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Prologue
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Fear wasn’t a word one associated with the Master Gargoyles, creations of the Council of Twelve Wizards of King Kadmos and protectors of the Kingdom of Halstrid. However, the bitter taste of that unfamiliar emotion filled Master Steinn’s mouth as he swiftly flew toward the wizard Gregori’s castle. It was the closest stronghold of an ally and, as luck would have it, Zephara was in residence.

Steinn looked down at the unconscious man in his arms, Zephara’s twin Zephyr, and fear tightened his chest. Zephyr was naked but for Steinn’s cloak, some of his injuries clearly visible. However, his inner strength remained apparent by how quickly the minor wounds were healing. It was a large head wound that worried Stein the most. He eyed Gregori’s home and dropped from the sky to land in the courtyard. Night had already fallen, and the wizard used magic as protection, so the courtyard stood empty.

Should he knock? Call out to his brother Wynn, who was also inside the stone walls?

Another glance at the naked, bruised, and bleeding man in his arms froze him on the threshold. There was nothing he could say, no explanation he was willing to give about Zeph’s state of undress, and his own disheveled clothing. Vengeance demanded he hunt down the attackers who still remained in the woods. No, he wouldn’t dally here long enough to speak to his brother.

He knelt at the doorstep and laid Zeph on the cold stone as gently as possible, taking great care to pull the cloak tight about him. The man’s still lips called to him, but shame and that awful sensation of fear held him back. Instead, he cupped Zephyr’s cheek in one palm and brushed his thumb over that tempting mouth.

“Be well, my friend. I will find our attackers and make them pay.”

Zeph’s lids fluttered and lifted enough for a crescent of his silver eyes to be revealed. “Sssstein...”

The hiss of his name shot a pang of regret through him, but he had to leave.

“I must go,” he whispered back. “Call to your sister. She is within.”

Steinn tore his gaze away from the man at his feet, then leapt into the air before Zeph’s draw could further consume him. He had a job to do.
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Chapter One
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Eight Months Later

Steinn crouched atop the living wall surrounding the human kingdom of Halstrid and searched for his enemies. The stones beneath his booted feet hummed, and he reached a hand down to soothe its restlessness. Like he and his eleven brothers, the wall had been created by the wizards of Halstrid, The Twenty, who advised King Kadmos in the safety of his people. It was a sentient being, yet still constructed of brick and mortar, unlike he and his brothers who were flesh and blood. Oddly, he’d never really thought of the similarities and differences between himself and the wall before.

He stood and stretched out his wings. In gargoyle form, he appeared to be made of stone, along with his cotton shirt and leather trousers. By some act of the magic that created him, his wings appeared atop his clothing and disappeared when he once again took human form. Luckily, he retained his incredible strength as a human, and his flesh remained impenetrable to any natural type of blade. As a gargoyle, despite looking as if he were made of stone, he remained warm to the touch. 

His mottled gray wings now spread wide, he leaned his head back to bask in the waning sunlight. It was a glorious day to be out...if only he were on more pleasant business. 

The snap of a twig caught his ear, but he made no move to indicate he had heard it. Instead, he closed his eyes and allowed his shoulders to drop the slightest bit, as if in relaxation. The Gargoyle Masters had few enemies, but they were out there. One group in particular held his interest of late, and he willed them to show themselves for even the barest second. 

The Varish hadn’t been considered enemies throughout their long history until a fateful night nearly a year ago, when they’d attacked Steinn and the Pastelle diplomat, Zephyr, with no provocation. At the time, the Gargoyle Masters hadn’t been aware the Varish had crossed the waters to land in their kingdom once again. All attempts to find and communicate with them had failed, and the twelve gargoyle brothers were more on their guard than ever. The Varish’s transgression would neither be forgotten nor ignored.

Steinn crouched again, prepared to leap into the sky, when the distinct sound of large flapping wings reached his ears. He looked up, squinting against the fading sun until it was momentarily blocked by a large body. His brother Goran landed beside him, wearing a huge grin.

“What is it?” Steinn asked, though he wasn’t necessarily interested in sharing his brother’s apparent joy.

“The babe has come, and it’s a boy.”

Despite his inner turmoil, the corners of Stein’s mouth turned up. A boy had been added to their family. They now had a second nephew to accompany his beautiful little niece.

“Nel must be overjoyed. And Phaidra? She is well?”

Goran grimaced. “As well as any woman can be expected to fare after a birthing. It lasted hours, but the wizards promise she will be well within a matter of days.”

For a moment, Steinn considered returning home to their castle in Mastersville to show his brother Nel support. The new father would be elated at the birth of his son, but devastated by his wife’s suffering. It would only be a short flight home... 

But just as quickly, his thoughts turned to another castle that was not so far away. That one held a temptation he’d been fighting for months. 

He shook his head, refusing to give in to either desire. “Wish them both well for me, will you? And make certain they don’t name him something ridiculous.”

