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      Avalon knew Taggerty would be here any second, she had seen it in her dream, but the knowing hardly kept her calm. He had been gone for almost four months, and she tried to keep the anticipation from showing on her face. Avalon's heart rose in her chest as she remembered the curl of his dark hair, and how his knowing eyes took in a room, and how he'd taken her hand in his and kissed her fingers. She allowed herself to believe the romance for another short moment before letting in the disappointing truth. Taggerty hadn't kissed her fingers with love in his heart. Like everyone else, he thought she was a boy. He'd knelt in front of his newly crowned king with the rest of the King's Guard and the Council, and he'd kissed the king’s ring to show his loyalty.

      It had been eight months since her coronation, and for the last three months, Avalon had watched the dark horizon each night looking for a small sign of a campfire. She concentrated especially hard on the past three nights watching for any indication of Taggerty's return even though she had known it would be on this night. She had dreamed their meeting tonight at her birthday celebration. Avalon had never dreamt of something so seemingly insignificant, but she knew it had to come true. When she had a dream, it always came true. The first time she had seen the future in a dream, she had fallen down the stairs and broken her leg. The last time she had dreamt of Counselor Glenn's treason, and of him slicing her stomach open with his sword. Those were big events in her life, but for her to have such a random dream of her future, a dream of Taggerty's return, that was significant in itself. She had turned the dream over and over in her mind, but Taggerty was all she could see. She didn't know the outward substance of the message, but she knew it was meant for her.

      Avalon was relieved that he had made it back safe from his outing. It meant that her first command as king, to banish her traitor uncle, was complete. It meant that he had left her Uncle Hawker out in the forest to fend for himself. It meant that Taggerty had survived the harsh winter in the wild and had found his way back to Fontanasia. It meant that Taggerty was back in her life, and it also meant torture because she couldn't tell him how she felt. She reached up instinctively and felt the cut of short hair on the back of her neck. She was a girl, but no one knew that. She was King Avalon Hall of Fontanasia.

      Avalon felt the jealousy creep back in when she remembered that Taggerty would return this evening and seek out her sister, Princess Zaria, instead of his king. She had seen in her dream the way her sister had crossed to the entrance of the hall at the exact moment Taggerty had arrived, and the simple pleasure on both of their faces at meeting again after his long excursion. In Avalon's dream, it was apparent that Zaria knew Taggerty was back in Fontanasia. She too had been watching for him all evening. The joy turned to angst again and Avalon looked away from the horizon and tried to stop her thoughts. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply, squashing her feelings. She had a duty to perform for her people. She was King Hall, and that was all that mattered.

      She was in her bedroom in the king's suite, not yet ready to move into her father's room. As king, it was her room now as it had been her father's and her grandfather's before her. It had been less than a year since her father’s death, and Avalon was still not able to accept that he was gone forever. She cleared her throat and straightened her indigo jacket. The motion caused her tiny, red jakkow lizard to scramble out of his case and race expectantly to the edge of the table. Avalon had received the jakkow as a gift from the Guides at her birthday exactly one year ago this day. Receiving him was the first in a series of events that had changed her entire life. She shook the thoughts from her head and tried to concentrate on the evening before her. She was dressed elegantly tonight, and her pet waited patiently as she stood straight and flattened her collar, but she did not put her hand to the table and let him crawl into her pocket.

      "Not tonight, Jackie," Avalon said dismissively before walking out of her room and through the living space to the front of the suite. She cleared her throat, and the two members of the King's Guard posted at the open door stood taller. Wordlessly, they followed King Avalon down to the Hall of Kings. She paused outside the room while trumpets announced her arrival, and the entire room of guests bowed as she stepped into view at the top of the stairs. She saw her sister who had been waiting for her. Princess Zaria was the belle of the ball, and she had been on hand to greet all of the guests. Without meeting her eye, Avalon waited as her taller sister took her arm.

      Avalon didn't need to take in her sister's attire. She knew that Zaria wore the most elegant dress and would turn the most heads this evening. They moved down the stairs gracefully, all royalty and pride. Avalon walked smugly through the crowd. She was fifteen years old and as king, all eyes were on her. When she reached the stone riser that held the king's throne, she released Zaria's arm and turned back to the guests. She signaled with her hand that they should rise. Then she turned her head to the conductor and raised her eyebrows, and the large band began to play.

      Avalon felt a stab in her gut when she looked back at the empty throne, and a pang of guilt stung her heart when she thought about sitting in her father’s place. She didn’t cry every night anymore, but she still felt the empty ache left in the wake of her father’s death. Avalon felt Zaria's discreet squeeze of the wrist. She needed to talk to her sister, but when her eyes met Zaria's, they both looked away quickly. Avalon had distanced herself from everyone since she had returned from Cormicks, and she felt alone in her plight. Avalon was the King of Fontanasia, and in that, she could relate to no one, not even her sister Zaria.

