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			Chapter One

			Well, John Henry was a little baby

			Sitting on his daddy’s knee,

			He picked up a hammer and

			A little piece of steel

			And cried, Hammer’s going to be the death of me!

			“Burn, witch!” The echoing cry prophesied the end. Ursa understood the weight of her destiny with unshakable determination. Expectation, not fear, made death seem commonplace. The fiery and violent arrival of death held no importance. Future uncertainty also played a part. If all went well, she could leave her current problems behind and begin again elsewhere. Her refusal to forgive condemned her to eternal torment in the nether-hells.

			She spent centuries roaming those dreadful places, much like a vagabond. A single fatal error resulted in the loss of her home, family, and title.

			Flames danced around the pyre and licked the wood and kindling. Sweat and dust combined on her skin, obscuring the villagers in a blurry haze that stung her eyes.

			Don’t they have anything more worthwhile to spend their time on? Silent, private mockery taunted the mounting pain.

			The attention of the crowd suddenly focused on her laughter, a defiant sound in the face of pain. A condemning voice rose above the din of the crowd. “See how she mocks us? I will eradicate the witch and return her to her wicked master.” Condemned to death by the self-proclaimed Archdeacon Barnabas, she received the jeers of the unlearned masses.

			The curses and jeers were continuous. Humanity’s fear and ignorance created a deafening noise. She had grown tired of them. Sick of it all. She showed no remorse, even as the end drew closer.

			People believed the boundary between life and death revealed the complexities of existence. Ursa saw the flickering flames, splintering wood, and shadowy figures of executioners disappear.

			* * *

			As the ship neared Lark Harbor, serving Joringel, Bale, and Avynne, Ursa trembled with anxiety. Or at least, that is how she remembered it. Over five hundred years had passed since Ursa last visited the Riven Isles. Ursa hated her own fear, a senseless, irrational terror. The probability of her being recognized was low. Ursa realized she had to face her haunting nightmares to overcome them. The unrelenting torment forced her to retreat. Summer heat in the Isles varied by location. This morning resembled all the others.

			Ursa remained unperturbed by the surrounding commotion. The situation baffled her. Her safety was guaranteed unless she went Underneath. She recalled that first day. Four guards, led by their commander, escorted Ursa from her home, gave her a sack of food for a week, a waterskin, and five silver crowns. She considered humbling herself and seeking their pardon. She would offer them anything, including herself, to remain.

			She walked away instead.

			The ship docked with the captain’s expert navigation. With the familiar backpack, Ursa experienced a sense of muted comfort. She tossed it over her shoulders with practiced ease, knowing her day’s travels would soon be over with the setting sun. She had already found an affordable place to stay. Ursa’s ingenuity had carried her through good and tough times over the years. To put it mildly, her beginning in Above Ground had proved chaotic.

			The return to the pier seemed dreamlike. She softly whispered, “Obligation, not desire, brought me here.”

			A journey through numerous southern cities immersed her in an environment filled with recognizable sounds. To Ursa, fey and humans mixed. From a respected fey, she became a wandering dokkalfar woman.

			Ursa proceeded on her journey and arrived at the inn. She paid and went upstairs. Besides bedding and a dresser, only a mirror, decanter, and bowl filled the room. Ursa removed her pack and boots. The rest of her clothes stayed on. When she’d first arrived in the Southern Kingdoms, she’d taken a room at a boarding house which she paid for by doing grunt work. One night a fire broke out. The result of a resident’s negligence with a pipe showed her the consequences of carelessness.

			Ursa relaxed on the bed, reaching for her pack strap to lift it. After digging, she found what she looked for. It was her most cherished item. A map of the Riven Isles. Almost nothing seemed familiar.

			Finding refuge in nearby lands after exile proved impossible. Out of deference to her mother, not a single dokkalfar would harbor her. Wishing to be anonymous, she explored the fey realm, meeting fairies and dwarves before meeting the serpentine naga in Bhagavati. Though she aimed to fit in, her unique qualities stood out among the varied fairy folk. Despite her attempts to integrate with lesser fey – brownies, gnomes, kobolds, and fauns – she failed. With her heritage exposed, expulsion or rejection followed; she found no sanctuary. No one dared to provoke her mother, fearing her wrath.

			All of that held no significance now.

			She had returned for one thing. Her ancestors expected her to use a talisman to fight a mysterious enemy. Ursa ran her index finger over the map surface until she came to the name of a village. Farrowden.

			“This is your final resting place?” Ursa muttered aloud. “Some pissant human dunghill?”

			It did not surprise her very much. Humans cared less about their dead than they did their living. The trip would take several days. “Very well.”

			* * *

			Ursa arrived in Farrowden after dark, believing the townspeople were already resting. The houses, with their sagging roofs and tilting walls, appeared on the verge of collapse. An odor of dung and animals permeated the air.

			An unnatural quiet had descended upon the area. Animal sounds filled the night here. The faint sounds of voices from nearby cottages should be discernible, at a minimum. But silence reigned; night waited expectantly.

			Ursa crept along, staying in the shadows cast by the buildings. She found the cemetery beside the decrepit church. A small window threw a pale square of light into the night. Ursa hesitated, unable to tell whether anyone moved within. The burial ground itself was kept tidy, paths raked and headstones upright.

			Her sight remained sharp in the dark, and after a short search she found the grave. The Southern Kingdom’s intricate magic system encompassed various disciplines, including elemental magic, spirit magic, alchemy, runecraft, divine magic, arcane knowledge, as well as both dark and light fey – all recorded in written spells.