Goran laughed and slapped Steinn on the back, the most contact Steinn would now allow, even from his brothers. They had been a bit surprised by how he’d pulled away from them over the last few months, but no one had questioned him about it. If they spoke of it in his absence, well, he honestly no longer cared. Very little other than duty and honor mattered anymore.

The image of shiny silver hair and eyes flashed through his mind, but he ruthlessly pushed it down. Goran watched him, the earlier joy on his face now gone.

“Are you well, brother?” Goran asked.

Steinn wanted to growl his frustration but gave a quick nod instead. “Yes, of course. It’s just frustrating that a group of warriors can find shelter and hide in our own Gods-be-damned kingdom.”

His brother nodded and looked out over the same scene Steinn had been admiring. Trees blossomed, and life-giving vegetation stretched into the horizon. They were on the eastern-most border of Halstrid, the only kingdom of humans on the continent of Lenara. Humans were allowed to live in some of the other kingdoms, and a few other species called Halstrid home from time to time, but for the most part, only humans resided within the living walls that protected King Kadmos’ realm. 

Another twig snapped nearby on the Halstrid side of the wall. This time Goran stiffened. Both gargoyles crouched, placing their hands flat atop the wall to learn what it could tell them.

“Two men,” Goran whispered. “Possibly human...or possibly not.”

Steinn nodded. The men and women who worked this area picking vegetables and tending to the crops had already been through. There was no legitimate reason for any of them to come back this way. 

“I’ll find them,” Steinn replied quietly. “Cover me from above.”

At Goran’s signal, Steinn lowered himself silently to the ground as his brother took to the air. Even as large as they were, the gargoyles had trained themselves to move quietly through various obstacles. They could sneak up on even the most stalwart soldiers when required. Steinn slipped through the trees like a barely perceptible breeze. Within heartbeats, the unmistakable sound of men’s voices drifted to his ears. He paused to confirm the direction before moving on.

The orchard sat in orderly rows of tall citrus trees, evenly spaced for acres. Where the orchard ended, large shrubs took root. They were shorter than the trees but still almost as tall as a man. Steinn’s height as a gargoyle towered at least a head over most men, so he crouched to avoid detection. The voices sounded again in low tones, and while he made out a word in the common Lenaran tongue here and there, they made no sense.

“Yes, please.”

“...certain...”

“Always. Please.”

A low grunt froze Steinn, who pulled a dagger from his boot before proceeding farther. He made it to the last barrier, brushing aside the leaves to gain a view of the men beyond. The sight arrested him.

Two human men, field workers, knelt in the dirt with their shirts on the ground. They stared at each other a moment before embracing in a passionate kiss that stole Steinn’s breath. His grip on the dagger tightened as he watched their roaming hands. The blood in his veins boiled and everything else fell away as if only the three of them existed. Equal parts excitement and uncertainty filled him as he watched something he’d rarely witnessed before. 

The men were equally dark-haired and tanned, muscular, and about the same age. But there the similarities ended. One had broader shoulders and the other had scars on his back. Their kiss continued as if they couldn’t get enough of each other. Steinn’s pulse raced, and guilt crept in at spying on such an intimate moment, but he couldn’t bring himself to pull away.

A touch on his shoulder had him spinning around with his dagger poised to strike. Goran stood with his hands up and a question on his face.

“What is it?” he asked quietly, then peered over Steinn’s shoulder. His eyebrows shot up and he snorted a quiet laugh. “I see. I don’t think they’re a threat to the realm, do you?”

He grinned at Steinn and slapped his shoulder lightly then turned away. Steinn took one last look at the men before forcing himself to follow.

Back at the wall, he found Goran still grinning.

“It’s not that funny,” Steinn grumbled.

“Considering you looked ready to attack something, I think it is.” Goran watched his brother a moment and his amusement melted away. “Did that bother you?”

“What?”

He raised his chin in the direction of the orchard. “Two men. Together. Have you never seen such before?”

Panic seized Steinn’s throat, but he managed to choke out a reply. “Have you?”

Goran shrugged. “A time or two in one of the brothels near Hammerly. There’s these two men who like to go there to share a woman, but they indulge in each other as well. I accidentally walked in on them once. The other time they were out in the main room for anyone to see.”

He shrugged again and laughed at the memory. No disgust or anger crossed his features. He seemed to find it funny. Considering they had been created just over seventy years before, it was a miracle they didn’t see such things more often. But having two men together or two women as lovers was frowned upon in Halstrid. It wasn’t like Pastel, where nearly nothing sexual was considered taboo, or Keva where the women outnumbered the men ten to one.

Steinn rubbed the back of his neck and tried to hide his discomfort. “And...it didn’t bother you?”

Goran’s grin returned. “Not really. I mean, I’m not interested in being with a man like that. I watched them for a bit while waiting for a woman, but it didn’t do a thing for me. As soon as Lucille stepped out of her room, though...” He chuckled. “I was more than ready for her lush form. Women are just so...soft compared to men. Just not for me, you know?”

