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About 100 years ago...

L

illi had grown accustomed to Ravenshroud’s castle life, albeit it was a drastic change from her Littlebell upbringing. She took Bin as her husband almost immediately upon leaving with him and went on to give birth to a black-eyed baby girl not long later. The child, Lasha, was Bin’s pride and joy, despite not having the blue-eye charm, and he fought ruthlessly with his kin to retain his elderclaim so it could be passed on to the girl. Alas, Elder Gauthier deigned Ruben, Bin’s next brother in line, as Norland elderclaim upon his deathbed. Bin was scorned and shamed by his own disobedience as well as his affection for the Minney woman, however he was blood, so Ruben Norland permitted him to live. Since the Minney girl was of an interesting bloodline, despite not birthing a blue-eye initially, it was agreed that she be permitted to live as well. 

“She may be of use yet,” Ruben had said. 

Now, the small family lived in the most southern facing wing of the castle, long ago abandoned from underuse after the deaths from the plague. These quarters initially were quite dusty and outdated with canopied beds and no tapestries, but Lilli made them quickly feel like home all the same. Because of the taboo against that part of the castle, Lilli and Bin had the whole South Wing to themselves. 

Lilli did her best to make Ravenshroud’s South Wing their home. She adored that no one could tell her what to do within those walls. She finally had freedom. She loved even more that she was the Lady of the whole wing, to decorate it as she pleased. Bin did everything he could to fulfil every one of Lilli’s expensive whims and, within a few moons, the South Wing had been transformed. A young, transplanted grove of Tulip Poplar trees taken from the edge of Baneswood stood now out front of the wing, so Lilli could look down on them and sing to them, just like she did her own trees back home. The walls of the South Wing were soon covered in lively tapestries brought directly from Jojinoir. Every heavy curtain was removed and light, floral patterned ones were put in their places. Soon, the dreary feared South Wing came alive. Lilli was Ravenshroud castle’s light. 

All things considered, Lilli was happy. She had a man who adored her and did everything she asked of him and more, as well as a beautiful and healthy daughter. Only in her most private moments, nursing Lasha in the dark of night, did she miss her mother and brother, wishing silently to return to them someday, hoping they’d received the message she’d intended for them that she was well at Ravenshroud. 

She wondered when her elderclaim ceremony would be. 

Lilli preferred to be alone with her thoughts and her ballads, so, she didn’t get lonely. Not at first, at least. There were long days when Bin was away that she wished she could travel with him, but he said the Dead Line was no place for a woman, and she figured he was probably right. She spent her time first exploring the ancient castle’s south wing, trying on old gowns and crowns she discovered in dusty wardrobes, studying worn paintings and fading scrolls she dug out of hidden desk drawers. Then, once with child, she took most of her time daydreaming about what it would be like to be a mother. Preparing the babe’s quarters. Making clothes. Writing ballads for the babe. 

Once Lasha was born, everything became about her. Despite not having the blue-eyed charm, Bin was completely in love with his daughter just as Lilli was. He’d never imagined he’d feel this way about a living being, that he’d do anything to protect her, he’d die before she came to harm. This unselfishness was foreign to Bin yet he embraced it wholeheartedly. 

Often though, Bin’s meanness would show through in spite of himself. He’d curse at Lilli without thinking. Once he even slapped her with the back of his hand during an argument, on instinct, because that was how he’d been taught to deal with dames. But the look on Lilli’s face after those minor betrayals was enough to put him to shame. Soon he began actively trying to change his ways with the help of Lilli’s kind and sharp understanding beside him. She brought out the softness within him. He never wanted to go back to the way he was before. 

The two were an unlikely pair. Rumors swirled about Ravenshroud’s realm of the affair. Most assumed she was a prize taken from Littlebell, in line with Lucien’s tale, that she was being held against her will. The skirmishes with Morfit troops sent to retrieve her reinforced this story. The stories got stranger when witnesses noted how happy Lilli seemed, hand in hand sometimes with Bin. But, it was unbelievable that the Norland actually loved her. 

Bin had been gone for nearly a moon and Lasha was getting new teeth, so, tonight Lilli was at her wits end. She couldn’t sleep even when Lasha finally would rest, mostly because Bin wasn’t home. She’d gotten used to his intense stare, doting ways and simple mind. This night though, she was standing at wide windows in the bed chamber watching the Warmen’s night training poses in the center courtyard, thinking about Bin. Lasha lay in a bassinet nearby. The girl’s faint fluttery breaths were comforting amidst the clashes and loud shouts from the training men below. 

Without warning, a cloaked figure stepped out of the shadows. 

“Lilli Minney,” the cool voice hissed as light from the nearly full moon outside illuminated the intruder. 

Lucien Graves had found his way into her bed chamber along with five elite Guardsmen, glistening green glass daggers at the ready, and small crossbows loaded at each hip. The Guardsmen wore expertly crafted armor and dark emerald green cloaked hoods that appeared black in the dark. They hovered like shadows behind their elder. Behind them, a twenty years man in a matching cloak to Lucien’s, with equally matching features, hung back a bit, observing the scene with twinkling hazel eyes, as if he was enjoying himself greatly. Beside him, Florian Busk stood with a startled look and clammy hands, not sure if he was more terrified of Lucien Graves or the fate that would befall him if any Norlands discovered a Busk had broken into Ravenshroud. 

