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			To my friends, this wouldn’t be possible without you.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1: L.G.R. and Friends

			When the carriage pulled up to the palace in the capital city of Ardenry, Mother Lily Marcel saw several people waiting for her on the grand marble steps. An older gentleman in a nice, black tunic quickly opened the door, and a young woman with short dark hair walked up to the carriage, all business. She was wearing a long, black skirt with a white apron and matching shirt.

			“Mother Lily Marcel?” She managed a smile at hearing her late husband’s surname and nodded her head. 

			“Yes.” 

			“I’m Jas. The prince has given me the task of taking care of you while you’re here in the palace. The pages should take care of the rest of your things.” Lily held up her worn travel bag. She supposed she could have gotten a new one, but this one held a lot of memories and, more importantly, had no holes. 

			“This is it.” Jas’s eyes widened in confusion, and Lily noticed her head tilt and peeked into the carriage. 

			“Really?”

			She chuckled, “I don’t need much. Otto provides what I can’t carry myself.” 

			The young woman nodded and looked impressed. “All right then. If you’ll follow me, I’ll show you to your room.” 

			“Thank you, Jas.” She followed the girl up the grand steps and into the palace. It looked the same as it did the other day when she met with Prince Max, if not a few more people walking quickly from one room to another. The large tapestries were just as grand as the first time she saw them. Battles and beautiful landscapes with flowers and forests hung along the large walls, no doubt covering up boring wood paneling or plain stone walls. She could smell the fresh flowers that had recently been put out and the remnants of breakfast, waffles, and sausage. There were men up on high ladders next to the ceiling. It looked like they were washing the white columns that dotted the entryway. What a scary job, she thought as they turned a corner into the hallway. 

			“So, is Jas short for something?” Even though she was only staying here a few days, she felt she should get to know the girl.  

			Jas cleared her throat as she turned down another long corridor. “Jasmine.”

			Lily smiled, “That’s a beautiful name.” Jas turned and kept up her diligent pace as she started walking backwards. 

			“Thank you?” Lily could see her face had that confused look on it once again and couldn’t help but chuckle. 

			“Was that a question?” 

			“No, no, it’s just,” Jas turned back around and stopped before a big wooden door. “The first thing out of most people’s mouths is, ‘you don’t look like a Jasmine.’“ 

			Lily nodded as the girl opened the door. “Of course you look like a Jasmine. That’s your name.” They walked inside, and Lily took a minute to look around. It was warm and well-furnished. A large bed with curtains was the focus of the room. Matching blue tapestries hung from the high vaulted ceiling, and the window was open, letting in a morning breeze. There was a bowl of rose petals in water on the table next to the bed, giving off a lovely scent. “Thank you, Jasmine, the room is perfect.” Lily put her bag on the bed and turned to see the young woman wringing her hands together. It was clear that curiosity was just eeking from her. 

			“You’re welcome, Mother. You will be dining with the prince tonight, so I’ll come get you when it’s time. You should find some appropriate attire in the wardrobe. Just let me know if you need help with getting dressed.”

			She noted the wardrobe across the room and nodded. “Thank you, and please call me Lily.” 

			Jasmine nodded and turned to leave but stopped before she got to the door. “Lily, is it true you and your husband found over a thousand missing people?” she asked quickly, her hands hugging the door’s frame. 

			Lily nodded and looked over at her. “Sounds about right.” Over the years she and Henri had used their connections and money to create a well-oiled organization that traveled all over the world and found countless people over the years. Those stolen, those who ran, anyone who was lost was found. That’s how Prince Max heard of her and wanted her for this sensitive mission. 

			She could see pity forming on the girl’s face. “I’m sorry about your husband.” 

			Lily sat down on the bed while giving some thought to her words. “Thank you, Jasmine, he is missed.” It had been just over two years since the wasting disease took her love from her. They had only been married six years. So little time, she often thought to herself. But no matter how much Otto resided in her heart or how powerful her healing spells were, there was nothing that she could do for him. She had never felt so helpless in her life. Those who contracted this disease couldn’t be healed by prayer like a broken bone could. It was the body attacking itself. But Lily still prayed to Otto in case it was different. It wasn’t. But she kept up the business, knowing there were always those who would need her to find them, and it helped to keep him close.

			Jasmine gave her a little curtsey and bowed her head. “I’ll be back for you later.” She shut the door, leaving Lily alone to her own devices. She sighed and walked over to the window that looked out on the expansive garden behind the castle. There were rows and rows of flowers of all colors, and the trees were finally getting their spring leaves. It was a shame she’d have to leave so soon, or she would have loved to take a walk among them. But the prince had summoned her to be part of a covert group to recover an orc named Sobrei Re’vall. The rightful ruler of the kingdom of Dal En Val, and that mission was more important than a walk through a garden. 

