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  Prologue




  The silent assassin stayed within the shadows of the full moon as he scaled the ivy wall. Two sentries lay dead at the bottom of the ancient stone barricade, their throats sliced from ear to ear, and staring eyes reflecting the surprise of death. He perched atop the stone structure, seeing his first target. A young man with short dark hair, his features soft as a woman’s, stood outside the second floor balcony, taking in the warm evening breeze: a man of seemingly no consequence, just another wealthy son of a baron. However, the assassin knew of his crimes. Hawk-like he eyed his prey. Slowly removing the Yaye bow from between his shoulders, he slid a lethally-designed arrow from a sleek doe-skin quiver fastened to the small of his back. The tip of the bolt was constructed of three razor-sharp serrated blades, each raised point resembling an eagle’s talon that could rip through flesh and crush bone. He notched the arrow as he watched a female join his target on the balcony. A long auburn-haired beauty in her early twenties or so, the assassin estimated. She was a voluptuous woman, wearing only a small linen towel tied in a knot around her waist. She offered the young man a goblet of wine along with a suggestive smile. The assassin would have to kill them both in order to save time. Besides, she was no better than the devil she was bedding. He smoothly drew back the bow string with care until it reached his lower lip. His breaths were slow and rhythmic. Relaxed, his heart rate slowed, waiting like a predator just before the kill. As the couple kissed, the arrow penetrated the back skull of his target and lodged deep into the eye of the female. Both slumped to the balcony floor without a whisper. The assassin slung his Yaye bow and followed the partition to another overhang where he jumped across to the dead lovers. He removed one of his short swords as he entered the bedroom, which was illuminated only by the low orange glow of a small fire. He was alone. He pulled the bodies inside and removed his bolt from the skull of the young man with a short twist and powerful jerk. This assassin was careful not to leave any trace of evidence behind. He replaced the arrow in his quiver, then closed and locked the balcony doors.




  Now he had to search for the private quarters of his second target, the father of the man he’d just killed. Opening the bedroom door, checking down each direction of the dimly lit hall, the assassin heard echoing voices from the downstairs foyer. He peered between the banisters and saw the silhouette of a woman moving up the stairs. With a light foot he padded swiftly down the hall, finding the door to the master bedroom locked. He pried the bolt-latch free, and the door squeaked loudly as it sprang open. Startled awake, the marked man sat upright in bed, trying to adjust his eyes in the dim light of a small oil lantern on a bedside table. It created a dim amber aura within the opulence of the room. The older man screamed when he saw the dark figure approaching from the shadows, his eyes widening, jaw dropping when he witnessed the assassin’s face.




  “You!” he cried out in a trembling voice. “You should be a dead man!”




  “I am only a ghost, Graton. Die knowing that your son joins you in hell,” the assassin replied in a calm whisper, thrusting his short sword through the exposed throat of the old man. His unforgiving dark eyes watched Graton’s life blood spill down his chest, staining his silken robe red. With a sardonic grin, the assassin seemed to take pleasure in Graton’s terror-filled eyes.




  Hearing screams, the victim’s wife rushed into the room. In an instant she saw both the shadow of a man standing over Graton, and the result of his work, her husband’s gaping neck wound. Peering hard into the killer’s face, she saw eyes that were ice, dark and malevolent. As she brushed past him, running to her beloved Graton, the cold-blooded assassin swiftly left the room. She sat next to Graton’s body, finding it difficult to breathe. Seconds later her body slumped next to her husband’s corpse and she died with a puzzled, open stare. During the excitement she’d been unable to feel the assassin’s poison-tipped dagger enter just below her heart. The blade was thin and razor sharp.




  The dark assassin slipped away into the night, unnoticed by the other sentries walking the perimeter of the grounds.




  Chapter 1




  Aye, this one is very stubborn, Keenan thought, as he grasped the whisky-brown leather reins just a little tighter. He gently pulled the mare’s head back and whispered in her ear, “I know that you’re a mule-headed girl but I always win in the end.” Just then she reared back, bucking him from the saddle and onto the ground for the third time this late afternoon. “Fine,” Keenan conceded with an irritated laugh. Dusting himself off, he removed some thistle from his deer-skin leggings. “I promise—you will let me ride you, Becky.” He stroked her between the ears. “We’ll continue tomorrow, eh?” It was getting late in the day and Keenan knew he had to head back to camp soon.




