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“A TALE OF INTRIGUE and romance, set in a unique and skillfully rendered world, THE WATCHERS OF MONIAH will keep readers riveted from first page to last. Highly recommended!” —David B. Coe/D.B. Jackson, author of the Thieftaker Chronicles
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“AN EMPOWERING HEROINE'S journey of adventure, both physically through a lush fantasy world, and within, as the protagonist, Adana, comes of age.. Telepathic connections to giraffes, diverse voices, and a matrilineal society are only a few of the intriguing and wonderful pieces that comprise this novel and the entire series.”—Nicole Givens Kurtz, Author of the Kingdom of Aves fantasy mystery series
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“WHAT AN EXCELLENT FOLLOW-up to The Watchers of Moniah—filled with plot twists, betrayal, political shenanigans, and dramatic battle scenes. It's fascinating to watch the two teens from the first book assume their roles as leaders in exile, while still not technically adults. And I loved learning more about Elayne, a character who was introduced late in the previous book. I can't wait for volume three!” –Barbara Claypole White, author of The Promise Between Us and The Perfect Son.

* * * * *
[image: ]




––––––––
[image: ]


To my husband, Bruce, and our children and grandchildren. 

I love each and every one of you.
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WRITING A BOOK IS EXCITING, fulfilling, and often a bit scary. Thank you so much to each person who gave a debut author a chance and read The Watchers of Moniah. Thank you for picking up the second book in this trilogy, too!

Many people helped with the writing of this series. I will forget someone—I already realized that with the first book—but to anyone who ever gave me encouragement or feedback, thank you. This includes my high school English teacher, Mary Seamon. You were the first adult who told me I could write. Although we only reconnected on social media in the last few years, your encouragement carried me over many barriers and bumps on the road to publication.

As always, I must thank my husband, Bruce, whose support, especially during the editing stages of this book, was so helpful. You accepted my constant disappearances as I waded through changes and struggled to get this one just right. I love you.

My beta readers, Tina, Linda, Sarah, Christina, Roiselyn, and Chris, continue to give me encouragement. Thank you for all you’ve done to help me write these books and for telling others about them.  And I can’t forget my writing tribe, the members of the Greenville chapter of SCWA including Marcia, John, Bob, David, Susan, Phil, Adrienne, Valerie, Jim, Roiselyn, Larry, Irena, and Jim. You saw these books in their roughest forms and helped me improve my writing and the stories.

A heartfelt thank you to my editor, Rowe, for embracing this story and characters long before publication became a reality. A special thanks to Beth who helped find typos and any last-minute confusions still in the story.

A special thanks to Miblart Design for bringing the village of Roshar to life in this cover. This is my favorite of the new covers. 
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THE BATTLE RAGED BEHIND Adana, heir to the throne of Moniah, as she skirted the huge trees of the forest, keeping a close watch on Lady Elayne. At least, the lady managed to keep pace. The noblewoman still looked dazed. Probably still shocked over the soldier she’d killed moments before. 

Adana grabbed the lady’s arm and dragged her along, following the telepathic call from Am’brosia. The link with the giraffe faded in and out as she wound her way around the camp. What could that mean? She paused. The sounds of pounding feet and strangled shouts approached from the left. She veered right, suppressing the urge to stop and fight. Am’brosia’s call resounded in her head. A warning to flee. She headed away from the battle.

At last, visible only from the flickering fires behind them, Adana spotted Joannu, a member of her honor guard.

The Watcher paced beside three saddled horses. “Thank the Creator,” Joannu exclaimed as they rushed toward her. The three mounted the horses, but before Adana could spur hers into a run, Joannu grabbed the bridle. “We must move quietly so as not to draw attention.”

With a quick nod of acknowledgment, Adana reached out to Am’brosia, feeling the rise and fall of the giraffe’s loping stride through their link. “You released Am’brosia and Bai’dish?”

In the gloom, she saw the Watcher nod. “It seemed best. Before the soldiers came for them. Can you sense her? We should find them.” 

Adana closed her eyes and fought to hold the link, feeling the bond tighten with the stretched tension of distance. “The connection is fading. We must hurry if I’m not to lose her.” She pointed to the east. “That way.” 

Joannu nodded. “Slowly, we’re still close to the battle.”

It made sense, but Adana glanced back at the skirmish, shame heating her face over fleeing. Elayne had pulled her from sleep and dragged her from the fray, repeating orders from Montee, the First Vision. As heir, she must leave. She knew the truth, while she despised the act. Across the bond, Am’brosia agreed with Montee’s directive.

They ducked under low branches and followed Joannu through the dense forest, cries and the clash of swords fading behind them. Joannu kicked her horse into a gallop as they came across a path. The other two followed suit.

Anger shrouded Adana as she fled east. Why had her soldiers attacked each other? Flashes of the battle replayed in her mind. Shouts, the flash of swords in firelight, the crackle of fires eating away her encampment’s tents, the smell of burning wood and canvas. Who had attacked them and how? She didn’t need to ask why. Too many people objected to her betrothal to Prince Kiffen of Elwar and the joining of the two kingdoms.

Increasing her guard during the trip back to Moniah hadn’t prevented an attack. Once again, she wondered if she should have declined the betrothal to Kiffen. Of course, she’d tried, heart breaking at the idea of wedding someone else. Their counselors refused to listen to her or Kiffen, insisting their combined forces would strengthen the kingdoms for the inevitable war.

When the horses emerged from the forest, the three women pushed them into a hard gallop. Joannu rode on Adana’s left flank, Elayne on her right, the thuds of hooves the only sound in the night. They reached the top of a slight rise, and Adana slowed her horse and twisted in the saddle to check behind them. A half-moon shone across the landscape. A slight breeze lifted the hair pulled free from her braid and stung scratches on her arms from the struggle with the soldier.

