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			Advance Praise for the Choices Series

			“Fantasy/Suspense was starting to fall into a sleep spell, until Sandy woke it up. Sandy needs to be considered one of the top Fantasy/Suspense writers right now.”—John Raab, Suspense Magazine

			“Onweald feels like a real place to me…Sandy Lender doesn’t just write. She creates, she’s an artist, and the page is her canvas.”—Author Jamieson Wolf

			“Using a rather impressive almost singing writing style, Sandy takes us into a place that tests our imagination and before we know it, we are as much a part of her story as are her characters.”—Grady Harp

			“Lender supplies us with non-stop action from the very beginning…it was more like a movie running through my brain.”—LAS Reviewer

			“Ms. Lender has created a completely believable world occupied with credible multi-dimensional characters with unique quirks and personalities. With their charm, flaws and witty banter, I found it impossible not to love Chariss, Nigel and Henry.”—Author Jane Kennedy Sutton

			“Here is a fantasy novel peopled with rich characters whose shortcomings only make them more human.”—Author Penny Lockwood

			“Sandy Lender has outdone herself…her dynamic characters explode from the pages.”—Fantasy Author Shane Moore

			“Amanda is a strong, charismatic heroine with integrity, grit, and a good sense of humor. Amid the dangerous turmoil of dragons, gods, wizards, wicked adversaries, and confusing prophecies, she makes difficult choices and takes decisive action—no matter the risk to her own life.”—Fantasy Author Virginia Morrow

			“Lender creates a fantasy world with gods and goddesses, dragons and wizards, swords and daggers, love and betrayal, that feels incredibly real…Lender’s style makes it seem like you’re watching a movie rather than reading a book.”—Lisa Haselton, Reviewer
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			“Chariss is the one the world has waited for, not just for the four hundred winters that Hrazon has had his task, but for the millennia that the very rocks have groaned for the Third War.”—Meream

		

	
		
			You Replaced the Stars

			When the stars fell glittering down,

			I named each one for you.

			When they rose like a flood to drown me,

			I thrashed in their heavy light

			Until each dimmed to nothing but ache

			Where my lungs used to know breath.

			I descended.

			Bathing in a waterfall of immortals’ tears,

			My end serves nothing but to glorify you.

			For when I reached the clouds of Paradise,

			The gods wailed and wept with their grieving.

			In the brilliance of their marble halls

			Where your memory washes clean my body,

			I sang the gods a song about you

			And they shimmered like stars in the sky.

			— Malachi

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			On a brisk autumn morning fit for travel, Captain Brendan Naegling fell across Henry Bakerson’s body. Brendan called a last instruction to Chariss: “Stab Drake the first chance you get. No matter who else is around. Kill him.”

			The foothills south of the Freotho Mountains blurred in his vision. Foggy grays blended with the translucence of morning mist as Brendan lost consciousness to the crunching of hooves through the brown and crackly leaf litter. He prayed his message got through. His dark hair fell in a wave over his cheek, blocking his face from the two suns peeking over the rocks, crags, and baring branches above.

			Even as Brendan slipped away from the battle, away from their attackers yelping epithets at one another, away from the fading scent of blood and horse sweat, his body couldn’t relax into sleep. His muscles remained bound by the spell Julette The Betrayer had thrown on him.

			Yet he could dream.

			In the painful realm of pending coma, the captain began to lust for better days. He saw fantasies he’d not let himself imagine while awake.

			His mind’s eye watched Chariss alive, well, and whole. On the canvas in his brain, he painted her light hair glistening auburn in sunlight with curls and curves down her back. It had no jagged cuts from her sword as she escaped Julette’s hold that morning. In this better world, he held Chariss as if she belonged to him, as if he alone was responsible for her safety. He stroked a finger across the amethyst on her cheekbone, near the corner of her right eye, and he smiled into her lavender eyes.

			“All is well,” she murmured to him.

			In his dream world, Chariss spoke to him with a voice of confidence and kindness. In his sleep, Brendan smiled at the façade.

			It was lovely.

			It was peaceful.

			It reassured him.

			Somehow, he knew, even in his injured state, that he would wake. He needed strength to break through Julette’s binding spell, but he’d recover to journey home to Hleo-Arcana on the other side of the Sincfete Passage. He’d go to the people who loved Chariss almost as much as he did, and he’d alert them to what had happened.

			Whatever inner force that waited for his enemies to disappear before stirring Brendan also motivated him. The voices of ancient sorcerers within him quickened his heart and rushed his blood to wake him for the task at hand. He used effort and energy from long-hidden power to break through Julette’s binding spell. Brendan worked his eyes open to see the brightness of morning; both suns shone above him, and Henry breathed in shallow starts beneath him.

			It was time to get moving or get dying.

			With shaking arms, Brendan tore in half some spilled fabric and shoved it under Henry’s shirt, against his chest before hoisting the injured man onto one of the two surviving horses. He located the chalice Chariss had used to weave spells against their enemies and tied it to his belt. He gathered one of the spears Hrazon had crafted with his wizard’s skill and carried it like a walking stick to assist his footing. He began the journey home.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Three days after the capture of The Master’s Protector, the first moon peered over the horizon and Captain Brendan Naegling stepped from the Sincfete Passage and onto the Taiman family’s land. Alive but exhausted, he slowed his pace as he led his steed and Chariss’s mare toward the Arcanan estate where a family awaited a larger party’s return. Someone ahead of him screamed Nigel’s name with the sort of alarm that spreads terror.

			When Nigel Taiman burst from the mansion in the side of the Freotho Mountain and caught Hrazon before he could crumble onto the dewy evening grass, Brendan knew he had to overcome the fatigue and fog in his muscles and his mind. He had to explain to these good people what had happened in the foothills of the mountains without antagonizing Nigel, without prolonging their agony. He needed to get medical help for Henry, or the ruffian would die. He needed to form a rescue party to infiltrate Julette and Drake’s forces to find and save Chariss. It didn’t occur to Brendan that he gave no thought for Master Rothahn’s safety. All he knew was pain and the mournful chant from Hrazon repeating softly, “my girl is dead, my girl is dead, my girl is dead.”

			“Where is she?” Nigel demanded.

			Brendan forced the words: “Drake took her.”