Lilli’s heart dropped to her stomach and she instantly darted towards the basinet, but alas, she wasn’t quick enough. Lucien’s only son, Guy Brochet, had already snatched up her daughter. As he smiled, Guy tucked the wailing baby under his cloak and turned away, exiting the chamber without so much as a word. 

“NO!” Lilli wailed with heart-piercing intensity, harmonic voice piercing enough to shatter glass. She leapt forward towards her precious Lasha, but one of the Guardsman, who smelled strongly of tobacco, caught her and held her tight. 

How did that man move so quickly? Lilli wondered briefly in the avalanche of thoughts that pummelled her. Where were they taking Lasha? How did these men break in? Where is Bin? 

“Please,” she wailed at Lucien, trying to appeal to his seemingly refined sensibilities. “You can’t do this to me. I am Vanguard, like you are,” she added, nodding to be convincing. “I can help you,” she said. “My mother has much coin. I’m sure if you...” 

“Quiet,” Lucien hissed at the blue-eye. “This is about more than coin.” The insinuation he was in this for coin alone insulted him. “This is about honor.” Lucien gestured over his shoulder. “My son knows something about honor,” he added with a hint of pride in his voice. “Unlike your husband.” 

“My baby,” Lilli wailed, voice cracking, picturing the girl’s honey brown complexion, mousy hair and questioning black eyes. She squinted at Lucien. “Where is he taking her?” 

“It’s no matter to you.” 

“But Bin,” she exhaled, barely able to breathe from shock, listening to the clashes and shouts of the training men just outside, “he will never let you get away with this.” 

At that Lucien threw back his head in his typical good-natured laugh, eliciting several coy smiles and smirks from his surrounding men. Seeing such legendary and fearsome troops giggle like Academy maids was disconcerting, yet that was the pull Lucien had over all around him. Emotions fluttered at his command. 

When he finally composed himself, his Guardsmen did the same, mirroring his stalwart face. “Bin Norland is a dead man,” he said, a slow smile creeping up his cheeks. The moonlight from outside cast varying shadows across his handsome face, filtered through tall growing leaves. “He sealed his fate moons ago,” Lucien added, “when he betrayed me. He was meant to bring you to me, by order of your own brother Amos.”  

“No,” Lilli said under her breath. What the Brochet said couldn’t possibly be true. Bin wouldn’t have lied to her! And Amos was her beloved brother. He would have never betrayed her so.  

“Yes,” Lucien smiled. He took a step towards her, feeling her building insecurity, expertly flipping his green glass dagger around in his hand as if by magic. He didn’t even glance at the blade and it spun around in his palm. “It’s a bit of a pity that you are so fair,” he added with a whimsical pause, “yet, your fate was set long ago.”

Lilli pulled her shoulders, shaking her tobacco-smelling captor, trying to get free, but the man held a vice grip. “No one determines my fate but me,” she shouted. 

He held a finger to his mouth. “Quiet girl,” he hushed, lowering his eyebrows low over warmly crinkled eyes. “Another scream and Haaris will silence you by force.” He paused and the tobacco-smelling man nodded curtly. “We do not want that, do we sweet Lilli?” Lucien asked with a mocking inflection. He took another step towards her. “Not before a message is sent.” 

Lilli felt defeated. What little resolve she had left she clung to, for Lasha. She needed to have the girl returned safely to her arms. “Where are you taking her, Brochet?” she asked Lucien with a scathing whisper. Bin had told her much about the man but even the warnings were no preparation for what he was like in the flesh. 

Lucien was unnerving, terrifying even. She felt she couldn’t be safe from him anywhere, even in her own mind. “Brochet!” she urged again in a squeak, cut short by the Guardsman Haaris’s cool green glass blade pressing up against her neck. 
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Present Day

“

My heart broke to hear,” Sybil said in a breath. “Aftea told me everything. A pity, Faye. Truly.” 

“You are so kind,” the larger woman said, patting Sybil’s hand as they walked arm in arm. 

Rupert Morfit followed closely behind the pair in this part of Eden’s arid climate. Despite the late season, the air around them prickled hot and dry. Faye’s rounded cheeks flushed red and pink. Sybil’s hairline dampened with sweat. A bead ran down her forehead and caught on her eyebrow. 

Another afternoon wasted clucking like hens, Rupert thought, listening to the women squawk. He noticed sweat pooling at his fine tunic’s pits and at the crease of his chest and removed his gold and black embellished coat. He tucked it under his arm. He rolled up his sleeves to expose his hard forearms and wiped his brow with one of them.

“We were just shocked.” Faye half-cocked her head over her shoulder. “Shocked and heartbroken, weren’t we?”

“Yes,” Rupert said flatly. 

Faye smiled and nodded. She leaned in towards Sybil but spoke just as loudly. “Poor Rupert. He took it so hard, but you wouldn’t know to look at him.”

