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Chapter 1

Myribell





Meetings

Standing on the edge of the carriage road that traversed the forbidding forest beyond Myribell's walls, a swarthy man hid his face beneath the hood of his cloak. Only the whites of his eyes were visible in the darkness until he smiled, and his grin was unnerving. After baring his teeth like a predator for a moment, he spoke. "A princess should not be alone in the woods this late at night." 

"Who says I'm alone?" Shaylea, the princess of Myribell, asked, shooting a quick glance up at the trees above her. She sat comfortably on a jeweled leather saddle atop a large deep bay horse.  

Unconcerned, the man ignored her question. "Why did you call this meeting, Your Highness?" he hissed. 

"I may have need of your services," she replied. "I want to know if your price remains the same?"

"After all these years? Of course not!" He scoffed. "It's higher!"

"How much?"

"Twenty percent, or more, depending on the need," he smiled slyly. His scarred hand rested on the hilt of his poniard.

"That much? I'm not sure you're worth it."

"Oh, I am. You know I am." The cockiness in his voice sickened her. At that moment, she had no choice but to agree with him.

He could see the contempt flash in her eyes. Princess Shay, atop her stallion, dressed in shades of royal purple, luxurious fabrics, black leather riding boots, and no doubt carrying at least one dagger under that sweeping cloak. She was the most dangerous sort of princess—selfish and spoiled, dishonest and disloyal, the only heir to the throne and well aware of the king's good health. 

Her streaming blond hair and perfect, fair skin could not hide her selfish heart. Rumors swirled around her since childhood. The citizens whispered that young Princess Shay cavorted with the meanest boys and wanted nothing to do with proper courtiers. As a teen, she took any opportunity to escape her escort's gaze and find a way to cause trouble for whatever unfortunate soul crossed her path. Many innocent passersby ended up in prison for not immediately recognizing the princess and bowing formally with their eyes downcast. Guilty over the death of her mother, her father looked the other way. Ten years after the dark wizard last met her, there she sat, in her late twenties and deceptively beautiful, just glaring at him.

"Well, Princess, do you have a job for me or not? It's quite risky business to be here, even under cover of darkness."

"Risky for you only, but I am aware. I may have a task for you. For now," she smirked, "I just wanted assurance that you will still come when I beckon." She deftly maneuvered the braided reins, swung her horse back toward the town, and took off into the darkness. 

The grim wizard admired how she sat on her steed, yet scoffed again. "Sadistic; but what a horsewoman." He adjusted his cloak so that his scarred hands were free of the fabric, and he clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth twice. An obedient chestnut stallion stepped out from the shadows. He swung himself up and rode in the opposite direction of town toward the caverns of Mount Pilkin.

...

On a sunny morning in Myribell, a light breeze brought just a touch of the coming autumn into the air. Late summer was a beautiful time within the walls of town. The farmers' market teemed with people selling brightly colored vegetables, hand-woven fabrics, and cured meats and cheeses. Vendors sold fresh flowers on every corner. Under the protection of their fair-minded king, Liam, people freely exchanged money for goods, and they bartered for what they couldn't easily afford. Six days a week, this was the scene in the center of town.

A young woman with light brown hair and olive-toned skin stopped at a farm stand to sniff the fresh-picked apples. Serena was an average sort of beauty—her height, her build, and her dress could blend into any crowd—but her eyes sparkled, and she was always smiling.

"How are you doing, Harold?" she asked the attendant.

"Fine, lass! The day is better with you here."

Serena blushed a little. "These are wonderful!" She exclaimed as she placed a few apples for herself and her mother in her burlap cloth tote. She handed Harold some money, took an apple back out of the sack and sniffed it. "Just great!" Turning to find her mother, she instead came face-to-face with a tanned stranger. The man gave her a warm smile. "Oh, pardon me." She said and stepped back.

"No, I beg your pardon." He stepped to one side and gestured to let her know she could pass him. As she did, he said, "You made me really want one of those apples."

Serena paused and turned back to face him once more. This time, she really looked at him. His jet-black hair was tied back; his goatee neatly trimmed. Serena tried to read his eyes, but they were under a heavy brow. He was smiling at her with his mouth closed, and his skin told her he spent much of his day outside. His clothes were those of a hard worker—stained and rough at the seams. 

"My name is Trevor," he said as he held out his hand. 

"I am Serena," she smiled brightly and gave him her hand. He took it and kissed it gently. The action surprised her because she only expected a handshake from a common laborer. Although eyes were friendly, she fought the urge to wipe her hand on her skirt and wondered why his energy felt grimy.

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Serena." His voice was mellow and smooth, and she liked how he said her name. 

"And you," she answered. A touch on her shoulder startled her, and she turned around to see her mother standing behind her. Briget looked like an older version of Serena—a little shorter and with a few tendrils of gray mixed into her sandy brown hair—but still very much a natural beauty.

"I was just looking for you," Serena said.

"I found you first," her mother answered. She looked beyond Serena at the tanned stranger behind her. "It's time to go." Briget's gaze was icy, not curious, and Trevor's smile faded briefly. It returned when Serena pivoted on her heel to toss one more smile in his direction. 

"Enjoy those apples," he said. 

"We will," Serena replied, and she and Briget left the market. As they walked to their little farmstead just beyond the town walls, Briget was thoughtful. She finally broke her silence and asked, "Who was that man you spoke with at the market?"

"I don't know. He said his name was Trevor. He was rather handsome and very polite. I nearly ran right over him!" Serena answered cheerfully.

"Trevor, hm?" Briget mused. 

As they walked the rest of the way home in silence, Serena replayed the meeting in her mind and wondered why her mother suddenly seemed so guarded.

...

That night, in a small house on a corner near the eastern wall of town, an older man, husband and father of the house, awoke to the sensation of a presence in the room. Startled, he turned to wake his wife, but she was not in the bed beside him. 

The presence was menacing. Like a creeping shadow, it overpowered what little light the moon gave through the open window. The air felt charged, as if before a thunderstorm. The man's breathing became labored, his heart straining to beat in his chest. His ears burned and rang. His mouth went dry; he could not call out. In less than a minute, it was over, and his body gave no clue to his cause of death.
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Chapter 2




Day 1

"Did you hear about the blacksmith?" The morning air buzzed with questions and rumors spawned by the sudden death of the king's favorite craftsman. 

"I heard he died in his sleep."

"I hope it's not the sweating sickness."

"Do you think it was too much cider?"

"His wife is beside herself with grief. She told my neighbor she got up to check on the children after hearing a noise in the hallway, and when she returned to the room, the door was shut tight, and her husband was dead beyond it."

"Maybe she did it." 

"Why would she?"

The gossip was unstoppable. It had been years since an unusual death had occurred in the realm, years since the three wizards reigned terror in the night. In those days, the deaths were gruesome and never meant to be mysterious. The wizards left their mark by using magical means to physically destroy their targets. Those days were gone. The mighty trio was shattered, and two vanished without a trace. The youngest was now living a quiet life, peaceful to the onlooker and simple to those with means. 

