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        AUTHOR’S NOTE

      

      

      Diminished is a high fantasy that shows the events preceding war. As is often true with life, particularly when on the brink of conflict, this story is not always happy. There are moments of bliss and accomplishment, but there is also figurative and literal darkness. I promise this trilogy will come to a happy ending—we just have to travel through the dark to reach the light.

      

      With that, dear reader, please take care and know this novel contains the following: depictions of fantasy violence (sword fights, arrow strikes, etc.); death of parental figures and death of a loved one; discussion of torture and murder, escalating violence and fantasy genocide; talk of superior race and social persecution; female oppression and marital abuse; body horror/transformation including descriptions of blood, burning, injuries, and scars; light spice/sex; complicated parent-child relationships; discussion of self-harm; and depictions of anxiety and panic attacks.

      

      As always, if you are sensitive to any of these areas, please take care. Only you can best decide what you can handle.
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        Many of the names of places and people are influenced from Gaelic, Scandinavian, German, and English pronunciations, but some variances from those languages of our world may defer to the world of Visennore.

      

      

      

      People

      Ailith: Ay-l-ith

      Caitriona: Kah-tree-nah

      Greer: Gh-rear

      Barden: Bar-den

      Isla: Eye-lah

      Kayl: K-ale

      Cearny: Kear-knee

      Róisín: Ro-sheen

      Ceenear: See-near

      Raum: R-ah-mm

      Onora: Oh-no-rah

      Niveem: Nive-ee-m

      Shad: Ch-add

      Malcolm: Mm-al-come

      Lachlan: Lack-lan

      

      Places

      Visennore: V-iss-en-nor

      Wimleigh: Whim-lee

      Braewick: Brr-aye-wick

      Ulla Syrmin: Ooo-la Sear-min

      Invarlwen: In-varl-when

      Mazgate: Mah-zz-gate

      Avorkaz: Ah-vore-kah-zz

      Beaslig: Bees-ll-ig

      Caermythlin: Care-myth-lynn

      Umberfend: Uhm-burr-fend

      Ätbënas: Hau-t-beh-nah-ss
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      The gong of bells sent finches skyward and past the open window of the queen’s chamber; their wings on the wind whispered of dead souls whilst the bells pealed again. Deep and hollow, their ring vibrated through the bones of the bell masters whose callused hands pulled on the thick ropes to make the bronze chimes herald in the evening. They declared to the entire city the day was done. The funeral rites could begin.

      Queen Greer, the ruler of Wimleigh Queendom for nearly two years, was drawn from her writing pad by the sound. Her focus on notes and figures, a world of paperwork she hadn’t quite expected to contend with when she received the crown, could finally be placed aside as she met the gaze of the royal guard waiting across from her. The serious young woman stood at attention by the interior door of the room and gave the queen a single nod. Greer placed her quill into its holder and stood. They had only a few minutes to catch up.

      The internal stairwell reserved for secret movement of the royal family provided their quickest route to the guard yard which sat in the inner ward between the castle and the servant homes built into the outer ward. The stairwell was cool, but the ever-present humidity leaked through the slivers of windows they passed as they rushed down the stone steps. In the height of summer, the sun lingered in the sky longer, but the valley was already filling with shadows. With the sun going to rest, its burning heat loosened its grip on the city, whilst memories of the beating rays still rose from the castle’s stones. With light fading, the grieving family could at last do what they deemed proper.

      As Ailith opened the door to the yard, the percussion of drumbeats indicated the proceedings had already begun. Greer hesitated, her stomach knotting and a jolt of concern expanded to her limbs.

      “You aren’t late,” Ailith reassured, her voice soft despite that they were alone. Greer gave the guard a concerned look but found Ailith’s expression one of gentle sincerity. She even offered her queen a small smile before directing her gaze elsewhere.

      Ailith MacCree took over many duties in Barden’s absence and Greer was surprised daily by how much she mirrored the senior guard. Just a year into working for the royal guard and in close proximity to Greer, Ailith could read her moods and thoughts almost as well as Barden. She appreciated this in her moments of uncertainty, like now as she hovered in the doorway to the stairs and found that taking the next step into the yard was harder to do than expected.

      Greer pulled the hood of her summer cloak over her blonde hair and brushed her hands down the simple tunic and pants royal guards wore, all borrowed from Ailith specifically for this outing. She once had similar uniforms, but they were discarded when she became queen under her mother’s orders.

      “A queen doesn’t have to dress like a guard. She’s the queen,” her mother declared shortly after Greer’s crowning. Greer had sat miserably as her mother dropped the well-worn uniform into the eager flames in the hearth of her room. Nearly two years later and Greer still clutched at her bitterness for it all. While she quickly had pants and shirts made to match her sovereign role, it was necessary she blend in for this outing. It was one thing to legalize magic again, another for the queen to be seen at previously-outlawed funeral rites steeped in what once was banned.

      “Do I look alright?” It was startling to feel so hesitant to enter the yard; every inch of the castle grounds was hers since birth and never once was she reluctant to go into the area, at least not until now.

      Ailith pressed her fingers to her lips as she shifted back. The guard was close to Greer’s height with skin browned from the summer sun. The ripples of scars over her right arm stood out, but that didn’t stop the guard from rolling up the sleeves of her shirt as she worked in the stifling rooms of the castle. After a moment of consideration, Ailith reached forward to adjust Greer’s hood, her fingers light and quick. “You look like any other guard; no one will know. Just don’t let your hood fall back.”

