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“I need this crap like I need a hole in my head.” 

Charlie Fernandez slammed the car door shut with his elbow and repositioned the load in his arms. “Stupid bloody placement essays.” With his laptop bag hooked over one shoulder, he marched across Jamie’s driveway, a bag of tortilla wedged under one arm as a jar of salsa balanced on the binder and notebook stacked in his grasp. 

There were a hundred other things he’d rather be doing on a Friday night than writing begging essays to snag placements with companies for which he had no desire to work. And why Jamie was so insistent on them working on the essays together in the first place, Charlie had no clue; Jamie had written his weeks ago. All he probably had to figure out was his preferred font and paper thickness. 

Jamie’s parents were home. Charlie knew this because the strains of melancholy opera crept from the living room when he tipped the front door open with his foot. The bitter sweet scent of Mrs. Burwell’s perfume also strangled the air as he righted the sliding salsa jar. “Jamie?” 

“In here!”

Charlie held his breath against the robust odour until he arrived at the kitchen. Jamie’s laptop lay open on the island with a dog-eared notebook at its side, the double page spread crammed with notes in his friend’s neat hand. As if embarrassed by his productivity, Jamie flipped it shut. 

“Are you planning a rewrite?” Charlie set his load down before plonking onto one of the tall stools. 

Like every other room in the house, Jamie’s kitchen hadn’t avoided the garnishing of an interior designer. It may have been an impressive, light-filled space, but the brushed gold fittings, sparkling chandeliers and black granite worktops were all too fancy for Charlie. He preferred his own worn and comfortable kitchen. Padding around Jamie’s in socks, jocks and t-shirt would feel sacrilegious. 

“Just checking over my notes,” Jamie replied. “I wanted to make sure I hadn’t forgotten anything.”

“Charles.” Richard Burwell appeared, resplendent in a tailored dress suit that matched the formality of his surroundings so perfectly he could have escaped from one of the many interior design magazines his wife left lying around. “You’re keeping well, I hope?”

“Hello, Mr. Burwell. Yes, I’m good, thanks. You?”

“Marvellous.”

Richard crossed to a glass-fronted fridge stuffed to its chilled gills with wine and champagne. He pondered over his choice before plucking two bottles from the lowest shelf. 

“Aw, the cheap stuff, Dad?” Jamie grinned.

“The Flynn’s palates wouldn’t appreciate the difference.” Richard set the bottles on the counter beside the tortilla. Charlie saw the look of disapproval cross his face as he glanced at the packaging. No doubt he knew of a tortilla crafter who carved superior corn delicacies. “How is your essay coming along, Charles?” 

“I’m getting there, nearly done,” Charlie lied. Even his own mother didn’t call him Charles. 

“Nearly never won the race,” he warned.

“Richard?” Mrs. Burwell called from the hallway. “Are you ready?”

“I have been for twenty minutes. I’m in the kitchen, dear.”

“So you are.” 

The familiar choke of scent wafted in and Charlie screwed up his nose against the burn. 

“Charlie, how lovely to see you.” Anna patted his shoulder as she appraised the selected champagne offering. “Good choice,” she murmured. “I hear you boys have an exciting night planned.” 

“Oh, we’re fit to burst with glee, Mrs. Burwell.”

“So I see,” she winked at where he slouched, chin propped in one hand. 

“We’ll be late home, James,” Richard announced, scooping up the bottles. “I look forward to reading your essay tomorrow.”

“I’d be grateful for your input.” 

“Have a nice evening, boys.”

Charlie waited until the front door had shut behind Richard and Anna before lifting a questioning eyebrow. “Grateful for his input?” 

Jamie grimaced in response. “You’d swear it was an application for a presidential candidacy. If I’ve to hear about how deeply I must consider and weigh each written word one more time, I’ll stab my own eyes out.”

“With a blunt teaspoon?” 

“A rusty fork.”

“Commitment. I like it.”

“So.” Jamie opened the second fridge—the one for food and less salubrious beverages. He lifted out two beers. “How is your application essay progressing, Charles?”

“It’s not.” Charlie waved away the offer of a beer. “I’m driving,” he clarified. 

“You can crash here if you like.”

“I’m helping at the blood donation clinic tomorrow. I’ve to be up at seven.”

“Seven? Ouch.” A satisfying hiss sounded as the lid came off Jamie’s beer. He took three long draws. “Have you written anything?”

“Um.” Charlie squinted at the chandelier winking above Jamie’s head. “Does ‘My Application Essay by Charlie Fernandez’ count?”

“Nope.”

“Nothing, then.”

“What am I going to do with you, Fernandez?”

Charlie wondered the same as he opened the tortilla. The dreaded placement application essays were due in on Wednesday and he’d been putting off writing his for months. Three times he had sat across from his college careers counsellor, and three times he’d left her office feeling more discouraged than the last. The only job he wanted, the career for which he’d been born, wasn’t one he could discuss with Miss Cassidy. Instead, he’d ended up shrugging a reluctant agreement to apply for a work placement with a marketing firm in the city. 

Offering the tortilla to Jamie, Charlie wondered how many other sons of Gatekeepers were in the same position as him in that moment. None, he imagined. Their fathers were sane, normal parents who thrilled at the knowledge their children would follow in their footsteps. Leon Fernandez had been the only one to blow a fuse and deny his son’s birthright. 

“So, there’s something I want to show you.” Jamie wiped crumby fingers on his jeans before tapping the keyboard. “I was hoping you might be able to help me with it.”

“Sure.” Charlie rested his elbows on the cool granite, happy for a distraction as Jamie turned the screen towards him. “What am I looking at—or for?” he wondered, peering at the document displayed. 

“Read the title.”

“Lesson plan for Elaria.” Charlie’s entire face and body stiffened under the shock of speaking the unexpected name aloud. With a pitch a little too high and at a fraction a little too late, he forced out a “who’s that?” 

“I thought you’d know.”

“Um,” Charlie stalled, emphasising confusion with a slow shake of head as he fought to control his expression. “Nope.”

“Are you sure?”

“Am I supposed to?”

Jamie took the laptop back without replying. In the ominous pause, Charlie fumbled with the salsa jar, panic hammering as he pretended the ingredients listing captured sudden interest. Talk about being blindsided. Where the hell had this come from? 

“It’s weird,” Jamie said, squinting at the screen while continuing to scroll and click, “because I seem to have been tutoring her for a while.”

“Yeah?” 

“In statistics and marketing.”

“So she’s someone from college?”

“Maybe. But I don’t know anyone called Elaria.”

“It’s probably a typo. There’s an Emma in Matt’s marketing class, maybe it’s her.” Charlie watched as Jamie took a swig of his beer, and hoping to appear just as nonchalant, dunked a chip in the salsa and shoved it in his mouth.  

“No, it’s definitely Elaria. And you should know her.”

“Hm?”

“Her surname is Fernandez.” 

The laptop spun again. A different document now filled the screen; a list of students with their corresponding tutors. Jamie had assisted Miss Cassidy with a task on project assignments just before Halloween. Charlie could recall him scribbling the list over lunch one afternoon, moaning about how he always got snagged for the mundane crap. And because Jamie was Jamie, once the list was complete, he’d transferred the finished document to the eternity of digital storage. 

“Huh. Look at that. Another Fernandez.”

“So, no bells ringing yet?”

“Can’t help you, buddy. Fernandez isn’t the most unusual name.”

“You’re the only Fernandez in the college.”

“I am?”

“Yup. I checked.”