Serena returned to town that morning to buy fresh bread from the baker. It was a rare treat that she and her mother enjoyed when they had a little extra money. She heard the rumors flying, bombarding her as soon as she passed through the city gate. She felt trapped by the walls, overwhelmed by her senses. It wasn't just what she heard. It was what she felt as she walked through the crowded streets. 

Serena was a sensitive soul--a natural empath. Without trying, she could feel emotions and sensations that those around her were experiencing. When she was a child, she couldn't understand or explain it. Thankfully, her mother recognized her ability at a young age. Briget saw her three-year-old daughter limp as if her leg was broken after standing near a relative who truly had a broken leg, and she knew. When the relative left, Serena reverted to her usually playful self within minutes. Briget asked the child if she was mimicking the woman, and Serena was adamant that her leg really hurt when the woman was there.

It wasn't long before Briget began training her young daughter to protect herself from outside energies. Through grounding and meditation exercises, Serena learned to build an invisible wall of protection around herself when she needed it. Once she was a little older, and she felt in control of her gift, she learned to use it for her benefit and to help others. Intuitively, she could tune into a person's emotions and temper her own responses to their actions and words. She became a calming presence to those around her; friends and family would confide in her, never knowing why they felt an immediate rapport with the young woman. 

Now, she was mastering channeling energy to ease the physical pain and suffering of those same people. Citizens in town who knew her father well said that she was following in his footsteps. She had to trust them because she only vaguely remembered Waylon, but she had heard the stories of his bravery. He had died defending the king.

To honor his sacrifice, the king took a special interest in the welfare of Serena and Briget. While never visiting in person, he always made sure they had what they needed and would not starve or thirst or go without when hard times, such as drought, fell upon the land. He would have given more, but Briget was a proud woman who did not want pity and never asked for anything beyond necessity...and only asked when all other options were exhausted. 

Serena found a little green space near the center of town where there weren't so many people. She paused for a moment and closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and felt the sunshine on her face. A light breeze bristled her hair, and she could hear the cooing doves on the rooftops above. She focused on their soft sounds. After taking another deep breath, she pictured the sun's warm light wrapping her in a layer of positive energy from the top of her head to the ground beneath her feet. She took another slow, deep breath and opened her eyes. The world was brighter, and its stresses lost their grip on her. Smiling, she continued her walk to the bakery.

A wide assortment of bread and muffins filled the bakery window. The warm smell of fresh baked goods hit her as soon as she opened the door. She inhaled it and savored the aroma. The baker smiled at her and said, "Welcome, Serena!"

"Good morning!" She greeted him. "How are you today, George?"

"Well enough, my dear! I'm happy to be alive. Not all of us are so lucky today."

"Do you know what happened?"

"No more than the next man." George stood on tiptoe to reach the salt canister on the top shelf, then wiped his floury hands on his apron. The apron strained over his generous belly. His kind eyes looked around cautiously, and he lowered his voice to almost a whisper. "I tell you, I haven't heard this much chatter since those three wizards were out there. This kind of sudden, mysterious death..." He shook his head. "Do you remember those days?"

"Yes, I do. I was just a child, but I vaguely remember them."

"Ha! You are still a child!"

"I'm nearly twenty now." She grinned. 

"Well, so you are! Still, you will always be a youngster to me. I remember the year you were born. It was an icy winter that year."

"So I've heard." Serena watched him pull bread from the open oven as they spoke. "How is your shoulder?"

"It is well, thanks to you, dear! What delicious creation can I serve you today?" he asked in a jolly voice.

Serena looked around the shop. "Mother wants barley bread for dinner, but I don't see any." 

"That's because it is in the oven as we speak. If you come back in a little while, it will be warm and ready for you."

"In that case, I'll return in an hour!" 

"Shall I wrap up two loaves?"

"Just one, please. That's all we can afford this week."

"Nonsense!" George said with a warm smile and patted his left shoulder with his right hand. "The second loaf is my gift in gratitude for your healing service."

Back out on the narrow street, Serena looked around for a diversion. She wasn't expecting to wait for the bread, but the thought of it fresh from the oven made spending the extra time worth it. She strolled back over to the little green where she had grounded herself just a short while before. It seemed a pleasant spot to spend an hour and much more peaceful than the busy market ripe with rumors regarding the death of the king's blacksmith.

When Serena arrived at the green, she saw a laborer assembling a heavy wooden bench near the center of the grass. She could only see his back, but she felt he was familiar. Although she'd spent her whole life in Myribell, there were still many people who lived within the city gates and the surrounding countryside whom she didn't know. At first, she hesitated but then approached him to satisfy her curiosity.

As Serena walked toward him, he stood up to stretch his back and admire his work. The fabric of his shirt stretched taught over his shoulders. Sensing her approach, he turned to see her coming, and Serena recognized his warm smile immediately. It was Trevor, the man from the market the day before. 

"I bid you good morning," he greeted her.

"Good morning," she replied.

"What brings you here?" Trevor asked. He studied her face so intensely that she felt her cheeks blush. 

"I came to town for fresh bread," she answered and pointed  toward the bakery. 

"Ah, but what brings you here?" He asked again and made a sweeping gesture with his hands as if showing her the green grass beneath their feet.

"Oh, here? I'm... um... just waiting for that bread." Even though she spoke the truth, she felt a little silly saying it. The way he looked at her made her uncomfortable. No one had ever looked at her that way before. "I just wanted a peaceful spot to wait, and this one seemed tranquil enough." 

"Perfect timing, then!" He declared and took a rag from his trousers’ pocket to wipe off the new bench seat. "You may be the first to try it."

"You made this?" she asked, impressed.

Shod horse's hooves clip-clopping up the cobblestone street interrupted the conversation. Serena and Trevor both turned when the horse stopped at the edge of the green. One of the king's guards sat atop the tall brown steed. He pointed at the bench and asked, "Where did that come from?"

"I just put it there," Trevor answered directly.

"By whose authority?" the guard demanded.

"By the authority of the owner of this little piece of land." 

"That would be the king," the guard said.

"You are correct, sir."

"That must mean you are one of the king's carpenters."

"Again, correct."

"What's your name?" The guard's demeanor never softened.

"Trevor Ash," he answered and gave a quick bow. 

The guard studied him closely. "Well, Trevor Ash, I will be checking up on you."

"I'm sure you'll know where to find me."

The guard dug his heels into the side of his horse, and it trotted away.

Hearing Trevor's full name strummed a chord with Serena, but she couldn't put her finger on why it was familiar. She absently watched the guard leave while trying to remember. 

Trevor's voice interrupted her thoughts. "I wonder what he has against benches?"

"No telling," Serena said. She looked at the seat once more. It was crafted from solid, thick, dark wood, but the finish looked soft to the touch. "Did the king really order this?"