      Being king was not a simple task. Avalon had to sit through all sorts of accounts on the people of Fontanasia, reports on any serious illnesses they would be watching in case of spreading disease, and she had to listen to reports of the food stores. She also had to come to the ball that Zaria had thrown for her birthday whether she wanted to or not, and she would be forced to meet all of the young women who would be paraded in front of her, their parents hoping that their daughter would be the next queen. Avalon tried to pretend that each of these girls was Zaria, which made it easier to be cordial when they bowed in presentation, but she was raised a boy from the day she was born and could find no redeeming qualities in the efforts girls made to try to get attention. The primping, preening, and fussing seemed all too fake for the treacherous world that had revealed itself to Avalon just before she was crowned king.

      Avalon could see Counselor Robert's bald head bobbing above the crowd. His white dome tipped down often as he greeted the guests. He was warm and genuine, and every few minutes he would look toward Avalon. He had become a close advisor to Avalon since she had inherited the throne, and although no one could replace her father, Robert gave her the comfort of an old friend. She had known him all her life, and he had always been very sincere toward her.

      "King Hall, happy birthday," Counselor Robert said in a bow when he finally made it to the dais. His decadently dressed wife curtsied deeply as Avalon winced at the greeting. Her father was King Hall, and she was sure that she would never get used to people addressing her as such.

      "Counselor Robert," Avalon said with a nod.

      "You remember my wife?"

      "Mrs. Harwick," Zaria said as she dipped her head in recognition.

      Avalon did not look into the eyes of the counselor's wife, instead looking up into her perfect, jet black hair and admiring the jeweled comb. It reminded her of the hair comb that Zaria had given her on her last birthday, the comb that had been their mother's. It was the only item Avalon had of her mother's because her father had forbidden any token for Avalon to keep. He had raised her with love, but he'd been strict, always worried that someone would uncover the fact that Avalon was a girl.

      Counselor Robert handed a small box to Avalon and she opened it to find a polished, silver pin. Avalon rolled the box around and the shine revealed the carved detail in the wings.

      "Thank you, it is a work of a steady and skilled hand, and I will be proud to wear it," Avalon said sincerely and handed it over to one of the servants who was attending. Zaria quietly excused herself as Avalon thanked Counselor Robert, and several others stepped forward to greet their king with birthday wishes. Avalon had been dreading the party, but she found herself thankful for the distraction, and she kept pace in conversation until she realized that Zaria had navigated to the entrance to greet Taggerty.

      Avalon tried not to watch, but her eyes could not remain on the guests in front of her. He was across a small sea of people on the other side of the hall, but she thought that Taggerty seemed taller now. He smiled down at Zaria, and Avalon noticed for the first time Zaria's beautifully flowing yellow gown and the way her small tiara sparkled, but not any more than her eyes were sparkling.

      Avalon felt the pang of jealousy, and just then Taggerty looked directly at her as though he knew she was watching him. His striking green eyes reached across the crowd and stabbed Avalon in her heart. His face had changed, she noticed. His jaw looked more square, his dimple more prominent. He looked more like a man than a boy to her. She felt her face flush, and she was immediately angry at herself for noticing him.

      "Please, enjoy the evening," Avalon managed to say evenly to the small crowd that had gathered at the steps of the riser. They tipped their heads and moved on as Avalon's heart quickened.

      She made her way discreetly back toward the entrance and came up slowly behind Taggerty. He was leaning toward Zaria, and Avalon overheard Zaria telling Taggerty, "I do not want to deceive the king this way."

      Avalon saw Taggerty lean in close. "What else can we do? The time will come to tell King Avalon everything, but for now we must keep quiet. He may not understand."

      Avalon swallowed her heart and swept into the private conversation.

      "Quite a surprise to see you here," she said coldly to Taggerty.

      Zaria stepped in quickly and took Avalon's arm, trying to contain the smile on her face. Avalon's blush turned to anger, and her face remained red.

      "King Avalon," Zaria said formally to her younger sister. "May I introduce..."

      "I know Taggerty," Avalon snapped, ignoring the shorter, muscular man who stood next to Taggerty. Any amount of joy in the group vanished.

      "Avalon," Zaria pressed through gritted teeth.

      But Avalon ignored Zaria, staring into Taggerty's face in anger. He looked around the room with his eyes, and Avalon knew that he was telling her to remain calm. She smiled coldly in case anyone was watching. "You are back from the king's work after four months gone, and yet you failed to report to me," Avalon accused cordially. Zaria looked around, but no one had been near enough to hear the anger in Avalon's voice.

      "There was no time," Taggerty told her with his hands turned up. "We returned but two hours ago, and I wanted to look presentable..."

      "And yet you had time to send word to my sister that you were back," Avalon hissed. She was now certain that Zaria had been watching the door for Taggerty's arrival, and that infuriated her. Avalon was king, and she should never take second bidding to Zaria ever again. And yet here she was, playing the jealous fool. She was a boy to her kingdom, she was king, but no matter how she tried to stifle herself, she was behaving like an imprudent girl. That fact struck Avalon and made her even angrier.

      "Your Grace," the King's Guard next to Taggerty spoke up. Avalon's eyes ripped into him and he bowed deeply as Zaria wrung her hands. He cleared his throat. "Your Grace," he repeated, "we stank like pigs and did not want to present ourselves to you in such a state. Please forgive us." The man stood from his bow, and when he allowed his face to rise, Avalon could see thick, red and blond whiskers cut neatly around his pink cheeks. He was a few years older than Taggerty.

