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She holds the fate of the world in the palm of her hand.

 

Arlana Von Fordin grew up knowing she was born to fulfill a prophecy. The pressure of her unknown destiny weighs heavily on a young woman who just wants to be normal. Then her future arrives in the form of a mysterious and sexy soldier from the neighboring empire Browan—a land no one has entered in almost two hundred years. Faced with a dangerous journey into a secretive country, haunted by seductive and terrifying dreams, the one thing Arlana longs for is someone to see her for the woman she is beneath the magic she commands.

 

He has to protect her, whether he likes it or not.

 

Lord Commander Oric of Browan has resented Arlana Von Fordin for most of his life. He blames her for taking away his choices and forcing him onto a path he never wanted. When he’s sent to bring her into his country on a quest to stabilize a rogue magic, he expects his hate to intensify. Instead, as he gets to know the shy sorceress, he’s overwhelmed with protectiveness and desire. Faced with all the forces threatening her, Oric must finally come to terms with his own destiny, and a love he never anticipated.

 

Love is their only hope.

 

Before meeting Oric, Arlana never expected to find a man who would love her for herself. But Fate demands a heavy price. For them to be together, they must confront Arlana’s destiny and right an ancient wrong. With time itself their enemy, they’ll have to discover if their love is strong enough to keep them alive…and save the world.
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Prologue

 

Morning sun sneaked in past the curtains, collecting in a thin line across the wooden floor of the bedroom. Catarin watched the line slowly form, watched the new day being born and was overwhelmed by a sense of impending disaster. Her eyes felt heavy and swollen from lack of sleep, and the beginnings of a headache pricked at her temples.

Today of all days she should have been well rested, but knowing she needed to sleep hadn’t helped shut her eyes during the long night.

She felt Owen’s movements just before his arm fell across her waist.

“Morning, sweetheart,” he murmured in her ear, pulling her back against his chest.

She squeezed the arm around her waist in wordless greeting. But her silence must have given her away.

“You didn’t sleep, did you?”

With a sigh, Catarin rolled over to face him. He was propped up on one elbow, his other hand still resting warmly on her waist. She looked for a long time into his brilliantly blue eyes and studied the sweep of his white-blond hair against the long, handsome lines of his face. Her sense of foreboding clutched tightly around her throat, making it hard to swallow.

Owen leaned over and touched her forehead with a gentle kiss. “Everything will be all right, love. We’ve spent long months preparing this spell. The others are fully committed. And they’re the most powerful magicians in the empire. What could go wrong?”

“Oh, Owen, all kinds of things could go wrong. You’re expecting all one hundred and ninety-nine of them will follow through with the spell. And you…you’ll be most vulnerable.”

“Being chosen to take up the task of Guardian is a great honor. You’ve been my apprentice and my heart’s treasure for long enough to know that I couldn’t shun this.”

“I know.” She sighed, feeling the first sting of tears behind her tired eyes. “I’m so very proud of you. But I can’t let go of this feeling that something isn’t right.”

“You’re worried about him, aren’t you?”

Catarin’s lip curled in an involuntary snarl. “Yes. Gavin is selfish and power-hungry. He’s the only blood mage among the one ninety-nine—”

“We have taken that into consideration, love.”

“Owen, he’s a blood mage because he craves power. More than any other, he covets the power and influence of being a strong sorcerer. Yet now we must believe he’ll sacrifice his physical existence to the completion of the spell?”

“That’s precisely the reason he’ll go through with it,” he said, squeezing her waist. “Because he craves power. And the power he’ll have will be beyond even his wildest dreams.”

“But he won’t be able to control that power.” Catarin threw the silk sheet from her body and rolled away from Owen, out of bed. She stood, naked, hands on hips with the early morning light warm against her back. “You will control the power. You will be the one focusing and using the strength of this thing you’ll create. What good will that power be to Gavin if he can’t use it?”

Owen slowly rose from the bed and approached, but when he would have folded her into his arms, she spun away. Her knee-length hair whipped around in an angry cloud. “Don’t try to console or patronize me, Owen. I may not be as powerful as you and the others, but I understand the seductive nature of magic, the temptations of wielding unimaginable power. It’s why the emperor agreed to this…this experiment. For the power he’ll bring to the wars, for the power he thinks he’ll hold over the conquered countries.”

She paced to the wardrobe, stiff with helplessness and frustration. “I know. I know what the emperor doesn’t realize. That the Guardian—you—will be the real power.” With her back still to him, she murmured, “I trust you and your ethics implicitly with this power, my love. I know you won’t abuse it. But I do not trust the others.”

The feel of his large, warm hands on her shoulders made her shudder. Her irritation fled and she leaned back against his chest. He wrapped his arms around her, hugging her tightly and rubbing his cheek against the top of her head.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered after a quiet moment. “I didn’t mean to trouble you with my fears today. I love you so much, Owen.”

“And I love you, Catarin. More than my life. I would that I could quiet your fears.”

She turned in his embrace and wrapped her arms around his waist. She took a determined breath, then looked up into his blue eyes and said with a conviction she didn’t feel, “All will go well. And I’ll be standing there in the shrine to watch as you cast the most incredible spell ever attempted.”

His soft, full mouth curved upward. He tightened his arms at her back and lowered his head to hers, kissing her long and deeply.

Catarin knew in that moment that it would be the last kiss they ever shared.




 

Chapter One

 

Arlana stared at the white marble wall shot through with golden patterns. Watched the gold shift and meld, blend into almost-shapes then dissolve into nothing. Here an arm, there a smile, just there a dragon, next to it a wing, beyond that two bodies intertwined, above that an eye. So familiar. So alien. She closed her eyes and breathed in slowly. Sandalwood. It always smelled like sandalwood. Her heart skipped once, then started to beat fast.

He was near.

She opened her eyes. The white marble was the same, never changed. But the air now surged with white fog. Her breathing sped and her stomach clenched.

And she could feel him. Across her skin, in her pulse, along her spine, she could feel him.

She turned slowly, unbalanced and wavering, the ground beneath her invisible in the fog. She knew what she would see—had seen it before—but her heart still jumped.

“I’ve been waiting for you.”

The sound of his voice reverberating through the heavy air made her shiver. Low, deep, husky. Enticing. Terrifying. She watched, unable to move as he emerged from the fog.

White. His snug trousers, fluttering silk shirt, knee-high suede boots. Everything was white. Except his hair. Except his eyes.

Those were black.

And those black eyes caught and held her, as they always did. He circled her slowly, never taking his gaze from hers, never stepping close enough to touch. But she felt his touch. Felt the breath of a caress on her neck, her cheek, her shoulder, her breast. Felt his velvety lips brush hers.

