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Prologue
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The enraged shriek echoed throughout the massive cavern long after the druid had departed in a flash of green light. A derisive chuckle replied, “Well, at least she’s pretty. She has that going for her.” Resa hoisted the bloodied great axe onto her shoulder and grinned wolfishly. “I didn’t expect her to be such a sore loser.”

Max nodded, though his eyes crinkled at the edges in amusement. He put the second fist-sized glowing orb, its radiant golden light casting shadows on the cavern wall, gingerly into his pack. “But we got what we came for, and not without a small amount of trouble for it. At least they’ll now be in safe hands.”

Resa lifted her head as their priest, a heavily-bearded man wearing dusty robes, called out his report. “All are alive and accounted for, sir.”

“Thank you, Rhogar.” Max stretched his white wings as he stood, a few feathers ruffled from the brutal fight. “Alive. That’s all we could hope for.”

Resa sighed. “Wistran better keep their promise, Max. That greedy fey king agreed a little too quickly to house one of those orbs for my liking.” She scowled. “You don’t think he’ll sell it, do you?”

Max huffed a laugh. “No, love. He won’t sell it. He’ll hoard it like a dragon with a mountain of precious gems. He’ll keep it close, if for no other reason than to be known as the one who has it. Besides, Camlynn will have the other. I just hope that’ll be enough distance between the two halves of the relic.” The protector kissed her on the cheek as he walked past, giving an absent rub to her still-flat belly.

Resa smiled at the gesture. “Good. Much as I like a decent fight, I don’t want to have to face her again. We have more important things to do now.”

Max stopped and turned to speak over his shoulder. Exhaustion dulled his golden eyes. “She was cowed. We’ll never see her again.”

Resa ambled up to him and slid her hand into his. “You don’t really believe that, do you?” she said quietly.

Max gazed down at her and paused before replying, “No.”

​[image: ]

A flash of green light preceded the druid’s arrival into her small cottage. She stood frozen, shaking from battle fatigue and worse. Even the familiar scent of chamomile, hanging in small bunches from her rafters, failed to calm her. 

Her fine robes were dirty and bloodied, her green hair tangled and wild. She ached from bruises and barely-healed wounds, but none of them compared to the burning emptiness in her chest. None of them compared to the rage hanging in her throat like a heavy lump, nearly choking her.

The cheerful chirping of birds outside was the only sound until she hurled her broken staff across the open room into the cold hearth with another harsh, frustrated scream. The staff hit with an unsatisfying clank against the stone of the fireplace and fell to the ground, as dead and useless as her plans now were.

The Twin Spheres were gone. And in the hands of meddling bastards who had no real idea what they held.

She closed her eyes and sucked in a calming breath. Letting it out slowly, she opened her eyes to a new world. A new plan. She just had to be patient and wait for her opportunity.

And, in the meantime, find out where the Twin Spheres were being taken next.

​
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Chapter One

​Stories Best Forgotten
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"Moral o’ the story, fellas. Don't run into a brothel with yer ass on fire. Uhm, beggin' yer pardon, m'lady." The guard across the fire from me held out a hand in my direction.

An almost-smile twitched my lips. There was no point in chiding their rough speech. It wouldn’t work anyway. My longsword slid the rest of the way into its scabbard, the whetstone having sharpened it to my satisfaction, and I looked up.

My amusement dwindled when the other guards around the campfire turned my way. Wondering why they were all staring at me, and feeling more than a little self-conscious, I frowned at each of their expectant faces. 

In the silence, the soft braying of mules and oxen, the conversations and laughter of other nearby guards, and the crackle of logs splitting seemed to emphasize the quiet of our huddled group. The wind blew the smoke from the fire into my face, causing me to jerk my head with a grimace. Why does it always seem to follow me?

“Your turn, celestial. You’ve never told one,” prompted Rorm, the guard standing off to my left side. “A real one, anyway.”

Oh.

My preference would’ve been for him to use my name instead of my heritage, but I wasn’t going to make a fuss. Some called me celestial. Few called me Nathalia. Others, m’lady. Hearing them all in one form or another became second nature.

A puff of breath lifted a lock of my hair as I considered what story to tell.

It had become a tradition for guards in our caravan to tell at least one story from their past after we’d cared for the draft animals and eaten our supper. An anecdote. A joke, even. I wasn’t much for telling jokes. I didn’t remember them well enough to do them justice, and embellishment wasn’t possible. Tales I’d written long ago, barely remembered fables penned by a child’s hand, were never received well. “Dull with no flavor,” one painfully honest guard had said. 

Everyone’s a critic.

My stories were dull and lifeless for a reason I didn’t like to think about. Nevertheless, it was the only story that came to mind.

I picked up a heavy stick and poked the fire’s logs, unsure what else to do with my hands. The soot from it stained my palm, making me regret picking it up at all. “I was nine and heading to my studies. A carnival had been set up just outside Rowin’s walls in Camlynn, and I could see the high tops from our villa’s tallest window. I asked my father if we could go, but he forbade it.”

A few of the newer guards rolled their eyes, perhaps taking me for some sort of spoiled princess. Maybe they figured this would be a story of the time I broke a nail. Or even dirtied my shoes. I wished it were that kind of story. 

The older guards, however, leaned forward to listen.

“My curiosity won out over my obedience. I convinced my sister Raewyn to go to the traveling faire, without our mother and father. We snuck out of our villa, managing to avoid our governess’s watchful eye. I paid our entrance fee from my allowance, and we ran in, intent on feasting on fried sweet breads, flossed candy, and whatever else we could get our hands on. We never won any games, but that did not stop us from trying. I spent every coin I had in an attempt to win a stuffed animal for Raewyn.”

Deep breath. 

“When all our money was gone, our bellies full to the brim with food we were not normally allowed to eat, we decided to go into the Hall of Mirrors. It was the last thing open that was free. We ran around, laughing, watching ourselves get skinnier, older, fatter, taller in the mirrors. But we soon got confused and lost our way. That’s when we heard the cackling. It seemed to echo from all sides. Around us, behind us.”

