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			Advance Praise for the Choices Series

			“Fantasy/Suspense was starting to fall into a sleep spell, until Sandy woke it up. Sandy needs to be considered one of the top Fantasy/Suspense writers right now.”—John Raab, Suspense Magazine

			“This sequel to “Choices Meant for Gods” delivers romance, suspense, tragedy, war and a beautifully drawn magical world that is exquisite in its detail.”—C.A. Pape

			“The sequel to CHOICES MEANT FOR GODS is an exciting Machiavellian epic fantasy as everyone seems to have secret agendas in order to gain power…Fans who relish complex action-packed fantasy thrillers in which no one is quite like they first appear will appreciate Sandy Lender’s superb tale.”—Amazon Customer

			“Choices Meant for Kings is…a piece of word art that leaves you breathless. Instead of thread, Sandy Lender uses words to weave her tapestry and the results will leave you breathless.”—Author Jamieson Wolf

			“Using a rather impressive almost singing writing style, Sandy takes us into a place that tests our imagination and before we know it, we are as much a part of her story as are her characters.”—Grady Harp

			“Lender supplies us with non-stop action from the very beginning…it was more like a movie running through my brain.”—LAS Reviewer

			“Ms. Lender has created a completely believable world occupied with credible multi-dimensional characters with unique quirks and personalities. With their charm, flaws and witty banter, I found it impossible not to love Chariss, Nigel and Henry.”—Author Jane Kennedy Sutton

			“Here is a fantasy novel peopled with rich characters whose shortcomings only make them more human.”—Author Penny Lockwood

			“Sandy Lender has outdone herself…her dynamic characters explode from the pages.”—Fantasy Author Shane Moore

			“Amanda is a strong, charismatic heroine with integrity, grit, and a good sense of humor. Amid the dangerous turmoil of dragons, gods, wizards, wicked adversaries, and confusing prophecies, she makes difficult choices and takes decisive action—no matter the risk to her own life.”—Fantasy Author Virginia Morrow

			“Lender creates a fantasy world with gods and goddesses, dragons and wizards, swords and daggers, love and betrayal, that feels incredibly real…Lender’s style makes it seem like you’re watching a movie rather than reading a book.”—Lisa Haselton, Reviewer

		

	
		
			Dedication

			To Nigel Taiman

			William James once said, “Faith is one of the forces by which men live; the total absence of it means collapse.” I ask you to just have faith.
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			You Are the Reason

			You are the reason I will stand

			before the maw of the end of the world,

			and shake my fist in defiance,

			my last breath for all that is good.

			Because you are the reason I am.

			And you are the reason I fall.

			You are the reason I lift up the sword.

			You, alone, are worth it all.

			—Amanda Chariss Rothahn

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Hleo-Arcana lay in ruin. The drain of the geasa had eaten at the Taiman family’s grand home until the pieces of the fortress not destroyed by The Dragon herself were disintegrated by prophecy. The mouth of the Freotho Mountain gaped as if in a scream, left in a state of perpetual terror at what it had endured.

			The prophet Jidaw died in the torchlit caves of Tiurlang with this vision in his darkening eyes, whispering, “Sorne Jeel has seen this. He will foretell this.”

			The priestess of the Ungol believed she understood Jidaw’s message. Nithi cradled him, her braided hair providing him a curtain to die behind as she leaned over to kiss his alopecic head and bathe his nearly skeletal body in tears. She imagined the spice of her soap and skin calmed and soothed this man who had lived among the scents of torch oil, tallow, and musty dirt so many days. She wanted her warmth to seep into him ahead of death, offering him comfort after the multitude of confusing, violent scenes a prophet would have shuffled through his brain. She wished to give him some semblance of peace ahead of the final darkness.

			Her heart ached for the man who had diminished within the prophecy cave over a period of fifty-seven winters; it was her responsibility to understand his last words. Despite his increasing lunatic ravings and abusive outbursts toward her and her people over the past thirty winters descending into madness, she owed it to the pitiful man to decipher his last vision. It was her duty to ensure this final prophecy from him was written down.

			It sounded to her like Sorne Jeel—the young man living at Hleo-Arcana—would be Jidaw’s replacement. Sorne shared the prophet’s final vision, or so Nithi translated for the guards in this cavern. Sorne would be the next prophet they would bring to the underground world of Tiurlang and “watch over.” Her heart ached, not just for the decayed man who died in her arms, but for the boy named Sorne whom she would have to collect and bring to this dim, joyless pit of madness.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Julette’s power gasped and faltered as if it experienced a panic attack within her. The walls of the king’s hall seemed to close in on her, narrowing her vision to a pinpoint of light. Armored guards and gaudy tapestries crushed toward her, folding in under the weight of the painted ceiling with its garish designs she’d yet to figure out. Her heart stalled, holding, skipping a few beats, and then rushed to push her blood faster in compensation. She gripped the table before her, and her nails tore at the frilly covering the king had decorated it with to impress her.

			Earlier, she had noted all his attempts to appease the powerful goddess visiting his castle. She lauded them as signs he would cave to her wishes. Now, she wanted nothing more than to shred the lace if it would lessen the pain searing through her gut.

			As suddenly as the stabbing had begun, it eased. She sat in a stunned stupor, breathing in the leathery stench of the hall’s incense. When she rallied the strength to open her dark eyes, its smoke stung her eyes and the frightened faces of the company angered her. The mortals had no idea what had happened to the powerful woman in their midst, but they believed she’d suffered some sort of attack.

			Her mind pictured Hleo-Arcana and the fancy ballroom that had been described to her—the ballroom that would be used for Jake Taiman’s wedding to Tiatha Wold. Is this the prophecy? Did Jake and Tiatha just marry?

			She sat in a banquet hall in King Vrel Wendan’s palace in Lorendell on the island south of Onweald. She was there to convince the king to join Lord Jamieson Drake and his Dreorfahn army in the conquest of the northern continent. It should have been easy to get this king to agree because she was the most powerful creature he’d ever set eyes on.

