
  
    
      
    
  


		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				Voice

				of

				Darkness

			

		

		
			
				A.G. Houser

			

		

	
		
			
				Copyright © 2021 A.G. Houser 

				All rights reserved

				 

				The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author. 

				 

				No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, record-ing, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.

				 

				 

				Cover design by: Christian Bentulan

				 

			

		

	
		
		

	
		
			
				Pronunciation Guide

			

		

		
			
				Jerra: Jare-uh

				Eryane: Air-ee-ann

				Caryse: Cuh-reese
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				Eryane’s breath caught in her throat as the air sped around her, her feet flying across the dirty city streets as quickly as they could carry her. She glanced behind her feverishly, watching for movement in the dawn’s light. Her blurry vision made her question the shadows. She couldn’t stop; he wouldn’t let her. She whipped her head around once more to—

				She smacked into the sturdy body of someone in her path, her breath rushing out of her body like the tide leaving the shore.

				And he had the audacity to laugh.

				She looked up from the ground where she had landed when she crashed into Abbott, who seemed 
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			[image: ]
		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				2

			

		

		
			
				Voice of Darkness

			

		

		
			
				unfazed. She knew he was strong, but she hit him at full speed, and he barely budged an inch.

				She blew out a breath, the first one she’d taken in several minutes. It caught the ends of her red bangs, and they tried to take flight. He laughed again and offered her a hand.

				Eryane knocked it away and stood on her own, brushing off the dirt she’d accumulated in her fall. Abbott’s black hair caught the first rays of the sun as it brushed over the horizon. Her stomach fluttered and she scoffed. “How in Boroden’s name did you beat me here, you loon?”

				He shrugged. “Practice,” he smirked.

				She briefly considered smacking him and grum-bled. “Damn it.” She picked her canvas bag off the floor and began pulling a small, folded table from it. Abbott did the same. “You beat me to the best spot in the mar-ketplace. Again.”

				He chuckled, a genuine sound that lifted from his stomach. “I can’t help it, Eryane. I must want it more than you do.” He leaned against his table with one dark-skinned elbow, smirking at her.

				“Impossible,” she said, but she was grinning too. 

				She unfolded the table and set it up next to his. Other sellers around them straggled into the area, none of them as concerned about getting this spot as Abbott and 
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				Eryane were. Gerald, the man next to her, yawned into his cup of coffee while setting his fabrics on his table. Ailene, a few stalls down, rubbed her eyes with soot-stained hands. It was only dawn, after all.

				Each day, Abbott and Eryane raced to the market square downtown. The dusty courtyard where they sold their wares laid near the outer edge of the capital city of Nathrynn, a bustling metropolis called Burnhaven Bay. If she squinted, she could barely see the top of the castle from this distance, where it rested at the peak of the ocean-side cliff. Around the courtyard flowed the streets of Burnhaven, filthy canals that city folk boated on to get around the city. The majestic tributaries the city was built upon centuries earlier now served as little more than transport, modernized by humans. And in the middle of the teeming river streets and clamor of residents just waking for the day, the sellers filled their tables.

				Eryane gently lifted vials of liquid and small satchels of herbs from her bag, resting them neatly on her table. Nan’s tinctures were a bestseller around these parts. Though they did little more than ease small aches and pains, the residents around their neighborhood believed them to be… something like magic.

				Eryane smirked to herself. They had more insight than they realized. Too bad no one could admit it.

				Abbott pulled mounds of hot bread and baked 
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				goods from his satchel, and Eryane practically drooled with hunger.

				He caught her staring and chuckled.

				Warmth rushed to her cheeks.

				“Here,” he said, pulling out a small bundled gift and handing it to her. “From my mother. For you.”

				Eryane accepted it gently, sitting down in front of her table on the hot cobblestone. She gingerly unfolded the edges of the cloth and found a piping hot, cream-filled pastry inside. Her eyes lit up and Abbott grinned, sitting down next to her to enjoy a pastry of his own. She bit down and sweet, salty cream saturated her taste buds. Her shoulders danced, red waves of hair bouncing with the motion. “Tell Calena I said thank you,” she said with a mouth full of bread.

				He nodded. “She knows they’re your favorite.”

				Guests drifted into the courtyard, bundled in their winter cloaks, pockets full of money for the making. Eryane shot to her feet and dusted sticky fingers onto her pants. Abbott stood as well and walked around to the back of his table, ready to sell his mother’s baked goods.

				He glanced at Eryane with a challenging smile. “First one to sell everything on their table wins?”

				She smirked. “Done.” 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				“Stop that boy!”

				A voice bellowed from the far end of the court-yard. The sun setting on the ocean’s horizon signaled it was time to close up shop for the day. Abbott had already packed his table—he usually sold most of his goods within the first two hours of the day. Eryane still had a few satchels of herbs left, but she had also sold most of her stock.

				Eryane jerked her head up to see a young, fair-skinned boy of about ten years old racing down the nearly empty courtyard, deftly darting around straggling shoppers and narrowly escaping the guard that was not far behind him. He clutched a single head of cabbage in his hands. He saw Eryane, and his eyes panicked.

				She glanced around, the guard still stumbling around the shoppers the boy had deftly darted past, and waved the boy over. She stole a glance at Abbott, who was distracted putting away the last of his belongings.

				She lifted the cloth covering her table and mo-tioned the boy under it. “Keep quiet, Luke,” she said as he rolled under her table frantically. Even if Eryane didn’t know the boy, she’d have done the same thing.

				The guard rushed by seconds later. He spotted Eryane watching him and ran toward her wheezing. “You! Did you see a young boy run through here? He stole a 
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				head of cabbage.”

				She shook her head. “Sir, I’ve sold all my wares for the day! Please come back tomorrow for more.” He looked at her like she’d slapped him across the face, and she grinned.

				Eryane reached into her pocket to touch the bun-dle of fresh basil she’d picked this morning. She lifted her fingers to her lips and blew a kiss toward him, sending out an eager stream of tension-softening magic with it. Steady and controlled. Just enough to do the job. The leaves shriveled under her hidden touch as the magic activated. 

				It hit him in the face like a splash of water, and his expression softened. “That’s too bad,” he said, rubbing his bald head, eyebrows knitted together as if a large cater-pillar lounged across his face. “I really wanted some of… whatever you sell.” He wandered off, his pursuit of Luke now unimportant.

				Eryane’s heart ached despite the small victory. Every day she pretended to be nothing more than an apothecary’s normal granddaughter, while inside she knew her incredible powers were meant for something greater than this.

				Luke poked his head out from under her table cautiously. “Thanks, Eryane!” he said, still clutching his cabbage.

				Eryane pulled him up gently and scruffed his 
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				sandy hair. “Luke, how many times do I have to tell you to stay out of trouble?” She scolded him, but she was laughing.

				“Just one more time, Miss!” he beamed.

				“Come on,” she said, taking him back over to the farmer’s table.

				Jon was laughing. “Nice trick ya did there, Eryane!” he said. “One day, you’ll have ta teach me to do that!”

				Eryane laughed. “I understand this hungry young man owes you some money, yes?”

				Luke grinned sheepishly from beside her.

				Jon waved his hand dismissively. “I would have given ‘im the cabbage anyway, Eryane. It were the guard what caught ‘im stealin.’”

				She nodded. “I see.” She tossed a few coins into his collection box anyway and winked at him. He smiled warmly, tipping his hat and tucking a few more vegetables into Luke’s eager hands.

				She turned to Luke. “Now get out of here, Luke. Make sure your sister Semi gets some of that cabbage too, eh?” He smirked and took off running.

				Eryane dipped her head in goodbye to Jon and returned to finish breaking down her table.

				“Neat trick,” Abbott called to her as she ap-proached their tables. He had broken down her table for 
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				her and stood with their two large canvas bags, patiently waiting for her to return. “Do you smell basil?”

				“Hmm?” she murmured, pretending as though she hadn’t heard him. Inwardly, she cursed. She thought he wasn’t looking when she used the magic. Her secret getting into the wrong hands could be... catastrophic. “Thanks for breaking down my table. I guess you win,” she said, sighing.

				He shrugged. “I still have one loaf of bread left.” He pulled another bundle out of his bag. “Split it with ya?”

				Eryane nodded. “Only if you let me have the spot tomorrow morning.”

				“Fat chance!”

				“Worth a try,” she laughed, accepting half of the loaf from him and letting it linger on her taste buds. “Well,” she said, neatly and slowly packing up her things. “I’ll see you tomorrow then. When I’ve beaten you here.” She winked, and he grinned in return.

				Before they could say their daily goodbye, a blood-curdling scream rose from the next courtyard over. Abbott and Eryane glanced at each other frantically, then bolted toward the source of the scream, several vendors following them.

				A young mother screamed at the top of her lungs at the edge of the next courtyard while she clutched her 
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				two children. She and the crowd watched as a soldier dragged her husband across the cobblestones by his hands to the center of the courtyard.

				“Amos Ashberry,” a second soldier’s voice boomed across the open space while the first soldier brought the prisoner to a stop in the center of the square. He shoved him onto his knees. “You have been accused of suspected magic. According to the Queen’s law, the use of magic is strictly forbidden in Nathrynn.”

				The man in question tried to protest, but the first soldier backhanded him.

				“Do not interrupt Her Majesty’s liaison,” he bellowed.

				A trickle of blood fell from the man’s brow. He said no more, cowering in fear.

				The second soldier continued. He spoke more to the crowd than to the man at his feet. “You will be made an example to the people of Burnhaven Bay. You will sacrifice your hand for the betterment of your fellow countrymen.”

				The first soldier kneed him in the back, and he fell to his hands. Then the soldier climbed onto his back and held him down with force. The second soldier drew his sword, and the crowd collectively gasped. Shrieks and cries drifted up from the mass of people collected to watch this atrocity.
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				With one fell swoop, the standing soldier brought down his sword with fury, and Amos’ left hand was sepa-rated from his arm.

				He stifled a cry of pain.

				“This should teach you not to use magic again,” the second soldier boomed as he used a cloth to clean his sword, now dripping with Amos’ blood. “If you do, the next thing we cut off will be your head.”

				Every member of the crowd shook with fear as the two soldiers stalked proudly away, leaving Amos bleeding and handless in the middle of the courtyard.

				Eryane rushed forward as the crowd dissipated. Blithely, they had received the message and returned to their daily lives with their body parts intact. She pulled a cloth from her satchel and bandaged his arm quickly, trying to ignore the gut-wrenching sobs of Amos’ wife. Eryane stole a glance to find the woman collapsed on the pavement surrounded by her three small children, comforting their inconsolable mother. Children who just watched their father lose his hand.

				He looked up at her. “Eryane,” he murmured.

				Amos Ashberry happened to be a frequent cus-tomer of Eryane’s. He worked in the shops near the castle and had often come to Eryane’s booth seeking herbs for his wife’s skin condition.

				“I’m here to help, Amos,” she offered, tying off the 
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				bandage to try to stop the flow of blood. “You will need to cauterize this wound before you lose any more blood. You’ll have to see a physician to take care of that.”

				He nodded, but his eyes were full of pain. She sighed. She had to do more than just bandage his arm. She glanced around, but most of the crowd had dispersed. She reached back into her pocket for the mostly wilted piece of basil still hidden there. It still had some life to give. She placed her hand on his bandaged arm and con-centrated, pulling the last bit of energy from the leaves in her pocket.

				She couldn’t heal him; Nan had yet to teach her those magics. But she could cauterize his wound, at least. She could pull energy from around her to produce a small heat in her hand strong enough to sear his flesh closed. It wasn’t an exact art, and she wasn’t always successful. It was a difficult trick to master, creating such a small concentra-tion of heat, and she’d had few opportunities to practice. But she sucked in a breath and pulled on the sprig of basil anyway.

				He looked up at her when he realized what she had done. His eyes filled with unshed tears. “Please, Eryane, be careful. If you are caught, you will suffer a fate worse than mine.”

				Eryane gave his shoulder a light squeeze. “I’ll take my chances with the Queen.”
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				Jerra’s hot, sticky breath hung in the air in front of her as she and Skye walked to the market, alongside the fire-red trees that rose against the stark blue sky. She imagined that the cloud of steam rising from her lips was a roar of fire, lighting everything in its path ablaze. The legendary dragons would come out of hiding just to congratulate her on her skill. They would be proud of the flames she crafted, reveling in her artistry. 

				But she was not a fire-breathing, shape-shifting beast like those ancient creatures. She sighed, her breath rolling out in front of her once more against the chilly winter breeze. But it was only steam this time. Back to reality.
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				Dragons weren’t creatures of legend anymore. No one had seen one in a hundred years. As Jerra and her little sister walked the weekly trip to the market from their farm, she wondered if there were even any dragons left at all.

				A howl nearby broke Jerra’s focus. She shook her head gently, coming out of her hazy daydream. Skye skipped next to her on the road toward town, stopping every few feet to collect a red leaf from the dirt and slip it into her apron.

				Jerra should pay attention and watch her sister instead of thinking about the beasts that abandoned them all those years ago. Thinking about it would change nothing. 

				Skye caught Jerra staring and grinned. She tucked her wayward brown hair behind her ears and rolled her hazel eyes at Jerra, an annoying habit she’d picked up from Jerra herself.

				Jerra’s focus slipped toward the stout amber trees again, the ones on either side of the path she had walked more times than she could count. When she glimpsed movement beneath the branches, her eyes narrowed, and she brushed a bead of sweat from her forehead as she focused harder. Nothing there.

				She shrugged it off. Some animal, maybe. But she rushed forward to keep a closer distance to Skye anyhow.
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				A folded list from their mother weighed heavily under a sack of coins inside the fabric of her skirt. She jos-tled the bag gently with her fingers, and the coins clinked in frustration.

				The line of trees ended abruptly as they left the shadows of the forest and approached the outskirts of the seaside town, where vendors traveled in from nearby towns to sell their wares to the residents of Telles. Salt air replenished Jerra’s lungs as they left the road and wandered into the bustling market. She pulled their mother’s list from her pocket and skimmed it. “Let’s grab everything quickly so we can head to the beach.”

				Skye gave her a sideways smirk and giggled breathlessly.

				The market hummed with life. The vendors set up every week along a road that ran through the center of Telles. Bakers, farmers, anyone from the countryside looking to sell their merchandise to the townsfolk would set up shop here, their booths spreading down the road nearly to the beach.

				The smell of salty air drifted in from the ocean only a short jog away, mixing with the aroma of freshly baked bread and homemade chocolates. Jerra’s mouth watered at the smell of roasting chocolate gathering in the back of her throat.

				Skye wrinkled her nose as they passed a table of 

			

		

	
		
			
				A.G. Houser

			

		

		
			
				15

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				ripe fish, and Jerra giggled. She and Skye bounced from booth to booth, examining the fine fabrics, exotic spices, and fresh fruit and vegetables spread out around them. One bin nearby almost spilled over with a rich, burnt yel-low spice that smelled tangy and vibrant, next to a barrel full of ripe, green cucumbers. She relished in the clinking of the coins as she paid each vendor for the bread, vegeta-bles, and clothes on their mother’s list. Most of their food and supplies they produced themselves on their farm, but some commodities just tasted better when someone else made them.

				“Look at this, Jerra!” Skye called from a few feet away. 

				Jerra watched as Skye toyed with the loose corner of a beautiful, shiny silk at a tailor’s stall. The tailor—a tall man with clean-cut hair—eyed her carefully as though she might steal the fabric. Skye tucked her hand safely back into her dress and cast her eyes downward. Jerra shot the tailor a disdainful look. He returned her glare until another customer walked up. His face broke into a smile, Jerra and Skye now all but forgotten.

				Jerra moved on to the next stall, a baker’s table filled with sweet delights. She selected a raspberry-filled pastry and handed the woman a few coins in exchange. Her mouth watered as she split the piece in two and handed half to Skye, who beamed.
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				“Thank you, sissy,” Skye said, her mouth soon covered in sticky red liquid.

				Jerra laughed, and they made their way down toward the beach with their snack.

				They walked, hungrily devouring pastries. Soon a sticky-fingered Skye tugged playfully at the end of Jerra’s auburn hair, done up now in a long, full braid. Jerra whipped around to grin at her sister. “You stop that nonsense!” she teased.

				“Nuh-uh,” she challenged, her own cocoa hair flying out around her in lively waves as she tugged a little harder. Jerra snickered and reached around to tickle Skye, who screeched in faux fear and burst into a fit of giggles. 

				Skye continued to giggle as they approached the shoreline. A few small children played in the shallow waves as their mothers watched from the sand. Skye took off her shoes and lifted her skirts to her thighs with aban-don, racing down to the water.

				Jerra meandered behind her with more tact but just as much excitement. The ocean was easily her favorite part of their weekly two-hour walk to town. She set down the fabric bags full of their purchases, slipped off her shoes, and wiggled her toes into the hot, squishy sand.

				To hell with it, she thought, abandoning her desire to be graceful. She ripped the braid out of her hair and shook the russet locks free, hiked up her skirts as well, and 
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				plummeted toward the waves with her sister.

				She shrieked with laughter as the icy and refresh-ing saltwater stung her legs, splashing up around her like it was greeting an old friend. 

				“Skye!” she chuckled, glancing at the spot where she had last seen her sister.

				That space was now empty save for the ocean waves.

				Her stomach dropped, and she whipped around. Where was Skye?

				A child chattered animatedly nearby.

				On the beach behind her, the clap of a mother’s hands felt like drum beats in Jerra’s ears.

				A gull dipped into the ocean a few feet in front of her, ignorant to her fear.

				“Skye?” she squeaked, suddenly shivering as the winter air hit her. She veered her head around to search for her sister, water-logged hair slapping her face as it fol-lowed her motion. She paddled with desperation deeper into the waves, her hair and clothes now fully soaked. Saltwater clogged her nostrils; her throat was on fire. “Skye?”

				Her chest seized as her breath abandoned her. This could not be happening again.

				Something bubbled inside her. A deep, dark, fa-miliar sensation she could almost grasp. Her breath rattled 
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				against her lungs, and she clenched her eyes shut.

				“Skye!” 

				Her voice echoed across the water as the world around her fell silent. Her scream forced loose a tap, and a shock pushed from Jerra’s chest and out into the waves. She felt it ricochet across every hair of her body, shoot through her face, inside her veins, and spew outside her outstretched hands. The surrounding water rushed away from her body with such ferocity that it knocked the nearby child to the ground. She clutched her arms around her, willing the pain to stop.

				Slowly, she opened her eyes. She sat upon wet sand, her fingers digging into her arms so deeply they left marks. A wall of water rose above her in waves, leaving the ocean floor bare at least ten feet around her. Dead fish and lifeless tufts of seaweed laid cast aside in the sand. She spotted Skye lying unconscious a few feet from her, her foot caught in a bed of seaweed. Jerra rushed over and ripped the soggy green mush from Skye’s legs, pulling her loose. She struggled with Skye’s dead weight but managed to carry her to the beach. Stark silence still coated the air around them. When she reached the shore, the wall of water crashed behind her, returning to its natural state.

				Now soaked by the wave, the mother and her son watched Jerra with wide eyes, clutching each other as she cried over Skye’s limp form. 
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				“Come on, Skye. Wake up,” she wept. Her throat ached from the saltwater she had inhaled.

				She leaned over her sister’s pale face and willed her to wake up as hard as she could. Her body ached, and she barely had the strength to move. Her hair fell around her shoulders in sopping strands, tossing salt into her eyes. She’d take salt in her eyes every day for the rest of her life if Skye would just wake up.

				Breathe, she thought.

				Breathe, she begged.

				BREATHE!

				Jerra sensed it as a gush of water flowed up from inside Skye and out through her lips. Skye coughed and breathed, and Jerra sobbed.

				Her breath left her body in a rush of relief. “Oh, thank you, heavens!” She clutched Skye in her arms.

				Skye weakly pushed her away, eyes barely open. But somehow, she was smirking! “I’m okay, Jerra. I prom-ise.” Her dark hair matted to her forehead, and her skin was so, so pale. She laid still for a moment, catching her breath.

				The tears that fell from Jerra’s eyes melted into the seawater gathered on Skye’s dress, and she pulled her sister into an embrace once more. “I don’t know what I would have done if I had lost you,” Jerra breathed.

				Skye sat up with difficulty as Jerra refused to 
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				release her from her tight hold. “It’s okay. I’m safe now,” she assured her, though she was shivering. She stared at Jerra curiously and looked around, finally noticing all the townsfolk staring at them.

				Mouths hung open, fingers pointed at them, and a crowd had gathered at the end of the road. They all exchanged whispers.

				“Um…” Skye began. She looked back to her sister. “So your hair is silver.”

				Jerra sprang to her knees. “What?” She glanced down to find that the salt-soaked strands clinging to her dress were, in fact, a starkly shining silver.

				Skye cleared her throat. “Your eyes, too.” 

				Jerra stood and looked at her hands. She glanced around, where the ocean behind them continued its peaceful rhythm as though she hadn’t just pushed it out of the way to find her sister.

				She looked back down at Skye, whose face was full of admiration. Her resolve slipped as she realized what she had just done. “This means...”

				“You’re a Dragonborn. A Voiced One,” Skye said plainly.

				Jerra’s face grew hot, and her palms were slick as she helped Skye to her feet, nosy passersby still gawking at them. She took a deep breath. “And now she’s going to come for me.”
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				Magic emanated from the map spread out on the stone bench in front of Caryse. She carefully pushed the candle nearby a few more inches away, fearing the chilly wind coming in off the ocean waves might catch the map on fire. The agate stone she had tossed onto the map rested on its depiction of the castle on the coast of the Eastern sea. It wasn’t exactly accurate. It suggested the castle sat directly on the shoreline, but in reality, their ancestors had built it upon a great cliff overlooking the black sand beaches. Beaches which she remembered as once being white.

				Caryse retrieved her pale blue stone and recited her incantation for the fifth time.
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				Magic open up to me,

				show where there may dragons be.

				She gently tossed the stone again. It landed upon the castle’s image once more. She rolled her eyes and groaned. “Stupid inaccurate spell.”

				 It wasn’t humanly possible for there to be dragons in the castle. She wasn’t sure there were any left at all, but it didn’t mean she couldn’t try.

				“Princess!” she heard from behind her.

				She jumped, knocking over the candle and, despite her best efforts, catching the map on fire anyway. She threw it to the ground and stomped on it. Though she was trying to get the fire out, she felt a little better once she’d gotten to stomp around a bit.

				She turned to find Chancellor Marken running... no, stumbling down the winding path that led from the castle to Caryse’s garden just above the shore, panting and tripping on his heavy brown robes, nearly face-planting Caryse’s scorched map on the ground. “Prin… cess… Cah… reese,” he stammered, gasping for air once he final-ly reached her. He stopped just short of her perch, a stone bench surrounded by poppies overlooking the ocean.

				“Yes, Marken, what is it? What’s the problem?” she asked with concern at his demeanor. His black-and-white speckled hair was wild from the bitter ocean winds, which whipped playfully around both of them now.
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				“Heavens!” Chancellor Marken exclaimed at the sight of her soot-stained dress and shoes. He gave her a disdainful look. “Casting spells again, are we?”

				Caryse rolled her eyes. “Let her try to stop me.”

				He bypassed her empty threat with his news, still out of breath. “There’s… been… a new… develop… ment.”

				She stood up, her ebony hair falling in soft waves across her bare olive shoulders. “Oh? In what way?” Caryse’s canvas shawl lay abandoned on the bench in order for her to better feel the ocean breeze. It was a warmer winter than usual, but she relished in the sting of the salt air. As the waves crashed against the shore, Caryse swore she could almost feel their rhythm from here. This is where she felt most… alive, where she could most sense her father’s presence since his death. And it was where she’d always felt magic was strongest. She breathed deeply as she waited for his response, the salt colliding with the back of her throat in such a delightful sensation.

				“Your stepmother,” Chancellor Marken began, having caught his breath, “has found a Voiced One.”

				Her gut clenched. “A Voiced One? After all this time? Are you sure?”

				He nodded vehemently, his perfectly styled gray hair bouncing with the motion. “Yes, Your Highness. I’m certain.”
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				Caryse frowned and shoved aside her spell-casting supplies to reclaim her seat on the cold stone bench. Chancellor Marken balked at her untidiness. “She’s been searching for one for so long. I wasn’t sure she’d ever actually find one.”

				Marken took the seat next to her, delicately push-ing her shawl aside as if it might dissolve at his touch. “It could mean that she could finally bring peace back to the kingdom, Princess.”

				Caryse shook her head. “You’re right, of course. I can’t claim to understand her motives for banning magic in the city while seeking the services of such a powerful magical being at the same time, but...” she trailed off, casting her eyesight out toward the sea. “My father would know what this all means.”

				“Forgive me, Princess, but I’m not sure in his final days that King Boroden, Nathrynn rest his soul, would have been cognizant of these things at all.”

				Caryse shot Marken a frosty glare. “I know my fa-ther was not in his right mind at the end. If he had been, we would never be in this position. Waiting for my little brother to come of age while another woman sits on the throne.” She sat up straighter. “Chancellor Marken, tell no one of this conversation. As usual. Are we clear?”

				He rose to his feet. “Of course, Princess. Not a word shall leave my lips.”
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				She nodded her dismissal of him, and he scurried up the steep path alongside the cliff, regularly tripping over his robes as she watched him. She knew Chancellor Marken only humored her because she was the Princess. Everyone but Caryse thought Caryse was crazy. But she simply couldn’t shake the idea that something about the Queen was different from the woman who’d been married to her father for the last ten years.

				She turned to face the sunset falling over the ocean, still several yards below her down the cliff side. Someone in the past had taken great care to carve ledges and steps into the cliff to make safe passage to the beach from the castle, and over the last few years, Caryse planted as much greenery and as many wildflowers as she could fit around the path.

				Not someone. Her mother.

				Caryse fought back the crippling grief that nipped at the edges of her tattered heart, still so raw from the loss of her father not six months ago.

				She smiled softly. Her father used to carry her down this cliff on his shoulders when she was a girl, let-ting her and Boroden play in the ocean waves. When Ar-abella came along, she decided, without Caryse’s consent, that playing in the ocean was not an appropriate activity for a princess. And that was that.

				Caryse sighed as the breeze caught the ends of her 
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				curls and tossed them about, as if the ocean begged her to come play once more. “What would you do, Father?”

				She stood and donned her shawl, which the wind had nearly stolen. It expertly matched her elegant black dress. She would wear black for another six months in memory of her father’s passing. She returned the chunk of agate to the chain around her neck and folded the map gently into her pocket. Then she climbed her way back up the cliff steps, stopping now and then to delicately pluck a flower from her gardens and tuck it into a neat bundle in her hand.

				Could Arabella truly want peace for this kingdom? Caryse pondered. Maybe I’m letting my imagination get away from me. But Father died so suddenly…

				Caryse reached the top of the cliff, where a vegetable patch grew at the castle’s rear. When she walked through the servants’ entrance, the plump cook gave her a playful look of disdain.

				“Whatcha doin’ down ‘ere again, Princess?” Della asked her, offering her a hot biscuit as Caryse passed through the kitchen. Caryse accepted it and rummaged through Della’s cabinets for some honey and a vase.

				“Same thing I’m always doing down here, Della,” Caryse laughed, finding the honey in a cabinet above the sink. She pulled a knife from a nearby block and sliced open her hot biscuit to fill it with the sugary treat. “Try-
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				ing to figure out how to run a kingdom.”

				Della nodded, and when she did, the frizzy black bun of hair on the top of her head shook precariously. “Good luck wit’ that, love. There’s a reason yer the Prin-cess an’ I’m the cook,” she winked. Then Della reached under the sink to grab a simple glass vase and fill it with the water. She offered it to Caryse, who plopped her freshly picked flowers into it.

				“What’s for dinner tonight?” Caryse asked teasing-ly before biting into her biscuit.

				“Well.. the Queen is plannin’ some big party for some guest in a few days, so she said no fatty meals ‘til then.” Della sighed, wiping her flour-caked hands on her dirty apron. Caryse had never seen Della wear a clean apron in all the years she’d known her.

				Caryse groaned. This Voiced One was likely the so-called guest Arabella wished to celebrate. “So, bland soup?”

				Della cringed apologetically. “Bland soup, love.”

				A clock on the wall chimed nearby, and Della clicked her tongue. “Bette’ get upstairs, Princess. Wouldn’t want ‘er ‘ighness to catch you wanderin’ ‘round the ser-vants’ quarters.”

				“I suppose you’re right,” Caryse sighed, leaning to steal another biscuit. Della playfully batted at her hand but let Caryse take the pastry anyway. “Same time 
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				tomorrow, then?” Caryse laughed, and Della winked in agreement.

				Caryse wandered into the stone hallway off the kitchens, one of many that twisted through the castle. As she passed it, she stole a brief glance at the stairwell that led down to the watery basements beneath the ancient structure.

				Rumors claimed that dragons themselves built this castle hundreds of years ago when the winged beasts owned the throne. And though Caryse had never seen them herself, the servants told her that the canals of the city continued under the castle itself, filling its innermost recesses. The basic education from her tutors and books she snuck from the library left her with enough insight to reason that one terrible flood would be enough to bring the whole place down.

				Soft whispers seemed to echo from inside the dark stairwell. A shiver slid up her spine as a flash of an old nightmare hit her. Crying. Fangs. A head of long, white hair and a scepter coated in thorns.

				Was that a nightmare or a memory? It felt so real.

				She shuddered and turned the other way. Her own bedroom was three stories up, so she took her time parading up the stairs, taking care not to spill her vase of flowers. Nathrynn knew she probably wouldn’t be sleep-ing tonight anyway, so why should she rush to get there?
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				Out of the windows of the staircase that rose up the southeastern most corner of the castle, she watched as the hidden sun falling in the west sent beams of orange and pink through the sky, bouncing against soft clouds and falling to cast a warm glow across the turbulent sur-face of the water. The two whole moons and their broken brother hung in the sky above the horizon, growing brighter as the light faded. She sighed and wondered if she’d ever get to see the other side of the world, where they got to watch the sun kiss the ocean itself.

				On the third story, she exited the staircase and wandered down one of the grand hallways that housed a few of the dozens of castle rooms. Gorgeous, intricately woven tapestries lined each wall, some of which had been hanging for a century or more. Each week, the staff dust-ed and spot-cleaned every single tapestry to the degree that they appeared freshly woven.

				Caryse stopped short at a tapestry mid-way down the hall. It depicted the portrait of a young woman with olive skin and long dark hair, posing in an elegant gown next to a young King Boroden. Her mother, Queen Melody.

				Caryse reached up to touch the cloth fibers, but an ache in her chest made her withdraw her fingers.

				Caryse killed her mother. She would believe nothing else. They say the Queen had died in childbirth, 
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				but…

				I know the truth.

				She clenched her jaw and moved on down the hall. Nearly eighteen years had passed since Queen Melo-dy’s death. 

				Caryse came upon the door to Queen Arabella’s sitting room. It stood open, and she quietly glanced inside. Her stepmother sat rigidly straight on her dark gray lounge, sipping at a glass of blood-red wine. Her fine blonde hair was pinned up in a lazy bun, and she wore a simple, ruby-colored dress, a stark contrast to the black hues Caryse still wore following the King’s passing.

				The Queen’s only begotten daughter Edith played at a short wooden table covered in handmade dolls. The dolls’ heads were too big for their bodies. Large, crooked black stitches barely held the button-eyed heads onto the slim figures. Edith, whose shiny hair and crisp brown eyes matched her mother’s so closely, stood two dolls on their feet and announced they would fight to the death for the crown. In one fell swoop, she used one doll to knock the head off of the second doll, those loose stitches coming apart with ease, and announced it the winner.

				Caryse shuddered.

				She rushed away and headed toward her room. Once there, she shut and locked the door out of habit. Caryse didn’t know how or even when Queen Arabella 
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				had become the creature she witnessed in that sitting room, but she knew it wasn’t the woman her father mar-ried. And Caryse’s hesitation in finding out might be the catalyst that kept her brother from his throne if she didn’t do something to stop it.
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				A magical shift woke Eryane with a start. She sat up in her bed, her strange dream falling away slowly like a leaf falls from a tree. She felt it again and attempted to rub the sleep from her eyes. A shift in the world. Something had happened; something was different. And somehow, she could sense it. If only she knew what it was. 

				She shook herself awake and stood to get dressed. She could investigate the change after work. No point in worrying about it now.

				The day at the market was fairly uneventful this time. No harsh lessons taught or hands chopped off this day. Abbott and Eryane bickered playfully as usual, but this change in the air tugged at her senses all day.
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				At dusk, Abbott and Eryane said their goodbyes, and he headed toward home, a bundle of change clinking in the pocket of his pants.

				Then she turned the other direction and did the same, opting to take the cobblestones paths rather than a boat down one of the waterways. She glanced down at the murky water as she left the courtyard and shivered.

				Mothers swept doorways and announced din-nertime to their children, playing in the streets. Cries of disobedience met their calls. Odors of simmering stews, rusting iron, and uncleaned streets floated between the buildings.

				The distinct shift in the air collided with her again as she padded down a lonely stone path toward home. She wriggled her nose, trying to follow the feeling like a scent on the wind.

				A grumbling pack of guards stomped across her path on their way to the outer gate, and she lost her focus. “Ugh.” She stepped out of their way and chose another path.

				There were a lot more guards posted around the city than usual. They were excitable, anxious even. Some-thing was afoot. She sensed it again, whatever it was, and stepped behind a corner out of sight, closing her eyes and raising up her hand to feel the current of air rushing past her in the alley.
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				Her eyes shot open.

				Magic was stirring.

				Eryane whipped her head around, searching for some way to get more information. A thrill shot through her as she realized this was a sensation she had never felt before. She spotted one of the soldiers she had sidestepped moments earlier and set out to investigate.

				He huddled in the winter air across the street from a local brothel, admiring the beautiful ladies lounging outside.

				Eryane sauntered up to one of the local lightskirts leaning against the door jamb just outside the door of the brothel. Zebelda nodded at her as she approached. Her black curly hair seemed extra bouncy today.

				“Eryane,” she said. “How goes it, luv?”

				“It goes and goes,” Eryane offered. She tossed her a small bag of coins, and Zebelda caught it with ease. “Fancy getting a guard drunk for some change, Ze?”

				She smirked, glanced down at the reward, then back up at Eryane with her hard brown eyes. “Sure, luv. What do ya need ‘im drunk fer?”

				“I need information,” Eryane stated. “There’s some mag- something stirring in the air. I want to know why.”

				Zebelda nodded. “I say, I felt that too. Couldn’t put me finger on it, though.” She held out her meticu-
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				lously painted hand, and Eryane shook it. “Consider it done,” Zebelda smirked.

				Eryane only had to wait around for thirty minutes for Zebelda to do her handiwork. Eryane chose her for a reason. She watched as Zebelda left the guard, now stumbling and struggling to stay upright, on the other side of the road. She beckoned Eryane toward her with a long finger, and she met her in the center of the road, out of earshot from nosy lightskirts.

				“He weren’t worth much,” she clicked her tongue.

				Eryane shrugged. “Tell me anyway.”

				She nodded her black curls bouncing with the motion. “He said, the Queen has found sumfin’ called a ‘Voiced One,’ and sent ‘er guards to bring it to Burnhav-en. That’s all I could get out of ‘im.”

				Eryane frowned while Zebelda waited expectantly for a tip. “You did well, Ze. Here’s a tip,” Eryane said and handed her a few more coins. Zebelda sauntered off with a new jingle in her step.

				Eryane turned back to the guard and let out a long, low whistle. A nearby owl heard her call, and in seconds it had dropped a fragrant white pile directly onto the soldier’s head. She stifled a laugh and consequently let out an ugly snort. She bounced off, tossing a small snack at the owl, who swept down and caught it in mid-air.

				A few blocks away and well out of earshot, the 
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				large barn owl floated out of the sky and landed gently on Eryane’s shoulder. His cold but familiar talons were welcome against her skin. “Milo,” she greeted him, and he responded in kind with a soft nudge of his face against hers. “Did you hear any of that?”

				Yes, he answered, his rich voice echoing in Erya-ne’s mind. A Voiced One.

				She nodded, walking along the road toward home with him riding on her shoulder. “Nan always said she didn’t think there weren’t any left. Just her and me.” She reached up to give Milo a scratch above his wing, his favorite spot. “And the Queen finally found one. I wonder if her desire for this Voiced One might mean that she’ll finally lift the laws against magic. I could be myself, for once.”

				We know what the Voiced Ones can do with power in their hands, Milo paused, and they both glanced up at the broken remnants of the moon drifting in the sky alongside its whole brothers. Eryane trembled. Don’t bite off more than you can chew, Eryane. This may be bigger than us.

				She sighed. “You’re probably right. But I better tell Nan what I’ve learned.”

				 Milo gave her neck another nudge of affection and set flight again, his talons digging into her skin.	Eryane arrived home to find Nan brewing potions 
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				for the next day’s wares. They lived in a two-room flat on the bottom floor of a three-story building, just one block from a canal. Outside, their hand-painted wood sign that boldly announced “Nan’s Tincture Shop” clacked against the stone building with each breeze.

				The smell of tomato soup and freshly baked bread drifted into the street from their home, and Eryane’s stomach growled angrily. She opened the door.

				“Hello, love,” Nan greeted her from in front of their wood-burning stove.

				Eryane pecked her quickly on her warm cheek, glancing into the steaming pot. She’d been wrong; it wasn’t a potion brewing. It was their dinner, and her stomach growled another frustrated cry. “Good day today at the market,” Eryane said. She padded over to their well-worn, forest green lounge chair near the kitchen and collapsed onto it. “Sold nearly everything.”

				Nan smiled. “You are my master seller. And how did Abbott do? Did he kiss you yet?”

				Eryane rolled her eyes and scoffed. Nan was con-vinced that Abbott was secretly in love with her, though Eryane endlessly argued to the contrary. She took a good look at her grandmother, who did not seem to have aged a day in many years, while Eryane had grown into a woman in her presence. Nan’s soft skin and infectious smile did not match the wisdom and years in her tired, gray eyes. 
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				A skillfully wrapped turban hid her long silver hair. And Nan looked at Eryane and seemed to know exactly what was weighing on her… as she always did.

				“What news?” Nan asked.

				Eryane sighed, stretching out on the lounge chair. Her back tightened with a twinge, and she winced. “Something is stirring in the air. You can feel it too, right?”

				Nan nodded. “New magic,” she paused. “Some-thing big is coming. I have sensed it for some time.”

				Eryane reached her fingers into her pocket and fondled the spent sprig of basil. It still had the tiniest bit of life. She pulled the last bit of energy from it and directed it toward her back, and the muscles relaxed. She sighed in relief.

				Nan gathered two ceramic bowls from a shelf near the stove and ladled steaming red soup into them. She brought one to Eryane and offered her a piece of bread from the oven to go with it.

				Eryane sat up, accepting the bowl of soup. “I asked around today. I was careful, I promise,” she added after seeing the expression on Nan’s face. “Supposedly, the Queen found another Voiced One. One of us, Nan. I thought there wasn’t anyone like us left.”

				Nan joined Eryane on the chair and carefully spooned soup into her mouth. They ate in silence for a 
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				few moments, both women considering the gravity of the situation. Nan finally set down her bowl.

				Eryane slurped up the last of her soup as well and set her bowl down on the cold stone floor beside her.

				Nan took Eryane’s hands in hers and peered directly into Eryane’s silver eyes. Nan’s eyes were gray, like the silver had lost its shine long ago. She cleared her throat.

				“There’s a prophecy that tells of a Voiced One who will become the next Voice of Darkness,” Nan intoned.

				“Oh?”

				Nan picked up their bowls and carried them over to the kitchen. “Yes. It was foretold by the sorceress Theodora, who was the personal sorceress to the Voiced One, Gaius.”

				“Gaius, as in, the last Voice of Darkness?” Eryane asked. She had read all about Gaius in her many history books. He was the reason Voiced Ones had such a poor reputation throughout the kingdom. He’d used his powers to wreak havoc and gain power over the entire kingdom. He was finally stopped, after many years, by two of the original dragons, Veseema and Daranov.

				“That’s the one,” Nan explained.

				“Okay. So what does that prophecy have to do with this new Voiced One?” Eryane asked, taking the op-portunity of Nan standing up to stretch out on the lounge 
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				chair. “Do you believe they might be this prophesied Voice of Darkness?”

				“I can’t say for sure,” Nan sighed, “the prophecy is not clear. But it is certainly possible.”

				Eryane sat up suddenly. “What exactly did the prophecy say?”

				Nan returned to sit next to Eryane. “Theodora cast the prophecy just before her destruction, at the hands of the two dragons who took down Gaius. She said, ‘Gaius will not be the last Voice of Darkness. Daranov and Veseema shall bear heirs who shall bear heirs, and one of their lineage shall return darkness to the kingdom of Nathrynn.’”

				“You’re quoting that word for word, aren’t you?” Eryane noticed.

				“I have it memorized,” Nan admitted. “I have known this day might be coming soon for quite some time.”

				Eryane relaxed again. “Alright, Nan, so what can we do about it?”

				Nan stood and removed her turban, letting her sil-ver hair fall to its fullest length at her waist. Like her eyes, the silver seemed to have lost its shine and seemed more gray than silver. Eryane wondered how old her Nan really was. Her wise eyes and mastery of her powers suggested she had lived longer than anyone Eryane knew. But her 
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				playful demeanor and youthful skin suggested otherwise. History suggested Voiced Ones could live longer than humans.

				“For now,” Nan intoned, “we shall go to bed and worry about this some more when the Voiced One is nearing the city. I fear if she does walk the path of darkness… Eryane, you or I might be the only ones who could stop her.”

				No pressure. And also...

				She? 

				Did Nan know more than she was letting on? She nodded and kissed her grandmother on the cheek again and walked to her own room down the hall.

				If Nan was right about this Voiced One being this prophesied Voice of Darkness, they didn’t have any time to lose. 

				Eryane grabbed her hairbrush from her nightstand and ran it quickly through her chin-length red hair. A wince of pain shot through her head when she caught a knot with the brush. “Damn hair,” she said, yanking it harder. If it were up to her, she wouldn’t bother dyeing it at all; maybe instead, just shave it off. That would likely draw even more attention, though.

				She didn’t change into her night clothes, instead climbed into bed fully dressed and flicked her fingers toward the candle on her bedside table to pinch out the 
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				flame. Darkness fell around her.

				She waited patiently for her Nan to have time to fall asleep before she pulled the covers back and stood. In the soft moonlight falling in from her bedroom window, she knelt to the floor and reached underneath her bed. Her fingers closed over the cool leather of the scabbard, and she slid the sword and its sheath out as quietly as she could manage. She fastened it to her belt and stood. 

				When she had first started sneaking out months earlier, she greased the mechanisms of her window so they wouldn’t squeak as she slid it open. As she did so now and the wood breathed a soft squeal, she made a mental note to re-grease it when she returned. She glanced behind her to her closed bedroom door, but her grandmother did not wake. She pushed out a breath of relief and slid the window open the rest of the way. 

				She’d barely mastered the art of climbing through her window silently, but she was getting there. She climbed onto her short dresser and popped through the opening to the other side as quickly and deftly as possible. Her feet landed on the cobblestone street with a soft thud, and she eased the window back down gently.

				She clung to the shadows as she raced through the vacant moonlit streets of Burnhaven Bay. The city, which in the daylight hummed with life, felt eerily paralyzed under cover of darkness. The abandoned warehouse she 
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				traveled toward wasn’t far, but she felt a rush to get there quickly anyway.

				The warehouse rested directly next to one of the swifter canals. Its dark water rushing away from the ocean and toward the city wall appeared almost black under the cool light of the moons. She shuddered. She doubted she would ever get used to the way those waters made her feel.