			After scant moments of conversation, most of the time spent watching Nigel’s countenance darken, Brendan sighed in relief when Nigel put people in motion. The owner of the Arcanan estate pointed at servant after servant, giving orders in a tightly controlled voice.

			~ ~ ~

			As far as Nigel Taiman was concerned, the people under his command at Hleo-Arcana had taken too much time digesting Captain Naegling’s troubling news. The dark and moody owner of the Taiman estate prodded his servants and family into the house and sent a guard to stable the horses.

			He moved toward his home after the others did—after Loetha had helped Hrazon to a chair inside, after the Ungol Nulthi scurried in with a cloth to her face, after the lesser goddess Mia had paused on the wide front porch as if she would say something to him. He wondered if the grandmotherly woman intended to stop him to offer comfort.

			Surely, she had more sense than that. Mia had been living under Hleo-Arcana’s roof for the better part of six turns of the moons and knew his moods. Instead of saying something trite, she’d be better off letting the house soothe him.

			As always, Hleo-Arcana breathed Nigel in, pulling him into her embrace with the essence of beeswax and mahogany. The immediate entryway’s wide doors symbolized the dynasty’s open invitation to the geasa’n children who had been welcomed there over the winters. The dark, polished wood shone with the sort of care that only hard-working artisans used for such details. This dark, open doorway offered Nigel security, despite the accoutrements of war that had become commonplace in his home. He had grown as accustomed to the presence of maps laid out among knives in the ballroom to his left as he was to fine, scented candles in the foyer he moved smartly through tonight.

			Hleo-Arcana’s tapestries and carpets absorbed his footsteps. Her air whispered with the burst of heather and roses and honey-beeswax from the candles Nigel stirred with his movement. The reassuring tick-tock, tick-tock of the tall hall clock in the foyer synchronized with his heartbeat as he strode by, forming his next course of action.

			“Lahs, get a hot meal for Brendan and Henry,” he ordered the retreating servant.

			“Henry can’t possibly eat,” Hrazon snapped at Nigel.

			At any other time, Nigel would respond to Hrazon with utmost respect. This moment was a bit trying for them both. Offering merely a glower at the wizard who stood in the parlor doorway, Nigel continued to walk through the hall of his grand home with purpose, and people hurried out of his way.

			His normally brown hair seemed a deeper brown tonight. His Arcanan brown eyes flashed almost black. The square set of his jaw and high nobility of his cheekbones spoke of authority no one but a frustrated wizard would question. Nigel’s dark demeanor cloaked a full muscular frame that barreled through his home as if his mission had been set for him ages before.

			He had a finite amount of time before the moons would rise and the dragon personality would take him, giving him leave to fly north toward the Arcanan Vale, toward the Dreorfahn army where he was sure his bride had been taken. He would put everything he needed into motion before then.

			“Nigel,” Hrazon called, stopping him from ascending the enormous staircase. It had been a mere six turns of the moons since Hrazon and the estate’s former master had helped Chariss descend that staircase in slow, deliberate steps. At Chariss’s convalescing pace in the spring, they could take in the richness of the carpet that pulled the burgundy and goldenrod colors from the decorated walls of the hallway above. Even where the staircase met the hall, the spaces between the ornate, polished banisters and the walls lent an air of abundance to the Taiman home. Hrazon winced now as if the entire house of abundance turned to scowl at him along with Nigel’s dark gaze.

			Nigel barked “What?” as if commanding he get straight to the point.

			“Henry isn’t going to survive,” Hrazon said. He approached the lowest step.

			A passing servant scurried more quickly toward the kitchen. Everyone knew the world’s loss of the geasa hampered the wizard’s power, but no one wanted to be between him and Nigel when both were worried about Amanda Chariss.

			Nigel began to explain himself: “The doctor will be here as soon as Becca can get—”

			“You could heal him,” Hrazon hissed.

			Nigel frowned. “I have arrangements—”

			“He’s your friend.”

			“She’s my bride!”

			Hrazon spoke through clenched teeth. “Henry can help you get her back.”

			Nigel turned on his heel and stormed past the wizard, back toward the parlor. He wouldn’t rail at Chariss’s mentor tonight. Not after the news they’d just learned. Instead, he held his tongue against an angry retort about Henry’s inefficiency so far.

			“I don’t have time for this when there’s a doctor already on the way,” Nigel muttered as he swooped into the parlor.

			The servant Loetha knelt beside the gray overstuffed couch where Henry lay. She dabbed at the man’s forehead and bearded cheeks with a wet cloth. Other servants moved about in various stages of helpfulness—stoking the parlor’s fire, lighting candles in silver, jeweled sconces on the walls, or bringing gray or light-blue cushioned chairs from the shadows for the meeting Nigel had ordered.

			Ignoring them all, Nigel crossed the room with his wide strides and grasped the panels of Henry’s dusty shirt. Brendan had forced some fabric, some torn material out of some pack between Henry’s shirt and skin to stanch the blood, giving Henry the look of a deformed woman. That’s all the time the captain had given to the wound. His priority had been getting them back to Hleo-Arcana.

			“As it should have been,” Nigel muttered to himself. He tossed the clump of bloodied material aside, barely registering that Loetha blanched at it, stepping back from the soggy lump as if it were edrahkt poison.

			Nigel had ripped Henry’s shirt open by then and placed his hands over the ugly stab wound as Hrazon had taught him such wounds required. His fingers touched clammy skin and crusted blood before his palms came to rest against the wetness that meant his friend still bled and hovered close to death.

			It worried him that he’d not healed wounds for a human before. He’d only learned the words, the thoughts, and the method the wizard had taught him.

			Now he performed the actual art of healing. It reminded him of lying on the training arena floor turns of the moons ago with Amanda’s hands closing the ryfel wound on his own chest.

			As if Hrazon knew this memory distracted Nigel, the wizard spoke lowly to him, “Carefully, then. Paint in your mind the tissue coming together. See threads sewing the muscle and skin.”

			Hrazon’s patience could be unending, especially when teaching a lesson. Nigel wondered if that’s where Amanda acquired the skill. Could a person learn such a thing, or did the person have to be born with it? Did patience and peacefulness for a job come as traits in a person’s being, and Nigel missed out on those gifts because his father was an arrogant rogue and his birth mother a power-hungry monster?

