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	One

	Rhian

	 

	I felt them pass. 

	Queen Dara must have sensed it also, though I’m not sure how, which is why she’s summoned me to Otarid using the seer’s coin I gifted her years ago. I’ve only given out two of them, one being to an older Dewin woman long before she met with Honora just outside of the marketplace by Strygon, and the other to Dara. I’m very particular about who I entrust with my coins. I only have a few, and don’t simply hand them out for a quick romp like many of the others in my profession. I take being a mystic very seriously, which is probably why I don’t have many acquaintances either. Not to be bogged down by unnecessary people makes hiding and traveling a lot easier. 

	My boots crunch on the freshly fallen snow lining the edges of the valley Otarid rests in atop the Kunlun Mountains. Abisai is standing by his hut, clearly expecting me.

	“I didn’t know mystics had powers.” We make our way toward the castle, him remarking on my sudden appearance.

	“They’re few, but I’m thankfully blessed with being able to vanish. It makes life much simpler. How long ago did they leave?”

	“They’ve only been gone a few hours.”

	“When did Dara know something was wrong?”

	“She didn’t. It was Baako who alerted Krawen. She began wailing, which sent all the dragons into a fit. He’s been busy working on settling them down, but it’s not going very well.”

	“Then take me there first,” I comment. “My tiger’s eye will help him.”

	Abisai changes our course, and we begin heading through the town and toward the northern edge of the valley. I keep a tiger’s eye stone around my neck at all times. It not only heals me when I’m injured, but it can also calm dark magic creatures, allowing me to get close enough to them to assist in easing their delicate minds. It’s a rare gift I have, and as far as I know I’m the only seer with this ability. Mystics can have many of the same powers, but there are a few of us with unique talents granted to us by Dermont the Wise when he was settling the seventh realm, now referred to as Reynes. I inherited my ability from both my parents, which is common among our kind.

	Krawen is standing outside Baako’s nest nursing a laceration on his hand when we approach. Her cries fill the large space, causing almost violent reverberations. Abisai takes the old man aside to have a look at his injury.

	“I’ve never seen her this riled up before.” The dragon master grimaces from the pain. “She’s throwing one hell of a fit. Nearly took off my hand.”

	“She knows the protectors are dead,” I comment.

	“What?” Abisai asks, startled by the news. “When did this happen?”

	“Perhaps an hour or so ago. I’m assuming that’s why Baako is in the state she is. She knows her queen is in danger.”

	Abisai works on mending Krawen’s hand. “How could they have died?”

	“I don’t know. I’ll have to find them to discover what happened. Do you know where they were going when they left?”

	“Dara mentioned Kitezh, so I would assume that’s where they went,” Abisai responds.

	“Here, let me do that.” After taking off my tiger’s eye, I apply it to Krawen’s wound, healing it. “I’ll calm the dragon for you.”

	I slip the chain with the stone back around my neck and head into the nest before either can stop me. I know dragons are deadly, but these ones are powerless and flightless so I’m not too afraid. I’ve dealt with far worse creatures before. Mainly horny men who don’t know the meaning of the word ‘no’.

	Baako hisses when she sees me, so I stay out of reach until the tiger’s eye takes effect, which isn’t too long of a wait. The giant beast rests her head on the ground, moaning in despair. Cautiously making my way toward her, I hold out my hand like I would for any animal I’m first encountering. She allows me to touch her along the side of her head. I carefully stroke her colorful scales while the feathers on the top bend down, annoyingly hitting my face.

	“That’s a good girl,” I say softly, trying not to startle her. “Show me what happened.”

	Placing my left hand against the other side of her head, I move myself just above her massive jaws. One false step and I’m her lunch. I close my eyes because staring into hers will only make matters worse. I sense her pain and anguish as she shows me Caster and Lycus succumbing to injuries inflicted by a lance and a halberd—their bodies tossed into a body of water while Honora screams beside her captor. I’d know those deep blue eyes anywhere even if the face isn’t the same.

	“It’ll be all right, Baako,” I whisper. “She’ll return. You need to rest now, as your fight has yet to begin.”

	I open my eyes as a soft purring escapes the dragon’s mouth. She’s asleep like I instructed. The noise from the other caves quiets down to a peaceful calm. I step out to rejoin Abisai and Krawen, who are both looking at me bewildered.

	“I need to see Dara.”

	Krawen stays at his hut while the Vagter leader takes me to the rear entrance of the castle. I hate this particular building because of how precariously it sits over a gap in the mountains. The bulk of the structure is on solid ground, but it still doesn’t appease my uneasiness. We take the staircase up to the second floor, then along a darkened hallway where Lady Ecrin, looking hefty as usual, is standing by a door, holding it open.

	“She’s been anxiously waiting for you,” the contemptuous woman snaps.

	“I had to see the dragon first.” I ignore her tone.

	Dara is propped up in bed, looking old and worn. I’m not sure how much more her body can take with the induction of dragon’s blood to sustain her life. She’s going to give out eventually, much to Lady Ecrin’s dismay. But that’s what happens when you don’t properly prepare anyone to assume control over dragons. It’s the same for Krawen, though he doesn’t show it as much as Dara.

	“What did she tell you?” the queen asks, patting the bed for me to sit beside her.

	“Caster and Lycus are gone. There isn’t much that can be done for them now.”

	“Nonsense,” Dara grouses. “They’re in Kitezh, correct?”

	“Yes. Resting at the bottom of Lake Dermont, with weapons deeply impaled in their bodies.”

	“They each have a horsam crystal infused with dark magic dangling from their necks, so I assure you they’re quite alive.”

	“I’m sorry, my dear, but I only saw shattered ones. Whatever magic was once inside is no longer there. The protectors are dead. Honora will have to find new ones if she’s to free herself from Macarius.”

	“I don’t believe that,” Dara utters, fuming. “There has to be a way to bring these men back for her.”

	“Why are you so adamant about it being Caster and Lycus?” Lady Ecrin asks, standing at the foot of the bed.

	“Because Honora chose them specifically. I’ll do anything to make sure my queen has what she needs and wants.”

	“She can pick other ones, Dara,” I say. “There are plenty for her to select from.”

	“No!” the old woman shouts as loud as she can, her voice cracking from age. “It must be these two—no one else.”

	“There isn’t a way to bring the dead back to life without Honora. And we have no idea where she is.”

	The queen glares at Lady Ecrin. “She’s in Toorkuns. That’s where Evander would’ve taken her if Caster and Lycus are indeed dead.”

	“Then the gate should be open,” Abisai states from his position in the doorway. “The dragons don’t have any of their abilities, so they have to be somewhere else.”

