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[image: image]icah Angel is a pseudonym used by the author Michelle Engelbrecht. Michelle has a degree in education and has completed many courses based on her interests. 

With her debut published in February of 2024, she is proud to add a published short story to her list of accomplishments. She lives in her home near Germiston, with her mother and a wide variety of new and old pets. When it comes to her hobbies, she enjoys writing the most as it allows her to utilise her imagination to bring unique stories into the world.

This book is dedicated to the following people:

To everyone who has been nagging me for the sequel, this is for you. You know who you are.
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Chapter 1––––––––Edenbright
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[image: image]ommy, why do I need to do this?” my voice is small and shaky. 

“My dear, because your sister needs to train her skills, and this is the best way for her to learn.” Amelia sounds sweet and kind. Her eyes show her true nature, cold and calculating. 

“Mommy, why does it have to be me?” 

“Because a Worthly never backs down from their duties.” Harshness flows through her voice. At the snap of the bone, I jolt awake. 

Looking around at my poor excuse of a bedroom I sigh and my shoulders droop. My body is covered in sweat and my hair is sticking to my face. I try to take deep haggard breaths through the panic, an attempt to calm down my racing heart. My hands are shaky, and my legs don’t want to move. My chest is wracked in pain. As if I am being squeezed by a multitude of large ropes, binding it. 

I focus on the variety of early morning sounds, colours, and scattered items around me, though after the assassination very little managed to survive in this stupid room. I look at the ransacked dresser and note all the brown stains on it. The once glorious velvet red bedding has been torn and is strewn across half of my semi-naked body, the matching blood-red curtains barely survived the fires that consumed this place and most of the city. 

Too much red. 

I focus on the once-pristine white walls and the matching white ceiling. The faded and scuffed black marbled flooring. Most of all, I focus on the fading smell of death and brimstone. 

After that I slowly count to ten focusing on my slowing heartbeat and lessening chest pain, to ensure that I am as calm as I can be in these circumstances. Once satisfied, I leave the nightmares of the bed and head towards the adjourning bathroom. 

As the servants refuse to assist, I settle for an icy cold bath to remove the night's sweat from my body. 

I find myself hounded by my past at every turn. I sigh deeply. Even if I try to do the right thing and save others from my fate, I find myself shunned and persecuted. 

Perhaps I should have left things as they were, if I just quit my job and resigned my title as a knight, especially after finding out that they were there to protect the bloody mages from themselves then who knows things might have turned out differently... 

I wince at the cold water running down my chest. 

After learning that the family I was assigned to held another divine mage with another daughter who could also use magic, I was so enraged I nearly killed them both. I didn’t know what kind of mage Lori was at that point and to be honest I wasn’t curious to find out at all. 

Mages are nothing but weapons, hurting, killing, and destroying everything in their path a tear trails down my cheek. Emily always said that divine magic came from the angels and was a gift. To me, a mere lad, it was nothing, but a curse bestowed by the devil himself. 

My hands gently brush against every scar that has been left on my body after being tortured by that woman, all so that my sister could learn how to put me back together. 

In the mirror, I can see just how damaged I truly am. I hate what they did to me, what they ended up turning me into. They will never receive my forgiveness, nor will I receive any for what I have done, for what they forced me to do. 

I dry myself off and quickly get dressed, covering up my past. Walking down the dried bloodstained hallways I head towards the kitchen. It may not seem like anything, but it is nice to indulge in a few routines to keep me grounded. 

A few of my remaining guards are stationed outside of the castle remains. 

Even fewer citizens were discovered upon my return. The few that choose to stay in their homes have repaired what they can and barricaded themselves, avoiding me and my guards. The rest seem to have either died, snuck onto that ship or just vacated to god knows where. 

No new ships land in the harbour loaded with slaves or stowaways willing to help rebuild the city. No, I have kept myself busy doing that all by myself. And as taxing as it is, believe me, I find it rather rewarding and therapeutic as it keeps my mind off the injustices of this world. 