“Is that so?” Sybil enjoyed her old friend’s discomfort, glancing back at Rupert’s pained expression, then forward again. She patted the flighty Faye’s arm as they strolled slowly. Such an annoying, yet useful companion. 

“Oh yes. After,” she lowered her voice and whispered, “the incident...” referencing her in-laws’ recent deaths, “he locked himself in for days. Wouldn’t speak to a soul. Wouldn’t eat a thing. Tore him apart, isn’t that right?” 

Faye didn’t glance backwards. If she had, she would have seen her husband’s furious glare. 

Sybil bit her lip, trying not to smile. She turned to look at Rupert. “I am sorry for your loss,” she said.

He blinked at her and began to speak but was interrupted by a screech. 

“Faye! Oh, is that you?” a woman with pitch-black skin fluttered to the group. She had sunken cheekbones and expressive red eyes. “Oh, Sybil, darling! Hi!” the woman waved a stubby fingered hand. 

Sybil smiled politely and Rupert rolled his eyes. It was Aftea, Gachan Regnard’s wife and his sister-in-law. He couldn’t bear to be in the same chamber as that doltish woman for more than a moment. Gachan had met her while on patrol to Lily Valley and just like her native kin there, she was notorious gossip. She fit right in with Rupert’s wife, Faye. The sight of her alone insulted his refined sensibilities, but as usual, he kept his true feelings close to his chest. 

“Aftea!” Faye cried. She dropped Sybil’s arm and scurried to her. The women fell into quick confidence, disappearing around a hedged bend. 

Rupert was left standing next to a three-prong cactus and Sybil Brochet. He sighed loudly and rubbed his temple. 

“Trouble in Eden?” 

“What makes you say that?” 

“I’ve known you forever Rupert,” Sybil said warmly. “Longer than forever. You do that when you’re,” she paused. “Displeased.”

He half smiled and lines creased at the corners of his eyes. “There’s a benefit, Sybil, as there is to every covenant.” True, Faye isn’t an ideal wife, embarrassing even, yet she has her purpose, Rupert thought. And, although he would never admit it, even to himself, he valued her old blood. He was proud his children bore it as well. 

Sybil glanced ahead while walking at his side down the sandy path. They turned left at a fork. 

“Your cause?”

“What cause?” 

“Don’t be coy, Rupert. Only a fool would forget that Faye, your wife, is Ogo’s daughter. Lachlan’s granddaughter.” 

He chuckled. “You have met the woman?” he asked rhetorically. “You know she has no sway over her father. Or anyone.” 

“Still,” Sybil replied. “It is why you broke tradition.” 

Sybil is as sharp as her father used to be, Rupert thought. Maybe sharper. “I’ve always been fond of you Sybil, but we are not children any longer.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“It means the time for friendship has passed,” Rupert said, remembering the games they would play after Lower particularly, flitting amongst the ever-present flowers at the center of Eden’s garden maze. “We’re from different worlds. You sit on Council now.” 

Sybil furrowed her brow, crossing her arms as they strode. “So?”

“I know you are smarter than that,” Rupert said. “You are Brochet. I am Morfit. We’ll never be allies. We cannot be friends. If the others even knew that...” 

“You’ve not changed a bit,” she interrupted. “As stubborn as ever,” Sybil added, then sighed. She stopped walking. 

They’d come to a cusp of the garden where scenery shifted from desert to arid valley. Wisps of grass poked through dry cracked soil beneath their feet. Rupert stopped too and faced her. 

“I’m not saying we can’t be cordial, Sybil,” Rupert said with warm familiarity. “But the Kingdom is at stake, and I cannot trust you.” She studied his eyes with hers, but apart from that, was expressionless. “Sybil, what? Don’t look at me like that.” 

Sybil squinted at him. “I expected you to be different, but not...”

“Not what?” 

Sybil pulled her crossed arms tighter. “I don’t know.” She looked him a bit longer, like she was reading through the parchments of his mind. He felt exposed. “What about the accord? Perhaps it’s me who can’t trust you.”

“Why do you say that?” Rupert stepped closer, looming over her. Internally, his adrenaline spiked. She wasn’t supposed to know about that. The accord between Morfit and Brochet was supposed to have died with Goodman. 

She seemed to realize that she’d hit a nerve. “What else is obvious, begging to be revealed?”

“Sybil,” he yelled in a whisper. “Sybil come back here.” He hurriedly jogged after her and grabbed her upper arm, pulling her to a stop. She looked at him with burning indignation. He dropped it instantly, as if he’d stuck his hand into a kiln and grasped a molten piece of metal. Rupert said in a lower voice still, “You know as well as I do our fathers are foolish. Or,” he thought of Goodman’s last moments, the look in his eye as the rock crushed his skull, “were. The others would not have understood, on either side. I had to take control,” he added. “You would have done the same.” 

Sybil was silent. She stood more than a head shorter than the swarthy man and looked up at him, knowing full well what he had done. 

“What?” Rupert shifted his feet uncomfortably. “What is it?” 

It was late in the day. The sun hung low, trapped beneath dark clouds that warned of rain. High above Eden’s mystical garden’s grounds, the air blew in chilling ripples and swirling waves. 

Wisps of Sybil’s hair fell to her face, tilted upwards at Rupert. “Why kill him?” she asked plainly. 