			For Amanda’s sake, he hoped he could learn from her, and Hrazon, to calm himself to peace and stillness so the anger and frustration he felt on a night like this could dissipate like smoke taken on the wind, leaving him with only focus for his immediate, helpful task.

			Rohne had called it stoicism. One day when Nigel had been grooming horses in the barn, Rohne had approached him and told him to react with his usual stoic disposition to an idea. That had ended in Rohne getting punched. Hard.

			Maybe Nigel would have to learn the “peacefulness” part of stoicism.

			“He’s mending nicely,” Hrazon said at last. “Good job, son. You can relax. Relax the spells now. Bring your mind slowly away from the spells.”

			Earlier in his friendship with Hrazon, such a statement would have meant nothing to Nigel. Because Amanda and her guardian had been teaching him through the summer, he knew what the old wizard tried to explain.

			Nigel understood that the spell he wove with his thoughts took energy from his body and mind to put into action. If he remained engaged in the spell, it would drain his energy. Nigel was not well versed enough with his gift to feel the spell complete its work; especially while muddling over thoughts of his nature. Hrazon’s guidance, even as a wizard with limited healing ability, made Nigel aware of how much energy he expended and when he could stop. He slowly opened his eyes, gazing down at Henry’s newly healed chest.

			“You fixed the lungs, too, without me having to remind you of it,” Hrazon complimented him. “You know what you’re doing. You’ll make a fine geasa’n.”

			Nigel smirked at the wizard. “You don’t say it as well as Amanda. She’s less patronizing.”

			Hrazon clapped him on the shoulder. “Henry will rest now. You can get back to your…” Something in Nigel’s expression stopped the wizard’s original thought. “What is it?”

			Nigel’s eyes focused then on the wad of bloodied material, seeing on the floor what had alarmed Loetha. The implications jarred him. As Brendan had left the mountain scene where Julette had attacked three days before, he’d grabbed the first pack he could; Brendan had grabbed the first handful of fabric that he could cram under Henry’s shirt to blot the blood coursing out of the ruffian.

			It was one of Amanda’s dresses.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Captain Brendan Naegling slept deeply for about half an hour slumped over the informal dining room table next to a plate of food. His mind had finally allowed him a state of relaxation at the slab of solid wood where he’d sat with the Taiman family and Chariss on many occasions before going to Lorendell. The spirit of Hleo-Arcana recognized Brendan as a friend to Chariss, thus it felt like home to the man.

			No one disturbed his loud breathing. The few servants for the estate quietly walked in and out of the room with pattering steps, whispering questions to the chef Lahs until Nigel appeared in the doorway.

			“Enough. Bring him.”

			Lahs obeyed, gathering the suddenly alert soldier and his untouched dinner to the parlor where Henry lounged uncomfortably on the couch. The blackening of the ruffian’s bloodstained shirt strangely complimented the soothing blue and gray hues of the candlelit room. The softness of the house’s mahogany and honey beeswax scent overpowered his blood-and-body odor. Someone had pulled the soft blue curtains to douse the approaching moonlight. Maybe to let Henry rest? Maybe to hide the upcoming conversation from edras spies who might slink up to the house? Nigel didn’t waste much thought on it.

			Hrazon and Mia sat in overstuffed, armless chairs on opposite sides of a printed rug. Their distance had been increasing since the night Abigail Farrier had died in childbirth, and Nigel attributed their estrangement to an argument they must’ve had about the doomed child Mia had delivered.

			Chariss had railed against delivering an evil child from a dead woman. Mia had disobeyed the goddess. Hrazon, of course, would side with his ward. It made for chilly evenings at the dinner table in Hleo-Arcana. Right then, Nigel wasn’t concerned about the wizard and lesser goddess patching up their argument and didn’t care which one of them was right. He needed them to build a plan to get his bride out of Julette and Drake’s clutches.

			“I need all of you paying attention to this gathering as if you were watching your step across the Wepanchiele in early spring,” Nigel opened the conversation. No one on the continent of Onweald would mistake his meaning; One misstep on that thawing river would mean disaster.

			He tossed a leather bag the size of his torso onto the printed rug, causing all eyes to shift there. “I’ve packed what I need. When we’re done here, I’ll take Kaylin and Elandra to a safe place. Then I have business in Arcana City to attend to. Malachi will return in a few hours to pick up the pack and you,” he pointed at Brendan, “to get up to the army. I suggest you bathe before I return for you,” he added for snark. “That’s the only plan I’ve lined out so far. Let’s hear exactly what you know, exactly what happened, and let’s all put our minds together.”

			Hrazon nodded throughout, his long, well-groomed beard rubbing gently at his tunic. His body language made it obvious he was ready to get not just the conversation under way, but also the journey. “I’m ready to go right now,” he said anyway.

			“As am I,” Henry groaned.

			“You can’t even move yet,” Nigel chastised the blood-crusted man. “And you stink like an edras. The enemy would smell you a league away. But I’ll have you and Hrazon in the family’s carriage by morning if this plan develops the way I want it to.”

			Realizing he hadn’t eaten for three days, Brendan shoved a forkful of Lahs’s pork roast into his mouth and chewed quickly. “By the gods, it’s good to have solid food,” he slurred through the chewing. He swallowed hard to begin his tale.

			“We weren’t successful with King Wendan down in Lorendell, but King Stephan Lenora is on our side. He’s getting his forces together and should already be marching this direction.

			“When we made land back on the continent in Lenordell, Chariss checked in with him and he was ready to set out with us. Part of me wishes he had; but maybe he’d be dead now, too.” Brendan tossed his mop of dark hair out of his face to look directly at Hrazon, the one he acknowledged as a leader in the group. The ofersey’n of Onweald may have nominated Nigel temporary emperor, but that didn’t mean he outranked Chariss’s wizard. At least he didn’t as far as Brendan was concerned.

			“Lenora’s forces should be well into the mountains on their way here,” Brendan continued. “I think it’d be wise to send a few soldiers to greet them and tell them whatever plan we come up with.”

			Hrazon nodded some more. “Wise. Do you mean to say Wendan’s forces aren’t on Onweald yet?”