			Everyone knew Sobrei had been kidnapped five years ago, the same night his father died. So far, no one had been able to find him, and many feared him dead. Prince Max said he had a lead and wanted the group to find the orc and bring him to Ardenry, where he would be a political prisoner. Most likely treated better than his current captors, but a prisoner, nonetheless. Prince Max wanted to use Sobrei as a bargaining chip to get the ever-encroaching orcs and cultists who worshiped the human on Sobrei’s throne out of his territory. He was sure that when they learned the true ruler was found, Dal En Val would rally to him and want him back on the throne. But first, they had to find him.

			Lily had heard the rumors of the old orc rulers of Dal En Val, how its citizens worshiped them like gods. It was ridiculous, really, but after Sobrei was taken and a human supplanted on his throne, a new breed of cultists popped up, who now worshipped the human. Lily loved and trusted her god, Otto, with every fiber of her being, but what they did in Dal En Val was plain idolatry.

			Her eyes slowly took in the wooden wardrobe across from her. It was huge, ten feet tall, and about eight feet wide, with intricate carvings of flowers on the front. When she opened it, she couldn’t help but let out a quiet gasp at all the colorful, delicate gowns hanging in front of her. After Henri died, she went back to mostly wearing her white clerical robe throughout the day instead of the beautiful dresses he bought for her. She smiled at the thought of Henri’s fingers gently touching each one before he found one he liked. She found a dark green silk dress with dark jewels sewn into a corseted bodice and held it against her body. 

			“I hope this one fits,” she whispered to herself. She didn’t often buy new dresses for herself, especially these last two years. Only if they required it of her for a ball to make more connections, so this was a rare treat. She reached up and laid her hand on their wedding rings that hung on the gold chain around her neck. “We’re going to find the ultimate lost man,” she said, “Hopefully, we’ll be as successful as you and I were, my love.”

			─────

			Just as the sun went down, there was a knock on her door. “Lily, it’s Jasmine. May I come in?” 

			

			“Yes, come in!” Lily was standing in front of a big floor-length mirror, wearing the dark green dress she had picked out earlier. Green clothes always made her eyes pop, and tonight was no exception. Half of her long, blonde hair was pinned up around her head like a wreath, and the rest flowed in soft ringlets down her back. Her two necklaces completed the ensemble, one with her blessed seashell, the other their wedding rings. If anyone didn’t know her, they might think she was a high-born lady, not just a priestess from Fairwinds.

			The door creaked open, and she heard Jasmine giggle. “Well, I’d say you found the gowns all right.” She walked up and stood behind Lily. “You look beautiful. Dare I say you will turn heads.” Lily turned and slipped her feet into the delicate, black slippers she found under all the gowns. 

			“I don’t need to turn heads. I just wanted to look nice. Do you know if anyone else is dining with us tonight?” Please let there be others, she thought to herself. Despite being used to visiting dignitaries in her own home, the prince was another beast altogether and dining alone with him would be panic attack inducing.

			Jasmine nodded. “Yes, there’s Lord Giles from Raventree and his squire Leo and,” Her eyes squinted as she tried to remember, but clearly it was futile, “others I know, but I can’t seem to remember their names. A tall man who doesn’t seem to wear much,” Lily could see a blush creep over her cheeks, and she held back a giggle, “and a loud dwarf.”

			“Don’t think I’ve met a quiet one,” she turned and gave herself another quick once over, “I guess I’m ready.” 

			“Then, if you’ll follow me.” They walked from the room and Lily was surprised to see a man standing guard outside her door. 

			“Was he there all day?” She asked as soon as they were out of the man’s earshot. 

			“Yes, the prince said your safety was of the highest priority and assigned a guard to your door. Does that bother you?” 

			“No, no, I’m just surprised,” she said as she glanced back at her guard. As they walked to dinner, she thought about the one guest she knew would be there, the Lord of Raventree. She had never been to Raventree. It was an old kingdom that had barely survived the last war against the Shackled One, but she knew nothing of its royal line. Mountains and dead cities separated it from most of the world. It was easy to get there from Salthole, but it could still be a dangerous trip.

			“Oh!” Jasmine turned, “I just remembered, the other man dining with you is one of your Seekers. He’s been in your employ for several years.”

			Lily smiled at the news. “Oh! How fortuitous, I take it you don’t remember his name either?” 

			“No, I’m hopeless when it comes to names of those I’m not looking after.” She looked apologetic, but Lily didn’t mind. She’d met them all eventually. She mostly communicated with her employees through letters or magical messages, so she hadn’t formally met a great number of them. She assumed this man wouldn’t be any different. It lifted her heart, knowing that someone she already had a connection to would be coming as well. Jasmine led her to the same room where she met the prince just a few short days ago. The fire was still going, and she saw appetizers and wine waiting for her on a silver serving tray. 

			“Guess I was a little early in getting you, I apologize.”

			“That’s all right, I prefer being early.” She slowly walked around the large oak table, her stomach fluttering with nerves. “I don’t know how I’m supposed to eat tonight. I’m so nervous.” 

			Jasmine smiled. “I don’t blame you. I think I would be, too. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll start warming some water for your bath.” And left the room before Lily could protest. She wasn’t used to being waited on so diligently and admitted it felt a little silly. Even when Henri insisted she get a lady’s maid, she refused, preferring to do most things herself. 

