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Prologue
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[image: ]FROM THE MOMENT OF her birth, the Cho Nisi elders gave her the name Seer, though her parents called her Tira to protect her from ridicule. Children would tease an anointed one, and they wanted their daughter to grow up without the stigma, to fit in and lead a normal childhood. But Tira didn’t fit in. There had always been something mystical about her—an aloneness that had kept her apart from childish games or instruction. Neither did she take part in the fertility ceremonies as a young woman. The choice had been hers alone. She would never marry; this she knew.

Though she was small in stature, the elders attributed her frailness to her diet. She ate fish and shellfish and nourished herself mostly by bonding with the spiritual. She took guidance not from the elders, but from what she called the Breath of Life.

Here among the olive trees the wind rustled as birds nested, their chatter sweet music to her ears. The sun provided just the right amount of warmth as she put the last bit of muddy mortar on her stone cottage. This was the last of summer’s labor on her small rock home before the rains came. Barely out of her childhood, Tira had built the cottage by herself a suitable distance from the driftwood village nearer to shore. Every summer she renovated her cottage by adding new clay to her walls. She had been doing this for twelve years now. She enjoyed living by herself. No one questioned what she did. As the Cho Nisi Sage since fourteen, she counseled those in trouble. Her wisdom extended far beyond her years. Tira could see the future and read souls.

With her work finished, she stretched and breathed in the sea air. Peaceful. Unblemished. That’s the way Cho Nisi should be. At peace.

The drumbeat of footsteps darkened her outlook when the pale-skinned stranger appeared, trudging up the driftwood stairs she had built.

“Seer,” he addressed her with a bow. “I must talk to you,” An intruder.

She had no desire to talk to him. He’d been to her cottage once before with an elder seeking spiritual advice. She saw darkness in him, a foreboding.

“A cloud of discomfort forms over you,” Tira replied. “I can’t help you. Only you can pull out from under it.”

“That’s what I need to talk to you about.”

He had a silver beard that curled like the coarse hair of a mountain goat, and though his eyes were dark, she saw deception in them. He wore the foreign clothes of the invaders. Heavy cloth, perhaps wool, and belts across his shoulder and around his waist decorated with weapons she had never seen before. He smelled of animal like the wild donkey that roamed the northern rim of the island. He led his people, or so the elders told her. A chief of sorts. The elders allowed his two hundred followers a place on the island to call home when they landed their ships on Cho Nisi. They were desperate for a place to settle. No one asked her advice on giving them refuge. If they had, she would have cautioned the elders. She didn’t like him, nor had she any sympathy for the settlers who followed him.

“May I explain.?”

Tradition forbade her from refusing hospitality. She pushed her hair over her shoulder. Mud caked on her hand, and no doubt on her face as well. “Go inside and sit down. I will be there in a moment.”

The man agreed and stepped inside. Tira sprinted down the driftwood steps to the sandy shore of Nico and dove into the surf. She scrubbed the mud off her face as she tumbled in the waves. Once the water cooled both her body and her mind, and she felt she could entertain the stranger with congeniality, she returned to the beach. An elder sat on a log in the shade of a date palm. He had his drum with him, watching her.

“You brought the Moaton here?” she asked.

“He asked to see you. There are things that trouble him, and he says you can help,” the elder told her.

It was her duty to comfort and guide the Cho Nisi people, but she had no desire to give advice to foreigners. She shook her head at him. When will the elders learn to be more discerning?

“The veil that these Moatons bring, will someday settle over us and become our shadow as well,” she reminded the elder. “You elders take on more than what life wants us to have. It will be the death of us.”

“None of these decisions were mine.”

“But you sat in the council and agreed with the outcome to accept these immigrants.”

The elder nodded, and she snickered. She knew it was too late to change the way of things. The Moatons were here, and they were building a great fortress on the mountain. They erected city walls, stone houses, roads of clay through the meadow, and now they were building a palace. The Moatons were here to stay, and the Cho Nisi would have to learn to live with them. She sighed and brushed sand out of her hair and climbed the stairs to her home. The warm air dried her as she walked, but her gown of silk clung to her shapely body. When she stepped into her home, the man’s gaze fell on her form, and a smile crossed his face.

“You are trespassing,” she said coldly.

He met her eyes. “I’m sorry. It’s just.... You’re so beautiful. Tiny, but beautiful.”

“And you are married and have a corrupt mind.”

His face turned red, and he nodded. “You’re right. And I hope to relieve myself of some of that corruption.”

“How?” she asked.

He reached into a bag strapped onto his belt and pulled out a small leather binding.

“By giving you this.”

She glanced at the item. A leather tome of some sort, for when he flipped it open, writing appeared.

“I don’t want that.”

“I’m asking you to take it. This journal holds secrets of evil that are far worse than my corrupt mind.” He put it on her table. “With it comes my confession of all the wrongs I have done.”

She sat cross-legged on the floor at her table across from him, dwarfed by his size, offering him no emotion as she listened. His eyes welled with tears as he poured out his heart to her.

“Before we boarded the ships that brought us to Cho Nisi, I drove my people hard across the desert, and before that across the plains. We tried to settle in the neighboring kingdom, at Prasa Potama, but the king denied us entry.”

“Why were you running?”

He sighed and brushed his silver hair back from his face. “We overthrew the emperor of Casdamian. I killed him, the emperor. He was my uncle. My father’s brother.” His voice tapered into a sob, and he held his head, his elbows on the table. “We slaughtered him, and I fled with my son and our people.”

“Why?”

The man looked at her with red eyes. “The man was possessed.”

“By whom?”

“Skotádi. A wizard who once belonged to my uncle. The wizard grew powerful and bonded with him as a thaumaturge. The story is in that journal. You can read it.”

“I will not,” Tira stated. She had no desire to read such atrocities.

“Skotádi grew jealous of my uncle, Bahldi, because my uncle claimed victory whenever he conquered a city, or a village. But Skotádi did all the dreadful work. My uncle would have lost more battles than he had won without the thaumaturge’s magic. This wizard wanted more than what my uncle gave him, and so he used his magic to create monsters with human blood and bones to use against my uncle, to manipulate him. Bahldi became a monster himself. He had to die. It was the only way to stop the madness.”