Her heart slammed into her ribs.

She couldn’t blink. Couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t look away. She stood in place, turning as he stalked around her, pulled by the power of his black eyes.

When he stopped, she stopped. Only a foot of white marble remained between them.

He stepped forward. “Arlana.”

 

Arlana bolted upright in bed, choking on the cry that came with her out of the dream. Her name, murmured by that voice, followed her into consciousness, lingering like the afterimage left in front of the eyes when all light is suddenly snuffed out. Sweat clung to her skin and soaked through her thin nightshift. Her heartbeat raced as if she’d run the length of the barony. She could smell her fear mixed with the faint scent of sandalwood.

Squeezing her eyes closed, she drew her thoughts down to her heartbeat, gently urging it to slow. With the return of her heart’s regular cadence, her breathing also returned to normal. An extra breath, deep and cleansing, wiped away the last of her panic, and she opened her eyes.

Her bedroom always looked so mundane after the dream. Stone walls lined with pale cream silk to insulate the room. Sunlight just beginning to slide through the crack in the heavy, lavender velvet curtains. The oak posts of her bed, the lavender bed curtains that had been pulled apart by her maid just before sunrise. The low fire in the gray stone fireplace to the right of her bed just beginning to warm the room. Everything was the same as it had been when she’d gone to sleep the night before.

But everything always felt disjointed when she awoke from the dream.

Before she could blink away the last of the fog and white marble dancing in her mind, her maid, Jill, entered, moving silently to avoid waking her mistress.

“Oh,” Jill exclaimed, “my lady, you’re up early this morning. You’ll be wanting your bath now, then?”

“Thank you, Jill. Yes.” Arlana smiled, trying to disguise the unease still creeping through her veins.

“Would you like coffee or juice with your breakfast, my lady? Mistress Leshar has had a fresh batch of apple juice mixed up for this morning.”

“Some of Aunt Becky’s apple juice? How could I refuse?”

Jill grinned and bobbed her head once before disappearing through the side door that led to Arlana’s washroom.

Her mother’s love of hot baths had prompted her father to expand on the castle plumbing, which already ran to a few communal bath areas. Now several rooms, including her own, had the convenience of hot and cold water pumped directly to their bathtubs. Jill had been so excited by the prospect of never having to haul another bucket of heated water that she’d prepared Arlana three baths the day the final pipe connections had been made.

Arlana had never had the heart to tell Jill she could heat the water magically. By the time she’d learned that trick, just after her sixth birthday, the piping was nearly in place. She preferred the maid didn’t know anyway. Jill was one of the few people who didn’t tremble, bow and scrape the instant Arlana stepped into a room, so Arlana went out of her way to keep from using her magic while Jill was around.

“The bath’s ready, my lady.”

Arlana climbed out from under her thick blankets, shivering as she shuffled past the cheery fire to the washroom. The smell of wood smoke followed her into the jasmine-scented steam. Arlana loved that combination of smells. But the steam reminded her of the dream, and when Jill stepped out of that swirling wall of white, Arlana jumped and let loose a strangled yelp.

“My lady?”

She shook her head and tried to laugh away her reaction. “Sorry, Jill. I’m fine. Just a little tired this morning.”

Jill’s answering smile was hesitant but accepting. The maid left Arlana to her bath and went down to the kitchens to get her breakfast.

Alone again, Arlana stripped and climbed into water that was almost hot enough to scald her skin. She welcomed the heat. Slowly, the cold in her veins warmed. She hadn’t even realized how cold she was until the bathwater stung her skin.

“Let’s see,” she mused, “what color today?” She fingered a wet lock of hair falling across her breast. “Maybe red. Red seems a good color. Bright. Lively.” Without meaning to, she added silently, Not white or black. “Yes. Today will be red.”

***

Oric stood before the Fordin court, his face a perfect mask of neutrality, betraying nothing of the chaos in his mind. At least he’d been able to master that outward calm before this journey had become necessary. Only another Browan would know he was anything but calm and in control.

The audience hall buzzed with conversations all centering on the Browan soldiers and diplomats, the first Browans besides the ambassador and his household to enter Karasnia in more than two hundred years. Oric, in turn, surreptitiously studied the hall and the Karasnians filling it as his translator exchanged the proper greetings with Baron Fordin.

The castle itself had impressed Oric from the beginning. He’d heard of the castle designs of Karasnia from Ambassador Rowkan. Fordin Castle hadn’t disappointed. It had been designed, built and rebuilt over the centuries, but always with an obvious concern for defense. Even after two centuries of peace, Fordin Castle was still capable of withstanding a long siege.

The audience hall where he stood waiting for the end of the formal greetings was simple, functional and adequate, if not overly majestic. Oak panels lined the long walls, four candle-filled brass chandeliers ran the length of the hall and the galleries contained simple cushion-covered wooden benches. Atop the dais at the end of the hall sat a large, carved oak chair padded in velvet of Fordin blue.

The Karasnian nobility were, for the most part, as Oric had expected. Ambassador Rowkan had instructed him on the proper mode of dress for Karasnia. The men wore hose, woolen or leather breeches and tunics of wool or heavy silk. Women’s dresses were tight-bodiced, low-waisted and brushed the ground. The range of color was brilliant, if not overly ornamented, and the styles were less extravagant, perhaps, than his country’s fashions, but they were attractive in a foreign way.

Then there was the variety of eye color in Karasnians. That was intriguingly exotic. Fascinating.

Oric pulled his attention away from his study of the Karasnians to focus once more on the dais. The people there were people he’d been studying for many years now—people whose cooperation was essential to his mission.

In the single chair sat a young man a little less than four years Oric’s junior, with long dark brown hair, green eyes and the build of a warrior. From the reports, Baron Aaron Fordin was an agile and cunning man with a sword, but was still uneasy in his new role as baron. That might cause problems if the man decided to make things difficult for Oric.

Lord Kevin Fordin, former guardian of the barony and now Baron Fordin’s chancellor, stood to the right of the younger man. Lord Fordin was quite probably the largest man Oric had ever seen, standing head and shoulders over Oric’s own six-foot-one. The resemblance to his nephew was obvious in the green eyes and strong, sharp features. Not for the first time, Oric wondered why the powerful lord had never made a play for the Karasnian throne. He certainly had the bearing of a king. Though he wasn’t related to the current king by blood, he was the son of the king’s second wife and second cousin to the king’s first wife. For the last twenty years he’d commanded the second largest barony in the kingdom. Yet he’d sworn allegiance to the regent and peacefully handed the barony over to his nephew when Aaron Fordin reached his majority. That spoke of Lord Fordin’s character. But how would a man of that character react to Oric’s mission? And did his political honor reflect his attributes as a father?