				It surprised Eryane that after all this time, and against the odds of weather and age, the building still stood at all. It was once a two-story building, but the roof on one side had caved in, making the second floor unusable. Thorny, twisted vines grew up around its walls, causing children and adults alike to stay away from their poisonous thrall. Rubble from the caved roof still lay around the base of the structure in pieces, making entry difficult. But Eryane deftly darted through the rubble and leaped over wayward vines until she had reached the entrance. 

				There was no door, just a shadowy gap for her to pass through into the dark cavern of the building. As she entered, she sent out a blast of energy, and around the edges of the squalid room, a dozen candles snapped to life at her behest.

				She stood in the center of the room, cast in flick-ering shadows from the soft glow of the candlelight.

				Soft but heavy footsteps announced the entry of 
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				another person into the dimly-lit warehouse, and a figure appeared in the doorway in front of her.

				He lifted a sword in front of him, the metal glint-ing as it moved, and took a fighting stance. “I hope you’re ready for a fight,” he growled.
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				The hair on Jerra’s arms stood on end.

				A presence stalked them in the trees again as they walked back through the forest toward home. She whipped her head to look through the branches, but whatever it was had gone.

				She sighed, knowing she must be going crazy. Her whole body ached. She couldn’t be sure why, but she believed it had something to do with the magic she had cast back in town. She almost laughed. Magic. Was that what had happened? She cast magic. That’s what Voiced Ones did. And she was a Voiced One now. She had silver hair and silver eyes, and she pushed oceans out of the way to save her little sister. Where had these powers been when 
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				Skye almost drowned all those years ago?

				Skye walked beside her in silence. What could she possibly be thinking? Did she think her sister was a monster? Jerra raised her hands to stare at them in condemnation again. They ached too, like the ocean had taken something from them.

				“You saved my life.” Skye’s voice brought Jerra out of her spiral.

				“What?” Jerra asked.

				Skye sighed. “I don’t really know what happened back there, sissy.” She stopped to pick a colorful leaf off a nearby tree. They continued walking, and Skye twirled the vibrant red and orange leaf between her fingertips, glanc-ing over to smirk at her sister. “I bet you don’t either. But you saved my life. Personally, I think that’s pretty neat.”

				Jerra laughed at her sister’s nonchalant reaction to her powers. “I did, didn’t I?”

				“Yep,” Skye offered. “No one can fault you for suddenly having powers you couldn’t possibly understand. Well, they could try, but they’d be foolish.”

				Jerra stared at her little sister. She was handling this so well. Better than Jerra was.

				The golden forest surrounding the path they followed thinned, and soon they walked through fields of beautiful wildflowers, clinging to life despite the winter chill, instead of dense, dark trees. Jerra chuckled 
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				to herself. She often felt like she walked through a dense forest by herself, and dreamed of the day she might finally emerge into bright sunlight. No one knew what exactly she was going through. No one could talk her through the new adventure she had just embarked on.

				If she was honest with herself, the new powers had not brought on these feelings. Sometimes she sensed she had never belonged here to begin with, that a long time ago someone took something from her, though she could not recall what. 

				Skye skipped ahead of her across the field of flowers and Jerra smiled. Maybe she should just appreciate the moment she was in and the sister she loved, who always managed to find happiness in even the smallest of wildflowers.

				Dusk broke over the horizon not even a week later as the clank of metal drifted up through the nearby hills. A small troop of four men in black armor rode on horseback toward the farm, while Jerra and Skye watched from their porch. Their father Tamsin and mother Malone walked out the door as the soldiers reached the edge of their land.

				Jerra looked up at her parents with panicked eyes. 
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				“Are they here for me?”

				Malone nodded grimly. “I’m afraid so, my love.”

				Jerra shivered. She didn’t sign up for this.

				Tamsin reached over and squeezed her shoulders. “Your life is your choice, Jerra. You do not have to do any-thing they ask of you. Voiced One or not, you are still our daughter.” He tossed a frantic glance to his wife, Malone.

				“And my sister,” Skye added.

				What did it even mean to be a Voiced One? Her parents had, of course, told her that a Voiced One was an heir of dragons and fae who exhibited great powers, but that wasn’t much to go on. Why was she a Voiced One? Why did it have to be Jerra? And why did she have to be the first Voiced One in over a hundred years? Her head spun.

				The whole of Nathrynn knew the Queen had searched for a Voiced One for a long time, though no one knew why. And now that Jerra had manifested these powers… word spread quickly.

				Jerra and her family waited impatiently as the sun sank below the horizon. 

				Malone hung their linens out to dry on the clothesline nearby, her long, dark hair that coiled into ringlets at the ends falling in waves against her hips. Tamsin sat on the porch swing whittling at a small piece of wood with Skye leaned in next to him, watching with 
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				intrigue. He pushed his shaggy dark hair out of his eyes as he focused on getting the details of the piece just right.

				Jerra sat poised on the porch steps, her body rigid with panic as the soldiers grew closer by the minute. She caught a glimpse of her new silver locks in a puddle of rainwater at the foot of the steps. She knew, somehow, that she had always known she did not belong here. Just a feeling. A whisper. 

				And she sensed it again as she considered the idea that each member of her family looked so, so alike, with their sun-tanned skin, dark hair, and hazel eyes. Before the change, she could easily pass as their kin, even with her pale complexion and copper hair. But now… this sil-ver transformation struck at a chord inside her she didn’t realize was there. She wondered if her parents had ever planned to tell her she wasn’t theirs.

				But there would be time for that conversation later.

				Not even an hour more passed before the men reached their home. The man in the lead dismounted his horse and approached them, carrying himself with a commander’s presence. He appeared barely older than Jerra, though, with sandy red hair, a face full of freckles, and sharp green eyes. He was built like a soldier; she could tell even underneath his shiny black armor. And despite having not yet said a word, she sensed his undoubted 
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				command over the three men behind him.

				“Hello, good people of Telles. I am looking for Jerra Lightwood, daughter of the Lightwood family.” His voice carried an air of authority, but it surprised Jerra that it still fell softly against the air between them. Behind him, his three soldiers waited patiently on the backs of their steeds.

				Jerra’s father, Tamsin, stood from the porch swing and stepped forward off the porch to greet the soldier. “I am Tamsin Lightwood, Jerra’s father. How can I help you, soldier?”

				The soldier tipped his head at Tamsin. “Good eve, sir. I am Second Commander Everson Riverclaw of the Queen’s guard. I come bearing an invitation from the Queen for the Voiced One, Jerra Lightwood.”

				Tamsin glanced carefully back at Jerra. That was her signal to decide if she wanted to speak for herself.

				She stood calmly from the steps. “Hello, Com-mander Riverclaw. My name is Jerra Lightwood, the one whom the Queen seeks.”

				Tamsin and Malone shared a heavy glance.

				The commander opened his mouth to reply, but Jerra put up a hand to stop him. “But what you’ve come seeking to find, sir is not here. I would encourage you to continue your search elsewhere.”

				The commander looked somehow both angry and 

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				52

			

		

		
			
				Voice of Darkness

			

		

		
			
				amused. “You are Jerra Lightwood, the Dragonborn?” he asked, glancing at her silver hair done up in a long braid.

				She nodded. “Yes, sir.”

				“Then why do you claim you are not whom I seek?” His brow furrowed.

				She shook her head. “You misunderstand me, Commander,” she intoned. “I am Jerra Lightwood. I am the Dragonborn and the first Voiced One to exist in nearly a hundred years.” She paused for effect. “But I am not the Queen’s puppet.”

				He turned back to his men, confused. He whispered to one of them, then turned back to face her. “What makes you believe that we are here to retrieve you to be the Queen’s puppet?”

				Jerra sighed, crossing her arms over her chest. “I can’t pretend to understand the Queen’s motives, Sir. But Her Majesty has banned magic in her kingdom with the consequence of mutilation or death for those who disobey. Why should my fate be any different?”

				“Oh,” was all he said. His pale eyebrows scrunched together, forming a little divet between his eyes. “You’re afraid.”

				Jerra scoffed. Afraid? She was not afraid.

				But her father Tamsin stood from his seat on the porch and said, “Rightfully so, Commander. What proof does Jerra have that her travels with you will not end in 
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				her demise?”

				The commander looked inquisitively, not at her father, but at Jerra herself. “Her Majesty wishes you no harm, my lady. She’s sought the power of a Voiced One for as long as I have known her. Since before the ban on magic. I don’t know nor have a right to know why the Queen seeks your skills, but I have to believe her motives are pure.” He nodded, more to himself than the others, and stood straighter. “So, will you meet with the Queen or not?”

				Jerra met his question with silence and narrowed eyes, and took a moment to dust off her skirts lazily.

				He stiffened, his armor clinking with the motion. “Miss, this is a royal request from Her Majesty the Queen, Arabella Amana. Are you refusing her?”

				“N-no,” Jerra stammered. She had backed herself into a corner. “I’m only telling you that what you seek isn’t here. You should be on your way.”

				“Madam, this is a royal request. It should not be refused,” he threatened. “Do you not wish to leave this impoverished life and visit the grand castle to meet the Queen herself?” he asked her with disdain.

				Malone and Tamsin, beside her, crossed their arms over their chests. That was the wrong thing to say.

				Jerra snickered at him. “Sir, there is more to life than riches and royal summons.”
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				His stance tightened. She mused that if he wound up any more, he might burst. “I am not leaving until you have listened to reason.”

				She didn’t know what came over her. 

				She spat at his feet. 

				Each member of her family gasped; Skye, strug-gling to cover a laugh, snorted.

				The commander’s brow furrowed. She sensed she had angered him, but she didn’t care. 

				“Miss Jerra, I fear you may not understand the gravity of this request.” He took a small step forward and held out a hand as a gesture of civility. The sunset glowed red hot on the surface of his metal armor. 

				She expected him to be angry, hateful even, but his face now was soft, and… maybe, she dared to think, even fearful. “If I may be frank, Miss Jerra,” he cleared his throat and paused for effect, “I have been instructed to return to the city with the Voiced One… or not to return at all.”

				Jerra’s resolve melted. She had sensed fear in his eyes. “What sort of Queen would make such a demand?” she wondered aloud.

				Commander Everson shook his head. “I can’t claim to understand what goes on inside Her Majesty’s mind. But I can promise you that the Queen means you and your family no harm. Quite the opposite, in fact. I 
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				believe she has an incredibly generous offer for your fami-ly should you accept her request. But the Queen wishes to speak with you about it personally.”

				Jerra kicked a bit of dirt off the edge of the porch with the toe of her boot. She sighed. “You were right.”

				“Oh?” he said genuinely.

				She shrugged. “I admit that I am terrified of these strange new powers, and meeting a Queen I’ve barely thought about. And truthfully, I’ve never left the town of Telles. I’m not eager to leave it now.”

				He nodded in understanding. “I can only imagine what it must feel like to suddenly be a different person than the one you’ve been all your life.”

				Jerra glanced up at him, intrigued.

				“If I may,” he said, turning to Tamsin, “might we borrow your hospitality for a hot meal, and allow Miss Jerra some time to consider the Queen’s request?”

				Tamsin smiled warmly at the Commander. “Why yes, Commander! Please, let your men rest in our home while Jerra takes a few moments to herself.”

				The other soldiers dismounted from their horses as well, Tamsin clasping his large hands to their backs en-couragingly. Everson followed them all inside with quiet amusement, tipping his head to Jerra’s mother Malone at the clothesline as he passed the three women.

				Jerra collapsed onto the porch swing their father 
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				had made with his bare hands as soon as Everson had closed the front door. “That was a nightmare.”

				Skye chuckled. “Your stubborn pride made it worse, sissy.”

				“You hush,” Jerra threatened playfully, and yanked her sister onto the seat next to her. Skye burst into laugh-ter, and their mother joined them shortly on the swing as well. Malone wormed her way in between the two girls and wrapped either arm around their shoulders.

				“This is a big decision to make, Jerra,” she offered.

				Jerra sighed, her laughter subsiding quickly. “I know.”

				“But you are the only one who can make it,” Malone added.

				“I would miss you if you left, sissy,” Skye inter-jected. She looked across their mother at Jerra with her big brown eyes, and her bottom lip quivered. “But I think you need to find out more about your powers. And I don’t think you can do that here.”

				Jerra kicked at the wooden planks of the porch that Tamsin had built when they were children. “Why do you always have to be so much smarter than me, Skye?”

				Skye shrugged. “Probably because I don’t spend as much time with the chickens as you do, Jerra.”

				The ladies all burst into laughter.

				“Not nice!” Malone laughed. She sighed and 
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				pulled the girls in a little tighter. “I love you both, so much. You know that, right?”

				The boom of laughter carried in from the house, making the girls jump. Jerra and Skye both nodded. “Yes,” Jerra said aloud. “Why do you think it’s so hard to leave?”

				Malone bit back a sob. Jerra almost didn’t notice.

				“You think I should go though, don’t you?” she muttered.

				Malone moved her hand to grasp Jerra’s and gave it a tight squeeze. “I think that you were chosen to have these powers for a reason,” she admitted. “Voiced Ones do not have a history of being on the path of righteousness. But I know who you are. You are Jerra Lightwood, who spends more time with the animals than with people. You risked your own life to save your sister. You are stubborn and compassionate, and now… you are a Voiced One. And I believe you should take the opportunity to turn the name of the Voiced Ones into that of a good one.”

				Jerra snuggled in closer to her mother. “Well, if you’re going to twist my arm,” she chuckled.

				“Does that mean you’re going to go, Jerra?” Skye asked, her voice shaking.

				Jerra stood from the swing and brushed off her skirt. “I suppose it does. Better go tell the commander.”

				Malone pulled her back down to the swing. “Let him sweat a minute,” she smirked.
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				The soldiers slept in their barn that night. Jerra tossed restlessly in the bed she shared with Skye, getting up every few hours to glance out the window at the dark barn. She had just made the biggest decision she’d ever had to make her whole life. She doubted she’d sleep much for a while.

				When morning finally broke through the window, she already laid awake, praying she had made the right choice. She would leave behind her whole life today. She sighed and climbed out of bed.

				Skye still snored under the covers, now clutching Jerra’s pillow with her whole body. Jerra snickered. She would sure miss that girl while she was gone.

				Her mother had pulled a small travel bag to lend to Jerra for the trip, and Jerra began filling it now. What should she even pack?

				She grabbed a few skirts and blouses from the closet and some undergarments from their chest of draw-ers, and neatly folded them into the bottom of the bag. She only owned two pairs of shoes, her boots and a simple pair of turnshoes. She packed both, and suddenly the bag was nearly full. She didn’t have much in the way of personal possessions she could take with her on the road.
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				The book she currently read rested on her night stand, so she tucked it inside the bag as well. It was one of her mother’s favorite romantic mystery novels. Jerra found it a little overwhelming, to be honest. Every character always seemed to be getting into trouble. What was the harm in staying safe?

				Skye stirred underneath the covers.

				“Morning, sunshine,” Jerra said, picking the bag up off the bed and setting it on the floor. She sat down at the edge of the bed as Skye opened her eyes.

				Skye groaned. “Who turned on the sun? Was that you?”

				Jerra chuckled. “Nah, I don’t have those kinds of powers.” She paused. “I don’t think, anyway,” she laughed.

				“Is it time for you to go?” Skye asked. Her choc-olate hair spilled out around her in ratty knots, and her rosy cheeks seemed even redder than usual. She peered at Jerra through a sleepy fog.

				“Just about,” Jerra said. She glanced out the win-dow where the soldiers had emerged from the barn and were loading their horses back up with their supplies.

				“Weird that you have to travel with a bunch of strange men,” Skye said, her face scrunching up with disgust.

				“I know. Gross, right?” Jerra laughed, though hon-estly the notion intrigued her. Skye was only eleven, and 
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				didn’t care about boys yet. But Jerra couldn’t deny she’d begun to look at them differently. She stole another glance at Commander Everson. He ran a brush over the skin of his horse gently, the morning rays catching his sandy red hair afire with light. She shivered.

				Probably best not to get too attached. She certain-ly wouldn’t be knowing him for long, if she could help it. A short trip to the castle, meet with the Queen and hear her out, likely tell her no, and head straight back home. Jerra nodded to herself. That was the plan. She’d spent most of the night dreaming it up.

				She stood from the bed and threw on her favorite outfit, a light blue blouse with tiny embroidered roses her mother had made her, and a simple tan skirt adorned with pockets. She pulled her boots from the bag and slid them on.

				Skye clambered out of bed and dressed as well. Jerra tossed her brush at her, before adding her own hair brush and hair ties to the bag. It would be a nightmare later for her long hair if she forgot those, which she nearly did. 

				“Tame that beast,” she teased Skye, who stuck her tongue out in response.

				The girls emerged from their room giggling. Bubbles of anticipation floated chaotically inside Jerra’s stomach. In the kitchen, Malone stood in front of their 
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				wood-burning stove and tossed eggs inside an iron skillet. Next to it she had another skillet cooking chopped potatoes. The table was already set with a plate full of eggs and potatoes, likely to feed their four guests, who entered the house about the same time Jerra and Skye came out of their room.

				Commander Everson tipped his head at Jerra. She briefly considered spitting at him again, but instead gave him a warm smile.

				“Good morning, Miss Jerra. How did you sleep?” he asked her, as Malone directed them all to have a seat at the table.

				She shrugged. “Not that well, if I’m honest.”

				He took the seat across from her at the table and nodded in agreement. “I must admit I did not sleep that well myself. It could have been the act of sleeping on a pile of hay,” he laughed, “but it also could be that we all have a lot riding on this journey.”

				She sighed. “So it seems.”

				“Where’s dad?” Skye asked, digging into the eggs before Malone could stop her.

				Malone shot her a side eye, but Skye ignored it and shoveled eggs and potatoes into her mouth. “He’s on the porch, whittling something for Jerra before she leaves.”

				Jerra grinned. She’d miss that too. Her father 
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				didn’t go a day without whittling something. His tiny wood creations filled every vacant space in their home. She filled her plate with food as well as Malone shouted out the door for Tamsin.

				Malone took a seat at the end of the table. One soldier sat next to Everson, but the other two hovered over their plates in the sitting area, since there was no more room at the table save for Tamsin’s seat.

				“I apologize if this meal is small compared to the ones you might have in the city,” Malone said to Everson. “And for the lack of protein. Jerra does not eat meat, so we rarely have any in the house.”

				“I see,” Everson said. “This is perfectly fine. If not for this meal, we would be eating stale bread and cold beans. A meal of traveling champions,” he chuckled.

				Tamsin finally joined them at the table, and they all shared a quiet, somber meal. Jerra knew she would be back soon enough, but her family was acting as if they were never going to see her again. 

				Before she knew it, breakfast was eaten, the men left to finish loading their horses, and it was just Jerra, her family, and Everson in the room.

				Everson stood from the table and cleared his throat. “I’m going to ready my horse,” he offered, “and allow you all a moment together before we depart. Miss Jerra, I will be waiting outside.”
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				Then he left. And it was only her, and the family she was about to leave behind.

				Malone stood from the table and wrapped Jerra in a long, tight hug. Skye joined them. Tamsin found Jerra’s hand on the table and rested his hand on it.

				“I’m coming back, you loons!” she laughed. Malone released her grip.

				“I know,” she said, picking up the empty plates from the table and carrying them to the kitchen. “But what if you make it to the city and you love it? Or worse, you fall in love there and never want to come back?”

				“That seems unlikely,” Jerra scoffed, though the image of Commander Everson did flash in her mind for only a moment. She shook away the thought.

				“Jerra, I made something for you,” Tamsin said. He pulled a small wooden figure from his pocket and slid it across the table to her.

				She picked it up gently. It depicted the image of a great wolf howling into the sky. On its back stood an owl, whose wings spread wide as though it was about to take flight.

				“Wow,” she said. “This is the best you’ve ever done.”

				He grinned. “It came to me in a dream. The image of a wolf and an owl, living in harmony. I don’t know what it means, but I want you to have it.”
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				Jerra sniffled. “Thank you, father.”

				He squeezed her hand once more. “I know the wolf represents you, Jerra. Wolves are known for their silent strength and unwavering loyalty. That’s you, my daughter.” He stood to join the men outside. That would be the extent of their goodbye. Not for lack of closeness between them, but because she knew her father would break down if they spent too long saying their goodbyes.

				She stood from her seat at the table. “I guess it’s time,” she said.

				Malone nodded and picked Jerra’s bag up from the floor next to the table. “I believe it is.”

				The girls walked outside to find the men had already mounted their horses. Tamsin had readied one of their own horses for Jerra, Finn. She smiled as she ap-proached. He held Finn’s reins out to her and she accepted them. Finn had always been her favorite of their horses.

				She gave Finn a scratch behind his ears, and Finn neighed gratefully. He was a beautiful creature, with cream-colored skin and long, auburn hair. She turned to her family, who gathered behind her. Skye’s eyes filled with unshed tears. Malone stood behind her with her hands on Skye’s shoulders, her own face flooded with grief. Tamsin still stood at Finn’s head, petting him gently while Jerra savored this moment.

				“I’ll be back before you know it,” she said.
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				They all nodded solemnly, seeming to know some-thing she didn’t.

				She mounted her horse, and the soldiers began leading their horses toward the road. Malone handed Jerra her bag, and she latched it onto Finn’s saddle gently. She smiled warmly at them, and turned Finn to face the road as well.

				This was not the end. This was the beginning.

				And nothing the Queen could offer would keep her from returning to her home. 
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				“Oh, I’m ready,” Eryane quipped, her hand creep-ing around the hilt of her sword.

				Without another word, the hooded figure leapt forward, sword outstretched, and lunged at Eryane. His brown hood fell back to reveal the face of a middle-aged man with tan skin and green eyes, barely visible in the glow of the candlelight. He smirked as he plummeted toward her.

				She lifted her sword deftly from its scabbard and twisted out of the path of his blade. She swept her foot underneath his closest leg and he stumbled, coming to a stilted stop. 

				He whipped around without hesitation, throwing 
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				his arm out toward her to collide his fist with her face. She threw her own arm up to block his blow before it could reach her. She tossed her useless sword away and it clattered to the stone floor. She used her other now free hand to slam a push against his stomach. She wasn’t as strong as him, but she managed to knock him a foot away, enough to scramble toward her abandoned sword.

				But he reached it first, slamming the heel of his boot on her blade just as her fingers touched the hilt. She glared up at him from on her knees, and shoved her elbow into his abdomen as hard as she could.

				He grunted in pain and backed away, clutching his stomach. Eryane snatched her sword from the ground and returned to a defensive stance.

				He grinned at her. “Excellent work, Eryane. You have improved tremendously.”

				Eryane relaxed. They were done sparring for the moment. “I’ve been practicing.”

				He nodded. “I can tell.”

				Her trainer ambled toward her, hand outstretched for a shake. “Good fight,” he said as she accepted his hand and shook it. “Now let’s go over where you can improve.”

				Eryane nodded. “Yes, sir.”

				 “The moment when you threw away your weapon was clever, but also dangerous,” he noted. He held out his hand for her blade, and she handed it to him.
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				Cyprus Albertine was the most notable fighter in the city. She’d had to pay good money for him to train her, even better money to convince him to train her at night under cover of darkness. But Eryane was lucky—Cyprus didn’t train just anybody. He must have seen something in Eryane, because he agreed to train her despite her being a complete novice.

				Cyprus held out her sword in front of him, arm taut as he flicked it back and forth. “Your weapon should be an extension of yourself. Throwing it away to use brute force was clever, yes, but also could have gotten you in a lot of trouble, had I been able to pick your sword up before you.”

				Eryane kept her eyes on the blade and watched his expert motions. “What would you have done in that moment, Cyprus?”

				He laughed, a guttural sound that shook his salt-and-pepper beard. “I never know what I’m going to do in the moment, Eryane! But if I were to venture a guess…” 

				He moved his body to mimic Eryane’s position from before. His knees bent slightly to allow for more solid footing. He had Eryane’s sword in one hand and threw up his other arm to mimic Eryane’s attempt to block his fist. “If I had been fighting to hurt or kill, which is important when one’s own life is in danger, I would have thrown up my sword to impale the opponent. He 
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				is vulnerable at that moment because of his offensive position.” He exhibited a swiping motion with the sword. “If it was only a sparring session, like ours, I would likely have used the force of his punch against him. I would throw his arm away, at the same time twisting to lock his arm underneath mine and throwing the sword up to his neck. At this point the fight is over. Either way, you have the upper hand.” He tossed her sword into the air gently, and caught the end of the blade in his gloved hand. He extended it out to her and she wrapped her fingers around the hilt, accepting it.

				She smirked. “Can you show me?”

				His devious grin matched her own. “Certainly.”

				They sparred for another hour, Cyprus stopping every now and then to show Eryane how she could improve upon her attacks. When the training was finally over they were both coated in sweat, and the moons had risen high enough that their light was beginning to break through the broken roof above them.

				Cyprus bowed toward her, and she to him. “Until next week,” he said, and she nodded. Without another word, he wandered off into the night.

				Eryane wasn’t done though. Once she was certain Cyprus had long gone, she resumed her fighting stance. This was how she always did it. Cyprus trained her how to fight. When he left, she practiced combining her new 
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				combat skills with her magical training.

				She pulled the fresh herbs out of her pockets that she had snagged from Nan’s potion-making herb garden. She wouldn’t miss them, she had plenty. And Eryane needed their life. She also noted the other sources of ener-gy in the room. The flames of the candles. Weeds growing up from beneath the broken stone floor. The vines that grew around and inside and throughout the building. 

				She smirked. Those would do just fine, she real-ized as she re-pocketed the herbs.

				She practiced the moves Cyprus had taught her over the course of the last few weeks. Her personal favor-ite was the leg sweep. She concentrated on the closest vine as she sank to her heels, imagining her leg colliding with the legs of an opponent. As she moved, she reached out her hand closest to the vine and siphoned the life from it. 

				She felt the energy she stole flow through her like water flowing through a pipe. In through her outstretched hand, across her arm and down into her chest, where it pooled in her abdomen. She willed it downward, through her hips, down through her leg, and finally, out through her foot. 

				A spray of fire erupted from her foot as she twist-ed, sweeping her foot across the ground like she would if she were tripping her opponent. It left a wall of fire sur-rounding her, cutting her off from her imaginary assailant. 
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				As she continued to twist, she rose to her feet once more. 

				The flames writhed and thrashed in front of her. For a moment, she lost sight of herself. Suddenly she was someplace else, and the ancient building around her, even the flames, had disappeared. 

				She looked around. She was walking down a short hallway, following a man who was so much taller than herself. He glanced back at her with a warm smile. She held his hand as they walked, and her fingers felt tiny inside of his. They reached a door at the end of the hall and the man opened it, leading Eryane inside. In front of them at the back of the room laid a bed, occupied by a beautiful woman with long, copper hair and kind eyes. She grinned at Eryane when she entered. In the woman’s arms laid a sleeping infant.

				Eryane shook her head. She was back inside the abandoned building, surrounded once again by the flames she had created. “What the hell was that?” she murmured. She clutched the dragon scale which hung from the chain around her next, and felt her resolve strengthen.

				She shuddered and continued practicing.

				She thrust both arms out, and pulled on two more vines nearby. Once more, she felt the force of the vine’s energy flow into her arms and into her chest. This time, she clapped her arms together in front of her, palms facing out, and sent the energy from her chest back out through 
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				her arms. A blast of water propelled forward from the space in front of her hands, as fast as thrown daggers. She imagined it speeding toward her stumbling opponent, knocking them to the ground while simultaneously dous-ing her flames. 

				A circle of glowing embers laid around her as she took one final draw from each vine in her vicinity. She raised her arms high above her, then drew them down as hard as she could, shoving a blast of air against the stone that blew out around her like a tidal wave, knocking over everything in its path. 

				She reveled in the surge of power she felt. This was who she truly was, could truly be. Not a simple apoth-ecary’s daughter. Not a witch who dabbled in spells and tricks of the eyes. 

				She was a Voiced One. She could command the elements at her touch. She could—

				A low rumble shook the ground below her feet, and she almost fell. She whipped around to see that she had sucked the life out of every vine in the building, and only now did she realize those crumbling vines were the only things still holding this place up.

				“Uh oh,” she said.

				The building began to fall around her in pieces as the shriveled vines lost their grip, the glue that held the bricks aloft. She snagged her sword from where she left it 
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				on the cold stone and booked it toward the entrance.

				She dodged left as a piece of the ceiling fell in front of her, a dust cloud lifting as it shattered against the floor. She cursed under her breath. She was only feet from the door now. Just a few more leaps—

				She thrust through the opening with the whole force of her strength, as the ancient structure came collapsing at her back. She threw herself into a roll, wincing as she cut her arm on one of the rocks outside the entrance. When her body came to a stop she sat up and looked at the ruins she’d narrowly escaped. 

				Her jaw clenched. “Oops.”

				Eryane stood and wiped the dust from her clothes. Better get out of here before someone comes to investigate this mess.

				She fled quickly toward home, hanging in the same shadows she’d kept to before. When she reached her bedroom window, she quickly threw it open and climbed in, collapsing on her bedroom floor in an exhausted heap.

				She took a few ragged breaths before she could sit up again. That was close.

				She’d known she was powerful. It was an intrinsic trait of a Voiced One to have more power than one knew what to do with. But toppling that entire building took her by surprise, crumbling structure though it was.

				Eryane sighed and stood. She rummaged through 
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				her bottom dresser drawer for the kit of bandages she hid there. This wasn’t the first time she’d managed to injure herself practicing with her magic.

				She poured a disinfecting tonic across her skin, where the bloody gash in her upper arm had started to congeal. She bit down on a rag as the stinging liquid cleaned out her wound, and then rubbed some of Nan’s salve across it before wrapping it in a light bandage.

				She groaned and moved to change into her night clothes. She climbed into bed, her whole body aching from the night’s workout, and pulled the covers up to her chin.

				She thought about the Voiced One the Queen had sent for. They would have to try to reach this girl—who-ever she was—before anyone could sink their claws into her. It wouldn’t be just the Queen who sought after her. Once word spread through the kingdom and across the borders to King Hamelin… the girl would not be safe from the vultures who would seek to use her powers for their own. 

				Eryane knew there were other Voiced Ones like her in the world. There had to be, she and Nan couldn’t be the only ones. But like her, they likely hid who they were for fear of retaliation against them for the past ac-tions of Gaius. Or worse, for fear they might be forced to use their abilities for someone else’s motives.
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				Eryane dared to hope that maybe this new Voiced One, this girl who had shown her powers in front of the world, could help Eryane change the narrative surround-ing their kind. Maybe if she could find this brave woman, together they could reverse the reputation the Voiced Ones suffered from now.

				But if this girl turned out to be the next Voice of Darkness…

				Suddenly her covers felt so heavy. She shoved them down to her feet.

				She sighed. There’s still something Nan is not telling me, she thought as she twisted in bed, trying to keep cool. She grunted and stood, thrusting her window open to allow the cool winter air in. A gust of soft, frigid air caressed her sweaty shoulders.

				She returned to her bed and swiftly blew out the candle on the table next to it. Maybe she is hiding some-thing, Eryane thought, but that doesn’t change the fact that there is another Voiced One in our midst. Someone like me. 

				Finally, for the first time in her life, she might meet someone who could help her truly understand how she felt. Sleep tugged at the corners of her eyes. Nan was a Voiced One too, but it wasn’t the same. She seemed to know things Eryane didn’t. Things she always promised she would explain someday, but never did.

				 This girl could help Eryane bring about a rev-
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				olution, one in which the Voiced Ones in hiding could finally come out of the shadows and live as normal people. She might be the key to their freedom.

				Or, Eryane thought as sleep overpowered her, she might destroy it all together. 
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				“I don’t understand why you won’t just do as I ask,” Everson growled atop his horse, staring at Jerra fiercely. “I’m only trying to keep you safe.”

				Jerra scoffed at him. “I don’t understand your rush,” she intoned. She rode atop Finn’s strong back, giving him a short break from the swift pace they’d main-tained since leaving her home a few hours before. “He’s exhausted. He’s not accustomed to the pace you’re trying to go.”

				Everson growled again, his green eyes practically rolling back into his head. “We could be attacked at any moment,” he repeated, as he had just said this moments before. “The faster we get to the city, the better. It’s only a 
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				two day ride if we hurry.”

				She looked around them, where the barren land stretched out around them for miles. They had passed through the last of the hills and forests a while ago, and wouldn’t see any more before they reached the city. Miles in front of them, the shadowy mountains they would eventually have to cross loomed before them. “Attacked by whom?” she intoned.

				He huffed and picked up the reins to his horse, Sera, and grumpily they stormed ahead of the group.

				She laughed. She realized she enjoyed getting un-der his skin. She found it quite easy, as well. Though she did appreciate that he wanted to protect her… if only for the reason that she remained an asset to the queen.

				“He really is just trying to keep you safe, miss,” one of the other soldiers said from his perch above her. 

				His name, she’d learned, was Adrian, along with the other two soldiers, Hofmel and Oshan. His dark skin shone in the midafternoon sun, stark against the pale brown hair of his horse, Nalini. She admitted to herself that she was a little excited to travel through Nathrynn, if only to see all the different people and races she could en-counter outside of Telles. No one in Telles had skin quite so dark or eyes quite so golden as Adrian. It intrigued her to find people like she’d read about in her mother’s books. But still, it was safe and quiet in Telles. She longed for it 
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				already.

				She smirked at Adrian, the sunlight glinting off her silver eyelashes. “Oh, I know. But it’s so fun to tease him, isn’t it?”

				The soldiers shared a laugh, and Adrian admitted, “I expect you might be right, Miss Jerra. Though I haven’t had the courage to attempt it myself.”

				“Oh, but it’s so easy!” she laughed.

				“I do think it’s important we maintain a faster pace though, Miss Jerra. It may seem quiet now, but there are threats we must watch out for at each leg of the jour-ney,” Oshan said from atop his horse, Griffyn. 

				His skin appeared almost pink to her, it was so pale. She wondered what part of the world these men were from. She’d seen a map of Nathrynn before, of course, but she hadn’t bothered to memorize it. She’d nev-er expected to need to know the world outside of Telles.

				She shrugged. “I sensed that Finn needed a break,” she admitted. “I’m not sure how I know that, but I do.” She glanced up at them. “Griffyn, Nalini, and Edna needed one too.” She patted Finn’s back, and he whinnied at her. She sighed. “I suppose we can go for a bit longer.” She reached into her satchel and pulled out a couple of apples, which had warmed under the sun despite the cool air. She reached down toward Finn’s snout with one of the apples, and he sniffed it curiously. Then he whipped 
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				his head and snatched the whole thing from Jerra’s out-stretched fingers. “Careful, you loon!” She laughed. 

				She tossed the remaining three apples at the other horses, all of whom caught them mid air except for Edna, Hofmel’s mare, who aimed for the soaring apple but tripped over her own feet. Luckily, Oshan reached out a hand just in time to catch it and offer it to his ride. Jerra swore the horse looked embarrassed, but she accepted the apple anyway. 

				Everson made a noise of frustration in front of them. He had turned back to look at his party and clearly didn’t like what he saw. “Seriously?” he called. Jerra and the soldiers laughed, but she clicked her heels against Finn’s side and they strode up to meet him. Finn came up right beside Sera, so close that Jerra’s knee brushed against Everson’s. He looked appalled. She pulled the final apple from her bag and offered it to Sera, who grunted happily and accepted it gently from Jerra’s hand with her teeth. She devoured it in a matter of seconds.

				Jerra clicked her heels against Finn’s sides once more, and he sped up into a graceful gallop. Soon the men had caught up with them too, and Jerra glanced over to look at Everson, whose red hair danced in the wind as they rode.

				He mouthed a thank you to her. She rolled her eyes. “I didn’t do it for you,” she said, but she doubted he 
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				could hear her over the wind.

				A few more hours of riding through dust-encrust-ed roads and piercing winter wind passed them by, and before Jerra knew it they arrived at their first stop. Dusk broke over the horizon and the fading sun cast a glow across the mountains, now so much closer than they had been before. She had never seen them up this close in all her life. And soon enough they’d be so close, she’d be on them.

				They dismounted, and Hofmel led each of their horses toward the stable of a small inn, which looked like it had seen better years. What appeared to have once been a flourishing pond next to the stable now sat empty of water or life.

				Everson caught her staring at it and said, “The blight. Seems it has reached this inn. This is the farthest I’ve seen it reach so far.”

				“The blight?” she asked. She’d read about blights in books, but never experienced one herself. There cer-tainly was no blight in Telles.

				Everson nodded and steered her gently away from the stable toward the inn. “It stretches out across Nath-rynn. It has been doing so, very slowly, for a few years. Thankfully, the city is well-stocked and receives visits from merchants across the kingdom every day, but… some institutions outside of the castle walls may not be so 

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				82

			

		

		
			
				Voice of Darkness

			

		

		
			
				fortunate to protect against it.”

				They neared the entrance to the inn, and Hofmel had rejoined them after lodging the horses.

				“What’s causing it?” Jerra asked Everson, touching his arm gently to pull him back. She assumed he had already moved on to more important things. 

				He paused, stopping just short of the inn door. “No one knows, Jerra. Sometimes blights just happen.”

				He opened the door and strode in, leaving Jerra standing outside, dumbfounded.

				Blights don’t just happen, she thought to herself. Not that she had any real experience. But in her mother’s books, which admittedly were works of fiction, something always caused the blight. 

				She shivered involuntarily and followed the sol-diers who had left her behind to enter the inn.

				Inside, warm air hit her like a splash of water. The air brushed against the cold tips of her ears and she relished in it. A blazing fire lit the dim space at the far end of the room, casting warmth toward her aching fingertips. 

				She glanced around the room. Everson had approached a young man on the other side of a bar where a few guests sat staring into their glasses of dark liquid. Wooden tables were scattered across the large entry room, and a few more people laughed and enjoyed hot meals at these tables.
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				When she entered through the door, a hush fell over the once lively room. She looked around again at the inn’s patrons, who now stared at her in awe. Whispers rose up from around the room.

				“Silver hair—”

				“—dragonborn—”

				“—Voiced One?”

				She balked at their blatantly uncovered whispers and briskly joined the men. She had never experienced such rudeness. She regretted coming on this silly trip already.

				Everson turned to greet her as she crossed the room, shedding her heavy overcoat. The young man at the bar still stood there waiting for Everson’s request, but Jerra didn’t feel like waiting.

				“I’d like your smallest, most inexpensive room,” she said to the boy, who nodded and rushed away to retrieve a key for her. She didn’t have much money, only what her parents gave her before she left, but it would be enough for at least one stay in a small inn.

				Everson scoffed distastefully beside her. “Miss Jerra, Her Majesty the Queen is taking care of our expenses, and we shall stay in the finest rooms available.” He glanced around the inn, clearly doubting they had anything “fine” to begin with.

				She stood straighter. “That is very kind of Her 
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				Majesty, but I will still take the smallest room they have. I need nothing finer.”

				He chuckled pompously, and she feared she might slap him. “Why would you choose to live in squalor when you don’t have to?” he asked her.

				She growled. “Your privilege is showing, sir.”

				Just then, the boy returned with Jerra’s key, which she accepted graciously. He directed her to follow the stairs to the second floor and down the hallway, and offered to store her coat. She declined. It was her mother’s coat and she didn’t dare part with it.

				She turned back to Everson, who balked at her. “I bid you goodnight, Commander. I will see you in the morning.” She turned on her heel and stomped up the stairs.

				Behind her she heard the boy ask Everson, “You’ll be paying for the young lady’s room, yes?” As Everson grumbled an indignant yes, Jerra chuckled to herself. It really was so easy.

				A blood-curdling scream broke Jerra out of her restless slumber. The permeating smell of burning wood and heavy smoke drifted across her nose, and her eyes shot open. She looked out the window at the scene below 
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				her. Moonlight fell on the forms of people who ran and screamed. An arrow flew through the air as chaos unrav-eled before her. The stable was coated in fire. The inn was under attack.

				“Finn!” Jerra leapt to her feet and raced toward the door without another thought.

				Chaos surrounded the inn as she raced outside. Everson saw her as he tried to calm the inn owners and rushed to her side. “We’ve been attacked by members of the fae,” he growled.

				“The fae!” she exclaimed. 

				Maybe Everson had been right after all. They could be attacked at any time. 

				Everson seemed to suddenly notice that Jerra wore only her nightdress. His already rosy cheeks flushed bright red, and he averted his eyes. “Uh, is there anything you can do to help, Jerra? Anything with your powers?”

				She looked down at her hands in condemnation. She didn’t have any idea how to use her powers yet. “I…” she stammered.

				A horse’s cry rang out from the stable as part of the roof collapsed in on itself. If she didn’t do something soon, Finn and the rest of the horses would not live through the night.

				She lifted her hands to the sky and willed some-thing to happen, anything at all. At first, there was noth-
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				ing but an awkward silence. And then, as suddenly as the crack of a whip, Jerra felt something like… lightning, as best she could describe it, flow into her body. She pushed with all her might and concentrated on the sky above her. 

				A crack of thunder rolled across the clouds, so loud she had to cover her ears. And then the rain fell.

				With pouring rain coating its surface, the stable’s fire was quickly extinguished. Jerra rushed toward the building as fast as her feet would carry her. She reached the gate that kept the horses trapped inside the stable, but an iron lock prevented her from opening it. She could hear the cries of Finn and the other horses inside, huddled together near the gate.

				Adrian came up behind her, breathless. “It won’t open?” he asked her. She shook her head frantically.

				“Stand back,” he said, and threw his shoulder against the gate. It started to give under his powerful blow, but held strong. The wood cracked underneath his shoulder as he slammed into it again and again, and she prayed it was actually the wood cracking and not Adrian’s bones.

				Finally, the gate gave way under Adrian’s shoulder. He fell to the ground as the gate fell in toward the horses, who screamed with relief and panic.

				Jerra knew in that instant that Adrian, collapsed on the ground and clutching his shoulder in pain, would 
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				be crushed by the frantic horses as they escaped, if she didn’t do something fast.

				She held out her hands again, not sure if she could do anything at all. But she could try.

				Finn and the others stamped their feet as they readied to race out of the now open gate. Jerra sent all the energy she could muster into her hands, concentrating on one word: calm.

				Finn gave one final desperate cry, which the other creatures matched with howls of their own. Jerra reached out tentatively for Finn’s reins, and once they were in her hand, he seemed to visibly relax. The other horses calmed as well.

				“There, boy,” she said to him softly. “Let’s walk out of this place calmly, with our dignity.”

				Finn whinnied at her gently, and she led him around the gate and Adrian’s body, while the other horses followed. Once free of the stable, the remaining horses took off at a gallop. Finn remained behind and nudged Jerra’s hand with his snout. She smiled and gave his ears a scritch. 

				“Good boy, Finn!” She turned back to Adrian, who still lay on the ground, now unconscious, clutching his shoulder. He must have passed out from the pain.

				She jostled him, and he woke with a start. “What happened?” he asked.
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				“You saved the horses,” she told him and grinned.

				The rain slowed and moonlight once again cast over the eerie scene. The stable was irreparably damaged. Brave inn guests who had come out to fight off the attackers lay in the mud, clutching open wounds. Broken arrows scattered the ground surrounding the inn.

				She must have missed the biggest part of the skirmish. She realized that Everson never followed her to the stable, so she glanced around to find him.

				She threw her hand over her mouth.

				Adrian looked at her with confusion.

				“Everson!” she shouted.

				Commander Everson lay collapsed on the ground, right where she had left him.
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				Less than one week remained before Caryse’s brother Boroden took the throne. She was determined to see him reach it. Though what means she had to ensure his coronation went smoothly, she was unsure.

				Boroden returned from his final hunting trip as a prince the morning after Chancellor Marken had visited her. Caryse warned him that it was unsafe for the future king to venture out days before taking the throne, when threats would be at their peak, but he claimed he needed the trip to reset before he accepted the crown.