I stared into the fire, hoping the heat would dry my eyes and prevent the tears that were threatening to well in them. 

“We tried to find the entrance but could not. And, then, we saw her. Her unnaturally green eyes radiated malevolence. The mirrors in the area seemed to multiply her, reflecting the mischief hag in their surfaces. I couldn’t tell which reflection was attacking us until it was too late. I hugged my sister to protect her, calm her cries, but it did not matter. We were cornered.” 

All of the guards were now listening. Attentive. Some part of me appreciated that.

“If you don’t know about mischief hags, they take things. Not just prized possessions, but capability. Prowess. Any ability or innate gift, they can steal. Like your sword skill, Rorm. Or your whittling, Maya.” My eyes flicked to the guard sitting off to the side, who abruptly stopped carving her block of wood with a frown.

“Created by spiteful druids, they spread misery wherever they go. This particular mischief hag cursed us to ruin. I used to write songs, poetry, everything I could think of. She took it. Never again would I write stories or ballads, she said. Never again would I possess creativity. The stories I’ve told to you up to now, the dull ones. I wrote those when I was nine years of age. They were some of the last things I wrote.” I shook my head. “And my poor sister. She was so lovely. She was cursed with horrible facial scars, which she had to hide behind a half-mask. When we managed to get home, my father was...displeased.” 

Volcanic, really. Normally a calm man, he roared the night my sister was harmed as my mother tried to comfort her. I’ll never forget the look of utter disappointment in his eyes, the gold in them mirroring my own.

I poked the fire again and cleared my burning throat. “It nearly broke me. The one true gift I claimed as my own was gone, and no amount of pleading or wishing would bring it back.”

My pause made those around me lean in.

“So, what happened next?” Maya asked, her block of wood forgotten.

My reply was barely louder than a mumble, “I’ll not continue. That is the end.”

There was no proper way to tell the guards around me the next part, about how I wanted to master something else: my future. It was far too personal. Far too intimate. How if I could not be happy, then I would make another happy. A big part of growing up in the service of Horyn, the God of Protection, was knowing my time would come for me to take up my father’s mantle.

Only I didn’t want to. Not exactly. My wishes were for what my parents had: a clean, quiet, comfortable existence.

My parents were always affectionate with each other. Always beaming when one looked at the other. They loved deeply and showed it often. An nagging part of me knew that was how I could be happy. So, that became my end goal: to marry someone of my station, have children, and live a nice life.

There was just one problem. A suitable husband was required and, bless them all, no young man in Camlynn fit the bill. Most were either enamored with my unusual coloring, my last name, or my heritage, and not necessarily in that order. None cared to know me. Looking to my parents again for inspiration, realization struck. They met while traveling together. Perhaps I, too, needed to set out to find my future.

The only trouble was that traveling is a dirty, nasty business. Putting aside my disgust, and packing not a small amount of soap, I set out with my parents’ blessings. 

“You’ll find him,” said my mother. She unhooked a plain necklace with a smoky gem off her own neck and placed it around mine. “So, you’ll have the luck I did.”

My father was more pragmatic. “Defend those who cannot defend themselves, and safeguard your virtue, for it is a precious thing.”

Meeting all sorts of people from around Laeth, perhaps even some from the Feylands if they had the ability to travel here, would be productive and efficient. I’d find my intended within a few weeks, perhaps a month at the latest. Whoever it was. Because that’s what the stories said. You always find who you are meant to. It’s an inevitability.

Instead, all I found is that if you are tired enough, a rock will serve as a pillow. Hunger is the best seasoning. There is no pleasure greater than the sudden absence of pain. And traveling is a very lonely business, even when surrounded by people.

Laughter jolted me out of my memories. My thumb brushed the gray stone dangling from my throat before I tucked it back underneath my armor.

“Well! I guess it’s my turn again! So, no shit, there I was. Camped out at the entrance of a sapper’s tunnel trying to get into the city...” The guard, Elijah, turned to me with a sorrowful face. “Sorry, m’lady. T’was the Siege of Rowin I be talkin’ about here. Decades ago, aye, but I remember it like it was yesterday.” Elijah stroked his gray beard.

Though Rowin had been rebuilt, buildings in the capital city of Camlynn still bore the scars of that war. Still, there was little point in holding onto a grudge. “I hold no ill will, Master Elijah. It was long ago, as you said.”

“Ah, right. Well, all were just beddin’ down, like. It got quiet, so quiet. I was on my watch shift and up comes this broodling, walkin’ into camp like it was his home. He smiled at me. I could see his long canines and curled horns. Unnerved me, it did! But when he spoke, it was so calming. I listened, despite myself. Told me his name was Ramiren. He snapped his fingers and whoosh! I was elsewhere, in a room with a table, chairs, and wine. Oh, the wine was good. Better than this shite.” He took a drink from his wineskin to the sound of an amused audience.

“Anyway, we played cards and talked. He wasn’t very good, mind. I beat him almost every hand. But you don’t go braggin’ to a fellow like that. Elijah Callan ain’t no fool. I simply chuckled and asked him to pour more wine in recompense. He laughed and did so. The evening went on. I knew I shoulda been watchin’ the camp, but this fellow was such fine company that I didn’t want to leave.”

Elijah took another hefty swig and wiped his mouth.

“I told him I just wanted to make it out alive, ya know? Make it back home to my missus. He got a serious look on his face and asked what I would give for that. Thinkin’ he was joshin’ me, I said, ‘All the money I had.’ He replied, ‘the pact is sealed.’ I looked at him all dumbfounded, and he asked me to repeat the words. I blubbered ‘em, but I said ‘em. Then, his eyes just lit up like a lantern. He extended his hand and, bless me, I gave him my gold. I don’t know what got into me, but it seemed as natural as breathin’. He told me to stay at the back of the line the next day. He snapped his fingers again, and there I was again. Back in camp. It was still dark out. Everyone still asleep. I even checked the time candle. Not a single nail had dropped since I went into that room, fellas. I swear to ya. When my watch ended, I didn’t get a wink o’ sleep.”