No one in sight. No smoke in the air.

The forest trees lined the horizon as far as she could see. Would the fires set by her attackers burn out or destroy the forest? 

“Ballene’s fire!” She huffed the expletive, her concerns jumping from alarm over the night’s events to concern over a large-scale fire. At least, it appeared they hadn’t been followed.

She kicked her horse into a gallop again.

How far had they ridden? Rolling hills rose to meet the horses’ hooves as they put distance between them and the forest. Her mind flew along her connection to Am’brosia, trying to determine the location of the giraffe she had been bound to for six years. Am’brosia led the way, along with Bai’dish, the giraffe bonded to Kiffen. The two beasts held a large lead on her small band. Adana recognized the rocking sway as Am’brosia raced across the land without hesitation. The clarity of the image conveyed confidence in their direction. Through Am’brosia’s eyes, the landscape resembled the same plains Adana now crossed, the hills dwindling into the flat grasslands of her kingdom, an occasional small herd of animals grazing in the distance. The giraffe’s assurance spilled through the link, a calm awareness of a plan.

Their route continued many leagues east, away from Adana’s View, her royal fortress and original destination. Chills ran down her back over how far off track they might be. Her mother always told her to trust the giraffes’ instincts. No other choice at the moment.

There were greater concerns for now. Where might Maligon’s soldiers lurk in the distance? Nothing disturbed the scenery, seen through her eyes or through the giraffe’s, but after last night’s attack, she didn’t trust her sight as much. An odd thought for a Watcher, blessed with the gift of vision, much less the rising heir to Moniah’s Seat of Authority.

As the sun peeked above the horizon, warmth crept over her body, a welcome relief to the horrific night. Joannu and Elayne slowed their horses, murmuring sighs of thanks in response to the light of day. None of the three had spoken since the first hurried words as they fled. The sun might provide comfort, but the trio remained silent and vigilant in their flight.

The ground flattened, with an occasional rolling hill interrupting the landscape, and Adana’s heart gave a double beat of hope. This was home. Moniah, at last. She glanced over her shoulder. No signs of pursuit.

A blanket of tranquility flooded through the connection from Am’brosia. Adana embraced the peace and paused to let it settle over her. Warmth and gentleness eased the tension in her shoulders, and she got a glimpse of a valley from the giraffe. A stream flowed through the quiet setting. Am’brosia beckoned Adana to hurry. Safety waited there.

How far? A distance, still.

Their horses crested a squat hill. A shallow creek twisted among the rocks and bends below. Their mounts hurried to reach the cool water, not waiting for the women to slide from their backs. The three women slid free of their rides and stretched. Adana checked her horse’s saddle and bridle, then moved upstream to fill her water cask. Elayne dropped down on the bank, scooping water into her mouth.

The young woman’s dress spread out around her, and Elayne hiked the skirts up to her knees, pulled off her shoes and stockings, and plunged her feet into the water. She turned and grimaced at Adana. “Your leathers make better riding clothes, I believe.”

Adana looked down at her sand-brown leather tunic and leggings. On her feet, she wore soft leather boots. What a relief, after three years of living in Elwar, to wear the uniform that fit like a second skin. She nodded to Elayne. “Much better than your dresses. Maybe we can find you something more suitable once we’ve reached the giraffes.”

The sensation of being observed crept over Adana, and she turned to find Joannu’s gaze upon her. The Watcher nodded once, then turned to maintain a careful guard over their surroundings. How strange to go from an entire unit of Watchers to protect her to only one. Had the others escaped the battle, or did their bodies lie on the forest floor, returning to the ground?

The thought made her hands shake. And what of her father? Had he escaped? She could ask Am’brosia. The giraffe would know if Va’lent, the regent king’s giraffe, had died in response to the ultimate loss, death of the royal bond. She didn’t ask, though. And Am’brosia, ever aware of her moods, didn’t reveal a thing.

Drying her hands on her tunic, Adana approached Joannu. “I’ll watch while you tend to your needs.”

Joannu joined Elayne by the water. Laughter between the two women rang in the quiet of the still morning. What could they have to share between them? Adana barely knew Elayne and still hadn’t determined whether to trust her or not. She turned her back on them, keeping watch on the horizon.

When Joannu appeared at Adana’s side, she turned to the soldier. “What happened? How were we attacked?” 

Joannu scanned the horizon, then turned back to Adana. “It wasn’t my watch. I was asleep. Montee woke me and Lady Elayne and told us to get you and the giraffes out of the camp.”

Montee, her First Vision, the woman marked by the Creator to stand at Adana’s side as she ruled. Where was she?

Adana thought about those first confusing moments after Elayne woke her. They had come upon a clearing where two men fought each other. Both men wore Elwarian uniforms. She had drawn an arrow but hesitated, unsure who was the ally and who was not. “Who attacked us?” 

Joannu’s face remained in a Watcher’s stoic mask as she answered. “They attacked from several points around and within the camp. Elwarian soldiers, mostly. I recognized several from one of our right flanking troops.”

When Adana left Elwar to return to Moniah, everyone knew of Maligon’s attacks against the neighboring kingdoms of Belwyn and Teletia. The traitor, once exiled by her mother, was still alive and renewing his attempts to overtake the four kingdoms. Or it might be his supporters, rebelling now that Adana would take the Seat of Authority.

For this reason, she had ridden out of Elwar in the center of a vast force of Monian Watchers and First Soldiers as well as Elwarian military. Prince Kiffen led one of the left rear flanks, but when they reached the dense forest, the surrounding troops could not stay as close as before. It made sense to strike her there.

