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CHAPTER ONE
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Carlan sat alone on the flat roof of the two story adobe house. Alone, not because he tired of the company of his friends, but because he needed space to think. To brood, really, and brooding is best done alone. 

The sky was clear and blue, the heat beating down on his head, but he hardly noticed. He stared down at his hands, flexed his fingers. There was pain still at times, but it was faint. A memory. 

It had taken the better part of a year, but he was finally healed. It hadn’t been easy relearning to do things that had once come as natural as breathing. Lifting a glass of water, buttoning his own shirt, turning a doorknob, and a million other things he once did with his hands without even thinking about it. He thought about it now. If there was one thing he’d learned over this past year, it was that nothing should be taken for granted. 

But he hadn’t tried his fire yet. No one had pushed, no one had even mentioned it, but he could see the question in their eyes at times. While Jada practiced and learned, he hid behind his pain and his fear. Fear that the fire wouldn’t come, that he had been damaged in some way not to be seen by the eye. Or worse, that it would come but he would be unable to control it. 

He’d have to try it eventually, he knew. They couldn’t stay here forever, couldn’t pretend that there weren’t things they should be doing, and Carlan had a feeling that Verdin would have suggested they move on long before now if not for him. 

A familiar cry drew Carlan’s eyes skyward. A gryphon approached, its cobalt blue feathers gleaming in the sunlight. Carlan jumped to his feet, his heart hammering against his chest. All thoughts of his hands and his fire were wiped away as he watched Moonlight dip low toward the roof. Darlois waved from the saddle, but Carlan couldn’t bring himself to wave back. He felt light headed and somewhat sick to his stomach. 

Where Darlois had been the last three months and what he had been doing were two things Carlan had worked very hard not to think about. It was all too confusing. And now, as he stood there waiting for the gryphon to land, that confusion hit him full force. He would have to ask Darlois a very important question, and he wasn’t entirely certain what he wanted the answer to be. 

Moonlight made a surprisingly light landing on the roof, despite her size. Darlois dismounted. Carlan felt frozen in place, his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. His palms were slick with sweat; he wiped them against his pants. Darlois took a step toward him. 

The door which led back into the house swung open and Verdin strode out onto the roof. “I thought I heard . . .” His lips pinched when he saw Darlois. 

“Good morning, my friend.” Darlois’ grin was a flash of white against his brown skin. His accent, decidedly Duskan, drew the words out syllable by syllable so that “morning” sounded like “mourn ing.” 

Verdin folded his arms across his chest. “Good morning? That’s all you have to say? You leave without so much as a goodbye, stay gone for three months, and all you have to say to me is ‘good morning’?” 

“There was a note.” 

“A note that didn’t tell me anything except that you had to go and I shouldn’t worry, you’d be back. That’s not much of a note. Care to explain yourself?” 

Darlois glanced at Carlan. “The explaining is not mine to do.” 

Verdin looked at Carlan as well. “Is that right?” 

Carlan flushed, wishing he could be anywhere but where he was at this moment. He’d pretended not to know what Darlois was about all this time and it hadn’t been easy, lying to his best friend, but the truth was too hard to say. He supposed if Verdin was angry with him now, he deserved it. 

“Carlan?” Verdin was still looking at him with those green eyes so like Marlina’s and Carlan could only look down at the toes of his scuffed boots and wish he was a braver man. 

Verdin sighed. “You don’t want to talk about it. Fine. But I’ll have you know I’m angry with the both of you for keeping secrets. We’re all friends here, we should be able to talk to each other.” 

Carlan’s flush deepened, but still he couldn’t speak. It made him feel ashamed, that he had asked Darlois to do what he should have done, that he had pushed his friend into breaking a promise. 

“Perhaps I should fly away again,” Darlois said. “If I am no longer welcome.” 

A smile twitched at the corners of Verdin’s lips. “I’m not that angry.” Then his lips spread into a genuine grin as he unfolded his arms. “Welcome back.” 

Carlan drifted toward the stairs. Now was not the time to find out what had happened while Darlois was away, best to leave the two of them to their reunion and save the question for another time. 

