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			Prologue: Bitter Return

			Rothgar

			Three months. It had taken him three full months to make it back to Draydon Keep after being carried off by the god that was supposed to be his slave. Arrynas had unceremoniously dropped him into a nearly frozen lake somewhere in the wild norths of Adis Ador ... No, Varidian. It was part of his kingdom now.

			He had crawled out of the lake hypothermic and nearly dead, but some old fisher woman and her husband had taken pity on him and carried him to their home, nursing him through the chills, fever, and illness that followed before he could even get on his feet again.

			It had been an endless struggle to get home once he had. It wasn’t until he had reached Westholde that his men began to recognize him on sight and rush to do his bidding. Although the old couple had obtained him a horse and supplies, he had seen the pity in their eyes when he had proclaimed himself their king. They had thought he was crazy, demented from the damage he had suffered in the glacial waters. They had not been the only ones.

			Now that he was finally back in Draydon Keep, it was going to take him at least another three months to put things right again.

			Guards and servants were still gaping at him when he strode into the throne room, covered in the muck of the road. He doubted that the horse he rode into Glenley on, the last in a string of many, would last the day, but servants had taken it away as soon as he dismounted; he had barely noticed their bowing and scraping and had purposely ignored their open-mouthed stares.

			Rothgar stopped abruptly when he saw that his throne was not empty. Margrave Fowke, one of his royal advisors, a man who had been around since his father’s time, was perched primly upon it, his hands folded in his lap. With skin as wrinkled as old tree bark and barely a few whisps of dark gray hair, he stiffened and pursed his lips when he spotted Rothgar.

			“Guards! What manner of man have you let into my presence? Seize him and throw him in the ...”

			Rothgar’s lips pulled into a smile when the man began to sputter, obviously recognizing him.

			Fowke fell forward out of the throne, landing hard on the marble floor before scrambling to his knees. “Your majesty. We thought you were dead. It’s been months. How did you survive that beast?” Seeming to finally remember his place, he dropped his head in obeisance.

			Coming even with him, the king yanked the knife at his hip out of its sheath and sank it into the back of Fowke’s neck. Even before the man had finished choking and gasping, Rothgar kicked him down the steps that led up to the throne and turned to face the room.

			“Has anyone else dared this treason?” He flicked a hand toward his former advisor, who was now lying wide-eyed and still in a pool of dark crimson.

			Heads shook, and the room filled with all manner of “Of course not, your majesty” and “No, my king.” More bowing, scraping, and gaping followed.

			“Enough!” Rothgar hissed. He pointed at two nearby servants. “Take care of that.” He gestured to Fowke. “Now, where’s Dalinore? I must speak with her immediately.” He threw himself onto his throne. He hadn’t even bothered to go to his chambers and bathe or eat. Those things would have to wait. During his travels, he had planned and plotted his revenge against both the Dragon and his silver-haired lackey, and he needed his Keeper to help him carry it out.

			Several soldiers, including those who had escorted him from Westholde, and a horde of servants had followed him into the throne room, but no one answered him. They were too busy looking at their feet or spying on one another under their lashes as his late advisor was dragged from the room.

			“Well?” He growled. “Where is she?”

			One of the castle soldiers, a man in his thirties, finally stepped forward. “No one knows, your majesty.” He bowed low, careful to avoid the mess at the base of the steps. When he rose again, he continued, “No one has seen the Keeper since you disappeared. We thought she was with you, missing or maybe …”

			“Maybe dead?” Rothgar’s voice was low and dangerous. “Well, as you can see, I am very much alive. Not even a dragon can take me down, and you’d do well to remember that.” He still didn’t understand why Arrynas hadn’t simply ripped him limb from limb. If the situation had been reversed, he surely would have torn his enemy apart. Had that blasted beast killed Dalinore instead of just dropping her in the wilderness?

			There was a chorus of “Yes, your majesty” and “Of course, your majesty” before the room became silent again.

			“You,” he said, gesturing to the man who had spoken up, “remain. The rest of you so-called soldiers need to find my advisor and bring her here, dead or alive.” They nodded quickly and disappeared. When the soldiers had filed out, he asked, “What’s your name, captain?”

			“Lokin. Eskil Lokin.”

			“Well, Lokin, is Lieutenant Zirana still in the dungeon?” Thoughts of the woman still made him fume. She had seemed so loyal, one of his best. He had even allowed her the pleasure of serving him in his bedchamber several times. And she was one of them. He shuddered. She was lucky she had survived when he had learned the truth.

