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  Oh! How about the melt stick from the super hero movie?

~the hubs 
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  Glossary


Main Characters:
Basial Rigdon - Prince & third eldest, guardian of the Sword 
Markus Whitlock – crown prince of Lensavine, dragonlord of the Slather Clan
Fazune Mennan – Heiress to the Mennan Furniture, enchanter

The Rigdons:
Birk Rigdon - King of Isel
Alder Rigdon – Coruler of Isel, priest of Clearpin
Hazel Rigdon - Army Grand General
Aster Rigdon - Eldest of the Rigdon siblings
Rist - Familiar to Aster, mountain dog
Amabel Rigdon – Crown Princess of Isel, guardian of the Mirror
Kalmia Rigdon – Crown Princess of Isel
Habil Rigdon - Princess & youngest of the siblings

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

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

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


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

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

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

Dragons and Dragonlords
Dragons come in many shapes, sizes, and colors. The majority are intelligent, and a few are shapeshifters.
Giant Flyers - Massive creatures capable of telepathic speech. They are reasonably compassionate but can be clumsy with smaller creatures.
Dragonlords - Mixed-breed humanoids. This happens when a shapeshifter has offspring with humans, elves, or giants.
Little Flyers - Reasonably intelligent and range in size from a horse to a sparrow.
Shapeshifters - A species of (giant or little) flyers that can change their shape.
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  1

Summer, 1687


Basial gasped. His throat was dry, and his lungs burned. Blinking, he tried to wet his eyes. Slowing his breath, he concentrated on the burning in his shoulders. The blood dripping from his wrists where the metal shackles cut into his flesh made the hairs stand. He coughed. 
No! Smoke filled his vision and lungs. He opened his eyes to confirm he was not being watched. Pulling on the magic of the Sword, he reached out. No one was close enough. Where was everyone?
“Aster!” he called. “Father?” Blinking back tears as his twin settled onto the floor, he sought another.
His chuckle of disbelief turned into another coughing fit. He tasted blood.
So be it, he thought. Bel can blame me later.
“Markus!”
The prince jerked awake, startling his companion. Basial smirked.
“Basial? Where the hell are you?” 
He sensed Markus sitting up. Disturbing the woman further.
“Save Bel.” The strain was getting more intense, his mental grip losing its connection with the Sword.
“What? Basial, they’re looking for you. Tell me where you are!”
“Bel. Save her.” He was fading faster. Markus followed the magical trail, straining against the barrier until his mind linked with Basial’s.
“Found you!”
He lost consciousness as a wooden club connected with his head.