A few weeks back, however, word came that the Crown Prince Edmund is alive and well. He will return to reclaim his throne. I have no more alliances to approach asking for assistance. 

No, I will stand and fight. If and when he returns it will surely be a bloodbath, but I will stand by my beliefs and I will defend what is left of this city. I will not allow another mage to play ruler while their subjects suffer under their tyranny. 
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Chapter 2––––––––Orithel
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[image: image]cannot believe that almost a whole year has passed. 

Azcathel is back on all fours, two’s, and depending on Rohdan ones. Kaelthazar took over the city guard and tightened security all over Orithel. Poppy managed to heal up most of the sick and injured, casualties from our previous battle. Sett has gone missing, YAY. Tahlia took the time to relax, and finally, little Ro has grown up so much, that he is no longer the naughty toddler but a crazy and insane child. 

To Azcathel’s pride, Rohdan eventually got his stripes. His once reddish fur has faded into a lovely sunset orange and the pitch-black stripes are faded across this new hue. The only thing that hasn’t changed are his mismatched eyes of blue and amber. 

He is still rather chaotic but occasionally he seems rather tame and with his new interests piquing he spends a lot less time harassing his parents. Though he now bombards them with a million questions. 

He started training with his father due to him being in his ‘when I grow up, I want to be like my dad’ phase. He is wicked quick and rather deadly, and by that, I’m referring to the poor critters and inanimate objects who rarely survive his onslaught. They both help me to train and spar and to my regret, my freaking brother Edmund is helping me with my magic. 

I moved into my late brother's old hovel to see if I could learn more about him. We barely met and a part of me still wants to figure out who he was before he tied his life to that demon, or more importantly, who he would have been if he hadn’t landed up where he did. 

The bastard Cole joined the guard to help Kaelthazar train them and prepare them in case we have another mage onslaught, unless my brother acts out I doubt I will be causing that ruckus. 

As for the necromancer and Timothy, there have been nothing but dead ends. We keep our eyes peeled and ears to the ground but so far nothing. Some of Kael’s spies are out searching for any indication that they are still alive and most importantly still around. 

“Lori are you awake?” that rich voice is muffled. It is followed by brief knocks on the door. I hurry over and swing it wide open. 

“Kaelthazar! Right on time,” I smile broadly at him. 

“You’re up early,” he muses. 

“I suppose. I tried reading some of my brother's books, but he has horrid taste, they’re putting me right to sleep.” 

He smiles at my enthusiasm. 

“I also tried reading his journal he kept but his writing is illegible as always,” I gesture for him to enter and boil some water for tea. 

“Will you be joining me and Cole on morning patrol?” he enquires hopefully. I have blown him off for months. I find it hard to be around swords and Cole. As happy as I am seeing Kael, I cannot forgive what has happened to me. 

“Unfortunately, no I cannot. Az wants to see me first thing in the morning,” I lie. Well, I didn’t fully lie, I do visit Az and his family daily, just not this early. 

“Pity. Some of the citizens miss seeing their saviour.” 

I know he is just trying to get me to join them. I pick up on the thick disappointment in his voice. 

“Maybe later,” I smile half-heartedly. 

I know he is beating himself up quite a lot over what had happened and for acting like a fool before that, he felt guilty as Cole asked him to keep me safe and he didn’t because he was well... a twat. It’s just, I can’t be around swords right now. Poppy told me it would get better, and I really do hope it does, but I am a different person now. 

“I will inform Cole that it will just be the two of us.” 

“I am sorry, Kael.” 

“Do not apologise, I understand.” He stares at his shoes and his shoulders droop; I can see his white hair falling over his face to hide his saddened features. I lift a hand to console him, but I can’t summon the courage to touch his tawny skin. 

As the water starts to boil, I remove two clean cups and prepare our tea. “Would you like some honey to sweeten the tea?” I ask trying to steer the conversation basically anywhere else. 