To the left of the dais stood Baron Fordin’s aunt, one of the strongest sorceresses in all of Karasnia. Lady Tiya Von Fordin—the daughter of a bookbinder, heroine of the realm and wife to Lord Fordin—was quite simply stunning. White-blonde hair cascaded down to the small of her back. Blue eyes like those of his own countrymen looked out of angular features. She wore a simple black robe cinched at the waist by a gold rope belt—the uniform of a Karasnian magician.

He couldn’t help but wonder if the daughter would look like her mother.

He murmured a few words to his translator. The man beside him, Ferdinand of Claousin, was young for a diplomatic translator, but he’d mastered the nuances of Karasnian far faster than Oric. And for the moment, Oric didn’t want any of these people to know he spoke their language.

“My lord, Baron Fordin,” Ferdinand intoned, his voice commanding attention and conveying courtesy at the same time. “Lord Commander Oric of Czanri of Myseen of Browan thanks you for your kind greeting.”

Oric kept his gaze focused on Baron Fordin, who in turn watched Oric intently, as if they were talking directly with one another, two fighters sizing up their opponent.

“I wish to request a private meeting with his lordship, Baron Fordin, Lord Kevin Fordin, Lady Sorceress Tiya Von Fordin and the sorcerer Merig,” Oric said.

“Might I ask,” Baron Fordin said, “what topic you wish to discuss, Lord Commander Oric?”

Ferdinand made a show of translating. Oric murmured a single word. Ferdinand in turn said, “The sorceress, Lady Arlana Von Fordin.”

Baron Fordin’s eyes flashed with what Oric suspected was a defensiveness honed by instinct. To the young baron’s credit, he suppressed the urge to challenge Oric to single combat then and there. Instead, he nodded for a moment to confer with his chancellor.

The room’s already irritating hum grew stronger. Oric controlled his intense desire to wince and doubled his efforts to block out the thoughts of so many uncontrolled minds. I don’t know how the blasted ambassador manages it.

His ability to hear the thoughts of others isn’t as strong as yours, Lord Commander, Ferdinand replied in Browan, then switched languages. I also find the crowd less difficult than you do. And don’t forget to use Karasnian. You need the practice.

Oric managed not to scowl at the edge of amusement in the translator’s mental voice. But it took an effort. Then, more resigned, he thought, in Karasnian, At least none of these people can overhear us. He couldn’t seem to prevent the smug confidence that filtered into his mind voice.

Ferdinand lifted his lips in a smile only Oric was close enough to see.

The conversation on the dais ended and Baron Fordin turned back to the Browans. “Lord Commander Oric, my steward will show your guard to the guest quarters. If you and your translator will follow me, we shall adjourn to my private audience chamber.”

The murmuring among the gathered nobility resonated with unease, conjecture, suspicion and blatant curiosity. Oric strengthened his defenses and blocked out most of the mental muttering, but he couldn’t wait to get away from the crowd.

He was one of the strongest, if not the strongest, telepaths in his country—a country where every person had telepathic abilities of some strength. He’d been learning how to block out the mental noise of uncontrolled minds since the age of fifteen. But he’d never had to use the skill under real circumstances. Blocking out the thoughts of others was much more difficult than keeping one’s own thoughts shielded. In Browan, children learned to shield their thoughts before they learned to eat solid food. It was necessary to protect the privacy of the individual, as well as the sanity of the populous. One unrestrained telepathic mind in Browan could cause a great deal of mental turmoil. Millions of such minds could…

Oric preferred not to think about what had happened before Browans had learned to shield their thoughts.

If he chose, he was strong enough to penetrate most of the shields of his countrymen. But from a very young age, he’d been inundated with the unwritten rules of social protocol. He would no more think of penetrating those shields under normal circumstances than he’d think to strip an unwilling stranger of their clothing.

If the circumstances weren’t normal, Oric wasn’t so sure. But only the most dire of situations would force him to break with social customs and taboos to read the thoughts of the unwilling. Or the unknowing.

As he and Ferdinand were led through a short hall to Baron Fordin’s private chamber, Oric briefly entertained the idea of reading the thoughts of his hosts. It would serve them right for all the mental noise they made. But no. It wouldn’t be honorable.

And if nothing else, Oric still had his honor.

The room they were shown was another functional, moderately attractive room of oak paneling and Fordin blue. The Fordin banner—a blue flag sporting a wild boar embroidered in silver—hung behind a large desk. Before the desk, two velvet-lined chairs had been placed for Oric and Ferdinand. Baron Fordin sat behind the desk. At the right edge of the desk, Lady Tiya sat in a high-backed chair, her husband standing just behind her, his large hands resting on the chair. Another high-backed chair remained empty at the opposite side of the desk.

And to the left and just behind Baron Fordin stood the ancient, ageless sorcerer, Merig. His white hair and beard could as easily have come from age as from the immense amount of magical power he possessed. His eyes, the brilliant crystal blue of powerful magic, were surprisingly kind even in the face of the potential threat Oric represented. A neutral expression occupied features that should have been far more wrinkled.

Oric bowed briefly to the small group, and at Baron Fordin’s gesture, took a seat before the desk. He leaned close to Ferdinand and murmured in his native language, “We’ll tell them only what we must for now.”

“Lord Commander,” Baron Fordin began when Oric straightened in his seat. “You’ve approached us on a very delicate subject. What is it about my cousin that you wish to discuss?”

After Ferdinand’s translation, Oric answered, “There is a prophecy.” A collective gasp and one colorful curse issued by the baron preceded a pregnant silence. Oric let the silence draw out a moment before continuing. “A thousand-year-old prophecy of a child born of power so great she will control all magic and hold the fate of the world in the palm of her hand. She will control that which cannot be controlled and command what will not be commanded.” Oric paused, giving the Karasnians time to absorb the words Ferdinand translated into their language.

Then very quietly, he said, “The time has come to bring Lady Arlana Von Fordin to her destiny.”

The baron shot out of his seat, his hand reaching instinctively to his hip for a sword that wasn’t there. “You dare come into my barony—?”

“Aaron.” Lady Tiya’s voice was quiet, just above a whisper.

Oric could almost feel her power flowing out on that single word.

The young baron looked at his aunt, then glared at Oric, but he returned to his seat.

“Explain, please, Lord Commander,” Lady Tiya said.

Oric took a minute to compose what he would allow them to know. To gain their assistance, he’d have to tell them something of the secret his country had kept for two hundred years. But not everything. He didn’t dare tell them everything.

