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CHAPTER ONE

A shaft of morning sunlight struck Dominus in the face, rousing him. He blinked groggily up at the shadows playing across the ceiling. Kaida murmured in her sleep, her breath a warm touch against his bare shoulder. He glanced over at her face hidden beneath the curtain of her hair. Mixed emotions of love and hate moved through him. She was his greatest weakness but he couldn’t stop himself from wanting her no matter how hard he tried. 

He slipped out from under arm, careful not to jostle her awake. He glanced at the stone bird sitting on its perch in the corner. The thing never slept it was prone to bursting out into song at the slightest provocation. It eyed him curiously but made no sound.

Kaida sighed, drawing Dominus’ attention back to her as she snuggled her body deeper into the bed. Dominus could have stood there forever watching her sleep. The sentimentality of the thought brought out a frown. 

It was his intent to leave now, before she woke. As he should have done three days ago. He should never have come in the first place. He had no rational reason for being here and it was unwise to leave the kingdom in the care of other hands for too long. Every time he swore to himself never again. And every time he was drawn back anyway. 

After dressing, he moved silently down the hall away from chamber where Kaida slept. He truly meant to leave, but found himself pausing instead outside the door of another chamber. No reason to go inside. No reason to look. 

Dominus pushed the door open and entered the room. In the bed against the far wall, Myreia lay on her back, her face framed with dark hair. Had her eyes been open, they would have been deep green like her mother’s. She was the mirror’s image of Kaida at that age. 

Children were dangerous, especially for a king. Something Dominus knew too well. He’d never intended to be a father. When Kaida first came to him and told him she was with child he had been furious. She’d sworn to taking all the necessary precautions, insisting these things were not always fool proof. Dominus suspected she did it on purpose. She was a witch, after all. She could call lightning forth from the sky and bring the winds to a howl, surly she could manage to keep herself from getting with child. 

The days leading up to the birth were tense. Dominus came down from the castle when the time was near fully intending to the end this threat to his reign long before it had a chance to mature. 

Kaida had been in misery. Fearful and crying and though she had never asked it of him, he found himself promising to give the child his name and thus assuring it would be a danger to his life. He did it only to calm Kaida, of course, if the child was not meant to live then it hardly mattered whose name it wore. 

After Myreia was born, Dominus had come into this room late in the night while the rest of the house slept. He had taken up a pillow and carried it with him to the crib. Babies sometimes died in their sleep for no apparent reason. No one would be the wiser if she simply stopped breathing. 

Dominus stood over his newborn daughter and started to lower the pillow to her face. Then she opened her eyes and he was frozen. A vague memory pushed its way to the surface. The memory of another infant with sea green eyes staring up at him from her mother’s arms. Kaida. He’d met her the morning after she was born, there in her family’s little house with Casson standing beside him. 

And he couldn’t do it. The child’s death would destroy Kaida. He shouldn’t have cared, didn’t want to care, but his feelings for her had ever been the one thing in his life he couldn’t fully control. It made him wonder if she had bewitched him to make him act so contrary to good sense. 

A small cry drew Dominus from his deep thoughts. The cradle where Myreia once slept now held further proof of how far he’d fallen. He moved over to gaze thoughtfully down at his son. 

Where Myreia had her mother’s soft brown skin and clear Phalindros features, Zeidae was all Malfrey like Dominus. Same fair skin, same wisps of blonde hair, same ice blue eyes, same look which people had, much to Dominus’ fury, referred to as pretty when he was a child. 

Zeidae waved one fist in the air and pursed his lips in another mewling cry. The sound grated against Dominus’ nerves. He hesitated a moment before reaching in draw the child into his arms. Zeidae would be one come spring, and was smaller than other children his age. More fragile. Again, like his father.  

“You are the single greatest threat to my power,” Dominus whispered. “I should end you now, before I find you with a knife at my back.” 

Zeidae pressed his fist into his mouth, staring at Dominus with that blank look babies had. The child was no doubt surprised to find himself in being held by his father, who rarely took the time to even acknowledge his children’s existence let alone to touch them. 

The door to the room opened and a matronly servant in a white hair capped entered, only to stop short upon seeing Doming there. “Your Majesty.” She dipped him a short curtsey. “I beg your pardon. I didn’t realize you were here.” She darted a look at him before quickly lowering her gaze to the floor. “Do you want me to go, or shall I take the child?” 

Dominus almost could have laughed to see her looking at him as if he were some sort of monster intent on devouring the child on his arms. An amusing thought. 

“Are you in the habit of leaving my son, your Crowned Prince, alone and crying in his crib?”  He didn’t really care, but he did so enjoy watching the servants cow before him. 

The woman swallowing, her face gone pale. “N-no, your Majesty. The children were asleep when I last checked on them. I was just down seeing after their breakfast.” 

“I don’t want to hear your excuses.” He shoved Zeidae into the woman’s arms. “See it doesn’t happen again.” 

She scurried to remove herself from the doorway so he could leave. “Yes, your Majesty.” 