“No thank you.” He accepts the cup that I hold out to him, and we drink in silence. Sneaking glances at each other which are followed by tiny smiles when we are caught. His sharp features and hair glow in the lighting. He truly is a marvellous sight to stare at. But I fear the feelings I hold for him are sometimes overshadowed by the trauma I went through, I still love him, I am just more cautious, I guess. Unknowingly my left hand gently brushes over the scar next to my navel. Poppy tried her best to have the scar disappear, but I didn’t want her to overexert herself. 

“Thank you, Lori, this was rather refreshing,” he breaks the deafening silence between us. 

“I am glad you liked it. Will you visit again tomorrow?” 

“For you,  always,” his broad  smile makes  my heart 

skip a beat and I forget for a moment how to breathe. I never noticed the tiny tips of his canines that almost resembled fangs. I find myself completely out of words and just smile awkwardly back. My cheeks redden and my eyes widen from fluster. 

“Would you mind letting me out? I will be late for my patrol,” his laughter is clearly audible. 

“Y-yes.” I jump to attention and swing the door open so quickly that a loud thud reverberates through the commons after the door viciously strikes the wall. As my whole body went stiff and I can feel my temperature rising reddening my face. I just stand there mortified. He casually strolls past me with a smile forming on the left side. 

“Until later.” With that, he bows and leaves.
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As I am about to close the door shaken with embarrassment a man approaches Kael handing him a letter. Afterwards, he scans through the area. The man spots me and heads towards me. I glance back at Kael who seems to be reading his note and his whole body goes rigid. I hear him call one of the city guards over towards him to relay a message before he turns on his heel heading to me as well. 

Once the man reaches my doorstep, he looks at me. 

“Are you the mage Lori?” he enquires. 

He looks like every other man in this city. Dark hair, tanned skin and all rough around the edges. Perhaps it’s one of the people helping to finalise the rebuilding of the city? 

“Yes, indeed I am,” I reply. At this, he holds out a neatly folded piece of paper which I gently take, and he takes his leave. 

I flip it open and read the note. 

Dear Lori, I hope this finds you well. One of our spies has intercepted new information regarding the moving of slaves near the slaver port. Regards Poppy. 

As my eyes lift from the last word, I find myself staring at the light blue eyes of Kael. His thick white lashes shade that icy blue gaze... and I find myself hypnotised. 

“There is not a second to waste,” the deep voice warms my body as I stand there. “I have sent word to Cole to meet us at the church.” As his eyes leave mine, I find myself free from his grasp. I take a moment to breathe. 

“Y-yes, we should send word to Azcathel.” I blink a few times to ensure that the spell has indeed been broken. “Wait a minute, you want Cole to meet us at the church? Cole? The bastard that almost had me KILLED?” I feel rage fill my body. 

“You know he has apologised for that a million times,” Kael scolds. 

“Not good enough!” I pout. 

As the deafening quiet sets in we walk side by side down the winding pathways until we find the church. Cole meets up with us halfway and the three of us walk in silence. After Cole’s arrival, I fell into the back and kept my distance from the sheathed swords hanging down their spines. 

I also try not setting him on fire. 

Poppy and Edmund are standing near the large stone steps leading up to the church doors and Azcathel is casually seated on one of them. I guess my brother has informed Az as he was forced to reside in the forest after the people of Orithel found out that I nearly died because of their selfish incompetence. 

The citizens, although now terrified of mages, allowed me to reside in the city as I actually came to save them. The fact that Edmund closely resembled Luke only added more fuel to their fears. 

Once we are all together, I guess the majority of us glance down at Poppy.

“I am glad you all arrived so hastily.” Her smile is sincere. “Come, let’s discuss it in private.” She gestures to the church, and we all fall in behind her while we follow her into one of the private rooms. 