“My lady,” Oric started as Ferdinand unobtrusively translated, “this prophecy has been known in my country for centuries, but the meaning behind the words was a mystery. Until two hundred years ago. At that time, there was an accident—an accident that killed the most powerful of our magicians. Only one survived, though he survived for just a few days. This one spent much of his remaining days muttering nonsense. But on the last day of his life, he grew more lucid. He had the high counselors brought to him and bade them memorize his final words. He reminded them of this prophecy, whose source had been lost to time, and he said, ‘Look to her. This is why she will be born. Only she can fix what we have started. Only she can succeed where we have failed.’ With these words, he died.”

Lady Tiya and Lord Kevin exchanged a long look, then turned to Merig. His expression remained neutral and unreadable.

Lady Tiya met Oric’s gaze once again and said, “What has this to do with my daughter?”

“We know that your daughter is the prophesied one, my lady. It is time for her to take up that which she was born to take up. She must be brought to the Browan Shrine in Czanri.”

“To do what?” Baron Fordin growled. “To fix the mistake made by your magicians two hundred years ago? Based on the mutterings of a dying man!” Lord Aaron half rose from his seat again. “Fix your own mistakes, Lord Commander. I will not allow my cousin to be carried off to Browan by—” The baron stopped abruptly when Merig placed a hand on his shoulder. He settled back in his chair, but his gaze burned into Oric.

“Perhaps,” Merig said in a quiet, melodious voice, “you’d better explain further, Lord Commander.”

“Yes.” Lady Tiya leaned forward. “How do you know my daughter is the child of this prophecy? How can you be sure?”

“Her birth was felt by our strongest sorceress. She was able to pinpoint the location.”

“Location maybe,” Lord Aaron snarled, “but not a specific person.”

Oric met the man’s gaze. “Baron Fordin, if we had any doubts—which we do not, but if we had—you would have waylaid any fears by reacting as you have. You know of the prophecy, you treat the topic of Lady Arlana delicately and you prove by your hesitance that you know she is the prophesied one.”

“We haven’t made this public, Lord Commander,” Merig said, his hand visibly tightening on Baron Fordin’s shoulder, “but the degree of her power has been impossible to hide. You wouldn’t be the first to approach us with a request that Lady Arlana carry out some ‘magical miracle’ to solve someone else’s problem. You can understand why we would be hesitant.”

“Of course,” Oric acknowledged with a nod, “but have any previous applicants mentioned the prophecy?”

Merig pursed his lips and answered with the barest shake of his head.

“That doesn’t prove anything,” Lord Aaron snapped.

“I’d like to know,” Lord Kevin Fordin said, “more about this ‘accident’, Lord Commander.”

Oric turned to meet Lord Fordin’s sharp green gaze. “I can tell you that it was an act of magic gone wrong. The effects are still present in our country. If the…damage is not repaired, it may have repercussions for the rest of the world. There is no one besides the prophesied one strong enough for this task.”

Lady Tiya sucked in a sharp breath, turning to Merig. “What do you think? Does this sound right to you? Does it feel right?”

Oric turned slowly to meet the sorcerer’s gaze. He sat unflinching as Merig studied him for a long, quiet moment.

“Perhaps,” Merig murmured finally, “we should send for Lady Arlana. This does concern her, after all.”

Baron Fordin tensed visibly, and a muscle in his jaw jumped. Lady Tiya’s eyes widened and her mouth tightened, but after a moment she schooled her expression and nodded her assent. Lord Kevin leaned down to murmur something in his wife’s ear, taking her hand in his and squeezing it.

The baron pulled a small cord that hung beside the banner behind his desk, and a moment later a young girl poked her head into the room. “Please ask my cousin to join us,” Lord Aaron commanded. The girl scurried out of the room, closing the door without making a sound.

As they waited, Oric met Merig’s gaze. He was surprised by what he saw in the depths of those blue eyes. Of all the people in the room, Oric had hoped for this man’s support, knowing his counsel would be heeded by Lady Arlana’s family. He’d been sure the mage’s support would be the hardest to obtain. Now, he wasn’t so sure. So far, he hadn’t been forced to reveal too much, though it was more than most Browans would wish outsiders to know. But he wasn’t at all confident that either the young baron, Lady Tiya or Lord Kevin would allow Lady Arlana to leave the barony without more of an explanation. With Merig’s support, however, he might not have to reveal too much more.

They sat silently staring at one another for long minutes, the tension in the room mounting with each breath. Oric studied each of the faces before him, looking for clues to their thoughts, their feelings. He heard the door open behind him, watched the four before him look toward the door, but he didn’t turn. After a long pause, he realized the newcomer hadn’t moved from the door.

Baron Fordin noticed the hesitancy at the same instant. “Arlana?”

Seeing the concern in the baron’s eyes made Oric frown. His movements controlled, his facial expression schooled, Oric rose and turned to face Lady Arlana Von Fordin.

Only years of military and diplomatic training kept the shock from reaching his face.

For the last twenty years, Oric had imagined what Arlana Von Fordin would look like. He’d pictured her fat, skinny, short, tall, plain, beautiful, and in his more bitter moments, hideously ugly or deformed. He’d pictured short hair and long, round features and angled, big boned and a delicate frame. He had known when she turned thirteen and wondered if she was gangly as a colt or pudgy as a gopher. When she turned sixteen, he’d wondered if she still looked like a child or if the woman she would be had begun to show.

More often than he cared to admit over the past five years, Oric had lain awake at night, staring at his bedroom ceiling trying to picture the sorceress who would dominate his future, the woman responsible for the direction his life was forced to take. He knew almost everything about her from his spies, but he’d always been afraid to ask specifically what she looked like—afraid he would give away his inner obsession and torment.

But in all the years, through all the various images he’d concocted, two things had remained unaltered. Two things had passed consistently from one image to the next. White-blonde hair and blue crystal eyes—the coloring of strong magic.

The red-haired, green-eyed beauty blinking in the doorway was absolutely the last thing he’d expected to face.

Their gazes locked. Oric saw the panic that quickly passed through relief and into confusion. For a very long moment, he held her gaze, incapable of looking away. Fleetingly, he thought she might not be Lady Arlana—just a servant or perhaps Lady Arlana’s maid. The brief hope that the breathtaking woman wasn’t Arlana Von Fordin died quietly when Baron Fordin said, “Please, Arlana, come in and meet our guests. Lady Arlana Von Fordin, Lord Commander Oric of Czanri of Myseen of Browan. Lord Commander Oric, my cousin, Lady Arlana.”

Ferdinand translated the introductions as Arlana dropped into a graceful curtsey. Oric, in turn, bowed low from the waist, as was the Karasnian custom. He studied the young sorceress as she moved into the room and took the seat to the left of Aaron’s desk. He could see now the strong resemblance to her mother in the fairylike, angular facial features. Her body was thin, almost too thin, but still surprisingly voluptuous wrapped in the emerald silk of her tightly bodiced gown. Her pale skin, brushed with faint freckles, pinkened under his scrutiny.