Tira lifted her head, bored with the boasting of men. “I am not impressed with tales of war, nor of conquering nations or slaying kings. Live and let live,” she said.

“I see how peaceful the Cho Nisi are. I’m glad we came here and have met you. Your magic is astounding!” He nodded and smiled, as if she should accept his flattery. She didn’t. She only stared at him, and so he sighed heavily and continued.

“We have people who need healing from the journey, who have never recovered. Two older men and a child. Send your elders to our village so they might cure them.”

“Our people do not heal with magic. Only on rare occasions, and then they will never be able to use their powers again. It is the way of things. We cannot heal your friends. There are herbs on the island to heal them.”

He nodded, frowned, and let out a sigh. Tira stood, expecting him to leave, but he didn’t. When he began talking again, she rubbed the back of her neck, wondering how to end the conversation and still retain her dignity. She returned to her mat to hear him out.

“The trip here was hard on my people. Some of them died. It seemed like I led them into the pit of doom. I have only the Cho Nisi to thank.” He wiped the sweat and tears from his face. “It wasn’t right, to take all those people from their homes.” He paused. “And yet if I hadn’t, they’d been under the rule of not only evil, but deviltry. Bribes, threats, and wars. I didn’t want to kill my uncle. I hated leading an uprising, and yet if I went back in time, I would make the same choices.”

When he had finished talking, he pushed the book closer to her.

“This is the book written by the man I killed. Take the past from me so that I can live without this heartache. It holds many secrets.”

“I cannot,” Tira said, a voice like stone.

His glazed eyes caught hers, begging for softness when she had none. He whispered with anger in his voice.

“In this diary lies the secret to the thaumaturge’s destruction. The thaumaturge who had bonded with the mightiest emperor in all the world. It holds the secret to the thaumaturge’s immortality. Should he get possession of this book, his deviltry will remain with us—all of us—forever. He must never see it. I’m too weak to keep it from him.”

“Does he know of its existence?” 

“I think so, yes.”

“Does he know you have it?”

“No.”

“And you would taint this island with this... journal?” Tira stood and looked down at the man. “I care not for your secrets, nor for the secrets of the man you murdered. I see turmoil in your life and in your son’s life, and in your grandson’s life. If this book holds a promise to rid your family of evil, I suggest you read it and memorize it. I refuse to hold it for you. The Cho Nisi cannot be a part of your fate. Take it to the land we’ve given you and bury it yourself.”

“Please?” he asked in a pitiful voice. Tira walked to the door, opened it, and stood next to it as he rose.

“The Cho Nisi people will be as sorry as we are if you don’t help us,” he cursed as he stopped in front of her, his breath hot on her face.

“My people will accept their responsibility, but we will not take on the curse of your family. Our paths are not like yours. Only men who covet riches call on thaumaturge to win wars for them.”

Before the leader of the Moaton stepped out the door, Tira thought to confront him on another matter, one that had been troubling her heart.

“You have a son,” she said.

The man stopped in his tracks and peered at her.

“He was on a ship that docked at Northport nigh a year ago.”

“He may have. I don’t trail my son around, I —”

“It was a dark night and there were clam diggers on the beach. A young woman in particular.”

He had a sneer on his face as he listened.

“Your son took her childhood.”

“That’s absurd!”

“He wasn’t gentle but made her succumb to his passion. That young woman is my friend. Her child is your grandson.”

“I’ve never heard anything so ridiculous!”

“No? Ask him. My friend recognized him when you were parading around on your horses. She was too afraid to tell the elders. I am not. Ask your son what he’ll do about it. Ask him if he loved her, if he will be a father to the child, or if he is an animal.”

“Rolland is not an animal!”

“Then ask him.”

The leader of the Moatons stormed away from her. That should have been the end. Cho Nisi should have remained uncontaminated by any corruption the Moatons brought to the island, but it wasn’t. The tribe had a baby with Moaton blood. Tira shut her eyes tight as a blackness crept over her. The image of the leather-bound journal burned into her memory.

The Moatons had planted a seed on Cho Nisi, and there was nothing Tira could do to keep it from sprouting.
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The Hold
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COLD WATER SEEPED STEADILY from above—a discharge of dew festering in porous stone walls. Arell breathed quietly, staring into darkness as he listened to the drip, drip, drip. How many wretched souls had lain in this same hold, attentive to that sound, their life leaking away with every droplet? Like tears in blood, the falling beads formed a puddle on the ground and with each drop, the reflection of moonlight quivered.

The moon ray came from a small gap toward the top of the dungeon cell—far higher than Arell could reach were he standing up—a hatch meant for guards to spy on the prisoners from outside without stepping foot in the dungeon. The usurper of Arell’s throne, Osage, had his guards lock him in the second cell down, not completely below the surface, but deep enough that the stones which encased him wept. He shivered, naked but for the loincloth. During the battle, he had smeared the Bombadon war paint on his chest with his own blood, and blood of the men whom he left dying in the servant’s corridor. A rescue attempt gone miserably wrong, Serena remained in Osage’s clutches, Silas’s son Ross died, and what happened to Bejal he’d yet to discover.

Arell dipped his fingers in the pool of water and sprinkled the droplets on his temple. The cool liquid offered little comfort from the pain that welled within. The right side of his face swelled, and he could barely focus with that eye. Dried blood crusted under his nose, and his chest hurt. The guards had opened the wounds the mountain giant bequeathed him recently. Moving his body confirmed they had broken another rib. He shivered, teeth clattering, and worked his way upright, rubbing his arms to generate heat.

There was nothing surrounding him but stone walls and iron bars that formed a barrier between him and freedom. Arell knew this dungeon well. Elwin of Casdamia, his grandfather, had built it after settling here and building the city of Moaton. It was here in this dungeon he kept political prisoners, men who sought to usurp his command, who threatened to kill him just as he had killed the emperor. The fear of ramification drove him to act irrationally and imprison the very men who helped him escape. Arell never knew what happened to those men. They were long gone before Arell was born. His father only mentioned them once. Arell never pressed him for anything more.

A long and gloomy stairway was carved into the depths of the earth. One solitary torch lit the chamber outside his cell, flickering an impish light that danced across the walls. In another hold, a shadow moved.

“Hello,” Arell called out. “Is someone else here?”