			She walked around the expansive room to try and settle her nerves when she saw a large painting on the far wall. It was one of the biggest paintings she had ever seen in her life, around twenty feet tall and wider than that. A great battle was taking place in the background, but in the foreground, there was a giant red demon trying to steal a young priestess from her friends. Lily heard the door open and turned to see Prince Maximilian walk in. He was dressed in a fine orange tunic, an intricate lion stitched onto the front, and dark pants. She noticed another man walk in next to the prince and assumed this was Lord Giles. He looked to be about Lily’s age with short, graying hair. The symbol on his black tunic was a big spindly tree covered in birds, ravens, she suspected. Behind them was a tall, blonde-haired young man who couldn’t yet be eighteen, wearing the same livery as Giles. They were talking quietly amongst themselves when the prince suddenly looked up.

			“Priestess, is that you?” He asked with an appreciative smile. 

			She suddenly felt very shy and clasped her hands in front of her as she bowed. “Yes, it’s me, Your Highness.” Max and the other two men walked over, and to her surprise, the stranger gave her a little bow. 

			“Priestess, it’s an honor to meet one of such power and conviction. I am Lord Giles Raventree. This is my squire and adopted son, Leo.” Giles’s accent was interesting, almost a drawl if there was a word she knew to describe it.

			“It’s a pleasure to meet you, my Lord,” she leaned over a little and saw Leo still standing quietly behind his father/Lord, his eyes roaming around the expansive room. “And you, Leo, how fare you this evening?” 

			His eyes snapped to hers, and he gave her a nod. “Well Mother, and yourself?” He was a handsome-looking kid, and she had a feeling he’d break a few hearts in his life. 

			“I’m well, but I must admit I feel a bit out of place.” She stood straight as the Lord of Raventree smiled at her. 

			“Well, you look like you fit right in, Mother,” Giles said. A few servants came in and started handing out the wine and appetizers. Lily took a glass and sipped while she listened to Giles and the prince speak about the mission at hand. 

			“It can take a while to ride to Cyranar, Your Highness. Perhaps we could take a boat from Fairwinds to Salthole? From there, we could go north through my town to get to Cyranar,” Giles suggested. She held back the choke she felt when she heard him say Cyranar. The long-dead cursed city that no one willingly traveled to. Was that where the orc heir was being held? If so, it was a damn good hiding place. Despite the horror of their destination, Giles’ plan sounded good to her. She’d love to at least say hello to her father in Fairwinds before leaving again, but to her surprise, the prince shook his head. 

			“Normally, I would agree with you, Giles, but I recently learned that two orc legions are camping between Raventree and Salthole. Making that route impossible.” 

			Lily saw Giles’ eyes go wide as he almost spit out his wine. “What! When did you hear this?”

			“This morning,” he laid a hand on Giles’s shoulder, “I know it’s an awful thing to learn, but I’m sending a legion of my own to aid your people in case the orcs decide to get violent.” Giles set the goblet down and ran a shaky hand through his hair. “My wife and young son are still there.” Lily could hear the worry in his voice as Leo laid a hand on his father’s shoulder. Giles reached up and gave it a pat.

			“All the more reason to get this mission underway.” Max looked between the three of them. “The sooner Sobrei’s in our custody, the sooner the orcs will withdraw from our land, and we’ll be left in peace.” 

			“What exactly are we to do with Sobrei once we have him?” Lily asked. “I doubt he’ll just come willingly.” 

			“No, I doubt he would either,” Max shook his head. “Subdue him to the best of your ability. Spells or, gods forbid, a hit to the head. I have a teleport scroll for your group. It’ll take you directly to a room here in the castle where he won’t be able to leave. When he’s here, I’ll let Dal En Val know their rightful king is alive and well, in our custody, and we’re willing to give him back with some concessions.” Max crossed his arms over his chest. “Once they know Sobrei is free, they’ll have to recognize his sovereignty.”

			Lily sighed, “No offense, Your Majesty, but they don’t.” He was about to respond when the door to the room opened, and two more men walked inside. One was a tall, lithe man with short-cropped dark hair and tan skin. He was wearing a loose pair of pants and a saffron-colored shift of fabric across his chest. Lily was shocked at his complete disregard for formality in the prince’s presence. But Max didn’t seem to be bothered by it and abandoned whatever he was going to say to her and walked over to the newcomers. 

			The other man was a few inches taller than herself and looked a bit younger. He had half of his shoulder length, dark hair tied behind his head while the rest lay down his neck. But even across the room, she noticed his eyes. They were dark blue, like glittering sapphires. As she studied him, she felt a sense of peace surrounding him. She forgot herself and put her hand on her chest, surprised at the feeling this man radiated. She wasn’t sure any of the others in her employ were priests, but she wouldn’t be surprised if this man was.

			Max stopped in front of them and extend a hand to the men. “Koizumi, William, welcome, please have some wine.” William, she thought. He must have been a Seeker who only used his initials. Unfortunately, there were several seekers whose names started with W, so she still wasn’t sure which one he was.