Of course you did. Charlie eyed the unclaimed beer. The rapping in his chest now echoed in his ears. It tripped even faster when he realised all hell would break loose if his dad learned how their bid to wipe every trace of Elaria had failed. 

“Could she be a relative?” Jamie pushed. 

Charlie shrugged. “I’ve never heard of her. Can we start on my essay?”

“In a minute.”

Charlie snuck a panicked glance at Jamie’s frown of concentration. This could not be happening. He and Leon had thought of everything—well, almost everything, obviously. If the Higher Council got so much as a whisper of this cock-up, toe nails would be plucked and skin flayed. 

“What about now?” 

This time, when Jamie swivelled the laptop, he did it with his attention nailed to Charlie’s face. And there was no chance he’d missed the uncontainable reaction that had Charlie expelling air as if he’d just taken a gut punch. 
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The smile of Elaria Winterbourne, Charlie’s fake sister now safely ensconced in a realm far away, hit full force. The photo had captured a rare moment; humour creasing the corners of her sky-blue eyes as she laughed with someone out of the frame. Elaria’s smile had made rare appearances during her time in the First Realm, but Jamie had caught it in perfect light.  

Charlie gripped the edge of his stool. As part of the Pretend-Elaria-Never-Existed project, an enforced deletion of all digital proof of her presence in his world had left him devoid of photos. Slammed with this unexpected reminder of his loss, a lump ballooned in his throat. 

“Anything?”

“Um, no.” Behind Elaria, Liv stuck her tongue out at the camera, one arm draped over Lauren’s shoulder who was oblivious to the lens as she peered beyond the photographer. Charlie briefly wondered if he’d been the distraction. Judging by the angle, Jamie had taken the photo in the spot where Charlie now sat, but in the shot, a dozen more bodies filled the kitchen, while above them, a Happy Halloween banner hung across the window.  

“And now?” Jamie reached over to tap the return key. Another picture slid into view, the same night, the same party, Elaria’s same smile. 

The next photo was more candid. Charlie stood with his side to the camera, arms folded and expression snarky as Elaria aimed a familiar black scowl at his nagging. Luke hovered by his right shoulder, glowering. 

“And what about this one?” 

Charlie couldn’t handle another. “Sorry,” he muttered, dragging his stare away. “I’ve no idea who that is.”

Jamie gave a quiet laugh. “Your face says otherwise.” 

“There were fifty gazillion people at that Halloween party. How am I supposed to keep track of every randomer I talked to?”

“She’s no randomer. This girl is Elaria.”

“Well, whoever she is, I don’t know her.” 

“Ah, I think you do. Watch this.”

A sudden burst of party noise blared from the laptop speakers. It began with the distorted clamour of background music, raised voices, laughter, and then Jamie’s chuckle. Obviously, a photo of them arguing wasn’t enough; he wanted video evidence too. 

“Fernandez,” Jamie called over the racket. “Elaria is about two seconds away from punching you in the face. Chill out and stop being such an ass.” 

Elaria turned to the camera, her scowl melting. “You tell him, Jamie,” she encouraged. “He wants to go home. Poor baby boy is tired.” 

In the video, Charlie rolled his eyes. “It’s getting late,” he defended himself in a voice more suited to a whiny sixteen-year-old girl, “I just think it’s time we left.” 

Elaria laughed. “Grandpa Charlie,” she teased, ruffling his hair. 

The clip ended and Jamie closed the laptop. “That jog any memories?” 

“Yeah, kind of.” Impressed with how even his voice held, Charlie cleared his throat. “Actually, I think I do remember her now. Didn’t she come with some guy from the year ahead of us?”

“Nope.” 

Jamie had more. He had one final card up his sleeve, and Charlie knew it because Jamie’s enjoyment over his already achieved victory was evident in every inch of his smug smile as he picked up his phone. Jamie tapped the screen, set it down and aimed the speaker at Charlie. “We’re not here to write dumb ass placement essays,” he said. “We’re here so you can explain this voicemail to me.” 

‘Burwell, I know you’re with Elaria.’

Charlie’s eyes slid shut with involuntary despair at the sound of his own voice. 

‘You shouldn’t have taken her with you, you’ve no idea what you’ve done. Stop being an ass and call me back.’ 

In the short pause he could already recall the next sentence. He could even remember being perched on the wooden fence in the college car park when he’d delivered it, Luke’s pacing as severe as his seething. 

‘Jamie,’ the warning came. ‘If you let anything happen to my sister, I swear to god, you’ll live to regret it.’ 

“Shiiiiiiiit.” The expletive trailed off on a long, pained exhale of surrender as Charlie folded onto the counter, his forehead meeting the granite with a thump. 

“Ha! I knew it! I knew you were keeping something from me!”

“Yeah, and for a good reason,” Charlie groaned. “Moses on a bike, Jamie. Couldn’t you have just let it be?”

“Me? Let it be? Would you have? Here—.” The touch of cold glass hit the back of Charlie’s hand. When he lifted his head, Jamie held out the spare beer. “Drink up, Fernandez.”

Charlie accepted the bottle and chugged half of it down in one go. “Who else knows about this?”

“No-one.”

“Are you sure?” Charlie winced as a fizzy burp rose. “You didn’t tell anyone else?” 

“No, not another soul. I knew this was only to do with you.”

Charlie returned to darkness as he dropped his forehead to the granite again. Adorned rule number one: We Don’t Talk About Adorned Stuff to Unadorned. Ever. Even Under Pain of Death.

“Why don’t I remember her?”

It was the night of Elaria’s veiling enchantment lifting all over again. Here he was, back in the same predicament, stuck between whether he should try to dig his way out with lies, or tell Jamie the whole glorious truth. Except this time, if he did tell, Jamie would go on remembering; the big reveal wouldn’t be magically erased from his memory to restore Jamie’s factory settings. 

“Come on, Charlie, you know I can keep secrets. If you’re debating on whether to tell me the truth or concoct some bullshit explanation, just remember all the mischief we got up to over the years, mischief I never told anyone.”

“This is different.” Charlie sat up and rubbed at where his forehead burned with cold and pain. “It’s not some childish nonsense we’re hiding from our parents. It’s bigger, way bigger.” 

“Don’t be so dramatic.” Jamie dragged a stool out from under the counter. “Come on, I’ve already figured some of it out, so you might as well tell me the rest.”

“I can’t.”

“At least tell me where Elaria is.”

“She’s gone home.”

“Where’s home?”

“Far away from here,” Charlie mourned, taking another mouthful of beer. 

“You need to start at the beginning,” Jamie said. “Tell me everything.”

“I can’t.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

“Both.”

Jamie considered his next question for a short moment. “It’s connected to your dad, isn’t it? And the work he’s involved with.”

“Eh, what’s that now?” Charlie balked.

“Okay, full disclosure,” Jamie announced, another grin widening at Charlie’s shock. “I’m laying it all out.”

Charlie gaped at his friend. Full disclosure over what? Hadn’t they reached full disclosure already? What in the hell else was there? 

“Remember way back when we were kids, the day you kicked your ball through the patio doors?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“Your mom went off on one.”

“I remember.”

“I ran upstairs to your room, because, well, Steph can be a bit scary at the best of times.”

Charlie agreed with a shrug. 

“So, your dad was in his office, but came tearing down the stairs as I was running up, and . . . he left the door open.”

Charlie’s lower jaw tilted further open. 

“Hey, I was a nosey kid,” Jamie reminded him, “and that door was always locked. Suddenly, it wasn’t, and I was eleven, so I snuck in.”

“And?” 

