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The last thing I thought I’d ever be doing is thundering away from an attack by enemy soldiers on a back of a horse while being escorted by what I had once thought of as fictional beings from a fictional world. But a lot had happened over the last five days. 

I found out I was part Fae. And that my Fae part was royal, making me a princess of Gwald y Saith, one of the four kingdoms of the Otherworld. Plus, I had an evil brother with a bewitching fiancé who was trying to take over everything. 

Which was all a bit of a shock.

Then I found out that Rhys, the one constant, the stranger who came with me from our world into this one, liked me. 

I had no idea why. It made no sense. We’d only known each other for less than a week and most of that time we’d spent arguing. Yet he told me last night that he liked me. 

And I think I liked him too.

I wiped away the tears blurring my vision. Toth, my horse, continued his relentless journey towards safety. Before me was my new friend Lily, her long braid of red hair flying out behind her. She was the only one left from the small party of the Royal Guard that started the journey from Caer Gwern Ddu, the castle we’d been in for the last few days, to The Sanctuary, our destination. The others we left behind to fight our enemy and to help Rhys.

Because Rhys had been attacked and dragged away.

The wind snatched my sob as I leant down on Toth. The image of Rhys collapsing after being thumped on the side of the head by a butt of a sword kept swimming through my tired brain. He could be dead, and it would be all my fault. He should be home right now, on his farm in Wales with his mother and grandmother. 

Truth is, he was only here because I had a fight with my dad and accidentally opened a Stone Gateway to this place full of Fae and gnomes and goblins. Rhys had been tasked to stay with me, to protect me, because somehow his mother knew I would need protecting. 

And now he could be dead.

I shook my head. I had to believe he was still alive. I had to believe the other soldiers we left behind had saved him. Because otherwise, I was going to fall apart.

“No.”

The single word that came out of my mouth sounded like a growl and didn’t sound like me at all. But it was. I couldn’t – wouldn’t – fall apart. 

“No,” I said again, as if to reinforce my resolve. 

The river we were following let out a babbling laugh. Ignoring it, I was grateful when our path curved away from its shores and went inland.

I had to get myself together. I had to think beyond me, and Rhys, and stupid romance stuff. Because there were things going on that were bigger than us. Toth grunted his agreement, using the strange magic that a Bonded rider had with their horse to let me know that this insight was well overdue. 

My grim smile faded as I felt his exhaustion. It was the second time in as many days that he’s had to go faster than he should. Before Toth, I’d never been on a horse before. He had been patient as I learnt to ride, before choosing me as someone worthy enough to do this magic mind-meld thing that allowed us to communicate and understand each other. I wondered whether he was regretting his decision. Without a word, I apologised for putting him through this. He let out a breathless grunt and kept going.

I needed to help Toth and as we thundered along; I tried to think how. Leaning low over his neck, I saw a small, discoloured patch just before me. Smiling to myself, I reached into the front of my cloak to expose the small slab of greenstone that hung around my neck. A gift from my dying mother, the piece of New Zealand pounamu was a dark, forest green. The thin line of burnt orange that snaked from the top to the bottom of the thumb sized stone was nearly glowing. Holding it in my hand, I bent closer to Toth’s neck and placed it on the discoloured patch caused by the same stone during our dash to safety the day before. I had no idea what was going on, but I didn’t care. I nearly laughed with relief as a green glow floated around my hand and gave Toth the energy he needed. Just like yesterday, I felt a power come from the ancient pounamu. And like yesterday, I was grateful.

We were coming into a more densely populated area with farm-type buildings grouped closer together. We didn’t slow down, making people get out of our way as we stormed past. Many were piling up carts and beasts with either their possessions or food. Without thinking, I put the hood of my cloak up, hiding my face. I was the spitting image of their queen, and I didn’t want to panic them any more than they already seemed.

When the walls of a castle dominated the horizon, I relaxed ever so slightly. It must be The Sanctuary – we were nearly there. It wasn’t as imposing and fortified as the castle we’d left. Still, it looked strong; its long, rounded walls a dirty white, and stark in the green landscape, drawing us in like a beacon.

We went through the outer gates protecting the village at The Sanctuary’s base. Folk were being directed by others dressed in grey military type uniforms, or grey robes. When I glanced about, families were huddled together in nervous clumps, watching us with wide eyes.

In moments, we reached the now looming walls of The Sanctuary, separated from the outer village by a moat which we crossed by thundering over a wooden bridge, just wide enough for two horses at a time. The gate before us was open as the inner courtyard was full of people and animals. Piles of food or general supplies were being stacked against the white stone walls while soldiers and robed workers tried to organise the confusion. 

Toth could finally stop, his sides heaving with exertion. I slid off but stayed glued to him, glad of the protection from his size as things continued to buzz around us. Lily came to me in an instant and took my face into her hands, her sky-blue eyes searching mine worriedly.

“We will bring him back to you.”

Rhys. She meant Rhys.

Her words made my eyes glisten with tears even after telling myself I’d had enough of crying. I gave her a small smile and a smaller nod, letting her pull me into a hug.

“Princess Jane,” an anxious voice said at my elbow, “are you hurt in any way?”

I pulled away from Lily and looked down at Maria, the motherly gnome tasked with looking after me. Her mess of red hair was all over the place from the frantic ride we’d just been on. It would’ve been comical if her face hadn’t been pinched into a tense frown.

“No, Maria, I’m not hurt,” I told her, just as a familiar figure reached us. 

Adrian. 

