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STOLEN

 


The woman in the hooded cloak fled
down the cavernous passage, a small bundle clutched in her arms.
The shouts and armored footsteps of the soldiers reverberated with
deafening echoes off the stone walls; there was precious little
time left.

Looking behind her, she
could see menacing shadows growing larger by the second, and then
the harsh glare of torches and the glint of cold, deadly weapons.
Pressing the cloth-bound bundle closer to her chest with one arm,
she blindly stretched her other arm out into the darkness ahead,
frantically searching for the hidden door leading to the
portal.

At last her fingers closed
around the perfect circle of a carved stone in the wall. She pushed
the stone inward as hard as she could, and for one panicked second,
heard nothing. Even the advancing guards seemed to fall silent as
she waited breathlessly. Then, a small metallic click, and the
silence was broken. She could hear the grind of stone on stone as
the small door opened. A roar of sound rushed back to her ears as
she returned her focus to the clanging of armor in the corridor
behind her. The soldiers were close—a few more seconds and her neck
would become intimately acquainted with the edge of a sword. She
fell to her knees, pushed the tiny package through first, and then
crawled in quickly.

Once inside, she
immediately rose and pressed a corresponding round stone that
closed the door just as torchlight flooded the secret passage.
Without hesitation, she scooped up the bundle and ran down a long,
narrow room toward a tall, gilded mirror. As she stepped fluidly
through the glass, she remembered the first time she had crossed
through a portal, the way the membrane between worlds had sucked at
her skin, her clothes, her long hair. It wasn’t a painful
sensation, but it had taken a great deal of effort to squeeze
through, to free herself from the portal’s sticky
embrace.

She’d had a lot of practice
traversing worlds since then, and now she effortlessly stepped into
a dimly lit, wood-paneled hall full of mirrors. A framed dome of
glass dominated the ceiling, and as the full moon emerged from
behind a cloud, silver shafts of moonlight illuminated the room,
infinitely reflecting her image in the mirrors. She could see the
silver glow of her pale blond hair when she pushed back her
hood.

She was well aware she was
beautiful, but she wasn’t interested in gazing upon her own
reflection. Instead, wasting no time, she snatched a heavy
candelabrum from the marble pillar nearest the gilded mirror she
had passed through. She raised it above her head and threw it at
the glass. Her reflection shattered into a thousand shards. The
fragments rang out as they struck the polished wooden floor.
Shielding herself and her bundle with her cloak, she turned and ran
toward the door at the end of the room. A low rumble filled the
hall and the building began to shake.

One by one, the other
mirrors in the hall exploded in a storm of glass. Bursting through
a set of carved wooden doors, the woman fled the quaking ruin of
the mansion into an overgrown garden. She gasped at the cutting
winter air as the wind whipped her cloak around her. She could
smell the sea, and she knew she was close. Her task would be
finished soon.

 


From the shadows, the creature watched the old woman. She couldn’t
see him—he was well hidden within the hedge of white oleanders
lining the garden’s rock wall. He had taken care to camouflage his
dark, feline silhouette among the inky shadows cast by the bushes’
leaves, far beyond the reach of the light from the buzzing electric
fixture suspended over the back stoop. Performing the moonlit
ritual that had been followed by her family for generations, the
woman dripped honey into warm milk, stirring in the sweetness,
releasing a pleasant aroma.

It was ironic, he thought
grimly, that the woman thought of the ritual as superstition and
didn’t believe in the existence of the creature mere steps from her
door—she was simply honoring a tradition from her childhood. The
ritual made her feel connected to family who had long since passed
on. And the creature didn’t care what she believed, so long as he
was paid tribute.

His long, prehensile tail
twitched in anticipation, but he waited—he wasn’t invisible, and it
was best to remain unseen. Had he revealed his true face, he could
have made her an instant convert to believe in the old ways, but he
didn’t want to drive her to madness just yet. Whatever she
believed, the woman remained faithful to the deed. She reverently
set the bowl on the steps and went back inside, pulling the door
shut behind her.

While the creature waited
for the porch light to be extinguished, a stray dog entered the
yard. It was ragged and mangy, although with care, it would be a
handsome animal. Narrowing its large, glowing red eyes, the
creature watched as the starving canine, drawn by the sweet smell
of the offering, dared to partake of his meal. Porch light or no porch
light, this was not acceptable. Teeth bared, the creature crept
forward, growling menacingly. Surprised by the creature’s presence,
the dog yelped and ran, retreating with its tail between its
legs.

The creature laughed, a low
chuckle that was often mistaken for the purr of a cat. He lapped up
the sweet milk, savoring the taste. There was plenty of time. He
would hunt down the dog later. It would be good to feed on
something with a pulse.