A haunted look passed over Elijah’s face. “The next day, the sapper tunnel caved in. Only I made it out.” The old guard brought the wineskin back to his mouth but did not drink. 

Someone asked if it was fate, or if this Ramiren had caused it.

Elijah shook his head and replied in a mutter, as though he no longer wanted to tell the story. “He dealt fairly with me, that broodling. I went home to my missus.” 

He downed what was left of his wine.
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Three years later, I was once again guarding a wagon train traveling along the outskirts of the Irenian Swamp. Having long gone numb to the routine, my life at least had the predictability I craved. Arrive at a city, find a caravan charter, sign up, travel. Rinse and repeat. 

My caravan master called a stop to trade with another caravan headed in the opposite direction, though for what I couldn’t tell and it wasn’t my business to ask. Their load appeared lighter with a few passengers taking advantage of the warm weather and dry roads. 

Staying alert for trouble or an ambush, this road was a popular one for highway bandits looking for a quick bit of coin. My eyes fell on a woman with long auburn hair, wearing the red robes of a Minuen priestess, ambling along the carts. Her back was turned to me as she peeked inside the overloaded wagons. Curiosity mixed with a strange sense of familiarity made me step closer. She straightened and half-turned in my direction, showing a familiar half-mask adorning her face. In shock, I blurted out, “Raewyn?”

The masked woman spun around, and her eyes went wide. “Nat?”

My slack-jawed gaze rested on my sister for the first time in years, since her temple training began. The rare communication I could send often didn’t come with a reply, but I chalked that up to my moving around so often. She was here now, though, and that was all that mattered. Raewyn had grown into a full-fledged priestess of Minue, and the Goddess of Love and Beauty had been kind to her. Her porcelain mask still covered her scars, making her look regal. Always lovely.

My amazement hushed my words. “What are you doing here, Raewyn?” Taking her soft hands in mine, I spread her arms wide to get a good look at her. What a beautiful woman she grew into. Far more than me, though I admitted my bias. Her hair, so much like our mother’s, was artfully curled about her shoulders. Warm brown eyes that could be mistaken for gold in the right light met mine with a hint of impish mischief in them.

She chuckled. “Oh, just traveling from Evraka for the church. I trained some noble girls there. What are you doing here, Nat?” Her lips pursed as she looked over my armor, reaching out with one hand to touch my shield and weapon. She grimaced, rubbing her fingers together when the oil I used to keep my equipment rust-free dirtied them. She wiped her hand on my sleeve, trying to make it seem like an affectionate gesture. “Isn’t this beneath you? Guarding caravans?” She removed her other hand from mine and looked behind me at the wagon train.

My tongue clicked in disapproval. I followed her line of sight and turned back to her. “All deserve protection, Raewyn. Remember Father’s teachings.”

She shrugged, adjusting the red shawl around her shoulders. “If you say so. Me, I remember Mom’s teachings. All are deserving of love.”

All are deserving of either a kiss to the forehead... or an axe to the face. My mother had been half-joking when she said that, as she kissed my forehead.

My eyebrow raised in challenge while my arms crossed. “Mother never said love.”

“Well, maybe not to you.” She grinned teasingly. She patted my hand like an affectionate grandmother. “You deserve it, Nat. You just need to learn how to give and receive it.”

“Love?”

“No. Oral pleasure.” Her grin widened, biting her lip at my no-doubt exasperated expression. “Yes. Love. But the aforementioned oral pleasure might do you some good, too.”

Though protection was intrinsically an act of self-sacrifice, a kind of love where you put another’s worth above your own, what Raewyn meant was different. 

But what did I know? Aside from my family, love had only been something I’d read about, never experienced. Putting my shield in a weapon’s path for another’s benefit, I would argue, was a form of love. And I’d certainly never been in love. Infatuations, sure, but never that. Inspiration had never prompted me to give it.
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Raewyn departed her caravan to join ours. Her former escort faded into the distance, and we continued toward our ultimate destination of Evraka. After stowing her small pack into a wagon, Raewyn and I caught up. She spoke of Camlynn, of our parents and how they were doing. My four other siblings had reportedly sprouted like weeds in the year I’d last seen them.

I told her of my travels and the difficulties I had faced. She seemed to be half-listening to my accounts of other guards, bandits, and the occasional battle, but in her defense, my tellings sounded more like a registrar report than a story. Soon after, we found ourselves, our caravan, alone on the wide road. It was silent aside from the lull of animals and wagon wheels. It felt like the calm before a storm. I didn’t like it.

Something is wrong.

Sidling up to the head wagon, I murmured to Simar, the caravan master, who sat perched up on the wagon’s riser, “Look sharp, sir. Something’s amiss.”

Simar looked over his shoulder and called out, “All hands, look alive!” I took my shield off my back as my sister stood, watching warily.

She shrugged, shaking her head in confusion. “Nat, what’s-”

“Best get in a wagon, Raewyn,” I whispered while strapping the shield to my left arm. She frowned but did as I told her. After ensuring the tarp to hide Raewyn was secured, my hand gripped the longsword at my side, and I waited.

And waited.

My confidence in my instincts began to waver, when a cry off to my left broke the quiet. 

“Now!”

Lifting my shield up under my eyes, my gaze trained on a group of men in crude armor, carrying handaxes, rust-pocked swords, and clubs, rising from the prairie brush lining the road. They charged the caravan through knee-high brown grass with guttural yells no doubt designed to intimidate their targets.

Finally.

The fastest bandit rushed me, yelling, and I raised my shield to block his first blow. It clanked off the metal; the attack countered without effort. Punching forward with my shield, bashing him in the face to stun him, I pulled my longsword from its sheath in a quick backhanded draw, using the momentum to slice across his middle. He screamed in pain and surprise, dropping his club to cover the deep wound with his hands.