"Yes, he did." There was a hint of pride in his voice. "He's ordered several more like it, too."

Serena reached down and touched it. "Nice," she observed.

"Please, try it!"

"I think I will." She sat down gracefully, her long skirt smoothed out around her effortlessly. "It is comfortable for a hardwood bench."

"So, it meets your approval?" Trevor smiled. 

"It does," she said, returning his smile. 

The sound of horse hooves interrupted yet again, but this time there were two of the king's guards. The taller, heavier one bellowed, "Trevor Ash?"

Trevor turned to face him, gave another quick bow, and replied, "Yes."

The shorter, younger guard piped in, "The commander of the Royal Guard requests your presence. Please, comply immediately." He looked very proud of himself, and Serena guessed he was new to the job.

"Comply?" Trevor repeated. His face lost all expression.

The larger guard answered, "Yes. I see you have no horse here. We will give you time to walk." That was all he had to say. The two guards rode toward the castle's main tower.

Serena stood beside Trevor and touched his arm. The rough linen cloth of his shirt was wet with sweat from carrying the bench to the green. He regained his composure and smiled at her light touch. 

"Well, my lady, I am required elsewhere. I only wish I knew why." 

"I'm sure we'll meet again," Serena assured him. "Good luck at the castle." 

"Thank you."

She watched him walk away and then sat back on the bench to mull over what she had just witnessed. When she touched his arm, she tuned into his emotions, which otherwise would have been hidden by his blank expression. She sensed something akin to fear, but not as strong, in response to the guards' request. The emotion was not one she had herself felt before, so she could not discern it as distinctly as she was used to, and it puzzled her.

...

The main tower stood at the back of the town. A wide main road ran from the Grand Gate at Myribell's entrance, straight back to the tower gates. The walled town was the capital of the kingdom, and most of the population lived within its walls. 

A smaller entry for pedestrians like Trevor was beside the large tower gates. He took a deep breath as he approached the thick oaken door. This was the first time he'd been required to comply with a request for his presence in a long, long time. The only other time, he had not gone willingly.

The heavy door creaked open, and Trevor crossed the stable yard to another side entrance—this time to the main building. Just inside, a young, red-haired guard in a basic uniform made of light woolen cloth, a chain mail vest, and without a helmet met him. 

"What's your business here?" the youth asked.

"I was requested. I'm Trevor Ash."

"Ah," the guard looked around. "You're shorter than I expected."

"You're more casual than I expected," Trevor replied.

The guard stood up straight and pointed down the dark hallway to his right. "The commander is waiting."

Trevor walked slowly through the hallway, which was shorter than it appeared, and opened another ponderous door. He entered a room with gray stone walls, bare of any decoration. A few tall windows provided light. The room was just large enough to house about twenty soldiers at a time, and Trevor was glad to see only one standing over a long table at the far end of the room. The thick-set man looked familiar, and his booming voice brought back terrible memories when he spoke. 

"Trevor Ash," the commander bellowed. 

Trevor's voice was weak in comparison. "Yes, sir?"

The commander's stance softened a little upon being addressed properly, and his voice lowered a bit. "Thank you for coming in promptly." He walked from behind the table and approached Trevor, who had stopped in the center of the room. 

"I wasn't sure I had a choice," Trevor answered.

"Actually, you did, but not much of one." The commander sized him up carefully. "You look well."

"I am better than I have ever been, sir."

"Why is that?"

"I work for my living, and I enjoy what I do. I appreciate the fresh air and sunlight."

The commander laughed. "Years of darkness will either make a man love the light or hate it."

"I love it."

"And you would be wise not to do anything that would cast yourself back into the darkness."

"I never will, sir. You're looking at a changed man."

"Where were you last night?" The commander's tone changed, and he stiffened a bit.

"In my room at the boarding house."

"Alone?"

"Yes, sir." Trevor didn't like where the questions seemed to be going. 

"Can anyone vouch for you?"

"I'm sure Dame Critchen can. We spoke before I retired, and she keeps an eye on everything in her house. May I ask why you summoned me here?"

The commander held Trevor in his gaze for a long moment. "Did you have anything to do with the death of the king's blacksmith?"

Trevor did not hesitate. "No, sir, I did not."

The man relaxed. "Very well, then, you're free to go."

"Can I ask wh..." Trevor started.

"You may go now." The commander interrupted him and waved him off as his voice echoed in the otherwise empty room.

Trevor choked back his question. "Thank you," he mumbled and turned to leave. He walked a few steps toward the door, paused, and turned back to the commander, who had not moved. "I just want you to know, sir, that I enjoy my freedom. I consider it a gift, and I treasure it. I would never do anything to jeopardize it."

The commander nodded his approval. "That is good to know." With that, Trevor strode home to his room in the boarding house.

...

The August sun was setting over the hills, and the western sky was a brilliant pink hue, slowly fading to peach and gold as the eastern sky turned deep blue, speckled with stars. Serena and her mother sat in their front yard on a couple of stools watching the sky and snapping beans. Their work was almost done for the day, and it would soon be time to dine on vegetables from the garden and the baker's delicious barley bread. A light breeze blew through the leaves of the surrounding trees, and the gentle sound made Serena sleepy. 

The day began peacefully enough, but her trip into town changed that. After her brief interaction with Trevor, a silver-haired, hunched woman, who smelled of lavender and sage, stopped her on the way back to the bakery with a warning, "Stay away from that man—the king's carpenter. He is a man of mischief. A black cloud will follow him all the days of his life."

"Why are you telling me this?" a bewildered Serena asked her. 

The old woman looked around cautiously and answered, "Your mother would want you to know."

"Who are you?" Serena demanded. She'd never seen that woman in her life.

"Never you mind. Heed my words!" The woman said and scurried away. 

Hours later, the conversation still haunted Serena. Why would a stranger warn her to keep her distance from a man who worked for the king? It made little sense. Someone in the king's employ couldn't be that bad, right? The king was more careful than that would imply. Still, Trevor was called away to meet with the commander of the Royal Guard, which might mean trouble for him.

Serena wanted to ask her mother about the woman and the carpenter, but she feared the answer. There was something intriguing about him, and she wanted to see him again, preferably for more than just a few minutes at a time. Was it more than just a coincidence that they'd run into each other two days in a row?

"What's troubling you tonight?" Briget interrupted Serena's thoughts. "You're quieter than usual."

"My trip into town was stranger than usual."

"How do you mean?"

"Well," Serena started, "the whole town is buzzing with news and, of course, rumors about the blacksmith's death. A lot of the people seemed genuinely scared about it. Then, there's the carpenter..." Her voice trailed off. The thought escaped her lips before she could stop it.

"The carpenter?" Briget asked. "What about him?"

"Oh, um... I... I guess he was called to meet with the commander of the Royal Guard." 

"How do you know that?"

Serena swallowed hard. "Because I was with him when he was summoned."

Briget's voice was calm, but her words seemed measured. "Where were you with him?"

