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There was a droll irony about choices, Valorious thought wryly. People were prepared to go to war for the power to choose for themselves, but in the end, their choices often turned out to be double-edged swords, with all options leading to despair and heartache. The choice that had lain before him was whether to help his people and betray his friend, or protect his friend and abandon his people. He had chosen his people – and his friend Ashra’s anger spilled over him now as he lifted the stella that she had not known he could wield, and directed its power to the Ancient standing behind her. 

The power of the stella pulsed through his hand and up his arm, begging to be released. Valorious stood watching the Ancients as they struggled beneath the web of power-infused silver that held them trapped, created by the stella.  

It had been Ashra’s idea to arrange a meeting between King Valor and her father, Arach.  Ashra had believed that her father could be convinced to negotiate with the Cambrians, with the goal of bringing an end to their suffering, but Valorious had known it was a foolish hope. Even so, her eagerness to arrange a meeting between the Cambrian king and Ancient patriarch had presented him with an opportunity he could not afford to waste, especially when he learned that Arach would be accompanied by his entire council. He had asked Ashra not to come – of course he had – but when she insisted on being present, he continued to lay his plans regardless. It grieved him to think that she would be caught in his trap, knowing that their friendship would not survive such betrayal. He would do what he could to spare her, however – he owed her that much.  

For years, driven by a desperate determination to help his people, he had studied the stella and learned its secrets, delving into the journals of Wielders that had gone before to discover all he could about the power of the blood-imbued staff. His knowledge had soon surpassed that of previous Wielders, until the day arrived when the stella yielded itself fully to his will and became a weapon that could be used against the Ancients that had created it. He found no pleasure in destroying the mighty beasts, and if there had been another way to free his people from the burden placed on them by his ancestor, he would have taken it – but Arach had refused to release the Cambrians from the agreement that ensured an endless supply of wealth for the creators of the stella.

A beam of bright energy sprang from the stella, striking another Ancient; the creature swayed on his feet as blood spurted from his chest, then collapsed onto the ground. It only took a few minutes before Ashra was the only Ancient still alive. She lay on the ground, her eyes closed as she waited for the killing blow, and a surge of guilt gripped Valorious’s heart. With a trembling hand, he commanded the stella once more, and the net holding Ashra in place broke apart. 

Turning on his heel, Valorious made his way back to Citadel. He had been preceded by the king and his advisors, who had gone ahead as soon as the Ancients were caught beneath the net to prepare the great engines of war that had been built in anticipation of this day. Those Ancients that had not attended the council would soon come looking for their brethren, but they would not survive the powerful spears that would drag them to the ground with power-imbued chains. 

It was almost noon when the first Ancient appeared in the air above the city, followed an hour later by another three. They flew without caution, confident of their superior strength, and within minutes they were being dragged from the sky by the mighty spears, to where Valorious waited with the stella. They were followed by another pair, and then another small group. They approached more carefully now, and the fighting began in earnest; throughout the long day they battled, and when night began to fall, the sky was still lit with Ancient flames which glowed against the spears hurtling through the air. There were close to fifty Ancients that lived in the mountains, and on they came, furious and determined. Valorious scanned the sky as he stood at Citadel’s walls beside the other fighters, but Ashra did not appear, and he sighed in relief. 

It was well past midnight when the sky finally emptied and the last of the Ancients was felled. The corpses were burned where they lay, and the smell of roasting flesh filled the air. His mind and body aching, Valorious dragged the stella back to the palace in Citadel and dropped to his bed in exhaustion, the shaft of power still in his hand. The devastating scenes of the day raced through his mind, images of the death and destruction rising unbidden. This was not the way he would have chosen to break the claim the Ancients held over the Cambrians, but the alternative meant abandoning their homes. Once again, he cursed the foolishness of his ancestor who had agreed to a fool’s bargain in exchange for power. He pulled the stella to his chest and took a deep breath. Its presence soothed him, and the faint pulse of power that emanated from the stone lulled him into sleep.

It was the sound of crashing walls that brought him to sudden wakefulness early the following morning, and when he opened his eyes, his sight was met by a sky that had been turned to a fiery red. Leaping to his feet, he rushed out onto his balcony and gaped down at the fire that was spreading through the city. Screams rose in the air as people spilled from their homes, trying to beat back the flames. Clutching the stella, Valorious raced outside and ran to the river; if he could redirect the water, perhaps he could save some of the city from the scorching flames. He was nearly at the water’s edge when two large forms landed before him, blocking his path. Smoke and flame billowed around them as he sucked in a painful breath. 

“What have you done?” he demanded.

Maugda cocked her head as, beside her, Ashra smiled. “Did you really think you could escape our wrath?” she asked. “You have destroyed our clan, and we have destroyed your city.” 

“No!” he shouted, lifting the stella to strike down the Ancient matriarch, but she was on him before he had fully raised it. 

“Never again will a human be allowed to wield the stella,” she roared, yanking it from his grasp, and sending him flying backwards to land painfully on the ground. “Get him,” she ordered Ashra. “We take him with us.” 

Claws closed around his middle and he was swinging into the air as the pair of dragons shot upward. The city receded, until all Valorious could see was a red smudge, and still they climbed higher and higher. He struggled to draw in air, and his breath was coming in pants when suddenly Maugda stopped, and turning to face the earth, she hurled the stella down. End over end it tumbled as Valorious watched in wide-eyed disbelief. It disappeared from view, but a moment later a bright beam shot through the air then shattered into hundreds of shards of light, streaking away in every direction before fading once again. The tightness that clamped Valorious’s chest was only partly because of the lack of air; the stella had been destroyed, and with it, a part of him.

“Can I kill him now?” Ashra asked as the last shaft of light faded away. 

“No,” Maugda said, sending her daughter a brief glance. “As much as it would please me to see him dead, I have a better use for him.”

She did not wait for Ashra’s reply as she turned towards the mountains and soared away, Ashra on her tail. Below them, the foothills became towering peaks, with alpine meadows and clear lakes. Waterfalls rushed over the craggy rockfaces as rivers forged paths through the mountains. The wind brushed Valorious’s face, making his eyes sting. He had destroyed the Ancients, only to see his glorious city set ablaze, her people running for their lives. 

After what seemed barely any time at all, Maugda flew into a large cave.  “So, little prince,” she said as Ashra dropped him unceremoniously to the ground, “you’re a Wielder.” She turned to Ashra. “If you had been more attentive, you would have realized that. Instead, you allowed yourself to be charmed by this human.” Ashra glanced at him, and he could see the anger, mingled with guilt, in her gaze. 