Adana swallowed and looked back up the hill. Had Kiffen’s own men joined the traitor’s forces? Bile rose in her throat, the taste bitter and hot. She leaned toward Joannu, fighting down anger, and asked the one question plaguing her. “Why would Elwarian troops attack us?”

Maligon had struck at her in the forest before. Three years earlier, when she had traveled to Elwar after her mother’s death. That day, he used a solitary archer. This time, he struck from within, using her ally’s soldiers in his treachery. Who could she trust?

Joannu glanced behind Adana, and she turned to see Elayne approaching them, looking disheveled in her proper lady’s dress. 

“My lady,” Elayne said, “they kept shouting, ‘Long live Queen Quilla.’”

Adana shivered at the words. If Quilla claimed the throne, where was Kiffen’s father? “King Donel?”

Joannu took a deep breath, glanced down for a moment, and then met Adana’s gaze. “Killed.”

Kiffen, her betrothed, fatherless. Adana swallowed. That made him, officially, King of Elwar despite Quilla’s actions. His stepmother, never endearing herself to Adana, seized the power that was rightfully Kiffen’s. Was she part of Maligon’s supporters or had she chosen this time of unrest to serve her own desires?

At least, she wouldn’t have to pretend to like the woman anymore. 

“You’re sure of this?”

Joannu snorted. “The attackers kept shouting it as they fought. ‘Donel is dead. Long live Queen Quilla!’” She swallowed, then added, “‘Death to Kiffen.’”

Adana rushed toward her horse. “I need to find Kiffen.”

“Adana. No.”

She halted at the words. How long had it been since Joannu had called her by her first name? She turned and found the Watcher had moved forward and braced to stop her.

Elayne glanced between them. She laid a gentle hand on Adana’s arm. “My lady, your Watcher is correct. You cannot go after Kiffen.” 

Of course, they were right. She must move on. Moniah needed her to return. Going back could endanger all of them, but going forward would take her farther from Kiffen, wherever he was. Had his camp survived the night, or did they suffer the same fate?

She took several focused breaths to fight the emotions tearing up her insides.

Am’brosia’s mind nudged Adana’s shoulder in the precise spot where Montee had pricked her skin during the recognition ceremony on her eighteenth birthday. Just days ago, but it felt like years. Strength radiated from the spot. A puncture, now healed, destined to help her know right from wrong, good from evil. Ever since the ceremony in Elwar’s court, the strange concoction infused in the pin provided warning or strength to her soul when she needed it, and it reinforced her connection to Am’brosia.

Through her tie to Am’brosia, she saw the two giraffes together, and beyond them, an image of Kiffen. The image was hazy. Kiffen was not with them, but the message was clear. He lived.

She sighed with thanks for the news and the enhanced gift of the potion that helped her understand Am’brosia better.

A tiny voice in her head reminded her the potion also served to strengthen her awareness of the Creator’s wishes, to make her aware of his plans for her in leading Moniah. The ceremony claimed her to be the Creator’s chosen, the person who stood to protect the people. The Creator must be laughing at her for daring to ask for what she wanted, betrothal to Kiffen. Quick to show her failings, the Creator destroyed the only peace in her world. How would the Teachers of the Faith explain that?

Tentatively, she pushed on the link with Am’brosia and pictured a distinct image of Kiffen and Bai’dish. She held her breath. Could she sense his condition through Am’brosia or had her overuse of drunkenberry stunted that ability? If not, would Am’brosia recognize her mistress’ need to know more of how Kiffen fared? 

Seconds ticked by.

In a rush, a clear image came to her. Bai’dish stood beside Am’brosia as they watched the horizon. No weakness showed in the animal’s stance.

Tension seeped out of her shoulders. Kiffen was strong and safe. She looked up to find Joannu and Elayne staring at her. She smiled, blinking back tears of relief.

“Am’brosia showed you something,” Joannu said.

She nodded and chuckled at the confused look on Elayne’s face. 

“I thought you were having a fit,” Elayne said. “Your body froze. Your eyes...they didn’t roll back but...it looked strange.”

The smile on Joannu’s face was friendly. “Elayne, you have much to learn about our world.” She turned to Adana. “What did you see, my lady?”

“Bai’dish standing strong beside Am’brosia.”

“That is good news.”

Elayne glanced between them, her frown deepening. “Bai’dish? The giraffe? What does that mean?”

Could the woman have missed so many details over the last week? Adana tried to fit this into the puzzle of Elayne, the companion she never wanted, but out of respect, accepted from an old friend. 

“Kiffen is bonded to Bai’dish, as I am bonded to Am’brosia. If Kiffen were unwell, Bai’dish would be, too.” She started toward their horses. “We must go. The giraffes are ahead of us and impatient.”

“You learned that from the giraffe, too?” Elayne stared into the distance as if she might spot the giraffes.

“Yes. They are not far, but we still have a ride ahead of us. Both stood alert, watching the horizon. Their location is safe for the moment.”

As they remounted their horses, Elayne turned toward her. “I heard, when Prince Serrin died, Bai’dish should have died too. Because of the bond. But the giraffe lived.” 

“That is true.” This news, old for three years, perplexed many. Her first betrothed, Serrin, had died the same day as her mother. 

Serrin and Bai’dish had begun the bonding process, but Bai’dish had survived Serrin’s death. Only after Montee received a prophetic vision from the Creator had they begun to understand. Bai’dish held the bond at a distance with Adana’s first betrothed, Prince Serrin of Elwar. Somehow, Bai’dish had managed to bond with Kiffen, Serrin’s elder brother. And the Creator’s games continued to plague her.