Dominus was chuckling internally as he stepped into the hall. He glanced at the staircase which would carry him downstairs and away from this place. But his traitorous feet led him instead back to Kaida’s chambers. 

Kaida was up and searching for something in the ornately carved armoire. She wore nothing but a light shift, her long dark hair falling freely down her back. Something inside of Dominus stirred to see her there. 

She wasn’t what anyone would call beautiful. She was too thin, her features plain and unremarkable save for her eyes. Eyes which darkened like the storm tossed seas in anger and sparkled like dew touched grass when she smiled. The woman who ought by rights to be sharing Dominus’ bed was tenfold more beautiful than Kaida could ever be but had never inspired so much as a spark inside of him. 

Beauty was not a thing he held in high regard. Intelligence, cunning, power, these were the traits he admired most in his little witch. She had her shortcoming as well, most notably an extreme lack of patience, but they were part of her and much as it irked him to know it, he loved them. As he loved everything about her.

Dominus cleared his throat to announce his presence. The bird chirped at the sound. Kaida whirled around, her expression at first tense and then folding into a smile when she saw him. “I thought you’d left without saying goodbye.” She sauntered over to drape her arms around his neck. “I was all set to be furious with you.” 

Dominus wrapped his arms around her and pulled her closer. Looking down into a face as familiar to him as his own, he could feel the weight of his love pressing down on him. All his life he’d considered love a weak and foolish emotion, one he was above ever giving in to. But somehow Kaida had managed to work her way into his heart and, try as he might, he could not put her out again. 

“I do have to go,” he said. “I’ve stayed too long already.” 

She leaned into him, her breath warm on his lips. “I wish you could stay forever.” 

To kiss her was undeniable temptation, but if he did he knew he would end up staying at least one more day. “And leave your brother in charge of the kingdom?” 

Kaida laughed. “I should think not. Can you imagine the mess he would make of things? Still,” she bit her bottom lip and batted her eyes, “maybe you could stay one more day.” 

“No.” Dominus grasped her arms and firmly pushed her away. “I’m going.” 

“All right, if you insist. Will you at least wait until I can rouse the children to say goodbye?” 

“I suppose.” How it irritated him to find he could deny her nothing. 

Kaida leaned forward to give him a quick peck on the cheek. “I need to get dressed first.” She smiled impishly as she back away from him. “Do you want to watch?” 

“I believe I’ll wait outside.”  

She shrugged. “Your loss.” 

Dominus saw no one as his made his way out of the house. Servants had a tendency to disappear whenever he was around, which suited him fine. Outside, the morning air was cool, carrying with it a promise of winter’s chill. He stood on the open porch gazing down the slight hill to the town of Tasgall with its crowded houses and narrow streets. 

Sunlight reflected off the Watchtower looming over the town. The tower acted as a bulwark between the town itself and the area housing shops and stables and such.. Even from so far away Dominus could hear the sound of hammer striking anvil ringing through the quiet. Smoke from the smithy belched up into the pale blue sky.  

A tall, stone wall surrounded the entire area, cutting them off from the trees of the Shadawalk Woods. For so long this was a haunted place of superstition and fear. A place no one dare get near, let alone entire. Now it was once again a place of learning for witches and a home for their families. All thanks to Dominus, who had seen this vibrant, living place built up from the rubble of the past. 

Kaida joined him on the porch; the bird on her shoulder, Zeidae on her hip, and Myreia clinging to the skirt of her crimson dress. He knew she made a point of wearing the royal colors whenever he was here and he found it amusing. 

She took a deep breath and smiled. “It certainly is something we’ve created here, isn’t it?” 

He raised a brow. “We?” 

“I mean you, of course.” A flush filled her cheeks as she looked away from him. She placed her hand on Myreia’s back. “Come daughter, it’s time to say goodbye to your father.” 

Myreia hid her face in her mother’s skirts. 

“Darling, you don’t need to be afraid of your father. Don’t you want to say goodbye before he leaves?” 

Myreia peeked up at Dominus with a gaze far too intelligent for her age. It made him wonder if she might somehow know how close he once came to snuffing out her life. She was of the right age to begin developing her powers if she had inherited any from Kaida. She would certainly bear watching. 

“She should fear me,” Dominus said, fingering the onyx hilt of the ornate dagger he wore strapped to his hip. “All children should fear their fathers. It will keep them from getting ideas.” 

A shadow passed over them. Dominus looked up at the golden scales on the belly of the crimson dragon, Seraphim. Zeidae cooed, waving his fists in the dragon’s direction, while Myreia merely hid her head again, molding herself against her mother’s leg. 

“She’s been on patrol,” Kaida said. “I should see if she has anything to report. Will you come?” 

He knew he should say no, but he couldn’t deny the longing to spend even a few more moments at her side. “So long as you’re quick about it.” 

“We’ll take the children to Mirra,” Kaida said. “Could you carry Myreia? She can’t walk so far.” 