Rupert took a step back. “Who?” he asked, gaze darting across hers, already understanding that she knew the truth. 

“You know,” Sybil told him, reading his face. “Must you make me say it?” she added flippantly. “Seems unlike you to murder your own father...”

“Enough!” Rupert shouted louder than she’d ever heard him shout, staring down at her with unrelenting intensity. Quite out of character for the typically even-tempered man. A small flock of tiny seed birds, hiding in the maze’s hedge until now, flew away while squawking disapprovingly. Sybil didn’t balk or retreat. 

She unflinchingly held his gaze. “Am I wrong?” 

“You are,” Rupert said quickly, then lowered to a rumbling growl. He stepped closer to her and leaned to her ear. “If that ridiculous, false rumor were to spread, I would have no choice but to be rid the traitor who endangered my bloodline. It is the only honourable thing to do,” he said. “Clear?” 

“Yes, Lord Morfit,” Sybil said, bowing her head to Rupert in mocking formality. Their days as friends had long passed. Only the faintest part of her cared. 

“Ah, there you are!  I see you! Wait for me!”  Faye shouted shrilly from down a long stretch of path ahead. Rupert winced as she skipped towards them, chattering on. “Gachan called Aftea to introduce her to someone or other, but I’m so glad I ran into her! She said the baby is doing wonderfully and he is just beautiful. Just beautiful! I hear he has red eyes.” She spoke with her hands as she approached. “Thank the Horned!” 

“Ah, Faye. How good of you to re-join us,” Sybil said as the fleshy woman clung to her arm again. 

Rupert walked behind them in physical form, distant with glassy eyes. 

Faye turned her head to Sybil, lowering her voice to a whisper. “Do you believe the reports?” Faye asked her. 

They’d just left a Council session where Cronog Dale presented a worrying trend of disappearances within Baneswood’s realm. He brought the problem to the King, hoping for aid. The vote had been delayed until the next Solstice. 

Sybil was only half listening. “Of?” she asked.  

“It’s terrifying. Terrifying!” Faye shook her head, soft chin jiggling. “If anything happened to my children, I’d fling myself from the wall.” 

“Faye,” Rupert groaned.

“I mean every word I said. Every word. I would do it in an instant,” she retorted half over her shoulder to her husband. “Every single word. Why, I can’t sleep at night not knowing where my boy is.”  

Faye’s pause was loaded. Sybil gave in. “Why don’t you know where Oscar is, Faye?” 

“The boy is with...”

“Faye,” Rupert growled from behind, but it was already clear what Faye meant. Oscar was with Ogo. Rupert was planning for war. “Enough,” he warned. 

“It is really so good to see you again,” Faye changed the subject warmly, patting Sybil on the forearm. “How long has it been? What brings you to Animus? Has old Tomas found a suitable husband for you, finally?”  

“Hm?” Sybil asked, distracted, processing what she’d just heard. 

[image: ]

––––––––
[image: ]


Galla was worked up, far beyond her usual hysterics. While the Old was typically bothersome, now, their behaviour was unforgivable. And past that, her own people were questioning her judgement. High natives that had always been her allies were withdrawing support. Most notably, the Costermongers Union had sent a representative threatening to ban trading within her entire realm if she did not change her ways. The high native had caught her ear just as she’d left the castle. She now needed someone to confide in, to vent to, and was grateful when she saw Monty unencumbered after the Council session ended. He was a good listener. 

The pair paced side by side through snowy banks and dark evergreens. 

“I couldn’t take one more moment,” Galla said in exasperated sigh, kicking a snowdrift with her foot, sending snow rabbits scurrying. “I wait moons and my energy is gone, already, not yet a fortnight in! They suck all the air out of the room. It’s like I can’t breathe. It’s like I’m suffocating!”  

“It is a lot,” Monty said kindly.

“You know as well as I do the pressure,” Galla went on. “Why, the state of our realm rests in our hands. In my hands,” she added in a mumble, mostly to herself. Galla felt enormous responsibility to save those less fortunate than herself. She felt it was all on her own shoulders. She knew she was the only one who truly cared for the natives. She refused to fail her Kingdom despite the difficult personalities she was forced to deal with.  

“A lofty burden,” Monty said, “to be sure.” 

“I know,” Galla nodded adamantly. “I don’t think they understand. I don’t think they know how hard it is for me. They tease me on good days and hate me on bad ones. Even the high natives have begun to dissent. It is so hard. I’m fighting for them! They don’t know. What it feels like, you know?” 

“Tell me. What does what feel like?” 

“I was born into this. Rupert to Magistrate, as father before, so I was to be on Council. I was groomed to sit in the Golden Chair. I,” she paused and her voice cracked, “never had a choice.” 

“What about Glenn?” 

“You know he’s a dolt,” she said dismissively, seeing her brother’s perpetual confused expression clearly in her mind, “with that bare woman.”

Monty smirked. That Norland was said to be striking, in an evil-looking kind of way, although most had never met her. They kept her confined to Croft Hold. “You never wanted to be the ‘champion of the earthblood’? Not even a little bit?”