			She was Julette. The Dragon. The Betrayer. A demon in human form. An ancient sorceress walking among mortals. Her origin was mostly forgotten among mortals, but her power infamous. Few stories existed in history that predated her deification; fewer still portrayed her in a positive light. Even before The Ultimate One made her immortal she’d been powerful. Her name back then had been fashioned after the ancient names, but there was no one alive who could remember her as Kelthowr…at least no one who would care to.

			When in this human form, she wore her power on a strong, ripe frame that she didn’t see a particular need to hide beneath a lot of robes. Her skin was the sun-soaked color of ripe wheat but had the hard look—and smell—of the leather bustier hugging the breasts no man at that table dared let his eyes linger over. In fact, all about her was the scent of burned things. Burned leather, burned leaves, burned fabrics. She wore her hair in dark tresses that framed a harsh face with a mouth more often curved into a sneer than not.

			The problem was that for as much as he stood in awe of the woman, Vrel Wendan also sat in fear of his corrupt people. He feared them rising against him if he asked them to risk their lives for anything beyond their conveniences. Going after power and prestige for someone else’s gain was not in the Lorens’ nature.

			“My lady,” King Wendan spoke with what bravado he could. “May I assist you to one of the parlors? I don’t mean to be presumptuous, but if you aren’t well, I could send for any doctor in my palace…”

			His voice trailed under her dark glare. It wouldn’t have made him any more comfortable to know the glare was tempered by good news. The knowledge that the pulse in her power was due to a prophecy being set in motion—a piece of prophecy she’d been waiting many winters to experience—was excellent news indeed.

			She’d spent many turns of the moons setting up the scenario in which Lord Darne Wold the Third, now the emperor of Onweald, would marry his daughter off to one of the sons of the Taiman family. The emperor and the power-hungry landowner at Hleo-Arcana were happy to set up the union; they’d had no idea Julette had sinister motives behind it. They’d had no idea Tiatha’s grandmother was a descendant of the Drake dynasty. By marrying a Drake with a Taiman son, they’d aligned the house of Drake with the house of The Dragon. They’d set a prophecy in motion that drained the geasa from everyone possessing the gift.

			All the geasa’n were vulnerable.

			The Master Rothahn, who was Julette’s son and enemy, was vulnerable.

			“And what makes you think any of your pathetic mortal doctors could help a goddess with anything?” she snarled at King Wendan.

			“I would offer you any service I could to assist.”

			She sneered at him. “I need neither your primitive services nor your assistance to a couch in your rustic little parlor. It’s offensive to think you would consider these rooms adequate for a goddess.” Pause. “And I would hope it’s apparent by now how much more powerful I am than a mere goddess.”

			Her mind tossed the implications of what she’d experienced. The marriage of the Taiman boy and Tiatha Wold was supposed to impart immeasurable power to her. All the geasa’n should have felt their power drain; it should have come to her.

			Well, I could try it out.

			She glanced around the table for a simpleton the king wouldn’t mind losing. An unlucky sot three seats down from her opposite felt his throat constrict. His eyes widened.

			“You. Elden Kelyun. You’re from Breen. You have no loyalty to King Wendan.” The man couldn’t respond because she gripped his vocal cords with her power. “We have no use for traitors here.”

			With her pronouncement, he slumped forward, his face crashing into his plate with a sloppy mess of food and sound that made the rest of the company jump. For a second, the whiff of disturbed gravy tried to overpower the burnt-leather smoke in the air.

			The king cleared his throat. “Well, ah, thank you for pointing out a traitor in our midst, my lady.”

			Julette locked eyes with him. “We have much to discuss. Let’s skip the diplomacy and get down to business. Take me to a private room.”

			She wanted to extract a promise from the king so she could return to the continent of Onweald with one of his subjects. The power coursing through her body was the same as always. In fact, she could swear it had taken more effort to kill the mortal than usual. That wasn’t a good sign. She needed to check on Drake and his power of sorcery. She needed to check on the progress of the Dreorfahn. She needed to check on her own power and test its new limits under this disappointing prophecy.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Amanda Chariss Derdriu stormed toward the Taiman estate’s barn. Sergeant Brendan Naegling and Nigel Taiman following her both strove to keep pace. As she passed the stables, her mare whinnied out to her, but Chariss was on a mission and not stopping to greet friends. She moved to interrogate the emperor who sat uncomfortably on a bale of straw in the pigpen.

			Nigel, rounding the doorway to the barn behind her, smiled once more at her orders to hold the emperor there. She may be affected by this prophecy, but she still has a sense of humor.

			“First, how did Julette know your mother was in Jamieson Drake’s line?” Chariss began.

			“No greeting?” Darne Wold quipped. The girl who dared to flaunt what she seemed to think was her god-given authority offended him already. He even felt confident enough in his title of emperor to scowl as he spoke, wrinkling his nose at both her attitude and the unmistakable scent of piglets and day-old straw that the three newcomers stirred with their boots. It rankled to think this child—a mere twenty winters in age—had the audacity to tell the authorities of Arcana City to place him under arrest. And the officials went along with it, all because some prophecy scroll said she was The Protector of The Master. “No salutation? Just skip the pleasantries and get down to business?”

			“You’ve known me for half a turn of the moons,” Chariss said. “I’d think there’d be no surprise in us getting straight to the point. How did Julette know your mother was in the line of Drake?”

			“I don’t know what Julette knows about anyone’s family,” he sassed. “And neither do you.”

			Chariss sighed, looking as if she was about to scold a small child, and her violet eyes met his with impatience. “I may not have my geasa at the surface right now, so it’ll be more difficult to punish you for not cooperating, but there are methods of interrogating prisoners that require minimal effort on my part. For instance, Brendan, will you hand me that whip?”

			The sergeant startled at the request. Nigel, standing to her right, shifted his weight, but still leaned complacently against the stable wall. Surely, she won’t strike the emperor, he thought.

			She accepted the whip from Sergeant Naegling and cracked it against empty air. Everyone jumped.

			“Did you know I won a contest in Kesa Dell with a whip?” she asked.

			Emperor Wold gulped—this interrogation could get painful. He glared at the gem high up on her cheekbone, mad for the hundredth time since meeting her at the way the amethyst glistened. It spoke of mystery and beauty wrapped in the timelessness of prophecy.