			The traitor had been due for a golden cuff the very day he had been so rudely taken away from his castle. He supposed that unless he found a way to get the Dragon back under lock and key, Zirana would never get that cuff. But the lieutenant, despite her treachery, still insisted—had repeatedly screamed and cried, in fact—that she was loyal to him and had been since the beginning. It was time to test her words.

			Lokin nodded. “Yes, my king.”

			“Have her cleaned up and brought to my chambers in an hour, and have a meal sent up for us. Also, send for General Grayda. I need to see him as soon as possible.” He needed to make sure the preparations for the next phase of his plans were still moving forward. If they weren’t, he’d have Grayda’s head on a pike. At Lokin’s nod, the king stood once again, but before he could move, the man spoke again.

			“Sir, there’s something you should know. Someone else is missing.”

			“And who is that?”

			“The queen mother, sir. She disappeared the same day you did. No one has seen her since.”

			Rothgar’s fingers itched to grab the man by the throat and squeeze until his rage calmed. “And how exactly did this happen?” he asked through clenched teeth.

			“We believe … Well, the beast, it returned to the castle twice before it disappeared for good. You probably noticed … it … destroyed half of the eastern tower.” The tower where Melisanthe had been kept under lock and key. “He might have taken her.”

			The king clenched his jaw. “And the others, the invaders who got past your men all the way to my solarium?” That wretched girl and her friends had thrown all of his plans into chaos. How had she freed Arrynas? Surely, he hadn’t really been free all along, just waiting for the right moment to escape … A shiver ran down his spine. “Please tell me they’re rotting in the dungeon with the lieutenant.”

			Lokin cleared his throat and shook his head. “We believe some of the infiltrators died, but they all disappeared in the chaos when the … the … the dragon appeared.” Only a select few of his staff had been allowed in the solarium, had known of Arrynas’s existence, and Lokin hadn’t been one of them.

			“Incompetents! Are you all incompetent?” he growled.

			“No, sir,” the man replied, his eyes cast downward.

			“Prove that to me, and bring the former lieutenant to me,” the king said, grinding the words out, his hands curled painfully into fists.

			“Yes, sir,” Lokin nodded.

			Dismissing the captain from his sight and mind, Rothgar stalked from the room, this time through the private door behind the throne that led directly to his rooms. He didn’t need to tell the servants that had lined the walls to follow. They flowed along in his wake, and he knew that by the time Zirana was brought to his chambers, he would be shaved, bathed, and dressed.

			He also knew he would find a way to make Arrynas and that girl pay for their crimes against Varidian. Against him.

			

		


		
			Part I
DIVERSION

		


		
			Chapter One: Endgame

			Mariah

			“I swear, she’s going to try to get me to stay another day or two. I just know it.” Mariah stared at the doors that led back into the manor, where Shira was talking with Rose and Jahl. “She just can’t believe they’re ready for her to leave again.”

			Gwyn pulled her away and led her down the central path into the garden. “Your friend is something else, that is certain. She really cares about her parents. Even I can see that, but you know you’re not going without her.”

			“I know. I wouldn’t want to, but she has her parents back … I don’t blame her for not wanting to leave them.” Would she be that lucky someday, to get to see her own parents again? It had been so long.

			Gwyn stopped and laid a hand on her forearm, reading her easily as always. “If it’s meant to happen, it will happen, girl.”

			Mariah looked into her friend’s golden eyes and met the concern there, the apprehension. It wasn’t surprising. After all, for years Gwyn had been the one who had kept her from returning to Varidian to find her parents. Mariah reminded herself that the older woman’s intentions had never been anything but good. In fact, her actions had probably saved Mariah’s life.

			“Besides, I wouldn’t mind having you here a day or two longer.” Gwyn smiled. “It’s barely been two weeks. Every time you leave, I don’t know if you’re coming back. It’s becoming a pattern,” she said, frowning.

			Mariah gathered her into a brief hug. “I always do my best.” If she were honest with herself, Mariah hadn’t been sure about that survival either, and sometimes, she was surprised that she had lived this long through all of the madness of the past year. Every time she set out from a safe harbor, the stakes got higher, and she couldn’t seem to keep herself from trying to play savior, whether it was for Xae and his little sisters or for all of the children that were being held as slaves by Rothgar.