      They crossed the yard alone, past training lanes, wooden beams with hack marks from swords and dented bullseyes. It was a place often filled with training bodies, a place where both Greer and Ailith spent hours and left their sweat and blood behind to mix in the dirt. The emptiness made Greer’s uncertainty grow. Dust kicked up from their boots to coat their dark leather and turn it pale. They weaved their way through the yard, silent beyond their footsteps, and past a training post where a small bird sat. Twisting its head, it watched Greer with knowing. A death bringer. When they flew, the black and white feather markings on their underside looked like floating skulls, while their heads had red caps as if they were dipped in blood. Some said their red caps were due to their plunging into dying bodies to drink the souls of the dead, but Greer knew that wasn’t true. The sight of the bird made Greer choke, and she turned away to focus on the homes they walked toward with determination to ignore the existence of the creature.

      Like shadowy witnesses, many of the guard homes stood quiet and dark as their inhabitants clustered outside of one in particular. It wasn’t a miraculous or special home. The clay and stone outer walls were similar to the rest of the dwellings lining the first rampart, a listless color of earth with the greenery of vines growing on the walls. The small windows of the two-story structure glowed brightly against the darkening world. What occurred inside the dwelling, however, drew a group of interested fellows who clustered near the windows and open door. Their murmurs were low against the persistent beat of the drum but provided an additional vibrating hum beneath each beat.

      Greer glanced over her shoulder again. Ailith followed close behind and waved her forward.

      “Go.” Ailith directed Greer with ease few other guards were capable of. The rest were all professional, but Ailith was part of the inner circle and her manner exhibited that. She flashed a reassuring smile, her teeth bright in the gloom. “I’ll be outside waiting.”

      Breathing deeply, Greer rolled her shoulders and stood tall to step amongst those outside the home. The crowd was made of guards; guards who worked for her family for generations, longer than Greer was alive. There were younger guards, too; people she witnessed train and even received their pledges for devoted service. With barely a glance at their queen, the group parted, making a clear path forward. Perhaps her outfit didn’t allow as much discretion as she hoped.

      The mourners nodded, but continued to speak amongst themselves, unbothered by her arrival which eased some of the tension from Greer’s shoulders. She was their boss, yes, but in this instant, she wasn’t their concern. They were here for the first funeral rites since their banning many years ago for a guard they had an abundance of respect for. Greer was honored to receive an invitation from the grieving family to attend.

      Barden’s family.

      There was never a time Greer didn’t know the Willstrung family. Shaw, Barden’s father, led the royal guard until Barden was born. He quit on the spot; his attention turned to training youths who hoped to become royal guards themselves. He didn’t want to lose his life on a field, not when he had a child to care for. It was something Greer’s father was bitter about until his death. There was never any dispute: Shaw was the best royal guard and having him leave to become a trainer wasn’t just a loss to Cearny, but the entire kingdom. Greer, however, had found it sweet Shaw gave up such a desired position because he wanted to ensure his longevity for his family; it was one of many views that differed from her father’s.

      The royal guard benefited from Shaw’s instruction with the next graduating classes more skilled than previous. When Barden came of age, Shaw taught him, and a few years later, Greer too. Not a single royal guard hadn’t worked with Shaw at some point, it was what made his sudden death so hard for the entirety of the castle. All the worse for Barden.

      Greer stepped into Shaw’s home where his wife Rowan and his three daughters still lived. Gazes lifted to take in the queen at the doorstep which spurred shuffling bodies as they made room. The house’s interior was heavy with the scent of melted beeswax and herbs, and glowed with the yellow light of candles. They sat on every available surface with dying flowers nestled at their bases; the melted wax was long, bumpy strands that hardened over the petals and off the edge of tables. Greer was told it was tradition to light candles in the home of the person who passed and keep them lit until the body left the residence. The light provided a pathway forward for the soul, so it may return to its family and body if it was chased away in the fearful moments before death.

      Upon the dining table just beyond the door lay Shaw’s body, still, cold, and with pale skin. His brown hair was flushed with gray, and smile lines carved along his eyes and cheeks. He seemed to only be asleep, his expression one of rest, if not for the pallor of his skin.

      Would Barden look similar when he was older?

      She searched the room until her gaze connected with only his. Brown stubble shown against his face, articulating the curve of his clenched jaw. His auburn hair hung loose with wavy strands hanging into his eyes that rose to meet Greer’s. He visibly relaxed as his lips softened and his shoulders dropped. A brief shadow of a smile crossed his face and his eyes glistened, bringing out their blue while the skin beneath was shadowed from both lack of sleep and sadness. He turned his hand, exposing the paleness of his palm, and signaled Greer to come to his side.

      Greer stepped further into the room; her hands held together as she tried to make herself small while she searched for a path forward. Her eyes passed over the remaining Willstrungs. Rowan stood at the head of the table, bent over her husband’s face as she gently wiped it with a thick golden syrup—honey—and Barden’s sisters placed reeds; grasses; small, red bog fruit; and yellow, pink, and white swamp flowers betwixt Shaw’s body and the sheet he rested upon. Guards thirty years Greer’s senior stood at the corners of the table, their hands at their sides and their gazes down while Barden’s family worked.

      As Greer circled the table, squeezing past mourners, she considered the last time she saw Barden a few days prior, yet the space in time felt infinite. She never went long without interacting with him.

      “May I attend the rites?” Greer had asked when he requested leave for the funeral. She hadn’t known what his answer would be. It wasn’t until adulthood during one night of their travels that Barden confessed his family practiced the old ways and honored the magical creatures of the world. At the time, the very act was illegal, but Greer held the knowledge tightly against her chest. A secret cherished and never revealed—not until it was safe.

      Her father would have sentenced Barden’s parents to death, Barden would have lost his role in the guard if not his head, and his sisters would have been thrown to the streets if not killed as well. It had been a risk for him to tell her and all the more important to hide the knowledge away.