				After the maids had twittered over her, scoffing at her desire to wear yet another black dress despite the Queen insisting the mourning period had ended, she 
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				made her way toward the grand ballroom, where she, Ar-abella, and Edith would await the beloved prince’s return. When she entered the room, she found she was the first to arrive. She crossed the massive room, decorated in forest green ribbons draped from the beams of the towering ceiling above her. At the end of the room, a set of double doors led out to a large balcony which overlooked part of the city. She’d expected some maids or butlers to be waiting inside as well, but she was alone. Her elegant black dress shuffled as she reached to open the doors to the balcony.

				The sunlight hit her with a glare, so strong after being inside the dim castle. Caryse propped the doors open to let in the light and the crisp air, then strolled over to the balcony’s intricate stone railing. She leaned onto her elbows over the edge, an improper position the Queen would scold her for.

				The closest portion of the city to the castle housed the nobility; wealthy, pompous characters that Caryse had grown to ignore if she could help it. And past their do-main rose the remainder of her city, dirty and disheveled buildings, streets, and houses which weaved in and out of the dark waterways that flowed from the ocean out toward the rest of the world. 

				Caryse sighed. She remembered a time, as a child, that those tributaries once sparkled with crystal clear wa-
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				ter and teemed with ocean life. A time when even the low class section of their city shined with care and admiration. She couldn’t recall the last time they had sparkled that way.

				At the farthest point of the city, where the grand wall rose around its inhabitants, she could just barely see the glint of the great metal door in the wall opening to allow someone in. It was her brother and his hunting companions, of course. Not much time now until he returned safely to the castle.

				“Not long now,” Arabella’s voice called from behind her. Caryse whipped around to find the Queen sauntering onto the balcony, Edith trailing quietly behind her.

				“Yes, my Queen. It looks as though they’ve just re-entered the city,” Caryse offered, curtsying to her step-mother. She stole a moment to examine the woman her father had married ten years earlier. She seemed different from the one she’d witnessed the night before. Where that woman had seemed sinister and aloof, the one in front of her smiled warmly at Caryse, the morning sunlight catching her golden hair in a beautiful glow. She struggled to reconcile the two women as the same person.

				She turned back to the railing, and Arabella joined her. To her surprise, the Queen leaned onto her elbows as Caryse had. Her stepmother never failed to surprise her.
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				Edith found a servant who retrieved her a box, and she stuck it under the railing and stood on it so she could join the two women as they peered over their king-dom. The three of them watched in silence as the sun rose over the city, and Boroden’s caravan paraded through the city on their way back to the castle. 

				As his crew grew closer atop their horses, the people of the city came out of their homes to watch his procession. He and his companions were met with cries of adoration, welcoming shouts, and scatters of flowers and rice. Anyone could see how well-loved Caryse’s brother was throughout the city. He met their calls with smiles, waves, and kind words in return. 

				He was his father’s son, after all. King Boroden had been a beloved ruler, a king who brought peace to the kingdom after years of war and heartache. Their subjects hoped that Boroden would be so esteemed a king himself.

				As they entered the nobility section of the city, Boroden looked up to see the women on the balcony high above him, and waved. Caryse waved back, and even Edith stood tall to thrust her arm back and forth in response. Only the Queen remained still until Boroden had finally passed out of their view at the entrance of the castle, and then straightened and returned to the ball-room. Caryse and Edith followed her.

				They took up their places in front of the throne 
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				at the back of the grand room, Queen Arabella in front, with Caryse and Edith waiting quietly behind her. A burst of laughter and merriment reached them before the prince opened the ballroom doors.

				When he finally did, he rushed forward with excitement and picked Caryse up, spinning her around. She couldn’t help but laugh. “Put me down, you loon! Are you drunk?”

				“Drunk on happiness!” he exclaimed, his shoul-der-length brown hair falling in waves so similar to her own. He finally set her down, and gave Edith and his stepmother equally tight hugs. “I’m just so glad to be home!”

				Arabella and Edith smirked, while Caryse snick-ered at him. “You’ve been gone two days!” she said.

				“Oh, but they were the longest two days of my life!” He laughed. 

				Behind him, a few of his traveling companions entered through the grand doors as well. Commander Ghent Riverclaw strode up beside him, clapping a hand on his back. His rosy cheeks bounced as he chortled and said, “This young man absolutely excelled on this trip! I’ve never seen so many bullseyes!”

				Boroden shrugged, raising his hand to rub the back of his head. “I had some nervous energy to release,” he admitted, and they all chuckled.
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				Caryse beamed at her little brother. At some point, while she wasn’t looking, he had bloomed from the little boy she used to chase around the castle to the gracious young man standing before her.

				“We are glad to have you home, son,” Arabella cut in, reaching out a hand to Boroden. He accepted it, and gave the tops of her fingers a light kiss.

				He jolted upright. “Oh! I have gifts for you all!”

				Edith squealed and rushed forward as Boroden turned back to one of the other men, collecting a satchel from him. He rummaged through the leather bag until he found what he was looking for. 

				“For my Queen,” he intoned, pulling out a shiny green crystal. “A stunning stone from the caves of Fever-hollow, dulled against your beauty.” He bent down into a bow with a proud smirk, holding the gem out to her as he did. She accepted it graciously.

				He rose and dug through the satchel again. This time he pulled out a sparkling piece of green cloth that shimmered under the sunlight as he handed it to Edith. “For you, my little sister, a beautiful handwoven dress from the seamstresses of Reingard.”

				Edith’s eyes sparkled as she snagged the dress from his hands and held it up to her body. 

				Boroden leaned down to her and lowered his voice. “They say it was crafted by the elves,” he whispered 
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				playfully, and Edith giggled. “With her mother’s permis-sion, of course,” Boroden stood and added, sneaking a wry smile at Arabella. She nodded.

				“Mommy, look at my pretty dress!” Edith ex-claimed. 

				Boroden pulled the last item from his bag. In his hand he clutched the soft, pale flowers of a moonblossom tree, and held them out to Caryse. “And for my big sister.”

				She placed her hand over her mouth. “Boroden, I—”

				“I know, I know,” he chuckled. “They’re a little dull in comparison to the other gifts, but—”

				“No,” she stopped him. She accepted the flowers from him gently. He had even pulled them up at the roots, so she could continue to grow them. “They’re lovely.”

				He beamed. “Perfect for any sunny window, or craft project,” he said, a twinkle in his eye. He knew, of course, that these rare flowers would be a welcome addition to her magical collection, though he couldn’t say it out loud.

				“Thank you, brother,” she said warmly.

				“Oh, and one more thing,” he said, twisting to retrieve an item off his belt. He handed it to Caryse. “Fa-ther’s blade. Thank you for letting me borrow it, again.”

				She inclined her head and took the dagger from 
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				him gently. He’d borrowed the blade their father had giv-en Caryse every time he left for a hunting trip. He never used it. He claimed it made him feel like their father was there almost, or a part of him at least. 

				They all retired to the room next door, where Della had prepared them a scrumptious-looking meal of steak and eggs. 

				Caryse stole a final glance at her gift before she ate. The pale blue petals of the moonblossom flowers almost seemed to glow in her hands. A flower which only grew at the base of the moonblossom tree and bloomed under the light of the three moons, it was legendary for its rumored healing abilities. She’d read about them in her many books, but honestly she’d thought they seemed more fiction than anything.

				But here they were, in her hands, collected by her own brother. She doubted she’d ever be able to use them up in a spell. Instead, when she returned to her room, she would place them in water and pray they lived long enough for her to see them to flourish. She wrapped them loosely in a napkin, along with her father’s dagger, a small blade with a black hilt embedded with a sparkling emerald.

				Her father had given it to Caryse mere days before his death. It was a true act of trust, letting her brother borrow the last remnant she had of their father. But if she 
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				could trust anyone, it was Boroden.

				She smiled at him now as she tucked the cloth-covered items away and dug into her eggs. He would make a great king yet.

				“Those potatoes bettah be peeled when I return!” Della shouted across the kitchen as Caryse and Boroden entered from the hall. 

				The kitchens hummed with chaos. An employee occupied every visible surface of the counters, chopping carrots, blanching vegetables, seasoning meat. Their chat-ter was so loud Caryse could hardly hear herself think. A stray biscuit flew across the room, sprinkles of flour cas-cading down, as someone tossed it at Della, who caught it with ease and sunk a bite into it.

				“Hello, luvs,” she said to the siblings, cheeks puffy with bread. “How goes it?” She made a display of swallowing loudly.

				“Bit busy in here, isn’t it?” Boroden grinned. 

				Della howled with laughter. “Yer tellin’ me! I’m the one what’s gots ta keep these slicks in line til yer big day, little prince!” She tossed a damp towel over her shoul-der and a puff of flour popped up around it. 

				“This is all for the coronation, then?” Caryse 
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				asked. 

				Della beamed and whipped around to grab something behind her. “Sure is,” she said, and returned carrying two chocolate cupcakes, each decorated with a cherry. “For the prince and princess,” she offered, holding the sweets out to them.

				Caryse and Boroden shared an excited glance. Boroden accepted his and had it scarfed down in a matter of seconds.

				“Never seen a king eat like that before,” Della winked. 

				Caryse nibbled at hers. She’d savor it while she could. “I know it’s a big event, but this does seem like a lot,” she said.

				Della waved them out into the hall nearby, away from nosy ears. “Between you and me, luvs, Her Highness is plannin’ some sorta big event before the coronation too.”

				“The tournament?” Boroden offered.

				Before Della could respond, an eerie noise drifted up from the door to the stairwell nearby, like a scraping and a growling. The three of them glanced over to it, but the noise faded quickly. 

				“What was that?” Boroden asked.

				Della shook her head. “Yer guess is as good as mine, luv. I’m always hearing strange noises coming out of 
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				that door.”

				Caryse and Boroden shared a sideways glance. “Truly?” Caryse questioned her.

				Della nodded carefully, her messy bun of hair bobbing with the motion. “Truly,” she admitted cautious-ly. “Gave me a right solid fright once on a night shift by meself.”

				“Have you told anyone else?” Caryse added.

				Boroden looked at her inquisitively.

				“Not a soul,” Della said. “To be honest, I had begun to fear I was the only one what heard it.”

				“Good,” Caryse said tersely. “Don’t mention it to anyone else.”

				Della nodded. “Yes, Princess.”

				She turned back toward the kitchen door, but paused and swung around to face them again. “I don’t know what, if anythin’, is down there, Caryse. But I can’t imagine it’s anythin’ any of us should be triflin’ with.”

				Caryse nodded. “You’re probably right, Della.” She smiled warmly at the cook, a woman who’d known them since birth. “Thank you for the cakes,” she added.

				Della grinned and returned to the kitchen.

				Now alone, Caryse turned to her brother and asked him as they ambled back up the stairs, “Do you think there’s something down there?”

				He chuckled. “Not everything is a puzzle for you 
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				to unravel, sister.”

				She shrugged, and scarfed down the last bite of her cupcake. “Life would be a lot more interesting if it were.”

				“Did you come up with any plans for the tourna-ment while I was away?” he asked, obviously changing the subject.

				“Yes and no,” she said. “Can’t say I enjoy planning an event where a bunch of sweaty men attack each other, but… well, the Queen gets what she wants.”

				He nudged her side with his elbow. “You quiet that nonsense. She’s just excited about this Voiced One she found. She wants the best fighters in the city to pro-tect them.”

				They reached the landing that led to their bedrooms. “I suppose,” Caryse mumbled. The whole event confused her. The Voiced One hadn’t even heard the Queen’s offer yet. Why was Arabella so certain there would be need for fighters at all?

				She knocked his shoulder with her own as they reached the door to his room. “You’ll be king in less than a week,” she said proudly.

				He gave her a sheepish grin, rubbing the back of his dark head of hair as he tended to do when he was nervous. “I suppose I will. Don’t imagine you want to trade places?”

			

		

	
		
			
				A.G. Houser

			

		

		
			
				101

			

		

		
			
				She laughed. “I think you know I would do any-thing for you, Bor.” She paused. “But you’re meant to be king. I feel it in my bones. We just have to get you there safely.”

				He stared at her, a question in his eyes. But he didn’t ask her what she meant, just mumbled something about needing a nap and disappeared into his bedroom.

				She wandered down toward her own room and sighed as she closed the door behind her. She leaned against it heavily, sliding to the floor with a thump. A silly law dictated that she could never take the throne as long as a male heir lived. Besides, she’d never known anyone more capable than her brother for the job. He was so like their father, in all the best ways.

				Caring. Compassionate. Understanding. Patient. Giving.

				And here she was, imagining the worst in people. With no good reason. She rose and threw herself on her bed, a pile of books nearby bouncing as she landed. If her father were still here, she could be more positive about their future. But the world was so much bleaker without him in it.

				She feared she was forgetting his smile, the way it warmed his whole face and filled his eyes with sparkles of joy. It had only been six months since his sudden passing. What would she remember in six years? Sixty? 
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				She buried her face in her pillow and growled a frustrated scream. She knew she was being silly. Arabella would step down. Boroden would be king. The kingdom would know peace once more. And someday Caryse and Boroden would lift the laws against magic, too.

				She stood and thrust the curtains closed across her bedroom window, casting the room in darkness save for the flickering candle on her nightstand. She blew it out too and climbed back into bed, fully clothed. A nap sounded lovely right about now.

				Caryse mused, as sleep teased her, that if the world were different, if the law weren’t the law, if her fa-ther weren’t dead, and he grew old and passed the throne onto his eldest, and most trusted, child, that Caryse wouldn’t even know what to do with it. So she’d better make sure her brother made it to his coronation day, she realized before the darkness swept her away. Or they were all in big trouble.
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				“Everson! Everson, wake up!” Jerra shouted at Everson’s unconscious form.

				Adrian knelt beside her in the moonlight, shaking his superior officer. 

				Jerra shivered against the rain that had picked up again. Ominous clouds floated in front of the moons. Had she done this somehow? He sported no flesh wounds of any kind, and when he stood next to her only moments ago, he was perfectly fine. 

				But now he lay unconscious, barely breathing, in the mud outside the inn.

				Hofmel and Oshan rushed toward them from the edge of the inn’s plot of land. “What happened?” Oshan 
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				asked Adrian.

				“We don’t know,” Adrian admitted. “One mo-ment he was fine, the next we looked over and he had collapsed to the ground.”

				Jerra rolled back onto her heels and wrapped her arms around herself. 

				An innkeeper, the woman called Mable, ap-proached Jerra with a large wool coat. “Please, Miss. You’ll catch cold.” She stood and graciously allowed the woman to wrap the coat around Jerra’s shoulders, covering the sopping nightgown which clung to every curve of her body. She could feel the rain in her bones, and the coat did little to help, but at least she was covered up now.

				The woman grasped Jerra’s hand. “Thank you for saving my home, and my livelihood,” she said with plead-ing eyes. Jerra nodded in response.

				The three soldiers lifted Everson’s form out of the mud and carried him over to the inn. Jerra followed closely, her mind foggy. 

				There was still so much about her powers she did not understand. Somehow, she had made rain pour from the sky. She let go of the wool coat for a moment to stare at her hands. The hands she had known and used for twenty years. Suddenly they looked like they belonged to someone else.

				The men carried Everson inside and rested his 

			

		

	
		
			
				A.G. Houser

			

		

		
			
				105

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				sleeping form in front of a large fireplace at the back of the parlor. The innkeeper’s husband rushed over to exam-ine him.

				“Will he be alright?” Adrian asked him.

				The male innkeeper paused for a moment, taking a last look over Everson’s peaceful face. “From what I can tell, he appears to only be sleeping. I can’t say why he seems unable to be woken, but I hope we will know more in the morning.”

				The men nodded gratefully. 

				Mable spoke up. “Perhaps you young men could carry your commander upstairs and prepare him for bed? I imagine he will fare much better in a comfortable bed than here on the floor.”

				“Yes ma’am!” Oshan replied, and the three men once again lifted their Captain from the floor, and carried him up the stairs.

				Jerra still stood in the doorway, struggling to come to terms with what just happened. She glanced back outside, where the stable boy had collected Finn for her. Two of the other horses, Everson’s horse Sera and Adrian’s horse Nalini, appeared to have found their way back to the inn. The boy carried each of their reins in his hands and led them over to the inn’s awning, where they could shelter from the rain for the night. It would be unsafe for them to re-enter the stable in its condition.
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				She sent up a small wish that the other three hors-es would be safe as well.

				What could cause these fae creatures to attack an inn full of innocent people? As far as she knew, Nathrynn had known mostly peace for over ten years.

				She dodged out of the way as two people carried in one of the wounded guests. A bloody stain covered the abdomen of his nightclothes and he groaned in pain. She glanced outside again and watched other guests collecting their fallen neighbors, directing them inside.

				She shuddered to think what might happen if her own home were attacked. There would be no one there to protect them. 

				She ventured a guess that whatever the Queen wanted from her likely had something to do with these at-tacks. But considering the absolute lack of knowledge she had regarding her powers, there wasn’t much she could do to help. She sighed and wrapped the coat around her tightly. She would think about this tomorrow. For now, she needed more sleep.

				Unfortunately, even wearing dry clothes and wrapped in her warm wool blanket, sleep did not come easily. She tossed and turned the rest of the night, plagued by violent dreams of fire and rain. When the sun finally brushed over her restless eyelids, she didn’t bother trying anymore, and rose out of bed to start the final leg of their 
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				trip.

				She caught Commander Everson sitting at a table downstairs mid-laugh, and her heart fluttered. He was okay. Thank Nathrynn.

				Everson and her other three traveling companions sat around one of the round tables which decorated the inn’s parlor, sharing laughter and a carafe of juice. Ever-son’s face lit up when Jerra entered the room.

				“Jerra! Are you ready to continue our excursion across Nathrynn?” he beamed at her.

				She matched his smile. “I am, Commander. It is good to see you are recovered from… whatever befell you last night during the attack.” She joined them at the table, setting her bag beside her chair. Mable came over with a glass for Jerra and informed the party that she would have breakfast out for them momentarily.

				“It was the strangest thing,” Everson responded to Jerra. “I’m not really sure what happened. One moment I was standing next to you, the next you raised your arms. After that I blacked out. Next thing I knew, I was waking up in my bed here at the inn.”

				“So strange,” Jerra murmured. She wondered if him falling had anything to do with her casting magic last night. She had raised her arms, and then he collapsed? How could she deny the evidence? But she chose not to mention it. After all, magic was already banned in Burn-
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				haven Bay. If the Queen knew that Jerra’s magic somehow hurt people, and Jerra didn’t have any control of it, she wouldn’t be happy about that.

				The female innkeeper and one of her employees brought out a few plates of steaming eggs, potatoes, and bacon, placing them in front of the party. Jerra graciously accepted her plate, but offered her bacon to the gentlemen who ravenously accepted.

				After breakfast, Hofmel and Adrian left to ready the horses. They informed Jerra that the remaining three horses had found their way back overnight. Everson pulled Oshan aside before he could join the other two.

				“Oshan, I have a special mission for you,” Everson told him.

				Jerra stood only a few feet away on the inn’s porch, clutching her bag and mentally preparing herself for the rest of the trip.

				“Yes, Commander. What can I do?” Oshan re-plied, standing straighter.

				Everson glanced over at Jerra and lowered his voice, but she could still hear him. “I’m concerned after last night’s attack that it would be best for someone to return to the Voiced Ones’ home and protect her family. I suspect this attack may have been related to the Voiced One’s presence here.”

				“You want me to go, sir?” Oshan asked, his voice 
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				heavy.

				“I trust you sincerely,” Everson replied, clasping Oshan on the shoulder proudly. “Adrian, Hofmel, and I can handle protecting the girl, should the need arise. And I may be fearful for no reason. But it is better that we be prepared for trouble and none come, than be unprepared if it does.”

				Oshan nodded. “Understood, Commander. When we depart this morning, I shall go back from whence we came.” He saluted his commanding officer and rushed off to join Adrian and Hofmel.

				“You think my family is unsafe?” Jerra said sud-denly from her corner of the porch.

				Everson jumped, apparently lost in thought after his conversation with Oshan. “No. Well... yes, I guess I do. If I’m being honest.” He said no more.

				She stamped her foot. “Well? You’re going to say something like that and think I won’t want more informa-tion?”

				He rubbed the back of his neck, looking cha-grined. “It’s not that I wish not to tell you, Miss Jerra. It’s just that it is not my place to say.”

				“Your Queen wants to tell me herself, yes?” She rolled her eyes.

				Everson recoiled. “Our Queen wishes to divulge her reason for seeking your aid herself, yes.”
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				Jerra leaned against the column of the porch and sighed. “It has something to do with these attacks, doesn’t it?”

				He paused, then nodded carefully. “I believe it does, yes.”

				“She thinks I can help?”

				“I suppose.”

				She stood straight again and stepped off the porch. “Well, let’s get moving then,” she said.

				He grunted his agreement and followed her toward the horses.

				Oshan, Hofmel, and Adrian had loaded the horses up with all of their supplies, save for Jerra’s bag, which Adrian offered to load for her. She obliged. The men shared a somber goodbye with their fellow soldier Oshan, and he rode off in the direction they had already traveled. 

				Everson offered his hand to Jerra to aid her in climbing atop Finn. She glanced down at his hand and recoiled when it appeared to be covered in maggots.

				“Miss Jerra, are you quite alright?” Everson asked her, concern in his voice.

				She glanced up into his bright eyes; her own reflecting the terror she felt. She looked down again, and his hand had returned to normal. She shivered.

				“I, uh… I think so. I’m fine.” She gingerly accept-ed his hand, and it felt like a normal hand as he hoisted 
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				her onto Finn’s back. She shook her head. What a strange daydream.

				A blast of bitterly cold wind slapped Jerra in the face as their horses sprinted toward the towering moun-tains. They were so close now she could taste the snow on the air. She almost laughed, she was so excited to see the snow. They didn’t get much of it in Telles.

				The commander slowed Sera as the path they fol-lowed began to twist and writhe like a wild beast. It led to the nearest mountain, then up, up, up, across the dips and valleys of the massive creature that loomed above them. The way the wind plummeted through it and around it made the colossal peaks appear to be breathing.

				They finally came to a slow stop not even a mile from the base of a mountain. The commander took a deep breath. “Feverhollow Mountains,” he said, just loud enough for them to hear him over the cries of the wind.

				He turned Sera to face his companions. “What do we think of this oncoming storm, men?”

				Hofmel lifted his pink face to the air and sniffed. Then he shook his head. “Not safe, Sir. I don’t think we can continue as planned.”

				Everson swore under his breath. “I was afraid of 
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				that,” he said. 

				“The pass under the mountains goes all the way through,” Adrian offered, shivering atop Nalini’s back. 

				Everson gave him an inquisitive stare. “How can you be sure?”

				Adrian shrugged. “My father used to work in the mines underneath the mountain. He always told me they extended all the way through.”

				“What if they’ve caved in since then? The mines haven’t been used in ten years,” Hofmel added. 

				“I think it’s a risk we should take,” Adrian rebut-ted. “It’s too dangerous to pass over right now. And if we wait out the ice storm, we could be waiting for days.”

				Jerra rolled her eyes. She may be cautious, but she wasn’t stupid. She turned Finn to face the twisting path toward the mountains, as the men behind her continued to bicker. They’d figure it out soon enough. 

				“Miss Jerra!” Everson called. She ignored him, letting his voice carry away on the harsh wind. 

				The men strode up to her atop her steeds. “I see you’ve made your decision of which path we’re taking,” Everson said as he led Sera up next to Finn. 

				Finn nudged Sera’s shoulder with his own, and Jerra gave him a light scratch behind his ear. “Adrian said this was the safer way. I’m not waiting out this storm,” she cut Everson off before he could object.
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				He sighed. “I just want you to know that I’m not giving in to one of your tantrums,” he said, smirking when she scoffed at him. “I was leaning toward taking this route as well. But you are right, I believe this will be safer than passing over. And certainly faster than waiting.” He gave Sera a pat on her neck. “And the sooner we get you to the Queen, the better,” he muttered.

				Jerra heard the bitterness in his voice and knew it was for her. But damn if he didn’t get under her last nerve. She clicked her heels against Finn’s side, and they sped off toward the mountain, leaving Everson behind in their dust.

				Within minutes, the mouth of the cave loomed before them, like the mouth of a beast waiting to chomp on their bones. Jerra pulled Finn to a stop and shivered. She glanced back at the men who quickly approached them, and behind them the storm had begun to gain power. The wind whipping around them carried more than just snow now, it was laden with icy sheets of rain too.

				She turned back to the black expanse before her, and took a deep breath. Then she led Finn into the abyss.

				The darkness permeated everything around them. 
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				Even her clothes felt coated in shadows. The small torches the men had lit did little to light their way, but at least they didn’t travel in complete blackness. 

				They strode atop the horses for quite some time, a few hours at least. But without the sun to guide their way, Jerra quickly lost track of time. The mountain pass led them in a relatively straight line, though sometimes it would veer from side to side before righting itself again, and Jerra feared they were going to be lost inside the dark forever.

				After a time, Jerra and the men dismounted their rides, opting to walk along them instead. Heavier than the darkness, a blanket of silence fell over them. The men did not chatter animatedly as they had done each day so far, and Jerra did not bicker with Commander Everson. Instead, they strode together in the quiet, each watching the shadows for any sign of movement or indication that the tunnel might come to an end.

				Everson was the first to speak, and at first his voice came out rough and unused. “Adrian,” he began. “How far do you think we’ve traveled? Should we make camp for the night?”

				Adrian glanced above himself, as if he might catch a glimpse of the sun through the miles and miles of stone above them. He sighed. “I can’t say for sure, Sir. But I think we’ve been traveling for several hours. I myself am 
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				quite fatigued. Perhaps we could pause for some rest.”

				The commander nodded. “So be it. We’ll keep watch in shifts, so we might all get some much needed rest.”

				Hofmel lit a small campfire while Adrian pulled some blankets out of their packs. Hofmel offered to take the first watch. He sat stockstill, staring down the cavern-ous dark hollow while the other three laid down and tried to sleep. Finn lowered onto his legs, and Jerra folded her blanket up next to him, savering his warm body as the cold threatened to suffocate her. His chin nuzzled against her hair as she laid down beside him and tried to sleep. It didn’t come easily, but eventually, slowly, she felt the world fall away.

				She wasn’t sure how long she’d slept when she awoke with a start. Finn snored humorously beside her, and she snuggled in deeper. She glanced ahead past the burning embers of the fire, where Everson sat in the spot Hofmel had occupied before she’d dozed off. He was supposed to be keeping watch, but he snored gently, his elbow propped up on his knee and his face laid heavily in his hand. She chuckled to herself. Even the tough Com-mander needed sleep. 

				She nestled in closer to Finn again, and humored herself that there was likely no threat to them in this damp, vacant cave anyway. But she would kick herself lat-
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				er for thinking that because when the hand clamped over her mouth, she was out before she could even scream.

				The first thing she noticed about her assailant when her eyes flew open were his ears. They rose into skinny points against his golden hair. The ears of an elf. He’d tossed her unconscious body against the wall of a small cavern, somewhere deep into the mountain where sound did not carry. Her back and head ached where she had hit the stone wall. Rope dug into her wrists, and her assailant had shoved a cloth into her mouth and tied another around her head to prevent her from screaming.

				He wore the armor of an accomplished elven warrior. She didn’t know much about them, but they had a vicious reputation. He hunched over a slender blade, near her but far enough away she couldn’t reach him, even with her feet outstretched. The blade sparkled in the light of a glowing crystal on a short staff resting next to him, providing enough light that the room was not completely cast in shadows. The dagger spun against the stone floor as he twisted the hilt of the blade from above and let it spin like a toy.

				The hair on her arms rose, and once again she had the eerie feeling that someone, not the elf to her side, was 
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				watching her. Like before, in the woods.

				She stamped her feet against the wall behind her.

				He looked up lazily at her. “Ah, you’re finally awake.” He came forward and reached to remove her gag. He paused. “When I remove this, you will not scream,” he said. He lifted his blade to her abdomen. “We understand, don’t we?” He grinned at her.

				Jerra’s skin crawled. What kind of creature would snatch her in the dead of night and threaten to run her through with a blade? She thought elves were supposed to be gentle, peaceful creatures. But she didn’t exactly wish to die right now. So she carefully nodded, and he removed the cloths from her mouth. 

				He sighed. “That’s better, now innit?”

				She glared into his face, inches above hers. A deep scar ran across his left eye, and the affected pupil inside his mangled eyelid was gray and dead. The other eye was a piercing blue, and she felt it roaming across her body.

				She could puke. Instead, she looked up into his face again, and spewed a burst of phlegm into his good eye.

				He screeched, then thought better of the noise and grunted as he ripped a cloth from his pocket and wiped it against his face. “Filthy human,” he muttered.

				She thought about mocking him, but decided the spit was already a little far. How was she going to get out 
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				of this one?

				“If it were up to me,” he began, sauntering back over to her, “I would have slit your putrid throat right there in front of your filthy human friends.” He rolled his eyes. “But it’s not up to me. King Hamelin wants you alive.”

				King Hamelin sent this clown?

				She opened her mouth to speak but found that her throat was raw. She cleared it and spat, “What do you want from me?”

				“I’m here to make you an offer,” he continued, pacing across the small room as he did so. “The good King seeks your services, ahem, your powers, for some desire he declined to divulge to me,” he said bitterly. “I am, after all, only the messenger.”

				She struggled to sit up without the use of her hands, but finally did so, stretching her legs out in front of her. “What the hell is it with these kings and queens wanting a piece of me?” she grunted.

				He shrugged. “Beats the hell out of me,” he said, “filthy human.”

				She rolled her eyes. “I’m not even human,” she snapped. “I’m dragonborn, apparently. And fae,” she added. “Like you.”

				“Whoopie,” he intoned. “Good for you. Anyway, King Hamelin said to offer you thrice what the Queen is 
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				offering you for your services.”

				She groaned. “I don’t even know what the Queen is offering me!” she yelled.

				He smirked. “Then I suppose you could request whatever you want from the King.”

				She rolled her eyes again, and wondered if she should bother trying to keep count of the number of times she felt the need to do that on this journey. She was certain she was already in the twenties thanks to Everson’s draconian compass. She shifted again, wincing as the ropes dug deeply into her thin wrists. She sat in silence for a moment, studying him while he continued to pace in front of her, remembering that moment at the inn when she felt that power pool inside her. Could she do that again?

				Nathrynn help her! She was so beyond her depth. She had no clue how to garnish that energy, how to use these supposed powers that fate deemed she be cursed with. But she could try, just like she did last night. 

				She closed her eyes and concentrated once more. Vaguely in front of her she heard the elf groan and admonish her for napping at a time like this. She tuned out his voice, instead focusing on the room around her. Before, when she pulled the rain down from the sky, she had felt an energy flow into her body just moments before. Then that same energy spilled out of her as she 
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				commanded the sky to pour. So were her powers some-how commanded by… energy? The energy around her?

				She opened her eyes to stare fiercely at the elf, who gaped at her incredulously. He was the perfect target to practice on. She sucked in a breath, and pulled.

				The elf groaned in pain and fell to his knees. She felt the energy she stole from him pool in her belly, and grinned. Then she pushed it out through her legs, and gasped as a beam of ice shot out from her feet and aimed squarely at his abdomen.

				She feared the dagger-like ice was about to tear through his stomach, but he rolled out of the way just before it struck. It shattered on the stone behind him.

				“You little wench,” he growled, and barrelled toward her. He gripped her wrists with one hand and twisted himself behind her, lifting his dagger to her ex-posed throat in an instant.

				She was spent. She didn’t know what else to do. And after all this, she was about to die at the hands of a grumpy old elf.

				A form darted out of the shadows faster than she could blink. Before she knew what happened, a great sil-ver wolf had clamped onto the elf’s arm, and he screamed in agony. He tried to shake the beast loose, but the wolf bit deeper. 

				The blade against Jerra’s throat loosened, and she 

			

		

	
		
			
				A.G. Houser

			

		

		
			
				121

			

		

		
			
				wriggled free while the elf screeched in pain. When she was free, the wolf finally released the elf’s arm. The elf took one look at the two of them, blood gushing from his open wound, and ran, yelling something about “not worth it” in his wake.

				Jerra turned to face the wolf who had attacked her assailant. Blood dripped from its mouth slowly, each drop hitting the stone floor echoing like a drum against Jerra’s ears. Her breath caught in her throat.

				The wolf still stood mid-growl, staring at her with deep gray eyes. Jerra shuddered.

				The wolf tensed, and Jerra readied herself to be attacked once more. This time she doubted she’d make it out alive.
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				She’s almost here. I can’t miss my chance to reach her before the Queen can.

				Eryane cursed to herself as she raced through the city streets toward the market, her canvas bag with her table and goods thumping behind her. She was late get-ting to market because of her late night of training, which had never happened before. The sun already rose over the castle wall when she reached the courtyard.

				“You’re late, Eryane Ellis,” Abbott teased her. “Very late.”

				She ignored him and removed her table from its bag, setting up her wares. Townsfolk already milled about in the square, stopping at other vendors’ tables while she 
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				rushed to get hers ready. She knew the Voiced One was growing closer by the hour, she would be here any time now. Yet Eryane couldn’t sit around twiddling her thumbs while she waited. She would have to be patient and keep up appearances.

				Abbott came over and placed a heavy hand on her shoulder. “Eryane,” he said, holding out a piece of bread. “Take a breath.”

				Her stomach growled in response and she grinned sheepishly. She sighed and thanked him, scarfing down the bread gratefully. She was more than a little annoyed that he knew her so well.

				“Everything okay?” he asked her, his dark eyes catching the rays of sun and creating little pools of honey. She shivered.

				You stop that, she told herself. You have other things to worry about right now.

				“Yeah,” she spat out, trying not to choke on her bread. “Everything’s fine. Just an off day.”

				Abbott leaned his back against her table noncha-lantly, taking a bite of his own piece of bread. “Alright, if you say so. You know it was your turn to ‘win’ the best spot today, so I was just a little surprised you were late.”

				She almost laughed, but decided against it. They had never really acknowledged aloud that they took “turns” winning the race to the best spot at the market. It 
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				had always been just… understood. For as long as she had known him, since they were children.

				He bumped her shoulder lightly with his own. “You sure you’re okay?”

				She sighed. He couldn’t possibly understand the gravity of what sat on her shoulders now. Not only did she learn that there was another Voiced One in the world, someone like her, but that this Voiced One was also prophesied to be the next Voice of Darkness, and could bring about the destruction of life as they knew it if she went down the path of darkness. Oh, and Eryane might be the only one who could stop her. 

				No big deal.

				And maybe if she hadn’t been so carelessly focused on silly competitions with cute local boys, she would have been paying better attention.

				“I’m fine,” she grumbled. “Let’s just get this day over with.”	At the end of an uneventful workday, Abbott turned to Eryane as they packed up their tables and said, “Can I walk you home, Eryane?”

				She shrugged. She was too tired to argue with him, anyway. “I suppose.” She really didn’t need the protection, but she didn’t mind the company. The walks home could definitely get lonely.

				The road they took was a familiar one. It weaved 
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				through the cobblestones streets in a nearly perfectly centered route between their two homes. They had walked this path many times before. They strode in silence for a while, the only sounds the click of their shoes on the cobblestones and the laughter of children playing in the streets nearby.

				Finally, he cleared his throat. “What’s got you so distracted, Ery?”

				She struggled to keep her smile from reaching her lips. He was the only one who ever called her Ery. If anyone else called her that, she’d sock them. She sighed. “I’m afraid you wouldn’t understand this one, Abbott.”

				They came upon a crumbling building near a river street, where a dark alcove housed a dozen owls who dozed before nightfall. The owls returned to this alcove every morning after a night of chasing street rats and city vermin.

				Abbott chuckled. “Why don’t you tell me all of their names again?”

				Eryane shrugged, and listed off their names. “That’s Petra. She’s the feisty one. That’s Grog, Meena, and Loish. Then on that side you have Dent, Margo, Greta, Allett, and Nomeh. Up there at the top is Beatrice, Carsh, and Milo. He’s my favorite,” she smiled, knowing Milo was probably listening.

				Abbott laughed. Eryane knew he thought she just 
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				made their names up for fun, but how could he possibly know she once asked them many years before?

				They continued on, not far from Eryane’s home now. “How’s your mom, Abbott?” She braced herself for bad news, but Abbott shrugged and smiled. “Seems like she’s doing better most days. Some days she recognizes me, and some days she thinks I’m my dad. Which can get awkward fast,” he chuckled, “but I manage. We’re just taking it one day at a time.”

				Eryane remembered a time when Abbott’s mother Calena was the one who sold her city-famous pastries at the market. When her mind started to fade, Abbott stepped up and took over for her. His siblings were all older than him—moved out and moved on, and seemed to have forgotten they still had a mother and little brother back home.

				Abbott crossed his arms over his chest while they strolled in silence. She knew the face he was making, lost in deep thought.

				The air between them felt different somehow, though Eryane wasn’t sure why. An entirely different ener-gy than she had ever felt from him before drifted toward her.

				They crossed paths with a guard who stomped past them grumpily. Eryane mocked his grouchy loaf, which caused Abbott to laugh. The guard glanced back 
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				at them angrily, and Abbott morphed his laughter into a nonchalant whistle.

				“What an oaf,” she chuckled.

				Abbott laughed with her, kicking a stray pebble across the cobblestone. “Yeah, but he’s an oaf that gets to see outside the city walls now and then.”

				Eryane sighed. “I don’t think it’s as great out there as you hope it to be, Abbott.”

				He shrugged. “A guy can dream, can’t he?” He kicked a couple more loose stones free from a broken cobblestone. “Couldn’t you imagine visiting other foreign lands? The culture, the freedom. I would just be happy getting to taste bread made in another country!”

				Eryane snickered. “You and your bread!”

				He grinned. “You know I have to stay though. And take care of Ma. Besides, it seems I would need something to leave for if I really thought about going, wouldn’t I?” He rubbed the back of his head. “And all I really have are two reasons to stay.”

				She didn’t ask him what the second reason was.

				“Grab your paper! Read the news!” A high-pitched, booming voice echoed from the nearly empty street ahead of them. A little boy with long brown hair stood in the road, a heavy stack of papers in his arms. He stopped each passerby and offered them a sheet.

				“What have you got there?” Abbott called out to 
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				him. 

				The boy beamed, and offered a flyer to each of them after Abbott slipped him a coin. “The Queen’s plan-nin’ a tournament for all citizens of Burnhaven! It’s good money, too, if ya win!”

				He scuttled off with his shiny new coin, and Erya-ne read the flyer to herself as Abbott read it aloud.

				“Dear citizens of Burnhaven Bay,

				Your Majesty the Queen has requested the honor of your presence at a city-wide tournament to be held the morrow next. She calls for the competition of all able-bodied fighters to determine who is the best in the city. The winner will be rewarded handsomely, and requested to accompany Her Majesty’s finest soldiers on a quest of utmost importance. An additional reward will be provided following the completion of the quest. No magic will be permitted in the fighting ring, and violators will be punished to the fullest extent of the Law.

				Signed,

				Commander Ghent Riverclaw

				Hand to the Queen.”

				Eryane glanced at Abbott. “She’s up to some-thing,” she muttered, crumpling up the flyer and stuffing it in her pack.

				Abbott looked at her inquisitively. “Who, the Queen?”
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				Eryane rolled her eyes at him, and grabbed his flyer from him, too. “No, the moons’ maiden. Yes, the Queen!” She slammed her palms together, the remaining flyer caught between them, and grunted.

				His eyebrows furrowed together, his long black eyelashes catching in the rays of the sunset with the mo-tion. “Eryane…”

				“I have to enter the competition.”

				This time, he laughed at her. “You what?!”

				“Stop laughing, Abbott.” She punched him on the arm. “I have to enter the competition!” she repeated, continuing her stroll toward home.

				“Since when are you,” here he laughed again and ran to catch up to her, “a fighter by any definition of the word?”

				She smirked at him. “You don’t know everything about me, Abbott.”

				His laughter fell short as he stopped mid-step, his face morphed into shock, and it was Eryane’s turn to laugh. “Calm down, Abbott. I don’t have any intention or expectation to win that silly competition.”

				He looked at her like she might be insane. Which honestly, she might be. But Eryane knew this was an opportunity for her to get close to the Voiced One if she didn’t reach her before she made it to the castle. To get to know this person who could make or break the Voiced 
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				Ones’ reputation.

				“Explain yourself,” Abbott said, catching up to Eryane who hadn’t bothered to wait on him.

				They had reached Nan’s Tincture Shop, where the sign clacked in the breeze like always.

				“Abbott…” she started. She wasn’t sure what to say. How could she explain why she wanted to join the tournament without explaining who she was? “It’s hard to explain,” she finally admitted. “But there’s someone that will likely be at the tournament, someone I have to get close to.”

				She had a feeling that after tonight, everything was going to be different. She couldn’t decide if she felt excited, scared, or ready. Maybe a little of all three.

				He kicked at the edge of Nan’s front step. “Some-one… like who?”

				She stared at him inquisitively. Was that… was that jealousy she saw in his downcast eyes? 

				“Someone important. Someone I need to ask Nan some questions about.”

				“I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to enter a fighting competition or not, Ery. Irrelevant to what I do or don’t know about you, I know that a tournament like that is bound to have some severe injuries, and maybe even some casualties.”

				She rolled her eyes at him, and opened the door 

			

		

	
		
			
				A.G. Houser

			

		

		
			
				131

			

		

		
			
				to her flat. She sauntered into the room, but Nan was nowhere to be found. She cursed under her breath.

				“What’s wrong?” Abbott asked from the doorway, glancing around.

				She groaned and rolled her shoulders, hoping that would relieve some of the tension in them. It didn’t. “Nan seems to have left on one of her disappearing acts again.”

				“And?” Abbott intoned. He knew all about Nan’s habits from Eryane.

				She sighed, and threw herself across the lounge. Abbott finally came in and closed the door behind him, coming closer to her. For just a small second, Eryane’s heart beat a little faster. But she ignored it and said, “She was supposed to answer some questions for me.”

				Most urgently, what Voiced Ones were really capable of. Nan had never told her much more than that they were born of dragon and fae, and taught her how to control her own powers. Powers which never seemed to add up to Nan’s, she might add.

				He crossed his arms, looking like he wanted to sit next to Eryane but thinking better of it. “Is there some-thing I can do to help?” he offered.

				“Doubt it,” she grunted. How much could she even tell him, without telling him? “There are bigger things at play here than I know how to explain, Abbott.”

				He continued to stare at her expectantly with his 
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				arms crossed, until she finally gave in and sighed, sitting up to explain. “Fine, fine. So… the Queen has been searching for this legend called a ‘Voiced One’ for like, a long time. And she finally found one. And Nan knows stuff about these Voiced Ones, important stuff. And I’m pretty sure this person will be at the tournament, and… Nan said I need to meet her. That’s what I wanted to ask her questions about, the Voiced Ones. But obviously I can’t now.”

				Abbott smirked, tipping his head to the side. “Meet ‘her?’”

				She rolled her eyes. “Yes, Abbott. Meet her. I don’t know who she is. But supposedly she’s important some-how.” She threw herself back against the lounge again, closing her eyes and trying to pretend she was anywhere else.

				“Then you’re in luck.”

				Her eyes shot open. “What?”

				He laughed and clapped animatedly. “I know a guy!” he chuckled.

				“You ‘know’ a guy?”

				“Yes!” he exclaimed, strolling over to her and grasping her elbow gently to help her to her feet. “I know an old gentleman, Alaric, who told me once he was a little boy when the last of the Voiced Ones died out. He may have answers. But,” he added, “he’s on the other side of 
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				the city. And he’s a recluse. He may not talk to us at all. But I can take you to him.”

				She grabbed both of his arms and jumped eagerly. “Wait, you’re completely serious, Abbott?”

				Abbott was nearly a foot taller than her, so she had to tilt her head up to look into his amber eyes, which shined back at her with excitement. “Yes, I’m completely serious, Ery.”

				She could kiss him! 

