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      This one was always for my dad:

      The man who believed I was capable of writing a book,

      long before I could read.

      Anything I accomplish is due to you teaching me I can.
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      It had been two weeks of laborious travel on elkback. Beyond the bone-cracking ache in his back and the chafing of his thighs, the deep lurch of exhaustion nearly dragged Elowren from his saddle numerous times; a rather unking-like spectacle even by his standards. His elk, Cinnamon, trudged forward, powdered with snow, leading a small army. Elowren slouched forward and counted Cinnamon’s hoof-prints stamped into the recent flurry that clung to the frozen ground.

      A northern wind whipped through the passage and he and his soldiers plodded on, heads low to fight the shards of ice. He tightened the fastenings of his overcoat, relieved Elize had convinced him to bring it. He had called her fussy for it, but regretted his teasing now that he shivered. He missed his daughter, nimble-limbed and everywhere at once; excited for his arms one moment, then scampering away the next. The thought of her warmed him and he chuckled to himself, the fog of breath blowing up in a puff.

      The pristine smell of snow welcomed an end to the journey. Elowren sighed. Once, he would have made this journey gladly. The newest destruction, left in the village of Luka, however, had put an end to that. The air had shifted from a home seasoned with fresh baked bread and laughter to a smoldering village and the cries of a child over the fortnight.

      Elowren pried his thoughts away from Luka. Dwelling on the atrocity wouldn’t help that child. It wouldn’t bring families back. What he aimed for now was preventing such heedless violence from happening on his lands again. A foreboding tension writhed in his stomach. He had let these attacks, these ‘accidents,’ go on far too long. Not anymore. Tonight he would walk into Dawnscar Court not as a friend, but as a King: his least favorite mask to wear.

      He pulled at the leather tie holding back his heavy bundle of thick black braids peppered with silver. He hoped he wouldn’t be the only one at this meeting showing signs of age. Elowren didn’t believe himself a vain man, but the firm wrinkles on his brown brow had bothered him more than he willingly admitted.

      He tapped his elk’s reins again, the stomp of soldiers picking up pace on his cue. Upon reaching a small summit, Elowren caressed Cinnamon's ashen, auburn fur in praise. Dusk shimmered at the edges of the mountains. Dawnscar beheld between the elk’s branch of antlers. The Kingdom of Alora held the same allure as a snowflake—beautiful, but filled with jagged edges and sharp lines. Dawnscar Keep, Alora’s capital, spiked like a stalagmite from the mountains. Its spires and sapphire flags lifted to the clouds more in a warning than a declaration.

      They descended. Then, a bend in the cold valley relieved into signs of life. Pale smoke billowed behind thick, high walls of blizzard stone. Gates set in the wall groaned open and the last rays of sun shone off polished bits of blue beneath the black surface.

      Two Alorans leveraged their bodies to drag down pulleys and open the double door gates. Elowren had the urge to assist them with his magick as they hauled the ropes down with effort.

      An inner courtyard parted into view. Over a dozen Aloran soldiers on large wolves greeted his entourage. Indigo padding accentuated otherwise dull plated armor on both wolves and riders. The soldiers held impassive stares, but the wolves had hackles raised and amber eyes alert on their party of elk. Elowren patted Cinnamon’s haunches as he dismounted, knowing his elk must be nearly as anxious as he.

      “If you think the iron wolves are terrifying,” he told Cinnamon, “you should meet the Iron Queen.”

      Cinnamon appeared unamused.

      “Elowren, you’ve gone gray!” A large wolf moved to the front of the pack and atop it Elowren recognized Castiel, Regent and friend to Alora’s throne. Castiel slid off his mount like a dancer, his fur-lined tunic plummeted low in the front, his cleavage a mockery to the cold.

      “Only to flatter you.” Elowren gestured to Castiel’s hair, silver spilled like fine silk down his shoulders. “But as expected, I've fallen short of your glory.”

      Castiel’s laugh rang a deep, metallic singsong. “You can continue your sweet-talk while we get your soldiers settled.”

      “My entourage will accompany me in the throne room this evening.”

      Castiel quirked a brow and gave a mocking smile. “Alright then. Let’s get your elk to the dens and I’ll personally take you to our dear friend-Queen.”

      They walked the frosted exterior of the keep until the wolves' den fed into stables with stairs that beckoned them in from the cold. Castiel chattered away about his time at sea. He either cared little about or overlooked Elowren’s somber mood.

      Despite the chill outside, the air in the keep grew muggy. A familiar and pungent aroma wafted through Elowren’s nose from the hot springs dwelling below the stone floors. His boots thawed as heat rose beneath them. Dawnscar’s walls had been carved from the mountain itself. Enkindled sconces lined the hall and steam seeped through the cracks, giving his walk a hazy, dimly lit appearance. He had forgotten how cavernous the keep was. Elowren tilted his head to view the spiral of obsidian stairs that made up the spires. A tunnel of open-air halls and locked doors. He hoped his rooms wouldn’t be too high up.

      Castiel swung the throne room doors open without pause or decorum and Elowren snapped away from his distractions. Illija sensed weaknesses like wolves smelled fear, and he needed this to go well.

      The noble continued his swagger up the steps and past a line of courtiers to stand by his queen. He then waved an arm in gesture. “Look my dear, Elowren has decided to pay us a visit before First Thaw.” The room tittered, but no amount of flamboyance could draw Elowren’s attention away from the woman who sat at its center.

      He felt simultaneously over dressed and humbled by Illija. She sat on her throne, legs crossed, arms languid at her sides. She had not bothered with court attire but dressed in well-worn riding leathers that caressed her body in depthless azure. Her black hair spun into a partial bun, while the rest pooled around her. The supple delicacy of her features combatted her demeanor. Illija’s posture harmonized with her personality. On the surface was an airy confidence, a natural regality Elowren himself could only emulate. Below it, he knew, was his childhood friend; sweet smiles with wild zinnias in her hair.

      He tried to rescind the thought. Too late; her brown eyes and heavy lashes narrowed with irritation. Elowren chastised himself for the slip, remembering his mind no longer purely belonged to him.

      He returned her stare with one more forgiving. Though, he was not the guilty party here.

      “I’m sure you’re aware of why I’ve come,” Elowren began. It was important he spoke first. He needed her to understand the severity, that he hadn’t come simply as himself. “But I would like to speak candidly and openly, for both our nobility’s benefit.”

      Small chuckles came from the Alorans, silenced by a wave of Illija’s hand.

      “Then please, speak freely on whatever brought you here.” She regarded his soldiers. “And with half of your kingdom in tow.”

      “I assure you, Illija,” Elowren said, “this is not even an eighth of Elastor’s forces, but I’m hoping my words will be enough.”

      Illija raised her brows. “Threats, Elowren? From you?”

      “Understanding is what I seek here today,” Elowren said with firm correction. “You may do what you want with the information, but I wish you to realize our current situation cannot remain the same.”

      Illija shifted her attention to her nails, while her lovely, curved lips slanted in a frown. “I wasn’t aware we had a situation. You made it clear you intended to stay out of mine.”

      “I made it clear Elastor would stay out of it,” Elowren said, “but Elastor can’t do so when the edge of our lands is scourged by war.”

