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Prologue
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Once upon a time, there was a princess named Tima. She lived an easy, carefree life in her family’s palace. When she was sixteen, her mother died suddenly. While Tima grieved, the royal court prepared for a coronation. On the morning that Tima was to be crowned Queen, a great breakfast feast was offered to all the guests of the ceremony. Over the meal, without warning, the king of a neighboring country, King Silas, attacked the court with his knights, slaying many nobles and royal guards. Entire families were lost that morning; barons, counts, and various lords and ladies of the court gone in moments. With the help of a few loyal servants, Tima escaped and went into hiding. The evil king took the lands as his own and ruled both kingdoms as a cruel tyrant for many years.

One day, King Silas was riding past a small village when his eyes fell on a lovely woman hanging her wet clothes to dry just outside her modest home. Smitten by her beauty, the king made advances on her, but the woman resisted. She was happily married and would let no other man take her. Silas then tried to force himself on the woman, but she fought him. In their struggles, the woman scratched the king’s face severely. Furious, Silas killed her, then instructed his guards to burn the village. 

As the village went up in flames and people rushed about to save what they could, the woman’s husband, a humble blacksmith, returned home. At the sight of his dead wife and the obvious signs of the struggle, the blacksmith realized what had happened. Rage and vengeance consumed him. Gathering the tools of his trade, and as many able-bodied men as he could find, the blacksmith followed the king back to the palace. In hours, the small band of villagers had crept into the castle and killed every guard in sight. By the time the alarm was sounded, there were few left to defend their king. The evil monarch was forced to flee just as Princess Tima had.

Over the next few weeks, others stepped forward to assist in ridding the land of Silas’s forces. Ruthless nobles and crooked law enforcers were overthrown. While Princess Tima was located and returned to her rightful home, the blacksmith pursued King Silas across borders, back to the desperate man’s own lands. But the once-powerful king never made it to the safety of his castle, his throne. The blacksmith found him and murdered him, his revenge complete. 

Tima was soon crowned Queen and began the hard work of restoring peace to the land. The new queen found her happily ever after, but the blacksmith’s troubles were just beginning...
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Chapter One ~ Hard Work Dulls Pain
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When night fell, the day animals grew silent as they settled down in their hiding places. With the darkening sky came the new world of the nocturnal creatures. Fireflies began to send their glowing signals to one another, searching for mates. Crickets started up their violin melodies. Bats swooped overhead. Though Mara loved all creatures equally, the ones who came out at night somehow appealed to her more of late. Was it because she saw them less often now? Well, that wouldn’t be changing anytime soon. Now that spring was here and summer fast approaching, her curfew had not changed even though the days were longer. Soon, she would be locked away inside every evening before the sun began slipping below the horizon. She dreaded the idea.

Mara skipped over a fallen tree, her steps sure and light even as her thoughts lingered on dark things. As much as she tried not to think about the boy yesterday, his small face kept popping into her mind. His tiny pink lips. His wide, frightened eyes. His pleading whispers. The screams he had made. 

Shaking her head almost violently, she stumbled and nearly fell as her chain caught on something. No, that wouldn’t do. If she came back too dirty, Priest would be angry. He might ration her dinner. As if she had summoned him, a light shone ahead of her. Priest stood in the doorway of his home, a dark silhouette. He certainly appeared formidable with his stiff pose; his head held high.

“Mara, come inside.”

“But, I have a bit longer before-”

“Come inside now.” Though he hadn’t raised his voice, his tone made her shiver. He stood there, waiting, as she moved closer. Around the knee-high fence that kept rabbits from his garden. Up the stone steps. Over the wooden planks of the porch. She finally stood before him, her eyes downcast, as he liked. 

Without a word he turned and entered the house. Mara trailed behind him, yanking her invisible chain inside with her. It made no sound as it skittered over the floor. Priest pointed to her chair and Mara immediately sat down. It was time for the nightly talk before dinner. Though she knew what he would say, since it was the same words every night, she still sat up and fixed her eyes on him. Priest settled down in his own chair and turned to her once again. His brown eyes locked on her face and he gave a smile that was more a grimace than anything. He may have been handsome when he was younger, but the years had put lines and wrinkles on his face. But no laugh lines around his mouth. 

“My child, we do important work here.”

Mara nodded, as expected.