			A decade of research interrupted because she was forced to complete this laborious task. The Riven Isles were no longer her home. She doubted her ability to regain her magic. Its vibrancy had faded since she left. If she couldn’t make use of it, she would have to search for a shovel or pickaxe.

			With her hands on her knees, Ursa crouched down to the earth. Did she remember how to do it? How to connect with the Celestial Vine? Would it grant her request? Ursa quelled her doubts by taking deep, even breaths and clearing her mind. With mastery achieved, she fell into the darkness’s soothing hold.

			The Vine rested there in the warm earth, but now that she connected, she didn’t know what to do next. It had been so long that the memory of speaking to the Vine had faded. Should she plead? Barter? She discovered that she didn’t need to do anything further. The Vine’s tendrils entwined with her, a tender caress. Contact with it unleashed a torrent of emotion, reopening wounds she thought closed – but healing was far from complete. A wave of fury and solitude crashed over her, threatening to break her composure. A scream, a denouncement of the day that shattered her life, lived within her. Her tears fell unnoticed. Ursa calmed herself, raising her hands over the earthen mound.

			The earth yielded beneath her, flowing like water. A dark geyser leapt, splitting the soil, while the land heaved and a jagged mouth opened, revealing…

			“Sinner!”

			The spell fractured. A thunderous crack flung a curtain of soil over her. The abrupt interruption and Ursa’s vulnerable position left her unprepared and unable to defend herself in time. She glimpsed a man towering over her just before his blow landed.

			* * *

			Ursa’s awareness returned, spurred by a relentless headache and the painful dryness of her throat. Standing proved too difficult for her.

			Time ceased to have meaning; then consciousness returned, bringing with it the bitter, acrid taste of something unpleasant. Firm, impersonal hands pressed a cup to her lips, tilting her head back. As the liquid seared its path downward, her body spasmed in rejection, yet her mind sharpened in response. However, clarity proved short-lived, and she drifted away once more.

			Ursa awoke for the third time, her limbs heavy with grogginess. Panic fluttered in her chest as she realized she could not move. Rough ropes bit into her wrists and ankles, binding her to a chair. She scanned the room, seeing many faces focused on her. A man stood at the front. His intense gaze sent a shiver down her spine. Anticipation filled the air, and Ursa knew her ordeal continued.

			“I am glad to see you awake.”

			Her eyes burned, the sourness of the liquid staying in her mouth. Ursa peered through watery vision at the old man who addressed her.

			“I am the Archdeacon Barnabas. The Netherborne Enclave blesses me to preach their word unto the flock and lead their children on the Holy Path.” The Archdeacon Barnabas, with his gaunt frame, wore luxurious robes that highlighted his status, the fabric rich and opulent. The villagers’ tattered rags only stressed the disparity between them. His visage, marked by passing time, was sharp and severe.

			Ursa’s thoughts stayed a jumble. She struggled to understand the unfolding events. “Free me, you maniacal whoreson!”

			A woman in ragged homespun stepped forward and approached her. She drew her arm back and slapped Ursa across the face.

			No one had slapped her that hard since—

			“Hold your tongue, fey bitch!” Barnabas roared. “I discovered you violating the sanctity of a grave. Deny it if you wish, but I saw you with my own eyes!”

			How could she deny it? And they would question her tale of her ancestor showing up in her dreams, requesting she recover the goods buried in his grave. Ursa remained silent. This caused an angry murmur to spread through the crowd. Barnabas continued speaking, scolding her for being a lawless child of the demon Arroth, whoever that was. Ursa tried to block him out, to call on the Vine. She sensed its presence there, but something kept it from reaching her.

			Ursa soon found out what. “What have you done to me?”

			“We have fed you the blood of the Enclave, which rose from deep within the earth as proof against the demon’s power.” Barnabas moved from behind the lectern and strolled toward her. “Because of your filthy crime, I sentence you to death!” As he uttered the final syllable, they faced each other closely. His crazed expression was obvious, and his foul breath polluted the air between them. “You will burn!”

			The villagers erupted in cheers, while others hurled oaths and curses. They swarmed around her, akin to a flurry of agitated hornets, hoisting her aloft – chair and all. Outside, more villagers had gathered, torches in hand. Yet amidst them, a peculiar light pervaded – a glow both dark and chilling, enveloping every being present.

			Ursa did not move. Her limbs were leaden, indifference settling like iron, yet a thin, stubborn thread of hope trembled beneath her ancestor’s hand. If he did not come, she would die tonight.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Ursa’s homeland, the realm of Underneath, was a marvel of splendor and riches. A cavern so vast, its ceiling shrouded in mystery, visible only by the grace of light magic or during the ethereal ballet of wil-o’-wisps as they engaged in their enigmatic mating rituals. With each equinox they came, and the cavern ignited with their luminescent love. The walls were alight with gemstones, casting prismatic colors in a dazzling display.

			People spread rumors about the palace, said to be a monumental structure carved from a single, massive pearl at the center of this underground kingdom. Though many debated the truth of such tales, the palace’s surface gleamed with the unmistakable luster of that precious gem. Enveloped in the Celestial Vine’s embrace, the sight was mesmerizing as purple blossoms released their intoxicating scent.

			Then came the humans.