	“Ecrin, fetch me the Regnum Parable,” Dara orders.

	“Yes, Your Grace.”

	“And the Dhorcha while you’re at it,” she bellows as best she can.

	It takes the woman several minutes to return with both books. One is extremely thick and heavy, while the other is small and thin. Lady Ecrin sets the parable down beside me so Dara can flip through its worn pages, stopping when she comes upon the one describing the lost kingdom.

	“Here, read this.” She taps on a paragraph toward the center of the page.

	“Towenaar Gate divides the realm now known as Reynes from the other worlds beyond the lost Kingdom of Toorkuns,” I say out loud. “Its closure was imperative for the salvation of all life, both mortal and those consisting of light and gray magic, from utter extinction. Like all gates that reside inside of Toorkuns, Towenaar requires specially crafted keys, or in this case medallions, to control the passageway to and from the lost kingdom. No one must seek out this gate or its keys, as such an undertaking will unleash a devil unlike no one has seen in centuries.” I stare at the paragraph again before glancing up at Dara. “Am I missing something?”

	She laments loudly, obviously frustrated. “Yes, this line right here: ‘to control the passageway to and from the lost kingdom’. Don’t you see? The gate has two locks.”

	Lady Ecrin angles her head to look at the page. “That’s an awfully big assumption, given the wording.”

	“I know for a fact Evander was collecting the medallions, as was Honora,” Dara declares, becoming irritated. “They knew they needed both sets for the gate, so perhaps only one side was used. It would explain where my queen is and why her dragons are still powerless. The other side of the gate remains closed.”

	“Let’s just say it’s a distinct possibility.” Abisai tries to amuse the old woman. “That still doesn’t help in reviving Caster and Lycus.”

	“That’s what this is for.” The queen takes hold of the small, red-velvet-covered book. “The Dhorcha has incantations and remedies for instances like this. I’m sure this is what was used to infuse the dark magic into those crystals.” Hastily flipping through the pages, she skims over them as quickly as she can, knowing each passing minute is less time we have to recover the protectors. “Here.” Dara shoves the book into my hands.

	I read the brief paragraph over very carefully, then grimace. “They need to eat a dragon’s eye?” I state, trying not to retch at the thought.

	“You’ll need to mash the eye so it can slide down their throats, because they won’t be able to chew it. It’ll restore them to Raganas, though there might be some scarring on their bodies, depending on the damage the weapons inflicted.”

	“And you’re sure this will bring them back?” I ask, skeptical by the idea.

	“Yes, I’m sure. I know this because farther down in this same paragraph it details how to keep someone alive beyond their years by using dragon’s blood.” Her gaze darts toward Lady Ecrin, who doesn’t shy away from the stare. “They’ll only need to eat one eye one time, and we have plenty to spare.”

	I slip the Dhorcha into the rucksack that’s across my shoulders. “Are these two worth the effort?”

	“Yes,” Abisai responds before Dara can. “I know Caster is a man worth saving. I don’t know much about Lycus, but I’m sure he’s worth it if Honora selected him.”

	“Have Krawen extract the eyes from two of the newly born dragons.” Dara addresses her comment to Abisai. “It’s better if they’re fresher and from a younger creature.”

	I scowl at the thought, then depart with him to return to Krawen’s hut. He’s put out by the request since these are Baako’s children he’ll be maiming. I stay away from the pen the young dragons are nesting in while Abisai goes to assist in removing one eye from two of the infants. I have to cover my ears as their screams fill the air, echoed by Baako and several other dragons. Krawen places the eyeballs into a pouch while Abisai throws up a few feet away. I snatch a stone mortar and pestle from a table in his hut, shoving them into my rucksack before vanishing.

	The devastation of Kitezh isn’t what I was expecting. Flies swarm decomposing bodies that have either been crushed under falling blocks or burnt beyond recognition. I come across areas where whole bodies were torn to pieces, but I don’t know how that could’ve been possible. My initial instinct is to run, to put as much distance between myself and this horrid place, but I can’t and it pains me. I’m only doing this because Dara is the one who requested it. 

	The Shadows and Macarius aren’t my fight, especially one I don’t want to get dragged in to. I’ll help with the protectors, but nothing more. Honora isn’t my queen, this isn’t my land, and I want nothing to do with any of them. I’d prefer to travel the realm and lead a somewhat normal life… at least that’s the lie I tell myself to keep safe from all this mess.

	Finding the spot where a fierce fight took place—as the ground is saturated in blood and a hunting knife lays discarded—I set my things down, which includes my rucksack and weapons belt, before peering over the edge of the rampart. A strange red smoke swirls below the water, illuminating numerous figures in ghostly silhouettes. I count at least twenty submerged in this particular area, but there could be more elsewhere along the kingdom’s base around the island. One shape moves slowly, slithering between the bodies before disappearing around a bend in the island.

	“What the hell?” I utter in disbelief.

	I’m aware a mythical creature was known to have lived in these waters once, but it would’ve died long ago, as there isn’t any vegetation in the lake to sustain any sort of life. The shadow reemerges, this time skimming the surface, exposing tall horns curving out from the top of its head. The scales are colorful, reflecting the sun’s light deep into the water where the red smoke doesn’t touch, and that’s when I spot two forms out of place from the rest. This has to be the protectors, and the only way to get to them is by jumping into the cold, unforgiving water where a monster lives. I step to the top of the rampart where it’s lowest and wait for the creature to bend around the island again before diving.

	The water stuns me, but only briefly. I swim down toward the pair, hoping I can hold my breath long enough to at least free one of them. The first one I come upon is an older man with medium-length black hair. A lance has penetrated his left eye, sticking out the back of his skull. I glance over at the young man beside him, whose long, red hair drifts in the water almost like blood. He has a halberd buried deep in his chest and I doubt I’ll be able to remove it. I find myself running out of air, so I swim to the surface to take a deep breath before diving back down.

	The afanc slithers into view below, startling me, causing me to inhale water. As I move for the surface again, I feel something tug my leg. I glance down noticing the older man has a hold of my ankle, his head moving to look up at me. I scream, which causes me to swallow more water, and begin to choke. My muscles seize as my eyes roll back into my head, but this only lasts a moment. Once I’m able to open my eyes, I’m face-to-face with the older man, but I’ve not drowned like I was expecting. His one eye stares at me puzzled, so I place my hands on the side of his head and tell him in his mind with the aid of my tiger’s eye that I’m there to help.