      [image: ]His torture lasted quite some time, and after a while, he became numb from the pain. Selfishly, his only thought was, Did I sever the connection in time for Markus not to trace it? He would have chuckled at the thought of such a ridiculous scenario, but that was the extent of his dislike for the Lensavine prince.
Thankfully, the floor was dirt. Taking in a shuddering breath, he channeled magic into himself. A little trick he had learned from his uncle. He became focused, and his mind calmed. It wouldn’t last long, maybe an hour. Two, if he was lucky. Why hadn’t he thought of doing this earlier? Or was it because he couldn’t give the Namber king what he wanted?
Either way, he couldn’t die here. That would be embarrassing. And since he hadn’t gleaned any sort of information from his captors other than one was the second son of King Vyrn, he felt it was time to go.
At least Bel is still alive, he thought, looking up at the chains bolted into the ceiling. The Sword was in another room and had strangely gone silent. And it was at that point Basial decided it was time to go. It was all fine and dandy that they tortured him; it was quite another that they’d gone after the Sword.
Grabbing the chain, Basial pulled himself to his feet with a groan. He already knew there was no guard. They hadn’t had to post one since he was confined in a metal box within a dungeon of some sort.
“Come on, talk to me,” he pleaded to the Sword. His bare feet were covered in his blood and urine. He didn’t dare think about what he smelled like. Tenderly, he tested his ribs, wincing at the soreness.
At least they mended them after each beating. Dark spots danced in his vision as he studied the box. One door, no peephole. No windows. The Sword showed him the outside of the cell but wasn’t able to get him the eyes of the torturers who came to him, nor the servants who brought him food and water.
Speaking of water, he licked his lips. He split his lip and sucked the blood into his mouth. He needed to get out. Hearing the creaking of the door, Basial collapsed back onto the floor. Past experiences had taught him it was unwise to stand when someone entered.
This time, it was a servant. A young boy carrying a bucket with a ladle. He stared straight ahead with milk-white eyes.
“Hurry it up!” someone called from outside the cell. It was now or never. As the boy brought the ladle to his lips, Basial reached out, knocking the boy hard to the floor. The guard rushed in. He wrapped the chain around the guard’s throat.
“Talk to me, Taltos!” he screamed to the Sword in his mind. A weak reply gave him hope.
Grab the boy. He knows the way. 
From that point on, he acted on pure instinct. After snapping the guard’s neck, Basial removed the shackles on his wrists.
“Name?” Basial asked the Sword. Turning to the boy, he said, “Antonie, show me the way out,” he ordered gently, pulling the lad to his feet. Exiting the metal box, he found that he was indeed in a dungeon of some sort. Basial picked up the Sword and pulled Antonie by the arm, and they left through the only door.
Now Basial could get a look at his partner. He appeared to be about ten years old, with curly brown hair. Freckles covered his face, and he was too light to be of a healthy weight. His clothes were oversized, and he constantly tripped over his own feet.
They came to a cross section of the hallway. Stopping at the corner, he peeked around the edge. Nothing. Leaning out, he looked down the opposite hall. Antonie tugged, the boy twisting out of his grasp, and went down the left hallway. Basial tried to consult the Sword again, but nothing came.
Oh well. If he got caught, then the most he could do was gain another beating. But he would make it outside, he hoped.
Following the boy, Basial gained an understanding as they ascended a stairwell. Namber was a relatively new kingdom. Perhaps a hundred years old at best, the territory before belonged to the Soits. The stonework reminded him of a mix between elven and dwarven races. Not human. Frowning, he thought maybe they hadn’t brought them to Namber at all. He could still be in Jione, in an abandoned elven complex. At the top of the stairs, he could hear voices. He grabbed a hold of the boy’s tunic, yanking him back into the dimly lit hall.
He listened closely to the noises in the galley. The sounds of plates being scraped, muffled voices, and the scraping of benches on the floor.
“We can’t go this way,” Basial hissed at the boy, pulling him the way they had come. He looked down as the boy looked up. A smile spread across his childish face. Basial took a step back, noticing the eyes were now a deep blue. The warning from the Sword came too late as a fist collided with the back of his head.
The blow was so hard, he bounced off the wall.
Drop! the Sword screamed. 
Obeying, he stooped. It was long enough for his vision to clear, and he landed two blows before falling backward over Antonie.
“Has the generous prince grown tired of our hospitality?”
Groaning, Basial rolled to his feet as the doorway behind him filled with Namber soldiers. One man pulled the boy back.
“Prince Zoel,” he replied with a nod of his head. “Had I known you were my host, I would have come to greet you sooner.”
Not good. No good! The son of King Vyrn regarded him from a military stance. He was dressed in loose pants tucked into riding boots. His shirt was casual linen, and his vest was plain. It looked as though he had just come back from riding.
With a smirk, he looked down at the Sword, then back up. “Would you care to bathe, Your Highness? I know of this particularly lovely spot. A cove. The mermaids are quite lovely.”
“Drowning me with the beauties of the sea? I’m not sure Mer-King would approve of Rigdon blood spilling in his ocean.”
“Oh, I know of your ability to speak with the merfolk and unearthers. These particular ladies are quite hungry. I don’t think they’ll be inclined for polite conversation.”
A starving mermaid could not be reasoned with. What now? A suggestion from the Sword informed him of his duty to report the offense to the underwater ruler.
“Not now, and why are you suddenly so talkative?”
“Forgive my rudeness, but I must decline,” Basial said, widening his stance. Squaring his shoulders. The path through the galley was blocked by the soldiers and Antonie. No one stood behind Prince Zoel. He must have come from somewhere.
I need to get outside. Zoel drew his knife. It was a sad weapon against the sword in Basial’s hands, but Zoel was an alchemist. That metal could be something more. Basial smiled. He felt no enchanted weapons behind him.
Spinning, he grabbed Antonie, launching him into Zoel, who threw his hands in the air to avoid stabbing the child. Basial cut down two before he heard Zoel holler for the safety of Antonie. Chaos ensued around him. Hands grabbed hold of him but slid from the sweat and freshly opened wounds. He removed a few more hands, heads, and limbs while seeing his path to the outside world.
A woman entered through a door and screamed when she laid eyes on him. Basial saw darkness beyond, but the smell of orange blossoms was freedom to him. The moment he entered the grove, he drew on the magic of the Earth, healing his body and gaining stamina.
A rotting fence had just come into view when hot searing pain hit his leg. Falling with a grunt, he rolled to his feet to face his pursuers. Zoel came to a stop a few yards from him with a small band of guards. He lowered his bow.
Reckless, the Sword whispered. Now that they were outside, they felt its presence and found comfort. Taltos Rigdon stood beside him in a hazy form with arms crossed.
“Call the Mirror,” Basial requested of the Sword.
I cannot. Cocking his head to one side, he added, There are riders coming.
Sucking in air, Basial pushed to his feet. The alchemist arrow had gone clean through his calf and buried itself into the fence post.
“How close?” he asked.
Eight or ten minutes away. I sense a dragon.
“Looks like I’ll have to keep them busy, then.”
Taltos smiled before vanishing into the Sword.
Basial got a look at the dimly lit elven shack. The grounds were unkempt, and the structure covering the underground entrance appeared to be abandoned. He was in Plains Elves territory. He couldn’t smell the sea, but the salty tang in the air was more than enough.
“I think we may have gotten off on the wrong foot,” Basial said, rolling his wrists. He watched as Zoel handed over his bow in favor of a sword. “When Aster killed your brother, we never thought you or Vyrn wanted revenge.”
Zoel stepped away from the group, raising his hand in warning for them to stay back.
“Revenge? No. My original acted on his own. He was trying to get the Crystal.”
“We don’t have it.”
Zoel rolled his shoulders and neck. Basial could hear the cracking of joints. They now stood yards apart. Taking a fighting stance, he could feel his energy waning. Basial had the better reach and height over the human. But his opponent was hardier than he looked.
“I’ve wanted to take you for some time,” Zoel said, leveling his sword at Basial. “No matter what I’ve done, I couldn’t bring myself to damage that pretty face of yours.”
Basial gave him a knowing smile. “In love with my sister, are you? Better pull a number, because you are one of many.”
Amabel is safe, the Sword whispered to him.
Zoel lunged, far faster than any human Basial had ever fought. He parried blow after blow, unable to gain ground against the human prince. Stepping on a rock, Basial fell backward with a grunt, and the air rushed from his lungs. He brought up his Sword to block the next blow.
Take the hit.
As instructed, Basial corrected, taking the blade through his shoulder, and dealt the prince the same damage.
“Fucking bastard!” Zoel raged, pulling the sword out. Switching hands, the prince held it over his head, ready to drive the blade through his skull. Basial’s vision blurred as he watched the other hesitate.
“Basial!” He heard his name.
It was Aster, thank the gods . . .
Aurelia Lodge, Lensavine
Morgan stared in horror as the west wing collapsed. Her nightgown was covered in soot and the hem singed. She could feel the heat of the flames from where she stood with the others.
“I want a count!” she screamed, turning to the mass of servants and Amabel’s ladies. Princess Pearl was slumped over with an uncontrollable cough. Morgan went to her, placing a hand on her back. Sending a wave of magic until Pearl breathed easier.
“My lady,” the steward approached. “Everyone is accounted for.”
Morgan sighed in relief, placing a hand on her chest.
Good, she thought. Holding the Mirror that Amabel had shoved at her before ordering her to wake the others, Morgan turned her back to the burning lodge to find her mistress.
Amabel wasn’t there.
Panic rose anew. She called for the princess. Others alerted to her calls also began looking and calling.
“Call the palace!” Morgan cried, grabbing the steward’s arm, tears burning her dry eyes.
“Morgan!”
“Prince Markus? Over here!” The prince appeared with Kevyn Belton and Tage Gurris. Other knights followed.
“Where is she?”
“I don’t know!”
He grasped the gold earring, gazing into the engulfed building. His eyes glowed as magic gathered. In moments, he was gone. She stared at the empty spot.
“Morgan,” Tage said, drawing her attention away. “Is everyone accounted for?”
She nodded dumbly. She felt hands grip her arm and looked to see Pearl. Knights began appearing on the field with physicians and healers.
“Can you tell me what happened?”
“No. Amabel woke me and ordered me to gather the staff. The halls were already filled with smoke.”
“Did she not come out with you?”
“No,” she cried.
“All right, it’s okay.”