			Kozumi gave a polite smile and held up his hand. “Thank you, but I must abstain.” His accent was also different. He emphasized parts of words in a way she had never heard before, making them sound completely foreign to her. 

			“As you like,” Max turned to William and shook his hand. “William, I’m glad you could join us. We were about to start dinner.”

			“Thank you, Your Majesty. It’s an honor to be part of this endeavor.” He took a glass of champagne, and Max motioned for Lily and Giles to join them at the table. Lily took a breath and lowered her hand, remembering herself. The servants began placing fancy-looking plates on the table and clearing away the appetizers. Leo walked next to Lily and held out his arm for her to take. 

			“Thank you, young man.” He gave her a happy smile and led her to the table, where he pulled out a chair for her. “Such fancy manners,” she chuckled a little, and he sat down next to her. 

			“A Knight is more than a man with a sword and a house,” Giles said. “He has manners and cares about those in his charge.”

			“Well-spoken, my Lord.” She looked over as William took the other seat next to her.

			“Mother Lily, it’s an honor to finally meet you,” he held out his hand for her to shake, “I’m one of your Seekers, William Voltain.” She couldn’t hide the smile on her face if she wanted to. She took his hand, and that peaceful feeling flowed over her. As he said his full name recognition blossomed in her mind.

			“W. V.,” she said, and he nodded with a smile. She covered his hand with her free one so she could hold his hand in both of hers. “I know you, I’m so glad you could join us.” He was indeed one of the men who searched for her. In fact, he was unrivaled in his successful trips compared to the rest of them. It was like he was meant for the life of finding the lost.

			“I am as well. Honestly, I couldn’t turn Prince Max down when I heard you were one of our number.”

			“Oh?” She took her hands back and put them in her lap.

			He chuckled, “To work with you directly, how could I say no?” She fought to keep the blush from rising on her cheeks.

			“Well, I thank you for your dedication to our cause.” He gave her a little bow, his blue eyes sparkling in the candlelight. It had been a long time since she couldn’t take her eyes off a man.

			The prince’s voice got her attention, and she turned as he sat down at the table. “It seems we’re still missing one of our number, but I’m sure he’ll be along. He’d never miss this meal,” he teased. When everyone was seated Leo quickly stuffed some bread in his mouth. She knew young men had voracious appetites and managed to keep her giggles to herself. 

			“Mother, this is Koizumi,” Giles said, “he will be joining us on this mission, Koizumi this is Mother Lily Marcel, Priestess of Otto.” 

			

			“It’s a pleasure, Koizumi.” 

			He nodded, “Mother.” 

			A large hunk of meat was wheeled in and placed next to the prince. “Ahh, smells wonderful!” Max got to his feet and took the knives from the carver. “I think I shall serve my guests tonight.” He began cutting large slices off the side of the bird. Lily smiled at that. A prince who was willing to serve his own guests truly knew their worth. The door banged open, making Lily jump as a large, stocky dwarf walked in and sat next to Koizumi. From the corner of her eye, she could see William holding back laughs. The dwarf’s brown beard was decorated with braids and beads, and his boots were worn. 

			“Not late, I see,” he said, grabbing the nearest goblet and draining it quickly. 

			“Mother, this is Krag. He’s the last of your party,” the prince said as he placed a thick slab of meat on her plate. 

			“His specialty is not letting the enemy through,” Giles said proudly. 

			“They try, they die,” Krag said as he looked up and practically sneered at her. “A woman? Have you ever traveled like this before, Mother?” The last word was rather unfriendly, and she crossed her arms over her stomach. 

			“Officially, no, but—”

			“Bah!” He threw his hand up in the air, “Max, it’s bad enough you got a woman, but a green one at that!” 

			Lily scoffed, “Has anyone ever told you it’s not nice to speak ill of your healers?” All the men chuckled at her words. 

			Krag picked up a roll and took a big bite. “Nope, but I don’t plan on getting hurt.” Lily rolled her eyes as Leo sniggered softly next to her. 

			“Krag, this is Lily Marcel, and I suggest you play nice because she’s right about that making fun of healer’s thing,” The prince said as he put some meat on the dwarf’s plate. Lily saw his eyes go wide, and she realized he had heard of her. But instead of acknowledging that fact he just cleared his throat and stuffed his mouth full of meat. She snuck a glance at William, wondering what he made of the exchange. The corner of his mouth was tilted in a little smile as he gave her a wink. She turned back to her plate, a little smile on her own lips.

			The dinner was excellent, juicy beef and fluffy mashed potatoes with plenty of butter, greens, and fresh rolls with honey on top. Lily heard William make an appreciative noise as he ate a roll. 

			Lily chuckled, “Good?”

			“Perfect amount of honey,” he said around the heavenly bread. He looked to be a few years younger than herself and wondered how many years he had been working for them instead of living a normal life. Most of their seekers were older, retired guild members or people who had no family. There weren’t many young people who were willing to set their life aside to search for others. 

			“Now that our plates are full, I say we talk of more pleasant things and get to know each other,” the prince said as he sat down. “Giles, how about you first?” 