			Quite accidentally, though, she and her friends might have actually done something that mattered this time. In an effort to save Shira’s parents, they had freed a powerful slave they hadn’t even known existed: Arrynas, the Dragon. He had been helping Rothgar, apparently against his will, but Mariah still wasn’t sure how someone could force a god to do his bidding like that. Arrynas had a lot of explaining to do if he expected her to just go along with him next time. Something tickled at her mind, as if she should already have all the answers.

			In any case, if she was right about the Dragon’s role in Rothgar’s ability to enslave and cuff the Ceo San, if he survived wherever Arrynas had taken him—and she had a bad feeling he would—it would be much harder from this point on for the king to create any more slaves, as it seemed that Arrynas’s fire was essential to the process.

			A shudder went through her as she remembered that very fire engulfing her arms. The fire hadn’t done any lasting damage to her in the end. If anything, it had healed her. Yet another thing she couldn’t explain. But she still would rather not repeat the experience.

			Gwyn’s soft hand stroked her cheek, pulling her out of her thoughts. “Are you in there, Mari?”

			“Sorry, my mind is always somewhere else these days.”

			“As it should be. You’ve been given a great duty, it seems.”

			“Duty or burden?” She sighed and continued weaving her way down the path between tall shrubs and low flower beds. “I can’t seem to help myself. I would’ve never thought that I would actually want to do this, you know, to try to save the world,” she laughed, but it held a bitter note. “Or at least some very unlucky children.”

			“They’re not unlucky. They have you.” Gwyn twirled her braid slowly in one hand as she walked. “But you know, your attitude doesn’t surprise me. I knew from the moment I found you that you were destined for something … exceptional. You’ve got a strong spirit, Mari, and you’ve never been able to stand by and watch when someone was in need, whether that was Zach patching up his roofs all alone or me tending to my little garden, even though you’d never shelter under those roofs or sample my harvest.”

			“You know that’s wrong, don’t you? You’re a cat, for the Althamir’s sake. Why would you eat vegetables anyway?”

			They both fell into a small fit of laughter as they walked. Mariah took a deep breath of the spring air and looked around at the mazelike gardens. Gone were the barren branches that had lined the walkway when Mariah had first visited the manor for Gwyn and Wakely’s joining. Instead, tiny flowers and baby green leaves as bright as peas sprouted everywhere. Although the breeze still held a crisp chill, the sun was bright and promised more warmth soon.

			“Who takes care of all this, anyway? Don’t tell me you’re doing it.”

			“Oh, no. Don’t mistake me, I’ve taken control of a little patch of my own, but Wakely has people for this sort of thing. You know, once I believed he was just another craftsman. The first time he brought me here and I realized how wealthy he was, I nearly transformed and ran back to Wellspring. How could we possibly be meant to be together?”

			Mariah smiled, picturing Gwyn’s fierce hunting cat leaping over the garden wall. She would have liked to see that.

			Gwyn’s face became serious once again. “What will you do if they’re not in Crane Hollow?”

			Gwyn was talking about her parents. Mariah’s jaw tightened, and her gaze strayed toward her feet as she considered the older woman’s question and tried not to go on the defensive. Why did her parents always seem to disappear just when she thought they might be within reach? “I guess I’ll ask around and keep looking. At least until I find a definitive answer.”

			“And then what?”

			Before she could stop herself, Mariah let out a frustrated huff. “I don’t know. The others have gone ahead to try and see what the situation is in Eseth. They don’t really even know how many people, how many Ceo San, are there, let alone whether anyone will be willing to help. I mean, maybe if they know that we’ve made even this tiny little inroad against Rothgar, they’ll at least be willing to work toward freeing the children.” She paused, her chest tightening, before continuing on in a softer tone. “I’d free the adults too, but no one seems to believe there’s any way to liberate them from those damned cuffs. Besides killing them, that is.” She swallowed hard, bile rising into the back of her throat. She pushed the acid back down as best she could, but Gwyn, always sharp, saw her discomfort for what it was.

			“And you won’t consider doing that?”

			“No! Why should they die for something that was done to them against their will?” She swallowed. “I mean, if I had to save one of my friends or myself, I guess I would,” she amended. “But those slaves didn’t choose to be who they are. They didn’t choose to fight for Rothgar. They don’t get to choose whether they kill or not, let alone who they fight for. Who am I to play executioner?”

			“As long as they’re out there, giving the king this advantage, they’re a problem. If they’re allowed to continue, more innocents will die.”

			Why did everyone always jump to the most brutal solution? Or maybe she was the problem. Maybe she was just too soft. “It doesn’t matter. I’m not here to get into an all-out war with Rothgar. I just want to save those I can and then get on with my life.”