“There’s been no Wielder for over a century,” Valorious said. “She had no reason to suspect anything.”

“Interesting. You spring to her defense!” 

“She’s my friend.”

“No!” Ashra’s voice shook. “You were never my friend! You used me! You killed my clansmen!” She turned to her mother. “Why did you bring him here? He deserves to die.” 

Valorious braced himself for what was sure to be a killing blow, but Maugda just looked at him thoughtfully. “He has killed our clansmen, so he will be instrumental in creating a new clan.”

Ashra frowned. “How will he do that?” 

“As a Wielder, he already carries Ancient blood in his veins. Together, we will raise him up to be an Ancient.” 

“But he’s human!” 

“For now, but that will soon change.” Valorious felt as though a rock had become lodged in his chest. “We will baptize him in our blood. It will start a change in him, creating a new Ancient.” Valorious’s breath froze as he stared at Maugda in horror. 

“And then what, Mother?” 

“You’ll mate with him.” 

“You want me to mate with someone who killed our whole clan?” Ashra sounded as horrified as Valorious felt. 

“I want to ensure the survival of the Ancients, daughter.” Maugda’s voice was hard. “Surely you understand that?” 

“And if it doesn’t work, Mother?” 

“Then he will die. But his skill with the stella has shown him to be a resilient specimen. I believe it will work.” 

“No! I won’t do it,” Valorious said. 

Maugda’s gaze was amused. “You think you have a choice, human?” 

“You can turn me into a beast,” Valorious said, his tone hard and cold, “but you cannot make me mate with one. I will find a way to kill myself before I’m forced to do something so heinous!” He heard Ashra’s shocked intake of breath. He did not mean to be cruel, but he would not participate in creating more Ancients.

Maugda spared him barely a glance before looking at Ashra. “Find something to bind him while we will prepare for the baptism.” 

“Don’t do it, Ashra,” he said. “You want this as little as me.” 

She gave him a long look, then turned away as something hit him on the side of his head and darkness overcame his thoughts.

Valorious woke with a parched throat. Five weeks had gone by since he was brought to this cave and forced to endure the most agonizing pain. He grimaced as the images flashed through his mind: the pool of blood into which he had been pushed and held down as he thrashed for air. The flames that seared through his lungs before he passed out from pain. The changes being wrought in his body as appendages he hadn’t had before began to grow. Five weeks, and still the horror of what was happening to him had not lessened. 

He pushed himself up on his forearms and stared down at the golden scales that now covered his arms, and the claws tipped with sharp talons where before he’d had fingers. His tail lay heavy on the ground, but he avoided looking at the loathsome thing as he raised himself on thick legs. He had not seen his reflection since that horrific day, but his hands had felt the pair of horns now growing from his skull, and he was aware of the forked tongue that vibrated against his lips, tasting the scents that wafted through the caves. It disgusted and horrified him, but instinct proved stronger than will, and his tongue naturally gathered information from the air around him. A stab of pain lanced through his back and he winced. Backing up to the wall of the cave, he rubbed against the hard, stone surface, relaxing slightly at the relief it gave him. If he looked over his shoulders, he would see sharp bones poking through his skin, but he chose not to look at this further evidence of his new, beastly state. 

A murmur of voices reached him through the thick walls of the cave, evidence that his hearing had grown much more acute. He had seen little of Maugda and Ashra since his capture, and for now, they left him alone. He was grateful for this one small mercy. 

The murmurings grew louder and he frowned when he heard a third voice. It was clearly a man, and a shudder passed through him as he recognised the deep tones. 

“Where is he? I want to see him!” the king demanded.

Without stopping to think, Valorious hurried from his cave and down a passage. His father must be crazy to venture into the Ancient’s lair. He skidded to a halt just before reaching the large cave, common sense finally catching up with emotions. He could not show himself to his father in this state. He lifted his tail to take a step back. 

“My men saw you take him!” the king shouted. “If he’s alive, show him to me!” 

“Maybe he doesn’t want to see you.” Maugda sounded amused.

“Not see me? You wicked beast – give me one reason why my son would not wish to see his father.” 

“Ask him yourself. He’s just around the corner.” 

No! Valorious drew in a shocked breath as he heard his father spin on his heel and come running in his direction. Valor came to a stop as he turned the corner, and his eyes widened in horror as he took in the figure before him. The forked tips of Valorious’s tongue vibrated urgently against his lips, and he could taste the revulsion that leaked from his father’s pores. 

“What is this?” he demanded. “Where is my son?” 

“You’re looking at him, at least what’s left of him. Isn’t he amazing?” 

“What have you done?” Valor hissed.

“Done? I’ve improved him.” 

Valor stared at Valorious as recognition slowly dawned. He spun around to face Maugda. “You’ve made him into a mutant!” 

“A mutant? No, no! In another few weeks he’ll be as glorious as any Ancient who’s gone before him.” 

The king paled. “You’ve changed him into a beast.” 

“He killed all of my daughter’s potential mates, so he is taking their place.” 

Valor’s eyes widened as he turned back to Valorious. A bitter tang of horror, revulsion, and fear leaked from his pores, tickling Valorious’s tongue until it was drowned out by the smell of burning flesh. Valor’s hand was clenched tightly at his side, and through his fingers glowed a red stone. Valorious’s heart pounded as though trying to break free of his chest. His father had a piece of the stella! Since he wasn’t a Wielder, it was burning him. His gaze flew to Maugda, who surely smelled Valor’s skin burning but nonetheless kept her expression neutral as she watched the king and his son. 

Please, Valorious wanted to beg, kill me; but he remained silent as his gaze met his father’s. Valor’s fist clenched tighter, and Valorious winced as the smell of burning flesh grew stronger. The king stared at him as he slowly raised his fist. Valorious’s eyes widened as Valor pointed the stella towards him. 

“I’m sorry son,” he whispered, and Valorious smiled as light shot from the stella and spilled around the cave. 
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It was a beautiful day for a wedding. The skies were a brilliant blue and the early morning sunshine that streamed through the window splashed rainbows of color on the floor. The kind of day every bride wished for. Lark sat up, careful not to put pressure on her wounded shoulder, as her chamber door opened and Neta entered the room, bearing a silver tray. “Good morning, my lady,” she said briskly. “I’ve brought you coffee and fruit. You have ten minutes before the dressers arrive.” 

“Ten minutes?” exclaimed Lark. “What’s the rush?” 