“What do you care?” a voice answered him.

“Bejal?”

There was no immediate answer, but the shadow continued to move back and forth as the man paced. 

“May the gods curse you!” Bejal responded, finally. “A half-wit fool who pretended to be king but who has destroyed his people. The very people who trusted you. I hope Osage hangs you from the tallest tree and beats you until your flesh falls off your bones. May the crows devour what is left!”

Arell slumped against the rocky wall and slid to the ground. Of course, Bejal blamed him. That they were unsuccessful in the rescue was his fault. Bejal’s brother died, his sister remains a prisoner, and what hope anyone had to save her was now consumed by this dungeon.

“Better yet, may your own devil’s skura swallow your meat whole while you are still alive and may Skotádi come for your soul once there is nothing left of you.”

A cold sweat trickled down Arell’s brow.

“We were brothers,” Arell said.

“No. I’ve never been a brother to a Moaton.”

“My mother was Cho Nisi, Bejal. You know that.”

Jealousy had prevented him from getting close to the Silas boys. Whenever Silas called Arell “son”, the two brothers would turn their backs on him. Neither Ross nor Bejal were fond of the pale-skinned people who had invaded their island, even though it happened decades ago. Arell was as dark as any Cho Nisi, but his father had light skin and blond hair.

“I never meant you harm, nor to take anything away from your family. Your father was my mentor, my Wapakanda. He taught me what I needed to know to be king of both your people and the Moatons.”

“Cho Nisi has no need for a king, not a pale one.”

“I’m as dark as you are.”

Bejal did not respond. Why was Arell trying to defend himself? Bejal spoke truth. Arell had betrayed the Cho Nisi, and whatever Arell had learned from Silas, he hadn’t practiced.

“You have the blood of my brother on your hands,” Bejal accused as he rattled the bars of his cell. “Osage abuses my sister. Even my little sister suffers because of you.”

Arell closed his eyes tightly. His cheeks burned and his stomach lurched. Bejal had every right to hate him. Arell had allowed Osage to sit on the throne, and for selfish reasons. He should never have trusted the man.

“I should have known better,” he whispered, wiping his face with both hands. Why had he acted so irrationally? Osage might eventually execute him. He hoped they would not execute Bejal. 

“What do you say for yourself, oh Great Leader?” Bejal mocked.

“I have no defense,” Arell responded, his voice soft and raspy

“No defense? The death of my brother, the persecution of my people, the abuse of my sister? And you have no defense?”

Arell didn’t answer.

“Then stringing you up will be a good thing. I’ll do it myself if they’ll let me.”

“If I die, a tyrant will forever rule your people,” Arell warned.

“You will never be king again. You had your chance to save Cho Nisi. Your words are empty now. You are nothing more than a pasty Moaton. You have no honor.”

“I tried to save Serena. You saw that.” Arell swallowed the lump in his throat, staring at the dark walls in front of him. His words were to convince himself, not Bejal. If he were as evil as his actions made him out to be, he would have no hope. 

“You coerced Abenda to train you as Bombadon, but you are not, nor will you ever be Bombadon. Even when you were younger, you were not a warrior, and you still aren’t. You convinced my father to have us leave tonight. Ross and I had other plans. Our plans would have been successful. You hurried this through and failed. Ross is dead because my father listened to you rather than his own sons.”

Bejal rattled his cell door again. The iron bars tolled, the solitary torch in the hall flickered, and the walls darkened.

Yes. Arell had rushed things. His impulsiveness caused calamity. Every word Bejal spoke cut him deeper than a blade slicing through his heart. Just as Kairos feared the tragedy of influence, so too Arell had played with people’s lives and lost. If he had not tried to persuade Silas or Abenda to act upon his prompting, Ross would be alive. 

Arell leaned back and struggled to take his mind to a better place, to his marriage bed, to Erika, even though leaving her behind was another mistake. Erika would have to get along without him. How would she hold off Barte’s plan to take all the able-bodied men from Prasa Potama to fight the dragon in the caves of Mount Ream? How would she preserve herself and the kingdom against Skotádi’s corruption? Or against Barte’s imperialism? Would she be able to keep the alliance between Cho Nisi and her kingdom?

Whatever decisions she made would be better than any he had made.

The sound of metal clanked from above. A guard unlocked the outer gate and let himself in. His boots crunched over the rocky stairwell, and the torch he carried cast a red glow. Arell stood, anxious. The man knelt in front of his cell and pushed a bowl of food through a trapdoor at his feet. When he stood, his eyes widened.

“Vasil!” he whispered.

“I remember you. Not your name, but you,” Arell gasped in recognition.

“Clemens is my name. I’ve been a guard here for many years. I escorted the princess the morning she was tried.”

“Yes. I remember, now.”

“One moment.” Clemens walked further down the stairs to Bejal’s cell.

“Take me to the gallows,” Bejal demanded of Clemens. “Now! Let me die in honor of my brother. I sacrifice my life for the Cho Nisi.”

Clemens said nothing. He only pushed the meal into Bejal’s hold and stepped away.

“Now!” Bejal roared. “Free me to the spirit realm.” The clanging sound of his discontent echoed throughout the dungeon. 

Clemens climbed back up the stairs, paying Bejal little mind. Leaning close to the iron bars, he spoke to Arell. 

“I’ve no need to ask you why you’re here. Osage has been decrying your name ever since you left. I heard what happened tonight from the other men and thought Osage would have killed you already. It is good that you’re still alive.”

“Can you get us out of here?” Arell asked.

Clemens breathed heavily and glanced up the stairwell. “I don’t know. The men are talking. Georgas was the first to mention your return as he spoke to the little girl tonight.”

“Bena?”

“Osage released her. She took your horse and headed for Nico.”

Arell sighed with relief, pleased that at least one good thing had come of the night! 

“You still have soldiers who support you, Vasil. But we are few. Too few to help you reclaim your throne. I’m sorry.”

“Not to reclaim the throne. Not yet. I can return with the Potamian army. I’m here on another mission and to free Serena.”

Clemens shook his head. “That’d be harder than reclaiming your throne. Osage is possessive of his women. He will take them to his grave with him, it seems.”

“If you could just let Bejal and I out. Let me sneak away.”

Clemens glanced the way he had come and shook his head. 

