

  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To everyone who feels unseen, forgotten, or out of place, the world is richer for having you in it.

      

    



  	
        
            
            The Scales do not promise a world without darkness and chaos. They remind us that both have their place within the whole.
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emotions, and traumatic situations. I have written from 
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my own life experiences.   
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Disclaimer:  
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This story is entirely a fiction created by me. Any 
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resemblance to persons living or dead is purely coincidental.   
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Prologue : 

[image: ]

 

In the beginning, the world ended.   

[image: ]

Not with a big bang or much fanfare but quietly, 

[image: ]

like the turning of a page. The universe was balanced 

[image: ]

once more.  

[image: ]

An age of emptiness passed before the world was 

[image: ]

reborn.  

[image: ]

Again.  

[image: ]

From Origo Puteus, the Dust of Origins a spark of 

[image: ]

consciousness. A new Deity of Beginnings, of Creation, Giver of Life.  

[image: ]

Tathilato, Keeper of the Scales of Amat’ Aga, 

[image: ]

emerged to walk upon the renewed world.   

[image: ]

Tathilato roamed the barren land for a 

[image: ]

millennium. In that breath of time across the infinite, 

[image: ]

they came to know loneliness.   

[image: ]

Balance was lost; the Scales of Amat’ Aga tipped. 

[image: ]

In an effort to dispel their isolation, to rebalance 

[image: ]

the Scales, Tathilato breathed life into the stark, raw 

[image: ]

mountains and vast, empty rivers of Lodronus. Into the dry, dusty plains, hills and valleys, beneath vast, ever -

[image: ]

changing skies.   

[image: ]

By Tathilato’s hand, the world reawakened. 

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

Still  lonesome and  yearning, Tathilato created 

[image: ]

intelligent beings. Companions. People with whom they could speak, love, and live. Tathilato’s first people were 

[image: ]

the pixies. Then came others.   

[image: ]

Alas, while all peoples eventually thrived in the 

[image: ]

wilds of the world, only the pixies lived long enough to share in Tathilato’s journey for any real length of time. 

[image: ]

But even the pixies eventually perished. 

[image: ]

Leaving Tathilato alone and heartbroken once 

[image: ]

more. In their anguish and desolation, the Scales tipped further.  

[image: ]

Their grief became imbalance. Imbalance became 

[image: ]

desperation.  

[image: ]

And so, Tathilato reached beyond the world they’d 

[image: ]

made. They drew from the Dust of Origins once more. One at a time twelve aspects of balance borne of 

[image: ]

Tathilato’s despair. 

[image: ]

Not companions – counterweights.   

[image: ]

Thus came the Thirteen Deities of Lodronus. 

[image: ]

Twelve to balance the One.  

[image: ]

Their purpose: to protect and guide the new world 

[image: ]

and its people.  

[image: ]

To ensure the world would never again rest upon 

[image: ]

the whims of a single Deity.  

[image: ]

The Scales of Amat’ Aga must be balanced.

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

Altar Haven  

[image: ]

First home of Tathilato

[image: ]

 

Tathilato watched silently as the others drew near.

[image: ]

Sol marched onward, like clockwork. Luna close behind.

[image: ]

This rare convergence was the reason Tathilato had chosen this moment for a discussion that could wait no longer.

[image: ]

The time had come for them to return.

[image: ]

Tathilato could wait no longer.

[image: ]

Uzwela, first member of the Trinity, stared earnestly at

[image: ]

Tathilato. He suspected why they had been called back to Altar Haven.

[image: ]

Tathilato felt Uzwela’s attention and gave him a slight nod.

[image: ]

Uzwela studied his counterparts, his siblings. They had to

[image: ]

feel it too. They must see what was happening, the changes taking place in the world. The cruelty taking root.

[image: ]

“Do you know why we are here?” Tathilato asked.

[image: ]

“It is time for them to return.” Uzwela spoke clearly as a chill

[image: ]

traced his spine.

[image: ]

“I had suspected.” Mwindaji replied. “I caught a scent in the

[image: ]

Towering Wilds, familiar and unwelcome when Sol passed by the last time. How soon?”

[image: ]

“Now,” growled a voice from the rotunda’s entrance.

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

The Deities of Storm and Ground stalked into the rotunda.

[image: ]

Babo sauntered in with a malicious grin.

[image: ]

Cioban, Dirwest, and the pair of Amanti arrived to complete

[image: ]

the gathering.

[image: ]

Striding purposefully into the wide circle of Deities was

[image: ]

Tathilato’s first true companion. The first to be drawn from the Dust of Origins after their separation from the people of Lodronus.

[image: ]

Akui was their longing and sorrow given life.

[image: ]

The pair were breathtaking in their stark opposition:

[image: ]

darkness and light made flesh.

[image: ]

“Akui.” Babo exhaled sharply.

[image: ]

“Akui!” Dirwest spat. “You shouldn’t be here. What of the

[image: ]

peace?”

[image: ]

“I don’t care.”

[image: ]

“But the innocents, Akui. What of their souls?” Cioban

[image: ]

asked.

[image: ]

“Am I the shepherd of souls?” Akui sneered at Cioban. “Oh,

[image: ]

right… that’s you. So, why should I care?”

[image: ]

Amanti pleaded in unison. “This world is so full of love,

[image: ]

Akui. Spare those whose hearts are filled with it.”

[image: ]

“And that should matter to me?.” Akui’s laughter rumbled

[image: ]

like distant war drums.

[image: ]

“Will there be anyone left?” Sol asked, though his steps

[image: ]

slowed. He wouldn’t be going anywhere. Nor would Luna. Only them. Just like last time.

[image: ]

And all the times before.

[image: ]

Akui held Sol’s gaze. Sol couldn’t bear the weight. “I. Don’t.

[image: ]

Care.”

[image: ]

“There is no honor in what you do, Akui.” Kaha declared.

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

“You keep talking as if your words matter.” Akui glared

[image: ]

Kaha. “You all know why I’m here.”

[image: ]

“You think this is justice?” The Trinity spoke as one.

[image: ]

“Justice?” he scoffed. “Justice… And what of you hypocrites?

[image: ]

You, who guide one heart to another.” Akui sneered and looked squarely at Amanti.

[image: ]

Deity Amanti curled inward and shrank from Akui.

[image: ]

“Or you, who give them strength and magic and luck. You

[image: ]

make them believe they can hold peace indefinitely. Without consequences.”

[image: ]

No one moved. Even Sol slowed his eternal march while

[image: ]

Luna clung to her beloved son for a few extra, priceless moments.

[image: ]

“You have let them believe they can have peace without

[image: ]

pain, light without darkness, love without heartbreak.” He stared down the Trinity; acidic laughter filled the stone space. “Justice without injustice.”

[image: ]

“You,” Akui snarled, “have let them forget that there is

[image: ]

always chaos hiding behind their imagined perfection. There are always consequences, no matter how long delayed.” Akui’s grin was more threat than joy. They held each member’s gaze until all dropped.

[image: ]

All but Tathilato. They stared silently at each other. Neither

[image: ]

yielded.

[image: ]

Tathilato knew Akui’s plans were already in motion,

[image: ]

unavoidable now. That there would be no other plans. No exceptions. No deviations.

[image: ]

Ever.

[image: ]

“You’re sure?” Tathilato’s voice whispered through Akui’s

[image: ]

mind, so calm and soothing, like the first breath of spring across the frozen land. The exact opposite of Akui’s.

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

“Have I ever been anything but?” Of all of them, Tathilato

[image: ]

would understand.