      Her father’s hatred of the old ways made her uncertain of Barden’s answer, but she was selfishly pleased when Barden’s red-rimmed eyes brightened, if only for a moment. He nodded then pulled his gaze from Greer’s, seemingly shy as he said softly, his voice rough with unshed tears, “That would mean the world to me.”

      Now a few days later, his shyness was gone. He focused on his parents as his mother hummed quietly, bringing Greer to the present as she stepped beside Barden. It was rhythmic, akin to waves of the shore, rushing forward before drifting away. Each Willstrung began humming too. The vibration filled the house and spilled through the windows to pass over guards clustering in the yard. Guttural, groaning murmurs became low singing that rose in volume from nearly all present.

      Greer took in the song with wide eyes; it was unfamiliar, and she was one of the few who did not join. It was a welcome surprise that the old practices never quite died amongst the men who followed the king’s orders. They sang with pride and their children standing at their side knew the lyrics as well. How often did the guards sing these songs in the privacy of their homes, away from the judgmental ears of Cearny and his closest supporters? It thrilled Greer to think they all maintained secret practices for so long. It also served as a reminder that what she set forth to do—to lead her country to accept magic practices and creatures once more—would find resonance in more than she hoped.

      Rowan tilted her head back, drawing Greer’s attention to the matriarch of the family, and closed her eyes as she clutched her chest. Her fingers were desperate, scratching at the fabric of her dress as if to pry her heart from there. Rowan’s lips parted to release a singing cry. It was as if her soul would fall into her hands due to the depths of her sorrows, all conveyed in her keening. The vibration of her voice caught Greer’s throat, urging her to join although she didn’t know the song’s words. In the end, she still understood the language. There is no barrier when it comes to words of loss. She cared for Shaw too, after all. He was strong and determined, stern yet soft. She strove to make him proud when he taught her, and thrilled when he complimented her growing skills, something she never experienced from her own father.

      A deep hum rose beside Greer, drawing her attention away from Rowan. Barden sang, taking the place of his mother in the silence that followed her cry. Greer sucked in a breath. In Barden’s exposure of grief and the sound of his voice, low and rhythmic, she saw him anew. His eyes remained on Shaw and tears shimmered in their blue gaze. He stepped back from the table as his song ended and slipped his hand into Greer’s along the way to pull her with him. His siblings also stepped back, leaving the four men at the corners and his mother at the head. The men reached forward to take the ends of the sheet and pull it tightly to lift the body. They shifted and with the mournful song’s beat, moved toward the door.

      One by one, Barden’s younger siblings followed the men, and Greer took an uneasy step backwards to give room.

      “Stay with me.” Barden’s breath was hot against her cheek as he bowed his head toward her.

      She nodded and realized her hand remained in his. Greer couldn’t speak, the display of their heartache filled her chest and made it tight. When her own father died, there was never this number of tears. Perhaps from some of his devoted personnel, although Greer never noticed, and certainly not from those expected. Her mother remained blank, her emotions carefully held back; Caitriona remained asleep, exhausted by the curse that tore her body apart and then brought it back together; and Greer felt nothing but boiling rage.

      For the Gablaigh family, tradition called for the heir to keep vigil of the dead monarch the night prior to their burial. Locked in the room with his corpse, Greer was expected to seek wisdom and mourn her father as he had done with his before. But instead, Greer sat in a corner avoiding the corpse at all costs.

      What wisdom could she seek from a man with so much blood on his hands? What could she learn from him other than hatred and distrust? What could be absorbed since she was the one who drove her sword into her father’s gut and witnessed the glow of life seep from his eyes? An act she knew, over a year later, she would do again if given the chance?

      Barden shifted on his feet, his hand solidly holding Greer’s as he stepped forward and followed the trail of people leaving the little house. Greer studied the tears moving freely down his cheeks, following the paths forged by those that came before. Looking at his heartbreak displayed so honestly, she wondered with a different type of heartbreak, what must it be like to have loved and been loved by your father?

      She found her breath caught between her teeth when he turned to her, their movement slowed by the exodus of people. “Is this alright?” His grip tightened on her hand.

      “Always.” Greer squeezed his hand back.

      Physical touch was all part of the job. He was viewed as the valiant protector of the queen, although she held her own in a fight. Often, he reached to help her on steps or touched her back as she passed before him through a door. This was somehow different in the way he looked at her, in the delicate way he held her hand, and the close proximity they kept to one another.

      As they neared the doorway, one of the older guards who retired years before bowed, snapping Greer out of her drifting thoughts as Barden led her away. Barden’s touch was nothing, just par for the course.

      Fresh air and the continued murmur of people greeted them outside the home. The chatter was louder and hung in the humid air, as if being indoors forced those within to hold their tongue and stew in their thoughts until they could release them to the night sky. The mourners climbed onto carts and horses, others seemed determined to walk, and the shuffle of bodies felt startling after the stillness inside.

      A cart rolled to the doorway and the four men gently placed Shaw’s body upon it and covered him with the ends of the cloth. Rowan climbed to the front row of seats for the cart; her gaze lingered on the form of her husband before she settled beside the driver. Two of Barden’s sisters sat in the second row. Another cart arrived behind the first, and Barden’s remaining sister climbed on the back, leaving the front row free.

      “I’ll drive the cart,” Barden told the driver, another guard, who stepped off with a nod and receded into the crowd. Barden looked behind him, his gaze falling on Greer and for a moment, as he took in a slow breath, she could see how much he struggled to maintain his composure. A ripple expanded over his face, and he appeared suddenly younger. A boy afraid, lost, sad and in need of his father.

      Barden let go of her hand as he reached for the edge of the cart. The tip of his tongue passed over his lips before he looked at Greer again. “You’re welcome to ride with me. But I understand if you prefer to ride with your guards.”