      “Alora has never attacked your people,” she said, tone bored.

      “And yet my people are dying.”

      “As are mine.”

      “My people,” Elowren said, “are dying for your war.”

      “This,” Illija hissed, “is not my war.”

      “Then withdraw your armies from Xenkesh. Stop using my lands as your personal training grounds.”

      “I intend to. I just intend to kill Amarus before I do it.”

      “Illija,” Elowren pleaded. “He is the father to your children. Is there no other way?”

      The brown of her eyes hardened like sap. “He is father to none as far as I’m concerned, and no, there is not.”

      Elowren rubbed at the tension in his jaw. He’d expected the adversity, he still hated it. “Then I have no choice but to close my borders to you.”

      Illija grew still, her expression devoid of emotion. To many, she might have been unreadable, but he recognized the fear there. He withheld the urge to roll his shoulders in discomfort.

      “That’s as good as waging war on us, and you know it,” she said. “We both rely on trade, and I cannot afford to lose half my forces to The Brash.”

      He had known. The Brash, the tumultuous sea that crashed against their western borders, left Illija with few options. He had counted on it.

      Elowren removed and unrolled a scroll from his breast pocket and shifted his hands with a willful concentration on the parchment. The lengthy parchment obeyed his Sway gesture: Cast by the firm hold he had on his kingdom’s magick, his new treaty waved and rippled through the air like a lost bird.

      She caught and crumpled it in a fist before stretching it to read. Elowren waited.

      She tsk’d. “These terms are absurd.” He didn’t respond, Illija continued to shake her head. “Seasonal parties, Elowren? Peace summits?” She rapped her hand against the document, rattling it. “This is pacifism, this is a promise that I attend a ball and not slit Amarus’ throat as he dances.”

      Elowren withheld his reply and tried not to imagine his friend with a dagger in his neck. Such a thought would only bring Illija satisfaction.

      “While you and Amarus may wish for war,” Elowren said, “I will no longer have it take place in my kingdom. I have been lenient with both of you, but⁠—”

      “Do you truly believe Amarus will behave any better?” Illija cut in. “He swore I wouldn’t see my sons again. Do you know Amarus to go back on his word?”

      No, Elowren did not know Amarus to go back on anything, let alone his word. But he did hope to persuade Amarus to a compromise: Elastor working as a proxy towards peace.

      Illija shifted, as if sensing his hesitation, so he spoke quickly. “I will speak to Amarus. He will agree⁠—”

      “No,” Illija recoiled. “No he will not. He’ll feign agreement and then strike. I will not endanger one son for the false promise of seeing the other two.” She tossed the scroll back at him. It bounced and rolled to his feet. “Throw your lavish parties. We will not attend.”

      “Then we are full circle,” said Elowren. “Elastor’s borders are closed to you. And, should he be more accepting, open to Amarus.”

      Illija’s fine nose flared, fists grasping her throne to hold her in place.

      Elowren ignored her bluff with his own, twisting in a turn to go, before looking back. He could only hope he did the right thing. “It was the town of Luka, you know,” he said softly. “There was only one survivor.”

      Illija’s eyes tightened, yet her mouth held less resolve.

      “Whether your armies attacked or they were simply caught in the crossfire. People—good, kind-hearted people—are dead.” His braids whipped back in chorus with his sharp turn towards the doors. He wouldn’t stay here tonight. He would ride straight home.

      “Wait.”

      Elowren couldn’t help his immediate thoughts, Thank the Summerlands, thank all of Thrice, thank⁠—

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself,” Illija warned. “I offer an amendment.”

      He turned back to her, waiting.

      “I will sign your treaty. There will be no skirmishes, battles, or bloodshed from Aloran troops on your land…but—” Illija pressed her lips together, distrust written across her features. “—I need a guarantee that Elastor will not join Xenkesh’s side.”

      Elowren couldn’t help himself, he was offended. He didn’t like Amarus’ treatment of Illija any more than Illija’s treatment of Amarus. He knew and loved them both. Did she sincerely believe he would betray her?

      “I would never do that to you, Illija.”

      She closed her eyes. “I’m sorry, Elowren. I need more than words. I require action, proof. I cannot risk Amarus whispering in your ear, and I cannot risk partaking in your parties with my enemy of war.”

      Elowren rolled his tongue to keep from voicing his aggravation. “What is it you need? Aside from my past and constant show of friendship?”

      Illija released a labored breath. “You’re not the only mind Amarus can poison. As you know, your paramour greatly favors him over me.”

      Elowren let his dislike for how Illija spoke of his queen show plainly across his face.

      She ignored him. “I propose your heir, Kezerah, attend my court every time Amarus attends yours. Let my youngest, Ikaika, be given a chance at peace and for her to see I’m not the monster they make me out to be.”

      The idea shocked him. “The dangers of her leaving court are too great,” said Elowren, solemnly. “You know this. It affects us all.”

      “Which is why you know she would be safe here,” Illija countered.

      “She is not to leave the Solstice Court, let alone Elastor⁠—”

      “—By old laws. Laws you can easily redraw, like the one you wish to write today.”

      “I can’t—won’t,” Elowren caught himself. “It’s not done.”

      “Then she is bound to favor Xenkesh over Alora in time, as I will not endanger my own, and your guarantees are only as permanent as your rule.”

      Elowren’s brows neared his circlet. “She’s only five. Do you intend for me to have a short rule?”

      “With friends like Amarus? Who’s to say?”

      “Illija—”

      “Don’t say I’m being unreasonable. A counter to your fanciful elysium is perfectly fair.”

      Fair did not play a role in his daughter’s safety, nor the well-being of his people. He crossed his arms, planting himself—stubborn roots and all—into her stone floor. “No.”

      She waited for him to back down, the challenge clear. He wouldn’t. He studied her further. Her rigid posture as unyielding as her stare. How had she come to distrust him so deeply? Whatever the cause, he would do what he could to mend it.

      “I can, however, promise to not only stay clear of this war, but to swear complete impartiality. My court will not speak of it. My daughter will only be given objective knowledge as needed to prepare her for her duties to the crown.”

      “Until Amarus⁠—”

      Elowren raised a hand to prevent her interruption. “As long as you are unwilling to attend my court, or feel unsafe doing so, his court, too, shall not be permitted. If either of you attend, my family—my heir—will treat all sides with impartiality and equal favor.” He looked her in the eyes. “There will be no arranged pairings, no visits or meetings that the other is not also invited to. I vow, on behalf of my kingdom and the Soul Heir herself, the kingdom of Elastor will maintain complete neutrality in the present war between Xenkesh and Alora.”

      Illija frowned. Elowren kept his mind open and eyes on her. “And the consequences?”

      Elowren suppressed a flinch at her sharp tone. He knew she intended the consequences for Amarus, but it didn’t change how her words pierced him.

      “The consequence is a broken treaty.”

      “War,” Illija said, her words like thunder. “Break a treaty with me, Elowren, and there will be war.”

      Elowren squared his shoulders, weathering the threat like any storm at sea. “So be it,” he said. “If any part of the treaty is broken, or anything like Luka happens again, you will find yourself at war not with one kingdom, but two.”

      This was a language Illija understood. She nodded, uncurling her hand. “Then I shall sign it.”