“Well, at first I saw nothing but books and notebooks—which was disappointing. But then I read the titles and looked at what he’d written.” Jamie beamed as Charlie’s horror expanded. “I didn’t know what to think, or say. So I did nothing.”

“For all these years?”

“I knew you’d go ballistic if I did, so I held quiet, waiting for the right time. But it never really came, and while I didn’t forget about it, I filed it away, knowing it would fit into place one day.”

“What exactly did you see, Jamie?”

“Enough to understand your dad doesn’t just work in IT—if he even does at all. And enough to realise that this Elaria girl being erased from my memory, and everyone else’s, is connected to . . . well . . . what must be . . .” 

“What must be . . .?” Charlie prompted, irritated by both Jamie’s impressive secrecy and smarts.

“Magic. Supernatural stuff.”

Charlie finished the beer. He couldn’t decide whether he wanted to round the island and hug Jamie for figuring it out, or clock him over the head with the bottle and hope it knocked him unconscious. Instead, he stayed put on the stool, dragging furrows through the bottle’s label with his thumbnail as Jamie watched him, wise enough to stay silent for a few minutes. “I went to a lot of trouble to delete all those pictures off your phone, Jamie” he said eventually. “And Elaria’s number. Why do you have to be so anal about backing everything up?”

Relief and apology warmed Jamie’s laugh. 

“Elaria was erased from everyone’s memory for a reason—a damned good reason, so is there any chance you can accept that, forget this whole thing and move on?”

“I think I’ll stick on a pizza,” came Jamie’s reply. 

Charlie slid from the stool as Jamie chuckled his way around the kitchen. If there was anyone he could trust it was his best friend, but this was an Adorned matter, not a secret about stolen comics, or covering for each other so they could sneak off to forbidden gigs. 

“If the powers that be find out you know about this stuff, you’re in serious trouble.” Charlie paced the circumference of the island. “Hell, I’ll be in serious trouble, and my dad. I’m not kidding, Jamie. This is dangerous shit.”

“How did you make me forget the last time?” 

Pizza in Jamie’s house never came out of a box from the freezer. He procured them, fresh, from an Italian restaurant near the college. Even looking at it sitting on the baking tray with its soft, floury dough and basil-flecked tomato sauce made Charlie’s mouth water. “Extra chilli flakes,” he agreed, as Jamie held up the grinder with a questioning look.

“Did your dad wipe my memories?”

“No, a friend of his.”

“Someone I know?”

“No.”

Jamie shut the oven. “It was that night I woke up in your kitchen, right? You had guests, and I was really embarrassed that I’d fallen asleep, remember?”

“I remember.”

“I was out of it, confused, like I was tired, but wired at the same time. And when I got back here, the den was in a mess; broken crystal, the pool table light smashed, pictures off the wall.”

Charlie winced at the memory of Elaria’s destruction. Unable to control her reemerging powers under the crumbling of the enchantment, she’d caused considerable damage before he’d been able to get her home to Solomon and safety. 

“Was that part of it?”

“Yup.”

“I thought so.” Jamie sat as Charlie paced. 

“Why didn’t you say something before now?”

“Like what?”

“Like you found the photos or the video, or the bloody voicemail.”

“I thought I was going insane, Charlie. I found photos on my laptop of me with a complete stranger looking blissfully happy. What was I supposed to say? I wanted to show you, but you’ve been in such a crappy mood since November that I couldn’t find the right time. And then I found the video.” Jamie rested his palm on the cover of his notebook. “I put everything in date order,” he said, revealing the contents he’d been so keen to hide, “the photos, the video, the lesson plan—.”

“Of course you did,” Charlie muttered.

“—and figured out that she was gone by November, around the same week your mood changed. But the real understanding came when I discovered the voicemail.”

“So why didn’t you say something then?”

“Because I wanted to be sure. I knew it had to be connected to your dad’s work, and I didn’t want to cause trouble.”

“You’re too smart for your own good.” Charlie backed away to where a two-seater couch sat against the wall. Two of the day’s newspapers, the brain-numbing financial kind, lay on the armrest. He shoved them aside. “I know I can trust you,” he admitted, perching with his elbows on his knees, “but if the others find out, I can’t begin to describe the shit show that’ll explode.”

“Who are the others?”

“Moses on a bike,” Charlie sighed, squeezing his eyes shut against thoughts of the Higher Council.

“And how would they find out? Who else would I talk to but you? This is between us, no-one else.”

“I want to tell you,” Charlie admitted, a pained laugh following. “I’ve been wanting to forever. And especially since Elaria left. It’s been shit, it really has.”

“I’ve had front row seats to your mood swings. I’m well aware of how shit it’s been.” 

“Sorry.”

“So talk to me. Tell me what’s going on. I promise I won’t say a word to anyone. I’ll even make a blood oath.”

Charlie snorted at Jamie’s plea. “What, with that rusty penknife you used when we were fourteen?”

“I have a Swiss army now,” he grinned. “And my tetanus shots are up to date, so I’m all set for non-infection-inducing blood oaths.”

“Yeah, except this time the oath is for something more pressing than keeping our Warrior Brotherhood club a secret. We’re no longer kids, Jamie. It literally is life or death if someone finds out.”

“So we make sure no-one finds out.”
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“Wait, hold on.” With a flap of hand to demand a pause, Jamie choked down a mouthful of pizza. “There are ten of these realms?” 

“Yes. Ten.”

“Holy shit.”

Charlie and Jamie had moved from the kitchen into the den, Charlie’s favourite room in Jamie’s house. The ox-blood leather couches, walnut floors and Persian rugs gave the space a Gentleman’s Club vibe, but the pool table, Jamie’s Formula1 memorabilia collection, and the only television in the entire house, softened the pretentious edges. 

With no further talk of essays, the Friday night Charlie wanted had materialised—especially the part where he told Jamie everything. “Our world is the First Realm,” he explained. “Then there’s the Second, Third, Fourth and so on.”

“Are they all replicas of each other?”

“No.” Charlie eased a sliver of pepperoni out from under a layer of cheese and popped it in his mouth. No other world could provide pizza this good and that was a fact. “Each realm is unique. Where Elaria lives for example, the land mass is about the size of France. The climate is much the same as ours, but their living conditions aren’t, whereas the Seventh Realm is similar to Europe’s land size, but with a polar climate.”

“How are conditions different where Elaria lives?” 

Jamie sat on the beanbag to one side of the stove with a plate balanced on his knee. Distracted by the information dump, a slice of pizza drooped in his hold until a chunk of mushroom slid free. He scrambled to ensure it didn’t hit the floor. 

Charlie took equal care with his food. He sat cross-legged on the floor with his back to the couch, the irony of the night Jamie had punched him in the face and sent him flying onto the same spot not escaping his attention. Strangely enough, Jamie took the revelations about the Adorned world a little calmer this time. “I’d say the best way to describe it is medieval, but with plumbing, superior medicine, and a much better understanding of sanitary behaviour in general.”

“So, no electricity?”

“Or cars, or phones or any kind of machinery.”

“Wow. And the other realms are like that too?”

“For the most part. This realm, where we live, is the most advanced in terms of technology and way of life.” Charlie paused to reconsider his answer. “Actually, Solomon would argue with me on that. He doesn’t equate our lifestyle with advancement.”

“He’s the one who took my memories away,” Jamie recalled.

“Yes.” 

Charlie had spoken non-stop while the pizza had cooked. He’d laid it all out for Jamie; how the majority of fairy-tales, mythical creatures and legends were true. How Leon was a Gatekeeper who granted access to and from this realm for magickal folk, and how Charlie, as his son, wanted nothing more than to be a Gatekeeper too. 