			Gwyn’s mouth quirked up at one corner. “And what life would that be exactly? Will you go back to your cave in the mountains and live the rest of your life alone?”

			Mariah stopped at the edge of the clearing where the Althamir fountain served as the centerpiece of the gardens. Water was still splashing from the central statue as it had been in the winter, and sunlight sparkled off its surface. She chewed on her lower lip to keep her jaw from dropping open at Gwyn’s question.

			“You never think about that, do you?” The old woman prodded. “Ever since that boy arrived in Wellspring, you’ve gone from one thing to another, just reacting to what happens, just figuring you’ll get through one thing at a time, eh? What about the future, Mariah?”

			What Gwyn said was completely true, and Mariah knew it. But that was nothing new, was it? It hadn’t even really started with Xae. Ever since she had fled from Eaglespire when she was nineteen, running away from Rothgar’s soldiers and certain slavery, she had just survived. Her life in Firebend was what it was. She stayed there alone and safe as long as possible, living day to day, hunting, reading, sketching, just trying to survive and maintain some peace. She went into the village when she needed to, grateful for her friends but refusing to rely on them. It was lonely, but it was safe.

			Ever since her future as a blacksmith’s assistant—her father’s assistant—had evaporated into the ether, she hadn’t dared think about what she really wanted.

			It was Gwyn who had always pushed her to move forward, first to master her ability to change and then to go on that rescue mission to save Xae’s family. She hadn’t wanted to do it at first, but she couldn’t deny that it had been the right thing to do. The mission she had thought was foolhardy and suicidal … Well, somehow, they had survived, and she wouldn’t go back and change it now anyway. Those girls and Simone, what would Xae have done without them? He had already lost his father. She wouldn’t have him lose them too.

			“What’s your point, Gwyn? Should I settle down and get married and have a passel of kids? Is that where you see me?”

			Gwyn laughed outright this time, her eyes bright. “If you think that, then you don’t know me very well. I barely saw myself married, at least not after …” The sparkle faded before she continued. The expression piqued Mariah’s curiosity. Gwyn never spoke much of her life before Wellspring. “I just think your intentions need to last beyond your next quest. What are you in this for? If you don’t want to start a war against King Rothgar, then what do you want to do? What is your endgame?”

			“I guess I haven’t thought about it. I just know that what’s happening with those children is wrong. I can’t let it continue. Rulers are supposed to protect their lands, nurture them, not ravage their people and plunder the gifts the gods gave them. And don’t get me started on the gods … They keep pestering me, pressuring me … at least Arrynas does. He’s in my head way too much for my liking.” She cut herself off as a pang of something she couldn’t quite define pulled at her. Just the night before, she had sworn she had felt him, as if he were close by. She had risen from her bed and gone to the window, searching the sky for his massive form. She had seen nothing, but a sensation of warmth had brushed her mind. It had soothed her enough to send her back to sleep with a smile on her face. “The stupid thing is … I think I’d miss him if he weren’t.” Her face screwed up at the thought.

			“I’m still getting my head around the idea that this being that’s been sending me dreams for so many years is the Dragon himself.”

			Mariah sat down on the edge of the stone fountain and trailed her fingers through the water as Gwyn paced back and forth in front of her. “I know what you mean. I wouldn’t have believed it myself if I hadn’t been there, felt the heat coming off of him, heard his voice in my mind. And flown with him.” A smile came to her face unbidden. Those few moments had been some of the best of her life. She had felt free, really free, for the first time. Whatever her endgame was, she knew she couldn’t just go on living some kind of normal life—maybe later, but not now, not while others didn’t have a chance at that same freedom.

			Gwyn opened her mouth to reply, but the door to the manor creaked open down the path, and they both looked up instead. They waited in silence, and a few moments later, Rose and Shira appeared, arm in arm. The two were almost the same height, and both wore light brown dresses and woven shawls. They could have been twins if not for Rose’s graying hair and the wrinkles at the corners of her eyes. Rose was thinner now, too, had been since her time as Rothgar’s prisoner. At the least, both Shira and Rose wore the same sour expression at the moment. Mariah wondered if they had been arguing.

			She rose and brushed off the back of her trousers, waiting.

			After glancing at her mother, Shira met Mariah’s gaze before speaking. “Everything is together in the front hallway. Are we waitin’ for Xae or makin’ him catch up on the road?”