It was the first time I’d seen any actual emotion from the usually stoic Royal Advisor, his pale blue, nearly white eyes boring into me. He’d been with us when we were attacked, so was still wearing his leather riding cloak. With his long grey hair and beard mattered from our hectic journey, he looked like a crazy wizard striding towards us. I guess he was.

“Where are the others?” he asked, looking from me to Lily. “What has happened?”

The same questions were going over in my mind as I held onto Toth’s reins. I glanced at Maria, then Lily, who stood up straight and addressed the advisor.

“Our attackers took Rhys,” Lily answered, her words measured, “the others are attempting to help.”

Before Adrian could say anything further, a familiar voice caught all our attention.

“Maria!”

The compact figure of Marcus came out of the crowd, ignoring me and going directly to his wife, engulfing her in his arms.

“My heart.” He stepped back from her, running his hands gently over her face. “Are you harmed? What has happened?”

“I am well, husband,” she smiled at him, before her smile falling away. “Master Rhys has been taken.”

Marcus let her go, though still holding her hand, and looked at me before turning to Lily. 

“You are all that has returned?” he asked.

Lily’s chin raised just so slightly as she held his gaze. “Yes.”

“Let us go somewhere private where we can debrief and care for the horses,” Adrian suggested, turning to go. “I dislike being amongst all these strangers.”

“You are required at the Keep, my Grace,” Marcus said sternly, making Adrian pause and look down at the smaller man. “The Sixth has been murdered.”

I didn’t think Adrian could go any paler, but he did. Maria let out a gasp and Lily’s frown deepened. I frowned too. Before we’d come to The Sanctuary, Maria had told me about The Seven. The oldest and holiest of the Otherworld, with The First being the oldest and the most sacred. The Sixth had been one of them.

It was like someone had pushed ‘pause’ as no one moved while the world kept going on around us. The sound of pounding hooves broke everyone out of their shock as two riders and a riderless grey mare powered into the courtyard. One rider, Alun, searched the crowd and saw us, immediately coming to where we were, the crowd parting before him.

I stared numbly at the horse with the empty saddle; the stirrups jangling around each time she moved. The grey was Rhys’s horse. And she was here without him. 

They hadn’t got him back.

Alun dismounted and came to me, his dark brown eyes searching mine.

“I am so sorry, Jane,” he said, and all my air left my body. 

I stepped back from him, my hand going to my heart as I tried to understand what he just told me. 

They hadn’t got him back.

“Jane, my heart,” Maria gently soothed, “let us get you somewhere private. The team can take care of things here.”

I blinked hard, my breath coming back to me as I tried to think. I needed to find out what had happened. More importantly, I needed to find out how we will get him back, which meant I couldn’t leave now. The lone tear that escaped down my cheek was quickly swiped away. I would not cry.

“No,” I stated with a surety I didn’t feel. Looking down at my friend, I took a deep, calming breath. “No, I can’t. I’m sorry, Maria, but I need to talk to the others.” I turned from her to Alun, who was waiting patiently. “Where are the other two?”

“They are not far behind me, your Highness,” Alun answered formally.

“Right,” I nodded to Alun, then looked at Lily. “Let’s go to the stables so we can rest the horses and talk. I... I have questions.”

“Queen Tara has requested to see you as soon as you arrive,” Marcus told me, stopping me in my tracks. 

The Queen. My mother. It made sense, I guess, but I didn’t really need this complication now. Except I couldn’t say no, not really.

“Right,” I repeated, thinking.

“I must go to the Keep,” Adrian came over to me, resting his bony, pale hand on my arm. “The First requires my presence. I will return to you as soon as I can.” 

“Sure,” I smiled grimly at him before realising what I needed to do. I turned to the others.

“Lily, you can come with me. Alun – are you able to wait here for Pedr? When he comes back, you can both join us with The Queen and give an update.” Alun gave me a sharp bow, so I turned to the next thing on my mental list. “Marcus, can someone let them know where we’ll be?”

“Of course. However, I believe Queen Tara wanted to check on your wellbeing in private...” Marcus began, but I stopped him with a raise of my hand.

“Fair enough,” I acknowledged, “but I need to know what happened.” I turned back to Alun. “Who can look after the horses?”

“I will ensure their care, your Highness,” he answered solemnly.

“I will stay and care for the horses, Jane,” Lily frowned at me. “Alun is my superior and should be with you to meet with the queen.”

“No,” I countered immediately. “You are my friend, and I need my friends right now.”

I didn’t give her a chance to argue and turned to Toth, who was standing nose to nose with the grey, making my heart hitch. She was his companion. 

Rhys was gone.

Taking a deep breath, I lay my head on Toth’s sweaty neck, getting his attention. “Rest, my friend,” I said to him. “Thank you for bringing me to safety, yet again.” I felt him ask me about the stone that gave him strength and my hand went to the pounamu that was once again hidden by my cloak. “I will ask when I get the chance. Take care and I’ll come and see you soon.”

He neighed and bent his head back in a sort of hug. I paused and closed my eyes, enjoying the feeling of safety the embrace gave me.

“Jane, I must go.”

Adrian’s voice brought me back to everything happening around me. I stood back and gave the reins to Alun, who took them without a word, gave me a small smile, then walked away.

I took a deep breath, turned and as a group, Adrian, Marcus, Maria, Lily, and I began walking the opposite way through the mingling crowd to the main building. Adrian was leading with purpose, people moving out of his way and bowing their heads as he walked past. Maria and Marcus walked on either side of me, with Lily behind. My hood still hid my face, but I got the impression that those around us knew who I was. 