      "Who is this?" Avalon asked Taggerty, but it was Zaria who spoke.

      "Avalon, this is Kensington Woods," the princess said with a smile.

      Avalon glanced at the man, but her attention remained on Taggerty. "We should not speak here, but I want to know about your journey." Avalon meant to meet with Taggerty now, to move him to the Council chamber and ask him a million questions. She felt she would grasp at any excuse to be alone in a room with him, but his lasting smile was gone, and Avalon could not know for certain why.

      "All went well, Your Grace. I shall report to you at first light. Happy birthday." When Taggerty bowed curtly and turned away from Avalon, she almost shouted at him, but she couldn't. He had been away on a secret order that few others knew of, and she could not risk drawing attention to him or herself. She remembered back to the morning when she had awoken, sitting straight up in bed. She had dreamt these past few minutes as they were. She remembered how glad she was that Taggerty was returning, and how she had tried to contain herself for three days. She had spent these days coaching herself to keep her cool when this moment presented itself. And yet, unable to accept her jealousy, she'd been unable to control her temper and change the evening's outcome. She'd been a fool to think she could change the events as they were in her dream. She watched mute as Taggerty and Kensington left the hall.

      "That was uncalled for. He's been gone for months and we have had less than five minutes together," Zaria chided. Avalon could see that Zaria was hurt. The princess, who had been toying with her own gaggle of men suitors for three years, was actually upset over Taggerty. Avalon wanted to burst in anger, but the hurt in her chest and the guilty lump in her throat prevented her from saying anything. Avalon could see Zaria inhale deeply to reset her smile. The princess turned away and slowly made her way through the crowd stopping to greet people here and there so no one would notice that she was going after Taggerty. Without watching, Avalon seethed, knowing just where her sister was headed.

      King Avalon Hall spent the rest of the evening being introduced to the daughters from the prominent boroughs. When Counselor Robert suggested that the king should dance, Avalon rebuffed in quiet confidence that her father had thrown her last birthday party, and she wasn't in the dancing mood tonight. She'd said it on purpose because her father's death was still a conversation stopper.

      Although her comment was true to her feelings, Avalon knew she wouldn't be able to use that excuse forever. Everyone in this room thought her father had died too soon of an illness that had closed the castle for weeks. After the quarantine, King Birch, his brother Prince Hawker, Counselor Glenn, and several servants had been declared dead. It was a ruse, a cover up of the treachery that had taken place. It was designed to keep her people happy and ignorant of the truths she knew. Their prince had killed their king and there could be more traitors in the castle.

      "We are all still in mourning, Your Highness," a honey-deep voice said with regret.

      The group turned to see Zaria being escorted by an old man in burgundy colored velvet robes. When they stopped next to Counselor Robert, Avalon could see that the man's attire had made him appear older than he was. His face looked young, but he moved slowly and deliberately too, and his confidence in self gave him the air of a wise, old man.

      "There, Princess Zaria," he patted her hand as he removed it from his arm. "I am glad that I could convince you to stay for a while longer. You did such a wonderful job planning this exquisite party. You should enjoy the evening."

      "Thank you, Archivist Creighton," Zaria answered ever so graciously. She exchanged smiles with Counselor Robert, but kept her eyes from meeting Avalon's.

      "Please, you must call me Julius. Your father always called me Julius."

      Avalon found that statement strange, because she had never heard of Julius Creighton and she was sure her father had never mentioned the man to her.

      "King Hall," Counselor Robert announced, "may I present to you, Julius Creighton."

      Creighton bowed, and when his eyes met Avalon's, she could feel their warmth radiate over her. She couldn't help but smile.

      "A pleasure, my King," Creighton said. "Your father was a great loss. And with the loss of Counselor Glenn, I fear that there is much and more to make up for."

      "I will try my best," Avalon said sharply.

      "No, no, Your Grace. I don't mean you." Creighton coughed uncomfortably, and Avalon felt bad for her quick remark.

      "Dear friend," Counselor Robert said to Creighton, "even after all of these months, we are all still short on words." They all nodded their heads but no one spoke so Julius Creighton continued.

      "Your Highness, I wonder if I might talk to you about Counselor Glenn." He watched Avalon expectantly, and she was surprised, but she didn't know what to say. Counselor Glenn, and the entire Council for that matter, were subjects she had avoided since her father's death.

      "This is not the time for business, Julius," Counselor Robert said. "Let the king have his birthday."

      "Yes, yes. Happy birthday, Your Grace," Creighton said again as he bowed to Avalon. She smiled, but she could sense that Creighton wanted to say more, so she waited.

      "Perhaps King Avalon would grant me an audience at Council?" Creighton asked with a warm smile on his face.

      Counselor Robert interjected. "We have not scheduled a Council."

      "Oh, fine, fine. When will you be scheduling a Council?" Creighton asked Counselor Robert, but Avalon felt the sting. There hadn't been an official Council meeting since her father had been king.

      Counselor Robert blushed. "I have not requested a Council of the king. Much has happened this year and everything in Fontanasia has been running along smoothly."