			Brendan’s countenance turned wicked. He prepared to tell of the destruction of the Southlands’ king. “I doubt they come at all. You should’ve seen her, Hrazon. You should’ve seen what she did to him.” Brendan leaned forward in his chair—his Arcanan brown eyes glistening as he spoke—gesturing with his fork as if he flung the power of the geasa from it as Chariss had wielded the god-breathed force half a turn of the moons before.

			“Wendan was scared of his shadow and under Julette’s thumb. So Chariss told him he’d regret siding with the losing party. Told him her dragon would show up and burn his capital city to the ground. But first, she drank wine from the chalice and used the spells in it—”

			“Wait,” Hrazon interrupted. “The chalice?”

			“Oh, I’ll get to that,” Brendan said, pointing to the chalice sticking out of Nigel’s satchel.

			A few people in the room remembered that Brendan had carried it when he led the horses across the lawn not an hour before, but it had been the last thing anyone had focused on at that horrible moment. They’d all been shocked by the empty saddle on Shadow, Chariss’s horse. No one could accept that the horse had returned without her companion. Who cared what the soldier in front of the beast carried?

			Hrazon’s eyes now roamed to the cup, fixing on what he could see of it reflecting a slice of moonlight from the room’s hastily gathered curtains.

			Brendan didn’t notice the look of recognition or concern cross Hrazon’s face. He continued his story. “She took the chalice, drank wine from it, and used the spells it brought up to lay waste to his castle. By the gods, I’ve never seen anything so powerful. She set the whole place on fire. Stone and mortar flew everywhere. Wind came up like a hurricane off the coast here. Gods, I was proud of her.”

			Henry heard Nigel growl and glanced at his friend. There was nothing the injured man could do to stop Nigel if he lunged for the captain who so obviously praised Amanda Chariss like a lovesick fool.

			“I can’t believe Henry got out of the castle alive,” Brendan continued, either unaware of or ignoring Nigel’s ire. “Mikel Houseman didn’t. We ended up leaving his body behind in the rubble.” He said it with no remorse. Mikel Houseman had been a casualty the Arcanan party could afford to lose.

			“Houseman?” Hrazon looked back to Brendan, asking the question on everyone’s brow. “Who’s that?”

			“Oh, I’ll get to the Houseman brothers. I hardly consider them important.” Brendan’s wave of the fork dismissed the idea of the criminally inclined brothers as easily as his words did. “But Chariss sent a pretty clear message to the Lorens. Some of them were in parties to petition the king to abandon helping Julette, and I’m sure they ran for the hills on the west side of the island after that display. Anyone who stayed behind is probably still picking up pieces of his home. Serves them right for keeping that kind of leadership and entertaining that kind of evil. They won’t be bringing an army across the Straits, I can tell you that. She put the fear of Mahriket in them.”

			Brendan sat back with a satisfied smile on his face. “She’s incredible.”

			“Yes,” Nigel droned with as much calm as he could muster. “I think we’ll all agree that my bride is worthy of epic poetry. Now tell us the part where you let Julette capture her.”

			“Hey,” Henry started. “I fought blasted hard—”

			“As did Coln Breen and Jacob Cade and myself,” Brendan said. No one had to guess that he grew frustrated.

			“Yet the four of you failed to protect her,” Nigel said. “How did that come about?”

			“Nigel,” Loetha soothed.

			“No.” He spoke to her more sharply than he intended. “I’d like to know how four grown men, one of whom is a trained soldier, a captain in an army no less, let a group of bandits sneak up on them in the openness of the foothills and steal away the most important woman in Onweald.”

			Hrazon broke in with his patient wizard voice: “You’re not the only one here who would like an answer to this question.”

			Brendan looked to the four-hundred-and-forty-seven-winters wizard in surprise. Then he bowed his head in reverence. He had known he’d have Nigel Taiman’s interrogation to face, but he’d forgotten that he would have Hrazon’s sorrow to face as well.

			Amanda Chariss was the wizard’s constant companion and charge. Brendan believed she was his daughter, and he’d just brought news that she’d been captured by the sorcerer from whom Hrazon had struggled the past seventeen winters to protect her. He rested his plate on his lap and spoke to Hrazon directly.

			“I’m sorry to bring this news. You must believe, the men who fell fought valiantly to protect your ward. Coln Breen and Jacob Cade died with the knowledge that they protected the Goddess of War with their last breaths.”

			The members of the Taiman household found this part of his speech endearing. They would miss the guards Brendan named.

			“I can assure you that I did everything in my power, everything I could think of from the instant Julette appeared until she bound me, to keep Chariss out of harm’s way. Even after The Betrayer bound me, I lay bleeding from a dagger to my chest over Henry, shouting instructions to Chariss, but Julette had bound her as well. There was nothing—by that point—there was nothing anyone could do. Julette was injured thanks to Henry’s quick action, but Drake was there and he…” Brendan glanced to Nigel, concerned at how the man would react to this. “He…”

			“Got away,” Henry finished.

			Nigel looked at his friend. “Unnerving. What was said? Anything useful? Any hint of where they’d take her? I’m assuming to catch up with their army.”

			Brendan nodded. “Drake went into the trees after Rohne. Came back with Him. It was difficult to stay conscious. Julette was angry and injured, thus speaking too loosely. She intended to get back to her own tent within the Dreorfahn camp. First, she had to heal her leg and recover from all the teleporting and spell-weaving she’d been doing. It was going to take time to get back.”

			“Her leg?” Hrazon prompted.

			“I sliced her open,” Henry boasted.

			“So Julette’s been teleporting and spell-weaving,” Nigel mused. “What’s she planning?”

			“She knocked us all with binding spells,” Henry said.

			“You wouldn’t know a binding spell from a swift kick to the head,” Nigel muttered.

			“That’s what Drake and Brendan were yelling about,” Henry retorted, obviously offended by the truth in Nigel’s statement. His friend might have been chiding him, but Nigel delivered the comment too dryly for Henry to take it as sarcasm. “And she hit Chariss upside the head a good crack and Drake punched her for it. Told her Chariss would sleep for days with that kind of spell. So, I’m assuming she put a sleeping spell—”

			“That’s enough,” Brendan said, noticing both Nigel and Hrazon grow fidgety over Henry’s words. The mental picture was more than either man needed rattling about his mind.

			“You’re telling me she’s under a sleeping spell?” Nigel asked.