      Beyond the mourners and carts was Ailith with another guard at her side, Paul. Beside Paul, Greer’s horse with an attendant holding the reins waited. She made a pointed look at the cart and gave a nod. Ailith raised her chin and murmured something to Paul who bowed his head toward the attendant. The boy turned away, taking her horse with him as the two guards moved into the line behind Barden’s cart.

      Greer turned to Barden. Their eyes met and it sparked a tingling in Greer’s throat and down her chest.

      “So long as you want me here, I’m here.” Greer’s voice was quiet, that nervous feeling when she left the castle still a curled thing in her chest and drowning her volume, but it faded slightly under Barden’s expression.

      A ghost of a smile on his face was there and gone before he helped her onto the cart. The warmth of his body pressed into her side as the cart lurched forward. It kept Greer’s back straight and her gaze ahead. Mourners who hadn’t mounted horses or carts parted to let them through and they began the sad journey ahead.

      They passed through the wards and gatehouse, before spilling into the city—a solid procession weaving through the main street toward the southern road that left the valley and curved toward the marshes. The lower marshes, the closest to Braewick, were an hour of consistent travel by horse.

      Once beyond the ramparts, the scent of the city rose in the warm summer air: wood smoke, urine, stale beer, and cooked meats. Citizens still making their way home stepped aside and their reactions mirrored the variety of political beliefs Greer quickly came to understand. Some watched with interest, others bowed their heads and placed their hands against their chests with the sign of respect, and a few glared and spat at the ground. Greer studied the reaction of her people around the edge of her hood. It wasn’t surprising; since legalizing magic and naming her half-dragon sister the heir to the throne, practice of the old ways rose while those who hated magic became a stronger voice all together. The agitation it brought was festering and soon to burst, but that was a problem for later.

      Greer shifted on the cart and noted her guards remained close, their backs straight and gazes forward. Beyond were older men who worked with Shaw, and further on, the young guards who trained under him. The ride to the swamps continued in relative silence beside the creak of the cartwheels, the snuffle of Ailith’s horse and the rhythmic footfall of people and horses alike.

      They moved along the coastal road, the travel slowed by those walking until they reached an area where the ground flattened. Beyond, pools of swamp water glimmered against the half-moon’s glow and small lights blinked to life as the drowning dukes turned their attention to the group. The mourners slowed to a stop and Greer pulled the hood of her cloak down. People fanned out in the tall summer grasses, the night bugs shrill in the settled night, and the lapping water speech of the drowning dukes heightened as they moved closer to shore.

      The four men lifted Shaw’s body from the cart and kept the cloth-wrapped body elevated as they moved to the edge of the shore with Rowan following close behind. Others gathered, holding aloft lit lanterns that highlighted their surroundings and sharpened shadows as they cast a warm glow over the group and made tears stand out against cheeks like glittering dew.

      “Follow me,” Barden instructed, his voice low and for Greer’s ears only. They joined the rest of the Willstrungs on the water’s edge. Ignoring the bite of bugs, Greer narrowed her eyes to study the glimmering lights in the water.

      “The dukes.” Greer released the air she held in her chest.

      “We’ve drawn them here,” Barden explained.

      Once upon a time, all guards and kings were brought here as their final resting place. Greer’s great grandfather was the last king placed into the waters before it was banned by his son—her grandfather, Donal. She wondered if all the time that passed felt long to the dukes, or if the decades were only a blink of the eye. How did they judge time when it was meaningless to them?

      Rowan sang again; a long, sorrowful wail filled with pain and ending with a hollow ohhh that leaked into the night and silenced the bugs. Greer’s brow knit with question and Barden stepped close, filling her nostrils with the scent of him; a mix of sweat and wood, and a spice he often crushed against his clothes.

      “The guides will carry him to the water’s edge and place him there. We’ll watch to see if the dukes accept the offering. He’s old, so they won’t change him into a duke fit for battle, but if we’re lucky and they find him honorable, they’ll bring him to the depths of the water where he’ll rest.”

      “Why wouldn’t they make him into a duke who can fight in battle?” She turned back to the water. Some of the dukes were close enough she could make out their faces. Human-like if Greer didn’t study them too much. Maybe they were even recognizable by their relatives, if any were present. The wetness of their skin shone in the firelight, their teeth were too sharp, and ripples of gills ran along the sides of their necks before disappearing behind their ears. They could kill a man within seconds of entering the water, but long ago they used to rise and become a fearsome army. The dukes’ acceptance was an honor but becoming one, even greater. “He was the best guard and served for so long.”

      “That’s exactly why,” Barden continued. “To my understanding they only accept young warriors into their ranks, those who haven’t completed their earthly work. For men like my father, they’ll be similar to the dukes in body so they exist beneath the waters, but they won’t come to fight. They’ve earned their eternal rest.”

      The glittering eyes of the dukes broke apart as they spread and swam closer to shore. The waters were shallow along the edges of the pools but no one knew just how deep they went. No one was willing to find out; to step into the water was to welcome the dukes’ rage in all instances but this.

      As the dukes neared the shore, they paused, their eyes attentive as they looked at the men holding Shaw. Rowan continued to sing, her voice loud and singular in the night as the men stepped into the water. Greer sucked in a breath and grew tense as she expected the dukes to attack.

      But the dukes remained motionless, allowing the men to move further into the water where the dark liquid lapped at their knees as they stopped to lower Shaw. Water seeped into the sheet, surrounding Shaw’s body. The reeds, fruits and flowers found their way beyond the sheet to float as bright spots against the inky dark water. Rowan stood behind Shaw, singing as the men let him go and returned to solid ground. Shaw floated briefly with the parting gifts of his children framing his form before he began to slowly sink.

      The dukes moved forward.

