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  Cody, Bowen & Lucas

my truest allies in every realm I wander
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  Reader Note


Dear Reader, 

This is important!

Long story short, I wrote the last book first. The Witch’s Crystal, Amabel’s story is the conclusion of this five-book series. The Witch’s Mirror is supposed to be first in the series.
You do not need to read The Witch’s Crystal first. However, if you have read it, then keep in mind that The Witch’s Mirror is going back in time by fourteen years, so prepare yourself for a teenage Amabel. Insert smirking emoji here.

Thank you, that is all,

~Devon 






  
  







  
  Glossary


Glossary 
Main Characters:
Aster Rigdon - Eldest of the Rigdon siblings
Markus Whitlock – crown prince of Lensavine, dragonlord of the Slather Clan
Fazune Mennan – Heiress to the Mennan Furniture, enchanter
Rist - Familiar to Aster, mountain dog

The Rigdons:
Birk Rigdon - King of Isel
Alder Rigdon – Coruler of Isel, priest of Clearpin
Hazel Rigdon - Army Grand General
Amabel Rigdon – Crown Princess of Isel, guardian of the Mirror
Basial Rigdon - Prince & third eldest, guardian of the Sword
Kalmia Rigdon – Crown Princess of Isel
Habil Rigdon - Princess & youngest of the siblings

Isel Character Cast:
Isabel Trawler - Part of the Treis, priestess of Clearpin, married to Alder Rigdon
Maybel Annegrove - Part of the Treis, priestess of Taltos, married to Hazel Rigdon, daughter of Harris Annegrove
Darrius Annegrove – Ambassador, brother to Maybel
Harris Annegrove - Council head for Isel, Maybel’s father
Kelio Sprucegrove – General of the Isel army, father to Primm
Primmrose ‘Primm’ Sprucegrove - lady-in-waiting to Amabel
Wheling – sergant under command of Aster, witch, elf
The Treis – made of selescted members called on in the defense of Isel and her allies

Lensavine Character Cast:
Alyssa - Queen, mother of Markus, dragonlord of the Slather Clan
Derek Whitlock - Prince of Lensavine & knight-sorcerer
Pearl Whitlock – Princess of Lensavine 
Earl Belton – Master at Arms, sorcerer
Chance Beadon - master-at-arms assistant, sorcerer
Ganston Lars - Defense shield master, sorcerer
Kevyn Belton – Shield Master, son of Earl Belton, wizard
Herod Ayoers – Friend to Amabel, close to Pearl, skilled sorcerer and witch
Geant Kor – Crown Prince of the giants, close friend of Markus and Aster
Raziel Mennan - Heiress to the Mennan Furniture, sister to Fazune, witch
Palen – Markus’s valet, manservant
Tannis Krosey - Journeyman-knight, Amabel’s lover

Namber Character Cast
Ulisse Vyrn – King of Namber, alchemist enchanter
Ines Zenial – Queen of Namber, alchemist enchanter
Zoel Vyrn – Crown Prince of Namber, alchemist enchanter
Barnabe Vyrn – Alchemical duplicate of Zoel Vyrn, alchemist enchanter
Alec Corriman – Ambassador, wizard

Aster’s Scouting Crew (solder & familiar):
Commander Kassel Piner & Scita (owl)
Elf Jade & Ban (racoon)
Commander Myra & Destry (bat)
Elf Azure & Erlin (wolf)
Caster Izola & Nared (mink)
Commander Everan & Mars (nighthawk)
Elf Fawn & Sage (coati)
Caster Osian & Hain (fox)

Magic Systems
Witchcraft - A user of earth magic. Consists of humans, elves, giants, and most fae creatures like fairies, mermaids, etc.
Wizardry - Using formulas to draw magic from surroundings.
Sorcery - Produces their own magic, usually inherited.
Dragons and some elves - Earth magic, akin to mages.
Alchemy - Applying magic to science, anyone can be an alchemist.
Enchanters - A rare ability to read minds, place suggestive thoughts. Can use other forms of magic, usually witchcraft.
Mages - Rare trait

Spells
Scrying - Looking for items, people, places. Seers use scrying but can look into the past, future, or present.
Casting - To send a magical formula out for a desired result.
Taints - A lingering spell that gives the caster control over a person or thing. Can be spread through objects, and blood is required in the casting.
Curses - A spell meant to do harm on the victim.
Contracts - Sharing a magical signature to efficiently communicate telepathically.
Glamor - A spell that alters others or the person affected with an alternate reality. It can either hide a person, such as Amabel, or it alters the thought process of the person it is cast on.

Items
Wayposts - Marked by sorcerers, wizards, mages, and gods. A waypost is a marker for teleportation travel. The more used a waypost is, the stronger the magical signature.
The Mirror - Crafted for a scryer, the guardian can find anything, anywhere.
The Dagger - Gifted to a healer, this weapon has many aspects, from healing hundreds of wounded at a time to sapping the strength of an enemy army.
The Cuffs - The guardian of the cuffs can create a shield over anyone and anything.
The Sword - The bearer can see all of the battlefield and grants him or her endless stamina and power.
The Crystal - Amplifies a caster’s power. Anyone can use it, but it takes an enormous amount of power to see results.

Dragons and Dragonlords
Dragons come in many shapes, sizes, and colors. The majority are intelligent, and a few are shapeshifters.
Giant Flyers - Massive creatures capable of telepathic speech. They are reasonably compassionate but can be clumsy with smaller creatures.
Dragonlords - Mixed-breed humanoids. This happens when a shapeshifter has offspring with humans, elves, or giants.
Little Flyers - Reasonably intelligent and range in size from a horse to a sparrow.
Shapeshifters - A species of (giant or little) flyers that can change their shape.