			It grated on his nerves.

			“During the summer festival there, I managed to knock nine out of ten wood blocks from a railing at ten paces—wait—was it eight paces?” She pretended to care about the detail. “I believe it was eight. No matter. I beat all the gentlemen in town who had entered the contest. And I did it without the use of my geasa. Just hand-eye coordination.” She paused for effect. “Would you like to know how old I was at the time?”

			He glowered at her.

			“Eight. I was eight winters old. I’d been in training with Hrazon for four winters, yet I was able to best all those men. Mister Wold, I still have good hand-eye coordination, and I don’t think I’m standing eight paces from you right now.”

			While it appeared he struggled with the use of his name without his title, he seemed fixated with the weapon in her hand. “Look, Chariss, I’m—”

			“My lady. If you find my title as Protector of The Master too cumbersome to use when addressing me, you could just say ‘my lady.’”

			“My lady,” he snarled. “I’m telling you, I don’t know how The Dragon knew anything about anyone in my family, all right? She just knew.”

			“I see. Well, let’s act like that’s the truth for a moment,” Chariss said. “How did Julette approach you? Did she just appear one evening in your chamber and tell you to marry your only daughter off to Jake Taiman?”

			“No, of course not,” he snarked.

			“Well, if that’s not the way it happened, how did it happen? Did she bring Drake?”

			“No. I doubt Drake knows anything of this. It was Julette’s plan alone.”

			“Julette’s plan alone? So help me, Wold, if you’re lying to me—”

			“I’m telling you what I know. Drake has no interest in draining the geasa. He should have no idea what this wedding would mean, or that it would cause you any harm. Surely you know he wants to have you for himself. Julette doesn’t care one way or the other about you. She wants The Master. She wants to destroy Him. Publicly. Loudly. This wedding was to harm Him. You’re just a bonus that Drake will be pleased with when he catches you.”

			She cracked the whip so suddenly it startled them all. It took a second for Wold to realize it had hit him. On the cheek. The blood pooled to the surface of the skin along the split beneath his eye.

			“Don’t make me mad,” she suggested.

			The men watching shifted uncomfortably now. Nigel didn’t think it was like his Amanda to be cruel.

			“Does Drake know what this marriage would do?” she asked.

			“No, no! I’ve told you, no!”

			“Does he know you were bringing Tiatha here?”

			“Yes. Everyone in Onweald knew I—”

			“Then why does he think she was coming here?” Chariss demanded.

			“To marry Nigel Taiman!” He nodded his head in the gentleman’s direction as if anyone should doubt who he spoke about. “Everyone thought she was coming here to marry the eldest Taiman son.”

			“And what was to happen when she married Nigel?” Chariss asked.

			“The line of The Dragon and the line of Drake would unite.”

			Sergeant Brendan Naegling saw nothing odd about that. As far as he knew, Nigel was Kora Taiman’s son, The Master Rothahn’s grandson, Julette’s great grandson, thus Nigel was in the line of The Dragon. Chariss thought differently, though, and wondered why Julette would believe Nigel was Kora’s offspring.

			“And did Drake plan that?” Chariss asked.

			“No! Blast it, he doesn’t know!”

			“I’m sure he knows something is wrong in nature by now. Don’t you think a sorcerer would recognize his power suddenly disappearing?” she asked.

			Emperor Wold ground his teeth, but didn’t respond. His eyes darted away from her too quickly.

			“Answer me!” The whip cracked on his other cheek.

			He imagined he felt this strike and, shortly, it started to sting as the first had.

			“I don’t know what you’re asking,” he growled through teeth gritted against pain and anger.

			“You’re trying my patience.” She tapped the handle of the whip against her left hand as she paced before him. “Don’t you think a sorcerer as powerful as Drake is, would recognize his power suddenly disappearing?”

			“No,” he said.

			“No? Are you insinuating he’s a fool?”

			When the fallen emperor didn’t respond, she marched up to him and took his chin in her hand. It was no longer smoothly shaven as it had been that morning when his only daughter stood on a dais before all of Hleo-Arcana to wed; it was scorched with graying stubble. “Then what are you insinuating?”

			“He’s a sorcerer. His power doesn’t come from nature. He remains unaffected by today’s union.”

			“As does The Dragon?” she asked, rallying every nerve in her body not to betray her horror at this news. She used all her training to keep her countenance as motionless as cooled iron.

			“Exactly.”

			She released his face and turned away, abruptly, as if still angry, so she could hide the fear behind her lavender eyes. But Nigel saw it. As did the sergeant. Here was a development they didn’t need. The balance of power had shifted more dramatically that day than they’d realized. Still facing away from the emperor, she changed her line of questions.

			“Tell me when Julette plans to bring the Dreorfahn army here.”

			“Before the first snow,” he said.

			“Do you want to tell me when the first snow will come?”

			“No one knows when the first snow will come,” he scoffed.

			“Indeed. So, when will she come here?”

			“I told you, before the first snow.”

			As she turned back toward him, she flashed the whip across his chest. He yelped, then complained as blood started forming against his ripped shirt. “Hey! I’m answering your questions.”

			“Not well enough. Give me a better answer.”

			“Look, she said they would take Hleo-Arcana and everyone in it before the first snow flies. Those were her words. I can only assume that means—”

			“I don’t need your assumptions. Where is her army now?”

			“They’ll march from Treown,” he said.

			“Perhaps I should remind you that the point of this interrogation is to get information I don’t already know. We sent four messengers out from Hleo-Arcana shortly after you arrived. Where did you really send those messengers? Did you send them to her?”

			“We sent them where you told us to,” he snapped. “They went to the ofersey’n you wanted to bring back here to help you in your cause.”

			“And you didn’t give any of them directions to Julette’s grasp?” she asked.

			“No! I’m telling you; I don’t know where her army is. How am I supposed to know where they are now? They were supposed to leave Treown nearly a full turn of the moons ago. They should be close to Candlewood shortly.”

			“Nearly a turn of the moons ago? Close to Candlewood? Shortly? These are not good measurements. Do you mean to tell me Julette trusted you to sacrifice your daughter to her cause, but didn’t trust you enough to tell you where her army was?”