      Although he was trying to help the king, Avalon was hurt by Counselor Robert's statement. Avalon had seen the counselors a couple of times on a one on one basis, and she felt that she had been ruling as she must. Had everything really been running along without her? She was stunned and ashamed that she had taken the throne and yet had abandoned her post. "We will have our first Council together tomorrow, Counselor Robert," Avalon said directly. Counselor Robert looked pleasantly surprised.

      "Of course, Your Highness." He tipped his head to the king.

      "Now if you don't mind, I have guests to greet." Avalon smiled at Julius Creighton who smiled back warmly. She took Zaria's arm and turned away to move among the crowd. Zaria followed effortlessly but was not happy with Avalon's curt tone.

      "That was unnecessary," Zaria told Avalon. "He is a harmless old man meeting the king for the first time, and you scared him off."

      "His robes are old, but his face is not," Avalon said. "And it sounds like he has met a king before. It seems he was not at a loss for words in either case."

      "You don't know who he is?" Zaria asked, amused. She looked at Avalon and patted her sister's hand. "Don't be jealous, Avalon. You like to comment that I know every man in Fontanasia, and alas, Julius Creighton is a man."

      Avalon's cheeks reddened and she let go of Zaria’s arm and clasped her hands behind her back. "I am not jealous," she hissed. It was a half lie. Avalon knew she was jealous, but not over Julius Creighton. She was thinking of Taggerty again. She looked down at her shoes and took a deep breath. All eyes were on the king tonight, and Avalon needed to remain in control. She had learned early in life that stereotypical women were outwardly emotional, so she bit her lip and forced a smile. "Will you be dancing with Julius Creighton tonight?"

      Zaria laughed and squeezed Avalon's arm. "I love you, little brother," she said, breaking what ice she could. They both sighed and looked over the guests. "Avalon, you should relax." Zaria gestured with her eyes toward the throne but Avalon shook her head.

      "I'm fine."

      Avalon was dismissing her, but Zaria pushed on in a whisper. "You are the king, and if I have noticed that you have not sat upon the throne yet, then others have noticed too. It has been almost a year, and you have not held court nor Council."

      Avalon cleared the pooling guilt from her throat. She had sat on that throne on her father's lap as a child. He had taught her everything about being a good king. He had passed her family's secrets and abilities down to her for the day she would be king. It had been ten months since the chair had become hers, and the kingdom of Fontanasia her responsibility, and that was decades earlier than she'd have ever thought possible. She swallowed hard and tried to think of a rebuke, but all Avalon could muster was, "I know."

      The Malley Waltz started then, and Avalon felt relief. As much as her sister angered her, she needed Zaria. "Care to dance, Princess Zaria?" she asked with her gloved hand outstretched. The crowd parted as the royal pair stepped toward the bandstand. This was their song. They had practiced dancing for years while Myra George, their ever-present nanny and stand-in mother, hummed the Malley Waltz in the background. They had spun around and around, Avalon the short, stocky suitor to Zaria's thin, lively beauty. Tonight, they both looked away from each other, but their bodies moved effortlessly around the floor. Avalon was gaining height on Zaria who was an adult now and had stopped growing. Avalon was glad that she didn't have her sister's curves, and wondered in that moment if her own young body would remain so easy to hide under her baggy clothes.

      "Myra and I missed you this morning for our private birthday celebration," Zaria said, cutting through their silence.

      "I told Myra that the morning celebration is one tradition that will no longer stand," Avalon whispered with a curt smile. Ever since Avalon was seven years old, her nanny, Myra George, and Zaria had secretly dressed Avalon in Zaria's dresses on her birthday. She had looked in the mirror and felt out of place. She felt resentful of the tradition some years, and other years a small part of her was curious, wondering about a different future. But there was no other future now that she was king. Those possibilities had died with her father.

      It was a full two minutes before Avalon nodded at the onlookers, and Counselor Robert and his wife took the floor, signaling to others that it was okay to join in the dance. Avalon wasn't focused on the dance though. She was remembering the last time she had seen her father alive and the pride yet concern in his eyes as she left for Cormicks. She was remembering the great warrior, Walthan, lying by the pool in the waning, blue elbagrass, and her feeling of utter helplessness as he died to save her life. She could sense the scar in her side where Counselor Glenn had stabbed her. She tried to wash those memories away by fondly remembering the twinkle in Taggerty's salty, green eyes as he knelt and kissed the ring of his king. Most days, she could make sense of very little. Her first few months as king were like this dance with Zaria: practiced, perfected, and yet meaningless.

      Then there was the throne. Avalon didn't have to look at it to notice its presence in the room. It's just a chair, she told herself. Zaria was right, though. She would have to sit on the throne to amplify footing in her position. She didn't know if her Uncle Hawker had any allies left in Fontanasia, and if there was a war coming, Avalon needed to be the king that her father had trained her to be.

      Avalon misstepped and Zaria pulled on her sister's leading hand to keep their dance on course. In the past, Avalon would have been upset at Zaria because even though she was younger, she was the prince and would therefore have to lead. But leading the dance was the least of her worries. Avalon caught sight of the throne and tried to forget her father long enough to take her new place in front of this crowd. She had sat on the throne the day they had crowned her king, but she had avoided it since then. It was too soon. She needed her father's guidance for many more years, but it didn't change the fact that he was gone forever.

