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DEDICATION

To all those who dream of dragons,

May you always soar in stormless skies!
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Cloven hooves scrambled desperately up the slope, where the rays of morning light had yet to breach. Dislodged pebbles skittered and rolled, posing a hazard for less agile legs. But where grasses should have been abundant, the earth lay barren, devoid of life.

The creature bounded upward, its heart racing. Nostrils flared. It panted heavily. The scent of its herd lingered faintly in the air. They had passed through here recently, but their odor was overpowered by something putrid and foul.

Near the base of the slope, voices shouted. Other beasts barked.

A bugle of fear escaped the animal as it searched desperately, eyes flashing, seeking familiar landmarks. Its stomach churned ominously as it climbed higher, pursued by the unseen threats below.

With a twang, a feathered projectile narrowly missed its mark, sinking into the ground. The creature’s body twisted and sprang. Evasion was its only hope.

The land had changed. Where brush had flourished, only blackened remnants remained. There were no signs of ash. No scent of smoke. This was not from fire.

Legs churned as the creature crested the ridgeline and sprinted toward the valley. Despite its sure-footedness, its muscles shook, but driven solely by the instinct to flee, it did not stop.

A recent rockfall had obliterated the trail. A cascade of stone spilled into the valley, making escape that much harder.

The beast leapt over a crevice, but the landing was not well met. Its hooves sank into crumbling ground, and it tumbled and rolled. Blackened soil filled air and dusted fur. The taste of decay was in its mouth.

Away. It must get away!

The herd was spotted in the distance. They were there; there was nowhere else to go. Yearlings were convulsing. Elders floundered, their wide racks trembling. Eyes rolled. Mouths were filmed with saliva. Gasping for air, they sank to their knees, one by one.

As the two-limbed predators crested the ridge, they covered their faces and clawed at their throats. Their four-limbed beasts, harnessed with vines, hunched over, whimpering and whining, before succumbing to the same fate as their prey.

With heart pounding in its ears, the beast bugled in desperation, but its legs refused to obey.

The earth quaked, rock shattered, and fissures spiderwebbed the valley. A massive shape arose, a birthing of sorts, ancient beyond measure.

Darkness closed in. The animal could not feel the air in its lungs nor the rubble colliding with its body. A shadow passed overhead as it surrendered to oblivion, no longer of the mortal worlds.
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​​​Chapter 1
Erecting Boundaries
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She was there and—and then she was not. No warning. No signal. The only logical explanation was that she had ‘done it’ this time—an instantaneous transition. As abrupt as the shifting had been, she understood what had happened. There was not a doubt in her mind. Her knowledge of everything was far more startling than the actual occurrence.

Katie’s brow furrowed as she glared at the all too dark sky. There were no moons, no stars. The night was smothered by thick clouds. The blackness was so inky she couldn’t identify her current location, so all she could do was crouch low and wait. Sunrise was hours away, but with the adrenaline coursing through her veins, she doubted she’d catch even a wink of sleep.

If this occurrence was like the others, she would find herself on Wect, a planet far across the expansive universe. Her destiny had brought her here, but no one knew or attempted to explain the means that transported her across space. This time, however, was different. She had only been away from the magicked worlds for an unusually short time—only half a year. She had just celebrated her seventeenth birthday, and spring finals were just around the corner, as her teachers continually reminded her class. There could only be one reason for her return: war was coming to the twelve magicked planets. Though Earth was not one of them, Katie’s home world would still feel the repercussions.

Reaching around in the dark, she felt the trunk of a tree and leaned against it as she waited for the hours to pass. Her body hummed with restless excitement. Her unfinished homework assignment was left abandoned on her desk at home, but she had far bigger issues to focus on. She tried not to let her imagination run wild, yet that was proving difficult. On Earth, she was a high schooler who usually spent more time worrying about keeping up with trends and improving her SAT scores. But on Wect, she concerned herself with matters of life and death and on those who were hunting her for what she was—the Djed.

That title carried immense power—power that was intended to be wielded for the benefit of others but, if corrupted, would be terrifying. Katie began serving in that role when she was thirteen, though even now, she felt a slight disconnect with its true meaning. As Djed, she was the prophesied heroine of the universe. Her sole purpose was to protect existence from the threat of combatting forces before they got out of control. It was a role she had finally accepted.

Over the years, she had discovered that the threat had a name—the Triad. Three malevolent forces were steering the course of the universe toward a bitter and bloody end. Their goal was to tilt the delicate balance that sustains the cosmos in their favor. Their followers continued to increase in numbers, never stopping to rest when the young Djed returned to Earth.

So why, then, did Katie go home, knowing that each return risked the very fabric of existence? The answer lay in Earth’s grim history. Although a multitude of planets could be found in the vastness of the universe, very few held magic, and magical beings could not exist on a planet devoid of that power. Earth had once held magic, but it was an untapped resource on a young world, ripe for the taking. When more advanced magicked realms discovered the planet, humans—who had not yet learned to access, much less manipulate, magic—were deemed inferior. Earth’s prized power was greedily drained, leaving the world a wasteland, as useless and unimportant to magicked entities as all other “Rubbish worlds”. The twelve remaining magicked planets agreed that these humans were never to be contacted again nor informed of their history. Only myths and legends underlying Earth’s mythologies hinted at the truth. The planet was abandoned, cast aside, and over time, forgotten. That is until Katie’s arrival.

As if the universe had a twisted sense of humor, Djeds always arose from Rubbish worlds. Without the natural ability to harness magic, Djeds required special items to aid them in their roles as cosmic protectors. Yet they all manifested the same two gifts once they entered the magicked realms: the Gift of Sight—the ability to see through the eyes of any winged creature, and the Gift of Tongues—the ability to speak and understand every language.

Katie possessed both abilities, but the magicked worlds required additional proof that she was the next true Djed. Only after successfully completing twelve tasks had she returned home and resumed her normal life. Periodically, when a crisis loomed, she had arrived on Wect, but once the immediate predicament was allayed, she had always chosen to return to Earth. She did so because if she remained on the magicked planets, she would age.

Time worked differently among the planets. Although months might have passed on Wect, her return home was perfectly calibrated for an arrival only moments after she had departed. No one was the wiser, including her, for her memories were wiped clean until she next returned. This was done to prevent Earth’s inhabitants from ever knowing about the magical realms.

If she over-stayed, she would never be able to return to Earth, for too much time would have passed. How could she explain where she had been, why she had disappeared, and her different appearance when she herself would not remember? Katie understood she had a choice, and she had made hers. Although she realized that some Djeds willingly gave up their old lives for this fantastical, magnificent, and often difficult role, she was not ready to forgo all contact with her family, friends, and life on her native world. She loved her family dearly, and the thought of never seeing them again was more than heartrending. Regardless, the varying passage of time between certain worlds remained yet another obstacle to overcome whenever she returned to Wect.