	He releases me just as the young man takes notice and begins frantically tugging at the weapon in his chest, but it’s not budging. I hold up my hand, signaling I’ll be right back, then vanish to the surface where I first took the plunge. Coughing water from my lungs, I search for the pouch with the dragons’ eyes. When I find it, I grip it tightly before going back into the water. The young man is still working on freeing himself as I swim toward him, opening the pouch to remove an eye. I gesture that he needs to eat it, which causes him to panic even more.

	“It’ll help you survive,” I say with ease, which surprises me.

	“Not… th-that,” the young man stammers. “That.” He points behind me. 

	When I turn the afanc is only inches away, baring his sharp teeth. Out of fright, I drop the pouch along with the eyeball. The creature catches sight of the tiger’s eye around my neck, then slowly closes his mouth. While I use my legs to tread water, I carefully reach out with my hands, placing them on either side of the creature’s head.

	“These are the Shadows’ protectors,” I say in his mind. “Help them.”

	The creature uses his snout to shove me out of the way as he opens his mouth, his long, rough tongue wrapping around the lance, yanking it free from the older man’s body. I’m shocked when his wounds heal, with the exception of his left eye. He slowly rises to the surface as the creature works on removing the halberd from the other one. The young man is freed and begins to heal while he, too, surfaces. I dive down to retrieve the pouch and eyeball before following him, then envision myself by the rampart. I collapse while I cough up water, the two men now beside me doing the same. It appears the younger one had to assist the older, as his arm is around the man’s waist, holding on to him tightly.

	“Who…who are you?” the young man asks, resting on his knees. He’s ridding his lungs of the horrid water while breathing heavily as the wound in his chest closes, though poorly, leaving a long, thick scar.

	“My name’s Rhian.” My chest burns as I speak since I’m winded from the excursion. “I’m a seer. Queen Dara sent me. How is it possible the two of you are still alive?”

	“I-I… don’t… kn-know,” the older man answers, stammering, but I don’t think it’s from being tired. His head is oddly misshapen, with jagged pieces of skull sticking out, exposing a bit of his brain. It doesn’t appear to be healing. 

	“You’re a seer? We’ve had our fill of seers.”

	“I’m not like the others.”

	“Sure… y-you’re… not,” the older man utters, having a difficult time finding his words. “Ly… cus…, h-help… me s-sit… up.” 

	The young man grasps the other one’s arm, pulling him into a sitting position. 

	“How did you know we were down there?” Lycus asks, still working on catching his breath.

	“Honora’s dragon told me.”

	Caster seems to be trying to form words, as if wanting to ask a question, but it’s proving difficult.

	I hold the dragon’s eye toward him. “Here, you need to eat this.”

	“You’ve got to be joking.” Lycus’ face falls.

	“I’m afraid not.” I reach into my rucksack for the mortar and pestle. “You can either eat it whole, or mash it up and swallow it like an oyster.”

	“What… the h-hell… for?”

	I remove the Dhorcha, handing it to Lycus—since I doubt Caster can read the words—with the specific page open stating exactly why they need to eat the eye.

	“Shit,” the young man grouses.

	He takes the eyeball, then I hand him the mortar and pestle to grind it up. As he works on swallowing the lumpy bits of flesh, muscle, and veins rolling around in his mouth, he mashes up the other eye for Caster, as it’s clear he can’t do it himself. I hold Caster’s head still while Lycus forces the ground-up organ into the older man’s mouth. Both gag for several minutes before enough time passes that it’s clear they’re not going to throw it up. Already their color is growing stronger. Caster’s skull is returning to a normal shape along with the bones and flesh mending, and only a faint scar remains across Lycus’ chest as the lone indication something tragic happened to him. It looks to have been successful, until I notice Caster’s left eye is still missing.

	“I guess it can’t fix everything,” I grumble, while I clean the mortar and pestle before putting them back in my rucksack.

	“Why am I only seeing half of the world?” Caster asks, his voice now solid and strong.

	“Because, old man, you’re missing an eye,” Lycus teases.

	“Maybe I’ll just borrow one of yours.” He turns his attention toward me. “How did Dara know we were in trouble?”

	I tell them what Baako showed me, how she sensed the loss of Honora, and how I wound up in Kitezh.

	“She’s gone?” Lycus asks, panicking. “We have to get her.”

	I collect my things. “You both need rest.”

	“No, we need to get Ore.” Caster spots the hunting knife caked in blood. “Shit.”

	“I hope that’s Evander’s blood on the blade.”

	Caster twists the grip, then shakes out several medallions. Releasing a big sigh, he secures them back into the handle, shoving the weapon into his waistband. “At least he didn’t get these.”

	“Yes, but if they’re in Toorkuns, Ore is now trapped with him. We have to head for the gate.”

	“How?” I ask, annoyed by their outbursts. “The two of you are too weak to go anywhere at the moment, and I didn’t risk my life just so you could die again from sheer stubbornness.” Rolling my eyes out of frustration, I take back the Dhorcha. “Well, it was nice to meet you, and now I’ll be on my way.”

	“What? Why?” Lycus grabs my arm as I go to secure my weapons belt around my waist.

	“Because I’m no longer needed. I did what I came here to do and now I’ll be leaving.”

	The ground quakes violently, knocking us off our feet. The island roils as we try to stand. We have to crawl over to the rampart to see what’s happening below. The red smoke that was simply swirling along the bottom has expanded, seizing the water, rocking it back and forth like a hammer.

	“What’s that?” I ask, pointing to the smoke.

	“Our last horsam crystal,” Lycus replies. “Ore must have thrown it into the lake before Evan took her.”

	“That’s probably what kept us alive. I wonder why it’s behaving this way.”

	“Give me the book,” Lycus demands. After I hand it to him, he turns the pages until he reaches the one which gives details how to infuse dark magic into a horsam crystal. He squints, then flips the book upside down. “Goddamn it!”

	“What is it?” I have to yell to be heard over the increasing roar as structures that were merely damaged begin to topple.

	“There’s a note at the bottom of the page stating the crystals aren’t actually meant to contain dark magic. They’ll turn extremely volatile if they become compromised with it.”

	“What does it say about eating a dragon’s eye?” Caster asks, taking the book. When he reaches the page, it doesn’t contain any type of hidden message. “It’s blank.”

	“Hopefully that’s a good sign.”

	The shaking stops and an uneasy calm settles over everything. As I’m placing the book back into my rucksack, I pick up subtle sounds of scraping rising from below. I carefully lean over the rampart to see what might be the cause. The decaying face of a woman isn’t what I’m expecting. She leaps over the stone, knocking me to the ground as more reanimated bodies fling themselves over the wall. I unsheathe my dirks and slash at her while she grabs my legs, digging her sharp nails into my flesh. I manage to kick her off, then ram my weapon into what remains of her chest. She stops moving, but I don’t know how long she’ll remain that way.