				But she wouldn’t do that. That was silly. She realized she was standing inside the crook of his arms, close enough to him to feel the heat coming off his body. She cleared her throat lightly and took a step back. “How soon can we go? The sooner the better.”

				He shrugged, rubbing his upper arm. “We can go now, if you’re up for it.”

				She nodded vehemently. “Let’s do it,” she said. She left him to wait in the living room while she ran to her bedroom and gathered up a simple dagger and some fresh herbs. She may not need them, but better safe than sorry.

				When they left her apartment, night had already fallen across the city. And since the Queen had decreed a city-wide curfew a few years earlier, they couldn’t just walk out in the open. “Follow me,” Abbott said, and Eryane reached forward for his hand.
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				He glanced back at her, and somehow even under the light of the three moons his eyes glowed like little pools of honey. “Stick to the shadows,” she mumbled.

				It surprised Eryane to learn how agile and light-footed Abbott could be. He was not a small man, she mused. A few too many pastries had given him a little more meat than someone would expect from his height. But even so, he carried it well.

				After a time, they felt safe enough under cover of darkness to walk instead of run, sticking to the sides of buildings and taking their time. Eryane finally found the courage to talk despite the heavy silence.

				“How do you know this man, Abbott?”

				Abbott paused at the end of a building before answering, tossing his gaze back and forth across the next path to check for guards before they continued on. “He knew my father. Before the war,” he added.

				“Did they fight together?”

				He chuckled. “No, he’s much too old for that. He’s pushing close to a hundred years now. I’m not really sure how they knew each other, but that’s how I know about him. He told my father stories about the world before the Voiced Ones died out, and my father told me.”

				Eryane gave Abbott’s hand a light squeeze. She knew how much he missed his father. But he’d been gone for many years now.
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				They pushed forward, slowly making their way across the city. Burnhaven Bay wasn’t the largest city on this continent, that title went to King Hamelin’s capital city of Bleakburn. But it certainly wasn’t small. It took them close to an hour to even cross half the space they had to go to reach the old man.

				“We’re almost there,” Abbott whispered as they moved to leave the shadows of a building and cross anoth-er path. “Then you’ll get your answers,” he smirked at her.

				She smiled back as he stepped into the moonlight, and his eyesight flicked past her, his face morphing into fear.

				Before she knew what was happening, Abbott pulled her back into the shadows with him, and shoved her up against the wall of the building. He clamped a hand over her mouth gently, his eyes shooting panic into her own. He leaned his body up against hers, so close they were pressed together completely. His other hand plunged to her hip, his grip tight but not hurtful. Abbott’s breath warmed the back of her neck as he leaned his face into her shoulder. 

				The click of boots on cobblestone drifted toward them, and suddenly Eryane knew what Abbott had done. He was protecting her. Making sure they weren’t seen.

				Past Abbott’s head of curly hair, she could barely see the two guards as they strolled past their shadowy 
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				hiding place, whispering animatedly to each other. They never noticed the two people huddled together against the wall. 

				Abbott didn’t move even after the guards passed by.

				His chest pressed against hers, rising and falling with every heavy breath he took. Eryane felt something melt inside of her. Warmth pooled in her abdomen, and suddenly she felt flush. Abbott’s breath, still hot as it tick-led her earlobe, smelled of cinnamon and cloves. His soft palm still drifted gently over her lips, each brush against them sending tingling sensations down her spine.

				She couldn’t handle this. She did the only thing she could think of in the moment.

				She licked his hand.

				“Ugh!” Abbott threw his hand down and looked at her incredulously. “Did you really just—” he whis-pered, then shook his head. “Sometimes, Eryane, you get on my last nerve.”

				She shrugged, smirking nervously. His body was still pressed tightly up against hers, his spit-free hand loosely wrapped around her hip. He looked at her funny, then said, “Is that a dagger on your hip, or are you just happy to see me?”

				She gaped. “Abbott!” she scream-whispered, blushing furiously.
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				He blanched. She didn’t even know his dark skin could do that. “I’m sorry, it just came out.”

				And then she laughed.

				She burst into a fit of giggles, trying desperately to hold them in and consequently snorting instead. Abbott stuck his head out from their shadowy corner, but the soldiers had long gone. Soon Abbott joined her laughter, and they were both doubled over in suppressed hilarity.

				“I thought, we were going, to be caught,” Eryane managed through her snorts. 

				Abbott took deep breaths to try to calm his gig-gles. “Why, do you even, need that dagger?” he squawked.

				It took several minutes of fanning air into each other’s eyes and deep, concentrated breaths, but they finally calmed enough to stand up straight and continue on their path. Pure nervous energy with a sudden release could do that to a person, she supposed.

				Eryane gripped the sleeve of Abbott’s shirt as they walked, paying close attention this time, and whispered, “I brought it just in case. I didn’t think I’d actually need to use it.”

				He nodded solemnly. “I thought we were goners, to be honest. I don’t know what they would have done to us, Ery. But I know I wouldn’t want to have been caught past curfew with anyone other than you.”

				She hoped the shadow of the next building hid 

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				the warmth growing in her cheeks. Then she said, so quiet she wasn’t sure he could hear, “Me too.”

				“We’re here,” he said, holding out his arm to stop her. “This is his house.”

				It really was a house near the marshes on the south side of the city, just past the last few buildings before the land became too swampy to build on. Eryane didn’t see many houses in Burnhaven Bay. Nearly every building, shop or home or government building alike, was a two-or-three-story structure separated into sections by apartments or stores. But Alaric’s home was a little ram-shackle, one-story dwelling with crumbling stone walls and a thatched roof. 

				Inside the window, the light of a shifting fire glowed. Eryane took a deep breath, and the two of them stepped carefully through the marsh.

				They reached the door quickly, and Abbott looked down at her. “You ready?”

				She sighed, and then nodded.

				Abbott turned back to the door and raised his fist to wrap his knuckles against the wood. But before his fist fell, the door swung open.

				They peered inside, where no one stood behind the open entrance. The crackling fire they saw from the window burned inside a beautiful, ornate stone fireplace. In front of the fireplace sat a large, frayed red armchair. 
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				The speckled, wrinkled hand of a man rested against the arm of the seat. And then he spoke.

				“You are late.”
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				“Miss Jerra!” Everson called, his voice echoing down the dark hall to her left. Her eyesight flicked back to the ferocious beast in front of her, blood still dripping from its snout.

				Heavy footsteps thudded as the soldiers barrelled into the small cavern, swords outstretched and ready for a fight. They stopped short at the sight of the wolf hovering inches from Jerra.

				But Jerra didn’t take her eyes off the creature. Its gray eyes narrowed at her, but it didn’t growl or lunge at her. It just… stared. And somehow its stare felt so, so familiar.

				Finally, the great silver wolf shot a glance at the 
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				armed soldiers, and leapt away as suddenly as it had arrived, tearing down the hall to their right as if it had someplace urgent to be.

				Everson rushed forward and swiped a dagger through the binds on Jerra’s wrist. He pulled her up to a standing position and ran his hands down her shoulders, examining her. “Are you alright? Are you injured?”

				She shook his hands away. “I’m fine,” she said. 

				“I am so, so sorry, Miss Jerra,” Everson pleaded, and his eyes were filled with guilt. “I have never slept on a watch in all my life,” he admitted. “I’m not sure why it happened now. If Finn’s cries hadn’t woken me...”

				She chuckled. “I’m fine, Everson. We were all exhausted. Something about these caves is… off. I don’t blame you.”

				“What happened to you, Miss Jerra?” Adrian asked. 

				She shook her head, brushing the dirt of the cave floor off her dress. “I’m not entirely sure. I woke just be-fore a hand clamped over my mouth and passed out. Then woke again in this cavern with some grumpy elf who said King Hamelin wanted my powers for himself. Then that wolf bit him, and they both ran away.”

				“Well, I’m glad you’re alright,” Everson said. “And rest assured I will not be letting you out of my sight again.” 
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				She rolled her eyes (that made twenty-seven). “I should expect no less, of course.” He paled, and she only felt a little bad for antagonizing him. She glanced around. “Where is my horse?”

				“We left them to come find you,” Hofmel admit-ted. “Gathering them and our belongings seemed trivial when Everson woke to find you missing.”

				She nodded. “Alright. I’m of the opinion we go back and get them, then just keep moving until we get out of this nightmarish place.”

				The soldiers nodded their agreement.

				She paused though, when she noticed the faint glow of the crystal staff the elf had clumsily left behind. She retrieved it, holding it up to the firelight of Everson’s torch. “What do you think it is?” she asked.

				He shrugged. “I’m not sure. It looks expensive.”

				She was beginning to realize that money seemed to be the method in which Everson calculated value. She tucked the small staff under her arm while they walked to retrieve the horses. It must not be that valuable if the elf left it in his rush to leave. Even so, when she reached Finn—who looked hurt she had left him behind—she tucked the glowing artifact into her mother’s bag hanging at his side for later inspection.

				After retrieving their rides and belongings, they continued down the mountain tunnel’s dark, twisting 
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				path. The same blanket of silence from before fell over them again, and Jerra felt its eerie heaviness pressing on her chest like someone was standing on it.

				Jerra couldn’t stop replaying the moments with the wolf over in her head. Where had it come from? Why was it even there? And why did it seem to attack that elf but leave her behind? It’s piercing gaze had felt so incredi-bly familiar. But Jerra couldn’t place why.

				They traveled for several more hours. Every few minutes, Everson turned to make sure Jerra was still where he’d last seen her. She wasn’t sure if it was day or night or dusk or dawn. She just knew she had to get out of this prison soon or she might burst.

				After a time, the tunnel began to widen signifi-cantly, until it was so tall above them a building could fit in it, and so wide that if the four of them laid head to foot across the width, they still would not reach the sides.

				Jerra walked ahead of the others, alone with Finn, which they seemed to prefer so they could keep a watchful eye on her. She patted Finn’s side, more to comfort herself than him, as the light from their torches seemed to dim against the blackness of the tunnel.

				She felt the edge of the cliff before she saw it. Her foot slid over the edge before she could brace herself, and with a scream she felt her ribs scrape against the cold stone lip of a massive ravine. The only thing that kept her 
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				from falling to her death was her grip on Finn’s reigns and his frantic stamping to try to pull her up.

				Barely a breath passed before she saw the torches the men carried hover over the edge as she dangled there. She prayed Finn, whose cries of anguish echoed over the ravine, was strong enough to hold her. They were screaming her name, but she barely heard them over the pounding of her own heart. The leather of Finn’s reigns dug into her skin and her fingers ached. She dared not look down.

				Just when she felt her fingers could not hold on any longer, she felt a warm hand grip her wrist, and then she was rising, rising, rising, until finally her knees found the stone floor and she collapsed into a heap. Finn nudged her head aggressively with his snout, checking for signs of life. Adrian hovered over her as well. She batted them away lazily while she savored the feel of solid ground beneath her body.

				“I swear to Nathrynn, I already regret going on this damned adventure,” she grumbled.

				She refused their protests of her needing a mo-ment, and rose to her feet carefully. Her side ached fierce-ly where it had slammed into the sharp edge of the cliff. It would leave a nasty bruise, but she didn’t think anything was broken. She sighed and walked over to Finn, who was pouting. She wrapped her arms around his neck and held 
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				on tight. “Thank you,” she whispered to him. She felt his chin dip to her shoulder gently.

				When they’d all regained their bearings, they examined the ravine which had almost eaten Jerra whole. Below them stretched a glorious, vacant city which appeared to have been abandoned for centuries. And to their right, just outside the cover of the tunnel, an ancient stone staircase led down, down, down the cliff face into the city below.

				Each of them looked at Adrian. “I forgot about this,” he said, chagrined. “But this ravine means we’re nearing the other side of the mountain.”

				Everson sighed. “Looks like down is the only way through. I worry about that staircase being safe for the horses, though.”

				“I’m not leaving Finn behind,” Jerra interjected.

				Everson rolled his eyes. “I wasn’t suggesting we leave them behind, Miss Jerra. We will just have to be extremely careful. And possibly stagger our trips down.”

				Hofmel offered to go first with his horse, Edna. They made their way carefully down the crumbling stair-case, Edna stepping oh-so-lightly on each step. When they were about halfway down, Adrian and Nalini followed. Then Jerra and Finn, with Everson insisting that he and Sera go last to ensure each of his charges made it safely. Jerra took deep, staggered breaths as she walked in front 
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				of Finn down the steps, her side aching with each intake. Finn nudged her gently with his snout every few steps to let her know he was there. 

				When her feet finally touched the bottom of the ravine, she realized she’d been holding her breath for the last half of the descent when her lungs threatened to burst. Hofmel, Edna, Adrian, and Nalini already strolled far ahead of her, examining the buildings as they crossed through to the staircase on the other side of the ravine. 

				She balked at the size of the structures surround-ing them. She strode up to the front door of one of the massive buildings—it was as tall as at least three of her. 

				“Dragons,” Everson said breathlessly from behind her. He and Sera stepped off the staircase just as Jerra turned to face him. “This must have been one of their cities.”

				Her mouth fell open. This had been the home of her ancestors. She brushed her fingers over the stone of the door, and a layer of dust coated her fingertips. Why had they left?

				Jerra and Everson caught up to the others, who had stopped in front of a large stone sign near the entrance to the city. It bore the strange markings of an ancient language in letters as tall as Jerra.

				“Anyone speak dragon?” Hofmel chuckled, and Adrian barked a laugh.
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				“It says ‘Sparkhorn Cavern,’” Jerra intoned.

				“You can read dragon text?” Everson asked incred-ulously.

				She shrugged. “No. I can’t. But I can read that sign, and it says ‘Sparkhorn Cavern.’ Don’t ask me to explain it to you.”

				Everson shook his head, grinning. “Alright. Let’s move out. If we’re nearly to the end, I want to get there and be on our way to the castle as soon as possible.”

				They continued through the city quickly, marvel-ing at the towering buildings as they went. Jerra hoped she’d get to come back here someday. The trip up the opposite staircase was similar to the first, slow and careful, but uneventful. Jerra took one last look at the timeworn home of her ancestors, and turned to join the others down the tunnel.

				The silence seemed to grow more harrowing the closer they came to the exit, each of the travelers giddy with anticipation of feeling fresh air on their face.

				Jerra stopped dead in her tracks when a low rum-ble shook the ground beneath her feet. It vibrated across the stone so violently that each of them stumbled.

				“Is that an earthquake?” Everson asked aloud.

				He met eyes with Jerra as the rumble crescendoed into what sounded like a deep, terrifying roar. 

				“That’s no earthquake,” Hofmel added.
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				“Let’s get out of here,” Adrian said, gripping Nali-ni’s reins and rushing forward. Hofmel met his pace.

				Everson still stared at Jerra with panic. The two of them were fastened to the floor as the growl continued to rumble around them. Jerra’s focus on him only broke when the roar died, and another sound took its place.

				Little clicks and clatters echoed through the cav-ern as rocks began to cascade around them. Small ones at first. Then heavier ones. It sounded like rain around them. She and Everson finally leapt forward, frantic horses in tow as they bolted to catch up to Hofmel and Adrian, who hadn’t waited for them. 

				“We’re not going to make it,” Jerra panted as debris fell around them.

				“We are!” Everson shouted, grabbing her hand and yanking her forward.

				They hurtled toward their companions, who were yards ahead of them.

				They would make it. They had to make it. She couldn’t take one more Nathrynn-forsaken minute in this nightmare!

				An ear-splitting crack sounded in front of them, and a monstrous chunk of mountain fell into their path. “No!” she cried out. The ceiling above them continued to rain, pummeling them with tiny shards of stone. She looked at Everson, who had huddled with Nalini on the 
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				floor, attempting to cover her head with his arms, his own head unprotected. Jerra took a haggard breath.

				They were about to be buried alive.
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				“You were expecting us?” Eryane asked from the doorway of the old man’s home. 

				The pale, wrinkled hand lifted from the arm of the deep red chair with a lazy flick of its wrist. “I have been expecting someone to come looking for me for quite some time.” He paused, and a pop from the crackling fireplace caused Eryane and Abbott to jump. “But I have been waiting a very long time, and I do not have much time left. Ask your questions, girl.”

				Eryane glanced at Abbott, who looked as bewil-dered as she felt. The fireplace, the only light in the room, cast dancing light across his face. She sighed and strode into the room. Another chair sat opposite the old man’s, 
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				and when he gestured toward it, she took a seat. Abbott came up behind her and rested his hand on her shoulder.

				Across from her lounged the oldest man she had ever seen. His wrinkled, weathered skin looked gray around his eyes, his cheeks, and his wrists. A thin coat of dull gray hair filled out his head. And he wore a dark black cloak which made his pale skin seem somehow even whiter.

				“Hello again, boy,” Alaric uttered, his gray eyes rising up to stare at Abbott. Abbott gave him a simple nod in return.

				Eryane cleared her throat. “Alright, Alaric. First, I want to know about the history of the Voiced Ones, and what it might mean for Queen Arabella to be seeking one.”

				He groaned gently as he sat up straighter, gather-ing his thoughts. “For you to understand the significance of your question, I must start from the very beginning.”

				Eryane nodded. “Do your worst,” she said.

				“There is a hierarchy to magic in this world,” he began. “At the bottom of the chain are humans, who dabble in magic with spells and incantations, but rarely cast real magic. Next are the witches, who take what the humans attempt to do and perform it successfully. They use spells, charms, herbs, and more to create practical magic. Following the witches are the sorcerers, who 
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				possess innate, deity-driven power. Above the sorcerers are the fae, which come in many forms. Their power is elemental, with the ability to manipulate the natural resources around them, such as earth, water, and air. The only element inaccessible to them is fire, which is owned by the dragons. Voiced Ones fall just above the fae, and finally, at the top, are the dragons.”

				“What makes the dragons so much more powerful than the Voiced Ones?” Abbott asked.

				Alaric cleared his throat and went on. “Dragons possess fire magic, and the ability to manipulate ambient energy, like melting or creating tension, stealing life energy from one source to provide to another, and the strength to transform into any creature they desire, among many other mysterious powers. The Voiced Ones are the product of a dragon mating with a fae, so their powers are a combination of sorts between their two ancestors. They can cast elemental magic like their fae parents, but it all comes at the cost of ambient energy, which they can pull from any nearby living thing.”

				He shifted nervously. “Voiced Ones are not inherently bad, as legend seems to claim. But the toxic blend of magic flowing through their veins, at no fault of their own, can tend to lead them toward darkness if it is not properly used. Gaius, the legendary Voice of Dark-ness, was the first Voiced One to truly embrace the dark 
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				and spark the narrative that still surrounds Voiced Ones today.”

				“Forgive my ignorance, Alaric,” Eryane interrupt-ed. “But what did Gaius do that made him… ‘dark?’”

				Alaric raised a frail hand to his forehead and pressed his fingers into his brow. “Gaius sought the impossible, and refused to listen to reason. He decided that he did not wish to just be a Voiced One. He longed to take dragon form, though this was impossible. Only a pureblooded dragon could shift from one form to the next, but Gaius would not accept this. He believed he could, and that the dragons held the secret to this power. At the time, dragons ruled the planet, and the world knew mostly peace and harmony between the races. But Gaius, in his quest, amassed an army of loyal followers, many of whom were Voiced Ones as well. Voiced Ones were not of legend back then, but as common as you or I.”

				Eryane squirmed in her seat. She was not, in fact, human like the two men sitting near her. What would Abbott think of her if he knew she was made up of entire-ly different material than he was?

				“Something about the magic crackling inside the Voiced Ones makes them a hundred times stronger when they work their magic together. Gaius took advantage of this, and his army of Voiced Ones, to single handedly arrest control of the entire kingdom. He wiped out drag-
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				on after dragon after dragon, torturing each unfortunate victim for the secret to transformation. But as the secret truly did not exist, he wiped through most of the dragon population until he had turned the dragons into an en-dangered species.”

				Eryane pushed out a long, slow breath, as the gravity of what Alaric told them sank in. Abbott’s hand squeezed her shoulder gently.

				“When Gaius’ quest for dragon form fell short, he turned his attention to the fae, his other lineage, believing he could achieve the same goal with their kind. But the fae were not so trusting. They had seen what Gaius had done to the dragons and were ready for his advances. The fae joined forces with the few remaining dragons to de-stroy Gaius once and for all and used their powers to raise a magical barrier between the fae realms and the human realms, separating themselves from all other races and especially from Gaius’ followers. But it came at a heavy cost. The concentration of magic required to hold up this veil used all of the energy the fae had and doing so caused their magic to dissipate. The world would soon devolve into chaos without their guidance.” 

				He paused contemplatively. “But the Voiced Ones did not attack the barriers as expected. Without Gaius’ dark influence on the Voiced Ones, they returned to their normal lives. They too mated with humans and other rac-
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				es, and those humans mated with more humans, until the dragon and fae blood in their line was so scarce they had ceased to truly be called dragonborn. Silver-haired beings turned into legend.”

				Eryane realized she should probably touch up the berry coating on her hair before too long. It had started to fade to a dull pink. Much longer and it would become obvious she was dyeing it. She glanced up at Abbott, who met her gaze with curiosity. She still needed to know more. 

				Like what were the differences between a witch and a sorceress? Were Voiced Ones more powerful than either? And if the Voiced Ones were a product of both the fae and the dragons, shouldn’t they be classified as stronger than the dragons?

				She whipped her head back around to barrage Alaric with these thoughts, but the spot where the old man had sat was now coated in ash, some loose ashes still floating down from the top of the chair.

				She shot to her feet. “What the—” she started, throwing a panicked look at Abbott, whose face probably matched her own. She strode to the door. “Abbott, let’s get out of here.”

				Abbott nodded and followed her. They crept across the city the same way they had come, but it seemed the nightwatch had finally settled in. They made it back 
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				to Eryane’s apartment in record time. She stood in the doorway and waited for Abbott to ask her the question she could see perched on his full lips.

				“Ery, what do you need this information for? How… how does it benefit you?”

				She shrugged. “It’s… complicated, Abbott. I promise that I’ll explain it someday. Okay?”

				He nodded solemnly, then reached for her hand and gave it a light squeeze before disappearing into the night toward his own home.

				Eryane sauntered inside her lonesome living room and readied herself to crash into bed. She still had so many questions. She had hoped for more from Alaric. But the real question she tried not to ask herself is, why didn’t Nan tell me all of this?

				She’d mentioned bits and pieces of it. Dragon and fae blood, Gaius’ warpath, what the Voiced Ones could do. But Eryane was still certain Nan had not told her the whole truth.

				She threw herself into bed with a grunt and realized that if Nan wasn’t going to tell her the truth, she would just have to find it herself. 
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				“Commander Everson?” Jerra called. “Are you there?”

				Jerra sat in complete darkness with her back against Finn, surrounded by a sea of rocks. Finn took a deep breath behind her, and she sighed in relief.

				“Commander?” she said again. “Are you okay?”

				She heard a groan from nearby. 

				“I’m alright, I think. Though my arm got a bit banged up. Sera is okay too,” he added.

				“Can you see anything?” she asked. 

				“No. But there’s a torch in Sera’s pack, if we can find anything to light it with.”

				Jerra stood carefully, and Finn rose next to her. 
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				“You stay here, Finn. I’ll come back and get you.” She could actually feel him pout. “I mean it, Finn. No funny business.”

				He huffed out a sharp breath but stayed where he was.

				She turned back to the sound of the commander’s voice. “Keep talking. I’m going to come to you,” she called.

				“Alright. I can’t stop thinking about that sound,” he said softly.

				“Louder!” she shouted, her voice echoing across the space, but she knew what he meant. She just didn’t want to think about it. She stumbled over the rocks as she moved but managed to keep her footing.

				“I don’t know what to talk about, Miss Jerra.”

				She was getting closer to him with each step. “How about you start by not calling me ‘Miss’ every time you say my name?”

				He laughed. “I suppose I can do that. Though it is customary in working relationships to call someone by their title. And what would I call you? ‘Voiced One Jerra?’ Not much ring to it.”

				It was her turn to laugh, as she stumbled over a rock. She had nearly reached him. “I think calling me just Jerra will suffice,” she said.

				“Alright, Just-Jerra. I accept your conditions.”
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				Jerra laughed and took another tentative step forward, but the rock she stepped on felt unsturdy, so she searched the black ground in front of her for a more solid spot. She finally took another step but misjudged her footing. She stumbled forward and threw her hands out to brace her fall. But instead of landing on cold, broken stones, her palms hit the warm torso of Everson, who laid on the ground next to Sera. 

				He groaned as she landed with her full weight on top of him.

				“Oh, I’m so sorry!” she balked, struggling to lift herself up. Her face was so close to his she could feel his breath on her cheek. She finally found the ground with her hands and pushed herself away from him.

				“It’s alright, Jerra,” he said. “I can’t see anything either.”

				“Where is the torch?”

				“In Sera’s pack, on her other side. Be careful,” he added as Jerra rose to lean over the kneeling horse. “I think her back is a little sore from the rocks falling.”

				In the darkness, Jerra reached up gently and pet Sera’s neck. The horse whimpered a bit, but otherwise remained still. “It’s alright, girl. I’ll get us out of this,” she told her. She felt for the leather pack which still hung loosely from Sera’s other side and rummaged in it until her fingers wrapped around the coarse material of the 
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				torch. She tugged it free and returned to sit next to Ever-son, who had sat up as well.

				“Okay, so… I guess I can try to light this,” she offered.

				“Do you know how?”

				She chuckled. “Not a clue. But I can try.”

				She concentrated, as she did before in the cavern with her assailant, on bringing energy into herself. If her theory of stealing the energy from living sources was correct, she had to be careful where she stole from so, she didn’t injure her three companions.

				Three companions…

				Could she pull from all three at once, thereby lessening the amount of energy she had to steal from each one?

				She lifted her free hand to face her palm toward the torch. She directed both away from Everson and Sera. Her stomach clenched. She had to do this right. Messing up, she assumed, could seriously hurt her companions.

				Jerra took a deep breath and pulled.

				A blast of fire shot from her hand, far more than she needed to light the torch, and she shrieked. It lit the room around them dazzlingly bright for a moment, then she let go, and the flame in her hand died. But the one which had latched onto the torch remained. 

				It burned with a dull light which barely illuminat-
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				ed them, but at least they could finally see. Jerra looked over to Everson, who smiled at her, and noticed that his “a bit banged up” arm was actually cut wide open nearly to his elbow, and bleeding pretty heavily.

				“Commander Everson!” she cried. “You said you were a bit banged up. That is more than a bit!”

				He shrugged and winced with the motion. “I’ve had worse,” she said.

				She rolled her eyes again. She’d begun to lose count. “Let me help you,” she offered, handing him the torch. He accepted it with his uninjured hand. 

				“Help how?”

				She reached again into Sera’s pack, Sera grunting disapprovingly at the pressure on her back. “I was raised on a farm,” she said, pulling a cloth and his waterskin from the satchel. “We didn’t have physicians nearby. If we got hurt, we bandaged up ourselves.”

				She set to work creating a tourniquet around his upper arm using the cloth, and then poured the water into the gash to clean it out. He winced.

				“Don’t be a baby.”

				 He pouted.

				She tore a strip of fabric from her skirt and wrapped it around his arm to protect the open flesh. “That should do for now,” she said, dusting her hands to-gether. “It isn’t a permanent fix, obviously. The cut needs 
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				to be properly sanitized and probably sewed up. But this works in a pinch to prevent any more blood loss.”

				He peered down at his bandaged arm, looking impressed. “Thank you.”

				“You’re welcome.” She took the torch from him and lifted it in front of them.

				She took stock of their situation. A cavern full of broken rock surrounded them. Jerra could see that the way back to the city was still clear-ish, but the way out was completely blocked. The massive chunk of stone that had fallen before made any thought of leaving that way disappear.

				Not too far from them, Finn sat on the ground, pushing at a rock boredly with his snout. He huffed when he saw Jerra looking and turned his face the other way.

				She laughed. “He’s such a grumpy animal,” she said to Everson, who laughed with her. “Did you notice anything, any strange… feeling when I lit the torch?” she asked him.

				His brow furrowed, revealing the little crinkle of skin between his eyes. “Now that you mention it, I did feel a little weak, I guess. I thought it was from the blood loss. I’m fine now, though. Why do you ask?”

				“No reason,” she replied. “Just… testing a theory.” Her shoulders slumped. “To be honest, Commander, if I’d known we’d be going through all of this, I probably would 
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				never have left my farm.”

				He nodded. “I can only imagine what you must be feeling. I definitely did not expect this much trouble, either.” He lifted his good arm to rub at the back of his head. “And while we’re making requests, you’re welcome to call me Just-Everson, Just-Jerra.”

				She smiled warmly at him. The torchlight caught in his eyes, and she noticed there were flecks of gold in them. Her stomach fluttered.

				She stood up in a rush. “Well, might as well try to figure a way out of this one.” She looked around the room once more. There had to be a way to use these pointless powers to get them out of here. Then she had an idea. “You know, Everson, when I got these powers, it hap-pened because I was trying to save my sister from dying.”

				He nodded. “I heard.”

				“Do you know what I did to save her?”

				“I’m afraid I don’t.”

				She smirked at him. “I moved the ocean.”

				He grinned at her curiously. “Alright then. What are you thinking?”

				She held out a hand to him. “Can you stand? No broken limbs?”

				He accepted her hand and stood as well. “Every-thing seems to be in working order.”

				“Good,” she said. “You might feel a bit of pres-
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				sure,” she said, giving him a devious grin.

				She lifted her hands and pulled, just as she had done each time she’d used her powers. Another low rumble shook the ground, and Everson stiffened. But this time it wasn’t a cave in. Slowly but surely, the rocks around them lifted gently from the ground, rising toward the ceiling and clearing the space around them. Jerra could feel the weight of each stone, each pebble. And they moved at her command.

				Sera and Finn got to their feet and joined Everson and Jerra. Ahead of them, the large stone which blocked the path resisted Jerra’s touch.

				She was sure she couldn’t take any more energy from the other three without hurting them. So she closed her eyes, took a breath, and pulled from within herself, instead. 

				The chunk of mountain shifted, then groaned as it, too, rose from the ground and hovered near the ceiling.

				Jerra pushed out a haggard breath. “I’m not sure how long I can hold this, so let’s get moving.”

				She quickly realized she couldn’t run and hold the rocks aloft at the same time, so they settled for a brisk walk toward the exit. It couldn’t be much further now. When rays of light finally lit the tunnel in front of them, they both looked at each other and began laughing in relief. 
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				Sera and Finn both took off at full speed for the cave mouth, and within seconds they had disappeared from sight, racing off to enjoy their newfound freedom. Everson looked concerned, but Jerra said, “Finn won’t go far from me. He’s just excited to see the sun again.” She chuckled. “Sera’s pretty loyal too. We have nothing to worry about.”

				He gave her an embarrassed smile. “Good to know.”

				They finally reached the mouth of the tunnel as well. Jerra relished the warm sunlight that brushed her face and eyelashes. When they crossed the threshold, she turned back toward the cave, and let go of her hold.

				The stones clattered to the ground once more like rain and thunder, shaking the ground. They both laughed in relief and turned to leave the horrible mountain be-hind. Far ahead of them, the little specks that were Finn and Sera pranced and played in the fields that lay before them. Tall, craggly rocks rose out of the otherwise flat earth, and the two animals darted in and out of them, like they were playing a game.

				“Do you think the others went for help?” Jerra asked Everson.

				He opened his mouth to answer her, but never finished his thought. Behind them, yet another terrifying noise rose up from the mountain. But this time, instead of 
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				a rumble of the ground from below them… it came from above.

				They both turned to peer up at the mountain, where a white cloud of dust had gathered near the peak, and slowly began to drift down the slope. No, not dust…

				“Snow,” Everson uttered, his voice heavy with panic. He grabbed Jerra’s hand fiercely, and said simply, “Run.”

				She groaned but let him yank her forward anyway. “Again?!” she cried.

				They sped forward as fast as their legs could carry them, Jerra stumbling to keep up with Everson’s long stride. She threw glances back at the mountain, where the white cloud of snow had gathered speed and was now bar-relling down the mountainside. As it fell, it grew larger, and larger, and louder, soon roaring like a live beast.

				“We can’t outrun it,” Everson gasped, looking around frantically. “We just have to find cover before it hits the ground.”

				“I swear to Nathrynn this trip better be worth it!” Jerra shouted angrily over the roar of the avalanche. “Or I’m haunting you when it kills me!”

				His grip on her hand tightened and he thrust her forward as they neared one of the tall rocks they’d seen in the fields. Just as they reached it, the ground shook as the avalanche behind them reached the bottom of the 
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				mountain. He threw her on the other side of the rock, and she fell to her knees. A wall of plummeting powdered snow whipped past them, the wind tearing at their hair and clothes. 

				Jerra’s stomach dropped. Everson crouched and threw his arms over her, just as a white windstorm hit their rock with a crash. 
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				“I demand to see him,” Caryse barked at the soldier guarding the entrance to the chancellery. She knew Marken hid inside, along with other senior members of court.

				“He’s unavailable, Miss,” the poor guard cowered. He stood a full foot shorter than Caryse. She felt sorry for her behavior, of course, but kindness only got her so far. It was time to bring the fire.

				She stamped her foot. “Young man,” she said, knowing full well the soldier standing in front of her was her senior by several years, “You tell him Princess Caryse is here to see him, and she is not leaving this spot until he bothers to show his face.”
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				The soldier stole a glance at his partner, who stood at the other side of the set of double doors leading to the room the senior members of the court held their “plan-ning” sessions. Really, it was a damn gentleman’s club, and Caryse knew it. They smoked their filthy cigars and talked trash about the kingdom, while Caryse and Boroden had the real conversations about the state of their country.

				The second soldier gave a nearly imperceptible nod to the first soldier, who then turned back to Caryse. Relief flooded his face. “I’ll return shortly, Your High-ness,” he said.

				She crossed her arms gruffly and nodded. “See that you do.”

				He opened the doors and rushed inside, closing them behind himself.

				Caryse smirked at the second soldier, who looked at her curiously. “He’s really easy, isn’t he?”

				The second soldier returned her smirk but said nothing, and resumed his uninterested stance.

				Caryse tapped her foot impatiently while she wait-ed for Chancellor Marken to emerge from the chancellery. She wasn’t sure exactly what she was planning to say to him. Honestly, she wasn’t sure she could even trust him. But she didn’t know who else to turn to.

				There was no one else. All of the maids, the sol-diers, the servants... for Nathrynn’s sake! Even Boroden. 
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				They all seemed bewitched by the Queen. Everyone except for Caryse. The only one Caryse could trust was herself.

				But she couldn’t allow the Queen to accomplish whatever it was she was trying to accomplish with this Voiced One, without trying everything in her power to stop it from happening first. Caryse would not go down without a fight. And she would fight tooth and nail to save her brother and her kingdom. Even if she would never rule it, Burnhaven Bay was still her home.

				The sound of heavy wood scraping against tile startled her out of her thoughts as the doors to the chancellery finally opened. The soldier emerged, followed shortly by Chancellor Marken, looking thoroughly an-noyed, and Caryse thought probably a little inebriated.

				“Yes, Your Highness?” he quipped. “What can I do for you?”

				“I want to speak again about the Qu…” Caryse glanced over at the soldiers still standing at the door, pretending not to listen. “What we spoke of before. Can we speak in private?”

				Chancellor Marken sighed heavily, as though Caryse were infringing upon a very busy moment of his life. She knew he had little choice in the matter; she was the princess after all, and he, only a chancellor.

				“If you wish it, Your Highness,” he muttered. 
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				“Come inside.”

				The first soldier opened the door once more, and Marken ushered her inside. He wore the same flowing brown robes he always wore, though following closely in his footsteps down the dim hallway on the other side of the doors, Caryse thought they smelled worse than normal. She tried not to scrunch her nose too much, and held her breath as long as she could.

				Beyond the doors and the short hallway lined with torches, they entered a grand room similar to the library Caryse spent much of her time in. The hallway opened into a room with towering ceilings and walls lined with shelves full of books. She never knew about these books. She considered coercing Marken into borrowing a few but thought it better to stay in his good graces.

				A few of the other senior members of the council sat around a grand wooden table in the center of the room underneath a lavish chandelier, whose hundred candles lit the room in a soft, warm glow. All of the other members were old, graying men like Marken with wine-stained teeth and lit cigars resting in front of them, trails of smoke rising from the stinking things.

				Caryse pursed her lips and attempted to hold in a cough.

				Marken led them past this table, the eyes of the men following Caryse closely as they went, though not 
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				one uttered a hello to their princess. Several rows of book-cases independent from the wall created a sort of barrier between the grand table and the back of the room, and Marken directed her to follow one of the narrow paths between the bookcases.

				She did hesitantly, and when she emerged on the other side she had entered into another sort of room within the room, a space behind the bookcase rows with three much smaller tables, lit only by candles set upon the tabletops.

				Marken followed behind her, and she became acutely aware of how close he was to her posterior when she could once again smell him. He emerged from behind her and gestured that she have a seat at the rightmost ta-ble. A plate of old food sat abandoned on its surface. She swallowed a gag and took a seat at the center table instead.

				Marken tried to cover the fact that he rolled his eyes at her by turning quickly to take a seat as well, but Caryse saw it anyway.

				“Alright, Your Highness. We shan’t be disturbed here. What did you want to discuss?” Chancellor Marken rested his wrinkled hands upon the worn surface of the wood table and linked his fingers, staring at her intently with sharp green eyes.

				She was suddenly aware of the fact that she had told no one she was coming here, wherever here was, and 
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				she was now in a strange dark room with a smelly old man who may or may not be trustworthy. And she was at a loss for words.

				Chancellor Marken sighed heavily at her once more. “We have been over this, Princess Caryse. I am on your side, I swear fealty to only you and your brother, and the late King Boroden, Nathrynn rest his soul.”

				Caryse bowed her head. She couldn’t think about her father right now.

				She sighed as well. “I wish to discuss your thoughts or assumptions on what might be the Queen’s plans for this Voiced One.”

				Marken nodded carefully. “Truthfully, Princess, I cannot be sure what she wants with the Voiced One. But I strongly doubt that you or I could do anything to impede whatever Her Majesty is planning.”

				Caryse narrowed her eyes. “So you agree, you think she is planning something?”

				He rolled his shoulders lazily. “I admit that she obviously has some sort of motive for seeking the Voiced One. But I remain unconvinced that her motives are nefarious.”

				She crossed her arms indignantly. “Her behavior hasn’t been evidence enough? Banning magic in the kingdom, but sending for a powerful natural magic user? Extending her stay on the throne until Boroden is 18, 
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				though he should have taken his seat when my father died six months ago? Or how about my father, the picture of perfect health, dying of unknown causes?”

				Marken rubbed his eyes. “Caryse, your father died from the stress levels of running a kingdom. They were married for nearly ten years. Why would she have waited so long to kill him if that were the case?”

				She shrugged. “My guess is to establish herself as the Queen.”

				This time he openly rolled his eyes. “As for the magic aspect, she claims that there is a sorceress inciting violence amongst the fae population and threatening to overthrow the kingdom. And this Voiced One is the only one who can help us stop her.”

				“But you just said ‘claims,’ Marken. The key word. Even you aren’t sure of the truth in her stories.”

				He nodded. “I will agree to that, at the very least, as I do not know nor have ever heard of a sorceress named Veseema. But I do know that the Queen’s account of the fae population attacking innocent people in our kingdom is real. Every day, these skirmishes get worse. If we don’t find a way to relieve the pressure, we are on the verge of war.”

				“We weren’t, little more than six months ago,” Caryse snapped.

				Marken recoiled, and she softened.
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				“I’m sorry,” she muttered, and unfolded her arms. “I am just trying to make sense of this situation and protect my brother.”

				He nodded understandingly. “I know you are, Caryse. But I fear that whether or not you are correct in your suspicions, it is a fight that is out of our hands. I would suggest you lie low for a while and try not to stir up trouble for yourself or Boroden.”

				She sighed and stood from the table. “You might be right. But if it comes down to it, I will not give up without a fight, Marken.”

				He stood as well and gestured back toward the bookcases. “I would not doubt such courage from the daughter of King Boroden, Nathrynn rest his soul.”

				She offered a goodbye and made her way back through the shelves and past the old men, whose eyes all silently followed her once more. She bit her tongue before she could be tempted to spit it out at them.

				She thanked the soldiers on her way out and walked toward her bedroom to think over all she and the Chancellor had discussed. On some level, she knew he was right. The more dirt Caryse tried to dig up, the deeper the grave she would dig for her brother.

				But on a more prominent level, she knew in her gut that something in the castle was inherently wrong, and she seemed to be the only one who noticed or cared.
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				She wondered again about why no one else could see what she saw. It was as if everyone in the castle were under some sort of enchantment, and she was the only one not affected. But that couldn’t be true.

				The Queen forbade magic in Burnhaven Bay.

				Of course, that didn’t stop Caryse from attempt-ing her own spells and charms, inexperienced as she was. But if the Queen were to discover her little side project… she dared not think about the repercussions. Only yester-day, Marken told her of yet another altercation in the city between the guard and a harmless, likely innocent young father.

				If one was even suspected of magic associations, they were needlessly punished.

				Caryse would never allow that if she sat on the throne. But she would never have the opportunity, should Boroden live to old age. Boroden would listen to her when he took his rightful place on the throne, though. If he ever got the chance.

				“Nothing, there’s absolutely nothing here!” Caryse shouted, throwing the book in front of her across the library room.
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				A maid passing by the open door jumped in surprise, and Caryse shrugged apologetically. The maid skittered away, and Caryse knew she would probably get a lecture from the elders later.

				“Not a single book in this Nathrynn-forsaken library can tell me anything!” she yelled. She didn’t know who she hoped might hear.

				She sighed and tidied up her table in the back of the room, leaving the remnants of her lonesome dinner. A maid would clean it later. She retrieved the book she’d flung across the room and tucked it neatly under her arm before turning to leave.

				“I will find out what she’s up to,” she murmured to herself, though books may not help me this time.

				She sulked back to her bedroom to turn in for the evening. Her thorough search of the library’s tomes had turned up nothing, and the Voiced One would be here any day. And once Arabella had the Voiced One in her grasp… what then? Caryse still didn’t know if the arrival of this Voiced One would be good or bad.

				She stopped short of her bedroom door when she found it standing open, little Edith snooping around inside.

				“What in Nathrynn are you doing in my room, Edith?” Caryse demanded.

				Edith jerked upright, but even caught red-handed 
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				there was a gleeful smirk on her pale lips.

				“Mommy says I don’t have to listen to you,” Edith hissed. Her blue eyes narrowed into slits.

				“I—”

				“She says I’m just as much a princess as you are,” Edith added, whipping her long hair dramatically behind her shoulder.

				Caryse crossed her arms over her chest. “That’s true, Edith. But it doesn’t explain what you were doing snooping around my bedroom.”

				Edith snickered and bolted past Caryse’s firm stance with ease. She knocked Caryse into the door frame as she passed, and the frame landed squarely in between her shoulder blades when she hit it. She hissed in pain.

				“Damn child,” she growled.

				She considered chasing Edith down and trying to wrangle the truth out of her, but she was too tired to trifle with her devious little sister tonight.

				Her eyes strained from a full day of reading, and Edith couldn’t have done that much harm. She was only ten, after all. Barely old enough to be Caryse’s true stepsister, if you asked her. But that was an investigation for another day.

				Caryse made her way into the room and scanned for any obvious signs of disturbance. She couldn’t find anything out of place. Seemed the girl was really just 
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				snooping, after all.

				She pulled the book she’d taken from the library out from under her arm and set it atop a pile on her desk. The moonblossom flowers she’d put in a vase of water shook when the book landed with a thud. Then she reached under the top drawer of her desk and pulled loose another smaller book. She laid it open and glanced through it, as she had done many times before, at the simple spells and incantations it hid.