			The regal man finished his bite and wiped his mouth. “Well, my family has been the ruling body of Raventree since before we can remember.”

			“I hear your cavalry is unparalleled,” Koizumi said.

			Giles nodded, “Yes, our most devastating force is our mounted cavalry. The only thing that keeps the orc threat at bay is the fact that they don’t know our numbers aren’t nearly what are needed to take them on.” He sighed, “But we’re supposed to be talking of happy things, so I digress. I have a wife, Siddah, and a son, Giles Jr., and of course Leo.” The young man gave the table a closed-lip smile as his mouth was full of food. “They are the only family I have since my father passed away.” 

			“How old is Giles Jr?” Lily asked. 

			She watched the Lord smile as he thought of the boy. “Two, he climbs all over everything. I swear he’ll give his mother a heart attack one day.”

			Lily smiled, “Two’s a fun age.” 

			Giles picked up his goblet and took a sip. “What about you, Mother? Tell us about yourself.” Lily cleared her throat and sat back. “I’m from Fairwinds originally. When my husband and I got married, we settled here in Ardenry and started our little rescue operation. Which William was a big part of.” She motioned to him, and he bowed his head a little.

			Everyone but Koizumi nodded, and Giles turned to him. “Mother Lily and her husband started a sort of business to counteract the trafficking of peoples. They saved a lot of lives.”

			The strange young man turned back to her. “He does not mind you leaving home for this?” 

			Lily shook her head, “No,” she chose her words carefully. “He died two years ago. I’ve kept up the business, mostly to keep him close.” She touched the rings hanging from her neck.

			“Shouldn’t you be home with your kids?” the dwarf asked. Tact was clearly something beyond him.

			“We didn’t have any children,” she could see the conversation getting too personal and quickly changed the topic, “My father is alive and lives in Fairwinds. I hope that when this is all over, there might be more good in the world.” She looked back at the young man named Koizumi, “So what about you? Where are you from?” 

			He swallowed the bite he was eating and cleared his throat. “I am from The Pillars of Heaven.” The very mention of the name made her ears twitch. “The Pillars, really? Henri lived there for a few years when he was a boy. How do you find life under the clouds?” She asked with a big smile on her face. The Pillars of Heaven was far to the north. It wasn’t really pillars, just mountains that were so tall you couldn’t see the tops from under the clouds. It was a popular destination for those wishing to challenge their mental and physical abilities.

			Koizumi tilted his head and gave it some thought. “It’s different. It’s much quieter among the clouds than your cities. It’s bright, and many of our monks attain inner peace in our mountains. I think it would be hard to do so here among the dark and noise.”

			“I agree,” burped the dwarf. Lily sighed and continued eating while Leo told his little tale. He was the son of one of Giles’ best banner men. His mother died bringing him into the world, and when his father died, Giles adopted him when he was ten. Lily could tell the young man was grateful to be taken in by him, and it spoke highly of Giles that he had done so. Most Lords would just give the boy some money and try to find other family members to raise them or pay the church to take them in. What Giles did was the sign of a good man with a good heart who cared immensely for his people. 

			Krag didn’t talk much, but, he was also one of Giles’ men and said he would follow his Lord wherever there was a fight, and this seemed like a good one. 

			“What about you, William?” Max asked, motioning to him with a glass of champagne.

			“Oh, not a lot to tell. I grew up in Raventree,” he motioned to Giles, “We moved when I was five to a farm about a week from The Citadel. It was just me and my parents. My father died a few years ago. My mother is still on the farm.” He looked over at Lily, and she couldn’t help but smile a little. “A few years ago, I got in contact with Henri and became a Seeker for him.”

			“One of the best Seekers we’ve ever had.” She had to brag about him.

			He chuckled, “You’re too kind. It was a fulfilling life, but when Max contacted me about this job, I knew I had to go.” She was glad he answered the call.

			“Could you see any dragons from where you lived?” Leo managed to keep his mouth empty of food long enough to ask.

			“Only when they flew overhead heading somewhere else. I’m afraid a week is a bit too far to gaze at dragons flying every day.” He smiled at the young man.

			“I’d like to be a dragon rider,” Leo stuffed half a roll into his mouth, “gotta be a knight first, though,” he said around the roll.

			“That’s a worthy aspiration, young man.” Lily laid a hand on his shoulder and hoped he’d make it through this mission to fulfill that dream.

			─────

			When dinner was over, another servant pushed in a cart with so many desserts on it that Lily’s eyes couldn’t make sense of them all. Puff pastries and pies, several flavored puddings, and frosted cookies covered the plates, and like Lily figured, Leo was the first to pick something out. 

			“Eat well now, boy,” Giles teased, “when we’re on the road, we’ll be lucky if we don’t half starve.” 

			Leo looked up, his eyes wide, a bit of cream still on his lip. “What?” 

			Lily chuckled and laid a hand on the young boy’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about that,” she looked over at Giles, “none of us will starve. Unless I die, then you’ll be suffering,” she said with a wink. 