Dominus pressed his lips into a thing line. He did not want to carry the child, but Kaida certainly couldn’t manage both of them on her own. “Come here, child.” He held his hand out to her.” 

“No.” Myreia shook her head. “Don’t wanna.” 

“Honestly, Kaida,” Dominus sighed in exasperation, “how do you manage to see after the tower when you cannot even control your own child?” 

Kaida’s face flushed a darker shade of red. She grabbed Myreia roughly and pulled her away from her side. “Stop your whining and go to your father.” She pushed the child toward Dominus. 

Tears welled up in Myreia’s eyes as she stumbled forward. She hesitantly raised her arms so Dominus could lift her up on to his hip. He was certainly no more happy about it than she was. Carrying children was a job for servants, not kings.  

Townsfolk were stirring about as Dominus, Kaida, and the children entered Tasgall. All stopped whatever they were doing to respectfully bow their heads at the passing of their king and High Sorceress. 

Kaida stopped at one of the nearly identical houses and rapped on the door. A moment later, Mirra appeared in the doorway. The bird trilled at the sight at the one who had given it life. “Good day your Highness. High Sorceress.” 

“Good day, Mirra.” Dominus always made a point of being kindly with Mirra anytime he happened to see her, though it was not always so easy. She was breathtakingly beautiful and hopelessly stupid, which to him seemed to go hand in hand, but she was also the most powerful witch he’d ever known. Even more powerful than Kaida. For with the slightest touch of her hand she could give life to that which had never known it and take life from that which had. 

Dominus had many plans for the future of his kingdom and Mirra fit nicely into them. But with her, fear didn’t work as it did with most people. No, it was best she believe he was her friend. It would make it all the easier for him to use her when the time came. 

Kaida scowled. “We didn’t stop by for idle chatter. Seraphim has returned from patrol and I need Rowlin.” 

Though he gave no outward sign of it, Kaida’s obvious jealously of his relationship to Mirra always annoyed Dominus. As if he could ever feel any desire for such a vapid woman. 

“Of course.” Mirra stepped back into the combination kitchen/living room and called out for her husband. “Rowlin, could you come out here please?” 

From underneath the table, Rowlin’s pet wolf, Pacme, eyed Dominus balefully. Why anyone would want to keep such a nasty old thing in their home was beyond his understanding. 

Rowlin came out of the bedroom hopping on one foot as he put on his boot. He froze when he saw his audience. “High Sorceress. Your Majesty. Good day to you.” 

Dominus’ annoyance at being addressed second to Kaida only deepened when Myreia held her arms out toward Rowlin. “Get me, Row. Get me.” 

Rowlin pulled his boot on the rest of the way before progressing across the room toward them. He have Dominus an uncertain, questioning look. “May I help you with the child, your Majesty?” 

“By all means, take her.” He passed Myreia to Rowlin. “I grow tired of playing pack mule.” 

Myreia wrapped her arms around Rowlin’s neck and snacked her lips against his cheek. “Hi there.” 

“Hi there yourself, little blossom.” He kissed the tip of her nose. 

Dominus’ lip curled, even as his eyes searched for the similarities in their faces. Even though he could not believe Kaida would dare be unfaithful to him, some small part of his mind could not help but suspect. After all, Myreia looked nothing at all like him and he knew Kaida and Rowlin had grown close in their time together at the tower. Sometimes he wondered if they hadn’t grown too close, which might explain the ‘accidental’ conception of Myreia. 

“I need you to speak with Seraphim and find out what she saw during her patrol,” Kaida said. 

“All right.” Rowlin passed Myreia off to Mirra.

“Perhaps I should come,” Mirra said. “Speaking with Seraphim always leaves you so weak.” 

Rowlin smiled. “I’ll be fine, love. I’d much rather you stay here with the children. You know how Myreia fears the dragon.” 

“I’m always happy to look after the little ones.” Mirra sat Myreia on the floor and the child crawled under the table with Pacma. The wolf’s tail thumped the floor. 

“Shall we get on with this already?” Dominus absently tapped the hilt of his dagger. “If the dragon has anything of interest to say I would hear it and be gone.” 

Kaida handed Zeidae of to Mirra, then led the way through town to the Watchtower. 

Seraphim had settled herself in the open space beside the tower. Rowlin approached her and a moment of silent communication passed between man and dragon. Rowlin frowned. “She says the marsh is gone.” 

“What do you mean, ‘the marsh is gone’?” Kaida asked. “Where did it go?” 

Sweat sprang out across Rowlin’s forehead. Dominus smiled secretly to himself at the sight of the other man’s obvious distress. Communion with the dragon was not easy on a man’s mind. 

“She says it didn’t go anywhere.” Behind the pain, something like awe shone in Rowlin’s eyes. “The lake is back and new trees have appeared. Trees of silver and gold singing in the wind.” 

Kaida gasped, turning excitedly toward Dominus. “The mimosa trees. They’re back.” The bird trilled at the sound of its namesake. Sometimes Dominus really regretted giving it to her all those springs ago. If she wasn’t so fond of it, he’d have smashed long ago. 