“The rush?” Neta repeated incredulously. “It takes many, many hours to prepare a royal bride for her joining, my lady! You are strengthening the house of Cambria by uniting with the prince, and every single hair must be perfectly in place! This is the event of the year, and we must do everything possible to ensure that you’re properly presented.” 

The country was on the brink of civil war, but this was the event of the year? A royal joining? While her marriage to the prince of Valoria was undoubtably a big event in the capital city of Lenora, Lark doubted that the rest of the country cared whether they were married or not. 

There were times when she wished she was just a lowly peasant who could enjoy a simple wedding with people who truly cared about her as she married the man she loved. But she was not a peasant, she barely knew the people who would be attending her nuptials, and she did not love the man she was marrying. The one blessing was that the ceremony itself would be conducted in the royal sacellum, which could hold no more than a hundred people. The banquet following, however, had a guest list of over a thousand people, and from the moment Lark had allowed the prince to reclaim her, the palace had been a flurry of earnest activity to prepare for the grand occasion. The menu planning which had been in progress before her capture was resumed, the food was ordered, the silver plate polished, and the banqueting hall decorated. Additional servants had been hired, and every corner of the palace buzzed as maids cleaned, painters painted, and decorators festooned every corner with garlands and flowers.

Prince Valiant, of course, was enjoying every minute of the attention. He was handsome, with a dash of danger and a sprinkle of mystique, and his charming manner and easy conversation helped all but the sternest matrons overlook his philandering habits and welcome him into their parlors and dining rooms. Indeed, when Lark was kidnapped by a drameara and reported dead, every noble mama in Lenora with daughters of marriageable age had taken this as a second chance at winning the prince for their own progeny. When Lark returned, alive and well, a few months later, their disappointment had been palpable. Their hopes were stirred once more when the weeks passed following Lark’s return without a resumption of the claiming; the more observant among them, however, had quickly realized that the prince had no intention of letting Lark go, and instead turned their sights to other eligible young men. 

Ignoring her disdain, Val had continued to press his suit, finally convincing Lark that she could do more to help Valoria by becoming his wife than by trying to change things on her own. In typical Val fashion, he had been smugly triumphant when she finally agreed. When those at the palace expressed their astonishment that he had been able to convince Lark to wed him, he had brushed their comments aside. There had been no doubt in his mind, he told them, that the Ice Queen would succumb to his charms. The remarks, which inevitably made their way back to Lark, had her seriously questioning her own sanity in agreeing to be joined with the egotistic prince. 

There was one person who had been noticeably absent when congratulations were pressed upon the pair, however; Iron, Lark’s brother and Val’s one-time friend, had kept his distance. The loss of his unit of Crimson Guards had caused him to lash out at those he had once held dear, and his demotion from captain some time later had only added fuel to the flames. Those he had once trusted, people such as Val, Lark, and her younger brother, Pip, were now treated with scorn and disdain.

Lark sipped her coffee as she gazed out the window. The distant sound of music and laughter, carried on a breeze, indicated that the city had already begun to celebrate her nuptials. All week, the people of Lenora had been partying in anticipation of the big day. It was a welcome distraction from the threat that lay not far from the city walls, the growing sound of war drums.

Reaching for the bowl of fruit, Lark winced at the sharp pain that shot through her shoulder. The wound she had sustained a few weeks prior was healing well, but she had made the mistake of returning to her training too soon and was paying the price for her impatience. 

She had just finished her breakfast when Neta returned to the room with a jar of balm. Taking a seat beside her, Neta pushed aside the strap of Lark’s nightgown and began to gently apply the cooling paste. Her nightgown was soft and comfortable, but not what a new bride would be expected to wear on her wedding night. When Lark had finally agreed to the joining, she had handed Val a list of conditions, which he had readily accepted. However, he’d taken the opportunity to make a few demands of his own. The first of these was that he would have free access to her bed. She had not been surprised – he had a most amorous reputation, after all – but even so, it had given her pause for thought. When she was first claimed by Prince Valiant, he had cuffed her wrists with blood-infused metal which could not be opened by someone without Ancient blood. Not even Val himself could open them; instead, it was her kidnapper who had finally freed her. She was stronger and wiser now, and Val had expressed remorse for his actions, but she still did not trust him not to try something similar again – which was why item number eight on the list of conditions was that he would never seek to restrain her in any manner ever again. 

The door to her apartments opened, and she heard the chatter and laughter of the dressers and maids as they entered the front room. Neta gave her shoulder a final rub before rising. 

“May I let them in, my lady?” she asked.

Lark sighed. “And so it begins,” she said wryly.

It was late afternoon before Neta and her team finally pronounced Lark ready. Throughout the long day Lark been bathed, patted, and primped. Her skin was massaged with oil before being rubbed with lotions and brushed with silver dust. Blue swirls of paint adorned her hands and arms and crept around her neck, while a tendril of flowers – into which one of the maids had pressed tiny celeste chips – decorated her left temple. 

More than once she had caught the whisperings of the maids as they discussed the event of the day. It was not just the high-born who lusted after the prince, it seemed. 

“Imagine being joined to the prince!” 

“He’s so gorgeous!” was the dreamy reply. “I wouldn’t mind having his cuffs on me!” 

Lark had rolled her eyes as the girls giggled, before Neta chased them from the room. They returned a bit more subdued. Apparently, there had been another Red Lion attack in a town only a hundred miles away. 

“What if there’s an attack while everyone’s at the banquet?” 

“The Crimsons will protect us.”

“But what if they’re all dead! What if” – said in a hushed whisper – “that creature attacks!”

“My brother says that if you cut off its head, it’ll die.” 

“Then we must find some swords and hide them close by. If it attacks, we’ll creep up from behind and slice off its head!” 

Good plan, Lark thought, except it wouldn’t work. Two silly maids would be little more than bugs to Vengeance, who could kill a dozen men single-handedly. She could still feel the noose around her neck, placed there by Vengeance only a few weeks before. He had not carried out his plan of executing her that time, but their fates were clearly tied together, and she had no doubt that their paths would cross again. Her hand crept to her neck, searching for the pendant that had become an almost constant adornment, before she remembered that it still lay in her case of jewelry. It did not look as costly as her other pieces, but the heavy stone against her chest had a strange way of easing her anxieties. It’s not a stone, it’s a piece of the stella, she heard Vengeance’s voice hiss through her mind, and she smirked in wry amusement. Maybe so, she thought, but it’s mine, now. 

Rose, Lark’s closest friend, arrived in the afternoon; as Lark’s attendant, she would accompany Lark to the sacellum. She was dressed in a flowing gown of blue which hid the slight mound of her belly, and she smiled when she saw the results of the day’s ministrations.