“You’d be slaughtered. Osage’s men are posted everywhere. There’s one just outside the ingress now. He expects another Cho Nisi uprising.”

Arell sighed, eyeing the stairwell. He had never been so restless, and with good cause. 

“He’ll kill anyone he thinks is loyal to you. I fear for my family as it is.”

“How many men support me?”

“All of them who served under your father. The grooms, the guards, everyone you left behind. Forty, perhaps.”

“And Osage has 200?”

Clemens nodded.

Arell’s shoulders dropped, and he stepped back from the bars, reaching for his food.

“What is this?”

“Prison slop. They throw all the castle leftovers in a pot and cook it. We don’t see prisoners all that often so... Sorry.”

Arell took a bite. If he weren’t so hungry, he’d spit it out, but it was warm.

“Vasil, is there something I can do for you before then?”

“I’m freezing.”

“I’ll find you some clothes and a blanket. What about him?” he nodded toward Bejal’s cell.

“Bring him some clothes as well. Dark in case we have to steal away in the night. I’m not sure how we’d get off the island. There’s a chance that Erika would send someone looking for me.” Arell looked up. Clemens had been watching the door. “If there was a way to get word to her. Do you know the librarian in Moaton?”

“I’ve been to the library once or twice. My wife reads.”

“Oliver, the librarian, is a friend of mine. Ask him to write a letter to Princess Erika. A brief note. Tell her I am imprisoned and need her to bring a ship.”

“A ship?”

“While you’re there, ask the old man for some history books.”

“History books?”

“Of Casdamia. He’ll know what I’m looking for.”

“Yes, Vasil.”

“Is this safe? You coming to me?”

Clemens looked up the stairwell again and shook his head. “By all rights, the throne is yours. Osage is a tyrant and a usurper, and none of us like him. He works us hard and pays little. He has made threats, as well. No. It’s not safe, Vasil, but these things you ask I can get away with. I will claim the books as my own. Clothes and a blanket I can sneak in to you. It’s too dark and rank for Osage’s soldiers to come down here if they don’t have to. I will have a letter sent to the princess. Perhaps the Potamians will devise a way to free you.”

Arell nodded. There might still be hope.

Despite the icy wind and salty spray, Moshere’s oarsmen sweated as they rowed along the dark shore of the island of Cho Nisi. The sea splashed violently against the dinghy as it rose and fell with the oncoming waves, and a gusty wind nudged the vessel northward while the men fought the current that tried to sweep them ashore again. Barte son of Moshere, the emperor of Casdamia, rode in the center of the skiff, bent over. The lower he crouched, the less sea sickness he experienced, and so he huddled in the middle of the wooden dinghy with his falcon nesting on his lap. Allat, his spotted gyrfalcon, wore a leather hood strapped securely on its head to shut out the sights and sounds of the raging sea. 

“Why do you huddle over that bird?” the voice in his head grumbled, a nagging reminder of Barte’s curse. 

“I must keep Allat safe, keep him from panicking and flying off,” Barte muttered to Skotádi. The demon whose voice droned in his ears had threatened to kill his precious falcon if Barte didn’t follow through with his command. 

“You failed. You returned without the journal!”

Barte had let Skotádi’s prize slip through his fingers because of Arell’s foolishness. Why had he trusted the king of Potamia by allowing him to carry the journal? Trust had never been in his vocabulary before. “Only to get more soldiers and bring them back. I need an army here,” he told Skotádi.

A dark woolen cloak hung over Barte’s shoulders, and he hid the falcon under it. He shivered, terrified at the thought of losing his gyrfalcon. He would have cried if the two oarsmen had not been watching, for he had never found himself in a more miserable situation. 

“You failed,” the voice in his head nagged again. “You lost the journal. My immortality lies in the hands of the king of Cho Nisi now, and it’s your fault!” Skotádi’s voice hummed with the rising and falling of the sea, tainting Barte’s ears with accusations. “Why did you let Arell go to the castle with something so precious as the key to my deliverance? Why did you even let him take it?”

“I didn’t know he was going back to the castle. The plan was to leave in the morning!” Barte whined.

“You should have been watching him more carefully.”

“How could I with you raging in my head all the time? I can’t even think straight, much less see. You’ve kept me blind this entire trip!”

“If you had listened to me in the first place and taken a real ship instead of this weather bitten raft, if you had taken your armies and stormed into that library and had that wilted old librarian put the journal in your hands and not Arell’s, you would have fulfilled your oath and we’d be on our way, in comfort, back to your troops. Now what are you going to do? You’re separated from your army, you traveled all this way for nothing, and you have me angry as a thunderstorm at you.”

“You need me, Skotádi,” Barte said. “You need me to do this thing that you asked.”

“And are you?”

“Yes, yes, I am.” Barte slapped his head, hoping he’d be rid of the voices.

“Vasil, are you all right?” his oarsman asked.

“Yes,” Barte told him and fanned the man away, though he had come nowhere near Barte. 

“We are bonded, just as your father and your grandfather were bonded to me. It will be quite simple for me to do away with both you and your pet. Remember your parents as they too failed their mission. Where are they now, Barte son of Moshere?”

Barte trembled. 

“Where are they?” Skotádi asked again with a voice that shook the ocean. Barte looked up, but all he saw was darkness. His oarsmen were there. He felt their rocking movement as they rowed, but he couldn’t see them. The dinghy rose high in the water and fell. Barte groaned and hid under his cloak again.

“Dead,” he said.  

“That’s right. And your pet raptor will go before you. You are beholden to me. Where is the stone?”

“The ring?” Barte thought a moment. “I... I don’t have the stone any longer. The wizard Kairos has it. No. Arell has it.”

Skotádi released the flame of wrath through Barte’s body again. The emperor jolted. Allat squawked and spread his wings, panting against Barte’s lap.  

“The journal is worthless without the emerald. Words do little without life, and the life of our bond is in that stone. You are even less competent than your grandfather.”

“I’ll get the ring back. I’ll find it.”

“You’re making a lot of promises, Barte son of Moshere.”

“I’ll keep them, I swear.”

Skotádi raged inside of Barte, clawing at his muscles. The emperor convulsed as Skotádi torched Barte’s veins with fiery magic, sending pain throughout his body.