He spoke about the Higher Council and the prophecy, how Elaria, the subject of the prophecy, had ended up in their world for protection, leaving Rhyan, her dedicated guard, and Solomon, her sorcerer mentor, behind to battle the demons who hunted her. He then detailed the machinations of Lorcan and Jarrod, and how they connived to take Elaria’s power. 

Jamie’s jaw had dropped further open when Charlie told him how Jarrod had taken Elaria’s blood by force, which in turn, allowed Lorcan to release the demons trapped in the Tenth Realm. ‘Trust me,’ Charlie had assured, ‘the world is better off without those two ass hats fouling its atmosphere.’

The complexities of the enchantment followed; how Elaria believed she was Charlie’s sister, but had half lost her mind when the veiling of her real memories began to fray. As Jamie slid a tray of garlic dough balls into the oven, Charlie described her final few days, including how Jamie had screwed up by sneaking her out of college for an afternoon by the ocean. 

‘Which was the day of that voicemail,’ Jamie had said, opening a second beer. ‘When I saw the selfies of us on the beach, I genuinely thought I had developed early dementia.’

‘I’m sorry, buddy,’ Charlie sympathised.

‘It only started to make sense when I listened to the voicemail. As crazy as it was, as soon as I heard you saying ‘sister’, I knew it wasn’t me going insane.’

‘Speaking of insane,’ Charlie half-joked, ‘when I explained what was happening to Elaria, you lost the plot.’ 

Jamie remained silent while Charlie took him through the last hours of that day; the fight in the den, Elaria’s backlash against Jamie punching Charlie, and finally, the return to Charlie’s house where Solomon had spelled Jamie to sleep before lifting the enchantment. 

By the time the food was ready and their asses ensconced in the den, Jamie was up to speed. He hadn’t yet asked the one question Charlie had expected however, the question about just how close he and Elaria had been. 

“So Solomon’s a sorcerer,” Jamie continued, not that he’d forgotten one word of what Charlie had told him, but more to order the facts in his head. “And he’s with the Higher Council folk, he’s their go-to-man.”

“Pretty much.”

“And the Higher Council rule over all Adorned.”

“Yes.”

“And Luke is Rhyan’s deputy. Rhyan sent him here to watch over Elaria while he and Solomon stayed in the Second Realm.”

“Correct.”

“And Luke was part of the enchantment too—everyone thought they knew him, just like Elaria.”

“Yup. Full marks, my friend.”

“Okay.” Jamie set down his pizza. “So to clarify; the realms all exist side by side, but Unadorned—the people like me—think their world is the only one.”

Charlie nodded in place of trying to speak through a hot, stringy mouthful of deliciousness.

“And Adorned move between realms as they please?”

Another nod.

“So why is this realm the most advanced? Why doesn’t Elaria’s world have electricity? I mean, if it’s here, why don’t Adorned bring the knowledge of that science to their own realm and introduce it?”

“The Higher Council won’t allow it. Each realm has a group who monitor progression. In the Second Realm they’re called the Village Elders, but the collective name for these groups is Monitors. Beyond the First Realm, the Monitors would have your invention dead in the water and you’d never know how or why. All you’d end up believing is that it couldn’t be done.”

“But how?”

“Magick. They use it all the time to prevent progression that moves beyond the Council’s limits.”

“That seems a bit extreme.”

“The Council don’t need ten realms just like this one. This is a messy, corrupted and unstable realm compared to the others. Yes, there’s beauty, intelligence and lots of other good here too, but as far as they’re concerned, this realm is on a fast track to self-annihilation. The Council don’t want that times ten. There’ll probably never be electricity in the Second Realm, but their knowledge of medicine will expand. They’ll definitely never see cars, but they’ll create and build hand operated machinery that can work the land as efficiently as any combine harvester or plough. It’s all about balance. I don’t agree with everything the Higher Council do, but I get where they’re coming from with monitoring the realms. Look at the wars being fought here; can you imagine if that happened between realms? Rebels would slaughter people like my dad in minutes to get control of Gates.”

“But surely not all Adorned are content to have progress restricted?”

“We’re free to live in whatever realm we choose. If you want it all and then some, you settle here. For a life in lesser degrees, you pick another realm.”

“Where would you live if you had the chance?” Jamie remembered his plate at that point and swapped out his beer for pizza. 

Although his stomach strained for room under his belt, garlic dough balls and bite-size Italian pastries from the same restaurant waited for Charlie. Another fifteen minutes and he reckoned he’d have room for more. “I like it here because it’s home, but I can’t wait to experience the other realms. Solomon promised he’ll get me to the Second soon, and I hope he does; Elaria’s not doing too good, I really want to see her.” 

“Is she sick?” 

“No. Luke said it’s her mood. Solomon thinks there was an exchange between her and the Higher Council before she left, and ever since she’s become withdrawn.” 

“Maybe she’s missing you . . .or the people she met here.”

“Maybe.” Charlie took another drink. He knew what Jamie wanted to ask, and it wasn’t fair to leave him squirming. “You were pretty crazy about her, Jamie.”

“I thought so,” he said quietly. “I look happy in the photos.” 

“You were.”

“I must have been; when have I ever taken selfies with a girl?” Jamie’s attention drifted towards the kitchen where the photos hid on his laptop. “Was she happy?”

“I think you were the only person Elaria didn’t want to murder,” he admitted. “Luke and I stuck to her like barnacles. It drove her nuts. Because you had no clue about what was going on, you didn’t baby her; that’s why she ended up turning to you. She trusted you.” 

“She did?”

“Yeah. Hence the escape to the ocean.” 

“Sorry,” he said, even though a flash of satisfaction followed the apology. “But she’s with Rhyan, right?”

“She is.” Charlie stopped fiddling with the lid of his water bottle. “I’m sorry. I know this must suck for you. You really liked her, and although I wanted to throttle you on more than one occasion, you were what she needed.”

“And she and Rhyan—are they solid?”

“As a rock.”

“Okay.” Jamie returned to his food. “It’s better I don’t remember her then, isn’t it?”

Charlie nodded, continuing sympathy making him grimace. “Sorry.”

“Hey,” he smiled, shrugging it off. “It is what it is.”

Charlie’s phone vibrated. Lauren asked how the essay writing had progressed. ‘Currently stuffing our faces with pizza,’ he typed. ‘Nothing done yet.’

She replied with an eye-rolling emoji. 

‘I’ll call you when I’m home. It won’t be late.’

‘Catch you later,’ she texted, adding three kisses. 

The only good thing that had happened since Elaria’s return to the Second Realm was Lauren. Concerned for Charlie’s uncharacteristic shift in mood, she’d gently inserted herself into his days; sitting by him at lunch, sharing free periods and asking him to be her study buddy for marketing, even though she had a far better grasp than him on the content. A week before Christmas they’d shared their first kiss—in the college library of all places, a fact that would have thrilled Elaria. They were officially a couple now, but hiding the truth from Lauren and lying about the reason for his moods only made his funk worse. Such was the strife of a Gatekeeper’s son, however. 

“So what’s the deal with your dad?” Jamie asked with the last slice of pizza devoured. “This weird place the two of you are in; it’s about the Gatekeeping stuff, isn’t it?”

“Yup.” Charlie shoved his phone back into his pocket. “He’s having second thoughts about me apprenticing to become a Gatekeeper. It’s because of the prophecy; he’s afraid I’ll get stuck in the middle of the mayhem.”

“Do you think you will?”

“I don’t know. But prophecy or no prophecy, it’s not his decision to make.”