The stairs took him down into the kitchen, where he found Jada at the counter, using a pestle to ground wheat into flour. The sleeves of her ill fitting brown dress were rolled up to her elbows; her long black hair was braided in piles atop her head, as was the custom here. 

“Did I hear what I thought I heard?” she asked without looking up. 

“Darlois is back.” Carlan leaned against the opposite side of the counter, which stood free in the middle of the kitchen. 

“It’s about time.” Jada swept the ground wheat into a bowl. “Maybe now Verdin will have no more reason to mope around like a petulant child.” 

“Yes, because only the princess is allowed to do that,” Esren said from the doorway which led into the sitting room. He leaned against the frame, a smile on his lips.

Jada rolled her amber eyes. “Who asked your opinion anyway? And what is that absurd smile about?” 

“You, grinding wheat. No matter how many times I see it, I simply can’t get used to you doing household chores. It’s seems so . . . so contrary to your nature.” 

Jada turned and sat the bowl beside the sink. “I suppose time and circumstance can change anyone. Even a spoiled princess.” 

“Not too much, I hope,” Esren said, coming into the room. “I rather liked you the way you were. Well, most of the time.” 

Jada put the bowl into the sink and took hold of the pump handle. “You sir are entirely to insolent, you forget your place.” Two pumps and the spigot coughed up a stream of water. As they were in the dead center of a desert kingdom, water was to only be used in the most sparing of ways. 

Once a month, each household that could afford to buy wheat was allowed to make a loaf of bread, a luxury afforded only because this was the capitol city of Dusk, where water was in better supply than in other areas of the kingdom. 

“I know my place.” Esren stepped up behind her and slipped his arms around her waist. “Right here.” 

Carlan decided it was time to make another prudent exit. He went through the sitting room and out the front door to the patio, hoping here he would find no further reminders of how alone he was. But it was too late. Already his thoughts were drifting toward Marlina, as they still did with painful frequency. 

It didn’t help one bit that tomorrow was the anniversary. No one had spoken of that either and perhaps neither Jada nor Esren realized it, and why should they? They weren’t there when it happened. But Carlan was thinking about it and he had no doubt that Verdin and Darlois were as well. It was too much of a coincidence for Darlois to have just happened to return home today.

Hardy cacti grew along the border of the patio, each bearing tiny yellow flowers. Marlina had always loved flowers. Carlan didn’t even need to close his eyes to see her red hair shining in the sun, her green eyes sparkling; the dry wind seemed to carry the sound of her laughter and he could almost feel the touch of her hand in his. 

“I would speak with you.” 

Carlan jumped and whirled around. He’d not heard Darlois slip up behind him. Not surprising, considering the man’s former occupation, but unnerving nonetheless. “You startled me.” 

“I apologize, I did not mean to sneak. Old habits.” His expression was somber. “I am sure you are most anxious to know what has passed these months I was away.” 

Carlan felt a cotton thickness in his throat that would not allow him to speak. So he merely nodded and waited, certain he knew what Darlois was about to say. 

“I went to the manor house, but Tarel was not there. He was not anywhere near.” 

It took a moment for these words to sink into Carlan’s brain. “Not there? But. . . So then you didn’t . . .?” But he couldn’t bring himself to say the words. 

“No. I asked around, but could only find rumors. Once, I would have followed each until I did find him. But sadly it would seem I am not so much the assassin anymore. It would have taken many months more to track him, and the anniversary was much on my mind. I did not think Verdin should be alone tomorrow and I wanted make certain my friends were safely where I left them. I make an apology. I dishonor myself.” 

“No,” Carlan said, shaking his head. “It’s no dishonor to worry about your friends. Besides, Verdin was making us all crazy worrying about you. It’s better you came back. My brother can keep for now. I suppose there are more important things we should be thinking about.” 

Darlois smiled. “Family does make ones life complicated, does it not?” 

Carlan gazed at him curiously. A question had been nagging at the back of his mind since they landed on Fidor’s doorstep, but Carlan had never found the right time, or way, to ask it.  