“Who are all these people?” Lily muttered, shielding me as a strange man got a bit too close. 

“They are refugees,” Marcus said briskly, hearing Lily’s question. “The Sanctuary Farm and outer villages are under assault. We are endeavouring to provide shelter and security for as many as we can.”

“The war,” I mumbled to myself, the enormity of what was going on hitting me.

My evil brother had joined forces with Tir Mawr, our enemy in the east, their princess, his fiancé. Just days ago, the rumour of war was brewing. Now, it seems, it was here.

We walked in silence and in moments; we made it to the main building. My head was too full to notice anything about anything as our party ignored everyone around us and continued out of the main foyer to the left and through some corridors until Adrian stopped in front of a pair of huge, wooden doors that went from ground to ceiling.

“This is where I leave you,” he told me quietly. “I will return to your side as soon as I am able.”

A sudden urge to cry took my voice, so I just nodded. Maria’s gentle touch on my arm helped me turn away and follow Marcus as we continued, Lily moving to my other side.

“I should not be here,” Lily hissed to me. I glanced at her as we walked, waiting for her to elaborate. She did. “Alun is my superior officer. It is his place to address the queen, not me.”

“You’re not with me to address The Queen,” I told her as we paused. “You’re with me because I need you and you’re my friend.”

Her face softened as her shoulders rose and fell with a sigh. I took her hand in mine as we both turned to Marcus.

“Please wait here for but a moment,” he said as I finally noticed we’d stopped outside an ornate double door with two burley men guarding it. “I will let Queen Tara know we are here.”

“Are they guards?” I asked in a whisper that seemed to sound loud in the quiet, deserted corridor.

“Yes.” Lily removed her hand from mine and stood straighter. “They are from the Sanctuary Guard.”

“But they’re not armed,” I frowned.

They looked strong, their grey uniforms like the ones the Royal Guard wear, but in a silver grey with dark blue edging on the sleeves and collar. They had no hair and stood straight; their hands clasped behind their backs. There was no mistaking they were soldiers – except there were no swords or spears or anything else remotely close to a weapon.

“No weapons are allowed within the walls of The Sanctuary,” Maria informed me, her hands busily trying to put her hair back into place. “This is a place of peace.”

“Really?” My voice echoed as the guards in question opened the doors, allowing Marcus to enter the room beyond. 

I glanced at Lily and saw, for the first time, that her sword wasn’t at her hip. But before I could ask anything else, the slightly open door distracted me and what it revealed. I couldn’t see much, but directly in my view was this girl, about my age, I think, with this mass of hair that couldn’t work out whether it was blond or red. A mixture of ringlets and springy curls cascaded down her back and over her shoulders, slightly tamed by half of it pulled back into a ponytail, bound by blue ribbons, and decorated by random pearly looking pins. Her profile was delicate, her skin milky white, and when she turned to me, her eyes were sky blue. She was stunning.

Beside her was a man that looked so like her, they had to be related. He looked around the girl as if to see what had taken her attention. He frowned when he saw me, but she gave me a little smile.

In a moment, Marcus returned, the doors closed, and we were on our way again. We didn’t go far, just a few doors down. The room he ushered us into gave the impression it wasn’t used often, although it was still rather fancy. It had no windows, so was lit solely by candles on every wall, the mantle and a large table that was in the middle of the room. The fire wasn’t going, adding to the feeling of disuse, though there were four large chairs facing it. Lined up against one of the creamy white walls were six chairs that matched the table, waiting to be used. 

“The queen will be with us shortly,” Marcus said with his customary smile.

I nodded, letting Maria circle me and adjust how I looked, muttering to herself that there wasn’t much she could do to get me suitable enough for seeing The Queen. Once done with me, she turned her attention to Lily, who wasn’t happy with the fuss.

It wasn’t long, however, before the door opened and The Queen swept in. She was dressed in a modest, burnt orange gown – the usual embellishments of golden embroidery around the hem, bodice and sleeves gone. Her long black hair was in its intricate plait, with the gold ribbon weaved into it while her golden crown sat on her head, just like at Caer Gwern Ddu. There was no mistaking she was The Queen. Capital T, capital Q.

When she saw me, her face broke into a relieved smile as she strode over to where I was. Her enormous shadow of a bodyguard was close behind her, his ever-present frown more deeply carved into his forehead. 

“Jane,” The Queen gasped as she came to me, going to reach out but stopping herself. 

I wiped my hands down the front of my coat, feeling a sudden urge for the hug that she was so close to giving. 

“Hello,” I said and stopped. 

I knew I should say more, but I couldn’t. The thought that this stranger gave birth to me was still too new. My adoption had never been hidden growing up. My mother, the woman who raised me, secretly knew The Queen – keeping that bit of information from me. It was also the reason I had fought with my father before coming through the Gate. 

“What is wrong?” she asked, her eyes flicking to Marcus. “What has happened? You mentioned there had been complications?”

“Your Majesty,” Marcus bowed, “the princess’s party has been attacked. Master Rhys has been taken.”

Her face hardened as she stood taller, hands clenched at her sides.

“Who can provide me with a debrief?” she demanded, glancing around the room.

“Princess Jane has requested the Captain and Sergeant to provide a debrief once Captain Pedr returns,” Marcus responded succinctly. “They should not be far away.”