  
  







  
  [image: ]




  
  [image: ]




  
  







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
    	
      
        
          . Chapter 
        
      
    

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                 Spring, 1683
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                 Autumn, 1684
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                 Winter, 1684
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                 Summer, 1685
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                 Spring, 1686
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                 Summer, 1686
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                 Autumn, 1686
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                 Winter, 1686
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                 Spring, 1687
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                 Summer, 1687
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Before You Go…
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Rigdon's Family Tree
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Whitlock Family Tree
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  







  
  1

Spring, 1683


Taltos, Isel
“The mines are not open to negotiation,” Queen Yesel said from the chaise. Even in her current state, frail and not able to lift her head, her voice was firm and broached no argument. She spoke to the Namberian ambassador with authority. Her voice carrying throughout carved stone of the audience chamber reverberating to the spectators. 
“Perhaps, if we—”
“Denied.”
“Your Majesty,” the ambassador stuttered, “you cannot make such a decision without approval from your council.”
“I have already discussed it with the council, and they will not budge. You may leave.”
“This is unreasonable!”
“Unreasonable? Need I remind you of the spy we found? The one that you attempted to have voted onto my council?” Silence descended.
With a nod the guards escorted the ambassador from the hall. Aster watched the exchange, uneasy. Namber’s relentless attempts—through bribes or increased espionage—had worn down Queen Yesel and the council. The Clearpin Mines held the purest crystals, a resource no other kingdom could rival. And whatever Namber intended for them remained a mystery.
“It’s like a pup not wanting to wean,” Rist, his familiar, said as the court dispersed. The large mountain dog waited near the entrance with other familiars, his wiry black-and-gray hair damp from a run on the beach.
“I’m sure you know what that was like,” Aster replied. His first time sitting in court as a military sergeant only brought him anxiety.
“This is the beginning of the end,” a voice muttered at Aster’s side.
He stiffened. His presence in the chamber felt unnatural. As a military sergeant, he had no  place in diplomatic proceedings, yet the king had invited him. Even now, curious glances and whispers prickled at his senses.threatening to drown him in his thoughts.
I have no right to be here, he thought, looking down at his hands resting on the banister.
The court waited as the queen’s attendants carried her, chaise and all, from the audience chamber. Only when she was gone did the assembly disperse, tension lingering in the air. 
Aster milled around the stone hall with its many family and elven clan banners decorating the walls. He talked of military affairs and Namber’s meddling with his peers. They were more curious why he was present than of the politics and potential war brewing.
“Sergeant, come with me.”
Aster turned to see his uncle, the king’s brother, motioning for him to follow. He bid his farewells and followed his uncle out of the hall, trepidation rising with every step. Rist was also silent as they made their way to the royal apartments. Taltos Castle felt chilly, despite the warm breeze that wafted through the open windows. Dark stone contrasted with the light blue sky outside, and Aster was grateful for the weather breaking.
“Aster.”
He looked at his uncle, realizing he had stopped at the window. Mumbling an apology, he hurried to catch up.
Aster’s younger sisters appeared from the opposite corridor. The elder of the two, barely fifteen, had already surpassed expectations, destined to become the youngest priestess ever proclaimed. Their mother often said the younger would follow a similar path.
“You are spiraling again,” Rist reminded him, through their telepathic link.
Surely this isn’t the end? Aster’s steps faltered as they neared Queen Yesel’s chambers, a knot tightening in his stomach. A guard opened the door upon their arrival. When they entered his grandmother’s private sitting room, she appeared asleep on the same chaise from the courtroom. All the windows were open, to welcome the spring. The fireplace warmed the room that sat in the mountain’s shadow during this time of day. The carpet looked like moss from the elven forest, while tapestries depicted dragons, goats, and sheep. All staples of the Clearpin Mountains. Furniture was sparse in the queen’s sitting room. Two couches, her chaise, a writing desk, and a chair.
The king knelt beside the chaise, holding her hand. His whole family was present, as were the council heads.
His youngest sister climbed onto the chaise without hesitation, nestling beside Yesel. At her touch, the queen’s eyes fluttered open. Yesel returned the room’s smiles in turn. Her black satin dress contrasted with her skin to paint her complexion sickly in the afternoon light.
“As I’m sure you all are aware,” she began in a subdued voice, “Namber will continue to hound me about the mines. I know they will invade the moment I pass.” She sucked in a raspy breath. Her magic kept their country safe for three hundred years, tied as she was to the Mirror and mountains. With her passing, Namber would have no fear from the creatures that kept Clearpin safe.
“I have done all I can to protect this country, and Namber has not wavered or fulfilled their end of the treaty. Seeing as their infiltration attempts have failed, they will march. Please set my mind at ease and tell me of your plans.”
The king straightened. “Arrangements have been made with Lensavine. If war comes, the princesses will be sent there. Another will be escorted to Toian under the Guardian’s watch. The general’s family will retreat to the Elven Territories until their sons come of age.”
He continued listing strategic placements, but Aster barely heard him. He was not mentioned. Neither was his cousin.
Was Aster to leave with his sisters, or would he take part in the skirmishes? Excitement warred with dread. While he could be victorious in battle, they would separate him from his family. The chances of him being killed or maimed were high, but he had the potential to rise quickly among the ranks.
And I can prove my worth.
“Aster will stay to assist,” the king concluded.
Yesel nodded and closed her eyes while everyone waited. “I wish to speak with my grandchildren alone. Aster, you first.”
As everyone filed out of the room. Aster approached the chaise, his mouth drying and his heartbeat louder than ever in his ears.
“Sit,” she said in a soft whisper. He did, on the floor. Rist sauntered over and nuzzled her vein-covered hand. “That uniform suits you, but I can’t help but wonder if your talents are being wasted. I know what you are capable of, and you have a long life ahead of you.”
“Yes, Grandmama.” He looked into her rheumy eyes, noting her silver hair and pointed, drooping ears.
Yesel Rigdon was the last true Rigdon elf. The last with pointed ears, at any rate. It made no difference to the Isels, as their heritage was a mix of ancient eastern elves and giants. “Do not let your commander torment you. Also, you do not need to rein in your sister every time she gets adventurous.”
“She will find a way, no matter what anyone says.” 
“Aster, you have done well, and I wish you could take your place next to the king’s side.”
“I have no claim.” 
“You have power. Your silver-tongued wit. Use it well.”
“I will,” he assured as her words caught him off guard. He had no claim to Isel’s crown or council. A bastard prince, acknowledged but never truly accepted. He may be a Rigdon, but he was no prince.
“Send in your sister.”
He kissed her hand before leaving. 
When he emerged, the others waited in silence. His sister stood and entered the room without hesitation. Aster let out a shaky breath. His throat was tight, and unshed tears stung as he looked at his family.
Maybel, the woman he called his mother, stepped forward to cup his face. “Not yet,” she whispered. “Wait a little longer.”
The night stretched on as one by one, they were summoned. When it was over, grief settled thick over the castle.
Aster sat in silence with his siblings as their elders conversed with Queen Yesel. The mines, the war, his own uncertain place— and now, the crown would pass to Alder. It was expected, yet hearing it aloud made it real. Another shift in the world he had always known.
And the weight of what was coming pressed down on them all.
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Mennan Estate, Lensavine
The screaming was relentless. It went on and on, with brief breaks in between. Fazune tried again to decipher the client’s letter during one of those lulls, only to hear another burst of cries. This one was unfamiliar. Curious, she left the letter and ventured downstairs. 
Mennan Manor was new in terms of Lensavine’s history. Her father, Rex Mennan, likened it to Nolivncaste Palace. Marble floors and walls, gold trim, art commissioned by her father hung in strategic places. Her father rose to fame for his skills as a carpenter, earning a title and prestige from the previous king of Lensavine. When the money poured in, Rex dumped it out.
She was used to scenes with her stepmother lying on the floor, unconscious. As Fazune neared the bottom of the staircase, she found her mother bleeding all over the new Toian Imperial rug. Her sister stood over her mother. Raziel’s arms splayed wide to block him from continuing the beating. They would usually find Raziel cowering in the kitchens when their father raged. Stunned, Fazune waited to see what would happen.
Her sister’s actions seemed to work. Rex never laid a hand on either of his daughters. A split second of indecision seized them before he raised his hand for a backhanded swing.
“Father,” Fazune screamed to stop him with an arm raised. Raziel’s eyes squeezed shut as she prepared for the blow that didn’t come.