Galla was praised throughout the Morfit lands, and most of the Kingdom, by the low natives particularly, for all the laws she’d championed for the people. The women commonly fashioned their hair to mimic hers, cropped beneath her chin, in tribute to her good deeds. The fashion had taken root throughout Animus Rock as well. The men sang about her triumphs around their fires at night. 

“Don’t call me that,” Galla said quickly. “I hate when they call me that,” she adjusted her golden robes and smoothed her oiled hair, “but I see your point. I did. I’ve always wanted to help...” She trailed off, sliding mentally into a pool of self-pity. “I don’t know.” 

“No, I understand it,” Monty said. “You feel trapped.”

She stopped walking along the icy, snow-dusted garden trail lined with clover and sparse grass. Monty stopped too. 

“Exactly. That’s exactly it,” Galla said with wide brown eyes. “Prihim doesn’t understand,” she added sadly. She turned to walk again. 

Monty fell into stride next to her. “How do you know he doesn’t?” 

“Why, by how he treats me!” she exclaimed, spinning, snow catching on her rounded cheek. “You are the only one who really listens to me, Monty.” She considered him to be the brother Rupert never was to her. 

“Happy to oblige,” he replied with a tilt of his head and half a smile, obviously fond of Galla, mainly because he loathed her twin. Monty hated Rupert while attending Academy, although he was in Upper and Rupert was in Lower at the time. As a boy, Rupert was a bully. A smart one that never got caught. As adults, things were no different. 

“Those pale-faced men make me crazy!” Galla snapped, unable to calm herself despite Monty’s steadying presence. “They treat me like I’m from another world or have dead blood!” She looked with pleading eyes to him. “Cronog’s right,” she said, remembering the Dale’s plea during the Council session earlier that day, “We must investigate these disappearances.” Cronog had claimed Baneswood villages were missing men by the dozens. Whole hunting troops lost. No bodies recovered. “The Old laughs, but what if this is a new disease? Outbreak of Dread? Deadblood attacks? Something else entirely? We know not, unless we search for bodies, at the very least.” 

Light snow fell from an unknown, mystical source above, dusting the pair’s shoulders as they left footprints in their wake. It was awesome; however, the Vanguards who frequented Eden took it for granted completely. Eden was how it had always been.

The path was lined on either side with needle-ridden fir trees. The air filled with spicy sap. A white squirrel barked at them from an overhead branch as they strolled by. “And, who does the fire-headed man think he is?” Galla went on like a pot over boil. “Each time the Kingdom needs Dale, he claims that the realms should keep to themselves. Yet when it is his own precious Baneswood threatened, Cronog the dog is the first to plead for aide!” 

“Is there anything worse than hypocrisy?” 

“I think not,” Galla said adamantly. Her cowl neck cloak opened in front and billowed out behind her like gilded wings. 

“What about the Omen?” 

“The Omen?” 

“Do you put it past Basil?” Monty clarified with sparkling verdant eyes. 

Galla was quiet. “I don’t put anything past Graves,” she said, heavy pain deep in her throat. 

“I didn’t mean to...” Monty swallowed hard, realizing he’d hit a nerve. Galla had an unfortunate encounter with Basil Graves during her childhood. He didn’t know the extent of it apart from she had been violated in some major way. Had her father Goodman not been so understanding, and politically savvy, it could have started another war. “I know how you...” 

“Forget it.” Galla didn’t let herself think about what happened so many years ago. She had just been a girl then. She’d spent nearly her whole life trying to put it out of her mind but still often felt Basil’s long, cold fingers reaching up her smock. It was largely what fuelled her quest to protect the unprotected in the Kingdom. “It’s fine.” 

“Galla, I’m sorry,” Monty stopped walking, turning to her. He grabbed one of her hands and took it into his. “I forgot. I forgot all about it. I shouldn’t have mentioned...” 

“It’s fine,” she pulled ahead, shaking his grip from her hand. Galla’s tone steeled. “I said I’m fine.” Her face tightened, like a drawbridge shut with a clank somewhere in her mind.

“Of course, Lady.” 

“Can you believe Edwarde?” she changed the subject.

Monty followed her lead and the shift in tone. “Nothing surprises me anymore.” 

“You have always been cynical.” 

“Realistic,” he countered with a raised brow. 

She shooed him with a flip of her wrist. “The audacity to hold another bloodline’s castle...” She was a woman of the law and no matter Edwarde’s potentially noble aims he had committed one of the highest crimes, if not the highest in the land. Treason.

“To be fair,” Monty interrupted, playing defix’s advocate, “he was raised there.”

“You were raised here. I don’t see you taking the Tourmaline Throne.”

Monty grinned. “Perhaps I’m biding my time.” 

Galla looked at him and for the first time in their conversation, the lines of worry fell from her forehead. “I heard a rumor,” she said eagerly. 

“You did?” He leaned in. “You know how I like those.” 

Galla slowed down and took his arm into hers. “It’s about the Arena,” she whispered up at him. 

Monty frowned. “Busk?” 

“Yes,” she nodded. “Talk is that one of Old Tomas’s was amongst the crowd.” Monty chuckled. Tomas Brochet would never attack another realm so crudely. It wasn’t his style at all. “Why are you laughing?” 