There are a lot fewer cots around and some more people have arrived to assist Poppy throughout the incident. The few sisters and nurses all smile and give a quick courtesy towards us as we follow her towards the back. 

Entering the rather small room that has been furnished with a few chairs and a single table, Poppy closes the door and sits on one of the chairs near the large, stained window that overlooks the rear of the city. She makes herself comfortable before she finally speaks. 

“Our spies have confirmed that there has been talk at Shadowport about moving special cargo in three days.” She looks at each of us, studying our expressions and body language. “Our sources are convinced that whoever took Timothy took the other children as well. They are convinced that the children will be sold into slavery.” 

“Why children?” Azcathel’s voice is low, and his features are riddled with concern. 

“Children are easier to bully into working, they are expensive to buy and cheap to uphold,” Kaelthazar’s voice is thick with fury. 

“I guess you have experience with this?” Edmund speaks up this time. 

We learned this past year that Kaelthazar is extremely observant and has been a key factor in rooting out Orville’s spies. Kael just gave him a look of confirmation. 

“What should we be expecting?” Azcathel stands up from his seat and heads towards the window where he stares at the bustling city. 

“A lot of guards. Slavers do not give up on their slaves easily and will fight to the death,” Kaelthazar’s face darkens. 

“Perfect.” Azcathel’s voice is filled with venom. 

“We should get to Shadow Port rather quickly. Or we might lose this  opportunity,”  Poppy  shifts  in  her  chair, 

clearly uncomfortable with the trials we will be facing. 

“Agreed,” Edmund also shifts in his seat. 

I stand up. “We have no time to waste. The sooner we get there the sooner we can figure out where the children are being held and whether Timothy is with them.” I shudder to think what they will do to children who try to fight back and defend themselves. 

“I will speak to Tahlia; she is our best bet to lead the children to safety and to keep them safe,” Azcathel says. 

“What about Rohdan, he can’t come with us. Can he?” I stare at Az; Ro is still small, and we cannot risk him getting captured. 

“Rohdan will be safe at home. He is more responsible now and should not be trailing after us,” Azcathel replies.

I can tell that he tried convincing himself of that. Rohdan however is still a wild card. 

“If he decides to follow?” Kaelthazar speaks up this time. 

“Then he sticks with Tahlia and helps with the children. I will not allow my child to fight,” Az snaps back. 

“Works for me.” Edmund stands up heading towards the door to open it. “We should get a move on, and quickly, I would prefer not to lose the little daylight that we have left.” 

“Agreed,” Azcathel and Kaelthazar speak in unison.

At that, we all take our leave. 
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From the church, I head back towards my little hovel. I need to collect some snacks for the road even though I am convinced that Tahlia will be packing quite the meal for our travels. 

She is constantly in the kitchen preparing some sort of yummy meal. She loves to prepare food; besides, she makes the most delicious things I have ever tasted. Her meat pies contain a variety of meats from the wildlife Az hunts which has been mixed with the tastiest of herbs and vegetables that grow in the garden Ro tends to. They are also constantly changing the herbs and vegetables according to the various seasons. 

Her stews are hearty, and you can smell them from far away. When I manage to bring some freshly baked bread from the city, she likes to make a thick vegetable soup that compliments the hot bread ever so nicely. 

I also pack some fresh clothes. I do not know whether mine will be damaged by magic or if we come across a child who might need it. After my whole standing in the village fire incident, I find myself travelling with a few extras. You know just in case I once again find myself standing in random fires. 

I double-check to see if I have everything in my satchel and head outside. After spotting Kaelthazar patiently waiting for me near my doorway I smile broadly. He really has changed after my deathly experience, and I think Azcathel has him sleeping on my doorstep at this point. 

Azcathel did not take at all well to me dying a year ago, and between Cole and Kaelthazar I never find myself alone. Though I prefer Kael sleeping on my doorstep a lot more than Cole darkening it. As much as I appreciate the hovering, I would like a little privacy here and there. 