			Thank the gods. Shira wasn’t delaying after all. It wasn’t that Mariah didn’t understand her reluctance to leave her parents so soon. Not that long ago, they had come so close to losing Rose and Jahl, and now, Mariah was asking Shira to leave them again.

			Actually, she hadn’t even needed to ask. Shira had made it clear in the days since the rescue that she would continue to follow Mariah wherever she went. Stay with the hawk. Mariah liked to think it was friendship more than anything, especially not Biorna’s advice, pushing Shira. She didn’t want to be separated from her friends either, but the younger woman had as much reason as anyone to want revenge against Rothgar. He had disrupted and displaced her whole family and driven them out of their home. He had ordered them killed. Mariah’s desperate offer to sacrifice herself might have been the only thing that had kept his advisor from following through with the order.

			But this first mission wasn’t about Rothgar. It wasn’t even really a mission. She just wanted to find her own parents, and the only lead she had was the Sovereign camp in Eseth. She had good reason to believe they might be there. 

			After that, she would just have to see how things went, to decide how much deeper she wanted to take things. A twinge of guilt made her swallow. Was it wrong of her to take time out to find her parents when there were still so many wrongs to be addressed?

			The thought of returning to Varidian once again twisted her stomach into knots, but she steeled herself against the feelings. She couldn’t afford to be soft when it came to the slave king.

			At that moment, she promised herself she wouldn’t be led on a pointless chase. If her parents weren’t in Crane Hollow, she would just have to move forward with her other plans. Every day that the Sovereign waited to act against Rothgar was a day too long.

			“We can go on,” she answered. “He’ll catch up. Simone is probably just giving him an extra hug or ten before he leaves.”

			Rose was the one who nodded in response. “It’s about time you ladies get going. I’ve told this one about a thousand times that her father and I will be just fine. She acts as if we haven’t survived our whole lives without her. Not to mention her Papa and Grelem, who will be here to hover over us as well.”

			The smile that she gave Shira was warm, despite the words. But there was still a rawness to it, and Mariah knew that there would be lingering effects of everything that had happened for a long time. She had been Rothgar’s prisoner herself at one time, and she had been a mess, both physically and emotionally, when she’d finally escaped.

			But the Cadens were safe now and had been reunited with Shira and Grelem, at least for a time. Most importantly, they were far out of the king’s clutches with no plans to return. Wakely and Gwyn had agreed to let them and any of the other refugees who needed a place to stay remain at the country house while they decided what to do. The estate was big enough to house a whole village, Mariah thought. Well, maybe not that big, but it certainly was huge. So far, the Cadens had been the only ones to take them up on the offer. Other families in Wellspring had taken folks in or helped them find a place to start building. A few refugee families, straggling remnants of what they had probably been before Rothgar’s guards had gotten their hands on them, had chosen to travel on, toward Kathe Teigh or other destinations, anxious to be as far from the Granite Sea and Varidian as possible.

			Shaking off the feeling of sadness the thoughts brought on, Mariah started back to the house, the others close on her heels.

			[image: ]

			The closer they got to leaving, the more hopeful Mariah became at the thought that she might be reunited with her parents soon. She couldn’t wait to throw herself into her father’s strong, solid arms. She had always felt so safe there as a child, even when she hadn’t understood what was happening, why she had been born different.

			As she and Shira headed out of the house, with Gwyn, Rose, Jahl, Wakely, Pol, and Grelem all trailing along, her friend whispered, “Thanks for being patient. I know you coulda already been there if it weren’t for me draggin’ my heels.”

			Mariah murmured back, “I don’t want to go without you, Shira, or Xae. Then I’d be alone searching the wilds of Eseth. I don’t even know if my parents will be there. Plus, who would scare away all the fierce predators I encounter?” She grinned, and Shira returned the expression.

			The sun was almost at its zenith when Mariah came to a stop at the edge of the road, tightening the straps of her pack and making sure her bow was settled across her back. Her friend was doing the same with her own belongings as their friends and family gathered around them.

			Mariah looked back over the peak of the country house to the west toward the Vegreset Mountains. Shira was right about one thing. It was probably less than a day’s flight to Crane Hollow if she went straight on the wing, but traveling alone into a strange place, even if there were a few people at her destination that she already knew, made her uneasy. She gotten used to having Shira and Xae with her on her travels, facing whatever challenges came her way with them, and she was grateful that they would be there to do so again.