      [image: ]Amabel’s necklace was a wedding gift from Markus’s mother. His earring came from the same stock. Markus teleported to the other half. In hindsight, he probably should have remembered the fire. Dropping to a knee, he clenched his teeth, calling for a shield to push back the smoke and heat. Amabel lay at his feet, curled into a ball. A ceiling beam blocked the door to her escape.
“Amabel?” Markus rolled her over. “Gods!” She was covered in soot, clutching a book. “Only my wife would die saving a book,” he muttered, picking her up.
Her breath came out shallow and labored. Alarmed, Markus gathered his magic and teleported to the front grounds. He wasn’t a healer, so he laid Amabel before Morgan, the book still clutched to her chest. He watched and waited as Morgan got Amabel to cough. All the while, Markus fought to stay back and out of the way. Pearl came up to him.
“Markus? Can you take me home?” His cousin was less than half his height, because of her full human blood.
“Yes,” he said, taking hold of her hand. She smelled of smoke, her black hair covered in ashes. He turned to Morgan. “I will see that her room is prepared and will be back in a moment.”
“Yes, Your Highness.”
After delivering Pearl to his aunt, Markus returned to the lodge and found Amabel bundled. Stubbornness bowed to something quieter, something heavier. He gathered her into his arms, holding her close, and didn’t let go until she was safely in bed.
Jasden Palace, Lensavine
“I said no,” Markus muttered, as they waited for the next courtier to approach the throne. His father was insisting he take his husbandry duties seriously.
“You haven’t destroyed her rooms yet.” King Lindre explained in a matter-of-fact voice. “And I hear you’ve been keeping tabs on her recovery.”
“Because her family will gut me if I let her die.”
The conversation was thankfully interrupted by the next lord. While it was true Markus allowed Amabel to heal in the rooms that connected to his, he slept elsewhere. And he knew as soon as she woke, she would leave.
Their deal would be upheld. Neither would be in the other’s presence. And no one, other than Amabel’s ladies, knew he visited her bedside often. Which was where he found himself after court. Markus sat in the chair, reading the book of letters to whom he assumed was her former lover. Neither mentioned the other’s name, likely to ensure the lad wouldn’t get in trouble if the correspondence were discovered. He was surprised to find the letters he had written to her were also tucked into the book.
Morgan walked in and froze. Her gaze landed on the book, then moved back up to him.
“That is private, Your Highness,” she said with a curtsy.
He liked Morgan for her frankness. The female dragonlord also held an intuition most women in his country lacked. Although he could also be frank, he held an air of unconcern, and their mutual race gave her the courage to speak to him.
“I was merely curious why she would run into a burning building for a book. I know why now.” He couldn’t keep the twinge of jealousy from creeping into his words. And guilt. But he didn’t think leaving for Khine would have altered their circumstances much. This forced marriage over a fake war would have seen them both at the altar just so Namber could sink their claws into Prince Basial.
Morgan stepped up to the bed, placing a hand on Amabel’s forehead. Markus pretended to read the book while he waited for his wife to open her eyes. When Morgan stepped away, he swallowed. Amabel slept on. A part of him hoped she was faking it. But he knew it wasn’t true. The mere sight of him holding her most treasured possession would have had her in a fit.
“Lady Maybel and Prince Hazel have entered the city. You might want to make yourself scarce.”
Snapping the book closed, Markus stood. “Quite right. Thank you, Morgan.” He replaced the book in the drawer next to the bed, giving Morgan a bow. Stealing one last glance at Amabel, he left her rooms.
Aster was waiting for him. He hadn’t seen his friend in a while, and the man looked tired.
“I didn’t think you were visiting her,” Aster said, plopping on the couch in the common room connecting his apartments to Amabel’s.
“Morgan wanted to fill me in on her condition,” he lied. Markus had never understood Aster’s relationship with his sister. Why didn’t the half giant hate him for the way he treated Amabel? Furthermore, why didn’t her family fight harder to get her back to Isel if the marriage was a failure?
“My parents will be here soon,” he said, rubbing his face with both hands.
Markus nodded and ended up in front of his liquor cabinet. “Morgan told me. Would you care for a drink?”
“Please.”
“How is Basial?” Markus asked as he poured them each a drink of hard liquor.
“Asleep. He likely won’t wake until after Amabel.”
“I won’t pretend to understand you.”
Aster cracked a wan smile before downing the glass. “It’s a unique trait very few witches have. To keep it short, Amabel and Basial are bonded in a way even some of our elders don’t understand.”
Markus sat across from him after refilling their glasses. They sipped in silence, each lost in their own thoughts.
It felt like it had been weeks since Basial had disappeared from the elven lands, yet he had only been missing a few days. And it was the first time he had seen Amabel since she’d banished him from the hunting lodge. Aster had come to him asking for help when Amabel could no longer sense her cousin’s presence. They had spoken through the communication mirror, and thoughts he had buried crashed their way to the surface of his mind.
“Did Namber finally get what they wanted?” Markus asked, sipping.
“I don’t know. From what you told me about the machine Namber has and what Bel told me, I don’t think so. But then, alchemy differs from any other form of magic. They could have teleported him to the capital before returning him.”
“Or they didn’t want to be caught with an Isel prince in their country and planned on waiting before taking him,” Markus supplied. He slouched down, propping his feet on the table before him.
Aster nodded. “We will have to wait for Basial to wake up.” He let out a chuckle, devoid of humor. “You know, if you and Bel weren’t married, this would be an act of war. As it stands, Lindre would be forced to act.”
Markus grimaced as he finished his drink. Lensavine got what it wanted. A union with the Isel witches. Again, he thought of apologizing to Amabel, but he pushed it aside. It wouldn’t do any good, or maybe it would last a day or two before they had another argument.
No, he didn’t want to fight anymore. A knock on the door interrupted them. “Come in.”
Palen entered to announce Amabel’s parents.
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Astelle, Jione
Basial didn’t need to see who was pressing the cloth to his head, but he opened his eyes anyway. Just to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. His mother and Bel were there. He felt chilled in the late summer heat. 
“Hello, sweetie,” Isabel said with a gentle smile.
“Don’t call me that, Mom.” He chuckled. His throat was raw and burned.
“You’ll always be my baby,” she cried with a smile, cupping his face, placing a kiss on his forehead. “Welcome back, my son.”
The door flew open, and his father was at his side. Amabel squeezed his hand before leaving him with his parents.
When the tears dried, he explained what had happened, with his abduction being a shadowy haze and what little information he could gather from the Namber princes.
“The whole family are enchanters?” Isabel asked.
“Yes, and Zoel is also falling into insanity like his father.”
“I will inform Birk,” Alder said, giving his hand a squeeze. His father was a hard man and rarely smiled. The quirk gave him a reputation of appearing cold and distant. Basial knew better and attempted to soften the blow by smiling more. Alder cared, he just didn’t show it by using facial features.
“Where am I?” he asked, taking in his surroundings for the first time.
“In Astelle,” Alder answered, pressing his lips together before speaking again. “We didn’t suffer casualties when we retrieved you.”
Groaning, he pressed a hand to his face. “Did I start a war by almost killing him?”
“No. They almost started the war by abducting you. Keep in mind that Bel’s marriage is the reason no one has drawn weapons.”
“What aren’t you telling me?”
“Markus is the one who negotiated your release.”
He stopped breathing, and for a moment he was sure his heart ceased to beat as well.
That righteous prig! I thought I cut the connection before he could trace it. He slammed his fist onto the bed.
“And I suppose I should thank him,” he grumbled. Neither answered him. “How is Bel?”
“She is well. Still limping, but her lungs have cleared.”