I head over to him quickly. “Are you okay? You never speak about your past, but I know the kidnapping of children hits home.” 

“You are very observant you know,” his smile is faint. 

“Well, I did overhear it in the church, and you have been rather invested in finding Timothy,” I confirm. 

“That is true, no one should live what I have been through.” And with that, he cut the conversation. I know better than to poke at a touchy subject. 

“We should hurry and get to Azcathel,” I start walking. 

“I bet you, Rohdan will be joining us,” he smirks.

“Oh, I don’t have to bet you anything, I already know.” My body shakes with laughter knowing that Az probably knows this best of all.

“Do you think Edmund will be joining us?” I ask fearing the answer.

“Yes, I do believe he will,” Kael responds. “I suppose you would rather him stay at his camp?” 

“Indeed, but life isn’t fair.” I sigh. “I will just have to suffer through it.” 

“You know they care deeply for you.” 

I give him a frustrated look. “Only because I didn’t die, like they had planned.” 

“You know that is not the truth.” He seems surprised at my comment.

“It sure feels that way.” I pick up the pace, hoping that we will drop the subject I have started.
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Running on all fours I find myself back at home quickly. 

“Tahlia!” I roar loudly. Rohdan sticks his little head out of one of the windows and grins broadly. Soon after she appears in the doorway holding a large bowl and a wooden spoon. I catch her preparing lunch or dinner, heck for all I know a snack. The female loves to cook. 

“What is it?” 

“We will be heading out soon my dear.” 

“We? What do you mean we?” I quickly head through the door and gestured rather broadly for them to sit down. My excitement can barely be contained. “We received news.” 

“That I already know. Edmund came to fetch you earlier remember.” She just looks at me, her head cocking to the left. 

“We think we found them.” 

“That is good news, so you will be heading out soon. I will pack you some of the meat pie I prepared earlier.” 

As she is about to stand from her seat I blurt out. “You will be coming with me.” 

“I will be what now?” her eyes lock onto mine completely bewildered. The bowl slips from her hands and falls onto the table. Rohdan jumped to save the contents and stared at me lying on the table. 

“You are the best person to lead those children out of harm’s way and to keep them safe,” I explain. 

“And Ro? What about him?” 

“He gets to stay here.” His face is priceless. Rohdan is just about to toss one of his tantrums before I add, “If Ro does come with, he will be staying with you. I will not allow him to fight with us.” We both stare at Rohdan hoping that he understands the danger he would be finding himself in. 

“Ro, you need to understand that there will be weapons and magic. I do not want you to get yourself killed,” my voice is stern. He nods in response. 

“Guess I will be packing the whole pie then and this one I will place in the stone oven to slowly cook while we wait. I will not let my food go to waste.” 

“Sorry, Tilly.” 

“Do not apologise Az. Saving those children is the right thing to do,” she smiles at me and starts preparing the pie. 

“We will wait for them here.” Tahlia just smiles at me. 

Rohdan and I go outside to practice our sparring. He needs to be in tip-top shape for his first adventure.
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“Milly, will you be okay looking after the church and the last few injured on your own?” I ask worriedly. 

“I will be fine, Poppy; they are almost completely healed thanks to you, and I do have divine magic myself if something bad does happen,” she replies reassuringly. 

Milly has dark grey eyes and warm blonde hair. She arrived a few months ago asking to help. I give her a sincere smile and take my leave. Meeting up with Edmund outside. 

“We should head towards Azcathel’s place, Lori and Kaelthazar will meet us there,” Edmund holds out a hand to help me navigate the stairs. With the rebuild, the people didn’t really consider my short stack of a body in their designs. 

“Thank you, Edmund.” 

“Always a pleasure, Poppy,” he smiles broadly. Edmund has been trying to be quite the help around the city to gain people's trust at their own pace and he is a rather refreshing change from Luke. I just wish that Lori wouldn’t be so cold towards him. 