 


The knight stood outside the queen’s chambers, his fingers on his
temples, trying to rub away the unrelenting pounding in his head.
The headaches had become more frequent in recent months. He thought
perhaps they had begun with the poisoning of the Solas
Beir, the king.
That was the day Cael realized he had underestimated Tynan
Tierney.

It was no secret the
murderous lord had coveted the throne, and a coup had long been
feared. Cael was charged with the protection of the kingdom, and
mistakes were not acceptable. Underestimating Tierney was the worst
mistake of his military career. Cael could not dismiss the feeling
that he had missed a critical clue, that the assassination of the
Solas Beir could have been prevented. And tonight only served to
confirm that. He should have known.

At least the Kruor um
Beir had been captured after the
assassination, before his armies had the chance to cripple the
kingdom’s forces. Now the man who called himself King of Blood and
Shadows was locked in the Wasteland, condemned to sit under a
cobalt sky on fiery orange sand, with no hope of escape. There
would be no respite—no rain, no nourishment, not even a sip of
water to cool Tierney’s wicked tongue. He would be mercilessly compelled to count scarlet grains of sand
over and over. Forever. But now—now Cael had the unpleasant task of
telling the queen he had failed her. He knocked on her door and
entered.

 


Queen Eulalia was crumpled against her child’s cradle, hunched and
sobbing, allowing her black hair to cascade around her like a
canopy of waves. Hearing the knight’s hesitant steps, she fell
silent and still. She raised her head and turned to him, feeling
hope in spite of her dread.

“My queen…” Cael began. He
hesitated, absently running his hand through his dark hair. He was
clenching his strong jaw, and his ruggedly handsome face looked
strained.

The queen suspected this
was partly due to finding her in such a vulnerable state. “Did you
find him?” she asked, knowing the answer, but not wanting to hear
it—the finality of it. Her baby was all she had left of Ardal, her
fierce bear of a king. He was the only heir. He was her only child.
Little Artan. Much too little for this.

“No, Your Majesty. We were
moments too late. She crossed to the other world and destroyed the
portal.”

And there it was—the other
reason why Cael looked so stressed—he was the bearer of terrible
news.

“No. This cannot be.” The
queen shook her head. “I cannot believe Lucia would do this. She is
my sister. She would not betray me—or her nephew.” She remembered
the way Lucia had looked at Artan on the night of his birth, the
way she held him as if he were her own. Lucia would never put her
nephew in danger. She would die for the child.

“Eulalia…” Cael crossed
the room to enfold the queen in his arms. “I am so sorry. But you
must know that we have reason to believe she was involved from the
beginning.”

Eulalia pulled away from
his embrace. In other circumstances, his familiar touch would have
been a comfort, but not tonight. She could not afford comfort, not
when Artan was missing. “What do you mean?” she asked.

“Lucia’s handmaiden came
to me this evening,” Cael said. “She told me that Lucia would often
vanish from her bed in the middle of the night, only to reappear
before dawn, smiling, and was always pleasant to her servants. She
never said anything because she thought your sister had a secret
love and she did not wish to betray her mistress. But after Tierney
was banished, Lucia’s demeanor changed. She became irritable and
treated her servants cruelly. It was only tonight, when Lucia and
the prince went missing, that the handmaiden realized the truth.
The secret meetings were with Tierney.”

“Be careful, Cael,”
Eulalia warned. “You accuse my sister of treason—on the word of her
maid.”

“I do accuse her, Your
Majesty, but with what I believe is just cause. There is more. We
know the labyrinth fire was no accident. The flames were blue,
which means someone used magic to start it. There are only a
handful of people in this kingdom with that kind of power, and one
of them is imprisoned in the Wasteland. But Lucia has magic, and I
believe the fire was a diversion. Lucia took your son while our
attention was on the blaze. The last person to see Lucia tonight
was her handmaiden. She saw her mistress enter this chamber, and
then she was called away with the other servants to help put out
the fire. That was right before you found Artan
missing.”

“Lucia often enters my
room to check on Artan,” Eulalia said. “She is a great help to me.
The suggestion that she would do something so wicked is entirely
offensive.”

“Then I must risk further
offense with a more grievous accusation,” Cael said. “I believe
that it was Lucia who poisoned the king.”

Eulalia gasped, feeling as
though her heart had stopped. “I will not believe that,” she said, glaring
at him. “I know Lucia was angry about my marriage, and I heard
rumors she objected to Ardal’s policies, but Lucia would never
murder anyone. Never. Please, Cael, tell me you have not spent
these last hours listening to idle gossip rather than searching for
my son.”

Cael flinched.