“Darlois, I was wondering if I could ask you something, but I don’t want to offend.” Carlan knew how serious Darlois was on the matter of honor and custom and, friends though they were, he didn’t want to say the wrong thing. 

“You would ask of my family, yes? You wonder why my brother is so displeased to have me in his home.” 

“I don’t want you to talk about it if it’s too painful.” For Carlan knew much too well the kind of pain family could put you through. 

Darlois shrugged. “It all seems a very long time ago to me now, another life. I came home from my schooling early one day, I was not well, and found my father’s brother with my sister. I was twelve, she was nine.” He spoke in the matter of fact way that one might speak about the weather. 

“I took the knife I carried in my boot, which my uncle had given me the year before on my birthday, and I stabbed him, here.” He touched the back of his neck. “The way I had seen my father and uncle kill a pig at times. There was very much blood, but I do not think he felt much.  “My sister started to scream and I ran away. To my people, there is no greater sin than to spill the blood of your blood, no matter the circumstance. So I left my home and took up with a band of roving merchants. 

“Among their company was an assassin, who took a liking to me. It was from this man that I learned to kill professionally, though he said it was a natural talent in me, as it was in him. I stayed with them some three years, I think. Then we parted ways. After this I was alone, until I met Verdin, and the rest you know.” 

Carlan nodded. Darlois had already told him the story of how he and Verdin had met, when Darlois was hired to kill a man Verdin had been hired to protect. “But what about your sister? Surely she isn’t angry at you. You were trying to protect her.” 

Darlois pointed to a house at the end of the street. “She lives just there, with her husband. They were married some few months after we came here. Fidor went to the wedding. I did not. I would not have been welcome there and I have stained my honor enough just to be here. I would not have come if our need had not been so great.” 

“I’m sorry you had to do that,” Carlan said. “I wish there had been another way.” 

“Do not be sorry, my friend.” Darlois clasped his shoulder. “It was Verdin asked I make this sacrifice and I who agreed. He would have you in the safest place, and that was here. This is all that matters.” 

Darlois’ gaze shifted toward the street. “My brother comes, and from his expression I do not think he brings good news.” 

Carlan turned to watch Fidor approach. His expression was indeed grim. Carlan’s heart lurched. Had they been found out? Were the king’s men at this very moment on their way to arrest them? Carlan flexed his fingers and wondered if he would be able to do anything about it if the answer to those questions was yes. 

****
[image: ]


Jada swatted Esren’s arm. “Enough of that. I have to get this ready in time for dinner.” 

Esren was laughing as he backed away. “Alright, alright. You’re getting flour all over me.” And yes, there were splotches of flour on the sleeves of his gray shirt. 

“Serves you right,” Jada said. “You should never bother a woman at her work.” Then she couldn’t help but laugh, because who would have imagined such words would ever pass her lips. It was an amusing situation, so amusing it nearly bordered on the ridiculous. Imagine, Jada Suvari, daughter of the High King and heir to his throne, baking bread in the kitchen of this little adobe house in a kingdom that was a far cry from the one in which she had been born. 

“I couldn’t help myself,” Esren said. “You look so fetching in that dress.”

Jada made a face at him. She hated the homespun monstrosity Fidor had found for her to wear. It was utterly lacking in any style and it was too big, but Verdin had suggested they save what little coin they had toward the day when they must leave, though she was beginning to wonder if that day would ever come, and she had to agree that he was right. 

“Go on with you.” She made a shooing motion with her hand and was dismayed to see the flour caked under her fingernails. “Before I -” The sound of Carlan’s voice urgently calling her name cut her off mid-sentence. Something in his tone sent a thrill of fear through her. She glanced at Esren, saw that he had heard it too, then they both went into the sitting room.

One look at the faces looking back at her and she knew what she was about to hear was not good news. Esren slipped his hand into hers. “Have they found us?” she asked, managing to sound calm despite her sudden fear.