			Mariah started as Pol suddenly gathered Shira into a huge hug beside her. “Girl, we’ve barely had a chance to get reacquainted. You get back here as soon as you can, all right?” Holding his granddaughter at arm’s length, the old man looked like the quintessential grandfather, and Mariah couldn’t help but feel a tiny bit jealous. But before the thought could grow into actual jealousy, Pol turned and embraced Mariah. For just a second, his hug was so tight she couldn’t even breathe. “You take care of my granddaughter, you hear?” he whispered into her ear.

			Mariah stepped back and replied, “As long as you take care of them.” She gestured at the rest of the group and gave him a warm smile. Pol had been surprisingly easy to get to know, and he already felt like family. It was hard to believe there had ever been a time when, according to Shira, Rose had been afraid that the man would turn his own granddaughter in to Rothgar’s guards. He was as warm and protective as any father she’d ever known.

			“You’ve got a deal, girl,” Pol said, stepping back to rest an arm around Rose’s shoulders.

			Wakely came forward and handed her a ragged sheet of paper with a crude map penciled onto it. “These are where my kids are in the city. In case you need anything.”

			“Thank you, Wakely.” She nodded and gave him an awkward hug. Stepping back, she turned to Gwyn. “I really just want to get going. Could you just send Xae down the road whenever he gets here? If he flies, he should be able to catch up quickly.”

			But Gwyn didn’t respond; her eyes were fixed on the road to the south. Mariah didn’t see anything, but the old woman cocked her head to one side, and Shira stepped up next to her, also seeming to hear something.

			“What is it?”

			“Someone’s coming,” Shira murmured.

			Mariah looked at the empty skies behind her, confused. Xae would be coming from Wellspring, to the north. She turned her gaze to the south again. It was several moments before she spotted the dust cloud churning in the center of the Riparian Pike. Another minute passed before the cloud resolved into a horse and rider moving at a fast clip.

			Muttering something indistinguishable to herself, Shira stepped back. To Mariah, she said, “Let’s let them pass. Then, we’ll get goin’.”

			Except for Gwyn, they all moved well off the main road and back onto the well-worn wagon path leading back toward the country house.

			“Gwyn?”

			Her mentor said nothing, her gaze fixed on the approaching rider. As he got closer, Mariah saw that he was in some kind of uniform, and a small flag flapped in the wind on a pole affixed to the back of his saddle. The livery was navy blue trimmed with silver, and the likeness of a silver dragon flew on the dark background of the banner.

			To Mariah’s surprise, the rider slowed and then stopped completely as he neared them. As soon as he did, his chestnut horse lowered its head to the ground, huffing out heavy breaths, as the young man bowed from his seat in Gwyn’s direction.

			“My lady.” He gave a nod and a smile to Wakely as well. “Sir craftsman.”

			“Does her majesty have another order so soon, Ollie?” The old man asked. “It’s not even been a fortnight since I finished the last one.”

			Her majesty? Suddenly, Mariah remembered where she’d seen the uniform and flag. This was one of Queen Cenessa’s men, although not a soldier by the looks of him. The only weapon he carried was a small knife on one hip. He was even younger than Shira, with reddish hair and a pale, freckled complexion.

			“No, sir, although I’d happily bring the next one,” the servant replied, beaming. “You always offer the best hospitality.”

			“Then what are you here for, boy?” Gwyn asked sharply, her eyes suspicious. “Sweets and ale?”

			Ollie cleared his throat. “Of course not, ma’am. I’m looking for someone. I have a message from the queen.”

			“Well, if your message isn’t for Wakely, why are you stopping here?”

			The messenger blushed and fumbled at his saddle bags, finally retrieving an envelope and examining the outside. “I was told you might know where to find her. Do you know a Miss Mariah Griven?”

			“Is that who your message is for?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Turning away from him, Gwyn muttered something that sounded like, “Of course it is,” before waving Mariah forward.

			But Mariah stood transfixed. A message from Cillian’s queen? For her? How did Cenessa even know she existed, let alone that she would be here at this moment?

			Grunting impatiently, Gwyn put a hand on the center of her back and pushed her toward the man on the horse. “This is one you’re after.”

			“Mariah Griven?”

			Mariah cleared her throat. “Yes, that’s me.”

			Ollie held out the envelope, and she reached out to take it before backing away several steps. The ivory parchment was thick and smooth, and she ran a finger over it, almost afraid to see what was inside.

			“I believe an immediate response is requested,” the messenger said.

			Mariah glared back up at him, and his face became an even deeper shade of pink.

			“Boy,” Wakely spoke up, his voice friendly. “Why don’t you come up to the house for a little bit? You and your horse look like you could use a rest. The cook made fresh coffee and scones this morning. And that’ll give our lady here a chance to see what her majesty has to say.”