[image: ]

“Really, you have only yourselves to blame for what happens

[image: ]

next.”

[image: ]

Deities shifted uneasily in the taut silence that followed.

[image: ]

“You meddle all the time. You interfere so much you’ve set

[image: ]

them up for this. So, whatever happens, it’s your fault.” Akui’s laugh echoed like nails hammered into a coffin. “Not mine.”

[image: ]

And then, Akui was gone.

[image: ]




[image: ]

4th Flower Moon, 3755 N.E. 

[image: ]

Rural farm near Oss, Domhan an Onoir

[image: ]

 

Dawn sneaked into the world, blood -orange and fuchsia.

[image: ]

Steam curled from his parted lips as he took slow, intentional steps.

[image: ]

A gate latch lifted free; hinges squeaked softly. Silent

[image: ]

footfalls surrounded the small herd. Goats bleated angrily at the rude early awakening.

[image: ]

Nearby, the buax flock cooed, alarmed by the goat’s warning.

[image: ]

“Move!” A singular command. “Get the buax and get out.

[image: ]

The rest of you with me.”

[image: ]

Buax squawked in fury as rough hands shoved their fluffy

[image: ]

bodies into canvas sacks.

[image: ]

An indifferent rooster crowed the hour. Every step

[image: ]

completed to perfection.

[image: ]

Three farms. Twenty -seven buax. Eleven goats.

[image: ]

Four targets remained.

[image: ]

Right on schedule, doors creaked open, outhouses filled

[image: ]

with half -awake farmers or their wives. Fires were stoked for the morning meal.

[image: ]

No one noticed the silent, empty pens.

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

Or his men slipping through the early morning fog and

[image: ]

shrinking shadows to complete their mission.

[image: ]

Imos Irsu vanished into the Towering Wilds, laughing as

[image: ]

panic awakened behind him.




[image: ]

5th Flower Moon, 3755 N.E. 

[image: ]

Harwood House, Oss, Domhan an Onoir

[image: ]

 

“Lord Macarius, please.” A woman begged.

[image: ]

“I have nothing left. My lord, I won’t have the funds to…” A

[image: ]

man griped, hands wringing.

[image: ]

He didn’t know their names. Didn’t really care. Just more

[image: ]

whiners expecting him to solve their problems. None of them seemed to care about his problems.

[image: ]

“They left no trail. I don’t know where the Wastelanders

[image: ]

hide. Do you?” His speech slurred around the edges.

[image: ]

Macarius sneered at them; silence cut through the group

[image: ]

like a sickle.

[image: ]

“We haff no heading… no leads,” his words interrupted by a

[image: ]

watery hiccup, “to track the bastards down. So, what would you have me do?”

[image: ]

“Something!” another person pleaded. “Anything! They took

[image: ]

Billy, sire. My Billy!”

[image: ]

“Alright…” Macarius winced at the shrill tone in the

[image: ]

woman’s voice. “Here’s some… thing you can do. Pray to Cioban or Mwindaji then, because I’m no Deity and I have no magic. I can’t bring back your…” Macarius hiccupped again, scrubbed his eyes with one hand, waving away the raucous group. “whatever you’re missing.”

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]


--------------------------------------------------  

[image: ]

Another day. Same demands as if he was Deity Tathilato,

[image: ]

capable of fixing everything. As if he could fix anything.

[image: ]

Macarius plodded through his threadbare manor in search

[image: ]

of breakfast; floorboards groaned under his weight and clock chimes bleated out of tune.

[image: ]

If he was Tathilato, maybe there was a lot he would fix.

[image: ]

Missing birds and goats and whatever those people were whining about… not it.

[image: ]

His mind was static; the same sequence of thoughts and

[image: ]

memories spun on repeat. If he was Tathilato, Taurina would still be alive. She’d be here… with her smile just for him. Her touch, so tender and soothing.

[image: ]

Not that useless whelp. The thought settled in his gut like

[image: ]

sour milk.

[image: ]

Macarius swayed around the last corner; the brick kitchens

[image: ]

stretched before him. “Mead!” He bellowed and stepped into the dark interior. Old smoke and older grease threatened his appetite.

[image: ]

A chair scraped roughly over wood planks and slammed to

[image: ]

the floor. Quiet footsteps skittered away.

[image: ]

Cook nodded, a tankard already in hand.

[image: ]

“What’s for break… fast?”

[image: ]

“Chitterlings and potato hash, my lord.” Cook never raised

[image: ]

her head, staring at the floor between them.

[image: ]

“Again? Do you know how to cook anything else?”

[image: ]

“No, my lord. It’s what we have on hand, my lord.” The

[image: ]

woman didn’t flinch under his angry gaze. Didn’t move or blink or shift.

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

“Fuck it, fine. Gimme some so I can go back to my study in

[image: ]

peace.” He tipped the cup back, drained half its contents. “I’m sick of all the whining around here!”

[image: ]

Macarius swept the room with his watery gaze while he

[image: ]

waited for Cook to make him a plate of her barely edible slop.

[image: ]

His gaze landed on a shadowy corner, a familiar pair of bony

[image: ]

bare feet on the floor.

[image: ]

“Ah.” Macarius set his cup on the table with a loud thunk. “If

[image: ]

it isn’t the most selfish, most arrogant, most worthless person to ever breathe air.” Macarius closed the space in a few strides, looming over the dark corner. “In Babo’s name, why wasn’t it yo u they took this morning?”

[image: ]

Gabros shook his shaggy head in adamant denial. “I don’t

[image: ]

know, sire.”

[image: ]

“You should know!” Macarius bellowed. “They’re useful.”

[image: ]

Bitter laughter echoed through the silent space.

[image: ]

“Please, father.” Gabros’s voice broke. “I didn’t mean to be in

[image: ]

your way. Forgive me.”

[image: ]

Cook remained paralyzed as heavy blows fell on the boy.

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]




[image: ]

8th Flower Moon, 3755 N.E. 

[image: ]

Crystal Court, Kingdom Braghlenziah

[image: ]

 

Moist heat of midday in Braghlenziah clung to her skin  like 

[image: ]

an unwanted visitor  as Sorana Glyncherran  moved to her seat. Three others were already seated at the white marble table in the center of the wide veranda.

[image: ]

Tropical perfume weighed on the still air. Sunlight bounced

[image: ]

off alabaster stone. Everything in Crystal Court was white, silver, or gold with gem -toned accents.

[image: ]

A stark contrast to the warm wood and slate of her home,

[image: ]

Raven’s Bastion.

[image: ]

Sorana summoned a gentle breeze through the veranda and

[image: ]

accepted the parchment Kar Grimsson offered. She scanned the report quickly.

[image: ]

Numerous losses. Far too many. The numbers were

[image: ]

definitely worsening.

[image: ]

Kar moved back to his seat across from her. The thick

[image: ]

wooden chair groaned under him. High King of the humankin was large for a member of his race. Tall but stout with dark brown hair, a full reddish -brown beard and yellow gold eyes bracketed by evidence of frequent laughter and a life spent in the wilds of his kingdom.

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

“Thank you for agreeing to this meeting. I know we finished

[image: ]

official negotiations yesterday, but…” Kar sighed heavily, “there’s been a new development.”

[image: ]

She reread the report from Kar’s kingdom, Domhan an

[image: ]

Onoir. Wastelanders were growing bolder. More arrogant. They took everything they could get their hands on.

[image: ]

“As you can see,” Kar motioned to the parchments in front of

[image: ]

each member of the Peace Accords. “Imos Irsu sees and exploits every weakness. Our defenses are not enough. There are just too many gaps that are too damn big. And this…” The man’s gravelly barit one trailed off.