“Good.” 
They were silent as he thought about what to say next. Isabel brushed the hair from his eyes. 
Swallowing, Basial said, “I tried to use the Sword to contact you. I felt you all looking for me.”
“Bel also couldn’t use the Mirror to find you,” Isabel said. “Birk tried as well.”
“They were using alchemy and some sort of shield to block my magic. It felt like, I don’t know, a room built out of sealing cuffs?” He remembered the metal box he awoke in.
“We can reflect on that later. For now, you have visitors.”
He smiled when Habil and Kalmia entered. Kalmia surprised him. Not only was she taller than when he had last laid eyes on her, but she stood tall and no longer looked pale. Habil bubbled with energy and tears, accused him of missing her name day, on purpose, and said he had some making up to do. They all laughed.
*
The following morning, Basial stretched, then chose his weapon. As soon as he woke, he needed something to do. He hadn’t slept since arriving in the giants’ capital of Jione, and already the old demons were stirring. No matter how hard he tried to distract himself—visions of the war, the moment Aster lost the use of his arm—they always returned. So did the creeping sense of being watched. He couldn’t shake it, and he still hadn’t decided if solitude or company made it worse.
To add to that, Bel could no longer calm his mind. Whenever she tried, the room where he was held captive came back. Each time he felt himself teleported there, his wrists would burn and the Sword would push Bel out. They sought an answer another way.
Today it was sparring.
Amabel sat on the bench, her feet still bandaged. The cause of the fire had yet to be determined, and she felt more than angry at the whole situation. While he hadn’t yet laid eyes on Prince Markus, he had heard of the verbal fight between him and Bel. King Lindre was pressuring Bel to return to Lensavine. After Markus delivered his father’s message, Bel told him off.
Aster shook his head when he told Basial of the encounter. Neither wanted her there anyway, but Markus didn’t appreciate being yelled at when he was only the messenger. That thought ran through his mind as he faced Habil. She was a decent fighter, small and sneaky as hell. She would keep him busy.
Habil went through her paces, then attacked.
Basial came away from his sparring with a limp and confused expressions from Habil and Bel. He slouched in the tub with eyes closed as he took in the sounds from those around him. The bath houses in Jione were the best in the world. He knew when he exited, his soreness would fade. But none of the herbs, mineral water, nor the swirling tattoos would help with the flashes of horror that filled his thoughts.
He forced the image of a black wall, as was his usual method of meditation, but images of blood dripping into a pool shook him. Basial clenched his teeth and draped his arms over the side of the tub.
“What the seven hells is wrong with me?” he muttered.
“That is the question, isn’t it?” Amabel said.
He opened his eyes to Bel and Habil standing before him. They wore bathing robes, and each held a basket of toiletries.
Habil’s expression showed she was worried, and it wrenched his heart that she had to see him in this state. He couldn’t promise her he would be fine like Aster. He wasn’t prone to lying.
“Are we interrupting, or would you like some company?”
Basial waved an arm, inviting them to the tubs next to his. A pair of giants went about filling them, adding milk and scented oils to each. A mellow sweet-spice for Bel and a cinnamon-nut to Habil’s. They watched the servants in silence until the tubs were ready. Basial closed his eyes when their robes were taken and they were assisted into the steaming water.
“How are your feet?” Basial asked his twin.
“Healing.”
“They look better too,” Habil piped in. Basial could feel her awkwardness.
“I’m glad to hear,” he replied lamely.
“Basial?” Habil asked from his right. He turned his head toward her. “What’s happening to the Sword?”
I wish I knew, he thought. “I don’t know yet.”
“I know this is something neither of you want to hear, but maybe you should talk to Prince Markus, or at least Aster,” Habil added quickly when he and Bel snapped their gazes in her direction.
Bel pressed her lips into a thin line, and he knew before she said anything that she agreed with Habil’s reasoning. “I hate to admit it, but I agree with her. Aster is the diplomat. Ask him first.”
Basial sucked in a breath and sank lower into the tub. Only his eyes stayed above the water. He still had not apologized to Aster for being responsible for his oldest sibling’s injury that had forced him from his post as commander. Nor had he explained his reasoning for proper care concerning his mental instability. Aster blamed himself for the encounter. One that left the original Prince Zoel dead and caused Basial’s quick decline. But how could Basial put into words what the Sword had taught him?
After all, he hadn’t been actively involved in the fighting. So how could he explain the phantom injuries, the mounting waves of terror, or the nightmares he took from his fellow countrymen? They needed to focus on defending Isel and Emeraude from invasion, not relive the horrors of war. Basial was the only one who could lift the burden from the armies.
And I was just getting the hang of healing everyone when I was . . .
“Don’t drown yourself, Basial.” Amabel’s voice brought him back.
Realizing where his thoughts were headed, he dunked under the surface.
I need to fix this.
Slowly, he surfaced, running his hands down his face, then through his short hair. Servants approached with a light meal, placing a tray beside each tub. The three of them dug in.
“I will speak with Aster tonight,” Basial promised. 
Habil gave a sigh of relief, but when Basial turned to Amabel, she frowned. He nodded to her. Bel couldn’t help him with this. Not when his connection to the Sword was severed, as it was.
“The only thing I can think of,” Amabel said when the servant left, “is Namber used alchemy on the Sword.”
“Do you think you can smuggle some books on alchemy to me?” Basial asked. He would be returning to the Elven Territories by the end of the week.
“I can try.”
“I’ll help!” Habil said, gripping the side of the tub. “I met a witch from Soit, and she said alchemy books are all over the place in northern Lensavine. And she said once you know the basics, then anything is possible.”
“You’re such a social butterfly, Habby,” Amabel said with a playful smile. “Fine. I’ll leave the books up to you. I have a feeling I’ll be busy rolling my eyes in Nolvenchaste.”
“Don’t call me that!”  Habil laughed. 
Basial smiled. He missed his family. But if he listened to his premonitions, he knew it would be some time before he would be with them.
“Princess Amabel?” 
All three looked up.
“Hello, Morgan,” Amabel said with a sigh. “Basial, this is Morgan Krosey. Morgan, this is my cousin Basial.”
Morgan curtsied. “Your Highness.” After Basial bobbed his head, she turned back to Amabel. “Queen Alyssa wishes to have a word with you.”
Basial bristled. The hairs on his neck and arms stood tall. Queen Alyssa was pushing Amabel toward a fate she didn’t want. The paths opened in his mind, snaking in so many directions, no outcome presented itself. Taking a deep breath, Basial let the magic go.
Without hesitating, Amabel nodded.
“Do you need assistance?”
“No, Morgan. I’ll meet you in my chambers.”
The dragonlord curtsied and left the bathhouse. This time it was Amabel who slipped beneath the water’s surface. Basial exchanged looks with Habil.
“Prince Markus stays at the embassy with Aster or a brothel, as far as I can tell.” Habil divulged the information as though she were a secretary. His family learned a long time ago to never ask where Habil got her information, but Basial suspected she was adept at spying.
Amabel surfaced and waved for a servant. She downed her wine and grabbed a sandwich from the tray. “I will see you at supper if I’m not placed under house arrest or something.” And she was off.
“I heard Bel tell Aster that she can’t see anything after two years of marriage to Markus.”
“What?” Basial whipped his head to look at Habil. The secret looked as though it had been eating away at her for some time. He felt lightheaded and forced air back into his lungs. Glancing again at his twin’s retreating form, he reached out.
Too many threads spread before him. Again, anything that might happen to Bel would be a decision she would have to make.
But one thing was certain. He did not see death in her future. He said as much to Habil, who let out a choked laugh.
“Thank the gods! Thank you, Basial.”
He could only nod. He didn’t want to alarm her, but there were worse things than death.