Eulalia stared at him as he
rubbed his forehead and temples. She could see how the events of
this night had taken a physical toll on him. His was not an easy
job, especially since the assassination.

Cael had lost more than a
king; Ardal had been his friend, too. Eulalia felt a pang of guilt
about the power she held over him—not just because she was queen,
but because Cael had meant something to her once, long ago, before
Ardal chose her as his wife. She could tell that her words stung
him. If anyone else spoke to Cael like that, he would have taken
the tongue-lashing without any show of emotion. He prided himself
on never showing weakness. But he had always been vulnerable with
her, and his love for her had only brought him pain.

“Eulalia,” Cael said, “my
only concern this evening has been for your son. He may not be my
child, but I love him too.”

“Do you?” Eulalia asked.
“Do you love him?” Perhaps her anger at him was misdirected—perhaps
he was right and the woman she should be angry with had
vanished.

Cael pulled Eulalia into
his arms. This time she allowed his embrace.

“Of course I do. He is
yours. My love, please hear me—time grows short, and we cannot
spend it at odds with one another. Before today, I never would have
accused your sister of such treachery. Lucia was a trusted advisor
with full access to this castle—no one would have suspected her of
siding with Tierney. But if she is guilty, I fear the worst for the
prince.”

Eulalia looked into his
dark brown eyes. “Then please, help me. We must find
him.”

“Yes, but how? We know
where she crossed, but she destroyed the portal. My troops cannot
find a way through,” Cael insisted.

“There is another portal,”
Eulalia replied.

“Then I will organize a
hunting party—too much time has already passed. She must be
captured as soon as possible and forced to hand over the
child.”

“No,” Eulalia said. “I
will go. Alone.” Cael opened his mouth to argue, and she silenced
him with a look. “Do not protest—she is my sister, and she will
listen to me. I cannot make an appeal for compassion if I am
surrounded by soldiers.”

“And if she harms you? You
know I could not bear that,” he said.

“I know, Cael. But I
cannot live without my child.”

 


Lucia stood in the shadows just outside the home’s wrought iron
gate. It was almost midnight, but the electric lights in the
massive old Tudor Revival were still on, and she could see two
figures silhouetted through the sheer curtains. She cautiously
opened the gate and walked up a flagstone path to the large front
door with its oversized brass door knocker, intricately engraved
with the letter C. Placing the bundle on the stone steps in front
of the door, she knocked, then slipped behind the trunk of the
ancient oak that filled the front garden. A sandy-haired man in his
early thirties opened the door, and seeing no one, was about to
close it when he spied the bundle. He pushed up the long sleeves of
his sweater and hunkered down to inspect the package.

“Who is it?” a young woman
called out.

“It’s…a baby,” the man
said as he pulled back the silken blankets protecting the child
from the cold. “There’s a note wrapped in his blanket. It says,
‘Please take care of this child. His mother is no
more.’”

“What? You’ve got to be
joking.”

From her hiding place,
Lucia could hear the woman’s excited footsteps as she hurried to
the door.

 


Margaret
Corbin took the sleeping baby from her husband,
gasping in wonder as he woke, stretched, opened his eyes, and
smiling, looked straight into hers. The child had a full head of
dark, curly hair and round cheeks.

Although he appeared to be
only a few months old, there was an ancient wisdom in his pale blue
eyes. “Oh my goodness. Philip, look at him. He’s so
beautiful.”

Philip was preoccupied,
still puzzling over the note. “His mother is no more. What does
that mean? She died?” Looking up, he peered out into the dark
street for whoever had left the baby.

Margaret held the child
close, staring into those startling blue eyes that seemed much too
aware for an infant. There was something about this child, how he
held her gaze. She knew nothing about him, but she loved him. She
couldn’t help herself. She loved him.

Logic would say it was
because she wanted a child so badly. After several miscarriages and
a diagnosis guaranteeing she would never have a child of her own,
she was heartbroken. If she were honest with herself, she would
have admitted that it wasn’t just her heart—she was broken. All the things that
used to matter to her—her husband, her home, her affluent
lifestyle—all that had faded into the background and become white
noise against the constant, beating thought that she wanted,
no, needed a
child.

She looked up at her
husband, squinting again at the mysterious note. She had considered
adoption, but Philip was hesitant. He insisted that they hadn’t yet
exhausted their options to have a biological child—that there had
to be more medical tests, in spite of their doctor’s conclusive
diagnosis. His refusal to accept that they were out of options made
her tired. She knew she could never carry a baby to term, and she
knew that frightened Philip.

He was a man used to having
control. Young as he was, he ran his business with a tight rein,
and he was very good at it.