      In the dim light of the lanterns, they appeared even more youthful. They emerged, climbing to their feet but never leaving their watery home entirely. Their clothing—various guard uniforms of Wimleigh and kingdoms that no longer existed—were tattered and water-logged, but their skin glistened in shades of gray and green. Old war wounds were open, but no blood oozed out, whatever magic that made them exist preserved the marks. They studied Rowan long enough for Greer to slowly breathe in, then stepped with sturdy legs best used for swimming to circle Shaw in silence. They reached for him, guiding his body through the water as they sank down in deeper pools where other dukes waited.

      Rowan stopped singing. The clicks and slurps of the dukes, the language only they knew, became the only sound. Turning their glowing gazes back to the crowd, they waited.

      “What—” Greer began but Barden stepped forward, dropping Greer’s hand.

      Immediately she felt the loss of his warm palm, but it was quickly forgotten as his voice tumbled out, his deep guttural wail of song vibrated through the air and made Greer’s chest ache. He sang in another language, but the meaning was clear all the same: Here is my father, I give him to you, please let him rest.

      Greer closed her eyes. The disdain for her own father still coated her tongue as an awful aftertaste. She wrestled in the darkness of night with the disgust she felt when looking at his corpse, at the sense of freedom she felt when she saw him lying in that cold room over a year before; she never would have thought to sing out the same wishes. He hadn’t deserved them.

      A loud splash forced Greer’s eyes open; the dukes hit the water with the palms of their hands, making droplets glisten in the air prior to slipping beneath and vanishing from sight—Shaw’s body disappeared along with them.

      “They accepted him.” Barden’s voice cracked. His body bent forward; the strength gone. He hastily wiped his eyes and made fists with his hands as he studied the water. His voice was barely above a whisper. “They found him honorable.”

      “Of course, they would.” Greer reached forward, slipping her hand over Barden’s and pressing her fingers through his. His fist came loose, his fingers spreading and she held tight. Gently pulling his arm toward her, she encouraged him to turn away from the scene and sought out his gaze. The pain on his face made her heart ache in a million places. “Barden, he was one of the most honorable men I’ve ever known.”

      One by one, people began to leave. Those who walked already turned away, making as quick a time back to the city. Other carts turned, the horses eager for their barns and feed. Rowan and Barden’s sisters loaded onto their carts, and Ailith and Paul, lingering toward the back of the crowd, moved to the side as they kept a quiet eye on the proceedings.

      The hour was growing late, the summer bugs that only sang in the deepest corners of the night filled the marsh. Barden guided Greer to their cart and helped her to her seat as she thought of her bed and was glad she would soon greet it.

      Ailith moved closer and nodded a brief greeting to Greer before reaching forward to touch Barden’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. For what little time I had with him, it was clear he was a wonderful man.”

      Barden smiled, although it didn’t reach his eyes. “Thank you, I know.”

      “Is there anything you need from me or Paul?” Ailith lobbed this question towards Greer.

      “When we return to the castle—” Greer’s voice was lost by a singular screech that overwhelmed the landscape.

      Another shriek came from a further corner of the marsh water, followed by other screams whilst dukes’ glowing eyes reappeared one by one. Soon all screamed in unison. Spiderwebs spread over the glass of what lanterns remained. The hands of observers covered ears and horses kicked, their ears going back as they shook their heads from the sound. Their whinnies were lost, overpowered by the screech of the dukes. Greer clenched her teeth and curled her back away. Barden’s hands fell upon her, pulling her against his chest, one arm wrapped over her head in an attempt to protect her ears.

      Then it stopped. As suddenly as it started, it stopped and the waters where the glowing gaze of the dukes remained grew still. Ailith’s horse backed away and stomped its feet with discomfort. Paul’s ran out of the lantern’s light.

      “What—what was that?” Greer sat up as Barden’s hands fell from her. 

      He stared at the water as a trickle of blood leaked from one ear. Licking his lips, he sat down, his free hand having held the reins through the torrent of sound. With a flick, he pulled the horses from their discomfort and urged them to move. His brow furrowed and he didn’t look back at the water as he directed the cart toward the city.

      “It was a warning from the dukes. There’s death ahead.”
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      A month prior, the night Shaw was sent to the dukes, Ailith reiterated what happened as she faced Caitriona. They sat upon Caitriona’s bed with their knees touching as Ailith described the screamed warning the dukes gave. All the while a pit formed in Caitriona’s stomach, rising until it wedged itself between her heart and her ribs, and made every beat full of suffering. She felt ill at ease with a sense of discomfort like the rising of hairs on one’s neck during a lightning storm. No one living ever heard the dukes give such a warning and Caitriona felt it stemmed from true knowing.

      Since returning from her respite in the Endless Mountains, all was peaceful in Wimleigh Queendom. Greer called off advances against the Mazgate Dominion and sent a peace treaty that Jace Hergrew, the steward of the dominion, signed. There appeared to be no threats and they were not at war. With each week, the guards and castle staff relaxed a little more. The threat seemed to pass, maybe the dukes were wrong. But the older guards who were educated on the myths of the dukes made clear this was not the promised death of any one individual, but many. Now Ailith was leaving and Greer as well, traveling beyond the valley to Stormhaven for a fortnight while Caitriona was left behind and forced into the role she never really thought she would experience: the acting steward of Wimleigh Queendom while the monarch traveled. A nerve-wracking task on its own if it wasn’t for the fact she would oversee the Day of Royal Greeting.

      The day Greer and Ailith were scheduled to leave, before the sun fully rose, Caitriona slipped to Greer’s room to give her goodbyes. It was in its normal state of disarray; dresses discarded onto the unmade bed, papers covered the table beside the window, maps and crossed-out notes sat beside candles that had melted to misery. Caitriona stood in the center of the room, wringing her hands as Greer darted from her wardrobe to open drawers.