      [image: ]Five days later, it rained. Fitting for the occasion. Fazune and Raziel stepped out of the alabaster tomb as their parents’ plates were set over the opening. They placed Rex Mennan between his previous wife, Fazune’s birth mother, and his latest wife, Raziel’s mother.
Fazune felt nothing. She was free, yet trapped. Their father had somehow weaseled his daughters into keeping the family business. The factory and warehouse belonged to the Mennan sisters until one or both married. Fazune directed Raziel to the covered pavilion, so their father’s friends, customers, and workers could pay their respects. She paid no attention to the mourners stopping before them. People viewed Rex as a selfless man who invested in his employees, successfully hiding his true nature.
With him gone, she had so many worries. In three or four years, she would have to make a proper match for herself and her sister. The lawyer cautioned whomever they should marry would gain the Mennan business. She would have to be careful about who that person was, to ensure that their father’s work would not be dragged through the mud.
“Doesn’t it bother you?” Raziel asked. She was pale and shivering from organizing the funeral for both of their parents. The wine helped calm her nerves today.
“Why should it bother me? I saved you from our mother’s fate,” Fazune said. They listed their father’s death as a heart attack. Raziel and a few of the servants were aware of Fazune’s ability and wanted to protect her. Hours after Rex’s death, their mother passed away, and they attributed her death to heartbreak to preserve his reputation.
Never mind the bruises and broken bones that riddled her body.
Raziel gazed at her for a long moment, stunned. “You could have stopped him. We would not have had to lose them both, if you used your power.” Her breath came out raspy from endless crying.
“I did not know I could do such a thing.” Fazune did not know why she tried to stop their father from hitting Raziel. She was still trying to figure that out. Most people sensed her magic and felt unease, hence the reason Rex felt Fazune needed to be protected at all costs. Raziel avoided her out of fear, and even more so in recent days.
The wine made her brave, however. Fazune appreciated her sister for that. Some of the male attendees thought her pretty with her brown eyes and red nose. Perhaps she could gain a husband, and Fazune could focus on other things.
“Ladies, please accept my sincerest condolences,” Master Ganston Lars introduced himself.
“Thank you, Master Lars,” Raziel replied. She had always been better at etiquette. Fazune was far too valuable to attend school, so her mother taught her all the basics. Raziel’s mother had been a loving woman, accepting Fazune as her own and teaching her to control outbursts when her moods hit.
Stay placid, Fazune, she would say. Keep your back straight and your mind clear.
“Yes, thank you.” Fazune bit back, wanting to ask if he needed his order completed sooner.
“I have a question, my lady. We can speak of it later, if you wish,” Lars said. Instinct kicked in, so Fazune reached out to his mind. She was met with a blank wall.
“That would be well, Master Lars,” she replied. A funeral was not the place to conduct business. After planning to meet in the morning, he bid them farewell and returned to his seat with the other mourners.
“What do you suppose that was about?” Fazune asked her sister.
“I don’t know. The priest is here.” Standing as one, the sisters accepted the priest’s blessing and prayers. The rest of the evening was boring, and Fazune hadn’t solved the problem of why she killed their father.