Their house, built in 1935,
was one of the largest in all of Newcastle Beach, and on prime real
estate, no less, with a magnificent view of the Pacific Ocean. It
was much too big for the two of them, but it had been a wedding
gift for her. Philip joked that nothing was too good for his bride,
but she knew that he bought the old house less for his bride and
more for his pride—not that she would have brought that to his
attention. He had supervised its restoration himself, in his usual
hands-on way, dealing with the architect and construction crew with
the same presence and energy he brought to building his
firm.

His ability to have a child
of his own was the one thing he could not control, and yet the idea
of caring for an adopted child came with so many unknowns, it
terrified him. She suspected his pride played a part in that as
well. They had fought about it, and the strain that put on their
marriage only made the house seem bigger…and emptier.

Now, looking into this
child’s eyes, Margaret Corbin knew this was what she had been
waiting for. This child made all that heartache worthwhile. It had
only taken a second, but in that second, she was unconditionally
connected to him. She knew Philip wasn’t going to like what she was
about to say, but she didn’t care. “It doesn’t matter where he came
from or how he got here—I’ve been praying and praying for a baby,
and this is the answer I’ve been waiting for. This is
fate.”

“Meggy…”
Philip began. “You know we should call the police and go through
the proper channels. We should make sure the boy wasn’t taken from
someone, or that something terrible hasn’t happened to the mother.”
He was looking at her in that condescending way of his. She thought
of it as his, “Do I really have to explain this, little girl?”
look. She hated that look. She wasn’t stupid—obviously something terrible had
happened to the mother. As a rule, babies didn’t appear on
doorsteps because something good had happened.

But if she was a mother and something awful
happened to her, wouldn’t she want someone to care for her child?
Someone who would love the child as if he were her own? And
she could take
care of him, more than take care of him. She’d always felt a bit
guilty about having money—maybe that was because her family had
been nouveau riche and still held to working-class ideals, a fact
her old-money neighbors were all too happy to help her remember.
But she also had a fear that tragedy followed money—like you could
only be blessed so much before you had to pay your dues.

She looked at the child’s
face and then her husband’s. Philip could say what he wanted, but
this time she would not bend. “I’m keeping this baby—he’s ours
now.”

Philip sighed. “All right
then. He’ll stay with us tonight. We’ll have to watch the morning
news and see if we hear anything about a missing child. I’ll call
my attorney tomorrow and find out what needs to be done.” He folded
the note, looked at the baby, and grinned. “I will concede that
he’s awfully cute. Seems like a smart little guy, too.”

“He’s got an old soul,”
Margaret cooed. “My little wunderkind.”

 


Cael could hear the swish of the queen’s silken gown as she rushed
down the stone hallway to the door of the second portal. She was so
desperate to find her son, she hadn’t bothered to change from the
delicate white gown she had worn to the court banquet earlier in
the evening into something better suited for travel. She seemed
convinced that if she hurried, she might be able to reason with her
sister.

Cael had begged her to let
him go in her stead, but she wouldn’t hear of it. Eulalia said
Lucia would be more receptive to an appeal made by her sister, and
that Cael’s presence as a soldier would compromise Eulalia’s
negotiations for the return of her son. She said that in the
absence of the king and the queen, a strong hand would be needed to
keep her people safe from Tierney’s army, and there was no one she
trusted more than Cael.

Before leaving her chamber,
Eulalia had quickly written a letter to the court council, leaving
the kingdom in Cael’s hands. He had accepted the letter and the
queen’s charge with a heavy heart. If Lucia had been so bold as to
assassinate her king and kidnap her nephew, what would stop her
from harming the queen? But Cael’s arguments were to no avail—the
queen would not, could not hear him.

He insisted on escorting
her to the hidden portal, begging her to change her mind all the
while. Once he realized there was no chance of this, he simply
asked for a promise that she would be careful and return. Eulalia
assured him that she would, but Cael feared it was a promise she
would not be able to keep.

Cael noted the second
portal, like the first, was hidden behind a secret stone door. But
instead of housing a tall mirror, the narrow passage ended in a
shallow pool that emitted a glow, as if it were lit from
below.

For the second time that
evening, he found himself surprised by castle secrets and wondered
what other information Ardal and Eulalia had kept from him. Cael
was charged with castle security, and how could he protect the
royal family if he were not privy to knowledge about hidden
passages and portals? As Cael followed the queen to the pool’s
edge, he could see stone steps disappearing into dark water that
sparkled when disturbed, as though it held a thousand
stars.

Gathering the folds of her
gown around her, Eulalia entered the pool. As she descended, tiny
bursts of light illuminated the fabric of the dress and the pale
skin of her neckline and face, and trickled like diamonds through
her dark tresses. “I will return soon,” she promised, and
disappeared below the surface.