	Lycus and Caster both hold longswords that were scattered about when I arrived, striking at anything trying to reach for them. Digging into my rucksack, I remove the pouch of quartz I keep on hand. As I’m reaching in to take one, a body falls out of the tree I’m standing near, knocking me to the ground. I hit the man in the face, his rotting flesh smearing on my hands. His fingers stretch for my throat, gouging deep into my skin. I scream from the pain, which alerts Lycus. He runs his sword through the man, then uses the blade to lift him up, tossing him aside. I grab the crystal I’d dropped, fill it with heat, and throw it at an approaching mob. The explosion isn’t as immense as I want it to be, but it does enough damage.

	“Burn them, Lycus!” Caster shouts.

	While he works on heating the air around the bodies, I fill several more quartz, dropping them into the water as additional corpses rise from its depths. When the stones ignite, they mix with the dark magic already in the lake from the horsam crystal, causing a massive explosion which begins ripping the island apart. Lycus grabs my arm, moving us to the coast, with Caster joining us a few seconds later. We look back, and slabs of stone and granite are sliding into the water, dragging the corpses with them and causing huge waves to form, which crest out toward the shore. We have to step back a few feet to avoid getting wet. I spot the afanc lashing out at those still trying to climb onto what little remains of the island. It doesn’t take long for the rest of the kingdom to sink below the surface, disappearing from existence. The smoke dissipates and the water returns to its normal calm, while those who had risen from their graves retreat to them.

	Feeling gross and sticky, I glance down, noticing blood trickling along the front of my shirt. When I reach up to feel the wound, I find my tiger’s eye missing.

	“Shit,” I grumble, frantically looking around for it.

	Caster gives me an odd look. “What?”

	“The stone I need is gone. It’s a tiger’s eye I keep around my neck. It allows me to heal and converse with dark creatures.” I plop myself onto the ground, angered by the loss.

	“I think that corpse ripped it off when he slashed your throat,” Lycus comments, which does little to comfort me.

	Caster kneels beside me, and as he goes to place his hand on my neck, I shove a dirk close to his face.

	“Don’t touch me,” I say through clenched teeth.

	“I’m only trying to heal you. Unless you’d prefer to keep bleeding, then by all means I’ll leave you alone.”

	I study him carefully before lowering my weapon, allowing him to put his hand on my wound. Within a few seconds it’s healed, along with the scratches I received from our escape and those around my ankles. After sheathing my dirks, I place the pouch of quartz back into my rucksack.

	“How did you do that?” Lycus points to my bag. “I didn’t think seers had their powers.”

	“Some do, but not all. Fae did, but Yeva didn’t. My parents were very careful in preserving their abilities when they passed them down to me. I conserve them when I can because of the gate being sealed.”

	“How many more of your kind are out there?” Caster gestures with his sword to the land south of us.

	“Five, including me now that Fae and Yeva are dead.”

	“What else can you do?” Lycus asks.

	“That’s pretty much it. I can vanish, and create bombs with quartz by heating up dark magic and impregnating them with it, but it drains me of my abilities. I should be fine as long as I don’t have to create any more explosives.”

	Caster sticks his hand out to help me to my feet. “You’re more than welcome to come along with us.”

	“And without your stone you’re prone to injury, which we can help prevent or heal,” Lycus adds, smiling. “It looks like you’re going to be stuck with us for a while.” 

	“Great,” I groan. “Where are we going?”

	“We need horses and supplies. The closest area to gather those is the Kingdom of Pelheim,” Caster suggests.

	“Why go there? We’ve got the medallions. Let’s just head to the gate and get Ore,” Lycus counters.

	“You still need rest, clean clothes, and something to cover your empty eye socket.” I point to the gaping hole in Caster’s face. “There’s no way I’m going to stare at it every day if I’m traveling with you two.”

	“Fine, we’ll go to Otarid,” Caster sighs.

	We vanish and land just inside of the valley, not too far from the Vagter huts. Several guards are out lighting torches as night settles in. Spotting us, they call for Abisai, who emerges from a hut a few down from the one we’re standing in front of. He seems relieved to see us, but turns up his face when he notices Caster.

	“What happened to your eye?”

	“Evander,” the man replies.

	“I’ll have one of my men make you an eyepatch. You three look like you’ve seen better days. Follow me to the castle and we’ll get you fed and cleaned.”

	We make our way over to the bridge spanning the gap in the mountain, leading to the entrance for the castle. I try not to look down as we cross because I hate heights, especially when there’s nothing around me to prevent a fall. Lady Ecrin is standing just inside of the foyer when we enter, and immediately summons the Master of the Household, along with several maids, to tend to us. We’re each shown to a room on the second floor just down the hall from Queen Dara. A hot bath is drawn for me, which feels good on my aching muscles. I don’t get out until my skin prunes, then I dry off and don the clean clothes left for me on the bed. Thankfully it’s nothing frilly, as I hate lace, silk, and the like. The trousers are black while the blouse is green. I slip on my boots, brush my long, blonde hair, then head down to the dining room where the maid mentioned dinner was to be served.

	Queen Dara is the only one in the spacious room when I arrive, so I select a seat close to her. She’s wearing the same nightgown she had on earlier, but with a knitted shawl covering her shoulders. Her fingers are gnarled as they reach for her wine-filled glass and it takes great effort for her to pick it up. She looks a little better than she did earlier, which makes me wonder if Ecrin fed her some dragon’s blood today. I’m not sure how often the nasty woman does it. I just hope it doesn’t have to go on for too much longer.

	Dara pats my hand as it rests on the table. “You did marvelously, my dear.”

	“And all it cost me was my tiger’s eye.”

	“That can easily be replaced.”

	“Only if I get to Toorkuns, as they’re strictly mined in the village of Famyr. That particular stone was an heirloom from when my ancestors first crossed into the seventh realm.”

	“You’ll be in the lost kingdom soon enough. Stick with Lycus and Caster, they’ll get you there.” She nods toward the pair as they enter, freshly scrubbed and in clean clothes.

	They both look dashing, and I find Lycus’ brown eyes alluring, though I’m not sure why. I don’t care for men, never have. However, I feel a pull from him, one I’ve never encountered before, and I find it very unsettling. He sits beside me, and I’m immediately uncomfortable. Caster must sense it, as he looks at Lycus quizzically while taking the chair across from me. Dinner is served just as Abisai joins us, carrying an eyepatch made from brown leather.

	“I’ll need to show you how to fight with only one eye,” the Vagter leader says, taking a seat in one of the rigid, ornate, wooden chairs.