      [image: ]Basial found Aster in the private gardens. Dusk was settling in, and the symphony of crickets and frogs added to the calming atmosphere. He sat in the prairie’s shade trees with his uncle, Darius, and Prince Markus. Attempting to put on an air of indifference, Basial approached the small group.
The new title of ambassador suited Aster, and in Basial’s mind, everything was falling into place for his eldest sibling. Keeping his eyes on the blond prince who tormented his twin, Basial shuffled into the clearing. The polite conversation ended when Markus felt his presence. Basial could make out gooseflesh on Markus’s neck.
Good, he thought, fighting a smirk of triumph. Stuffing his hands in his pockets, he took residence next to Darius on the stone bench.
“Good day, Your Highness,” Darius greeted with a friendly smile. Darius Annegrove was a witch living past his time. He should have died months ago from the cancer invading his stomach, and his drooping, pointed ears and dark skin told Basial he was weeks away from the Netherworld Gate.
Plastering on a smile, he said, “Good day, Uncle Aster.” His gaze drifted over to Markus. “Your Highness,” Basial said, giving a nod to the prince.
“Prince Basial,” Markus replied, stiffening. Markus crossed his ankles.
“Basial.” Aster’s warning voice brought him back to the present. He had been staring into Markus’s blue-diamond-colored eyes, wondering why Amabel was drawn to them.
“Apologies. I wasn’t going to start anything,” Basial replied, not breaking contact.
Markus’s brows drew down. “Then what exactly are you thinking about?”
“Aster was right. They wanted the Sword. When they got me to the compound, we were separated. I’m not sure what their methods were, but I’ve been unable to communicate regularly with him. Habil suggested I speak with the two of you.”
“The Sword and Mirror are similar,” Aster explained. Markus was apparently not aware of the tools available to the Rigdons. Although Basial and Bel had assisted Markus some time ago, before their marriage.
Markus visibly relaxed. “May I see it? Your Sword.”
“I don’t have it on me, but I can show it to you tonight.”
Markus nodded.
“What did Bel want you to ask me?” Aster said.
“Habil is going to bring you some books on alchemy. Can you be sure to send them to me?”
“I can.”
“Alchemy, I’m told, is a mixture of wizardry and science,” Darius offered. 
Again, Markus nodded his agreement.
“If you’re allowed, talk to Kevyn. He’s dabbled his toes into alchemy a time or two. Herod Ayoers has as well.”
“I know Herod. Bel has spoken of him before.” His words seemed to have touched a nerve with Markus. His brows drew down and lips pressed together. Basial watched in amazement as Markus tried to relax his shoulders.
“Herod is known to be a bit of a rake,” Darius said.
“He’s not Bel’s type,” Aster said, more to Markus than anyone else.
Basial’s eyes never left the prince. If Markus was attracted to his twin, then why in the seven hells did he treat her as a servant?
“Basial,” Aster called. “You’re staring.”
“Apologies. I was chasing a thought.” He mumbled the reply. The air was getting suddenly heavy in the silence that followed. Nothing was being gained, and he was tiring of Darius’s amused smirk. “Well,” Basial said, standing, hands still in his pockets, “I suppose I should find something to do.”
“Before you go, may I have a divination?” Darius asked. 
Basial gave a reluctant nod. Darius held out a shaking hand. Basial took it in both of his.
“How long?” Basial asked. 
His uncle nodded. 
“Do you want them to know?” 
Another nod. 
Already sensing his end, Basial sought a definitive date. His magic differed from most others. Even Bel’s ability deviated a trifle. But with his grandmother and mother also being seers, he had learned at a faster pace. Touching his uncle’s life force, he saw only one thread.
“Three weeks and two days.” He let go of Darius’s hand. He never understood why anyone would want to know their end.
“I will endeavor to enjoy my remaining days.”
Basial bowed low, then bid his farewells to Aster and Markus, carefully locking away his emotions, should they wake Taltos. If Taltos would wake.
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Markus chose not to dine in Astelle. Instead, he went home to prepare for his private meeting with Basial. And it took everything in his power not to pour a glass of strong wine. Thankfully, it was week’s end, and he wouldn’t have to deal with the courts for another day. He wasn’t sure if he could deal with his father or courtiers and Basial. Sitting at his desk, he noticed the packet from Tage. His secretary was meticulous, and despite him having a crush on his wife, he was focused.
Wife. Why did he continue thinking of her as his other half? Dropping the papers on the desk, he went to the cabinet, deciding to pour himself a drink anyway.
Amabel had made it very clear with the declaration to stay away from her. Her job was done, after all. She got him on track with his duties; he gave Derek his reports on current affairs, both his and Lindre’s. Two more years and he could return to Khine. And when his father passed, his mother would rejoin their clan.
And he could divorce Amabel. Smiling, he poured himself another glass and gave a silent salute.
He turned, hearing the door open. Queen Alyssa entered without her usual escort. Frowning, he finished the glass and poured a third.
“I thought for sure Amabel convinced you to stop drinking so early in the day.” His mother stopped at the desk, hands clasped before her, wearing the Whitlock colors with silver trim. Today she sported an ostrich feather in her hair. “If it weren’t for your sacrifices, Jatare would still be in the midst of war. Isn’t it time you thanked her?”
Markus regarded his glass before speaking. He had to be careful not to let their plan be known. “I am thanking her. I’m not in Jione, and she is not here.”
“Look at me, Markus.” There was an undertone of a threat, and he felt her magic seep out. He did so, and what he saw was not comforting. “The spectacle in front of Geant Kor and the elven king was unbefitting. You embarrassed this family.”
“I did not instigate that fight. And it was not my intention to have one so openly.”
“Don’t play coy! This little lover’s spat with Amabel—”
“We’re not lovers!” This was where he would draw the line. Alyssa’s shock was clear. He never raised his voice. To anyone, especially his mother. In a quieter tone, he continued, “We are never in the same room alone. Our marriage was never consummated.”
“What are you saying? That you never once touched her? Why did you rescue her, then?”
“For the sake of keeping my friend from war,” he replied, turning back to his glass. “And it’s not for romantic reasons, if that’s what you’re thinking. My duty as Amabel’s husband is to make sure no harm comes to her. That is all.”
“I see.” 
He turned back to face his mother. 
“And what of your duty to produce offspring?”
“That’s what Derek is for.” 
If Alyssa was shocked at his yelling, then it didn’t compare to the hurt in her eyes now. Sad as it was, he still couldn’t bring himself to think of Amabel in that way. She turned and left his office.
At least now she knows the truth, he thought, bringing the bottle to his lips.