      The Malley Waltz ended and Avalon bowed to Zaria's curtsey. Avalon's face was burning and her hand shook. When Zaria looked concerned, Avalon glanced at the dais and Zaria knew. She took Avalon's arm and escorted the king to the steps. With her lips barely moving, she whispered, "Deep breath. It's just for a moment." Avalon wondered how Zaria's typically self-centered personality could have turned so perceptive, but a lot of things had changed since their father's death. Avalon realized then that seeing her on the throne might be just as difficult for Zaria.
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      It was a large wooden throne that was beautifully carved, stained gray, and polished so that it looked like it was made out of soft stone. Some of the carvings reminded Avalon of the small box that the Guides had presented for her birthday, and she wondered if they'd had a hand in carving this chair. She knew each image by memory after years of looking at the throne, but now was not the time to study the carvings. She and Zaria took two steps up, and Avalon strode four long steps, turned, and sat. Zaria took the smaller chair next to Avalon, and they looked out upon their guests who continued to dance and enjoy the evening.

      Avalon sat tall, her chin dipped low, surveying the crowd as her father had. She noticed the statues of the kings who had preceded her, at least the few her uncle hadn't smashed to bits. Those statues had been recommissioned, along with one of her father, and they would stand in this Hall of Kings again soon enough.

      Avalon tried to pull herself out of the moment. She smiled over grit teeth, but the lump was returning, and she softly cleared her throat.

      "Avalon," Zaria said quietly.

      Avalon looked to her sister.

      "What shall we have for supper tomorrow?" Zaria asked with a smile on her face.

      Some of Avalon's pain subsided with the question. There would be a tomorrow, and perhaps then this moment wouldn't feel so overwhelming. A tear formed in Avalon's eye.

      "I'm serious, Avalon. What shall we have to eat tomorrow? Tell me."

      Avalon realized that she had been squeezing her hands into fists in her lap, and she slowly let her fingers go limp. "Should we make plans to dine together?" Avalon asked. Their family had always eaten dinner together, but since King Birch had died and their Uncle Hawker had betrayed them, they had only dined together a handful of times. Avalon spent much of her time alone, and Zaria had never pressed the issue.

      "I think we should. We always used to."

      Avalon found a smile and she relaxed. "You choose the menu, Zaria. I will meet you in the dining room for dinner tomorrow, and each night after that." She looked over the crowd and realized that she would have to sit at the head of the table tomorrow night, but she put the thought out of her head. Avalon was fifteen years old today, and she could hardly remember anything that she had accomplished in the past year. She was King of Fontanasia, yes, but she didn't consider that an achievement. She had been born to that task. Avalon had been hiding from everyone. She had been trying to block the memories of Cormicks and her father's death, but it was impossible.

      "Thank you, sister," Avalon said. They shared a glance as Counselor Robert approached with his wife.

      "Your Highness," he said with the tip of his head. "I will see you tomorrow at Council."

      Avalon nodded her head realizing she was one day away from her first official King's Council.

      "Princess Zaria," Counselor Robert said, "you throw a magnificent party."

      "Thank you," Zaria answered graciously.

      Several others took their leave after Counselor Robert, and when there was a break in the conversation, Avalon stood and turned toward Zaria. "Good night, Zaria. Will you be staying long?"

      "I should think so," she answered playfully. "You know how I like a party."

      Avalon nodded, and instead of stepping off the dais and returning through the crowd, she simply swept past Zaria and through the rear door that lead to the throne room. Guards posted at the door stood taller when Avalon moved past, but she hardly noticed them. She had taken a seat on the throne, but she could never take her father's place. Zaria had calmed her nerves and Avalon loved her for that, but she knew that the weight of her situation would always be her own. The job she had prepared for her entire life had trapped Avalon. She had lost both of her parents. She was an adult at fifteen years old, and she was a king in a girl's body. She returned to her room in the king's suite where she curled up in a ball on her bed, and cried herself to sleep.
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      Counting the months that he was imprisoned in the clean, unused castle dungeon, and then fifty-eight days on horseback, Prince Hawker Hall calculated that it had been about nine months since he'd tried to kill his nephew, Avalon. He couldn't be certain of that because on the journey since leaving Fontanasia, he was blindfolded during the day and sequestered to tent at night. He had fallen ill early in the journey and had to be tied sideways in his saddle, still blindfolded, still journeying ahead to where, he didn't know.

      They rode endlessly through ice and snow until warmer weather approached. Then one day the soldiers saddled up and Hawker was left on the ground, bound hand and foot. Hawker had begged Taggerty to take him back to Fontanasia. He knew Taggerty, the young King's Guard. Taggerty was the one who Brick had taken under his wing to help with Hawker's plans to open the door to Cormicks. Yet Taggerty had come back from Cormicks alive with no word from Brick. Taggerty had stopped Hawker from killing Avalon. In the end, it was Taggerty who had stopped Hawker from taking the throne. Hawker intended to pay Taggerty back for his betrayal. And as for Brick, Hawker was disappointed in his failure to open the window between the cities, but Brick was a traitor to his king and a disappointment to Hawker, so he deserved whatever fate allowed.