Another ran at me as I twirled my sword in my hand to right it. My shield popped up to catch his downward slash. His sword bounced hard as he gave a two-handed swing. My arm felt the bruising impact, going numb for a second. I parried his second attack with my sword, tapping the tip to unbalance him, and stepped in, keen on shortening the distance between us. He stumbled, swinging wildly to stop my advance. Parrying again, this time closer to his hilt, my blade swept his far to the side. He was thrown off-balance again, leaving his back unguarded, and it was my time. I cut across his spine, leaving a deep cut through his thin leather armor. He screeched, arching back violently, and fell to the ground.

A third came for me, and I smiled. 

They’re attacking me one at a time. Idiots.

This one, too, was quickly felled. 

Other bandits engaged with other guards around me. Some guards were having trouble keeping their opponent at bay, making me rush to assist. Stabbing my sword through the back of one as I passed, his club raised high over a tripped guard, the cutthroat gurgled and stumbled away into the grass. I ran to another, blocking a death blow with my shield while the guard next to me took the opportunity and finished the bandit off

Quickly scanning the area showed a few guards unconscious and lying in the dirt, blood seeping out from under them. But the situation appeared to be under control.

A few bandits ran back into the grass, with guards following them in their rout.

I called out, “Raewyn!”

My sister peeked out from under the canvas, coughing from the tarp’s dust. She waved her hand in front of her face. “Yeah?”

“Can you heal them? Some might still be alive.” I passed my sword to my left hand and walked over to help her out of the wagon.

She nodded and planted her feet on the ground, glancing about. “I can, yes.” She headed to the nearest fallen man and began to kneel next to him.

“That’s an enemy, Raewyn.”

She wobbled, standing back up. “Oh. Well, how can I tell them apart?” She crossed her arms, looking around again.

“Our guards have red bands on their arms.” I said, tapping the wide red cloth tied around my right bicep.

“Oh. Clever.” She moved to a downed guard and put a hand on his back. Prayers fell from her lips immediately. A moment later, the man opened his eyes and groaned. He rolled over and raised his head, making me sigh in relief.

Tomik’s wife won’t be made a widow today.

Cleaning my sword on the shirt of a dead bandit, I placed it back in my scabbard.
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Raewyn, sitting in a cart as I walked beside her, talked most of the way to Evraka, telling me of her tutoring, the girls she trained, and the mischief she got into while exploring the largest city in Laeth and the center of all trade on the continent. There was a pause after another entirely inappropriate story when Raewyn muttered under her breath like it was a secret, “The traveling Fey Carnival was just opening when I left Evraka. We could go tomorrow night.”

My feet stopped cold. Trepidation, and something akin to fear, rippled through me, as did the sudden chill rolling down my spine.

She hopped down from the cart and took my left hand in her two smaller ones. “Oh, come on! It’ll be fun, if you remember what that is, and we haven’t gone since we were kids, remember?”

“Yes, Raewyn. I remember well. I remember we were caught by that hag, cursed even. Sound familiar? Mischief hag? Ringing any bells?” I stood, rod straight and flabbergasted that she would suggest such a thing could ever be fun.

Raewyn exclaimed, never to be denied, “Exactly! And maybe we’ll find out how to get rid of said curse. Hm? Oh, you know you want to, Nat.”

My arguments died in order to consider my sister’s idea. Yes, perhaps we could find out how to rid ourselves of the curses. Going to the crime’s location might actually be beneficial. If nothing else, perhaps going into the Hall again, seeing it as just a building and nothing more... 

Still, the trepidation remained, as long forgotten memories crept into my mind. The hag’s green eyes. My sister’s screams, and my bruised fists as I attempted to defend her.

She’ll go, with or without me. I would rather she have my protection.

“Very well. I will go with you.” I huffed a sigh, resigned as logic overtook reluctance.

Raewyn grinned and twirled as she spoke in a sing-song voice, “And maybe we’ll finally get you bedded.” 

A growling groan left me as my eyes closed, my patience already wearing thin. Not this again. It’s as though I never left. “Thank you, but I’d rather not.”

Her head snapped to me, as though a thought had just come to mind. “You still haven’t bedded anyone, right? I can tell. Your spine is still all... upright and stiff.” She waved her hand in the air toward me. “And you still don’t smile. Definitely a virgin.”

Feeling more irritated at her insinuation than her actual words, my face heated. “My spine is not stiff. I just have excellent posture, which has absolutely nothing to do with my lack of...” A quick look around ensured no one could overhear us. I went on, whispering harshly, “...sexual partners. And why exactly does it matter if I'm a virgin? I want to be married. I want my husband to be my only lover. Why is that so bad, Raewyn?”

“Because you’re missing out on all the fun! Caravans and ‘protect the innocent’ is all well and good, Nat, but you could be having a full life.” She smirked at me, putting hands on her hips. “You know there are more uses for a sword than just in battle.”

“Raewyn! I intend to have a full life. When I get married.”

She blew a raspberry and waved her hand at me again. “As serious as ever, I see.”

“And thank the gods for it too, Raewyn. I take my future seriously. Now, get your behind back in the cart. You’ll get dirty.”
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Chapter Two

​The Hall of Mirrors
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We shuffled past the crowds of people who were heading in the same direction we were. Up ahead, bright lights glowed in pinks, blues, and greens, illuminating the large tents and high-tops of the carnival. The lights moved and hovered above the participants like so many fireflies, causing more than one child to hop up to try to catch one. 

There was an assortment of humans here, from far off Balingua near the Pouroe Desert, their bronze skin glistening in the lights. Some were from my own realm of Camlynn, based upon the green dragon insignia on their lapels. Others from here in Gastona, the central country Evraka was situated in, judging by their silk sashes and velvet attire. 

But there were also non-humans too. The inquisitive, brawny elves from smog-filled Tirvinir meandered about, effortlessly parting the crowd with their towering presence. There were various fey too, of course. 

A large toad, as tall as me, walked along on two legs, carrying a curved cane and bowing with his top hat aloft to every lady he saw.  A swamp crone slinked about, with her tell-tale hunched posture and squinted black eyes looking over the assembled. 