“My queen,” her man growled. “We do not have time. The talks are at a delicate stage –”

“I understand your concern, Tor,” she stated briskly, glancing at the enormous man behind her before looking back at me. “However, my daughter’s life has been threatened once again and her companion is missing. Marcus,” she turned to the gnome. “Notify the summit that I request a small recess. Do not mention the attack, rather that some urgent information has been received. They will not be happy, but they do not have a choice.” 

“Yes, your Majesty,” Marcus clipped and slipped out of the room.

The Queen’s gaze fell onto Lily, who stiffened, her face going pink. “You are a member of the Royal Guard?”

“Yes, your Majesty.”

“What is your name?”

“I am Lily Brand of Tref Llwyd, your Majesty.” Lily bowed deeply, her rope of red hair falling over her shoulder. 

“You are Harold and Rose Brand’s daughter?”

“Yes, your Majesty.”

“I understand Harold served my husband well,” The Queen carried on gently, then leaned in as if sharing a secret. “And I understand you are serving my daughter just as well. For that, I am grateful.”

“Thank...thank you, your Majesty,” Lily stammered, glancing at me before returning to looking at the ground in front of her. 

“Are you able to provide a brief while we are waiting for the Captain?” The question was soft, but even I could hear the order in it.

Lily had warned me this may happen. I stood in front of my still bowing friend, ready to tell The Queen that it wasn’t Lily’s story to tell. She looked at me as we held each other’s gaze for a moment, mother and daughter yet strangers. It was so weird looking at an older version of me – the same round face, the same mouth, the same pudgy nose. The only difference was our eyes – mine were gold-green while hers were a deep, almond-shaped blue.

A heavy knock sounded, and as one, we all looked at the door. Tor went over and opened it a gap before pulling it wider and a bedraggled Pedr entered, Alun at his heel with Marcus at the rear. 

Pedr didn’t give me a second look as he made a beeline for The Queen, stopping just in front of her and kneeling on the ground, bowing his head. I was confused. Even more so when I heard Maria gasp beside me.

“Your Majesty,” he started, not looking up. “I have failed you and Princess Jane. Master Rhys was under my protection, and he has been taken. Therefore, I resign from my post, effective at once.”

“What?” I went to The Queen but looked at Pedr. “No! No, you can’t leave me! Please, don’t let him do this!”

“Jane –” The Queen started, but I hadn’t finished.

“I... I need you,” I pleaded, Pedr’s head dipping a little further. “I need all of you. To get him back! You’re the only people I trust. And... and you can’t walk away. Please!”

“Jane,” The Queen repeated, putting a calming hand on my arm. 

I took a deep breath and paused, frantically blinking back the tears that I was determined not to shed.

“You can’t...” I begged, my words trailing off into nothing.

“My heart, I have no intention of accepting.” She turned back to Pedr, still kneeling and facing the ground. “Please, stand up Pedr.” He did as he was told, squaring his shoulders as he put his hands behind his back. “I decline your resignation.”

“Your Majesty,” Pedr said gruffly, his eyes fixed on The Queen, “I do not believe –”

“I decline your resignation,” she cut in firmly, glaring up at him. “Do not question my decision again, Captain.”

“As you wish,” Pedr replied, dipping his head. “I vow I will not let you down again.”

I sighed with relief, stepping back a bit but staying at The Queen’s side. 

“Of that I have no doubt,” The Queen continued. “Now, your debrief, Captain.”  

The debrief. Where we will talk about the attack. I wanted to discuss it, to find out what happened and why. Except that would mean it was real. That Rhys was gone. I took a shaky breath, ready to relive the moment that had been playing on a loop in my brain ever since it happened. But I had to listen, to concentrate. Because I had to get him back.

“Our journey was uneventful, from the castle until the Golden Plains,” Pedr stated. “The first attack came after we had rested and was within a comfortable distance to St. David’s Monastery. There were three groups of two, hidden under a Veil of Concealment –”

“Witching Magic?” The Queen cut in, frowning.

Pedr nodded. “They also used Witching Magic on the arrows used to attack us, injuring one of the Guard. They departed as soon as they were aware of the presence of the Royal Advisor.”

“Using Witching Magic is not permitted,” The Queen said, her frown deepening.

“It is unusual that enemy soldiers would not fight to the death when they had surprise on their side,” Tor added gruffly. “And to be such a small number.”

“We thought the same, General,” Pedr agreed. “We expected and prepared for a possibility of a siege, but it did not eventuate.

“The same assailants ambushed us at Pont Afon Werdd. However, their focus was on Master Rhys. They only engaged with us when we attempted to retrieve him.”

My heart began beating fast as I closed my eyes, trying to get myself together, but all I saw was Rhys falling to the ground and him being dragged away.

Pedr continued. “Our enemy attacked when Ioan had been patrolling the perimeter of the camp with Rhys. Ronald could support Ioan as he was close by. However, they had separated Rhys away from us quickly. He fended off the three attackers that had surrounded him, but he was eventually struck.”

I swiped away a tear that had rolled down my cheek, holding back the others that were ready to follow. This wasn’t the time or the place. I had to listen.

“Once I ascertained the security of Princess Jane, our focus was on retrieving Master Rhys. The assailants were skilled fighters, however their task seemed to prevent us retrieving him as they held us off before carrying him to a waiting boat.”

“They used the river?” Tor cut in. “There is not much water at the Green Bridge. How is that possible?”

Before Pedr could answer, there was another knock and this time Alun answered it, letting in Adrian, who glided in silently, his riding cloak removed so he was in his grey robes. He went straight to The Queen and bowed.