	Caster slips the leather string around his head, then positions the patch before tightening it. “Why?”

	“You don’t honestly think it’s the same as when you have two eyes, do you?”

	Caster appears perplexed. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

	“I’ll show you tomorrow.” Abisai chuckles.

	“Is Lady Ecrin joining us?” I ask, hoping the answer is no.

	“She’s been tasked with other things that need handling at the moment,” Dara answers, sounding very cryptic. “When do you all propose to leave for the gate?”

	“As soon as possible,” Caster replies, after swallowing some wine. “I’m just hoping it doesn’t take us a long time to find it in the Atiran Desert.”

	Dara pushes her food around her plate. “But the gate isn’t in the desert… at least not on this side.”

	“What?” Lycus asks, confused. “Per the Regnum Parable, it’s just on the other side of the Kunlun Mountains.”

	Dara shakes her bony finger in the air. “That’s a false lead. Many before you have followed it and never returned from trying to find the gate. There are plenty of fallacious clues in the book, and not just about Towenaar Gate or Toorkuns.”

	“Where is the gate?” Caster asks, looking nervous.

	“I don’t know.”

	Lycus shoves his plate away. “Shit. Now what do we do? We can’t search the entire realm. That’ll take too long.”

	“I can have some of my men scout the land while you two stay here. It’ll give me time to retrain Caster,” Abisai offers.

	“How do you get off this mountain?” Caster queries.

	“There’s a series of ladders, shafts, and caged lifts we use inside of the mountain. It takes a full day to descend.”

	“What about horses?” Lycus inquires.

	“We house them in the Strygon stables. I’ll send a few groups to search the prairielands, as I sincerely doubt the gate is in one of the kingdoms.”

	We continue eating, with only a few bits of conversation floating around. I find I’m growing weary from the turmoil of the day, so I excuse myself and retire to my bedchamber. After stripping, I get under the covers, then extinguish the lone candle on the nightstand. As I try to drift off to sleep I find myself thinking about Lycus. I shake my head to free it of his image and the perverse thoughts racing through my mind, but it only causes them to increase. The air in the room starts to swelter and the covers become too heavy to keep on, so I toss them off. My fingers graze my hot skin as I begin to sweat, stroking myself in places which haven’t been touched in a while. The tops of my thighs become damp as I whisper his name. It’s almost like he has a hold on me, even though he’s not in the room. I close my eyes and all I see is him, which causes everything to intensify. As the room spins and my muscles tighten, I moan, then bite my tongue so as not to scream when everything culminates.

	I immediately feel ashamed and embarrassed. No man has ever had an effect like that on me before, which causes me to wonder if there’s something else at work here. I don’t know much about Lycus, other than he’s a Ragana and Honora’s protector, so what was he before she changed him? Maybe it has something to do with what just happened. I’ll need to find out before I travel any farther with these two.


Two

	Caster

	 

	I know I should sleep, but I’m afraid to close my eye. It’s not that I’m fearful I won’t wake up. I’m terrified I’ll come face-to-face with Elizabeth like I did after Evander shoved the lance through my skull, killing me. She’s the one who greeted me on the other side before the waters of the lake pulled me back to reality. Her hatred for me was very apparent, and no matter how I tried to reason with her, it just made matters worse. What really got to me was when she admonished me for betraying her, though I didn’t… not really. I apologized over and over for the feelings I have for Honora, but it didn’t matter what I said. Elizabeth was brutal with her words.

	 

	“You betrayed me, Caster,” she berated. “Fawning over Honora behind my back. How can you be in love with her? I gave you everything, and this is how you repay me? By fucking my daughter? If I’d known what your true feelings were for my child, I would’ve slaughtered the both of you years ago before she realized who she truly was. I’d rather Honora be dead than with someone like you.”

	 

	I still can’t accept that Elizabeth would’ve truly hurt Ore if she’d known what was going to transpire. She loved her daughter too much, which was why she always insisted on me doing whatever I could to protect her. I want to believe the Elizabeth I encountered in that desert landscape was purely a manifestation created by my own insecurities, but I know in my heart it wasn’t. I tried to tell her she didn’t really mean the things she was saying, it was only her rage talking, but she continued in her diatribe.

	 

	“I mean every word,” she hissed. “I thought you were different than the others, but I was gravely mistaken. You’re just like the rest of them. You’ll do anything for a good fuck, and the promise of a future which isn’t rightfully yours.”

	 

	I wanted to ask what exactly she meant, but the horsam crystal took effect and I found myself floating near the bottom of Lake Dermont. Now I’ll never know what she was referring to.

	Deciding to forego sleep for the moment, I head down to the solar, which is across from the dining room. I pour myself a drink before sitting in one of the high-backed chairs, and stare out the window as fires burn to help ward off the cold while guards patrol the grounds. I try to reach out to Ore in my mind, but I can’t find her, which solidifies the idea she’s in Toorkuns. Panic wants to take over, but it won’t do me any good. I have to remain level-headed, especially because I know Lycus won’t. With Honora gone, I feel like half of my soul is missing. I’m incomplete without her by my side. Every inch of me aches from her absence, and it’s only going to get worse the longer we’re apart.

	“Can’t sleep?” Lycus asks, startling me.

	“I take it you’re having the same issue,” I reply as he pours himself a drink, then takes a seat across from me.

	“I miss her, Caster. I’ve been trying not to think about the things Evander could possibly be putting her through.”

	“You’ll only make yourself sick if you keep that up.”

	“But I just can’t sit here and do nothing.” He pauses. “I told Abisai I’m going to head out with one of his groups tomorrow. I need to find the gate.”

	“I thought it wasn’t wise for the protectors to separate.” I glower at him. “What if something happens? I’ll have no way of finding you, and where will that leave Honora?” I ask, becoming exasperated. “Look, I know you’re hurting, but as much as we want to go running out there searching, we can’t. Sometimes that’s not always the best thing. Let Abisai’s men do their job. It’ll make ours a lot easier.”

	I grow concerned when he doesn’t respond right away. I can tell he has a lot on his mind, but so do I. We need to go about this logically. We don’t know what other dangers might be out there waiting for us once the gate is completely open, so we need to prepare for those.

	“Did you see anyone when you died?” Lycus inquires several minutes later.

	I tap my fingers on the glass in my hand. “Yes. You?”

	“My mother.” He shifts in his seat, probably uncomfortable with the memory.

	“Did she say anything?”

	He chuckles. “Nothing she hasn’t said to me before. Though she did tell me one thing I wasn’t aware of. The water in the lake isn’t really water, but tears shed from the Shadows centuries ago. It contains some of her powers, which is probably what kept us alive, in addition to the crystal.”