      [image: ]A week later, Fazune stood in the king’s presence. She accepted Lars’s idea without consulting Raziel or their manager. Lars spared no expense in making ready for a private audience. Master Lars’s sister, a dame to Knight Baedon, insisted on pinning her hair with diamonds.
This was attention she never received from her father or his retainers. Master Lars was kind and patient in his instruction. When she lashed out over not understanding or making a mistake, he gave her gentle reminders that her never having attended etiquette school was the fault of her father, not herself.
“It will take some time, as they had sequestered you in your home for all your life. This will provide you with a greater opportunity to practice your craft, while assisting your country.”
Raziel would expect me to thank him, Fazune thought with a frown. How would she broach the subject while Lars led her to a study? Four men stood to receive her, yet if Lars hadn’t explained who would be there, then she would not have known their names.
The lighting was bright compared to the gloom outside as the late spring rains gathered over the city, and the room was smaller than she anticipated but richly furnished. 
“Ganston has informed me of your unique talent,” King Lindre said from his chair behind a large, heavy desk framed by the two of the four windows. It was not one of her father’s designs. The other men made way for Ganston to guide her forward. Two couches sat on either side with a tale resting at each arm. An ovular table sat surrounded by low backed chairs behind them.
What intrigued her was that she couldn’t read his mind. Fazune was too focused on the knight-king to note her surroundings. Lars stood beside her and placed an encouraging hand on her shoulder.
“It is all right, my dear,” he breathed. His touch and tone calmed her as gumption took its place. She curtsied, as her mother had taught her.
Be clear, be concise, she thought. “Yes, Your Majesty.”
Lindre held up a hand, stopping her speech. He asked in an unreadable, clipped tone, “What can you do?”
“I read people’s emotions. If their feelings are strong enough, I can read their minds. Desires are easy for me to understand, as that’s how I assisted my father in the designing of furniture by request, and I can place suggestions in other’s minds.”
“What was that?” he asked.
“I helped my father design furniture?”
“No. What was the last thing you said?”
“I can place suggestions in other people’s minds.” Fazune watched as Lindre consulted the others.
“What do you think?” Lindre asked his advisors.
“No one will notice an enchanter, much less a woman,” Prince Kyrk replied. Lindre gave Master Belton a curious glance. In return, a telepathic conversation ensued, with Belton shaking his head.
“Gurris?” Lindre asked.
“I don’t know, Your Majesty. There was a reason they condemned enchanters to northern Khine. What training have you had?” He directed his question to Fazune.
“Very little, sir,” she said in a neutral but positive tone. Training? I’m an enchanter?
“She was self-taught,” Lars put in. “Her late father requested I find books so that she might learn from their pages. There was rumor of an enchanter living in Namber. I couldn’t find any evidence supporting that.”
She never knew there was a name for her magic, nor was she aware that Lars was the one who supplied the books. No wonder her father and the master were on favorable terms. They had made sure of her education.
“Let me think about it, as we are not in agreement,” King Lindre said. He gave Master Lars a pointed look. “Come back in a week.”
“Brother,” Prince Kyrk said with his own pointed look.
“Oh, I suppose you’ll need lodging.”
She did, for her sister as well. The Mennan Estate and warehouse were on the Jione–Lensavine border. It would cost a fortune to travel back and forth by waypost and days by carriage.
“I’ll ask Lygera if we have room until the end of the week,” Master Belton suggested.
Lindre nodded, dismissing them. “Very good.”
Disgruntled, Ganston escorted Fazune through the palace. He looked disheartened when she sighed. “What is it, Lady Fazune?”
“He could have been more respectful. Don’t worry, I’ll fix it next time I see him.”
“Do not mess with the king’s mind,” Lars said as they entered the courtyard. “I may be discontent, but a lot is happening.”
A lot happening was a horrible understatement. A war was brewing, and a mistake was made. A serious mistake.
Master Lars summoned his staff before bringing it down on the pavement with a thud. They appeared in front of a small manor in the military district. She couldn’t help but compare the house to her own. The plain establishment matched its neighbors. The front lawn matched the long avenue with no elegance about it.
Setting on a face of indifference, she followed Lars to the entrance.
“I’ll introduce you to Dame Lygera.”
“Master Lars?” Fazune said. “Thank you.”
“Do not thank me yet, my dear,” he said, offering his arm, which she accepted. The door opened when they reached it.

Belton Household, Jasden
The room provided by the Belton’s was small compared to her own on her father’s lands. But it was to be expected from the military district she supposed. With clean white plastered walls, simple furniture consisting of a bed, table, chair, and wardrobe all made of maple. The exterior of the home matched it’s neighbors and likely bore the same layout. Fauzne had one window that looked down on the back garden and one communication mirror that hung over the desk. 
“What do you mean, you’re going to stay home?” Fazune spat at her sister’s image. She called to inform Raziel of the new situation. Raziel wrung her hands and kept her eyes down.
Crying again, Fazune thought.
She wasn’t drinking, so she returned to her usual countenance. “I mean, t-there’s no reason for m-me to join you.”
“Stop babbling and say what you mean.”
Distraught, she said nothing, but Fazune could hear their old maid in the background.
“I’ll wait here until there is a more permanent place for us,” Raziel said in a rush.
“Fine. I don’t need you here crying and drawing attention anyway,” Fazune fumed. “I’ll send Lars to collect you when I find a place to stay.” 
Raziel nodded, still not looking Fazune in the eyes as she ended the spell connecting them. 
“Useless ninny.”
“That’s unseemly speech for a lady.”
Fazune spun around. A knight stood in the doorway. His gray uniform looked freshly pressed, and the patch on his chest showed he worked in defense. She determined him a wizard by the feel of his magic, and he seemed amused, with dark blue eyes that sparkled in mischief. His short black hair was unkempt.
“I’m not a fighter, and my mother is from Hasther,” he explained.
How did he? she thought with a flinch.
“I’m pretty good at guessing what others are thinking.”
“What do you want?”
“My mother sent me to escort you to the market, or anywhere else you want to go.”
“Why?”
“You are a guest in our home, and my mother has a prior engagement elsewhere. So, do you need anything?”
“I need a place to stay for myself and my sister.”
Tilting his head to one side and scrunching his nose, he asked, “But you are staying here.”
“Is it appropriate to stay here with an unmarried man?”
“Oh, I don’t live here.” He laughed. “I assure you, Miss Kimberly, who is right behind me, will make sure I don’t embarrass myself. Isn’t that right, Miss Kim?”
“Correct, Sir Kevyn,” a woman’s voice said from behind the knight.
Kevyn enjoyed struggling with the woman as she squeezed past him and into the room. She shot him a withering look that broadened his smile before addressing Fazune.
“I am Miss Kim, Lady Fazune. Please ring this bell should you require any assistance. Would you like a more detailed tour of the estate?” She indicated the pull rope. She was an eastern elf with pale skin, bright white hair, and shiny black eyes. Her ears stuck out far from her head coming to a sharp point.
“No need to worry your little head, Miss Kim,” Kevyn cut in. “I will be more than happy to give this fair lady a tour of my childhood home. I know all the best hiding locations.”
“Enough, Master Kevyn. You may leave,” Miss Kim said, attempting to push him out of the room and failing miserably.
Fazune found the whole affair intriguing. Both were sincere in their attitude, and there wasn’t any doubt that Miss Kim and Kevyn adored each other.
“That is a sight,” Kevyn exclaimed, placing a hand over his heart. “Your smile stills my heart, m’lady.”
Taking her hand, he placed a gentle kiss on her knuckles. It wasn’t the first knightly greeting she had ever received, but it was the first that caused her to flush. Fazune curtsied as Kevyn released her hand.