“And I should care why?” Dominus asked. 

“Because the lake and those trees are sustained by magic,” Kaida said. “After the witches were gone, the lake turned to marsh and the trees vanished. If they’re back it means the power of the Watchtower is growing and spreading out through the woods. We’d already seen some proof of it in small stages, but this is huge.” 

“I see.” Anything which afforded him more power was of interest to Dominus. “This pleases me.” 

Kaida turned back to Rowlin. “We must see this for ourselves. After his Majesty leaves, we’ll...” 

“I would have a look at this reformed lake,” Dominus interrupted. The idea of Kaida and Rowlin going alone on a stroll through the woods irked him beyond reasoning. 

“Are you sure you want to go out there?” Kaida voice was hesitant. 

He knew why she had that look in her eyes. When he, Kaida, and Casson first came to see for themselves whether or not the tower still stood, they’d made the mistake of crossing the marsh instead of using the south side path into the woods. A terrible beast had attacked them, killing several of the guardsmen who had also made the journey. 

Dominus himself had been pulled into the water and the memory of glowing eyes stalking him in the murky gloom as his lungs filled with brackish liquid still haunted his nightmares. If not for Casson, he surely would have died. 

But no one knew of the nightmare except for Kaida and this was the way Dominus preferred it. He gave her a flat look to show her she had overstepped her bounds in asking him such a question. “Why shouldn’t I want to go?” 

“No reason.” She shifted her gaze away from his. “Rowlin, would you lead the way, please?” 

Rowlin nodded, wiping the back of his hand across his brow. He’d gone a little gray around the edges, but seemed well enough to make the walk. More was the pity. Kaida knew where the lake would be, they hardly needed Rowlin to act as a guide. But Dominus chose to let this one slide. 

Past the stables, smithy, bakery, and such, a tall gate stood in the wall. This served as the only mean in or out of the walled area. A back entrance had also existed at one time, but after Kaida discovered the prince for whom Dominus was named had used it to sneak his troops in during the war, he’d decided to wall it over. No sense in repeating the foolish mistakes of the past. 

They progressed northward along a rough hewn path which seemed slightly less brush covered than Dominus recalled. The trees also seemed slightly altered in some way, though he could not have said exactly how. But still the woods were silent as ever. Beasts and fowl and even insects still shunned the Shadawalk. Mimosa hunched down close to Kaida’s ear. 

Dominus stared at Rowlin’s broad back and thought how he’d like nothing better than to plunge his dagger into it. But he refrained, as it would no doubt deeply upset Kaida. After all, he had no proof anything untoward has passed between his little witch and the grasslander. 

Second-in-Command. This was how Kaida sometimes referred to Rowlin in her letters to the castle. She considered the man a trusted ally, someone to watch her back as Casson did for Dominus. He could certainly understand the usefulness of such a person, but in her case he did wish it was a female person. 

For now Dominus would simply wait and watch with his customary patience. But if Myreia were to develop the ability to mentally communicate with animals... Well, then he might have to let the blade of his dagger taste blood once more. 

A breeze carried the faint sound of singing to them well before they stepped out beside the sparkling waters of the lake. Though if the singing was an actual language it was not one Dominus had ever heard before. 

“Incredible.” Rowlin stared across the lake at a grove of silver trees with golden leaves. “Seraphim patrolled this area last week and it was still a marsh then. How is this possible?” 

Kaida grinned. “With magic, all things are possible.” Her eyes shone so the light lit her entire face. “We’re actually doing it. We’re bringing it all back. Soon, the Shadawalk will be as good as it was before the war.” 

“No,” Dominus said. “It won’t be as good.” He met her gaze. “With you as High Sorceress, it will be even better.” 

****
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Clayden watched the busy village from beneath the shadows at the edge of the woods. The villagers breezed about dressed in leggings and loose tunics while he sweated in his heavy, hooded cloak. But while their aim was to remain cool, his was to remain hidden. At least until he discovered where Valeria was. 

He knew she and the children were on the island, but he was unsure how she was going to react to his arrival. They hadn’t seen each other in a long time and today’s reunion was bound to bring up painful memories for them both. If it could be avoided, Clayden would have gladly done so. But some things are inevitable. 

A young man walking across the village caught Clayden’s eye and stole his breath. The dark hair, the build, the way he moved, it was Daemon through and through. Hope flared for one bright, terrible moment, before reality crashed in to snuff it out. 

Clayden squeezed his eyes shut against the pain in his chest. So stupid to have thought, even for a fraction of a second, the man was Daemon. Daemon had died and gone to ash eight springs past and no doubt of it, not when Clayden himself had set torch to the funeral pyre. 

When he opened his eyes again, Clayden found the young man staring at him from across the distance. From the front it was more obvious he was not Daemon, though the resemblance between father and son was striking. Clayden had not expected the sight to twist him up so. 

Evander closed the distance between them quickly. His expression was stormy. “What are you doing here?” Even his voice was akin to Daemon’s. 