I didn’t see any dwarves, but that was no surprise. Having only met two myself, they didn’t like to leave Fomona unguarded, after their original home of Kibel was destroyed.

As we moved into the clearing that housed the entrance gate, there was a dizzying display of jugglers and fire eaters blowing puffs of multi-colored flame out above the heads of screaming, excited children. 

Beyond the gates, games, no doubt rigged, dotted the landscape. What looked to be the Hall of Mirrors took up a large plot of land to my far left. It was an inevitable destination, so I noted its location. A haunted house made up the other end to my right. An enormous amphitheater sat in the center, with its bright lights and loud music.

A large human family consisting of two parents herding four squirrelly children jostled me when I had stopped to look at the area. Stating my apologies, and bowing my head, one of the children looked up at me, wide-eyed. She touched the shield covering my back, its steel surface showing a golden four-pointed star, and whispered, “Are you a protector?”

“I am.” My smile dimmed when I noticed the child’s fingers were covered in chocolate. At least, I hope it’s chocolate. A series of brown fingerprints now blemished my shield, and I dug into my pouch for a cloth to clean it.

“Wow,” she whispered. “I’ve never met one of you before.”

Plucking the cloth from my pouch, I knelt in front of her. “Do you know what a protector is, honey? What we do?”

The girl dipped her head shyly, chewing on her lip. “You help people.”

My smile returned at her succinct answer. “Yes. A protector follows Horyn. We are sworn to someone who needs protection.” I took my shield off my back and pointed to the four-pointed star.

“Each point of the star stands for one of the four-” I searched for a smaller word than ‘tenet’ so the child would understand. “...beliefs of a protector. Do you know them?” 

When she shook her head, I pointed to the first. “Vigilance. We are always ready.” 

Then, the second. “Self-sacrifice. We give so others may live.” 

With the third point, I said, “Patience. We aim for calmness and understanding.” 

My finger stopped at the final point. “And fortitude. We bear what others cannot.”

Protectors often found themselves the bodyguards of the rich and powerful, guardians of the church itself, or, on the rare occasion, adventurers - going where needed and guarding whomever needed guarding. I was the latter, at the moment. 

They almost always had a purpose. Someone or something to protect. A charge.

Not yet, but soon.

Wiping down my shield to remove the brown mystery substance, its surface gleaming once more, my hand froze when the girl’s brown-covered fingers neared my shield again.

“Come along, Mira.” The girl’s mother took her hand before she could touch and pulled her away to get into the queue that was now forming at the gate entrance. A nudge from Raewyn drew my attention as I stood. She adjusted her mask and hood as she looked on. A trash receptacle stood off to the side. Knowing better than to toss it from a distance, I simply walked over to throw the dirty cloth away.

Raewyn nudged me again when I returned, harder this time. “We’d better get in line. You’re paying.”

“And why exactly am I paying for you? Do you not have funds?”

She grinned without looking my way as we joined one of the lines. “I do, but the bigger sister is supposed to take care of the little sister. Besides, you paid last time, remember?”

I sighed, stepping up when the line had cleared ahead of us. “Very well.”

It didn’t take long before we made it to the booth, though Raewyn was beginning to hop on her toes and grumble about the queue’s efficiency. A small green man, with large pointed ears and sharp pointed teeth, hopped up on his stool and spread his arms wide. “Hehe, welcome to the Fey Carnival, misses! Shall that be two tickets?”

I nodded at the little goblin and shelled out some coin. “How much?”

“For adults, five silver per, my dear! One gold coin in total!”

My heavy coin plunked down on the window’s sill, and it disappeared, making my sister clap and gasp in delight as she watched.

“Oh, how clever! I need to learn how to do that.”

Distracted with closing my coin purse, I hummed absently then replied, “Do what, Raewyn?”

She chirped. “Make money disappear as soon as it’s in front of me. It would make gambling so much simpler.”

Eyeing my sister, it suddenly made sense to me why I was paying. I didn’t know she gambled.

The goblin giggled. “Crowns or lapel pins for your tickets?”

“Crowns, please,” I answered him while keeping my suspicious gaze on Raewyn. “Am I to understand you aim to pilfer funds before you’ve won them?”

Raewyn shrugged. “Maybe... oh, our tickets!”

The goblin held out two flowered crowns, one to each of us. They were the same as they had been so many years ago, and my anxiety spiked.

“To signify you have paid, my dears, and here’s a program of events! NEXT!”

I plucked the program and the crowns from the teller with a grateful nod, handing one of the flowery pieces to Raewyn as we moved to the side. Raewyn immediately donned hers, adjusting it over her porcelain mask.

“How do I look?” She turned this way and that to give me the best vantage. 

“Lovely, Raewyn. As always.” It was unnecessary to lie. My sister, despite the scars hidden under her mask, was a striking woman, and the flowers only enhanced her beauty. 

She beamed and motioned to me. “Well, put yours on!”

The delicate crown of real flowers sat limp in my hands as I admired the silken petals and woven stems. It was a pretty piece, I admitted to myself. Maybe I could do this. Adjusting it over my hair carefully, my sister confirmed it sat well with a cheery smile.

“Beautiful, now let’s go!”

She grabbed my hand and began to drag me to the nearest game as a child would their parent. The sights and sounds and smells of the carnival hit me fully. Sprites and pixies danced above, tossing tiny globes of the colored lights between them. Though I did not care for the scent of roasting meat, the sweet smell of pastries made my mouth water and my stomach grumble.

Raewyn stopped me in front of a tossing game, one with three blocks in a pyramid set in an open tent with a cloth backdrop.

“No, not these. They’re rigged,” I said, pointing while shaking my head.

Raewyn groaned and turned toward me. “I know, but the games are half the carnival!”

Sighing for what would probably not be the last time that night, I handed the carnie a silver piece. Enough for three balls. Raewyn squealed, taking up the balls in her small hands and gave a feeble throw. It hit the blocks but only jostled them with none falling.