[image: ]

In shock or anger, Sorana couldn’t tell. “This marks an

[image: ]

escalation?” Sorana offered.

[image: ]

Kar’s wheat gold eyes narrowed. “Yeah. Definitely an

[image: ]

escalation, Empress Sorana. My people are afraid. Some have abandoned their land altogether and are moving north with the nomad tribes.”

[image: ]

“We have sent you a large number of reinforcements

[image: ]

already, High -King.” Advisor to the King of Braghlenziah stated flatly, his voice cold and unaffected. “Why don’t you move more of your people from the north to defend your border with the Wastelands?”

[image: ]

Sorana stared at Brant with a look of disbelief. Typical

[image: ]

reaction from Brant Daevon. He was exceptionally analytical, an excellent strategist. Could find the best way to get the most out of anyone in any situation.

[image: ]

Could not account for the emotional or intangible costs of

[image: ]

his ruthless negotiations.

[image: ]

Brant studied her with a mix of hurt and triumph on his

[image: ]

handsome features.

[image: ]

Sorana looked back to Kar, an expression of poorly masked

[image: ]

desperation in his kind eyes.

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

“You know why we can’t do that, Advisor Daevon. We’ve

[image: ]

been over this.”

[image: ]

“I don’t understand. Why not? You seem to have plenty of

[image: ]

people.” Brant countered.

[image: ]

King Andreth Venris answered for Kar, “The ongoing

[image: ]

drought, Brant. If they move too many people away from what farmland is still usable, they won’t have a sustainable harvest. And we’ll have to send even more resources to support his,” a stifled cough, “abundant population.”

[image: ]

A sour look flitted over Brant’s face.

[image: ]

Kar nodded in agreement. “Advisor Daevon, I’m trying to

[image: ]

prevent this situation from getting any worse.” He slumped backward and stared at the table.

[image: ]

“What is it you need, Kar?” Sorana asked quietly,

[image: ]

suppressing the powerful urge to offer more than she’d already agreed to. Kar was a good leader, from what she had seen. He asked for help only when absolutely necessary.

[image: ]

Kar would not have requested this meeting if not for the

[image: ]

Wastelander raid four days ago.

[image: ]

Kar forced himself to meet her gaze, then swept it toward

[image: ]

Andreth. Kar deflated, “I need more troops, Andreth. I have to fill the gaps. Or at least block some of them. Funnel them into strategic locations so we have a higher chance at defeating them. In re turn, I’m offering half the proceeds from the mines at Glaize for greater military support.”

[image: ]

Andreth held Kar’s gaze for several seconds before letting it

[image: ]

fall to the smooth white tabletop. His eyes darted to Sorana for a single heartbeat, “I cannot send any more troops to your border, Kar. I’m sorry.”

[image: ]

“Please.” Kar’s throat threatened to seize. “They stole

[image: ]

children this time, Andreth.” He couldn’t mask his despair and anger any longer. “Children!”

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

Andreth held up a hand to stop the incoming debate. “At

[image: ]

some point, Imos Irsu decided he wants to be a pirate as well as a Bandit King. So far, he’s hit four merchant ships flying our flag. Four just in the last three weeks.” Andreth’s anger pushed his voi ce louder [image: ]

than normal. “I’m sorry, Kar. If I send more troops with you, my people are going to riot.”

[image: ]

Kar opened his mouth to protest, nodded in acceptance

[image: ]

instead. He would never risk injury to an ally to save his people. He just had to think of another way. There had to be something more he could do.

[image: ]

“However.” Andreth lost the air in his lungs. “She might.”

[image: ]

Kar turned on Sorana, a spark of hope lighting in his yellow -

[image: ]

gold eyes.

[image: ]

Sorana sat stunned for several seconds. “Are you suggesting

[image: ]

I send troops to Domhan an Onoir, Andreth?” Her gaze flitted from the King of Braghlenziah to the cobalt blue eyes of Advisor Daevon.

[image: ]

“Yes.” Andreth wouldn’t look at her. Or Kar.

[image: ]

“Just so I understand, you’re asking me to send my soldiers

[image: ]

to occupy a foreign land. A clear violation of the original Peace Accords settled among our realms centuries ago. Do I have that right?”

[image: ]

“Yes, that’s right.” Andreth stared across the gardens, jaw

[image: ]

tensing.

[image: ]

“Why are you suddenly so willing to breach that original

[image: ]

contract?”

[image: ]

Andreth rose from his chair, lithe frame moving with fluid

[image: ]

grace. Long black braids trimmed in gold beads swayed across his muscular back as he strode away from the table.
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Andreth was tall and powerfully built, presenting more fey

[image: ]

blood than humankin in his physical form. His skin a rich warm brown. Ears only slightly pointed. The only outward evidence of his mixed heritage.
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“Because…” Andreth stared across the pungent garden

[image: ]

beyond the veranda. “When you send troops to Domhan an Onoir, Braghlenziah will get the proceeds from the mines in Glaize as promised, while Glythuss gets to,” Andreth rubbed his eyes, shoulders bowed and  forced himself to keep going. “Glythuss will host the Festival of Amanti for Crown Princess Aenwynne and Prince Tan’nyll when the time comes.”

[image: ]

Sorana checked her excitement; a thin trickle of sweat

[image: ]

traced her spine. In truth, she’d run out of tactics to use in her efforts to move the Festival from Braghlenziah to Glythuss. It seemed Kar’s urgent need for more aid against the Wastelanders offered  the opportunity she’d been hoping for.
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“Has Queen Talyndra agreed to these terms?” Sorana waited

[image: ]

with bated breath, not daring to hope that her one and only wish from this session of the Peace Accords would be granted.
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“No.” Andreth faced the table again, his steady gaze pinning

[image: ]

the Empress of Glythuss in place. “No, she has not. But unlike you, we have no choice but to stand against the Wastelanders.”

[image: ]

Andreth shared a heavy look with High King Kar. “With

[image: ]

Imos Irsu increasing his forces and his attacks, broadening his strategies and taking to the seas; we need forces from Pan A’ Al. If we could do it alone, we already would have, I’m sure.”
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Sorana studied Andreth, contemplating the severity of the

[image: ]

situation. For more than three thousand years, the world of Lodronus had enjoyed substantial peace. No crime beyond petty thievery among the people.

[image: ]

She glanced around the table, her thoughts stumbled and

[image: ]

collided. Their armies trained to fight qihoks and trolls, brikoui and stone golems. Not each other.
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Never each other.
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No army, whether an individual or a legion, was allowed to

[image: ]

occupy territory in another realm. It was the foundational stipulation of the original Peace Accords written after the devastating War for Buldurhathah ended.
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Now, the rulers of Hisli pleaded with her to send her troops

[image: ]

into their lands to fight an opponent none of them ever predicted: a fey of noble birth.
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Imos Irsu, the self -appointed Bandit King of the

[image: ]

Wastelanders.
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Sorana looked from Andreth to Kar to Brant, her excitement

[image: ]

blunted by their reality.

[image: ]

“Yes, Sorana, Braghlenziah and Domhan an Onoir are calling

[image: ]

for the installation of Glythuss troops in Domhan an Onoir.” Brant delivered the truth with frigid efficiency.
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“Glythuss and Crossthwaite.” Kar clarified, shifting forward

[image: ]

in his chair, a hint of relief in his voice.
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Sorana stared; a heavy weight settled in her stomach. “I will

[image: ]

take that up with Queen M’Ordove when I return. I was not authorized to promise pixie troops when she appointed me her emissary.”