			“Hmpf. She doesn’t trust anyone,” he said.

			“She let you come alone to Hleo-Arcana with your daughter. Isn’t that trust?”

			“She sent…aye…”

			“Spit it out,” Chariss said. “And name every one of her spies among you.”

			Nigel still leaned complacently against the stable wall with his arms crossed against his chest, but he smiled at Amanda’s back, pleased with her. He sensed in the way she issued the command that she’d already guessed there would be spies, and had merely worked the conversation to the point that Wold would confess it on his own. She’s amazing. Hopefully she’ll never start questioning me.

			Emperor Wold was not so pleased. He knew there was no hiding the information from her and selected how much to disclose. “She sent two messengers with our party. One to report back when we arrived at Hleo-Arcana. One to report back after the wedding.”

			“Where is the remaining spy now?”

			“The first went back to her as planned. The second…I don’t know. I assume he—”

			“I told you I don’t want your assumptions. Give me his name.”

			The emperor sighed. “I don’t want to.”

			Her anger from the day exploded on him. Nigel couldn’t believe she reacted as she did, but neither he nor Sergeant Naegling would move close enough to stop her as she thrashed the man repeatedly. They both moved, but not in her direction.

			“Whoa, ’Manda,” Nigel said, unfolding his arms and moving a step away from the righteous indignation erupting before him.

			She wasn’t hearing any objections, from them or her wailing victim. Both members of her audience had assumed her raised voice, pacing of questions, anger, and choice of words had been an act to get answers out of the high-society gentleman before her. Now they wondered if she hadn’t been on the verge of an imperial execution all along.

			The frustrations of the day fueled her arm and her tirade as she cracked the whip against Wold’s face, clothes, and the bleeding flesh his rent clothes left exposed. She raved at him as she flogged him with the leather; shouting out how stupid he’d been, how he’d endangered the very gods with his stupid political maneuverings, and how he’d get no reward out of The Dragon for his trouble. The emperor fell to the barn floor, rolling and writhing as if he could get away from her surprising onslaught.

			Her long auburn hair flipped about as she beat him, a sort of mockery of beauty reflecting moonlight and lantern light as she railed against what he’d done. With a last expulsion of “Fool!”, she cracked the leather across his backside, and then stopped to breathe.

			Nigel wanted to take the whip from her, but didn’t dare move that close. If she wasn’t past this outburst of anger yet, he didn’t want to be in the way when her second wind kicked in.

			“Give me his name,” she panted. “Or I’ll have every one of your people flogged until I find him.”

			Of course, she lied, but the fallen emperor didn’t care one way or the other at that point. “Dreor,” he moaned. “Denan Dreor.”

			She swallowed hard, already almost recovered. “How will I know him when I see him?”

			“Black hair…” The man gasped for air through lungs that rattled with the labor. She had cut him deeply with the weapon, and no one in the barn doubted a few more strokes would kill him. “Short, black hair.”

			“Everyone in your entourage has short black hair.”

			“He wears.” Pant. “A drawing of…The Dragon…”

			She gave him a moment to pull in ragged breaths before she dropped to her knees in the straw next to him. He reeked now of fresh sweat and blood, and, for a second, she felt remorse. “He wears a drawing of The Dragon,” she prompted, and there was a kindness in her voice, almost as if she apologized for his condition.

			“Upper arm.” Pant. “Near right shoulder.”

			She stood and stepped away from him then and held the whip out for the sergeant to take. He didn’t hesitate. Smoothing her auburn hair back out of her face she said, “If he has already gone to Julette, I will come back and put you out of your misery.”

			Giving Nigel a look that said, “please come with me,” she turned and left the pigpen. The guards outside had heard the emperor yelling, and now bowed as she appeared. She breathed in the night air, fresh and free of the mingled scent of animals and betrayal. “Please take him water and dressings for his wounds, but none of his own entourage is to attend him and no one lets him escape. If he could. Understood?”

			“Understood, my lady.”

			“I’ll be back. Soldier,” she pointed to a skinny young man. He looked useless, so she would give him the only worthy task of his life. “Please gather a group of five men who can track. We may have to go after someone. Bring them here to the barn and wait for me.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Still worried over Wold’s news, Chariss walked quickly toward the house. Nigel strode alongside to keep up. “You surprise me, Mandy.”

			“I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”

			“Righteous indignation?” he suggested.

			“I hope that’s all. I’d hate to think I merely lost my temper.” She gave him an odd glance. “Don’t suppose you’ll go trying my patience anytime soon, will you?”

			He hoped she teased him. “I’ll try not to. Although you look radiant when you’re angry, even in the moonlight.”

			“Radiant or no, I’m not happy that Julette’s bringing Drake’s army to your family’s door.”

			“You told Godric that would happen,” he said.

			“Doesn’t mean I’m happy to be right. We need to get all the armies that are on our side together northwest of here…away from your home.” She gestured with her arm as if she would embrace the Freotho Mountains behind the house. “These mountains are a huge barrier to block retreat. This army is pinned against your estate. Drake will walk up and impale them on its battlements.”

			“Your faith in them isn’t inspiring.”

			She chose not to respond but flung open the door to the house. The ever-present scent of honey beeswax and mahogany rushed out to greet them, swirling as if to encompass them as they crossed the threshold. The house breathed them in as if welcoming them with her carpets and tapestries seeped in wildflower and woodsy scents. They belonged here, and their footsteps involuntarily fell into rhythm with the tick-tock of the great hall clock in the foyer.

			Nigel’s friend Henry Bakerson watched her march past the parlor, and gave Nigel a questioning look. He jumped up to follow as they made their way to the former students’ quarters where the wedding guests had been relegated for the night.

			It wasn’t Henry’s nature to sit around quietly reading from a book, but, since returning from Bellan a full turn of the moons before, the ruffian had taken an interest in the history of the people he was destined to meet while in the presence of Rohne and Chariss. He had unknowingly made a deal with their enemy, Lord Drake, when he signed a contract to sail the ofersey’n’s weapons of war to Bellan, and he considered himself fortunate that the two were willing to forgive him and merely turn him against the sorcerer, rather than run him through with a sword and take over the project themselves.