“Then how do you know Kiffen is alive?” Elayne interrupted Adana’s thoughts. “If Bai’dish lived while Serrin died, couldn’t the same be true, now?” 

Adana sagged in the saddle, the question frightening her for a moment.

Joannu answered for her. “When Serrin fell ill, Bai’dish did too. We expected Bai’dish to die. There was no reason not to, but somehow, he broke the bond or ignored it. After Serrin’s death, he returned to health.”

Elayne looked thoughtful as their horses plodded up the hill and onto the flatter plains. “I didn’t think that was possible.”

Adana paused her horse and turned to face the woman. “No one did.”

“But the bond should have killed him?”

“Elayne, we can discuss this later.” Adana spoke in a sharp tone. “For now, we must ride.”

As they crossed the creek and continued south, Elayne ventured one more question. “If Am’brosia dies, will you?”

Adana slowed the horse but didn’t stop. Would the woman’s questions never cease?

Elayne drew up beside her, a concerned frown deepening between her eyes.

Unsure whether to trust the woman’s visible worry, Adana considered Elayne. After the announcement of her betrothal to Kiffen, the Earl of Brom’s son, Pultarch, attacked the prince in a jealous rage. Pultarch, among many others, thought he would become her betrothed. Now this young woman, a gift in apology for the nobleman’s rash actions, rode by her side as a companion. One of only two companions still with her. As a spy determined to follow her or just coincidence? 

With a sigh of frustration, she said, “No. The bond doesn’t affect me the same way.” 

A chill ran through her bones as she recalled the reasons why Maligon had turned on her mother twenty-five years earlier. He had pursued the queen’s hand in marriage, and she had rejected him.

Had Pultarch chosen the same path? 

Did Elayne serve Pultarch or Adana?

She spurred her horse forward, not looking at Lady Elayne. She didn’t mention the overwhelming despair she would experience for the rest of her life if Am’brosia did die.

* * * * *
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PULTARCH STRUGGLED behind a soldier’s horse, his wrists bound and tied to the saddle. The soldier chuckled and yanked on the rope, throwing Pultarch off balance. A long, disorderly line of rough-looking soldiers led the way. Behind them, wagons trundled over the grasslands, threatening to roll over Pultarch if he lost his footing.

The night had been a long and confusing one. He had awoken at the first cries of men in their camp. The soldier watching over him shot a warning look at Pultarch and ordered, “Stay here.” Then he had rushed from the tent.

The cries of men and the clash of battle had drawn closer as Pultarch struggled into his gear. Outside the tent, he heard a grunt and thud, then two Elwarian soldiers jerked open the flap of the tent.

At first, he thought they were Kiffen’s men taking the opportunity to harass him while the prince was away from camp. Most of Elwar’s soldiers despised Pultarch and had witnessed his jealous attack on the prince the day after the announcement of Kiffen’s betrothal to Adana.

The first soldier grabbed his arm and dragged him through the opening. The second soldier followed. At the sight of a body sprawled on the ground, Pultarch halted. The second soldier shoved him forward, and he fought to keep his balance as he stumbled over the body. The prone soldier’s eyes stared at the sky, unblinking. Blood spilled from his mouth.

Around them, shadows rose and fell in flickering firelight. Men cried out in alarm and pain. Two men fell to the ground in a heated struggle in front of Pultarch.

He jumped back in shock. The reality of what he saw hit him like a blow to the stomach. Elwarian fought Elwarian.

Pultarch struggled against his captors, eager to fight, to join the battle and discover why his countrymen fought each other, but they pulled him away from the fighting.

“What’s happening?” he said, struggling to turn back toward the conflict.

“Justice.” The second soldier shoved him in the other direction with as much force as he used to spit out the word.

“Whose?” Pultarch struggled to turn back. His size was enough to overcome one of these men, but the two combined proved more than his match.

“The queen’s.” The second soldier continued to push him forward. “Now stop your questions before I make you.”

Pultarch bit back the name of the only queen he cared for, Adana. Hope settled in his shoulders, and he submitted to the rough treatment without complaint. If Adana sent the attack on Kiffen’s camp, it meant only one thing. She despised Kiffen and refused his betrothal.

His captors dragged him to the rear of the camp where a few soldiers stood guard over the horses. Neither the soldiers nor horses had been part of Kiffen’s original unit.  

They handed him off to one of the guards. “Tie him up. We found him in the prince’s tent. We will take him back to camp and let him answer to the Lord.”

The sounds of battle died away as a distant glow in the east announced the approach of morning. His two captors returned and took Pultarch’s ropes. They dragged him back through the carnage of battle pausing at different bodies. “Which one is Prince Kiffen?”

Injured and dead soldiers littered the ground amidst the nauseating smell of blood, sweat, and released bowels. Pultarch choked back a surge of vomit burning his throat.

He had scanned the ground for any sign of Kiffen’s body, shying away from one man’s bloody hand groping for help. With Elwarian soldiers as attackers and defenders, he had no way of knowing which of the fallen were Adana’s supporters and which were loyal to Kiffen. Would he feel relief or despair if he spotted Kiffen dead or injured? He never learned the answer to that question. The prince’s body wasn’t there.

Now, as the sun broke over the horizon, Pultarch trudged behind the soldiers and listened to them mutter about the prince’s cowardice. Kiffen a coward? If only they were right, but he knew the truth. The prince had left camp to ride to Adana’s aid.

If Adana attacked this camp, how had she responded when her betrothed ran to her rescue? Did she embrace him, then drive a knife in his back? Was he bound like Pultarch?

Shame followed the pleasure he felt over the thought. Kiffen was once his best friend, but Adana’s loveliness ended that.