Her blush pulled a reluctant smile through his controlled expression. So she was human after all. And capable of embarrassment. Quite the most charming embarrassment he’d ever seen, if he wanted to be honest with himself.

Which he didn’t.

Her gaze dropped to her lap and Oric noticed the small mole on her right jawline. He had an almost uncontrollable urge to run his fingertip over that small dot.

Exerting a considerable effort, Oric pulled his attention back to the matter at hand, irritated by his response. When he faced Baron Fordin, the young man regarded him with storm clouds racing in his eyes. Oric hazarded a quick glance at Lady Tiya and Lord Kevin, who both looked suspicious and scared. Then he met the thunderclap of Baron Fordin’s gaze again.

“Arlana,” Lord Aaron began without taking his gaze from Oric, “the Lord Commander is here to request your presence in Browan’s capital city, Czanri.” The baron’s eyes flicked to his cousin’s face when her head snapped up. His voice gentled as he said, “He claims it’s the prophecy, cousin. Your fate might finally have found you.”

Oric watched Arlana’s face closely as Ferdinand quietly translated the baron’s words.

She sat perfectly still, gaze locked with her cousin’s, no expression touching her features. Then her gaze slid to her mother and father. Lord Kevin, still holding his wife’s hand, nodded once. Lady Tiya echoed his affirmation with a reluctant nod.

Oric hid his astonishment. They seemed to accept, however reluctantly, that this was part of Arlana’s future. That she’d been born for this. Or at the very least, they were willing to listen to more. His relief was like a blow to the stomach.

Jaw set, Arlana looked up at Merig. “It’s time, little magic,” the ageless sorcerer said in a voice like soft music.

Her mouth quivered for a second before she controlled her reaction. She turned a steady gaze to her cousin. “Tell me.”




 

Chapter Two

 

Aaron stopped walking and faced Arlana, taking her hands in his. Around them, the air was filled with the scent of spring flowers and the music of birdsong. In the distance, Arlana could just hear the waters of the fountain at the center of the family gardens.

“Arlana, are you sure?”

She looked down to where Aaron’s large hands engulfed her own and nodded.

“You don’t have to do this. We can’t be certain this was what the prophecy intended for you.”

The urgency and protectiveness in his tone made her smile. “I do have to do this, Aaron. Merig feels fairly certain this is what the prophecy intended, at least in part, and I trust his judgment. In the past, his feelings have rarely been wrong. We’ve wondered for years now why I was given so much power, what purpose was served by my birth. This trip into Browan may finally answer those questions.”

“What if this is a ruse, concocted by the same person who arranged your kidnapping? Have you considered that? What if you’re walking into the very hands of the person or people we’ve been trying to protect you from for all these years? The people who took you knew you were the prophesied one too.”

“I was carried into Bthak, not Browan, and we both know there’s no love lost between those two countries.”

“But if you hadn’t stopped it, you would have been gated from the place in Bthak where you were rescued. Who’s to say you wouldn’t have been gated to Browan?”

“I suppose it’s possible. But then how would you explain the assistance of the GeMorin if the people responsible for my kidnapping were from Browan? A treaty between anyone in Browan and the GeMorin—a treaty that would force the Browans to cross into Bthak or the GeMorin to cross into Browan—would have been discovered some time in the last twenty years, don’t you think? Especially with Merig looking for that sort of movement.”

Arlana took a deep breath. “The Lord Commander has come with letters of introduction and commendation from the Browan senate as well as Ambassador Rowkan. The seals on both letters are authentic. And the ambassador has the king and queen’s recommendation. We both know how good the queen is at judging character.” Arlana smiled, forcing a reluctant nod from Aaron. It was well-known throughout the kingdom that their grandmother instinctively knew things about people.

“I still don’t trust this Lord Commander Oric.” Aaron’s handsome face crinkled into a scowl.

“You don’t trust anyone but family around me. I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself.” She chuckled and squeezed his hands. “Ever since you were old enough to use a real sword, you’ve treated me like delicate porcelain. When we were kids, you were never this concerned about my wellbeing. You were more concerned with teasing me mercilessly.”

Aaron grinned. “You were too easy to goad into fights.”

“That was very dangerous, you know,” she said, frowning in the same way her mother did when she scolded them. “I could have turned you into a snake.”

“You did turn my practice sword into a snake once!”

“Well, you kept poking me. What’d you expect me to do?”

Aaron chuckled and kissed her cheek. “I thought it was fun the way you could do things like that. And I always knew you’d never hurt me. That’s why I teased so much.”

“You’re just lucky I love you.”

“I know. I love you too, Arlana. And I can’t help worrying about you.” His grin dissolved once more into a worried frown. “I don’t like the idea of you going beyond the Karasnian borders without an escort.”

“You heard the Lord Commander. No Karasnian but myself will be allowed to accompany the group.”

“And that’s the part I don’t like. That man trying to get you alone in a foreign country where you don’t even speak the language.”

Arlana raised an eyebrow. “Are you more worried about my life or my virtue?”

Looking directly into her eyes, he said, “Both.”

“Aaron, I’m twenty years old. And I have a destiny to face.” She shook her head, a crooked smile turning up her mouth. “I’ve supposedly got more magical power than any other human on the planet, and my cousin is worried about—” A hesitant cough cut off the rest of her sentence.

She glanced up to see one of the castle’s servants standing nearby. He shifted from foot to foot, looking distinctly uncomfortable. Behind him stood Lord Commander Oric and his translator.

Aaron scowled at the two Browans before addressing the servant. “Yes?”

“My lord, the Lord Commander wishes a word with her ladyship.” The servant’s dark eyes darted from Arlana to Aaron, then dropped to the ground.

“Thank you, Gretch. You can return to the castle now.”

The man hurried away at Aaron’s quiet order, looking almost painfully relieved.

“What did you wish to discuss with the lady?” Aaron asked Oric directly.

The translator murmured his translation and the Lord Commander answered without taking his gaze from Aaron’s. “I wish to speak to Lady Arlana alone, Baron Fordin.”

Both Aaron and the Lord Commander stood with legs braced, hands ready at their sides, their mouths hard lines of distrust and barely contained animosity.

At the Lord Commander’s declaration, Arlana watched Aaron’s eyes darken. His hands fisted into tight balls and his jaw clenched. She’d seen that look before. Aaron was spoiling for a fight. She placed a calming hand on his biceps, felt the muscles flexing, and forced him to look down. “I’ll speak with him, Aaron.”