“Stop!”

“Failure!” Skotádi cried, repeatedly. Barte whimpered, holding tight to the falcon while fighting the spasms. When the tremors ceased, Barte cradled his falcon like a wounded fox protecting her pups. He sat upright, eyeing the oarsmen’s shapes, dark silhouettes against the moon. They had been gawking at him, although they could not hear Skotádi, only Barte.

“I’ll do better!” he whispered to the demon. “I’ll come back here with an army. We will attack the Cho Nisi king and take everything the natives have. I will find the journal and get the stone back!” Barte vowed with a quaking voice. He hoped the men rowing hadn’t heard. “I will not fail. I swear.”

One oarsman, the one named Solomon, cleared his throat and spat into the whitecaps as the waves clapped over the gunwale.

“Vasil, where to?” Randall, the oarsman at the stern, asked.

Barte peered from under his hood. “Prasa Potama. We’ll get a proper ship. One with sails and a cabin that is large enough for our soldiers. That was what I wanted before Arell talked us into taking this rickety contraption, leaving us fending for ourselves, stealing the prize. We’ll bring weapons. We’ll invade this island like it’s never been invaded before!”

“Will we be freeing King Arell?”

Barte shuddered and scowled.

“What do I care about that man except he has the stone? Unless the king took it from him. He lied to me and went against his word, promising to help see me through this... this challenge. What do I care what happens to him?”

“What’s in that journal, anyway?” Randall asked.

Barte peered over his shoulder. Would he answer as the emperor or as the thaumaturge? He paused, attentive to the inner voice. No sound came from Skotádi.

“The secret to life or death,” Barte said with a sigh. Yes, the journal contains more than the clue to Skotádi’s immortality. It holds the secret to Skotádi’s death, and Arell promised to help him destroy the thaumaturge. That was why he came with Arell—to get the journal his grandfather had written. Why did Arell get himself captured?

“You were going to have the king of Potamia, and his armies travel to Mount Ream with us,” Solomon reminded him.

“I can take Arell’s armies without taking him. In fact, it will be better if I leave him to rot where he is. What do I care about the king of Potamia?”

The two oarsmen exchanged glances as they rowed. Barte looked away. They were laughing at him. His own soldiers thought he had gone insane.

“I hate you, Skotádi,” Barte whispered. He didn’t hear the thaumaturge’s voice again, but somewhere amidst the roar of the sea, the splashing of the waves, and the howl of the wind, Barte heard laughter. The dinghy veered northward into deeper waters with the brightest constellation, the Sword of Pólemos—the god of war—charting their way.
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ERIKA NIBBLED THE TIP of the quill and laid her parchment flat against a board on her lap. Sun filtered through the houseplants in the sitting room and illuminated the blank page staring at her. She had written the salutation and now struggled for words. Finally, she had a moment’s peace to pen a note to Stormy and give him her condolences for losing his brother, Rory, a death that still pierced her heart, and to inform him of Barin’s healing progress. Stormy would want to know. If it weren’t for him, Barin may not have made it home from the mountain alive. Indeed, this letter was late in coming, yet memories haunted her so badly she found writing difficult.


Dear Stormy,

I have, in good faith, thought about you often. Though so much has been pressing the kingdom, writing has been impossible. I hope you’ll forgive me for being so tardy with this.




She sighed and dipped the quill in the ink just as a knock on her door interrupted her.

“Fairest!” Sylvia, Erika’s chambermaid, entered. An older woman, Sylvia had been Erika’s nanny after her mother died, and had been her maid ever since. Not every servant had permission to enter her room without an invitation, but she and Sylvia were such close friends, Erika expected it. The maid curtsied when Erika looked up at her.

“The emperor and his two oarsmen have returned. I thought you would want to know.”

Erika set her letter on the desk and sighed. This would have to wait until yet another day. 

“You mean my husband has arrived?” she laughed, wondering why Sylvia avoided the words she’d been waiting to hear. 

“I’m merely repeating what they told me.”

“So, you’re saying just the emperor and the oarsman arrived? Where is Arell?”

“That’s all the news I received from the page,” the servant said. “He is young though, so perhaps he didn’t express himself correctly.”

“Which page was it?”

“The boy named Cephas. He stole a ride on a merchant cart to bring us word. There was nothing official otherwise, but I know you trust the lad and his news. Cephas said he’d been at the docks all week fishing. He’s still in the courtyard if you want to talk to him.” 

“I do. Tell him to wait, if you would, as I’ll be there momentarily. And have a groom saddle one of Father’s horses for me.”

Sylvia curtsied and closed the door. There was no cause for alarm. Arell may have slipped away before the boy saw him. “He’s probably on his horse headed for home,” she whispered as she slid into her riding skirt and adjusted her bodice. She stopped in front of the mirror and spun a lock of hair into a curl with her fingers, patted the strays into her braided bun, and adjusted her cloak. She wanted to look her best for her husband. She would encourage him to spend time with her before he plodded off to his next urgent mission, which she would join, whether or not he liked it. Waiting at home like a forlorn maiden tried her patience. Three nights away from him was more than enough for her. She strapped her sword around her waist as an affirmation of her royalty, not in anticipation of using the weapon, and stepped into the corridor. To her dismay, the council heard the news of the emperor’s return as well, for Lord Derby and Lord Charles stormed down the hall, their cloaks whipping the breeze.

“I hear the rogues are back from the island!” Derby threw his comment at her as he passed.

“The rogues?” Erika trailed behind.

“You wouldn’t call Barte son of Moshere anything more than an overdressed cad, would you?” He turned to face her, his goatee floating in the breeze that his hurried stride created.

She grunted. Ever since Lord Derby suggested she or her sisters marry a stranger, the man rattled her nerves. When he insulted Arell in front of her father and all their guests, she wanted to send him home with a kick in the pants. He brought out the worst in her.

Lord Derby snickered. “You thought I was referring to your husband, didn’t you? Not in front of his princess, I wouldn’t dare. Although he’s not much better than a rogue.”

Erika stopped in her tracks; face flushed. He took a step further and then slowed, grinning at her as if he enjoyed watching her reaction to his belittlements. “Lord Derby, I’ve had more than enough of your abuse. I could throw you off the council and out of this palace if I chose to.”