	“That would explain why the sea monster has been able to thrive all these years.”

	“Who did you see?”

	I hang my head and stare into my glass before responding. “Elizabeth.”

	He frowns. “That had to have been awkward.”

	“You have no idea.”

	“How much does she hate you?”

	I let out a sigh. “A lot, apparently. So much so, she’d rather Ore was dead than with me.”

	“She actually said that?” Lycus’ eyes widen in astonishment.

	“And more.”

	“I’m sorry, old man. I never would’ve imagined Elizabeth could be jealous of her own child.”

	I lift my gaze to meet his. “It didn’t sound like she was jealous. More like terrified, or even resentful. Then she made a comment I can’t wrap my head around. She said, ‘You’re just like the rest of them. You’ll do anything for a good fuck, and the promise of a future which isn’t rightfully yours.’ Before I could ask what she meant I was awake in the water.”

	Lycus chortles. “That sounds like something Moyra would’ve said.” He raises an eyebrow. “Maybe there’s more to Elizabeth you don’t know.”

	“Like what? I knew everything there was about her.”

	He rests one leg over the knee of the other before responding. “She was a Ragana, so anything is possible.”

	“No, she was carrying one. She wasn’t one herself.”

	“Are you certain? I would think to create one you’d need to be one.”

	I let his words sink in and they fill me with unease. “But she never did anything unusual.”

	“Not while you were around, anyway. I’m just saying it’s a possibility she was hiding something from you, and lashed out with it because of her anger.”

	My ire rises as I want to defend Elizabeth from Lycus’ accusations, but I’m finding it difficult since I feel there’s a ring of truth behind them. “Maybe.” 

	I study my friend carefully as his gaze moves toward the window. He seems a bit off, but I can’t quite figure out why, so I decide to ask a probing question. 

	“What do you think about Rhian?”

	“She seems nice, but all seers have before turning on us. I’m not thrilled with having another one following us around.”

	“Me neither.”

	I’m disappointed he gave such a bland answer, but the hardship of the day is finally hitting me so I finish my drink and head off to bed. Before settling in for the night, I remove the medallions from the grip of the hunting knife and place them under a pile of clothes in the bottommost drawer of the dresser. I then vanish quickly outside to put in a handful of pebbles to make sure the weight is still noticeable in case Lycus decides to take the weapon when he leaves in the morning, because I’m almost certain he will. After placing the knife on a chair in my bedchamber where all my filthy clothes have been discarded, I then go to sleep.

	 

	I meet everyone in the dining room for breakfast the following morning. Rhian is sitting at the far end of the table, away from everyone else, which I find odd. I take the seat next to Lycus. It’s clear he’s made up his mind about leaving because there’s a packed bag with his longsword sitting by the door.

	“Are you sure you won’t change your mind?” Dara asks, her tone one of concern.

	“I need to find the gate. I’ll send for Caster to meet me with the medallions, so we can open it together.”

	“My men are more than capable of doing this without you,” Abisai states.

	Lycus practically snaps at the idea. “I don’t like being idle. I need to go.”

	My brow furrows in agitation. “We should be doing this together. You can wait a few days until I’m ready.”

	“No, Caster, I can’t.” Lycus shoves away his plate. “I’ll let you know what I find.” He practically sprints for the door, grabbing his things before leaving.

	“What’s gotten into him?” Lady Ecrin inquires from her end of the table.

	“Rhian, do you still have the Dhorcha?”

	She reaches into her rucksack, removes the book, and then tosses it down the table to me, nearly knocking over Abisai’s filled glass. “Keep it.”

	The Vagter leader hands it to me, and I flip through the pages until I come across the one about physical restoration using a dragon’s eye. There isn’t much to the page, so I skim through the rest of the book, hoping it’ll give me some insight as to what might be going on with Lycus and why my eye didn’t grow back.

	“What are you hoping to find in there?” Lady Ecrin asks after a few minutes of silence.

	“Lycus isn’t acting right, and I was hoping this book would tell me why.”

	“Dragons’ eyes are very potent,” the queen states. “The restoration abilities they contain are enormous and can have a profound, sometimes disturbing, effect on people.”

	“But they apparently can’t regrow eyeballs.” Abisai smirks.

	I jab him in the arm.

	“They restore what’s been temporarily damaged,” Dara explains. “I’m sure with Caster’s eye, the lance removed it fully when that beast pulled the weapon out, thereby leaving nothing behind which could be mended. Dragons’ eyes aren’t meant to regrow anything, only repair what’s been injured.”

	I look over at Abisai, noticing his mind is whirling with an idea that has also crossed mine.

	“You don’t think—” He stares at me.

	“That part of him died when Ore turned him into her protector.”

	“Did it really? Or could it just have been made dormant?”

	“The gladius to his neck took care of the problem,” I say, trying to sound convincing. “The light magic in its blade destroyed the monster like it was designed to do. Just like it did to his mother, Moyra, which is why she’s still dead.”

	“Moyra?” Rhian startles, dropping her fork onto her plate while trembling ever so slightly. “The succubus queen?”

	“Yes. Lycus was a cambion before Ore changed him into a Ragana to save his life.”

	“Son-of-a-bitch! That explains it.”

	“Explains what?” Lady Ecrin asks, startled by the outburst.

	“Why I felt drawn to him last night. I don’t care for men in that way, so I was disturbed when I became aroused by him.”

	“And now he’s been set loose on Reynes,” Abisai comments.

	“Fuck,” I growl.

	“Do you think he knows?” Dara queries.

	“He has to,” the Vagter leader responds. “How could he not?”

	I stand. “We can’t let him leave.”

	Abisai follows me as we race toward the Vagter huts. He pushes ahead since he knows the way to the ladders that descend into the mountain. A thick, wooden hatch rests along the edge of the valley floor south of the huts. It takes both of us to pull it open. We catch only a few guards moving down the last few rungs of the first set of ladders, lanterns clenched in their hands. I spot more making their way farther down, almost to the point where their lights become pinpricks.

	“Lycus?” I shout, my voice echoing.

	“He’s not here,” one of the men replies.

	“What?” Abisai asks. “Where is he?”

	“He vanished shortly after we gave him a scabbard for his longsword.”

	“Damn it!” Abisai yells. He turns to me. “Can you connect to his mind?”

	“I’m not powerful enough to do that. I can only do it with Ore, which is why I didn’t want him leaving in the first place.”

	“Hey!” Abisai shouts to get his men’s attention. “Send half of the group to search for the gate while the others track down Lycus. I want him brought back here, and I don’t care how you do it.”