Thankfully, the universe had a way of bringing her back whenever she was needed, though never exactly when she left. Trying to fix that unexplainable phenomenon only gave Katie a headache. But this brought up a new worry—if she was here, war was on the horizon. What had happened during the short time she had been on Earth? How much time had passed on Wect? What had the Triad done or planned since she had thwarted their last scheme? She had foiled it, right? But then again, there were always others.

A shipment of azure steel had been transported between worlds, breaking an age-old decree established by one of her predecessors: Worlds should not blend. To some degree, that decree punished the magicked realms for siphoning off Earth’s magic. Each planet and their dimensions had the right to evolve naturally, without interference from the others. Katie understood the reasoning behind this law. She even agreed with it—at times. But then again, she often bent that rule to serve her own purposes.

In truth, Katie acknowledged that large-scale meddling between realms could prove dangerous to the cosmic balance, the universal equilibrium. But when done in small, purposeful ways, it had benefited her. If one of the prior Djeds could create such a rule, surely she could alter it, if only to save existence. Of course, that line of thinking made her uncomfortable. What was right? What was wrong? Only she could figure that out for herself.

So far, a select group of trusted friends had traveled with her from time to time. They had helped her become a better person, saved her more than once, and never hesitated to call her out when she was being too rash. Thankfully, Katie felt she had mellowed over the past few months. Life as a teenager was emotional and challenging, but that didn’t mean she was incapable of change and self-improvement.

“Now what to do,” she mused aloud. The air felt thick, almost suffocating. As her memories flooded back, so did the familiar sensation of breathing through water. Unlike the first time, she didn’t panic. Instead, she inhaled the air, rich and sweet like over-ripened fruit. Was she in an orchard? There were plenty around Ogdoad, the capital of the Ntrian race, whose rulers were allies. She hoped this was where she found herself. Although on one occasion she had returned in enemy territory, the scent of abundant vegetation reassured her that she was in a safer place.

Her thoughts shifted to Wōdaz, one member of the Triad, and likely its true leader, if any of them could be called such. His stronghold was a siege castle also on Wect. Did her sudden return have anything to do with him? Katie spent the rest of the night contemplating this. Yawning, she stretched as the sky finally began to brighten. The time of day on this planet seemed to be almost the opposite of her home on Earth, and she knew she would grow weary as the morning wore on. Still, perhaps she could figure out which direction to travel before she needed a nap.

Once she could make out more details in the dim light, Katie saw that she was indeed in an orchard. Acres of perfectly aligned trees were far from ready for harvest. Clusters of empty bushel baskets were scattered haphazardly around. A few trees still sported elegant lime-green flowers, though many were heavy with ripening fruit. Feeling hungry, she plucked one oblong fruit and bit into its fuzzy flesh. The strange flavors trickled down her throat, tinged with a sensation of carbonation and an aftertaste of something bitter. They were definitely not ripe, but it was all she had.

As Katie reached for another, her eyes caught sight of a section of the grove that appeared abandoned. These trees were marked by broken branches, cracked from the weight of unharvested fruit over years of neglect. The sickeningly sweet aroma drifted from that direction. Without hesitation, she walked toward the strange area. Rotting fruit squished unpleasantly beneath her gym shoes. In the center of the untended trees was a clearing, barren except for wispy grasses and a large ring of white mushrooms.

The teen shivered. She knew exactly where she was. Though the trees had blocked her view, she was not far from the city and could likely reach Ogdoad later that day. Yet, her eyes lingered upon the circle. It was an unregulated access point to Trydan, the world of the fae, and the only one she had never been permitted to enter.

The typical means of traveling between worlds were through Gateways—stone-like structures that could be dialed to any planet you desired. They connected a network of wormholes linking the known universe. But the entry that Katie stood before was different. This one was exclusively for Trydan, though the method of reaching that forbidden planet remained a mystery.

There was so much she didn’t know or understand about the cosmos. Her original mentor, High King Rege, had once told her, Anything is possible. So far, he had been right.

Now, though, it was time to face Rege and the other two members of the Triumvirate, the current rulers of the Ntr. They might have a better understanding of why she was here. And wasn’t it time to put her own resentment behind her?

The Ntr had been the first race to contact Earth all those eons ago, setting in motion the events that led to Earth’s downfall. The last time Katie had been here, she couldn’t shake her anger over what had happened to her own planet. It hadn’t been fair to use Rege as a scapegoat. Even so, some of the bitterness lingered. Wounds took time to heal. Perhaps it was time for her to begin that healing process herself.

Heading toward Ogdoad, Katie made sure to steer clear of the ring of mushrooms. She had no intention of accidentally falling into another world, at least not until she had reclaimed her items, the Djed’s items.

The morning was hot and balmy, but no worse than a summer in Georgia. The humidity here might have been higher than at home, but it was still only late spring, and in comparison, it was rather pleasant. Katie had never been to Wect in this season, but she found she preferred it to the warmer months.

Once away from the orchard, she could see Ogdoad stretching out before her. The city’s impressive size seemed to rise organically from the landscape, culminating in the gorgeous palace that was her destination. There were no outer walls or barricades—at least there shouldn’t have been. But even from a distance, Katie could see stone masons working on the beginnings of a fortification around much of the city. The problem, though, was that Ogdoad was sprawling, and as the wall took shape, it was cutting off a number of smaller households from the capital.

“What in the names of the All Powerfuls?” Katie exclaimed aloud. The language of the magicked worlds had come back to her. Something had to have spooked the Triumvirate. Never before had the rulers felt the need to hide their people behind barricades. And it wasn’t as though they hadn’t lived in fear of an attack. Katie had been present—and, in fact, had been the cause—of a monstrous entity ravaging a large section of the city.

In past times of crisis, the common folk took shelter within the palace’s fortifications. Thankfully, those instances had been few and far between. But something had clearly changed for Ogdoad to seal itself off from the rest of the world.

Moving with urgency, Katie approached what was now certainly the front of the city. Embittered glances were cast her way by the local populace. Were they angry at her? How could any of this be her fault?

The Ntrian people immediately recognized the girl as their Djed—even by those who had never laid eyes on her before. This was because the Ntr were strikingly different in form from the races of men. Their humanoid bodies were covered in fur, feathers, or scales that corresponded with the animal-shaped head they sported. They walked upright and wore nonpatterned clothing. Many had tails, and all had opposable thumbs. Yet, at the moment, none seemed thrilled by the Djed’s sudden reappearance.

One rabbit-headed Ntr, rocking a sleeping babe near her breasts, snapped at the teen, “You tell them they can’t just cast us aside! We’re part of Ogdoad just like anyone else. It shouldn’t matter that our home is on the outskirts. We’re good citizens. You tell them!”

This verbal barrage came from several others in various forms. One snide remark about the taxes required to widen the proposed wall sparked a scuffle. A black bear-headed Ntr, who served on the local police force, had to step in to break up the fight.