Jasden Palace
Another week, another audience with the king. Lars looked surprised when he came to collect her.
“You’re wearing a beautiful set of pearls, Lady Fazune,” he complimented.
“My sister sent them,” she admitted. Smiling, she would never tire of her new title. “Thank you. They were my mother’s.”
“Very good,” he said with a kind smile. “I gifted them to your mother as a wedding gift.”
“You knew her?” Fazune asked in amazement.
“Naturally. My family helped to back your father in his enterprise. We must get going.”
“Will you tell me about her? Later?” Fazune asked, accepting the older man’s arm.
“I will, if there is time.”
“Did she have the same ability as I do?”
“No. She did not. I am sorry.”
“I killed her, didn’t I?” she asked as they descended the steps.
“It’s the nature of things when a child is more powerful than their mother. Do not fret about it, and do not let sadness taint her memory.” He summoned his staff as they appeared before Jasden Palace. Lars tapped his staff once more, and it disappeared.
She tried not to gawk as they wound through the opulence of white marble, gold trim, and mosaic murals. Lars chuckled in amusement.
“I’ve never seen anything so magnificent,” she mumbled in her defense, heat painting her cheeks.
“Jasden Palace is where the king conducts and manages state affairs. Nolivncaste is where the royal family sleeps.”
“So, King Lindre is trying to impress visitors?”
“Yes, but the decoration started long before Lindre took the throne.” A dark thought passed through his mind, but it disappeared before Fazune could read it.
As before, the king was not alone. Unlike her previous meeting, others were in attendance. They did not meet in the king’s study. This time, they convened in a comfortable sitting room well lit by the sun’s rays. Fazune hoped that the break in the gloomy springs rains ended. 
“Welcome, Lady Mennan. I would like to introduce Sir Ayoers and Sir Baedon,” King Lindre said. He appeared to be in a better mood than her last visit. The two bowed, and she curtsied. “Please have a seat.”
Lars escorted Fazune to a comfortable chair before sitting beside her. The other knights and the king each took a chair, completing the circle. They made small talk about the latest furniture to come out of her father’s warehouse while the servants poured tea. A tray of hors d’oeuvres and cakes sat on a low round table.
“Let’s begin,” the king began after dismissing the staff. “I require two things from you, Lady Mennan. First, we will host negotiations between Namber and Isel. I want to know what each is thinking, so we can avoid a war at all costs.”
Stopping a war? Fazune nodded, trying to hold down her excitement. “And the second?”
He frowned at her. “Please do not speak out of turn.”
“Apologies, Your Majesty. My father trained me to be forthcoming and assertive for the business.” She wasn’t sorry but recalled Raziel mentioning proper protocol.
“Accepted. Second, we have an agreement with Namber over trading enchanted steel. It is not something we have announced, so not everyone knows about it. I would like to keep it that way. Do you understand?”
“I do, Your Majesty.”
“You will receive a considerable sum and a place in my court. No one is to know what you do for me, and I have the liberty of calling on you anytime I require. Alert Ganston as to what you require, and I or one of my staff will ensure the requests are fulfilled. You will stay under the guise of a lady-in-waiting for Queen Alyssa when not in my service.”
“Thank you, Your Majesty,” she said with a bow of her head, accepting the king’s outstretched hand to form the contract. Magical binding made her body tingle, as if she had sat too long.
“Ganston will make the arrangements. Gentlemen?” When the king stood, everyone else did. 
Fazune curtsied as each knight bade her and Lars a farewell. Lars frowned after them but turned a bright smile to her as the door closed.
“Well? How may we be of service?” Lars asked when they were alone.
“I need to set my sister up with an opportunity to gain a husband.”
“We can arrange that. And it’s a noble cause.”
“It is?”
“Securing your sibling’s future before yourself seems noble to me.”
“Will I continue to stay at Master Belton’s?”
“Yes.” He clasped his hands behind his back and waited for more questions.
Switching to a business mindset, she asked, “Who is aware of the secret trade agreement with Namber? I don’t want to blurt anything out at the wrong moment.”
“Those whom you saw today.”
“And did His Majesty get the approval of Prince Kyrk and his other advisors about my helping in the negotiations?”
“He did. I’m impressed. Rex taught you well.” A flicker of anger.
“What were you and my father, Master Lars?”
“Rivals, mostly. Come, I’m to introduce you to Queen Alyssa.” Lars offered his arm.
“Does the queen know everything?”
“She does not, and His Majesty wishes to keep it that way.”
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Autumn, 1684