      After a few moments, Caitriona conveyed her dread. “Must you take everyone with you? Must you leave me with no one? I have no idea what I’m doing, I have no training.”

      Greer frowned before her dresser as she pulled her riding gloves on. “I think you have a lot less faith in yourself than you should. You’ve a lifetime of learning, and you’re empathetic. You’re likely one of the best people to do the Day of Royal Greeting.”

      “Why are you putting those on?” A voice chirped from the doorway, drawing their attention. “And why won’t you let the servants clean your room?”

      Their mother stepped in, somehow appearing younger since becoming a widow, as if the weight of being the former king’s wife slipped from her and recovered a rare jewel. She was already dressed in her day gown, her hair delicately braided back from her face and exposing the slight curving point of her ears. Her neck and fingers glittered with jewels and the early morning light made her green eyes sparkle as she looked over the room. She must have been awake for hours.

      Greer paused, her lips tightening into a line. “My riding gloves?”

      “Yes. You’ll ride in the royal carriage,” their mother continued, stepping before Greer and looking her outfit over. Her nose wrinkled with judgment before she reached to fidget with Greer’s collar. “You’re the queen, you can’t ride horseback to a royal event. You shouldn’t wear your riding clothes either. You must be presentable. More presentable than the state of your room.”

      “Luckily, the queendom can’t witness the state of my room. You know I’d rather clean my own mess. Demanding the servants do everything was Father’s tendency, never mine,” Greer replied, pulling back and rubbing her collar. “Anyway, I’m going to change into a dress before we arrive. We have to camp in the marshes for a night before reaching Stormhaven.”

      “You’re still leaving here are you not? The people of Braewick matter just as much as those in Stormhaven. Actually, they matter even more. If you anger them enough, they’re right at your doorstep so it’s best to put on a proper front. You need to give a show as you leave the valley and to do that, you need to be in a carriage.”

      “Father always rode out on horseback,” Caitriona offered, trying to come to her sister’s defense. While she was upset Greer was leaving and taking Ailith with her, the unspoken bond to stand united against their parents remained.

      “He was involved in so many battles I’m not surprised you don’t remember, but for royal calls he rode in the carriage, as your sister should.” Róisín looked over her shoulder at Caitriona. Pausing her administrations to Greer, she turned to face her youngest daughter. “You should wear something more fitting as well, not a simple dress like that. You’re expected on the parapet walk to see your sister off, it’s a presentation for the people, not just bidding farewell. Both of you hop to it, get dressed, the procession is in an hour.”

      Their mother left the room as quickly as she entered. A bustle of fabric and glint of jewels, leaving the pair to stare at the empty space between them.

      “See?” Greer said. “I’m not leaving you alone. Mother will guide you through the Day of Royal Greeting.”

      Caitriona’s shoulders dropped and Greer’s face softened.

      “I know, you’d rather Ailith be here.”

      “And you,” Caitriona admitted. “The both of you.”

      “How come?” Greer’s tone wasn’t judgmental, but soft with genuine curiosity. She pulled off her riding gloves and tossed them to her dresser before approaching her wardrobe once more.

      “I worry I can’t do this without the both of you. I’ve never … I’ve never interacted with the people before. I always wanted to. I was always desperate to join you when you did things like this with Father, but now it’s different.” Caitriona stepped to the dressing table where Greer’s hair pins and combs were laid out. Her fingertips traced over the pearls inlaid in the metal of the pins and the cuts of diamonds glittering from the early morning light. She lifted her gaze to the looking glass above the table and her frown deepened.

      Caitriona believed she was pretty once. Round, pale cheeks. Large blue eyes. Deep red hair she inherited from her mother. Her reflection was nothing like the appearance she once had. Her hair had become an unnatural gold, the blue of her eyes had faded to a yellow hue, and four horns sprouted from her skull to curl backwards. That was just what was visible. Even in the summer heat she wore dresses that covered her shoulders so no one could see the glimmering scales covering them. It was the only part she could hide away from the world.

      At first, when her hair became gold, she embraced the change. She thought it magic. The problem was that it was magic, a dark magic, and now she was trapped with the remnants of a curse displayed for all to see. A constant reminder of what was done to her.

      While Greer went through great efforts to legalize magic use and stop the immediate killing of magic creatures, Caitriona wasn’t convinced all of Wimleigh Queendom were willing to accept the heir as a half-dragon woman.

      In the mirror’s reflection, Greer pulled a traveling dress free and turned to Caitriona. She paused; her face sympathetic as the dress dropped from her hands.

      “Mother will be there,” Greer repeated as she crossed the floor and gripped Caitriona’s arms from behind. She leaned down to rest her chin on Caitriona’s shoulder. “She’s well-versed in all that needs to be done. She’ll guide you. And the guards remaining here are good people; they’ll protect you. I know you’re nervous, but I also know you’re completely capable of this. And you need to start taking on more roles within the household as my heir.” 

      Caitriona leaned against Greer’s chest, tilting her head to the side as she couldn’t risk her horns nicking Greer. Studying their reflection in the looking glass, she realized they both changed in the last year. Greer’s skin was less sun kissed than before she became queen. Beforehand, she was often outdoors practicing in the guard yard or running errands for their father, and her tanned skin brought out the honey tones in her otherwise brown eyes, but now she was inside nearly as much as Caitriona.

      “I’m also worried.” Caitriona’s eyes widened with her confession. Her reflection mirrored her look of concern. “I’m worried about what the dukes did. From what the guards said and what I’ve read in our history books, their warning is something to be taken seriously.”

      Greer’s eyebrows rose and a distance formed in her eyes. Caitriona saw this look pass over her sister’s face more than once; it was typical when she tucked emotions away and secured her mask to perform her birthright. After all, emotions had no place beneath a crown.