“My Grace,” she returned his bow with a subtle dip of her head. “I understand that you have requested they delay your Conferment Ceremony. I thank you for making my daughter a priority.”

“The First agreed that until we ascertain the nature of the situation between your children, my full participation with The Seven will be limited,” Adrian answered, his voice whisper soft. “Princess Jane and her safety are of utmost importance. I vow to do all I can to ensure her wellbeing.”

I looked at him with surprise. In the time that we’ve known each other, he has shown little concern for me, yet when he glanced at me, there was the smallest, softest smile turning up the corner of his mouth. Then I thought about what he said.

“Just a minute,” I queried, “so, you’re replacing The Sixth? Like, you’re going to be a member of The Seven?”

“Yes.”

“Wow,” I breathed, thinking about everything I’d heard about how important and revered The Seven were. 

“Wow, indeed,” The Queen smiled then looked back to Pedr. “Captain, can you please continue. A boat took Rhys at a part of the river where boat travel would be challenging?”

“The boat was flat-bottomed and small,” Pedr advised, “big enough only for a maximum three at the most. As soon as Rhys was on the vessel, the other soldiers departed in haste on their mounts, taking their injured. We debated on whether we should follow them. However, already exhausted from our escape the day before, our horses still had the journey to The Sanctuary. I decided we would retrieve Rhys by other means.”

“It was a well-planned enterprise,” Adrian added, frowning in thought. “The target was Master Rhys.”

“Why?” I asked and as one, they all turned to me. Standing up straight and trying to ignore my beating heart, I got my thoughts in some sort of order and looked back at them. “Why did they go to all this effort? I mean, Rhys is obviously a human, but no-one has batted an eyelid when they’ve seen him. He’s... he’s just another human who had made their way through a Gate. So why... why was he targeted?”

They didn’t need to say anything. It was obvious why. I knew why. I had hoped they would say something different and prove me wrong. But they didn’t.

“Because of me,” I whispered.

It was a statement, not a question, because the answer was written all over their faces. It was my fault Rhys was taken. Part of me wanted to crumble, to let my guilt and grief overwhelm me. Except that wouldn’t get Rhys back. 

“Do you know who the soldiers who attacked you were?” Tor asked, taking the attention off me.

“They wore no insignia, however the use of Witching Magic would indicate they are associated with the Witches,” Pedr answered, and The Queen’s shoulders slumped just a little.

“I... I don’t understand,” I spoke up, looking back at them. “This doesn’t make sense! No-one knew of me before I arrived here, not even you guys. And you have kept me a secret from everybody, so how did they know about me?”

“This whole affair requires more analysis than I think we have time for at the moment,” Marcus answered, stepping forward as he looked around at us all. “Is there any other information that Queen Tara needs to know?”

Alun turned to me; his dark eyes firm. “We believe Master Rhys is alive.”

I took in a shaky breath, trying to calm the fear thumping through my heart. 

“Your thoughts on why you have this belief, sir?” The Queen asked Alun, who dipped his head before he spoke.

“If they had wanted to kill him, they would have done so, your Majesty.” 

My heart hitched at the casual way they talked about death. No-one else blinked an eye.

“I agree,” Tor grunted. “They plan to use the boy as leverage.”

Oh God. Leverage for what?

“Has the Prince and his party arrived?” Adrian asked Marcus.

“They are currently taking part in the summit,” the gnome answered. “Their arrival was yesterday and have been in rooms in the western wing under guard.”

“Morag’s family have invaded our boarder in the guise of ensuring her safety if the peace talks fail,” The Queen added. “After the death of The Sixth, I gave the order to bring as many of our people into safety as we could. I do not trust her or her family.”

“Is she still open with her intent to take the Brenin Draig throne?” Adrian carried on, frowning when The Queen answered with a nod.

Brenin Draig – Dragon King. Very apt. Then I remembered I was a member of the Brenin Draig family. And somehow my arrival in this kingdom has set something in motion that I didn’t understand and didn’t know how to stop. Whatever it was, Rhys was now in danger because of me.

I tried to make sense of what Adrian was implying. What does Morag’s grasp for the throne got to do with Rhys being taken? How would that get to me? How did they even know I existed? None of this made sense. And none of it was important right now. All that mattered was getting Rhys back.

“How do we rescue Rhys?” I asked, as I tried to glare at Adrian, then Pedr, wavering as I skimmed past The Queen.

“I am not sure it is wise to retrieve him,” Adrian stated, his blue-white gaze hard as steel.

My heart went crazy, consuming all thought with panic. I looked at The Queen in the hope she would disagree, tell Adrian he was wrong. Instead, she looked back at me, her eyes shining as her shoulders rose and fell with a deep breath.

“No,” I snapped, wiping my shaking hands over my hips. “No, that’s not good enough. We must go and get him!”

“Jane ...” The Queen started, but I stopped her with a look.

“No,” I told her before turning to Pedr, knowing that if I let her keep talking, I was going to lose it. “Do you have some idea where they would’ve taken Rhys?” 

“We believe –”

“This is not a conversation for now,” Marcus cut in, holding up his small hand to stop Pedr before turning to The Queen. “Your Majesty, it is time to return to the summit.”

“Of course,” she sighed, smoothing down the front of her dress. “I must go. Captain, do nothing without discussing matters with myself. I will try to make time. Marcus, I will now need you with me. Your focus will be on Princess Morag and my son. This situation will change the tone of the current discussions; I will need you to glean any nuances that I may miss.” She then turned to me. “Jane, my heart, rest, take some time. This is difficult, I know, however please be assured we will do all we can.”