  The sun was setting over Minok and the horizon was a cobalt blue with streaming pink hues. There was a warming breeze from the west and Keenan rested on a butternut tree stump for a few moments to admire the sky. The view was breathtaking from these heights. Never-ending tall pines seemed to stretch to the heavens while a gently-flowing stream cut a winding path through the woods below. On nights like these Keenan’s thoughts often drifted back to his childhood in the Highlands. Although his recollections were somewhat blurry, he always remembered his mother’s caring smile and loving arms. Keenan was nineteen now and he hadn’t seen his mother, Danielle McGregor, since the age of five. A dark shroud blocked his memory of that fateful day.




  He’d never seen his father’s face. His mother had always told him that his father died as a decorated solider in the Highland Guard just before his birth. Johan Vars and Brom Hoden were his only family now. Vars had raised him like a son since the separation from his mother so many years ago. Keenan wished and hoped that Danielle was still alive and waiting for him in the Highlands, but deep down he knew that was not to be. There was an eternal sadness within Keenan and a hole in his heart that could never be filled, or so he thought.




  It was almost pitch black now as Keenan neared camp. A crescent-shaped silver moon helped him navigate his way through the darkness as he eased his mount down the slope of the hill. He saw the welcome sight of campfires glowing in the distance and could smell a faint odor of stewed meats in the air. Although the trail was wider near camp, he was forced to walk Becky around a downed moss-covered log blocking the path. He couldn’t risk attempting the jump with Becky because she still needed breaking. He led the fickle beast around the obstruction and felt a sharp, piercing pain in his left calf. Keenan instantly blanched as he saw a serpent, fangs buried deep in his flesh, still dangling from the back of his leg. He grabbed a bone-hilt dagger from his belt and in one swift movement sliced the snake’s head from its body. He thrust the blade side of the dagger into the snake’s mouth and pried it from the back of his calf. Keenan knew he was in trouble when his leg began to swell immediately. He’d learned at an early age that there was only one snake in these parts, the deadly Green-Back Viper. He’d seen grown men die within minutes of being bitten. Sweat poured off of his body as he crawled onto the mare. His body grew weak, his head began to spin, and a sudden urge to vomit swept over him while he was righting himself in the saddle. The deadly venom was racing through his blood-stream with every movement.




  “Becky, I need help, girl, get me home,” Keenan whispered nervously, giving her a light tap on her rump. Becky made good time as she galloped towards camp. This time she didn’t buck or fight with her rider, almost as though sensing his despair.




  * * * *




  Johan Vars was well into his fifties, with medium-length salt-and-pepper hair matching the color of his finely-trimmed beard. His deep-set midnight-blue eyes commanded a certain respect, and bespoke a warrior’s wisdom. A thin scar above his left eye and another jagged scar just under his chin undoubtedly told the tale of old battles. Johan Vars stood about six foot, with thick shoulders and a lean frame. Even though he was getting on in years, he kept himself fit by religiously training and running the steep hills behind the camp. He stoked the fire with a slender branch of pine while Brom Hoden stirred a large copper pot brimming with beef and barley stew. Vars was the first to see the mare, Becky, approaching from the darkness.




  “Aye, boy, were you able to break in that mule-headed mare you call a horse?” Vars shouted out to the young man.




  He was unable to see Keenan slumped over the saddle until the mare trotted into the low glow of the camp fire. He rushed to Keenan and lowered him down next to the warming blaze with the help of big Brom.




  “A viper,” Keenan barely voiced, struggling for breath. He pointed to his calf and Vars ripped the trouser leg, exposing the wound. It was already red, swollen, and oozing with poison. Having dealt with the Green-Back Viper, Johan Vars knew that the poison was lethal. He unsheathed his curved deer-antler handle dagger and punctured the wound, hoping to extract some of the venom. He wrapped a leather strap around the top of Keenan’s knee, twisting it with a small twig to slow the movement of poisoned blood.




  “Brom, I need you to hurry to the guards’ barracks and request one of the queen’s healers,” Johan Vars said with a desperate look upon his face. “The lad does not have long to live. Tell the guards that the Highland horseman was struck by a viper.”




  The big man didn’t say it, but he believed Keenan was as good as dead. He also knew that even though his friend, Keenan, needed help and quickly, Queen Shelia would never allow one of the royal healers to mend a slave.




  Brom Hoden was a hulking figure standing six feet four inches tall and weighing two hundred and seventy pounds, with the strength of an ox. His heart was as large as the man himself, his unquestionable loyalty was with Johan Vars and Keenan. He wouldn’t hesitate to lay down his life for those two men. He was a blacksmith by trade, and had been captured five years earlier by the Minok Empire. Still a blacksmith, only now he was forced to forge weapons for his enemy, the Minok Empire.




  Brom hastened to the guards’ barracks, even though he knew it would be foolhardy to request a healer. He thought he’d be disciplined just for asking the slave guards for assistance with any slave matters. Slaves were treated less fairly than the cattle or other precious live stock. At the front gate of the barracks, four heavily armed Imperial Legion slave guards barred Brom’s entry to the compound.