				She’d tried most of them, the ones she could get access to the ingredients anyway. Della snuck her most of those, just as she had snuck Caryse the book, too. There was one she had been wanting to try that didn’t require any ingredients, just some words and a talisman. She re-moved the piece of agate she used to cast her locating spell from around her neck and read aloud from the book.

				“Where danger lurk,

				I cannot expect.

				Should danger seek,

				thou shall protect.”

				Caryse waited for a moment, but nothing hap-pened. She rolled her eyes. Yet another useless spell. She shoved the book back into its hiding place and readied for bed instead.

				She wasn’t even sure that she wasn’t going crazy. The thoughts she’d been entertaining lately would be seen 
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				as treason by anyone else.

				But as Caryse climbed into bed, yawning even as her head hit the pillow, she couldn’t shake the nagging feeling of rot her little sister had left behind.
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				Jerra’s eyes shot open as she shivered fiercely, even under the warmth of Everson. His arms wrapped around her tightly now, although the snow had finally settled. His eyes were clamped shut, and he breathed deeply against her hair.

				Her heart skipped a beat. She’d never been held by a man before. Even if it was in the moment of certain death. She cleared her throat. “Everson,” she whispered. “I think it’s safe now.”

				He opened his eyes slowly, almost as if he had been sleeping. It seemed to dawn on him that he was wrapped around her, and he released his grip with a start.

				They stood to find themselves surrounded by 
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				several inches of densely packed snow, save for the small space they occupied behind the rock. If not for it, they would likely be buried under all this snow now.

				Jerra pushed her way through the snow, which seemed to spread for a mile past them.

				“We’re lucky to be alive,” Everson said, as he too climbed through the bitterly cold drifts. “Avalanches like that travel faster than is possible for humans. Without cover, we could’ve been buried, suffocated, frozen, or worse.”

				Jerra’s teeth clattered so hard she didn’t bother to respond. They trudged through the snow for a long while before it finally started to thin. Ahead of them, Sera and Finn paced frantically at the edge of the avalanche’s debris field, searching for their riders. When Finn saw Jerra, he leapt into the snowdrift and barrelled toward her.

				He steadied into a brisk walk as he reached her and nuzzled her shoulder with his snout once he did.

				“I’m okay, I’m okay!” Jerra laughed.

				Sera came for Everson as well, and they climbed on and let the horses carry them the rest of the way past the snow.

				“We need to find the next closest inn or we’re still going to freeze to death,” Everson said. 

				Jerra’s clothes were soaked. Her body ached. She’d had to pull so much of her own strength to keep those 
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				rocks aloft. And running for her life hadn’t helped, either. 

				They rode in the direction of their next stop, and before long the figures of Hofmel and Adrian atop their horses came into view across the flat plains. When Jerra and Everson had reached them, she saw they carried pick-axes and other various tools in their packs.

				Adrian laughed when he saw them. “We were coming back to rescue you! I guess we needn’t have both-ered.”

				Everson chuckled. “Apparently not when we have a powerful Voiced One amongst us. Jerra freed us from the cave in. Then we were nearly buried in an avalanche, but that’s a story for another day,” he said.

				“The next inn’s not far from here,” Hofmel said from atop Edna’s back. “They’re waiting for us. Let’s get you two in dry clothes and maybe take a break from all this adventure.”

				Jerra sighed. “Please. Just… no more running, okay?”

				Of course, Jerra had never seen the city of Burn-haven Bay before, so she had no idea what to expect. But she never imagined a city so full of… water.

				After one more day on the road, she was glad to 
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				see the city wall rising over the horizon. Nathrynn’s capital city rested just on the coast of the Sea of Serelia, right on top of a tributary. Their ancestors had built the city up around the rivers, rather than filling them in. Tiny trickles and a few larger streams broke through the base of the city wall. Each river met the city wall with a metal grate, and flowed with dark, terrifying water that drifted out from the ocean on the other side of the city.

				Jerra shivered. She wouldn’t want to wind up in one of those rivers.

				In front of them, a towering wooden drawbridge stood flush against the wall, the main entrance to the city. Everson gestured to the other soldiers toward the wooden structure, and they all dismounted. Adrian took Finn’s lead from Jerra gently.

				“Where are you taking him?” she asked, her voice trembling. 

				“Don’t worry, Jerra,” Adrian chuckled. The other men did as well, and she fought off a contagious smirk. “He will be well taken care of, receive a fine meal and bathing, and get lots of snacks and brushings. When it is time to leave again, he’ll be returned to you.”

				“He’d better be,” she quipped. She reached out to Finn, who pushed his snout into her hand. She touched her forehead to his. “You be good for these kind men, alright Finn?”
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				He whinnied defiantly but allowed Adrian to lead him away.

				Everson, however, touched Jerra’s shoulder and directed her down a path to the southern side of the city wall.

				“Aren’t we going in through there, too?” she asked, gesturing at the massive door.

				Everson shook his head. “No, I’m afraid not. The Queen was very specific about keeping your presence in the city quiet until you are safely inside the castle. We don’t know who may seek to commandeer your powers for their own.”

				They came upon a small metal door built into the stone wall. Everson rapped his knuckles against it, and a slot in the upper part of the door slid open to reveal a set of dark eyes and some rosy cheeks. “Eh?” a gruff voice called from behind the door.

				“It’s Commander Everson. I’m here to deliver the package to Queen Arabella.”

				Jerra huffed. She was not a package.

				Everson turned to her apologetically. “It’s a code-word, don’t take offense.”

				A horrific grating sounded from the other side of the door as the gatekeeper slid open the lock, and the door opened wide for them to enter.

				They passed through the threshold into a dark 
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				stone room lit by electric torches on the wall. Jerra had heard of the “electric” of the city, but never seen it for herself. She gasped.

				The plump, hairy man who opened the door gave a sideways glance to Everson and laughed, his whole belly shaking with the motion. His military uniform barely seemed to hold him together. “Farm girl, eh?”

				Jerra stood straighter and crossed her arms. “That’s rude,” she said.

				The man sobered up; Everson smirked proudly. “No offense intended, Miss. We’re just all used to the electric by now, here in the city.”

				“Well,” Everson interjected, “thank you for the entry. We will be moving on now. Tell no one you saw us, soldier.”

				The soldier stood straight and saluted Everson, nodding profusely. “Sir, yes sir.”

				Everson led Jerra through an opening in the dark stone room into daylight. They walked down a set of stone stairs against the side of the wall and soon stood on a patch of land between the wall and one of the dark streams.

				They traveled along this patch of land against the wall toward the sea for quite some time, Jerra glancing into the dirty water every few minutes and shivering. Soon they came to a small wooden bridge which crossed 
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				the stream and led to a stone path which curved up to-ward the castle, whose towers loomed in the near distance.

				Everson crossed the bridge with ease, but Jerra hesitated. He turned back to look at her. “It’s alright, Jerra. It’s perfectly safe.” He reached out his hand.

				She accepted it and took a gentle step onto the bridge. After a deep breath, she ran the remaining few steps across.

				He laughed. “The water looks scarier than it is, I promise.”

				She shivered, glancing behind her at the nearly black water that flowed out toward the wall. “Why does it look like that?” she asked.

				He shrugged and continued down the stone path toward the castle. “No one knows, really. They haven’t always been dark like that. They used to be almost crystal clear and filled with wildlife from the sea. But several years ago, the water began to transform into the murky color it is now. Skeptics say there are evil creatures be-neath the surface who cause the color. But,” he turned to face her while she dashed to keep up with his long stride, “there are creatures above the surface far more vile than anything you might find beneath.”

				She shuddered.

				He smirked. “That’s not meant to frighten you. Mostly to calm any fears you may have about the water.”
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				“It didn’t work,” she frowned.

				They traveled in silence for a while longer as Ever-son led them toward the castle. As they grew closer to the castle, the water became darker and murkier.

				They arrived at a side entrance to the castle, a wooden door built into the stone wall. A group of ladies’ maids greeted them at the door, and rushed Jerra inside before she had a chance to say goodbye to Everson, who stood in the doorway and watched her leave.

				“Am I going to meet the Queen now?” she asked.

				“No,” one of the older women replied. “You are too unclean.”

				Jerra looked down at her dirty, travel-worn dress and soot-covered skin. “Alright, then.”

				They led her down a twisted path through the castle, until they entered a cavernous room filled with thousands of half-melted candles and half a dozen small bathing pools. Before she had time to protest, the women removed Jerra’s ashy clothing, and scrubbed her skin in a pool with an aromatic soap so pungent she could barely breathe.

				Jerra tried to assure the women that she was perfectly capable of bathing herself, but they paid her no mind. Once clean, an older maid presented her with a stunning blue dress covered in delicate lace and ornate beading, which caused Jerra to gasp. While they helped 
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				her into it, another younger maid brushed through her damp and tangled silver hair and pinned it up into a fancy half updo Jerra never would have been able to do herself. The lower portion of her hair hung down to her waist, falling in soft, natural waves.

				Finally, the maid who presented her dress pinched Jerra’s cheeks roughly to bring forth some color, and two other women slid over a tall mirror for Jerra to inspect their handiwork. The vision before her took her breath away.

				“Who is she?” she murmured. She had never seen herself this way before. She truly was a “farm girl,” as the soldier had called her, someone who milked cows and fed chickens and walked down dirt roads to the market each week. The girl she was before rose early each morning to greet the sun and rolled down grassy hills with her sister. She twinged.

				This person standing before her was a lady.

				The maids twittered excitedly. The oldest of the bunch finally cleared her throat and their excitement died. “You are now ready to present to Her Majesty the Queen. Come along.”

				Jerra followed the woman briskly back out into the stone hallways. The gorgeous dress rustled with every step she took, and she couldn’t help but feel a little excit-ed. She was about to meet the Queen, after all. Jerra, farm 
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				girl, of seaside Telles. How she wished her parents could see this.

				Music and laughter drifted from a grand doorway in front of them. The maid conferred with a gentleman in a servant’s uniform standing at the door. After a brief conversation, she left, leaving Jerra standing in the open entrance.

				Her breath caught in her throat at the sight in front of her. A grand ballroom lay before her, filled with lavishly dressed partygoers who danced and laughed and… gossiped.

				It did not take long for the guests to notice her standing in silence at the entrance of the room. A hush fell over the crowd, and in the silence she finally noticed the Queen, wearing an elegantly long, velvet red dress, who sat upon an ornate marble throne at the back of the room. The dress spilled out around her feet gracefully, and her long, golden hair fell in perfect curls against her bare shoulders.

				Even from this distance, the Queen commanded the room. Jerra shuddered to think that a woman of this stature had requested the presence of someone like herself.

				The servant beside her chose this moment to announce her presence, and his booming voice startled Jerra. “May I present: Jerra of Telles, special guest of Her Majesty, Queen Arabella.”
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				All eyes in the room rested on her. She felt as though she could have heard a straw of hay hit the marble floor amidst the silence. She didn’t know what to do. Should she curtsy? Bow? Grovel?

				What does one do when meeting the Queen?

				She settled on a curtsy and gave the most proper one she could manage.

				The Queen rose from her chair and offered Jerra an elegant smile through dark red lips. “Hello, child,” she grinned. “Do come in.”
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				I can see her, but I can’t touch her.

				Eryane crouched beneath a stone alcove not far from where the city wall met the castle. The girl with star-tlingly silver hair stood just a few leaps from her current hiding spot, but the moment was out of Eryane’s reach.

				The girl walked along the inner edge of the city wall with a young soldier, likely one of the Queen’s most trusted guards. Between her and Eryane lay a network of trickling streams that branched off from a larger river running almost flush to the wall. These minor rivers cut the land into little pieces, making it nearly impossible to cross over to the girl unless she wished to risk being seen. 

				She studied the girl from afar instead, waiting for 
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				a moment she might be able to steal her away. Eryane couldn’t see the silver eyes from here, but the silver hair could not be missed. The girl wore it in a long, elaborate braid, which began at her temple and fell all the way down to her waist.

				It was a stark contrast to Eryane’s own berry-col-ored chin-length crop, a style which she had to re-dye every few weeks to maintain. If Eryane were to wear her hair naturally, it would be a dead giveaway for her lineage. 

				She’d always wondered what Abbott might think if he knew she was a Dragonborn. She chuckled. He’d probably love it and ask her all sorts of questions she wouldn’t know how to answer.

				She took an eager step forward but recoiled when the soldier led the girl across a bridge and up a stone path toward the castle.

				If there had been a moment, that would have been it. She missed it.

				She cursed under her breath, swearing Abbott’s name in the process. 

				She could try to catch up to them, fight off the soldier before they reached the castle. But there would be more guards the closer they were to the castle walls. And Eryane may be well-trained in her magic, but she was still mostly untrained in combat. And she certainly couldn’t use her magic to fight off more than two or three soldiers 
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				if it came to that.

				She didn’t even have those kinds of supplies on her to support that much energy transfer. She cursed again. She would have to break into the castle to get to the girl. And the likelihood of that happening before Queen Arabella sunk her claws in was slim to none. 

				She made her way home feeling defeated. Nan was still gone. Eryane entered their lonely apartment and glanced at the black stain on the wall of their sitting room, a permanent reminder of the moment she came into her powers. It was the first time Nan had pulled one of her disappearing acts, and Eryane had been furious. Furious enough to catch fire to their living room.

				On the wall hung an intricately woven tapestry, a failed attempt to cover the soot stain. The black peeked out around the edges of the tapestry like mold, constantly reminding both women of what it meant to not be in control of their powers. The tapestry depicted a gorgeous mountain scene with a sunset falling behind the peaks. Two great white dragons rose in the sky, looking down on a silver-haired woman on the ground whose hands glowed with magic.

				Nan had commissioned the piece from a neigh-boring vendor at the market and paid well for it. The woman had almost refused to make it because of its de-piction of magic, which the Queen banned in Burnhaven. 

			

		

	
		
			
				A.G. Houser

			

		

		
			
				195

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				But Nan could be very convincing when she wanted to be. Eryane was still learning that facet of their powers, the ability to manipulate the elemental energy around a per-son to affect their emotions. Nan was skilled at it, having been a practicing Voiced One for at least as long as Eryane had known her.

				Eryane stared at it now as she paced the room, tucking her hands into her pockets to resist the tempta-tion to use them to cast magic. It would be so easy to use magic to force her way into the castle. But using magic that way could have destructive consequences. 

				She reached up to clutch the chip of dragon scale that hung around her neck, grounding herself. She would not give in to the magic unless she absolutely had to. She had to remain sane through all this if she was going to get the Voiced One out of the Queen’s clutches and restore their reputation.

				She sensed, even from a distance, that the sil-ver-haired girl was good, inherently good, and pure. But she was untrained. And her new powers were a fast track straight into insanity and darkness without guidance or grounding talismans.

				Eryane touched the dragon scale around her neck once more, her own talisman. It was the only thing that had brought her back to sanity when her powers erupted a year earlier. She glanced back over at the soot stain on the 
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				wall.

				She dared to wonder what might happen if that darkness, the permeating rot that ebbed from the heart of the castle—which Eryane suspected had something to do with the Queen—were to grab hold of the girl before Eryane could train her.

				Eryane shivered involuntarily. Another Voice of Darkness, even one alone, could eclipse the entire world. And she’d be damned if she was going to let that happen.
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				Jerra took a gentle step into the room and the crowd rippled with hushed giggles, before dispersing back into small conversational cliques. The music recom-menced.

				This was it. Jerra was about to meet the Queen of the entire kingdom.

				Jerra approached the throne warily. It was the longest walk of her life. She crossed the ballroom, all eyes on her, as she ambled toward their ruler. Queen Arabella, as well as the prince and two princesses, stood regally in front of the dais. Queen Arabella returned to her seat on the throne and smiled warmly at Jerra. She quickly closed in on the stand which held the royal seat.
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				She curtsied again. “Your Majesty,” she began, clearing her throat. How does one say hello to a queen? “It is an honor to meet you.”

				The Queen offered Jerra a respectful nod. “The honor is all mine, dear Voiced One.” She relaxed in her throne and held out her glass, and a servant refilled it with dark wine within seconds. She wore a gorgeous velvet red dress, which Jerra was surprised to see hugged her every curve. The ends of the sleeves tapered out into long, elegant wings that fluttered when the queen moved her arms. Her delicate blonde hair was pinned up in a half updo similar to Jerra’s own, and she stared at Jerra with amber-colored eyes lined in dark makeup.

				“My Queen,” Jerra began again. “When shall we discuss our—”

				“Dear girl,” the Queen cut her off. “Do not worry yourself now with our arrangement until we have cele-brated the evening. We will converse on our upcoming venture in due time. Please enjoy tonight’s festivities of dancing and delicious food.”

				Jerra nodded, and her feet pulled her backward. But her mouth did not agree. Her face furrowed. “But my—”

				“One-half-hour until dinner,” a voice boomed beside them, and Jerra jumped. A servant nearby bowed gracefully following his announcement, then disappeared 
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				into an adjoining room.

				The Queen looked back at Jerra, a smirk on her lips. Jerra feared upsetting her. This was, after all, the ruler of a kingdom and the only one who really knew why Jerra was here.

				She curtsied her goodbye and drifted away from the throne to find some kind of distraction. She wandered aimlessly about the edges of the room, examining the tap-estries hung from the walls as guests mingled near her. She felt their eyes on her silver hair. They had probably never seen anyone with hair that shade before. She glanced around at them, and they averted their eyes quickly. She huffed.

				“Might I request a dance from the guest of hon-or?” Everson asked from behind her. She turned around to face him. He cleaned up nicely, she had to admit. The travel-worn clothes and few days’ beard was gone, though she mused that she rather missed it. It filled out his face so well. He wore a cleanly pressed dark blue uniform, deco-rated with gold buttons down the front and some sort of medal on his chest.

				He held out his hand for her to take, and she looked at it like a feral animal. “Commander Everson,” she greeted him.

				“Just-Everson,” he smiled.

				“Everson,” she said again, enjoying the way his 
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				name rolled off her tongue. “I must admit that I do not have any clue how to dance with another person.”

				He grinned. “I promise to lead,” he laughed. “Just follow my motions.”

				She smiled shyly and accepted his hand. “Alright then. Teach me to dance.”

				He twisted her gently around the dance floor, where other couples also swayed gracefully to the music. She felt like a clumsy rabbit.

				Every eye in the room was on them. But after a moment, Jerra realized it wasn’t every eye, it was only the female eyes, and they weren’t staring at her but at Everson. And she realized he must be far more handsome than she even thought. Not that she had much to compare him to.

				She sighed. This was all so unusual. And trivial. Why was she here in this grand ballroom dancing with a strange man when supposedly the queen had this urgent message for her?

				“Are you alright?” Everson commented. “You seem distracted.”

				She bit her lip. “I guess… I just don’t understand why the Queen seems so uninterested in my presence. If she truly needed my urgent help, why are we here dancing at some party when we could be discussing her offer? The sooner I hear her out, the sooner I can return home.”

				He nodded. “I understand. It must be frustrat-
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				ing.” 

				Jerra’s eyes widened. “Yes, exactly. I came all this way.”

				Everson clasped her hand tightly. “Have faith, Jerra. The Queen is mysterious in her methods. But let us get through this celebration, and I’m sure Her Majesty will fill you in on her plans.”

				Jerra nodded, but she couldn’t help but wonder. With the fae attacks reaching an all-time high, what on Nathrynn were they celebrating?

				“Dinner is served.” 

				The same servant from before emerged from his room off the ballroom and bowed deeply, and the crowd meandered over to another equally large adjoining room off the ballroom. Jerra and Everson followed them to find several round tables covered in trays of mouth-watering food. 

				“Where do I sit?” Jerra asked Everson.

				He grinned at her. “With the Queen, of course.” 

				He led her over to the smallest table at the head of the room, rectangular instead of round like the others in the room. A few guests already sat at the table, but the Queen had not yet arrived.
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				“Miss Jerra,” Everson began, “may I introduce you to the other members of your dinner table. Prince Boroden, heir to the throne and only male child of King Boroden the Second, may he rest in peace.” Here he gestured to a young gentleman with dark hair, tan skin, and sparkling green eyes who grinned at her and stood to shake her hand. He wore an elaborately embellished black tunic. The buttons on the tunic glittered in the light from the candles on the table when he stood.

				“So good to meet you, Miss Jerra!” Boroden said.

				She smiled warmly at him and shook his hand, and beside her, Everson continued his introductions.

				“And this is Princess Edith, Queen Arabella’s only begotten child.” Everson nodded at a young child sitting in the chair closest to the Queen’s seat. Her light brown hair was up in a tightly wound tail, which then fell in curls around her shoulder. A white bow nearly as large as her head was pinned to the clasp, and she wore a shim-mering green dress which sparkled under the chandeliers in the ballroom. Her blue eyes squinted tightly at Jerra. Her skin was quite pale in comparison to her half-siblings beside her. 

				Edith remained seated at Jerra’s introduction and offered them nothing but a tight nod. 

				“And finally, this is Princess Caryse, eldest child of the late King Boroden.” Everson gestured to the last 
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				guest at the table, in the seat furthest from the Queen’s. A woman maybe a few years older than Jerra sat poised in an elegant black dress, with lace rimming the collar of the velvet upper portion, while the flowing chiffon of the skirt cascaded to the floor. Her long, shiny black hair fell in soft curls around her shoulders against her perfect olive skin. She grinned deeply at Jerra.

				“Your Highnesses, this is Jerra of Telles, honored guest of Her Majesty the Queen Arabella, and only Voiced One to be heard of in nearly a hundred years.” Everson smiled at her.

				Yet again unsure of what she should do in the presence of royalty, she smiled shyly and offered another curtsy. “Pleased to meet you all.”

				“I wish it were under better circumstances,” Prin-cess Caryse said.

				Jerra paused. What did that mean? Better circum-stances than what?

				But she did not have time to ask.

				The knock of boots hitting the floor echoed behind them. Jerra turned to look and found a man approaching them who looked eerily like an older version of Everson.

				Everson smiled. “Father! So good to see you.”

				The man beamed warmly at Everson, and they met in a familiar embrace. “My son! How was your jour-
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				ney to Telles?”

				“It was successful,” Everson said, his voice heavy. “But we were attacked by fae along the way. I apologize,” he turned to Jerra, “for my failure to introduce you. Jerra, this is my father, First Commander Ghent Riverclaw the Second, and the Queen’s Hand. Father, this is Jerra, the Voiced One.”

				Commander Ghent held out his hand for Jerra to take. He wore a crisp, stark uniform of a dark blue similar to Everson’s, but he sported many medals and badges on his chest. 

				She shook his hand. “So good to meet you, Sir.”

				“I trust my second in command has taken great care of you, child,” he laughed, to which Jerra nodded.

				“Yes, Sir. Great care.”

				Someone cleared their throat at the entrance to the room, and all guests turned to look. The Queen stood at the doorway, standing tall and surveying the room be-fore she entered. The bottom of her dress clung tightly to her legs before spilling out into a train that fell like spilled blood on the floor.

				The same servant who announced dinner stood near her and cleared his throat once more. “Announcing for dinner, Her Majesty, Queen Arabella, interim ruler of our great kingdom of Nathrynn.”

				The guests filling the room remained standing 
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				while the Queen gracefully made her way over to her seat. Once she sat down, the entire room erupted into conversation, and everyone took their own seats. Servants entered from various doors at the ends of the room and dished food onto the guests’ plates. A young woman heaped Jerra’s plate high with roasted potatoes, boiled greens, a fatty chunk of meat, and some sort of gravy.

				Would she even be able to eat all of this food? Was it even proper to eat it all?

				Everson noticed her expression and leaned over to whisper to her. “Don’t worry. Whatever you don’t eat will be fed to the dogs.”

				Jerra blew out a sigh of relief and dug into her food, shifting the chunk of questionable meat over to the side of her plate.

				The roasted potatoes looked delicious but were quite bland in comparison to her mother’s cooking.

				Light chatter drifted around the room as everyone enjoyed their supper. Jerra watched as Caryse and Boro-den bickered with each other, though there was a hint of laughter under their bite.

				“Could you not chew quite so loudly, Boroden,” Caryse barked, but she was smirking.

				“I’ll chew quieter if you give me your extra pota-toes,” Boroden snapped, though he looked doubtful to receive his wish. 
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				Jerra’s heart ached for her own sister, Skye. 

				“Jerra,” Everson spoke up from beside her. “Is everything in the castle quite different from your life before?”

				Jerra nodded carefully. “Yes, very. I’ve not seen so much food in one place at one time before,” she com-mented, and a ripple of laughter floated around the table.

				“Is that all?” Commander Ghent laughed heartily from his seat next to the Queen. 

				“No,” Jerra added. “Not at all. The clothing is ex-travagant and overwhelming. I had to have help to put on this dress! And the people are unnecessarily loud and seem to always be whispering, somehow at the same time.”

				Caryse nodded from her seat, listening intently.

				“And I’ve never eaten a plate of food that I did not have some hand in cooking or preparing,” she added. “Not to mention that my parents and sister are not here with me to enjoy this extravagance.”

				The Queen gently cleared her throat, and the conversation at the table ceased. Each member of royalty or military who had been listening to Jerra turned their attention to Queen Arabella. 

				“Jerra,” she began. She stared at Jerra with plead-ing eyes. “I must tell you a story of the woman who has brought you here.”

				Jerra sat up straighter, abandoning her food.
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				“Many, many years ago, an evil sorceress named Veseema threatened the fate of the kingdom with her dark and twisted powers. So the dragons stripped her powers from her and banished her from Nathrynn. No one saw or heard from her for centuries after she lost her ability to create chaos.”

				The Queen paused to take a sip of her wine, and Jerra stole a moment to glance at the other guests around her. Edith, next to the Queen, still shoveled potatoes into her mouth. Her greens sat untouched. Boroden stared at the Queen in awe, as if he had never heard this story before. On the Queen’s other side, Commander Ghent sat straight and listened to the Queen’s story with respect. Next to him was Everson, who nodded attentively. And finally, Caryse, between Boroden and Jerra, looked skepti-cal and... and maybe even angry at the Queen’s words. Her brows were arched, tensely watching every word fall out of the Queen’s mouth.

				“Jerra,” the Queen started again, “you have seen yourself the violence we experience every day from members of the fae. It is my belief that Veseema has risen once again, seeking to steal the throne and wipe out life as we know it by undermining my rule and amassing a following of loyal subjects. I believe she is inciting unrest amongst the fae, and they are acting under her command. Perhaps hoping to somehow restore her powers.”
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				A pit of guilt gathered in Jerra’s stomach. “What does this have to do with me?” she asked.

				The Queen smirked. “I have need of your powers in two capacities. First, I hope that your inherent ability to speak to certain members of the fae, while we humans cannot, will allow you to advocate for peace among their populations once more. Second, there is a spell that was crafted to kill a sorceress. It will rid the land of her forever, instead of merely stripping her powers. This is a last resort, of course. Sorceresses are famed for being nearly impossible to kill.” 

				The Queen paused before adding, “I know the spell, but it requires a few ingredients scattered across the kingdom. The feather of a golden phoenix, a siren’s pearl, the bark of the first dryad, a Coughing Duskbloom, and the breath of a dragon are the major ingredients. I hope to send you on a journey to retrieve these items.”

				Caryse let out a scoff, but her face suggested that she instantly regretted it. She spoke anyway. “Your Highness, forgive my ignorance, but you banned magic throughout the kingdom.”

				Queen Arabella nodded, smirking at Caryse. “You are correct, Princess. I did with good reason. Magic is dark and dangerous. It only spreads hate and fear. We can all see this by what the sorceress has done and will only continue to do if we do not stop her. Unfortunately, that 
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				will require magic. Hopefully, the last that anyone will ever have to perform.”

				Jerra shook her head. “I’m not sure I understand. Why would someone like me, from a little seaside town with no magical or military training, be the person you want to collect these ingredients for you?”

				“Dear child,” the Queen sighed. Jerra was unsure if it was annoyance or fatigue that plagued her. “This quest will truly be dangerous and put your life and the lives of others at risk. Unfortunately, the dark actions of our ancestors have caused the other species in our realm to magically curtain themselves away from those who inhabit Nathrynn. The only being who might tempt them to trust again is a Voiced One, a creature whose lineage comes from a mix of many species and who owns the ability to speak to them with no language barrier. I think that despite the history of the Voiced Ones, your shared lineage will be enough to win you favor.”

				“Forgive me, Your Majesty,” Boroden interjected, “but what does that have to do with the items that Jerra needs to locate?”

				“The ingredients required to complete the spell to stop Veseema for good reside in the hands of our estranged neighbors,” Arabella replied. She turned back to Jerra. “I understand that this must be a lot to take in. Please note that you and your family will be paid hand-
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				somely for your services to the crown and your incredible bravery. Perhaps we can stop Veseema before any harm can come to the rest of our population.”

				Jerra remained quiet, processing. 

				“How much time do we have?” Everson asked from beside Jerra. 

				“Very little,” the queen admitted. “My theory is that Veseema will try to perform a spell on the Evernight, the aligning of the three moons, which will restore her natural powers. This event is less than a year away.”

				An overwhelming sense of terror gripped Jerra like a hand in the dark. She shivered.

				“Jerra,” a voice said from across the table. She looked up to see Boroden smiling at her. His smile was infectious, and she couldn’t help but return it. “I want to personally thank you for even considering this treacherous quest. You have no idea how many lives you will be pro-tecting if you are successful. I am endlessly grateful that you might be willing to protect my future throne.”

				A flicker of annoyance crossed over Arabella’s face, but it was so fleeting that Jerra questioned if she saw it at all.

				“Yes, Boroden,” Arabella said. “I agree. I appre-ciate you considering this quest, which will ensure the safety of the kingdom, and the throne.”

				Jerra sighed. Her belly was full, her glass of wine 
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				half drank, yet still, a sense of dread fell over her. “Might I have a small amount of time to consider the offer?” 

				The Queen nodded, a hint of impatience in her eyes. “Of course, my child.”

				Jerra asked to be excused and shown to her room. Arabella beckoned over a servant to assist her in finding her quarters. 

				As Jerra turned to go, the Queen cleared her throat. “Just remember, Jerra. The longer you wait to make your decision, the higher the risk that we will not stop Veseema in time to save the kingdom.”
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				I can either go home and be normal, or I can save the kingdom. Not both.

				Jerra followed the servant toward her room, pon-dering this thought as they walked through tapestry-lined hallways with ceilings as high as four of her stacked on one another. The idea of a dangerous, life-threatening journey across the country to find random items for fighting an elusive sorceress all seemed, to her, like a lot to handle. But if anything were to happen to her family because of this woman…

				“Jerra!” she heard from behind her. She turned around as Everson jogged down the hall toward them. 

				“Hello again, Commander Everson,” she greeted 
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				him, turning to resume her leisurely stroll once he had caught up. 

				“Just-Everson,” he smiled cheekily. “The Queen wants me to ensure you are protected at all times, so I am to stay with you until you reach your room.”

				Jerra scoffed. “I don’t need a babysitter.”

				He frowned. “Not like that. I’m not supervising you. I’m protecting you.”

				“Alright then,” she said. “If any of those tapestries jump out and attack me, I know you’ll be there to fight them off.”

				“Well, that’s just rude,” he said. “Those tapestries would never stoop so low.”

				Jerra laughed despite herself. “I deserved that,” she chuckled.

				He nodded. “Yes, you did.”

				“I’m sorry,” she offered. “I’m sure you mean well. I just have a lot on my mind.”

				“I can’t imagine processing what you’re going through, or have to go through soon, can be easy.”

				She fell silent. She wasn’t sure how to put into words what she was feeling. Nor did she know if she even wanted to talk to him about it. 

				Finally, she nodded toward one of the tapestries they passed in the hall. “Might I burden you for a few stories about these? I know very little about Nathrynn’s 
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				history.”

				They paused in front of the one she had gestured to, and the servant in front of them seemed annoyed but crossed her arms and waited patiently for them.

				“Certainly. This set seems to tell the story of Gai-us. Do you know that one?”

				She shook her head. “I’ve heard of him, of course, but don’t really know his story.”

				He cleared his throat. “I’ll try not to butcher this,” he laughed. “If you look down at that first tapestry on the end, you can see it is filled with all sorts of dragons. Back then, the world was ruled by dragons. In the next one, you can see that a man appears in the center of the tapes-try, glowing with light. This was Gaius. He was a Voiced One, one of the first. In the early days, pureblood dragons could choose their form, and many chose to live in fae form to fall in love and start families with their fae mates, some even opting to live as humans. This created a race of half-dragon, half-fae creatures who had rare and magical powers but without the ability to transform into dragon form like their parents. Like you,” he said. “You can’t turn into a dragon, can you?” he chuckled.

				“Not that I know of,” she said, her eyes wide.

				“It wouldn’t be likely,” he offered, realizing she was taking him seriously. “Anyway, so these creatures were giv-en the name of ‘Voiced Ones’ because they possessed an 
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				inherent ability to communicate with humans, animals, and other non-human creatures without the barrier of language. But unfortunately, many, though not all, of the Voiced Ones, seemed inclined toward darkness. Gaius,” here he gestured to the second depiction on the wall, “was intended to be a harbinger of light. The nature of his abilities and those of the creatures like him was hoped to bring peace to the world. But Gaius only brought darkness.”

				The third tapestry portrayed Gaius in a new light. He was coated in red, and though there were still dragons in the sky around him, there were far fewer, and they looked smaller, weaker. Below Gaius stood a crowd of people, watching him in admiration.

				“Gaius decided he wanted power, and to have true power, he thought he needed to become a dragon. He amassed an army of Voiced Ones, who were always stronger together, and he hunted and killed many of the remaining pureblood dragons, demanding to know how to transform into one. Of course, this was impossible, so with every refusal to help him, another dragon was slaughtered until nearly all the dragons were destroyed. In their absence, Gaius stole the ruling place of the dragons he had slain.”

				He gestured at the tapestry directly in front of them. The servant tapped her feet nearby. This one 
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				showed two white dragons flying in the sky, breathing fire toward the ground. Gaius stood below them, his admirers gone, with chains around his hands.

				“Eventually, Gaius became so corrupt for power that his own kind and allies turned on him. They sought out two of the last dragons in hiding, the great white dragon Daranov and his mate, and pleaded for their help. The dragons agreed to help bring Gaius down if the peo-ple agreed to stop hunting dragonkind.”

				He led them down the hall a bit to the next tapestry. In it, Gaius was nowhere to be found. People cowered in fear next to other humans depicted with silver hair. A woman with black hair stood in the center of the tapestry, looking up at the sky where Daranov and the other dragon still flew. 

				“Gaius’ sole advisor, the sorceress Theodora, prophesied that one of those dragons’ own descendants would bring about the next wave of darkness upon Nath-rynn. The dragons scattered to the four corners of the world once again to hide from humanity’s clutches.”

				“Wow,” Jerra intoned. “You are actually quite the storyteller.”

				He beamed. “Why, thank you! I just recited what I learned in my history books.”

				“What happened to him?” Jerra asked.

				He looked at her funny. “Who?”
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				“Gaius,” she said. “What did the dragons do to him? Kill him?”

				He chuckled nervously. “No one really knows, actually. The history books merely say he was stopped. There are many theories, of course, but none have ever been confirmed.”

				She shrugged and continued walking down the hallway. The servant ahead of them breathed a sigh of relief. “Perhaps he’s still out there somewhere, plotting all this time to come back.”

				Everson’s eyebrows knitted together in disbelief. “Seeing as this was all thousands of years ago, that seems unlikely. But I guess... not impossible.”

				A tingling sensation crossed Jerra’s mind. She whipped around, suddenly getting the sense they were being watched. She stopped and listened, but despite her better judgement, it seemed as though the sensation was coming from inside the wall. It was eerie and disconcert-ing. She shook her head, and the sensation was gone. 

				“Is everything alright, Jerra?” Everson asked, concerned.

				She sighed. “I don’t imagine there is any way I might see Finn before I go to my room?”

				Everson and the servant exchanged a look. “I don’t see why not. But we will have to use the servants’ entrance. It is safest. Will that be alright?”
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				She pursed her lips. “Of course, why wouldn’t it be?”

				They led her down a few more hallways and a set of stairs to a large kitchen at the back of the castle. It appeared empty save for a few flickering candles and some marinating vegetables. They passed a dark stone doorway on their way into the kitchen, and a wave of thick gloom passed over Jerra. 

				“Where does that go?” she asked Everson.

				“Down to the basements,” he explained. “They’re filled with water from the canals.”

				She shivered and rushed quickly into the kitchen, leaving the ominous door behind, and out the back door the servant led them through. Moonlight coated the ground in a warm glow. They followed a path through a vegetable garden and approached the edge of the cliff, which was lit by only the moonlight from the three moons. Salt air splashed Jerra in the face, and instantly a calm rushed over her. She visibly relaxed.

				They led her to a stable near the northern end of the castle, and the servant waited outside as Jerra and Everson went inside.

				Finn was waiting impatiently inside a stall, almost as if he had known she was coming. Adrian had fulfilled his promises. Finn had been given a thorough bathing, and a few extra apples sat at the bottom of his stall for 
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				him to munch on. He leaned his neck over the door to his stall, and Jerra gave him a scritch behind his ears.

				“Better?” Everson chuckled.

				She smiled sheepishly. “Yes,” she admitted. “May-be I’m silly. But he feels like home.”

				They wandered from the stable and out near the cliff edge once more. She stared out at the beach so far below them, where rough waves crashed against the sand and rocks. She wished Skye were here to see this with her, and an urgent sense of justice tugged at her senses.

				Save the kingdom. No big deal. And to do that, they had to stop Veseema. Only Jerra could accomplish such a feat.

				That seemed unlikely. How could someone like her take on a powerful sorceress like Veseema? Even with-out her natural powers, the sorceress had to be something fierce.

				“We should be getting back inside. Both of us should get some rest after the adventure we’ve had. It’s a bright and early morning tomorrow for the tournament,” Everson said.

				“The what?”

				He laughed. “Sorry, I should have started with that. The Queen has organized a grand tournament in your honor to find the strongest fighters in the city to accompany you on the quest.”
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				Her stomach tightened. “I’d like to go to my room now, please,” she murmured.
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				“I still think this is a bad idea, Ery.”

				“You think everything adventurous is a bad idea, Abbott,” Eryane quipped, striding alongside her friend as they elbowed their way through the crowds gathered around the stadium.

				A large structure had risen up over the last few days in the marshes near the castle, and hundreds, maybe even thousands, of people made their way toward the grand development. The crowds hummed with excite-ment for this mysterious competition. 

				They finally pushed through the mob to reach the short wall around the stadium, and Eryane eagerly threw herself over it. The common folk remained outside of the 
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				ring, but the fighters had gathered within the enclosure, and that’s where Eryane wanted to be. The other com-petitors around her stretched or groomed their steeds or practiced their combat with invisible assailants, many clad in metal armor or thick leather coverings. At the back of the ring, boxed seating had been built for the nobility to watch the competition.

				Abbott stumbled over the waist-high wall as well and tripped toward her, before coming to a stop at her shoulder. “Come on, Eryane. I get it, you want to prove yourself, or whatever. But this is silly. You don’t need the money that badly.”

				She gave him a funny look. “It was never about the money, Abbott. It’s about her.”

				He followed her gaze toward the boxes at the back. In the centermost box sat the animated figures of Princess Caryse, Prince Boroden, Princess Edith, and some council members and a decorated soldier. “What girl?” he asked. “The Princess?”

				“Nope,” Eryane remarked, gaze still resting on the box. Though the girl wasn’t yet visible, Eryane could sense her presence. “That girl.”

				The young woman with silver hair entered the box, followed by another soldier. Her magical aura shim-mered in front of Eryane’s eyes, even stronger than the night before when she watched her from the shadows. She 
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				was practically spilling over with unused, untamed magic. The girl didn’t notice Eryane, but as soon as she was in the same vicinity of the girl, Eryane felt the magic inside her build up like water in a dam.

				Like Alaric had said. Stronger together.

				The girl looked down at her hands briefly, and the aura around her glowed brighter for just a moment. Then it faded, and the girl returned her attention to the ring.

				Eryane knew the girl had felt it too.

				A silence fell over the crowds as the Queen finally entered the royal box, and the entire population in atten-dance took deep bows. She gestured a hand to the soldiers running the event, and the tournament began.

				Eryane and Abbott waited impatiently in the line of competitors signing up to participate. When it was finally Eryane’s turn to sign in, the soldier asked Abbott, “Weapon of choice?”

				“Oh,” he replied, his cheeks turning an impossibly dark red. “I’m not entering. She is.”

				“The girl?” the soldier asked incredulously.

				“I’m not a girl,” Eryane barked. “I’m a woman, and my weapon of choice is the sword. The flyer said the competition is open to everyone.”

				The man nodded with a smirk. “You are correct. Here’s your number.” He handed her a piece of paper and a pin, with the number 26 on it. “You fight when your 
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				number is called. If you win, you move onto the next round. If you lose, you’re out. This is a fight to surrender, no killing blows shall be dealt. Non-fatal injuries are allowed. The use of magic is prohibited. I suggest you stretch,” he added, glancing up and down her body.

				She tried not to roll her eyes as she accepted the paper and pinned it to her tunic. She joined the ranks of men around the edges of the ring, Abbott tagging along-side her. 

				“You still have time to duck out,” Abbott offered. “No shame.”

				She scoffed. “You have no faith, Abbott!” But still, there was suddenly a pit in her stomach the size of Nathrynn. 

				She waited for what seemed like hours while her predecessors fought against each other, some fights ending within minutes, some dragging out forever. There was no structure to the fighting, no weight categories or experi-ence levels. Just fighter against fighter, thrown together regardless of size or skill.

				“Twenty-five, twenty-six,” the soldier called.

				She turned back to give Abbott’s hand a light squeeze. “Wish me luck.”

				“Luck,” he said, his face somber.

				Eryane stepped forward into the center of the ring to meet her opponent, and a hush slipped over the crowd. 
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				Then whispers and calls of anger rose up to meet her. No one expected a woman to enter the competition. 

				She looked over at the royal box once more, and locked eyes with the girl. An enigmatic sensation rippled through Eryane as their fates collided. She didn’t know how it was possible, but… she knew this girl.

				She didn’t have much time to react before her assailant was lunging at her. He was relatively smaller than most of the other competitors, and she tried not to be too chuffed about it. She didn’t intend to win the fight, but she certainly didn’t have to make it easy for him!

				She couldn’t visibly use magic, so she had to rely on her combat training alone. Which was good, but she was no expert. Luckily, she was smaller and lighter than this foe. And there was no reason a little breeze couldn’t reasonably pick up around them and increase her speed a bit, right?

				She ducked to the right as he approached her, swinging hard with his right fist. As she ducked, she dipped into her favorite move, the leg sweep. She had to thrust hard to knock him off his feet, though. Turned out real men weigh a lot more than the imaginary ones she fought at night. 

				The man fell hard, but he rolled and stood right back up like she’d never touched him. He barrelled toward her again, throwing punches as he went. Maybe hoping 
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				one would land? Eryane rolled her eyes. Impressive strat-egy.

				She threw up her arms to block his punches and twisted both his arms under hers to bring him close enough to slam her knee into his groin.

				He yelped and jumped away from her. This time she pursued him, striding toward him agilely, and when he reached out his right hand to hit her or block her, she dodged and slammed her fist into his abdomen. He doubled over.

				Off to the side, a soldier threw two swords on the ground toward them. She fell into a roll and swiftly gath-ered up one of the swords, allowing her opponent time to recover and snag himself the other one. 

				Pure adrenaline surged through Eryane. She didn’t even need magic to fight this fool! It turned out he was fairly talented with the sword, though, far better than he was with hand-to-hand combat. That was fine with Erya-ne, though. So was she. Cyprus had taught her well.

				They swept across the ring, metal clinking as their swords collided, again and again, him thwarting her every move and her dodging his every attack. 

				This is going nowhere, she thought.

				She ran toward him once more, sword out-stretched, and when he threw his sword up to clash against her own, she let go with one hand and threw the 
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				entire force of her sprint into his belly with her fist.