[image: ]

“Very well.” Andreth nodded solemnly. “But Sorana, make

[image: ]

her brutally aware of what we face here. And know that Imos Irsu may one day find his way on your side of the Alasonee plundering his way across your continent.”
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“Alright.” Sorana straightened, clasped her hands atop the

[image: ]

cool marble. “I will send a message to my general today. She will prepare five hundred troops for your defense efforts, Kar.”

[image: ]

“That won’t be enough, Empress.” Kar blurted. “We need at

[image: ]

least twice that number.”
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“A thousand troops?”
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Kar pressed further, a very real chance to end Imos Irsu’s

[image: ]

reign of tyranny and fear seemed within reach. “Fifteen hundred would be our salvation.”
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Sorana stared blindly through the alabaster archway into the

[image: ]

tropical garden beyond. She would need to address court, make the case for the breach of the original Peace Accords. The troops would have to volunteer.
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Tam… Sorana swallowed against the roiling in her gut.
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Pixies, the oldest of all races on Lodronus, were the most

[image: ]

peaceful. Convincing Tam, or any pixie to join a war would be incredibly difficult. Convincing a hundred or five hundred to go to war could prove impossible.
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But if she succeeded, if she sent enough troops to end the

[image: ]

skirmishes and thefts, the murders and now abductions of children. If she could help Hisli free itself from Imos Irsu, then Glythuss would host the Festival of Amanti for Aenwynne.
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And Tam could meet Prince Tan’nyll.
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Pain tore through her mind and severed every thought.
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Sorana’s breath caught in her throat, hands clamped tightly, lips pinched between clenched teeth.
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“Momma!” A singular cry echoed in her mind.
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Aenwynne! Her daughter’s pain thundered over their soul

[image: ]

bond, driving slivers of razor -sharp pain into Sorana’s head.

[image: ]

“Pirini toa, are you hurt, my love?” Sorana sucked in a quick

[image: ]

breath and stifled the terror that rose in her throat.
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“Empress, are you alright?” Andreth’s voice called from far

[image: ]

away, thin and hollow.
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Chairs scraped over smooth stone.
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Fear and anger radiated into her mind.
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“Aenwynne! Are you hurt?”  
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“No.”  
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Pain  and fury  shot through their soul -bond like a flash flood .
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“Yes. I did fell off mine horse. But I’m ok Momma.”  
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Sorana lunged from her chair. Andreth, Kar, and Brant

[image: ]

already on their feet wearing expressions of confusion, concern, or curiosity.
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“Excuse me.” She breathed before sprinting from the

[image: ]

veranda.
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Leather soles slapped against polished stone. Rooms,

[image: ]

hallways, artwork, faces blurred into the spaces she left behind. Sorana pushed herself toward the main gate, toward the growing cries of a child in pain.
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Her child.
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“Aenwynne!” Sorana cooed over their bond. “I’m coming,

[image: ]

pirini toa. Hold on!”
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Aenwynne wailed in fury and indignation. The sound

[image: ]

carried into the great hall on a humid breeze from the front courtyard. Sorana skidded through the last doorway into the formal entry as boots hurried into the palace from outside.
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Sorana drew up short at the sight.
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Aenwynne was clutched precariously in the strong embrace

[image: ]

of a very young guard. Her tiny body writhing, kicking and hitting. Disheveled, hair tangled, face smudged with dirt and tears. A thin trickle of blood seeped down a shin from one knee.
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The guard, red -faced and sweating, met Sorana in the middle

[image: ]

of the broad space.
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Sorana retrieved her daughter from the guard and wrapped

[image: ]

her close, heart to heart.
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“Aenwynne, what is the meaning of all this? What

[image: ]

happened, love?” Sorana whispered against Aenwynne’s damp, sable head, planting kisses after each word.
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“We have ta… have ta… go back, Momma!” Aewynne wailed

[image: ]

between cries of anger and outrage.
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“What in Lodronus is all this about?” The tinkling soprano

[image: ]

of Queen Talyndra called over the commotion, young Princess Zenthia tucked safely at her side.
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Andreth joined his Queen and daughter. Kar slipped in

[image: ]

silently with Brant.
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“Slow down, love, and start from the beginning.”
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Mirokath rushed to her side, one hand landing on Sorana’s

[image: ]

waist, the other reaching to brush tangled tresses away from Aenwynne’s face. “What happened?”
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Sorana quickly shook her head in denial, “Not sure yet.”
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“They left the… left… left… left…the unicorn!” All eyes turned

[image: ]

on the flushed guard.
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“Explain.” Andreth commanded.
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The male bowed at the waist, saluting Andreth as he rose.
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“We came upon a unicorn, your Majesty.”
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Aenwynne screamed, her rage renewed. Impotent fury

[image: ]

clenched tiny fists against Sorana’s neck and shoulder.

[image: ]

Sorana’s ears thrummed at the close proximity.
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The guard flinched.
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Andreth and Kar flinched.
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Brant watched silently wearing a look of mild disgust.
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Sorana caught her breath, eyes wide, stomach in knots.
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“What happened to the unicorn, my love? What is it?”
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“The creature was trapped in a sinkhole, your Majesty.
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There was nothing we could do…” He rambled off.
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Sorana clutched her daughter as tightly as she dared while
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Aenwynne threw out an accusing arm, pointing at the guard and Andreth and Talyndra all at once.
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“YOU HAVE TO GO! YOU HAVE TO SAVE IT!” Aenwynne
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screamed. “YOU HAVE TO! For Ka-…”
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Everyone in the space exchanged worried glances.
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A symbol of truth and nobility, the unicorns of Lodronus

[image: ]

had been a gift from the First Deity, Tathilato, to their strongest warrior, Deity Kaha, protector of honor and truth. To harm or kill one was a crime against Deity Kaha herself and would draw her sw ift and deadly punishment.
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Mirokath draped one heavy arm across Sorana’s shoulders,
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his presence a balm as always in stressful situations. Sorana stroked Aenwynne’s back in slow motion, sweeping ebony curls away from her damp, slender back.
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“For Ka… Ha, Momma!” she sobbed. “Save the uni…corn
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*hiccup* for Kaha, please…” Aenwynne’s muffled voice begged desperately.
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Sorana swallowed hard, “I’m going to take Aenwynne out for

[image: ]

a while. When she is settled, I’ll return to the table, Kar.” Sorana turned toward the exit, glimpsed a worried expression on Talyndra’s face.
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It wasn’t her job to deal with that guard’s poor choices. Nor

[image: ]

was it her job to assuage Talyndra’s fears. Whatever they might be.