			After Henry learned the story of Drake hunting Chariss the past sixteen winters of her life, he’d been ashamed of how easily he’d taken on the contract with the sorcerer. He had no intention of getting caught unaware again. He would learn the history of Onweald and have a better handle on who the major players were in the upcoming war so he could perhaps repair the situation his soul was in and be useful to the young lady his best friend intended to marry.

			At the moment, the lady in question went from room to room in the students’ quarters of Hleo-Arcana, first pounding on the door, and then entering with the look of someone not to be trifled with. It was effective. People answered her questions quickly, and then breathed sighs of relief as she closed the doors behind her.

			When she came to a room with a grim-looking man in it, she met his eyes with purpose. “Are you Denan Dreor?”

			“Who?”

			“Lift up the sleeve on your shirt.”

			He hesitated. The next thing he knew, the three people sharing his room had gasped and backed against the walls. Her sword, Lyric, rested against his throat. How can she move that fast if the wedding has set prophecy in motion, if it’s taken her geasa?

			“I’ll give you one last chance to remain alive. Are you Denan Dreor?”

			“Yes, my lady. What can I do for you?”

			“You, sir, are a very lucky man. Would you like to know why?”

			Despite the training he’d received as a guard for the emperor, despite the audience he’d endured with Julette herself, he felt his pulse quicken. He’d be ashamed to know how much information about that audience with Julette he’d give up to this woman in the barn tonight.

			“Why?” he asked.

			“Because Rohne once scolded me for killing a spy in cold blood. He told me it wasn’t appropriate for me to go around killing His servants on a whim. So, I won’t slit your throat. Unless you provoke me.”

			Without taking her eyes from him, she said, “Henry, be a dear and bind Mister Dreor’s hands behind his back for me. And make sure that dagger at his belt is the only weapon you have to confiscate.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			The evening should have been complete. They had the spy and the emperor in custody.

			Nigel walked back from the stables with Chariss at his side, telling her how impressed he was with her for remembering to thank the wimpy-looking soldier who had corralled the would-be search party as she’d ordered. Even though the task had turned out to be unnecessary, she’d praised the soldier for his efforts, and thanked the five men who had turned up for the job. All six soldiers had grown in stature under her notice of them.

			“I didn’t realize how much time you’d spent planning for Drake’s attack with the Arcanan army,” Nigel said. “Or the emperor’s men. You were busy during the days I spent trying to get you out of my mind. Now I find the soldiers all view you as their leader. Their general.” He reached out to put his arm around her waist as they walked. “My troubadour.”

			She smiled at the teasing lilt to his voice. It was good to hear after the days of reticence he referred to when he’d toyed with the idea that he couldn’t, as Rohne had tried to convince him, court someone as important as she’d become.

			“Are you all right?” he asked seriously.

			“I don’t know. I guess I am because I’m still alive, but I’m confused. And nervous. I’m not their general. Dend Unheor is on his way from Breen to take that job. And you were avoiding me again today, weren’t you?”

			“No, no, I’ve been trying to get a moment alone with you without one of these soldiers or Ungol guards in the room. I haven’t forgotten what I told you after we left the emperor’s ball last night.”

			The emperor’s ball had been held in conjunction with the wedding ball for Jake and Tiatha, thus Hleo-Arcana had been filled with fancy, important guests. Nigel had been hard-pressed to extract the important Amanda Chariss from the ball to discuss their wedding plans in private. They’d both decided her status in the prophecy scrolls couldn’t—and shouldn’t—dampen the romance building between them.

			“Good,” she said. “I was afraid you might be getting silly notions of denouncing me.”

			“You shouldn’t be concerned any more. I’m done acting like a fool. And I’m going to say something that will irritate you now.”

			She shot him a quizzical look. “All right. Let’s hear it.”

			“I feel like a fool for depriving myself of gazing upon you for a quarter turn of the moons. Thank you for bringing me to my senses, if you can call the intoxicating effect you have on me—”

			“Oh, please,” she whined. “You have to stop that now. Yes, you should feel very bad for avoiding me. And I think you should have to do something grand to make up for it.”

			He flashed her one of those grins that she knew would be followed by something not repeatable. “Not a problem,” he said. “But I get the impression Hrazon would prefer you remain an innocent young lady until our wedding. What’s this? I can see you blush in the moonlight.”

			“You shouldn’t say such things to me,” she practically whispered. “What if someone overheard you?”

			“Out here?” he asked.

			“There is an army off to our left…some guards up there at the door…a soldier coming toward us now.”

			Nigel watched her transform from the blushing young lady beside him to someone who appeared slightly taller, certainly more confident and surer, in the space of a second as the officer who approached began speaking. “My lady, we’ve posted guards around the perimeter of the house and one at each bedroom door. When you didn’t answer yours—”

			“Yes, Soldier, I’m fine. Thank you. And thank you for taking care of the guards. I will sleep better because of your hard work.”

			The man glowed. After saluting, he sauntered toward the camp.

			“My lady, you know how to handle an army well,” Nigel said.

			She smiled at her escort. “I’m completely out of my element.” As if her countenance betrayed her, a hint of the meek young lady peeked back through her violet eyes as she spoke.

			It endeared her to him all the more. The angry woman who had whipped the emperor of their continent and interrogated Denan Dreor shrank within the compassionate woman who walked beside him. He wondered if she would be able to reconcile the two as he listened to her strategize out loud.

			“And I don’t even know how much of the army to trust right now. How many of the emperor’s entourage will side with the Arcanan army and how many will think we’ve done something wrong by detaining him? And do you know that before I came to Hleo-Arcana, I wasn’t comfortable in front of royalty or in front of a crowd, yet today I’ve not only interrogated a member of royalty, I’ve beaten him half to death and stripped him of his crown? The ofersey’n’s council will have to choose a new emperor.”

			“Wulfe, Fermson, Smithson, Foresterson…You and Rohne sent for them half a turn of the moons ago, so I believe the likely candidates are coming to join your army.”