Porlen Manor, Clearpin, Isel
The queen was dying. She made it a little over a year since her abdication. Aster was grateful to speak with his grandmother, but he would never gain another chance. All the northern countries issued a call to arms as Emeraude and the mountain elves evacuated the noble children to Jione or Lensavine. Battlefields were chosen, and a mass exodus began. Namber had many allies, but most of them refused to join. Isels married and bred for war since their landing over eight hundred years prior, which made the other countries reluctant to join the conflict. 
They moved Queen Yesel to her birthplace in Clearpin. It was also to be her final resting place. She slipped in and out of consciousness as the country waited for news of her passing. They encouraged the grandchildren to continue their studies or training, since the queen was unresponsive.
That was how Basial and Aster passed their time. On the fields below Porlen Manor.
“Don’t get cocky,” Aster said as he parried a blow that sent Basial’s sword flying.
“Ah!” Basial sat down without bothering to retrieve his weapon. 
Sheathing his own, Aster sat beside him. “I hate this.”
The wind was cool, and the tall grass waved freely. The sea’s scent teased his nostrils, and the birds called to them. The day was too beautiful for the gloom that hung over Isel. Rist sat between them, sneaking licks of Basial’s face until the prince relented and scratched his head.
Aster said nothing as he gazed up at the mountains. Soldiers and guards walked the perimeter, and occasionally, one would hold up a spyglass to look out to sea or down on the princes. They heard a horse stop a few feet away. Both looked, and Basial sat up as a guard approached. From the look on the man’s face, they knew.
“Her Royal Majesty, Queen Yesel Rigdon, passed away in the presence of His Majesty King Birk, Princess Kalmia, and Princess Amabel,” he choked. “Your presence is requested.”