  “What is your business here, slave?” Captain Saviero shouted, his voice deep and grating.




  The captain appeared to be in his early forties and was balding. His oversized pot belly preventing him from wearing his breastplate. He was responsible for the head count every morning before the slaves started their daily duties. Last winter Saviero executed two barbarian slaves who’d attempted to escape. He had the two unlucky souls whipped, then drawn and quartered in view of the entire camp. The gruesome and brutal death served as a highly effective deterrent. Being a slave guard wasn’t an honor; in fact, the Imperial Legion Infantry and Dark Knights looked down upon the task and those who performed it. They were respected less than the local goat herders.




  Only soldiers who could no longer fight effectively or who’d committed crimes against the Minok Empire were stationed at the slave camp for guard duty. Saviero’s downfall was his propensity for gambling and insatiable appetite for married women. He was assigned as a slave guard after he’d bedded Geoff’s wife just before the Battle of Drykupas, over twenty years ago. It was a tribal war on Minok lands, involving three of the most dominant clans. The Empire of Minok nearly eradicated the tribal peoples, driving them east into the Highlands and north past the Null River. Geoff at the time was a chief officer of the Imperial Guard. Now he was the senior military advisor to King Herculitus and Queen Shelia Toron of Minok.




  “Excuse the intrusion, Captain Saviero, but Johan Vars requests a healer for Keenan, the Highlander horseman. He was just bitten by a Green-Back Viper and is on the verge of death,” Brom explained while resting his hands on his knees and panting heavily.




  Saviero approached Brom and inspected the giant. “You should not have come here, Brom, asking such things,” he said. “You are nothing more than a barbarian slave and have no authority to request a healer. They are solely for the king’s soldiers. You should have an understanding of this.”




  Saviero gave a signal and three of the Imperial Legion slave guards violently shoved Brom to the ground and kicked him repeatedly in the ribs with their steel-toed boots and armored shin guards. Brom’s side ripped open and his blood spilled onto the rocky ground. The big man didn’t fight back, although he knew he could overpower three out-of-shape and somewhat elderly guards. To fight back or attempt to defend himself would mean public flogging or execution. Neither of those options really suited Brom. Saviero raised his hand after seeing one of the overzealous guards remove a sword from his scabbard. They ceased the beating immediately, leaving Brom bloodied and bruised.




  “Take our barbarian friend here to the dungeon. Maybe a few weeks there will refresh his memory and he will remember his place as an ignorant slave,” Saviero ordered while peering down at the massive specimen of a man.




  Two of the guards shackled Brom’s ankles and wrists, then shoved him toward the dungeon. In fear of another beating, Brom hung his head low and said no more, quelling the anger stirring inside him.




  Tidlund was the second in command at the slave camp. He was much older than Saviero and his age brought with it greater wisdom. He lowered his voice and patted the Captain on the shoulder. “It may not be the worst idea to at least inform Jeezeb or Palus of this Keenan boy’s condition. I believe Princess Eliana took a shining to the lad last summer. He is also quite gifted in breaking in the wild horses for the king’s army.”




  Saviero stood silent for a moment, rubbing the sides of his head in thought. “Fine, I will inform Palus. I don’t care for Jeezeb’s shifty eyes, and there is something about him I don’t like.”




  Jeezeb was Queen Shelia’s personal servant, who catered to her every whim. In many ways, he knew more about the Kingdom of Minok and inner workings of government than the Queen herself. Palus shared the same duties as Jeezeb, only recently being assigned to Princess Eliana.




  * * * *




  Queen Shelia’s beauty was beyond earthly compare. Her wavy, jet-black hair was pulled taut into a jeweled clasp, but it would have reached to the middle of her back if she let it fall. She wore a pale blue silk gown that hugged her body and accentuated her flawless form. Her large, captivating, emerald-green eyes and rounded red lips gave her features a soft and almost innocent look. She was reclining on her favorite divan in her private quarters while Abby, a chambermaid, rubbed her feet soothingly. Two large windows were open, with the gold and red drapes drawn back, letting in the fresh twilight air. The queen’s private quarters were on the fourth floor of the castle, giving her a bird’s-eye view of the entire Minok grounds.




  “That’s enough, Abby, my feet feel much better now,” said Queen Shelia. She took another sip of her spiced Lakum, a strong alcohol with fruity overtones, made from fermented bayberry fruit and coriander seeds. Setting the ornate goblet on the table where three apple-scented candles burned, she wiggled her shoulders free and pulled her arms through the sleeves of the silken gown. She slipped the gown down to her waist, exposing her back, and laid front down on the soft, beige sealskin sofa. Abby began massaging the queen’s supple back, and working her fingers deep into her shoulders. Shelia released a faint sigh and relaxed her entire body as Abby’s hands descended to the middle of her back. Jeezeb entered the queen’s quarters and sat on a deep leather chair adjacent to her.