			Although allowed, their presence was rarely received favorably. But the trio that stumbled into their domain bore the scars of a perilous journey. Their wounds, hidden beneath tattered bandages, spoke of recent battles, and their clothes – torn, soiled, and bloodstained – revealed a desperate flight. Among them was a woman, the assumed leader, who lunged forward, begging for mercy and an audience with the queen.

			From the circular window of her chamber, Ursa watched them navigate the path to the palace until they vanished from sight.

			“There you are!”

			Ursa was startled by the familiar, beloved voice. She spun to find Tantia, her closest companion, her kindred spirit. The palace had become a sanctuary for Tantia after the satyrs claimed her parents’ lives. Together, they had weathered the storms of youth, their bond forged in the fires of countless escapades.

			Tantia’s beauty was a testament to her faun lineage, her lower half cloaked in fur that glinted like threads of gold. Her attire – a waistcoat and shirt in regal teal and gold – complemented her radiant hair. A dagger hung at her side, but it was the flute, wrapped in cloth and slung over her shoulder, that was her true weapon. Carved from the sacred branch of the Celestial Vine, it held the power of enchantment and song.

			“I see we have visitors.” Ursa closed the window with a soft click. “Is Mother meeting with the humans?”

			“I thought you may have seen them already.” Tantia’s grin was mischievous as she folded her arms with a flourish. “Her Majesty requests your presence.” She nodded toward Ursa, a silent urging to prepare.

			Ursa, with a haughty lift of her chin, walked past Tantia, who laughed in her wake.

			* * *

			Chaos erupted as Ursa walked through the halls. Guests and palace nobles hurried to secure positions on the palace floor. “What is all this fuss?” Ursa muttered to herself, but Tantia heard.

			“Humans from Above Ground, how often do they come here? Who knows what their purpose is?”

			“Why should I care?”

			Tantia did not respond, but Ursa could guess what her friend was thinking. Despite their friendship, Tantia thought Ursa was a snob. She was, but her life taught her about her specialness as a dokkalfar royal.

			As Ursa entered the throne room, she found the humans already pleading their case, while someone had positioned the seat of power at the center of the circular space on a raised dais, unlike most throne rooms. Courtiers, distinguished by family and rank, stood along the walls next to carved pillars, each adorned with their respective family crests. Ursa seated herself on a cushion on the lower steps, near her mother’s feet. Her height restricted her leg extension, making this unusual. Her mother seldom summoned her to take part in royal decisions.

			“When did this happen?” the queen said.

			“Five days ago.” The group were all on their knees, and they kept their eyes downcast. “We could barely fend them off.”

			“And what of your own leaders? Are they not willing to help?”

			“Not the villages. They focus their resources on the larger towns and cities.”

			“You are still their people, and they find your safety of no import?”

			“We have sent for help many times.” The woman reached inside her tattered coat and withdrew an envelope smeared with dirt. “This was their response.”

			“Ursa.”

			Stepping down, Ursa approached the woman. Her nose wrinkled at smelling blood and human odor. She picked up the envelope, holding it at the edge with her thumb and forefinger. As she carried it back to the throne, she noticed someone had already broken the wax seal.

			“Read it.”

			Ursa gasped, her eyes widening at the unbelievable sight of her native tongue. The message was straightforward. “The message states they refuse to offer any help. They should either make their way to the capital or seek help elsewhere at their discretion.” Ursa frowned at the kneeling humans. “Why haven’t you done so? Emigrate to the capital?”

			“Your Highness,” the woman said, “we are born and raised in our communities. They comprise our world, our hard-earned creation. How can we abandon them?”

			“Homes and possessions are worthless if you are dead.” Ursa looked at her mother for confirmation. “Isn’t that correct, Your Majesty?”

			The queen nodded twice. “Yes.”

			“Please, we beg of you!” the woman continued. “Help us save our homes. We will be your grateful servants.”

			The queen tapped her chin with her index finger. “What say you, daughter?”

			“The concerns of humans are not ours. They come in with their cowardice and filth and expect us to rescue them? If you live in this world, you must defend yourselves. Life will be cruel otherwise.”

			“These are the dark fey,” protested the woman. “We lack strength and resources.”

			“Is servitude the only thing you offer?” Her mother leaned forward, gazing at the woman with her fingers steepled.

			“Yes, Your Majesty.”

			The queen leaned back into the cushions. “Very well. We will protect you.”

			Ursa whipped around in astonishment. “Mother, you can’t agree to this?”

			“Not only will I agree, my dear,” the queen said, “but I want you to lead our forces.”

			“With all due respect to Your Majesty, I see no reason to do so.”

			A collective gasp filled the hall with her words. Even the three humans raised their gazes in shock.

			The queen’s tone held a clear warning as she asked, “Why not?”

			“We are dokkalfar. We are perfect and greater than humanity. Humans are not worth saving.”

			Murmurs increased in volume. The humans were looking at her mother.

			“You will do this.” Her mother’s words held an air of finality.

			Ursa crossed her arms. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

			Ursa watched with a sense of loathing as her mother ordered the three to be given rooms, new clothes, and food. Ursa was to have them lead her to their village early tomorrow morning.

			Tantia fell into step beside her as the throne room emptied. “Why are you so against humans?”

			“I’m not concerned with humans either way.”

			“Then why refuse?”

			“Because they are here. They have invaded our kingdom and disturbed our peace.”

			“Three humans are an invasion?” Tantia said.