As we pass by The Cattery I find it rather hilarious that they are still mourning Luke as they bawl rather openly after spotting Edmund. 

“Do you think Lori will ever recover from what happened to her?” Edmund asks. 

“She should eventually. Kaelthazar is trying really hard to get her comfortable around swords again and she has stopped wincing at the mere sight of them the last few months,” I confirm. 

“Do you think she will ever stop hating me?” he asks morbidly.

“Perhaps, though you need to remember, it was your absence, and refusal to actually warn the girl, that got her killed.” The sad part is, they knew of Geoffrey’s plans and instead of doing something about it, they decided to just leave it be and hope for the best.

In silence, we slowly make our way towards Azcathel’s home.
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Chapter 3––––––––Edenbright
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hen will these nightmares end? I sigh deeply. My past hasn’t plagued me for a long time, well until recently it seems. “Fuck you, Mother, may you rot in your own personal hell,” I curse to the heavens.

As I walk around the kingdom once more, I find that it feels even more abandoned than what it was yesterday. The wind howling eerily with the creaking of the signage, not to mention the variety of doors hanging on their hinges really manages to put me on edge. 

There are no guards nearby either, which can be problematic for me if all this quiet is in fact an ambush. Those slum dregs did a really good job at destroying the majority of the lower and mage rings. 

Luckily as I reside there the castle is mostly completely repaired on the outside and the noble’s ring has been restored as best as possible to its former glory. There are still a few homes that are beyond repair. Only a miracle would fix that. 

If only Lori’s father Andrew was still alive. He would be able to restore this city to its once-former glory. Not to mention that the repairs would have gone faster if the damn dregs didn’t run away after all their destruction and looting. If only they stayed behind to clean up their kingdom. Though I suspect that if I had been treated like some lowly worm wriggling in the dirt, not even getting a sideways glance, I would have run as well.

There are also a few of them who seem to be mourning the deaths of that pathetic excuse of a royal family. Others ran away after it became known that Edmund escaped from the dungeon, either searching for the bastard or fearing his return. 

My few guardsmen that stayed have been helping me in restoring the city. My only regret is not forcing Cole back onto the ship with me. It still boggles my mind why he decided to stay behind in Orithel. 

“Lord, a ship captain has agreed to meet with you.” Ben is beaming from excitement and can barely stand still. As much as I hate this loyal daft bastard, I am rather thankful that he came, even if it is just to settle my nerves. 

“That is good news, I will head to the harbour immediately.” I give him a quick nod to let him take his leave, even though I wish he would hang around. 

With this ship in the harbour things actually look up for the first time in seasons. Perhaps the gods are in my favour once more. 

I swiftly gain new pep in my step as I bounce all the way down to the shabby port to meet with this captain who called on me. I do hope he will be able to rally some slaves or workers to assist in rebuilding.
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Getting to the harbour area I look around to see if I can spot someone vaguely resembling a ship’s captain. I turn and glance around every corner, nook, and cranny to find this person. The sun settles overhead, and to my frustration, the glinting ocean manages to flash my eyes more often than I would like. 

Ships bob up and down in the water and the salty mist clings to my skin. I didn’t wear my armour today as I originally planned to take on some more manual labour, and basically between the abandoned city and getting down and dirty in handiwork is not really something I wish to be doing in a heavy metal suit, not to mention that it feels rather refreshing to have just been in a basic cotton shirt with some breeches and my worn boots. 

With my stomach growling and my patience dwindling on a thread I fail to notice that I am being watched. 

“Are you Lord Worthly?” A young male appears behind me. 

I swing around and look at the young lad. He is definitely in his early teens, and I can see a hint of stubble appearing around his upper lip. The lad looks up at me with those warm brown eyes. 

“I am, why are you asking?” I enquire. 

“My ship captain has asked me to collect you as he wishes to meet with you on board his ship,” his voice struggling to find the balance between each crack. I find it rather cute that he is trying to sound manly and failing
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