Steinn tried to hide his surprise, but his brother’s expression told him he hadn’t done a very good job.

“So, it does bother you, then?” Goran asked.

“What? That?” He looked back over his shoulder. “Uh, no. Of course not. I mean... Why should it?”

“Exactly. Why should it if it doesn’t affect you? It doesn’t bother you that the Kevan enjoy each other without a man around, or that some of us choose to bed humans, Kevans, Sidhe, and Pastelle, right?”

“Right.”

“Well, men are just another option. Right?”

If only it were that easy. Though his brother’s words eased some of the pain in Steinn’s chest, he couldn’t fully trust them. Not everyone in Halstrid would feel the same. Not everyone would understand.

He looked up at the sky to avoid his brother’s probing gaze. Dusk had fallen, and the field would soon be in complete darkness. He knew one way to distract Goran from any further questioning.

“We should go.”

Goran watched him another moment before giving a short nod and taking to the sky. Steinn hesitated as his brother headed home. An ache in Steinn’s chest gave him pause, as it always did when he allowed himself to think of Zephyr. The urge to fly toward King Kadmos’ castle nearly overwhelmed him, but he fought it as usual. Too soon it would once again be his duty to spend a month guarding the castle, and then he would have to face his ultimate temptation. 

What would he do when he saw Zephyr again? The diplomat from Pastel remained in the King’s castle despite his official duties being complete. Was he trying to test Steinn’s will to stay away from him? The physical and mental strength required took a toll on him every moment of the day, and Steinn wasn’t certain how much longer he could fight his attraction. But if there was even the possibility his brothers wouldn’t approve, then he had no choice but to fight it.

After a deep breath, he turned toward home to take a peek at the newest member of their family.

* * * * *
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The babe screeched at the top of his lungs and shook his tiny fists in anger until Nel gave up and handed him back to his mother. Phaidra beamed as she took the child to her bosom, as if his screaming were a grand feat to be proud of. The gargoyle brothers stood around chatting despite the racket as Steinn did his best to act as if everything was back to normal.

“His name is Neleus?” Steinn asked.

Nel’s proud grin stood out among those of their brothers. “It is. My beautiful bride chose it.”

“He refused to name him Nel after himself,” Phaidra said.

“That would have just caused confusion,” Nel replied.

“Perhaps a bit, but I may still call him Nel, anyway.”

The others chuckled at the reprimand in her voice as Nel gave in once again to his small wife. It was a wonder how the women who had been added to their family could so easily steer their larger men in whatever direction they chose, often with little more than a look. The men allowed themselves to be steered with naught but a grin. The thought made Steinn chuckle.

A clap on the back caught his attention. Craig stepped up to his side. “I’m glad you’re home, brother. It’s good to hear your laugh again.”

He spoke discreetly, but Steinn knew the others had become worried for him as well. Guilt welled, though he saw no choice but to pull away from all of them. Until he got his growing obsession with the male Pastelle under control, he would have to remain alone and focus on guarding the kingdom.

“I haven’t had much to laugh over,” he replied finally. 

Craig’s gaze never wavered. “Perhaps not. We all know the bad business with the Varish is personal for you, but never forget we were made to fight by your side. We are all here for you, brother.”

A knot formed in his throat. “Of course, as I would be for any of you.”

Craig gave a short nod. “It’s good you came to see the boy. We’re a family here. He needs to hear your voice, see your face.”

Steinn crossed his arms. “I don’t think that’s likely when I can’t get close enough to hold him.”

They looked to the small crowd surrounding Phaidra as she discreetly nursed Neleus. 

Craig chuckled. “I see your dilemma. No matter, Ourania is sure to want some attention.”

Steinn looked around the spacious den for Orestes and Astrid’s daughter. “Where is she?”

“Library, most likely. She’s as obsessed with books as her mother.”

“She can’t be reading already?”

Craig’s brows went up. “I forgot, you haven’t been around much. She’s doing all sorts of things she shouldn’t at such a young age. The wizards visit her weekly to measure her progress. There is a bond between her and Orestes, much like that between all of us. The girl almost seems to become more gargoyle every day.”

Steinn headed to the library with Craig on his heels. Their niece had been the first born of any of the Gargoyle Masters and was still a puzzle to both them and the wizards. She could turn to stone at will like her father, though without the wings, but resembled her human mother in every other way. She was highly intelligent and grew at a faster pace than any human child. So, when Steinn entered the library and saw a small girl who appeared to be five years old sitting with a book in her lap, he had to blink twice before greeting his not-quite-two-year-old niece.

“Ah, there is my lovely princess,” he said.

She smiled as she set the book down on the bench beside her, then leapt to her feet and ran over. “Unca Steinn! Unca Craig! I’m so happy to see you.”

They each took a turn lifting her into a hug which made her squeal in girlish giggles. It did Steinn’s heart good to hear those sounds, and he realized he had been away far too long.

“What are you reading?” he asked.