				He dropped his sword and groaned, clutching his stomach, but Eryane wasn’t done. She rolled her shoul-ders. Hell, maybe she could win one round.

				She used every ounce of strength she had to thrust the tip of her blade into the dirt as an anchor, and then she propelled herself off of it to throw one last sweep of her feet underneath his legs. He hit the ground on his back and grunted. He laid in pain and didn’t get back up. The soldier nearby counted to five.

				“Victory for this round goes to number twen-ty-six,” he shouted.

				She tossed the sword back toward the soldiers, who collected it and helped the loser to his feet. “Good fight,” she mentioned to him, and he gave her a dirty look. She pounced back over to the sidelines.

				Abbott ran over to her, shaking with laughter. “Ery, that was incredible! I had no idea you could fight like that!”

				She shrugged. “I may or may not have been prac-ticing.”

				He chuckled. “Maybe you could win this thing after all.”

				She laughed and replied, “I doubt that. But that’s still not the point.” She gestured lightly over to the silver-haired girl once more. “She is.”
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				Eryane had to wait a lot longer for her second turn. Everyone who had entered had to compete in their first round; then the second round would start. 

				Near where Eryane and Abbott waited, attempt-ing to cower from the sun under an awning built into the side of the structure, stood a gentleman and his horse. The horse seemed anxious, and the man tried to brush it and calm it down.

				Eryane approached him. “I don’t mean to inter-rupt, but I’m good with animals. Maybe I could help?”

				The man shot her a disgusted look and returned to brushing his steed. “I don’t need your help, girl.”

				Eryane scoffed and turned away, but not before stealing a bit of energy from the man and sending it over to his horse to settle the tension in the air surrounding him. Instantly the horse seemed to relax. In contrast, the man sat down suddenly, mumbling something about not feeling well. Eryane smirked and returned to Abbott’s side.

				“Not long now,” he told her. “I think this guy was a couple rounds before you last time.”

				“Twenty-six and eleven,” they finally called.

				Eryane stepped into the ring once more, meeting in the middle with a brute of man. No easy-going fight this time. He was much larger and much faster than Erya-ne. She wouldn’t bother trying to win this one.
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				He overcame her dodges and ducks easily, and it was only a matter of minutes before he had Eryane pinned, sword at her chest as she laid across the ground, propped on her elbows. She heard the soldier shouting, “Five, four, three….”

				She stole a glance over at Abbott, who, for some unknown reason, had stopped watching her fight and approached the horse. The next moments happened so quickly Eryane barely knew what was happening.

				Something or someone spooked the horse, and it reared back on its hind legs. People scattered, and in the fray someone knocked Abbott down onto the ground. He sprawled just under the towering horse, and in any second, he would surely be trampled.

				Eryane knew she would have to use magic to save him. It was the only way. She would have to do it in front of the entire audience and would likely be caught and killed, but… it was Abbott.

				She had to think quickly. There had to be a way to cover up the magic as a simple spell, instead of being outed as a Voiced One. 

				In a pinch, she pulled a bit of energy from the assailant who stood over her, still focused on the sword at her chest and ignorant of the commotion nearby. He took a wary step back, and she stole that moment to roll out of the way and thrust her hand out toward Abbott.
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				“I command thy wind, no death for him!” she shouted off the top of her head.

				A blast of wind shot from her hand straight to-ward Abbott, who still laid in shock under the horse. The gust hit him squarely in the side, hard enough to push his body into a roll, and he safely tumbled away from the horse as its hooves collided with the dirt.

				She dropped her hand and fell onto her back, awaiting her consequences.

				“Witch—”

				“—used magic—”

				“She’ll be killed—”

				The cries carried up from the crowd faster than Eryane could think. She sat up, and in the royal box the Queen rose to her feet, fury coating her face. Princess Caryse and Prince Boroden appeared terrified. The sil-ver-haired girl looked bewildered.

				Suddenly there were two soldiers at Eryane’s sides, grasping her arms and yanking her to her feet. She glanced over at Abbott, who had come to a stop and was staring back at her with panicked eyes.

				She smirked at him and winked.

				“For your blatant use of magic, a violation of the laws of the kingdom and the rules of this competition,” the Queen called over the hollers of the crowd, “the cost shall be your life.”
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				“No!” Princess Caryse shot from her seat, her hands shaking. Eryane peered at her with surprise. Was the princess… defending her?

				“Please, Your Majesty,” Caryse begged. “I beg you to reconsider. She was only trying to save her friend from certain death.”

				The Queen turned to the princess in surprise. “Do you know this girl?” she asked.

				Caryse shook her head and clasped her hands together. “I do not. Obviously, she must be punished for her crime. But… surely execution is overkill for a girl who merely wanted to save her friend’s life.”

				Queen Arabella studied the princess curiously, then gave her a small nod. “So be it.” She turned back to the crowd. “I shall show mercy on this day in honor of this grand event. This young woman will be punished for her crime of using magic, but I will grant her a stay of execution. Guards, please remove her from the premises.”

				The soldiers easily picked up Eryane off her feet and carted her toward the wall, where they would then cuff her and take her to a prison cell. 

				It was worth it. Every moment of it would be worth Abbott’s life. But Eryane knew she would not get off with a simple slap of the wrist. The Queen would have her head for this, and Eryane would likely not live to see the light of the next day.
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				“Guards, please remove her from the premises.”

				Jerra shuddered as the girl with berry-red hair was led away from the ring, toward whatever her punishment would be for using magic. Her body rippled with a flash of pain as they removed her. Why was she feeling this way? Why was she so drawn to this strange girl?

				More importantly, why did the Queen judge the girl so harshly when she needed Jerra’s own magic to accomplish her goals? 

				Jerra returned to her seat, as did everyone else in her box, to finish watching the rest of the tournament. But Jerra couldn’t stop thinking about the girl.

				“Your Majesty?” Jerra started when the competi-
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				tion had a break between fights.

				The Queen turned in her seat and smiled at her warmly. “Please, child. You may call me Arabella.”

				“Arabella,” Jerra choked, thinking it was far too informal for a girl like her to be calling the Queen by her name. “I know you have no need for the opinion of someone like me, but I wondered if you might be willing to hear it, anyway.”

				Arabella looked at her inquisitively. “Speak your mind, Jerra.”

				She cleared her throat. “I think… I believe you made the right decision in sparing that young woman’s life.”

				The Queen raised an eyebrow.

				“And perhaps, when this evil sorceress has been defeated, magic will not be so dangerous anymore,” Jerra spit out quickly.

				Arabella relaxed in her seat and said to Jerra as she turned to face the ring once more, “You may be right, child. But only time can tell.”

				The others in the box seemed to relax when the Queen did, like they were waiting for some other reaction than the one Arabella gave. But they, too, returned to watching the competition in silence, so Jerra did as well. 

				After a time, the final fight took place in front of them, between two of the largest men thus far. Within 
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				minutes, a clear winner was announced. In the ring stood the victor, a stocky gentleman named Kailen, who had bested each opponent he was paired against. His dark skin was slick with sweat, which Jerra could see even from this distance. 

				The Queen rose from her seat and delicately cleared her throat. “Congratulations, Kailen. You have fought well and bravely. Do you wish to accept your reward and join the quest you have been offered?”

				Kailen bowed his head, then rose. “Your Majesty,” his deep voice boomed across the stadium, “I would be honored to join this quest. I do wish to make a small request, however.”

				The Queen stiffened. “And that is?”

				Kailen smirked. “I would like to challenge Com-mander Everson to best me in the ring.”

				Next to Jerra, Everson swiftly stood from his seat. But the Queen shot him a look, and he steadied.

				“My Commander does not need to compete in this competition, as he is already the most accomplished soldier I have and therefore will join the quest regardless,” Arabella intoned.

				Everson gave the Queen a respectful nod and retureds to his seat next to Jerra. 

				“Respectfully, My Queen,” Kailen called again from the ring. “I am curious to see the Commander’s 
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				skills in action, should I be joining him in future combat.”

				Arabella turned back to Everson, who nodded briefly. A hint of a smile hid behind his lips.

				“So be it,” the Queen commanded from the box. “Commander Everson will perform one-on-one combat with the victor.”

				Everson stood once more and made to enter the ring, but Jerra rested a soft hand on his forearm.

				“Please be careful,” she whispered.

				He winked at her and moved toward the exit. Jerra found herself smiling, despite the circumstances.

				A few moments later, he had reached the center of the ring to join Kailen. They shook hands, and then a soldier nearby called out the beginning of the fight.

				Kailen lunged toward the Commander without a second thought. Everson quickly dodged his opponent’s attack, going instead on the defensive and ducking into an impressive, though maybe unnecessary, roll. He swiftly re-turned to his feet as Kailen barrelled toward him a second time, his sword outstretched fiercely. 

				Everson raised his own sword in the nick of time, and it collided against Kailen’s with a sharp clank. Kailen struck again and again with his sword, Everson expertly dodging or defending against each blow. 

				Kailen fought with brute strength, throwing his weight behind each attack in hopes it would overpower 
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				his opponent, while Everson used his smaller stature and fast legs to his advantage. The more Kailen attacked, the more Everson evaded, until it became clear he was mere-ly… toying with Kailen.

				Jerra smirked. She still didn’t know if she wanted to go on this strange quest of the Queen’s, but… she mused that if she were to say yes, she would feel safe in his capable hands.

				Kailen paused to catch his breath, and a nearby soldier offered him a drink of water. While Kailen drank, Everson took a moment to collect himself as well. 

				Jerra watched with intrigue as Everson set down his sword in order to reach down and pull off his sweat-soaked shirt. He was more finely chiseled than any man Jerra had ever seen, though she’d admit she had not seen many. And under his cloak of sweat, she could just barely make out the dark ink of a tattoo across his back.

				As he moved back toward the center of the ring, she saw that it was the image of a great wolf, snaking up his back and howling at a full moon. 

				Her brow furrowed. She gently pulled the little figure out of her pocket that her father had whittled for her and examined it. It also depicted a great wolf howling at the moon, with the owl still riding on its back, wings outstretched.

				Why was she being haunted by this image of a 
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				wolf? 

				Her father’s wooden project. The wolf in the caves. Everson’s tattoo.

				She tucked the figure back into the pocket of her dress and shook her head. This was a puzzle for another day. She turned her attention back to the fight.

				Everson and Kailen were now circling each other around the center of the ring, each of their swords out-stretched and ready for attack. Kailen lunged once more for Everson, but Everson was too fast for him. Kailen was growing tired, having been fighting all day. He stumbled to a stop as Everson leapt out of the way.

				But this time, Everson didn’t wait for Kailen to attack him. Kailen whipped around from his stumble to find Everson running toward him. He lifted his sword just as Everson’s clattered against it. Now Everson delivered attack after strategic attack, wearing Kailen down. Finally, Everson dealt a blow so hard; it knocked Kailen’s sword from his hand.

				Kailen stumbled backward and fell, landing squarely on his bottom. Everson didn’t hesitate to rush forward with his weapon and held the blade neatly above Kailen’s exposed neck.

				Kailen raised his hands, sweat dripping from his forehead. “I concede,” he called.

				Everson smirked and returned his sword to its 
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				sheath at his hip. He reached a hand down toward Kailen to help him to his feet.

				Another nearby soldier brought Everson a towel, and he used it to wipe the sweat from his brow and chest. “Excellent combat,” he said to Kailen. “You will do well in Her Majesty’s legion.”

				Kailen nodded. “Thank you, sir.”

				The Queen stood from her seat once more. “You have done well, Kailen. If you are choosing to join my quest, then I would recommend that you settle your af-fairs quickly and be ready to leave the city in one day. One of my advisors will be in touch to issue you your reward. And as for the other competitors, your accomplishments have also been noticed. If you would like to join the quest as well, you will also be paid for your services. Good deeds do not go unnoticed in my kingdom,” she added. And then she gathered her skirts and her daughter and left.

				Everson rejoined the others in the box, having changed into a fresh shirt. Commander Ghent clapped him on his back. “Well done, boy! What a fine leader you have become!”

				Everson grinned sheepishly. “Thank you, father.”

				“Come, let us celebrate your victory over some ale,” Ghent laughed. 

				Everson stole a glance back at Jerra, who smiled at him. She thought she saw a hint of something in his eyes, 
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				but she couldn’t place what it was. Then he turned and left the tent with his father.

				Princess Caryse and Boroden still remained, and Caryse stood and placed a gentle hand on Jerra’s elbow. “Come on, Miss Jerra. My brother and I will help you find your way back to the castle.” She smiled so warmly at Jerra. There was something different about Caryse’s smile than the Queen’s. Caryse’s smile was heartfelt and welcoming. And her brother’s smile matched.

				She followed them out of the tent, but she couldn’t stop thinking about what the Queen had said. One day? Jerra balked. The Queen was so certain this quest would take place. But Jerra hadn’t even given her decision yet. And she worried what the Queen might say if she knew that Jerra wasn’t planning to help her at all.
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				Caryse left Jerra’s room wistfully after showing the girl the way back from the marshes. She couldn’t stop thinking about her stepmother’s motives following the tournament.

				Why did Arabella hate magic so much? Why ban magic throughout the kingdom and even execute civilians over it, then turn around and employ a Voiced One, who are famed for using their magic in dark and vicious ways?

				She shook her head. There was no sense to what the Queen was doing.

				A maid stopped Caryse while she ambled down the hallway and informed her the Queen wished to see her. 
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				“Fine,” Caryse replied. “I’ll be there shortly.”

				The maid nodded and flitted away. Caryse sighed. What could her stepmother want with her now?

				She made her way toward the Queen’s sitting room, where she would be relaxing after a long day of watching other people beat each other up. And almost sentencing one woman to death, Caryse thought bitterly.

				When she entered the dimly-lit sitting room, Ar-abella was standing near the couch, with her back turned to the door. Caryse walked up and took a deep breath.

				“Your Majesty,” she said softly. “You sent for me?”

				Arabella whipped around, and before Caryse knew what was happening, the back of the Queen’s hand was colliding with Caryse’s cheek. 

				A flash of pain seared through her chin as the force made her stumble backwards.

				She looked up frantically at the Queen, who stared at her with fiery, frenzied eyes. “Don’t ever question my authority in front of my people again,” she seethed through blood-colored lips.

				“I—” Caryse began, but one glare from the Queen shut her up.

				“I shall execute anyone I wish to. You made me look cruel and then weak in front of my subjects. And that girl will suffer for your insolence,” Arabella growled. “Do you understand?”
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				Caryse stood breathless near the doorway of the room. She could barely move, let alone respond. What creature had just slapped her in the face? It was not her stepmother.

				“I said, ‘Do you understand?’, Princess,” Arabella repeated.

				Caryse managed a small nod and tried not to whimper when her face ached.

				“Good,” the Queen said, turning her back again. “You are excused, Caryse.”

				She didn’t hesitate to bolt from the room with panic. As she ran her hand flew up to her face, and her eyes welled with tears. All she had done was try to save someone’s life, someone who was trying to save another person’s life. Wasn’t that a good thing?

				Not according to the Queen, apparently.

				Her jaw clenched, and she winced with the pain. Caryse stomped toward Boroden’s room, intent on forcing him to see reason and acknowledge that the Queen meant him harm.

				But when she arrived in his doorway to find him trying on their late father’s gold crown, she softened. Imminent danger could wait just a moment.

				“Careful with that crown,” she threatened him in a soft voice from the doorway, as he stared in the mirror at the gold headpiece which sat crooked on his head. “If you 
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				were never born, it might have been mine.”

				They shared a chuckle, and Boroden grinned sheepishly in the mirror across the room at his bedroom door, where Caryse leaned against the door frame.

				“I know, I know, you’ve only told me a thousand times.”

				“If it weren’t for those stupid—”

				“Laws about a male heir taking the throne, you’d already be Queen,” Boroden finished her thought.

				She opened her mouth to retort, but nothing came out.

				Boroden beamed. “Told you. A thousand times.” He turned to face her, and his mouth fell open. “Caryse, what happened to your—”

				“It’s nothing,” she said. “Just a little mishap.”

				“Who did that to you?” he demanded.

				Caryse rolled her eyes and crossed the room to tickle her younger brother. He shrieked in a very unkingly way and fled to the other side of the room. “That’s no way to fight when you’re almost king!” Caryse laughed. She caught him and tackled him onto the bed, both of them wheezing with laughter, and snatched the crown off his head.

				She snapped to her feet, heavy gold crown in hand, wearing a smirk.

				Boroden sprang to his feet as well, whipping a 
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				pillow off his bed and brandishing it like a sword. “Fight me for it!” he challenged her.

				Caryse smiled, out of breath, and relaxed. “No, I won’t. It really does belong to you, anyway. I’d rather have none other as my king than my own brother.”

				Boroden sat gently on the edge of his bed, and Caryse returned the crown to his tousled head of dark brown hair. He clutched the pillow in his arms, smiling. “Hey, thanks.”

				Caryse sat down next to him and sighed. How was she supposed to tell him that their stepmother was plotting to take his throne?

				She glanced around his room, with all the mak-ings of a teenage boy’s bedroom, not a king’s. After all, he was only seventeen. His new glasses sat on his side table, untouched. “Hey!” She pointed at them. “You’re supposed to be wearing those!”

				He groaned. “I don’t like the way I look in them.”

				“The physician said you need them.”

				“Kings don’t need glasses,” he retorted.

				She laughed. “Sure they don’t.” 

				He reached up and touched the bottom of her chin, turning her cheek toward him. “That looks bad, Caryse.”

				She pulled away. “Don’t change the subject.”

				“I’m not,” he said. “But I think we should have a 
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				physician take a look at your cheek.”

				She stood and began to pick up the clothes and books that were tossed about his floor. “No physicians.”

				He groaned and threw himself backward onto the bed. “You are the most stubborn person I have ever known.”

				Her stomach clenched. She hated to fight with him. For real, anyway. The play fighting she could drag out all day. And she had.

				She emptied a half-drunk glass of wine from his bedside table out of the third-story window and set the empty glass on his dresser. Next to it, there lay a gently worn letter with Boroden’s name on it. It almost looked like it could be a love letter. Best not to pry into his pri-vate life, though.

				He sat up. “What about Della?”

				She tossed a pair of dirty pants toward the basket of laundry near his door, where a maid would later collect it. “What about her?”

				“Would you let her look at your cheek?”

				Caryse smirked. “Della’s a cook, not a physician.”

				“Okay, but she’s also the smartest person we know.”

				“Well,” Caryse relented, shrugging her shoulders. “I guess that’s true.”

				Boroden stood and grabbed her hand. “Come on, 
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				I won’t take no for an answer,” he said, dragging her out of the room.

				“I need the name, location, and weaknesses of the fool what did that to yer face, Princess,” Della fumed when Caryse and Boroden arrived at the kitchens.

				“It’s not important,” Caryse intoned. “But can you do anything to make it not so red?” Even against Caryse’s bronze skin, the slap had left a nasty mark.

				Della sighed and shoved one of her assistants aside so she could rummage in a drawer. Behind Della, the girl stuck her tongue out at the cook and scuttled off to work on something else. Caryse and Boroden exchanged a smirk.

				“Here we are,” Della finally said, pulling out a small tin of something. “It’s not more than a simple salve that’ll bring down the swellin’, but it’s bettah than nuth-in’.” She handed the round metal tin over to Caryse, who accepted it gratefully.

				“Thank you, Della. I appreciate it,” she replied.

				Boroden snatched the tin from her. “No objec-tions,” he snapped as Caryse tried to take the salve back. “I’m putting this on your face here and now.”

				She sighed. “Fine.”
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				Della cleared a few stools for them next to the counter, where potatoes and carrots were piled up in small mountains. Boroden opened the lid of the tin to find a milk-colored, lotion-like substance which smelled of lemon and verbena.

				“Use it generously,” Della informed him, then turned to hover over a boiling pot with a ladle.

				Boroden dipped his right two forefingers into the mixture and set to work coating the side of Caryse’s face. The salve was bitterly cold against the heat of the mark. She winced when he reached her jawbone, tears welling up in her eyes.

				Boroden frowned. “I really wish you would tell me who did this,” he said softly.

				She shook her head. “I can’t right now.”

				He sighed. “Caryse—”

				He was interrupted by a low, anguished rumble beneath their feet. They glanced at Della, who bared her teeth nervously. “Don’t look at me, you two. I don’t know nuthin’.”

				Boroden turned back to Caryse with a grin. “Want a pick-me-up?”

				Her devious smile matched his. “Nathrynn knows I do.”

				Caryse pocketed the tin, and the siblings raced toward the basement door, Della shouting behind them 
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				that they shouldn’t go meddling into trouble.

				Not that she ever expected them to listen.

				They hovered at the open door to the basement, where the stone steps behind it descended into darkness. 

				“You sure you’re up for this?” Caryse asked her brother.

				His face was pale, but he swallowed and nodded. “Yup. Let’s hope there’s not actually anything down there.”

				Caryse grabbed a torch from the wall nearby and grinned. “You hope what you want, and I’ll hope what I want.”

				She took the first step into the dank stairwell, which reeked of damp rot and fish. Caryse tried not to gag as she held the torch aloft in front of them. Boroden clasped his hand on her shoulder and followed her closely.

				There were only two levels of stairs to descend before they had reached the water. The stairs led out onto a narrow platform that hugged the wall of the tunnels housing the canal. Caryse stepped nervously onto the platform and peered down into the black water, the sur-face of which was eerily still.

				“Have you ever been down here before, Caryse?” Boroden whispered.

				She shook her head. “Never. Creeps me out.”

				“Me too. Where are all the fish?”
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				She moved her hand down to grip her brother’s, and they turned left and walked in silence along the thin strip of stone coated in moss and other questionable substances.

				“What do you think is down here making those noises, Bor?” she asked, her voice permeating the quiet.

				He shrugged, the torchlight bouncing off the glasses she’d made him put on before they left his room. “Maybe it’s just the castle groaning from old age,” he chuckled.

				“That was no creaky building, and you know it!” she huffed. Her voice echoed back at them from down the tunnel, and the water stirred briefly.

				Boroden shivered beside her. “Maybe keep your voice down just in case I’m wrong,” he said.

				“Do you want to go back? There’s probably noth-ing really down here, Bor. I was just curious.”

				He grinned sheepishly. “No. I’m a future king. Let’s keep going.”

				She nodded, and they continued. They passed other stairwells which led up into the castle, and Caryse wondered what rooms they must lead into. Eventually they came to a fork in the tunnel, where the canal split off in two opposite directions and did not continue forward. “I bet this is the edge of the castle,” Caryse breathed. “Should we keep going?”
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				“Oh!” Boroden shouted. “There’s some fish! I was starting to get freaked out,” Boroden chuckled nervously. 

				Caryse peered at where her brother pointed, at a spot in the water down the right side of the tunnel. Little spines popped out of the water, moving quickly toward them.

				“Bor…” she started.

				The spines rose higher above the surface of the water, growing from little spines into massive spikes.

				“I don’t think those are fish!” Caryse cried.

				The spikes rushed through the water toward them, and Caryse shot a glance at her terrified brother. “Time to run!” she yelled.

				They turned and sprinted down the stone strip toward the stairwell they came from. Caryse tried looking back toward the spikes, but they were no longer spikes. Swimming toward them at a speed she feared would match theirs was an imposing, scaly beast with horns coming out of its head and sharp fangs in its open mouth.

				In front of her, Boroden slipped on the mossy stone and slid toward the canal. He grappled for some-thing to keep him from falling in as his feet touched the dark water. 

				Caryse reached for him just before he fell in and pulled him up out of the water, but the time had already been lost.
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				A roar echoed behind them, and Caryse gripped Boroden’s hand as they looked up to find the creature charging at them, its mouth only seconds away from devouring them.
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				If I were to die for anyone, it would be Abbott, Eryane admitted to herself as her two captors hauled her through the corridors of the prison. 

				She couldn’t help but notice her fellow criminals as they passed the other cells, most of them normal, every-day citizens like herself simply suspected of using magic. The Queen didn’t discriminate either; Eryane walked past pregnant women, children, and senile old men among the other able-bodied prisoners. Her jaw clenched. 

				The soldiers threw Eryane into a vacant cell and watched her body slump against the wall before slamming the metal gate and turning the key, returning to their posts down the hall. She rose up on her elbows and 
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				looked around, not sure how, if at all, she was going to get out of this one. 

				The cell was made of metal and stone. Stone she could work with; metal, not so much. But the bricks which rose around her to create the exterior of the prison and the three other walls of her cell were processed stone, mixed with sand and metal and other variables which would make it much more difficult to manipulate. She sighed and stood, peering out the window in the wall, which was no larger than her face. It, too, was blocked by metal bars.

				She turned to the cot on the left side of the room and moved to sit down, but saw a still-fresh puddle of what was definitely someone else’s urine and thought better of it. 

				But really, how was she going to get out of this one?

				She had time to think it over in this place. So she sprawled out on the stone floor, head near the gate and feet pointing toward the window. She watched as the setting sun cast a purple and pink glow across the clouds, and dozed.

				She dreamed about the girl. Her silver hair and eyes peered over Eryane in the cell as she slept. Her presence filled the small room with warm light, and she was smiling at her. Eryane knew she was so, so kind. She 
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				wasn’t sure how she knew. But she did.

				Just like she knew the girl, somehow. Maybe from another life, or maybe they’d crossed paths and never realized.

				The girl said Eryane’s name, but it sounded like she was underwater. Her smile transformed into a frown. And then a fire erupted beneath them. Eryane glanced at the flames, and when she looked back up, the girl’s eyes had turned black. She lunged for Eryane.

				She woke with a start, covered in sweat. Surprised that she’d fallen asleep at all on this nightmarish stone floor, she sat up and looked around. Night had fallen while she’d dozed. Now was the perfect time to find a way out of here.

				She stood and pressed her face against the metal bars, peering out into the hall. No guards to be found. She turned away but was drawn back by a sound.

				Crying. From nearly every cell. Cries of pain, cries of anguish. And somewhere, the small, defeated crying of a child.

				Eryane gritted her teeth. She couldn’t break out of this place without finding a way to free these people, too. Without it looking like they broke out, even if it cost her the chance to get free herself. She had to do something.

				Wiping the sleep from her eyes, she turned back to the wall with the window. Manipulating processed 
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				stone was hard, but not impossible. What if she could make it seem as if an earthquake had toppled the walls of the prison?

				It was going to require a lot of energy. More than she had on her. And many of these people were too weak to pull from, even if she wanted to.

				She cursed under her breath. This was going to require every ounce of concentration she had.

				She sat on the floor and crossed her legs, resting her fingers against the stone. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath and sent her feelers out through the ground.

				She had yet to master this particular facet of her powers, but it didn’t mean she couldn’t try. Finding sourc-es of energy one couldn’t see with their eyes felt a lot like flying. Like little pieces of her flew out in all directions until they collided with another spirit. In a way, she could feel each person in the prison around her, feel the level of their ambient energy.

				The two prisoners on either side of her were men, one a withering, old man whose lifesource was already weak before he’d been thrown in here. Now it was practically an ember. The other was a younger man, but every ounce of energy he had was concentrated toward an injury on his leg.

				She grunted. No good. She had to keep going.

				She passed prisoner after prisoner, each more 
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				depressing than the last. She began to fear there was no usable energy source near her when—

				Her eyes flew open. The prison guards sat collect-ed in a room near the entrance to the building, playing cards, based on the positions of their bodies. Felt like… seven of them.

				A devious grin spread across her face. They would do just fine.

				She shut her eyes once more and pulled.

				The figures of the guards doubled over, uncon-scious but not dead. She was not a killer. The stolen energy clambered across the floor and barrelled toward her, and she braced herself for the impact.

				A wave of energy rushed into her outstretched fin-gers and collided with her own, pooling in her stomach. She breathed deep. She had never felt such power in her life.

				She opened her eyes once more and looked around. There was only one real chance to make this work. She stood, braced herself, and with as much energy as she could force she stamped her foot against the stone floor as hard she could.

				The ground rumbled beneath her, quietly at first, then growing into a deafening roar. It shook so violently she struggled to keep her footing. Down the halls, cries about an earthquake rose over the sound of the groaning 
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				earth. 

				A cracking sound in front of her pulled her atten-tion to the wall, which had begun to separate between the stones.

				Not enough, she thought. She took another deep breath. There was just enough energy left inside her for one more little shove. She stamped her foot a final time.

				The earth shuddered again, and this time the wall around the prison crumbled into pieces as the ground beneath it quaked. She looked around at the fallen walls of her cell, and the other prisoners were glancing around, dumbfounded, scared for their lives.

				She rolled her eyes. “Run, you idiots! While you can!” she shouted.

				People began to rise shakily to their feet. 

				“Go, go, go!” she cried, and finally they all began to amble, and sprint, and run away as fast as their legs could carry them. Even her neighbor with the bum leg was stumbling toward the fallen wall. Eryane ran over and helped him over the rubble; then, he took off as quickly as he could manage down one of the nearby streets.

				She sighed and hoped they would all make it home or far away, whichever was safer.

				She climbed through the rubble herself, taking her time and watching for signs of stranded prisoners or waking guards. When she had reached the entrance and 

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				258

			

		

		
			
				Voice of Darkness

			

		

		
			
				the street that led toward home, she jolted to a stop.

				Abbott stood in front of her, a coiled rope thrown over his shoulder and a pickaxe in his left hand. He saw Eryane coming toward him and the broken, crumbling prison behind her, and his eyes widened.

				But Eryane didn’t waste a moment. She sprinted toward him and threw her arms around his neck. He coughed with the force of her body, but put his arms around her too.

				“I thought you were about to die, Abbott.”

				He pulled back and nodded. “I gathered that.”

				She looked then at the rope on his shoulder and asked, “What exactly are you doing here?”

				He chuckled, kicking at a rock with his foot. “Well, I came to rescue you, but I see that now that I needn’t have bothered.”

				She let go of him and shrugged. “It’s the thought that counts,” she smirked. “Walk me home, Abbott?”

				He smiled and offered his pickaxe free arm to her, which she accepted, linking her arm through his.

				“Now that we know I’m safely alive and you’re safely out of prison,” he started, “let’s talk about the fact that you have magic.”

				She stopped dead in her tracks, then glanced behind her at the collapsed building and thought better of it. Best to keep moving. “I was going to tell you eventual-
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				ly,” she offered.

				He nodded, taking it in stride. “Listen, I have to admit I always kinda wondered,” he said and gave her a sidelong smirk. 

				“You did?”

				“I mean, yeah. You’ve gotten us out of plenty of sticky situations that we should never have gotten out of without consequences. Not to mention you saving my life earlier today,” he added.

				She sighed. “You can’t tell anyone, Abbott.”

				“Oh, I know, Ery. I would never. I just wanted you to know that, well, I know. And it’s okay. And the next time you get dragged to prison, and for some reason you can’t break yourself and all the other prisoners out, I’ll be there to back you up. Got it?”

				She laughed. “Got it.”

				They had reached the clacking sign of Nan’s Tinc-ture Shop once more, and Eryane wondered how many more opportunities Abbott was going to have to walk her home. 

				“I think, after tonight...” she began, trying to find the words. “The best spot at market might be yours. Permanently.”

				He looked at her incredulously and crossed his arms. “Why on Nathrynn would you say that?”

				She kicked at the edge of Nan’s front step. “I’m 
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				not sure what the future holds. I just outed myself as someone who uses magic. I… I may end up having to leave the city, Abbott.”

				“We’ll figure it out, Ery.”

				She sighed. “Maybe we will. But I just want you to be aware that… what I have here, the life I’ve built… well, I’ve effectively destroyed it. And there may be no coming back from that.”

				He cocked his head. “I don’t understand.”

				“I didn’t think you would,” she said and sighed. “Listen, I’ll see you tomorrow, okay? We can talk more then.”

				He nodded softly and gave her hand a squeeze. “Tomorrow, Eryane.” He ambled away, and she had the sneaking suspicion a part of her walked away with him.

				She turned away and dusted the stone rubble from her clothes before she walked into her apartment. When she opened the door, her Nan sat calmly on the lounge, waiting for Eryane to come home.

				Eryane gritted her teeth. “And where the hell have you been?”
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				Caryse threw herself over her brother and tossed her arms up, knowing that it would only spare her broth-er’s life for a few moments before the creature devoured him too. But it was worth it.

				She clamped her eyes shut and braced for the impact, but nothing came. She opened one eye to find that the chunk of agate around her neck was glowing with the fiercest warm light she’d ever seen, and it had stopped the beast in its tracks. 

				Its hungry red eyes glared at her for a moment before it hissed in frustration and dove beneath the water, swimming back the way it came. Within seconds, the water had returned to its abnormal stillness.
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				She sat up. Boroden laid on the ground behind her, staring at her in shock. His feet were soaking wet from when he’d slid into the canal. 

				“What just happened?” he murmured.

				She glanced down at her agate stone, whose light had died to a faint glow. Then it dawned on her.

				“My protection spell,” she breathed.

				“What?”

				She laughed. “My protection spell! I imbued a protection spell onto this stone a few days ago, and I thought it didn’t work! But it just saved our lives, Bor.”

				They stood and brushed the moss from their clothes.

				“You’re becoming one talented witch,” Boroden said, then frowned. “Too bad our stepmother can’t see the value of magic.”

				Caryse sighed and grabbed his hand. “Come on, let’s get out of here before that thing—whatever it was—comes back.”

				They walked quickly back toward the staircase and through the basement door, assuring an anxious Della at the door that they were fine and only playing pranks down there. Then they headed upstairs.

				“Listen, Boroden. That’s something you can change when you become King,” Caryse suggested. “You’ll have the power to make the law what you want it to be.”
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				He nodded solemnly. “I suppose you’re right.”

				They stopped outside his bedroom door. “Do you think she knows? About that creature she’s harboring in the basement?” Caryse asked him curiously.

				He tilted his head. “Our stepmother? Why would she? None of us knew anything was down there at all.” He opened the door to his room, and they strode inside.

				“It all just feels… wrong, somehow. Bor, I think there’s something going on with her. She’s… not herself.”

				He chuckled. “You and your puzzles,” he said. “I think you’re reading too much into this. She’s as ignorant as the rest of us.”

				“Then explain to me why father died when he did. At the pinnacle of peace. His children growing into young adults. His kingdom flourishing. Then suddenly, his mind just leaves?”

				He threw himself across his bed and tugged off his wet shoes. “Not this again, Car.”

				“I think—”

				“You think Arabella had something to do with father’s death. I know. But where’s your proof?” he asked, turning over one of his boots to pour the black water out of it. “The father we know would never have married someone capable of doing such a thing.”

				“You’re absolutely right,” she replied, grabbing a towel to toss over the muddy mess he’d created. “But he 
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				wasn’t the father we knew at the end. And I don’t think she’s the woman he married ten years ago. Surely you could recognize that.”

				He frowned. “I don’t know.” He sighed and fell back onto the bed. “But it doesn’t matter. Arabella is interim Queen until I turn eighteen in two days. It is the law.”

				“Bor, the law won’t matter when Arabella ignores it and keeps your throne for herself! For all we know, you could be in danger. You and I are the only things that stand in her way of keeping the throne.”

				He shot up from the bed and crossed his arms indignantly. “You’re being paranoid, Car. Arabella isn’t plotting to take my throne. Your imagination is overactive from all those books you’re always reading!”

				Caryse scoffed. “You could live to read a few more books, Boroden!”

				He rolled his eyes. “Get out.”

				“Bor—”

				“I said get out.”

				Caryse’s shoulders fell. “Fine. But at least think about what I’ve said.”

				Boroden plopped back on his bed, which creaked indignantly. “Doubt it.”

				She frowned and left, slamming his door behind her.
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				Fine, she thought to herself. If he won’t listen to me about Arabella, I’ll just do something about it myself.

				He’s going to get himself killed, Caryse thought as she made her way to the bathing chambers in a huff. But not if I have anything to do about it.

				The bathing chambers sat on the first floor of the castle. It was a large room filled with several deep bathing pools. Myth claimed that the baths were heated by fires beneath the castle the dragons had lit thousands of years earlier, but Caryse doubted that very seriously. Fires didn’t burn for thousands of years. That was just common sense.

				But she also never would have believed a great beast lurked beneath the castle, either.

				When she entered the cavernous chambers, a huddle of ladies’ maids greeted her and began pulling off her garments and brushing her hair. She waved them away once they’d finished and strutted over to the standing mirror near the entrance to the room. She peered at her cheek, which still shone red from her stepmother’s handi-work. She sighed and crossed over to one of the steaming circular pools in the middle of the room, stepping in and taking a seat on the ledge under the water. The maids approached to bathe her, but she shooed them away. 
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				“Later. Let me relax now.”

				They nodded and backed away, leaving the cloths and soap next to the pool. Caryse sank down up to her chin, letting the piping water relax her muscles. It smelled of lavender, and she breathed in deeply.

				She didn’t know why she was so tense. She’d barely lifted a finger her entire life. The heaviest thing she’d ever carried was a pile of books from the castle library. And the weight of an entire country, she thought. No big deal. Oh, and that strange beast she’d ran from in the basements.

				Her long, ebony hair spilled out around her like oil sitting on top of the water. She floated over to the edge of the pool and began scrubbing at her hair and body with the soap the maids had left for her.

				I just don’t understand why Boroden can’t see this clearly, she thought as she absentmindedly rubbed at her slender arms. Father raised us both to be perceptive, compas-sionate rulers. Boroden has the compassionate part down, for sure. He will be a loyal, attentive, understanding king. But perceptive? Not so much.

				The air in the room grew heavier. Caryse stiffened and somehow knew that Queen Arabella had entered the room. The maids skulking in the corner seemed to shiver, but they approached her and undressed her as they had done Caryse. Arabella’s flawless pearlescent skin shone in the moonlight coming in from the windows. She flashed a 
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				vacant smile at Caryse and climbed gracefully into a pool near her own, as if she didn’t even remember the lashing she’d given Caryse only a few hours earlier.

				Edith came in shortly after her, barking a sharp “I’ll do it myself!” at the maids, joining her mother in her pool shortly after.

				Caryse shivered despite the scalding water around her. By herself, surrounded only by the ladies’ maids who’d dressed her since infancy, she felt confident in her body. It was hers and only hers, after all. But knowing the Queen could look upon her and see any flaws was unnerving.

				“Caryse, dear,” Arabella said abruptly, pulling Caryse out of her thoughts. One maid sat at Arabella’s head, massaging soap into her shoulders and scalp, while another sat at the end of the small pool, rubbing the callouses on her feet. She lifted a dripping hand from the bubbles, and another maid rushed over to scrub her fingernails.

				“Yes, My Queen?” 

				“You might have a physician take a look at your cheek.”

				Caryse swallowed a growl. “Thank you, My Queen. I’ll do that.”

				She sat at the edge of the pool and tossed her arms onto the edging stone. “Might I ask about the Voiced 
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				One, Your Majesty?” After a slight nod from Arabella, she continued. “Where on Nathrynn did you find one?”

				Arabella sighed, relaxing deeper into the pool. The maids struggled to keep up their actions as she pulled away from them, fear in their movements. “It wasn’t easy. I feared there were none left, that perhaps our ancestors really had wiped them all out. But,” she paused, smirking over at Caryse, “my scouts reported an incident out in Telles a few days ago. The rest, as you know, is history.”

				Caryse stood from her bath, and she felt Arabella’s eyes hunting for flaws upon her body, anything to tor-ment Caryse with. A maid brought her a dry towel, and she began to dry off as she formulated her next question. She took a deep breath. “What need do you have of this Voiced One, my Queen?” She knew what the Queen had told the girl, but she wondered if her story might slip if she had to tell it again.

				Arabella’s eyes might have caught fire. They were so fierce in their gaze. “What concern is that of yours, Princess?”

				Caryse stiffened, making it difficult for the maid putting on her sleeping gown to pull it over her head. “None whatsoever, Your Highness. I only wish to be more involved in the affairs of our great country.” Arabella appeared to relax, and Caryse gathered up some more courage. “Do you think she will say yes to your offer?”
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				Caryse thanked the maid who dressed her as Arabella sat up straight in her pool. Edith lounged quietly next to her with an awful grin on her face. Caryse braced herself for a tongue lashing to match the one on her face, but none came.

				“Our kingdom is under a great threat, my child,” Arabella finally said. “I think any able-bodied, right-minded citizen should be willing to aid her country if she is so capable.”

				Caryse stood above Arabella now, fully clothed, and felt more confident now that she was. “What if the girl says no?”

				A maid brought her stepmother a glass of blood-red wine, and she took a long sip. Arabella blinked slowly. Caryse knew she was reaching the end of her rope.

				“This young woman will aid me in the capture and timely end of Veseema, and restore peace to the king-dom and the safety of my throne. I have no doubt.”

				Caryse held her breath for a moment. “And if this Voiced One succeeds, will you lift the ban from magic in Burnhaven Bay?”

				Arabella sighed and gave Caryse a pointed stare. “Do you know what happens to people who ask me too many questions, Caryse?”

				Caryse shook her head.

				Arabella relaxed and sank down into the water 
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				once more. She closed her eyes and sighed heavily. She was grinning. “No one knows, Caryse. No one knows what happened to them.”

				Caryse shivered and prayed Arabella did not have the satisfaction of seeing her do so. She glanced around at the maids, who seemed unfazed by the Queen’s thinly veiled threat. The Queen relaxed and sank deeper into her tub, no longer concerned with Caryse’s trivial questions. She sighed and left.

				Why was it, exactly, that no one else seemed to see that Arabella was… off? Could she even call her that? She just… sensed something here was not right. And the fact that everyone else in the castle seemed to be under some strange sort of… hypnosis… only gave her more questions.

				Like, why was Boroden unable to see reason? And why did those maids look as though they hadn’t even heard Arabella threaten Caryse?

				Unless… they didn’t hear her, somehow. Unless they were under some sort of spell. This mystery in the castle grew foggier and foggier, and Caryse was the only one who cared at all. She bit her lip and fought back a sob. She would find a way to stop the Queen, no matter what it took.
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				Jerra awoke the morning following the tourna-ment with a headache the size of Nathrynn. She had tossed and turned all night, plagued by dreams of the girl with berry-colored hair. She couldn’t shake the feeling that she knew this young woman somehow.

				She sighed and climbed out of the enormous bed, struggling to escape from the fluffy down comforters. She dressed in her own clothes today. She’d grown tired of the fancy dress of the castle, and the comfort of her own clothes helped soothe the ache in her heart for home. She twisted her hair into a simple braid down her shoulder. It was getting so long, nearly reaching her hips.

				She stoked the fire that had died to embers in her 
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				fireplace and started when a knock on the door interrupt-ed her thoughts. 

				She opened the door to find Commander Everson standing there smiling.

				“Good morning, Just-Jerra! I wondered if you might like to have breakfast on the terrace with me this morning?”

				She laughed. “That sounds nice.”

				He held out an arm for her to take. “I thought we might go over some of the details of the quest, so you have all of the information before you make your decision.”

				“That would be good,” she replied, accepting his arm.

				They made their way toward the grand ballroom and out onto the balcony, where servants had set up a few tables for castle guests to brunch. Each table was covered in a sheer white tablecloth which fell in waves against the late morning breeze.

				Everson led her over to one of the tables and pulled out a chair for her, which she accepted. He took a seat as well, and a few servants approached to fill their glasses with juice and champagne and deliver plates of eggs and biscuits. “It’s such a pleasantly warm day today, despite the frigid winter we’ve been having. I thought breakfast out here sounded nice.”
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				She nodded and raised her glass. “It’s lovely. Out of curiosity, do they serve wine and champagne at every meal here?”

				He laughed. “It’s pretty common, yes.”

				Jerra dug into her plate of eggs, piling a biscuit high with them and adding a slice of cheese a servant offered her. 

				“Have you put much thought yet into your deci-sion, Jerra?”