It was Fidor who answered. “No, Your Majesty, it is not that.” He looked as uncomfortable as ever she had seen him. “But I must deliver a message and . . . there is no easy way to say this.”

That was the moment when it registered on Jada what he had called her. Not Your Highness, but Your Majesty, and so she knew what he would say before the next words passed his lips. 

“I am regretful that I must tell you the High King has died.” 

Everything seemed to go very still and for a moment Jada feared she might cry in front of these men and embarrass herself. But there were no tears. Not even the threat of tears. She felt stunned and breathless and unsure of what she should do or say, but there were no tears.

As always, it was Esren who stepped in when she needed someone. “What happened?” 

“They say it was an accident.” Fidor shifted his feet, glanced at Darlois. “The king fell.” 

“Fell?” That single word, which sounded so absurd to her ears, snapped Jada out of her daze. “What do you mean he fell?” 

Fidor stiffened. “Three nights past the High King fell from the uppermost parapets of Castle Waterfall. This is the message I bring you.”

It was even more absurd than she had first thought. Fell from the parapets, her father? In the middle of the night? Ridiculous. Yadari was not a drinking man, nor was he apt to be wandering about on the parapets after dark. Besides, how did one fall from such a place in any case?

“That’s not true,” Jada said. “No one simply falls from such a place. It’s not possible.” 

Fidor’s expression darkened. “I heard this from His Majesty, King Imonen, himself. Surely you do not call my king a liar.” 

“Jada, calm down,” Esren said. 

“Don’t tell me to calm down.” She shook her hand free from his. “How could my father fall? It makes no sense.” She saw it in his eyes then, what he thought. It was in all their eyes, but she did not want to believe it. 

She turned to Carlan. “Your brother had something to do with this, don’t you think so? He must have.” 

“I ...” He looked away from her. “I can’t see why my brother would do such a thing. King Yadari was his ally and now ... Well, it wouldn’t benefit my brother any for you to be queen.” 

Queen. The word had a strangely hollow sound. High Queen, to be more to the point. And Carlan was right. So long as her father was alive, Gaden had both Waterfall and the High Throne in his pocket. 

Gaden was no fool. He would have to know that with Yadari dead, Jada would come back for the throne and that would force him to speed up his plans. No, it made no sense for Gaden to have Yadari killed, but the alterative seemed no less impossible to her. 

“My father did not kill himself. He was paranoid, but he was not suicidal. I don’t believe it. I won’t believe it.” 

This was followed by a moment of uneasy silence, then Verdin spoke. “I hate to say this, but this could be a good thing for us, for the kingdoms. I don’t mean to belittle your loss, Jada, but you’re the High Queen now, even though you’ve yet to be crowned, and that puts you in a better position to oppose Gaden.” 

Jada stared back at Verdin without really seeing him. She was thinking of home, of going home and the idea never sounded so good to her. No more hiding out, no more looking over her shoulder, no more waiting. It was time now. Time to marshal her forces to stand against Gaden. She would not let him take her throne without a fight. 

“Gaden has had a year to rethink his plans. A year we’ve wasted here.” She saw Carlan flinch and was sorry for it, but they all knew he was the reason they’d been sitting stagnant. “That puts us at a disadvantage. But now I am High Queen and the other monarchs will have to listen to me. It’s long past the time when I should have spoken out against Gaden’s lies.” 

“Cerulean and Clash will stand with Gaden, we know this,” Verdin said. “An Andrassis sits the throne of both kingdoms. And likely Sovereign will as well, unless we can convince King Ostin it was Gaden who was responsible for his son’s death, not us.” 

“Gaden said we’d have all but three kingdoms within ten years,” Carlan said, looking down at his hands. “I don’t know which three he’d counted out or how much he’s had to change his plans because of us. But I don’t think he’ll wait ten years or more to start the war, not now. I think our time is running thin.”  

“Dusk will stand behind the High Throne,” Fidor said, fisting his left hand to his chest and making a short bow at the waist. “On my honor, I say King Imonen will give his loyalty to no other. I beg Your Majesty allow me to speak to my king, to tell him of these things so that he may be ready to send his men when you call.” 