			“My army,” she almost scoffed. “That’s more uncomfortable to hear than your physical innuendoes. But those ofersey’n were invited here to lend their aid in the impending war, not pose for candidacy. This is going to get ridiculous if they start vying for power.” She gave him a sidelong look then. “Have you any interest in being an ofersey’n?”

			“Are you offering?”

			She laughed, and the sound washed a music over him that he liked. “You think much of my title as Protector of The Master if you think I can name ofersey’n!”

			“I’ve watched the way people around here react to you now that my grandfather has put you in charge of things. I don’t think anyone would object to you changing anyone’s rank.”

			She let the idea that she could fix a few things in “her” army cross her mind, but her words stayed on topic. “Your father was obsessed with the idea of being ofersey’n. No doubt he was interested in pursuing that avenue by joining the family to Wold’s.”

			“I’ve no doubt on that either. As for my own ambitions, I can’t be an ofersey’n from sea.”

			“From sea?” she asked, startled by the idea.

			“That’s something I need to talk with you about. I’m sure this war won’t last forever, and Henry’s offered me a partnership in his shipping business.”

			“What about the school?”

			“What about it?” he asked, slowing her to a stop at Hleo-Arcana’s front porch. He gestured for her to sit on the bench with him, wondering briefly how long it would take a gaggle of Ungol guards to find her now that she was no longer a moving target.

			“Well, you can’t run Hleo-Arcana from the sea, either,” she said.

			“Jake has the school, and, currently, there are no geasa’n children in Onweald to teach.”

			“Ah, don’t remind me. But I think Rohne tore up Godric’s will the moment your father was in the tomb. Hleo-Arcana belongs to you.”

			“But Jake will still live and work here. Whether I’m around or off at sea, Jake will always have a place to call home where he’ll be provided for. I doubt he and his bride would be any good as merchants.”

			“Indeed. So, you’re serious about going to sea?”

			He shrugged. “I’m serious about going wherever you are. But I enjoy the ocean, and I think you would, too. The water can be very…calming. And I want to take you all over the world.”

			“I’ve been all over the world. Well, all over this continent.”

			“Hmpf. I intend to rid you of the lunatic that’s chasing you, my dear. Then our travels can be a bit more leisurely. But this isn’t something we have to decide tonight. Henry hasn’t asked for a decision anytime soon. His ships continue working even as we speak, just without him aboard.”

			“Have we heard what the response is to his losing the ship on the Meredore?”

			“Drake’s people were plenty worried about their own necks, I can tell you that. Both on the east continent and here. But Henry’s a smooth talker. You’ve probably noticed?”

			She grinned at the teasing lilt to his question.

			“He handled it like a professional liar,” Nigel continued. “Drake’s men don’t have any suspicions that we know of. In fact, his remaining ships carry loads of supplies across the Meredore now. Didn’t Rohne tell you? No? There’s nothing Henry could do about it. But he has friends on Bellan who plan to burn down the sheds where the cargo’s stored. If we’re lucky, they’ll get these loads and the loads from other ships Drake’s contracted with.”

			“He’ll recognize sabotage if it keeps up,” she said.

			“Most likely. But Henry’s here, safe with us.”

			She laughed.

			“What? You’re surprised that I care for my friend’s welfare?” he asked.

			“If you care for your friend’s welfare, you’ll get him away from me!”

			“I believe I’ve mentioned before that I trust you above anyone else in the world—mortal, spirit, or otherwise—to protect any member of this family. I can’t imagine any place Henry could be in better company.”

			She accepted his compliment. “You’re kind to say so. But I fear what I bring to this family. Consider it, Nigel. This is the only place I’ve ever encountered the ryfel.”

			“And what’s this look you’re giving me?” he asked.

			“The ryfel.”

			“Yes?” he prompted.

			She already rose to her feet. “We should seal the training arena.”

			He nodded at the wisdom.

			Julette used the school’s training arena to loose a ryfel into their midst once before. She originally formed the beasts during the First War when she needed something large and poisonous to kill The Master’s followers. The beasts she conjured had been wiped from existence after that night’s war, but in the twenty-five hundred winters since, the goddess had found a way to reverse the spell that destroyed her creation and sent one of the stinking, foul demons to the school. Luckily, Nigel and Chariss fenced in the room at the time, and Chariss stopped the beast before it could get into the house. Learning that she was The Master’s Protector in Tiurlang helped explain how Chariss could defeat the creatures.

			Chariss walked with purpose again and passed the parlor where Henry looked up and said, “By the gods, what now?”

			She thought of several other tasks that she didn’t want to leave until morning that kept soldiers and guards busy with her deep into the night. Henry gave up to retire at one point, but Nigel stayed by her side, content to keep working if it meant he could be near her, could watch her strategizing mind at work. It amazed him.

			When she sat down on the floor of Hleo-Arcana’s parlor and scooted up close to a low table, he sat on the couch and watched her speak to one of the Ungol in the being’s native tongue. A guard came in with blank parchment, feather, and ink that she’d requested, and she thanked the man.

			“You’re very efficient so late at night,” she said to him, and he beamed under the compliment. “Please get some rest, Soldier.”

			He saluted and marched out of the parlor as if going to bed was an important order. Nigel marveled at how she could have that effect on them. Rohne, as the highest active god in Mahriket, had been an authority when He put her in charge after Jake and Tiatha’s wedding, but these warriors seemed to have been already in her command. He watched her sketch out a diagram of what looked like the ground floor of Hleo-Arcana and remembered Kaylin once saying to Hrazon something along the lines of, “I don’t think Chariss can draw very well, can she?”

			He chuckled to himself, and received a wan glance from her. He thought her eyes lingered across his frame a bit longer than necessary before she looked back to her task, and wondered how he could suggest that she stop for the night and get some sleep. She was obviously exhausted.

			But she got her point across to the Ungol, who seemed content to take the makeshift map of Nigel’s house off to whatever person she’d created it for.

			“You know, you got the rooms all reversed on that map you just drew,” he said.