"On the little green near the bakery," Serena answered quickly. "I was relaxing, waiting for the bread, and he had just placed a nice little bench there, commissioned by the king himself."

"What did you say his name is?" Briget asked.

"Trevor Ash." It came out almost as a whisper.

"Hm..." 

"What, Mother?"

"Be cautious with him, Serena," her mother warned. "He has a history."

"We all have a history." Serena waved her hands nonchalantly. 

"His is murkier than most."

"Murkier?" Serena stopped snapping her beans and paid full attention to Briget. 

"My dear, most of the people you've encountered up to this point in your life have been genuinely good people. I've made sure of it. Some have made mistakes, but at their core, they are truly good souls. Not all people are like that. Some are born with a natural tendency toward evil. They thrive in the darkness when the rest of us walk in the light."

"So, you're saying that the king's carpenter is evil?"

"I'm saying he has a history of evil, and although he is unlikely to behave that way now, it is also unlikely that his soul has changed that much. He cannot do the things he used to, so now the king employs him as a laborer, hoping he'll continue to walk in the light and convert his soul."

"Do you think it will work?" Serena inquired earnestly.

"For his sake, I can only hope, but people don't change easily." Her mother looked her in the eyes. "I can see I need to teach you more about protecting yourself psychically because your interest in him won't fade with my warning."

Serena said nothing in response. She'd only met the man twice, but something about Trevor Ash intrigued her. His energy differed from anyone she'd ever met before, and although she'd led a sheltered life, she had encountered all sorts of people on her trips into the town. She couldn't help but wonder what made him so different, and Briget didn't seem ready to explain any more than she already had. 

...

Night fell over Myribell, and very few slept peacefully. Some mourned the blacksmith, and some worried about the mystery surrounding his death. Others couldn't relax, sensing a growing shadow over their town, their homes, and their loved ones. Those who did sleep had nightmares, except for one.

Trevor Ash knew he was dreaming as he stood alone surrounded by a thick brown fog. A deep male voice called his name from somewhere, but he couldn't see the source through the mucky haze. "What do you want?" Trevor asked.

The voice answered, "To know your heart."

"You already know it. I'm here, aren't I?"

"You are," the voice whispered. "And what of the girl, Serena?"

"She's hardly a girl."

"Your interest in her?"

"Unchanged."

"Leave no room for doubt, Trevor." The voice gave a low, unsettling laugh. The brown fog faded, and Trevor found himself standing in the middle of his stark room next to his cot. He shook the dazed feeling from his head and laid back down. His mind was racing with possibilities and thoughts of Serena. 

...

In their cottage outside the city gates, Serena and her mother were up late. Briget was brewing an herbal infusion while Serena sat comfortably in a chair, staring at the space between her two palms that were in front of her with just a few inches of space between them. 

"You're right, Mother," she said. "I see it better when I stop trying so hard." 

Briget nodded from across the open kitchen. "I knew you would. You've always been able to feel the energy. With practice, you'll be able to see it much more easily and probably in color. You'll have a visual to confirm your empathic reading."

"Why haven't you shown me this before?"

"I thought feeling it would be enough for you." Briget sighed softly and leaned on the kitchen counter. "Things are changing quickly, and I'm afraid you'll need more tools than you have to deal with what lies ahead. The blacksmith's death is a foreboding of dismal times to come." 

Serena dropped her hands to the arms of the chair and looked at her mother. "How do you know?"

"Because I've seen it before." She lowered her gaze to the floor in front of her for a moment and then looked at Serena once more. "You have, too."

"But I don't recall much. I know it was just over a decade ago, but I was only a girl."

"Right, and I kept you sheltered from as much as I could. I didn't want your childhood to be as scarred as mine was." Her mother looked down again. "It was bad enough we lost your father. I couldn't let you see all the other losses around us, so we kept you shielded." 

"We?"

"Family, friends, and neighbors. You've had a lot of love and support from people you may never meet. We really have been truly fortunate." 

Serena stood, crossed the room, and hugged her mother. "I know," she said. "I may not know much, but this I know." 

Briget returned her daughter's hug. "You know more than you realize, Daughter."
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Chapter 3

The Adventure





Day 2

Dawn brought relief to the people of Myribell. Despite their nightmares and fears, no one died in the night. Still, many felt a shadow hanging over the town despite the bright morning sunlight. 

The elders shared Briget's sentiment that the darker times were on the verge of returning. The younger ones just felt out of sorts but couldn't explain it. All compared stories of horrible dreams. Some were of catastrophe, others of dying loved ones, and a few even dreamed of their own deaths. 

The king himself was not immune to the visions of that night. He awoke with the comprehension that someone was once again plotting against him and the peace that he held so dear. 

Years before, he had a trusted advisor—two, in fact— whom he could ask for insights. One was brutally murdered while honorably defending his majesty. The other asked to be left alone for the safety of family and friends. 

The king employed many whom he knew he could trust with his life. His soldiers had not only sworn allegiance to him, but they had proven themselves time and again. Those who worked within the castle walls were all known to him by name. He considered them extensions of his own family. They ate what he ate and enjoyed small luxuries most other kings would only offer their courtiers. For this reason alone, all agreed Liam was a great king.

Outside the castle proper, but within the city gates, he recognized a large percentage of the faces and knew family surnames. He enjoyed trips to the artisans' shops. Rarely did he have more than one armed escort because within the city walls during the era of peace, security wasn't needed. The people adored King Liam, and he adored them. 

Like everyone else, he now sensed a change in the atmosphere of his realm. Someone was raising long forgotten energy. He feared it was someone within the city walls, and to learn more, he needed to ask for help from outside the walls. 

King Liam eased himself out of bed, moving slowly as his stiff joints made themselves known. His beard was grayer, and his muscles were softer than the last time he'd spoken to his advisor. Despite his age, he still felt healthy enough to handle whatever he may face in the days to come.

He rang the bell next to his bed and waited patiently. When his chamber servant arrived, he asked the young man to find Captain Mikal Sage and bring him as soon as possible. 

...

Serena stood on the bank of the river that ran behind their land and watched the morning fog finally lift. The sun was approaching noon, and the fog was thicker and lingering later than normal. The water’s song reminded her of the chorus to a song she couldn’t place—something from her childhood.

She appreciated the view as the grassy bank on the far side of the water slowly appeared through the dissipating haze. Patches of gray mist still clung to the water and fish left ripples where they broke the surface to capture hapless, unsuspecting bugs. 

The world seemed peaceful, but her stomach told her otherwise. It felt tight, like she had swallowed a rock, although she'd hardly touched her breakfast of fresh eggs and fruit. Her mother had sensed this long before she did, and that made her anxiousness worse. Serena took a deep, slow breath of fresh, river-cleaned air and released it even more slowly. She did this three times until "the world felt a little lighter and the sun a little brighter" as her mother had taught her when she was five years old.