      [image: ]“Well?” Basial asked him.
Markus clenched his teeth in irritation, wishing he had finished the entire bottle of wine earlier. It was bad enough that Basial had some secret vendetta against him, but it was worse that his Sword burned his hands, and the prince stood over his shoulders as Markus tried to study the magical item.
“I don’t sense or see any enchantment on it.” Markus set the Sword back down on the cloth. He frowned at the weapon. Folding his arms, he thought as Basial paced behind. “I want to call Kevyn. I know he told me alchemy does not show itself as other magic.”
“Why can’t you call him?”
“He’s at the shields right now and won’t be off until morning.”
Basial scoffed at him. The Isel prince had an unusual ability, and Markus had questions. But he didn’t want to appear rude or needy. And he didn’t want to owe any favors. To him or Amabel.
“They’re going to put me back in hiding,” Basial choked. “And this time, I’m sure they’ll lock me up.”
Markus turned in time to see Basial doubled over, crouched in the middle of the floor. Fingers threaded through his hair as he cradled his head. It was a disturbing sight. The elven lands were not meant for anyone other than elves and other magical beings. The hum of raw magic usually drove humans insane if they stayed too long. But he thought it wouldn’t bother the Isels, as their mixed heritage was of giants and elves.
“Does the magic bother you?” he asked. The look Basial directed to him was not what he would call friendly.
“That’s not it.” Basial redirected his gaze to the floor.
Markus relaxed. “Forgive my curious nature,” he said, unable to keep from voicing his irritation. “What about the elven lands is so horrible?”
“It’s not the magic. I’m not as sensitive as Bel. It’s that I’m separated from them.”
His family? The hard spot within him melted. He understood the separation from family. And it angered him. He had been so close to freedom. So close to being reunited with his clan.
“I will try to get Kevyn here in the morning.”
Basial nodded, standing. “Thank you.” Then he left, leaving Markus staring after him in dismay.
Markus looked back to the Sword. It was an enchanted weapon. He was familiar with it from Basial’s visits. But now it felt different. A light knock at the open door interrupted his thoughts.
“Your Majesty,” Palen said. Markus swallowed and nodded for his manservant to continue. “Sir Belton is here to collect you.” 
Holding back a groan, Markus placed a shield over the Sword and left with Palen.
Belton collected them all. After greeting his mother and giving Morgan a nod, he signaled for Belton to begin the teleport.
“Wait, Master Belton,” Queen Alyssa called. “The princess will be accompanying us.”
“Why can’t she stay here?” Markus asked, alarmed.
“You know why,” she replied with an edge to her voice.
Actually, he didn’t. This was the best place for her to heal, and he was enjoying his bed in the evenings. With her living in the rooms, it gave the illusion Markus was okay being in proximity to Amabel. And he did not want the masses to know he agreed with the arrangements.
Aster escorted Amabel, her parents following behind. Markus swallowed around a dry throat. She wore a deep-green scrying robe with brown stays. Her mother wore a similar dress, although hers was blue.
There was no way they would teleport the ladies to the palace, as they were underdressed. Or so he thought.
“Apologies for our tardiness.” Lady Maybel spoke with a wide smile.
Alyssa smiled at the trio. Markus frowned at Aster.
“Am I missing something?” Markus asked.
“Word has come from King Barnabe. He wishes to speak with everyone regarding the abduction of Prince Basial,” Aster supplied.
“Yes, isn’t it grand?” Alyssa bubbled.
“We’re hosting? Why not have it here instead?”
“Can we please get this over with?” Amabel asked. “It takes time to dress, and the council is to convene in three hours.”
Aster rolled his eyes to the ceiling in typical Rigdon fashion as silence descended over the group. Alyssa maintained her smile, determined not to let Amabel’s demeanor ruin her hosting.
“Very well, Belton. Let’s go,” Markus said.
“No, Belton is here to take Prince Aster and myself to Jasden Palace. You will take Lady Maybel and Princess Amabel to your rooms to change.”
“Beg your pardon?” Amabel squeaked. Maybel held on to her daughter.
“You need to stop this,” Markus said to his mother telepathically, struggling to keep his voice level. His jaw ached from clenching it, and his fists had gone numb.
“You are being childish, Markus. This has to stop.”
“You don’t get it, do you? We do not like each other.”
“But you do like her.”
Belton cleared his throat.
“Go now. And I expect you to be presentable within the hour,” Alyssa said aloud. 
Unclenching his fists, Markus thrust his hand out toward the ladies. 
“Behave yourself, Markus.” Her voice came out low and threatening.
“I’d rather rot,” Amabel said, folding her arms and looking elsewhere. Maybel accepted his hand as her other arm wound around her daughter’s waist and pulled her forward.
Without looking at anyone, Markus teleported them to the common room. Once there, Amabel stepped away from them. His chest heaved at the injustice of being forced to bring her into his sanctuary.
“You can scream at each other now,” Maybel said.
“Get dressed and get out,” he ground out.
“It takes you five minutes to change, so after you,” she said with a mock bow.
They went on for about five minutes before Maybel stepped between them. With a clap of her hands, a sea of women entered to take Amabel to her set of rooms. Maybel stayed as Markus paced, Palen waiting patiently by the door to his side of the room.
“I am not your mother, Markus, so I don’t claim to know what she’s thinking most of the time.”
“She has it in her head that magically we’re a perfect pair,” he said as he continued to pace. Willing his heart to slow.
“You have a little over four years left before you can divorce. The least the two of you can do is be civil in front of the other royals.”
Markus scoffed as he sat on the couch. “I doubt that entirely.”
“And yet you managed it during the war.”
He looked up to find she had not moved, but her arms were crossed. Sensing a dangerous game, he leaned back, draping his arms over the back of the couch. He did not know what magic she possessed, and he didn’t care to find out. “That was out of desperation. She blames me for not leaving fast enough.”
And I stalled in hopes we would be forced to marry. And I apologized to her, and what did I get? Banished from my own lodge that’s now a pile of ash.
“Dragondung. By now you both know this had nothing to do with either of you and everything to do with Basial. Stop blaming each other and get on with your lives.”
And then he realized the reason her family wasn’t pushing as hard as his parents. They knew this would end up with Amabel back in Isel. Lensavine and Isel were two distinct entities. Lensavine, where women weren’t granted power, and Isel, where the last three rulers were women.