“You look lovely,” she said.

“I look like a pretty, made-up doll,” Lark grumbled. 

“You look exactly as a royal Valorian bride should look. Just think what Val is undergoing!” 

“I shudder at the thought.” Lark grimaced. “He’ll be ten times worse. But that will be his choice, while this is not mine.” 

“True. But I must confess, I am curious to see how far he will go! Whatever he does, he’ll still manage to carry it off with charm and flair.” 

“Yes, he will,” Lark said, with a touch of bitterness. Rose gave her an appraising look.

“Whatever you may feel, it’s a wedding chamber you’ll be in tonight, not a death chamber. I really do believe that Val loves you and will do his best to make you happy. He agreed to your demands, did he not? Surely that must mean something.” 

“We share the same ideals, as far as Valoria is concerned. And Val knows that I am the most practical choice. There is no one as close to him in station, and it makes sense that we would be united.” 

Rose gave her head a slight shake. “When did you become such a cynic? I think if you gave Val a chance, he might surprise you.” She accepted a cup of tea and settled herself comfortably on a chair close by. “Remember how much attention he used to give you when we were children in the schoolroom?” 

“I remember him writing his name on every page of my workbook,” Lark retorted. “Prince Valiant the Great. Prince Valiant the Marvelous. Prince Valiant the Incredible! We should’ve all known then how he’d turn out!” They both smirked, and Neta frowned in annoyance as the color she had been applying to Lark’s eyelids was smudged by Lark’s movement. The dark blue made her pale eyes seem even paler, giving her an ethereal quality. Her colorless hair was curled into tendrils and pinned in place with celeste pins, while a few remaining curls were left hanging loose to frame her face. Neta stepped back to admire her work as Lady Finch stepped into the chamber. 

“Mother?” Lark turned to face the new arrival. “Shouldn’t you be lying down? You don’t want to wear yourself out before the festivities this evening.” 

Lady Finch gave a wan smile. “My only daughter is being joined today. It is my duty to ensure that she is properly presented.” She missed the tightening of Neta’s lips as she sank into a chair beside Rose. “Put on your gown so that I may see you before your public presentation.” 

Neta turned and issued a sharp command to one of the maids, who hurried from the room, returning a few moments later with the dressmaker, who carefully carried a creation of silver silk and lace. 

Lark, dressed in just a chemise, rose and stepped into the gown. Lace off-the-shoulder sleeves settled onto the tops of her arms, while the plunging neckline showed off the silver dusting and blue swirls on her skin. 

Lady Finch looked her daughter over critically as the dressmaker knelt down to adjust the train. “The hem’s not finished,” she finally said.

“Not yet, my lady,” agreed the dressmaker. She turned to Neta. “Where are her shoes?” She waited as Neta unwrapped a pair of shoes with skystone heels and slipped them on Lark’s feet. “I’ll do some final measurements and my girls will finish the last of the sewing.” 

“What about her jewelry?” Lady Finch lifted an eyebrow in Neta’s direction, and the handmaid stiffened slightly.

“She’ll wear the late queen’s tiara.”

“And around her neck?” 

Neta shot Lark a faintly disapproving look. “Lady Lark has decided against wearing one of the royal jewels and has chosen something” – there was a slight pause – “simpler.” 

“A pendant, Mother, given to me by Val.” That wasn’t strictly true, since Val had merely suggested that she keep it when they removed the chain from King Valor’s corpse. He had, however, presented her with a new chain on which to wear it.

“Really? Well, Lark, let me see.” 

Lark removed a small wooden box from her dresser and opened it to reveal a glowing red stone. Lady Finch stared at it for a moment, then frowned as she lifted her gaze to Lark’s. “You can’t wear that!” 

“Why not?” 

“It’s so common! This end has not even been cut properly – it’s still jagged! Why would Val give you such a thing?” 

Lark slipped the chain around her neck, and the glowing stone settled warmly on her chest. “It may be simple, but it has meaning for both of us.” 

“Val would certainly not expect you to wear it to your joining.” She turned to Neta. “Bring her case of jewelry.” 

“No, Mother,” Lark said as Neta glanced at her. “I do not wish to go against you, but my mind will not be changed in this matter. This is what I have chosen to wear.” 

“Well!” Lady Finch rose from the couch. “I think I’ll have that rest, now. You are correct, Lark, I do not wish to tire myself out before the festivities, and I am suddenly feeling quite unwell.” She gave the pendant one last look, before turning and heading out of the room. 

“For what it’s worth, I think it looks marvelous,” Rose said. “So striking against your fair features and silvered skin. I think it’s an excellent choice.” 

“Hmph,” Neta sniffed, turning and following Lady Finch from the room. Lark met Rose’s amused gaze.

“I think in this one thing, she agrees with Mother,” she said as Rose gave an unladylike snort. 

Another hour passed before Neta placed the late queen’s tiara on Lark’s head and stepped back to examine her work. Queen Violet had died when Val was nine and Lark was seven, and Lark’s only memory of her had been soft hands reaching out to her and holding her in a close embrace. The tiara sparkled in her pale hair, and with her silver gown and silver dust sprinkling on her skin, she looked almost magical. All she needed was a pair of wings to look like a fairy princess, she thought. She turned as Rose placed a hand on her arm.

“Ready?” Rose asked softly.

Lark took a deep breath. “Ready.”
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[image: ]


The family sacellum was the place of all royal ceremonies, from birth to death and everything in between. Made entirely of stone, it was cold and dingy, despite the tapestries on the wall. Lark was happy to endure the discomfort, however, since the small space meant that at least one part of the spectacle would be allowed some privacy.

Lark and Rose made their way along the passage towards the chapel, Rose carrying a clear glass vase filled with pink sand. There were no family members to accompany Lark; instead she was surrounded by maids, footmen, guards, and various nobles. All of them had waited outside her chamber for her to make an appearance, along with the chamberlain, the palace steward, and various dignitaries. 

Lining her route through the passages stood members of the palace guard, their blue uniforms neatly pressed and silver buttons sharp against the blue. They raised their swords to their shoulders as she walked by, then lowered them once she had passed. She saw Face and gave him a smile, but apart from a slight twitch at his mouth, he made no acknowledgement. Rocky stood a short distance away, but her gaze passed over him dismissively. Rocky had used her to take Pip captive and then thrown him into a cell at the behest of King Bastion. While Val had helped Pip escape, Lark had not forgiven Rocky for his part in the dealings. 