			“Well, that’s good, right?” Henry reasoned. “They won’t harm her if she’s out?”

			“Henry,” Brendan said again. “That was three days ago. She’s likely awake and has already slashed her way out of their grasp. We need to move toward the camp from the south and likely intercept her.”

			“Three days ago?” Nigel exclaimed.

			Hrazon merely frowned, letting Nigel be the one to jump up and pace with agitation. The wizard watched Brendan closely then. He had two important questions, but decided neither should be answered out loud in front of Nigel. One, how did Brendan get out from under Julette’s binding spell? Two, how did Brendan bring Henry and himself across the Freotho Mountains in three days? There’s more to the captain of Arcana’s army than meets the eye.

			He listened to Nigel resume the interrogation. “Are you sitting here calmly telling me she’s been in Drake’s custody for three days?”

			“Nigel,” Loetha said. “You’ll upset Hrazon.”

			“Hrazon?” Nigel asked her. “I’ll upset Hrazon? I’m upset. Brendan, so help me—”

			“She can get away from him in a heartbeat,” Brendan said, as if trying to calm everyone with a rational argument. “Henry and I have been training her for this eventuality. Ever since the night Jimron Houseman attacked her, I’ve been training her; I’ve showed her new techniques, new methods for fighting when someone’s not out to kill you, but out to capture you.

			“If you think about it, all her training has been to avoid the sword stroke that’s meant to kill. Now she’s ready to avoid everything else. She’s going to get out of there.”

			Nigel stared at him in a sort of livid amazement, so Mia cleared her throat to ask the obvious: “Who is Jimron Houseman?”

			“Oh, yes, the Housemans. We picked up the Houseman brothers on our way across the Freotho Mountains thinking they were spies for Drake. Turns out they were merely stupid thieves, serving no purpose but to help us fend off wildcats and bring a ship into port, but Jimron served another purpose in her training when he tried to force himself on her while we were in Lorendell—”

			No one expected Nigel to assault Brendan. The dark and handsome gentleman tightened his fist into a perfect hammer alongside his right hip before Brendan finished demeaning the Housemans. With the force of a man who works the land, Nigel brought his fist up in a fast, graceful, powerful arc to impact Brendan’s jaw. No one saw it coming. It even surprised Henry.

			Hrazon winced but didn’t jump to help the soldier off the floor. The human part of him wanted to throw a punch himself. In fact, he was thinking: Three, how did this captain “train” Chariss without getting his head cut off in the process?

			Henry asked, “Are you going to come over here and hit me, too? I helped train her, you know.”

			Nigel scowled at his friend. “Don’t tempt me.” To the man sprawled on the printed rug, he said, “Naegling, I swear, the only thing that stays my hand is the fact I need your help to rescue her before she reaches that army.”

			The master of Hleo-Arcana leaned over the captain, and Hleo-Arcana’s floor seemed to release its captive to him. He pulled Brendan off the floor by his shirt, letting the plate and utensils fall where they would.

			“But let me tell you something,” Nigel continued. “When this search is over, when we get her away from her captors, when we get her to safety, if you approach her, you better pray to the gods I’m not anywhere near enough to see your interaction or else I’ll hang you from the tallest tree in Hleo-Arcana’s orchard and tie your intestines to the slowest goat in our herd…and encourage it to walk off the cliffs while you writhe to death.” A disturbing, quiet pause followed the description. “Is that very clear to you?”

			Loetha glanced to Hrazon as if imploring him to interrupt.

			Four, why isn’t he quivering in fear of The Dragon’s son?

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Despite the history of how his kingdom had formed, King Stephan Lenora of Lenordell had never led his people to war. It wasn’t in his nature to get caught up in that sort of conflict. His demeanor had changed when the lovely Amanda Chariss Derdriu had appeared in his court a half turn of the moons before.

			After a visit from such a lady, he would have handed her the kingdom and marched up to the gallows if she’d asked it of him. Leading his men into battle seemed a trifle in comparison.

			Stephan hadn’t known her full name the first time he saw her on her way to King Wendan’s excuse for a court in Lorendell. He hadn’t known she was The Master’s Protector. He hadn’t known she was the Goddess of War. He hadn’t known she was betrothed to Nigel Taiman, the newly named emperor of Onweald.

			Blast the luck.

			The king still felt a burning need to get his army across the Freotho Mountains as quickly as possible to aid her in her battles against the sorcerer Drake and his evil partner. Master Rothahn had explained that the obsession King Lenora and many other mortals felt concerning Chariss could be attributed to her goddess status. Allure was a facet of a goddess’s essence. It made a minion’s obedience much easier to effect.

			The king didn’t care what caused his compassion for the woman. He knew he had to reach her faster than his current speed, which felt outpaced by the slugs freezing to the north sides of the trees. He turned to General Jron Riverson one morning as he watched his officers rising from slumber.

			“This is taking far too long,” Stephan said. “The army moves at a snail’s pace. Break off a respectable entourage of fifty men. We’ll march ahead, no stopping until we reach the Arcanan Vale.”

			“Sire, you can’t march ahead of your men when an insane sorceress is out there.”

			“The army will be that much more motivated to catch up and protect their king. Make it happen, Jron.”

			~ ~ ~

			The young woman everyone wanted to help slid into painful consciousness to the sound of thunder rumbling toward her. It rattled what sounded like a lantern nearby. From the acoustics that accompanied the soft shaking, Chariss could tell she was sheltered, but not in a house or cave. She lay in a tent.

			She awoke in the enemy’s camp.

			Here would be the sorcerer Drake who’d killed her family and chased her around the continent of Onweald for seventeen winters. Amanda Chariss Derdriu gulped back panic. She couldn’t give in to fear with that kind of danger at hand.

			Throbbing pain in her head and grumbling emptiness in her stomach clouded her judgment, but the scent of earth floor confirmed for her that the tent was outside. The sounds of clanking armor and gruff men’s voices carried through leather walls that smelled of cured skins.

			Chariss tried to focus on something pleasant beyond the muffling walls, something akin to a specific bird’s call to help her figure out what region she was in. She strained to hear moving water or even the rustle of wind in trees to determine what landmarks were nearby, but it was as if nature had abandoned her to the sounds of war. She couldn’t confirm this was the Arcanan Vale.