Markus inclined his head toward Maybel. She curtsied and left for Amabel’s rooms. Palen let him sit there in silence for a few minutes as he attempted to reevaluate the problem with his family. His father wanted an immortal heir and was seemingly ecstatic that Amabel now lived within Nolvenchaste. His mother viewed them as a perfect match, despite the constant arguing. That didn’t mean Markus had to interact with his wife.
Palen drew his attention to the matter of the council session as an idea formed. Markus was accustomed to using his private sitting room for guests, not the common room that adjoined each of their private suites. And Amabel had her own washroom. Why not seal the doors between them?
“Palen,” Markus said with a smile as his manservant dusted his coat.
“Yes, Your Highness?”
“Have the common room sealed, and order doors to the hall to be placed for mine and Amabel’s sitting rooms. I want them done by the end of the day tomorrow. Pay the dwarves double for the rush.”
“I will see that it is done.”
After dressing, Markus left to escort the ladies to the council chambers. Maybel announced that Amabel had refused to attend, citing she could watch from her mirror.
Markus did plan on informing Amabel of his plans, but if she was going to sequester herself in her suite, then all the better.
When his lodge burned and after he ensured the safety of Amabel, Pearl, and the rest of the staff, he had already sent Aster with some knights and the grandmaster of knights to rescue Basial. Markus had requested an audience with the newly crowned King Barnabe about the prince’s release before his father was aware of the events.
He held an idea of his father’s deal with the Namber royal family, but not enough evidence to oust him as a traitor. So he wanted to take care of this situation before the word war could be thrown around. And Markus was less diplomatic and more threatening.
After delivering Lady Maybel to her husband and greeting the other monarchs in attendance, he took his place beside his father. Markus ignored the pointed looks as everyone sat.
“I would first like to extend my apologies, Your Majesties,” King Barnabe stated, nodding to Markus first, then Amabel’s family. “As I am sure most of you know, my father had more than one child. It was a younger brother of mine coercing my father.”
Markus did not nod. He was aware of the five brothers. Four were copies of the original, the one Aster killed while taking an injury, leaving his right arm useless.
“Vyrn is getting out of control,” the king of Soit put in. He was a bald, gangly man with a thinning white beard and hard, dark blue eyes. His clothes were wrinkled, as he had not had time to change after his arrival.
“Is Prince Basial safe?” Markus cut in before Barnabe could answer the other king.
“Prince Basial is safe from my subjects. No harm will come to him from any man of Namber.”
“Or women,” Markus added, his tone sharper than he intended.
Barnabe’s brows rose in surprise.
Markus resisted the urge to clench his jaw again. He didn’t want to openly accuse his father, nor call out Amabel’s suffering, in front of the other monarchs. But he had to be sure. “I’ve seen firsthand how dangerous subtlety can be,” he said carefully. “And I’m aware your laws give more leeway than ours.”
Barnabe met his gaze without flinching. “I assure you—no physical harm will come to the prince from any Namber subject. Man or woman.”
That was all Markus needed. He gave a curt nod and said nothing more until it was time to leave.
*
Maybel caught his arm as he tried to make a hasty retreat. He wanted to make sure the new door construction had started. She pulled him into the group between King Birk and King Barnabe.
Birk Rigdon, the current ruler of Isel and Amabel’s uncle, was tall and lean, showcasing his mixed elven and giant blood. He had dark skin, black eyes, and braids that cascaded down his back. The black-and-gold uniform suited him and his family.
“King Barnabe was just speaking about you,” Maybel said. “Your wit surprised him, I think.”
“I’m sure it did,” Markus muttered under his breath.
“I’m impressed as well,” Birk complimented with a nod.
“Just covering my ass.” While it wasn’t an appropriate comment to make in front of his peers, the Rigdons were a laid-back bunch. Birk chuckled at his remark, while Barnabe produced a nervous laugh.
“Please excuse us. I would like a moment with Markus,” Birk said to their host. 
Barnabe nodded and walked away.
“What are your thoughts on Namber and his promise?” Birk asked, all signs of humor gone.
“I feel they got what they wanted. I looked at the Sword this afternoon but couldn’t find any traces of magic. And I can sense enchantments. It felt dulled compared to my earlier encounters with it.”
“Basial says you’re going to have someone look at in the morning?”
Markus nodded. “Sir Kevyn Belton is a close friend of mine and on his way to becoming a master wizard. He’s dabbled in alchemy before. I can’t guarantee he’ll find anything.”
Birk nodded his thanks before the group went their separate ways. Markus returned to his suite and found Amabel in the hall, watching the dwarves work their magic. The door to her sitting room was being measured. His door was being cut.
“Your Highness.”
Markus kneeled down in front of the foreman. “Head Olai, my thanks to you for coming on short notice.”
Olai waved a negligent hand before smoothing his red beard. “I’ve come for gossip, Prince Markus. So it is true you do not get along with your wife?” His beady eyes sparkled with mischief, and Markus looked up to see Amabel look away.
“Has she told you as much?”
“No. She greeted us and asked what the orders were, and now she is watching.”
Smiling, Markus asked, “And what can I get for such scandalous information?”
“Nothing, Your Highness.”
“Oh, come on, Olai. This construction is coming out of my pocket. I would love to get a discount.” Lowering his voice, Markus added, “Besides, I am married to her, so I would know everything.”
Olai chewed on the thought, tugging his beard. Sweat dripped from his mop of reddish-brown hair, and Markus knew he had won. “Fine! You don’t have to pay for the rush. Now tell me!”
Smiling, he told of the encounter earlier in the afternoon and of the disagreement they had in front of the elven king. Surely Olai’s cousins in the territory could attest to it.
“It’s been an absolute delight, Olai,” Markus said, patting the dwarf on the shoulder.
The leader was bouncing from foot to foot, fighting the impatience to tell his workers of the gossip he learned from a reliable source. Smiling, Markus stood as Amabel disappeared into the common room. He decided to wait a moment for her to enter her rooms before going in himself.
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Astelle, Jione