He laughed. “Why would you do that?”

“Because you contribute nothing worthwhile to either.”

“And you do? Bringing a dark-skinned foreigner here and then crowning him king has been an insult to our civilization. The Moaton throne is an illegal entity, and the heir to it is an inexperienced half-breed. I’m not the only one who feels this way. Not only does your court whisper derogatory remarks against him but go listen to the peasants on the street and see what they say. Should you dismiss me from the council, I assure you there would be ramifications.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“No threat, dear one. I’m merely letting you know the politics of this matter. I come from a wealthy manor with political sway. You could easily start a battle you’d rather not fight.”

She clenched her fists and set her jaw, cheeks burning. How she would love to slap that sassy face silent. She gave him a sour grimace and then stormed ahead of him, hoping to lose him on the way. Half-breed! When Arell gets home, she’ll talk to him about dismissing the man. He has a curt mouth and toxic attitude. Surely his threats of a battle between the palace and his estate are unfounded. Derby wouldn’t know how to battle other than tucking tail and hiding in the bushes. She should challenge him to a duel and see what the man is really made of.

She took a deep breath at the door and sighed when she saw Lord Derby and Lord Charles turn the corner. At least they didn’t follow her. The courtyard hummed with activity, though nothing unusual seemed to be going on. Three carts from the market had arrived and merchants were delivering their goods, assisted by the castle scullions at the kitchen. The Potamian sentries had just changed guards and Erika could see Moshere’s banners in the distance.

The boy Cephas sat on the stairway of the palace, and when she stepped outside, he jumped up. Stuffing a half-eaten apple in his pocket, he took off his cap and bowed dramatically.

“Fairest!” he said with a sizeable chunk of fruit still in his mouth.

Erika smiled. Cephas was one of her favorite callers. He made regular visits ever since Barin came home from the mountain. The boy must be ten years young, yet he was street wise for his age, having been an orphan living at the mercy of villagers, and sailors all his young years—or so he claims.

“Sylvia tells me you saw the emperor?” she asked.

“Yes, Fairest. He and the oarsmen docked their dinghy this morning just as the sun came up. Couldn’t miss him, you know? He had that bird with the leather head sitting on his shoulder. I was fishing on the dock and they walked up to me and told me to tie up their dinghy. Just like that, as though I was beholden to them. I told them they ought to pay me good for the job, seeing as I had to leave my fishing string unattended.”

“You tied their boat? But no one else was with them?”

“Just the two oarsmen and the emperor-man, is all. Not one coin they gave me. The one rower was a big bloke!” Cephas puffed out his chest and flexed his muscles. “You’d think he was the emperor! He looked much stronger than the real emperor. Between you and me, Fairest, I don’t think that yellow-haired fellow with the big teeth should order anyone around. He’s sort of, I don’t know, wacky. Not meaning any disrespect.”

“It doesn’t bother me what you think of him, Cephas. He’s not our emperor,” she laughed. 

“Hoping it stays that way, Fairest. There're rumors about town, you know?”

“What rumors?”

“That his soldiers are holding a siege against us. That he’s going to conquer the kingdom because... well, you know.”

“No, I don’t know. Because why?”

Cephas wiped his brow with his hand and looked around the courtyard. Servants milled, going about their chores, and from the stables a groom appeared leading the king’s horse toward them. “Because a foreigner is on the throne. Some say he’s in cahoots with the Casdamia emperor.”

“That’s absurd, Cephas. Next time you hear a rumor like that set them straight. King Arell is my husband and is only acting king until my brother is well again.”

“Of course, Fairest.”

“Now tell me. Did you see anyone else leave the dinghy? Was anyone else on the dock anywhere?”

“No one else. Was pretty well quiet on the pier this morning. Weren’t any fishing boats either. Just the emperor and his two oarsmen.”

What had been a good morning suddenly turned bitter as an ill feeling crept into her bones. Where was Arell? Erika took a coin from her purse and folded it into Cephas’ sweaty palm.

“Thank you!” he said with a grin. “If you need anyone to watch the streets and listen to rumors and set people straight again, just call on me!” He flipped his hat back on his sandy hair.

“I will, Cephas. Take care of yourself.”

He skipped off the stairs, ran toward the merchant’s cart and jumped in.

“We should care for boys like that, you know?” she mentioned to the groom who handed her the reins to the horse she requested.

“Yes, Fairest. The boy’s a gift for certain. He has an entire village tending to him. You can rest assured he’s taken care of.” 
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LORD DERBY PUSHED THE double doors to the drawing room open, tossed his hat on the table, and waved at a valet passing by before Lord Charles could close the ingress.

“Summon Lord Sylvester if you would. We need his presence immediately.”

The valet bowed.

“And bring us some wine and pastries.”

“Yes, my lord,” the valet pivoted. The boy hurried away, his leather shoes clicking over the polished floor. Derby smiled at the young man’s receding figure. Like a breath of fresh air, he never thought the king’s death would give him so much influence, ordering servants like that! Requesting a council and deciding who should attend! Choosing the topics to discuss! With as much authority as he could wield now, it appeared he wore the crown and no one else did! Derby flexed his right hand, imagining the smooth surface of a golden scepter in it. 

Lord Charles peeked out into the hall before he shut the door and scratched his red beard when he turned to face Lord Derby. 

“Just Sylvester? Shouldn’t we summon Lord Marlowe as well?” he asked, hanging his wrap on the coatrack by the door. “Seems like this is a matter for the entire council.” He stretched, yawned, and adjusted his tightly fitting jerkin, which slid too high over his stomach when he raised his arms.

“We should, but we won’t.” Derby stated. He turned from Charles, hoping to end the conversation. This meeting would go his way for the sake of his estate, and for his position in the palace. He knew Charles and Sylvester were easily influenced, but Lord Marlowe would be a stumbling block. Now came the time to choose a successor to the throne whom he could sway, and the vote must be unanimous. He tired of waiting.

“Come now, Derby, you shouldn’t antagonize the old man. Marlowe already broods over your proposals as it is.”

“He broods over most everyone’s propositions if it doesn’t come from the throne.”

Charles grunted and tossed his feather cap on the round table as the valet entered with a tray of desserts. 

“Wine!” Charles reminded him, and the young man bowed and quickly exited.