I nodded numbly as she patted my arm, then left; Tor and Marcus with her. The idea of sleep was enticing, everything suddenly feeling heavy and dull. But I hadn’t finished yet.

“So, how do we rescue Rhys?” I asked the soldiers remaining in the room, ignoring the glowering Elf at their side.

“We do nothing, princess,” Pedr answered, lifting his chin up and looking down at me. “You are to go with Madam Maria and rest, as the queen has suggested. What we do is not of your concern.”

“But you are going to rescue him,” I prodded.

“As mentioned, that is not wise,” Adrian stated in his manner-of-fact way. “And it is not of your concern.”

I glared at him, but I knew I’d get nothing more from him or the others. And providing a convincing argument was currently beyond my weary reach. I had to come up with another plan, another line of attack, and it would need to wait.

“It is of my concern,” I snapped, “and I’m getting Rhys back with or without you lot.”

It was an empty threat because I knew in my heart there was no way I could do it without help – I didn’t even know where he was! But I knew I was at least going to try. I turned on my heel and stormed out into the empty corridor. Seeing the guards outside the summit, I knew I had to go past them so headed that way, Maria at my side. After a few moments, Lily joined us as we made our way into the atrium.

“Are you going to help me?” I asked her as I followed Maria, having no idea where to go.

“I am not sure what help I can give you,” she answered, her voice clipped. “It is not safe to go –”

“Don’t give me that crap,” I cut in, watching as Maria put her tiny hand onto a brick on one of the walls, making it glow. “What was that?” I grumped, frowning.

“What, my dear?”

“That,” I repeated, indicating to the spot on the wall she had touched. 

“It is Common Magic,” Maria replied, “something you do not need to worry about.”

That was the wrong thing to say. I was tired and frustrated, and I could feel my emotions ready to boil over.

“It is something I need to worry about,” I growled. “All of this! Everything! I know nothing and I should. And don’t you tell me about what’s safe and what’s not,” I spat at Lily as we continued on. “Rhys isn’t somewhere safe, is he?”

“No, he is not,” Lily stated. “However, rushing off to rescue him without thought and planning is madness. You are not trained in warfare or understand the politics of this realm. If you are contemplating doing something rash, I suggest you stop right now. You would not get Rhys back and instead, you will get yourself killed.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence...”

“You are being obtuse,” she snapped, stopping and making me look at her. “I recognise you are upset, however this must cease. You are a princess, not a child. You are unable to protect yourself, you are just able to ride, and you cannot do magic. Think about it, Jane. What help would you be to Rhys?”

I couldn’t answer her, all my bluster and fight leaving me. She was right, of course. What help would I be? Maria gently tugged at my arm and silently I followed her and a young girl servant out of the massive entrance hall. After a moment, Lily came back to my side. As we made our way through a maze of corridors, I paid little attention to where we were going. Instead, I tried to come up with a plan. Something – anything – that meant I was at least going to try to bring Rhys back. 

“Do you think I could learn to fight?” I finally asked.

“I am unsure,” Lily started, before Maria let out a grunt.

“I do not think it is becoming of you, my dear,” the gnome added. “At least, not at this stage of your time with us.”

Which meant no. I was too tired to argue.

“How about learning about magic and the politics and things?” I turned to Lily in a feeble attempt to show her I wasn’t angry about her putting me in my place. 

“Not me,” Lily snorted, making me smile. She didn’t hate me.

“That is a wonderful idea,” Maria spoke up from my elbow, giving Lily a sideway glare. “I am sure between his Grace and myself, we can teach you what you need to know, my heart.”

Brilliant. It was something, the first step of an impossible plan. I will find out as much as I could as quickly as I could, perhaps learn how to at least protect myself and then find out where Rhys was being hidden. Then I’ll get him back. I had to.

​
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Chapter Two
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After what seemed ages, we stopped outside a nondescript wooden door. Pausing, I turned to my two friends, both watching me carefully. Squaring my shoulders, I looked at the young soldier, the now familiar crease in the middle of her forehead, telling me she was worried. When she pulled me into a hug, I bit back a sob.

“You are safe here,” she said into my ear, then pulled back and searched my eyes. “Would you like me to remain?”

“No,” I told her with a half-hearted shrug. “Go back to the others. I’ll be fine.”

She nodded, then took my hands in hers. “Please, do not do anything rash, my friend. Promise me.”

I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring smile, which she returned before turning on her heel and striding away. Sighing, I followed Maria into the room, where I stopped in exhausted awe.

There was a large window with a bench seat overlooking something I couldn’t yet see. A huge four-poster bed dominated one side while a large metal-like tub sat in the middle of the room, steam rising from it along with the gentle smell of lavender. Candles were all around the room and a fire was crackling away in the hearth. There was a bench right next to the head of the bath with mead, cheeses, and breads, with a few dried fruits mixed in. 

“Oh, this is beautiful!” I gushed, looking at Maria, who was now bustling around the room. “How did you know I’d want a bath?” 

“You have been travelling for two days,” Maria replied as she paused, back by my side. “I thought it would be welcomed.”

“Thank you,” I told her with so much gratitude it made her blush. “This is perfect.” 

“I am glad,” Maria smiled as she helped me take off my cloak before sitting me down on the bed and helping me remove my boots. 

“This is really quite incredible,” I sighed wearily as she unlaced my bodice-type top at the back, “and is that lavender?” 

“I believe it is,” she replied, stepping away. “Your drying towel and robe are warming by the fire. I will be in the next room if you need me.” 