“Aw, that’s a nice throw, lovey. But you still have two more. Give it your best shot!” cried the carnie.

Raewyn grumbled, rolling the two remaining balls in her hands. “What are these blocks made from? Concrete?” She gave another throw. This time it sailed past the blocks to hit the sheet behind them with a dull thud.

She exhaled in exasperation then handed me the last ball. “See if you can, Nat.”

Taking the ball from her, I stepped up to the table. “I will try, but throwing is not my strong suit, Raewyn.”

Everything has a weakness. 

Aiming between the lower two blocks, my arm pulled back and released. The ball careened toward the blocks and then curved to hit the platform holding them. It shook the blocks, but they still did not fall. 

“Missed! You missed! I can’t believe it!” Raewyn yelled, throwing her hands up. “You did worse than I did!”

A bitter part of me wanted to ask the carnie if the balls were enchanted to curve like that. “I told you. Throwing is not my strong suit.”

Raewyn let out a groan, and the carnie stepped up.

“One more silver gets you four balls. Yes, four. I said four. Would you be willing, loveys?”

Raewyn looked at me with childlike hope in her eyes, only to have her hopes dashed when I answered the carnie, “No. We’ll find some other game.”

“But-but...four!” Raewyn looked back at the game and the carnie, who was now yelling about five balls.

“Come, Raewyn. We’ll find something else to do.” My eyes shifted again to the area where the Hall of Mirrors sat, as though silently beckoning me to another meeting. Dread clawed my stomach with frosty fingers.

“Like finding you company for the night.” Raewyn sidled up beside me, grinning as though the game no longer existed.

Distracted, I turned to her. “Huh?” What she said finally registered, my teeth clenched. “Raewyn...”

“I told you I was going to find you someone. Him? Wait, no, too skinny. You probably want to break his heart, not his body. Ooh, what about him? C’mere, tall, dark, and horny...” She pointed off to our side and rushed in that direction.

“Ho-? What? No!” Panic made me reach out to her, but she had already moved to the side of a man whose back was turned toward me. “Raewyn! Rae-wyn!”

Raewyn tapped the gentleman on the shoulder, and he turned, smiling down at her. “Yes?”

Curses spewed out in a mutter as I stalked to Raewyn’s side, intent on dragging her away. 

Raewyn giggled. “Hello, sir. M- whoa!”

Gripping her by the arm to drag her away, I tried to produce a convincing laugh, but it came out unnatural and high-pitched. “Sorry! My sister is very drunk! Those Minuen priestesses, right? Never met a drink they didn’t like!”

Raewyn cried out, pointing at my torso. “Wait, Nat! You’ve got dirt on you!”

My grip released her to look down at myself, pressing my hands to my chest. “Wait. What? Where?”

She cackled. My head jerked up at the mocking sound to see her scramble back toward the gentleman again, who was watching as though we were the true entertainment here. Before I could grab her a second time, Raewyn rambled off her monologue. “My sister is badly in need of sexual company for the evening. Perhaps it’ll improve her mood. Would you be so kind as to provide it?”

My hands landed on her arm just as my body went numb. “Oh, gods...” I didn’t even get a good look at the man. My burning face fell into my right hand. “She... she’s drunk. So, so drunk,” I muttered, squeaking.

Raewyn’s coy smile was audible in her words. “Nat, if you need help getting started, I can show you how.”

My suspicions that I must have died at some point in my travels were instantly confirmed, and my soul was sent to the Dark Drop instead of Celestia. I was dead, and this was my punishment for some offense to the gods.

The man’s soft laughter pulled me from my morbid thoughts of damnation and eternal torment into the different, but equally painful hell. His anger or umbrage would have been easier to handle.

“I cannot say I would be able to provide that kind of company, but I can at least introduce myself. I am Ramiren, and you are?”

My head slowly lifted.  I know that name. Where do I know that name?

Before my sister could reply, I blurted out, “You’re Ramiren. The Ramiren? I’ve heard of you. I just can’t remember how.”

Where? Where have I heard that name?

Ramiren’s red-irised eyes turned toward me, and he smiled more broadly. “You have? Good things, I hope.”

Searching his face in earnest as though the answer lay there, my gaze traveled over his firm jaw, covered in a neatly-trimmed black beard and mustache. His tanned skin was an even shade, and black hair curled and tickled at the nape of his neck.

Oval gold-framed glasses, with lenses the color of blood, sat on his straight nose and emphasized the rubies of his eyes. Small twin black horns curled up from his temples. He wore fine black clothing with red trim, giving himself a wholly duo-toned look, except for the spray of small wildflowers pinned on his lapel that was his ‘ticket,’ like the flower crowns my sister and I wore. He appeared more scholar than anything, making me even more curious why and where I had heard the name. I do not associate with many scholars. Or broodlings, for that matter.

My tutors briefly discussed broodlings in their many lessons regarding the heritages of the known world. While celestials, like myself and Raewyn, were descended from angels, servants of the benevolent Tarindar pantheon, broodlings came from devils, servants of the malevolent Lorindar. And like celestials, broodlings often took on physical characteristics associated with their heritage, which this Ramiren definitely did.

Despite the situation, the tension in my shoulders, normally present, slowly faded. The twisting sensation in my belly that started the moment Raewyn suggested going to this carnival eased considerably. I felt comfortable in his presence. Languid, even.

It was unnerving. Is that a broodling trait?

After what must have been an awkward pause, I cleared my throat. “My apologies, Master Ramiren. I am Nathalia Swordhand. And this is my sister, Raewyn.”

He inclined his head to each of us in turn with a gentle smile. “Lovely to meet you both.” He squinted his eyes. “Hm, Swordhand? I believe I know your father, though it’s been a while since I’ve spoken with him. Maxlian Swordhand, yes? Of Camlynn?”

He’s one of my father’s associates? What a tiny, tangled web the world is.

“Yep,” Raewyn said, popping the P. My teeth ground together at the sound. “That’s Dad.”

“Please don’t pop your consonants, Raewyn.”