			Ursa could not help but chuckle. “Yes, I know.”

			Silence filled the air before Tantia’s pensive demeanor shifted and she requested a decrease in hostility toward humans.

			Ursa halted, irritated. She turned to stare Tantia down. “Are you forgetting my father? Your king, His Royal Majesty?”

			“You know I haven’t,” Tantia huffed, “but there was no proof that humans—”

			“Why are you defending them?”

			“I am speaking the truth.”

			“What do you know as truth? Humans came asking for help. Father went to assist them but never returned. They claimed the manticore killed him and—”

			Ursa had always had a catch in her throat since then. They built a memorial to him in their impoverished little village. Did they believe it sufficient compensation for losing her father and one of Underneath’s greatest warriors?

			Tantia placed her hands on Ursa’s shoulders. She kissed her on the forehead. “I am sorry. I know this subject upsets you.”

			“Don’t apologize,” Ursa said. “I trust you to always be by my side, no matter the situation.”

			Tantia grasped Ursa’s hands and squeezed. “Of course.”

			* * *

			In Ursa’s opinion, things were much too bright Above Ground. She was always squinting and holding her hand over her eyes. It put her in a sour mood as she rode her favorite hippogriff at the head of a squad of warriors and archers. Tantia was at her side. The faun was not a warrior, per se. Her weapons were a piccolo and a lute. Her music could lull an enemy to sleep or have them enslaved to her will, although she was loath to do that. The Celestial Vine had granted her Gift to her.

			Someone adorned the humans with Gifted leather armor for protection. They were farmers and merchants, not fighters. They were at the back of the line. Their village was several miles to the south, only a half-day’s ride away. The dark fey appeared before sunset, catching people off guard during meals and returning from the fields.

			They arrived at dusk and reached the top of the hill, from where they could overlook the quiet village. Across borders, they glimpsed a distant town, similar in appearance. Ursa commanded her soldiers to spread out along the ridge and the humans to fall back into the safety of the woods.

			There they waited.

			As the sun sank low on the horizon, nothing occurred. Nightbirds called and crickets sang. Ursa grunted.

			“Perhaps we scared them away?” Tantia offered.

			“Perhaps.” Ursa pursed her lips. Suspicion rose in her chest.

			“Your Highness?” The human woman dared approach her. Ursa heard her name but then forgot it.

			“What is that?” Ursa did not look at her.

			“We don’t— I mean to say, perhaps your presence here frightened them away?”

			“We thought along the same lines, Mistress Crisynth.”

			Crisynth? What kind of ridiculous human name is that?

			“You don’t need to address her that way.” With a slight tug on the reins, Ursa turned her mount around. “We’re leaving.”

			“But Your Highness—” Crisynth began.

			Ursa cut her off. “We came as we said we would, and nothing is amiss. Do you want us to camp on the hill all night?”

			“Your Highness?” Tantia spoke up. “We should stay here tonight. Or perhaps – Mistress Crisynth, would your village be able to accommodate us?”

			“We have no provisions to camp overnight,” Ursa said. “And I’ll not sleep in a bed that was soiled by common humans.”

			“Princess Ursa, this is not right.”

			Ursa stared at the human woman in utter disbelief. “What did you just say to me?”

			“Ursa.” Tantia’s said in an urgent whisper. “She is correct. We must tread cautiously.”

			“If you would like, Tantia, you may take four guards and stay here. Return first thing tomorrow morning to report.” Ursa turned her attention back to Crisynth. “Woman, dare not speak to me in such a manner or face dire consequences.”

			Crisynth paled. Her lower lip quivered, and she laid her fingers against it. Her ragged breathing and the fear in her expression gave Ursa a sense of triumph. “Tantia, choose your soldiers. The rest follow me!”

			Darkness greeted them upon their arrival in Underneath, and Ursa longed for a simple pleasure – to slip into her cherished silk nightgown and embrace serenity. Though duty called for her to present herself to the queen, fatigue burdened her, and she trusted the queen would forgive her need for sleep. Choosing rest, she sent word via a servant. Settled in bed, Ursa indulged in a glass of wine from a gleaming goblet and the risqué verses of a ljósálfar bard, until sleep claimed her.

			She did not rest long.

			Hands grabbed hold of her. Initially, her sleep was so deep that she mistook it for a lucid dream, but Ursa regained her senses and discovered that unknown individuals were dragging her from her bed. Whoever they were, they brought no light, and only the spill of hallway illumination revealed their presence, enough for her to discern a minimum of five individuals.

			“What in the nether-hells—!”

			The sudden sharp pain of a rough hand striking her cheek left her reeling in shock. Such an affront was inconceivable. No one dared to touch the crown princess. Yet, as the realization settled, her royal training gave way to instinct. She thrashed her feet, finding their mark with a precision that elicited a pained grunt from her assailant. In the next breath, someone captured her ankles and hoisted her into the air. Ursa’s cries tore through the chaos, hurling threats and curses, vowing a swift and merciless retribution upon them all.

			Ursa’s singular focus had been escaping. Her every instinct honed toward slipping through the bonds that held her. When her captors dropped her onto the cold marble floor, she understood her surroundings. The extravagant throne room. She lifted her head, and there, upon the imposing throne, sat her mother. The expression etched on her face was a volatile blend of fury and disdain, a storm waiting to break.

			“Mother?”

			“Silence!”

			The single shouted word startled her. Why was her mother—?

			“Come forward.”