His captor yanked the rope and laughed at Pultarch’s attempts to stay upright, but the young lord smiled. Adana would punish these men later for mistreating her love.

Around midday, the soldiers climbed over a rise, and Pultarch lurched to a halt at the sight before him. Thousands of soldiers milled around tents that reached far into the distance. 

How had their troops missed the evidence of such a large force? The answer came faster than he expected. A woman dressed in a Watcher’s uniform approached them. He studied her for a moment before he realized why she looked odd to him. Her long, reddish-brown hair flowed over her shoulders, glinting in the bright sunlight. The only Watcher he had ever seen without the mandatory braided hair was Adana, and only when she wore Elwarian clothes.

Two other Watchers jogged past him, their hair bound in battle braids. The three Watchers conferred, casting glances in his direction. With a nod, the first dismissed them and then sauntered toward Pultarch.

She scrutinized him, her lip curling in displeasure. Then she turned to his captors. “I understand you allowed Kiffen to escape. I told Father he should have sent me.”

The two soldiers stared straight ahead, voices silent. Pultarch grinned at their discomfort under the woman’s scrutiny.

“Nothing? No defense?” She strutted back and forth, glaring down on them like filth. “Imbeciles. That fiercely loyal Rolanna was part of his Watcher detail, and she’s missing, too. Someone probably gave him advance warning.” The woman turned her angry gaze on Pultarch. “Who are you?”

His grin faded.

A Watcher would know him by name if not by his face. Did she act by Adana’s command? Hope swelled in his chest at the idea, but he knew he must proceed with care until he discovered whether this Watcher served Adana or not. Pride straightening his back, he attempted to speak in a strong voice. “I am Pultarch, the son of—”

“Ah, our heir to the Earl of Brom. How interesting to find you in the prince’s bed.” She smirked at him. “Did he abandon you, too?”

The words stung, and he wanted to punch the smugness from her face.

She waited, her head cocked to the side, but Pultarch stared straight ahead, not saying any more. Behind him, Horace and his soldiers chuckled at his discomfort.

“So, you’re not talking? Well, the Lord will see about that, won’t he? Bring him.” She turned and walked toward the center of the camp without looking back.

Horace laughed as he dragged Pultarch along. “Smart to keep your mouth shut, boy. The Lord doesn’t appreciate mistreatment of his daughter, the Lady Kalara.”

“Aww, Lorent,” said the other soldier, “why warn him? We could have had a bit of fun at his mistakes, ya know.”

“Who is the Lord?” Pultarch found himself asking before he thought better of it. Why had they called that Watcher the Lady Kalara? Watchers rejected noble titles once they were accepted into service.

“You’ll see.” They stopped in front of a large tent flying four banners—the lion of Elwar, the giraffe of Moniah, the eagle of Belwyn, and the war horse of Teletia. Pultarch only had a moment to ponder the meaning behind all four flags flying in one place.

Lady Watcher Kalara waited at the tent’s entrance, flanked by two heavily armed guards. “He is most interested in meeting you.” She grabbed Pultarch by the arm and shoved him into the tent.

He stumbled and fell face first into the dirt. As he struggled to regain his footing in the darkened enclosure, he heard a deep grumble of displeasure. A pair of purple velvet slippers appeared just inches in front of his nose. Twisting his face out of the dirt, Pultarch looked up.

A man swathed in a cape made from the same cloth as his slippers peered down at him. Struggling to right himself, Pultarch rolled to his side and met the intrigued gaze of the older man, gray-haired, but still with strength in his posture. With the toe of his slipper, the man poked Pultarch’s shoulder, rocking him onto his back.

“For Ballene’s sake, someone help him up.” The man returned to a large chair and dropped into it. “And unbind him.”

Large hands lifted Pultarch and set him on his feet. With a quick slash of a knife, the ropes fell to the floor.

Blood flow prickled back into his hands, and Pultarch rubbed them, encouraging the circulation, while he studied the man.

The purple-robed man stared at him over a pair of templed hands, one disfigured beyond any use.

Pultarch blinked in surprise at the deformity, his mind forming the name of a traitor. Maligon, the man sentenced to death by exile into the deep desert. Could Maligon truly be alive and seated before him, a mere two steps away?

Maligon had destroyed many and created havoc for the kingdoms in his father’s time. He should be alarmed, but for some inexplicable reason, he felt peace under the man’s gaze.

He glanced around for Adana just to be sure she wasn’t there. His hopes of her presence drained from him as fast as the blood rushed into his numb hands. The pain of her absence felt the same.

“You are Pultarch, Sarx’s hope for success?” The man still studied him, but his face held a curious smile. 

Sarx’s hope?

A kind laugh burst forth from the man. “Sit down, my boy. Have some wine.”

Dumbfounded, Pultarch dropped into the nearest chair and seized the cup a servant offered him. He gulped the wine, the lush flavors lost in his haste. Wine trickled down his chin.

Maligon offered him a towel. “Slow down. There’s plenty.”

Pultarch wiped his chin, looked up into the smiling brown eyes of the man, and felt a sense of belonging. Was it truly Maligon? “I am sorry, but you have the advantage. I do not know—”

“My name? No, of course you do not. Sarx would not have mentioned me, would he?”

“Why do you keep mentioning Sarx? What does he have to do with...” He paused. With what? Sarx commiserated with him when Adana chose Kiffen over Pultarch. Did Sarx work for Adana? Or was some other plan unfolding before him?

“You will come to understand very soon. But first, introductions must be made. I am known as the Lord.”

“Lord of what?”

“Why everything, of course. I have been gone for many years, but I’m back, and this time, they won’t send me away.” Anger sparked in the man’s eyes for a moment, then he smiled, and the fury faded. He leaned toward Pultarch. “We have much to do, Pultarch. With me, you will gain your dream.”