“A History of Lenara. Did you know the living wall was made by the wizards?”

Both men grinned proudly.

“Yes,” Craig replied. “We’ve been educated on the history of Lenara as well, and the many feats of The Twenty.”

“Can you believe there’s now a woman wizard?”

The awe on her cherubic face caused a twinge in Steinn’s chest. “Princess, that just shows females can do anything the males can do.”

“That’s what daddy says too, but mum just smiles.”

That didn’t surprise Steinn, considering the state Astrid had been in when Orestes had first noticed her as a servant at their table. The image of her emaciated frame in a dirty, torn dress still made him shudder.

“Your mother is far stronger than she realizes,” Craig said with pride. “Just look at how she rules over your father.”

Ourania giggled. “Yes, but Daddy lets her. I know you can’t be bested by anyone in the whole kingdom. You’re all so strong and brave.”

Steinn took her hand and led her back to the bench. “Brave we may be, but you’ll soon be smarter than all of us combined. Show me your favorite part of the book.”

Long moments later, she was still speaking animatedly about the wonders of Lenara. Craig had slipped away at some point, but Steinn didn’t mind. The lilt of Ourania’s young voice soothed him, and he basked in her open, carefree glances. There was no judgment here, no worries, no unanswerable questions in that look. If only the rest of his family looked at him thus, he wouldn’t feel the need to spend so much time away.

“Why are you sad, Unca Steinn?”

That question shook him out of his musings. “Why am I sad?” He looked into her large eyes and knew he couldn’t lie. “I have a dear friend that I can no longer talk to, and I miss him.”

Her little lower lip pouted, and he inwardly cursed himself. “No, don’t cry for me, princess. I’ll be fine.”

“B-but your friend...how’d he die?”

He blew out a breath, almost a laugh. “No, he is still very much alive. I simply can’t speak to him anymore.”

“Why?”

“Because he is probably very angry with me.”

“But you don’t know?”

“I...” Did he? “No, I’m not sure. And though I’m usually brave, even in the face of the ugliest monsters, I’m afraid to face my friend and see his anger and pain.”

She nestled her small palm against his much larger, rougher hand. “If he’s a good friend, Unca, then he’ll forgive you. Maybe you should just try instead of staying sad. It makes Daddy and my other uncas sad too.”

The pain in his chest eased a bit, and he gave her an honest smile. “Perhaps you’re right, princess. Perhaps you’re right.”

Before she could ask any other questions, Astrid entered the library, her son on one hip. “Steinn. Is that really you?”

He stood to give her a hug. His nine-month-old nephew Ares was fast asleep against her shoulder, but he took the burden into his arms. 

“Oof. What are you feeding this one? Bowls of stones?”

Ourania giggled so hard she nearly toppled off the bench. Astrid just smiled. “I suspect Ares is going to be as large as his father, no matter what he eats.”

The amusement faded from her face as she looked him over. She had to stand up on her toes to brush the scraggly hair from his eyes. “And why are you looking so unkept these days, Steinn? Everyone worries over you so. Did someone here in the castle anger you? Is that why you stay away?”

Her concern caused the ache in his chest to return, but he couldn’t bring himself to give her the truth. Instead, he forced a smile. “Of course not, dear sister. I’m out there doing my duty tenfold so the others can be home more. We must find the Varish, and soon.”

The look in her eyes told him she wasn’t fooled. But after another brush of her fingers, her smile returned. She turned away. “We thank you for taking on the extra duties. I do love having Orestes home in our bed.”

“Daddy reads me a story every night,” Ourania added.

He smiled down at her and hugged his nephew a bit tighter. “Then my time away is worth it.” A glance showed Astrid’s frown. “And I’m sure it won’t be much longer before we find them. You’ll see. Soon I’ll be back home as often as I was before.”

Neither female looked as if they believed him, but the babe in his arms stirred and saved him from further scrutiny. He handed the bundle back to Astrid, kissed both her and Ourania on their cheeks, and returned to his unending search of the enemy.
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Chapter Two
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Early the next morning, Zephyr rubbed his aching chest as it throbbed in time with his heartbeat. The Pastelle ambassador should have grown used to it by now, as it had been his constant companion for months. Unfortunately, no amount of self-recrimination or failed attempts to bed any willing males in the vicinity had helped. The forced celibacy of his condition irked him almost as much as knowing it wouldn’t be the same for the damned gargoyle who was causing it. Sometimes life was simply unfair.

Thinking of his sister’s smiling face helped bring a smile to his own lips. Zephara’s gargoyle mate had proven to be both attentive and understanding, not in the least bit intimidated by his lover becoming one of the renowned Twenty of Halstrid. A score of wizards had aided the King for countless generations, but Zephara was the first female in their history, a feat any brother could be proud of. That she was his twin only increased his pride in, and love for, her.