[image: ]

Without missing a step, she strode from the great hall in

[image: ]

perfect unison with her Amanti, Mirokath.
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Once clear of the entrance and all prying ears, “Is she

[image: ]

injured?” Mirokath whispered near Sorana’s ear, his panic clear despite his quiet tone.
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“No.” Sorana turned her head and pressed a quick kiss to his

[image: ]

hand clasped at her shoulder. “She’s not injured but she is very upset. Let’s get somewhere more private so she can tell us what actually happened.”
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Blistering mid -afternoon sun dogged their steps as Sorana
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followed Mirokath down the curving, intricate paths of the vast tropical gardens. They passed an arbor, a couple of gazebos, and a quiet fountain before he led them to a far corner of the formal gardens where two walls met.
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A wide rotunda of the traditional white marble was tucked

[image: ]

into the corner surrounded by rosebushes of various colors and sizes. A quartet of deep, plush -cushioned swings hung around the inner hearth.
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Still, Aenwynne sobbed against her mother’s shoulder.
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Mirokath held one swing steady so Sorana could situate

[image: ]

herself comfortably with Aenwynne tucked into her shoulder.
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Mirokath sat hip to hip with her, wrapped them both in his

[image: ]

arms, and Sorana notched her shoulder into his. Aenwynne held safely within their shared embrace.
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“Whenever you are ready to tell us what happened, my love,
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we are ready to listen.” Mirokath whispered gently, then pressed a firm kiss to the top of her head.
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Mirokath propelled the swing gently back and forth. And

[image: ]

they waited in calm silence for Aenwynne’s emotions to run their course.
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Gradually, Aenwynne’s breathing slowed. Her tears spent,

[image: ]

she began to quietly tell her story.
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“Everything was ok at first. We were riding and Tan’nyll was

[image: ]

telling me all about the different plants around the path through the Wilds of Mwinjee.” Her tinkling voice trembled anew.
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“But then I heard a weird noise, and he couldn’t tell me what

[image: ]

it was. So, I stopped my horse and I looked all around.” A silent tear tracked down her dirt -streaked cheek. “I figured… if I stopped moving… maybe I could find out what it was.” Aenwynne gulped down air, lower lip trembling as she relived the events.
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Mirokath smoothed a broad palm down the back of her

[image: ]

head, collected the dark mass of tangled curls and lifted them off her sweaty neck.
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“The guards were telling me to hurry… that we shouldn’t

[image: ]

stop in the darker parts of the forest. I couldn’t find it at first, but I kept hearing something crying. I had to lean all the way down over my saddle. But then I saw…”
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A broken sob burst out of her, tears flowing freely once

[image: ]

more.
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“I saw the unicorn!” She scrubbed at her eyes; tiny hands

[image: ]

balled into fists. “And it was… stuck.” Her brow furrowed in confusion. “It was. Stuck. Like the… *hiccup* like the ground was eating it…” Her narrow shoulders shook from the force of her grief and anger.
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“And then when I told the guards to go and save it…” Anger,

[image: ]

raw and potent, flooded her words. “I told them to save it, and they said they wouldn’t! I begged them and they said it wasn’t safe.” Her breathing ragged. Tremors of emotion wracked her small fra me.
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Mirokath shared a worried glance with Sorana. Aenwynne

[image: ]

had always been passionate about animals, but the unicorns of Kaha were her favorite. She drew pictures of them, read every book they could find about them, and dreamed of finding one someday.
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Aenwynne panted, “I tried to save it, Momma.” Regret caved

[image: ]

her shoulders inward. “I fell out of my saddle, and I ran as fast as I could…” Great heaving sobs robbed her of breath. “I wasn’t fast enough, Momma. I didn’t make it… and then the guard, he…”
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Sorana left gentle kisses along Aenwynne’s damp hair, tears

[image: ]

stinging her own eyes.
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Mirokath squeezed her shoulder softly to let her know she

[image: ]

wasn’t alone.

[image: ]

“I tried to save the unicorn, Momma. But I wasn’t fast

[image: ]

enough. I’m sorry!” Aenwynne coughed out. “I tried but I couldn’t!”
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“Oh, my sweet, fierce warrior princess. My pirini toa. I am so

[image: ]

sorry.” Sorana rested her cheek against Aenwynne’s head.
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Sorana would take her own guards and find the animal

[image: ]

herself if Andreth and his guards refused.
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Aewynne was right that every effort must be made to save

[image: ]

the creature.
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There were less than two dozen unicorns left in the world.
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Simply allowing one to die a slow and merciless death such as this was unacceptable.
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The wrath of Deity Kaha would be swift to greet those who

[image: ]

chose not to act.
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She would not be among them.
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“My love. In trying to save the unicorn, you acted with

[image: ]

bravery and honor. For that, you have made Kaha proud, Aenwynne. But in attacking the guard out of anger as you did, you dishonored yourself. And our Empire. But…” Sorana tucked a stray curl behind Aenwynne’s gently pointed ear. “We can talk about that more later. And I will see to it the unicorn is saved. Ok?”
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Aenwynne finally lifted her head. Her spring green eyes
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stared hopefully into Sorana’s pine green ones.
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“You can save it, Momma?”
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“I am going to try.” Sorana swiped moisture from

[image: ]

Aenwynne’s face, kissed her brow.

[image: ]

“But what if the guard already killed it?” Aenwynne gasped.
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Sorana stopped breathing, her heart lurched in an uneven

[image: ]

rhythm. “What do you mean, Aenwynne? Why would the guard kill the unicorn?” She struggled to keep her voice even.

[image: ]

“That’s what the guard said after he grabbed me up.” Raw

[image: ]

and stuttering, the cry of a shattered heart ripped free from Aenwynne’s slender throat. Tears spilled as she spat out the rancid truth.
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“He said to kill the unicorn because it was  suffering,
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Momma.”
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An image of the events swirled into focus in Sorana’s mind
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across the soul bond, stealing the air from her lungs. Sorana’s face snapped up to Mirokath’s, his jaw slack with disbelief.
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Sorana swallowed bile. Her jaw clenched with

[image: ]

determination, a slight dip of her chin as they silently agreed on their next steps.
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“Wynne,” Mirokath soothed. “Let’s give Momma time to

[image: ]

save the unicorn. Ok?” He pressed a kiss to Aenwynne’s head. “Momma can do anything.” Mirokath caressed Sorana’s neck, their foreheads pressed together. “I love you.” He pressed a gentle kiss to Sorana’s forehead.
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“You’re really going to go save the unicorn?” Aenwynne’s

[image: ]

eyes widened, a mixture of awe and relief reflected from their bright green depths.
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“I am, my love. Now, go with Poppa and get cleaned up. You

[image: ]

fought well today, young warrior. You deserve a break.” Pride, strong and sure, broke Sorana’s face into a wide smile. “And maybe a sweet roll as well.” She said with a wink.
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Mirokath scooped Aenwynne into his arms as he stood from

[image: ]

the swing.
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“Come back safe to us, Amanti.” He adjusted Aenwynne’s

[image: ]

small body onto a hip.
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“Always.”  She said, standing to her full height before
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wrapping his waist with her arms, their daughter between them and his other arm draped around her waist.
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She rose slightly on her toes and kissed him fully, savoring

[image: ]

the taste of the male who held her heart and soul. “I love you.” She whispered against his lips and drew away, stroked a finger down Aenwynne’s cherubic face, then turned on her heel to find Andr eth [image: ]

for an entirely new reason.
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Leaving a unicorn to die was terrible enough to draw the ire
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of Deity Kaha. But to kill it outright rather than even try a rescue was something else entirely.
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Was everyone in Andreth’s court so ignorant?
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All the more reason for Tam to meet Tan’nyll as soon as

[image: ]

possible.
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------------------------------------------------

[image: ]

Sorana, dressed in riding leathers, found Andreth in a

[image: ]

hushed dispute with Talyndra several moments later in his private library.
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She drew up short, intending to retreat to the hallway when

[image: ]

Talyndra pinned her with a tear -stained stare. Naked fury closed the distance between them.
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As much as she sympathized with Talyndra, she was not

[image: ]

going to back down or apologize. Tan’nyll was their middle child. Aenwynne was her only child. Sorana did not move nor flinch from the venom now pouring off Talyndra as she strode toward the doorway at Sorana’s back.
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Talyndra stopped directly in front of Sorana, lips pursed.