They reached the doors of the sacellum, and those guests who had accompanied Lark hurried in to take their seats. Neta fussed with the gown before beckoning a maid forward. The maid carried a large bundle of lace tulle, which she handed to Neta. Unfolding it, she passed the corners to her attendants, and with each one holding one side of the fabric, they stepped back until it was stretched out into a twelve-foot square. Neta looked at Lark. “My lady?” 

Rose gave Lark a kiss on the cheek, then stepped back as Lark knelt down on the floor, waiting for the tulle to be carried over until it hovered above her head. She rose slowly as the fabric was carefully brought down to cover her on all sides. Careful not to step on the tulle, she followed Rose into the sacellum, and began to proceed down the aisle. 

The king sat at the front, while a few feet behind sat the commander and Lady Finch. Beside them sat Iron, stiff and severe. Pip was missing, of course, and she swallowed the lump that rose in her throat. She had not seen or heard from Pip since the day she was injured, although Val had assured her that he was safe. 

Lark moved her gaze to the front of the room to see the priest wringing his hands nervously as he glanced at Val, and she almost faltered as she took him in. His legs were covered in a pair of skin-tight white pants, so white they seemed to gleam. A pair of white boots reached his calves, sporting three-inch silver heels and engraved silver toe caps, which were studded with jewels. His shirt, also snowy white, had a waterfall of ruffles down the front, while more ruffles peeked from beneath the sleeves of his jacket, which was deep violet with a silver paisley pattern. 

As outrageous as his clothing was, it was what he wore on his face that was the most startling. His eyelids were painted the same dark violet as his jacket, and down one side of his face, violet swirls danced over his skin. Through his nose he wore a silver ring, the bottom of which touched his darkly painted lips, while hanging from the ring, a pair of silver chains looped to his ears, where they attached to ear cuffs that followed the curve of each ear, ending in a pair of wings that flared outwards. At one corner of his lip was another ring, a little smaller than the one in his nose, where another chain also looped up to an ear cuff. She stared at him, mentally shaking her head; each piece was ridiculous, but as Rose had said, somehow he managed to carry it off. From the corner of her eye, she glanced around the room to see quite a number of ladies staring at him, not in shock or horror, but something else altogether. His eyes were fixed on her, though, as she drew closer, as though trying to penetrate through the barrier of the veil. He turned to the front of the room as she drew alongside him, Rose at her side. 

It was only then that she looked at the man standing a few paces beside Val, and she drew in a soft gasp when she saw Crag was watching her with a grin. In his hands he held a vase similar to the one Rose carried, filled with black sand.

“How do I know who is really beneath that covering?” Val whispered softly. “I might be marrying the ugliest hag.”

“You might be.” 

A wry smile touched his lips as he gave her a quick glance. “I can’t see your face, but I can see the pendant glowing.” She lifted her hand and wrapped it around the stone, feeling it pulse in her palm as the priest stepped forward and raised his hands over the crowd.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, “we gather here today ...” 

They listened to the priest as he launched into his soliloquy about the joys of joining, and her gaze wandered over to Crag. The oldest of her brothers, he had been serving the ambassador to Raynor abroad, and must have returned just that day. As though feeling her gaze, he shifted his eyes to meet hers through the veil. She gave him a smile before returning her attention to the priest, who had turned to Val and was inviting him to give his joining pledge.

“I, Prince Valiant the sixth,” he began, “son of King Bastion, take you, Lady Snowlark, daughter of Commander Stormchaser, as my joined partner. From this day forth I promise to love you, cherish you, and respect you with my whole body, mind, and soul.” 

He smiled as Lark made her own vow, then turned to the priest, who gestured for them to kneel. He placed a large glass jar on the ground between them, then waited as Rose and Crag each placed the jars of sand they carried beside the empty one. Stepping behind Val, they both lifted a corner of the veil and drew it over him, hiding the couple beneath the gossamer covering.

“It is you,” Val said softly. He leaned forward and kissed her lightly, and then suddenly his hands were buried in her hair, and he was kissing her deeply. “You’re mine,” he said, and there was a savagery in his voice as he kissed her again. The chains from his nose danced over his mouth as he tilted his head and roamed her mouth with his tongue. The tangle of chain and tongue was disturbingly erotic, and Lark found her hands moving to his chest as his hands tightened around her face. She pulled away after a moment and pushed him gently away. 

“We’re supposed to fill the vase,” she said. 

His eyes were fixed on hers, but he nodded and lifted his jar of sand to the mouth of the larger one as she did the same, and together they poured the different colored sands, mixing them together.

“Make sure you hang onto this veil,” he said. “I have a few uses for it in mind later.” With a wink, he yanked it off, and lifted the larger jar of colored sand as he and Lark rose to their feet and faced the priest. A few soft sighs escaped from the crowd behind them.

“From this day forward,” the priest said, “Prince Valiant and Lady Snowlark will be one. As the grains of the sand are impossible to now separate, their lives will be so joined. I present the newly joined couple.” 

Val bent down and gave her a swift kiss on the lips. His mouth moved to her ear. “You won’t regret this decision, Lark. I intend to make you forget that you ever had reservations.” He pulled back till his eyes met hers, and Lark saw lurking in their depths an intensity that she had never seen before. She broke the gaze and they turned to face the crowd to see that the king had already risen and was exiting the sacellum through a side door. 

Val held out his arm, and together they headed down the aisle, the guests falling in behind them. With the ceremony complete, they would make their way to the palace balcony where they would greet the waiting crowds, before joining the rest of their guests in the banqueting hall. 

They had just stepped out of the sacellum when a hand wrapped around Lark’s wrist, and she glanced around to see Crag grinning behind her. Throwing her arms around his neck, she gave him a tight embrace. 

“When did you get back?” 

“Just before the ceremony. As soon as Val saw me, he ordered Falcon to step aside and allow me to stand with him. I barely had time to change!” He glanced at Val, who had been cornered by the chamberlain. “He will make a terrible husband, you know!” 

“I know!” She smiled. “The worst, I think. But I’m not marrying him for his husbandly qualities.” 

“No? Then it must be his good looks. I hear women think he is the handsomest man in Valoria.” 

Lark stifled a laugh. “Well, he certainly thinks so!” 

Val managed to disentangle himself, and he turned to Crag. “Now that that’s over, are you going to greet me properly, or are you cutting me off like Iron?” 

“Where is that devil? He disappeared as soon as the ceremony was done.” 

“He’s keeping his distance from both of us,” Val said. 

Crag frowned, and Val grabbed his shoulder. “There will be plenty of time to talk of it later,” Val said. “Right now, welcome me as your brother.” 