  “Well, my Queen, you know King Herculitus would not approve of having the games when he is gone,” Jeezeb said plainly, while watching Abby rub the queen’s half-naked body. He inwardly desired the queen and had for many years, but he’d never had the courage to act on his urges.




  “My husband will be away on the campaign for some months, and I grow increasingly bored every passing day. Herculitus and I have not seen eye to eye for many years, and no doubt he is doing what pleases him while he is away.”




  “Yes, my Queen—I am only concerned about you. Herculitus is very powerful and is favored among the people. He will be furious if you hold the gladiator games without victory in hand,” Jeezeb warned as he bowed his head in respect for Queen Shelia.




  “I will hear no more of it. The citizens of the Minok Empire deserve the games. I deserve the games,” Shelia contested. Abby continued working her lower back during the discussion. Oftentimes Abby would overhear many important strategies, but she was taught at a very early age to ignore it. “Besides, my dear Jeezeb, the games will take their minds off the pending war in the north and give the feeble-minded peasants something to cheer about. I no longer care what Herculitus thinks.”




  “Yes, my Queen, I shall make all the preparations for the games by week’s end.”




  Shelia stared at Jeezeb and gave him a sultry smirk with her full lips. “Thank you. I can always count on my Jeezeb to get things done,” she said in a soft voice, nearly falling asleep from Abby’s magical touch.




  Jeezeb Luxarian appeared to be in his upper forties with calico eyes, and a small beard beneath his lower lip resembling an inverted pyramid. His bald head always seemed to reflect against the flickering flames within the castle. Jeezeb was shorter than the Queen Shelia and always wore elaborate nobleman’s clothing with a flamboyant flair. He saw the good and evil in Queen Shelia. Still, he always admired her dominant personality, taste in art, and interest in the latest fashions. They had many commonalities that drew him closer to her.




  Jeezeb recalled one cold winter day when he accompanied the queen to the market district, and the carriage almost collided with a peasant girl wandering the streets. The girl was no more than twelve years of age and wearing nothing more than torn rags and threadbare material on her shoulders. She was half frozen and very thin from lack of nutrition, most likely days away from her last real meal. The queen ordered the carriage to stop and called for the girl to approach. She gave the young girl her bear fur coat and five gold pieces. Jeezeb remembered the look in the peasant girl’s eyes when the Queen of Minok showed her kindness that day. It was a rare moment, but one Jeezeb found to be joyous.




  He then recalled one of the Queen’s more sinister moments when Aron, one of her dining room servants, was caught stealing heirlooms and fine jewelry from Minok Castle. Queen Shelia had Aron tied to the wooden posts in the middle of the town square and stripped of his clothing. Aron stood alone in the cold for two days until the queen personally took the bull-whip to him. The bull-whip was finely weaved leather with three small lead balls tethered to the end for added devastation. It was designed to pierce the skin and tear flesh. After the third lash of the whip against Aron’s bare back, he started screaming and begging for mercy. More and more citizens gathered to watch. Jeezeb recalled the blood spraying from Aron’s open wounds across Queen Shelia’s face. He could see the queen was enjoying the deafening sound of his screams, and watched her as with a wicked grin she licked Aron’s blood from her moist lips. She continued whipping Aron until his tortured pleas and cries for mercy ceased. He died two days later from blood loss and infection. Yes, Jeezeb thought, the gladiator games will satisfy the Queen’s bloodlust.




  * * * *




  Princess Eliana Toron, the daughter of Queen Shelia and King Herculitus, was in the great library studying the ancient history of Akkadia when Palus entered the room. “My apologies, Princess, for the intrusion—the slave guards bring word of a dying barbarian slave.”




  “Go on, Palus,” Eliana said as she snapped shut the Akkadian history book.




  “Saviero reports that the Highland Horseman has been bitten by a viper and requires a healer.”




  “Do you mean Keenan who works at the stables?”




  “I believe so, princess.”




  “Of course, find a healer and bring Keenan to the infirmary at once.”




  Palus nodded, gave a deep bow, and swiftly exited the library.