Cael felt his breath catch;
he knew he might never see her again. He felt a familiar sense of
loss, a dull ache in his chest that had begun long ago when he’d
learned of her betrothal to Ardal. It was a pain that had never
gone away, but as always, he forced the feeling out of his mind,
trying to focus his thoughts elsewhere. Unfortunately, in this
secret chamber, no tasks required his attention; nothing distracted
him from his heartache. All he could do was wait for her return.
The throbbing in his head increased.

Kneeling, Cael dipped his
hands into the water, cupping the liquid. He sighed heavily, and
let it pour through his fingers into the pool, watching sparkling
crystal droplets create expanding ripples of light in the water.
Then he sat down to wait.

 


Lucia remained hidden until she saw that the baby was inside and
Philip Corbin had closed the door. She smiled, satisfied the child
would not be found. Then she slipped away. “Almost done,” she
whispered to herself. Avoiding the street lamps, she hurried
eastward to a three-story Victorian home. She had been here before,
and she knew the old woman would be alone, sleeping in the bedroom
on the ground floor.

As she crossed under a
frostbitten, wisteria-covered arch and moved through the small
flower garden framing the front porch, she heard a car passing, and
ducked into the shadows. Entering the back garden, she allowed her
form to become darker, almost as transparent as smoke, except for
her eyes, which glowed bloody scarlet, allowing her to see as well
as she could in daylight. She approached the back door and, instead
of turning the knob, passed straight through the wood. Ghost-like,
she glided down the hallway through the door of the
bedroom.

Inside the dark room, Lucia
heard soft, contented snoring. The woman looked peaceful, buried
under a warm mound of quilts. Her long white hair was splayed
across the pillow, and Lucia saw that she was dreaming, noting the
movement of her eyes under the lids. Stretching out her arms, Lucia
rose from the floor and floated from the foot of the bed to the
head, descending horizontally until her face was an inch above the
old woman’s. She breathed out steadily, and smoke encircled the
dreamer’s head like a dark halo. Immediately, the woman’s breathing
became irregular, and she began wheezing, her chest rising and
falling painfully as she struggled to breathe.

Her death didn’t take long.
With one fitful last effort to expel the smoke filling her lungs,
the woman coughed violently. Her last breath was sucked from her as
the smoke changed course and rose from her lips, dispersing into
the air around her ashen face. The rhythm of her heartbeat wound to
a stop. She was gone.

Lucia opened her eyes and
found herself lying on her back, staring at the ceiling in the
complete silence of the empty room. There was no sound at all—not
even the ticking of a clock. Every timepiece in the house had
stopped when the old woman died, and they would never work again.
Lucia brushed coarse, stringy white hair from her face and sat up.
She threw the covers off the bed and, fighting the stiffness in her
legs, went to inspect herself in the bureau mirror. Except for the
eyes, which had grown so dark the irises were one with the pupils,
the transformation was perfect.

 


As Eulalia held her breath and swam forward through a narrow
stone corridor, a worrisome thought occurred to her:
What if the second portal was destroyed as
well? Surely Lucia had not been privy to
all the king’s secrets. But still, what if there was no way to get
through? How could she turn around in such a tight space on so
little air? Once through the portal, she would be all but immortal,
but here, in a claustrophobic underwater passage linking two
worlds, she was vulnerable. This tunnel could well become her
tomb.

Eulalia tried to banish her
worries, to think only about her son and how much he needed her.
With tiny explosions of light distorting her vision, it was
impossible to see more than a few inches in front of her face.
Lungs aching, she squeezed her eyes shut to block out the
brilliance of the light, and reached out for the portal. And then
she found it.

The portal was solid, but
viscous, and she found she could pass through it with some effort.
The gelatinous substance felt thick and sticky, and tingled against
her skin like the sting of a sea anemone, pulling at her hair, her
gown. She pushed herself upward and kicked hard with her legs, the
weight of the dress pulling her back. At last she broke the surface
of the water and gulped icy air that burned painfully in her
throat.

But before she could regain
her strength, something pulled her back below the surface. She
gasped in surprise as dank water flooded her nose and mouth. She
swallowed and opened her eyes wide in the murky liquid, trying to
understand what had grabbed her. In the light from the other side
of the portal, she saw it. To her disbelief, the portal was
shrinking, and the train of her dress was caught fast, pulling her
back under to be trapped between worlds. She grabbed the
waterlogged material and jerked on it. Nothing happened.

Lungs on fire, she planted
her feet on either side of the portal and tugged again. This time
the fabric ripped, launching her to the surface. She reached out to
grasp the marble lip of the reflecting pool and dragged herself
from the muck. She filled her lungs with delicious air, lying on
her back on the icy stone surface of the edging that framed the
rectangular pool, her dirty, sopping dress spread out like a ragged
fish tail.