			Inside the tent, only her breathing filled the space. She lay alone. Without a guard at hand, she could risk testing her limbs. As she suspected, the sharp ache in her neck and hot disassociation between her shoulders and wrists meant her arms were secured above her head. A simple cloth draped over her face prevented her from investigating when she opened her eyes. She could tell the tent beyond the cloth was lit by more than mere lantern light, so it had to be daytime.

			Calming her heart rate, she put her survival skills into play. Hrazon had taught her well and, more recently, Captain Brendan Naegling had trained her for the horrible thought of ending up in Drake’s clutches. It was time to assess what she had at her disposal.

			Her captors had taken her boots, thus had confiscated the dagger she wore in one of them. The belt she normally wore at her waist was gone, thus her sword, dagger, and slingshot were gone as well. Strangely enough, she could feel the strap at her thigh where she typically carried her Ungol dagger.

			I’ll have to recover the weapon, she told herself.

			Of course, having her arms numbed by blood loss above her head would render swords, knives, and slingshots useless. Her stomach growled and a wave of nausea washed over her. I need food, water, a sword, and an ally to cut this rope, she thought.

			As Hrazon would say, if wishes were fishes, she’d eat well for a winter.

			The scruff of leather announced that something happened to her left. The slap of a tent flap preceded the sound of rustling cloaks and shuffling feet. Something with the brush-hush of hairy legs scuttled ahead of a person in boots. Then the stench of rotting flesh assaulted her. Her stomach turned, not just at the revolting smell of an edras demon, but also at the nerve-rending idea that Julette must have come in with one of her beasts.

			Chariss didn’t need to see the ancient being to know this interview wouldn’t be pleasant. It might be better to feign sleep a while longer.

			“Check her,” the goddess’s voice commanded.

			Lessons Hrazon had taught her snapped to the forefront of Chariss’s mind. She let her muscles relax in perfect imitation of sleep, as what she knew was a hairy, disgusting claw fell to a covering over her stomach. The claw shook her mercilessly from this midpoint, and she let the motion ripple her as if she remained unconscious. It shot pain through her shoulders that nearly forced a cry from her.

			“Still asleep,” the creature sputtered through its slime-lined throat.

			Its spittle dripped, plopping with a small splattering plop sound onto the cover. Chariss could smell it—like rancid meat. She resisted the urge to gulp back revulsion and remained inert, as calm as if Hrazon whispered the lessons to her even then. She wondered if the poisonous spittle would burn through the cover like a fat, stinking ember. Her knowledge of edras blood was vast; she’d used it in the past. Her knowledge of their other fluids was limited.

			“Get out,” Julette told the edras. Apparently, the demon was no longer useful.

			A confusion of sounds at the tent flap suggested the hairy creature obeyed without question and a heavier person entered the space.

			“Did you wake her?” a man asked.

			It was all Chariss could do to keep her breaths even. She knew the voice of Jamieson Drake.

			“She won’t wake up,” Julette snorted.

			“You’ve probably hurt her.”

			Chariss could tell his voice and footsteps approached the bed. As he neared, the scent of sweat-soaked leather and tarnished armor came with him. The stink of the edras demon was slow to dissipate with the minion’s departure, but Drake’s strange aroma filled the space it left behind. It reminded her of too-close-for-comfort combat from the spring.

			“What if I did?” Julette asked. “We’re better off with this one damaged. I’ve told you before that she’s dangerous.”

			“Without her geasa?” Drake scoffed. “She’ll be easy enough to tame without her geasa to interfere.”

			Julette cackled. “You’re a fool if you believe that. What’ll you use to break her? My stupid son? He’s busy lamenting His own fate like the coward He is, so He’s not winning any favors from her. Give up, my sorcerer. She’s never going to love you.”

			“I’m the one with the power in this situation,” Drake finally interrupted. “And the hair she sent.”

			Chariss couldn’t see Julette’s reaction, couldn’t see the look she must have thrown at Drake, but judging from the growl emanating from the sorcerer, it must have been condescending.

			“Do you believe the talisman you made from that hair will influence her in any way?” Julette asked.

			“You’ve yet to offer a better idea,” Drake sneered.

			As much as their conversation rattled her nerves, Chariss knew she had to assess the situation to which Drake referred. The sorcerer was right. While she lived without her geasa, Drake had the upper hand.

			“What’s on the quilt?” Drake asked.

			“It must be from the demon.”

			“You let an edras perspire on the quilt my daughter made?”

			“Don’t act so offended,” Julette said. “You have no affection for Lelta or any appreciation for the gift she brought you. This quilt could be consumed by an edras’ seed, and you’d have no opinion on the matter. Why do you care now?”

			“Get Chariss a new blanket. I’ll not have—”

			“She doesn’t care,” Julette interrupted. “Her comfort is not your concern.”

			Chariss wondered at the break in conversation. She hoped to the gods that the two weren’t watching her breathe, weren’t counting the seconds between each sequence of exhale, pause, and inhale; exhale, pause, and inhale. Knowing someone watched the rise and fall of her chest made her second-guess the regularity of her breathing.

			“Stupid geasa’n,” Julette finally said with a sneer in her voice. “Can’t take a simple blow to the head. She’s been asleep for how many days? Three? Four? She’ll starve at this rate. We need a spell to wake her and feed her. I need her awake so I can get her to answer questions. Get her to think about the answers I need so I can pluck information from her mind.” The woman began to pace, her boots thud-thudding against hard-packed earth.

			Chariss could tell there was a hesitation in the woman’s steps. It meant something was wrong with one of her legs, as if she favored it, as if it hurt her, and she stepped with it more carefully than the other.

			“Blasted geasa’n,” Julette continued. “She’s more trouble than she’s worth. It was obnoxious enough keeping her subdued in the foothills of the blasted mountains, but to speed our journey here while keeping her subdued? Hardly worth the trouble.”

			“Perhaps we should have planned our return voyage more carefully before setting out to capture her and Rohne—”

			“Oh, shut your rotting mouth,” Julette said, drawing out the command. “I’ll not have the likes of you second-guessing my every move. You were in just as big a hurry as I was to get to the foothills and grab them up. Now I need time to rest.” As if convincing herself, Julette said it again. “All I need is time to rest. Healing my leg took more energy—”

			The thudding of boots stopped. Chariss felt the eyes of the sorceress blaze into her. Then she heard a low, dirty chortle bubble up from the woman.