Basial lived in a walking nightmare. And no one could tell him why, except with effort on his part and that of his family, he could overcome the daydreams. Someday wasn’t today. His saving grace was Bel leaving his care in the hands of Lette and Scilla. Both helped soldiers recover from the war shock, and they were highly successful. Still, he wished his mind was akin to Aster’s. Maybe he should have gone through the ceremony for a familiar. 
He pushed the thought away. The Sword was his familiar, but it wasn’t talking to him anymore. A knock on his door made him spin, his hand going to where a sword should be sitting. Black spots danced in his vision as his chest thumped from his heart beating. Basial sucked in several breaths before he could speak.
“Come in,” he said. Lette walked in with Kevyn Belton. He was average height for a human man, his head level with Lette’s chest.
“Apologies. I forgot you were coming.” Basial looked down at the books the knight was holding. Three volumes of what he hoped were books on alchemy. “Please come in and have a seat.”
“Thank you,” Kevyn said, his voice tight.
“I hold no ill will toward you, Sir Belton.”
“Call me Kevyn, please. And I figured as much, but the way you attacked Markus has me on edge.”
Basial chuckled at the memory as he sat on the oversized couch. Geant Kor had arranged for him to have the suite while he visited. The tan walls were heavily decorated with the heads of buffalo, deer, and giant fish. Colorful woven tapestries broke up the collections. They depicted the grassy plains of the giants and elves. The horses were the focal point. All the furniture was made of pine.
Kevyn set the books on the table and sat opposite him while Lette served tea. Kevyn still wore his gray knight’s uniform, his black hair slicked back in the latest fashion. His blue eyes followed Lette’s movements, and for the first time that morning, Basial smiled.
As with all western elves, her dark skin, gray eyes, and silver hair played havoc with the senses of humans. She blended into her surroundings without conscious effort on her part. Her silver gown didn’t help matters as her magic also made it appear as though she were floating through the air. Reappearing and disappearing during her tasks.
When everything was done and her job was complete, she stood back and all but disappeared into thin air. Each elven clan held differing natural magical abilities. Camouflage was common to all the clans. If she didn’t want to be seen, then she would not be noticeable.
“I have brought two books on wizardry and one on science,” Kevyn started, picking up a teacup and biscuit.
“Why science?”
“Because alchemy is wizardry with scientific applications.”
Basial frowned. Was it really that easy?
Kevyn must have read his thoughts. “It is a very simple concept. May I see your Sword?”
Basial signaled for Lette. She held the Sword out to him, hilt first. Kevyn winced.
“Has it always burned others?”
“No.” Basial sat forward. The Sword seemed ordinary to him, albeit with the lack of presence he was used to.
Kevyn turned the blade this way and that, looking at it from all angles before he spoke. “If alchemy was used on this, then it might be dormant.” He held out the blade. Lette took the offered blade and placed it back into the scabbard.
“Do you know what I should look for?”
“No. But you might guess what they did.” Kevyn indicated the books he brought. “It looks like you’ll be sticking around. Since it appears they got what they wanted, feel free to reach out to me.” He offered his hand. Basial took it and felt the contract form as the magic traveled up his arm.
“Thank you, but I’m a witch and won’t be able to reach out to you.”
Kevyn smiled as he sat back. “You will after reading this first book.”
“Thank you,” Basial said.
Kevyn’s eyes grew distant, and Basial guessed he was talking to someone. “You’re welcome. Please excuse me, I have a lunch date.”
Basial inclined his head as Kevyn stood, straightening his uniform. Lette held the door open for him. When it closed, she dropped the cloaking spell and leaned against the wooden planks. Still, her skin matched the wood, but he could see her.
“What do you think? Should you ask Bel to use the Mirror?” Lette asked.
He shook his head, slouching so his head rested on the back of the couch. “No. She has enough to worry about at the moment.” He thought back to the time when he had assisted Bel. Markus had been looking for answers, and in the process they discovered Namber’s machine. It was how they were making copies and why they wanted Clearpin’s crystals. And it didn’t take a genius to figure if they couldn’t get the Crystal, then the Sword was the next best thing.
Basial closed his eyes. He hated studying, but what choice did he have? It wasn’t as though he could walk up to the Namber academy and demand they fix his weapon.
Lette cupped his face. He opened his eyes to see silver globes looking back at him. A frown touched her lips.
“How can I help?”
Swallowing, he shook his head. He didn’t know what she could do to help. Only Birk and Amabel knew what it was like to be bonded to the artifacts. Perhaps, if Bel could reach beyond to the Netherworld, he could ask his grandmother.
Ask what?
Or he could suck it up and learn a new magic system.
“I’ve got this, thank you, Lette.” He tried to give his winning smile and knew he failed when she gave a smirk. “Not very convincing, am I?”
She chuckled. “No. Geant Kor has invited you to lunch. A private one, with lots of naked women.”
“I suppose I should be gracious to my host.” He gave a mock sigh and sat up.
Jasden Palace, Lensavine
Fazune sat in the presence of Queen Alyssa and made small talk with Liska Kieron and Princess Pearl. Liska was doing her best to lift the princess’s spirits. It took everything within Fazune to mimic the comfort the princess was receiving.
“Kevyn?” she reached out.
“What is it, milady?”
“I want to go somewhere tonight,” she replied, sending him a smile while maintaining the concerned expression in front of the others.
“I have duty. Are you free for lunch?” 
This time, she couldn’t hide it. “I am.”
“Meet me at the gazebo.”
“Please excuse me.”
“Where are you going?” Pearl asked, the fake tears gone. “And with a smile like that.”
“I have some business that needs my attention.” After curtsying, she practically fled to the gardens.
Kevyn was already there, talking to Prince Markus. Lifting her skirts, she quickened her pace before the prince could leave.
“How is Bel?” she asked breathlessly.
“Walking, and just as bitey as ever,” Markus snapped, not looking at her. 
Frowning, she turned her attention to Kevyn.
“She is well, Fazune.”
“Why hasn’t she returned?” she asked, accepting Kevyn’s offered arm. Markus looked at her then. She couldn’t read him, but she knew from his expression she had
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