He paced away from the window of his bedchamber and checked his reflection in the floor-length mirror. Silver eyes stared at him from an alabaster face, matching the straight, shimmering hair that fell to his elbows. His cream-colored shirt was covered by a royal blue velvet vest that barely overlapped the waist of his gray breeches. Those were tucked into royal blue boots, also made of velvet, and while pleasing to the eye, they were not practical to wear out of doors.

Luckily, he wouldn’t be venturing far even if he did decide to leave the castle, and the dry weather posed no threat to his fine attire. Sometimes he put his hair back with a silver clip that faded into the tresses, but tonight he left it loose about his shoulders. The only other adornment he wore was a pin representing his father’s royal crest. He pulled a black cloak over his shoulders and used the pin to hold it closed at his throat.

A few of the King’s courtiers were already awake and listening to a quartet of stringed instruments. For a moment, he considered joining them. It was pleasant music, if a bit mellow for his tastes, but it couldn’t soothe him. He wanted to be out in the kingdom, sampling their foods and partaking in whatever pleasures he could find. Few taboos existed in Pastel, and he wasn’t used to reining in his urges. However, it wouldn’t do for an ambassador and brother to one of The Twenty to be caught in a scandal. He had to be circumspect when he was usually anything but. It rankled.

A shout from below drew his attention back to the window. A woman approached the outer gate. Her short brown hair and the bow slung across her back marked her as one of the Kevan. They were a race of female warriors who could best even the strongest men of other races, including his own. This one stopped at the gate to converse with one of King Kadmos’ men. Though the Gargoyle Masters defended all of Halstrid, the King retained a small army as well. His soldiers were human but disciplined.

Even at a distance, Zephyr noted how the soldier’s gaze drifted over the Kevan. She continued to speak with her hands as much as her voice, and the soldier watched every movement. Though she was covered in leather from neck to feet, her bound breasts still swayed the slightest bit.

Zephyr laughed at the sight, knowing how picky the Kevan were about their bed partners. The soldier had his work cut out for him if he were to stand a chance.

His amusement soon ebbed, dampened by the reminder of his own loss. With a sigh, he turned away from the window and finally left the room.

Dulcet sounds of bow against string wafted through the stone hallways as Zephyr made his way out of the castle. Most servants he passed merely nodded in respect and moved on. The King was well aware that Zephyr needed no bodyguard, despite the incident that had happened a few months prior. They had been taken by surprise that night, he and his almost lover. Now he was more vigilant and watchful of his surroundings at all times. Obviously, his status as ambassador didn’t matter to some, and he refused to be taken by surprise again.

Without much thought to his destination, he strolled the castle grounds and soon found himself at the outer gate. The Kevan woman still spoke to the human soldier, but it was more than apparent he wasn’t listening to a word she said. The brown leather top and breeches encasing her curves left little to the imagination. The soldier’s eyes never left her bosom and her gestures became more erratic and agitated, which only gripped his attention further. Finally, she kicked him in the shin, proving her knee-high boots weren’t as delicate as they appeared.

“Ow! What you go and do that for?” the soldier growled.

The woman set her hands on her shapely hips and growled right back, causing the soldier to back up a step.

“If you would spend a single moment hearing my words instead of trying to guess the size of my breasts, you’d understand that I need to speak to the King.”

The soldier rubbed his shin, then looked down his nose at her. “You got no business with the King. You’re just here on patrol outside the walls. You can walk within the courtyard if you like, but that’s it.”

Her hands curled into fists as her brow creased in anger. Zephyr stifled a laugh and almost stood back to watch what would surely be a short and entertaining lesson to the human of just how capable the Kevan were in combat. However, as an ambassador, he felt obliged to stop the argument from turning physical. 

He approached with his cloak thrown open to show that his short sword remained in its scabbard. “May I be of assistance here?”

The soldier immediately came to attention, and the Kevan initially rolled her eyes. She then glanced at Zephyr from head to toe and seemed to sum up his importance. She didn’t appear to be impressed, but at least she gave him her attention.

“This man won’t direct me on how to get to the King. I must speak to him, and time is of the essence.”

That, of course, remained to be seen. But the Kevan weren’t known for their dramatics, especially in times of war and unrest. Though the continent of Lenara was currently more or less at peace, recent events had put the citizens of every kingdom on heightened alert. Well, every citizen except for a lone gate guard. 

Zephyr looked at the man in question and barely stifled a grin. “I shall take her to the King myself. I’m always welcome to an audience with His Majesty.”

The soldier knew better than to question a royal ambassador. With a somber nod, he turned his attention back to his post.

The Kevan dropped her hands from her hips but kept her frown. “You can get me an audience with the King?”

Zephyr smiled with all the charm he possessed. “Allow me to introduce myself.” He gave her a courtly bow. “I am Zephyr Vin Zion, Pastelle ambassador from the Royal House of Caladon.” He straightened to see a more interested gleam in her eyes. “And you are?”

“I’m Brónach, third of the Kevan House of Neasa. I come with a message for King Kadmos.”

“Then let’s see that he gets it.”