			“More than I realize, I’m afraid,” Giles said as he turned back to the prince. Koizumi and Krag were sitting across from each other, playing chess while the other men talked amongst themselves. Lily found herself unoccupied and walked back to that unusual painting. 

			Obviously, nothing about it had changed, but the closer she got to it, the more depth she saw on the canvas. At first, it looked as if the demon was trying to take the young priestess. But now that she had time to study it, she realized the priestess was being held back by her friends, and she seemed almost desperate to get to the demon who looked rather distraught that he couldn’t touch the woman. 

			“Creepy picture.” She looked over and saw Leo standing next to her, eating his second vanilla cupcake, staring at the painting. 

			“You think it’s creepy?”

			He nodded. “Well, yeah. That demon wants that girl. Not much creepier than that.” She looked back at the painting and wasn’t surprised the young man couldn’t see the emotion in the faces of the two most prominent figures. 

			“Do you like it, Mother?” Her ear twitched as she heard the prince walk up behind her. 

			“It’s… interesting.” 

			He walked closer and pointed to the name in the corner. “The artist made it as an experiment, to see how different people would react to it. What does it make you think of Mother?” 

			She sighed and looked at the demon. “He looks like he’s in pain, like he wants to be with that young girl, but her friends are keeping her from him. She looks the same. She looks heartbroken that she can’t be with him.” 

			Krag scoffed from the chess table. “Romantic drivel, that’s all that is. Demons don’t love, they can’t, and you know it, Mother.”

			“I know that, but in this painting, he does.” She pointed at the demon. 

			Giles walked next to Leo as he held his bearded chin. “Well, I don’t know about ‘romantic drivel,’ but it looks to me that the girls’ friends are just trying to keep her safe from heartbreak.” Lily sighed and agreed with Giles. As much as it may hurt to be separated from her love, it was dangerous being with something like that, and she knew it was for the best to keep them apart. 

			Leo was staring wide-eyed at the painting. “So much pain and death in the background,” he said quietly. 

			Lily looked at the bloody battle taking place and held back a shudder. Dead bodies littered the ground, soldiers with bloody swords gave no quarter to their enemies, and she swore she could hear the sounds of armored feet stomping on bloody ground. 

			“I hope I never see a battle like that,” she whispered.

			Leo turned to her, swallowing the rest of his cupcake. “I bet most priests say that.” 

			She nodded. “We do. Seeing life violently taken from those who didn’t deserve it is heart-wrenching.”

			“But if they’re not on your side, then they’re your enemy, right? Enemies deserve to die.” He sounds so young, she thought. 

			“Everyone has a right to defend their life and their home,” she said and turned to him, “but taking a life is something that weighs heavily on the mind and soul of the ones who take it. It changes a person, and depending on how they deal with it, is the kind of person they will turn out to be. There are those who atone with their god and can deal with the lives they’ve taken. And then there are those who can’t process what they’ve done, and they take those bad feelings and let them spill into their lives, where feelings like that don’t belong.”

			

			Leo stared at her wide-eyed. “Like… why some men beat their kids?” he asked shyly, and she noticed Giles laid a hand on the boy’s arm. 

			She nodded. “Some, yes. There’s a price for taking life.”

			He slowly gazed back up to the painting, crossing his arms across his chest. “I never thought about it that way.”

			“That’s why I felt Mother Lily would be a good addition to the group.” Lily forgot that the prince was standing behind them. Talking with Leo felt a little like a sermon, and she often lost herself while speaking to an audience. “Not only is she a talented healer but after hearing her interpretation of that painting, I’m confident she will bring a unique perspective for the group on how you’ll delegate things,” the prince said. 

			“Thank you for your confidence, Your Highness.” 

			Giles turned and whispered in Max’s ear while he nodded. “Leopold, my boy,” Max slapped the young man’s shoulders and began leading him away, “let me show you my first set of armor.” Leo stumbled on the carpet a little from the sudden jostling but recovered quickly and followed the prince out of the room. 

			“Subtle, my Lord,” Lily said with a smile. 

			He chuckled, “I thought so.” Giles sipped on his amber drink while Lily watched him study the painting a little more. “What you said to Leo was wise, Mother. I don’t think I would have spoken to him like that till after he killed a man.” 

			“I didn’t mean to curb your teachings, my Lord.”

			He shook his head. “No, no, you didn’t,” He sighed and turned to her, “I think, if anything, you’ve made him a little wiser.”

			She smiled. “Well, it’s nice to be appreciated.” 

			Giles chuckled a little and swirled the dark liquid in his glass. “Oh, you’ll be most appreciated when we need you to heal our wounds.”

			“I’d like to be appreciated for more than just my healing skills. I want to be someone who the others feel comfortable to talk to and help with their problems that don’t involve bleeding.”

			“I have no doubt you will,” he said with a smile. “So, you like being a priestess?”

			Lily nodded, the smile still on her face. “Oh yes, there’s nothing better than helping people in Otto’s name.” While her situation was a little different than most priestesses in Ardenry, she still gave sermons and spent time in the temple helping the people. Most lived and worked full-time in the temple, but when the Pontiff heard what she and Henri wanted to do, he gave her permission to live in the city proper. Not that he would stop her since they were married, but it was good to have his permission. She was glad he didn’t insist she move into the temple after he died. 