“Maybe he just needs time.”

“I don’t have time.” Charlie stretched his arms back to lace his hands behind his head. “If I don’t apprentice before the end of this year my magick will fade. Twelve months from now it’ll be gone.” 

“Seriously? You have an expiration date?”

“Yeah, and I don’t know what to do about it. Mom is trying to broker peace, but he’s being as stubborn as a mule.”

“Shit, man. That’s tough. I’m sorry.” Jamie had witnessed enough snippy conversations and side-eye between Charlie and Leon to ask what their problem was long before tonight, but now he had all the facts, his appreciation expanded. 

“And hearing about your digital vault and its contents won’t help matters,” Charlie warned, “so please, for the love of everything sacred, do not record what I told you. Don’t type it all out so you can pick it apart like you usually do.”

“Don’t worry. I won’t. And I’ll delete everything related to Elaria, I promise.”

“You have to. It’s not just about my dad finding out. If the Council get wind of it, there’ll—.”

“I know. Look, Charlie—.” Jamie wrestled his way out of the beanbag and onto his feet. “You didn’t have to tell me everything. You could have spun me an epic tale of bullshit, but instead you shared a massive secret. I understand how me being privy to your world is breaking all the rules, but I swear to you, I will never breathe a word of this to anyone. Not even if that Malachi dude gets his hands on me. I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you and your dad out of trouble. You have my promise.”

“Thanks.”

“No problem. Now, are you sure you don’t want another beer?”

“No. I have to go home tonight. I’ve to collect Lauren on the way to the hospital in the morning.”

“You got Lauren in the vicinity of needles?”

“Yeah,” Charlie laughed, pulling himself up and onto the couch. His ass had gone numb from sitting on the floor. “She won’t come into the donor room, so Mom has a place for her at the registration table in the hallway.”

“Jeez, it must be true love between you two.”

Charlie sank into a much softer seat as Jamie’s whistle marked his route to the kitchen. Until the day he’d walked into the college canteen, sat opposite Jamie and realised he couldn’t open his mouth about how suddenly empty his house was, how worried he was for his fake sister, and how much he already missed her and Luke, he’d never felt so lonely. With he and Leon at max mute level, he didn’t even have him to talk to. But now Jamie was inside the circle with an eager and sympathetic ear, loneliness evaporated. 

Jamie’s initiation came with a worry, however. If Leon found out he’d learned the truth, there’d be war. Charlie trusted Jamie, but if he accidentally let something slip, Leon would be on it like a barnacle. Whatever slim chance Charlie currently had at apprenticing, it would be crushed—if not by Leon, by the Higher Council. Malachi would then be summoned. 

When he was a kid, the highest threat level was Malachi. ‘If you don’t tidy up this room, your father will call Malachi!’ wasn’t an uncommon one to hear. ‘I wonder what Malachi would think?’ was another. The worst of all was when his dad would pick up the phone, clear his throat and say, ‘Hello, yes, I’d like to speak to Malachi please.’ The words would send Charlie scampering to tend to whatever chore or homework he’d neglected. As an adult, the fear of Malachi hadn’t lessened. The Council’s Enquirer was a very real and serious threat. Jamie would suffer nothing more than having his memories wiped clean again, but Charlie’s punishment would be severe. 

“So about your essay.” 

Jamie had returned on silent feet and his statement as he appeared in the doorway jerked Charlie out of Malachi’s torture chamber to the comfort of the den. “What about it?”

“What are you going to do?”

“Hope Banner Marketing offer me a placement.”

“You’re applying?”

“I have to, there’s no other choice. Unless I write an essay to my dad, pleading for his reconsideration.”

“What about the Higher Council? Surely they have the final say? I can’t imagine they’d be too happy to hear your dad’s refusing to allow you apprentice.”

“I’m too lowly to get anywhere near the Council. And anyway, after my dad snuck Luke and Elaria in without telling them, he’s not exactly in their good graces right now.”

Jamie dropped into the beanbag again. It settled around him with a loud sigh. “But you kept Elaria safe. And because of that, Solomon and Rhyan were free to rid the world of Lorcan and Jarrod. Your illustrious Council must be grateful for that at least.” 

“They are, but you don’t go knocking on their door looking for a chat.” 

As Jamie bit into a dough ball with a thoughtful expression, Charlie tried a pastry. He hoped he hadn’t placed him and his dad in a situation that had the potential to bring hell and brimstone raining down—however tense the atmosphere between them.

“Tell me about Elaria’s first day here,” Jamie’s request broke through his thoughts. “And how I met her.”

“Your first meeting?” Charlie laughed at the memory of the morning Elaria, Luke and he had walked to the college. “You almost gave her a concussion, actually.”

“Seriously?” 

“Yup. And she didn’t have the time of day for you.”

“But then she got to know me,” Jamie said with a knowing wink. 

Charlie snorted. “Unfortunately.”
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Solomon crossed the empty stableyard with his head dipped against the biting February gale. Loose straw skidded across the cobbles ahead of him as he hurried to the building at the side of the guards’ quarters where Rhyan shared an office with Marcus. The wind matched his sprint to the first floor, licking at his heels as he dashed up the stairs.  

“That damn wind would slice you in two,” he shivered, barring it with the door before darting to the pot-bellied stove warming the cosy room. 

“It would. Megan says there’s snow on the way again.” Rhyan sat at his desk, a spread of pages in three rows before him, his attention more on grain orders than the dreary weather. 

Dotted with candles and oil lamps, the wooden-panelled room glowed in a soft light, the flicker of flames throwing giddy shadows across the rug under his feet as Solomon shook off another chilled rattle and shifted his back to the stove. Heat bloomed across his backside and he welcomed the pleasant warmth. 

He and Rhyan had decided to meet away from the main castle and Elaria. Their whispered arrangements outside the breakfast room had hoped for an earlier hour, but the queen had delayed Solomon and time was now against them; Luke’s shift was about to finish which left them only a few minutes to talk before Rhyan had to return to Elaria. 

An empty chair sat waiting for Solomon at the desk, but he stayed by the stove, happy to linger by its comfort. 

“Where will I find Elaria?” Rhyan made one final change before returning the quill to its brass holder.

“With the queen, reluctantly involving herself in the planning of a ball.”

“A ball? So soon in the year?”

Solomon shrugged his shared bemusement. “They decided it over lunch.”

“That’s promising.” The chair creaked as Rhyan sat back to contemplate the unusually early start to the year’s social events. “If the queen wants to entertain, it means she’s finally starting to feel safe again.”

“Let’s hope so.” Solomon tucked his hands into his warm sleeves. 

“No, this is a positive sign. A fortnight ago she would have refused the idea. A ball might lift everyone’s mood.”

“Indeed.” 

The queen’s sudden yearning to throw a ball had come hot on the heels of her husband’s announcement of a visit from the Earl of Leeston, and while Solomon was glad to see a glimpse of her former self appear, he feared trouble would brew in its wake. 

The Earl held a large parcel of farming land. He had only recently inherited it from his late father, and now responsible for the legacy, wished to present himself to the king. 

‘The poor fellow is far too young to have lost a parent,’ the king had commented over his lamb stew at lunch. ‘He only turned twenty-one last month.’ 

The queen’s fork had stalled at this fact and Solomon had immediately ceased chewing as captured attention fixed on her husband. 

‘He has no siblings,’ the king continued with innocent sympathy, dipping a chunk of bread in the rich juices swamping his bowl, ‘or a wife to comfort him in his loss.’

‘He’s not wed?’