      He didn't recognize the other face, and he had not been able to discern a name or any personal information from either of the men. It was astounding to Hawker that for two months the men had moved him around the countryside and through the woods without speaking, not even to each other. Hawker didn't even catch a whisper late at night when he was tied up alone in his tent. They didn't share stories or plan the next day's journey. They didn't even complain about the bitter cold or the long days on horseback, or the insane mission their king had sent them on. They traveled in silence. They were well trained, militant even, and Hawker respected those traits even as he despised the men who showed such discipline. The only words he heard in over two months came from Taggerty.

      "If you teach yourself to scrounge, you will find enough food and water here to live out your days. If we see you again, we will kill you."

      The burly, red-bearded soldier prodded his horse and turned to leave without a word, leading Hawker’s horse away with him.

      "You can't leave me here. I won't last a week!" Hawker protested. Taggerty didn't answer, turning his horse to follow the other man. Hawker's voice was scratchy and it felt strange to talk. He had worked on them for the first two days of the trek, offering them money and positions on his council. He'd begged and threatened, and he'd been gagged for most of the past two months for his effort. He coughed again before yelling after the men. They reached the edge of the small clearing and then they disappeared in the trees.

      To Hawker's dismay, it took him most of the day to get the knots loose enough to break free. He hastily swallowed a large gulp of water from the canteen they had left. He spilled some on his face, and then cursed himself for wasting the precious commodity. He rubbed his wrists and ankles where the rope had dug in and left scars, and then he walked into the wood where Taggerty had disappeared. It was there that Hawker had found the stream, and he realized that they had left him here on purpose so he would have fresh water to drink. They had left him enough jerky and dried fruit to last a few weeks, and Hawker found it hard to believe that these food stores were still available after two months of hard travel. It was early spring, and he could see vegetation popping up around him. He would survive, at least they had done their part in the matter. They had placed him in a spot where he had a chance, but they didn’t know that Hawker knew anything about hunting or vegetation, so they might as well have left him there to starve to death.

      Hawker found the small set of tools and knives that were left for him. He tossed the smallest knife over and over in his hand, feeling the weight of the blade and balance of the full tang of the knife. A small rodent approached the clearing, sniffing, scurrying, and stopping to sniff again. Hawker sat like stone and watched it for three minutes. He had pulled his arm back and released the knife before the rodent had sensed his presence, and the knife stabbed cleanly through the animal's torso. He stood tall and strode to the animal where it lay. He pulled the knife out and snapped the rodent's neck, all the while thinking of his nephew, Avalon Hall, the King of Fontanasia.

      He had been exiled alone for a month now with the supplies an outdoorsman needed to survive, but he wasn't acclimated to the outdoors, and he abhorred camping. Prince Hawker Hall was a bookworm, and his nephew knew that. Hawker relished the thought that Avalon didn't have the guts to kill him. Avalon should have run Hawker through when he'd had the chance, but Avalon didn't have the stomach for killing. It was a mistake, and Hawker hoped he could make the little rat pay for it some day. Still, to leave a man who knew nothing about the outdoors to his own devices, that was almost more cruel than outright murder. He could have starved to death or been poisoned. In the wilderness, there were hundreds of ways to die. Hawker smiled. Perhaps deep down his nephew harbored Hawker's own natural ability to torture.

      As the weeks passed and he made his way in the wilderness, daily chores like cooking and washing his clothes in the stream made Hawker angry. He was supposed to be the king. He was supposed to be a ruler of man, not a peasant. Yet the longer he made his way on his own, the more powerful he felt. Hawker didn't need anyone to keep him alive. He was doing it himself. And if he could read the stars, he would be able to make his way back to Fontanasia and take his rightful place on the throne.
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      Avalon woke up startled like she could sense a presence in her room. She hadn't dreamed, and she didn't know why she felt the sensation that she was being watched. Her tiny jakkow lizard was sleeping on her chest, and he scrambled off of Avalon as she rose still fully dressed from the party. She crossed to the window and could tell by the moon that it was still early, not midway through the night, and it was too far from dawn to consider staying awake. She removed her coat and sash belt and was ready to dress for bed when there was a light knock at her door.

      "Yes," she called more startled than angry. Avalon crossed quickly back to the bed and pulled on her robe as the door opened.

      The night guard took a half step in and said, "I beg your pardon, King Avalon. It is Julius Creighton, and he says it is urgent. He won't leave. He said he would wait all night to see you if he had to."

      Avalon looked at the guard. It was Thomas, and he was a trusted guard that she had known for a long time, but she could not read his expression. She wondered why he would let someone who was not family or friend into the suite at such a late hour. Still, she had just met Creighton this evening, and she was curious as to what he could want.

      "Tell him that he can wait if he would like, but I will rise with the sun."

      "Yes, Your Highness." He started to swing the door closed but Avalon stopped him.

      "Thomas, why would you wake me for this request? Why do you think I would see this man in the middle of the night?"

      "I don't know, sire, but your father always did," the guard said apologetically. "I mean, not often. Maybe a couple of times each year."

      This was news to Avalon. Her father had told her to trust the Guides, and she knew that he had met with them on occasion, but he had never spoken of Julius Creighton.

      "And how did he convince you to wake me?"