      “We have no solid proof that’s a sign of death. We only have tales from old men and the singular historic text in the castle you found that mentions the dukes. Even if it’s a sign of death, there’s no tales indicating how soon. A month has passed and everything is fine. I’ll see if the Stormhaven elders have additional books that may give us better guidance.” Greer embraced Caitriona tightly and kissed her cheek. “I’ll be home before the next full moon, and so will Ailith.”

      But that was just the thing, Caitriona’s soul was tied to Greer and her heart to Ailith. Between the two of them, she felt safe. She felt whole. Between both of them, she found she was more accepting of the dragon-like girl she was. She forgot herself when she was with them; she forgot what she had become. Between both of them, she didn’t despise herself as much. What would she do without them by her side?

      Hours later, upon the parapet walk of Braewick Castle’s curtain wall, which was wide enough for protection from both weaponry and people, a line of royal guards stood at attention. Recent graduates, eager to follow every order, were stepping into their role as a fleet created specifically for the heir to the throne. As the sun rose, the humidity thick and indicating another warm day with a possibility for storms as summer continued its hold over the valley, the guards were joined by two figures in regal gowns who stood like flames against their gray and green wardrobes. Princess Caitriona first crossed the parapet walk to the gatehouse overlooking the main thoroughfare. Placing her hands upon stones that still held the coolness from the previous night, she looked down the city’s main road and felt her gut twist into a knot.

      A yell pulled Caitriona’s attention to the street below, now filled with morning sun. A guard signaled to open the gates. The heavy wooden doors slowly swung back and the metal gates pulled upward.

      Her mother stepped beside her, not a hair out of place despite the heavy, wet air.

      Curious townspeople gathered along the roadway. For many, it was their first opportunity to see their new ruler up close. They waited and spoke to one another while keeping their gazes on the gate. The rumble of horseshoes against cobblestones quickly drowned their chatter as a series of guards issued onto the street. Caitriona leaned forward, squinting down at the tops of heads until she spotted Ailith riding Onyx, the large, black horse they acquired from Avorkaz. 

      The sight of Ailith made Caitriona’s chest tight, the ball that formed a month prior grew in size. She was being unreasonable; hadn’t Caitriona just come home a year before after abandoning Ailith? Who was she to be so bitter over Ailith going away? 

      She thought of Ailith’s excitement when she burst into Caitriona’s room after receiving news she would go. Many nights, although not all, Ailith slipped into Caitriona’s room after the evening meal. They rarely saw one another during the daylight hours, beside days that Ailith was free from work, so they met after sunset and devoured their time together as if starved.

      “Can you believe it?” Ailith had exclaimed. “Greer wants me to go as a top guard. I’ll be equal to Barden, at least almost. He’s still the top of it all, but I’ll be in the same room as him. Where Greer goes, Barden goes. I’ll overhear discussions and Greer said afterward, she reviews everything with Barden and the other top guards to see if they have any personal insight.”

      She was pulling her boots off and her brown hair hung loose over her face until she looked up. Caitriona saw Ailith’s gleeful smile.

      Ailith’s bright excitement was like a flash of heat near a fire, and the flames of her joy nearly brought tears to Caitriona’s eyes. Ailith always dreamt of traveling and doing more, and she nearly lost it all helping Caitriona when the curse began to consume her. Her dreams were now coming to fruition; how could Caitriona be both gleeful for Ailith yet so bitterly sad?

      “I only wish I could take you with me,” Ailith breathed, tossing her boots to the side and working at the thin, cloth shirt she wore during the summer months. As she rolled the sleeves up, Caitriona’s eyes landed on the scars remaining on Ailith’s arm. The familiar disgust with herself returned like a flame roaring to life. Blinking, she forced her gaze away and returned it to Ailith’s.

      “The coast was certainly beautiful,” Caitriona admitted. “You’ll enjoy being there again.”

      “It’s where everything I thought about you changed.” Ailith rose to her feet and crossed the stone floor to Caitriona at the edge of her bed. Ailith gently ran her fingers through Caitriona’s hair, over the curve of Caitriona’s horns, then down to cup Caitriona’s cheeks. Caitriona stilled, tasting sourness on her tongue at the idea of anyone—including Ailith—touching her horns. Ailith smiled, clearly oblivious to her internal struggle. “That moment when we danced on the beach? That moment started it all. If I’m to be in Stormhaven, I’d rather you by my side.” 

      She leaned forward, kissing Caitriona and pressing their bodies together, and Caitriona felt her heart surge with love. No matter Caitriona’s appearance, Ailith still offered love and Caitriona greedily consumed it. She thought, at times, that perhaps she didn’t deserve Ailith’s adoration. Ailith’s scars were a constant reminder of that. She hurt Ailith, after all. It was accidental, but it still happened, and Caitriona’s shame was like hot coals pressed against her heart. But when she thought it was better to let Ailith go, she quickly doused the idea and gathered her all the closer. How could she let go of someone who loved her despite what she became?

      Ailith never flinched at the sight of Caitriona, not like her mother did. She didn’t turn her gaze away, not like most of the staff within the castle. In moments of privacy, they barely kept away from each other. In moments of publicity, they were tethered to each other by gazes and quick, hidden, passing touches as they fought to maintain professionalism in their roles.

      With Ailith gone, and Greer as well, no one was left behind to remind Caitriona she was still herself, even if she looked different. Even if the memories of her dragon form blasting fire upon the castle lived in their minds, they didn’t make it apparent like everyone else did.

      Now upon the curtain, feeling the heat of the sun as she watched Ailith move out with the other guards, Caitriona felt a piece of herself detach and follow down the main thoroughfare. Raising her hand, she waved and Ailith returned the gesture before turning away. Caitriona considered calling out and asking Ailith to come back but knew she never would make such a request because Ailith would turn around. She’d return to Caitriona in a heartbeat, and Caitriona couldn’t live with the knowledge that she took this chance from her. 