			“I know,” she yawned. She looked over at him and wondered if it was the candlelight or the moonlight filtering in the windows that made his eyes look marvelously dark in this room of pleasant, cool colors. The blues and grays of the carpet and upholstery reflected silvery light onto his body of dark fabrics as he smiled at her, teasing her, she knew. He wore his customary black suede trousers, but traded his white gauze shirt for a dark-hued one—something deep blue and dark enough that it brought out the dark brown strands of his hair that curved easily about his ears and neck. The lighter strands kissed by the suns of summer work wove delicately amid the curls and curves, almost hiding softly like a youth’s tresses would. But Nigel was a twenty-eight-winters man who carried the weight of his family’s estate on his well-formed shoulders.

			“And the kitchen doesn’t have a door where you drew it.” His deep voice shook her from her reverie.

			“I know.”

			He leaned forward on the couch and rested his elbows on his knees. “And you completely left off Loetha and Lahs’s room.”

			She merely grinned, laying her head down on her hands on the table. When he leaned forward as he did now, his dark hair fell to frame his face and made a lovely painting to stare at. She liked the way his high cheekbones sloped down gently toward a clean-shaven, squared chin. He looked the part of a strong gentleman, yet one who’d already seen enough trouble to recognize it when it came knocking again.

			“So, what good exactly is a map that’s drawn so poorly?” he asked.

			“Well,” she said, trying to clear her mind to respond. “That map is going to be left strategically close to the barn, and Denan Dreor is going to escape tonight.”

			He blinked. “You’re letting him escape?”

			“That’s what I told the Ungol guard to let happen.”

			He stared at her incredulously. “But isn’t that what Julette wants?”

			Her grin turned mischievous then, and she shifted herself so she could move the short space to him. Smiling up into his eyes, she leaned up to take him completely by surprise with a simple kiss on his mouth. It caused her stomach to tighten in a way that surprised and pleased her. “Sometimes, you have to give people what they want,” she said.

			He laughed lightly. “Nice. You’re trying to distract me, aren’t you?”

			“Yes.”

			“Well, it’s working beautifully, but I still want to know why you’d send a spy off to Julette when that spy can tell her everything she wants to know.”

			Chariss thought about his question for a moment, but found herself thinking more about his lips, which seemed an odd circumstance to her. She furrowed her brow. “I’m sorry, could you ask that again?”

			He chuckled and reached down to lift her onto the couch.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Henry stood in the doorway with Hrazon at his side and rubbed his eyes as if to clear some faerie vision from them. No, not a vision, he decided. There slept his best friend, who was probably about to die under a wizard’s sword, leaned back with The Master’s Protector snuggled up on his chest.

			She looks pretty peaceful for what the Ungol keep calling a goddess of war, Henry thought. He tilted his head to ascertain whether her hand was in Nigel’s shirt or just holding onto the strings at the V in the neck. The man held her protectively, one hand on her head, the other on her shoulder, and slept with one foot on the floor, as if ready to jump up and fight anyone coming in to threaten her.

			Henry glanced to the wizard at his side to see if Hrazon was noticing such things, or if he was just turning red with rage. The latter was true.

			Typically, Hrazon looked the part of a sensible, grandfatherly man. He wore a long, well-kept, gray beard over a kind mouth that, more often than not, and despite the trials he’d endured the past four-hundred or so winters, was formed into a smile. His gray-blue eyes often shone with pleasure over some shared joke between him and his ward. His no-nonsense clothing hung loosely on a tone-but-thick frame. And, right now, the chest of that frame heaved as if the old wizard prepared to spew fire into the room before him. He posed a stark contrast to the sun burnt, grizzly ruffian next to him.

			Henry stood taller, but thicker. No one would doubt his lack of discipline, but might mistake him for useful in a fight. His scraggly, dark beard wiggled as he screwed up his lips at the scene before him. He instinctively reached out to take Hrazon by the shoulders, turning him back toward the hall, whispering, “Now, now, I’m sure there’s some reasonable explanation.”

			Hrazon spoke in a low voice as well, but it was a low voice churned out of the depths of some cavern Henry never wanted to visit. “Close the doors.”

			For lack of any better course of action, Henry stepped into the parlor behind the old wizard and closed the double doors with just enough “boom” to jar the two awake. Chariss jumped for her sword on the table before her.

			“Oh, Hrazon, thank the gods it’s you. I thought some spy had gotten into my chamber.”

			“So, you’re used to cuddling up to Nigel in your chamber, are you?” Henry teased, hoping he could lighten the mood Hrazon had descended into.

			“You can relax, Henry, I’m not going to kill your friend. Chariss, child, don’t look so concerned.” Hrazon took a deep breath, as if rallying his courage for the moment. “My anger is not because the two of you fell asleep in the same room. I’m angry because you must be cautious. There are those in the army, in the emperor’s entourage, in the Ungol guard, who would have stumbled upon this scene and reacted quite…erratically. Chariss, you’re The Master’s Protector. Name one Ungol warrior who wouldn’t have slit Nigel’s throat for what I saw here. We must keep these soldiers in your camp, child. We must be careful. Both of you.” He raised a finger to point it at Nigel. “And if I ever doubt your honor with my girl, I’ll slit your throat myself.”

			None of them questioned it.

			“Now then,” he clasped his hands together. “I’m starved. Shall we go to the morning meal, child?”

			He held his arm out to her, obviously intending to take her out of the room.

			“That’s it?” Henry guffawed.

			Chariss smiled wanly at the sailor. “What did you expect? It’s not like Mister Taiman did anything naughty. You’re the one we have to watch out for around here now that we’ve gotten Jake married off.”

			“Hmpf. I’m a good lad.”

			Nigel chuckled. “Liar. Look, I for one am relieved I don’t have a sword in my gut. Hrazon, I can assure you your ward is safe with me. But you bring up a good point. Warriors are crawling all over this estate from the Arcanan army, the emperor’s entourage, the Ungol group that came back with Rohne and Amanda; what exactly are we going to do with them when the students return for winter classes?”

			Impressed with his friend’s suave change of subject, Henry nodded.

			Chariss took Hrazon’s arm and frowned. “It would be unwise to allow any children back to Hleo-Arcana. They’d have to travel through dangerous regions.”