“Think about it! If we were here to only agree to the king’s policies, then what’s the sense of having a council?”

Derby walked along the wall before removing his cloak. He relished spending time in this room, however his visits were far too few. Tucked away at the end of the eastern corridor which isolated the chamber, he licked his lips as he feasted on the provocative mural. Graceful women in blue and green silks with silver and gold-leaf belts dangling over their hips, naked from the waist up, danced. Their pale breasts bared save for the soft flowing tresses of red and brown hair. Seductive smiles adorned their faces as they offered grapes, pineapple pieces, and berries to their barely clad suitors. The painting soothed his anger, and he forgot about Lord Marlowe, Erika, and her imposter husband for the moment.

“You’re right,” Lord Charles mumbled, bringing Derby back to their present situation.

“Help me move this table, it’s too close to the wall,” Derby set his case of papers down and slid the chairs away. Charles took one end and the two of them pushed the table, giving ample space for the full mural to be viewed. Derby brushed his hands and arranged the chairs again, positioning his seat so that he had the best view of the fresco.

That he now had the jurisdiction to call a meeting wherever and whenever he liked prompted a sigh of gratification. His authority had grown since the death of King Tobias, who never allowed him clout. Well, things have changed, and the council’s power would equal that of any monarch Potamia might crown, and he would sit at the head of it.

“Good enough for you, my man?” Charles asked, standing with a hand on his hip, shoving a pastry in his mouth with the other.

“Yes, much better.” Derby removed his cloak and hung it on the coat rack. “Such a view should keep the assembly awake. We have a time-sensitive matter to consider, so there is no room for argument today. The council will have a quorum with the three of us. Now where is Sylvester?”

Lord Charles shrugged as the valet returned with refreshments. Charles plucked a silver chalice from the tray and grabbed the decanter, filling his goblet before the young man had time to set the platter on the table.

“Lord Sylvester will be here shortly,” the valet announced.

“Fine, thank you. Show him in when he arrives and then close the door behind you.” Derby opened his leather case and pulled a stack of papers out.

“What do you have for us today?” Charles wiped his beard with a linen napkin and tossed the cloth on the table.  

“Our lists of potential kings.”

Cool air rushed into the room when Lord Sylvester arrived and quickly closed the door. He strode to the table and peered over Derby’s shoulder.

“What’s this about?” he asked as he took off his cap, set it on the table, and rubbed his balding head. He poured himself a glass of wine.

“We have an emergency, and we cannot wait another moment to take this crisis to task. Please, have a seat.”

“What’s the emergency?” Sylvester asked as he removed his cloak and threw it over the back of his chair. He sat down, placed a dish before him and chose two pastries, placing them neatly side by side on his plate.

“The imposter king.”

“You mean Erika’s husband?” Lord Sylvester raised his brow.

“Husband!” Derby sneered at the thought. Princess Erika’s marriage is no more legal than Arell’s kingship on the island. The whole idea was a farce, but he admitted to his prejudices privately. He must temper them and prove the illegalities of the situation with tact. He smiled at his colleagues. “This is exactly what we’re here to discuss.”

“As obscure as it seems, what the princess did is legal, though that sort of marriage hasn’t been implemented since King Theodore’s daughter married the prince of Rindop a century ago. And it was rumored that she did so to avoid marrying the reprobate from Kolada. What was his name? Lord Bonington.” Lord Sylvester laughed. “Poor girl was in a tither, I suppose!”

“This marriage should be annulled.” Derby leaned back in his chair.

“And why is that?” Lord Charles asked, putting an entire pastry in his mouth at once and washing it down with a swallow of wine.

“Foremost, the man comes from a renegade family. Criminals. We all know both his father and his grandfather slaughtered the emperor of Casdamia. I wouldn’t be surprised if this Barte son of Moshere is here to collect his due. What Arell and Erika are doing is deceptive. They aren’t being honest with the emperor, and they aren’t being honest with us. It makes me wonder if they are even being honest with each other.”

“He’s the king. Erika is King Tobias’ daughter and so she has a right—,” Lord Charles reminded him.

“Youngest daughter.” Derby corrected.

Lord Sylvester sighed.

Lord Derby turned sharply to regard him, holding his breath. He was certain he could convince Lord Charles of his plan to depose the king. But Lord Sylvester was not always easy to sway.

“What are you thinking, Sylvester?” Derby asked.

“Who would you put on the throne? We can’t just depose a king with no one to replace him.”

“Then you go along with my reasoning?”

“Not entirely, but I might be persuaded. I would need to know more. It seems to me this Arell is young and naïve. That his ancestors were rogues, doesn’t make him one. However, he abandoned his own kingdom, unless he’s planning on ruling both, which could be a conflict of interest.”

“Which would put our military in danger. My sons are in the king’s army.” Lord Charles finished his chalice and poured himself another flask. “I say do it.”

Derby nodded with a smile.

Lord Sylvester cut his pastry and poked the morsel with his knife.

“Dates?” he asked as he inspected the filling.

“Taste like dates to me,” Lord Charles answered, eating another whole. “Could be prunes.”

“Gentlemen, can we stay on topic and decide?” Derby shifted in his seat. They needed to depose Arell before he stepped foot in the castle again, and that could be any moment. Why had he waited so long for this discussion?

“Why the rush?” Lord Sylvester asked.

“The longer a man sits on the throne, the harder it is to remove him. Arell’s been gone. It would be easier to remove his seat when he’s not on it then to pull it out from under him.”

“If we get any resistance at all, it will be from the princess,” Lord Sylvester said.

“Ball of fire, that one,” Lord Charles agreed.

“I have the original documents that King Tobias made into law when he formed his council. Princess Erika cannot contest our decision without a battle,” Derby closed his eyes as he recalled the wording on the document. “In case a family member should disagree with a council’s decision, the member shall prove beyond doubt the fault or the king’s council will remain policy.”

“You coerced him into including that clause.”

“Regardless, it’s there, and it’s code.”

“What if Erika proves fault? Who is the judge?”

“We shall elect one.”

Lord Charles let out a quick laugh and shook his head. “You’re a sly one, Derby.”

“Vigilant, Lord Charles. It’s why Tobias invited me to serve him. I believe our little group needs to be exercising more of our authority. There really isn’t anyone else capable of taking the helm of this nation at the moment.”