			Ursa’s first assumption was that her mother addressed her, but then the movement caught her attention – a shift to her left. A crowd had formed. How had she not noticed before? Guards, citizens, and a smattering of courtiers who looked at her with equal disgust. Crisynth, who had appeared haggard during their first encounter, now stood before her. Crisynth wore her leather armor with many gashes, and blood splatters marked her like grim battle scars. Ursa’s impulse was to speak, to question, but the room’s charged mood silenced her. A cold sweat prickled her skin, a visceral warning that defiance would come at a perilous cost.

			“Speak,” the queen said.

			Instead, Crisynth collapsed to the floor. Her slight frame heaved with sobs. One man, whose name Ursa had not bothered to inquire about, stepped forward and knelt. He pulled Crisynth against him.

			“Our people are being slaughtered.”

			Ursa, for the first time, considered someone besides herself. An edge of panic pierced her chest. “Where is Tantia?”

			The queen ignored the question, or her silence was the genuine response.

			“No!” Ursa cried aloud. “Where is Tantia?”

			“Speak of the battle,” the queen commanded the gathering.

			“There was no battle.” He glared at Ursa before returning to her mother. “When the additional forces departed, a horde of dark fey set upon us.”

			They were waiting, Ursa thought. Until she left? Everyone knew about her hatred of humans.

			“Some villagers had never seen those before. Despite being outnumbered, the warrior and her soldiers fought valiantly.”

			The villager continued his tale and recounted creatures draped in thorny cloaks of the darkest green. Winged horrors with eyes like smoldering coals haunted their nightmares, and the mere presence of the nightmares extinguished lanterns’ light. Among them prowled the familiar goblins with wicked grins, lamias slithering to ensnare the unwary, Red Caps dripping with malice, and the Black Agnes, who snatched away children with their vile hands. Succubae and incubi haunted their dreams, descending upon their homes like a dark tide plague from some sinister realm.

			As the man fell silent, fear and horror filled the hall. Ursa’s mother fixed her attention on her daughter. “What do you have to say for yourself?” she demanded.

			Ursa’s mind remained foggy. She was unable to speak. “Mother—”

			“Do not address me so familiarly!” The queen rose from her throne, striding toward Ursa. With a sharp slap, shock, anger, and pain converged.

			The queen turned, robes sweeping, and returned to her throne. Crossing one leg over the other, she steepled her fingers. Her expression revealed a decision made. “Innocent men, women, and children died because you abandoned your duties,” she spat with disgust.

			“But I didn’t!” Ursa protested.

			“Infants snatched from their mother’s arms. The sick murdered in their beds.”

			Footsteps interrupted her mother’s words – boots striking marble. Someone strode past Ursa. Ursa realized the sound was hooves, not bootheels.

			“Tantia!” Ursa tried to stand, but rough hands compelled her to stay down.

			Tantia stood before the throne. She crossed her arms and bowed. Her expression lacked the love and admiration Ursa had once seen, replaced by something akin to her mother’s disdain.

			“Because of your crimes,” the queen declared, “I banish you from this kingdom. Stripped of your title and family, you’ll carry the weight of your treachery. News will spread across the realms. Others will decide your punishment.”

			Ursa’s mind went blank. Tears streamed down her cheeks. She wanted to scream, to deny this reality.

			“Take her from this palace, out of my realm.”

			Hands seized her, and Ursa lacked the strength to protest. They dragged her away, leaving her with nothing, not even her sense of self.

			She was nobody.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Death loomed over her, an inevitable conclusion.

			It seemed proper, she mused. To these unenlightened mortals, her actions were unforgivable, a sin of the highest order. They had not endured the torment of ceaseless nightmares. One can only endure so much before exhaustion.

			The veils fell, shielding her from the memories she was all too eager to forget.

			Yet the hush persisted. Ursa’s eyes swept over the assembly, pondering if death had already claimed her, sentencing her to this perpetual replay. The onlookers stood paralyzed, resembling sculpted effigies caught mid-tirade and curse.

			Ursa looked down and saw the fire also frozen in time. The flames performed a languid ballet, like foliage swaying in a soft breeze. The air held gilded embers suspended in a state of inertia.

			Movement to her left caught her attention. Now, what was this madness?

			Three figures appeared from the shadows like phantoms. Clad in military garb, they bore the unmistakable air of soldiers. Among them stood an elder, his demeanor exuding authority – a clear mark of his superior rank. Ursa couldn’t hear his words, although he issued commands with a firm posture and decisive gestures.

			The surreal became reality when one soldier neared her, and a radiant dome sprang to life around them. It didn’t just glow. The air seemed to hum with the sound of a distant clock. Ursa, captivated by the spectacle, was unaware of the soldiers removing the logs with the villagers’ tools. The ropes binding her wrists slipped away unnoticed.

			The elder now positioned himself before her, extending his hand. Ursa, still in a daze, accepted it. He drew her to him. “Are you unharmed, miss?”

			Ursa blinked, startled by his presence. “What’s happening?”

			“A rescue, it seems.”

			Guided by the old soldier, Ursa drifted from chaos. There, the mystery of the light unraveled.

			A young woman, garbed like the soldiers. A similar luminous orb surrounded her, with its runes reflecting the ones Ursa had seen. The old man whispered to the woman – words Ursa couldn’t catch – and the runes stilled, the light dimming until it vanished. The woman came close to collapsing, but the elder’s prompt support saved her.