      Elowren loosed a breath and used his Sway. The paper leaped from the ground and cascaded through the air once more.

      Illija scratched lines out, and wrote in new ones. He waited patiently at the bottom of her dais. The parchment he got back looked vastly different to his original agreement. But a successful settlement nonetheless. The swell of guilt and compassion for his daughter sank his victory. Kezerah already appeared to be growing out of their fortified castle; always a leap and climb away from falling, a constant need to dash and catch her before she reached the ground. Could he add one more condition to her exhaustive limitations? He stared at the curves in his own lettering as Illija answered his unsaid questions with uncharacteristic gentleness.

      “As you said, she is not only the Soul Heir but will be queen someday. Better to quell her expectations for freedom now than allow her hope for something more.”

      His eyes left the parchment. Illija’s face held an expression he hadn’t seen in over a decade: eyes wide and doe-like, soft and unguarded in beauty. He fumbled. Then, as he at last spoke to a friend, he admitted. “I don’t want this for her.”

      Illija lent a wan smile. “Well, you might not choose retirement until you're ancient.”

      Elowren scoffed. “Need I remind you who predicted my time would be cut short?”

      “I’d never wish it, Elowren. I just⁠—”

      Elowren sensed the fresh hashing of a stale argument between them. “Twenty.” She tilted her head and he clarified. “Kezerah will be crowned in her twentieth year. Elize and I decided. By then she will have matured in her magick but still possess an open mind. And I shall enjoy far less weight on my brow.” He gestured to the all-too tight circlet about his head.

      A phantom of a playful look crossed Illija’s lips. “And to prove I wish you a long and prosperous rule, I implore you to stay here tonight. Please, use our hot springs and rejuvenate yourself after your wearying journey.”

      He tipped his chin in gratitude. “A good idea. I believe my soldiers and I would greatly appreciate it.”

      Elowren smiled in relief. This treaty needn’t hinder Kezerah long. It was a temporary gauze on a wound bound to mend. It left plenty of time for Illija to come to her senses. For the war to end. Surely, they could resolve their conflict by then.

      Yet, once more, the queen of Alora’s tone had grown as cold as her kingdom. “Well, I am nothing if not sensible.” Elowren realized his mistake but before he could respond she jabbed her chin in the direction of one of her servants. A servant came forward. Illija spoke with clipped efficiency. “Please, guide our guests to their rooms and baths and be sure King Elowren is not just treated as a monarch, but a friend.” Her gaze did not return to his.

      Elowren cursed himself for the blunder, but knew better than to try and assuage her any further that evening. Moreover, the zeal to barter had abandoned him at the mention of a hot bath. “Thank you for your hospitality.”

      The Aloran servant journeyed from the dais. Illija stayed seated.

      For the best, Elowren thought, turning to follow the man. He needed time to recover after so much dreaded, staunch diplomacy.

      Illija scoffed, calling out to him as he left. “Get plenty of rest Elowren, as I’m sure you still have one more friend to convince of your kingdom’s supposed neutrality.”
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            Dear Elowren

          

        

      

    

    
      Elowren, it was not safe until now to tell you, as I believe my letters are being intercepted. We had no choice but to flee Alora. I must speak to you in person. Tonight. I am at your gate.

      -Your friend Illija.
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      “Kez, Move over—Ouch!”

      “Shh!”

      “Kez, it’s not fair, I can’t see!”

      “Dar, shut up, they’ll hear!”

      “No, not till I can see!”

      “Fine, here. Now, shh!”

      Andarios shifted his cheek to press it firmly against Kezerah’s. The sight of them must have looked ridiculous, heads squeezed together as if trying to form into one being, as they faced a wall: each with an eye shut, to see through a small hole, meticulously carved out of the wood, overlooking the Strategy Chambers below. Despite Andarios being twice her size, Kezerah managed to dominate most of the opening with one of her violet eyes.

      There had been a time, when they were younger, that the two had fit easily into the secret passage. This was no longer the case. Andarios’ yellow eyes narrowed at his friend as he debated whether or not to push her again, or pull her cloud of red hair that took up half the space in volume. The echo of voices in the chamber below diverted the desire.

      “I do not think Illija needs to be seen tonight.” Queen Elize clipped her words, not bothering to disguise her annoyance. “Almost ten years of isolation, without visits to even the largest court functions, only to call upon a king as if he were a steward. It’s irregular—It’s rude.”

      “If she were not herself a queen, my love, I would be inclined to agree,” King Elowren said, from his seat by a glowing hearth. “As it happens she is not only a queen, but a dear friend. The only irregularity I see is that this does not align with Illija’s typical diplomacy, and after so long, I admit, I’m eager to see her and  hear her out.”

      Kezerah smiled at her father’s words. Like the sun’s warmth, his voice provoked a sense of serenity that bordered on cheerful. Half the reason she found herself listening to these meetings was to hear him. He spoke, acted, and carried himself like a monarch should, which both fascinated and terrified her, as she did none of those things to the necessary standard. A ruler required a discipline and control she found dull, if not impossible, to uphold for long periods.

      Andarios nudged his face closer to the spy hole, digging his cheek painfully into hers. She nudged back, regaining her view of the chamber. Her mother, Elize, paced around the oak table, carved into the shape of The Thrice Kingdoms. The wood engravings had been stained to divide each border: indigo veneer leaked into a rich plum purple, then ruptured into vibrant mahogany.

      Her mother picked up one of the small blue pieces that littered the top of the table; one of the miniature soldiers representing a part of the Northern armies of Alora. Most of the blue lay scattered across the red Southern kingdom of Xenkesh. Her home, Elastor, the immediate road to either battle ground held a deep black groove along The Edge. Like a line of ants, a small foot trail made of all three colors arched across the purple center of the map. Elastor’s armies currently oversaw Xenkesh and Alora’s traverse across their land, pressing them to the Western Coast of Elastor and away from small villages.

      Elize inspected the blue piece in the same manner she inspected Kezerah’s dresses for dirt, that was to say, meticulously. “Do you think this has anything to do with the skirmish outside of Sorrel?”

      Kezerah bit her lip, anticipating the forbidden information. She had been asked to leave a mundane meeting earlier in the day due to news coming in of a possible breach in the treaty. The report had been passed around, person to person, until it reached her father, seated next to her, and its voyage came to an abrupt end.

      ‘Perhaps this is…a bit graphic,’ her father had said. ‘Why don’t you spend some more time with Andarios today.’

      The Strategy chamber’s vaulted hearth crackled with firelight as autumn air blew in from the ornate double doors. Kezerah pressed her forehead into the wall in a desperate bid to attain the details withheld from her. Hanan, the steward, hurried in, interrupting the conversation. Kezerah grappled with her disappointment, one eye glowering at the steward. Hanan always appeared to need just a bit more sleep, but his unkempt disarray surprised her. A corner of his night tunic escaped formal breeches and his hair was still coiled in its usual bun, but loose as if rushed.

      “Majesty, Queen Illija of Alora, and Crown Prince Ikaika of Alora.”

      Andarios and Kezerah’s smushed faces turned towards each other,  their citrine and amethyst eyes wide. The queen they had been expecting, having eavesdropped on Elize and Elowren’s earlier conversation. Prince Ikaika, on the other hand, Kezerah hadn’t expected to meet anytime soon. In order for Elastor to keep peace with both Alora and Xenkesh, no favoritism could be permitted between them. A painless task since she didn’t know either of them well enough to hold favor.