Though he was careful to give no outward sign of it, Clayden was taken aback to find Evander remembered his face. “I came to see your mother.” He pushed back the hood of his cloak, revealing his fair skin and hair, a sharp contrasts to the boy’s darker coloring. “And you as well, Prince Evander.” 

The boy scowled. “Do not call me that. I am prince no longer.” He looked about, as if concerned someone should see them together. “You should not be here.” 

“Because of the rumors?” Clayden asked. Thinking of what people had said about him still fueled and angry fire in the put of his stomach, but a lifetime of training had taught him well to keep his true emotions to himself. 

“Surely you do not believe the things you’ve heard,” Clayden continued. “That your mother and I were lovers who conspired together to murder the king. I had no more hand in your father’s death than she did.” 

Evander crossed his arms over his chest. “You came all the way out to the island to tell me that? How did you know I was here? Who told you?” 

“Basale.” Clayden fully intended to use the name of Phalindros’ supposed patron god to sway Valeria and her children to his cause. Pious as the mother had been, he could only assume she had raised her children to be the same. “He sent me here to—”

“Liar,” Evander spat, catching Clayden off guard. “Speak the truth to me now or return to the mainland where you belong.” 

It was strange and disconcerting, the way Evander stared at him as though he could see right through him. As High Priest of the castle temple, Clayden had perfected the fine art of half truths and outright lies to the point where even his closest friend had believed his every word. And yet this young man whom he barely knew called him out as a liar. Something no one had ever before done. 

“I happened upon your uncle in a tavern in Salvorna,” Clayden said. “Up until then, I had convinced myself you were dead. I certainly didn’t believe your mother had murdered your father as the queen claimed.” Though he did wonder why they had run. But that was a question for another day. 

Evander shook his head. “I know you aren’t here simply to tell me you believe in my mother’s innocence.” 

“No, I’m not. But I will not speak of it here. Take me to your mother, then I will explain.” 

It was clear Evander did not much care for the idea, but he nodded curtly and led the way. Villagers stopped in what they were doing to stare, making Clayden wish he had put his hood back up. 

They came to a small hut built of bark with thick leaves for a roof. Flowers grew along the dirt path leading to the door. Clayden’s stomach knotted. It would be easier to stand face to face with Valeria than it had been with Evander, but only marginally. 

A huge brown and black dog rose to greet them as they walked through the door. His shaggy tail wagged slowly back and forth as he stood back to stare at Clayden, who was fairly certain this was the same dog Daemon had given to his children a lifetime ago. 

A young woman standing at the counter chopping vegetables turned to smile at them. “Hello, brother. And who is our guest?” 

Clayden chose to answer the question himself as he stepped around the doorway to see another woman with her back to him as she washed something in a water basin. “I am Clayden Kiel, former High Priest of the castle temple.” 

The second woman spun around at the sound of his voice, a wooden bowl slipping from her fingers to clatter to the floor. Valeria pressed her hand to her chest and stared at Clayden as if seeing a spirit from beyond the veil. “You holiness? Wh-what are you doing here?” Her gaze darted to her children and then back to him. “Did Dominus send you?” 

“I doubt the king is even aware I yet live.” Clayden folded his hands into the sleeves of his robe. “I’ve not been anywhere near the castle since I left it after... Well, it has been a long time.” 

“Mother, sit. Please.” Evander took her arm and gently led her to a nearby chair. 

Valeria sat, her disbelieving and slightly bewildered gaze never leaving Clayden’s face. Time had been kind to her. Other than a few lines at the corner’s of her eyes and a touch of gray in her long black hair, she looked much as she had the last time he saw her. 

“If Dominus didn’t send you,” she said, “then why are you here?” 

Now the moment was upon him, Clayden felt hesitant to speak. Standing there with Valeria and her children was almost like having a part of Daemon returned to him. It was closer than he had felt to his old friend since death parted them. He wished he could leave these people in peace, if for no other reason than to honor the memory of a man they all loved. But it was not to be. He’d traveled too far down this path to turn away without seeing it through to the end. 

“I know how far removed Bree is from the rest of the kingdom,” Clayden said. “But even here you must know of the unrest Dominus’ edicts have caused among the people.” 

“Yes.” Valeria held tightly to her son’s hand. “News comes to us slowly here, but it does come. Dominus has done so much since he took the throne. Much which seems to have had nothing but a negative effect on Phalindros. I know he didn’t mean for it to be this way. He could have been a good kind if not for Gazella’s influence over him.” 

Evander pulled his hand free from his mother’s and went to stare out the window. He said nothing, but his actions and the tense set to his shoulder spoke louder than any words.

Valeria frowned at his back before returning her attention to Clayden. “Whatever is happening on the mainland, I don’t understand how it concerns us. Bree has ever stood apart from the rest of the kingdom despite being under the sovereignty of the crown.” 

“It concerns your children.” He saw the impact his words made on her. The fear in her eyes struck a chord within him, but still it was not enough to make him stop. “The wheel of time has spun us all back to the beginning.” 