She focused her attention on the far bank and tried to visualize each blade of grass. Movement in the woods beyond distracted her from her meditation. She tilted her head. Was it a deer? They visited the bank often enough. She tried to focus harder but saw nothing more. Deer were well camouflaged. It was probably just a...

An unearthly shriek tore through the forest. Birds clamored to flight and filled the sky above the trees. She'd never run in fear, but she wouldn't risk being seen by a predator because of her movement, either. Like a rabbit, she stood perfectly still and waited for what came next.

But nothing came. 

She stared across the river into the woods, but nothing moved. 

Her mother called to her urgently from their cottage behind her. "Daughter? Serena? Are you alright?"

Serena shook herself free of the icy feeling the shriek had given her and answered, "Yes, Mother!" She turned and walked briskly toward the house, careful not to run. "I'm here. I'm coming!"

Briget was waiting for her at the back door, arms outstretched toward her. "Quickly! Come inside!"

Serena darted past her mother. "Did you hear that... that..."

"Scream?" Briget finished for her as she shut and bolted the door. "I did. Do you know where it came from?"

"The woods across the river."

"Did you see what made it?"

The young lady shook her head. "No, I mean, at least I don't think so."

Briget took her daughter's hands and looked her in the eyes. "What did you see?"

"Motion." Serena returned her mother's gaze and took a deep breath. "I was down there to clear my mind, and I noticed movement among the trees. I guessed it was a deer, but it didn't feel right. I was trying to see more when I heard the scream and froze."

Briget let go of Serena's hands, broke their connection, and started pacing the floor. She had seen what her daughter described as if she had been there, too, thanks to her own gifts. 

"What was it, Mother?" Serena's voice was curious but unsteady. She could still hear the echoes of that horrible sound in her mind.

"Banshee." Briget stopped pacing and looked at her daughter. 

"A banshee?" she asked, bewildered. "But whose?"

"I wish I knew."

"Not ours?"

"We have no stories of them in my family, but I'm unsure about your father's side. I doubt it was for us."

"Then whose? And why did I hear it? And why in the forest across from our riverbank?"

"I'm asking myself the same things," Briget said as she sank into a dining chair. "This can't be good." 

An aggressive knock at the front door jolted both women. Briget stood and hastened to it.

"Wait, Mother! What if..."

Briget didn't let her daughter finish. "Banshees don't knock." She straightened her hair and opened the door a crack to peer out. The man standing rigidly on the step was about six feet tall with sandy blond hair in a short cut, holding a silver helmet to his chest and wearing a long sword at his hip. She opened the door wider and asked, "May I help you?"

"I seek Briget, widow of Waylon, the king's most talented advisor." The clean-shaven soldier never broke his stance.

Serena took her place at her mother's side and asked, "Who are you?"

"Captain Mikal Sage, madam, of the king's guard."

"I'm no madam," Serena boldly corrected.

"My apologies, miss." He gave a quick, stiff bow from the waist and glanced at her with a slight smile. 

Briget answered in a pained voice, "I am Waylon's widow, and this is our daughter, Serena. To what do we owe the pleasure of your visit?"

"The king requests you attend His Majesty in the castle, if it's not an inconvenience." Mikal marveled at the wording King Liam told him to use. A king worried about inconveniencing a farmer? How strange!

Serena was puzzled at the phrasing, too, and even more puzzled when, without hesitation, Briget told her to ready the horses for a visit to the castle. She stood dumbfounded for a moment until Mikal broke the awkward pause. 

"Madam and Miss," he addressed them, "If you prefer, I brought his carriage."

...

The ornate black carriage drawn by two majestic gray horses passed through the city gate. Serena had never been in such a beautiful coach. The seats were a golden colored velvet and softer than any chair she'd ever occupied. The cushions kept her from feeling all but the worst bumps in the road. She marveled at the gilt paint outlining the interior panels and the larger-than-usual windows that allowed sunlight to flood the cabin.

Her mother sat next to her, silent and staring straight ahead as if in a daze. Captain Mikal rode up front with the coachman. Serena stared out the windows at the city as they passed all the familiar places. She could smell the fresh rolls at the bakery and hear people haggling in the market. They were passing the green when she noticed Trevor placing a second bench there. She thought it was a pity to have the one unmarked green space in town broken up by man-made things. At least they were quality seats.

Trevor was finishing his work on the green, admiring the bench he had completed that morning when he looked up in time to see the king's carriage pass. Yet the king wasn't inside. Instead, he glimpsed a familiar young lady looking back at him. He quickly wiped his hands on his work vest and straightened his ponytail. Then he remembered his bidding and started walking toward the castle. 

...

King Liam sat comfortably in his library, surrounded by leather-bound tomes and maps. A round table large enough to seat eight people was just to the left of the center of the room as a visitor entered, and to the right was a plush reading chair with a small table that held a lantern. Candelabras adorned the spaces where light from windows near the high ceiling couldn't reach.

The reception of guests typically occurred in the all-too-formal throne room, but Briget was no typical guest. She was a friend who disliked the ostentatious world of royalty. Liam understood her reasons and respected them because he respected her and her deceased husband, Waylon. They didn't care for titles—only good hearts and trustworthiness earned their friendship, and they were wonderful friends. 

Captain Mikal Sage entered the room first and saw the king was ready for them. He opened the door wide and stood aside, announcing them by first name only. "Sire, your honored guests Briget and Serena have arrived." 

The king stood as the ladies entered. Serena gave a formal bow, an act she thought would be expected. Briget, on the other hand, walked briskly to greet His Majesty with a warm embrace. He then backed up, took a long look at her, and kissed her hand gently.

"My dearest Briget!" He smiled. "It has been far too long!" 

"I agree, Sire," she answered. "I am sorry I've been absent for nearly a decade, but I know you understand my reasons." 

Serena and the captain stood and watched in silent amazement. Serena did not realize that the king and her mother had ever met, much less been on such familiar terms.

The king glanced beyond Briget at her daughter. "And this lovely young lady is Serena? The child I once held in my lap, all grown up?"

Serena gave a shy smile and nodded slowly. "I'm sorry, Sire," she finally said. "I don't recall ever having visited you before."

"You shouldn't, I think," said the king. "You were barely walking the last time your mother brought you here."

Serena relaxed a little but struggled to comprehend this surprise. She had been inside the castle? She had been held as a toddler by the king? Why did she not know this? 

Her mother seemed to read her mind. "Serena, your father and I spent quite a bit of time inside these four walls." She motioned to the room where they stood. "This library was where we worked." She turned back to Liam and said, "I can only imagine you asked us here for a reason other than a walk down memory lane. Forgive me, but am I right?"

The king nodded. "You are correct." 

Briget looked at the floor between them. "The darkness," she whispered.

"I hoped this day would never come," Liam answered solemnly.

"I know you did." She lifted her eyes to meet his and then looked back at her daughter and the captain. "If you don't mind, Sire, Serena has not heard the stories of these matters, and now is not the time for her." 