“Forgive me,” Monty said and composed himself outwardly. “Tell me more.” 

“You think I’m just jealous of Sybil, don’t you?” Galla spat. “That I’m making it up to spite her.”

“Who said that?” 

“I’m not, just so you know.” 

“Galla,” Monty sighed, “what is it?”

“That’s it, really.” 

“Well, now I’m intrigued,” Money said. “You can’t just tell me something like that and not explain, pet.” It seemed the magical snowstorm had picked up pace above them in this section of Eden. Snow sprinkled his dark hair. “How would they know? That it was Tomas’s doing, I mean. That place was a mad den.” 

Galla took a deep breath. “I don’t know,” she said to Monty’s scepticism. “Something about the man’s clothes. Or an emblem,” she said defensively. “My sources say that he was an expert fighter and fended off all old Ralph’s men before the place caught ablaze. Claimed he was of Westerviolet.” A white owl hooted from an evergreen to their left and Galla jumped. She bumped into Monty. “Sorry,” she said, smoothing her golden cape. 

Monty gestured with his hand for her not to worry about it. “Why would Brochet fell the Confines?” he asked her. “Ralph Busk was a longstanding Brochet ally. He was more valuable to Lord Tomas alive than dead.” 

“I don’t know.” Galla narrowed her eyes. “I know you are close to them and fond of them. That is why I come to you first.” She stopped walking. “Do you think there is merit? Should I pursue this claim?”

“Claim?”

“If it is truth, if Brochet toppled Busk into Edwarde’s hands, I would have no choice but to demand the charming snake and his bitch daughter sent straight to the First,” she said, brimming spite, “but, I’m too smart to accuse unless I’m sure I’m not wrong.” 

Monty stroked his shaven chin with long fingers, contemplating his answer before speaking. 
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Three Minney men sat in a row on the cold stone steps overlooking Eden’s garden.

“He’s no Minney. Not anymore. Unbelievable,” Simon Minney said, then shook his head. 

“I agree,” Prihim nodded. “The Old only defends Edwarde because they see a play.” He loved his kin as all Minney’s did but was concerned about Simon’s judgement. He understood how bitter the man was and knew how dangerous that could be. He wasn’t thinking clearly. If only I could reason with him, Prihim thought, sitting with long thin legs bent and knees spread and an elbow on each. 

Juste Minney sat between the older men with wavy black hair secured into a small, tight bun. A popular style amongst progressive young natives and Vanguards alike. The whipping wind pulled loose strands from it, sweeping them across his face, pinched tight as he listened to his elders. He swung his head back and forth as they volleyed conversationally. Juste stuck his legs out in front of himself, leaning backwards on his elbows, allowing his father and distant uncle to see each other as they spoke. 

“I know that,” Simon growled, slowly turning his head, narrowing his green eyes. “I am no fool.” 

“You will vote to unseat him, then?” Prihim said, imagining how horribly burned Edwarde must be after the Dark Arena fire. “Give the realm to Terje?” Simon’s seat on Magistrate was priceless in this hour. Prihim needed to ensure he would vote New.

Simon scratched a pock on his cheek. “We aren’t permitted to discuss that.” 

“Simon.” 

“What?”  

“I need to know you won’t allow our,” Prihim paused, “issues to dictate your decision.” 

“It’s an insult to suggest I would.” 

Yet Prihim knew Simon’s attitude was because he would never hold Littlebell elderclaim, despite being the rightful heir. He was the eldest direct descendant of their shared ancestor and once elderclaim, the great Lord Amos. Although his father had not married a native, therefore lost elderclaim for their branch. The men fell into an uncomfortable silence. Black storm clouds churned above them where they sat. The wind blew faster. 

“It looks like it might rain,” Juste offered pleasantly.

Prihim ignored him. “You said it yourself, Simon. Edwarde is lost to us. He must not be permitted to keep the Confines.”

“Hm,” Simon grunted, glancing up. “The boy’s right. It looks like rain.” 

Prihim sighed from the back of his throat, frustrated with his distant cousin’s stubbornness. It will be a disaster if Simon votes Old on this, he thought to himself. “You know what Ralph was,” he reasoned. “You know what Edwarde is. This is so much bigger than whatever disagreement our families share.”

“Is that what she told you to say?” 

“Simon,” Prihim warned. 

Juste turned to his father. “How’s Essia?”  he asked, clearly trying to change the subject. 

The instant he heard the name, Simon’s eyes widened, and his words caught in his throat. Prihim glanced to the side and caught his gaze. The men silently conferred, then Simon spoke. “Son, it may be,” he swallowed hard, “too late.” 

“What do you mean too late?” Juste frowned. Had no one gone for her? Checked on her? Had she been sacrificed to Uncle Edwarde’s political insanity? “She is Vanguard. She is... she is blood!”

“Juste,” Prihim said softly, knowing the truth. The girl was likely dead. 

“What!?” Juste shouted, indignant, normally pleasant face brimming scorn. His mood flipped so suddenly it fully caught the other men off guard. It was the traces of mad honey in his system. They left one volatile. “She’s your blood! How could you not...”