[image: ]

Eyes filled with rage and betrayal. Her mouth opened then closed. Once. Twice.
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Sorana held her emotions in check with fierce intent.
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Talyndra was hurt. And rightfully so. She wanted to host the traditional Festival of Amanti for her son. One she would only see every ten years after Tan’nyll and Aenwynne were pledged.
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Sorana could understand Talyndra’s reaction.

[image: ]

However, she’d seen firsthand the example Andreth set for

[image: ]

his children. Indecisive, blundering, and illogical at times. She would not risk Aenwynne winding up with an incompetent partner or worse, an abusive one.
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And only Tam could give her the answers she needed.
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Sorana didn’t flinch under Talyndra’s mist gray gaze.
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The fey queen of Braghlenziah was beautiful. Porcelain skin,

[image: ]

strong jawline, slight frame, and gentle curves even after bearing three children. With a presence that commanded attention whether she spoke or not.
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Talyndra did not bow, as was expected in the presence of a

[image: ]

world leader.
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She might be Queen of Braghlenziah, but she was a Consort

[image: ]

while Sorana was Empress. As Andreth inherited his throne and crown from his father, Sorana inherited hers from her mother.
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Talyndra was Mirokath’s equal. Not Sorana’s.
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Regardless of any sympathetic inclinations, Sorana would
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not bow to the Queen of Braghlenziah.
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Nor would Talyndra bow to the Empress of Glythuss.
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Without a word or second glance, Talyndra stalked from the

[image: ]

room, white silk skirts held aloft by one dainty hand.
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Sorana watched her go, heart straining at the pain she
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imagined to have caused Talyndra.
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A broken sigh dragged her attention back to the half -fey king
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standing across the room.
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Through the long shadows of early evening, she could just
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make out Kar standing on the veranda beyond facing the gardens, oblivious to the situation inside.
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“I…”
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Andreth held up a hand. Palm out. Head bowed. Eyes closed.
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Sorana abandoned her explanation.
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After several moments spent in silence, “Maybe I can give

[image: ]

her another boy she can dote on…” Andreth sighed.
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Sorana grimaced, compassion creased her brow. “Even if you

[image: ]

do, Andreth, and I do hope you are so blessed. But even if you do, a new child could never replace Tan’nyll. You must know this,” she finished on a whisper.
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Andreth studied her in absolute silence, unmoving.
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Unblinking.

[image: ]

“Why?” His voice broke over the single word. A mountain of

[image: ]

meaning carried in his tone.

[image: ]

Sorana swallowed her defense. Voice cracking, “You have

[image: ]

three.” heart racing. “I,” she squared her shoulders and bared her soul, “have Aenwynne. With no promise of more.”

[image: ]

In Glythuss it was extremely rare for an Empress to bear

[image: ]

more children after the birth of their heir.

[image: ]

Their firstborn daughter.

[image: ]

Andreth watched her. A shallow dip of his chin was the only

[image: ]

sign that he might understand her perspective.

[image: ]

Kar cleared his throat from the doorway to the veranda...

[image: ]

“The unicorn?” Sorana asked, her memory returning.

[image: ]

“My guards are working to save it now.” Andreth offered

[image: ]

quietly.

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

“Very well.” Sorana nodded quickly and smoothed shaking

[image: ]

hands over her leather armor.

[image: ]

She had an entire wardrobe designed and created for trips to

[image: ]

Braghlenziah. Thinner silks, lighter skirts and loose pants. Certainly, no corsets in this sticky heat. She’d traded thin silks for riding gear expecting to rescue the unicorn.

[image: ]

Now, her armor stuck in every joint as she moved toward

[image: ]

Kar waiting outside. The veranda was lit with flickering lanterns to fend off gathering shadows.

[image: ]

A stuttered sigh rent the air at her back. Andreth trudged

[image: ]

slowly behind her. For all his failings as a ruler, he tried to be a good husband and father.

[image: ]

He was reacting the same way Mirokath would if their roles

[image: ]

were reversed.

[image: ]

---------------------------------------------------

[image: ]

Mirokath swept Aenwynne into his arms and strode toward

[image: ]

the dining hall. One thin arm draped around his neck, Aenwynne caught glimpses of art while his long stride ate up the distance between their suite and their dinner.

[image: ]

“I am a big girl now, Poppa. I can walk, you know.”

[image: ]

Mirokath faced her, comically scandalized. “I know that

[image: ]

Wynne. But one day you will be one of the most powerful leaders to ever live. And how am I supposed to carry you then?”

[image: ]

Aenwynne giggled, imagined herself grown up like Momma,

[image: ]

clutched against Poppa’s hip just as she was now. The vision turned her giggles into deep belly laughs that quickly infected Mirokath. Soon, their duet of laughter filled the wide hallway, announcing  their [image: ]

arrival for the evening meal.

[image: ]

Mirokath strode into the crystal dining hall, with Aenwynne

[image: ]

on his hip. The ruckus of celebration engulfed their laughter. The scents of smoked duck and fish, roasted vegetables, and warm breads promised a night to remember.

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

As he looked at their designated seats on the dais, he began

[image: ]

to suspect the days negotiations had not been smooth.

[image: ]

Talyndra perched on her chair next to Andreth’s. Their

[image: ]

eldest son and Crown Prince Nasir engaged exclusively with his pledged, Essarae. But Tan’nyll was absent along with Kar, Sorana, and Andreth.

[image: ]

When Talyndra caught sight of them, her watery gaze

[image: ]

landed on Aenwynne with mute betrayal. The look on her face gave him pause. Mirokath considered turning right around and calling for dinner to be sent to their suite.

[image: ]

But what would that show Aenwynne.

[image: ]

They had valid reasons to push for moving the Festival of

[image: ]

Amanti. Not only was Andreth an indirect heir to the throne of Crystal Court and Braghlenziah, but he wasn’t raised to rule.

[image: ]

He was inexperienced, ignorant of policy, court etiquette, or

[image: ]

diplomacy. That Andreth relied openly on Talyndra’s knowledge and wisdom coupled with the fact that he was only half -fey generated much friction in Braghlenziah.

[image: ]

It was not uncommon for different races to intermingle and

[image: ]

even pledge to someone outside their race.

[image: ]

But to rule any realm as a mixed -race person had never been

[image: ]

done before. Nor did females rule in Braghlenziah.

[image: ]

Due to the many unknowns surrounding Tan’nyll, Sorana

[image: ]

and Mirokath agreed that Tam needed to meet him before they were pledged for life. But neither Andreth nor Talyndra knew the real reason they’d come with only one request from the Peace Accords.

[image: ]

In truth, only pixies and Sorana  -- who told Mirokath only

[image: ]

days ago -- knew about the other power the Pixie ruler had: soulsight.

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

Tam could read the soul of anyone she touched. She could

[image: ]

shake Tan’nyll’s hand one second and know every intention of his soul a second later.

[image: ]

Mirokath did not offer Talyndra a smile as he approached,

[image: ]

situated Aenwynne in a chair on the side opposite from the Crystal Queen, and drew out his own. But he did sustain eye contact. He kept her ire focused on him instead of his five -year old daughter.

[image: ]

“Why…” she breathed, her plate empty, hands clasped

[image: ]

tightly in her lap. “Does she think herself so much better than Andreth?” Talyndra swallowed, an angry tear slipped free. Her silver -

[image: ]

gray eyes were swollen and red -rimmed.

[image: ]

This was not the first time Talyndra shed tears today.

[image: ]

Mirokath angled his bulk between Aenwynne and Talyndra

[image: ]

while his daughter loaded her plate from the assortment of dishes set before them.

[image: ]

He could eat anytime. She would eat now.