  Eliana had grown very fond of Keenan when she had him tame three horses for her last spring. Her thoughts drifted back to when they rode together near Wilhelm farms. The spring air had been refreshing and a light wind from the south made it a perfect day for riding. Eliana had chosen a fairly new stallion that day against Keenan’s better judgment. During the ride, Thor, Princess Eliana’s magnificent white stallion, became spooked when a large herd of deer darted across their path. Thor had sprinted directly towards Drover Cliffs, a half-mile past Wilhelm Farms. Keenan had raced to catch up as Princess Eliana frantically but unsuccessfully fought to slow Thor by drawing back the reins.




  Keenan had eventually grabbed Princess Eliana, arms encircling her waist, and pulled her clear of the mount just before Thor jumped down a deep ravine to his crushing death. If it hadn’t been for Keenan’s heroics on that day the Princess would have certainly suffered the same fate. She remembered gazing into Keenan’s large brown eyes after he saved her, and yearning for a kiss. The Princess believed she had a stupid girlish crush on the barbarian, so she hid her feelings and never revealed it to him or anyone else. She knew that it would disgrace the Minok Empire if a princess favored a barbarian slave from the Highlands. It would bring shame to her mother and father, and the repercussions would have been severe.




  The next few days following the almost fatal incident, Princess Eliana and Keenan had talked at length about many things. She remembered his sense of humor and how he always made her smile at his melancholy antics. Keenan had been light-hearted, treating her with utmost respect.




  That was last spring and she’d since stayed away from the stables in order to avoid him. She couldn’t afford to have any fervent feelings for a barbarian slave. Hearing Keenan’s name again brought back the faded memories, and the Princess didn’t understand why she felt a sense of fear and dread pulling at her heart.




  Princess Eliana acted with an obvious sense of urgency as she made her way to the infirmary, located on the east side of the citadel. A healer had already been notified and was sitting near one of the treatment tables, grinding up herbs for an anti-venom elixir. The aroma of thyme, rosebuds, and ginger perfumed the air and filled the senses. The healer also had three walnut bowls setting next to the work table. The first was filled with volcanic ash from the Benula Mountains. The second contained warm sunflower oil, and the third was filled with fresh spring water from the Null River valley. Palus brought in some warm linen towels and placed them near the foot of the infirmary cot. With a thin mattress of cotton on top of slats of pine, the bed was not made for comfort. It was mainly used as an operating table for injured soldiers of the Minok army.




  The healer was known as Jade. She and her brother, Tamrin, were both Light Elf healers from the eastern edge of the Shadow Wood Forest just north of the Null River. The Light Elves were neutral in human affairs. Their colony had never been ruled by kings or queens from any nation and they claimed no allegiance. They were well renowned for their healing abilities and mystical powers. Some believed they had many talents including a gift to foresee the future. Both Jade and Tamrin were hired by King Herculitus to heal injured troops of the Minok Empire. Jade stayed on at the castle while Tamrin was a field medic traveling abroad with King Herculitus and his attacking force of Dark Knights and the Imperial Legion. The Light Elves worked for coin and demanded a high price for their services, a price only royalty would have at their disposal.




  “The carriage has arrived, Princess.”




  “Thank you, Palus. Send them right in, please,” the Princess said, watching with nervous anticipation. She walked over to Jade’s table, watching her work. Jade was busy mixing and stirring everything imaginable. “Are you prepared?” Princess Eliana asked. Jade sighed and paused from stirring the elixir, placing it to the side.




  “Must we do this? How well do you know this barbarian slave?” Jade asked, placing the bowl of warm sunflower oil next to the medical bed.




  Princess Eliana’s brows lowered. Jade’s comment infuriated her, but she subdued a sharp retort. “Keenan is much more than a simple slave. I never told anyone this, but he saved my life once. I owe him this one favor at least.”




  “You will be eighteen years old in a few days, Princess, and have much to learn of this world.”




  The Princess remained silent, quelling her anger, for she knew that Jade was right. She’d never traveled far from Minok and usually had bodyguards with her whenever she ventured outside the castle walls. In a few short months she would be forced to marry Prince Quasim of Akkadia. The Princess dreaded that thought. Queen Shelia and King Herculitus arranged the marriage because it would give Minok an alliance with Akkadia and benefit their military strategies. Eliana shuddered at the idea that she’d be forced to marry a man that she’d never met. What if Prince Qasim is hideously ugly or old or mean and evil? What if... Her insides churned like a roaring river every time she allowed the thought to embrace her.




  Johan Vars struggled as he carried Keenan’s limp body to the medical bed, placing him down gently. Keenan was unconscious and Eliana believed he was already dead. The healer placed a hand on Keenan’s head, touching his temples, then gently raised his eyelids, viewing the coloration of his pupils. Eliana could not keep a look of concern from her face. It was clear she had, at least, a morsel of affection for the slave.




  “Thank you,” he said. “Keenan has been like a son to me these past years.” His bearded face showed true sorrow.