“It is important that you realize how vital you are to this process. I allow you your freedom during the day because your magic needs it, and though such magic is an abomination, it is necessary for our work.”

Mara nodded again, as expected. 

“Say it, child.”

“Magic is an abomination,” she stated in a practiced voice. Please stop calling me child. It’s a bit ridiculous at this point, she thought, though she would never dare to voice such a thing.

Priest’s mouth twisted in a real smile now and the sight immediately had Mara’s anxiety spiking. That smile never meant anything good for her. 

“I am not a bad man. I am a good man. A man of God. I want only what is best for our kingdom.”

Mara nodded.

“And now, dear girl, it is nearly time for you to use that sinful magic of yours to liberate yourself.”

Mara gasped. This was not their normal before-dinner-talk. What did he mean? A small hope flickered to life in her heart. Did he mean to free her? Would she be rid of the chain? Of the curfew? Of his strict orders and expectations?

“Priest?”

His smile widened until it looked almost sinister. “Yes, child. It will soon be time for you to rid yourself of your magic.”

Mara had a moment of sheer panic before she fainted dead away.

* * * * *
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“HEY, LITTLE LIFTER, get over here and grab this one.”

The words caused the headache that had already begun to throb near his temples to roar into a terrible thudding in his head. Without a word, he walked over, hefted the forty-pound bag of grain unto his shoulder, and turned on his heel. Ignoring the chuckles and sneers of the other men, Little Lifter dutifully carried the grain to the waiting cart and dropped it inside. As the wooden planks groaned from the sudden weight, he took a moment to wipe the sweat from his brow onto his sleeve. Though small breezes wafted through the village from time to time, the heat was sweltering. It was the humidity that was the real kicker, thanks to the creek that ran nearby. Gnats and mosquitoes swarmed, keeping even most children indoors on this sunny day. 

“Don’t forget this one!” Eugene called. Snickers rang out behind him. Little Lifter sucked in a breath, set his mouth in a hard line, and turned back. He kept his eyes on the ground as he approached the miller and his brothers. Best to pretend indifference. Who gave a damn about them, anyway?

Grabbing the last bag, he nearly jumped out of his skin when a snake slithered across the burlap. The creature had been hidden in a fold. Though he hadn’t cried out in surprise, he leapt backwards and that was enough to send the other men into a fit of laughter. They slapped each other on the back and wiped tears from their eyes.

“Did you see his face?”

“Scared of snakes, are you, Little Lifter?”

“He’ll need to change his pants, now!”

After the initial shock wore off, and annoyance began to fester under his skin, Little Lifter approached the bag again. Carefully lifting the snake, he tossed it into the nearby trees, hefted the bag over his shoulder, and deposited it in the cart. His headache was now a monstrous creature unleashed, clawing its way through his brain.

Brushing himself off, he turned back to the men and finally spoke. “Anything else, Bill?”

Bill, still chuckling, cleared his throat and tried to appear the serious businessman that he was supposed to be. Before he could get a word out, Eugene piped up again. “That’s Sir to you, errand boy.”

Little Lifter didn’t acknowledge the remark but continued to stare at Bill. He might work under Bill, but he could hardly be called a boy. In fact, he had a good five years on Eugene. The miller finally calmed himself and elbowed Eugene and his other brother in the ribs. Though the siblings gave him reproachful looks, they returned to their duties in the mill. 

“That’s fine for today,” Bill said. “Just be sure to get them to the outpost by sunset.”

Little Lifter nodded. With that, he grabbed the worn handles of the cart and began the long trek down the road. Sand puffed up when he walked, the dry earth beneath him seeming to creak as much as the cart’s axle. Now that he was moving away from the mill, his headache began to subside. Fresh air hit his face, cooling it only momentarily under the blazing hot sun. There wasn’t the first cloud in the sky. He really needed to purchase a hat. Luckily, there would be plenty of shade as he took the dirt path through the forest. Though there were a few cottages outside the village of Mur, his route today was a quiet one, the scenery mostly trees and the scant wildlife that visited these parts. He would be glad of such company. Trees didn’t laugh at you. Birds and squirrels didn’t call you ridiculous nicknames. Grass and ferns didn’t give you a hard time.

He put the miller and his brothers out of his thoughts and focused his green eyes ahead, taking deep lungfuls of air that smelled slightly of honeysuckle. Time to blank his mind out so he didn’t have to think. So he didn’t have to feel.