All Katie could do was swear under her breath that she would have words with the Triumvirate as she pressed forward, desperately trying to cut through the city as swiftly as possible. Even her best efforts proved trying, for Ogdoad was not laid out in any discernable pattern. Houses and buildings had sprung up wherever the original people saw fit. The maze of canals, which served as roadways for the more aquatic Ntr, cut through the main thoroughfares, forcing bridges to be erected at irregular intervals.

At one point, Katie wondered if she could simply escape into the home of one of her friends, a bear-headed Ntr who served in the royal guard. But Valere might not be there, and she couldn’t afford to waste time.

A large contingent of guards was posted outside the palace’s curtain wall. The gates were sealed. Though she did not recognize any of their faces, they all hesitantly nodded at her.

“Djed,” rumbled an emboldened rhino. He stood directly in front of the doors, as if blocking her entry.

Though Katie should have questioned the minor slight to her status, she blurted instead, “What happened to the gates?”

The rhino, without a backward glance, replied, “They were replaced.”

“But why?”

The golden doors, adorned with a stunning bas-relief of the figure the Ntr had suspected to be the Djed, were no longer there. In their place stood a plain, albeit sturdy-looking, gate. Had Rege had another falling out with Thomas? Hadn’t the boy done everything he could to atone for his wrongs?

Poor Thomas, Katie thought, realizing that the Ntr guard had no answer for her. Finally, she asked sarcastically, “May I enter?”

The rhino, whose horns were tattooed in a continuous pattern, grumbled something under his breath but signaled for the large gate to be opened. It groaned loudly as it gave way. He and a lean tiger escorted her through the courtyard and into the palace’s foyer.

The exquisite design and detailing that adorned even the smallest features of this grand estate no longer drew Katie’s attention. Stress and worry weighed heavily on her. She didn’t like the way she was being treated, nor did she like the political tensions that were clearly fracturing the once-united people.

The pair of guards stopped at the main doors to the next wing of the palace. These were also guarded by two more Ntr in uniform. The more she noted the changes in protocol, the more impatient she became. She really had to talk with the Triumvirate.

She was passed off several times to other pairs of royal guards. The palace appeared to be teeming with them. Finally, she neared the corridor that would lead her to the throne room—the Grand Hall. Just one last pair of guards, she hoped.

The doors opened, and she entered the vast chamber. At the far end, three thrones of varying sizes were arranged on the royal dais, but no one was in the room.

“Where are they?” Katie asked the latest guards, more Ntr she didn’t recognize. This, too, was a trend that disturbed her as much as the cold reception she had received.

“Take a seat,” growled a wolf-headed figure as he gestured toward a cushioned bench set before the dais.

Hesitantly, Katie obeyed.

“This is absolutely ridiculous,” tsked a familiar voice, the lisp all the more pronounced by the head steward’s overt annoyance. “Move aside! I said move aside!”

The teen glanced over her shoulder and saw Opos enter, followed by several attendants in his swift-paced shadow. The opossum had dyed his fur a rusty color, not one Katie found attractive. But if there was one thing the head steward knew, it was the latest fashion trends. He still wore his shirtless winged collar and matching cuffs; they were as pristinely pressed as his pale slacks. His pink, prehensile tail almost seemed to beckon his underlings to move with greater speed and purpose.

“We welcome you, Djed,” Opos said, bowing formally before her. At least he knew his manners.

The pair of attendants quickly set up a side table with small cheeses, cured meats, a heel of bread, and a goblet of water. They scurried off before Katie could even thank them.

“Are you thirsty?” Opos asked politely, his lisp made the words sound unexpectedly delicate.

“Parched,” she admitted, before swallowing the chilled liquid.

The steward peered at her with his beady eyes. “I will be honest. We did not expect you back so soon.”

“Opos, nobody knows when the Djed will return. Not even me.” Seeing his familiar face allowed Katie to relax, if only slightly. “Where is the Triumvirate?”

“They are being notified of your arrival as we speak.” Opos nodded toward her now empty glass. “May I get you anything else? More water, perhaps? Or something stronger if you prefer?”

Was he nervous? she wondered. “I’m fine,” Katie said dismissively, though her stomach had tightened into a knot.

“Then I will return shortly.”

Katie sat there alone. Her own nervousness was making her nauseous. Everything had changed so much in such a short time. She needed answers.

Eventually, Opos returned. Striding up to the base of the dais, he formally announced, “The Triumvirate!”

Katie suddenly wasn’t sure whether she should stand or remain seated as the three rulers emerged from a hidden door behind the dais. Each in turn took his or her seat when introduced.

“Lesser King Kastor, Queen Allimondria, and High King Roto.”
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Lethal Ideology
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Katie released a sigh of relief. The three Ntr were just as she remembered. At least she could take comfort in that.

In reverse order of rank, the rulers took their seats upon the dais. Kastor, a rotund, beaver-headed Ntr, was dressed smartly in a tailored brown three-piece suit that accommodated his growing girth. He flashed an orangish grin, revealing his large front teeth, while his broad, flat tail unfurled over his head like an organic parasol. Resting upon his brow was a crown with rolling edges, reminiscent of waves on a great lake.

Kastor held no true authority. His position had been created for him when Roto was crowned High King when only a teenager. The lifelong friends had remained inseparable. His jolly features and optimistic demeanor always balanced what many mistakenly assumed to be the queen’s surly, and sometimes severe, personality.

Allimondria sat to the right of the high king. Like Roto’s position, hers was an elected one. A crocodilian in form, her reptilian lineage limited her expressiveness. Katie had long grown accustomed to Allimondria and recognized her subtle happiness at the Djed’s appearance.

The queen’s layered, diaphanous gown shimmered in various shades of green and brown. The delicate hemline hid her long, leathery tail which emerged from a hole in the back of the throne and curled around her feet. Her crown depicted crocodilians weaving around its spokes. The feminine crown and attire were in sharp contrast to Allimondria’s outward appearance, a fitting duality for her singular purpose: to serve and protect the Ntrian people.

Then there was High King Roto. His amber eyes fixed on Katie with the longest and most contemplative gaze, as though he was trying to rationalize why the Djed had returned so soon. Like Kastor, he wore a three-piece suit, though his was almost silken in texture compared to the tweed-like material of the other king’s. The color was a rusty, dried-blood red, complimented by a brown vest and a matching pocket square folded neatly into a triple point.

These colors reflected his own form—a red Doberman pinscher. His face was angular, with erect ears pointed so sharply that they reminded Katie of a pair of daggers. Yet the lethal impression he might have given was softened by the simple stone circlet he wore, a stark contrast to the jagged crown he had once donned. The circlet might have been perceived as modest if not for the central ring affixed to the front. It was a perfect miniature replica of one of the Gateways.