			“Agreed,” Hrazon said.

			“How do we stop them?” Nigel asked. “Some families will naturally send them back when they finish harvest.”

			The doors to the parlor opened then and Rohne entered, nearly knocking Henry over in the process. His ice-blue eyes fell on Chariss.

			“I’ve been looking for you. The soldiers already fear we’ll have their heads this morning. The emperor’s half dead and someone named Denan Dreor has escaped in the night. You mind telling me what that’s all about?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Shortly after Nigel and Henry had left the east continent of Bellan for their return to Hleo-Arcana, a lady they’d run into, and then left behind, put in motion her plans to reunite herself with the love of her life. Abigail Farrier had received a gift from Mister Nigel Taiman in the form of a small purse full of coin he’d won while on her continent. It was something to help her and her father. It was a kindness. Nothing more.

			But Abigail lived in a fantasy world where Nigel Taiman had played the lead role for nine winters while her father moved her from city to city, trying, as he believed, to keep her away from the geasa’n’s influence. Abigail looked upon the gift as a summons to come to him.

			She sent him a letter of acceptance.

			Now Abigail planned how to get to Hleo-Arcana before travel on the Ocean of Meredore became treacherous with winter season’s storms. She’d been sneaking personal items out of the room she shared with her father for more than a quarter turn of the moons. One chilly Bellan night, he missed one of those items.

			“I can’t find your gloves. Did you leave ’em at the inn?”

			Her heart skipped a beat. She finished ladling a bowl of stew with as steady a hand as she could manage, and turned from the fire to the table, her Arcanan brown eyes taking him in with a look mixed of fear and uncertainty. “I don’t know that I’ve worn ’em to work. Are you sure you’ve looked in my trunk?” Her knees nearly gave way; the moment had come when she’d have to lie to her father.

			“There ain’t much in your trunk these days…save that coin purse you keep stuffin’ your wages in. You need to take some coin and buy you new gloves before winter sets full in.”

			“Yes, perhaps I should.”

			She believed his dark eyes bore into her, seeing all her plots and designs, as she lowered herself onto the chair across from him. No doubt he already figured out her plan and merely used the missing gloves as an introduction to the topic. Surely, he’d noticed more than her gloves missing from their room. As paranoid as he was, surely, he guessed she planned to run away.

			“This is a fine stew. You’ll make Mister Bendehl a good wife.”

			She glanced across the small table to see his playful wink.

			“I’m…I’m sure I will,” she stammered.

			“Come now, there’s no need bein’ embarrassed. It’s no secret the man wants to propose.”

			She gasped, and he chuckled at her wringing her hands. What he mistook as nervous pleasure at the idea of her beau finally stating his intentions was distress over fleeing before the beau could act. She planned to be tucked secretly aboard the Hrunting before the first moon rose that night and safely on her way to Onweald before either her father or her beau knew she was gone. All the plans were in order and only the ship’s captain knew what she intended to do.

			“Abigail, I asked if you was eatin’ tonight.”

			She started back to the reality before her. “I…I don’t know that I’m very hungry.”

			“Well, don’t mess around and get late for work. That’s a fine job you have and there’s no sense losing it.”

			She nodded, staring at the empty bowl before her. She hadn’t had much of an appetite since the night she had given herself to the soldier in the city. It was the only way she knew to trap Mister Taiman. If Nigel truly had a woman he loved back home, as it sounded when he and Henry spoke of the woman Amanda Chariss, then she’d have to convince people that he had fathered a child with her.

			She believed that’s how Hattie Jenkins trapped the husband of her choice all those winters ago back in Arcana City. That’s how countless women had gotten the beau of their choice rather than being forced to marry whomever their families arranged for them. But the soldier who’d been willing to accommodate her without telling anyone had been unworldly. What had his name been? Nicolas something. He said he was going to give her a child who would change history.

			Abigail wasn’t interested in changing history.

			She wanted to convince people that Nigel Taiman was required to marry her. And would it be so hard to believe he’d wanted her all along? She was a pretty lady with a sensible figure. Her cheeks were typically rosy, her eyes set prettily in her face, and her lips full and pink, all the way she heard people say men liked a woman’s features to be. Her hair was a plain brown that hung straight and sensibly to her shoulders. She knew it could be lovely if she paid the fashionable ladies to curl it and pile it on her head the way she’d seen the wealthy women wear theirs, but she wouldn’t waste her money on such a style until she was in Nigel’s presence.

			She was sure she could convince everyone that Nigel was not just a kindly gentleman who viewed her as an old friend from Arcana City, but also a lover who had given her the child she carried. He would do the right thing by marrying her, but it would take a boatload of courage to reach him.

			“You deserve to be happy, and Mister Bendehl will make you happy. He’s a good man with a good job.”

			When they looked at each other Abigail forced a smile.

			“He’s a kind man,” her father said of Mister Bendehl.

			She thought of Nigel. “That he is.”

			“And he seems he got plenty a money saved away,” her father said of Mister Bendehl.

			She thought of the Taiman estate. “That he does.”

			“Will you be happy with him?”

			“Of course. Oh, of course. He’s everything a lady could hope for in a husband. I find that I can’t stop thinking about him and how wonderful it will be to finally be married to him.”

			“It’s about time,” her father sighed, sitting back in his chair. “I’m glad you finally got that blasted Taiman boy outta your head. I feared the spell he cast on you would never lift. Blast those ’jicked people for meddling with good peoples’ lives.”

			Abigail stared at the man in shock, her lower jaw sagging. How can he say such a bigoted thing?

			“What is it?” he asked. “You look at me like I grew another head.”

			“Do you think Nigel put a spell on me all those winters ago?”

			“Well a course! What else would explain you turnin’ crazy?”

			“Love? I was in love with him the moment I laid eyes on him.”

			He looked perplexed.

			“Nigel Taiman didn’t even know who I was until I introduced myself to him. He didn’t care one way or the other about me until I wrote to him.”

			Now he frowned in confusion.

			“Nigel Taiman didn’t pursue me until I first pursued him.”

			An uncomfortable silence filled their simple room while he processed what she said, and she calmed her breathing. Her
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