closer, she releases Marcos and Scout from the magical grip, and they collapse on the ground, gasping for air. Smiling, she twirls her finger, conjuring a faint blue flame. She flicks her hand, and a blast of magic collides with his shoulder and scorches his tunic. He moves closer, swinging his sword, and Nelia conjures a fireball in her palms. Their eyes lock as he stops moving forward.

“Nelia, stop!” Alexander screams.

“Go away, Alexander. They humiliated me. Death is the only solution for the violation.” The raging wind stirs the leaves through the air as the dirt spirals like a tornado. “Alexander, please leave, for I do not want to harm you.”

“I can’t do that, sorceress.” His rough hand rests on her forearm. “Let me handle these cowards.”

“I cannot.”

“Sure, you can. You will never see them again.”

Hesitating, she finally retreats with Alexander away from the men as the royal knights arrest them.

“Sir Augustus, check the area for witnesses and take care of them. Nelia, you are forbidden to leave my side until we arrive at Splintered Vale. Do you understand me?”

“Don’t underestimate me, Alexander. I will not allow anyone to harm me, ever. These men are taking orders from Richard. I regret nothing here, and your orders have no power.”

“I am the first knight of Splintered Vale, and by order of King Jonathan, you are hereby ordered to obey the law. Do not underestimate me, Nelia,” Alexander warns. “Nelia—”

“I am done talking!”

Nelia focuses on the path toward the stables, listening to Alexander’s sword clanging against his leg armor. Tears burn her eyes as she squeezes them shut for a moment. If Alexander does not take care of him, she knows Charnell will. All she must do is ask him. However, she can’t divulge this incident due to her involvement in conjuring black magic, which reveals her weakness and lack of control.

“Nelia, I have posted several knights outside of the stables. I will return shortly to confer with you about the next steps.”

She refuses to respond, listening to Alexander’s gait fading in the distance. Lying down on a cot of hay, she closes her eyes, trying to recall a happier memory to overshadow the day’s events. The image of Christian running in the garden brings both a smile and worry, as the picture fades quickly. The closer she gets to Splintered Vale, the harder she must fight to keep his memory alive. Her eyes are heavy, and she falls asleep.

Alexander wakes Nelia after a few hours have passed.

“We have taken care of the men, and no witnesses were found. The actions you demonstrated today worry me. Our enemy has threatened our home, and you have no control over your emotions. You will fail us if you continue to lack restraint and dignity. I never believed the rumors that you betrayed the late queen, but your conduct says otherwise.”

“My behaviors do not demonstrate a lack of failure to the late queen. I fear my time in seclusion has done more harm than good. I will never disrespect your kindness or our monarch again, but be warned, I am unstable and fear what I may do.”

“We move forward as if none of this happened, but you must find a way to control your powers, for you’re the only one who can fight the warlock.”








  
  

Chapter 4

Elbas


Broken Rest





Broken Rest is the kingdom of King Richard Ainsworth V, the twin brother of King Jonathan Ainsworth, who rules Splintered Vale. The kingdom sits on the cliffs of the Soulless Sea, surrounded by stone layers to protect the interior ward from invaders. Over the years, the kingdom has fallen into ruin with fewer resources, and illness has ravaged the land. Nevertheless, the Ainsworth family continue to reside here with those loyal to the family. 

Elbas wipes the sweat from his forehead as the cauldron’s vapors swirl in the air. The history between him, Nelia, and her sister, Aurora, is complex. He is the rightful heir of the Hidden City, but House Winifred refuses to acknowledge that, and the Elders have their own agenda to obtain power. A few rats scurry underfoot as he carefully pours the brew into jars and places them on the dusty shelves.

Grinning, he recalls the enchanting city, enclosed by a magical barrier that protects its occupants from the raging snow of the high mountain peaks. His mother would be disappointed in his decision to practice black magic, but he has no choice as a descendant of a powerful warlock wielding the magic. Smirking, he places a few droplets of bat blood into a vile, mixing it with hemlock into another cauldron.

The sound of footsteps disturbs his concentration.

“Warlock!” King Richard yells.