	“Yes, sir,” one of the guards replies.

	We close the hatch and return to the castle. I head up to my bedchamber with Abisai following and, just as I suspected, the hunting knife is gone. I make sure the medallions are still where I moved them, and they are.

	I wave Abisai over to show him where I stored them. “Asshole thinks he has the medallions.” I point to them as they rest among the clothes. “Even if he manages to find the gate he won’t be able to open it. At least we have that going for us.”

	“Until he realizes his mistake, then he’ll be back here to steal them. Give them to me for the moment. I’ll have Krawen hide them in a dragon’s nest until you’re ready to leave. Lycus won’t dare go near those if he winds up back here.”

	I give him all nine, then return to the dining room to inform the others while Abisai visits the Master of Dragons. When he returns, we head back to the Vagter huts where he arms me with a wooden practice sword, much to my unhappiness.

	“You can’t be serious,” I gripe, taking it from him.

	“I’m very serious. We’ll move to the real thing once I’m sure you can handle yourself.”

	“You’re making me feel like a child.” I position myself into a fighting stance.

	Abisai stands directly in front of me with his own practice sword, then swings it wide toward my left side. I counter as best I can, but what I don’t see is the extra guard he placed only a few feet off to the side, a practice sword clutched tightly in his grip with the tip poking me in the ribs.

	“That’s cheating.”

	“If you had two good eyes you would’ve seen him, but you don’t, and you need to find a way to overcome it.”

	I grumble as we start again. The other guard moves around in my blind spot while Abisai pushes me over in that direction. I keep trying to rely on an eye that doesn’t exist, which is making me frustrated. We do this for hours before taking a break. The Master of the Household comes out with a couple of wineskins for us, along with some cheese and dried dragon meat.

	“How long do you think this will take?” I ask after sipping water from the wineskin.

	“That depends on how quickly you learn.”

	The rest of the day goes by slowly, as I’m defeated over and over again by the guard I can’t see. Growing increasingly aggravated, I give up when the sun begins to set, even though Abisai wants to keep going. I grumble while we make our way to the castle for dinner, annoyed by my failures.

	“Did you really expect it would be easy?” Abisai asks as we enter the foyer, making our way to the dining room.

	“No, but I didn’t think it’d be that hard. I feel completely useless.”

	“We’ll work on it more tomorrow.”

	I sit in the chair I occupied at breakfast and am surprised to see the Dhorcha still resting on the table. I carefully read over its pages while the servants prepare the lavish room. Every list indicating a spell or a potion to harness or trap dark magic has a corresponding note written at the bottom of the page in a lighter color ink that’s easily missed, in addition to being upside down. The pages describing remedies and elixirs don’t contain such a warning. I wonder why someone would create a book like this, as it doesn’t truly serve a purpose other than for the medicines. Somewhere in the back of my mind I recall hearing the same person, or people, wrote both the Dhorcha and the Regnum Parable. I decide after dinner to look over the parable closely. Maybe there’s a way to interpret what’s true versus what’s false.

	Queen Dara, Lady Ecrin, and Rhian join us a few minutes later. Very little is discussed, as they all seem preoccupied. I can’t take the silence anymore, so I break it.

	“What did everyone do today?”

	“The three of us have been in my bedchamber all day reviewing the parable,” the queen responds. “We were hoping to find the real location of the gate for you.”

	“I take it you weren’t successful,” Abisai comments.

	“There are so many false leads mixed with truths it’s difficult to tell them apart,” Lady Ecrin replies.

	“Could there be anyone who would know how to tell the difference?” I inquire.

	“First, we’d have to figure out who wrote the damn thing,” Dara answers.

	“From what we’ve seen, there isn’t any mark to indicate who it was,” Lady Ecrin adds.

	“What about the Dhorcha?” I tap the book beside my plate. “Weren’t the two written by the same individual? Maybe there’s a marking in here.”

	“Let me take a look,” Rhian says, so I hand it to her. 

	She flips through the pages, even rubs her fingers over the cover, but claims she can’t find anything. She returns the book and resumes eating, but I sense she’s holding something back. I gently run the tips of my fingers over the red velvet cover, trying to feel for an oddity underneath, locating one on the back along the spine. I open the back cover and tug at the velvet, loosening it from the binding before peeling it off entirely. Under the velvet are two crescent moons enlaced with intricate lattice work surrounding a full moon. I hold it up to show everyone the image, but Rhian keeps her head down.

	“What is that?” Lady Ecrin asks, squinting. She must be having a hard time seeing the faint imprint.

	“It’s the Dewin symbol.” I focus on Rhian. “You knew this was here. Why did you lie?”

	“How do you know what that is?” she counters, glaring at me.

	“Evander had two of them working for his family in their castle in Latrest, from the time the gate closed until Ore killed them. They had a necklace they insisted Ore wear while we were traveling. It’s the same mark that’s on this book.”

	“Who were these Dewins?”

	“What does it matter to you? They’re dead now, along with several others who attacked Ore while she was staying with Lycus in Murias near the eastern edge of Geron.”

	Rhian’s face falls. “They attacked her?”

	“Yes, and they tried to do it while under their protective shield so she couldn’t see them. That was until Fae tore open the marks on their flesh, exposing them.”

	“That can’t be true,” Rhian whispers. “The Dewins would never harm the Shadows.”

	“I saw the bodies myself. The Vagter leader for the Kingdom of Pelheim was there when it happened. They went there to kill Honora.”

	“I thought the Shadows was the enemy of the Dewins,” Lady Ecrin interjects. “At least that’s what’s portrayed in the parable, but now you’re saying it’s incorrect?” Her last comment is aimed at Rhian.

	“Sounds like another false lead,” Dara comments. “Makes me wonder how much of the book is actually true.”

	“Perhaps the paragraph on Towenaar Gate is wrong as well,” Lady Ecrin suggests. “There could actually be only one lock and it’s still closed because the dragons don’t have their abilities like they should if it was open.”

	“There are two locks,” I say, correcting her. “That part I know is true.”

	“How?” Abisai asks, having remained silent this entire time.

	“I tried reaching out to Ore with my mind, but I can’t find her. The only way that can happen is if she’s dead or in Toorkuns. I know she’s not dead. Evander needs her alive for some reason other than to torment her.”

	“Who were the Dewins who worked for Evander?” Rhian asks again.

	“Henry and Aliza. Why?”

	“And you’re sure the ones you heard about in Murias were there to kill Honora?”

	“Yes,” I respond, becoming annoyed. “Why does any of it matter now?”

	“Because it means a person I trusted has been lying to me my whole life.”