Valeria frowned. “I don’t understand.” 

“The Watchtower War,” Clayden said. “The tales the bards have told of it are not entirely accurate. The truth has been twisted over time, as truth often is. I only know the pure story of what happened for having read of it in the journal of the High Priest who resided in the castle at that time. The tales speak of Monamorra and he daring assault on the tower, but they do not speak of what came afterward.” 

“Didn’t she die?” Alida asked, coming to stand beside her mother. “The tales say she went through the mirror and made a great sacrifice to stop the evil beyond from coming through. I always assumed it meant she died.” 

“The bards tell it as if she died, it’s true, and all believe now this is what happened,” Clayden said. “But the tales also speak of the utter destruction of the Watchtower, which we now know did not occur. So might the bards have also been in error concerning Monamorra’s death?” 

“Why don’t you come to the point already?” Evander turned from the window to glare at Clayden. 

“Evander, do not disrespect the High Priest so,” Valeria said sternly. 

“The boy is right,” Clayden lifted a hand to calm her, “there is little reason to dance around the truth. Monamorra was not some simple, pious girl who defeated the evil of the High Sorceress by virtue of her devotion to the gods. This version of the truth is pure myth. Words created out of thin air in a time when witches were much maligned. 

“The truth is, Monamorra herself was a witch. She defeated the High Sorceress with her ability to gather the magic of others and amplify it.” 

Alida’s sharp intake of breath told Clayden she understood where he was going with this. “She had my power?” 

“Alida.” Evander took a step toward them. “You know you are not supposed to speak of such things.” 

“He already knows.” She waved a dismissive hand at her brother. “Tell me more, your Holiness. What about the Midnight Mirror? Did Monamorra really pass through it? Was it destroyed.” 

Clayden could practically feel Evander’s gaze boring into him, but he chose to ignore the boy. It was clear to him now Alida was his one best chance of leaving the island with both of them accompanying him. 

“No to both questions,” Clayden said. “The High Sorceress was not able to open the portal, though it was certainly her intent. She lacked the key, whatever that may be. The mirror remains in the upmost room of the tower, where it has been since time untold. 

“As for Monamorra, she lived. When King Zarin began his slaughter of those witches who did not manage to flee through the mountains to Southfell, his son convinced him to spare Monamorra for her part in defeating the High Sorceress. The young prince was in love with her, but her heart belonged to another. A man who had traveled with her from her homeland. 

“Together, she and this man were sent here, to the Isle of Bree, where they were to live out the remaining days of their lives under false names. They could not speak of what truly happened at the tower to anyone under penalty of death.” 

Alida’s eyes grew bright with excitement. “She’s our ancestor, isn’t she? That’s why you’re telling us all of this.” 

“Yes.” 

Alida spun toward her brother. “Does he speak the truth?” 

“You read all of this in the journal of some long dead High Priest?” Evander asked. His gaze focused on Clayden. 

Clayden found it curious Alida should ask her brother whether or not he spoke true as if the boy could somehow know. If Evander had magic, it was not information Basale had seen fit to pass on to him. Not that it would be unusual for the so-called god to keep secrets and it would certainly explain a few things. 

“I read the history of Monamorra in a journal, yes,” Clayden said. “What I know of your sister was told to me by Basale.” 

Evander frowned. “He believes he speaks the truth. But he could simply be deluded.” 

“That is quite enough, young man.” Valeria rose from her seat. “You may be an adult, but I am still your mother and you still stand under my roof. I will not have you speaking to His Holiness with such disrespect.” 

“I’m sorry, Mother.” Evander gaze shifted to the floor. “Forgive me, Your Holiness.” The words were spoken with a bitter sting and no true contrition. 

It was clear to Clayden the boy hated him. He couldn’t fathom why, and in all truth he really didn’t care. Hate him or no, Evander would serve his purposes either way. 

Valeria took a breath. “Your Holiness, please, you must have a reason to have come here to speak us.” 

“I do have a reason.” Clayden mentally braced himself. He expected a protest from Evander at his next words, though he knew not how strenuous the protest might be. Evander might look much like his father, but their dispositions were vastly different. 

“I came here,” Clayden continued, “because the descendant of the last High Sorceress is now in the tower in the same position, set to succeed where her ancestress failed. And Alida is the only one who can stop her. Thus my reference to time bringing us back to the beginning. Alida must travel with me now to the Shadawalk with a prince of the land at her side. And, as that long ago prince did, Evander must supplant his brother as king.” 

“You’re mad,” Evander said, raising his head. “Mother, do you hear what he is saying? Alida and I cannot go to the mainland. Not now. Not ever. And certainly not to recreate the past. None of this has anything to do with us.” 

“I should think the end of the world has something to do with all who occupy it,” Clayden said, hiding his true feelings behind a stoic mask. “For the end is what we face if the gods return to this realm.” 

“Evander,” Valeria turned to her son, “I don’t think this is something which can be ignored. Unless you tell me he does not speak the truth.” 