After a short rest, Eulalia
sat up and looked around at the world she had entered. The pool lay
just outside a glass conservatory, which was attached to a mansion.
Something bad had happened here—she could feel it on the wind and
see it in the cracks of the building’s plaster walls. Beyond the
mansion’s front door, she could hear the sound of something heavy
falling. She stood up and walked past the Spanish colonial facade
just in time to see an entire wing collapse, a remnant of the
damage that must have been set into motion when the portal was
destroyed. She listened for signs that the mansion was inhabited,
but heard nothing. At least Lucia had not harmed anyone in her
flight from Cai Terenmare. Perhaps that was a sign that she had not
harmed Artan either.

Eulalia knew one thing for
certain—she had underestimated Lucia’s knowledge about the portals.
Not only did Lucia know how to use them, she had rigged the portal
to close if triggered from the other side. Cael had been wrong
about trying to capture her—his army never could have passed
through the water portal.

While Eulalia regretted her
own impetuousness, she also knew that she was fortunate to have
escaped the trap. What if the portal had closed when she was
halfway through? She didn’t want to think about that. But with the
first portal destroyed and the second diminished to a sliver, how
could she return? She needed to send a message to Cael to find the
Sign of the Throne, a magical pendant, and pass it through what was
left of the tiny portal. Her son was to be the next Solas Beir, and
she was a cai aislingstraid,
“a dreamer who sees.” Between the two of them,
they would be able use the Sign of the Throne to reopen the portal.
Artan would have to be older to make the journey, but as long as he
was safe, they could wait here.

She knew there wasn’t much
time—Artan would age more quickly in this world, like a human. He
would become mortal and lose the light within. But once he returned
to the other side, that would change. On the other side, he would
be strong. Ardal, his father, had been strong—the Great Bear King,
he had been called, and so he had been. When he transformed into
his warrior form, the white spirit bear, he was nearly invincible;
he kept the armies of the Kruor um Beir at bay for hundreds of
years.

If Cael was right about
Lucia’s betrayal, it was only the treachery of a woman and a meal
laced with poison, silver powder that had brought Ardal down at
last. But as long as Eulalia and her son made it back to Cai
Terenmare before Artan’s twenty-third birthday, all would be well.
Tierney, that ruthless wyrm, would remain imprisoned, and Artan
would ascend his father’s throne, vanquishing the darkness that had
gathered in the king’s absence. And if they didn’t make it back in
time…Artan’s birthright would be forfeited and Tierney would claim
the throne. That simply could not happen.

Eulalia walked toward the
large, iron gate, which was dusted with a light frost. She was wet
and cold, but she could worry about that later. Once she had her
son.

She reached out to open the
gate, and as she grasped the handle, a new chill swept through her,
a deep cold that enveloped her heart and spread throughout her
body. To her horror, her left hand, still touching the handle,
began to wither. She snatched her hand away, but not soon enough.
The withering spell, hidden in the enchanted metal, spread up her
arm, past her shoulder and neck, and up her cheek. She shrieked in
pain as her left eye was overcome with blindness. Her beautiful
raven hair turned white, and she was left disfigured and alone in a
world not her own.

She was trapped. Now that
the gate and wall surrounding the mansion were cursed, crossing
them would mean death. She could neither return to her world to
heal, nor escape the boundaries of the ruined estate.

Cael was right.
Lucia had been
jealous when Eulalia had married Ardal and become queen, and Lucia
had also opposed the king’s policies against the
Kruorumbrae, likely
because of her alignment with Tierney. Then she had killed Ardal
for her love of that monster. Curse
Lucia—curse her for her betrayal and her cruelty. Eulalia wept. This was too much—to be so close and to lose
so much—first her husband, and then her child, her health, and any
chance to change fate.

 


Under the sapphire sky of his prison, Tynan Tierney sat on a desert
floor, his hands cupping the scarlet sand. Head bowed, he was
intent on his task, mumbling the numbers to himself—counting,
counting, counting. Suddenly, he stopped, raised his head, and
smiled. Somewhere, a queen was weeping—and soon, all of Cai
Terenmare would be his.

 


The queen sat by the reflecting pool for hours. She cradled her
withered arm and sobbed, too devastated and overwhelmed to move.
Eventually she fell silent and gazed with her remaining good eye
into the black nothingness of the water. She stared at the
reflection of her face, which had been twisted into the mask of
something ancient and terrible. The moon set in the west and the
night grew dark, too dark even to see her ruined reflection. She
had no sense of time passing. She was numb from the cold, her mind
drifting in a fog of hopelessness.