Cringing, Elbas places his ingredients on the table, making his way out of the room. He hunkers down as he navigates through the narrow doorway, seeing Richard unsteady on his feet. The heaviness of Elbas’s cloak presses against his shoulders as the water soaks into the fabric. He towers over Richard, looking down at his pale face and yellow eyes. The smell of wine infiltrates the hall’s musty air.

Richard’s shaky hand taps on the handle of his sword, but that doesn’t intimidate him.

“Your Majesty. What can I do for you?”

“I need the details of the plan.” He stumbles over his feet but catches himself against a column. “Can’t you find a better lair?”

“Patience, Your Majesty.”

Richard grabs the warlock’s arm, preventing him from walking away.

Elbas grits his teeth and clenches his jaw, not wanting to fight, but the mere thought of his hand on his arm angers him. He tries to pull free, but the sword’s blade rests against his neck as he does, and the cold metal rubs against his skin as he gulps. He watches the king’s fingers nervously rubbing against the blade and decides not to underestimate the drunken man.

“As I promised, you will have your family’s home on the full moon in a few days,” Elbas brags. “There is no need for aggression, Your Majesty.”

“You have brought nothing but endless promises and disappointment. My brother will never surrender his lands, as long as he lives.”

“Death is always lurking.”

“Don’t disappoint me,” he slurs before he stumbles down the hall into the deeper parts of the catacombs.

There is no need to worry about the king getting lost in the maze of ruins because most passageways are blocked by debris. There have been several times the royal knights have found him passed out while down in the underground. It’s sometimes amazing how the old tombs and crypts still stand, but he doesn’t have time to babysit him and needs to return to his lair.

Jacob and Louis exit the shadows, joining Elbas.

The two men have been loyal companions, since he arrived at Broken Rest many years ago. Recruiting men from Splintered Vale was easy, offering them money from the hidden treasure room in the catacombs. There was no need to inform King Richard of the discovery, for each would have a different agenda with the money. There was not enough to restore the homeland.

A swift wave of his hand ignites a flame as they enter another smaller space of his lair.

“Do you have news?” asks the warlock.

“Nelia arrived at Port Welch a few days ago. Jonathan’s army is weak, trusting, and blinded by what is coming,” says Jacob with a crooked smile.

“You both will help me subdue the sorceress. Do not be fooled by her beauty and lack of powers because she is deadly, like a venomous snake.”

The Elders refuse to break their loyalty to the High Priestess Aurora, until Elbas proves himself by destroying Nelia. He still doesn’t trust the Elders, but they will have no choice but to reinstate him as an Elder and acknowledge his birthright.

Stirring the ash in the fireplace with a stoker, he envisions Nelia’s shock as he overpowers her on the full moon. A child of darkness will bring more power than he could ever imagine—a sacrifice he must make to get the Elders to their knees. He will worry about how to take the child away from Nelia in the future, but now he must keep to his plan.

“You are both dismissed.”

He grabs a cloth from the table, wipes the sweat from his face, and stirs the toxic mixture. Bats scatter as a small explosion erupts, and the mixture blankets the ceiling. Gazing at the darkness of the liquid, he focuses on Nelia’s beautiful face, bringing her image before him. He chants three times, Blind the sorceress’s thoughts, powers, and intuition of what is coming, but allow her to feel the danger of being unable to see what is before her.








  
  

Chapter 5

Richard


Broken Rest





Acandle flickers on the desk as the rain hammers the royal chamber balcony, and a gust of wind brings darkness into the room. He brushes the flint and steel together several times, until a spark ignites the candle again, illuminating his surroundings. The storm’s rage will bring the rain needed for the drought-stricken land, but flooding the kingdom’s streets will be unavoidable. 

A flare brightens the horizon as lightning strikes something.

Richard steadies himself in the broken chair, listening to the wind battering the single tree outside his window as the branches scrape against the glass. The raging waves crash against the cliff, echoing the turmoil in his mind as vivid memories of him being torn away from his mother’s arms play continuously as if it is happening. The goblet rocks back and forth in his unsteady hand as he guzzles more wine.

He never wanted to challenge his brother, but what choice does he have? His kingdom is falling into ruins, the crops are not growing fast enough, and illness rapidly spread throughout, bringing death. If only he had been born first, there may have been hope his father would have chosen Jonathan, but he was too comfortable in his mother’s womb to fight harder. It’s still unclear what drove their parents apart, so whatever the reason, they are now distant and enemies.