“My dream?”

“Come now. You haven’t forgotten your heart’s desire so soon have you?”

Pultarch’s heart pounded in his chest. Adana. “But how?” 

The man smiled and settled back in the chair. “The how will come soon enough. Just know, Adana will be yours.”

Elation pumped through Pultarch’s veins. He would have her, and Kiffen... 

“What about Kiffen?”

The deformed hand waved the concern away. “Just a gnat in the drinking water. He will be dealt with.”

Pultarch smiled. “Will I get to deal with him?”

The Lord laughed. “Yes, I believe Sarx chose correctly in you. By all means, son, if the opportunity presents itself, you may deal with the mighty Kiffen.”

A broad smile stretched across Pultarch’s face. He settled back in the chair and took another glass of wine. After a moment, he said, “Lord, I am pleased to meet you.” 

* * * * *
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BY LATE AFTERNOON, Adana and her companions found the secluded valley where Am’brosia and Bai’dish waited. A river flowed southwest through the area, the shallows clear, with silver flashes of fish. A few trees lined the banks, providing shade without blocking the view. The surrounding hills were low and abundant with flowers, their perfumes wafting on the air. Flutterbys danced among the blossoms, their fragile wings redirected by a slight breeze that lifted the hair that had pulled loose from Adana’s braid.

Am’brosia and Bai’dish stood sentry on a mound rising from the center of the small valley, their long necks and keen sight adding to their ability to warn of anyone’s approach. 

Adana extended her mind into the link with Am’brosia and saw beyond the valley, empty of pursuers, the grasslands extending to the horizon. The sky remained clear, no churned-up dust from an encampment or army on the move clouding the view.

Joannu took the first watch with the giraffes while Elayne tended to the horses.

Adana wandered along the river, gathering firewood, as she focused on the events of the night. Who survived? A deep sense of loss tightened her chest at the thought of kind-hearted King Donel. Unlike his second wife, he had provided a calm in the storms Quilla rained on Adana during her exile in Elwar. If the rumors were true, Kiffen was an orphan.

She longed to wrap her arms around him. If Kiffen knew about his father, he would prefer she didn’t give solace. The man she knew preferred to hide his feelings. Maybe, when they finally found each other, she could convince him to soften his stiff demeanor. At times, he appeared more stoic than her Watchers, a feat hard to imagine if she hadn’t witnessed it.

Wood laid for a fire, Adana worked at coaxing a small flame to life, glad to see three years in Elwar hadn’t diminished her skill. She settled beside the fire, staring into the flames. Images of burning tents danced in the small blaze. 

Unease forced her to her feet. She studied her surroundings again, seeking to look through Am’brosia’s eyes. The sun setting in the distance hid most of the landscape, but to a Watcher’s eyes, details could still be seen. Nothing stirred. All remained quiet.

With a sigh, she sat down and searched through her pack for something to eat, finding little. A short while later, Elayne wandered up with a string of fish.

“There’s plenty of food for us here.” She reached into a pocket in her dress and pulled out a handful of large, red berries. “There’s a large patch of sweet berries on the hill. I don’t think the rabbits will mind if we take a few.”

Adana accepted a handful and bit into the largest one. She moaned as the sweet juice rippled across her tongue.

Elayne smiled. “I haven’t baked fish with berries over an open fire in a long time.” She squatted by the fire and began to clean the fish.

The comment surprised Adana, and she sat back studying the lady. “You’ve cooked over an open fire?”

Elayne glanced up, her eyes wide for a brief moment. Then she smiled. “As a child. With my brothers. I insisted on going on their campouts with Father. They allowed it but made me do all the cooking.”

Adana returned her smile and added this to the tiny bits of information she had learned about the lady.

The three ate and lingered by the fire until well after nightfall. Standing to dust off her clothing, Joannu said, “I’ll take the first watch of the night. The giraffes need sleep, too. We’ll let them rest until morning. I’ll wake you in a few hours to take over.”

* * *
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ADANA DREAMED OF FIRES shooting high in the night sky and of people fighting. She ran through the trees searching, searching, but always ended up where she started.

A nudge from Am’brosia pulled her from the dream. The sun peeked above the horizon.  Joannu hadn’t woken her. She sought the link to ensure all was safe and saw Montee approaching. The First Vision, the highest-ranking Watcher and main advisor to Adana, greeted Joannu who stood on the rim of the valley.

The soldier strode down the slope and knelt before Adana. Her shoulders heaved once before she spoke. “My lady, forgive me.”

For the second time in Adana’s life, she found herself staring down at the perfect seam dividing Montee’s hair into a braid. Even as the heir to the Seat of Authority, this was one Watcher she never felt comfortable looking down upon. Montee’s role in Adana’s life had shifted from her teacher to First Vision, and now, when she needed the advisor most, the soldier had dropped into the role of supplicant.

“Forgive you? For what? I am safe, thanks to your quick actions. Am’brosia tells me Prince Kiffen is safe.” Adana’s gaze returned to Montee’s perfect braid, not a strand out of place. She hesitated, wondering at the woman’s humility. A cold fist formed in her belly. “Rise and report.”

Montee lifted her gaze to meet Adana’s. She didn’t rise but spoke in a voice just above a whisper. “They attacked from several directions at once. I moved to protect you, not your father.”

Adana stiffened. Montee gazed up at her with deep green eyes, but Adana saw her father’s blue ones staring back at her instead.

“One of the soldiers guarding his tent betrayed you. Your father is...” Montee took a deep breath. “Your father did not survive.”