	“Who’s that?” Dara inquires, looking worried.

	“A Dewin by the name of Maril. She’s known me since I was born. Even helped raise me after my parents died. I thought I knew her, but now…” Her voice trails off.

	“Do you know where she is?” I ask, trying to pull Rhian back into the conversation, as she’s starting to recede into herself.

	“Yes. She has a house in the fallen Kingdom of Geron, along the northeastern boundary.”

	“Then let’s go talk to her.”

	“I need to get a few things first,” Rhian says, then gestures for the book, which I hand to her.

	We both head up to our bedchambers where I grab my longsword, only I don’t have a way to carry it. When I reach the foyer I run into Abisai as he’s making his way out of the castle. I tell him my issue, and within a few minutes he returns with a scabbard for the sword along with a weapons belt with two sheaths containing daggers. I thank him, then wait for Rhian. She has her rucksack strapped across her shoulders and her weapons belt around her waist when she joins me. I take her hand and we vanish, landing just outside of a dilapidated hut situated in a thick outcropping of trees. Lanterns burn in the stained windows and smoke rises from the chimney. The place reminds me of the hut David kept Elizabeth in along the outskirts of Longemere before she and I fled to Pelheim. I try not to let the memory interfere, as it brings too many emotions to the surface I can’t deal with at the moment.

	“What are you going to say to her?” I ask as we stand only feet from the door.

	“I’m not sure yet.”

	“If she still has her horsam crystal, it’ll weaken me.”

	“Can it be destroyed?”

	“Yes, but I don’t have the ability to do it.”

	Rhian takes a deep breath before knocking. I sense her nervousness as footsteps approach from the other side. 

	A short, older woman answers and immediately snaps. “What the hell are you doing here?” she asks, almost growling at Rhian.

	“Maril, we need to talk to you,” the seer replies as calmly as possible.

	“I don’t talk to Raganas.” The old woman nods toward me. “Or anyone who associates with one, even if it’s you.”

	She moves to slam the door, but I put my hand against the rough wood, holding it open.

	“Were you the one who gave a necklace to a young girl who was visiting the bazaar outside Strygon a week or so ago?”

	The woman narrows her eyes at me. “What of it?” she grouses, still trying to close the door.

	“You told her to give it to a young woman by the name of Honora as a way for you to find her if she chose to seek you out.”

	“I don’t know anyone by that name,” Maril says, her façade starting to crack.

	“You know her. She’s the Shadows after all.”

	“And who the hell are you?”

	“One of her protectors.”

	The older woman glares at me for a few more seconds before releasing her hold on the door, allowing us entry. She shuffles over to a tattered chair by a roaring fire, which only adds more heat to an already warm and uncomfortable room. I close the door and guard it while Rhian settles in a chair across from the woman, eyeing her cautiously. 

	I notice my mental acuity slipping, which can only mean there’s a horsam crystal nearby. This is how Ore must have felt during those long weeks she was trapped inside of the castle in Latrest. I was aware of the crystal’s ability to weaken a dark creature’s powers, but not their mind itself. With all the ones Evan had me hide, it’s no wonder Ore didn’t have the strength to fight him. I made her his slave just as much as he did, and that realization causes me tremendous pain.

	“Why are you here?” Maril asks, animosity flowing between her and Rhian.

	“To ask you some questions about the Regnum Parable, the Dhorcha, and Towenaar Gate.”

	“And what makes you think I know anything about such matters?”

	Rhian reaches into her rucksack, removes the Dhorcha, and hands it to the older woman, making sure she notices the Dewin mark on the back. “Your people wrote this. Along with the parable. Both of which are filled with half-truths and misleads, and we’d like to know why.”

	The woman’s knotted hand rubs the back cover. “For starters, the only falsehoods in the Dhorcha are all the spells telling you how to trap and conjure dark magic.” Maril returns the book to Rhian, who passes it over to me. “Anyone arrogant enough to believe they deserve greatness would fall under the book’s illusion, meeting a timely and agonizing death shortly thereafter.”

	“Why would you create such a book?” I inquire.

	“It was Dolos’ idea as a way to control anyone, like the ayklos or creatures of gray magic, who might try to overpower their masters—such as himself, Dermont, and the others.”

	“What are ayklos?” I ask, having never heard the term before.

	“Non-magical beings. Mortals,” Rhian replies. “What you used to be.”

	“They’re also the servants of the Dewins,” Maril adds. “They work our mines, tend our fields, take care of our homes, and whatever else may be needed.”

	“You use them as slaves.”

	“Hardly,” Maril says with disdain, her gaze boring into me. “They’re free to live their lives however they please. Each has a home, food, clothing, and freedom to travel among the realms. No one is confined, laid out in chains, or punished for non-conformity. If any of them should break a law, we have the Mages to deal with such vermin.”

	“Who are the Mages?”

	“They’re the guards for Toorkuns. They’re castrated Dewins who’ve been placed in charge of the realm’s safety and security, which is why I still can’t figure out Dermont’s need to create the Shadows when we have the Mages.” She scowls, clutching her hand into a fist near her face. “He always coddled those pathetic, non-magical creatures too much. It wasn’t our fault they were born defective, but he felt a need to protect them from dangers which didn’t exist… at least not then.”

	“I thought Toorkuns was a kingdom,” I comment, confused.

	“It’s actually a realm. The first one ever to be settled by the Dewins.”

	“Why did you say Dermont created the Shadows? Dolos made her,” Rhian says, shocked by the revelation.

	“That’s what everyone was supposed to think. Dermont had us record it as such in the parable to throw everyone off as to her true purpose. His reasoning was that if people feared her as a plague they wouldn’t go looking for her. Especially after he was to have her, along with our servants, moved into the seventh realm, and out of our reach and control.”

	“Reynes is supposed to be theirs?” I ask.

	“Yes. But that all changed when Dolos learned of the Shadows’ existence along with the powers she was bestowed. He became jealous of the creature and was determined to hunt her down. The other Dewin masters were alerted, and they, too, took it upon themselves to try to imprison her, which led to a war. Forcing those Dewins without the high distinction of master from their homes and into the nearby realms, such as this one. Dolos destroyed all the masters with the exception of Dermont, as he was in the seventh realm when it was all happening. It wasn’t until Dermont caught his son with the Shadows in Reynes that he knew he’d been betrayed.”

	I study her. “Who was his son?”

	“Macarius.”

	“What?” I ask, astounded by what I’m hearing. “Are you sure? How do you know all of this?”

	“Because I didn’t flee Toorkuns until Dermont was about to seal the gate. I saw everything unfold right before my eyes. Macarius helped Dolos divide the
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