This ceremonial crown had only been seen by Katie once before, and its reappearance brought more questions to mind. But, like all the others, they would have to wait. By the tone previously set, she realized that she had to fulfill her part of the formalities.

Since she wasn’t wearing a gown, Katie chose to bow rather than curtsey. With her head lowered, she greeted the Triumvirate with the utmost formality she could muster. Roto was still appraising her when she rose, his lips twisting into a grin.

“Welcome back, Djed.” His tone was powerful and strong, though not unkind, never unkind. Had he forgotten the tension that had existed between them the last time she had resided in this palace? It appeared so. Roto was good at brushing aside past grudges, unlike his brother, Rege. For that, Katie felt a bit of relief.

“I’m glad to be back.”

As if the ice had melted with that simple exchange, Kastor sprang from his throne and trundled off the dais to sweep Katie up in his little arms—or at least try to. Allimondria followed the gregarious king, with Roto in her wake, casting his long shadow behind her. If there was a moment of hesitancy when the high king hugged her, Katie decided that it was justified. She had been extremely rude to him. Once more, she vowed to work on mending their relationship.

Roto smoothed the wrinkles from his shirt during this brief silence. Trying to temper her inherent impatience, Katie finally asked, “Is this a good time to talk candidly?”

“Wouldn’t you prefer a more comfortable place to sit? And possibly something to eat?” Kastor whistled through his large teeth.

Roto cast his friend a side glance, then countered the girl’s question, “Does this pertain to politics, or something more personal?”

“I just want to catch up with you and figure out why I’m back,” Katie admitted. She left off the “so soon,” as that seemed obvious to her.

“I see,” the high king murmured.

Allimondria sniffed, the sound like rustling leaves coming from her lengthy snout. “The Djed is not a typical official come to discuss policy. Let us reconvene in a more amenable space.”

“I quite agree,” Kastor said with another grin. With a quick gesture from his small hand, Opos was summoned. “Have Madam Hi’ir run the Djed a bath and send up her things,” he turned back to Katie, “unless there is anything that needs to be discussed immediately.”

“Nothing immediate, no,” Katie affirmed, especially since a bath sounded delightful.

“Then we shall see you for an early lunch,” Kastor waved her off as Opos led the way to her former rooms.

As Katie approached the doors leading out of the Grand Hall, she glanced behind her and saw that the high king was following them. “Wait,” she said to the steward. “I want to walk with him.”

“Very well. I will send Madam Hi’ir to your chambers promptly.” Turning toward the high king, Opos said, “Your Majesty”, bowed his rusty head, and then left.

As she and Roto meandered through the sprawling palace, Katie decided to break their uncomfortable silence. “About last year...”

Roto looked at her without slowing his steady stride and waited patiently.

“I’m sorry for how I acted around you.”

He considered her apology before responding, “That is in the past.”

Katie knew she had hurt him with her overt distrust. “I just want you to know that I recognized how childish I was.”

“Many make mistakes.”

Testing the waters between them, Katie tried to joke, “Don’t we all?”

“Anything is possible.”

Just as she was about to bring up the topic of the wall, the smell of smoke reached her nostrils. “Fire!”

Instinctively, she dashed up the stairwell and down the long hall where her rooms were located. She didn’t see any smoke, but the scent was undeniable. Which room was on fire? Hoping it wasn’t hers, she hurried toward it but skidded to a stop when she saw the scorched impressions of soot on the doorframe of the room one down from hers. The door had been burned away by the inferno.

Peering into the charred, stone-encased shell, she asked anxiously, “What happened?”

“It is as it appears,” admitted Roto who had slowly caught up to her. There was no urgency in his stride, only a twitch of irritation at the corner of his upper lip. “We do not know the cause, but thankfully, the fire was put out before it spread into the other rooms. Your chambers are intact, except for the revolting stench.”

Roto stopped and glanced over her into the room. He was very tall. “Arrangements were made to clean it, but with everything that has been happening recently, that task was clearly forgotten.”

“Thomas and Ike...?” Katie’s words caught in her throat, concerned for her friends, the human boy and the halfling.

“They were not here when it occurred.”

That was a relief, for it didn’t appear that anyone could have survived those flames. “Have they been back?”

“No.”

Katie recalled the assignment she had given them. If they hadn’t returned to Wect, they’d likely discovered something on Rozmiar, the world of Aractaurs and Scorpitaurs. Things worked out for a reason, and she was glad that her friends had not been at risk of burning alive.

The king added, “They were assigned new chambers in another wing.”

“What about those other rooms?” she gestured to the intact doors.

Roto did not reply. He merely opened the door to the Djed’s rooms and stepped aside to let Katie through. Her luxurious bed was just as massive as she remembered, a stark contrast to the twin bed she had grown up with. A desk was positioned against the far wall, facing windows that overlooked Ogdoad. A wardrobe stood in the corner, and like the other furniture, was draped with sheets. The only other door led to the bathroom, with a clawfoot tub at the center for soaking, and a vanity that held a washbowl and pitcher.

“I do not know much about human senses,” Roto admitted, “though I do have some knowledge about elves. I did not want the stench to cause a problem for either of them. I can have you moved as well. We were not expecting you so soon.”

Katie glanced at the wooden planks beneath her desk, where a secret door was hidden. “No. I’ll just sleep with the windows open. Thank you.”

He gave her a last thoughtful look before smiling, “I will see you soon.”

Madam Hi’ir arrived in a hurried frenzy. Her many subordinates swept through the room, removing dust covers and lugging steaming buckets of water to fill the tub. Two others hung Katie’s stored clothes in the wardrobe, making sure not a single dress was wrinkled or tangled.

As the girl stripped down, Hi’ir hastily inquired in her sharp, squeaky voice, “Is everything as you like it?”

“Yes,” the young woman chuckled. “Take a breather. There is no need to rush.”

The eyes of the mouse-headed housekeeper darted about as she ushered Katie into the bath, which had been tempered with cooler water. Still ensuring that everything met her high standards, she muttered, “You do not want to keep the Triumvirate waiting.”

“I don’t think it—” Katie was cut off as a bucket of water was poured over her head, and the grooming process began in earnest. They spent quite some time scrubbing off the inked doodles she had drawn on the back of her hands during the most tedious of her classes. Only after she was thoroughly dried and dressed could she finally speak. The conversation, however, was dominated by an argument about her chipped fingernail polish—something quite foreign to the Ntr.

“It’ll come off eventually,” Katie reassured her for the final time, though the twitching whiskers on Hi’ir’s face made it clear the Ntr was not pleased.

“You need to be more careful about your appearance, Djed.”

“I know,” Katie sighed. “I’m to always represent myself the best I can.”

After Hi’ir left, still frowning and tittering, Katie made her way to the private royal dining room. Both kings and Spant, Roto’s nephew, waited until she and the queen were seated at the long table before following suit. More unnecessary etiquette. Katie stopped herself from rolling her eyes.