He offered his arm, only slightly surprised when she took it like a true courtier, and led her into the castle.

Brónach willed her pounding heart to slow as the lovely man led her into the castle. Though his broad shoulders and well-defined arms proved his masculine form, he could only be described as beautiful. She had heard of this Pastelle and had even thought to seek him out when she had more time. There were things he needed to know about his lost love that might help them both. But for now, her current assignment was too urgent. 

She inwardly winced. Perhaps assignment wasn’t the right term. True, Neasa was well aware of her dream, but she hadn’t named it a true foretelling. Prophecy or not, Brónach was determined to stop a kidnapping.

This situation had to be handled delicately, however, or she could inadvertently start a war. First, she had no proof. Few if any of her sisters truly believed she had the sight of their foremothers. It wasn’t her fault it failed her more often than not. She couldn’t see visions at will, and when they came to her, she was always alone. After subjecting her to many tests, her betters believed she was an over-imaginative child seeking attention. She’d learned to keep the visions to herself, but had often tried to act on them to help when she could. Yet it almost always backfired in some way. This time she was determined to help despite the risks involved.

Once through the castle doors, Zephyr led her across a large open foyer, filled with people of all styles of dress. Human guards were posted at every door, keeping a watch over their comings and goings. She looked for a Gargoyle Master, knowing the safety of both the King and kingdom was entrusted to them, but saw none. Perhaps they were in a meeting.

Music filled the air from a large antechamber, but they walked past this and up an ornately decorated set of marble stairs, wide enough for ten of her sisters to travel arm in arm.

They didn’t run, but neither did they dally. She appreciated that her sense of urgency had been conveyed to the Pastelle ambassador, whereas the soldier had been too busy undressing her in his mind to hear her words.

Ugh. She was too used to the men of Keva, who knew better than to question a woman or even hesitate when she needed something of them. Those men were taught from an early age that women were their superiors in both mind and skill.

Zephyr led her to a set of gold embossed doors that reached the ceiling high above their heads. Four human soldiers stood at attention, seeming to ignore their presence altogether. This didn’t deter the ambassador. He stopped only long enough to give his name before heading for the nearest door. One of the soldiers opened it without hesitation and Zephyr took her through. It shut with a soft thud behind them. That put them in another room, smaller than the chambers below but still larger than many buildings in Keva. Here she finally saw what she had expected to see.

The gargoyles had turned as soon as the doors opened, but their suspicious stares disappeared when they saw who had entered. 

“Master Adalstan. Master Haldor. How are you this eve?” Zephyr asked.

Though Brónach didn’t know any of the gargoyles intimately, they knew many of her sisters, and seemed to think highly of all Kevan. Neasa had entertained these two in her home at least twice before, and they had always treated all her sisters with the utmost respect.

Haldor gave a nod to Zephyr and stepped forward, though his attention was focused on her. “Zephyr, good to see you. Brónach, what a vision you are. It has been too long.” 

She allowed the gargoyle to take her hand. He first gave a firm shake in deference to her skill as a warrior, then kissed the back in observance of her being a lady. She admired his broad shoulders in the dark green tunic he wore. It went past his belt and over the top of his black trousers. Those were tucked into thick, dark leather boots that stopped mid-calf.

“Haldor, it’s always a pleasure.” His wide grin revealed a set of dimples that most of her sisters found irresistible. And while she recognized his good looks, it was the man who came up next who stole her breath. 

Adalstan possessed the same broad shoulders as his brothers, the same strong jaw, masculine strength, and towering height. But it was his deeper voice and the kindness in his eyes that had always called to her.

His tunic and trousers were of a dark black cloth that matched his leather boots. She stood eye to eye with most human men at her own six feet, but the top of her head only reached his chin. 

“Brónach,” He shook and kissed her hand as well but didn’t seem to greet her as warmly as his brother. 

It took her many years of discipline to hide the pain that caused. “Adalstan.”

Though Adalstan had twice been a guest of Neasa’s, this was the closest Brónach had ever been to him. As a Third, she was in charge of the House Fourths and only answered to the two Seconds and Neasa herself. She had been busy during both of his visits and had only seen him from afar. It was no surprise he didn’t greet her as informally as Haldor, whom she had spoken to personally before, but her rational mind didn’t care. Unfortunately, her heart wasn’t being rational, either. She shook her silly thoughts away to concentrate on her mission.

“I need to speak with King Kadmos as soon as possible. There is a threat to the kingdom that he must be made aware of.”

An air of caution filled the room. Though the two Masters hadn’t physically moved, she’d swear both men now filled more space than they had before.

“What is this threat?” Adalstan asked.

“I must first relay it to the King.”

“The King is breaking his fast with his daughter at the moment,” Haldor said. “But he would want us to interrupt with such news.”

She paused as doubt crept into her mind. No. She knew she was doing the right thing, even without the endorsement of her House and people. She had checked and knew she wasn’t breaking any treaties by being here alone. With a deep breath for courage, she straightened her shoulders and gave a sharp nod. 