      The guard's posture slumped a bit and Avalon knew by his gray shadow in the doorway that he was embarrassed. "Sire, he told me that he would wait, but he also said if you were upset when I woke you, you would be more upset if this conversation was delayed."

      Avalon smiled. "By all means, I'd rather be a little angry now than very angry later."

      The guard said, "Yes, King Avalon," but he would not turn to leave without a command from his King.

      "I will be right out. Invite him to sit."

      Avalon removed the robe and changed into pajama bottoms. She removed one of her top layers, but left on the bulky padded shirt that made her form look heavier and took the eye away from the thin curves of a young woman that were forming. She put her pajama top over the padding and tightened the sash of her robe around her. Once she was certain that she looked the part, Avalon practiced a yawn and moved to the outer room.

      "King Avalon," Julius Creighton said with a slow bow. Even in the orange candlelight, Avalon could see very few wrinkles on Creighton's face, and she wondered if he had been injured in some way because he moved so slowly. It seemed as though he was practicing to be an old man.

      "Please," Avalon said, her hand telling him to be seated. He took the smaller chair, the very spot that Avalon had spent hours sitting when she was listening to her father, playing verticks, and arguing with Zaria. Creighton sat down leaving Avalon to take her father's chair. Taking the seat bothered her a little, but Myra and Zaria had forced Avalon to sit here in the past ten months so it wasn't daunting like the throne had seemed. They had wanted her to begin living with the reality that she was the king. She was grateful for that now that she had an uninvited guest to contend with.

      She looked at Julius Creighton with his shoulders hunched down and his hands tucked inside the sleeves of his robe like a monk. She realized that although he had asked for this meeting, he was waiting for her to speak.

      "How old are you?" she asked him directly, studying his face in the dim light for a lie.

      "Why do you not take the king's bedroom?" Creighton shot back in such a deep, soft tone that Avalon did not feel insulted. She could understand how this man had charmed Zaria and Counselor Robert. Creighton was studying her face, and she was sure by the slight movement of her cheeks that he had noticed her discomfort. The thought made her think of her Uncle Hawker and how he would twitch his nose sometimes, or how his cheeks would start to curl up and he would catch himself and relax his face back to a serene blank slate. Avalon was trying to hide her emotion as Hawker had all of his life, and she hated that she might be anything like him.

      "Very well," Creighton answered. He was condescending but not insulting. Although he was here at the king's pleasure because she had agreed to the meeting, Avalon felt that she was most certainly here at his bidding. She could not make him out. "I am thirty-two years old," he admitted.

      Avalon was very surprised that he was so young. "Are you ill?" she asked.

      "No," Creighton chuckled. "Like father, like son. King Birch, rest his soul, he asked me the same thing when I first approached him ten years ago." Avalon was surprised again, that her father had taken private council with Julius Creighton for ten years without her knowledge.

      "So you have been meeting with my father for ten years?" Avalon asked.

      "No, no," Creighton chuckled in a slow, deep voice. "I approached your father about becoming the librarian in the archives. You see, I'm something of a prodigy because of my memory, and when you're young and know too much, people just think you are a know-it-all, so it's difficult getting them to listen to you or take you seriously."

      He was telling his story, but Avalon wondered if he was really insinuating about her age because she was a very young king.

      "I learned early to model my behavior, my gestures and words, and even my attire on that of my grandfather. People take me more seriously because they think I am a much older man. Your father was kind to me and he assigned me to the archives very willingly. I have spent the past ten years reading everything downstairs, and I have made new records of reference on all matters. It was but four years ago that I started meeting your father from time to time to answer some, shall we say, interesting questions."

      Avalon felt closer to her father in this moment. She took pleasure feeling that if he had secret meetings with Creighton as she did now, it somehow drew them closer, even in death.

      "I was glad to meet you at your birthday party this evening. Did I remember to wish you happy birthday?" Creighton asked pleasantly. Avalon nodded, although she was sure he remembered doing just that. His forgetful manner was part of his act. "I'm glad to see you are coming out of the loss of your father. I'm very sorry that your Uncle Hawker died, too."

      Avalon was startled at how forward Creighton was being. Was he a prodigy with no manners, or was he fishing for some answers? She saw the slight smile on his lips and knew the answer.

      "You spent a lot of time with my Uncle Hawker?" Avalon asked, distancing herself from the emotion of her father's memory for the moment.

      "Yes, I did. Prince Hawker spent a great deal of time in the archives, and although I usually worked from the library on the main level, I was able to spend a great deal of time with him over the years. He was interested in all manner of subjects." Creighton paused, staring at Avalon, and she realized that he wanted her to ask more questions.

      "And what subjects was Hawker interested in?"

      "I think you should come down to the archives and see for yourself." Creighton put his hands on the arm of his chair and scooted to the front edge, making sure to use the chair arms for support to stand up, but Avalon was quite sure this was part of the act. He turned sideways and extended an arm to the door.

      "What, now?" Avalon asked.

      "I can wait for you to dress, Your Highness. But yes, it's easier to speak freely among the books when there is no one else around."

      Creighton seemed genuine, and her father had trusted him, but Avalon trusted no one. "I am glad that my father trusted you, and that you were able to get to know my uncle, but I think I will visit you at a better time. Goodnight,” Avalon said conclusively. She stood and turned to go back to her bedroom but his words stopped her in her tracks.