In fear of what her mother’s mind plotted, Solomon looked to where Elaria sat. As expected, she remained oblivious to the conversation and the excited tone of her mother’s question; she simply ate her meal with mechanical movements, her gaze on her plate, but her attention trapped in a place from where he and Rhyan continued to be excluded. 

‘He’s not,’ King Christoph answered. ‘I understand he and his father were very close. It’s a heavy load for him to bear as an only child.’

Rhyan leaned forward to peer at the calendar hanging beside a map of Lynan. The illustration depicted a February woodland free of frost and ice. “Have they set a date for the ball?” 

“Not yet.” Rhyan’s spirits would deflate once he learned the reasoning behind the queen’s sudden eagerness to fling open the castle doors after such a long and dreadful winter, but with many of the souls dwelling under the castle’s roof still bereft of hope, Solomon hated to quash any glimpse of enthusiasm. “The end of the month, I would imagine.”

“That’s perfect. The days will be longer by then. Spring will certainly be on her way.”

“One would hope.”

“So the queen’s mood is improving?” 

“Perhaps.”

“Enough to allow Charlie visit?” 

Solomon left the stove to take the seat opposite Rhyan.  

“She’s still saying no,” he realised, watching Solomon’s laboured movements as he lowered himself to sit.

“Adamantly.” 

“Dammit.” Rhyan’s earlier relief slid into a scowl. “Should I talk to her again?”

“I wouldn’t,” Solomon raised a hand in warning. “It’s a sore point with her now. I think it’s best we leave it be for a while.”

“Surely she sees how much Elaria misses him?”

“She and the king are refusing to acknowledge the truth of our situation. They’re content to fool themselves into believing the deaths of Jarrod and Lorcan have ended the prophecy, and if Charlie visits, it shoves reality under their noses again.”

“They think it’s over?”

“Armoured in utter denial,” Solomon told him, exhausted from his many failed attempts to hold a conversation about the subject. Since Elaria’s return from the First Realm, they had squirmed free of every try Solomon made to discuss what might lie ahead.

“How are we to protect Elaria if her parents continue to behave as if she’s out of danger?”

“The gods only know,” Solomon sighed. “ The queen craves control more than ever. The only way she can soothe herself is with the belief Elaria is safe under that control. If we bring Charlie here, or remind them of the prophecy, I fear she’ll turn manic.”

“She’s already manic.”

Solomon grunted agreement. “So we let the subject rest for the time being.”

“And what do we tell Elaria?”

“Does it matter? She barely absorbs a word of what we say. I wonder is she even aware of their ridiculous mind-set.”

Rhyan copied Solomon’s resigned slouch as his frown wandered to the wintry scene outside. “I thought the king would handle it better.”

“So did I. Unfortunately, it appears he’s reverted to the denial he bore when I first came to Lynan. In time I’m sure they’ll return to sense, but for now, we’re on our own.”

“Which is of no help to Elaria.”

“No, it’s not.”

“It’s February,” Rhyan said after a lengthy pause. “She’s been home eight weeks and nothing has changed.”

“I know.”

“She’s avoiding me, avoiding you—how much longer can this go on?”

“Until she’s ready to share her secrets.”

“I can’t bear this.” Rhyan thrust himself onto his feet with a grunt of frustration. “Every day I watch her sinking deeper into that damned mire,” he growled, crossing to lean on the wide window sill, his scowl blackening further as rogue snowflakes scattered in the wind. “Did you know she’s not using her sensing skill?”

Solomon frowned at Rhyan’s taut shoulders. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. And not even hiding it anymore. She asked me twice yesterday if I knew where her mother was.” Rhyan’s exasperation clouded the diamonds of glass in the leaded pane. “Tell me; has she taken a spellcraft lesson with you yet?”

“No. She’s been claiming she’s too tired.”

“I suspected as much.” Rhyan turned from the darkening afternoon to face Solomon. “She’s denying her skills. What is it you call that?”

“Shadowing.” Solomon scrambled through memories of what little time he’d shared with Elaria in the past two months. To his horror, he realised he had indeed missed the subtle clues of how she’d blocked her gifts.

“If it continues, I’m scared we’ll never get her back.”

From beyond the room, the faint clang of the courtyard bell announced the hour. Solomon vacated his chair to gather heat into his clothes before facing the outdoors again. Elaria had been shadowing with such proficiency it had escaped his attention entirely. The realisation settled upon him with the weight of a sodden, cold cloak, negating the stove’s warmth. “How did I neglect to see it?” 

“I had too, until last week.”

“We need to take a firmer stance,” he decided. “I'll insist she take a spellcraft lesson, or practice with the orb. She can only deflect the orb with her sensing skill. Such a lesson would force her to use it again.”

“She’ll say no.”

“I can say no too.”

Rhyan gave a dry laugh. “This is Elaria we’re talking about. Since when did insisting she do anything ever work?”

“Which is my point. She’s hiding out with the knowledge we’ll be gentle on her, so we do the opposite.”

“Not we.” Rhyan shook his head against the suggestion. “I need her to know I’m on her side and that she can talk to me when she’s ready. She hardly says a word as it is these days, to have her push me further away would be too dangerous.”

“How about a gentle nudge, then?”

“A very gentle nudge,” Rhyan pleaded. “And not today. There was another blazing row over Beth this morning.”

“Again? I’ve asked the queen to leave that damned subject be. Why will that woman not take any counsel?”

“Because, as you said; she wants to control everything.” Rhyan plucked his waistcoat off the back of the chair. “And in the process is ignoring how her daughter is pretending Hannah is not dead, is guilt-ridden over the loss of life in Lynan, and tormented by whatever happened with the Higher Council. All we need now is for her to start another round of her damned match-making nonsense.”

With Rhyan’s concentration aimed at closing the buttons on his waistcoat, he missed Solomon’s wince at the mention of match-making. The queen was impervious to advice at the moment, but somehow he had to make her understand how attempting to shoehorn her daughter into a relationship was inappropriate at this point. “I’ll try again,” he promised. 

“May luck be with you.” Rhyan tugged his waistcoat into place with a sharp jerk. “Elaria needs good news,” he said, “just one little piece of good news. Is that too much to ask?”

“Until Charlie can visit, we must find something else to brighten her mood.”

“I don’t think a ball is the answer,” Rhyan replied, strapping his scabbard across his hips, “and with Luke and Beth slow to commit to a date, I can’t even offer that as a consolation. I’d ask Luke why, but to be honest, I’m afraid of his reply.”

“It’s Beth,” Solomon revealed as Rhyan opened the door and a blast of icy air smacked their faces. “She’s worried the queen will relieve her of Hannah’s duties.” 

“Why?”

“She fears Elaria’s insistence will eventually pay off. If she’s to be dismissed, she doesn’t want to plan for a wedding celebration.”

“There’s no fear of the queen dismissing Beth,” Rhyan assured, trailing him down the stairs, “she’s as stubborn as her daughter.”

Once across the stable-yard they were quick to shove the back door shut against the chilling wind. The comforting scent of bread and biscuits met their nostrils as they walked along the passageway and Solomon slowed at the kitchen doorway, unable to resist whatever delights Megan might have ready. 

“One day at a time,” he offered to assuage their continuing failures. “Let’s be positive about the ball. At least the queen is returning to form.”

Not caring for Solomon’s hope or the baked treats Megan had cooling on the table, Rhyan strode away, his reply lost in a mumble holding no optimism. 