Later that afternoon, Little Lifter approached the outpost on the edge of the vast forest beyond this kingdom’s lands. He had never traveled beyond the boundary, but he’d heard stories of the wild magic that lived there. Supposedly, it made the bit of magic in this land look as powerful as a baby faerie’s farts. Though the stories had always intrigued him, he never dared to venture beyond his queen’s kingdom. 

A man hailed him as he approached the gate. He said nothing in return, merely nodding as he watched the gate part. Comprised of seven-foot-tall logs lashed together, the doors could hardly be called formidable. A battering ram would smash them to pieces in a few minutes’ time. Still, it appeared intimidating enough, and certainly kept out the bears and the random fachan that might come by looking for trouble. 

“Oi, Cart Man! What do you have for us today?” called a burly guard once the gate was open. 

Little Lifter, or Cart Man as he was known here, pulled his heavily laden cart inside the gates and waited until they were closed to move forward. As a precaution, none moved an inch while the gates were closing in case someone, or something, tried to dart in at the last minute. Once the heavy thud of wood meeting wood sounded behind him, Cart Man shook hands with the guard and immediately began unloading his goods.

The burly guard, clad in the kingdom’s colors of burgundy and gold, threw out a bit of gossip and chitchat as he assisted him in carrying the bags of grain, bags of wool and cloth, and small barrels of mead and water inside the storage hut. The guard droned on and on about this and that, even while Cart Man made no sounds of acknowledgment or gave any indication that he was listening, as per their usual routine. Once the cart was unloaded, the guard clapped him on the shoulder. 

“Pleasure doing business with you, as always.”

Cart Man nodded, meeting the man’s eyes but offering no smile.

“Have a drink with us?” the guard offered. “It’ll be past dark by the time you get back. Why not stay the night and enjoy a nice break with us?”

This was another part of their routine, but though Cart Man used to take him up on his offer and chug down a pint or two before he left, he hadn’t done so in months. “No thanks.”

“Suit yourself.” A bag of coin was placed in his palm, another clap on his shoulder given, and before he knew it, he was listening to the gate close behind him while the sun sank lower in the sky to his left. He almost regretted his dismissal of the generous offer. These men, the outpost guards that he only saw once a month, were the only ones who treated him like a person instead of a thing to be used and abused. Shaking his head, he wiped these thoughts from his mind. It didn’t matter how anyone treated him. He was undeserving of kindness.

His pace faster with the now-empty cart in tow, Cart Man headed back down the path to the village of Mur. Back home.

The front door of his tiny excuse for a home moaned in protest as he nudged it open with the toe of his boot. Dropping the three chunks of firewood near the hearth, Little Lifter closed the door behind him and took a moment to kick off his boots. He needed a bath. Running a hand through his dirt-and-sweat-drenched locks, he wrinkled his nose at his own smell. 

Lynette wouldn’t have approved. She had always hated how smelly he was after a long day of work. The thought had his insides clenching. Before tears could threaten his vision, or worse, his rage could come to the surface, he began the long process of hauling buckets of water in from the well. In half an hour he was seated in the large wooden bucket, scrubbing his skin with soap, a merry fire dancing in the hearth. This batch of soap had too much lye in it, making it harsh on his skin. He didn’t care. In fact, he welcomed the annoyance. His thoughts trailed to a few hours ago, when he’d visited the mill for the second time that day. Bill had been off on an errand, leaving Eugene to collect the money and give him a harder time than usual. The man had even tripped him as he left, sending him face-first into the dirt. 

As Eugene laughed and others walking by joined in, Little Lifter collected himself and kept walking. Never offering a dirty look or a curse. Luckily, the resident spinster of Mur, the farmer’s wife, was less cruel than usual this eve. She said only one thing to him as he handed her her part of the pay.

“Aye, you sure are a short little man. Still, I suppose you aren’t completely useless.”

Again, he did not respond. He knew why the villagers treated him so. He wouldn’t trust a man who showed up out of the blue, settled in, and never went out of his way to speak to anyone either. At first, they had been suspicious. When they realized he meant to stay, they became slightly fearful and the taunting began. Since he never fought back, it only grew worse. Now that he’d been here for a few years, any hopes of running him out of town were dwindling, though it still didn’t stop them from ridiculing him every chance they got. Small-town people tended to be small-minded, and a man who wouldn’t reveal his past was someone who could never be trusted. 