      Queen Illija was an exciting surprise, but Prince Ikaika’s visit bordered on rule breaking—a favorite hobby of Kezerah. She rapidly tapped Andarios’ leg, in case he hadn’t been paying sufficient attention. He swatted her hand away but grinned, his teeth as brilliant a white as his hair. Even in the dimly lit wall they had crammed themselves into, Kezerah could see the mirrored mischief dance across his face.

      Heavy footsteps and a chair creaking on stone brought them back to attention. Elowren stood, and Elize moved to stand stiffly by his side as the fiercest-looking woman Kezerah had ever seen entered the room.

      Illija held an immediate presence in the chamber, not just physically, but energetically. Her walk embodied both a stomp and glide as she marched through the door frame in a deep rich velvet cloak with fur-lined trim. Her long ink-black hair was saturated and silken. Her skin reminded Kezerah of the pearly seashells she collected on the beaches of the Summer Quarters. A feline face with wide lips and eyes, bordered her beauty on strange. Hooded eyelids framed a never ending depth of dark brown. Kezerah knew if she had been closer, Illija’s stare would have been impossible to look away from.

      Though her frown cut deep into her features and anger smoldered in her eyes. Andarios shifted back ever so slightly from their hole. He had apparently had a similar reaction to the Queen of Alora’s entrance.

      Elowren approached despite her terrifying posture, arms wide in greeting. “Illija, welcome. It is always a pleasure to see you, no matter the hour.”

      Elize sniffed obtrusively behind him, unmoving.

      Kezerah frowned, disappointed that the Prince of Alora lingered in the hall, out of her view. She shifted her position for a better angle and heard a tsk of annoyance to her right.

      Illija seemed to warm slightly, and leaned into Elowren’s embrace, but her eyes remained ignited. “Elowren.” If Elowren’s voice was the sun’s warmth, Illija's was winter’s night: clear, cool and deep. She continued after a pause. “I understand this violates many of the conditions understood by our treaty. I wrote to Elize of the danger Ikaika faced but received no answer. Please know that I would not put you in this position if given another path.”

      “And what has put you on this path, my friend?” prompted Elowren, concern coloring his words.

      Illija looked back to the hall she had just marched in from, a sharp nod motioning another figure into the room to stand beside her. She then pulled him to her protectively. “You know of my youngest son, Ikaika,” she said as introduction, holding him to her.

      Ikaika appeared small in Illija’s presence. As if sensing this, he shifted slightly out of her grasp. This only led to her holding him tighter, and her son finally giving in.

      Ikaika shared his mother’s dark hair, but where her hair lay straight, his curled faintly despite its short length, framing a serious face; a rich sand to compliment her seashell hands that gripped him tightly. He had his mother’s eyes, set in a face more angled than hers; his jaw more pointed, and lips more stern than supple. Despite his mother’s grasp he managed to look up at the king with an independent demeanor, pointed chin lifted, eyes fixed in an unyielding gaze.

      Elowren, bowed to the boy. “Young Ikaika, it is a pleasure to finally meet you. Your mother speaks fondly of you in her letters.”

      Ikaika nodded, seeming unsure what to say. Elowren offered him an outstretched hand and he took it in his own, wordless, but firm.

      “Amarus goes too far,” Illija continued, her voice strained as she spoke. “He sends assassins. Not for me, but for my son, a child.”

      Kezerah raised a brow, at Illija’s use of the word ‘child.’ Ikaika looked just as old as Kezerah, if not older and, at a fresh fourteen, she disliked the comparison. Andarios whispered the word ‘assassin?’ under his breath and Kezerah refocused.

      Elowren looked up from Ikaika sharply, but Elize broke her silence in answer. “What would you have us do? Break treaty and join your side? Where is the proof of this offense? Assuming you haven’t also over-stepped in your petty squabble.”

      “Petty. Squabble,” Illija spit back, enunciating each word. “Elize, you wouldn’t last a moment under what I’ve endured.”

      “Yes, I’m sure your life as queen of not one, but two kingdoms has been quite trying.” Elize’s words struck out quickly, and Illija’s lip curled into a snarl.

      Elowren reached his hands out, as if to prevent them from launching at one another. “Enough. Illija, I assume you understand my position on endangering my people is final. My army will not join your war. What is it you wish of me instead?”

      “Haven.”

      “Haven for a queen at war is equal to harboring that queen’s war!” Elize snapped.

      Elowren’s eyes patiently pleaded with his paramour, only one hand raised now, in her direction.

      “Haven,” Illija continued slowly. “Not for myself, but for my son. As I said, he is a child, and innocent. This war is not his, and if I can help it, he will not inherit it.”

      “It seems he won’t inherit anything, based on how poorly you’re able to protect him from his brothers and Amarus,” Elize cut back in coolly.

      Illija pulled back on her son to cover his ears.

      “Elize!” Kezerah flinched. Her father used a stern tone so rarely it startled her.

      “Ambrose and Rorrik would never.” Illija asserted.

      Elowren’s voice warmed back up quickly, and he continued, softer. “Of course not, but let’s continue this conversation more cordially and with more privacy. I’m sure after your long journey the young prince is tired.” Elowren motioned towards the idle steward. “Hanan, will you see that Ikaika placed in the Spring Quarter and made comfortable for the night?”

      Hanan bowed and motioned for Ikaika to follow him.

      Illija kissed the top of her son’s head and detached herself long enough for him to follow Hanan out of the room. His stride had a soft grace about it that did not suffer from his mother’s heavy steps, instead reminding Kezerah of the small foxes that slinked in and out of the Winter Woods: light on their feet and difficult to catch.

      Illija’s next words came out sounding wry. “Perhaps we may also venture to a more secure location.”

      “We assure you, our walls are not so easily breached,” Elize answered, her pert nose lifting.

      Illija’s lips twitched into a grin, her gaze drifting up to stare in the direction of Andarios and Kezerah’s hiding place.

      “It’s not your outer walls I fear have been breached, dear Elize.” She said the queen’s name as if it tasted badly on her tongue.

      Kezerah and Andarios looked back at each other, unbelieving that they could have been seen from such a small hole at such a great height. But then she spoke again, directly at the hole that the children then scrambled away from, not bothering to be quiet.

      “Your inner walls, however, seem to hold curious minds.”

      

      Kezerah made it into the antechamber first. Andarios, directly behind her. He worked to situate the tapestry back into place, hiding the passageway.

      She took his hand, and dragged him towards the door. “She might have already told them we’re here. Come on, let’s go!”

      Once in the quiet Winter Quarter corridor, they slunk along the stone wall. The Solstice Court was the oldest standing structure in all of Elastor, and its moss covered walls were cool on Kezerah’s back. Elongated arches gave a view of the surrounding halls that made up the castle boundaries. The Summer Quarters stood to the east, built along the sea. The adjacent Autumn Quarters, with its high glass ceilings and maple trees within, situated to the west. A high raised wall, both a stronghold and shield in the south. Winter, Autumn, and Summer all stood connected with one another, fortifying the Spring Quarters.