His eyes narrowed. “Arlana…”

“I’ll be fine, cousin.” She held his gaze for a full minute before he nodded. She let out a relieved sigh. The last thing she wanted to do was break up a fight between the two men. The necessary spell would reveal too much of her powers to strangers.

With one last dark glare at Oric, Aaron walked stiffly from the gardens. She shook her head and faced the two strangers. The translator was a handsome man around Aaron’s age. His black skin and straight black hair were a stunning contrast to the vibrant blue of his eyes. But she noted him only in passing. Her gaze was drawn almost unconsciously to Lord Commander Oric—to the black hair that dusted the top of his high-collared white tunic. She had to suppress a shudder. When she’d walked into Aaron’s private audience chambers earlier, the sight of that black hair against the white tunic had stopped her breath and started her heart hammering. Flashes of her dreams had crashed down as panic closed her throat.

And then he’d stood and looked at her with those wonderful blue eyes.

Blue eyes that were studying her even now. Arlana felt her cheeks warming again under the Lord Commander’s brazen stare. No man in Fordin dared look at her in that particular way.

Forcing back her natural shyness and ignoring the funny dance of her stomach, she took a moment to return his scrutiny. He was a few years older than Aaron and handsome in a hard way. The strong lines of his face looked incapable of softening even when he smiled, unlike Aaron who could still look like a boy when he grinned. Though the same height as her cousin, Lord Commander Oric was broader, his muscles denser, but his size belied the negligently graceful way he moved. A lot like Father and Jacob, she thought absently.

You don’t look like a powerful sorceress, Lady Arlana.

Arlana froze. She’d been looking directly at his lips and knew he hadn’t spoken aloud. But it’d been years since she’d overheard another person’s thoughts, years since she’d allowed other thoughts into her mind. And he’d spoken Karasnian! That final realization quelled her shock and fanned her anger.

“Why do you use a translator if you can speak our language?” she demanded without thinking.

Oric’s assessing gaze flicked to wary surprise. He looked at his translator, who shrugged, looking equally confused. Perhaps she can hear us.

Arlana gasped. This voice was different—Ferdinand’s mental voice. He’d also spoken in Karasnian, but his comment had been directed to Oric.

Oric faced her again, his brow furrowed deeply. You can hear this, can you not, my lady?

“How do you do that?” she demanded. “You can speak to each other?”

Please, do not speak of this aloud.

The brush of Oric’s mental voice was rich and warm in her mind, sparking tiny shivers down her spine. “Stop that.”

If you would please speak this way, it would—

“I can’t speak in someone else’s mind.”

Oric’s blue eyes narrowed to slits. You can hear, but you cannot speak? How do you know?

“First, tell me why you’ve been using a translator when you can speak my language.” Arlana had never admitted to anyone, not even Merig or her mother, that she could hear the thoughts of other people. She’d learned at a very young age how to shield against those thoughts—it hurt too much to hear what went on in other people’s minds. Now here stood two people who talked freely to each other with their minds and spoke to her in the same way. The shock of discovery was quickly followed by curiosity and instantly after that a wariness that counseled caution.

“I do not speak your language as well as Ferdinand,” Oric answered aloud with only a faint accent. “And this was a delicate diplomatic mission.”

His accent made her language sound exotic and sensual. “Your Karasnian sounds perfect.” His smile brought another wash of heat to her cheeks.

“My lady is kind. But I have not mastered the nuances of your language as well as my translator.” Oric glanced at Ferdinand and the man walked away without another word, leaving Arlana and Oric alone in the gardens.

She watched the translator’s back with a sudden sense of panic. She didn’t want to be left alone with a man who might be able to read her thoughts. As if he’d done just that, Oric’s sultry smile deepened and he sauntered closer. Arlana took an involuntary step backward. Then, annoyed by her retreat, she lifted her chin and refused to move another inch, even when he stopped entirely too close.

Now, my lady, Oric’s mental voice whispered into her mind, perhaps you will explain why you believe you cannot speak this way.

There was something much too intimate about this form of speech—something that made Arlana’s nerves tingle. “Stop that,” she said with as much command as she could muster. “Speak aloud.”

Why should I when this works just as well?

“Stay out of my head!”

His smile was smugly gracious. “As my lady wishes.”

The look in his eyes made Arlana nervous. He might be speaking aloud, but that didn’t mean he would stay out of her thoughts. She closed her eyes briefly and added an extra layer to the shield that protected her mind from outside thoughts. When she opened her eyes, Oric was staring, surprise clear in the set of his mouth and jaw.

His surprise made her smile. “Now,” she said congenially, “perhaps you’ll explain how you’re able to speak with your mind.”

He studied her for a long moment, his face schooled into a neutral mask. Finally, he said, “I will explain, my lady, but not now. Not here.”

She was about to protest, when he stepped closer and took her arm. The contact froze her voice in her throat.

“Will you walk with me a moment, my lady?” Without waiting for her answer, he guided her farther into the gardens, in the general direction of the fountain.

This close, his scent wafted around her. A heady mix of musk and pine smoke and something exotic she couldn’t quite place. “Why did you wish to speak with me, Lord Commander?” She could only manage to get her voice just above a whisper. The feel of his large, warm hand on her elbow was almost as disconcerting as her first view of his black hair against his white tunic.

“I wish to discuss my reason for being here, my lady.”

She frowned. “You’ve already made it quite clear why you’re here. To take me back to Czanri.”

“Of course. Perhaps I should have said that I wished to discuss your reaction to my presence.”

Arlana looked away as her cheeks heated again and her heartbeat jumped. Her reaction to his presence was nothing short of disturbing. “Are you asking me if I’ll agree to accompany you to Czanri, Lord Commander?”

He chuckled softly, and Arlana had the distinct impression he knew exactly what she’d really been thinking. She stopped and turned to face him, forcing him to drop his hold on her arm.

“Yes, my lady,” he murmured. “That is what I am asking.”

“Why do you think I don’t look like a sorceress?” she asked abruptly.

He reached out and brushed a lock of her hair. “Red hair, green eyes. I had expected…I had expected you to have coloring more like Lady Tiya.”

“My father has green eyes. Why shouldn’t I?”

“True. But this,” he ran a finger over the hair near her shoulder, “is not the coloring of great magical power.”

“And how much do you know about magic, Lord Commander?”

“Enough.”

“In that case, you’d know that it’s a simple thing for a magician to alter the color of their hair and eyes. The spell is basic and takes a negligible amount of energy.”

He acquiesced with a slight dip of his head. “As you say, my lady. But I cannot help wondering why. Why would a sorceress of your power cover the physical signs of that power?”

“Why not?”

For a silent moment, Oric studied her. Then his expression returned to the neutral mask of diplomacy. “Have you made your decision? Will you travel with my party to Czanri?”