The frown disappeared. “What in dragon’s name have you done to your face, Val? You look like a paramour!” 

Val laughed, setting the chains across his face jangling. “What do you know of paramours, Crag?” 

“Well ...” He glanced at his sister. “Absolutely nothing!” 

Val’s laugh grew louder as Lark lifted a questioning eyebrow. Crag gave her an amused grin, but it vanished a moment later as his eyes dropped to the pendant around Lark’s neck. “Is that what I think it is?” His gaze flew to Val. 

“It is.” 

“But how can she be wearing it?” He turned back to Lark. “Doesn’t it burn you?” 

“No,” Lark began, but she was cut off by Val.

“A conversation for another time, perhaps?” He glanced meaningfully at the people milling about them, waiting to greet the bridal couple. 

“Er, yes, of course.” 

Val threw his arm around Crag. “First things first, we must go and do our duty to the Lenorians.” 

Crag laughed as Val dragged him down the passage to the balcony. Lark stepped out, Val a step behind, to see a sea of faces stretched out before her. Large baskets filled with silver coins stood beside the wall, and Val scooped up a handful of the glinting pieces. Beyond the palace gates the people stood cheering, and when Lark gave them a wave, the cheer became a roar. 

“Ready?” Val asked, before flinging the silver coins from his outstretched hand. Some landed within the gates and footmen rushed over to pick them up and fling them further. Lark picked up a handful and with as much force as she could muster, threw them in a wide arc, satisfied when she saw that most of them had sailed beyond the twenty-foot distance that separated the balcony from the gates. People cheered and she reached down for another handful with a smile.

She scooped her hand into the basket to gather more coins, then froze as a strange sensation washed over her, making her nerves tingle. Dropping the coins, she stood up and scanned the crowds, searching for the pair of eyes that she knew was fixed on her. Not just looking at her, but really watching her, like the eyes of a lion on its prey. Lifting her eyes above the crowd, she raised them to the hills in the distance beyond the city. Out there, someone, or something, held her in his sights. Her heart began to race and she bit her lip as she stared out into the distance.

“Lark?” The sound of her name broke the spell, and she glanced over at Val to see him watching her intently. “At the rate you’re going, I’ll be finished throwing the coins in my basket before you even make a dent in yours,” he said playfully. 

She smiled. “Is that a dare?” she asked, scooping up some more coins. She glanced back at the hills as she raised her hand to fling them, but the gaze she had felt so intently was gone. She threw out her hand, releasing the coins as the crowds below cheered.
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Lenora Syrenis gleamed in the mild spring sunshine as Vengeance crouched on a grassy knoll a few miles north of the city. Bells rang from the university tower, announcing the marriage between Lady Snowlark and Prince Valiant, and he frowned in annoyance at the loud, discordant notes. 

It irritated him that the Cambrian was binding herself to the prince who had once shackled her with blood-imbued cuffs. Did she really value herself so little? 

The city of Lenora lay in a river valley, and from where he stood, much of it was obscured by trees. The palace, however, was clearly seen rising from the mound on the south side of the metropolis, on the far banks of the mighty River Cambria. Despite the distance of five miles, he could see the people milling about the palace courtyard, so unconcerned about the conflict raging beyond the city walls, and the final doom that would come from the mountains. 

The sun was shining directly on his back and his skin begin to itch. The more he became a beast, the more he eschewed the light, welcoming the dark of the night that mirrored the darkness spreading through him. His human emotions were slipping away, and his thoughts turned more often to beastly things: blood, revenge, and death to his enemies. 

He gave the palace one last, hard stare, but as he started to turn away, a movement caught his eye, and he looked back to see a set of doors open. He watched, frozen in place as the prince and his bride stepped out onto the balcony. She looked healthy and well; the last time he had seen her, she had collapsed in his arms after being injured by a tetra. 

The prince was smiling as they each filled their hands with silver coins and flung them out over the cheering crowd below. The Cambrian reached for another handful, then froze as her gaze roved over the crowd, lifting unerringly to the place where he stood. The distance between them was too great for her to see him standing there, but he could tell by the tension running through her frame and the narrowing of her eyes that she was searching for something. She knew she was being watched, and despite the distance, his gaze seemed to connect with hers. The prince touched her arm and said something with a laugh, distracting her, and Vengeance quickly turned away. He stood with his back to the palace for a moment, taking a deep breath to steady himself against the sudden onslaught of dizziness. The heat of the summer day must be getting to him. 

He began to leap down the slope, jumping from rock to rock. Soon, he would be able to soar above the earth as Ashra did, but his wings had still not developed enough to carry his weight. He glanced over his shoulder to look at them disparagingly. The bony tips reached above his back by a few inches, while the bottom of each was level with the back of his knee. At least they were fully emerged now, he thought, wincing at the memory of them breaking through his skin. Day after day his back was a bloody mess, with sharp shards of bone straining through his flesh. He had found a remote corner to wait out the discomfort and honed his hunting skills as a means of distraction.

In the end, it had been a week before the wings fully emerged, and finally his flesh had begun to heal. Now the pain was a dull ache, caused by the strain of muscles unused to moving the new appendages. He flexed them, opening his wings to their full span of five feet. Fully grown, they would reach twenty.

The changes were not limited to his wings. His legs were now thick and heavy set, his chest and waist were broadening, his neck was lengthening, and three horns spiraled six inches into the air. Only his face retained some of his human visage, although that, too, was starting to take on new form.

He reached the plain and took off at a run, heading towards the Obsidian Mountains where the Ancient had her lair, his eyes searching the horizon for signs of the Crimson Guard. The commander had learned about the supply of blood in the Rhymer towns and was using it to create his own elite force. They weren’t as strong as the drameara, having never gone through the initiation rite, but their strength was still remarkable, and they were able to fend off many Warrior attacks and even do some damage of their own. Vengeance scowled at the thought; the Cambrian had clearly shared her knowledge of Ancient blood with her father. If Vengeance had killed her instead of taking her captive and dragging her through Valoria, the commander would never have been the wiser.

He ran at full speed and reached the mountains at noon the following day, finally arriving at Shantina’s Vale an hour later. It was eerily quiet as he walked past the training equipment and made his way up the stairs to Ashra’s lair. She was waiting for him, her impatience rubbing up against his scales. He stepped into the dark cavern and paused to allow his eyes time to adjust to the low light.

“Ah, Vengeance, my love, there you are,” Ashra purred. “I’ve been waiting for your return. You bring more of the stella?” 