Simon interrupted. “We’ve searched for her, son. Demanded Edwarde send her out to us. Threatened him if he put her in harm's way.” He went on and on, trying to quell Juste’s fury, but his son continued to boil. He finished with, “No one has seen her.”  

“Why didn’t you tell me! I assumed...” Juste trailed off. He’d been distracted with the mad honey trade. His business with Leon and Monty was booming, so much so, he had little time for other thoughts. “I don’t know,” he lowered his shoulders, looking from his father to Prihim. “How could you not tell me?!” he shouted at them angrily. “We must do something! Attack the Confines. Rescue her! Come on!” he screamed, even drawing the attention of passing high natives who frowned started to walk faster, but the older Minneys just looked at him. Juste was unravelling. “You are cowards! Edwessa and Karl are gone because of you, probably dead, and Essia needs us and you do nothing!” Tears welled in the young man’s eyes.  

“Son,” Simon put his hand on Juste’s shoulder. “You don’t understand, it’s...”

“No!” Juste shook off his hand “I can’t do this,” he stood up and stormed away. 

Intermittent raindrops began to fall on Simon and Prihim. They put their cloak hoods up and stewed in silence, listening to the patter of rain for some time. 

“He’s changed,” Prihim finally said, lowering his eyebrows into a worried line. “Something’s different. I’m concerned about him.” 

“Don’t be,” Simon replied flatly. “He’s my boy. Worry about yourself. Your own.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“Nothing.” 

Silence blanketed the men once more until Prihim broke the lull. 

“What do you make of Cronog’s plea in Council today?” he asked, unnerved by the Dale’s obvious concern. Dale men were traditionally stoic and to see Cronog tremble was unsettling, at best.  

“In truth?” Simon turned to half face him with creases beside his green eyes. “Worrisome.” 

“Why?” 

“Have you known Dale to ask for help?” 

Prihim shook his head ‘no’. He felt a knot in his stomach. 

“Right. They don’t,” Simon said. “Ever. Why now?”

“Why do you think?” 

“If I didn’t know better,” Simon scratched long curls at the top of his head, “I’d say it’s a trap.” 

Prihim leaned a bit closer to Simon. “I can tell you something that wasn’t discussed today at Council,” he said. “A rumor,” he added, brown eyes sparkling. Simon looked to his distant cousin in anticipation. Prihim continued, speaking with his hands. “Mimi heard something from a native at Apothecary. He came from a village on the outskirts, by the Baneswood border. The stories are,” Prihim paused, narrowing his eyes, “odd.” 

“Odd? Like Cronog described?”

“Not exactly like he described.”

“Why not?” 

“You heard Cronog today,” Prihim said. “Dozens of Baneswood men missing in the past moons. Not one body found.” 

“I heard him.” 

“Well,” Prihim said, unblinking, eyes intense, “Mimi says a village on Littlebell realm’s outskirts has bodies.” 

“In truth?” 

Prihim nodded. “Windgrove.” Simon made a pained face and Prihim understood why. They both had pleasant memories of the intimate fishing village down the river from Littlebell. Simon’s father used to take them to holiday there when they were young, but things were much different now. That was a different life, Prihim thought to himself. 

“The count?” he asked stoically. 

“Several, I think.”

“The state of them?” 

“Where the oddities begin.”

“Tell me,” Simon said.  

“Each is mangled differently,” Prihim said. “Some stabbed, others cut into pieces, all with shattered bones. Some femurs snapped in two like tree branches. All in different levels of decay.” 

“How odd,” Simon remarked, both confused and intrigued. 

“I told you, but that isn’t all.” 

“What more?” 

Prihim glanced away and hesitated. Simon studied the man’s conflicted expression as he loudly sighed. “It’s why I didn’t say anything to Council,” Prihim finally said. 

“Tell me,” Simon demanded eagerly.  

“The native brands aren’t there.” 

“What!” Simon nearly shouted. That was unbelievable.  

“Each is missing skin, as if it was intentionally carved away,” Prihim said, voice lowered, “if that part can be found.”  

“It isn’t beast or disease,” Simon said quietly. “It is man.” Prihim nodded solemnly. “Why not tell Cronog, or the others?” 

“I sent Leon to investigate,” Prihim explained, knowing his brother wanted to feel useful, hoping this caught two fish with one net. “There’s a missive on the way to him with the instruction now,” he added. “Let’s wait for confirmation of truth first.”

“Fair,” Simon nodded. “Are we sure it’s truth? Not a ploy by Cronog the dog? The whole occurrence seems incredible.”  

Prihim squinted his eyes, looking out over the dark and stormy afternoon. He said, “It does.”  
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Hector Graves crossed a meadow within Eden filled with veilthorns of the Hunter Post realm with Cronog Dale at his side. Apart from humming insects and a cawing crow gliding overhead, they were alone. 

“Your father,” Hector said. “How is the Baneswood elder?” 

Cronog grunted. “Alive.”

“The extent of concern for the next in line?” 

Cronog chuckled, low and deep, imagining the old man’s wheezing breaths and pitiful shaking hands. “Aye.” 