She sat at one end, facing Roto while the other three spaced themselves out to make the banquet table seem less oversized. The meal was served in courses. Allimondria began each one with a surprisingly dainty bite, while Spant kept darting his eyes toward the teen.

Spant was around Katie’s age, though his weight, like Kastor’s, had certainly increased. The young dog looked more spaniel-like than ever, and his blond fur was long and silky on his ears. His typical curls had been straightened, though one resilient strand stuck out in protest.

“You were asking about the wall?” Allimondria’s polite tone drew Katie’s attention away from Spant’s disobedient fur.

“Yes.” Katie lowered her fork onto her plate. “There seemed to be a lot of discontented chatter on the streets about it. Why is it being built, anyway?”

Before Allimondria could answer, Roto explained, “Ogdoad needs better fortification. War is coming, and my people must be protected.”

“Yes, but why now?” Katie asked, brows furrowing. “This isn’t the first Great War. Why suddenly make that decision? The taxation that goes with it is burdensome, and some of the people are being cut off from the city. What happens to them when war finally breaks out?”

Kastor shifted uncomfortably, almost mirroring Spant’s unease. Allimondria shot Roto a discontented glance, though the high king answered, “This project has been discussed in prior years. The idea is not a new one. And we are quite aware of who now resides just outside our lands.”

The high king referred to Wōdaz and the Triad. What was almost certainly the greatest threat to the universe was living on their very world. Well, living was not the best way to describe the lich—unliving would be more fitting.

Roto looked at the queen, as if his words were meant to appease her. “We had limited funds we could afford. Unfortunately, that meant the wall could only be so large. Those without will have full access to Ogdoad and its defenses when the need arises. Choices like this are never simple.”

“Nor perfect,” rumbled Allimondria. “I was not as swayed as the others, yet High King Roto does make fair points.”

It was clear that this was a tense subject among the rulers. Katie felt a twinge of guilt for stirring up sour feelings. Shifting to a different, albeit more urgent topic, she asked directly, “What news do you have about the Great War? Has the Triad made any obvious moves?”

“We do not contact the other worlds,” Kastor reminded her.

Katie expected as much, though she always hoped for news that would quickly point her in the right direction. “Well, I guess I’ll take a few days to reacquaint myself with my items and then head to Amistat. They are more interconnected with other worlds than most.”

She didn’t need to mention that if the boys had tried to contact anyone other than the Triumvirate, it would be the Amistatians. Plus, on that world, she could easily find one of her friends without having to traipse halfway across a planet, uncertain if those she was looking for were even there.

“A prudent plan,” nodded Allimondria as dessert was served.

The next morning, after finishing breakfast, Katie headed to the training yards. She had brought the large, cardinal-red storage chest with her; it opened and unfolded like an ornate jewelry box. This was not the first time she had checked on her items since her return. Last night, after they had been brought to her chamber, she had picked up each one, reveling in the feel of them in her hands.

There were twelve items, one from each of the twelve worlds; each was unique and quite familiar to her. Ten were weapons, and two were sashes. Katie made a point to practice with each one, never demeaning even the more modest items, for each had proven beneficial at different times. Slingshot, blow dart, whip, Tessen fan with its bladed edges. Bola, bow and arrows as white as bleached bone. Then there was Carwenhau, the dagger that could elongate into a spear, and Fosite, her axe. The shield would open on its own from her armguard whenever she was attacked. And, of course, there was her breathtaking sword, Claidheamh Soluis, with its ability to return to her at will.

The pair of sashes—Goswhit, the brown one, and Aether, the black—were left untouched. She didn’t need Goswhit’s boost of courage or endurance now. And without someone to instruct her in magic, there was no reason to dabble with the Aether’s dangerous arcane abilities.

Her former weapons instructors met her in the yards. The twin felines, resembling Siamese cats, were every bit as lethal as any warriors Katie had encountered. They could dance around her for hours in sparring matches, continuously refining her techniques in all forms of combat.

Already sweating profusely, Katie gulped down the water offered to her after finishing a quick refresher with the Tessen fan. To be so close to one’s enemy was dangerous. That’s why this weapon was better suited for surprise attacks, not outright battles.

“I would like a chance to spar with our Djed.”

“Your Majesty,” both Maew and his sister, Tamra, bowed low.

Roto nodded to them, then said, “You are dismissed.”

The felids hastened off to whatever daily tasks they had when not actively instructing.

Alone with the high king, Katie made the faintest attempt at a bow as she continued to catch her breath. “I had just—”

“Grab your sword.”

Katie wiped the sweat from her brow. “I was saving that for last.”

Roto had turned away from her. He carefully removed his jacket and laid it on a nearby bench. “Your sword, Djed.”

The scabbard he wore held Aukim, his great sword. He slowly pulled it from its sheath, exposing the blade to the sunlight. Neither moon was in the sky, and the clouds had all but cleared. The breathtaking weapon gleamed, a deadly masterpiece in the right hands.

“Alright,” Katie murmured. She lifted her hand, and her sword leapt into the air, settling effortlessly against her open palm.

“You have never given yourself enough time to properly train,” the high king noted.

“True, but...,” Katie chose not to argue with the ruler of the Ntr. She had her own reasons; some influenced by him. Still, there was truth in what he said. “You’re right. I’m trying to be better in all things.”

He gave her the formal sign to commence, and they approached one another. Katie knew that caution was key, especially since this was her first time using her weapon in months. She tried to spot any physical signs that would alert her to an incoming strike.

She almost missed it. There was a clang as the edge of his blade met the broadside of her own.

“Mastery takes time. Demands it,” Roto said. The high king was light on his feet, his movements fluid. Years of experience were ingrained in his very muscles. He moved with such grace that it almost appeared like he and Aukim were one. “Like religion,” he continued, darting around her, “it requires worship and devotion

Katie barely had time to dodge the tip of his blade as it grazed her shirt, slicing clean through the fabric. “Perfecting one’s craft should be one’s ideology. Anything less is a waste. It is spitting in the eye of your true potential.”

Another strike. Another block. Another near miss.

A thin line of blood oozed from the broken flesh under the flapping edges of Katie’s sleeve. A long burning line seared down her back, and a nick appeared at the base of her earlobe, where a lock of hair had been lost.

Katie suddenly realized the high king was not merely sparring. He was forcing her to truly fight—a fight for her life.
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​​​Chapter 3
Building Tensions
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“Slow down,” she insisted, for why would Roto wish to harm her? What was she missing?

“Your enemy will not be sympathetic to your plight,” the high king noted coolly. “You must give it your all—every time.” He easily stepped out of the arc of Katie’s sword. “And you must push yourself to improve with each practice, or you will never reach your full potential. There is no holding back.”