Her lazy gaze settled on me. “Hm? Oh, too unladylike for you?”

Among other things. “That, and it’s irritating to anyone who hears it.”

Raewyn rolled her eyes. Ramiren watched us, his amusement returning. “Shall we look around together, then? I aim to meet some clients here to discuss finishing terms, so I may have to step away for a time.”

“Clients? What exactly do you do?” Raewyn cut in.

His smile widened. “Pacts, mostly. I broker them for individuals. I facilitate connections, and I am rewarded for my efforts.”

We began to walk through the crowded areas of the carnival, looking around at the variety of exotically-dressed people. Fey, humans, and elves alike chatted with each other. Children of all races played together with their small kites and toys. It was harmonious and wonderful to watch. Only there was a dark cloud in the back of my mind about this place. Remembering my childhood, and the night my greatest gift was stolen from me.

My awareness prickled, making me notice Ramiren was looking at me, as though he had just said something and expected a reply. “My apologies, I was far away, what did you say?”

Ramiren replied, “I asked if you and your sister come to this every year?” He looked around. “I’ve never been myself, but I hear of it often. Truth be told, I’ve never had the opportunity until today.”

Raewyn and I glanced at each other. She frowned while I gave the answer, “We’ve been once, when we were children. It was not a good time.”

Ramiren tilted his head, furrowing his eyebrows. "Why is that? I would have thought a carnival would be a grand time for children."

Should I say anything? 

It was something personal and private when I had only just met him. But the comfort I felt lingered, making me finally relent. "Mischief hags."

“Ah.” He sighed. “Yes. I’ve heard of them. They tend to ignore the typical fey rules of fairness and steal what is not theirs. You have encountered one, then? Here?” 

My tongue slid along my upper teeth. “We have.” My sister touched her porcelain mask. “And she did indeed steal things from us. She cornered us in the Hall of Mirrors, said some incantation, and we were... made lesser.”

“I am sorry that happened to you both.” Ramiren’s gaze bounced between us. “Especially as children just wishing to join in on the fun.”

Raewyn, walking on Ramiren’s other side, touched his arm to get his attention. “Why do they do that, though? Allow the mischief hag into this?”

Ramiren hummed. “I’m not sure allow is accurate. They can disguise themselves, though they are always unable to hide their sickly green eyes. It’s also unknown how many there are. Whether there are one or dozens of them is unclear. Some think the mere concept is a myth.”

Gods above. Dozens?

“I remember her eyes the most,” I said. 

It was a white lie. My memory recalled something else even more.

My chest tightened at the memory of the hag. My first failure where placing myself between her and my little sister was not enough. The mischief hag’s magic had gone through me to her with no power to stop it.

Ramiren shook his head in disgust. “The mischief hag is a type of fey. In my dealings, I tend to avoid fey. And devils, too. Their words are often double-sided, and you must be quite careful, which I learned in my youth. Even other broodlings, I must be cautious. It’s never known how far the apple fell from the tree, as it were. I keep to a more humanoid clientele now. Humans, celestials...” he said, his hand indicating to us, “...elves, dwarves, and occasionally gnomes, when I can pry their attention from gears and gadgetry.”

We walked on. Ramiren eventually excused himself to go to his meeting. Raewyn and I played a few more games, winning at nothing. After eating our supper from a vendor, Ramiren somehow found us again just as I’d finished reading through the events program.

“Did you do your deal already? That was fast,” Raewyn said, brushing deep-fried cake crumbs from her lap.

“Yes, I did. This one was not particularly complicated, but it did require a meeting in a public place.”

“Oh, yeah? What happened?” Raewyn continued. 

That’s none of our business, sister.

Ramiren seemed to hear my thoughts as he replied, “Apologies, but I cannot disclose. Secrecy was part of the pact.”

We cleaned our area and stood as he told the tale of a tricky deal he had to make with an ancient elven sorcerer who wanted to be able to complete his book of self-created spells. It appeared to me that Ramiren did good work in at least securing the elf’s goal. I said as much.

“Yes, thank you, but sadly he summoned a devil to help build an appendix to the book. The devil tricked him, to no one’s surprise. Immortal beings, though not against the claws of a fiend. I’m told they cannot even be resurrected by the unfathomable effects of fey magic.” 

The elf reached above his means. Anyone that deals with a devil gets exactly what is coming to them.

Raewyn played a few more games as we watched patiently. When she finally won a small stuffed bear on a ring toss, she jumped up and down while clapping her hands and shrieking. “Yes! Minue’s tits! I won!”

“Uh.” The carnie’s eyes, focused on Raewyn, dipped lower than was appropriate. When I cleared my throat with a hard glare, he broke into a broad, practiced smile, and his eyes lifted. “Yes, you did! Step right up and you can be a winner, too!” The carnie held out the bear to Raewyn, who clutched it to her chest as though it were a valuable keepsake. Her enthusiasm was infectious, making me smile. 

Ramiren broke into a wide grin, clapping twice. “Well done, Raewyn. Now, you have a memento for your travels here.”

Raewyn giggled and held the bear out to me. “See, Nat? I don’t need your throwing expertise after all.” 

Funny. 

“No, and thank the gods for it, too. I would not have won you such a token.”

Something bumped into me, and a scratchy voice soon followed. “Oh, excuse me, dearie.”

The voice caused me to turn, and my body stiffened as though instantly frozen. A shock of unnaturally red hair and a drab purple dress did nothing to distract from her noxious green eyes as she squinted over the crowd.

They’re here.

The anxiety that had filled me earlier unfurled in the face of an actual enemy, a living breathing thing that could be defeated. Resolve and training took its place. “Raewyn, Ramiren, walk over and stand behind me.”

Ramiren quietly moved behind me. When Raewyn paid me no heed, still preoccupied with her bear, my head snapped toward her as I barked, “Raewyn! Behind me, that’s an order!”

She jolted. “What? Yeesh, fine, all right. Calm down.” She moved behind me with a scowl.