Taltos, Isel
The funeral was thankfully brief, and Amabel’s presence was no longer required. Derek held her hand as they sat on the terrace. The Whitlocks had come to pay their respects to a fellow monarch, for which Amabel was grateful, but she wished Tannis were there. She stared over the mountains of Taltos Castle. Derek handed her a letter from Tannis upon their arrival. She had yet to read it.
“Ahem,” someone interrupted her muted time. “May I join you?”
Markus, wonderful. Too lost in her own thoughts to pick a fight, she nodded her permission without looking at him. He took a seat next to Derek, and he looked out over the sea. He fidgeted, and she didn’t realize she stared at him. When he caught her eyes, she looked elsewhere. 
“I would like a moment alone with you,” he said. Amabel said nothing, and he didn’t leave.
“Bel?” Derek asked.
“That’s fine,” she said, giving in. 
Derek kissed her hand, leaving them alone. Markus took his cousin’s place but did not offer a knight’s greeting. They sat in silence, watching the clouds snake through the mountains and the waves crash on the rocks below.
“This is late, but I wish to apologize for my actions when we last met.”
“You don’t need to apologize. I know why you did it.”
“You do?”
“I accept your apology,” she said, hoping her attitude would make him go away. Years ago, he’d goaded her into a verbal confrontation at a state affair. It led to a duel between him and Basial. A truce was called before blood spilled. Amabel tried to smile at the memory.
“I don’t think you do, Amabel.”
“You delayed the inevitable. We will go to war with Namber.” That was the point, after all. Show the Namber king that the Rigdons were not to be trifled with. He used her and Basial in a public display. What she couldn’t figure out was if he allowed Basial to gain the upper hand on purpose.
When he said nothing, she looked over. The wind played with his yellow hair, and those Whitlock blue eyes sparkled like diamonds in the noonday sun. Vastly contrasting with Tannis’s emeralds and thick, brown wavy hair. He watched her as intently.
“My condolences on your loss. Queen Yesel will be missed.”
She’d thought she finished crying, but she was mistaken, and to her horror, tears fell anew. She dared not touch them and display weakness. To Amabel’s surprise, Markus moved closer, pulled a kerchief from his sleeve, and dabbed her cheeks.
“I can’t bear to see a girl cry,” he mumbled.
“How old do you think I am?” she asked when he placed the kerchief in her hand.
“The banquet was last year, and your name-day is in the spring. So, fourteen? What?”
“That happened almost four years ago, Markus. And my name-day is in the winter. The same day as Derek’s,” she corrected. He blinked at her. “It’s all fine and dandy to live in the moment, but you should track dates.”
“My father removed me from council meetings because of my mistreatment of you. I guess I got lost in . . .” He couldn’t come up with an appropriate response further.
“Women and booze?” She smiled, despite the atmosphere and his recklessness.
“Always so direct.”
“Excuse me, Princess?” A guard approached with a bow. “Your Highness.” He bowed to Markus. “Dinner is about to begin. King Birk requests your presence.”
“I will be there,” she assured. The guard cast a worried glance at Markus before leaving.
“Shall I escort you? To show your countrymen that I intend no harm?” He didn’t want to, and neither did she.
“No. Keep them guessing.”
He smiled at her comment. She held out the kerchief. 
“Keep it. I have plenty.” He stood and bowed.
“Markus?” she called as he was turning to leave. He looked back at her. “Your father is up to something. I don’t know what it is, but it’s not good.”
“I thought you were a scryer?”
“It’s not much different from being a seer.” She sighed, tired of giving the same lesson to non-witches. “I’m not as strong as my grandmother is, I mean was. I still get glimpses, feelings.”
He looked unsettled but not surprised. “Can you tell me more?”
Amabel shook her head. “I’m not emotionally stable enough to look either.”
“I will check into it, Princess.” He gave a tilt of his head, then disappeared into the crowd.
The guard returned, and Amabel did not feel as though she would ever stop sighing.
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Astelle, Jione
Aster kept his amusement hidden when Amabel hid from their patron god, the Guardian, when he came to collect Kalmia after she bid her a farewell the night before. Aster and Basial said their goodbyes to their teary-eyed cousin. 
“Do not worry, Birk,” the god said. “She will be in safe hands, and her health may also improve by being with the Mrgon Clan.”
As with all the gods, he was pale, close to translucent, with thin, straight hair that flowed down his back. Unlike the other gods, the Guardian was unique as was his family. No other family on earth claimed a kinship with any god. His slanted, black eyes and round ears gave him away as the youngest god. Per usual, he wore the white robes of a Toian priest.
Kalmia was the heir and second youngest of the Rigdon children, but looked younger. Her health had always been poor, thus causing stunted growth. Their god was right, and Kalmia could improve by being with her mother’s clan.
Birk nodded but said nothing until he whispered in his daughter’s ear. It must have been endearing, because the Guardian smiled. When he let go, she went to the Guardian, took hold of his hand, waved goodbye, and then they were gone. Birk stared at the spot for a long moment before collecting himself.
“Are you two packed?” he asked the two of them.
“Yes, sir,” Basial said, giving a salute. He rolled back on his heels, unable to hide his grin.
“I am,” Aster replied with a simple smile. While he shared in Basial’s excitement, something held him back from being too emotional about the upcoming war. He speculated that, while he would oversee guarding Commander Sprucegrove, he would also be required to fight and kill.
Basial would be in for a hard time. Aster wasn’t sure what his cousin’s true strength was, but he felt sure that Basial had an inclination toward divinity, like his mother. Which would explain his closeness to Bel.
“Good.” Birk paused, realizing how difficult it would be to get Amabel and Habil into the carriage.
It was simpler than Aster thought. Amabel brought several books and refused to speak to any of their elders or watch the scenery. She raised a minor fuss about Basial being allowed to stay and help with the war and yet she couldn’t. Her outburst would happen later, but for now, they took advantage of her cold shoulder.
Habil was ecstatic about the travel. She bounced between the carriage, or rode on a horse. While being guarded, she ran through the tall grass, chasing rabbits with Rist by her side when they stopped for breaks.
Ten days and one teleport later, they made it to Astelle, the capital of Jione. The open grasslands with varying rocky outcroppings and horse herds of the nomads were bland compared to the largest city of giants. Sandstone structures matched the grass surrounding the city. The only difference to the naked eye was the sun glinting off of the palace and surrounding buildings, partially shaded by an ancient crumbling mountain. As they got closer to the city, Aster could see color moving toward them. The giant soldiers carried the purple and gold banners of the house of Kor. 
After making it to their assigned quarters, Amabel still didn’t speak to their parents. Maybel felt crushed but said she understood.
“She takes after your father, after all,” she said to Aster that evening. They would stay the evening in Jione and then teleport to Jasden the following afternoon.
“While we are here, I’ve planned for Amabel to meet Prince Geant Kor about the proposal,” Birk said quietly as they waited for the festivities to begin.
“She’ll refuse,” Alder said, and nods from their company confirmed his remark.
There had been a lot of debates over which royal candidate would make the best match for Amabel. And as far as Aster could tell, she held no attraction to any of them. Whoever she married would have access to the mines and a seat on the Iselian council. Aster glanced at Markus, who traded jokes with another guest. They hated each other, and Aster was sure Markus would turn down the offer before the request could arise.
It wasn’t his place to worry about politics. He didn’t have a say in such matters anyway, given his current status. But at the same time, he couldn’t stop thinking about it either. Studying those around him in the giants’ outdoor dining pavilion, looking down the large table that sat eighty people. Then up at the braziers and chandeliers that were strategically placed to offer light and heat as the night descended. Servants poured mead as everyone conversed. His gaze wandered again to Markus.
It was customary for her to turn down both Geant Kor and Markus publicly. Even the thought of bringing up the arrangement with the Lensavines was out of the question. The knights were neutral in this conflict and would not want to be drawn into it. In the unlikely event that Markus and Amabel discovered mutual affection, it had the potential to prevent the war from moving forward. At least, that was how Aster interpreted the situation.
“When is she supposed to meet with Prince Markus?” Aster asked and received a strange look from Birk. It wasn’t exactly out of his place to ask, and he could fall back on the fact that he was still her protective older brother. Markus was not her match.
“It hasn’t come up,” Birk said.
“Prince Geant Kor is being pressured to find a wife,” Hazel said as more delegates entered the room. “Amabel’s name came up first. Jione and Isel already hold a friendly alliance. Their marriage would likely secure it.”
And while Aster knew Bel and Kor did not mind one another in common company, she wanted nothing to do with the giant or elven courts.
“They are meeting as we speak,” Birk supplied. A horn sounded, and everyone stood to receive their host, King Iarga Kor of the Giants.