[image: ]

He leaned toward Talyndra, “I apologize for my ignorance,

[image: ]

but know naught of what you speak. Sorana would never imagine herself more important or better than anyone. Least of all, one of her fellow rulers. Please tell me what’s upset you so?”

[image: ]

Talyndra held him in a cold, unyielding stare. Her throat

[image: ]

bobbed as angry tears traced the curve of her cheeks.

[image: ]

Andreth’s cousin, Mirokath should have been crowned after

[image: ]

Virion passed into the Origo Puteus. Had he not been pledged to Sorana.

[image: ]

Had Mirokath taken the throne, Tan’nyll would have been

[image: ]

spared this fate; betrothed to the Crowned Princess of Glythuss without his consent.

[image: ]

“Why did she leverage the safety and security of the entire

[image: ]

continent of Hisli just so she could host the Festival of Amanti?” she spat. Her voice quivered under the strain of her emotions. “Kar and the humankin face raids and assaults almost daily.”

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

She turned away from the table and Mirokath and studied

[image: ]

the wall in silence for a heartbeat. Two. Ten.

[image: ]

She faced Mirokath again. Eyes dry. Jaw set. “Do you even

[image: ]

care what we endure here with the threat and reach of Imos Irsu expanding every single day?” her gaze scanned the room.

[image: ]

The Feast of Unity, the final public celebration of the Peace

[image: ]

Accords, hummed happily below the dais. The collar around her son’s throat closed a little tighter around hers.

[image: ]

“This, this is a joke.” Talyndra scoffed and waved a hand at

[image: ]

the celebration humming beyond their dais. “Our people are terrified that war with the Wastelanders is coming while we sit here and pretend Lodronus is still at peace. Meanwhile, you and Sorana w ill [image: ]

return to your bastion, safely distanced from it…” she trailed off.

[image: ]

Mirokath didn’t move or try to speak. He and Sorana shared

[image: ]

Talyndra’s worries. But the two women would never have this chance to speak so candidly.

[image: ]

Global diplomacy depended on a universal commitment to

[image: ]

truth and transparency from the world leaders. Neither he nor Talyndra were a member of that exclusive club. So, while Talyndra could not confide in Sorana, he would listen, hear her complaints.

[image: ]

He would be the bridge between the two.

[image: ]

“Maybe it’s for the best that the Festival is held in Glythuss.”

[image: ]

Talyndra admitted, staring out at the crowded room. “At least over there Tan’nyll will be safe from Imos Irsu.”

[image: ]

“Talyndra,” He leaned in close. “Do you want to know why

[image: ]

this was so important?”

[image: ]

Talyndra studied Mirokath, eyes narrowed. “You would tell

[image: ]

me her secrets? She wouldn’t even give Andreth a straight answer, Mirokath. Why would you tell me what she wouldn’t share with the Kings of Lodronus?”

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

“I can share this one because it is also mine.” Mirokath

[image: ]

watched as doubt evolved into curiosity.

[image: ]

Talyndra hesitated, unsure but desperate. “Yes, I do.” She sat

[image: ]

up straighter. “I need to know why Sorana is so willing to ignore tradition.”

[image: ]

Mirokath glanced back at Aenwynne. Happily watching the

[image: ]

festivities and chatting with Zenthia, the only Princess of Crystal Court. He smiled at their easy chatter and quick laughter.

[image: ]

He returned to Talyndra and whispered, “As you know, the

[image: ]

pixies don’t travel far outside their realm. For those who aren’t messengers, anyway.”

[image: ]

“Yes, but what does that have to do with the Festival of

[image: ]

Amanti between our realms?”

[image: ]

Mirokath glanced across the dining hall, everyone

[image: ]

preoccupied with the festivities, so he continued quietly, “Tam is Aenwynne’s Nonna.”

[image: ]

Talyndra sank into her chair as the weight of his admission

[image: ]

settled.

[image: ]

Tam was Aenwynne’s second mother.

[image: ]

The identity of a royal Nonna was kept private for obvious

[image: ]

reasons. Nonnas were appointed before birth. They were appointed to oversee the safety and training of an heir. Should anything happen to their parents.

[image: ]

Virion’s tragic death resurfaced in her mind. Her throat went

[image: ]

completely dry.

[image: ]

Talyndra gazed unseeing toward the Raven Princess, happily

[image: ]

distracted in conversation with her own daughter.

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

Before Andreth ascended the throne, their own Nonna was

[image: ]

widely known among their family. Since his coronation, that choice had been remade and well hidden.

[image: ]

Talyndra dragged her gaze back to Mirokath’s.

[image: ]

“Please keep this information safe for me.”

[image: ]

Talyndra’s rosebud lips set in a grim line, chin lifted

[image: ]

determinedly. “You have my word, Mirokath.”

[image: ]

“Thank you.” Mirokath offered her a gentle but

[image: ]

conspiratorial smile. “I am truly sorry about the Festival, Talyndra.”

[image: ]

She watched him closely, organizing her thoughts.

[image: ]

Ancient tradition dictated the Festival of Amanti was hosted

[image: ]

by the future Consort’s court. However, the presence and participation of Nonna was far older. The tradition came from a time when only pixies lived in Lodronus.

[image: ]

Which predated the birth of every other race by thousands

[image: ]

of years.

[image: ]

Doubt raised its ugly head.

[image: ]

“May I ask why,” Talyndra scanned the room, “she was

[image: ]

chosen for that role?”

[image: ]

Mirokath winced. But he needed… no, he wanted Talyndra to

[image: ]

understand that Sorana had acted out of love, not villainy.

[image: ]

“I can’t tell you all of it, but I can tell you we lost Aenwynne’s

[image: ]

Nonna shortly after the Augur confirmed Sorana was having a girl.” Mirokath began to fill his plate while he continued. “Tam was visiting with her newborn, Faunalynne when our Nonna passed. Sorana was devastated. Tam helped her grieve because they are more than allies, Talyndra. They are friends.”

[image: ]

Talyndra nodded encouraging him to continue while she too

[image: ]

filled her plate from the dishes before them.

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

“So, at a time when Sorana was vulnerable and desperate,

[image: ]

she made the only choice she thought she could. In truth, we didn’t expect anything that came to pass since Virion…” Mirokath sighed heavily, the loss of his elder brother still a wound on his heart  more than eighty years later.

[image: ]

“Had Virion remained King of Braghlenziah, Aenwynne

[image: ]

would’ve been pledged to another. It was purely by happenstance that you and Andreth are now the King and Queen. That Tan’nyll is her betrothed.”

[image: ]

Talyndra stilled, a warm roll suspended above her plate as

[image: ]

the chunks of time and events fell into place. Tam had borne Princess Faunalynne the same year Zenthia and Aenwynne were born. She sifted through memories from the last six years.

[image: ]

“Oh.” The last chunk fell into place.

[image: ]

That was the year Sorana lost her own mother, Nylathriah,

[image: ]

very suddenly. The previous Empress of Glythuss had just one child, Sorana, and it took several centuries for her to conceive.

[image: ]

While Nylathriah had lived a long life, she’d taken a fatal fall

[image: ]

during the autumn festival of Arba’ Soa.  Which meant Nylathriah couldn’t be Aenwynne’s original Nonna. They would choose someone with the greatest chance of outliving their child. And Nylath riah had a sister.

[image: ]

One who’d died in childbirth the same year.

[image: ]

Talyndra pinned him with a calculating stare.

[image: ]

----------------------------------------------------

[image: ]

Sorana crept into their suite close to midnight. Long after

[image: ]

Aenwynne fell asleep but early enough that Amanti would still be awake. She knew Mirokath would be waiting to learn what prompted the emergency meeting.