				She took a moment to finish chewing her bite of biscuit and then shook her head. “It’s still all so… strange to me. The whole thing. That the Queen needs my powers but doesn’t like magic, that this grand quest requires my abilities… and everything in this castle is just so, so different from what I’m used to. I can’t lie; I miss home quite dearly.”

				He nodded. “Can I answer any questions for you regarding the quest?”

				She pondered a moment, then asked, “Where all will we be going?”

				He smiled. “That I can answer! Well, based on our research, we have narrowed down the locations of the main ingredients within a few miles. As the Queen told you before, we need to find the feather, the pearl, the bark, the flower, and the dragon’s breath.” He asked a nearby servant for a piece of paper and a pencil, and when 
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				they were brought to him, he sketched out a basic map of the continent. 

				“We’re here,” he said, pointing to his doodle of a castle. “In Burnhaven Bay. This is Telles, where you’re from.” He sketched a little farm out past the Feverhollow Mountains and traced a line from Telles to Burnhaven, across the mountains and the open plains to the walled city. “The most obvious location is the dragon’s breath. While the exact location of any dragons is unknown, they’re historically known for inhabiting the mountains. So we have the Feverhollow Mountains, which we passed through—”

				“And barely survived,” Jerra cut in, taking a sip of her champagne.

				He grimaced. “Yes. And I fear that may have been mild compared to what we may face on this quest.”

				She frowned.

				“Then we have the Firevein Peaks in the north-east,” he continued, drawing a squiggly line on his map to represent the mountain range. “And the Burnvein Mountains to the northwest of Reingard.” Another squig-gly line. “That will be the most difficult to navigate, as it requires passing into King Hamelin’s land. And things aren’t exactly at peace right now between us.”

				“I thought we signed a peace treaty a few years ago?” Jerra asked.
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				Everson nodded. “We did, but since King Boro-den’s death, Nathrynn rest his soul, our scouts have reason to believe that King Hamelin is considering breaking that treaty.”

				Jerra frowned. “Uh oh.”

				Everson moved on. “Phoenixes are also known to roost in the mountains, so we expect to find the golden feather in one of those ranges as well. The bark of the first dryad we can expect to find in the Berilian swamps to the south. We believe the siren’s pearl can be found in the islands to the south of the Reingard ruins. And the Coughing Duskbloom, well… that’s the only one we’re a bit dumbfounded on. It’s a rare flower, and no one knows where it blooms. So, we’ll tackle that puzzle when we come to it.”

				Jerra took a deep breath. “That’s a lot of traveling,” she finally said.

				“Yes.”

				“How long do you expect the whole quest to take?”

				He sat back in his seat, resting his wrists on the table near his empty plate. “It’s hard to give an exact num-ber,” he said and reached up to scratch his chin. “As little as a few months, depending on how quickly we travel from place to place, how easy it is to retrieve the ingre-dients, and whether or not we face any opposition from 
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				the neighboring kingdom or from the fae who protect the items.”

				“The fae whom this sorceress is conspiring with?” she asked.

				“Some of them, though likely not all. They’re free-thinking creatures, just like you and I. Some of them will side with Veseema’s goals, and some will oppose her. Others will be indifferent. Those may be the hardest to overcome.” He frowned.

				“What about this sorceress, Veseema? What do you know about her?” she asked, sitting back in her seat as well. A cool breeze swept over the balcony rail and caught the ends of her long bangs, tossing them into her face. She sighed and stood, and gestured for Everson to join her at the balcony railing.

				“To be honest,” he said once they’d reached the rail and leaned over to peer down at the city, “I don’t know much about this sorceress at all. Only what the Queen has told me,” he shrugged. “But I have seen the devastation that the fae are causing in her name, and so have you.”

				She nodded, recalling the sounds of screaming and the burning stable from that night at the inn. “I have to admit, Everson, that I’m nervous about all of this. I feel like I’m not good enough, not trained enough, to win this fight against the sorceress for the Queen.”
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				He smirked. “I think you proved yourself fairly ca-pable on our journey here despite your lack of experience. And you’ll continue to learn along the way.”

				Jerra looked up at his kind face as the sun rose in the sky behind him. It lit up his hair like fire, just as she’d seen it do before. And his moss-colored eyes were smiling back at her, filled with the faith and confidence in her that she lacked herself.

				Maybe it was the champagne, but Jerra felt something come over herself. Looking at Everson sparked something in her she had never felt before. She sighed and reached her hand across the balcony rail and rested it on his. She rubbed her thumb against the back of his hand.

				Everson jolted backward, ripping his hand from beneath Jerra’s with a start.

				Her heart dropped, along with her hand. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean—”

				“No,” he frowned, shaking his head. His face was flushed with embarrassment, and he took a step back. “You have nothing to apologize for. I just—I have to go. Thank you for having breakfast with me,” he said, and then he bolted from the balcony as if Jerra had set him on fire.

				How could she be so silly? So stupid to believe someone like him would feel anything toward a farm girl like her other than duty?
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				Of course a decorated soldier like Everson River-claw wasn’t interested in a farm girl like her. After all, he was a man. And she, only a child. 

				Jerra returned to her room after a few hours of wandering the castle, and the sensation of being watched returned the moment Jerra stepped foot into her room. Everson stood guard outside her room, acting as though nothing had transpired between them on the balcony that morning. He assured Jerra that he would be there until one of his trusted men came to relieve him for the night. She simply thanked him and entered her room, not giving him a second glance.

				Clinking stones rattled from the back of the room, and in a panic, Jerra grabbed the nearest weapon she could find. A half-melted candlestick rested on the table near the door, and she brandished it like a weapon. 

				“Who’s there?” she called out, but there was no answer.

				A knock on the door behind her caused her to yelp.

				“Yes, come in,” she said nervously.

				Everson opened her door gently and broke into a chuckle when he saw her fighting stance. “You have a 
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				visitor. May I let her in to talk, or would you prefer to fight her?”

				Jerra nodded sheepishly. Of course he had to see her like this. How embarrassing.

				Everson dipped his head to someone behind him, and Princess Caryse entered her room. Jerra, still unsure of the proper way to greet royalty, bowed deeply.

				“What’s going on?” Caryse asked, concerned. “Why were you brandishing that candle like a weapon?”

				Jerra blushed. “I, well... I thought I heard some-thing.”

				Caryse nodded. “I see. Well, this is a very ancient and creaky castle,” she said, but there was an untold story in her eyes. “But I will have Commander Everson sweep the room just to be safe. One can never be too careful,” she said and winked at Jerra.

				Everson walked quickly through the room, checking each wall and corner and even glancing out the window to check that there was no one on the wall of the castle. When he passed Jerra she stiffened, but he didn’t react at all. 

				She huffed. If he wanted to pretend nothing hap-pened, so would she.

				“All clear, Princess,” he stated.

				“Excellent,” Caryse replied. “Might you give us a few moments alone, Everson?”
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				He nodded and stepped outside the door, pulling it closed behind him.

				Caryse turned to Jerra with ferocity in her eyes. “Jerra, I regret to inform you that you are in grave dan-ger.”
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				“I have to sneak into the castle. Tonight,” Eryane muttered.

				She paced the floor of their small home while Nan sat patiently on the lounge. She nodded understandingly while Eryane fumed. 

				Nan had, of course, refused to admit to Eryane where she had disappeared to, as she always did. Eryane pushed, but Nan would not relent. She finally gave up and moved onto her other problems.

				“I have to reach this Voiced One before the queen can sink her dark claws into her. Maybe if I had been pay-ing better attention, I could have prevented this,” Eryane continued, pacing all the while.
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				“Eryane,” Nan’s warm voice begged. “Take hold of your dragon scale. You’re going to burn a hole in our floor.”

				Eryane glanced down to see that her feet were red hot, and a line of lightly scorched fibers across the rug showed the path she had paced. “Oops,” she said, clutch-ing the trinket around her neck. She instantly felt a rush of calm fall over her. “Sorry, Nan.”

				“It’s alright, Eryane. You are well within your rights to be upset. Just try not to catch anything on fire in the meantime.”

				Eryane sighed and threw herself across the lounge, bringing her feet up to rest in Nan’s lap. “I failed, Nan. I’m mad at myself for allowing myself to get distracted by less important things than, well, the fate of the entire kingdom.”

				Nan chuckled. “Come now, dear. You can’t blame yourself for being human.” Her shoulders fell. “I fear I am to blame for this oversight. I should have told you about the prophecy a long time ago. Maybe if we had been able to train the girl as I had trained you, none of this would be happening at all.”

				“Well,” Eryane stood furiously again, “it is. And who knows what the queen is doing or has done to manipulate the girl to get her here. Or what she might do now that she is here. So I have to sneak in and find her. 
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				Tonight.”

				Nan nodded. “I believe you are right. You’ll have to use the secret entrance to the castle to get to her with-out anyone seeing.”

				“Excuse me?” Eryane balked. “What secret en-trance?”

				“Oh,” Nan blushed. Eryane didn’t know she could do that. “I guess there is still a lot you have to discover about my past, now that you know the truth. I used to live in the castle as a young girl. I often snuck out using the secret entrance. It was a very, very long time ago, but I’d be willing to bet that it will still be there where I left it all those years ago. I can show you where it is.”

				Eryane ran a hand over the tapestry that hung on the wall to cover the mark of her mistakes. She clutched the dragon scale once more to calm the fire in her gut. Nan continued to keep things from her, even now. Shouldn’t at some point in the last twenty years they’ve lived together it have come up that Nan used to live in the castle? 

				And that could mean only one of two things. Either Nan was a servant in the castle, or she had once been royalty.

				She shook off that thought. That was silly. Surely Nan would have bothered to tell her if she were somehow the granddaughter of royalty. She almost laughed at the 
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				ridiculous thought and brushed her fingers over the drag-on scale again to stave off any bouts of insanity that might be sneaking in. She had been using her magic a lot more than normal lately.

				“I’m not sure it’s a good idea for you to go with me, Nan,” Eryane finally said. She loved her Nan, but if she was keeping secrets from Eryane…

				Nan stood to join Eryane at the tapestry. “But this is the only way we are going to save the girl from certain darkness.”

				The screech of an owl rippled through the sky as Nan and Eryane quietly maneuvered through the city across the cobblestone streets, watching the road carefully from under the hoods of their cloaks. Milo’s presence hovered in the air above Eryane, his company a welcome distraction from the chilly night air.

				The streets became rougher and more broken as they made their way closer to the castle. Eryane had al-ways found this odd. She imagined that the rich life of the castle and its patrons, the noble lords and ladies would be more extravagant as one grew close to the castle, but the opposite was true. As they noiselessly navigated across the city, the buildings became more decrepit. The townsfolk 
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				were unhappy. More homeless souls wandered aimlessly through the streets. And the water of the rivers grew darker until the water was too murky to see any signs of life underneath. 

				Not that there was any.

				The wall surrounding the castle from the rest of the city, however, was pristine. The queen built it when King Boroden died and she took over the throne. It was the newest part of the city. 

				Milo screeched above them again, signaling to her that the coast ahead was clear. Nan stopped short of one of the smaller streams whose length led back toward the castle. It was barely wide enough to fit a boat, but it would be the swiftest way to carry them the rest of the way there. 

				“Over here,” Nan whispered, gesturing to a row-boat moored nearby. 

				It was frighteningly small, but it would have to do. Eryane made a mental note of the dock, so she could return it later or send the owner money to replace it. Nathrynn forbid they have to replace it…

				Nan lifted a leg to climb into the boat when a screech above them caused Eryane to whip back around. 

				She turned to find the point of a soldier’s sword staring her in the face. They had been caught.

				“Where exactly are you going with that boat?”
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				If Caryse didn’t reconcile with her brother soon, she didn’t know if she could stay sane. He was her best friend, after all. She hated when they fought. He was her only true ally in this castle since their father passed.

				She stopped a passing maid and asked her to retrieve her brother, then entered her bedroom to set up the game.

				He arrived at her bedroom door only a few mo-ments later. “What do you want?” he sneered, crossing his arms at her door frame.

				She sat on her bed, a neatly set game of chess laid out in front of her. Boroden’s gaze fell upon it, and he fought off a smirk.
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				She grinned. “I thought we might play a game of chess, like before father died. I don’t want to fight,” she added.

				He sighed, and his shoulders relaxed. And then he smiled warmly. “Alright, I’ll play. But only if you recog-nize that you’re already going to lose.”

				He jumped onto her bed and jostled all of the pieces, which they straightened together.

				“Fat chance!” she laughed. “You first.”

				The stress melted off of Caryse’s shoulders the longer they played. She struggled, time and time again, not to bring up her theories about the Queen. 

				“Where do you think it came from?” he asked suddenly.

				“What came from?” she replied, knocking down one of his knights with her queen.

				“That… beast. Monster. Whatever it was. It had to have come from somewhere.”

				She shrugged. “Maybe it’s always been here. Since the castle was built.”

				“You’re probably right,” he mused. He discarded one of her pawns. “Hey, I know you’ve told me about a thousand times, but will you tell me the story about dad coming back from the war again?”

				She beamed. “Of course, Bor.” She relayed the story with grandeur, as she always did, of the day their 
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				father came home having struck peace with their neighbor when he was giddy with pride and success.

				“I miss him,” Boroden admitted, knocking anoth-er one of Caryse’s pawns down with his own.

				“As do I,” Caryse agreed. She toppled one of Boroden’s knights.

				“I wish he had been more lucid. When he died. We could have gotten a proper goodbye.” Boroden’s face scrunched up. He was trying not to cry. Kings didn’t cry, after all.

				Caryse bit her lip. She would not bring up her theory about the Queen again. She didn’t want to spoil this moment with her brother. She would need the future King on her side when it came time to topple the Queen, so there was no point in alienating him now. Speaking of toppling queens… she thought.

				“Checkmate,” she snickered.

				Boroden sobered up. “You fiend!” he bellowed. “When did you get so sneaky?”

				Outwardly she laughed with him, but inside, she thought, I had to become this way. You should have too. Then maybe we’d be having a different conversation right now.

				She sighed and reset for a new game. “Winners first,” she said, smirking at her little brother. He would learn soon enough what it took to take down a queen.
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				Caryse feared what the Queen might do when Boroden dared to lay claim to his own inheritance in only a few days. Regardless of her reconciliation with her brother, Caryse knew his throne and perhaps even his life were in jeopardy, even if he refused to acknowledge it. She needed answers.

				Caryse left her room after several hours of chess, feeling like she had sharpened her mind, and made her way toward the Queen’s sitting room. Caryse stormed into the sitting room, ready to berate Arabella until she gave her more information. A lady’s maid played a melancholy tune on the piano, which halted Caryse in her steps. Arabella barely glanced up from her book when Caryse entered furiously, a glass of wine clutched lazily in her relaxed, perfectly manicured hand.

				The Queen did not seem completely sober and Caryse softened. “Hello, Arabella,” she offered.

				The Queen nodded at her curtly and moved her eyes back to her book. 

				Caryse took a seat next to the maid on the piano bench. “May I?” she asked, and the girl stood and curtsied before moving to refill Arabella’s glass.

				Her fingers felt out of practice, but she knew the 
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				song by heart. She looked up over the top of the piano at Arabella’s face as she played the upbeat notes of her father’s favorite tune, a romantic jingle from the southern coast. 

				The Queen’s demeanor changed. Where before there was pride and propriety, now Caryse watched as a sorrowful smile played across Arabella’s face. Her shoul-ders sagged, and she clutched the book to her heart. Her eyes gently met Caryse’s from across the lid of the piano, and Caryse managed to smile at her.

				This was the Arabella that Caryse grew up next to. The one her father had fallen in love with all those years before. She had always wondered in her heart of hearts if Arabella ever really loved her father Boroden. But in moments like these, fleeting moments, she was not sure at all. Arabella was only human, after all.

				“Mother,” Caryse uttered carefully, the rotten taste of the word clogging up her throat. She continued to play the tune, hoping to maintain the Queen’s mood. “Do you truly believe this girl can be trusted for a quest of this magnitude? With no training and no formal education?”

				Despite Caryse’s best efforts, the queen hardened. There was no inflection in her voice as she said, “Jerra will be the one to kill the dark sorceress Veseema.”

				“She’s only a child,” Caryse objected.

				The queen stood, and Caryse abandoned the 
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				piano. “You are a child. You could not possibly understand what it feels like to have your throne, your entire king-dom threatened.”

				Caryse nodded. “You are right, of course, Moth-er,” she replied. She excused herself quickly and escaped toward her room. She needn’t have bothered pressing the Queen for more information; she was as tight-lipped as a sea urchin.

				I do know what it’s like to have my kingdom threat-ened, she thought. It’s threatened by you.

				She sighed and took a sharp left at the hall that led to her room. She would have to go to the source if she wanted to thwart Arabella’s plans.

				Caryse saw fear and distrust in Jerra’s eyes after delivering her warning.

				“What on Nathrynn do you mean, Princess?” Jerra asked, setting down her candlestick warily.

				“The Queen is not to be trusted.” Caryse tried to convey the severity of the situation, but her words sound-ed weak even to her. “You have to find a way to get out of this quest, or whatever she’s calling it. I think she has other plans for you than saving the kingdom.”

				Jerra took a seat on the edge of her perfectly made 
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				bed. “I’m not sure I understand, Caryse. I thought she wanted me to stop this Veseema person. Is stopping her a bad thing?”

				Caryse sighed. “No. I don’t know. I’d never even heard of this sorceress until Arabella started bringing her up. But I just… I sense that there are darker themes at play here than you are equipped for.”

				Jerra shuddered. “I’m not even sure I’m going to say yes, anyway. This all seems so over my head. I feel like I’m drowning.” She looked up at Caryse, and her eyes welled with tears. “How do I know I can trust any of you?” she pleaded.

				Caryse blew out a tight breath. She didn’t realize she had been holding it in. “I guess you don’t. You’ll have to trust your gut on that one. But I know that if there is one person here you cannot trust, it’s her.”

				She sat down gently next to Jerra. “I know this isn’t what you want to hear. But no matter what, you have to be careful what you say to the Queen. Never let her know for sure that you don’t intend to give her what you want. Beat around the bush, play coy if you want. But never, under any circumstances, tell her no.”

				Jerra’s eyes flooded with fear. “I think I’d like to be alone now,” she said.

				Caryse nodded. “Please, just think about what I’ve said. It may already be too late.”
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				Eryane watched the moonlight glint off the tip of the sword in her face. The soldier holding it stood only a few feet away as Nan prepared to climb into the boat. 

				“I won’t ask a third time,” he threatened. “Why are you stealing that boat?”

				Nan cleared her throat and uttered a brief chant under her breath. 

				The soldier lowered his sword. 

				Nan whispered some more and waved her hand gently, and a breeze swept around them. With the breeze, the man turned around and walked away.

				Eryane whipped around to face her. “What did you just do?”
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				Nan shrugged. “I just manipulated the energy around him to give him a little memory-wipe, is all. Oh, and cloaked us.”

				Eryane laughed. “You couldn’t have done that before we left the house?”

				Nan frowned and said, “I’ve got a lot on my mind.” Then she turned and climbed into the boat with-out another word.

				Eryane climbed in behind her, thinking over what her Nan had just done. Nan had always been able to perform complex magic like that which Eryane could not do, like memory wipes and invisibility spells. Nan assured Eryane every time she asked about it that she would teach her someday when she was ready, but she would run out of fingers counting the number of times Nan had said that before.

				Eryane grabbed the oars resting in the bottom of the canoe and quietly rowed upstream. Silence surround-ed them. It was eerily quiet this night. 

				The stream led them to a grate in the wall sur-rounding the castle, and Nan knew just how to pry the bars loose for them to float through to the other side.

				They were inside the castle wall now, still rowing upstream toward the easternmost side of the castle. When they had almost reached the farthest point of the castle, they came upon a tunnel in the wall where the canal 
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				flowed under the castle itself. Nan nodded back to Eryane and she rowed the boat into the dark tunnel, continuing deeper into the heart of the castle.

				Nan pulled a small torch out from underneath her cloak and blew on it. The tunnel flooded with warm light as the torch quickly caught fire under her breath. The water beneath them was almost purely black and perfectly still, save for their boat. 

				Eryane shivered.

				“I sense great evil in these waters,” Nan warned.

				Eryane sensed it too. A dark, depressing presence hovered in the water nearby. And it was getting closer.

				“Nan…” Eryane whispered.

				Nan turned back to Eryane with wide eyes and yelped, “Row.”

				A blaze burned in her muscles as she pushed the oars with every ounce of strength she possessed. The crea-ture in the water trailed after them, and they remained just outside of its reach for quite a while. Eryane got the sense the creature was… taunting them.

				They finally neared a set of steps jutting out of the stone wall and onto a narrow platform. Nan directed Eryane to stop, and they leapt out of the boat and tied it up just as little spikes poked out of the water further down the stream. Nan practically shoved Eryane into the stairwell, and once they were safely inside, whatever it 
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				was in the water sank neatly back under the surface and scuttled away.

				“I don’t want to know what that was,” Eryane told Nan, who nodded in agreement.

				Nan led them swiftly up the stairs and through dark, twisting stone tunnels she seemed to have mem-orized. Finally, she seemed satisfied to have reached a specific hallway. The faint sound of voices rose from the other side of the wall. 

				“Where are we, Nan?” Eryane asked.

				“We are in a hidden hallway between the walls of the castle. If I am correct, this is the other side of the girl’s room.”

				Eryane’s eyes widened. She sensed the Voiced One on the other side of the wall, stronger than ever. She’d been so focused on getting into the castle safely that she hadn’t noticed their connection.

				“Reach out with your senses, Eryane. The girl is a part of your race. You should be able to sense her as well,” Nan encouraged. “You will need to familiarize yourself with her presence.”

				Eryane took a deep breath and instinctively raised her hand. She pushed her senses out from her body, and they collided with the presence of a young woman some-where on the other side of that wall. Eryane gasped as a darkness gripped her heart.
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				Nan nodded slowly. “Yes, I felt it too. I fear the Queen has already begun her manipulation of the girl.” She softly chanted another spell, and the stone wall in front of them separated, the bricks seeming to miracu-lously disappear as needed. The room was still empty, the echoing sound of voices rising from the other side of the bedroom door. “Voiced Ones are nearly always able to sense one another’s presence if they know what they are looking for. Perhaps it has something to do with their ability to be stronger in numbers.”

				The girl with long silver hair finally entered the room but did not see Eryane and Nan lurking in the dark corner of the room behind the wall. She was dressed in simple farming skirts and wore her silver hair in a long braid against her right shoulder. She looked out of place against the lavish atmosphere of the castle, but still so lovely.

				The girl grew suddenly suspicious and picked up a candlestick, wielding it like a sword. Eryane smirked, knowing she probably would have done the same thing. The girl likely sensed their presence but did not know what she was feeling.

				Eryane stood to climb through the gap in the wall, but after a knock at the bedroom door, it opened, and the soldier who had been with the girl all along walked in, followed shortly by Princess Caryse. Nan rushed to 
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				chant the wall back into place, and they listened through it instead.

				Nan gaped at Eryane when they heard Caryse’s warning about Arabella. “I had no idea we might have allies on the inside,” she whispered. Eryane had suspected as much following the events of the tournament.

				Then Nan’s body went rigid. “Eryane, did she just say ‘Veseema?’”

				Eryane nodded carefully. “Yes, Nan.”

				“She’s after the dragons,” Nan replied, her face somehow whiter than before. “I have to warn them.”

				She scurried away from Eryane, back down the hallway, before she could protest. Eryane shot one last look at the girl, knowing how close she was to finally meeting her, and grunted in frustration as she rushed to catch up to her grandmother.

				“There’s no time for me to think about it, Ery-ane!” Nan cried as they rushed back through the castle tunnels the way they came. “If I don’t go now… they may already be in danger. I have to warn them before she comes for them.”

				“But—” Eryane interjected, but Nan wouldn’t let her finish.

				“No,” she barked as they climbed back into the boat. The creature was nowhere to be found now, and the waters were calm. “I can’t allow them to come so close to 
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				extinction again. History cannot repeat itself anymore.”

				Eryane gripped the oars until her knuckles turned white as they rowed silently back through the basements of the castle. Finally, moonlight brushed against their faces, and they were outside again. It was a quiet journey home.

				Once back home, Nan frantically threw items in a bag. Eryane retrieved her own bag from her room and filled it as well.

				A hand fell gently on her shoulder, and she turned, facing her Nan, who stared at her with unshed tears in her gray eyes. “No, love. You can’t come with me.”

				Eryane huffed. “Why on Nathrynn not? What do you expect to do for the dragons by yourself?”

				Nan shook her head and took Eryane’s hands in her own. “You have to stay and try once more to reach the girl before she can set out on this journey. You are the one who must keep her from the path of darkness.”

				“How am I supposed to do that without you here? You’re still training me!”

				Nan chuckled. “Sweet girl. Your training has been complete for a long time. There is nothing left to teach you.”

				Eryane ripped her hands out of Nan’s grasp. “How can that be possible?” she demanded. “You haven’t taught me any of the things you know how to do. I can’t mind-
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				wipe someone or cast a cloaking spell. I can’t make bricks disappear or any of the other dozens of things you do that you always said you would teach me.”

				Nan took a deep breath and a step back. She paused dramatically, and Eryane took a breath to yell at her again when there was a flash of light and Nan began to transform in front of her eyes.

				Nan’s face and body remained the same, but on her back, she sprouted stunning, elegant white wings tipped with silver talons. 

				Eryane fell to her knees in awe, and as Nan moved toward her, the great wings caused a strong breeze to carry through the room, whipping Eryane’s raspberry hair around her face.

				“I am not a Voiced One like you, Eryane,” Nan said, her soft voice suddenly filling the entire room. “I am a dragon. I can change my form at will, like now, when I am half-human and half-dragon. This is not even my true form. At full transformation, I would be as large as this building.”

				Tears fell from Eryane’s eyes. “Why have you never told me?” she wept.

				Nan came to kneel with her, touching Eryane’s wet cheeks with her soft hand. The monstrous wings wrapped around them like a cave, blocking out the light. “I was afraid, my child. My fear and my pride forced me 
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				to keep my secret and remain in hiding for hundreds of years.”

				Eryane knew Nan was old, but hundreds of years? “This means that I could never perform the magic you do, doesn’t it?” Eryane muttered, her throat closing up.

				Nan nodded softly. “But Eryane… there’s more.”

				Eryane looked up as Nan stood and began to transform again. A flash of light and a few moments later, and she had returned to the Nan with whom Eryane had grown up.

				She knelt to grab Eryane’s hands and pulled her to her feet. “I am a dragon. This is true. But I am not just a dragon. I am also Veseema, she whom the Queen seeks to kill.”

				Eryane gasped, throwing her hand over her mouth. “Veseema, like—”

				“Yes,” Nan added. “Like one of the dragons who brought down the last Voice of Darkness, Gaius. The other, my partner, the Great White Dragon Daranov, is your grandfather. And if the Queen is after me, then she will likely hunt down the other dragons as well. I need to warn them before any harm can come to them.”

				“Why did she call you a sorceress, Nan?”

				Nan shrugged. “I believe that is some story the Queen fabricated to cover her true motives. The dragons are already under threat of extinction, but if the Queen 
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				succeeds in her quest, they may be the only hope for stopping Arabella.”

				The gears in Eryane’s mind clicked. “You said you think this girl might be the next Voice of Darkness,” she breathed.

				“I did,” Nan admitted.

				“You said the next Voice of Darkness would be a descendant of Veseema and Daranov.”

				Nan nodded, knowing Eryane was putting the pieces together.

				“I am your granddaughter. I am a descendant of Veseema and Daranov,” Eryane uttered.

				“Yes.”

				Eryane looked up through salt-stained eyelashes at her grandmother, a dragon in human form. “The girl,” she said, then paused. Could she say it out loud?

				Yes, she had to.

				“She’s my sister.”

				Nan cast her eyesight downward, full of guilt, and nodded. “Yes, Eryane. The girl’s name is Jerra. She is my second granddaughter and your little sister.”

				“How could you keep this from me?” Eryane snapped.

				“I promise my intentions were good, Eryane,” Nan said, tears slipping down her cheeks. “If I could have kept the two of you together, I would have. But it was too 
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				dangerous.”

				Eryane crossed her arms. “Too dangerous? What do you mean?”

				Nan sighed and took a seat on the lounge. Eryane was still angry, but she still wanted to sit next to her grandmother, the woman who raised her. So she did.

				“You know that Voiced Ones are stronger togeth-er,” Nan said.

				Eryane nodded.

				“When your sister Jerra was born, the first mo-ment you and she were brought to meet each other, there was a flash of light so blinding, even I had to shield my eyes. When I looked up, your parents had been… vapor-ized. The two of you girls were so strong together that the power between you killed your parents.”

				“I didn’t know,” Eryane muttered.

				“We knew the prophecy foretold our descendant would become the next Voice of Darkness, but we didn’t know which of you might follow that path. We separated you in hopes that your powers could not collide again, and we might prevent one or both of you from following the path of darkness.”

				“I understand why you did it,” Eryane whispered. “But it doesn’t make it hurt any less.”

				“I know,” Nan cried, taking Eryane’s hand again. “I know it doesn’t. But maybe now we have an opportu-
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				nity to train this girl, and you can get to know your sister. Another Voiced One, like you.”

				“What will happen if we meet now?”

				Nan shook her head. “I can’t be sure. Which is why we’ve kept you apart all of these years. But I have hope that your age and the time spent controlling your powers will have allowed you the strength to resist any surges of power, like the one that killed your mother and father.”

				Eryane sighed. This was so much information. Too much information. 

				“I have to save her,” she said softly.

				Nan nodded. “There is a chance that you will fail to reach Jerra before the Queen can complete her manip-ulation and send Jerra out on her dark path. If this is the case, or you reach Jerra and fail to make her see reason, your last resort should be to seek Jerra’s younger sister, Skye.”

				Eryane paused. “I have another sister?”

				“No,” Nan explained, “she is the child of Jerra’s adoptive parents, not Jerra’s biological sister. But to Jerra, she is likely the most important person to her. If you can find her, perhaps we can use her in some way to help Jerra stay the path of light.”

				Eryane nodded. “Okay. If I fail tomorrow, I will search for Skye.”
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				“For now, you can rest. Try again tomorrow. But I have to go now.” Nan gave Eryane’s hand one last grip. “I love you, Eryane.”

				Then she opened the door and faded into the night. She was gone, and Eryane was alone.

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				Caryse left Jerra’s room in a huff. 

				Jerra wandered her room, trying to locate the feel-ing she had before Caryse had entered, but it was gone. 

				Surely Princess Caryse was exaggerating. Why would the Queen lie to her? 

				Arabella offered her comfort and stability once Jerra saved the kingdom, all for a little magic that Jerra seemed to have naturally.

				For what? Money? Revenge? She had never want-ed for anything. Her parents always made sure of that. But she just came into her powers. She didn’t know how to use them at all. She moved the whole ocean back home. How was she supposed to go on some quest for the queen 
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				when it was the first time she’d even left home?

				Was she really capable of saving the kingdom?

				She grabbed a few blocks of firewood from the stack by the fireplace and lit a cozy fire. She sat on the floor in front of it for a long moment, relishing in the heat against her cool skin. She wished Skye were here to vent to. 

				She discarded her clothes and slid into the extrav-agant bed, praying for sleep to take her quickly. It refused.

				In the morning she struggled to sleep in, even wrapped up in her cozy down blankets, with the fire still rolling meekly across the room. At home, Jerra would already be up tending the animals. She would have risen with the sun. But here she was expected to stay in bed for several more hours. Such is the life of royalty, she supposed. 

				Even as her cheeks flushed from the warm room, she shivered. She couldn’t shake a dark feeling in her gut. What was it Caryse had said? The Queen could not be trusted.

				Who was she supposed to trust, if not the ruler of the country?

				But even before Caryse’s warning, Jerra knew what her answer would be. 

				She lounged in bed as long as she could force her body to stay still, but eventually she rose, ready to get the 
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				day over with and begin the next leg of her journey. 

				She wandered aimlessly until she found the bathing chamber, where some maids were already waiting for sleepy castle residents to arrive. Again, despite her protests, they bathed her and dressed her, this time in a simple dark blue cotton skirt, and a pressed white blouse with pearls lining the collar. It was far simpler than her gown from the ball but still fancier than anything she owned at home.

				After a deep cleanse, she was refreshed and ready to see the Queen.

				“Excuse me,” she asked a passing maid as she left the bathing room. 

				The maid, a young girl with long sandy brown hair and green eyes, smiled at her warmly. “Yes, Miss. What can I do for you?”

				“I wondered if you might…” she trailed off. She wasn’t even sure if the girl was the right person to ask. “I’m hoping for an audience with the Queen soon. Could you or someone you know arrange that for me?”

				The girl bowed gently and nodded. “Of course, Miss. I will take care of that for you straight away. Some-one will come find you when the time is right.”

				Jerra thanked her. “I think I’ll take a walk in the gardens, should someone come looking for me.”

				The maid jogged away quickly, and Jerra attempt-
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				ed to find her way through the castle. After a few wrong turns and asking for directions more than once, she finally reached the hallway that led to the kitchens.

				A hefty woman stood inside at the marble island in the middle of the room, dicing carrots. She looked up in surprise when Jerra entered the room. She attempted not to look at the foreboding door she passed in the hall as she did.

				“I’m sorry,” Jerra said, startled to find the woman there. “I don’t mean to interrupt; I was just passing through to the gardens.”

				Jerra stood in the doorway while the woman’s gaze fell over her silver hair, which was pinned up now in her typical braid. Then the woman grinned a toothy smile.

				“Well, come in, luv! No point standin’ in the door like that!” the woman barked with laughter. “You must be that ‘Voiced One’ all the nobles keep whisperin’ about.”

				Jerra resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “How could you tell?” she asked, biting back the sarcasm that tried to break loose.

				“Well, yer silver ‘air is a dead giveaway, I reckon,” the woman laughed. “Me name is Della, I’m the royal cook, as it were. What’s yer name, luv?”

				“Jerra,” she offered, striding across the room. 

				“Well, Jerra, tell me how you like your steak cooked, and I’ll send you right on your way.”
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				Jerra recoiled halfway through the room. She paused. “I, uh, don’t eat steak.”

				“Oh, no? Well, how about a good chunk of chick-en then?”

				Jerra grimaced. “I actually don’t eat meat at all.” 

				Della looked like Jerra slapped her across the face. “Well, what fer?”

				Jerra paused, searching for the right words. “They can feel it,” she finally replied.

				Della’s eyes narrowed sadly, and she nodded. “I reckon you’re right, luv. Well, don’t you worry. I’ll have you well fed while you’re at my dinner table. No meat required,” she added, offering Jerra a wink.

				She smiled warmly and thanked her, continuing through the kitchen and out to the vegetable garden. The salt air hit her skin like the ocean’s kiss, and she lifted her arms in elation.

				She never thought she might be so glad to see sun-light. It was so dark in the castle; only a few rooms were lit by the natural light she was so accustomed to in her own home. She found a thin path through the vegetable garden that led to the cliff’s edge, where another trail led down to the beach.

				The steep path down the side of the cliff had been lovingly and carefully inlaid with beautiful stone steps, which ended ever so often where the cliff itself was wide 
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				enough to hold a person. Poppies popped up in little patches around the edges of the path. A delicate, caring hand had clearly planted them. 

				About halfway down the cliff, Jerra found a little platform of rock that both led into a small hollow in the cliff and also jutted out over the ocean, large enough for someone to have placed an intricate stone bench deco-rated with hand-carved images of various fae creatures. A patch of grass and blooming poppies also surrounded the bench. She wondered how the poppies were thriving despite the winter air.

				“Miss Jerra!” called Everson’s voice behind her.

				She turned back to see Everson’s agile form jog-ging carefully down the path to meet her. His sandy red hair was lit by the morning light. She stiffened to realize he had returned to calling her “Miss Jerra.”

				He joined her shortly on the platform, breathing heavily but beaming from ear to ear. “Good morning, Miss Jerra! How did you sleep?”

				She shrugged, failing to match his smile. “I slept alright, Commander. And yourself?”

				“I admit the prepping for this quest has me a bit too anxious to sleep fitfully these days,” he said. She chose not to respond with more than a slight nod. “Miss Jerra, a maid stopped me and said you asked for an audience with the Queen. Is that right?”
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				She inclined her head. How was she supposed to act normally around him now? He didn’t seem to even notice her coldness.

				He glanced down at his feet momentarily, then back up at her. “Does that mean you have made your decision regarding the quest?”

				She didn’t answer right away. She still wasn’t quite sure if she had made the right decision. She turned quietly and walked the rest of the way down the cliff side until she reached the beach. He followed. 

				She took a deep breath of ocean air and sighed. “Yes. I have made my decision.”

				He stared at her with his intensely green eyes. “Might I trouble you to tell me what you’ve decided?”

				She dared to think she saw something like hope in his eyes, but...

				She tugged at the end of her braid. “I think I should wait to reveal my decision to the Queen herself,” she said softly.

				He nodded. “I understand. It can’t have been an easy decision to make.”

				They stood in silence for a moment, the salty breeze kissing their cheeks before he finally spoke again. “I have to admit. I hope that your answer is yes. If only that we might get to know each other better on the journey to retrieve the ingredients.”
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				She looked up at him, surprised. “I didn’t think it would make much difference to you.”

				He frowned. “Of course it does. You’re the Voiced One. There’s no quest without you.”

				She huffed and turned away. “I see.”

				He paused. “Jerra, I feel I must apologize for my behavior yesterday.” He shuffled his feet. 

				She whirled back to face him. “You what?”

				Everson sighed. “I don’t know what you did yesterday… what that meant, if anything at all. Perhaps I read too much into it,” he shrugged. “Or I gave you the wrong impression during our trip. But…” He cleared his throat. “The last time I was touched by a woman, in any sense of the word, was by my wife,” he finally admitted. “She died a few years ago.”

				Jerra’s mouth fell open. “Well, now I feel like a jerk.”

				“No, no, that’s not what I intended,” he stam-mered. “I just wanted to clarify, to tell you… well, I hope you didn’t take offense by my reaction. I am still... learning to function without her.” He frowned. 

				She sighed. “I didn’t mean anything by it,” she lied. “I got caught up in the moment. Friend to friend.”

				He nodded gratefully. “I appreciate that. Maybe if you give me a little time, I might learn how to be friends with a woman other than my wife,” he chuckled nervous-
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				ly.

				She turned away and kicked off her boots, step-ping delicately into the shallow waves. “Everson, what was her name?”

				He smiled sheepishly and also kicked off his boots to enjoy the salt water across his feet. “Her name was Nadir.”

				“I’m sure she was lovely,” Jerra offered.

				He nodded, his eyes full of pent up anguish. “She was indeed.” He paused to soak up the sun alongside Jerra, then straightened himself and returned to his shoes. “At any rate,” he continued. “I shall set up this audience with the Queen for this afternoon, just before lunch.”

				She thanked him, and he turned to leave.

				“Everson,” she called before he had a chance to get away.

				He turned back to her with hopeful eyes. 

				“That would be nice,” she said softly. “Getting to know you better.”

				He smiled at her, then turned to make his way back up the cliff.

				The time between her encounter with Everson and her meeting with the Queen passed more quickly 
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				than Jerra expected. She’d anticipated hours of anxious hair-pulling and teeth-gritting.

				But it came all too quickly.

				Everson came to find her again when it was time, still standing on the beach and soaking in the ocean air. The breeze had irreparably tangled her hair, little escapees shooting out from her braid in an effort to break free.

				He led her to the Queen’s sitting room, located on the second floor of the castle. When she entered, she was surprised to find a fairly simple room. Based on the Queen’s elegant appearance from the days before, she had expected her to live luxuriously.

				But instead, one of her ladies’ maids played an upbeat tune on a baby piano in the corner of the room. Dozens of tall and wide candles scattered across every open surface lit the small space with dancing light. 

				Edith sat at a square table near the center of the room, playing with a set of cute, well-dressed dolls. And on the chaise lounge, on the right side of the room, laid the Queen.

				Her Majesty the Queen stretched out comfortably on the chair, one leg propped onto the seat and the other folded underneath her, with a book propped on her lap. She wore a far less elaborate dress this time, in a pastel peach color, and lighter makeup adorned her face. Her blonde hair was fully down now and rested in soft waves 
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				across her pale shoulders. 

				She glanced up when Jerra entered the room and promptly sat up.

				“Dear Jerra!” the Queen smiled, “Please excuse my relaxed nature! Do come in.”

				She gestured for Jerra to join her on the fuzzy lounge, and she did. Then Arabella waved over one of her maids and asked her to bring them some tea.

				Despite the pleasant atmosphere in the room and the Queen’s bright demeanor, Jerra couldn’t help but feel increasingly nervous about telling the Queen her answer. How would she take it?

				Truly, Arabella had been nothing short of kind to Jerra. But still… a dark feeling rose in the pit of her stomach as she prepared to tell the Queen no. Perhaps it was the fear in Caryse’s eyes when she’d come to see Jerra the night before that made her feel this way.

				Wasn’t this exactly what Caryse told her not to do?

				She didn’t exactly know, however, how to tell the Queen no without telling the Queen no.

				Despite the warm smile on Arabella’s face, she couldn’t shake the feeling. But she knew this is what she wanted. Returning home would be best for all involved.

				“My dear, you’re so quiet,” Arabella said softly. “Are you alright?”

				The maid returned with their cups of hot tea and 
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				Jerra accepted hers, allowing the cup to warm her sudden-ly freezing hands.

				“Yes, Your Majesty. I’m just… This is all so new to me. I’m struggling to take it all in.” Jerra looked down at her teacup.

				Arabella rested her hand on Jerra’s wrist and smiled. “I completely understand. When I first married the King, I was a fish in a foreign pond. I didn’t know anything about royal customs or a lavish lifestyle! I grew up on a farm, just like you,” she said.

				Jerra looked up at her, eyes a little brighter than before. “Did you really?”

				Arabella laughed a pleasant and kind noise. “In fact, I did! It was purely luck that put me in the King’s good graces, and before long, we fell in love and got married. Then suddenly, I was the Queen! It was quite the adventure. But a worthwhile one,” she added.

				Jerra sighed. Arabella was so kind. And only want-ed to save her kingdom.

				But Jerra just wanted to go home.

				“Your Majesty, I…”

				“Arabella,” the Queen cut in. “Please. We are friends now. You may call me Arabella.”

				“Arabella.” It still felt strange rolling off her tongue. “I’m so sorry to disappoint you, but I can’t go on this quest for you.”
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				Arabella’s face didn’t change for several moments. It was unreadable. So Jerra continued in one breath.

				“I need to be home with my family. I’m still prac-tically a child. I don’t know anything about my powers. I have to know I will have the opportunity to watch Skye grow up. If I go on this quest, who knows if I will ever return?”

				Finally, while Jerra caught her breath, Arabella nodded softly.

				“I really appreciate the incredibly generous offer you made to reward my family with money, but we truly don’t need it,” Jerra said. “We’re happy as we are. And maybe I can go home and be normal and pretend I never got these powers at all.”

				Arabella sat up straighter and smiled, though it was a sad smile. “I understand, Jerra. You don’t have to explain yourself to me.” She patted Jerra’s hand reassur-ingly. “I admit that I am disheartened that you will not be the one to protect my throne. I had hoped… well, I had hoped you would have courage enough to stand up to this villain we all face.”

				Jerra looked down at her tea again. She couldn’t look the Queen in the eyes.

				Arabella lifted her fingers softly under Jerra’s chin and lifted her face up to meet the Queen’s eyes. She was smiling at her. “But I do understand your choice. I 
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				can’t fault you for feeling that way, nor can I force you to go.” She sat back again and took a gentle sip of her own steaming tea. “I can’t imagine what I would do were I in your position, but I am not. I do not have inexplicably powerful magic that could stop this monster. But I will try to find another who might be able to help.”