      The carriage bearing Greer rumbled out next, black and sleek with the kingdom’s crest painted on the side. The windows were busy with curtains and Greer was hidden within. The wheels were loud against the cobblestone, likely reflecting the grumbling the sovereign made from within.

      “She’s going to hate being in that carriage,” Róisín observed.

      “She’ll get out and ride her horse the moment they’re out of sight from Braewick City,” Caitriona replied. Her mother sighed.

      “I could never control her.” Róisín shook her head. “She’s always been so strong willed.”

      “I think that’s the perfect attribute for a queen, don’t you?” Caitriona’s smirk spread into a smile. She looked back at the procession and watched her heart ride away. Ailith waved at a cluster of little girls standing along the road edge; they jumped with excitement and waved back. Caitriona could spot their grins all the way from the curtain. “Are you ready for the Day of Grievances?”

      “Day of Grievances?” 

      “Ailith said it’s what the commoners call the Day of Royal Greeting.”

      Róisín coughed and Caitriona glanced at her, surprised to see the queen mother with a twinkle in her eye and a smile on her lips. “That’s actually quite an accurate name. There certainly are plenty of grievances shared.”

      “I’m dreading it,” Caitriona admitted. “I can only fathom what they’ll say.”

      “Greer’s project to build the new castle on the valley hills, this castle being converted to a school.” Róisín ticked off on her fingers, her rings reflecting the sunlight. “Often enough there’s some quarrel about one neighbor or another. Usually over cattle or wives or both. There are always complaints about taxes.”

      “What about magic? People aren’t unanimously thrilled Greer allowed magic again and they’ll come to the castle to complain about that to the two people in the royal family who are paintings of magic.”

      Below the procession moved beyond the castle’s curtain and the large doors closed, the gate lowered. Some of the crowd dispersed, while others loitered, either looking at the procession or at the curtain where Caitriona and Róisín stood.

      “People may surprise you.” Róisín reached forward and brushed Caitriona’s loose hair from her shoulder. It was a gentle gesture, loving, but Caitriona still noticed Róisín’s gaze never lifted higher than making eye contact. She always avoided looking at Caitriona’s horns. “Many of the most outspoken men will be silenced by simply walking through the castle doors. They’ll become too nervous to speak poorly about the kingdom, particularly if they are facing us.”

      “I certainly hope you’re right.” Caitriona folded her arms onto the stone’s edge and watched the procession curve out of sight. The thick, summer breeze stirred her hair, lifting strands into the air and tangling them with her horns. Above, the sun beat down now that it fully crested the valley hills and made everything feel too hot. She felt the heat on her hair and horns and she wished, not for the first time, that there was magic that could properly make them disappear for good. She asked the fae of the Endless Mountains and according to them, there was no such thing. She’d have to look like this when she faced the people. “I wish she put off this trip to Stormhaven another week so she could attend this.”

      Róisín stepped forward and mirrored Caitriona’s pose, leaning against the stone and looking down the road. “She could have, with minor inconvenience for those she’s meeting with in Stormhaven, but she opted not to. She thinks you’re ready for this.”

      Caitriona frowned. From the corner of her gaze there was movement, and her eyes met a man standing on the side of the road a stone’s throw from the castle gates. He gritted his teeth and rolled his shoulder. Lifting his hand, he twisted his torso before launching something hard in Caitriona’s direction. Despite being so high, despite knowing it wouldn’t hit her, Caitriona couldn’t help the gasp that escaped her mouth. She stepped back as fruit splattered against the stone below, dripping down and coloring the gray stones with red pulp.

      Looking at the man, Caitriona found him staring with disgust. He pursed his lips and spat on the ground, before they curled upward into a vicious smile, one filled with disgusting enjoyment when Caitriona’s jaw dropped. A ripple of laughter reached her ears, and the man glanced over his shoulder. A group of people stood behind him, all wearing similar expressions of judgmental disgust. They continued to laugh as Caitriona’s eyes burned.

      “Come along, Caitriona,” Róisín said coolly, reaching to gently pull her daughter back from the wall. Róisín looked at a nearby guard and nodded. He moved to a ladder leading to the ground level by the gate. Other guards called and already one of the spare doorways into the city was thrust open with guards moving toward the man. Caitriona watched, her jaw still hanging and her vision swimming with unshed tears. Róisín’s grip on her shoulders tightened. “There’s no need for us to remain here. Your sister is off and we have events to prepare for. Ignore them.”
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      The wind blew her hair into her face and Róisín gave a frustrated sigh as she brushed the long, red locks backward once more. With another gust, it returned to covering her face and Róisín leaned against a boulder as she pulled free a ribbon to tie her waist-length hair back at the nape of her neck.

      “You’re going to get caught,” a voice cautioned.

      “When have I ever been caught?” Róisín replied, dropping her hands to grasp the rock ledge and pivot. Tilting her head to one side, she smiled. It was a quick, mischievous thing—that’s how Nanny, the caretaker of the orphanage, described her grin. Róisín was known to sneak about, whether to steal a bakery pastry, watch the neighbors fight, or listen in on Nanny speaking to potential adoptive parents, she was always seeking out something. Scrambling along the rockface of the swelling earth amongst pines and brush was easy in comparison.

      Kayl’s lips tugged down into a frown. Her smile usually triggered one of his own but not this time. “I don’t trust him. He’s Donal’s son. If he catches us up here, he’ll send his guards to fetch and question us.”

      “We’re completely hidden, Kayl. And just because Donal is a tyrant doesn’t mean his child is one,” Róisín chirped. “I hate the idea that all children are the exact replica of
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