			William walked over to her and handed her an oatmeal raisin cookie, the corner of her mouth tilted in a smile. “My favorite.” She took a bite, it was sweet, the raisins were big, and the cookie was chewy and warm. 

			William cleared his throat. “Priestess, I wanted to give my condolences on the loss of your husband. He made a dramatic difference in the world, and that’s more than a lot of us can say we did.”

			She bowed her head a little. “Thank you, and please call me Lily. Did you ever meet him?”

			William looked up at the picture and nodded. “Once, four years ago, I think? He wanted to thank me for finding a young girl who had been taken from her farm.” As he said that, the memory of that particular case came to mind. It was a difficult case where the kidnappers moved her around every few weeks. 

			“I remember that one. We had sent three other Seekers before you found her.” It really did seem like a miracle that William found the young girl. 

			“Can I ask Lily, how did he die?” Giles asked softly.

			She took another bite of the cookie as she nodded. “You can ask me anything, no worries. It was a wasting sickness, happened so fast, and there was nothing anyone could do but keep him comfortable.” The waves of grief she felt over her husband were few and far between now. Mostly, the happy memories gave her peace, and she was glad for that.

			“I remember hearing that he passed, and I couldn’t believe it,” William said, “I wanted to report to Ardenry and see if there was anything I could do, but then I got another letter with another person to find. I remember being so grateful that you were keeping the business going.”

			Lily licked her fingers as she finished her cookie. “It was important to him, to us. I felt it was the best way to keep his memory alive.”

			“Indeed.” Giles toasted her.

			“So, William,” while she didn’t mind the questions, she wanted off the topic of Henri, “what do you think of the picture?” 

			“Hmm,” he took a bite of his own cookie, “there’s a lot of layers to it.” He pointed at the demon with his cookie, “The demon is trying to keep his love, and her friends are begging her to let go, but she doesn’t want to let go either. Maybe she wishes they could all get along despite their differences.”

			Lily looked over at him, his eyes taking in the painting. “Makes sense.” William was a handsome man with a sharp jawline and muscular. She wondered if he had a love stashed somewhere safe. The prince walked back in, holding Leo’s attention with a thrilling story as they walked back over to them. 

			“When my dragon finally got up, I saw that everyone around me was dead,” he said with a sweep of his arm. 

			Leo’s eyes were wide as he listened to the story. “Whoa.” 

			Lily couldn’t help but giggle at the young boy’s enthusiasm. “So, when are we leaving Your Highness?” she asked him. 

			“Tomorrow morning, I’m anxious for this to be over, and I know you all are too.” Tomorrow, she thought, her stomach flipped from the fear of unknown dangers they might face. “Since we are doing this dangerous task for you, My Prince, will you be giving us something to aid us, weapons or armor perhaps?” Not that she needed weapons or armor, but she knew the others would. 

			“Of course,” he said with a smile. “In the morning, you will find what you need in your room before you head west. You will be given swift horses to aid in your travel since I know no mage who would willingly teleport anyone to Cyranar.” He sounded disappointed, Lily was too. If he found a mage that would teleport them, their job wouldn’t take nearly as long. 

			“I’m glad to hear it. I think I will get an early start on some sleep. I have a feeling it won’t come easy once we’re on the road.” 

			Giles and the Prince gave her a little bow. “It will be an honor fighting with you, Mother,” Giles said. 

			“Thank you, I will pray for us all tonight. Hopefully, Otto will bless us with success.” She saw Leo going for one of the frosted cookies. “Goodnight, Leo.” He turned and took a big bite of the cookie as he waved goodbye. She giggled and hoped her morning spell could satisfy the young man’s appetite. 

			“Good night, Lily.” She gave William a little nod, their eyes locked, and again, she couldn’t help but stare at his beautiful sapphire eyes. That feeling of peace once again filled her heart.

			“Good night, William.”

			“Do you…need an escort to your room?” She could hear the hope in his voice and gave him a little smile and held out her arm. He quickly took it, and they started for the door. 

			“Good night, Mother,” Koizumi said as he knocked over a piece on Krag’s side of the chess board.

			“Bah, blasted monk, again!” The dwarf started setting up the pieces as Lily chuckled and walked into the hall, William on her arm. To her surprise, Jasmine was already waiting for her, her dainty hands clasped in front of her, and it seemed the smile had never left her face. 

			“Did you have a good dinner, Lily?” 

			“I did it was…” she gave William a little glance, “informative and interesting. You haven’t been standing out here all night, have you?” 

			“No, no, just after dinner was over. I didn’t think you could remember the way back to your room.” 

			

			“Most likely not, thank you. Shall we?” She looked up at William who gave her a nod, a little smile on his face. As they walked, she could feel the muscles in his arm under her fingers. He was strong, and she could feel how warm he was as they walked. She had forgotten what that was like, to feel the warmth of someone next to you, and didn’t realize how much she missed it.