“I...” Evander clenched his jaw. “Just because he believes his words are true, does not make them so. You can’t seriously be thinking of allowing Alida to go off with this man.” 

“It’s not her choice,” Alida said. “Not is it yours, Brother. I’m not a child who needs others to do her thinking for her. I can make my own way. And if the High Priest is right, then this is what I was born for. What we were both born for.” 

“Nonsense,” Evander said. “You know as well as I what danger waits for us on the mainland. Not the least of which is whatever this man,” he flicked his fingers in Clayden’s direction, “has planned for us. How can you trust someone you don’t even know?” 

“I trust myself,” she said. “So Spinner and I will go whether or not you wish to join us.” Her expression softened. “But I do wish you would come.” 

Evander let out an exasperated sigh. “Mother, please. You cannot allow her to do this.” 

“She’s right.” Tears pooled in Valeria’s dark eyes. “She’s old enough to make her own choices and if she is set on returning to the mainland, I can do nothing to stop her. As my parents could not stop me from following Gareth to the castle all those years ago. If they had, you and your sister would it have been born. I always knew one of you would go back eventually. I’ll not try to stand in the way.” 

“This is insanity.” Evander glared at Clayden. “I don’t believe in destiny or the turning wheels of time or whatever it is you’re trying to peddle here. I do believe rewiring to the mainland is a mistake.” He shifted his gaze to Alida. “But I can’t talk you out of it, can I?” 

Alida shook her head. “Nothing you say can change my mind.” 

“I was afraid you were going to say as much.” His shoulders slumped; the vision of a man in defeat. “Since you were born, I’ve watched over you. Protected you. I don’t suppose I know how to stop now. So I will go with you, though I think this is a terrible mistake.” 

“Don’t look so glum, Brother.” Alida grinned. “We’re going home.” 

*****
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Del set foot on the dirt path leading into the castle gardens and took a deep breath. He rarely left the confines of the castle temple, but waiting on word from his mentor had him on edge and feeling as though he needed a breath of fresh air. 

He’d not gone far when the sound of raised vices reached his ears. He paused, uncertain as to whether he should continue on or go back. Frozen there in indecision he could not help but overhear what was being said. 

“You are his wife,” Gazella’s voice rose sharply on the still air. “And, more importantly, you are his queen. Yet you allow him to go off and visit his little whore any time he likes while you remain here, childless.” 

“I cannot control him,” Litha replied tightly. “He comes and goes as he pleases with no word to me.” 

“You have been queen a long time and still you have not produced an heir. The only reason your father and I arranged this union was so we would have a child of pure Malfrey blood on the throne. Instead, Dominus is off sullying my line by fathering bastards with that servant girl. That witch. You have failed in your duty.” 

“It’s not my fault.” Litha sounded now as if she were on the verge of tears. 

This was a conversation Del was not at all comfortable overbearing, and yet he could not pull himself away. 

“It’s must be your fault,” Gazella snapped. “Dominus is obviously more than capable.” She sighed. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised you’ve turned out to be such a worthless creature, considering who your mother is. But at least she did manage to give my brother a proper heir, which is more than I can say for you.” 

“I’m glad I haven’t given a Dominus an heir.” Litha’s voice was so low Del could barely make it out, but he heard a fierceness there which surprised him. “He might have turned out to be a heartless monster like his father.” 

The unmistakable sound of flesh meeting flesh sounded. Litha cried out in shocked pain. Del winced, but made no move to go to the young queen’s aid. He dare to get in-between the two women and risk angering the Queen Mother. 

“Listen here, girl,” Gazella spat. “You best hold your tongue in my presence. A queen is more easily replaced than you might think. Your father and I have been discussing your sister’s eldest daughter of late. In a few springs she will be of marriageable age and he is not opposed to replacing you with her if you continue to prove such a disappointment. 

“You mind yourself and I will allow you to bow out gracefully when the time comes, but if you push me you might find yourself having a little ‘accident.’ Think on my words the next time you decide to malign my son. Now remove yourself my sight. Your sniveling sickens me.” 

A moment later, Litha came around the corner so fast she almost collided with Del. She stopped short with a slight gasp, her pale blue eyes wet with tears. An angry red mark marred her fair cheek. 

“Your Holiness.” She more breathed the words then spoke them. After casting a fearful look over her shoulder, she grabbed Del’s held and pulled him down a side path well away from the Queen Mother. 

When they had gone what Litha must have deemed a safe distance away, she dropped Del’s hand and stood looking at the ground rather than at him. “I suppose you heard everything.” She crossed her arms in front of herself clasping her own shoulders in a defensive posture. 

“I did not mean to overhear, your Highness,” Del said. “But the voices were so loud.” He hesitated, uncertain how far he could go without overstepping his bounds. He knew Litha considered him a friend, but she was still the queen. “She should not have spoken so harshly to you.” 

Litha scoffed. “Try telling her.” She pushed her straw blonde hair back from her face with both hands. “It’s always difficult to live with her, but when Dominus is off... well, I suppose you know where he is and what he’s doing. Everyone else seems to. Then Gazella is impossible. She cannot stand him leaving Casson in charge instead of her.” 