				Jerra took a deep breath and stood to leave. “Thank you so much for your understanding. And for the opportunity to serve our kingdom. But I truly believe I am not the right person for this quest.”

				Her stomach twisted into knots. She had made the right choice; she was sure of it. And the Queen was, of course, nothing short of kind and understanding. She would get to go home after all and go back to normal… even if it meant putting the kingdom at risk.

				This could have all gone a lot worse, she assured herself. She denied the request of a queen, after all. How many people in history had done that and lived?

				Jerra once again felt that eerily familiar sensation of being watched as she walked solemnly through the castle walls, admiring the tapestries one last time before she returned home.

				She couldn’t help but feel a little ashamed of her 
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				decision. She wanted to think she was capable of saving the world, and instead, she was running off to hide with her tail between her legs. But what could she offer other than untrained powers and probably tears? 

				She looked down at her hands. The same hands that glowed when she shoved the ocean aside to save her sister. Skye. If she went on this quest, she would likely miss watching Skye grow up. She could even die on this quest, and then Skye would be without a sister at all. She clenched her fist and wished once more that she had never gotten these powers.

				Lunchtime came all too soon. Queen Arabella in-sisted on one final meal with Jerra before she returned to Telles. This time, the party was not so large, and the only guests in attendance were the royal family and advisors. Caryse and Boroden sat on opposite sides of the table this evening. Captain Ghent and Everson shared the left side of the table, across from an older gentleman in dark robes that Jerra recalled meeting at the previous party, Chancellor Marken. Edith sat next to her mother’s chair. And Jerra’s chair was on the end. She gently took her seat while the others at the table chattered excitedly amongst one another. 

				Another servant announced the Queen’s arrival, and everyone rose to their feet. When she entered, the room fell utterly silent. Jerra ventured to guess she might 
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				hear a straw of hay hit the tile floor. When Arabella took her seat, everyone sat and remained chatting, but the air in the room felt different now. Heavier, maybe.

				“Before we begin our meal,” the Queen’s voice cut through the chatter like a knife, “I have an announcement to make. Darling Jerra has decided not to journey on this quest I have asked of her. She will return home in the morning to be with her family. Tomorrow, I will also begin the hunt for a new candidate to defeat the sorceress with me.”

				Jerra’s stomach flooded with dread. Servants brought bread and bowls of chicken soup to each guest for the first course. Jerra smiled when she found that Della had taken care of her, as promised. She sipped at her roasted mushroom soup, but couldn’t taste it. 

				“Jerra,” Boroden said from beside her. “I noticed you carrying around that little wooden wolf with you. I wondered if you might tell me what it’s for.”

				His pleasant voice instantly calmed her nerves. It was difficult not to match his encouraging smile. “Sure, Your Highness—”

				“Boroden,” he interjected, smiling again. “Don’t trifle with formalities. We’re friends now! You may call me Boroden.” He laughed. “Or if you like, you can call me as my sister does. The Bore.”

				Jerra laughed despite herself. “I think I’ll stick 
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				with Boroden.” She pulled the wolf out of the pocket of her dress. It was still a little rough, as her father hadn’t had time to sand it before he gave it to her. “My father made it. It’s one of his projects. He calls it whittling. He said the image came to him in a dream, a wolf and an owl living in harmony. He said he knows the wolf represents me because of their silent strength and unwavering loyalty.”

				“That’s incredible,” Everson replied, who appeared to have been listening.

				Boroden nodded. “I agree. Though I must say, you having said that, it does surprise me that you made the decision you have.”

				Jerra blushed. “I—”

				“Oh!” Boroden placed a hand on her arm. “Please, don’t think I’m judging you. I can’t imagine what I would do if I were in your situation. I just… I sense that what your father thinks about you is true. So I’m only surprised, is all.”

				“Thank you for saying that,” Jerra said. “But my father’s belief in me has always been bigger than my belief in myself.”

				Boroden nodded and patted her arm before returning to his soup. “I understand completely, actually. I feel much the same way about Caryse’s belief in me.” They glanced up and saw Caryse watching them intently on the far side of the table. She blushed and turned her eyes to 
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				her soup. But Jerra saw the slightest hint of a smile creep across her lips.

				“At any rate,” Boroden continued, “it was certain-ly an honor to have someone of your magnificent power come to the castle at all. I hope you will not mind if I send you home with some supplies and a small compensa-tion for your time.”

				Jerra stared at him incredulously, and his eyes sparkled. She felt the shame return to her stomach, but she smiled and thanked him softly.

				“My Queen!” A soldier rushed in breathlessly, shouting for Arabella. He wore dark armor coated in ash and scorch marks. Jerra’s chest tightened. 

				“What are you doing here, Oshan?” Captain Everson demanded, standing abruptly. “You’re supposed to be stationed at the Lightwood home, protecting Jerra’s family.” 

				Oshan paused to catch his breath. “The… sorce-ress… set fire… the farm…”

				Everyone gasped.

				He continued. “Soldiers… dead. Jerra’s parents…”

				Jerra’s breath caught in her throat.

				“…dead.”

				“No,” she murmured. She was frozen in place, staring at the soldier.

				He took a deep breath. “I was… the only survivor. 
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				Except…”

				Oshan carried a thick, weather-torn and blood-stained envelope, which he rushed over to Arabella. Her eyes filled with horror at the sight of the paper, and she looked up from under thick eyelashes straight to Jerra.

				“It’s addressed to you, Jerra,” she breathed.

				She held it out gently and the soldier retrieved it, carrying it over to Jerra. She watched in horror as a drop of red liquid dripped from the envelope onto the tile floor as he approached her.

				Her hands shook violently as she accepted the letter from him. She stared at it for a moment in disbelief and shock, but finally opened it. 

				 She didn’t know she was screaming until Everson placed his arms around her shoulders tightly. In front of her on the table, having just fallen from the envelope, lay a bloody, severed finger.

				Chancellor Marken vomited onto the floor. Caryse and Edith both screamed at the sight of the finger. The other men at the table clamped their lips tightly, trying to maintain some semblance of dignity. 

				“Jerra. Jerra!” Arabella shouted at her, who still sat frozen and shrieking at the severed finger, unable to stop.

				Everson grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her gently. “Snap out of it, Jerra. You have to read the letter.”
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				Jerra quieted but shook her head. Tears streamed like rivers out of her silver eyes. “I can’t, I can’t!”

				Arabella sighed patiently. “I can read it aloud for you, child.”

				Jerra nodded and passed the bloody envelope across. All of their plates sat abandoned. The finger still laid untouched on the surface of the table. She couldn’t tear her eyes away from it.

				Arabella unfolded the letter and took a deep breath. “It’s from Veseema,” she declared. “She says… your parents are dead. She has taken your sister Skye alive. And you are to deliver the ingredients for the spell to her, or else Skye will lose more than her finger.”

				Jerra burst into tears again. She was inconsolable, despite Everson’s best efforts. Everyone present wept silently for Jerra. Save for Arabella, there was not a dry eye in the room.

				Then Arabella’s quiet voice rose darkly through Jerra’s heart-wrenching sobs.

				“This is the woman we are trying to stop,” she said intensely. “Skye’s life—nor anyone’s life for that matter—has no value to this woman. She will use her to get what she wants.”

				Jerra looked up at her with swollen, broken eyes. She nodded.

				“I beg you to reconsider your decision,” Arabella 
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				pleaded. “You could save us all, Jerra. Most of all, your sister.”

				Jerra’s soft sniffles were now the only other sound in the room.

				“But I warn you that if you succeed on this quest and deliver the ingredients to Veseema, as she requested… it will mean a violent end for us all.”
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				This is my last chance to save her.

				After a restless night, Eryane rushed to pack her things at home. No matter the outcome of her next foray into the castle, she would likely end up needing to leave the city quickly. If she reached Jerra in time before the Queen could manipulate her into submission, then they would have to escape the Queen’s clutches and seek sanctuary outside of the city. And if she failed, well… she dared not to think about that option.

				She paused to consider the gravity of what Nan had told her the night before. She had a sister. In retro-spect, that explained so much about Eryane’s drive to train her powers.
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				She always knew there was something she didn’t have, something she had been missing and needed to find her whole life. She assumed it was more training, more control of her powers. But now she knew the hole she had been trying to fill for twenty years was the one left by her sister.

				She had to reach her no matter the consequences.

				“Where are you going?” Abbott’s voice broke the silence from the doorway she’d left ajar in her rush.

				She jumped. “I’m not….”

				He leaned against the doorjamb, smirking at her. But there was something angry in his smirk. Or… sad. Disappointed. She couldn’t be sure. And she couldn’t lie to him.

				She sighed. “I’m leaving the city. I told you I would have to.”

				He chuckled. “I gathered that much.”

				“I’m not who you think I am, Abbott.” She stuffed a few loaves of bread into her satchel. Enough for only a couple of days on the road. She couldn’t fit any more than that. “There are greater things at work here than a market and selling some herbs.”

				He stood up straight, and a canvas bag fell from his shoulder. “Eryane, I told you we would figure it out together.”

				“What’s that?” she asked, eyeing the bag he car-
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				ried. When the significance of it dawned on her, her eyes welled with tears. “Abbott… your mother?”

				He bit his lip and didn’t answer right away. Then he sighed. “She’s gone.”

				A tear slipped from her eye against her will. “Oh, Abbott.”

				He crossed his arms. “We both knew this day would come, Ery.”

				She didn’t say another word and crossed the room to wrap her arms around his waist and lay her head on his chest. He stumbled backward, surprised by her embrace, but then he wrapped around his arms around her, too. He rested his cheek against her hair.

				She squeezed. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

				He didn’t respond, just squeezed her back.

				She pulled away. “Now explain to me what that is,” she demanded, gesturing toward the bag that had fallen to the crook of his arm.

				He shrugged. “My bag. I’m coming with you, obviously.”

				She scoffed, stamping back across the room to her bag. “Like hell you are. You don’t even know where I’m going or what I’m doing.”

				Her stomach took flight when he rushed to close the space between them, gently grabbing her arm. “So tell me, Eryane. Because I’m coming with you, whether you 
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				like it or not.”

				She tugged away from his grip and instantly wished she hadn’t. “What about your life here?”

				He stared into her silver eyes, unwavering. “You know I have always wanted to go, Ery. I just needed a reason to leave. Give me a reason.”

				She frowned. She couldn’t understand why, but she wanted him to come along. A human with no powers or even any training in combat would be nothing but a burden on the road. But as she stared back into his fierce amber eyes, she found herself unable to say no. 

				She sighed. “Fine. You can come. But don’t slow me down.”

				He beamed. “Excellent! Where are we going?”

				“First things first. Before we can leave the city, we have to rescue my sister—” Abbott raised his eyebrows, “—from the Queen. Which means I have to break into the castle… again.”

				“Great,” he grinned. “Sounds like an adventure. When do we start?”

				“Tonight, at dusk.”

				Dusk fell quickly after Eryane and Abbott spent the day collecting what few items they could carry for a trip across Nathrynn. They stuffed their packs to the breaking point, then fled out into the oncoming night. Like their trek across the city a few days earlier, they easily 
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				matched pace and stealthiness, and soon Eryane had com-mandeered them a boat to float back into the castle.

				As she stepped into the vessel, an unbearable pain shot through her chest, and she stumbled, nearly slipping into the canal. She would have if not for Abbott’s swift grip on her arm. 

				Eryane lifted her hand to her face, surprised to find she was crying.

				“Ery, what’s wrong?” Abbott asked, coaxing her into the boat.

				She looked up at him through tear-soaked eye-lashes. “I- I’m not sure. I think... my sister. Something happened.”

				He gripped her hand.

				She shook the sensation free and cleared her throat. “Let’s go. We have no time to waste. Based on what I just experienced, we may already be too late.”

				An unrest ambled through the castle as Eryane navigated them through the secret passageways Nan had showed her the day before. Abbott held a torch aloft, watching the canal in front of them with intrigue. The dark waters beneath them laid eerily still, but Eryane kept her eyes open for signs on the creature from before.

				“They’re somehow even blacker here,” Abbott whispered to her.

				She didn’t respond, a sensation tickling the back 
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				of her throat. She groaned. “I don’t think we’re alone, Abbott,” she uttered.

				“What does that m—” Abbott began, but he was interrupted by a sudden, sharp wave which jolted the small boat, knocking it gently into the stone platform along the tunnel wall. 

				His eyes went wide. “Ery…”

				“Hush,” she said. “Don’t draw attention to us.” She stared at the torch he held in his hand and concen-trated on it until it had dimmed to hardly a flame. It still lit their way, but barely.

				He looked back at her, whispering, “What’s going on, Eryane?”

				“I said hush,” she repeated. She stared out into the water, which had stilled once more. She breathed a sigh of relief, thinking the danger was over.

				But then it rose out of the water a few yards in front of them, a scaly creature with a mouth full of nasty teeth, opened wide for them. Then, with a fearsome roar, it charged.

				“Jump, Abbott!” Eryane yelled, pointing to the stone platform. 

				He did as instructed, dropping the torch into the water as he rolled onto the platform. She leapt closely behind him, barely landing on her feet. She shoved him forward, and they ran.
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				The creature behind them clamped down on the boat they had just vacated, shattering it into a thousand pieces. The beast groaned furiously. Eryane glanced back to see the monster double back and soar through the water toward them at a breakneck speed. 

				She turned and judged the distance they had left to go until they reached the staircase. They wouldn’t make it.

				She skidded to a stop. “Keep running, Abbott,” she shouted.

				He stopped running and turned back to her. “Like hell I’m leaving you behind,” he said. 

				Despite herself, she laughed with nervous energy. They turned toward the creature and braced for the attack.
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				The Queen killed Jerra’s parents. Caryse was sure of it. She didn’t know how, but she knew why. She needed Jerra to say yes to her. When she didn’t, the Queen created a reason for Jerra to say yes.

				The girl was endlessly stubborn, not unlike herself. And if she were to give in to Arabella’s demands, Caryse did not know if there would be any way for her to stop Arabella.

				She cursed to herself. Everyone thought she was crazy. No one had ever believed her. Why would the Queen, who ruled next to her father for ten peaceful years, be plotting something nefarious? 

				She couldn’t get the image of that bloody finger 
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				out of her mind.

				She clenched her fist as she came upon her bed-room door. She was certain that the only reason the queen could want this girl with magic powers, which Arabella literally banned in the rest of the kingdom, must be for no good.

				She wants more power.

				What else could it be? The fights across the coun-tryside against neighboring species were at an all-time high. King Hamelin’s kingdom to the far west has always been a looming threat. There is peace for now, her father ensured that. But there was always a chance he could side with the fae and turn on Nathrynn. 

				And Arabella would die before she let someone else take her throne.

				She paced the floor of her bedroom, ringing her hands and repeating in her mind everything that happened. Caryse knew only too well what it meant to tell the Queen no. She had always wondered if her father would still be alive if he hadn’t told the Queen no himself. There were dire consequences for not giving the Queen what she wanted, and Jerra just paid that price.

				But Caryse wondered for the thousandth time why her father, a perfectly sane and incredible ruler, dropped dead unexpectedly in the prime of his life? And why did his “darling” Arabella only wear her black linens 
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				for two months instead of the traditional twelve?

				No one had been able to explain his death. They all said it must have been the stress of running a kingdom caused his heart to give out. But Caryse knew that their kingdom was the most peaceful it had been in over a hun-dred years thanks to her father’s rule, so she had a hard time accepting he had a weak heart.

				Maybe I am insane, she thought to herself as she pulled the map out from beneath her mattress. Isn’t that the definition of doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results?

				She spread the small map out carefully on her bed and removed the stone from her neck, holding it over the paper. She yawned widely before she sat down next to it and began her chant. But this time, she adjusted her wording.

				Magic open up to me,

				show where helpful dragons be.

				She tossed the blue stone gently onto the map. She almost didn’t even look, she was so sure it would land on the castle again. She almost fell backward in surprise.

				The stone landed on the mountains to the west of Nathrynn, the barrier between Nathrynn and King Hamelin’s kingdom of Reingard. She looked incredulously at the castle. And back to the stone. And back to the castle.
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				Does this mean… there had been a dragon in the castle?

				She shook her head. If there had been a dragon in the castle, why did changing her spell by one word, helpful, change the outcome of the spell?

				Her brow furrowed. The beast below the castle. It did look awfully similar to the sketches of dragons in her history books. And she definitely wouldn’t call it helpful. She shivered. That was a puzzle for another day.

				Caryse stood and paced the floor of her bedroom, cleaning as she went. This was the messiest she had allowed her room to get in a long while. With the Voiced One here and the threat of Arabella doing something drastic looming over her, she was not her usual clean self. 

				She bent over and picked up a small book that had fallen beneath her bed. It was the last book her father had given her shortly before he died. She hadn’t touched it since he passed, unable to bring herself to read it.

				She rested it on her side table and continued neat-ening up her room. Her whole body weighed heavy, her eyes drooped, and she nearly climbed into bed for a nap. But the book had sparked a thought in her mind, and it nagged at her. Something about the ingredients Arabella listed to Jerra… 

				Then she realized. She had seen them before!

				Finding her father’s book had reminded her that 
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				she had read those words in one of the books she had poured over days ago. It had seemed inconsequential then, whatever it was that listed those ingredients. But she had read so many books, there was no telling which one she saw them in.

				She abandoned her messy room and raced to the library. She had no idea which book she had seen it in, so she grabbed several of the most promising ones and snuck them back to her room, resting them on her bed alongside her father’s book.

				She picked up the top book from the stack and sat on her bed to attempt to read it, but her eyelids felt so heavy. She sighed and set the book back down.

				The sickening image of that finger continued to nag at her. The heartbreaking cries that came from Jerra’s lips. The sound it made when it fell from the dripping envelope—

				She jolted from her bed. Dripping envelope.

				Why didn’t she realize it before? Oshan had to travel several days from Telles with that bloody envelope and finger in tow. But Caryse knew from her studies that real blood turned brown after only half an hour. Which meant either the blood dripping from that envelope was fake… or it was fresh.

				She clenched her fists and slammed them into her bed, jostling the books. The Queen had duped them all. 
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				Jerra, most regrettably. Why hadn’t the girl listened to her when Caryse had warned her?

				Tears stung at her eyes. She had to find that list of ingredients. She had to know what was so important for the Queen to take the measures she’d taken to guarantee the girl’s cooperation. Maybe she should show all of this to Boroden. But even with this evidence, he still would not believe her. He was too trusting, too naive.

				The only way her sweet, gentle brother was going to take his rightful place on the throne was if Arabella was dead. She shuddered to think, Even if it has to be by my own hand.

				Innocent people were dying because no one be-lieved Caryse. She would shout it from the rooftops if she thought she’d live to see the next day. Jerra was probably changing her mind about the quest that very moment.

				She returned to her bed and pulled the first book off the stack from her nightstand. Maybe she could concentrate long enough this time to figure out where she had seen those items. She skimmed through the pages as quickly as she could. Nothing pertinent in this book. She tossed it aside.

				She picked up the second book. It was even more dense than the last, a veritable history of Nathrynn. Page after page of historical events, long-dead people, irrelevant stories. Still, no luck finding the ingredients. She tossed it 
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				aside as well.

				The third book in the stack seemed more prom-ising. It held the history of sorcery in Nathrynn. She was surprised she had been able to find it at all, most books about magic had been eradicated from the library long ago. Perhaps this one was different because it held histor-ical accounts of sorceresses throughout time. At any rate, skimming through this one was proving to be fruitless as well. Not only did it not contain a single mention of this Veseema character, but it also didn’t seem to house any evidence of the ingredients either. Caryse almost threw the book aside, too, when the words on the next page caught her eye.

				Bark of the first dryad—

				That was one of the ingredients on the list! She leaned in closer and kept reading. It appeared to be a list of the most commonly used spells among sorcerers.

				Bark of the first dryad

				A siren’s pearl

				Coughing Duskbloom petals

				Feather of a golden Phoenix

				Breath of a dragon

				Those were all five ingredients the Queen men-tioned. Caryse ran her finger along the page to find the goal of the spell.

				Ingredients For Permanent Transformation Spell
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				Caryse gasped, and the book fell from her hands, landing with a thud on the floor. She shuddered. Trans-formation into who? Or… into what?

				Arabella claimed this spell would kill Veseema. Not transform her.

				She stood up and scrambled to the floor to retrieve the book. It had fallen just under the edge of her bed. She realized as she reached for it that it may be too late to stop what the Queen had already put in motion. But at the very least, she could warn Boroden once more and show him the map and the spell in the book. Maybe she could get him to see reason.

				She retrieved the map and tucked it into the pocket of her black dress, then laced the agate stone back around her neck. She also reached for her father’s book and pocketed it as well. And finally, she grabbed the book on sorcery and carried it with her. It was too big to pocket like the other things. She turned to go, but she spotted the moonblossom sitting in the vase on her desk. A nag-ging sensation suggested she grab it, too. But why would she need a flower to show her brother this evidence?

				She sighed. It was never a good idea to ignore your instincts, she thought. Her uncovery of Arabella’s true nature was proof enough of that. 

				Caryse rolled her eyes and grabbed the flowers, vase and all, and plopped them into her other pocket. 
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				She’d probably laugh at herself later for it.

				It was time to find her brother.

				Boroden wasn’t in his room as she expected him to be. His room lay just as messy as it had been before she cleaned it a few days ago, as if she hadn’t touched it at all. She rolled her eyes.

				“Slob,” she murmured. Their father’s crown lay crookedly across Boroden’s pillow, so she picked it up and placed it neatly on Boroden’s bedside table. “I swear!” she said. “That boy has no regard for cleanliness!” She wanted to stay and neaten his room again, but she knew she should keep looking for Boroden.

				She noticed his glasses sitting abandoned once again on his side table. She grumbled. “I’m going to make him wear these stupid glasses if I have to force them onto his face.” She grabbed them and tucked them gently into her pocket as well. She was starting to feel silly with all these things clinking in her pockets.

				She made her way to the bathing chambers next. Maybe he was soaking after lunch. But he wasn’t there, nor had any of the maids seen him.

				“Maybe he went for another after lunch snack.” She rolled her eyes. Boroden commonly went for “snacks” right after a meal, a fact which was made questionable by his lean stature.

				But he wasn’t in the kitchens, either. Della had 
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				not seen him since lunch.

				“He’s not been here, luv. I had ‘is after-lunch snack all ready for ‘im and everythin’. But he never showed up to get it,” Della told Caryse.

				She grew concerned. She took a short walk in the dusk light down to the gardens, but he was not there either. The concern in her stomach turned into fear.

				She checked the library, the tapestry hallways, the sitting rooms, the ballrooms. She asked the maids, the servants, the soldiers, the advisors. No one had seen or heard from Boroden since dinner.

				Something was wrong. Her brother was missing. And Caryse’s fear grew into panic.

				She was sprinting down the halls now, suppressing her temptation to call out Boroden’s name. She stumbled right into a maid coming out of the infirmary.

				“I’m so sor—” Caryse began, but cut herself short when she saw what the girl was trying to conceal from her. The girl’s hand was wrapped in a red-stained bandage, which she tucked under her arm to obscure. Caryse grabbed her elbow and yanked her arm into view.

				She was missing a finger.
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				Jerra shook with fear as she tore from the castle toward the stables, the image of her sister’s bloody finger forever etched in her mind. She caused this. She let this happen.

				She looked down at her hands, clutching her dead mother’s bag she’d snagged on her way out. The terrible, horrible hands that had produced a power so great that now people—not just people, her parents—were dying because of them. Her sister could die because of them. She couldn’t let that happen.

				She reached the stable, where the stable boy took one look at her wet, furious face and jumped out of her way as she strode in to find Finn. He was right where 
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				she’d last left him, looking happy and well-fed. 

				“Come on, boy,” she said, rushing to pull his bridle and saddle on. Eager to see her, he pounced joyfully beside her, unaware of the cavity that now sat where Jerra’s heart once was.

				“I thought I might find you here,” Everson said from the entrance, arms crossed.

				She gritted her teeth. “You can’t stop me,” she spat.

				He softened. “I wasn’t going to try,” he said quietly. “But I did come to beg you to reconsider your decision.”

				“I’m going to save my sister.”

				“I would expect nothing less,” he replied. “But if you leave now, without protection or really knowing what you’re doing, or where you’re going… Skye may pay the price.”

				She stiffened.

				“Or,” he began again, stepping forward and placing a gentle hand on her shoulder, “we can leave as planned. We’ll find the ingredients, find a way to stop Veseema, and save Skye. Together.”

				She bit her lip. “Everson, I’m scared.”

				“Hey,” he shrugged. “Me too. This sorceress is scary as hell. But that’s why we’ll do it together.”

				He waited for her to respond, but she took a deep 
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				breath first. Then she nodded.

				“Excellent,” he said, clapping his hands together. “Promise me you’ll stay put while I inform the Queen and ready my men. Give me half an hour,” he pleaded.

				“Alright,” she said.

				He turned and raced toward the castle, and she watched him go. But she had no intention to wait. They would catch up.

				She placed her foot into Finn’s stirrup and threw herself onto his back, clicking her heels. “Let’s go find Skye.”

				Finn took off with a leap. Together they navigated through the city, Jerra keeping a watchful eye on the three moons to guide her way. 

				A splash of mist hit her face as they flew across the streets. Then the mist grew into drops of rain, and the drops turned into downpour. Thunder rumbled across the sky as the city was washed clean.

				She looked up at the sky and knew that this storm was hers. She commanded it. She bid it come, and it obeyed. The skies were hers to rule now.

				The person who murdered her parents would pay for what they’d done. And Jerra would save Skye no matter what it took.

				She clicked her heels against Finn’s sides again, and he gathered more speed, racing the rain across the 
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				capital.

				They only slowed when the massive gate loomed into view. The guards refused to let her pass until Everson and his men arrived. When they did, Everson didn’t scold her for running ahead. Instead he simply said, “You’re not losing your babysitter that easily, Just-Jerra.”

				The gates scraped against the stone floor of the entrance as the guards opened them. Screaming and clanking metal rose up from the city behind her, and Jerra took one last look at the city of Burnhaven Bay before turning to embrace the road before her.
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				Caryse dropped the maid’s hand in disgust. “She did this to you?” she demanded, but the girl didn’t answer. Instead, she turned and ran away.

				Beads of sweat formed above Caryse’s brow and her breath caught in her throat. Enough of this, she thought as she sprinted through the castle again, searching frantically for her brother.

				Something was wrong. There was no earthly rea-son she should not be able to find her brother somewhere in this castle.

				She took a deep breath and forbade herself from crying. She could not lose Boroden now. Not when she just discovered Arabella’s motive. She stopped in her 
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				tracks. She needed to think rationally. When she hunted for a lost item, she always retraced her steps. So she would do that.

				The last place she saw her brother was the dining room, where they all had lunch together. She made her way there, praying that Boroden was just playing some practical joke on her.

				The empty dining room mocked her when she entered. She stifled a cry. The servants hadn’t even cleared the table yet, though lunch was more than an hour ago. She had already turned to leave with sunken shoulders when she heard it.

				A small cough drifted out from underneath the table. Caryse’s heart plummeted to her feet. She knelt down at the doorway and peered under the table.

				Boroden’s brown eyes stared up at her in agony.

				She screamed. “Boroden!” She rushed to him, shoving the tablecloth aside. His lips and face were blue, and he was barely conscious. A trickle of blood leaked out of his mouth. She cried and lifted his head into her lap. She knew it was too late to save him.

				She had one job. Her whole life, one job. Protect her brother. See him to the throne. And she had failed.

				Her tears splashed on his cheek. He gently turned his head to look at her. “Caryse,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry.”
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				“Sorry?” she cried. “What are you sorry for? I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you!”

				He shook his head numbly. “I’m sorry I didn’t believe you.”

				She clutched his hand in hers. “It was her, wasn’t it?”

				He nodded, and pain flashed across his face. “Ara-bella. She poisoned me.”

				Caryse cried some more. “I’m so, so sorry,” she muttered.

				He squeezed her hand. “You have to go,” he said.

				She scoffed. “I can’t leave you.”

				“You have to,” he repeated. His voice was getting weaker. “She told me she just sent an order out for the infantry to execute anyone in the city loyal to the king. You will die if you stay.”

				Tears and snot covered her face now. “I can’t leave you!” she howled.

				He took a ragged breath and let go of her hand. “You’re the only one who can stop her now. You need to believe in yourself as much as you believed in me. Promise me you’ll find a way to stop her and save our kingdom.”

				She paused as he watched her face. She gathered up her strength. “Okay,” she whispered. “I promise.”

				But Boroden was already gone. He took his last breath in her arms.
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				Caryse’s heart lay in shreds at her feet. She could barely breathe. Her face and dress were soaked with tears, and her brother lay dead in her arms.

				But he was right. She had to find the strength to get up and leave his body behind. She had to get out of the castle now, or she would surely die as well.

				Her dress was soaked from where the vase had spilled inside her pocket. She tugged the moonblossom flowers from their jar gently, and with flowing tears, she placed them gently over Boroden’s heart, lifting his hands to place them over the stems. 

				Her body wracked with sobs. Her heart broke at the thought of leaving him here. Who knew what Ara-bella might do to his body in anger? But she had to if she wanted to survive long enough to see him avenged.

				Caryse bent down and pressed her lips against her brother’s forehead. She gave his lifeless hand one final squeeze, and then she ran for her life.

				She wasn’t sure where she could even go. Once out of the dining room, she began to see the evidence she had missed before while searching for her brother. Maids ran frantically through the hallways. The sounds of screaming drifted up from distant rooms.

				The soldiers likely blocked every entrance out of the castle. She doubted she could go back to her room to pack. The only belongings she had on her were the things 
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				she had grabbed to show Boroden. And Boroden’s glasses. She sobbed.

				A group of soldiers ran down the hall with their swords drawn, and Caryse jumped desperately around a corner. She took a deep breath, hoping they didn’t see her. She nearly screamed when a hand gripped her shoulder.

				But it was only Chancellor Marken.

				“Princess,” he breathed. Fear coated his face. He looked disheveled, as if he had been running for a while. “I apologize for doubting you. Let me help you out of the castle.”

				She nodded wordlessly, and he led her quietly down the hallway.

				“Your brother?” he asked her gently, grasping her wrist. His hold was almost painful, but he was just as scared as she was.

				“Dead. The Queen killed him,” she said bitterly.

				“You are the only true heir now,” he said, his voice heavy with regret, and turned back to her as they jogged down empty hallways. Screams still echoed from nearby rooms. “You must get out of the castle and find a way to stop her,” he demanded.

				“The girl, Jerra,” Caryse said. “Did she leave?”

				He nodded. “She chose to perform the quest for the Queen. She left almost an hour ago with a group of twenty men.”
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				“Damn it,” Caryse cursed. “I had hoped she wouldn’t fall for Arabella’s tricks. With a Voiced One in her grip, I fear there’s nothing she can’t do.”

				Marken put out his arm to stop Caryse in her tracks. They had come to a cross point between hallways. “Wait here,” he said. “I will check around the corner to see that it is safe.”

				She nodded. He crept toward the corner where the hallways met and peered around it. He seemed satisfied with what he saw, so he stepped out into the adjoining hallway. He turned to give Caryse the signal when he stopped in his tracks. His eyes flooded with fear, and he turned his neck ever so slightly toward Caryse. He mouthed, “Run,” and turned back again. His face broke into a fake smile, and he walked forward.

				“Chancellor Marken,” the Queen’s voice bellowed from down the hallway. “There you are.”

				Caryse’s breath caught in her throat, and she threw herself against the wall, creeping toward the corner. She peered around it just as Arabella approached Marken. Caryse stared in horror as the Queen ran his heart through with her own father’s dagger. That was what that little snot Edith was doing in her room.

				Marken fell to the ground silently, and Caryse ran. As fast as her feet would carry her, she ran and ran. But where could she possibly go that they wouldn’t find her? 

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				There would be no safe way out of the castle now. But that girl, Jerra… Perhaps her room would be the safest place for now while she figured out how to get out alive. Caryse doubted they would think to look for her in the Voiced One’s room.

				She reached the now vacant room and rushed through the door, frantically thrusting it shut and throw-ing the bolt. She looked around the room in a panic. A bookcase sat against the wall near the door, so Caryse pushed against it with all her might and moved it in front of the door. She took a sigh of relief.

				But her relief was short-lived. She wasn’t sure how she expected to survive in there. They would find her eventually. And when they did, they would surely kill her.

				A banging noise from behind her caused Caryse to jump. Something hammered against the stone wall on the other side of the room. This was it; they had found her. Caryse was about to die, just like her brother.
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				The creature slid toward them in the water, and Eryane felt Abbott tense next to her. She gritted her teeth. They would not die today. Not to this bastard.

				She shoved her hand into the pocket of her pants and yanked out a handful of herbs. She’d stuffed her pockets with them. She pulled on them, sucking every last bit of juice from the leaves. They disintegrated into ashes in her hand, and she threw her out hand out toward the water, casting her new energy out of it.

				Ice shot forth from her palm and it froze the canal, and the creature inside it, nearly solid. “That won’t hold for long,” she yelped, grabbing Abbott’s hand and bolting toward the staircase.
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				She led him up into the hallways from the night before, quickly locating her sister’s room again.

				Her gut clenched before they even reached the other side of Jerra’s wall. Her sense of Jerra was now prac-tically gone. She turned to leave but stopped suddenly. Abbott stared at her inquisitively. There was something there, on the other side of the wall. No, not something. Someone.

				Eryane pulled a small sledgehammer out of her satchel, and Abbott balked at her. “Where on Nathrynn were you hiding that?” he asked. “And how did you lug it here?”

				She smirked at him and took a swing at the wall.

				Unfortunately, she was not a dragon like her grandmother. Her powers couldn’t do the things Nan’s could do. So there would be no magical separating of the wall tonight. But it had to come down somehow.

				She took another swing. And another. Until finally, there was a hole in the stone wall large enough for them to fit through. She peered inside carefully.

				Inside the room, on the bed, huddled the quaking form of Princess Caryse, whose tear-soaked eyes watched Eryane in terror as she entered through the gap. She brandished a candlestick like a weapon, just like Jerra had done before.

				Eryane almost laughed, but instead she said, 
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				“Princess Caryse?”

				Caryse’s eyes fluttered with hope for barely a sec-ond. Eryane glanced to the bedroom door where Caryse had managed to shove a bookcase in front of it. 

				She looked back to the shivering princess and softened her voice. “Your brother, is he…?”

				Caryse’s eyes narrowed. “My brother is dead,” she spat. “Who the hell are you?”

				Eryane sighed and stole a glance back at Abbott, who climbed through the gap to join her. “I am a Voiced One.” Beside her, Abbott’s eyes widened. She felt his hand find hers.

				Caryse sat up straighter. “A what?”

				Eryane turned back to the princess. “I came here to save my sister, Jerra. To stop her from letting the Queen manipulate her,” Eryane offered.

				Caryse’s grip on the book in her arms tightened. More tears fell from her eyes. “You are too late. Jerra has already left.”

				Eryane cursed under her breath. “How?” she asked the princess.

				Caryse shook her head, still disbelieving herself. “The Queen made Jerra believe that some evil sorceress killed her parents and kidnapped her sister Skye. Jerra was so angry, she said yes to the Queen and left only an hour later.”
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				Eryane rubbed her forehead. She was too late. “Did the Queen kill your brother?”

				The princess whimpered and nodded softly. 

				Eryane softened. “I am so sorry. I had high hopes for your brother’s reign.”

				Caryse sniffled. “I did too.” She stood up from the bed, clutching the book in one arm. She cocked her head at Eryane. “You’re the woman from the tournament, aren’t you?”

				Eryane nodded. “I am Eryane Ellis. Jerra’s older sister. She doesn’t know about me,” she added. “Caryse, Abbott and I have to leave the city now and find another way to stop the Queen from… whatever it is her plan is.”

				“Something to do with transformation,” Caryse interjected. “I found the spell in this book,” she said, lifting it to show Eryane. “It is the only spell with the five ingredients she sent Jerra for.”

				“Which are?”

				Caryse ticked off her fingers. “Bark of the first dryad. Siren’s pearl. Golden Phoenix feather. Coughing Duskbloom. Breath of a dragon.”

				Eryane nodded. “Those are some powerful ingre-dients, for sure.”

				Metal clinking and loud voices came from outside the bedroom door. They all looked at the door in panic.

				“If you come with us, Princess, I can protect you,” 
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				Eryane offered.

				Caryse’s eyes lit up with hope. “You can?”

				“I can try,” Eryane said. The voices outside the door grew louder. They would be found any moment. “Caryse, we have to go now, or they will kill you. It’s now or never. What will it be?”
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				“Now,” Caryse replied. “I vote now.”

				Eryane nodded. “Then it’s time to go.”

				Eryane led her two charges back through the halls and down into the tunnel once more. They’d have to find another boat, as the pieces of their last one still floated helplessly in the water. 

				The water she had frozen floated as chunks of ice across the nearly still surface of the canal. The creature was nowhere to be seen.

				The three outlaws skirted the tunnel wall along the narrow stone platform, sprinting for the secret entrance but bracing for another attack. They had nearly reached the mouth of the tunnel, moonlight falling in 
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				across the canal when Eryane stopped them. Near the entrance, a soldier stood facing them, sword raised and ready for a fight.

				Eryane cursed under her breath. She lifted her hand to throw something magical at him, but she didn’t get the chance. Suddenly, the waters parted as the massive animal lunged from its depths, terrifying jaws crunching over the body of the soldier, who screamed.

				Caryse screamed too, until Eryane told her to stop. She turned back to the beast who had bitten the soldier clean in half and turned toward them. Eryane cursed. She lifted her hand again, and this time she pulled on the creature himself. She surged with power and sent the dragon’s own energy flying back at him in the form of a fireball.

				It collided with his terrifyingly long neck, and it howled in pain.

				“Go!” Eryane yelled, and they took off running. 

				The stone platform ended with the tunnel, and the only way to leave would be to swim across the canal. “If you don’t want something to get wet, better lift it over your head,” she commanded, then lifted her bag from her shoulders and raised it over her head as she jumped into the water. She sucked in a breath as the icy water hit her.

				The water rippled behind her as her companions leapt into the canal as well. Caryse carried two books, a 
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				map, and a pair of glasses above her head. Abbott carried his own sack.

				They swam as quickly as their legs would carry them until they safely left the castle wall and had reached the far side of the canal. Eryane threw her sack onto the ground and climbed out, turning to help the others. Sopping wet, they bolted down the city streets in search of another boat. A screeching cry sounded above them. Milo had found her.

				Screams echoed nearby, and metal clattered against stone as the three fugitives ran for their lives. Dusk fell swiftly across the city.

				The mass execution had begun.

				Smoke filled the air around them, and in the dis-tance, the light from fires rose in the southern part of the city. Caryse shuddered. She could scarcely believe she had held her brother’s lifeless body in her arms only moments ago. It felt like hours.

				She didn’t know what the future held now. For the moment, she would trust these strangers who claimed they could protect her. What else could she do?

				Eryane found an abandoned boat moored nearby and commandeered it.
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				The three of them huddled together in the center of the boat, each of them shivering against the cold winter night. Eryane sat near the front, rowing quietly through the dark water. When Caryse’s stomach growled loudly, she realized she hadn’t eaten in hours. 

				Abbott chuckled and reached into his satchel, pulling out something wrapped in cloth. “Here,” he said. “It’s only bread. I’m sorry I can’t give you more, but we will probably have to ration once we get out of the city.”

				She took it gingerly from his hand and unwrapped it. “Thank you,” she said in a small voice. She had never had to ration food before or wonder where her next meal would come from. But the bread was a welcome distrac-tion from the world around her, if only for a moment.

				Finally, the wall around the city rose in front of them, and Eryane pulled the boat off toward a small dock. “We have to get out and walk the rest of the way. Anyone attempting to leave by boat will almost definitely be caught.”

				“Do you know another way out?” Caryse asked.

				Eryane sighed and tied the boat to the dock. “Honestly, I don’t. I’m not sure yet how we’re going to get out. But it can’t be in this boat. Not if you want to get out at all.”

				Caryse nodded. Abbott climbed out first, holding his bag carefully so as not to drop it in the canal, and 
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				reached back to help Caryse out next. She took a breath of relief when her feet touched solid ground. She looked back to see Abbott pull Eryane from the boat as well. 

				“Stick to the shadows,” Eryane uttered softly, and they followed her as she led them away from the river. 

				Eryane made a signal back to the other two, and they were about to run for the city wall when a small voice called out from the shadows of a nearby building.

				“Is that you, Princess?”

				Caryse’s body went rigid. Fear glued her feet to the floor. She glanced around, but the source of the voice was nowhere to be seen.

				“We need to get out of here…” Eryane whispered.

				A little girl walked forward out of the shadows of the building. Behind her followed what Caryse could only assume was her family; her mother, father, and two little brothers. The girl couldn’t have been more than ten years old.

				“It’s you, isn’t it, Princess?” she asked again.

				A few more families came forward out of the darkness. Their eyes were desperate and full of unshed tears. Caryse’s breath caught in her throat. They were about to turn her in.

				The girl’s mother spoke next. “Please,” she begged. “Princess, you have to save us. Leave the city now and find a way to stop her. Take back your throne.”
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				Caryse softened. These people didn’t want to turn her in. They wanted her help. Help she was certainly in no position to give.

				She nodded. “I promise. I will find a way to stop Arabella. And I will come back for all of you.”

				The mother burst into tears and nodded gratefully.

				“But,” Caryse said, “You need to spread the word for me. The Queen has ordered the execution of anyone still loyal to my father. So you never saw me, and you don’t support me.”

				Eryane glanced at Caryse as she said this and smirked.

				“As far as she is concerned,” Caryse continued, “you are her loyal subjects. Save your own necks until I can come back and stop her. Tell everyone.”

				Each of the families nodded appreciatively. 

				Caryse sighed. She prayed she could find a way to save them. If she could even find a way out of the city.

				“I can show you a way out,” the little girl said.

				“You can?” Caryse asked gratefully.

				The girl nodded. “Follow me, Princess.”

				She led the trio away from the river and toward the city wall. Soon it loomed above them, at least as tall as three of them combined, twice, and they were right up next to it. 

				The girl pointed further down the wall, away from 

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				366

			

		

		
			
				Voice of Darkness

			

		

		
			
				the canal. “Just four buildings down, there’s a door in the wall. It’s a merchants’ entrance. It’s usually unlocked, so you can go out that way. Just watch for guards. They’re everywhere.”

				Caryse knelt down to the girl’s height. “What is your name?”

				The girl smiled. “My name is Sai.”

				Caryse took Sai’s hand in hers. “Thank you, Sai. Please be safe. I will be back as soon as I can.”

				Then she turned around, and the three fugitives took off, running toward the door.

				All three were giddy with relief as they neared the door. Caryse could laugh. They would make it out. They would be safe. She would find a way to stop the Queen and take back the throne. Her throne. It wasn’t Boroden’s anymore. She was the only one with a true claim to it now. She had to save her people.

				Eryane’s hand had barely touched the stairwell leading to the door when the metal of the guards’ armor clanked out of the shadows.

				They had been watching the door, waiting for someone to escape. A group of ten soldiers surrounded them in a matter of seconds. Eryane cursed. Abbott grabbed Eryane’s hand and held on tight. Caryse’s heart plummeted to her feet. So much for saving her kingdom. They had been caught.
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				One of the guards stepped forward. “Well, well, Princess. I believe the Queen is looking for you. Some-thing about your execution. Let’s go see her, shall we?”

				Eryane adjusted her feet and steadied herself. Then she smirked at Abbott and Caryse. “You might want to hang onto something,” she said.

				Are you ready for the next installment in the ad-venture following Jerra, Eryane, and Caryse? Click here to pre-order the next book in the Kingdom of Voices series, Voice of Shadows!

				To stay in the loop on A.G Houser books, join A.G.’s newsletter by visiting www.aghouserbooks.com or follow along on Instagram at @aghouserbooks!
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