He swallows more wine.

There were no tears shed between either his mother or his brother the day his father tore him from her arms many years ago, or by his father, that he recalls. The only sorrow he can remember is from himself as he watched Splintered Vale fade in the distance from the carriage window. His father chattered with his mistress, leaving him alone to grieve the loss of his family, friends, belongings, and home.

The candle flickers.

“My queen, what brings you here?” he slurs, toasting his wife.

“I know our arrangement is difficult, but we must talk.”

“Please, come into the light.” He pours another drink, spilling wine on the floor and offering her a glass. “What brings you here this late at night, my love?”

“I am with child,” she quivers. “He will bring peace to our home and happiness to you, Your Majesty.”

“I am not entitled to happiness,” he says, stumbling toward the window as the voices in his head intensify. “I am cursed.”

“Richard, I do not believe that. Our kingdom has had some unfortunate luck, which is all. Are you happy with the news I have brought you?”

Her hands tremble as she wraps her arms around her belly, smiling softly.

The news is good, but is it real? All their years of marriage have brought disappointment. Grabbing onto the desk, he eases his way to his knees, embraces her, and rests his head on her belly. The idea that she will give birth to two sons is scary to think about, especially after the turmoil and pain he has gone through with his brother, but there is always hope it doesn’t happen. He wipes the tears on his gown.

“Richard, you will be an amazing father and mentor. This is a cause for celebration for our family and kingdom.”

“This news is delightful, my love. We will celebrate, after I return home.”

“Yes, Your Majesty. I will await your return.”

The illusion of blood seeps through his fingers and drips onto the floor as a reminder that he is the sole person responsible for his parents’ deaths. It was tricky to take out his mother, but with the help of the warlock, the task was quickly accomplished. Removing his father was not as challenging, but no matter the rumors around The Vale, he will never admit to either incident.

Shivering.

He turns quickly, scanning the room to see he is alone, except for the shadowy figure sitting on his bed. Not human, but a dreadful being who often appears when his headaches intensify. At first, he thought the figure was something the warlock had conjured up, but after further investigation, the entity turned out to be something he was imagining, and it seemed no one could see it but him. Fearing the ridicule of instability, he refuses to tell anyone after he divulged the situation to his doctor, and thankfully, that person is no longer around.

Richard raises his glass to toast the being.

“What do you think?” asks Richard.

“What do you think?” echoes the shadowy figure.

“I should keep my wife close for the safety of my heir,” replies Richard.

“Traitors are among the loyal servants. Keep those who could harm you close,” responds the shadowy figure.

“The traitors and their family will hang in my courtyard,” Richard mocks. “Until we meet again, my friend.”

The shadowy figure vanishes.








  
  

Chapter 6

Victoria


Broken Rest





The coastal storm intensifies with lightning flooding the dark sky, and thunder crashes as the heavy rain continues to pound Broken Rest. Small fires burn around camps sheltered from the rain to warm the settlers. Victoria hurries through the castle grounds, seeking cover amongst the shadows as she races toward the stables to meet her informant. She dodges two guards chatting, trying to keep a low profile. 

There are rumors that her husband has been plotting to kill her for not giving him an heir, but she hopes this pregnancy will help derail his plan, for now. She fears another miscarriage will lead her to the guillotine, but she can’t think of it now. Although she know none of the losses were her fault, the guilt continues to trouble her as she watches him with his mistresses, who have also never provided him with a child.

Lord Barrett removes his hood as she enters the stables.

Barrett is a loyal servant to Victoria and her family, even before he was sent to protect her. His arrival was timed shortly after her marriage to her husband, and he witnessed the murder of her maidens that destroyed all ties to her homeland. Or that is what the king believed. The loneliness and isolation from her family have been torture, but there is hope she will no longer be in seclusion.

“My queen, I bring news from your parents.” He hands over a sealed letter. “They wait for your word to complete the extraction.”

“You will receive a reward for your bravery. You continue to sacrifice, and your loyalty is more than I have ever requested.” She gently touches his shoulder. “I don’t often thank you, but I am grateful you are here with me.”

“It is my honor to serve you and your family.”

“I feel the time is right, Lord Barrett. Please send word to my parents I wish to come home.”
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