“Yes, please take me to him.”

The Masters looked at each other in silent communication before Haldor motioned to a door on the far side of the room. “Give me a moment to announce you.”

He turned away without waiting for her reply. She gripped her hands together as Zephyr came to her side. 

“I’m sure all will be well,” he said.

She lifted a brow. “Are you a seer, by chance?”

A slight grin raised the corner of his mouth. “Not exactly. But I get feelings from time to time. They’ve never steered me wrong.”

“What are you feeling now?”

He stared off in the distance as if searching his thoughts. “Hopeful. Hopeful and not at all alarmed.” He looked back at her. “Sometimes what I don’t feel is more important than what I do.”

She understood that, as her own feeble powers ran in much the same vein. 

A glance showed Adalstan by the door, standing guard as a good Gargoyle Master should, his attention roaming to every corner of the room. It irked her that he didn’t seem interested in speaking to her, while she could barely concentrate on anything in the room save his overbearing presence. Being so close to him now wreaked havoc on her nerves.

Haldor returned and the far door now stood open. Through it, she spied King Kadmos at a small round table with his daughter, Princess Theda. Another Master, Kephas, stood in the room as well, though he seemed to be guarding the Princess rather than the King.

“The King will see you now,” Haldor said.

Zephyr offered his arm, and she was nervous enough to take it without hesitation. They walked through the wide doorway together and stopped halfway to the King. Zephyr bowed his head, and she mimicked the action. Though Kadmos wasn’t her king, she knew to show respect when in his kingdom.

“Greetings, King Kadmos, from the House of Neasa.”

He nodded as he wiped a linen napkin across his mouth. “Greetings. Are you Neasa’s Second?”

“No, sire. My name is Brónach, a Third of the House of Neasa. I have come with a foretelling.”

Zephyr stiffened beside her but did not leave her side. True foretellings were not unheard of, but they were rare. Though hers was not official, she feared remaining silent any longer.

The King gestured to her. “Please, proceed.”

Her heart threatened to beat out of her chest as her vision clouded and took her to a place where she saw her visions and nothing else. 

“I dreamt of a child, your majesty. One of blood and stone. I know not whether the child was a girl or boy, only that the child lives within your kingdom and has great power. This child must be protected at all costs, or the loss would be the fall of the Kingdom of Halstrid. There are forces at work to take this child from your kingdom and raise it elsewhere by men of magic who call the gargoyles their enemies. They wish to control the child’s powers and bring about Halstrid’s destruction. This cannot be allowed. The child must be protected.”

She swayed on her feet as her vision cleared and her pulse slowed. Strong hands gripped her shoulders, and she expected to feel the long, slender fingers of the Pastelle ambassador. Instead, thick, rough digits met her skin, and she looked over her shoulder to see a large chest nearly against her back, holding her up.

“Here, Adalstan,” Kephas said. “Sit her here.”

The Master guided her to a chair that had been set nearby. She sank into it in a daze, the warmth of his touch burning through her leather. Suddenly she was surrounded by gargoyles.

“Do you know how soon this threat will arrive?” Haldor asked.

“Or from where?” Kephas added.

“Could you tell the age of the child?” Adalstan asked.

Zephyr stepped into her view and pushed two of the Masters back a step. “Perhaps she should be given room to breathe, gentlemen?”

The bold action, and the fact that the gargoyles obeyed him without argument, brought her out of her daze. “I’m all right. Truly.”

King Kadmos approached, but the princess remained seated.

“This is most troubling news,” the King said. “A child of blood and stone must mean it’s one of the gargoyle babes. But we need more information before knowing which one is threatened.”

“All three of them will need to be guarded, Your Majesty,” Zephyr said. “It is possible that any one of them would suit your enemy’s needs.”

“The children are already kept within the walls of our castle, with two of us home at all times,” Haldor said.

Adalstan’s deep voice came from behind her. “That might not be enough.”

She almost flinched. How had she forgotten his presence so soon? That had never happened before, but she was always dazed after a foretelling.

“And how long must they be under guard?” Princess Theda asked. “Is this a foretelling of days, weeks, months?” She turned a worried look to Kephas. “I don’t want our child to be a prisoner in our own home for years, Kephas. I won’t allow it.”

He immediately went to his knees before her. “My love, we will do whatever we must to keep our child safe.”

Zephyr reacted first. “Are you with child, Princess?”

The King’s somber expression lightened the slightest bit. “I fear she is. They just shared the happy news with me before your arrival. I’m going to be a grandfather.”

The gargoyles went to their brother and King with words of congratulations. The Princess still looked worried but couldn’t hide her joy once they began to hug her.

“That is indeed wonderful news,” Brónach said. “I’m sorry to say, Your Majesty, that I cannot see everything clearly. It could indeed be days, weeks, months, or years ahead of us.”