“Which brings up the question I asked. Who will sit on the throne?” Lord Sylvester asked.

“By rights it should be a family member,” Lord Charles concluded.

The two men looked at each other and Derby sat with his arms crossed, waiting for them to answer. When silence muffled the room, and he had his fill of staring at one particular female in the mural, Derby cleared his throat.

“Being as Tobias had no siblings, I composed a list of distant cousins that are related to Tobias’s deceased wife. We could consider that list,” he opened his case and pulled out a stack of papers.

“How well do you know those people?” Sylvester asked.

“Some I know nothing about. Others I’ve met briefly.” He spread the papers over the polished oak, dispersing a pile to each of the men. Charles flipped through his stack with his thumb and grunted.

“Akin to pulling a hair out of a rat’s nest?” Charles mumbled.

“What’s the alternative to going through that list and choosing a name at random?” Sylvester merely glanced at the parchments.

“We could consider someone soon to be a family member.” Derby took a sip of his wine.

“Such as?”

“Why not Felix? We all know he and Olinda have plans to marry. Now that he’s here, it would make perfect sense. He’s intelligent, collected, non-threatening, and young.”

“Non-threatening?”

“We may have influence over the man. More so than anyone else I can think of. Even a stranger could prove resilient to us.”

“Felix is a soldier. I don’t think he’d be as easily swayed as you may presume.”

“He’s a soldier in Tellwater. The man is completely out of his element here. He served his father and so he is used to serving. Here he will serve us.”

“And what exactly are you wanting from the throne?” Charles leaned on the table, catching Derby’s eyes, and locking onto them.

“There are some policies that need changing, wouldn’t you say?” Derby held his chalice to his lips, meeting Charles’ stare.

Lord Charles shrugged and took a drink of wine. Lord Sylvester nodded while chewing his food.

“I’d like a monarch who doesn’t demand I sell my horses simply because the army needs them, as opposed to when they’re ready to be sold.”

“And certain allowances would afford you the ability to do that, wouldn’t you say? Allowances that could be more equally distributed between estates? Eh? Lord Sylvester, you come from the country. You know the struggles of a large estate. Surely, you would enjoy being able to contribute to some policy making, especially if it favored your livelihood. Felix is young and impressionable. He’d be easy to coerce, especially since he was wounded in battle and has been moved from farm life, away from his father. Felix, as king, could be encouraged to listen to our demands more readily.”

Lord Sylvester nodded. “I suppose.”

“My estate has been in want for too long. It’s time to up the allotments, tax the merchants in Prasa Potama to help bear the burden. Being a farmer’s son, Felix would understand the need of the rural estates.”

The men sat quietly, tasting their wine.  

“We all know Tobias favored this city.”

“I have another question.” Lord Sylvester dipped his fingers in the fingerbowl and dried his hands with a linen. He then wiped his knife on the napkin.

Pleased with the way the meeting was going, Derby leaned back again, a calm smile on his face, and waited for Lord Sylvester’s inquiry.

“What about Barin?”

“The man has gone mad,” Derby answered, his smile slowly fading.

“He’s still the heir.” Lord Sylvester picked up his hat. 

Leaving? Had they decided, then? Derby wondered.

“He is incapable of ruling,” Derby insisted.

“He could recover, you know.”

“That’s absurd. I highly doubt it.”

Lord Sylvester looked up at him, his steel-blue eyes drilling into Derby’s conscience. 

“There’s always the chance,” he said.

Yes. Lord Sylvester was correct. There was always the chance that the prince could recover from his infirmity. Perhaps Derby could do something about that possibility.

“Shall we vote?”

“You have my support for Felix,” Lord Charles said. “He’s a military man.”

Derby grinned and waited for Lord Sylvester, confident he had argued his case well. The man stretched and stood.

“If it’s best for the kingdom, depose this foreigner and put Felix on the throne.”
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ERIKA TOOK THE REINS from the groom and stroked the arched neck of the dark chestnut named Brandy, one of her father’s prized geldings. He didn’t stand exceptionally high, fourteen hands were all, but his broad shoulders and surefootedness of the Kaladian breed from the northern plains of Kolada made him a reliable mount. Barin had used him in battle when he was younger, but now that the horse neared ten years old, they retired him from war. Often the grooms would match him with other Koladans to draw a carriage, and to take Erika where she needed to go. He had a sweet disposition with no loss of fortitude, a perfect steed for a princess. 

Erika had the groom help her mount. She said nothing to him, or to anyone else in the courtyard about her plans. Any doubt as to Arell’s whereabouts would cause rumors that Arell hadn’t returned from Cho Nisi. Such gossip would weaken the kingdom even more. Cephas’ report that the citizens in Prasa Potama thought Arell a traitor made her body tense and her heart to race. With Moshere’s troops surrounding the city, such talk could be dangerous. 

She’d find her husband. He might be dallying at the market by the docks, looking for sweets and talking with the common folk. 

Foolish thoughts, for she didn’t know where to look for him, and the thought of riding around dockside aimlessly did not sound productive. Better to hunt down Barte and ask him where he left Arell and hope the man would be honest with her. She shuddered at the thought of talking to that bizarre madman.

Riding horseback would be safe passing through the Casdamian camp, although she kept her sheath unbuckled, as Moshere’s soldiers were a crude lot. Arell warned her not to wander alone around them, but she had no time to hunt down Captain Ferguson. Besides, Barte might be in the fields with his falcon.

A steady stream of Moshere’s soldiers patrolled the grounds, their blackened armor stiff and intimidating as they marched. She gritted her teeth as she drew near, hating their presence and that they functioned as if they owned the place. She could do nothing about their rounds. Arell instructed her not to interact with any of them while he was away, and Ferguson wouldn’t interfere without Arell’s command, so she had to put up with them. That a foreign power guarded the castle caused gossip in the city. Merchants delivering goods to the palace were forced to stop at a checkpoint before entering under the portcullis and were questioned by Moshere’s troops in order to make their deliveries. In more ways than one, this occupation resembled a siege, though it lacked the threat of war and they hadn’t limited supplies. However, that Barte convinced Arell to leave could have been a setup. What if something happened to him? What if Barte had planned all
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