The king nodded to Briget in comprehension. "Captain Mikal."

"Yes, Sire."

"Please, take our guest to the small dining room and ask the cook to make her my favorite meal. She should make enough for all four of us. Briget and I will join you in a short time."

"Yes, Sire." Mikal offered Serena his arm to escort her out. Serena silently wondered what the king's favorite meal was. 

Serena accepted his arm and forced a smile. She glanced back at her mother as they left the room. Who was this woman she thought she'd known so well? Clearly there were secrets Briget had yet to tell. 

While they walked silently through the maze of corridors, Serena decided that as a distraction from her questions regarding her mother's past, she would practice getting a sense of a person by his touch. It only seemed natural to choose Captain Mikal, since her arm was still formally intertwined with his. She cleared her mind the best she could and touched his upper arm with her free hand. 

A flood of sensations came to her quickly, and she forced them to slow to a trickle as Briget had taught her. First, she focused on his heartbeat—strong, steady, and calm. Calm was good, especially for a soldier. His breathing matched his heart despite their quick pace through the castle halls.

Next, in her mind's eye, she saw three children of varying ages. Two were boys and one was a girl. All were dressed in simple clothing. She wondered if they were his children. Instantly, the same three were older, and the brothers surrounded their sister in her sickbed. She saw Mikal glance up at a mirror. He was the second brother, and she was suddenly seeing his sister's death from his perspective. 

Before sadness overcame her, she saw a battlefield in a valley below him. Mikal was standing on a cliff looking down into the smoke, sweat, blood, and death. He looked to his right at the king, who was younger and more serious than when she met him that morning. Beyond the king, she saw more officers. 

The years flipped by like pages in a book, showing more images of the king until she saw him through Mikal's eyes as he was today, possibly even that morning, asking for Briget, his trusted advisor from years past, to be invited to his grand home.

Serena felt a moment of shock and disbelief. Her mother was an advisor to King Liam? But that was her father's position, wasn't it?

Her little experiment only filled her with more questions, and she suddenly realized they were entering a small, private dining room. Despite its size, ornate decorations filled the room; even the chairs had crushed velvet cushions the color of a clear winter sky. Eight places at a mahogany table were set with fine porcelain and silver. 

"Here we are," the captain announced. "Excuse me a moment while I find a cook.” She released his arm and watched him hurry through a narrow door on the opposite side of the room. 

Serena was lost in thought, staring blankly at the beautiful silver candlesticks on the table, when the sound of a man clearing his throat startled her. She whirled around, expecting to see Mikal or the king, but was surprised to see Trevor standing there.

"My lady," he gave a quick bow. "I didn't mean to startle you." 

"I'm sorry," she replied. "I'm not usually easily startled." She glanced quickly at the door Mikal had left through. Maybe it was the echo of the old woman’s warning in her ears, but something about Trevor at that moment made her very uneasy. It was a very different feeling from the warmth he'd given her that day on the green.

He followed her eyes to the service door. "Are you expecting someone?"

"Yes," she answered, speaking louder and with more confidence, hoping to catch the captain's ear. "Captain Mikal escorted me here for a meal. He should be returning momentarily."

"I see." She felt like Trevor's eyes were boring right through her. "Do you dine here often?" He faltered. "At the castle, I mean."

"No, this is the first to my memory." She strained to hear booted footsteps approaching.

"I see," he repeated. He saw the tension in her eyes and posture and realized she was uncomfortable. "Forgive me," he said, "I do not mean to intrude. I merely saw a familiar face and wanted to say hello." 

"Oh, hello," she laughed weakly.

The footsteps finally made it to the doorway, and Mikal entered the room and paused when he saw Trevor on the opposite side. "Good morning, sir," he said formally. "May I be of assistance?" 

Trevor's dark eyes sparked with fire briefly and then turned a cooler brown again. "I doubt it," he grumbled. Then he spoke louder. "I just stopped to say hello to an acquaintance I noticed from the hallway." Serena noticed his choice of words and wondered how he saw her face when her back was turned to him.

Mikal rounded the table to stand beside Serena. "The young lady is familiar to you?" 

"Yes, we've met briefly recently—once in the market and again on the square." 

Serena nodded in agreement, but her face still held some tension and Mikal's instinct was to protect her from whatever part of the carpenter's presence made her uncomfortable. "So, you've given your greeting. Is there anything else?"

Trevor shrugged. "No, I guess not." 

"I rarely see you inside the castle. What are you working on here, carpenter?"

"Maintenance," Trevor answered quickly.

"Of course." Mikal turned his attention to Serena. "The cook said our meal will be served in a quarter hour and thanked us for our patience." 

"Thank you, Captain," Serena relaxed a little. 

Trevor was still standing near the main doorway, and he cleared his throat. "Might I inquire why you are here, Serena?"

Mikal glared at him. "I don't believe that's any of your business, sir."

Serena gently rested her hand on Mikal's arm. "It's alright, Captain. My answer isn't much of one. His Majesty invited my mother and me, and so here we are."

"Your mother, too?" Trevor looked toward the hallway nervously.

"Yes, she's currently with the king. They'll be joining us shortly." 

Trevor stared at her for a moment before speaking again. "A friend of King Liam?"

"I guess so," she answered quietly.

The captain put his hand over hers, still resting on his arm. "Any other questions?" he asked sternly. 

"Did you hear the noise from the woods this morning?" There was a bit of excitement in Trevor's voice.

Mikal asked, "Noise?"

"I did," Serena answered. She tightened her grip on the captain's arm slightly. 

Trevor asked, "Do you know what it was?"

"Mother said it was a banshee."

Mikal looked down into Serena's face and was surprised to see that she didn't seem frightened by the thought. "Did you say a banshee?"

"Yes." 

"As in a phantom that screams?" Mikal recalled the stories his grandmother told of a family ghost that screeched an unearthly cry when someone in the family was near death, whether or not the death was expected. 

"Yes," Serena confirmed. 

Trevor's voice was a little more controlled when he asked her, "Did you see it as well?"

"No," she shook her head and paused momentarily. "At least, I don't think so. I saw movement in the woods across the river, but I didn't see detail, and that easily could have been a deer. It's an omen, right?"

Trevor answered, "Yes, an omen of the worst kind. She's a family spirit who warns of impending death." 

Mikal commented, "There are fates worse than death, or so I've been told."

"I guess you could be right, depending upon what you fear. Most average men fear death," Trevor told him.

Mikal asked, "What's there to fear about death? It happens to all of us, eventually."

Trevor answered, "Maybe it's the fear that it will happen too soon? Before we get to set things right with the world?"

"Live life as though you'll die tomorrow, and you'll have reason not to wrong anyone, and therefore, no need to set them right again," Mikal told him. 

Trevor thought for a moment. "Maybe it's the fear of not seeing your children grow?"

"I wouldn't know," Mikal answered matter-of-factly. "I have no children."