“You should look after yourself...” I began, pausing when she held up her hand. 

“I am fine. My priority is you.” 

“Thank you. Again.” 

“You are welcome.” Her eyes searched mine. I wasn’t sure what she would see there, but after a moment, she patted my knee, then stood. “I will leave you now, but am close by if you need me.” 

I watched her leave with a ping of guilt that I was glad to be alone. Looking back at my perfect bath, I got out of the rest of my dirty, soiled clothes and stepped into the most heavenly water. 

I leant back, taking in the amazing scents and the feel of the warm water on my body. Although the thought of eating was the furthest from my mind, I nibbled on some of the food left in arm’s reach. After sipping on the mead, I couldn’t eat any more, so closed my eyes and tried to relax. 

Which allowed the thoughts to come. 

At first, they were innocent enough; thoughts of my home in New Zealand, the trip my dad and I had travelled halfway across the world to enjoy, how we finally had opened up to each other. And how that all changed when we celebrated my sixteenth birthday, and I met Rhys and his family. Then accidentally opening a Gateway between my realm and this one. 

My eyes flew open at the memory of that first attack, how the goblins nearly killed Rhys then. But Pedr and the others saved us. Only to be attacked again and again and again, the last time only hours ago.  

Rhys was gone, and I couldn’t get him back. I was too useless. Which meant he may die, if he wasn’t dead already.

Suddenly, the smells were overpowering and the heat from the fire smothering. My heart started pounding and I couldn’t breathe. I’d lost everything. I didn’t know if I’d ever see my dad again. And now...

Rhys may be dead. 

The sob bubbled up. The more I tried to hold it back, the more it tried to escape until a sort of anguished cry filled the room. When I started, I couldn’t stop, my whole body shaking with fear and pain. What am I going to do?

Maria had stayed with me until I’d fallen into an anguished sleep. She had held me until I’d run out of tears and my exhaustion finally winning over my pain. When I woke, it only took a few moments until the memories returned.

And now, as I sat on the window seat with the glass cool on my forehead, I stared out blindly to the amazing view before me. I slowly blinked and sighed, pulling my knees closer to my chest. I was back into the floor length gowns, this one the emerald-green dress with the silver thread patterns on the hem, bodice, and the ends of the long sleeves. 

Outside, people were walking along the path that shadowed the outer wall of The Sanctuary as if they didn’t have a care in the world. Beyond them were groups of trees – alders – like the ones I’d noticed on our way from the Gate. And beyond the trees was a river, wide and fast moving, helped by the two-storey waterfall feeding into it. The large, rocky precipice that the water was falling from was stark and jagged, its imposing rock face cocooning The Sanctuary with its natural barrier. You couldn’t cross the wide river without being seen, protecting this side from whatever was happening outside the walls. How I hadn’t noticed the noise or beauty of the multi-layered waterfall yesterday, I had no idea. Now, I couldn’t stop looking at it.

But none of that mattered. All that mattered was getting Rhys back. Except the more I thought about how, the more I realised it was impossible. Every plan I came up with emphasised just how stupid I was in even considering a rescue. Other than knowing his kidnappers used a river, I had no idea where they were. I was watched twenty-four seven, people were coming into The Sanctuary to be safe, so a nonchalant ride outside would be ludicrous and even if I could find Rhys, I had no idea how I’d get him away from trained, armed soldiers.

I had no idea what to do. 

I heard the door opening and turned to see Maria bustle in, carrying a tray that had a meaty smelling broth next to a hunk of bread. 

“Here you go.” She put it down on the bed with enthusiasm, trying her best to improve my mood. “Let us get you having something substantial to eat to start your day.”

“I’m not hungry, Maria.” I looked back out at the waterfall. 

“I have contacted his Grace,” she continued, ignoring my sullenness. “He will meet us with a lesson plan ready that will teach you about our realm once you have broken your fast. However, I am not letting you leave this room until you have eaten.”

I turned my blank stare on her. She stood glaring back at me, her chin raised defiantly, and arms crossed, ready to battle with me if needed.

At once, I surrendered. I didn’t have the energy to argue with her and, to be honest; I didn’t want to. In my heart, I knew that learning about this world would do nothing for Rhys. But it was something I could control, and that was all I had right now. Besides, there was no harm in learning more about the mess I seemed to be caught up in.

Swivelling around, I gave her a small nod, which she took with a smile and brought over my tray of food. The smell made my stomach clench, but I knew it was from stress, not illness. It’d happened to me many times before when dealing with my mother’s cancer. Some days I hadn’t wanted to eat at all, and only did so because mum and dad had ordered me to. Just like now.

I put the tray on my lap and ate a couple of spoonsful, enjoying the explosion of taste from the meat and vegetables of unknown origins. It was an effort, though. My stomach was convinced I was full, so this food, no matter how amazing, was just excess. 

Maria grinned as she watched me carefully. “We are to meet Adrian under the Row of Alders. Lily will escort us there when you are finished.”

“Lily’s here?” I asked, frowning.

“Why yes,” Maria confirmed, as if it was obvious. “She is waiting outside the door.”

“She’s outside?” I carried on, a frustrated blush touching my cheeks as I put my half-eaten bowl of broth down. “Why doesn’t she come in?”

“It is not her place, Jane,” Maria advised gently, coming and taking my bowl away.

Of course. I keep forgetting there are rules, and protocols and things like rank and hierarchy that I didn’t understand. Sighing, I looked down at my friend with a smile.

“Have I eaten enough?” 