“Just one small shard, my lady,” he said, placing a small piece of red stone, no larger than the thumbnail of a baby, on the pile at her feet. She stared at it in disappointment. 

“It is imperative that you find the remaining pieces, Vengeance. We are so close, but unless the stella is whole, it will not regain its full power.” 

“Of course, my lady. The drameara continue to search. I, too, grow impatient. Like you, I believe that there is little still to be collected. The threads of power that guide us to the shards are few and far between, and the few pieces that we find now are little more than chips.” For as long as Vengeance had known Ashra, he and the other drameara had been collecting pieces of the stella. Now, however, this pursuit had taken on such importance that when the drameara were not engaged with the Crimson Guard, they were searching for the last remaining pieces of the powerful relic. 

“Yes, I do believe you are right,” she said. “It is not many pieces that we still seek, but perhaps one, which stubbornly remains hidden. I have begun to reassemble what I can, and once the stella is reassembled, we will be more powerful than anything the earth has ever seen.” Vengeance followed her glance to a rod of stone fifteen inches in length. “Even incomplete, it will destroy the humans’ homes and decimate their towns.” 

“What of the Rhymers?” 

“What of them?” 

“You will leave them untouched?” 

“Ah, Vengeance, you fret too much! I know how precious the Rhymers are to you!” 

She picked up a large piece of red stone, then, scoring her skin with her talon, dripped her blood over the hard surface. It began to glow, and she held it down close over the pile. Vengeance watched as it shifted slightly and another fragment rose into the air, fitting neatly into place to join the first piece and fusing together as more of Ashra’s blood flowed over them. Vengeance could feel the power growing in the air, washing over him and sinking into his skin. He had felt a trickle of it before, when he collected each shard, but this was a torrent in comparison. He watched as Ashra worked, adding more fragments to the piece she was building, as slowly it began to take shape and form into a staff.
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The evening’s banquet turned out to be a long and tedious affair. Each one of the guests was presented to Lark as Merlot, her secretary, whispered their names into her ear. Three hours passed before she finally had a chance to accept a drink. Even so, she could not quite shake the feeling that had gripped her since that moment on the balcony when she was sure that Vengeance was watching her. 

Our lives are tied together by fate, princess.

She would never be free of him, she thought, as she sat down beside Val at the main table. No matter what direction either of them took, their lives were truly intertwined.

She watched as the Lord Chancellor welcomed the crowds of people, until the king rose and the crowds rose with him.

“Welcome, friends,” he said. “Thank you for sharing in this wonderful occasion with us, and celebrating the union of Prince Valiant and his bride, Princess Snowlark of Valoria!” He gave Lark a beaming smile, and she nodded graciously.

“You do me great honor, Your Majesty. I look forward to serving all the people of Valoria at Prince Valiant’s side.” 

Something glittered in the king’s gaze, but his smile didn’t falter as he turned back to the guests. “Let the feasting commence!” 

There were more speeches, followed by dancing, and more conversations. Despite the festivities, uppermost in everyone’s mind were the attacks that were plaguing the country. Although they were concentrated in the north, they had been creeping closer and closer to Lenora. It was just a matter of time, it was said, before Lenora was attacked as Alba Regina had been a few months before. Ever since the Rhymer leader, Issachar, had been captured and hanged, the Rhymers had become more determined in their attacks against the Cambrians. 

As bad as the Red Lions’ attacks were, the attacks by the Shadow Warriors were even worse. As quickly as they came, they left, leaving a string of bodies in their wake. And what was the commander doing about it? Nothing, if the reports were to be believed. 

Which wasn’t exactly true, Lark thought. The commander was experimenting on his men by giving them varying doses of Ancient blood to see what effect it had. Hearing the Ancient’s thoughts in their heads had driven some Guardsmen crazy, but others had resisted, and their strength had increased. Additionally, a spray made of dragonsbane had been developed that would weaken the drameara when it was sprayed over them. The problem was, there was little opportunity for the spray to be used when the Guard were under attack, fighting for their lives. Still, there had been some success when the Crimsons managed to actually cover their enemy with it. But having enemies attacking them on both fronts was more than the Crimsons could handle, and the effects were being felt throughout the country.

It was late in the evening before Lark managed to slip away and find a quiet corner to escape for a few minutes. She had not been gone long when she saw Crag strolling up to where she sat.

“I thought I saw you come this way. I hope you don’t mind me following you. I wanted to make sure that you were alright. I know that you didn’t exactly desire this union.” 

“I didn’t. I don’t. But I’m seeing a new side to Val which I haven’t seen before. I also think that together, we can bring about change in Valoria.” 

“What kind of change?” 

“Maybe some better relations with our fellow countrymen.” 

“Ah. Sounds like a good idea.” He took a seat beside her. “Now tell me about that pendant, how you come to have it, and why it doesn’t burn you!” 

She laughed as she related how she had gone into the sacellum and discovered the pendant, and how Val had seen her and urged her to keep it. Val joined them partway through the telling, and since there were no more free seats, he lifted Lark from hers and pulled her into his lap as she finished her tale. 

“Well, well, look at the two little love birds!” 

Val’s back stiffened at the sound of Iron’s voice. “Well, hello, brother-in-law. I thought I saw you at our ceremony, but wasn’t sure, since you disappeared very quickly afterwards!” 

“I was there because it was expected of me, but I certainly was not going to stick around to watch you cozying up together!” 

“And yet, here you are.” 

“Iron? What’s going on?” Crag demanded.

“Our sister’s a whore,” he spat out, “just like her new husband!” 

Lark opened her mouth, but before she could say anything, Crag was on his feet and his fist was connecting with Iron’s chin. “You will not speak of our sister that way,” Crag snarled.

“I will speak of her any bloody way I want,” Iron spat, glaring at his brother. “Do you know what she did? She slept with one of those Shadow Warriors!” 

“What?” Crag spun around to stare at her as she shook her head angrily. 

“That is utterly absurd! I was his prisoner!” 

“And yet, instead of rushing to give us as much information about our enemy as you could, you withheld things!” Iron hissed.

“Because I knew what you would do with that information, Iron!” she said in exasperation. “And I was right! The commander is giving his men Ancient blood as we speak, binding them to her!” 

“What are you talking about?” Crag demanded.

They both ignored him as they glared at each other. “Clearly, you have some catching up to do, Crag,” Val said sympathetically. “The long and the short of it is, Iron lost all his men at his outpost, and now he treats everyone like his enemy – Lark, me, and you too if you’re not careful!” 

Iron gave Val an angry glare. “Crag’s the only one I do trust around here, since he’s been out of the country for so long.” 