"So, you have no fear of death?" Trevor asked incredulously.

Mikal answered, "It will come whether or not I fear it, so I will not fear it. Fear is an energy not to be wasted on unpreventable things."

Serena had been watching the exchange with curiosity. "So, what do you fear, Captain?"

"Failure," he answered.

"Failure?" Trevor repeated.

"In my position, failure is a fate worse than death because in my position, failure means I've let others die in a way I could have prevented."

Serena asked, "You don't fear your own death, but you fear being responsible for the deaths of those in your charge?"

"Yes," Mikal answered, "I think that sums it up."

Trevor scoffed. "Yes, it does."

Annoyance crossed Mikal's face. "What, pray tell, do you fear?" he asked Trevor.

"A different sort of failure," he said as he turned and walked into the hallway and out of sight.

A knot formed in his stomach as Mikal watched the carpenter leave. If Trevor Ash was in the town when Serena heard the banshee—and Mikal was sure that was the case—how did he know the banshee was in the forest? The cook bustling into the room through the servants' entrance with a tray full of covered, silver dishes interrupted his thoughts. 

She was a tall, round woman with a square jaw. She wore her black and silver hair pulled haphazardly into a topknot. Her dark eyebrows and thin lips gave her a harsh façade, but when she spoke, her voice was surprisingly warm and friendly. "I have a lovely meal prepared for the king and his guests." She looked around the room. "He's not arrived, then?"

Mikal shook his head. "Not yet." 

"Well, he knows that hot is the best way to eat it, so he is to blame if it's not to his liking." She shrugged and set the tray on the table. "Please, have a seat." She gestured to the chair nearest Serena, and the young lady obeyed.

Mikal surprised her by pulling the chair out for her. Serena felt awkward about the noble act. It was a rare thing for her to dine with a man, and rarer still to be treated like a lady. He took the chair opposite hers, and the cook set a dish in front of each of them. 

"Please do not wait for King Liam. He would want you to enjoy this the way it should be—piping hot!" She gave a nod and waited.

Serena watched Mikal lift the silver cover off the dish in front of him. Underneath was a bowl of oatmeal topped with fresh berries and an apple-filled pastry beside it. Of all the possible favorite meals of a king that Serena imagined, oatmeal had never crossed her mind. He was truly a down-to-earth royal. 

Mikal smiled at her and pointed to the dish in front of her. "Go ahead, my lady. It will please Jeryl," he pointed to the cook, "for us to eat now."

Again, Serena obeyed, and was happily surprised to find the oats had been sweetened with honey in addition to the berries. "This is quite good! Thank you," she said to Jeryl, who smiled, nodded again, and left the room.

"I am concerned," Mikal was almost whispering over his pastry, "How exactly do you know Trevor Ash?"

Serena swallowed her bite, and answered, "We bumped into each other in the market a few days ago. Literally, I mean. I turned around, and he was right there." She held her hand up close to her face to show his proximity. "The next day, I came into town for fresh rolls and saw him again on the green, where he was placing a new bench." She thought for a moment and asked, "Why does he concern you?"

"He has a bit of a history. The king asked the guard to monitor him."

"Mother said he has a history, too. I wish I knew what that meant."

"I will let your mother fill you in when she is ready because I only know what has been told to me—hearsay, really."

Serena leaned toward him and whispered loudly, "Hearsay is more than I know."

The sound of footsteps approached the main door behind her, and she heard the swish of her mother's skirt. Serena followed Mikal's lead as he rose from his seat to greet the king and her mother. The king casually motioned for the two to be seated. "Do not let me interrupt, Captain," he said and led Briget to the chair next to Serena, pulled it out for her, and then took his place at the head of the table. "I see the cook beat me here."

"By only a few minutes, Sire," Mikal answered. 

Liam smiled as he lifted the lid off his dish. "I see she used fresh apples this time. Wonderful!"

The four ate in silence, and when the plates were empty, Briget placed her hand on Serena's and said, "I want you to go home ahead of me, dear. The king and I have more to discuss. It will do you no service to wait here. There are things to be done at home."

"But the chores are done," Serena insisted.

"Not those things," her mother answered softly. "Other things." Briget gave her daughter's hand a gentle squeeze and Serena understood. Practice.

"Yes, Mother."

The king looked at Mikal. "Captain, please see that Serena gets home safely in my carriage. Then, send it back for her mother. Use as many men as you see fit."

"Yes, Sire." Mikal understood the unspoken part of his orders immediately. The two women were being placed under his protection. 

When they finished eating, King Liam and Briget excused themselves and started down the hallway back toward the library. Serena overheard the king say, "I wish you would reconsider my offer. Life in the castle isn't so bad."

A million possible reasons for that statement rushed through Serena's mind. Why would the king offer them a home in his castle? Why would her mother decline the invitation? Maybe he proposed marriage. He'd been a single father since Serena could remember, and her mother had been a widow for a decade, which was plenty of time to mourn her husband and rear her daughter. Serena chuckled at the thought of her mother, the humble gardener and healer being queen.

Mikal caught the soft sound she made and noted the amused look on her face. "What is so entertaining, my lady?"

Embarrassed, Serena shook her head. "I'm sorry. I couldn't help but hear the king's last remarks in the hallway. The thought of Mother living in the castle tickled me. It doesn't fit her personality."

Mikal smiled. "I see." He stood from his chair and made his way around the table to help her from hers. "As I understood his hopes before I left him to retrieve you this morning, he was going to offer a home to both of you."

Serena, standing, froze in her place for a moment and then turned to face the captain. "I don't understand. Why?"

"The king and your parents were close friends when you were a child. Your mother and father were his most trusted advisors."

"Both of them?" she asked. Serena had heard her father died in service to the king, but the details had been kept hidden from her. She had always thought the memories were too painful for her mother to share. 

"That is my understanding, yes," Mikal offered. "The king is concerned about a change in the atmosphere of late. He wants to protect his friends, you and your mother included."

"I know the change you mean. I have sensed it, too, since the blacksmith's death."

"I don't want to say too much, but I will say that as of a few minutes ago, I have new orders for my part in this."

"Captain, I admire your honor," Serena said, recalling their conversation with the carpenter. 

"Miss, I appreciate the compliment, and I hope I shall never fail you."

"So, I am in your charge?" 

"In so that the king has asked me to look out for you and your mother since you will not be moving inside the castle gates."

Serena thought for a moment. "My mother can be stubborn, but she usually has good reason."

"I doubt she needs to be stubborn in this matter. The king can offer better protection within the castle."

"Since you take your position seriously, I have no doubt we'll be fine in our own home."

"If that is how you and Briget want it, then I am at your service until the king bids me stand down." He offered his arm to escort her to the carriage. "I will send you home with an escort, and when your mother is ready, I shall escort her myself."

"Many thanks to you, Captain, and to the king for his concern."

...