			The same guard was standing outside of her room when they got back, Lily stopped in front of him as his eyes moved to her. “Hello, I’m Lily, what’s your name?”

			“Lux, ma’am.” He gave her a quick bow before returning to his position.

			“Lux, I thank you for your time.” She turned to William and withdrew her arm, “Thank you for the escort.”

			“You’re most welcome.” She was about to turn towards the door when she felt him take her hand. Lily stopped and looked up at him as he gave her hand a squeeze. “I want you to know that I’ll protect you with the best of my ability while we’re out there.”

			“We’ll protect each other.” She noticed a seashell peeking from underneath his collar. “You follow Otto?” Lily reached up and gently touched the grey shell and the familiar power of their god surrounded them.

			“I do.”

			She nodded. “I will pray for all of us tonight. It was lovely meeting you.”

			He slid his hand from hers and walked a few steps before turning. “You are more than I could have ever hoped for, Lily. Good night.” She felt heat on her cheeks as he turned and walked down the hall. Jasmine opened the door for her, and Lily could tell she was trying not to smile.

			“Well, isn’t he nice,” she whispered. Lily snickered and walked into her room and saw a big brass tub just under the window. Jasmine must have had someone bring it in during dinner. There was steam floating off the water, and her muscles relaxed just looking at it. “I’m not used to people doing such things for me, Jasmine, but thank you for drawing the bath.” The dark-haired girl laid a big, fluffy robe on the handle that was attached to the end of the tub. 

			“Give it no thought, it’s my job, and I’m happy to do it. I’ll lay out a comfortable nightgown for you.” 

			“Thank you.” She gave Lily a little bow and turned to the chest of drawers and began digging through the piles of clothing. Lily put her hand in the water, it was perfectly warm, and an unexpected smile spread across her face as she thought about how warm William felt next to her.

			When Jasmine left the room Lily undressed and relaxed in the warm water. She could see the moon shining through the window and smiled at the thought of her father looking up at it at the same moment. Tomorrow morning, I am facing an unknown foe, possibly more dangerous than anything I’ve ever faced, she thought to herself. She thought back on these virtual strangers from dinner, these men she had to take care of while in battle, and hoped she wouldn’t let them down. 

			Lily got to her knees in the water and looked up at the moon. “Blessed Otto, please keep me and my companions in your good graces while we face unparalleled dangers. Lead us down the path of righteousness so that our deeds reflect on the world in a positive light. Keep their swords sharp and accurate, keep their aim true and their minds sober from the horrors that I cannot keep from them. I ask you, great God of the sea, to keep us alive so that we all may join our loved ones again and rejoice in your name, for you have made it so. May you bless us and keep us from all evil and bring us to everlasting life, Blessed Otto.” 

			─────

			William walked back into the dining room, his hands in his pockets, and a smile on his face that he couldn’t hide for the life of him. He walked over to Giles and Max, discussing strategy for when they had custody of the orc prince. But he wasn’t listening. His thoughts were for Lily. He had heard of her beauty, but to see it and feel the peace that radiated from her was something he was unprepared for. Her green eyes reminded him of the forest surrounding his mother’s farm, and her hair looked so soft he fought not to play with one of the ringlets as it lay on her shoulder throughout dinner. Her voice was lovely, and every time she said his name, he felt his heart speed up.

			

			“William?” He heard his name and turned. Giles and Max were staring at him.

			“Yes? Sorry, I was miles away.”

			Max chuckled, “She’s a beauty, isn’t she?”

			William sighed, “I feel like I’ve been run over by a carriage.” He admitted to the men, who laughed.

			“Well, I already told Leo it’s his job to protect her, so you’ll have to fight him for that honor.” Giles patted his arm.

			William laughed, “That’s all right. The more, the better.” He gave the painting one more glance and prayed to Otto that they’d all make it back. “I think I’ll head to bed,” he shook Giles’s hand and gave Max a bow, “early morning and all that.”

			“Night,” Giles called out, and Max nodded his head. As he walked back to his room, he wondered if he’d even be able to sleep with the Priestess on his mind.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2: Off the Beaten Path

			The sun was barely up, and Lily was already dressed for the day. As the prince promised, there was a big box waiting for her by the door. Inside was a light, silver suit made of chain mail for her and a dagger with the crest of Ardenry stamped into the blade. Lily was never much for weapons. She hated causing others pain, but a dagger was an important survival tool that could be used for much more than just stabbing people, and she would happily put it at her hip. 

			She wore her suit of armor under her white robes; luckily, it didn’t show much, and it looked like she wasn’t wearing any protective gear. She had never worn so much armor before and didn’t want to feel hampered by it. But this armor must be magical to feel like there was almost nothing under her robes. 

			There was a brief knock on the door, and Jasmine walked in with some food. “Thought you might be hungry,” she said with a smile. She set the tray by the fireplace and set to getting the fire blazing again. “I didn’t think your stay in the palace would be so short.”

			Lily sighed and walked over to the food. “Me either, but the sooner this is over, the sooner we can all get back to our lives.” She lifted the silver lid, and the smell of bacon and biscuits filled the air
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