			“Lucea, are you all right?”

			“Yes, I’m fine.”

			Without the orb’s brilliance, only the suspended fire lit the surroundings. The older man took hold of Ursa’s elbow, and they escaped into the darkness of the woods. They reached a road with a covered wagon, brightened by three lanterns. Ursa’s vision, tinged with the sphere’s afterglow, adapted to the dim light.

			It took a few moments, but Ursa regained her composure. “Who are you people?”

			The young woman calmed herself and stretched to her full height. She traded glances with the older man. “I am Lucea.”

			“Isengrim.”

			Ursa’s attention shifted to the soldiers, who seemed nervous.

			“Go ahead,” Isengrim encouraged with a nod.

			Now they shared a look. Ursa realized by their appearance they had to be brother and sister.

			“Aoki.”

			“Rei.”

			“We shouldn’t stay too long,” Isengrim said. “Lucea’s spell will wear off soon. Into the wagon.”

			Ursa saw Aoki and Rei approach the front and climb onto the seat. Rei took the reins. Isengrim lowered the back gate and helped Lucea in.

			“Climb aboard, miss.”

			After centuries of exile, Ursa was wary of everyone. Even someone who saved her. Which she’d not asked them to do. “No.”

			Confused, Isengrim stared, and Lucea leaned out the back. “Why not?”

			“I don’t know you,” Ursa said. “You have my appreciation and someday I hope to return the favor, but for now, I have my journey.” Ursa didn’t want them to think her mad about what she planned, but she couldn’t leave the village just yet.

			“Once they realize what happened, they will pursue. We must be away,” Isengrim said. “And if they discover we helped you—”

			“Fine.” Ursa climbed into the wagon and halted in complete shock.

			She found herself in a space that defied the ordinary. Evidently, a potent spell caused the interior to exceed the limits of possibility. Her ability to stand at full height proved this.

			The inside was a cozy, welcoming abode much larger than the modest exterior suggested. A plush seating area was adorned with cushions embroidered with protective and comforting sigils. The seating area, which was arranged in a semicircle, created a sense of community and warmth, perfect for sharing stories or enjoying the company of fellow travelers.

			On either side were soft beds with thick, feather-down mattresses. The spell masked the movement of the carriage to ensure peaceful sleep. The far end served as a kitchen, equipped with a compact hearth that flickered with ever-burning flames. Here, one could brew a pot of tea or cook a hearty meal.

			“Make haste, miss.”

			The whispered words urged her to move forward. Isengrim followed, pulling up the stairs and closing the door. The wagon showed no signs of moving. Ursa perched on a cushioned seat and crossed her arms and legs. By focusing on the wall, she sought to evade their curious glances.

			“Lucea, would you mind making some tea?”

			“Of course, Isengrim.”

			Ursa’s curiosity led her to look at Lucea. She opened a cupboard, which was full of foodstuffs, and withdrew a small wooden box. Ursa had another shock, however, when Lucea could draw water from a pump in the kitchen sink. Obviously, a deflection spell. Whoever created the coach was a powerful magician, indeed.

			Lucea poured tea into three cups on a silver tray. Isengrim chose first, then Lucea showed with a nod that Ursa should take one. She did so.

			Lucea continued. “Introductions complete. Who might you be?”

			“Nobody.” Ursa knew she was being unreasonable, and it was unlikely that these people would recognize her name. But why tempt fate? Besides, it wasn’t a lie. She was nobody.

			“Well, I will not call you nobody.” Isengrim grinned, and it was the first time she saw his smile of pointed teeth. Ursa moved to draw her concealed dagger before realizing she didn’t have it. Did those damnable villagers put their hands on her?

			“Problem?” Isengrim titled his head. “Oh, my teeth! My apologies, you needn’t worry. I’m a shapeshifter. We all are.” He made a sweeping motion with his hand.

			Lucea smiled, also with pointed teeth. “Some can hide our teeth, but the process is unpleasant, so we don’t bother most times.” She sipped her tea. “But if it troubles you that much—”

			“It’s fine,” Ursa said.

			To Ursa, the silence was awkward, but Isengrim and Lucea seemed quite comfortable.

			“Would you like to travel with us?” Lucea said. “Our destination is Jack-In-Irons.”

			“No thank you,” Ursa said. “In fact, if you would let me out here, I would appreciate it.”

			A quick look passed between them. “That’s a good idea. We should camp anyway,” Isengrim said. He reached behind him and rapped on the wall three times. Rei opened the door and tugged down the steps. They paused in a clearing at an abandoned campsite probably arranged by merchant travelers. When she was away, Ursa had seen similar setups, except they often included a tiny cottage with bunk beds. If beds were insufficient, people could resort to using their bedrolls on the floor. The expectation was that those who stayed would clean up after themselves, although not everyone did. Ursa always did.

			She stepped out of the coach but didn’t move any closer, choosing to lean against it. While Aoki and Rei set up camp, Ursa noted their teamwork with their Gift. Because her power had waned, it had taken some time for the familiar power of knowing a Gifted. Aoki vanished into the forest and returned with a stack of wood. She arranged it in the pit, then with a gesture, set them on fire.

			So, she’s a witch. Elemental, Ursa thought.

			Rei lifted his hands toward the heavens, and within moments, a single spark ignited into a brilliant orb of white. From this radiant heart, slender tendrils of energy unfurled, weaving a lattice of light that blossomed into a dome, mirroring the one conjured by Lucea. Ursa’s brow creased in confusion. Despite their shared bloodline, their Gifts diverged. Rei was a sorcerer. This was a unique event.