Her warning had understandably wiped the smiles off every face in the room, but it was important they realize the truth of the threat...even if they didn’t know all of it. 

There was more to the foretelling, but she couldn’t tell them the rest without betraying her people. But the King was now warned to the best of her ability, and they could take the necessary precautions to keep the children safe. For the moment, it was all she could offer.
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Chapter Three
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As the others debated what to do next, Adalstan remained behind the Kevan woman in the hopes that not looking directly at her face would temper his sudden, irrational urges. Touching her had been a mistake he shouldn’t repeat. This was the worst time for his lust to get the better of him. If her words were true, then he needed his strength to be focused on taking care of his brothers’ children.

The others spoke of the current protections on their castle while the King tried to reassure his daughter of her safety. Zephyr stood a few paces away with Haldor and Kephas, but Brónach remained in the chair that had been placed nearby when she’d seemed about to swoon. She remained silent, as if trying to keep the others from remembering her presence. Odd thing that. She was in no danger here. Not only were the Kevan their allies, but she had brought them important news. A foretelling was not common, and never to be ignored.

He stepped around her chair, noting how her shoulders stiffened at his movement. Had she forgotten his presence already? Unusual for a Kevan warrior to be caught off guard.

He crouched beside her, to be at her eye level. “What ails you?”

Her dark blue eyes widened. “What ails me? Did you hear nothing? Dark forces move against your kingdom, and one of your children is in danger. That’s enough to concern anyone.”

His brows tightened as he watched her closely. If he didn’t know better, he’d think she was fighting not to fidget under his stare, but the Kevan were made of sterner stuff. He’d only met one he’d had to handle with kid gloves, but Phaidra was not like her warrior sisters. She was a gentle soul and very much like many human women, despite being a full-blooded Kevan. 

This one, however, was obviously a warrior. The bow slung across her back showed wear in all the right places, proving it had been used for years. A small dagger was clipped to each hip and each ankle. She wore her strength like a mantle, lifting her chin defiantly as he surveyed her from the tips of her leather boots to the dark locks on her head. 

“I’ve never seen you when I’ve visited Neasa House.”

“I saw you, both times you were there.”

His pulse hit his throat at the thought of her watching him with Neasa or any other woman. Unexpected guilt tore at him, though he’d only known of her existence for mere moments. 

“Why did you not approach me then?”

Her gaze dropped to her hands, which were clasped tightly in her lap. “I was on my way out to hunt the first time and didn’t have a moment to spare. Neasa wanted fresh meat for her table once she was finished...entertaining you.”

His guilt reared again, though he heard no judgment in her words. “And the second time?”

She looked at him more boldly now, as if she’d gained strength from the admission. “I wasn’t supposed to be there. Neasa bid me to travel to the Kevarn Mountains to retrieve more thellomonite for our weapons. I didn’t leave as quickly as she’d hoped and was sneaking out of the house when she returned with you in tow.”

A grin split his lips at her confession. “Ah, so you’re a bit of a troublemaker then?”

Her face heated. “No, of course not.”

“Does Neasa even know you’re here? It’s odd for her to entrust such an important message with anyone, especially not her Second.”

The pulse in her neck beat so fast he could see it, making him wonder how much truth he’d hit upon. Why wouldn’t Neasa want Brónach here to relay this message?

“The telling was too important for me to wait for permission,” she finally said in a whispered rush. “But she would have wanted the King to know.”

He’d leaned forward, placing his arms on the chair and caging her in. She didn’t seem to mind that only a thought separated them now, as she sat on the edge of the chair. The floral scent of her filled his lungs and instantly hardened his body. He gripped the arms of the chair until they creaked under his strength.

“Adalstan, what’s wrong?”

Kephas’ question pulled him from Brónach’s enticing presence. He immediately stood, and her shoulders relaxed as he stepped away. 

“Nothing wrong, brother. What has been decided?”

“I shall visit your castle until further notice, so all my protectors can remain in one place,” King Kadmos announced.

Adalstan lifted a brow but made no comment. 

“Sire, what of our duties around the kingdom?” Haldor asked. “What of the borders?”

The King stroked his white beard in thought. “We have enough soldiers to send men out to a border city in each direction. Along with the living wall and The Twenty, it should be enough to alert us to any trouble at the borders.”

“I’ll send word to the High King of Pastel,” Zephyr said. “He has eyes and ears all over Lenara. Perhaps there’s been talk of this threat.”

The King gave a nod and returned to the table and his daughter. “Let us finish our meal, then I will pack for my visit.”

“Shall I alert The Twenty, Majesty?” Haldor asked.

“Yes. Find Bastien and inform him of our plans. He will be certain the others know.”

Kephas returned to his post behind the Princess as Haldor headed for the door. Zephyr approached Brónach and held out his hand. The moment she lifted her arm, a deep growl rumbled through Adalstan’s chest. He had never made such a sound outside of battle, and everyone in the room froze. 

“Brother?” Kephas took a step toward him, but Adalstan held up a
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