Dumping water over his head, Little Lifter scrubbed his hair, the dark chocolate locks shielding his field of vision for a moment. A memory struck him of another time his hair was in his face like this.

“How much should I cut, love? Not too much, I hope. You look rather dashing with longer hair.”

Dropping the soap with a plunk, he jumped to his feet so quickly half the water splashed out of the tub. He stomped over to his small cabinet and rummaged through, dripping water everywhere. Once he found the scissors, he began hacking away at his hair with gusto, his eyes taking on a sheen that resembled a madman. Snip, snip, snip. Long locks of hair fell to the floor. In minutes, his hair was shorn within an inch from his scalp. Tossing the scissors on a table, Little Lifter took a few deep breaths. The rage was coming. He could feel it creeping over his mind the way night silently stole over the land. Soon it would blanket everything and he would be consumed in darkness.

No, not this night. Striding naked to his bed, he sat down and rummaged under his pillow. The straw poked through the thin material, scratching his already raw hands, but he paid it no mind. He had found his prize. The bag was softened leather, the feel of it already a balm to his racing thoughts. Yanking the string impatiently, Little Lifter stuck his pointer finger and thumb inside and removed a pinch of blue powder. A part of him hated that he relied on this. He never needed it during the day, when the hard work kept his mind preoccupied and the emotional pain at bay. It was only here alone, at night, as his body relaxed, that he needed an escape from his own mind. 

And lifting the powder to his nose and inhaling deeply, he opened the door to that escape with both arms wide open.
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Chapter Two ~ The Summons
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“You’re taking too long with that order! Hurry up and get it loaded. Margery needs these at her aunt’s by this afternoon.”

Little Lifter nodded and hoisted both bundles of burlap over his shoulders, carrying two at once. Short he may be, but he prided himself on his strength. Well, he would if he had any pride left.

The village square was busy when he stepped outside. People stood in huddles, whispering amongst themselves. Though he wasn’t interested in their gossip, he couldn’t help catching snatches of conversations as he loaded his cart.

“Something about the queen...”

“...really can’t understand why they’d be here...”

“...said it was an urgent matter.”

The queen? Queen Tima? Is she okay? Is she safe? Has something happened? Little Lifter immediately put a stop to those thoughts and focused on his work instead. It wasn’t his concern. If it took him ten more minutes to load his cart, thirty minutes to get to Margery’s aunt’s house, that bitter old hag who usually spit in his direction when he passed her meager home, he might just return before lunch. Heading back inside, ignoring the glares of the shop owner’s customers, he began to plan his meal. He still had a slab of ham in his ice box. He could pick up some bread and enjoy a nice sandwich before he headed to the grocer’s. He might even be home before dark today. 

Little Lifter was dropping the last bundle in his cart when he heard a loud gasp behind him. He wouldn’t have bothered turning except curiosity got the best of him. The village was all in a flutter about something. Was there trouble at the castle? Did someone need help right here, right now? Please, no. I can’t get involved. That’s all I need is a new set of nightmares to plague me. As if the images from last time aren’t enough.

With an exhaled sigh, he turned his head and nearly gasped himself.

“I knew it! It is you! My God, man, I’ve been searching for you for weeks!” A servant of the royal court stood not two feet away from him. The man was two feet taller than Little Lifter, but his small bone structure made him appear almost too thin. He was clad in plain clothes to befit his stature, the material entirely too clean for this place. He wore a burgundy cloak with the queen’s coat of arms stitched on the breast. However, it wasn’t his clothing that registered him as a noble’s servant for Little Lifter. He knew the man, and the sight of him made him want to turn tail and run as far away as he could. It could only mean one thing.

“No,” he refused, turning back to his work.

“B-but you haven’t even heard what I have to say.” 

He could hear the man approaching, his heavy boots moving almost silently over the ground. Little Lifter knew for a fact that this man could be completely silent if he wished. Silent enough to slit a man’s throat in his sleep without waking him. “I said no, John.”

John sucked in a breath to say something else, but the shop owner chose that moment to step outside. Mildred was a scary enough woman to look at, with her huge jowls always sagging in a permanent frown, and her meaty fists clenched as if she were ready to knock someone out at a moment’s notice. He often wondered what she looked like without her brow furrowed because he had never seen it smooth. But when she was annoyed, well, even the bravest of men backed away as fast as they could. 