The magnificent Ntrian blade drove toward her. Katie’s heart pounded, adrenaline coursed through her veins, and she could taste her own fear. She was not ready for this.

The tip of the blade was aimed at the girl’s eye before she was able to adjust her own weapon’s trajectory. In the reflection of the polished metal, she thought she saw her pupil dilate in a sea of blue-gray-green. This would be her end. In the next instant, she heard a clang and felt a shockwave jar her left arm. Her shield had opened of its own accord. Clearly, it too sensed the shift from cordial training to something more dire.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” she said through gritted teeth. Roto was incredibly strong; another impact like that might leave her with a numb arm. Was there still tension between them? Then again, these actions suggested something greater.

The Doberman towered over her shield, casting her in shadow. His blade pressed against the polished, ever-so-slightly domed surface. Katie’s legs buckled, and she found herself on one knee.

“You could not, even if you tried,” he snarled.

Was Roto assuming she was holding back? Did he expect more from her?

“Think,” he added. “Pay attention.”

“To what?” she huffed. Her face reddened. She was half-afraid to look anywhere other than directly at her opponent. Yet risk it, she did.

Roto continued to apply pressure, preventing her from rising. The tip of Aukim glinted above the lip of her shield, making Katie abstractedly think of a laughing sword. His weapon was limiting her mobility, but didn’t that also apply to him as well?

Trying to strike at the king around her shield was possible, though any movement from her free arm would give away her intent. Roto would be fast enough to counter her attack. But there were other points of weakness—ones that were within reach.

Katie swept her sword low to the ground. The blade would do more than just clip Roto’s ankles if he did not retreat. And retreat he did.

“Good,” he sniffed, like a master chess player already predicting his opponent’s next eight moves. Without wasting another second, the canid ruler was upon her.

The girl barely had time to push herself to her feet before feeling the sting of another superficial wound on the shoulder of her striking arm. Spinning around, she used her shield as a secondary weapon to force Roto to deflect its circular edge.

“Now you are awake,” he let out a bark. Snapping his jaw shut, he easily forced Katie to retreat until she was backed against the wall.

The next few desperate moves blurred together. Suddenly, her legs were swept out from under her, and her shield was pinned awkwardly to the ground by Roto’s paw-like foot. Katie swung Claidheamh Soluis in one final attempt to fend him off, but the weapon was knocked from her grasp, skittering across the barren training yard.

The look of disappointment crossing Roto’s face sparked a hot rage inside her. Had he truly expected more? If so, he was right.

The Djed’s blade suddenly soared through the air, heading for Katie’s awaiting hand. Roto was in its path, but that would not matter. Her weapon would cut through flesh and bone to reach her. She would defeat him.

Then something extraordinary occurred. Roto effortlessly tossed Aukim from one hand to the other as he pivoted, sidestepping with ease. As Claidheamh Soluis twisted through the air toward the girl’s palm, the king snatched it midflight. For a brief moment, he held both swords before driving Aukim into its target.

Katie took several hitching breaths as the longsword, embedded in the wall, vibrated beside her face. Though her own blade wrenched free of Roto’s grip, it had not done so in time. He could have slain her if he had wanted to.

Stepping off her shield, the high king retrieved his sword and inspected it. “This is a fine weapon,” he mused, “but even it has its flaws.” He meticulously wiped its blade with a handkerchief he had tucked into his jacket.

Katie sat there, stunned. Had this entire match been nothing more than a simple sparring session? She had never felt so close to death during training. Her heart continued to drum violently in her chest.

Near the weapons rack set up by the twin instructors were several other items, including a container of oil to prevent rust. Roto ignored her completely as he continued the ritualistic care of his blade before returning it to its scabbard. Meanwhile, Katie’s mind raced as she stared at his broad back, her sword still gripped in her hand.

Finally, he turned to face her. “You know the basics. That much is clear. What you need to focus on now is tailoring your strategies to your specific opponent. I am much taller than you. Utilizing tactics more suited to upward thrusts would have been far wiser than your straightforward approach. Work on that.”

He left her there, slumped and speechless, her mouth hanging open.

After bathing and changing into fresh clothes, Katie was greeted by a knock at her door. Spant stood outside, his expression first critical, then weary. “Uncle Roto demands the best from everyone.”

The pup had noticed the bruises and scrapes exposed by her short sleeves. Per her request, Hi’ir had returned her former slacks and tops. The head chambermaid had always disapproved of Katie’s choice of clothes, but how was she supposed to fight in a dress? That was ridiculous, even though she’d done it before.

“I’m half-surprised that I didn’t see you in the training yards,” Katie admitted, tenderly trying to knuckle the knots from her back.

“Oh no!” gasped the blond canine. “I have a strict schedule to follow for morning and evening studies. I can only train after lunch. At least now I’m permitted to use a sword. Uncle Roto gave me one for my day-of-birth celebration.”

Spant paced around Katie’s room, seemingly focused on nothing in particular. An oily scent lingered in his wake. Then, pinning his ears back, he spoke in a low voice, “I don’t like his change.”

“Change?” Katie furrowed her brow. Was there something different about the high king? She couldn’t think of anything particularly notable. “What change?”

“Nothing,” Spant muttered, turning away from her and slumping his shoulders. “Maybe I’ve changed. I don’t know.” He sighed heavily before spinning around with a lopsided grin. “I’m glad you’re back. Want to lunch with me? I have a little time.”

“I would love to, but...” Katie walked stiffly toward the hall. “I want to stop by the medical ward.”

They both looked at the red stains blooming on Katie’s clean clothes. Spant’s nose wrinkled. “Ah, yes. Right. Well, maybe tomorrow then?”

“I’d like that,” Katie replied. They walked together until they parted ways.

The medical ward was just as she remembered, with rows of neatly made cots and cabinets filled with all tinctures, bandages, and unfamiliar devices.

Róin, one of the healers, was restocking a shelf while ticking numbers off on a piece of parchment. As soon as the seal-headed Ntr noticed Katie, she swept into a low bow. “Welcome, Djed.”

“Hello, Róin,” Katie grinned at the familiar face before revealing one of her battered arms. “I need your help again.”

The healer’s blood-red eyes looked over the human. “I...I can send for Master Hrarp. He is at lunch.”

Katie raised an eyebrow at the albino seal. “I don’t think this is anything serious. Just some bandages and maybe something to lessen the pain?”

“I cannot prescribe anything without the presence of Master Hrarp.”

That made Katie laugh, but she quickly stopped when she saw the female healer’s expression. Was Róin serious? She was practically the only healer for the palace since Hrarp was old, half-blind, and not nearly as dexterous as his young assistant.

“Since when?”

Róin looked at her pleadingly. “The high king would not approve of me overstepping my place.”

“Roto? I thought you two...” Katie paused. The high king had been enamored with Róin, hadn’t he? Or had she just assumed that based on prior interactions she had observed?