She didn’t even pause before answering, “Yes.”

***

“Arlana, I don’t want you traveling into Browan without at least a small Fordin guard.” Kevin Fordin paced his sitting room.

On the couch set into the bay window—the only bay window built into Fordin castle’s defensive façade—Arlana sat with her mother, watching her father pace restlessly through the room.

“The Lord Commander can’t expect me to send my only daughter into a foreign land without so much as a maid.”

“Da, I can protect myself. And although having a familiar face with me would be nice, it’s far from necessary.”

Tiya squeezed her daughter’s hands. “It’s just that we’ve spent so much time trying to keep you safe. You can’t expect us to stop being concerned after twenty years of making your safety a priority in our lives.”

Arlana chuckled. “I know you’ll worry. But I’m not a six-month-old baby now. I’ve had twenty years to train my power.”

“I’d still feel better if you had a few Fordin soldiers with you,” Kevin muttered, still pacing.

“So would Aaron. But there’s nothing a few soldiers can do to protect me that I can’t do for myself.”

“Sweetheart,” Tiya said, “you’ve never been outside of our protection before. Don’t underestimate the dangers posed by physical attacks.”

Arlana sighed and looked down at her hands. “You’ve both spent the last twenty years trying to protect me, to keep me safe from…from everything. And in that time you’ve raised me to be a good person, and you’ve seen my power well trained.” She looked up, meeting both of their gazes in turn. “But it’s time to face my fate. I wasn’t given this power to spend the rest of my life hiding behind these castle walls. This is something I have to do.”

Tiya reached up and caressed her daughter’s cheek. Tears welled in her eyes without spilling over. “I was younger than you when I faced the first big challenge of my life,” she murmured. “But knowing that doesn’t make this any easier. I’ll miss you.”

Arlana let herself be folded into her mother’s arms. “I’ll miss you too, Mom.”

***

Oric stared into his jug and ignored the stares, mumbled questions and comments of the other pub customers. The Blue Dragon was full at this time of the evening with merchants, traders and farmers alike. And Oric was the main topic of discussion.

He was too deep in his own thoughts to care much about the people surrounding him. He gulped down the rest of his ale and signaled to the barmaid. This Karasnian ale had turned out to be better than Ambassador Rowkan said it would be. Less bitter than the equivalent drink in his country.

“Bright ale,” he told the barmaid when she reached his table.

She raised an eyebrow at his empty cup. “You sure you wouldn’t like the gold, m’lord? Better flavor to that one.”

“Bright ale,” he repeated evenly.

The woman bobbed her head and hurried back to the bar.

Oric returned to his thoughts. All of which centered on Arlana Von Fordin. Though, he admitted with an inward grimace, that wasn’t anything new. He’d spent his life shadowed by her specter, anticipating this moment with a combination of dread and intrigue. He should hate her for the life she took from him, the life she’d forced on him.

There’d been times when he had hated her.

The corners of his mouth lifted with the barest of smiles as he remembered the blush that had crept over her cheeks when he’d looked at her, when he’d touched her arm. Hate her or not, he was drawn to her. Powerfully. Now more than ever. Seeing and talking to her finally, after twenty years, hadn’t lessened his obsession. If anything, his obsession was taking on new dimensions, turning in a direction he’d have only admitted to in his most secret of fantasies.

And for that he wanted to hate her even more.

The barmaid returned with his ale, his fourth for the evening, and scurried away, eyes averted. He could imagine what he must look like to the woman—a dark, brooding stranger taking up an entire table, drinking ale as if it were little more than water. He glanced up, taking in the rest of the pub’s common room for the first time since entering. The multiple pairs of eyes that had been covertly watching him quickly turned away, focused on the tables before them or the person across from them. Their mental noise hummed just at the edge of his mind. With a snarl, he reinforced his blocks and cut the irritating noise down to almost nothing.

He gulped his ale in three large swallows and thunked the jug onto the table, then pulled out a handful of gold coins—Karasnian kern. The coins were as strange as everything else in this country. He fingered them a moment, then dropped three on the table—probably much more than was required—and left the dark tavern.

Outside, the spring air was cool, funneling through the quiet cobblestone streets in gentle waves. Beneath the lingering smell of smoke and ale from the pub, Oric could just detect the scent of the spring flowers that decorated the windows of nearby homes. Only a few people moved along the dim street. Every one of them crossed the road to avoid him.

He stood just outside the circle of light from a streetlamp, debating whether to go back to the castle or walk through the city. They were leaving first thing in the morning, a departure he both looked forward to and vaguely regretted. He’d have liked a few more days to explore this strange new place, but the relief of getting away from so many untrained minds was almost tangible.

He looked down the hill at the buildings bracketing the street, tempted not to waste this last opportunity to see the city. He focused inward, judging the hour. Late—nearing middle night. His innate sense of time forced him to admit that he should return to the castle for a full night’s rest.

With an exhalation that was almost a sigh, he pushed away from the shadowed wall of The Blue Dragon and turned back toward the castle. Only to bump hard into a townswoman. He caught her upper arms when she stumbled back from the impact, supporting her while she regained her balance. She wore a simple brown dress, the snug bodice showing a small waist and voluptuous curves. Her face was turned toward the ground as she worked to right herself.

“Pardon me,” he said in Karasnian, dropping his hands when she straightened.

The woman looked up, eyes wide, then glanced away quickly and started to walk around him.

Oric frowned. Taking hold of her arm, he turned her toward him again and lifted her chin. “Lady Arlana?”

Her hair was now a deep brown, pulled back in a loose braid that hung down her back. Her eyes were a brown so dark that in the faint light they looked almost black. But there was no mistaking her fairylike features—the pretty, full mouth, the dusting of freckles across her nose, the small mole on her right jaw.

Without conscious thought, Oric gently took hold of a strand of her silky hair where it had escaped the braid and brushed against her cheek. Arlana took a step back, pulling herself up to her full height, which was still half a foot shorter than his, and gave him an offended look that he found quite delicious.

“What are you doing here?” she demanded, her voice pitched low.

“Having a drink.” And if you wish for this conversation to remain private, this way of talking is much easier than whispering.

She glared, which only made him smile. He couldn’t seem to help it. No matter the color, her eyes caught fire when she was irritated. And he liked that fire a lot.

“I told you already,” she hissed, “I can’t do that.”

“Very well. Aloud then.” He stepped close again and recaptured the loose lock of her hair. “Is there a reason for this change?”

“In the dark, it’s harder to recognize me this way.”

“I recognized you.”

“You wouldn’t have if you hadn’t nearly knocked me off my feet.”

“Perhaps.” But he doubted it. She was far too beautiful to go unnoticed, no matter what color her hair and eyes.