Somewhere in the stillness
of the night, she heard a small, insignificant chirp. A little frog
had crept to her side, unnoticed until it began croaking softly.
The creature was miniscule, small as a coin, with velvety, smooth
skin the rich emerald color of forest moss and wide black pupils
set in circles of gold. How
strange, thought Eulalia,
that this creature would be here, resistant to
winter’s sleep.

The tiny frog blinked
intelligently at the queen, and then shuddered, as if from the
cold. Its amphibian form fell from it, vanishing like fading ash,
and standing in front of the queen was a small, green faery with
webbed fingers and toes.

“I am Fergal the
Valorous,” he croaked, bowing formally. “I hope Your Majesty will
not be angry with me, but the knight, Cael, asked me to follow you,
in case you might need my assistance. He was worried when you did
not return, my queen.”

Eulalia had wept so much,
she thought she’d run out of tears, but somehow the presence of
this brave sentry brought forth new ones. “My dear friend,” she
assured him, “I am not at all angry with you.”

Fergal nodded, silent and
waiting.

A chance for hope, however
slight, was better than none at all. Composing herself, the queen
wiped her face on the sleeve of her good arm. “You found the
portal? You were able to make it through the tiny
opening?”

“Yes, Your Majesty,”
Fergal replied. “And I am prepared to return for help.”

“Thank you, loyal and
courageous one. My fate now rests with you. You must tell Cael what
has happened here. He must leave the kingdom in the hands of the
council and make haste to the Northern Oracle to find the Sign of
the Throne. When he finds it, you must bring it to me. Only then
can the portal be restored. I will walk with him in his journey, if
only in his dreams.”

Fergal nodded, and resumed
his amphibian form. With the slightest of splashes, he
vanished.

 


ORDINARY

Twenty-Two Years
Later

 


There was nothing remarkable about eighteen-year-old Abigail
Brown’s life. She came from an average, middle-class household and
lived in a modest three-bedroom home with her father, Frank, an
accountant, her mother, Bethany, a middle-school teacher, and her
ten-year-old brother, Matthew, who was a pain in the butt more
often than not, but only because he looked up to his older sister
and liked to mess with her things. Even her last name was
ordinary. What kind of name is
“Brown”? she thought. Average. Boring. That’s what kind.

Neither skinny nor heavy,
Abby was simply a teenage girl of average height and average build,
with light brown hair that fell in soft curls just past her
shoulders. Her most striking feature was her bright blue eyes; they
might have caught more attention had she not been such a
wallflower.

It wasn’t that people
didn’t like Abby, but she was introverted and had only a few
friends she considered close. She could pass as pretty, but with
limited finances and little knowledge about fashion, she kept her
makeup minimal and her wardrobe simple. The usual Abby Brown
uniform consisted of jeans, sneakers, and a T-shirt from one of
several favorite underground bands with odd monikers, such as
the Well-Meaning Sociopaths
and Epic Pickle
Chuck. She had banished the T-shirt
identifying her as a “Pickle Chucker” to the back of her closet
after a barbaric incident in the cafeteria involving a pickle slice
projectile. Thankfully, the condiment had sailed over Abby’s head,
but hearing its juicy smack against the wall was enough to convince
her that the shirt was a social hazard. Funny how nobody ever
chucked things at her when she identified herself as a
“sociopath.”

Now that she was a senior
in high school, Abby planned to attend college, and studied hard,
but she ranked only slightly above average, according to her report
card. She was intelligent and clever, but did not stand out among
her peers, who held starring roles in academic competitions. The
word brilliant was
something she associated with other people, the kind of people who
earned scholarships and had college recruiters knocking on their
doors. No one came knocking at the Brown residence, and Abby knew
her last year in high school would mean the end of her career
painting sets for the theater club’s musicals and working more
hours to save for college the next fall.

It was the overwhelming
normality of her life that drew Abby out of her own boring
neighborhood and into the attractive historic district of Newcastle
Beach. Here was a place in the universe where nothing was simply
average. In Newcastle Beach, stunning, successful people drove
gorgeous cars and lived in beautiful, sprawling homes with
impeccably manicured lawns. Even the paint on the Newcastle Beach
houses was a little bit brighter than in the rest of the world. The
exclusive community had been built next to the beach on the western
edge of the city of Santa Linda.

Bounded by a wall of
smooth, round stones, a circle surrounded the entire neighborhood.
Large iron gates marked the eastern and western entrances, and the
cobblestone paving of the Newcastle Beach streets was in stark
contrast to the potholed asphalt roads of Santa Linda. Parallel to
the shore was one of the oldest buildings in the neighborhood: the
Newcastle Beach Inn.