  “I promise you, Johan, we will do everything we can for Keenan, know that. Look at me, Johan.” The princess stepped closer and whispered, “Keenan saved my life near Drover cliffs last spring and I consider him a friend.”




  Johan Vars mustered a half smile at the princess upon hearing those words.




  “I give you my thanks, Princess Eliana. I will be indebted to you for your kindness and understanding in this matter,” he said, bowing to the Princess. He walked out of the infirmary.




  Keenan’s left leg was swollen close to twice its normal size. His breathing was shallow, his heart rate slow. Jade instructed Palus to leave and the Princess to remain. Keenan was burning with fever and Jade had Eliana help her remove his clothing. Jade cut away his trousers as the princess removed Keenan’s brown, deer-skin jerkin. They cleaned his body with cold spring water to reduce the fever and placed a cooling rag on his forehead.




  “Hurry now, Princess. If he is to survive we must act fast. You need to apply the warm oil on his body. It will help extract the poison from his pores—and I will get him to drink the elixir,” Jade instructed.




  Eliana rolled her sleeves up and dipped her hands into the warm oil, applying it to Keenan’s seemingly lifeless body. She noticed Keenan’s square chin and high cheek bones. His long brown wavy hair was pulled back into a leather thong. He had strong features that were pleasing to Eliana’s eyes. She applied oil to Keenan’s wide shoulders and down each well-proportioned bicep and muscular arm. The princess couldn’t help noticing Keenan’s well-formed body. Her face became flushed, and she was feeling a little embarrassed as her oily fingers glided across his firm chest and rippled abdomen. She tried to keep her gaze above his waist but the princess glanced down at his manhood, and her eyes widened, her stare lingering. A warm tingle coursed through her body—she was feeling arousal for the first time in her life. She blushed and quickly turned away, ashamed of herself for having such thoughts as Keenan lay helpless, fighting to survive.




  Jade finished pouring the herbal elixir into Keenan’s mouth and held his jaw shut until he swallowed the entire mixture. He coughed and gagged, but eventually swallowed the bitter tasting liquid.




  “Princess, are you all right? You are looking a bit faint,” Jade whispered.




  “I, I...I am fine, just maybe a little light-headed,” Princess Eliana admitted as she inadvertently wiped her oiled hands down her silken dress, ruining the fabric.




  “You may wish to leave the infirmary for the next part, Princess. I will need to reopen the wound.”




  “Yes, I believe some fresh air will do me good,” she agreed, stumbling out of the infirmary somewhat dizzy.




  Jade removed a dagger from her leather satchel. The blade was curved and razor-sharp with a custom grip to facilitate intricate surgeries. The Light Elf placed the edge of the blade against the swollen bulbousness of Keenan’s left calf and made her delicate incision. Blood and pus poured out of the wound, giving off a foul stench. She left the leg open until most of the fluid was drained, then packed it with the volcanic ash to prevent swelling and to help absorb the venom in the surrounding tissue.




  * * * *




  Eliana, sitting on an oak bench beneath her favorite silver willow tree, had a distant look in her eyes. The Light Elfin healer followed the cobble-stone path to the sprawling willow and sat beside the Princess. Stars dotted the night sky as a gentle breeze stirred from the west, causing the hanging branches of the willow to sway in the moonlight, dancing to the music of the wind.




  “All we can do now is wait, Princess. If he lives through the night... We should know more by morning,” said Jade, giving Eliana a reassuring smile. “Go and rest now, Princess. I will remain at his bedside until dawn.”




  “If anything happens during the night—”




  Jade swiftly raised a hand to stop her speaking. “You will be the first to know, princess. There is nothing more that can be done.”




  “I will heed your advice. I could use some sleep. It has been a long day, indeed.”




  Jade lowered her hooded cloak for the first time, revealing her features to the Princess. Her elfin face had long, tapered ears, a delicate chin coming to a point, a small nose slightly tilted up at the end, oversized light gray eyes, and long golden blonde hair pulled high into a tight bun. The Princess thought Jade looked overly young to be a healer, with her child-like features.




  “You look shocked, Princess. Have you never seen a Light Elf before?”




  “Well, I am a little confused. With your knowledge of healing, I believed you to be much older. Yet you look no older than me.”




  “You see, Princess,” Jade began, “in human years I am close to sixty and in elfin years I am around eighteen years of age. Light Elves mature much slower than humans. For instance it takes a human nine months to bear a child, but a female Light Elf’s gestation period is almost three human years. Our Light Elf Elder Ogath is four hundred years old. He is our sage and the head chieftain of all the Light Elves.”




  Eliana had only seen a couple of Light Elves in person because they were forbidden to uncover their faces in public. It was one of the many Minok laws.