      The circular stone tower sat in the center with only a small guard turret and stairs threading it to Summer. This protected the chamber of Elastor’s Soul Heir in every way possible. Unfortunately, the Soul Heir herself needed to get back to her chambers, unnoticed.

      “Summer to Spring?” Andarios offered.

      Kezerah looked to the moon waxing into the west. “The Summer guards just switched. They’ll be too alert.” Kezerah worried her lip. “We can wait for the door guard rotation in the maze.” At the moment, she could at least deny her and Andarios's whereabouts. Hanan or her night nurse catching them left little room for a lack of consequences. Her mother had recently moved Andarios’ rooms farther from Kezerah’s. She didn’t want to see how far Elize would go to separate them further.

      They hurried toward the sloping stairs that led to the main floor and outer courtyards.

      Lined with multi-colored quartz stones indistinguishable from blown-out lanterns, the path led them to the edge of the Autumn hall. They stood parallel to Spring; only the meadow lay between them and the maze tucked against the southern wall and west training yards. Andarios began to cross, eyes fixed on the maze ahead, then stopped abruptly.

      The glow of an oncoming lantern gave warning just before Hanan’s concise voice floated through the air. He and the prince walked openly into the daisy-stained meadow, heading toward the Spring Quarter staircase.

      Kezerah jerked Andarios back, hushing him when he  grunted a curse in irritation. Once the steward and his charge were out of sight, she led them past prickly silhouettes of weaponry left outside the barracks, and a deserted training yard still sticky with mud. They reached high rows of hedges, and an archway of foliage. Once concealed behind the first corner of the entrance, Kezerah dipped her head out from behind the hedge. Andarios at her back. From her vantage point she could see Andarios’ rooms, on the second floor of the Spring Quarters.

      In the distance, Hanan and the prince disappeared into the enclosed staircase, the light of their lantern fading. Kezerah’s fiery curls and Andarios's snowy hair snapped back behind the hedge and both let out a long awaited sigh. Andarios unwound his hand from hers, and pushed back a loose strand of white to better glare at his friend. Kezerah scuffed a foot in the grass. It had, admittedly, been her idea to spend their evening cramped behind a spy-hole.

      “Do you think it's compromised?” she asked, easing the tension between them.

      “Considering the Queen of Alora, notorious for violence, Mind Melded and heard our thoughts?” Andarios said. “Yeah, I’d say so. Though I’m not really willing to test the theory.”

      Kezerah tried to feel guilty, but it had partially been her curiosity in Aloran magick that had prompted her to eavesdrop in the first place. While the Sway language – used in Elastor for non-verbal communications – was common, she had not yet gained a Hold on Sway, the magick of her kingdom. She had played at acquiring her kingdom’s ability to move objects and people—which required a strong will and effort to harness—for as long as she could remember. But the Aloran ability to effortlessly read another’s thoughts had an irresistible pull.

      “Wasn’t she magnificent though?” Kezerah said, giving up on her pretended guilt. “Imagine, hearing everyone’s thoughts, you’d never say the wrong thing, you’d always know the answer.” She leaned back into a hedge, her own thoughts trailing. To never second guess if she said or did the wrong thing. To know what people wanted before they looked her over in disapproval.

      Andarios grimaced. “I’ll pass on that. People are messy enough without their minds getting in the way. Not to mention the headaches.”

      “The headaches pass,” Kezerah said. “A few years of pain, and you could be as powerful as Illija.”

      He raised his brows at her. “Aren’t you not supposed to show favoritism?”

      “Pft. As if I actually make a difference in a decade-old war.” Kezerah rolled her eyes, waving the thought away like an errant fly. “But fine, King Amarus is magnificent and powerful too.”

      Andarios snorted. “Seems to me, powerful people get assassins sent after them.”

      “Do you think the prince fought off the assassin himself?” Kezerah grew excited at the thought. “Maybe they don’t need Honorguards in Alora. Maybe they’re trained to kill from the age of ten and he did away with the assassin before they even drew their blade.”

      Andarios shrugged, pulling and tearing a leaf from the shrubbery surrounding them. He had apparently decided not to humor her. The hedge rustled in protest, and Andarios smiled at Kezerah’s agitation.

      “I’m going to ask him tonight,” she said, in a deliberate whisper. She then checked beyond the hedge once more.

      “Kez,” Andarios warned, ripping the leaf into smaller pieces to busy himself. “We’ve already been caught once. Don’t you think your mother will be mad if she finds you out and about?”

      “When isn’t she mad?” The coast clear, she grabbed his hand. With Andarios back in bed, her mother had no leverage, and she could move more freely.

      She didn’t need to look back to know Andarios grinned. “Fair shot.”

      Kezerah giggled and they entered the Spring Quarter, and wound up the stairwell.

      They grew quiet again before entering the hall with two guards at her door. A minor obstacle they were ready for. Andarios slipped through the door to the first set of unoccupied guest chambers. Kezerah’s stomach tumbled as she imagined him having to make the double hop from the guest chambers’ balconies to his own room across from hers.

      She limbered up for the sprint to her door upon her guards’ mid-moon shift rotation. She heard voices echo from the floor above, her cue to dash across as soon as her guards’ backs turned. Their plum-dyed leather armor glowed in the ensconced light as they pivoted.

      “Do you plan to go?” a low, calloused voice said behind her. “Or am I to guard His Majesty from the stairs?”

      Kezerah jumped and stumbled back. Hours spent in nooks and crannies quieted the yelp that leaped and held in her throat. A shadow moved forward. A man stepped into the firelight and the orange gleam revealed a shaved head and plain black clothes. A fresh and irritated gash ran along his partially bandaged face.

      ‘Am I being assassinated?’ The thought crossed Kezerah’s mind that she didn’t know how to be assassinated. She should have run but her legs didn’t budge. The man continued to stand there, then crossed his arms with a huff.

      “Go on then,” he said, with a gesture towards her door. “You look to be short on time.” Her instincts caught up with her nerves. She dashed to the salvation of her door without care of her guards catching her. Hand on the knob, she glanced back to see the man take position at the door next to hers. Prince Ikaika’s Kingsguard then. She would need to find another way into his rooms. The front door was no longer an option. He glanced at her sidelong, his eyes reflecting the torch light from a brazier on the wall. More light and muffled voices came from the stairs behind him. Kezerah slipped into her rooms.

      Her door snicked closed just as another in the hall opened.

      

      Hanan left the guest chambers, which now housed a sleeping prince. The Aloran guard startled him but Hanan quickly composed himself. Diplomacy held importance both high and low. He nodded in gesture, averting his eyes efficiently away from the red gap in the middle of the man’s face where he assumed more facial features might be.

      “His Majesty has settled in nicely,” Hanan said. He had been relieved with how calm the boy had been. Hanan had overseen as maids tended to his needs. Fresh bed-clothes had been provided before the small prince had crawled into the large bed and immediately closed his eyes for what looked like the first time in days. Ikaika gave not a word of protest through it all; a welcome surprise, given the permanent residents of the Spring Quarters. The boy had rubbed at his forehead and brow in soothing, and Hanan made a mental note to make sure lavender oils would be dispersed into the chambers.