Adana’s throat closed with tears. She struggled to swallow the rising pain. Focused breathing, the first skill a Watcher learned, provided little comfort. This she remembered from her mother’s death.

Still, she tried. Holding out her hand to pause Montee’s report, Adana inhaled through her nose, then exhaled through her lips in a quiet hiss, one slow breath at a time.

After several breaths, several, but not enough, Adana refocused her gaze on Montee. “What else?” 

“Elwarian soldiers attacked. Joined by many from within our units.”

Adana recalled the two men she witnessed fighting as they fled camp in the night. Both wore Elwarian uniforms, and one had been part of the troops chosen to escort her safely to Moniah. An Elwarian soldier provided by King Donel. She had hesitated, her arrow nocked and bow drawn. She hadn’t known which one to shoot.

Anger over this treachery and the strange twist of fate flooded her body. Her shoulder burned deep inside the puncture wound. It ached as if the pin still stuck in her shoulder. She fought to keep her breathing controlled. At least, the rising frustration cleared the tears from her throat, but she fought the urge to scream insults at the Creator.

Turning her back on Montee, Adana marched up the rise toward Am’brosia.

King Donel dead.

Her father dead.

Quilla on Elwar’s throne.

Kiffen alive.

Kiffen alive? The attack came from Elwar. Was Kiffen involved? 

Horror burned in her chest, making each breath a painful drag of inhalation. Did he seek power through their betrothal? The night of their betrothal, rioters outside Elwar’s castle had claimed that. She thought over her last few days in Elwar. Their happiness was real, based on true feelings. Wasn’t it?

Expanding her link with Am’brosia, she formed an image, foreign and painful to consider, of Kiffen standing over her, sword in hand, ready to strike her down. She saw herself cringe and sink beneath his attack.

Am’brosia’s head swung toward her. “No!”

Adana stopped mid-stride. Had Am’brosia just spoken to her through the link? The golden beast tramped down the slope and stopped a few steps away, towering over her. She recognized the giraffe’s intent but couldn’t move fast enough. Am’brosia’s great head butted her shoulder, hitting the spot of the pinprick. The giraffe’s single word resounded in Adana’s brain again as she toppled to the ground. “No.”

Her shoulder burned with intense heat. 

“My lady?” Elayne rushed up the slope toward her.

Adana took a cleansing breath before pushing up from the ground, her back to Elayne. She eyed Am’brosia with caution and brushed the grass off her tunic. The answer echoed in her mind once more, overwhelming her with a mix of confusing emotions. The sting in her shoulder brought tears to her eyes as she confronted the truth. Her father, separated from her three years ago, was gone forever. Never again would she hear his voice or look into his kind eyes. He wouldn’t stand by her side as she took Moniah’s Seat of Authority. Her father, gone.

Yet, Kiffen, the man she desired even when she knew the impossibility of such a match, had been given to her. He lived and was hers forever. Did the fulfillment of her desires steal the lives of her father and King Donel? She shook with the effort to regain her composure. Nothing could hold back the strange combination of relief and sorrow. 

The reassuring bulk of Am’brosia stood before her, and she moved toward the giraffe, but this time, the animal stepped sideways, away from her. The great head swung toward her again, but this time, with a gentle sweep, Am’brosia nudged her toward Elayne. The woman took one look at Adana’s face and wrapped her arms around her.

Adana fell into Elayne’s arms and cried out her pain and anger and guilt, unable to hold back, even though Elayne might be her enemy. The woman stroked her back and murmured sounds of comfort, none registering in Adana’s mind beyond their intended purpose.

After a few moments, Adana straightened and stepped out of Elayne’s embrace. She wiped her eyes before glancing toward her Watchers. Montee stood at the bottom of the hill, wary and tense. Joannu stood at the center of the top of the rise with Bai’dish. Both scanned the horizon, sentries over their small band.

When Adana again swiped at her eyes with the palms of her hands, Elayne pushed a frilly handkerchief into her grasp. The tatted lace rendered it an accessory rather than useful, but she appreciated the woman’s kindness. The contrast between this handkerchief, given in compassion, and the knife the woman wielded in Adana’s protection two nights earlier struck Adana.

“You saved my life,” she said, recalling the soldier who attacked her during their escape. She had struggled under his weight as he held her pinned to the ground. One moment, she felt true fear, and the next, the soldier’s body went limp. “You killed that soldier who attacked me. He would have killed me.”

Elayne swallowed and licked her lips. “I didn’t think about it. I just did it.”

“Thank you.” Adana squeezed the woman’s hands then turned and descended the hill, seeking strength with each step. When she reached Montee, she motioned for her to sit and waved Joannu over to join them. She turned toward Am’brosia and Bai’dish, sending a request for them to maintain lookout. A brief flash of indignation flew down the link from Am’brosia. Even briefer, she sensed a flicker of amusement from Bai’dish.

The giraffes’ reactions spoke volumes about the complications of her three-year separation from Am’brosia while exiled in Elwar. She wondered if Bai’dish’s amusement stemmed from his recent bonding with Kiffen. It felt like him.

Under normal circumstances, she would have taught Kiffen how to communicate with Bai’dish years ago, but now they both must learn. Her mother’s decision to remove her from Moniah at such a crucial point in her training still baffled her. It hadn’t stopped Maligon. As far as she could tell, it hadn’t protected her from anything, either. It only served to complicate her training and keep her from her kingdom.

Aware her companions waited, uncertain of her thoughts, she turned toward them. Joannu came toward her and dropped to the ground, her eyes downcast. Montee, alert as always, scanned the valley, tension in her shoulders the only sign she still shouldered the responsibility for Adana’s loss.