Del did not know what to say. It bothered him to see Litha in such a state, but he was uncertain of what kind of comfort he could give. If she had come to him in the temple, he might have known the right words, the sort of words his mentor would use. In the temple he felt himself a priest, but out here in the gardens he could not help but remember he was also a man. A man prone to making mistakes where women were concerned. 

Litha looked up at him. “You won’t repeat what you heard here today, will you? I couldn’t bear to hear the entire castle gossiping about how I’m going to be replaced like a broken dish.” 

“I would not speak of it to anyone.” Except his mentor, of course. But the man was far removed from Muhray and anything written to him would hardly affect those at the castle. 

“Thank you,” Litha said. “You know, I pity my poor niece, I truly do. And my aunt is a fool. Bringing some other woman here will change nothing. Dominus is interested only in Kaida. More to my benefit, really. I don’t think I could have born up under living in this place if I had to endure his touch as well everything else I put up with.” 

Del shifted his feet. The one think he liked least about being High Priest was people’s tendency to say things to him they would never say to another. Things he didn’t always want to hear. 

“It would be nice, to go home,” Litha said softly. “Even in disgrace. It’s been so long since I saw my family and I would miss nothing of this place. Except...” Her voice trailed off as her eyes briefly met his before moving away. A pink flush crept into her cheeks. She sighed. “Why must life be so complicated?” 

Del folded his hands into the sleeves of his robe as he had so often seen his mentor do, and forced his mind to think on what the other man would say at this moment. “If you are lost and confused, you should turn your face toward Basale’s light. Our most benevolent god knows the whys of life better than any mortal every can. Pray to him and he will help you to understand.” 

“I know,” Litha said. “I’ve prayed and I’ve tried to push unclean thoughts from my mind, but it’s so hard. I’m only a woman after all and I want the things all women want. To be loved. To marry and raise a family. I can’t understand why my heart must desire something I can never have. I can see no sin I have committed to earn such hardship.” 

“Life’s hardships are not a punishment for sin.” Del carefully repeated words he’d heard his mentor utter to the castle servants. “Rather you should think of them as a test. This life is but a blink of the eye compared to the eternity awaiting us on the other side of the veil. But we must prove our worth to the gods before we can be deemed worthy of basking in their everlasting grace.” 

Litha nodded. “I will try to remember your words.” She laid her hand lightly on his arm. “You always bring me such comfort. I must thank you for it.” 

“It is no more than my duty as High Priest,” Del said. Though in truth, his feelings for her were more than priest and penitent. He truly liked the young woman, despite the warnings against such feelings he’d received from his mentor growing up. Those warnings had not stopped him from falling in love once and they could not stop him from feeling a sense of friendship with Litha now. 

“The god did well in choosing you to lead his people in matters of the spirit.” She lowered her hand. “I will keep you no longer. I have some few duties to attend to, as I’m certain you do as well.” 

Del inclined his head. “As it please you, your Highness.” 

Litha stepped away from him, but paused to look back before rounding the corner. “You are more than High Priest to me. You are a friend. One of the few I have ever had here. I must thank you for that, as well. Good day.” And then she was gone. 

Del stared at the empty space where she had stood. His mentor had been right, it was not well for the High Priest to have friends. It only led to confusion and heartache and, in Del’s case, to guilt. 

His heart was torn over his duty to his mentor and the gods, and his affection for a young woman in a terrible situation. A situation he was making all the worse by endangering her life. Turning her into his little spy, passing her every word on to his mentor, all of it was eating him up inside. But he could see no way out. 

The previous High Priest was a man he much admired. A man he’d had grown to look on as a son might look upon his father. Having never had a father, this meant a great deal to Del. He and his mentor were not friends certainly, but the man trusted him. He had left Del in charge of the castle temple and the information Del could give him was vital the god’s plans. 

Del had given up his only love to follow the path of the priest. It should not be so hard to risk a friend to continue to do such. And yet it was. He’d not told his mentor the depth of his affection for the young queen or his misgivings over using her so, for he knew his mentor would be disappointed in him and this was the one thing he could not bear. 

Closing his eyes and taking a deep breath, Del sent a silent prayer to Basale to give him the strength to do what he must, even if it meant sacrificing the life of a friend. 

****
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Rowlin stood in the doorway to the Watchtower as Kaida said her goodbyes to the king. He was glad to see the man go. A man such as Dominus uth Friesard did not deserve the love and devotion Kaida bestowed upon him. Today, he was leaving her with a smile on her lips, but far too often had Rowlin seen tears in her eyes because of him. He was a man with no heart, nor any care for anyone but himself. Kaida was a bright woman and Rowlin couldn’t understand why didn’t see the king for what he truly was. 

Dominus climbed into his coach and his guards fell in around it as they left through the open gate. Kaida stood watching them go until they were out of sight before joining Rowlin. 

“We need more,” Kaida
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