			After a moment’s hesitation, Ollie slipped down from his saddle and began leading his horse toward Wakely. “I suppose it couldn’t hurt. Genevieve could use some water.”

			As they walked away back toward the manor, Mariah heard Wakely say, “Of course! We’ll take care of you both and have you back on your way within the hour.”

			Shira came up beside her, looking down at the envelope. “You just attract all kinds of attention, don’t you, lady?” She chuckled. “Must be that hair.” She rubbed a hand roughly over Mariah’s head, ruffling the short silver locks and mussing them even more.

			“I’m sure that’s it.” Mariah frowned.

			“Well? Aren’t you goin’ to open it?”

			The rest of the little group was looking at her, obviously waiting. Gwyn had crossed her arms over her chest, making no move to hide the fact that she was perturbed.

			“It’s not like I advertised that I was here,” Mariah protested, although she wasn’t really sure why Gwyn was upset.

			“Just read it, girl.”

			“Fine.” Mariah tore through the top of the envelope without ceremony and pulled out the matching paper inside.

			To Mariah Griven,
Daughter of Magnus and Ashanya Griven,

			Your presence is required at the court of Queen Cenessa Magrienne, her royal majesty of the kingdom of Cillian. Please come with all due haste.

			That was it. She turned the paper over, looking for a signature or anything else to explain the sudden summons.

			Shira pulled the letter from her hand, reading it out loud to the rest of the group. “Huh. Seems like you’ve caught the eye of another royal. Maybe the stories about you made it all the way across the sea.”

			Her friend was grinning, but Mariah didn’t see the humor in the situation.

			“This must be a mistake. Why would she want me? She doesn’t even know me.”

			It was Pol who spoke up. “Kings and queens, they have ways of learning things, especially about people who cause a stir.”

			“Well, she’ll just have to wait.” Mariah crumpled the paper in her hand. She was so close to finding her parents. She wasn’t going to let anything, or anyone, keep her from it. “Come on, Shira. Gwyn, tell Wakely goodbye for me and tell that Ollie that I’ll think about visiting the queen when I have more time.” Like maybe never. 

			She had already taken several steps south down the road before Gwyn caught her, fingers closing tightly over her upper arm and pulling Mariah around to face her. Shira was still standing in her father’s shadow, a puzzled grimace on her face.

			Too low for the others to hear, Gwyn rumbled, “You can’t ignore this, Mariah.”

			“What does she want with me?” Mariah hissed back. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be good. “The up-close-and-personal experience I had with Rothgar was enough royal presence for me for a lifetime. I’ve got no use for more manipulations from nobles.”

			“She’s not Rothgar.” The fierceness in Gwyn’s eyes matched that in her voice. “I’ve got no use for nobles myself, but if you go ignoring them, you’re likely to find yourself in more trouble than you can handle. She probably just wants to talk with you, find out what you’re about. You’ve started to make a name for yourself, whether you wanted to or not.” The old woman huffed, releasing her. “Besides, you’re already headed in that direction.”

			Dragon’s teeth, she’d had enough. Was it too much for her to do one thing for herself before getting embroiled in politics and intrigue again? Before she could ask Gwyn that very question, a loud caw filled the air behind her, and she sighed.

			She turned around and waited for Xae to land. After he landed several yards away, the black raven, nearly full-sized now, quickly transformed into a teenage boy with jet black hair. Like her and Shira, he was fully equipped for their journey. “Well,” she grumbled, looking at him and Shira, “it looks like I’ll be going to Kathe Teigh before I can go to Crane Hollow. Do you still want to come with me?”

			“What?” Xae asked, but Shira cut him off by grabbing him and pulling him toward Mariah.

			“Stupid question, as always. Let’s go, bird brains. It’s never a dull moment with you, hawk breath, that’s for sure.” With her free hand, she waved and blew a kiss toward her family as she started south down the road toward Cillian’s capital.

			Mariah sent a strained smile toward Gwyn. “I’ll keep in touch.”

			“You do that.” Her adopted grandmother pulled her into a quick hug and then sent her off with a light slap on the back.

		


		
			Chapter Two: Kathe Teigh

			The Riparian Pike followed the Wells River southward, always keeping within a half a mile of its shore. The eagerness to see her parents that surely would’ve pushed Mariah forward at a faster pace had drained from her body the minute she’d realized that she wouldn’t be heading to Eseth just yet. She shuffled silently as Shira told Xae about the message she had received just moments before. When Mariah glanced over her shoulder, the little group that had seen them off was already gone, and she and her friends were alone on the wide, packed dirt road.