“Montee,” Adana said, “your apology is unnecessary. We knew the risks when we departed Elwar. My father...” Adana swallowed at the sudden catch in her voice. “My father knew the risks.”

She turned toward Joannu, surprised when the Watcher’s eyes remained downcast. She could not recall a time when Joannu had not met her gaze.

“Joannu?”

The Watcher raised her head, but she bowed it again before she spoke. “My Queen?” 

Adana’s knees weakened. In a few weeks, the title would be hers, but with her father’s death, coronation or not, she was Queen of Moniah, the Seat of Authority.

Oh Mammetta, how I wish you were here.

As if summoned, she heard her mother’s voice. “Adana, when you are queen, you must stand firm. No matter how unprepared you may feel, don’t show it to your Watchers or your people. They must see your confidence in all that happens. Never show doubt or weakness to them.”

At least her Watcher’s training had prepared her for this. She knew how to hide her thoughts behind a calm façade. Envisioning her mother’s royal demeanor, she squared her shoulders and assumed a straight and commanding posture. Then, in the same tone her mother used time and again, she said, “Joannu, look to me.”

The Watcher looked up. Eyes wide with sorrow, she had chosen to reveal her emotions rather than mask them, a gesture of great honor from a Watcher.

Adana breathed in deeply and inhaled the smells of the wood fire, the action drawing her back to her own training, a time focused on her obligations, her future as queen. “Joannu, I am your queen and your Seat of Authority. Thank you for reminding me of that.” She broke eye contact and glanced toward Montee, noting the woman’s nod of approval. “I’m counting on you and Montee to ensure I stay your queen and live to sit on the Seat of Authority.”

The fire Adana had built crackled and popped as she waited, allowing those words to resonate within them. Finally, she asked, “Do you have any plans? How we move forward?”

“Yes.” Joannu’s voice rang in the firm confidence of her rank, a Strategist Leader of the Watchers.

“Good.” Adana turned to Montee. “What do the two of you suggest?”

With a stick, Montee sketched a rough map in the dirt, pointing first to a spot to the west. “We are two to three days from the Border Keep. Four from Adana’s View.” She marked a point to their south. “That’s if we encounter no trouble.”

Adana pondered the map. The keep sat on the border between the two kingdoms, the original seat of royalty before Yarada’s ruler divided his kingdom in half for his two daughters, Elwar and Moniah. Adana’s View, her home, beckoned to her, but four days without knowledge of the enemy’s whereabouts would make the journey treacherous.

“Our plans were to head for whichever was closer if we encountered trouble.” Montee squinted up at her. “The giraffes took us in a different direction.”

Adana studied the map and reached out to Am’brosia, scanning the area through the giraffe’s watchful gaze. Still nothing of concern stirred within sight. Why had they sent her east instead of west?

“Where is the nearest village?”

“A half-day’s journey in that direction.” Montee jabbed the stick at a point to the southeast. 

An excited tingle whizzed in her shoulder. Approval?

“What of our troops? You followed us. Did you encounter anyone? People you trust?”

Montee shook her head. “I ordered Sinti and Veana to scout a larger area along your escape route while I followed your path.” She glanced up the hill. “Am’brosia and Bai’dish led you to an obscure location. They did well. I’ve never crossed this valley, and its features are not on any of our maps.”

The tingle in her shoulder hummed with energy when she turned her attention to Elayne. The woman squatted beside them as best she could in her Elwarian dress, but she didn’t seem to mind or exhibit any discomfort. A notion about this new companion had plagued Adana since their entry into the forest. 

At first, she had thought Elayne showed latent signs of a Watcher’s abilities, but when she and Montee tested the lady, she didn’t exhibit any enhanced visual skills. Still, Elayne noticed things others didn’t. 

She’d had plenty of time to contemplate the woman’s comments about the sounds in the forest. Distant bird songs Adana could not hear without straining to pick them out. Then, Elayne had led Adana toward safety as the battle raged around them, veering the right way every time, except for when the soldier jumped her. And there had been the storm that rolled in on the night before the caravan entered the forest. Elayne knew of it without seeing the lightning in the far distance. She’d heard the thunder long before most people could see or hear the storm.

Adana scratched her shoulder, the energy vibrating from the puncture creating an aggravating itch. Might as well pursue her suspicions.

“Elayne? Do you hear horses in the distance?”

“Horses?” A frown crossed Elayne’s face.

“Yes, are there any approaching riders?”

A furrow divided Elayne’s brow, causing her to squint. She tilted her head and closed her eyes. 

Adana watched carefully, looking for signs of when or if Elayne dropped into pure concentration. The woman inhaled as she settled her mind and relaxed her body. A subtle clue to potential gifts, but she’d take it. Her actions resembled a Watcher’s focused breathing.

Elayne released each breath through her mouth, then tilted her head to the left, paused, and then tilted it to the right. Her breathing became slower.

Confidence radiated warmth deep within Adana’s shoulder as she strained to listen for what Elayne might hear. A log on the fire popped. A fish splashed in the stream. Their horses stomped and snorted. Those were the only sounds she heard, but what about Elayne? The thunder. The faint bird songs. Did she possess a different gift?

A look of wonder and surprise spread over Elayne’s face as her eyes popped opened. She scanned the sky with excitement. 

“No one approaches, but I heard—” She pointed upward. A hawk, with a small animal clutched in its claws, flew overhead.

She jumped to her feet and turned to watch the bird soar away, then she spun back to look at them, a grin spreading over her face. “I heard it.” The words tumbled out of her. “There was a whistle of wind, a thud, and a squeak, then wings beating so loud they drowned out the mouse’s struggles.” She took a step in the direction the hawk had flown.

Montee’s eyebrows shot up. Joannu twisted to look after the
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