Securing my shield to my arm then placing my hand on the hilt of my longsword, I stood on my tip-toes to search for the bright red hair in the crowd, and my eyes warily tracked her movements after the search proved fruitful. Ramiren watched calmly. “What did you see?” he asked under his breath, though there was no chance of the foul creature overhearing him.

“That was the mischief hag.”

Out of the corner of my eye, Ramiren sharply looked my way. “I see.” 

Raewyn murmured, “Follow?”

When we all agreed, we did our best to squeeze past a few individuals who stood, oblivious to others, in the middle of the thoroughfare. As though pulled by an invisible string, she darted toward the Hall of Mirrors. Could she sense someone vulnerable in there now?

As soon as she disappeared into the Hall of Mirrors, we dashed after her. When we came to the entrance, the feeling of trepidation returned. I swallowed it down as best I could with a dry mouth.

“Come, she has entered.”

Raewyn and Ramiren followed me in. Making sure to keep myself between them and whatever might happen, we went through the entrance, and my foreboding nearly choked me. Vivid memories flooded in. I was a child again, crying, screaming at the hideous hag to leave my sister alone. My fists lashed out, but they bounced off her harmlessly. She cackled at my feeble attempt and turned toward me, her voice high-pitched and abrasive. “And you, my dear girl, I see in your mind you are quite the poet. The writer. The songstress. Creation is your joy and it shall be your loss!” She incanted something, gesturing wildly with her long spindly fingers as she did with Raewyn, “I steal from you, your creativity!”

Snapping back to the present, Raewyn looked up at me, concerned. 

I shook my head to clear it. “Stay behind me. I can protect you better this time.”

Raising my shield to advance through the maze of mirrors, my eyes wandered on their own. It couldn’t be helped. Some mirrors made me look shorter. Some made me look taller. Some made me look fatter and some skinnier. Standard trick mirrors. But this was the Fey Carnival, and nothing was mundane. Some made me look younger, the exact age when I last entered this place. Some made me look older, my silver hair turned gray and crow’s feet wrinkled at my eyes.

One made me stop in my tracks. My reflection was standing with someone and wrapped in their tight embrace with joyful, happy tears running down my cheeks. My beautiful white dress with gold fey-like embroidery was plain-shaped gown, but its meaning could not be mistaken. 

My jaw went slack, trying desperately to concentrate on the face of the one my reflection was shown with, but the mysterious man’s face was shadowed. My distraction made me nearly miss my sister calling for me.

“Nat? Nathalia! Listen!” Raewyn tugged on my sleeve. Regaining my composer, my head swiveled up when the cries of someone in distress echoed distantly.

“No!” Taking off toward the sound, my shield bounced off of a trick mirror and shattered it. Moving around it, glass crunching beneath my feet, I dodged into fake alleyways, around blind corners. The shouts were getting louder, and my pace quickened. 

Then, a croaking voice rebounded off the mirror-covered walls, “I see in your mind you’re quite the tinkerer. Wrenches and gears are your joy and your automaton your life’s work. Never again shall you improve him.”

A higher-pitched one replied, pleading, “No, please!”

We came to a circular room lined with mirrors. In it, a large automaton, his machinery exposed at the joints, grappled with the thick, snaking vines constricting him. The disguised mischief hag had cornered a small gnome with bright pink hair in pigtails. Goggles sat over the gnome’s eyes, enlarging them to an exaggerated degree. She looked like a child, and perhaps she was mistaken for one.

The mischief hag began to incant, “I steal from you, your tools!”

I charged, yelling out a cry to Horyn. As my sword swung down, the mischief hag disappeared, leaving behind nothing but a puff of green smoke and an echoing cackle.

“No!” the gnome wailed, patting herself as if looking for something. She, then, held her hands out. “My tools! You useless automaton!” She kicked the brown automaton in the shin with a hollow ding. She yowled then began to hop up and down while holding her injured foot.

The vines around the automaton fell away and disintegrated. He turned toward his owner and let out a soft beep. “YOU DID LESS THAN I DID.”

His voice reverberated throughout the chamber, making my ears ring. My hands reached out to her in case she fell. “Are you all right? I’m sorry I could not-”

The gnome put her foot down and wheeled on me, hands on hips. “Well, you should be sorry! Fat lotta good you did!”

My eyes fell to my feet. Shame and a deep sense of failure gutted me with yet another innocent being hurt in the same way my sister and I had been. Another person in the wrong place at the wrong time. Maybe it’s not too late, for either of us? A solution buzzed into my mind, and my chin lifted. “Perhaps we can go to Lord Leviathus and let him know this is happening? I’m sure the carnival owner can help get your tools back.”

The gnome’s enlarged eyes narrowed on me. “You think so, huh? Well, la-de-da. Who are you, the Queen of Evraka? No one gets a private audience with him without knowing someone.”

She’s right. And while my name is influential, even in nearby Evraka, this was the Fey Carnival. My signet ring wouldn’t get me a foot in the door. So, how do we contact him? Perhaps he keeps open business hours? Or a detailed message? 

Suggestion box?

Pulling out the program, my eyes scanned the pamphlet, hoping for a way to contact the carnival owner as I rubbed my mother’s luck stone. One event caught my attention.

Found you.

Tapping the plain pendant in gratitude, I asked, “Raewyn, do you remember singing that duet song when we were younger? Seasons Change?”

Raewyn looked at me, confused. “Yeah, why?”

“Lord Leviathus presents prizes to the contest winners himself. It says so in the program.” Raewyn leaned in to read the indicated paragraph in the pamphlet as my idea took root. “They have a singing contest, which should be starting soon. We could ask him then.”

Raewyn smiled. “I’m right there with you, Nat.”

Ramiren tilted his head, looking at me. “There are many quality singers who will be participating. Are you up to the challenge?”

My back straightened. “Throwing is not my strong suit, Master Ramiren. But singing is. It’s our best chance, I think.” 

A sneaky noise made me look down at the gnome, who was being smacked on the back by her automaton in an uncomfortable-looking attempt at consolation.

There was another soft beep sound from the automaton. “THERE
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