      The guard only gave a nod in return. ‘Oh good,’ Hanan thought, ‘not a conversationalist.’ All the better. He had a list of tasks to do and knew, out of the three children he would need to check on tonight, he had just tackled the least difficult.

      Andarios’ room held nothing but heavily exaggerated snores and darkness. Hanan stepped out, bracing himself for the true challenge. The Princess of Elastor made no such performance. Kezerah sat up in bed, grinning expectantly at him. Light burst from every lit lantern in her room. Her nightgown backwards, as if donned in a rush to the bed. Her bright eyes watched him as he sighed and entered the space, somehow already messy despite the frequent tidying up the servants did.

      “Hanan!” she said, whisper poorly contained. “Finally! What’s he like? Does he get to stay?”

      Hanan answered as he blew out each candle. “Much like myself, Princess, he’s tired. As far as him staying, that will be up to your parents and Queen Illija to decide. But for the night, yes, he’s staying.”

      “Do we get to meet him?” her voice remained upbeat despite the darkening room.

      ‘Did she have to light all the candles?’

      Hanan sighed. “That is also up to the many majesties I’m sure you have been eavesdropping on,” he said dryly. “But,” he added, “if the treaty is to be followed, no. It would be unwise for you to interact with Prince Ikaika.”

      Kezerah blew out air and seemed to deflate with the action, sinking into her pillow. “It’s a stupid rule anyway. Why should we care if everyone’s parents can’t get along?”

      While Hanan’s job didn’t formally include instructing Kezerah in history, he couldn’t help but correct her; there was too much at stake for her to choose a new playmate in lieu of her duties. “Your parents have kept our kingdom safe by being impartial and fair despite Alora and Xenkesh not getting along. Elastor is a refuge, and the only neutral territory where both parties can safely speak in a move towards peace. As the future ruler of this kingdom, that responsibility extends to you⁠—”

      “Hanan,” Kezerah groaned. “Forget I said anything. I’ll go to bed if you stop, I promise.”

      Satisfied that his dry lecture had served its secondary purpose, Hanan nodded, then stepped out of the now darkened chamber and into the moon and flame lit corridor.

      The night nurse, Nimah, turned the corner into the hall at that moment and Hanan gave another nod in her direction.

      “Are they asleep yet?” she yawned.

      “Your humor brightens the evening,” Hanan responded dully. “I would start with the young lord of Luka. His snores were particularly vibrant. I might have bored the princess into slumber.”

      The nurse nodded. All fairly typical behavior of her charges.

      “We have a guest child as well,” he added. “He is not to be disturbed, and his personal guard shall remain posted at his door.”

      The nurse’s brows raised in surprise as she took in the marred spector behind him. She opened her mouth to speak.

      Hanan waved her off. “I can’t say more at the moment, but I imagine we will have better instructions in the morning.” The nurse raised eyebrows at him, but he gave her no more than stoicism. Finally she shrugged alongside a half curtsey. Hanan turned to go. He reached the stairs and heard her huff upon entering Lord Andarios’ chamber.

      “Enough of that,” she chastised. “Not even a komodai snores so loud.”

      

      Ikaika had been asleep for what felt like a blink when his dreams shifted into a vivid picture.

      Small bronze hands reached out over a stone balcony, elbows lifting, and dragging a petite body up and over the rail. A flash of copper obscured his vision briefly, and then a moment of triumph as whomever he Mind Melded with stood straight. The focus shifted from the climb to more specific thoughts.

      ‘How should I wake him? I hope Nurse isn’t in here, that would be bad, or that man…’ The excitement edged slightly into shyness as the adventure of the climb wore off.

      Ikaika awoke, and his mind snapped back into his own. He turned and watched a small girl freeze in place on his balcony, as if trying to blend in with other non-existent sculptures. He snorted in amusement as he sat up, specks of light dancing across his vision as a mask of pain spread behind his eyes. He ignored it as best he could, grateful for the dark. Daylight always worsened his migraines.

      “I’m awake,” he said, figuring out the best way to transform the statue back into a princess.

      She loosened into a willowy girl wearing a night shift much like his own. He recognized the copper he’d seen during his accidental Mind Meld as the shock of deep orange curls that framed a pretty, heart-shaped face. The strands cascaded down to her waist. The glow of a waning moon shone through the pink petals of a cherry blossom tree outside and backlit her silhouette. His one flickering candle gave her dark complexion an even warmer glow, and her purple eyes gleamed like gems. Ikaika straightened.

      Intrigued by her vibrance he gestured to the end of his bed, and she loosened even further. She took confident steps as she bounced onto his bed.

      “We’re not supposed to meet, you know,” he said, but he had a feeling she knew very well.

      “And you’re not supposed to be here,” she countered, the grin never left her face as she looked around, her hands patting the coverlet as she tested the mattress’ level of bounce.

      He cocked his head to the side. The level of animation made her age difficult to gauge.

      “How old are you?”

      “Fourteen and three moons,” she said, her voice daring him to denounce her for it.

      ‘Only half a year younger than me,’ he thought. She stared at him with open curiosity, so he allowed himself to stare back. He noticed now she had freckles sprinkled across her wide button nose. He didn’t know what to say, but he soon found he didn’t need to. She was perfectly capable of carrying the conversation.

      “So, who tried to kill you?”

      “The King of Xenkesh,” he answered mildly, as if it hadn’t been the most frightening night of his life.

      “Why didn’t he try and kill your mother?”

      A question Ikaika had been asking himself. Why him? He didn’t know the man that had once been his mother’s paramour, nor had Ikaika met his brothers, who both resided alongside the King in Xenkesh. Ikaika in no way wanted his mother to be in danger, but it had stung to realize someone—many someones, his brothers even—hated him enough to want him dead.

      “I think the King…and my brothers still want my mother to live with them. He hates her, but I don’t know. It’s confusing.” He let his sentence drift off, uncertain how much to say or if he even understood enough to voice it properly.

      “How did they do it?” Ikaika adjusted on the bed, confused by the question, still thinking of his mother and her complex past.

      “Do…what?”

      “Try and kill you,” she said, as if that was the only obvious answer.

      His head pulsed harder now, the pain wrapping around him like a mask. He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “You’re kind of nosy aren’t you?”

      “A bit.” She leaned in. “But I like to know things. What if they come here and, as my guest, I need to protect you?”

      He laughed at this, and her eyes narrowed, lips twitched in a pucker to one side.

      “I don’t think it’ll be your job to protect me,” he informed her. “I’ll have guards for that, and, eventually, enough training to protect myself.”

      If this had been a week earlier, he would have declared being perfectly capable of protecting himself presently. However, the man in the dark, striking as quick as hail in a storm, flashed through his memory. It had dashed away any illusions of bravery Ikaika had of himself.

      The man’s mind had been so cruel and vile it had woken Ikaika up moments before the attack, tumbling him from his bed. He had never made it to his feet, constantly scrambling and tripping across his floor. Hands had reached out for Ikaika where he had been just moments before.

      Eriko had burst in as Ikaika curled up on the floor. His Kingsguard had repeatedly told Ikaika to run, but he couldn’t move, having accidentally Mind Melded into the assassin. Until Eriko’s sword had pierced his chest—the assassin’s chest—and Ikaika had slipped into unconsciousness.