Although it remained a
working hotel, and at times entertained guests of great wealth and
fame, the inn was more of a country club for the residents of the
community. The children born in the neighborhood learned to swim in
the resort pool, wandered the many gardens during the annual Easter
egg hunt, practiced their tennis skills on courts with a view of
the sea, and, as they grew older, attended more formal functions in
the grand ballroom.

With its clean, whitewashed
plaster and tiled fountains, the Spanish colonial architecture of
the inn stood in contrast to most of the other buildings in the
town. It was larger and grander, with an old-world presence. The
only building that came close to matching its greatness was an old
mansion across the street, but its grandeur had faded after it was
damaged by an earthquake decades before.

With cracked plaster,
broken windows, and a ruined reflecting pool filled with water the
color and consistency of sludge, the mansion was shrouded in an
overgrowth of trees and brush, surrounded by a tall, imposing wall.
Children in the neighborhood avoided it as a rule. Only the bravest
among them dared to peer through the large, wrought-iron gate,
returning to scare their young friends with ghost stories of a mad
lady in white, a witch who lurked in her dark lair, waiting to
steal and eat snooping children.

On nights when there was no
wind, strange noises could be heard emanating from the bowels of
the intimidating, lightless building. Ravens seemed to be drawn to
the trees surrounding the estate. The large, black creatures called
out mockingly to would-be trespassers, unnerving anyone who came
too close.

Abby was fascinated by the
ravens. She was also fond of Edgar Allan Poe, whose works she had
studied in a literature class sophomore year. She could imagine her
Newcastle Beach ravens in a more Gothic setting, with a chorus or
two of “Nevermore.” They seemed even more magical than the rest of
the historic district. On the days when she walked to her job at
the inn, Abby preferred the north side of Ocean Avenue, just so she
could watch the ravens before crossing the street to the
resort.

With dark, gold-rimmed
eyes, the birds cocked their heads as she passed by, and she sensed
their otherworldly intelligence as they stared back at her,
unafraid. She had always loved animals, and as a child had
attracted many a stray, much to her mother’s chagrin. She
remembered an elementary school field trip to the Ocean Research
Institute at the University of Santa Linda, during which she had
gotten separated from her class because she’d lingered at the
dolphin tank, not even realizing her teacher and classmates had
moved on to the next exhibit.

From the viewing area below
the main exhibit floor, she had been watching the dolphins
intently, pressing her small hands and forehead to the cool glass,
when one of the dolphins had broken from the pod and floated at eye
level in front of her. Mesmerized, she had dared not move or break
eye contact, until she’d heard her teacher worriedly calling her
name, chastising her for leaving the group.

It was the same feeling
with the ravens—a strong connection that felt both familiar and
foreign, like meeting an old friend she had not seen for a very
long time. The ravens made her love the tree-lined neighborhood
even more, with its intricately decorated Victorians and sprawling
Tudors, homes with shaded windows like half-lidded eyes, coyly
keeping secrets.

 


Abby had begun working at the inn the summer before her senior
year. The job was not prestigious, but she got to spend time with
her best friend, so it wasn’t all bad.

Her relationship with
Jonathon Reyes had quite literally begun the day they were
born—their mothers had bonded in the maternity ward, and gave birth
within hours of each other. Soon after, Jon’s father had decided he
wasn’t ready for a kid. He walked out of the ward and never came
back. Suddenly on her own, with her closest relatives back in
Mexico, Blanca Reyes and her infant son had moved into the rental
next door to the Browns, just outside of Newcastle
Beach.

Abby and Jon had been
inseparable since they could crawl, sharing birthday parties,
friends, classmates, their first kiss, and a tree house they had
built together at the age of ten. Jon had the good looks of a
mischievous, but charming boy intent on having a good time and
getting into a little trouble, but nothing too serious. It didn’t
help that he was whip-smart, witty, and had his mother completely
wrapped around his little finger. He could have done better in
school—academics came easily enough—but so did boredom, and that
was the problem.

They’d tried dating once,
and Abby had the sneaking suspicion that Jon wouldn’t mind trying a
romantic relationship again, but that’s where things got
complicated. She loved Jon—it was easy to be with him, and she felt
like she could tell him anything. It was a matter of chemistry—Jon
was charismatic, but he could be a little too wild.

The only reason Jon had
never gotten in real trouble was because he’d never been caught.
Once, when their neighbor Mr. Burke was on vacation, Jon had dared
Abby to jump the fence and take a dip in Mr. Burke’s pool. Abby
took the dare, and she almost got caught when Mr. Burke’s adult
daughter stopped by to check on his house. That had been too much
of a close call for Abby.

The next spring, when Mr.
Burke put his house up for
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