“I believe so, my dear,” she said and made her way to the door.

“No cloak?” I followed her, glancing at my riding cloak that was hung on a rack-type thing by the bath.

“Your presence no longer needs to remain hidden,” Maria explained, opening the door. “The rumours that have been feeding the people have gained too much traction to extinguish.” 

“Oh,” I shrugged, kind of relieved I didn’t have to hide, but also a slither of anxiety struck me. Everyone was going to know who I was, and I wasn’t too sure how I felt about that. My anxiety turned to joy in a heartbeat when I saw Lily, who gave me a welcoming smile.

I went to talk to her as an aide came and guided us out of my wing, but she stopped me with a shake of her head and went into guard mode. Seeing the stares of the few people in the halls with us, I understood why. Standing tall, I tried to look as regal as possible as we went down a plain, cream stoned corridor, with arched wooden doors on each side, before coming to a staircase winding down into a large, open foyer. Windows up high let in the morning light, making the large slabs of pale stone, polished by millions of feet, glow.

Instead of going out the entrance that led into the still busy, cramped courtyard, we went back toward my wing, winding down more corridors until we came to a wall of windows facing the river. When our guide opened one of three sets of glass doors, letting us go outside, the noise of the waterfall hit me. It was loud, but not overwhelming – and glorious. I turned towards it, lifting my face to the morning sun, and closed my eyes, just absorbing the magnificence of the sound of water falling relentlessly to the river below. It was like a soothing balm, washing the heaviness from yesterday to the edges of my mind.

“Princess Jane?”

I looked first at Lily, her brow pulled together as her blue eyes bore into me. I ignored her worry and turned to Maria, who had a small smile on her face as she watched me before turning away. After taking another deep, calming breath, I followed the others to wherever we were to meet Adrian. There were a few others on the path; some were strolling without a worry, but most were scurrying along, oblivious to the surrounding wonder as they went about their tasks.

I was awestruck. The blue-green river looked even bigger from down at its side, so big I couldn’t see the opposite bank. Its water ran fast, lapping the edge of the rocky waterfront harshly as it made its way past The Sanctuary’s edge and continued its journey. Spaced out evenly on the large, grassed area between the walls and the water’s edge were groups of alder trees. The wall curved like a crescent moon; the path following the curve, coming from one edge of the crescent, and leading to the other. 

We went to a group of trees near the far end of the path. Underneath them were rugs, cushions, and a couple of sturdy-looking wooden chairs. I flopped down on the cushion, crossing my legs before arranging my skirt, then gazed out at the river before us. A bird automatically came to me, eyeing me curiously. I gave it a quick smile, then went back to looking at the river.

“Princess Jane,” Maria said, drawing my attention slowly away from the surrounding beauty. Her eyes were wide with her hand fluttering to her breast, a small tinge of pink touching her cheeks. I’d done something wrong. Immediately, the serenity left me.

“Yes,” I manoeuvred myself around so my back was towards the distracting water. “Yes, sorry Maria. What is it?”

“My dear, you are to sit in the chair provided,” she gestured to the smaller of the two chairs. “You are a princess. It is not becoming for you to sit on the ground.”

“Oh,” I frowned, thinking of how uncomfortable the chair looked, but squared my shoulders and stood. It wasn’t about me anymore. Perhaps sitting in the chair will remind me of that. Ignoring Lily’s half-hidden smile, I smoothed down my dress, then noticed Adrian striding towards us, his grey hair and beard streaming out behind him, a familiar figure at his side. James, the Fae assigned to look after Rhys when we first arrived, was here.

But Rhys wasn’t.

“Princess Jane. I understand you would like some lessons?” 

I dragged my eyes off the silent, awkward looking servant and to Adrian, who was giving me a small bow.

“Um, yes,” I answered, once more unnerved by his abruptness. But knew it was just his way. And knew that this was important. “Yes. There’s so much I don’t know, and need to know, so I can understand what’s going on.”

He looked at me for a bit, his strange white-blue eyes boring into me. I held his gaze, trying to hide my uncomfortableness. After what seemed like hours, he blinked and turned to Maria.

“Madam,” he said, gesturing to the side, “may I have a word?”

“What’s James doing here?” I blurted out before thinking. Everyone paused as James looked at me with wide eyes.

“James was here to carry on the duties he had at Caer Gwern Ddu,” Maria said gently. “He will assist his Grace in the immediate future.” 

“Oh.” 

What more could I say? He was meant to look after Rhys. Who wasn’t here.

Maria gave me a small smile before she and Adrian walked off far enough so I couldn’t hear them, James behind them like a scared ghost. With a sigh, I made my way to the smaller of the two chairs and sat.

“How are you, Jane?” Lily asked, still standing by the tree.

“Honestly?” I replied, and she nodded. “I’m a mess. But I must be strong, right? I must get myself together. I... I need to be more like The Queen. Or like... like you guys, you know? Able to deal with all of this... stuff without being a weak idiot, bursting into tears every two minutes.”

“You are not weak...” she began, but I cut her off.

“Yeah, I am,” I dismissed, glancing at the river before back to her. “So, hopefully you got to rest yesterday? Pedr didn’t have you training, did he?”

She frowned at my change of subject. “No, he did not.”

“Well, that’s a relief,” I barrelled on, dimly aware that I was boarding on sounding a bit mad. “What did you do? I mean, what do you do to relax?”

“I got to spend some time with my wife,” she told me after a moment, shyly glancing at me. “She is a worker here. We have not seen each other for a
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