“What about Pip?” Crag asked.

“Pip?” Iron spat. “He’s the worst of the lot! Our little brother is a wanted man, Crag. A traitor to the crown. He’ll be hung as soon as the king lays his hands on him!” 

“No.” Lark shook her head. “Pip’s not a traitor. He’s a foolish boy who acted without thinking. But he’d never do anything to hurt his uncle or this country.” 

Iron gave a sarcastic snort and stalked away as Crag watched in disbelief. 

Crag gave his head a quick shake. “I’d heard things were bad, but not this bad!” He turned to look at Val. “For what it’s worth, I am very pleased to call you brother, Val.” He grabbed Val by the shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “You already were my brother, but now it’s official.”

“It’s worth a great deal,” Val said quietly.

Crag smiled and glanced at Lark. “What’s more, I can see you’ll be very good for Val.” 

“But what about me? Will Val be good for me?” 

Val lifted his eyebrows at her, then pulled her into his arms and kissed her deeply, slanting his mouth across hers as she resisted, then gave in. 

Beside them, Crag laughed. “Oh yes, I think Val will be very good for you, too!” His expression turned serious. “I think you need to tell me about Pip.” 

“Ah, yes, Pip,” Val said with a sigh. “The boy’s own foolishness landed him in the situation in which he now finds himself.” 

“But a traitor?” 

“It comes from drinking Ancient blood, and then rescuing a Rhymer girl from beneath the king’s nose.” 

Crag gave a faint whistle. “It seems like I missed a lot while I was gone.” 

“That you did!” Val looked at Lark. “We should get back to the reception, Lark. Our absence will be noticed.” 

Lark rose and linked her arm through Crag’s as Val fell in beside her. “Pip did not drink her blood by choice,” she explained as they walked. “It was forced on him, and he’s been fighting the link he now has with her ever since. He’s strong, but now he’s out there on his own, fending for himself.” 

Crag gave a faint smile. “As you say, he’s strong, and smart. If anyone can look after themselves, it’s our little brother.” 

“Yes, you’re right.” 

They returned to the ballroom, and Val swept Lark into his arms as they joined other dancers on the floor. “How much longer must we remain here?” she whispered.

“Eager to be alone with me?” he asked with a smirk.

“Eager to be away from all these people,” she quickly retorted.

He smiled. “A little longer. There will be no sneaking away, unfortunately!” 

They finished the dance and moved on to other partners. Unlike the ceremony, this was not a private celebration but an affair of state, and certain protocols had to be followed. It was nearly two hours later when they finally made the necessary farewells, and the guests watched as Prince Valiant and Princess Snowlark exited the room, followed by an escort of palace guards, who accompanied them to Lark’s chambers. There, Marv, Val’s valet, and Neta had laid out their nightclothes and garments for the following day. While both Lark and Val would maintain their personal chambers, Val had no intention of leaving Lark on their marriage night. 

The guards remained at the door as the couple entered Lark’s chambers and made their way to the small sitting room, where Lark kicked off her shoes and collapsed on the chair with a moan. 

“Something to drink, love?” Val asked, pouring a glass of sherry without waiting for a reply. He handed it to her, then sat down on the seat across from her. “I must confess that I’ve never been nervous to be with a woman before,” he said with a wry smile. “But then, I’ve never wanted to please a woman more.” 

“I think at the moment, it will please me to just close my eyes and go to sleep.” 

He gave a soft laugh. “Go get ready for bed, Lark. I’ll wait for you to change, and then I’ll do what I can to ensure that you fall asleep more pleasurably.” 

She gulped down her sherry at his words, almost choking in the process, then quickly rose. “Give me twenty minutes,” she said.

“As long as you need, love. I’m not going anywhere.” 

She had no reply, so instead she hastened to her chamber and closed the door. She leaned against it, her heart racing. After so much time resisting Val, she was about to allow him entry into her bed. She wished she had poured herself another drink to fortify herself, but pride kept her from returning to the sitting room to do that. A maid, half asleep on a chair in the dressing room, stumbled forward and, with fumbling fingers, unfastened the hooks at the back of the dress, then hurried from the room, her duty done. 

Slipping the gown from her shoulders, Lark stepped from the pool of fabric and went to her dressing table, where towels and a bowl of water stood in readiness for her use. Dampening the towel, she slowly wiped the makeup from her face, then ran the now cool cloth over her arms and chest, wiping away the swirling patterns of blue. Removing the pins from her hair, she let it fall to her shoulders before heading to her bed, where a nightgown of lace and satin lay ready. She had just climbed into bed when the door opened and Val stepped into the room, his eyes immediately going to her. He had removed all his clothes except the white, skin-tight pants, and she took a moment to study him as he prowled towards her. His chest was firm, his stomach well-toned, and his legs were muscular beneath his pants. He reached the bed and snuffed out the candle, then crawled in beside her. 

“Close your eyes, love,” he whispered. “All I intend to do is please you.”
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Lark opened her eyes to see Val standing at the window. He had pulled on a pair of pants, and while she couldn’t see his face, she could tell by his stance that he was deep in thought. The night before had proved that Val was as skilled a lover as the rumors had suggested. His fingers had expertly reached her most sensitive parts, while his mouth trailing over her skin had made her senses tingle. It was nice, she had to admit; but when it was over, she’d felt empty and a little desolate. It could have been much worse, she admitted. He might have been impatient, or worse, cruel. Instead, he had been both patient and gentle. But she did not love him, and without love, the connection had merely been physical.

She sat up and he turned with a smile and came over to the bed, sitting down on the edge. He had removed the chains he was wearing the previous night when they became tangled in her hair, but he still wore rings in his nose and ears, and his face bore traces of makeup. 

“Good morning, princess.”

The title brought with it the reminder of another face, and she shook her head. “Don’t call me that.”

“But it’s what you are now, a princess. My father announced it last night, or did you miss that part? Perhaps you were too busy lusting after me that you didn’t hear it.” He



























































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
“Fantastic end
to the series.”
1 8 3 8 4 Sy

SHADOWLANDS
BOOK III






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.png
NEW STAR
RISING

g

SHADOWLANDS
Book 3

LINDA K. FROISE





d2d_images/image000.png
Roval Family Tree
[ SE)

=
VALORI
Valorious | Valor Il
‘
Valorious IV
Valorious V/ Bulwark
Bastion — Violet Stormchaser — Finch

|

Valorious VI Towering Crag Made of Iron  Snowlark






d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image003.jpg





d2d_images/image004.jpg