			“Well, now, isn’t our guest quite the actress? Miss Amanda Chariss Derdriu. Jamieson Drake requests an audience with you.”

			Where have I heard that before? Chariss quipped to herself.

			“Hmm, the sarcasm is annoying,” Julette said. “Why can’t you think on something useful to me? But I’ll forgive you because you’ve had a nasty blow to the head recently. I’m sure it’s impaired your judgment. Now!”

			In the space of a breath, Julette’s voice changed from the haughty, disinterested arrogance of a powerful goddess to that of an excited girl. She rushed to the bedside beside Drake and whisked the cloth off her prisoner’s head. As if Drake didn’t stand flabbergasted in their presence, Julette practically squealed, “Let’s talk!”

			Chariss’s eyes flew open to see the unstable goddess looming above her, grinning. Julette’s typical morose visage lit up. The scar Chariss had once put on the woman’s cheek had healed, no doubt with copious use of power. Julette’s dark, almost black eyes sparkled with enthusiasm. Her sensuous lips formed a wide, open smile that revealed dingy teeth and the overripe scent of almost rotting peaches.

			Chariss cringed. Next to the eager, excited goddess, Drake stood as if on the edge of a precipice, waiting to jump should Julette—or even Chariss—order him to.

			She had been right about the light in the tent. It was daylight outside and easy to see inside. From her prone position, she could see a tall wardrobe beyond the two, across what seemed to be a reasonable space. Was this The Betrayer’s tent? Was this simple space with the unadorned furniture meant for an arrogant, power-hungry sorceress? Surely not. It frightened her to think it might be Drake’s tent, and she wondered how to keep the conversation with Julette going until she could break loose and get out of it.

			“You have no idea how lonely it is around here with all these insipid men and only Drake’s daughter to converse with,” Julette bubbled.

			Chariss didn’t care if Julette noticed her looking around or not. She intended to get a sense of her surroundings while the excited woman prattled on.

			“Imagine it if you can. A sixteen-winters girl who thinks of nothing but pleasing her father. Boring! The mousy thing is afraid of her shadow, you know. Lelta Drake may be well schooled in battle strategy and crop rotation, but she’s not one to get up and talk about it. But you. You, Chariss,” Julette cooed breathlessly. “Why, I bet you could hold my attention for hours on end.”

			Julette’s dark eyes narrowed as she reached out one long, elegant hand to trace the amethyst on Chariss’s cheekbone. Chariss had seen people stare at the stone that way before, as if memorizing every facet of it. Julette’s voice lowered in pitch and volume for a moment. “Oh, yes. I bet I can beat all kinds of stories out of you for hours and hours and hours.”

			Chariss watched the look in Julette’s eyes grow distant as her voice trailed away, watched the way some imagined scene distracted the sorceress, seemed to take her interest, and hold it elsewhere for a moment. Then, as if an ember had landed on her exposed flesh, Julette snapped back to the present.

			“Where should we begin?” She pretended to think on myriad subjects available to them, tapping one long finger against her nose, then opened her eyes wide. “I know! Let’s talk about Sorne Jeel.”

			Chariss hid her surprise like a seasoned warrior. Sorne? How does this woman know Sorne’s name?

			Julette leaned closer to Chariss. Her peach-smelling breath filled the space between them. Her long black tresses fell to drape across the quilt. She lowered her voice to a serious tone.

			“When I ripped that tasty little Jorin Taiman to pieces, Kyle Adan told me Sorne was just a useless friend of his. But I’m no dullard. I know Kyle lied. Those naughty noblemen from Mahriket are bad at lying. What do you know about it? You saved him for a reason, didn’t you, Amanda Chariss Derdriu? Tell me why. Tell me why Sorne Jeel is so important that you’d risk exposure in Arcana City to save his life.”

			Chariss reeled from the words Julette spewed like venom. When she ripped Jorin Taiman to pieces? By the gods, Jorin’s dead? Oh, no. Not poor Jorin. Does Nigel know?

			“I asked you questions,” Julette snapped. “Are you pretending to be mute? Or injured? I can tell you this. You’d much rather spend your time talking with me than bedding my sorcerer.” She tossed her black hair in Drake’s direction, as if she had a group of sorcerers from which to choose. “Cooperate and I’ll spare you his attentions a while longer.”

			Every muscle in Chariss’s body tensed, including those throbbing and twitching in her shoulders and arms, but she managed to keep her eyes from darting to Drake’s. By the gods, what am I to do? She forced air through her dry throat.

			“Will you untie me?” she croaked.

			“Oh! She speaks? And her first words are stupid. Didn’t I just tell you I’m not a fool? You might not have your geasa about you at the moment, but you killed my sorcerer Landol without your pretty little power. I saw you perform some impressive moves out there at the foot of the mountains. I’d rather not risk—”

			“My arms hurt.” Chariss swallowed against the dryness in her mouth, wishing they’d offer her clean water. The effort to force voice to her words over dry vocal cords frustrated her. “I doubt I could move them against you now.”

			Julette chuckled. “I don’t doubt your arms hurt after being tied like that for hours, but I don’t believe for an instant that you’d waste the opportunity to attack me. Now. What did I ask? Oh, yes. Sorne Jeel. Tell me everything you know.”

			“Your sorcerer is here to be sure I don’t attack you.”

			“Enough stalling. Tell me of Sorne or I beat you.”

			Chariss sighed, closing her lavender eyes. A variety of emotions roiled through her, pity for Sorne lingering longest. She couldn’t imagine the youth surviving a conversation with The Betrayer. She looked back at Julette. “Is he in your camp now?”

			Julette balled her fist and struck Chariss’s ribcage soundly. The pain it inflicted in her side matched the pain that the sudden movement sent ripping through her shoulders and arms. Chariss grimaced but didn’t miss the fact that Lord Jamieson Drake flinched forward, as if he might step between tormenter and tormented.

			“That’s neither here nor there, now, is it?” Julette asked. “Tell me what you know.”

			“He should be of no use to you since the geasa’s been destroyed.” Chariss had to pause to swallow again, trying to wet her throat. She had to take short breaths against the pain in her side. “He’s a geasa’n, but he doesn’t know how to use any of the skills. His father kept him weak and untaught.”