“I have to agree,” Solomon muttered after him.
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Solomon returned to his chambers with warm ginger cookies bundled in a linen napkin. Once tipped into the earthenware biscuit jar, he moved his attention to the fire, a flick of wrist renewing the flames after he’d nestled a log amongst the glowing embers. Winter had taken root in Lynan, leaving him ache for the warmth of sun on his skin. A trip beyond the castle meant bundling oneself against the harsh winds or driving rain, and with one bitter week dragging into another, his longing for balmy summer evenings with windows flung wide, grew more desperate.  

Deciding to delay his task further by making tea, he ignored the mounds of research littering the round table at the opposite end of the room. He skirted it with a grimace, sweeping past the bookcases lining the wall, the contents of one spilling onto the wooden floor when his determined search for a specific scroll that morning had him too harried to hunt with a neat hand. 

Solomon paid no heed to the mess as he gathered a mug and the teapot from his burdened dresser. As much as the king and queen’s denial frustrated him, he admired their capacity to so staunchly shove the truth aside. There were a thousand other truths he’d rather face than the current, but piecing together what he could about Ozul remained an unavoidable horror. 

Not long after their return from the First Realm, Solomon wrote his account of Jarrod’s final moments in the forest above the valley. Jarrod had revealed little of Ozul’s supposed whereabouts, but hearing the sorcerer’s name had been enough for Solomon to understand a far greater evil than Jarrod and Lorcan combined coveted Elaria; Ozul’s involvement declared Elaria faced an adversary more treacherous than any of them had imagined. 

The teapot lid rattled in Solomon’s shaky grasp, finding its place with a clatter before he could flex the tremble from his fingers. Why Ozul raised such negative emotion, he couldn’t understand. He’d never met the man, yet any utterance of the sorcerer’s name sent a chill through his being. What scant information garnered from his scrolls and journals afforded no help, but only further confused him when he learned that spending anything more than an hour on the subject stirred a nameless sensation, one that rose to grip him with anxiety. Reluctant to experience it again, he dallied by stirring the pot and filling his mug before approaching the table. 

In order to glean additional information on Ozul, Solomon needed to leave Lynan. But his predicament lay in Elaria’s state of mind. Although he feared his absence wouldn’t even register with her, subjecting her to the king and queen’s company without his supervision was too dangerous. For all he knew, he could arrive home to find Elaria engaged—or wed, if the queen was clever enough. For now, he’d have to pick through his own records, hoping he’d discover a clue aiming him in the right direction. 

Solomon poked at a scroll, his reluctance to begin raising a sigh. Laughable as it was, he almost missed Lorcan. He’d been a simple foe, one who craved power and dominance. This had always allowed Solomon anticipate his moves with some ease. Ozul, however, had hundreds of years on Lorcan. He slunk in and out of history, his ability to manipulate events before disappearing ahead of unrest, a well-honed skill. 

Documents held recorded sightings of Ozul in Bulgaria during World War I, while suppositions on his gains as the Great Depression ravaged Europe filled numerous paragraphs. More recent scrolls referenced further encounters in Germany towards the end of World War II, and once Solomon accessed the Council’s Depository, he suspected the trail of dates would lead him straight to present day. 

It wasn’t ludicrous to suppose Ozul hid in the Tenth Realm. When Lorcan destroyed the Council’s seal with Elaria’s blood, he had left the realm free for rogue Gatekeepers to enter. With no allocated Gatekeeper to secure the portal, only the gods knew what beings hopped in and out of the orphan Gate. Kane’s assurances of the seal’s replacement offered some comfort, but if a rogue had already gained access, the Council’s plug was of little use. 

Solomon blew on his tea, silently chastising himself. He could now appreciate Elaria’s grousing whenever he announced a history lesson. The sooner you begin, the sooner you’ll finish, he always told her, and heeding his own advice, set his mug down to drag a seat to the table. 

With his mind frazzled from the earlier frustrations with Elaria’s parents, he decided to spend only half an hour scrutinising the accounts on the ageing papyrus. But even as he reached out to pluck the first scroll from the pile, his skin prickled, standing his hair on end. An unwelcome return of unease slid through his bones. 

“What in the gods?” he murmured, scrubbing his arms to rid himself of the foreboding. 

Perhaps decades of warning tales nested deeper in his unconscious than he realised. Or perhaps this unpleasantness was something more. Not willing or able to consider what that might be, Solomon unfurled the manuscript and got to work. 
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Luke held station outside the king and queen’s chambers when Rhyan arrived. Marcus stood guard too, the murmur of his and Luke’s chatter blending with the hammering from the floor above as repair works continued. The corridor stretching into darkness behind Marcus remained cordoned off. Heavy sheets hung to keep the sparse heat in and fine dust out, but as the drapes stirred in a draught, cool air slipped through, followed by a puff of fresh sawdust.  

“I hear talk of a ball,” Rhyan said once they shared greetings. 

“Thanks be to the lords for it too.” Marcus blew into his cupped hands. He and Luke both wore their outdoor coats to stay warm in the breezy corridor. Megan sent up hot drinks every hour, but until the upstairs windows were replaced, little could be done about the chill. “It’s high time there was a celebration around here,” he added. “We barely marked Imbolc.”

“Is Her Highness pleased?” Rhyan asked Luke. He’d been with Elaria since the announcement and would know what atmosphere lingered beyond the thick wooden doors he and Marcus flanked. 

Luke tipped his head from one side to the other suggesting neither yes nor no. “A little, perhaps.”

“Has there been any further discussion about Beth?”

Marcus wagged a finger. “Do not poke that hornet’s nest. It’s a never-ending loop of ‘you will take a maid’ and ‘I will not take a maid’. They’re each as stubborn as the other.”

“What does the king say?”

“He wonders what the fuss is about,” Luke replied, hands curled around a mug. “But he declared the decision is Elaria’s which he now regrets saying.”

Marcus failed to notice Rhyan’s frown. “He’s hidden himself in his office for the day,” he grinned. 

“Wise man,” Luke joked, drinking the last of his tea. 

Rhyan once thought the same of the king, but his conversation with Solomon had changed that opinion. Without his common sense prevailing in the castle, the queen held free rein to make ridiculous decisions, none of which benefited Elaria. There was a time when the king’s word was final. Rhyan hoped it would soon return. 

“My queen is taking a ride in half an hour,” Marcus announced. “Perhaps the princess would like to join her?”

Surprise lifted Rhyan’s eyebrows. The queen’s mood certainly had changed. She hadn’t ridden in months, and now on the same day she chose to resume one of her favourite activities, she had also decided to throw a ball. “What’s brought this about?” 

Marcus and Luke shared a shrug as if they’d been picking apart the question themselves for the last while. “I don’t know,” Marcus admitted, “but I’ll welcome it. We could all do with getting outside, despite the inclement weather.”

“It’s snowing again,” Rhyan warned. 

Marcus tutted as he bent to pick up the tray with their collection of empty mugs. “That puts an end to that plan so.” 

“It’s not falling heavy yet. If you go soon, you might get an hour.”

With Luke free to leave, Marcus passed him the tray and asked him to tell Raymond the horses required saddling. Rhyan requested he check the grain orders too. Maths had never been his strength. If poor weather closed the road to Lynan, he needed to be sure enough grain lay in store to keep the castle and stable occupants fed. 

“I’ll check them immediately.” For fear of suffering an empty belly, Luke hurried away. 

Rhyan knocked, entering when the queen called approval. 

Afternoon light faltered under an oppressive sky where Elaria sat facing the window, her chin propped in her palm as she stared far beyond the bleak view. Despite a cheery fire filling the grate, its dancing flames accentuating the warm golden tones in the room’s decor, the grey outdoors pressed against the expanse of glass, threatening to swamp the room in melancholy. Rhyan came to the side of her chair, resting one hand on her shoulder to announce his arrival. She stirred from her thoughts, his presence surprising her. 