Trevor Ash left the town walls behind him at a fast pace toward the river. He found a narrow plank bridge just below the rapids and crossed to the hemlock forest on the other side. Then he continued until he found himself across the river from Serena's property. There, he sat down on the trunk of a fallen tree and began tracing an image in the dirt with his finger. 

He heard the wind blow through the leaves in the trees above him. The birds went silent, and the crickets stopped chirping. A low moan emanated from deep within the forest. Trevor sat still and waited. 

A shadow formed twenty feet in front of him and seemed to rise from the ground. It gradually took the form of a female with long scraggly hair and a gray skeletal face—an animated version of the crude drawing in the dirt in front of him. 

The moan grew louder and surrounded him until his senses were drowning in the melancholy noise. Words formed, although the wraith's lips did not move. "What do you want?" she hissed. "Why do you beckon?"

Trevor stood and asked, "For whom do you cry?"

"Not for you." 

"What family do you claim?" he asked.

"It is not yours."

Trevor grew angry at her indirect responses. "Answer me!" he shouted.

"Or what?" Her voice was a gravelly whisper, but louder than a waterfall in his ears. Her hollow eyes grew darker.

"I shall have my answers!" He yelled over the wind, which was howling through the trees. 

The banshee laughed—a cackling hiss that faded to a moan. "You shall!" 

Then she was gone. The wind ceased. The forest was silent.

Trevor left the woods, more frustrated than he'd felt in a year's time. The only answer he found should have been consolation enough: the banshee was not of his family, so it wasn't his death she foretold. Somehow, though, that knowledge did nothing to settle his mind. 

...

Serena was sitting on the edge of her bed when her mother arrived home in the company of Captain Mikal and two other guards. Mikal gave the man who had escorted Serena permission to return to the castle, and then he took the other two for a patrol around the property. Serena could hear their conversations concerning security measures outside her window. As the men's voices grew distant, she heard her mother enter the house.

"Serena," Briget called.

"In my room, Mother," she answered.

Briget came into her small bedroom with a serious look on her face. "I'm sure you have questions."

A million questions, Serena thought, but she only nodded. 

"Well," Briget started, as she sat on the bed beside Serena, "you may ask them. I will answer as well as I am able."

Serena noted her mother's choice of words, and she felt Briget sensed time was running short. All the insinuated secrecy concerned her more. "Why do I not recall visiting the castle when clearly I have?"

"You were too young to recall."

"Why did you tell me only that father was an advisor to the king, when today it became clear that you were, too?"

"I was once, but most people did not realize it. Most people assumed I was only there as your father's wife. It turned out safer for us to let them believe that."

"How?"

"Your father was killed..." Briget paused.

"In service to the king," Serena sighed. "I know."

Briget placed her hand on her daughter's knee. "Yes, but that was not what I was about to say. Let me finish."

Serena's eyes grew wide, and she stared at the floor in front of her instead of facing her mother.

"Your father was murdered by three wizards because of what he could advise the king. He knew who was faithful, loyal to Liam. He knew who was conspiring against him."

"How?"

"Your father could read people—could read their souls better than anyone."

Serena lifted her eyes to gaze into her mother's. She'd never heard this part of the story before. 

Briget continued. "The way you've learned to read people's energy, to understand them, and help heal them is the same thing. Only you focus on their physical body. Your father's focus was on their spirit and their character. He was a master at it, and no one could deceive him. The king relied on him to survive the dark times." 

Serena began to comprehend the implications of that talent. "So, the king's enemies must have hated him."

Briget nodded. "If they could hide from Waylon, they were fine. He had to see them to read them. Otherwise, their energy was more like a shadow of danger lurking in the dark corners of his mind. He knew it was there, but he couldn't identify who it belonged to."

"I think I know what you mean," Serena told her.

"You should," Briget said. "You have the same potential."

"I do?"

"Yes," her mother nodded. "It's the same idea, but a different practice and much more difficult to hone than what you already do."

A thought crossed Serena's mind. "Then why haven't you told me this before?"

Briget dropped her eyes to the floor in what seemed like shame. "Maybe I should have, but I had hoped to never need to."

Serena tried to wrap her head around all the day's new information. There was so much she didn't know about her parents and so much she should have known. "Mother," a new question tumbled out of her mouth, "What did you do for the king?"

Briget lifted her gaze to meet her daughter's. She took a moment to form her answer carefully and finally said, "I took care of those your father identified as enemies."

Serena just blinked. What was that supposed to mean? Did she kill them? Care for them? Banish them? There were way too many possibilities, and some were unpleasant visions of a woman she was realizing she only thought she'd known all her life.

Before she could ask for clarification, there was a knock, and they heard the front door open. "My ladies?" The captain's voice called. 

Briget stood. "Just a minute, Captain." 

Serena touched her mother's arm and whispered, "Wait. I have something to tell you." 

Briget paused. "What is it?"

Serena kept her voice low. "At the castle this morning, I had my arm in the captain's, and I took the opportunity to practice reading him."

Her mother's eyes widened. "Did he know?"

"No, I'm sorry. I didn't ask permission as I should have, but I think it made a difference somehow."

"What do you mean?"

"What I saw, I saw through his eyes."

"That's interesting," Briget said thoughtfully.

"I've never done that before." There was a hint of excitement in Serena's voice. "What does that mean?"

Her mother looked at the bedroom door. "It means he deserves to know what you did, if he can keep it a secret."

"Secret?"

"Yes, dear, because it means you're more like your father than we thought."

...

The sun was high in the sky when Trevor Ash locked himself in his room. Full of tension, he barred the door, shuttered his window, and lit a candle on the table across from his bed. He leaned over it and whispered again and again, "Red, red, red." To his frustration, nothing happened. He threw his hands in the air and said a little louder, "Where are you?" Still, nothing happened. No answer came. 

Defeated, he went and sat on the bed. The day was becoming a waste. The banshee had not given him anything useful. The encounter with Serena had been awkward under the watchful eye of the captain. The fact that she and that mother of hers were in the castle only created more questions. "Damn!" He said under his breath. "Damn, damn, damn!"

The candle across the room flickered, and the flame began to dance. 

"Red," he tried again. "Red, red, red," and the flame stretched several inches higher without the aid of a draft. He noticed the bottom of the candle began to glow and gradually changed from white to pink to bright, bright red. "Finally!" he whispered. The room was bathed in the same shade until he even thought his skin glowed with it.

The same deep, male voice from his dream filled the room. "You should not summon me during the day."

"I had to," Trevor pleaded. "I need your guidance."

"What have you learned?"

"Very little," he answered and proceeded to explain the morning's events. 

When he finished, the deep voice had an air of annoyance. "This could have waited." 

"I couldn't wait."

"You've always been too impatient. Your haste could be your undoing. Your foolishness could ruin everything we work for."

"I'm tired of waiting!" Trevor growled. "Nearly nine years, I waited a prisoner, and now a year of servitude has passed. I do not like my situation. I'm ready for a change. I'm ready to act..."
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