			They paused. Drake shifted his weight as if preparing to jump again.

			“That’s it?” Julette asked.

			“I’m telling you the truth,” Chariss practically whispered through the pain in her throat.

			“Oh, I’ve no doubt of that. I can tell when people lie to me. But that’s all you think you’re going to tell me? He’s a geasa’n who doesn’t know what he’s doing. Youth with incompetence. Do you think I couldn’t figure that out on my own the moment I set eyes on him? Chariss. Tsk-tsk-tsk. Tell me more.”

			Chariss narrowed her lavender eyes at the woman with a gaze that was meant to take Julette by surprise. Because she lay bound and injured, Chariss, as the prisoner, wasn’t supposed to pack such spirit behind her voice and the look with which she leveled The Dragon. Chariss knew it would unnerve Julette. It would make Julette question how much of the geasa truly was missing from the prisoner before them.

			“Even if I knew more of Sorne’s role in this war we’ve entered, I’d take his secrets with me to my grave before letting the likes of you in on them.”

			She knew her voice set Julette on edge.

			“Well, then,” Julette faltered. “We’ll see how much of that we can arrange. In the meantime, you think on what you know of Sorne and I’ll pluck the information from your mind when you’re not paying attention. What shall we discuss next?” She looked to Drake at her side. “What do you think?”

			“I’d like to know—”

			As if looking through him, Julette continued, “How about we discuss something farther from home. How about…oh, I know!” She snapped her deranged gaze back to Chariss. “How about you tell me what in the name of all that’s good in Mahriket you did to my favorite king in Lorendell?”

			Julette referrenced the destruction of King Vrel Wendan’s castle in Lorendell, which she had assumed Chariss was responsible for. Reports from her spies had confirmed, yes, Amanda Chariss had obliterated a stone and mortar structure, killing a host of Julette’s pawns within it.

			It wasn’t the topic Chariss expected, but she saw in it a way to worry both of her captors. She forced the edge of her lips to curve into what she hoped was a sadistic smile. It wasn’t part of her temperament to be cruel; it disturbed her to know she had likely killed innocent servants among the conniving traitors in King Wendan’s court in the act to which Julette referred. She could reason with herself as to the lack of innocence of anyone living among the evil in that court, but she still had to live with what she’d done to people she’d never met. As she lay prone before The Betrayer, she tucked her sorrow deep into hiding in her mind and chose instead to take advantage of the only leverage she had at the moment—acting.

			Chariss could pretend she had the upper hand in this mock interrogation and maybe throw Julette off guard. Ah, yes, I killed your pawn, she thought. All she had to do was tell the story to her own benefit. To do that, she needed a bit of time to stash some memories while bringing others to the front of her mind.

			“Are you sure you can’t untie my hands?” she whimpered through the evil smile playing on her mouth. “My wrists really do hurt.”

			Julette frowned. “No. Tell me what happened at King Wendan’s palace. I’ve seen it in ruins in my seeing stones. I want an explanation.”

			Chariss strained her neck to look at the ropes above her head. She needed more time to figure out how to feed Julette a good lie. The sorceress would want to know how she’d destroyed an entire city and killed a king without the use of the geasa. Chariss wanted to imply a way that would keep her safe in their camp. She needed to do it while hiding some thoughts as if in a trunk in the attic of her mind, and while revealing other thoughts. Hrazon had taught her such tricks early on in life. It was part of being good at using the geasa—you had to compartmentalize your thoughts—using only the bits of energy or power you needed at a certain time. If Julette could only read thoughts at the forefront of Chariss’s mind, then Chariss would guard her thoughts well.

			“Really, I promise I won’t do anything naughty if you let me lower my hands, just to rest my shoulders. I’d like to sit up.”

			“You’re out of your mind. Tell me what happened in Lorendell.”

			Chariss sighed, returning her gaze to Julette’s. “Fine. But I’m sure I’d remember more details if I could sit up and relax.”

			“Don’t make me hit you again.”

			“Fine,” Chariss repeated. She closed her eyes, thought of the fire and wind she’d summoned in Lorendell, and tried to imagine the destruction playing like a scene on Arcana City’s stage. Of course, she left out the all-important chalice from which she had drunk before leveling the palace and city, but she let the other details shine in horrible burning-orange relief against a Lorendell sky.

			She opened her eyes, hoping Julette could see in her mind the chaos and screaming death she’d conjured back in the Southlands. “I don’t suppose you’d be happy just knowing that I took care of an enemy,” she murmured.

			Once again, Chariss saw Julette shiver with an uneasy chill at a prisoner’s uncanny demeanor. No doubt the woman figured out something wasn’t right. Chariss should tremble before her; not the other way around.

			“I swear, Chariss, I don’t suffer fools. When I ask for information, I get it. Now tell me what you did to King Wendan’s palace and tell me where he is, or I will have you flogged to within an inch of your life.”

			Chariss’s smile deepened in its malignity. “I killed him.”

			“Be serious.”

			“Come now, Julette. You can tell when people lie to you. Can’t you tell I’m sincere? I killed Vrel Wendan because he sided with you and this evil army of yours. I killed his general and devastated his court. I demolished his palace. In one great moment of…a moment of…” She pretended to search for the right phrase. “Well, let’s call it passion.” She emphasized the word “passion,” as if it were the all-important, lustful term Julette should focus on.

			Julette stared at her in shock.

			“It’s interesting what provisions this prophecy of yours left in place to protect certain geasa’n. Female geasa’n to be exact.” Chariss clarified. To make sure Julette fully grasped the lie Chariss fed her, she said, “It’s as if the gods stepped in to make sure geasa’n women could still be protected against unwanted advances so they manipulated the prophecy. We might never have realized it if Wendan wasn’t a hedonistic cad. Lucky for us, wouldn’t you say? But the late King Wendan is no one’s pawn now. He’ll never touch a woman again.”

			Julette stumbled unceremoniously back from the bed, grabbing Drake’s arm as if to drag him out of the tent with her. The sorcerer frowned, lost in his own musings on Chariss’s revelation. If he understood correctly, Wendan must have tried to assault Chariss and, in doing so, ignited her geasa.

			On their way toward the tent opening Julette said, “I will investigate this on my own.”
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