[image: ]

Eyes closed, the solid wood of the door cradled her spine.

[image: ]

The latch clicked shut and Sorana paused, breathing in the scents of her family. Settling into the near silent space, she listened to the even cadence of Aenwynne’s sleeping breaths.

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

A few more days and they’d dance at the Ball of Unity then

[image: ]

begin their long journey back to the safety and familiarity of Raven’s Bastion.

[image: ]

Home.

[image: ]

Mirokath stalked softly toward her, his scent announcing

[image: ]

his arrival more than the soft padding of his feet over plush white rugs. He stopped before her, within arm’s reach, patiently waiting for her to reach for him.

[image: ]

She knew he’d stand there waiting for as long as it took. He

[image: ]

always let her make the first move.

[image: ]

She loved him dearly for that.

[image: ]

Another deep draw of their scents, a weary but content

[image: ]

smile on her lips. Sorana pushed away from the door and reached for her Amanti.

[image: ]

In two steps she closed the distance between them. She slid

[image: ]

a hand up one of his arms to drape it around his neck. The soft moan from his throat rumbled against the palm of her other hand set squarely over his heart.

[image: ]

Warm skin, broad firm chest, his smell wrapped her in a

[image: ]

cocoon of comfort and desire. He was hers and she was his. For all eternity.

[image: ]

She lifted onto her toes; a hand clasped at the open collar of

[image: ]

his tunic and pulled his mouth down to hers.

[image: ]

His firm lips brushed hers ever so lightly. “Amanti.” He

[image: ]

whispered against her mouth, arms closing gently around her trim waist. He pulled her close, dropping tender kisses along her jaw, throat, the slip of exposed skin between collar and throat.

[image: ]

Sorana relaxed under his touch, relishing the feel of his lips

[image: ]

on her heated skin. Her pulse jumped as his teeth nipped her delicate flesh. She buried a hand in thick chocolate locks. With urgent precision, she untied the leather thong that pinned them to the back of his neck.

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

Mirokath traced the curve of her neck, pressed hard into her.

[image: ]

Their mouths collided. She could live ten thousand years

[image: ]

and never tire of his touch. His scent… his taste.

[image: ]

A quiet cough sounded from Aenwynne’s room. They stilled.

[image: ]

A yawn whispered into the sitting room, Aenwynne’s slight

[image: ]

body shifted in her bed.

[image: ]

Sorana groaned against Mirokath’s smiling lips. He caught

[image: ]

her bottom lip between his teeth, sucking ever so softly, before letting go.

[image: ]

He sighed heavily and leaned his forehead against hers.

[image: ]

One hand still buried in his hair, thumb stroking the back of

[image: ]

his skull, while the other slid up the thick column of his throat to caress his stubbled jaw.

[image: ]

Frustrated, Sorana stroked the soft spot at the top of his

[image: ]

spine.

[image: ]

“Do you want to talk about it, Amanti?” he asked softly.

[image: ]

Sorana shook her head back and forth. “Yes…” she sighed.

[image: ]

“But also no.”

[image: ]

Mirokath leaned away, pressed a kiss to her forehead, slowly

[image: ]

pulling his hands across her hips then reaching between them to take her hand.

[image: ]

“Okay. Let’s do basics tonight.” He drew her knuckles to his

[image: ]

lips. “You can tell me everything else in the morning.”

[image: ]

With a weak smile of gratitude and single dip of her chin,

[image: ]

she allowed him to lead her to the furthest corner of the sitting room. They never talked about weighty issues or world problems in their bedchamber.

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

Ever.

[image: ]

Sorana sucked in a fortifying breath and told him the basics

[image: ]

of what had been settled during the past moon cycle of negotiations, including today. From their soldiers going to aid Domhan an Onoir for the first time since ancient history, to the abducted ch ildren. Sorana shared her fears and triumphs with Mirokath.

[image: ]

Mirokath listened in relative silence, asking questions only

[image: ]

when he needed clarification, or she needed to release more about why one thing or another stressed her more.

[image: ]

“The Festival of Amanti?” Mirokath raised a brow.

[image: ]

“Confirmed for the spring of ’75 at Raven’s Bastion. Andreth

[image: ]

isn’t happy about that either.” A mournful sigh broke the still, humid air.

[image: ]

“He might feel better about it tomorrow.”

[image: ]

Sorana quirked a brow in question.

[image: ]

“We talked over dinner,” Mirokath offered, “I explained

[image: ]

what I could.”

[image: ]

She nodded, leaned her forehead against his solid chest.

[image: ]

“Thank you for that, Amanti. I didn’t want to hurt them. I

[image: ]

just…”

[image: ]

“Wanted to protect Wynne, I know. And you did.” He

[image: ]

planted a kiss to the crown of her head.

[image: ]

Sorana wrapped his waist with her arms, slipped one hand

[image: ]

under his tunic to stroke bare skin.

[image: ]

“And the unicorn?”

[image: ]

“Rescued but there is no telling if it will survive the night.”

[image: ]

Sorana frowned. “Andreth promis ed me he’d send a guard with an update as early as possible tomorrow.”

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

Mirokath nodded his understanding. “What should we tell

[image: ]

Wynne?”

[image: ]

Sorana laid her head against his chest, his heartbeat a

[image: ]

soothing melody that played just for her, “I think I’m going to have her take the Vow of Honor to Kaha in the morning. Have her promise she won’t ever act out of anger again.” She gazed up into Miroka th’s emerald, green eyes. “What do you think?”

[image: ]

“Well,” Mirokath stared at nothing as he weighed her choice.

[image: ]

“What do you want her to learn from making a pledge to Deity Kaha?”

[image: ]

“I want her to learn that while her intentions were noble.”

[image: ]

Sorana nodded vigorously. “Her execution and attack on the guard were anything but. I want her to learn how dangerous it can be to act without forethought. Especially in anger.”

[image: ]

Mirokath considered her words in silence. “I agree with you.

[image: ]

I’ll back your decision.” He kissed her hand, “Whatever that is, Amanti.”

[image: ]

Relief softened the tension in Sorana’s shoulders. She

[image: ]

pressed a kiss to his chin before claiming his mouth once more.

[image: ]

Sorana couldn’t stop her yawn, breaking their kiss. Mirokath

[image: ]

laughed softly against her cheek.

[image: ]

“Come, Amanti. You need to rest. The reading of the Accords

[image: ]

is the most difficult part of all.”

[image: ]

“You could always join me. Talyndra will be there.” Sorana

[image: ]

winked, her low laugh  filled the space between them .

[image: ]

“No. Nope! No thank you!” He shivered, tongue sticking out

[image: ]

slightly in distaste. “So glad that’s on you and not me.”

[image: ]

“Just remind me when the reading is over to send word to

[image: ]

Morely. We need to prepare three regiments  for assignment  to Domhan an Onoir.”

[image: ]

“Of course, Amanti.”

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]
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[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

14th Flower Moon, 3755 N.E. 

[image: ]

Crystal Court, Kingdom Braghlenziah

[image: ]

 

Sorana nibbled on a lemon blueberry scone, her thoughts

[image: ]

far from the Crost Quarter Ball. Somewhere nearby a quintet filled the air with a haunting melody.

[image: ]

A tropical  breeze lifted loose curls from her neck. A perfume

[image: ]

of orchids, jasmine, and spices dragged her back to the ball. Candlelight flickered from crystal chandeliers, bounced and reflected off every pane of the Starlight Ballroom while stars glittered
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