“Oi, Little Lifter! I thought I told you to hurry it up. Don’t have time for you to be loitering, talking to folks better than you,” she bellowed.

Little Lifter gave her a nod and moved around to grab the handles of his cart, his eyes meeting John’s pleading expression as he walked. “I have work to do. No time for any royal bullshit.” Even as he said it, a part of him cringed at his harsh words. What if something had happened to Queen Tima?

That had John frowning and puffing his chest out. His eyes narrowed, and he gave a wicked little grin. 

Oh, no. Don’t do it, John. Don’t make a scene. When Little Lifter realized that everyone nearby had stopped to watch them, he knew he was screwed. 

“Blacksmith!” John bellowed. “Queen Tima has requested your presence at the castle.”

“Tell her I’m not home,” he deadpanned.

“She asked nicely this time; will you make her command you instead?” His words rang out and the village was suddenly quiet. It felt like every eye was turned to them now, even the horses tied nearby. The silence didn’t last long. Little Lifter rubbed a sweaty hand down his face as the whispers of the villagers filled the air around him. 

“Blacksmith?”

“The Blacksmith?”

“It can’t be!”

“John,” he said, his tone gentler. “I’m not a blacksmith here. I’m just a simple man. I have nothing to offer the queen in way of assistance.”

“Let her be the judge of that. Come, come with me. Don’t make me force you.”

The two men’s eyes locked and they sized each other up. For a split second, Blacksmith considered putting his words to the test. Then he let his shoulders drop and gave an almost imperceptible nod before turning to Mildred. The woman stood stock-still, her lips pouting in surprise and confusion, not unlike most of the villagers watching the spectacle.

“I’m sorry, Mildred. It seems I won’t be able to carry this to Margery’s aunt. I apologize for the inconvenience.” It was probably the most he had spoken to anyone here at one time. Conversation wasn’t his strong suit.

Her brows managed to clench tighter and she glared at him. Then her beady eyes slid past him to John and she gave a shrug. “Fine, I’ll find another to carry ‘em.”

When Blacksmith turned away from her, John was smiling in triumph. “I told her if she sent me, I would get you to come.”

“You twisted my arm so hard, did you?” 

The tall man shrugged. “The truth is you can’t say no to her.”

No shit. How could anyone say no to the queen? But it was more than that and they both knew it. There was more than just obligation between Blacksmith and his queen. “What does she want of me?”

“That’s between you and her. Come.” John jerked his neck to his right. “I’ve a carriage waiting just yonder. Why don’t we catch up a bit on the ride to the castle?”

Blacksmith grunted and, begrudgingly, followed. He left his cart right where it was without a thought to its cargo.

* * * * *
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“HAVE YOU BEEN USING your magic on my vegetables?”

Mara, sitting at the kitchen table, froze. “No, Priest. I swear it.”

He looked down his nose at her. “Can I trust you, a heathen? One who would rather prance about naked in the woods than pray to the Almighty?” He thrust the basket of tomatoes in her face, the large, ripe spheres still wet with morning dew. 

“I didn’t. I promise I didn’t. They only look this good because you are an excellent gardener,” Mara said. 

“Hmm.” Priest eyed the hair brush in her hand. “I am indeed an excellent gardener, but they did not look this good last year.”

Mara’s stomach dropped and her mind raced, trying to find an answer. She hadn’t used her magic to help the plants grow, but his suspicion was enough to land her in trouble. Using her magic around people, especially to help them, was forbidden. It would eventually lead to pride, which was every man’s downfall. And every woman’s. 

“You did say that you were using a different mixture of fertilizer this year. Perhaps it suits the soil better?”

“Hmm.” The answer seemed to satisfy him. His narrowed eyes relaxed before they locked on the brush again. “Do not let vanity consume you, child.”

“I merely want to rid my hair of tangles.”

“It is acceptable to groom yourself and keep clean, but you tarry too long. One’s appearance does not determine their worth.”

Mara saw the truth in that statement and smiled up at him, placing the brush carefully on the table. “Your wisdom inspires me.”

“Good. Now go on, get outside. Have your fresh air, but do not forget to pray.”

“Yes, Priest.” Mara stepped to the door but turned back to give her priest another smile. He was staring at the brush, his nimble fingers stroking one of her long, silver
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