      He returned to the conversation as the princess, Kezerah, rolled her eyes. “Well, until then, I’m the one that slipped into your room without anyone noticing, so perhaps I should get some credit.”

      She had a point. “How did you get in here?”

      “Climbed.”

      It was Ikaika’s turn to roll his eyes. “I mean, how did you not get caught?”

      “Oh,” she said, excited again. “Our courtyard is connected. It’s only accessible through our balconies so it’s not guarded from the inside. My balcony is next to yours. So, I just jumped to this one.”

      ‘Jumped and almost fell to your death,’ Ikaika thought, remembering through her eyes as she struggled to lift her dangling body up from the edge. “Well, you’ve proven yourself to be as adept as an assassin. Now what?”

      She seemed to preen at the praise of being compared to a cold hearted killer. “Now, we sneak out.”
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      Illija stood with her back to the King and Queen of Elastor. She trusted Elowren, but it felt unnatural to turn her back on a serpent such as Elize. Illija continued the pulse of Melding throughout the room. It kept her at ease, even if Elize’s thoughts were violent in nature. She knew Illija had lied about the assassination, but Illija didn’t understand how.

      ‘She’s been nothing but trouble her whole life. Even as a child she ruined everything.’ Elize’s mind continued to churn out her jealousies, remembering them all as children and misremembering Illija’s want for the attention she had received. Elize had always been this way: frivolous thoughts, lavish parties, petty behaviors. When they were young she had chalked it up to Elize’s humble background. A need to have nice things after going without. Well, Elize had obtained plenty of nice things since handfasting with Elowren, and she was still just as fussy, if not more so.

      Illija had no patience for it, but her request was too great. She needed to keep calm in order to appeal to Elowren. She sighed, receding her Melding back into herself and turning to face the room.

      This chamber was far more private. The density of books limited the amount of people that could cram in. Housed in the Winter Quarter, it overlooked dense forest and, in the distance, the mountain peaks of her homeland. Even seeing Alora from afar made her soul ache. Too often her time was spent away from those mountains. She blamed Amarus, which brought on a fresh steam of anger to her boiling heart.

      ‘Ice Queen,’ they called her. She scoffed without humor. How lazy some minds were; she was the antithesis of ice. Her rage moments from erupting. A flash of screams and fire entered her thoughts and she shuddered.

      “Is this location more to your liking?” Elowren asked gently, closing the door.

      Looking at Elowren now she needed no Melding to see that same kindness in his eyes, wide with concern. She saw in him a genuine heart not even she could begrudge.

      “Yes, thank you,” Illija said. “I’d prefer our children not suffer the same distaste for one another that their parents have so slowly acquired over time.” Then added, “It saddens me that such resentment has grown between us.”

      She hoped she came off as heartfelt. She must have because Elize rolled her eyes at the same time Elowren’s managed to soften further.

      “I, too, am saddened by all our new formalities,” he said. “So often I picture how it once was… all of us running through the gardens, enjoying the fire festivals in Trusol.”

      She couldn’t help but see the images his open mind conjured there. Herself, young and beautiful; Elize with a somewhat less puckered expression on her face; Ozule looked at Illija lovingly, while Amarus laughed and pulled her into the circle of dancers. The capital of Xenkesh thrummed around them.

      Her mind recoiled from the thought of Amarus and her face hardened as she tried to maintain her composure. “Yes, well, given that our ties are now so formal, I have an official request for you, Elowren.”

      Elowren’s face fell but he remained listening.

      “I ask that my son stay here until I have better fortified my lands from those who wish him harm. I am too often away in battle and cannot ensure his safety. Once he is trained to Meld properly I know he will be capable, but he is still just a child, and Amarus—” she gritted her teeth at the name, “—would see him dead before he is given a chance to rule in my stead.”

      Illija meant to Meld with Elowren but Elize spoke, breaking her concentration. “Perhaps this is yet another misunderstanding, and someone was merely sent to retrieve the boy. Amarus loves both of his sons dearly; your young Rorrik is rarely out of his sight. It seems natural to want all three brothers to be reunited.”

      Illija swallowed bile before responding. She summoned all the serenity she could muster. “Child thieves, while abhorrent, do not often carry ornate knives given to me during my handfasting ceremony.” She managed to smile, a show of teeth.

      Elize moved to touch her paramour’s shoulder, a pout forming on her lips. “I suppose there’s no way to know for certain, given that he was stabbed through the chest before being granted the chance to speak. Unfortunate that your tactics don’t leave much room for the benefit of doubt.”

      Illija’s teeth pressed together so firmly she thought they might crack. Though, the calm resolution of Elowren’s thoughts allowed Illija to smile smugly at his queen. Elize’s involvement always brought out a minor pettiness in her.

      Elowren spoke moments after his thoughts. “The benefit of the doubt must indeed be granted; and as a child was at risk, either of kidnapping or something more insidious, I must place that benefit in your hands Illija.”

      Elize’s pout slipped into a frown, dark blue eyes mimicking an ocean storm. Her rosy coloring looked blotchy next to Elowren’s dark umber as it further reddened. The temptation to slip into Elize’s mind hummed in Ilija, if only for the satisfaction, but Elowren’s next thoughts caught her off-guard.

      “Prince Ikaika will be granted Haven in Elastor as long as you wish. But his brothers will be extended the same invitation. Let them see how all parties may live in harmony here, and that not all moments need to be filled with strife.” Elowren placed his hand on Elize’s, still clenched at his shoulder. “In order to maintain the safety of our children however—” Illija did not like his next thought. “—I will not forbid Amarus alone from coming here. Neither yourself nor Amarus will attend court while each other's children seek haven in Elastor. Neither of you will be given access to poison each other’s heirs against one another nor be given the chance to cause harm.”

      Illija stormed. “They are all my children, Elowren. Do you think I would do my own sons harm? That I would hurt all that I fight for?”

      Elowren’s eyes remained calm despite her wrath, his tone matched. “Not all harm is physical, Illija, and if you believe you fight solely for justice, perhaps you need to look at the villages burned in your wake, and the countless mothers who will not lay eyes on their children again.” The line of his mouth hardened as he finished.

      She entered his mind and found only stone resolve and pain: for her, for her children, for the casualties of war, and even for his absurd loyalty to the scab that sat upon the Xenkeshi throne. No, there would be no more reasoning with Elowren. Ikaika was safe and situated. Ambrose and Rorrik—pain shot through her as she pictured her elder sons, imagining them as small children despite knowing they were nearing their magick by now—they could come here, without Amarus’ influence on them. They would not meet their brother on a battlefield. The thought loosened the tightness in her chest. She nodded, unwilling to glance in Elize’s direction.

      “So be it,” she conceded.

      Elowren clapped and smoothed his hands together, before quickly moving them as if to draw something toward his chest. A paper whirled through the air from a shelf, he caught and unraveled it.

      His blasted treaty. He motioned for a quill and it too flew to his outstretched palm. He wrote in a line, demanding his terms in order to grant her son’s haven. After scribbling his own signature, he motioned first to Elize, then Illija. Moving his thumb as if to wipe his cheek, he pressed an invisible seal to the paper and Illija watched as it shot out the window with the speed of an arrow.