			The trees, which formed dense forests just north of Wellspring, thinned out as they traveled until they were only dots on the shallow hills to either side of the road. The river, on the other hand, grew wider, and soon, its rumble was a constant companion on their journey even when they couldn’t see its blue waters rushing past. After a couple of hours, the Vegreset Mountains disappeared from their western view. Mariah knew from the maps that she’d studied that they had curved off to the southwest before merging into the Wynnbrook Plateau in Eseth. The little party crossed the Wynnbrook Pass, the road they should have taken toward Crane Hollow, shortly thereafter.

			Although Xae and Shira tried to draw her into conversation several times, Mariah found it hard to talk. Her disappointment was overwhelming, and she feared that this side trip to Kathe Teigh would just lead to something else that would keep her from finding her parents. She vowed silently not to let that happen.

			Somewhere between the third and fourth hours, Shira pointed out a small grassy clearing with a view of the river beside the road, and they stopped to rest and eat. As Mariah sat on a tall boulder and nibbled on a leftover scone from Wakely’s kitchen, she quietly alternated between watching the water flowing past below her and watching travelers moving on the road in both directions. Occasionally, one would even wave and smile or stop to talk a moment or two.

			These peaceful, happy moments made Mariah suddenly feel very foolish. She realized she had spent the last several hours feeling sorry for herself because she couldn’t wait for something that she had already been waiting eight years for. She decided then and there to enjoy the beautiful spring weather and the fact that she and her friends could travel in the open here—even transform—without the fear of being hunted or arrested, a fear that she had carried wherever she went in Varidian. Here, even strangers seemed friendly and welcoming. The queen’s message, while it had not been precisely welcoming, had not been malicious or threatening either. Gwyn was probably right. Somehow, Cenessa must’ve heard of Mariah and her exploits against King Rothgar. She chuckled to herself. Was the queen worried that she would be Mariah’s next target?

			“I don’t know what you’re laughin’ about, but it’s nice to see you finally smilin’.” Shira slapped her lightly on the shoulder.

			“Sorry if I’ve been preoccupied. I just wasn’t expecting to get sidetracked so quickly, but it will be nice to see something new.”

			“You’ve never been to Kathe Teigh?”

			“No,” Mariah said, shoving the napkin from the scone into her pack before taking a long gulp from her canteen before stowing it as well. The others followed her lead. “I guess I’ve always pretty much just kept to myself.”

			“That doesn’t surprise me,” Xae said. “Good thing you’ve got us now to drag you out of that cave of yours.”

			As they approached the road once again, a horse and rider came galloping toward them from the north. He slowed and stopped beside them, and Mariah realized it was the messenger who had found her outside Wakely’s manor. Her eyebrows rose. She had forgotten about him, but now that he was right before her, she remembered Wakely saying they would have him on his way within the hour. Just how many scones had the boy eaten?

			As Ollie came abreast of them, he smiled, sweat beading his brow. “My lady Mariah,” he nodded. “I’m so glad to find you’re well on your way, although I’m surprised you haven’t gotten farther. Her majesty seemed to think that you would arrive in the city long before I would. Did you leave your horse back in Wellspring? I figured a quick beast would be the only way you could beat me and Genevieve.”

			Mariah kept her expression neutral. “I don’t have a horse.”

			The young man looked surprised but shook it off, pulling out a canteen and taking a long swallow before speaking again. “Well, you should arrive in the city before nightfall, nonetheless. Shall I ask the servants to prepare quarters at the palace for you?” He tucked the canteen back into his saddlebag while he waited for her answer.

			Quarters? In the palace? She hadn’t really thought about where they would stay. After all, when she’d woken up this morning, she’d expected to be sleeping outdoors until they reached Crane Hollow.

			“Why don’t we wait?” she spluttered, pulling out Wakely’s paper and waving it vaguely. “We have some friends in the city. I’m not sure where we’ll be staying.” The thought of actually sleeping in the palace was even more intimidating than the thought of meeting the queen.

			One of Ollie’s eyebrows rose, as if he couldn’t imagine anyone turning down his offer. But then he shook his head. “I’d better be off. I’ll let the queen know you’re on your way. Safe travels!” And with that, he gently heeled his horse into motion and was gone.

			Shira and Xae stared at him as he disappeared.

			“That is … creepy,” Xae said
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