      [image: ]Amabel walked through the comfortable sitting room, thankful not to be included in the banquet. She partially dreaded their return to Jasden. Her only joy was to see Tannis again and reply to his last letter in person. This year should have been a customary meeting of the Jatarean kings and queens to reenforce and strengthen peace treaties, but Namber was greedy. 
As her grandmother predicted.
Gliding her fingers on the back of the timber-cut couch, Amabel cast a glance at the row of servants along the wall. She noticed Kor added a couple of buffalo heads to his collection since last she was here. They stared down at her from over the unlit fireplace. A breeze made her shiver when her hair tickled her shoulders and neck, thanks to the open window. The tan walls were reminiscent of the tall grass that was the icon of the plains. Kor contrasted the dull color with bright, woven wall coverings, highlighting the mountainous outcroppings.
It had been a while since she had seen Geant Kor, and while he was always pleasant, it wasn’t the life she wanted. Marriage to Zaric would be far better. She would only have to deal with her country’s council politics and uncle’s court. The Jiones would expect her to host not only the giants but also four of the local tribes. As well as the Elf king, who was Geant’s second cousin, and any neighboring ally.
What a nuisance. She held back a sigh, giving the servants another weary glance. They would relay anything she said or did to the giant and elven kings. She hated being watched every minute of every day. Why couldn’t she have been born a commoner? An innkeeper or tailor’s daughter? She could also settle for a soldier’s family life. Or the wife a knight, but she new better than to follow that train of thought. 
The heavy, double doors opened, and a small entourage entered. Geant Kor and several servants carried in trays of seasoned buffalo, marinated deer meat, chilled white wine, and imported fruit.
“Amabel, it’s good to see you again,” Geant Kor greeted her.
“You as well. It’s only been an hour, you know.” She laughed, wrapping her arms around his neck when he stooped for the embrace. The bustle continued about them until Geant Kor couldn’t handle it further.
“Okay, you all can leave now.”
“Your Majesty, that might be unwise.”
“I said, out. You as well,” he said to the guards. “And no listening at the door, either.” They looked guilty. When they cast their eyes about as they left, Amabel allowed herself a chuckle.
“I hope this is less awkward?” he asked.
“It’s much better, thank you.” She sat on the comfortable couch and poured wine for them.
“I am sorry for the situation.”
“Do you mean this courtship?” she asked, twirling her finger as they picked up their goblets.
“All of it. Namber has no right to invade.”
She studied Geant Kor, noting his long black hair braided and pulled back into a tail, and his dark eyes that stood out against his reddish skin. He wore the customary tunic of the giants in deep purple with gold hems, a golden woven belt, and gem inlaid bracelets and necklaces.
The prince was an excellent horseman and skilled leader. They shared the same birth month, and he was only five years her senior. Good natured and fair, and he would do everything to make her happy. She couldn’t bring herself to deal with his family. His older brother was quiet, reserved, and had taken over most of the duties as king while Geant helped. Their father was reaching his limit at 505 years old, after all.
“Thank you,” she said. “It’s a shame you aren’t king already. Your country could benefit from your common sense.”
He responded with a booming laugh. “It’s a shame that I won’t be graced with your frankness. I knew, when my father’s advisors proposed this arrangement, this situation between us wouldn’t work. Although, I must admit, I had hoped.”
“You will not make the same mistake that everyone else assumes.”
“Beauty is only skin deep, Bel. May I at least present my argument?”
“Of course. I love a game.”
He waited until she poured more wine. “First let me say that yes, you are beautiful, and I can’t even imagine what our children would look like.” Amabel smiled again while Geant Kor continued. “Second, you will bring wit to our court. I could use an ally against some of my father’s advisors,” he said with a wink. He did not forget their antics as children. “I recognize your aversion to politics, and your last letter to me, although mildly cryptic, made it seem you wished to be a cleric or scholar. You will not be any of that, if you were married to me.”
“But you hoped?” Amabel asked.
“I hoped,” he confirmed. “I can see us getting on well together. You obviously haven’t grown out of having fun, and we could certainly wreak havoc. Can you imagine? What a pair we could make. But I do not wish to lose our friendship. Who is he, then?”
“What?” she asked, startled.
“I know, deep within my soul, that I am one of the few you would take as a husband. Zaric, like my brother, is reserved, but you are still close to him. Markus is a rake. Derek is more like a brother and full human to boot. The Hasther princes are standing over their father’s deathbed. Neither will marry. No one of royal blood is left on this continent in our age group.”
“A knight in training.”
“That makes sense. Let me guess which one.”
“No,” Amabel said, looking at the door.
“I see. When you said training.” He, too, looked to the door. Neither really expected his father’s men to not eavesdrop. Geant let out a sigh. “I can still dream, can’t I?”
“It was only a few kisses, Geant,” she said.
“It was our first kiss. I still think about it.” The prince set down his cup. “With your permission, I would like to show you what I’ve learned since.”
“I’m not convinced,” she replied with a playful smile while her insides flipped.
“Do not tease me, Bel. Besides, I know the importance of lovers in Isel practices. Perhaps you could impress him.”
“We haven’t kissed yet,” she admitted. “You are still the only one.”
“Oh, now I must insist!”
“If you insist,” Amabel said with a mock sigh and roll of her eyes. She accepted his hand and felt a wave of magic and an audible click of the door locking.
“You understand, I do not wish to be disturbed this time?”
“I do.” She laughed as he sat down, pulling her onto his lap. Craning her neck as butterflies tickled her stomach, her breath came out in a rush of anticipation.
“Remind me of how it happened,” he said, pulling her against him, her arms winding around his neck.
“I don’t think you need a reminder.”

      [image: ]Aster walked into the sitting room he shared with his family. Their stay in Jione was ending, but he and Geant Kor looked forward to a night out with Markus and Kevyn. Smiling, Aster added his toiletries to his trunk when Hazel walked in with Bel. She was not pleased about the true reason for her coming to Lensavine.
“I can help. Don’t leave me there.” She was not acting her age, and unbidden magic pooled around her.
“Ah! There it is,” Rist said, settling himself on an overstuffed chair.
“Bel, you are too young,” Hazel tried to say.
“Why does Basial get to go?”
“Basial has completed his training, and he will not be fighting or be anywhere near battles.”
“You’re lying!”
Hazel took in a calming breath. “Amabel, you are too important and valuable to stay in Isel. Dame Pia will be your caretaker in Lensavine. Her husband will be here to collect you and Habil shortly.” His eyes softened. “I will miss you terribly. Remember that you are heir and will sit next to Kalmia as queen when the time comes. And please be responsible by keeping Habil out of trouble.”
Amabel pushed his hand away, tears still falling from her eyes.
“Bel,” he called, but she turned and ran from the room. Hazel let out a sigh before turning to Aster. “How is she?”
“Hurting. I’m sorry, Father.”
“I want to make sure she doesn’t sneak back into the country. Perhaps it would be wise to escort them ourselves. I know Birk plans on meeting with Whitlock for one last peace attempt.”
“It will give Bel and Basial time to separate,” Aster agreed. Basial was having a hard time, as he would head home to prepare for the inevitable invasion with Emeraude.
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