      While they waited, Illija wondered at the patience to learn every gesture needed in order to make Elastian’s Hold on Sway work. Unlike her Mind Melding, which took great discipline for the mind, the people of Elastor, if gifted, needed to use their hands in order to bend magick to their will. To speak Sway was one thing, to Hold Sway quite another. While she found the idea of doing such mundane tasks just by twirling her finger intriguing, she could not imagine life without her ability to glean another’s mind: the greatest defense imaginable. An even greater offense if one knew what to do beyond the monks’ teachings.

      A flash of light accompanied the crackling sound of burning (complete decoration on Amarus' part) and revealed the paper on the table from far-flung Xenkesh. Amarus had chosen to write his lengthy scrawl in red ink, instead of the trio’s black. Illija’s eyes rolled at his theatrics. Elowren nodded, rolling the scroll and placing it back on the shelf.

      Overcome with exhaustion, and with her task completed, she left the table. “I shall retire and depart in the morning.” She left it at that. She had no more to say.

      Illija’s walk from the Winter Quarter to Spring seemed to take mere moments, the little castle so much smaller than she remembered. Up a flight of stairs sat a sleeping nurse in a chair. The round little woman rocked to and fro outside a door heavily stationed with guards. Ikaika’s personal guard, Eriko, motioned for her to pass. The Elastian guards did not stir to stop her. The new gash along Eriko’s freshly bandaged face and gore-torn features left little room for argument. She would miss her sword master, but it reassured her to have him at Ikaika’s side.

      High-up, fogs of lavender fell into the silence of her son’s well-guarded room. A bed with curtains made from intricate lace leaves caressed mussed sheets in the breeze of an open door. Empty. A spike of panic surged through her before she took a calming breath and closed her eyes. Illija reached outside herself, until she heard his quiet thoughts, peaceful in sleep. They came from the room across the hall. The nurse started up in attention as she opened the doors.

      Feathers, torn cushions, ribbons, and overturned chairs were strewn across the floor. In a massive pile of blankets lay three sleeping children.

      The image reminded Illija of the lions she had seen in Xenkesh, the cubs knotted together in a tangled heap. She picked her son’s face from the pile and kissed him tenderly on his forehead. His mind reached, to dip into hers, and she allowed him to see just how much she loved him, and how much she would miss him.

      The other two children lay undisturbed. She easily identified Elowren’s child, her tawny fawn complexion dotted with his same freckles. While Elowren’s face was longer, she recognized the stubborn set of his jaw. A far more playful smile tugged at the child’s lips, but just as warm. Her stature was petite despite her long limbs. Illija had to smile at the girl’s hair—a much more deeply striking shade of red than her mother’s—heavily adorned with feathers, from a pillow that had been ripped to shreds.

      The girl clasped hands tightly with a youth, his hair an astonishing white, with a heavily sun-kissed face from a summer outside. She suspected what family he hailed from. Unfortunately, Melding into his mind only brought up pictures of their past battle with overstuffed pillows, and an especially delicious cherry suncake he had recently eaten.

      Illija smiled. Perhaps, while not as planned, this would do nicely. Ikaika deserved a childhood not wrought with danger and war. The Solstice Court had always felt like a dream, a shroud against the violence of the world. She would come back for him. She would make sure he didn’t turn out too soft and coddled by this dream. She just needed to rip the beating heart from Amarus’ chest before she did so.

      Placing one last kiss upon her youngest son’s brow, she left yet another one of her children behind.
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        * * *

      

      Ambrose struggled to both catch his breath and hold it. He scanned the crumbling village, and did all he could to combat the rising smell of charred flesh from entering his nostrils. Sand rose up with the heat, and he shut his eyes against it. The scene remained in vivid detail behind his closed eyelids. The amber that littered the shambles of the coastal town matched the skyline; a burnt red with ominous hues seared into its depths. Bits of broken doors lay splintered open in an array of colors. Ash and worse scorched the ruined homes.

      Another gust of sand rushed at him. He raised a forearm to cover his face, and nearly vomited. He had forgotten the gore that smeared up his wrist from the woman he had not been able to save—and had hastily had to bury from sight.

      “Where’s my momma?”

      “I don’t know.”

      "Where is she? Where’s my mommy!”

      “I’m sorry,” Ambrose said, trying to sound brave, trying to sound like Azalea. “I don’t know.”

      The girl, covered in soot and ash, held his hand in her small grubby one. Ambrose tried to tell himself it was slick with sweat and not blood. Her
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Everything has magick.
Everyone has magick. (though some may not wield it).
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“Holding Sway: The body’s manifestation of magick.*
Mind Melding: The mind's manifestation of magick.
Bond Wielding: The soul’s manifestation of magick.

*Not to be confused with Sway, a gesture-led, non-verbal language
predating the magickal manifestation.
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The Wheel of the Year was agreed upon in the first Year of King Ellas’ rule and the
establishment of the Thrice Kingdoms: Year One of the Warrior Star, during the
Iron Bear’s moon alignment, known as Warrior Era One, Iron Bear Moon.





OEBPS/images/elize.jpg





OEBPS/images/bethync-almanac-copy-worldly-split.jpg
Lroven Theeries on Soals

Everything has a soul.

Everyone has a soul.

Souls can be split.

Souls can be paired.

Souls can be tethered and Bonded.

A Soul without both a vessel and wielder returns to the Summerlands.

Otherwer Seal 5 fin

Soulmates (Elastor), Twinsouls (Xenkesh) Sowtbursts (Alora)

A soul, upon creation, may split into two.
Tf split in the Summerlands, these souls do not reforge into one.
While acting as two separate entities, they are drawn to fuse.

This bond is “otherworldly” and have little to no study beyond the principles of
a “worldly” Bond.

ey 5/ Seal S j
selves (the wielder).

Aworldly being may create a mhcr between a soul and them:
To do this, their soul is split, via intention and attachment, and placed into the Bonded soul.

Through this method, a Bond is created.
ABond is lifelong.
A Bonded soul will follow its wiclder to the Summerlands, with or without a vessel.

Worldly split souls reforge and untether themselves once returned to the Summerlands.





OEBPS/images/untitled_artwork-2.jpg
WHIMBERRY







OEBPS/images/bethync-almanac-copy-1-copy.jpg
Lurther f@éﬁ; o Soals

B{%
Any two, or more*, souls can pair.

TPairing is a worldly magick, done with intent. By means of body, mind and soul.
TPairing souls gives two, or more, souls a similar essence.
TPairing allows a shared willpower and magick cache (between wielder).

“Paired souls are not tethered nor soulmates*.
“They are not one, but close. Kindred.” - Monk Konnri, soul specialist.

Unpairing: Souls cannot unpair until returned to the Summerlands.
“An individual claiming the ability to assist in an ‘unpairing’is selling komodai bane.”

- Monk Konnri, soul specialist.

“Paramours: Becoming Paramours is a pairing done during a ritual known as

“Handfasting.

TPairing should not be confused with Tethering, which gives Bondwielders access to
Bonded soul's soul-language in order to directly affect Bond (&therefore it’s counterparts)

Soulmates have this bond inherently, rendering ritualistic pairings moot.

* Basha’s pairings to all thrce of his paramours lended proof o this theory
* Also known as Twin souls (Xenkesh),or Soulbursts (Alora)
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