      "One of Prince Hawker's favorite subjects was botany. Specifically, he has been studying plants that can be eaten in the wilderness. He has studied how to pick them and cultivate them." Creighton spoke expectantly. "He'd been quite taken with the subject. I assume he was working on a project for King Birch. Something for Fontanasia's agriculture perhaps?"

      "I don't really know," Avalon said truthfully.

      "I see," Creighton responded. He turned toward Avalon and studied her face fully.

      "And you didn't know about his foray into banpiel?"

      "What is that?" Avalon asked. She didn't like the fact that Creighton was looking at her like he was trying to decide if he could trust her. When he smiled, she knew he had made up his mind.

      "No, I see you don't know at all. Banpiel is arsenic, King Avalon. It has no taste, but just a small amount of it can kill a grown man."

      His tone was instructional, and he waited for Avalon to connect the dots. "What do you know?" she asked cautiously.

      "I know that King Birch died during dinner, and that Prince Hawker was the only other person at the table with him."

      Avalon was going to lie and stick with the official story that they had both died from a mysterious illness, but she remembered that Creighton was a prodigy of sorts, and she decided to find out what else he knew.

      "That is true, but my father could have choked or had a heart attack."

      "Following King Birch's death, the castle was put on lockdown by Counselor Glenn, and your Uncle Hawker was put in the dungeon."

      "Where did you hear this lie?" Avalon asked unconvincingly.

      "Funny thing about the archives. They are forgotten and no one bothers to search them during a lock down." Creighton's back straightened up just then and Avalon was reminded of her uncle's reedy frame. "I have heard all sorts of things, King Avalon. I can see that you had nothing to do with your father's death and that I can trust you, but you in turn must trust me."

      "You really thought that I had something to do with my father's death?" Avalon asked incredulously.

      "You were next in line for the throne, so I had to suspect that you and Hawker were working together. But you were missing for several weeks, and when you returned everything was set straight." Creighton took a couple of steps forward and looked straight into Avalon's eyes. "And Hawker was dead." He said that last part matter of fact, but Avalon knew by the look on his face that Julius Creighton was asking her a direct question. She did not answer.

      "I see." Creighton shook his head and placed his hand over his eyes for a moment. "We are wasting time, King Avalon. I will wait for you."

      "You will?" Avalon was stunned. She wasn't quite keeping up with Creighton.

      "You will want to see what your uncle was studying before his announced death. It was a book about the Anthracites."

      Avalon was rocked back on her heels remembering the mountainous charcoal beasts that had tried to crush her and everyone else on her recon mission to Cormicks.

      "The Anthracites?" Avalon asked innocently, but the game was over.

      "Your Highness," Creighton said slowly and with regret, "your father trusted me, and I understand that it will take time for you to do the same, but you should see this book."

      "Then bring it to me," Avalon said.

      "I would, but it is very old. I don't think that it should be moved. And this subject is not for prying eyes."

      "I will keep it safe. Bring it to me." Avalon was not used to asking twice, and her words cut the air.

      "As you command, King Hall." Creighton slowly bowed. He turned toward the door and walked methodically like an old man, and Avalon couldn't help herself.

      "It's the middle of the night and no one is watching," she reminded him.

      Creighton turned back and smiled. "And so it is. Matter of habit, I suppose." Creighton straightened his spine and made a grunting sound before sighing. He pulled his shoulders back and walked purposefully from the suite.

      She thought it would take Creighton at least thirty minutes to retrieve the volume from the archives and return, but Avalon had just enough time to call for an early breakfast when the young, old man returned. Thomas opened the door from the hall and announced, "Julius Creighton has returned, Your Highness." He did not wait for her answer though, and Creighton walked into the suite and placed the book on the low table where she was sitting.

      The book was very old, and Avalon had never seen anything like it. She had been down to the archives a lot when she was a child adventuring about the castle, but she had never actually pulled a book from the shelf. This book was bound with a worn black cover, and as she leaned over it, Creighton opened the cover gently with just the tip of his finger. The book fell open, and Avalon was staring at the black drawing of an Anthracite. Her face went white.

      "This is an Anthracite," Creighton said pointing at the picture but looking at Avalon's face. "They are the beasts of Cormicks, and losing control of them is partly how we came to be in Fontanasia." Avalon tried to speak, but she could not make a sound. The Anthracites had been terrifying, ripping the ground and shaking the world as they stomped toward her and tried to crush the group. She had seen these giant black rocks chase Taggerty, and it was still very unsettling to think about. Avalon knew that magic tricks were just that, tricks played by the magician to fool the onlookers, but she had witnessed true magic, and the Anthracites were an anomaly that she couldn't explain.

      It took her a moment to realize that Creighton had said 'Cormicks' instead of 'Hawkerness', and this frightened her too. He was a man her father had trusted, who worked side by side in research with her traitor uncle, and who knew much and more about a subject that didn't exist to anyone but the kings and a very few Guides and King’s Guard.

      Creighton continued, still looking at Avalon's face. "Hawker was studying them, and you too should read this book. Turn the pages slowly like this," he said, turning the first page over with just his fingertips. Avalon saw five black hills on the countryside
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