They paced each other but stocky Cronog had to take double steps to keep up with the svelte, long-strided Graves. Hector walked like an ethereal spectre from pace to pace, so smoothly he appeared to glide. He wore a long black cape with draped hood that hung back behind his head loosely. His dark pointed beard made his already sharp-cheeked face particularly angular and it caught the light like a statue. He was more than a head taller than his stout companion. Cronog glanced up at him from time to time, outwardly composed but internally shaking. It was no small thing to confer with Graves, particularly Hector himself.  

Hector kept his eyes unblinking, straight ahead. He did not look down at the flowers or to the side at Cronog as they walked. Not once.

“It is a pity about your brother,” Hector offered politically, sans emotion, eyes locked on the path ahead. Cronog glanced up and grunted. “Your feelings for the young man aside, he was the best. Many mourn the coin lost.” 

“Was,” Cronog said and chuckled again, reminiscing the fateful day his younger brother fell with glee. How the mighty, undefeated champion of Baneswood was taken out by such an unforeseen accident. Cronog couldn’t be more pleased at Rhain’s descent from his father’s graces and the Kingdom’s heart. “What is he now? Useless.” He spat at the dirt. 

Cronog’s red and silver hair was swept into a tight and intricate knot at the top of his head, indicative of his rank, with a portion left out in a long braid at the nape of his neck that trailed down his back, disappearing beneath his enormous pelt coat, made from burnt orange, white, and grey furs. It billowed out slightly behind him in the wind as he walked, as Hector’s black cape did.

“Is the mighty Cronog Dale jealous, perhaps?” 

“Never,” Cronog said quickly. 

“Are there plans for him?” 

“Hmph,” Cronog grunted, irritated so much time speaking had been wasted already on Rhain, the useless boar. “To the dogs for I care.” 

“I thought so,” Hector said, inwardly pleased, plans falling into place. “Send him to Basil, then.”

“Never! Never would I send my own blood, a Dale, into the...” 

Hector interrupted, “No, no. You misunderstand Lord Cronog,” he added with irksome formality. “To join.” 

The idea stunned Cronog and he instantly fell into quiet contemplation. Dale ally with the Omen? It was unthinkable, despite Rhain’s blood, but how to turn Hector’s command down, Cronog thought silently for many paces as the salt-scented air rushed by. Their footsteps fell without sound, absorbed into the dirt. 

“What use do you have for him?” he finally asked, tilting his head up at the ghostly pale man. “His leg...” 

“He walks,” Hector countered. “Does he not?”

Cronog grumbled. A technicality, he thought. The boy wears a brace. He hobbles everywhere he goes. Useless. “Could he march with you?” he asked Hector rhetorically. “Never!” 

“That is not my interest in him,” Hector said cryptically. Cronog waited for elaboration, but none came. 

“You can’t have him,” Cronog said with finality. 

“So be it,” Hector said, slightly bowing his head. “It is a pity, however...” he trailed off and turned to glance at Cronog, then looked forward again.  

“What is?” Cronog asked warily. He didn’t like feeling the way Hector made him feel. As if he was a lesser man. Like Hector couldn’t even bother to take pity on him, he was that far below him. He was wary of Hector and did not trust him for an instant. But he had to know more. 

“He was to be payment,” Hector said casually, every word annunciated crisply. “Now, we must settle it otherwise.”  The veilthorn looked like grass and were crushed by the men’s boots as easily. The petals were translucent, nearly clear, and only turned crimson red when someone nearby was lying.  

Cronog frowned.  He wasn’t following. “What payment?” he asked in a bark. 

“For not telling your father,” Hector said, not skipping a beat. “For not exposing you and your treachery.”

Cronog stopped abruptly. “Hector!” he bellowed, face glowing like the sun, eyes bulging, fists clenched. 

Hector rubbed a temple. “No need to shout.” At that his hawk appeared from above Eden’s garden, circling. She let out an ear-screeching caw as if to echo his statement. Hector slightly smiled. 

Cronog unsheathed a dagger from his thigh, took a bounding step to Hector and held the weapon to his body. Cronog was so much shorter he only barely reached Hector’s chest.  “I will gut you as a beast if you do not speak.”

The veilthorns blushed. 

Hector smiled. “Alright,” he said, smoothing his hair with his long fingers, then crossed his arms at his chest.  “I see that you are a simple man, so I will speak simply.” 

Cronog frowned but sheathed the dagger. He crossed his arms, unconsciously mirroring Hector, puffing his chest to appear taller than he was. The men faced each other. 

Hector looked down. “I take it Baddon is not aware of your involvement with Ogo and Rupert.” 

Cronog’s heart dropped into his stomach. His eyes ticked, but he did his best to appear calm. “How do you know I’m involved?” He’d been in secret contact with the men for moons, wary of his father’s stubborn ways, wanting to get ahead of the shifting political tides. Old Baddon would die soon anyway. Cronog was attempting to be smart. To protect Baneswood, his birthright, as well as himself. At his heart, Cronog was a coward. 

Hector saw right through his façade and continued pressing. “I also take it that he’s not aware of your Council address today, either.” Cronog looked like he was going to speak but frowned again instead. The Graves is right, he thought. “This is your opportunity, Dale,” Hector added with a hint of
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