  “You are similar to us humans, yet different in so many ways,” the Princess said. “I admit that I know nothing of elfin culture. Shelia and Herculitus had every elfin book and scroll in Minok burned many years ago. She fears elves and their history, I believe, yet hires them for their healing abilities. I do not understand their way of thinking at times.”




  “I cannot help how Shelia or Herculitus feel about our kind. I am only here because I am well paid for my services,” Jade said. “I digress, Princess, I feel I should warn you...” Jade paused, looking around the garden court yard.




  “Yes, Jade, what is it?” Eliana asked, raising a brow.




  “When you were helping me aid Keenan I had a vision, and I believe danger follows you like a shadow. Soon, you must make an important decision.”




  “What decision? What danger?” the Princess queried, her voice crackling with concern.




  “My vision was somewhat clouded and I cannot say with any certainty—however, I do know this. If Keenan lives, he may prove his worth to your cause,” Jade told the Princess, placing the white hood back over her head, concealing her elfin identity. “For now, I must return to Keenan and you must try and rest.”




  Eliana made her way back to Minok castle with her thoughts swirling. She was utterly confused about Jade’s warning and desperately worried about Keenan. It would be an awfully long and sleepless night, she assumed.




  Chapter 2




  “King Herculitus, I have word from the front.”




  “Proceed, General Merick,” Herculitus replied, sipping a strong dark red wine from his gold and emerald goblet.




  “Our scouts spotted roughly five thousand desert raiders making camp on the western edge of the Northern Lake.”




  “Ahhh, so the Sadierians have aligned themselves with the barbarian Bear Clans of the Shadow Wood Forest,” Herculitus surmised, taking another long drink of his wine. “They are fools.” He grinned at Merick, setting the chalice to the side, and then gestured for the general to sit with him. The King was well aware that the Bear Clans mainly consisted of pirates, thieves, and outlaws from the Highlands. “General Merick, tell me of these Sadierians. We have not had the pleasure of facing them in battle.”




  “Our scouts counted four thousand infantry carrying light shields and short swords, and approximately one thousand foot archers,” Merick explained, seating himself across from the King.




  “No cavalry to protect the flanks, this will be easier than I thought,” Herculitus said. “Merick, I want you to take three thousand Imperial Legion heavy infantry and two thousand mounted Dark Knights and meet them at the border of Sadier. I will have five hundred longbows meet you at the crossroads from Camp Lowna. Commander Narlis will be leading them.”




  Merick nodded in agreement.




  “I will remain here and continue the assault in the foothills of the Shadow Wood Forest, along the Null River.”




  “As you command, my King, I will have the men readied by dawn,” Merick said. He rose smoothly and bowed gracefully before leaving the King’s side.




  King Herculitus was known as a battlefield tactician and a feared warrior among the conquered people. He took pleasure in killing and had led his ever-growing army to many victories over the years. King Herculitus’ armor was bronze, brightly polished to a golden finish, with the crest of the rising sun across his breastplate. His greaves and bracers matched the brilliance of his breastplate, giving off a reflection from the sun like a lit torch. The blade of his sword was similar to that of a Katana except that it was forged from special Minok hardened steel. The hilt was engraved with the crest of his empire—the rising sun. His powder-white hair was thinning and draped down to the base of his neck. His eyes were an almost hypnotizing dark blue and many believed he could see into the depths of a man’s soul with his intense gaze. A short goatee squared around his mouth line, and wrinkles under his eyes and across his forehead indicated a degree of aging. He strode with confidence, always keeping his head held high, giving him an even taller appearance than his six-foot four-inch frame.




  Blood flecked his breastplate from the two prisoners he’d personally dispatched before General Merick briefed him on the front. The king removed his armor and gave it to his senior advisor, Geoff.




  “See that these get cleaned. I will need them for tomorrow.”




  “Immediately, sire,” Geoff said, gathering the king’s blood-stained armor.




  “What troubles you, Geoff? You have that look again.”




  “Sire, we both know that King Herud has a much larger force at his disposal than just five thousand. What if this is a ruse to lure in a smaller number of our troops?”




  “Ah, Geoff, you believe King Herud is hiding twenty-five thousand soldiers in open desert, waiting to spring a surprise attack. I think not!” Herculitus said with a bone-chilling laugh. “King Herud may be a coward; he isn’t a fool. He will have most of his fighting force garrisoned in his strongholds. He will try to use the elements against us. My army is not used to fighting in the desert heat and Herud knows this. This smaller army Herud sent to the Northern Lake is only in place to guard the trade routes. Once we close those routes he will be forced to meet us. I think Merick’s numbers will be fine at the border for now, Geoff,” Herculitus said confidently. He grabbed the man by the shoulder in a friendly gesture. “Now my friend, find me a young woman to warm my bed tonight, and another jug of sweet red wine.”