Róin offered a sweet smile. “The high king and me? No. What would he see in a secondary healer, and one that is also an albino?”

There was something unsettling in those words, though Katie couldn’t figure out what. Even though there was no bitterness in the seal’s voice, the teen’s stomach knotted uncomfortably.

As they waited for Hrarp, the pair’s conversation was cordial but superficial. Katie had never really tried to befriend the healer. Their interactions had mostly been in moments of crisis. Still, Róin was sweet, if a bit shy.

After her wounds were tended to, Katie decided against returning for an afternoon session—her body protested too much. Instead, she took to the streets. Ogdoad was always bustling. Trade appeared to be flourishing, and the general health of the population seemed good.

Then, quite suddenly, she stopped to stare at the strangest creature she had ever seen. An elongated beast, resembling a caterpillar or possibly a millipede, scurried on a blur of countless legs. On its back sat over a score of Ntrian children, each carrying a satchel filled with scrolls, slates, and books. In its beak-like mouth was a bit attached to a bridle, which an adult Ntr—a female puffin—used to steer the creature from house to house like a school bus.

“Never seen a plenipod before?”

Startled, Katie turned toward the voice. Her gaze met that of a wirehaired terrier perched on the base of a statue.

“I know you,” she insisted. “You’re Toff.”

“And we all know you, Djed,” the mongrel sniffed as Katie looked around for his familiar accomplice.

The canine raised his hands, showing that they were empty. “I’m on the straight and narrow.”

“Where’s your friend?” she asked, referring to the fleshy-colored bat called Pip.

“Sleeping, I suppose.”

“Hmm,” Katie grunted, clearly doubtful.

Toff, who must have been in his mid or late twenties, grinned sheepishly, though not at her. His face turned upward to stare at an open window, where a female canid Ntr was languidly sunning herself on the sill. A pink bow tied into her fur gathered up long strands that waterfalled around her ears and muzzle. A yorkie in appearance, her eyes were half-closed as the breeze tousled her fur.

Not impressed by the budding romance, Katie pulled Toff back to reality by saying, “I’m not inclined to allow thieves to walk the streets.”

“Does it look like I’m walking?” the seated canine sassed, rolling his eyes. “As I said, I’m clean. I wouldn’t dare rob in this city, anymore.” The last word seemed to be added as if an afterthought. “The punishments are far too rich for my taste, if you catch my drift.” Before she could respond, he added, “And why would I have brought myself to your attention if I were in the middle of a heist?”

Katie chewed on her words as she contemplated his. It was the sounds of commotion further down the street that drew her attention away from the tramp. When she looked back, Toff was gone, leaving a silver coin with Allimondria’s face in his place.

“The little cur,” she groaned, though his sense of humor was noted.

Following the uproar of multiple voices, Katie crossed over one of the arched bridges to where the widening street supported a mob of about thirty flustered citizens. On the far side, an Ntr had climbed next to a statue of the queen. Wearing only a bleached green vest and tawny trousers, the fellow snapped his gnarled jaws at the reaching hands of a local cop.

Whatever he had been preaching didn’t seem to be publicly supported. The cop, an aged chimpanzee, leapt back to avoid losing his hands. The only authority figure in sight wagged a finger at the troublemaker. “I could have you arrested for nothing more than that. Now get down. I’m tired of this!”

“I only demand my rights,” the other Ntr growled. He was crocodilian, like the queen, though larger and with a broader snout. Scars crisscrossed his torso and leathery arms. “I’ve petitioned several times to see the Triumvirate and should have been allowed entrance, yet the doors remain sealed. When was the last time any of you saw the rulers yourselves? When was the last time they listened to our plights?”

A discontented murmur rose from the growing crowd.

The old ape ran his large hand through the remaining wisps of hair on his head. Sighing, he explained, “You know they would see you if your plea was justified.”

“It is,” snarled the reptile, leering down at the cop.

Shaking his balding head, the officer warned, “Please, don’t force me to lock you up again. I know you were a good man once; I might even say a great one. Don’t use your silver tongue to stir up more contempt. That is below you, Suchos.”

“Ogdoad is poisoned,” the crocodilian rumbled. “You know it. You all do. You can feel the corruption spreading through the veins of the city.”

As several voices of agreement were heard, the cop gave one last forlorn shake of his head before reaching up to snare the crocodilian. Suchos was ready to fight back, but a black bear officer had arrived. Together, they struggled to haul the larger male offender off his stone pedestal without incurring severe damage to themselves.

Katie pushed her way through the riled-up mob. Feathered and furred elbows jabbed into her several times before she was able to stand beside the now-restrained Ntr. “I will speak for him in the palace.”

All three frustrated faces turned to stare at the Djed. Up close, Katie thought she recognized Suchos, though she couldn’t place where or when they had met. “What do you want me to tell them?”

The cops were starting to take the crocodilian away, but Suchos did not hesitate. “Not them. Alli. Allimondria. Tell her that Suchos is in Ogdoad. Tell her that I must speak with her.” With a sudden burst of energy, the crocodilian freed himself from the pair’s grips and loomed over Katie. His head bent low as he rumbled almost imperceptibly, “Her life is in danger.”
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Finding Purpose
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“I will,” Katie promised Suchos. Although the request to talk with the queen was a simple one, if there was any truth to his words, it was extremely important.

Before she could inquire further about his source, the crocodilian was immediately tackled as if he was a threat to the Djed. Suchos did not protest. It was as if his previous strength had instantaneously drained. The bear-headed officer simply walked off with the rabble-rouser.

As she watched them leave, Katie asked the chimpanzee, “Where are you taking him?”

“He is being taken to our prison yard. A few more weeks in there might do him some good.”

“Do you know why he is so insistent on speaking with the queen? Did he explain?”

“He has been very tight-lipped about that. I suspect it has something to do with their past. They are both from the same village and grew up together. He is probably petitioning her for a title.”

“Why do you think that?”

“Don’t you know?” the ape’s fingers tenderly touched his wrist, which had been twisted during the brief commotion. “He’s the primary reason she was elected.”

“Really?” Though Katie was going to take any threat to the Triumvirate seriously, this new information made her believe him even more. “Why haven’t I heard of him?”

“He is not mentioned anymore. After the coronation, Suchos simply disappeared. Hmm. I guess the queen really had nothing to do with that if he is so eager to see her.” Shrugging, the cop added, “I don’t care much for royal politics. It’s none of my business anyway. Djed...” He gave her a slight, albeit awkward, bow and went on his way now that the crowd had dispersed.

Once inside the palace, Katie headed straight for Allimondria’s quarters. If there was even the slightest chance that Suchos’s words were true, she needed to be informed immediately.