			Despite Ursa’s desire to question them, other priorities arose. Only when Isengrim called, “Come and join us,” did she become aware of them gathered around the fire.

			“Again, no thank you.”

			Ursa straightened away from the coach. “I’ll leave you now. Safe journey.” Ursa was relieved when they said no more and didn’t stop her.

			Ursa made her way back through the woods, letting her senses and instinct guide her. She knew when she’d reached the village again because of the smell, including that of burned wood. When she exited the forest, the quiet caught her attention once more, but it had changed. All homes remained in darkness, devoid of any light. Even when she passed the church, the single light was gone.

			Were they lying in wait for her to return? No, that made little sense. With extra care, she returned to the gravesite, kneeled again, and called on her power. Fortunately, her earlier attempt had worked somewhat, so it didn’t take as long to reveal the decaying coffin. After a final look around, Ursa descended into the open grave. As she prayed, she opened the coffin.

			The legend said that anyone trying to steal this scared talisman would face the wrath of its wielder. But the Steel Driver himself had chosen her to come here, for reasons known only to him, to commit the vile sin of grave robbing. There it lay, positioned beneath the corpse’s crossed arms.

			The Steel Driver’s Hammer.

			As Ursa’s fingers wrapped around the cold metal of the shaft, a sudden jolt coursed through her. The hammer seemed to acknowledge her touch, awakening from a deep sleep. Her eyes fluttered closed, and a torrent of visions swept her away.

			She saw a figure, towering and purposeful, standing atop a craggy peak. She was descended from the original wielder. The knowledge came to her. It had a name – Iron Reaver. With each swing of the hammer, mountains trembled, sending cascades of rock and earth tumbling down. The landscape obeyed, reshaping as he commanded with his powerful hammer.

			Amidst the chaos of shattering stone, dark fey beasts emerged, their forms twisted and malevolent. But they were no match for her ancestor’s fury. Iron Reaver moved like an extension of his own arm, crushing the creatures under its relentless assault. Every strike created a symphony of destruction, dispelling darkness with sparks from the hammer’s impact.

			The visions faded as quickly as they had come, leaving Ursa with a newfound sense of purpose. Iron Reaver served a purpose beyond being just a weapon. With the hammer in her grasp, an unbreakable bond to her ancestor and a fierce determination to live up to his legend possessed her.

			Ursa climbed from the grave, her fingers clutching Iron Reaver. As she stood, she stretched to her full height, the weight of the hammer a comforting presence in her hand. She claimed ownership. She cast a cursory glance over the town. The hush pressed down on her. She noticed the emptiness. A chill ran down her spine. Surely, not all the villagers had—?

			“Shite.” Ursa’s breath came in sharp bursts as she sprinted toward the woods, the Iron Reaver’s weight a constant reminder of her purpose.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			The face Lucea saw in the mirror was not her own.

			She was supposed to be healed after using her power to the point of having her life shortened by five years.

			“It was necessary.” How often did she say those words to the unfamiliar image? But a fiery rage simmered within her, poised to burst forth. That was enough, but she wanted to direct her anger toward that person. To someone she loved and admired, and she hated herself for it.

			Lucea worked to dampen her feelings. She seized her hairbrush and combed it through her hair, which again had unruly curls that resisted taming like before. Lucea huffed in frustration and slammed the brush down on her dressing table.

			The sound of rapping at her door caused a groan of annoyance. “Who is it?”

			“Lady Lucea?” an unfamiliar voice said. “His Royal Majesty desires your attendance.”

			Despite her royal position, Leonine had allowed Lucea ample time to recover. Well, she supposed that time was over. Memories flooded Lucea as she faced the door, dragging her into the past.

			“Dear Vine! Lucea!”

			“If I’m understanding – she is keeping me – us and this room at the same time. It doesn’t go forward or backward. Did you sense something here just now?”

			“Gods be damned. Forgive me if this is a mistake, Lucea.”

			They didn’t realize she was aware of everything. Her power not only controlled time but transcended space. They were the same. This knowledge was only for the chronomancer. Lucea recalled Harper breaking her spell and the pain she suffered. The frost of time numbed Harper’s arm.

			Lucea was in agony too. Not only that, but she also found fury burning despite her spell. Anger at Harper and Eica, for whom she’d cast the spell. Lady Eica was her dear friend and when Lucea saw the Rot was trying to influence her, Lucea acted, casting her most powerful spell even as Lady Eica told her not to.

			I knew what would happen to me, but I cast it anyway.

			I’m furious with Lady Eica for making me do it!

			However, Eica was the one accompanying her. Who cried for her? Lucea cried too.

			Reynard the Fox and the diviner Harper tended to her and visited her. It brought her joy. However, when alone, she realized that five years of her life were the cost.

			New clothes, including her uniform, footwear, coats, and jackets, were available. And of course, undergarments to secure her – burgeoning – assets. Many of the young men had a sudden and sometimes unwanted interest in her. Which only made her self-conscious. That is why she chose to stay in her chambers when she didn’t need to be present. But the king had summoned her, and she must obey. As she walked into the grand hall, King Leonine and his first queen sat on their thrones, but to her surprise, Lord Isengrim the Wolf was also present.

			Lucea kept a respectful distance as she kneeled, her fingers entwined and her eyes downcast. “You summoned me, Your Majesty?”