“If you’ll excuse me.” She tried to step around him again.

He blocked her with his body. “Where do you go so late at night, my lady? Is it safe for you to walk the streets unescorted?”

“Perfectly safe so long as you stop saying my name aloud and referring to me as ‘my lady.””

“What shall I call you then?” His smile turned wicked and that charming pink blush colored her cheeks.

“There’s no need to call me anything. If you’ll step aside, I’ll be on my way.”

“You never told me why you are walking so late at night.” He didn’t bother stepping out of her way.

Hands on her hips, she threw her chin higher. “If you must know, I wanted to see the city one last time before leaving.” A slight quivering of her bottom lip belied her haughty pose.

He cupped her cheek in one hand, running his thumb gently over her soft skin.

Her hands fell back to her sides and her gaze dropped to the street.

“I will walk with you,” he murmured. “Perhaps you will show me the city as you see it?”

She looked up again, her eyes wet and luminous in the faint light of the streetlamp. A small smile curved her mouth and she nodded.

They turned down the street, walking away from the castle. Fordin was built atop a large hill. It covered the hillside and was just starting to spill out past the city walls. The roads curved and circled around between stone and wooden buildings. The roofs were tiled or wooden beamed, mainly peaked. Most of the windows were shuttered against the night, but flower boxes hung from houses and merchant buildings alike. In the day, the streets would be filled with people, animals, merchant traffic and the noise of daily life. Now the only sounds were those spilling out of the occasional pub or the shuffle of Oric and Arlana’s passage.

They walked in silence while Arlana took in the familiar sights of her home. She stopped in front of a two-story shop, the wooden sign above the door showing an open book embossed in red with the name Debber. She smiled at the dark window front. “This is my grandfather’s store.”

“Your mother’s father. The bookbinder.”

“Yes,” she said, a touch of surprise in her quiet voice. “He doesn’t really work much anymore. Mostly he supervises. But he’s still here every day.”

Oric glanced down. She was looking at the storefront, but her gaze was turned to some inner thought.

“When I was a child, I thought I’d make a very good bookbinder. I wanted to be…”

She sucked in her lower lip, but not before Oric noticed the slight quiver. The urge to comfort that sadness with his arms and his lips was overpowering. And damned annoying.

She took in a deep breath and started back down the street. “I came here a lot as a child. When I could get out of the castle. I used to follow Aaron when he came to watch Grandpa work.”

“You are very close with your cousin?”

“Most of the time.” She smiled. “He’s as much a brother to me as my own brother.”

“Nickolas is in the city now?”

Arlana’s head jerked up. “You know my brother’s name?”

Oric’s brow arched. “It is not a secret, my lady.”

“He’s at the university in Meth,” she said after a pause.

“Ah, yes. I remember now. He’s been gone for a year. Studying diplomacy, if I remember correctly.”

“How do you know so much about my family?” She stopped to face him, hands on hips.

Oric’s amusement vanished. “It has been my duty for many years to learn everything I could about you and your family. You might be surprised at how much I know.”

“Why?”

“Because, Lady Arlana, it was my position. My duty.”

They glared at each other for a heartbeat before Arlana turned and began walking again, faster this time.

Oric kept up without effort. He was so busy thinking of all the reasons he had to despise the woman next to him that her sudden laughter took him completely by surprise.

She’d stopped at the foot of an alley that dead-ended into a wooden fence. She clapped her hands together and trotted into the alley.

Oric was so nonplussed by the change he simply stood and stared after her for several minutes. He finally followed when she bent down at the wooden fence and picked something up.

“What is that?” he demanded, his tone harsher than necessary.

She grinned, all of her previous hostility vanished. She held up a piece of weather-worn wood that had been carved into the shape of a throwing knife the size of his palm. “I didn’t think any of these would still be here,” she said. She flipped the wooden dagger in her fingers from tip to handle and back to tip. “Vic taught me how to throw knives using these. We had to sneak off to practice because my mom would never understand. But Vic thought I should learn how to use a physical weapon, even if I was the most powerful sorceress in the world. Those were her words. She said you never could tell when you might need a good throwing dart.”

Oric had to remind himself to breathe. Her face was glowing with memories and laughter. When he could find his voice again, he asked, “Vic?”

“Victoria Flash. Well, that was her street name. She’s Victoria Von Marin now.”

“General Marin’s wife.”

“You’ve heard of Jacob, too?”

“Of course. But I’ve heard more about his wife. She’s gambled Ambassador Rowkan out of quite a bit of gold. He swears she cheats.”

Arlana laughed. “She does. When she feels like it. She used to be a thief and a street con and a spy, and she started a gang war once and… And she helped save my life when I was a baby.” She looked back down at the wooden knife, stroking the warped wood fondly.

Oric stared at her fingers as they brushed along the wood. When he realized what he was doing, and the direction his thoughts had turned, he pulled away his gaze. What the hell was he doing here? He was fanning the flames of an obsession that already endangered his mission.

“Why are you scowling?”

Her voice startled him. “I am not scowling,” he shot back. In truth, he hadn’t even realized he’d been looking at her.

“Yes, you are. You’re frowning, and you’ve got these wrinkles right here.” She tapped his forehead just above the bridge of his nose. “That’s called a scowl.”

Oric stared, incredulous. And then, slowly, his mouth turned up into a smile, relaxing the creases on his brow. Hate her or not, she was quite probably the most charming woman he’d ever met. With a sigh, he murmured, “Good night, my lady,” and walked back up the alley, leaving Arlana to gawk at his retreating back. He had a sinking feeling her charm would be his doom.




 

Chapter Three

 

Her mother was crying. Arlana couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen her mother let tears escape her perfect blue eyes. Around them, the Browan entourage waited for her to say her final goodbyes. Half the town gathered outside the castle gates. The rest lined the streets she would follow as she left the city.

But all she could see was the sadness in her giant father’s eyes and the tears on her mother’s cheeks.

Tears that reflected the bright spring sunlight like tiny prisms, breaking the light into a thousand colored rainbows. With a kind of helpless fascination, she watched the colors dance and grow and twist out toward her. In the small stretch of air that separated her from her parents, the rainbow colors began to coalesce into a square. The square grew, elongated, and the colors condensed until the space before her was black—a blackness that swallowed light.

Around her, silence filled the courtyard. She barely noticed. She could no longer see her parents. That didn’t seem to matter either. All of her attention was focused on the center of that black rectangle from which she was powerless to step away. For one heart-stopping instant, she knew it would grow until it swallowed her, her city, her world.

Then something moved within.

And he stepped out of the blackness.

He was no longer wearing white. His black tunic and hose matched his hair and eyes. Matched the darkness at his back
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