The queen had almost an entire wing to herself, large enough to be considered a house. After knocking on the door repeatedly, Katie was about to leave and look elsewhere when a whistling voice greeted her. King Kastor opened the door and let her in as if he lived there too. This was a bit surprising, considering when she had met them a few years ago, Allimondria had clearly not settled into her position. She had seemed uncertain about her role with the pudgy beaver ruler around. There were only supposed to be a king and a queen, and Allimondria must have felt displaced whenever she looked at the tight bond between Roto and the minor king. Yet here he was, hanging around as if he and the queen were best friends.

“You look as if you’ve seen a ghost,” Kastor laughed, noticing the surprised expression on Katie’s face. Then he stopped mid-chortle. “You haven’t, have you?”

“No ghosts,” she affirmed. “I just didn’t expect to find you here.”

“Well, you’ve come at the optimal time.” Kastor gave a rodent-like smile. “Allimondria and I are about to have tea.”

“Is this a regular thing?” Katie asked as she was led from one room to another.

“It has become so,” Kastor admitted, before announcing, “Look who’s joining us!”

“Djed,” the queen stood, offering Katie a gracious nod as she gestured toward a chair. “Welcome. Sit here.”

“I’ve brought some troubling news...” the teen began, but as she took a seat, a chambermaid hurried into the room with another cup and saucer. Katie stopped herself from blurting out the threat. If Suchos had been hesitant about whom he was speaking to, shouldn’t she be as well? Yet, as soon as the girl was dismissed, Katie rapidly filled the queen in on what had been seen and heard in the city.

“Suchos?” Allimondria’s expression was stunned—or as stunned as her features would allow. “In Ogdoad?”

Kastor appeared oblivious to the importance of the name. “Was that your old friend?”

“Once,” rumbled the queen, her thoughts clearly elsewhere.

“He believes that your life is in danger,” Katie assured her.

“Danger?” The beaver chortled again. “Anyone on the wrong side of Allimondria is in danger.”

The queen did not find his statement humorous. Her expression became even more serious. “Are you certain it was Suchos?”

“I don’t know,” Katie shrugged. “I’ve never seen him before.” Yet again, something like a forgotten dream tugged at the back of her mind. “One of the cops recognized him, and Suchos called you Alli.”

“Alli?” Kastor raised what might have been an eyebrow.

“Hush!” snapped Allimondria, before turning back to Katie. “Do you know what this threat is?”

“He didn’t say.”

“That’s odd,” mused the rotund king. “To give a warning without providing any details. Are you sure he was in earnest?”

“I think so.”

“Why hadn’t he come to talk with us, then?”

“He tried.” Katie found herself defending the stranger. “He said he was denied entry to the palace. Is that true? Aren’t all Ntr welcome here?”

Allimondria had forgotten the cup of tea still clutched in her clawed hands. “This would not be the first threat targeting us recently. We have been forced to shut our doors to those without a viable reason.”

“I think a death threat is pretty viable,” Katie interjected.

“Yes,” rumbled the queen in agreement. “It should have been. I must investigate the chain of command and see where this issue began. In the meantime, where is Suchos?”

“In Ogdoad’s prison. Will you talk to him?”

The queen hesitated before answering, “I feel that I must.”

“What if he is the threat?” Kastor asked.

His question caused Katie’s eyes to widen. “I hadn’t thought of that,” she admitted

Though the beaver appeared to loathe his own words, he pointed out, “Permission for a private audience would be the perfect opportunity for an assassination attempt. That is, if you still believe him in the first place.”

“Suchos would not harm me,” Allimondria declared, at least confident in that. “Nor could he, since I will have the Djed by my side.”

A smile curled across Katie’s face as the queen continued, “I will send word to have Suchos brought to me. Roto must be informed about this rumored threat as well. It concerns all of us.”

They reconvened in the Grand Hall with Roto a short while later and waited for Suchos to be brought before them. Although a chair had been offered to her, Katie preferred to stand next to the queen. She had brought Claidheamh Soluis, her sword, with her. If there was going to be an attempt on any of the Triumvirate’s lives, she would be ready to spring into action. Her fingers drummed on the sword’s pommel. The tapping didn’t keep time, but oddly, it eased her nerves. Finally, the doors opened; however, the figure stepping through was not Suchos, but a coyote-headed male.

“Apologies, your majesties,” he bowed repeatedly as he approached. “The prisoner escaped.”

“Escaped?” Roto questioned icily. “How?”

“We were escorting him through the city when he suddenly fought back and fell into one of the canals.”

“Did you not pursue him?”

Slinking his scruffy head, the coyote admitted, “We did. He got away from us.”

“You have no clue where this Suchos fled?” Roto’s questioned was aimed at the queen, but the other canine thought it was for him and answered, “None, your Majesty.”

Roto’s lower lip twitched once before his face reverted to a serious calm. “Send word to the city guard and Ogdoad’s police, including their aquatic division, to stay on high alert for signs of Suchos. A threat has been made against our queen. We must take it seriously.”

“No harm will be done to her,” assured the coyote.

“See that it does not,” affirmed the high king as the other canid slunk out of the chamber.

Once they were alone, Katie spoke. “I’m not sure Suchos is the threat.”

“Maybe not,” agreed Roto. “But his actions are suspicious. If he has anything to say to us, I will hear him out.” He turned toward Allimondria. “We will find the truth in this.”

The reptilian queen nodded slightly, though she seemed lost in thought. Her own emotions were strained, and she looked exhausted.

As soon as Katie was permitted to leave, she returned to her chambers for the rest of the day.
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Suchos was never found. Clearly, he had fled Ogdoad. Katie found herself wondering why he hadn’t taken the opportunity to talk with the queen. After his departure, the local troubles quieted down, except for the continuing complaints about the growing wall.

Soon enough, a rhythm settled into life in the palace. Katie trained, studied, and did everything she could to improve her skills and knowledge about the magicked worlds and their countless dimensions. Without knowing why she had returned when she did, she attempted to prepare herself for whatever was to come.

There had been no word from either Ike or Thomas, though that wasn’t surprising. She did write a letter and sent it through the Gateway to Amistat. It was addressed to Prime Minister Kírke, informing the sorceress of the Djed’s return. There was a good chance that Kírke would pass along that information to her niece since Katie and Sar’ra were very close. Then again, there was just as much possibility that the prime minister wouldn’t speak to Sar’ra. Her niece needed to focus on her studies and not end up, once again, traipsing around the universe with the Djed.

Spant kept her company most evenings, even attempting to teach her Ntrian games. However, many of these were quite strange and made little to no sense. Katie eventually realized she was growing bored. It was time to begin her political travels.

Roto’s old list of leads had not been returned to Katie, so one day she tracked him down in his study and asked about it.

“The list?” Roto sat up in his chair, setting his quill pen down in its holder. His desk was covered with numerous neat piles of diagrams, drawings, and other paperwork. “Yes, well, I have thought about it. You are better off setting your own course of action.”

“You have no recommendations at all?” Katie had never developed her own goals before, at least not without some
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