  * * * *




  King Korvan and Queen Gwyneth Kinkade were hosting a great feast in the dining hall when their son, Prince Alvier, finally entered the room and sat next to his father. He didn’t seem pleased.




  The young man cleared his throat. “Why, Father, must we sit idle as the great armies of Minok march against the Bear Clan and possibly, the people of Sadier?”




  King Korvan was in the process of devouring a turkey leg. Grease dripped onto his beard, rolling to his chest. The king was over fifty years of age and becoming increasingly heavier over time. His flabby cheeks were bright red from too much wine and his strawberry-blond beard contained food particles from his current meal. He usually wore a red and green robe with gold edges while at leisure around the castle grounds. His oversized breastplate bore the crest of the Highlands, two swords crossed in front of Valkyrie wings, and he always carried his sword belted at his hip, never keeping it out of sight. It was believed to be constructed from rare elfin metal forged with Highland blue steel. The hilt of the sword was a rounded piece of dark red ruby with Valkyrie wings etched in gold above the hand guard of the blade. The sword was known as the Sword of Justice. It was given to King Korvan by his father, Caspian, and had been passed down for many generations. No one knew how the sword came to be. Legend was that a Valkyrie Goddess gave it to a Highland shepherd boy and for him to become ruler of all the Highland clans. No blacksmith was able to duplicate the sword’s craftsmanship for its strength and the durability of the beautifully-forged cutting blade.




  “The Bear Clan and the Sadier people have never been friends of the Highlanders. There is no allegiance there,” Korvan said without a glance—his full attention was on consuming the succulent turkey leg. “You see, young Alvier, the Bear Clans are nothing more than lawless bandits and thieves. They will happily slit one’s throat for a single copper piece.”




  “What about the people of Sadier, Father?” Alvier asked.




  “Now, King Herud of Sadier and his people are desert scavengers. Herud cares for no one except himself,” Korvan said.




  “Then how long, Father, before Minok marches against us?” asked the young Prince. “I hear they are massing an army of over a hundred thousand troops near our border. We must do something!” he demanded.




  King Korvan looked into his son’s worried eyes, wiping grease from his beard. “Not here—take a walk with me, boy.” Alvier followed him out of the dining hall. Korvan led them to the rear courtyard, where there was a majestic view of the Benula Mountains and large pines dotted the landscape.




  “You are too young for such things,” Korvan said with a stern voice.




  “But, Father—”




  “No buts!” he said, waving a hand to silence Alvier. “I will tell you this if it will ease your heart. There is a treaty on the way to Darrius.”




  “Is that such a great plan, Father?”




  “I know Darrius and I have had our differences in the past, son, but for what reason? The Keita people he now leads are not so different from us. Their beliefs are different, yet the core of the people is the same. All they want is more land in the southern Highlands for crops and cattle so they can raise families and prosper. I will gladly give them some farm land for their allegiance and sword in battle.” Korvan looked away from Alvier and gazed at the mountains. “And maybe the Highlands can be one again. You will be ruler one day, and will soon learn it is better to shake hands with a friend than fight a nation of enemies. It is true we may triple his army; however twenty thousand hard-nosed Keita fighters are nothing to sneer at. Have no misconceptions, the Minok Empire may have greater numbers. We have greater heart. My people know what we are fighting for...freedom.”




  “This is all true. I just don’t feel Darrius can be trusted after what he has done in the past,” Alvier added.




  “Darrius is an untamed beast, but he is a smart leader and is well aware of the threat that King Herculitus and the Minok Empire pose. If we fail, Darrius and his Keita people will certainly be next. Even though he has shunned us in the past I do not believe that he will overlook the importance of this treaty. Besides, boy, he is still your uncle.”




  The King made his way to the Glenn Oaks castle private library where Queen Gwyneth was waiting with several military advisors. She was in her early forties and a full-figured woman with medium-length blonde hair that framed her soft cheeks. Gwyneth relished fine jewels and always wore them elegantly. She was nobility and presented herself as such. Tonight she had donned a low-cut dark green gown that seemed to shimmer with every step. The gown tapered to the small of her back and the front fit snugly, cupping her breasts together, showing a fair amount of cleavage. Gwyneth was still a beauty after twenty-two years of marriage, with rounded cheek bones that curved into her soft chin, sensual lips that usually showed a bit of poutiness, and long lashes that made her deep blue eyes captivating. She was standing with her hands on her hips with her usual look of disgust as King Korvan entered the room.
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