			“Yes, my dear.” Leonine rose and extended his hand to his wife. They stepped down from the dais. “Would you mind coming with us, please?” He turned to Isengrim. “Lord Isengrim.” They moved through the Royal Entrance to the left of the thrones. Lucea scrambled to her feet and hastened to follow. In this room where the king received guests, he bade Lucea sit, and a light repast was served.

			“The fight against the Rot continues.” The king took a sip of tea.

			“Yes, Your Majesty.”

			“The Triumvirate’s members each have a mission. Finding and routing the instances of Rot.”

			The witch Isbet. Lucea’s dear friend Harper the diviner and, although they hadn’t met yet, Lady – no, Princess Faith.

			“May I ask a favor?”

			A favor? The king is asking me for a favor?

			“As you understand, we’ve been warning Jack-In-Irons about the Vine Root’s peril.” The king set his cup down and balled both hands into fists on his knees. “I can’t fathom why they have not responded. Word of the upheavals concerning the Rot must have reached them by now.”

			“I am at your command, Your Majesty. Tell me what you need from me.”

			“I would like you to travel to Jack-In-Irons and request an audience with Praesidere Dhidihn Farstride.”

			“Me, sire?” Lucea’s brows shot up. “But why?” Lucea drew in a sharp breath and clamped one hand over her mouth. Such outbursts were not becoming in front of the king and queen.

			Leonine didn’t seem to notice. “Because you are the one I trust to perform this task successfully.”

			But why? Why me? I’m no diplomat! I don’t want to leave home!

			“And Lord Isengrim will accompany you.”

			“Then why do you need me?” Lucea flinched at the question.

			“Lord Isengrim will ensure your safety, but you will represent the royal family and Vale.”

			“I won’t know what to say.” Lucea, you’re always chattering!

			“I will provide you with paperwork to present to her. Make certain you speak to her alone. She has several children who may try to bar your way. Isengrim will see that they don’t.”

			Her uncle was a formidable fighter. Lucea needed to settle a score with the Rot, but wondered how.

			“I have faith in you, Lucea.”

			His words made her breath catch. “Your Majesty.”

			“I receive constant reports from the Triumvirate. We need Jack-In-Irons to prepare for—” Leonine halted.

			“We don’t wish to frighten you,” the queen said.

			Lucea drew in and released a deep breath. “I’m not afraid. Yes, sir, I will accept this task and complete it to the best of my ability.”

			“Thank you.” The king rose and helped the queen up. The meeting was declared over. “I will have the paperwork delivered to your chambers. You will leave on the morrow.”

			“Yes, Your Majesty.”

			* * *

			“You seem troubled,” Isengrim said as he escorted her.

			“Of course.” Lucea chewed her lower lip. “Why me, Uncle?”

			Isengrim chuckled. “Leonine preferred someone who wouldn’t storm the palace with bluster and threats. You have taken care of his household since you came out of diapers.”

			Lucea smiled and blushed. “I was older than that.”

			“At any rate,” Isengrim continued, “it is not ours to question the commands of our king.”

			“Of course not.”

			Lucea had a few surprises ahead of her. This was not the first time she’d traveled, so her preparations raced ahead. She was just leaving her chambers with her backpack across her shoulders when a familiar voice called, “Lucea?”

			Lady Eica approached from the opposite end of the hall. Lucea smiled once. When the anger tried to rear its ugly head, Lucea forced it down. “Eica, how are you this morning?”

			When she reached Lucea, she gripped her hands. “I’m glad I caught you before you left. I finished a reading for you.”

			“Oh?”

			“This journey is significant. You need to be in Jack-In-Irons.”

			“Can you tell me why?”

			“I’m sorry,” Eica replied, “but the cards predict your journey will bring great success. You will also meet someone who will be very important to your task.”

			Lucea understood she shouldn’t press further. The reading yielded no specifics. And as to this meeting with someone? The who and why eluded her. “Thank you, Lady Eica. Please take care of yourself. I will see you when I arrive home.”

			Lucea discovered Isengrim awaited her outside the palace with two young soldiers who were siblings, Rei and Aoki, and who both possessed the Gift. What astounded her was the sight of a covered wagon, something they didn’t use in Underneath. The construction was polished dark-brown wood, giving it a plain appearance, while the covering remained pristine off-white.

			“We’ll be using this to travel? How will we transport it Above Ground?” Lucea asked.

			“King Leonine made this possible. An exit lies across Belltide. Reaching the destination will take time, but we’ll be comfortable in the coach.”

			Lucea doubted that until she saw the interior. Rei opened the coach door and lowered the steps. When Lucea approached, she wasn’t certain if what she was seeing was real. She approached and leaned in.

			She squealed in surprise. “Look at this! It’s amazing.” Lucea was unable to stop grinning in delight. It resembled a small cottage, with beds, cushions, and a tiny kitchen equipped with cupboards and an unexpected fireplace. Behind her, Isengrim chuckled.

			“Quite comfortable.”

			Lucea was familiar with spatium expansion magic. Some sorcerers possessed an acquired Gift. And like chronomancy, it was very rare. “What about horses?”

			Isengrim nodded to Aoki and Rei. And before her, they both shifted into draft horses. Brabant, in particular. Aoki was a beautiful, dappled gray with a black mane and tail, while Rei had a similar look but roan coloring.

			“They’ll take us until we reach
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