“Is it three o’clock already?”

“It is, Your Highness.”

“Oh.” 

Rhyan waited as she returned to the present, remembering the book on her lap. She didn’t bother marking the open page, but closed the cover before leaving it on the table beside an untouched serving of tea and biscuits. Troubled sleep obscured life from her eyes as she swung her attention across the room. Rhyan had noticed how stress darkened the crescents below her lower lashes further every day. Some mornings he needed a second check to reassure himself they weren’t bruises. She had lost weight too, its absence all the more pronounced when she carried little of it to start. 

“Mother, it’s three o’clock,” she stated. 

“Yes, dear. I heard.” The muffled reply came from where the queen sat at her writing bureau, head bent as her quill scratched with furious intent. 

“Will I see you and father at dinner?”

“If your father’s meeting is done, yes.” The quill paused as she turned in the chair to address her daughter. “I’ll make a decision on your gown later. I’m still torn between green and blue.” 

“Blue would be nice,” Elaria offered, crossing the room. Her comment held no enthusiasm and when the queen suggested they should also consider yellow, Elaria’s agreement came with the same detached tone. 

They walked in silence from her mother’s chambers, Elaria’s anxious fingers fidgeting with her bracelet. Solomon had added a kunzite crystal last month, hoping its calming properties would help, but as she rolled the pale opaque sphere between her thumb and forefinger, her thickening frown indicated no relief. 

In a bid to tug her momentarily from her angst, Rhyan gave her a conspiratorial nudge. “So, a ball.”

“Yes.” Elaria surfaced with a blink, her darting eyes suggesting she hadn’t realised they’d already reached the floor below. “A Spring Ball.”

“What’s the occasion?” 

“Who knows? I suppose it’s a good idea.” Her fingers ceased their worrying. 

“Your mother seems in better form.”

Elaria hummed her suspicion of the fact. 

Rhyan smiled down at where she walked beside him, her gaze directed ahead. It was rare she looked him straight in the eye these days. “You don’t agree?”

“Oh, I agree. I just wish I knew why.”

“Maybe there is no reason.”

“Hmm,” she repeated.

Of course there was a reason. No doubt they’d soon learn what it was too. “Would you like to take a ride with her before it gets dark?”

“No, thank you. That snow is down for the evening. I’d rather stay indoors.”

“As you wish.” 

That ended their conversation. They arrived at her chambers where a blazing fire crackled, returning her earlier scowl. Beth had also picked through her wardrobe as ordered. Several gowns hung from a rail in the dressing room, awaiting the queen’s approval. Elaria glared at the selection and swung the door shut with a mutter. 

Beth had done more than light a fire and choose gowns. As Rhyan glanced around the tidy room, he cursed the queen’s stubbornness. Without saying a word, Elaria retreated to the dayroom to stand at the window, her fists bunched as she folded her arms and stared out at the white-dusted gardens. 

“Elaria, perhaps—,” he began, but she cut across him with a gentle request to be left alone for a while. “Yes, Your Highness.” Rhyan bowed to her tensed shoulders, his heart clenching against her suffering as he returned to his post outside. 

With his shoulders to the wall, Rhyan kicked the heel of his boot on repeat against the stone base. He’d never felt so damned useless in his life. Elaria needed more than his lame conversation, hurried walks through the freezing gardens or afternoons flicking through dull picture books in the library. She required action, his action. Whoever placed this torment upon her deserved to meet with his blade—not that his sword held any threat for the Higher Council, but it might at least make them aware of her distressed state. Solomon should have travelled to them weeks ago. If anyone possessed the right to question the Council it was he. Surely they’d reveal to him what had happened once they understood his concerns for the princess? 

With a low grunt, he decided to pace instead. Solomon’s insistence they bide their time was as useful as a glass hammer. Rhyan’s training hadn’t taught him to bide time. Delaying did nothing more than allow Elaria sink deeper into her troubles. Movement, reaction and response were what he knew, not waiting to see, standing by to hear, allowing others decide as his princess slipped further from him every day. He itched to grab the main offender, whoever it might be, and shake them by their neck. 

Hearing the all-too-familiar narrative of his thoughts, Rhyan ceased his back and forth over the polished boards. 

Opposite Elaria’s door, a shelf holding a comically bulbous vase hung in the alcove. Until last autumn, it had displayed a statuette of a rearing horse. Elaria often commented that its clunky appearance suggested a drunk hand had carved it, so when he found the horse replaced, it hadn’t come as a surprise. 

‘It’s just as ugly as the carving,’ Elaria had told him, grimacing at the rose-patterned ornament, ‘but far more useful. Put your hand inside.’

Rhyan followed the request. A flutter of pages met his fingertips, and he pulled out a book. 

‘I don’t know how you or any of the others can bear to hover out here with nothing to do but stare at the walls and floor. There’s room for at least three books in there, so hide whatever you like. Just ensure my mother never finds out.’

The Call of the Wild appeared from the vase neck. Although it would have satisfied him more to fling Saul’s book at the wall in the hope it would alleviate a fraction of his frustration, Rhyan resisted the urge. With his back settled to stone he opened the cover instead, sighing against his bitter surrender to Solomon’s advice. 
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With the ball arranged for the first Saturday in March, Elaria realised that in her incapacity to remain present in any conversation, she had missed the motivation behind the year’s inaugural social event. She warned herself to stay alert in company going forward—her mother’s in particular. On one hand, the return of a brighter mood came as a relief; the queen’s overwrought paranoia and wish to control every breath Elaria took drove her demented, but on the other, Elaria knew something likely to cause suffering had prompted this cheeriness. What that might be, her overloaded mind hadn’t the ability to consider.  

Hidden away in the crow’s nest of the library, Elaria perched on a narrow windowsill, contemplating the miserable weather. Snow flurries came and went each day with no sign of snowdrops or daffodils breaking through the icy blanket. Thomas promised her the gardens were merely slumbering later than usual after the harsh winter, and she hoped he was right. The spring before she’d been born didn’t see daffodils appearing until March he’d told her, so there was plenty of time yet. Despite his assurances, she continued to think otherwise. 

Megan appeared in the stable-yard. Candles had arrived for the ball and she made the driver wait as she checked each box with diligence to ensure the cart journey hadn’t damaged any of the slim, delicate tapers. Beth came to help. She and Megan worked together, digging through straw-packed boxes to lift out the yellow stalks. 

The sight of Beth where Hannah once stood by Megan’s side tightened Elaria’s throat, but before she could suppress the emotion by returning to the book on her knee, Luke crossed the yard to land a quick kiss on his sweetheart’s cheek. The simple act softened Elaria’s tension, and she smiled at his attempt to draw Beth into his arms. Megan tried to shoo him off, her flapping hands throwing out threats, but Luke whisked Beth aside and spun his wife-to-be into a waltz over the cobbles. With Beth dizzy and laughing, he returned her to Megan, missing a slap to his head by an inch. 

Elaria angled herself away from their distractions, smiling as she skipped down the page to where she’d left off the previous night. Already half way through Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, she found her place with Elizabeth Bennett once more. 

A sudden and horrifying realisation came as she read the scene. “Mother!” she wailed, slamming the book shut. “For the love of—.” Furious to have missed the obvious, Elaria resisted the urge to fling the book across the room. “The bloody Earl of Wherever the damned town is! Elaria, you fool!” 
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