It was not a bad idea, but Jada thought she had one a little better. “Thank you, Fidor, but if King Imonen is willing I think I should like to speak to him myself. In person.” 

“Are you sure that’s wise?” Verdin asked. “We are outlaws, after all. The king could have us arrested.” 

Fidor gave him a dark look. “Her Majesty need have no fear of such. To have the High Queen arrested, like some petty thief, my king would not stain his honor so.” He turned to Jada. 

“I would speak with my king and from him I will gain a promise of safe passage for Your Majesty, Esren, and Lord Carlan. But for this fashon,” he glanced at Darlois, “and his a’tway, I have done enough.” 

Darlois moved with such speed that no one saw him pull the blade until he was holding it against his brother’s throat. “You should hold your tongue,” Darlois said, grinning an awful grin that held no trace of humor, “or I will remove it for you.” 

Fidor glared back at him, a look more of outrage than of fear in his eyes. “You dare draw blade against me in my own house? You have sunk lower than even I had imagined.” 

“I will sink lower yet. I will slit your throat and leave you to drown in your own blood unless you make an apology to my friend.” 

“Darlois, don’t,” Verdin said. “It’s not worth it.” 

“You do not know the word,” Darlois said, never taking his eyes from his brother’s face. “But you have been offered a grave insult. This I cannot allow.” 

Jada watched this exchange with her hands clenched at her sides. She wanted to say something, do something. If Darlois killed Fidor, they would be forced to run and that could do nothing but harm their chances of garnering the support of not only King Imonen, but the other monarchs as well. But she knew there was nothing short of using her fire on him that she could do to stop him killing his brother. There was only one of them who had the slightest chance of talking Darlois down now. 

“The only person Fidor’s words hurt is Fidor himself,” Verdin said, taking a step toward them. “He stains his own honor by insulting a guest in his home. Darlois, please,” he lay his hand over the wrist of the hand that held the dagger, “don’t make me have to live with being the reason you killed your brother.” 

The moment held its breath, and then the dagger was put away as quickly as it had been taken out. Darlois stepped back away from his brother, then turned to Jada. “If it please Your Majesty, I think that Verdin and I will take the gryphons and wait for you outside town.” 

“That’s a fine idea,” Jada said. “We’ll meet up with you as soon as we’ve finished speaking to the king.” 

Once Darlois and Verdin were gone, Fidor touched a trembling hand to his throat. He then turned to Jada and gave a stiff bow. “I give my apology you must be witness to such a thing, Your Majesty. Darlois has long been a disgrace to this family’s honor.” 

Jada thought to say that so far as she was concerned, Darlois knew more about honor, and had more of it, then this man ever would. But then Esren put his hand on her shoulder as if he could read her mind. He couldn’t, of course, but after being together so many years, he could certainly read her expression, even when she was trying not to show what she was feeling. 

“Thank you, Fidor. Now, if you would go to your king and arrange an audience.” 

“Of course, Your Majesty.” Fidor turned on his heel and marched out of the house. 

Jada sighed, putting a hand to her head. This was it, they’d taken their first step on the road to war. Now, if only she had some kind of plan in mind. That would be nice. 

“I’ll just go be somewhere else,” Carlan said, backing toward the kitchen. “So you two can talk.” 

When it was only Esren left in the room, Jada sank onto the nearest divan and put her head in her hands. “How am I supposed to do this?” 

“It won’t be easy,” Esren said, “but I have faith in you to lead us.” 

“Why?” she raised her head. “What do I know of war? Oh, I wish I had paid more mind to Master Marlis’ lessons.” 

Esren chuckled. “I remember a time when you would have liked nothing better than to set the man’s hair afire and see him running down the castle halls, screaming.” 

Jada made a face. She knew what he was trying to do, but she was in no mood to be cheered up. “This is serious. I don’t know what I’m doing. There’s no one who can help me. No one who can ...” But there might be, yes there just might be. If she could work up the nerve to call on him, if he would even come if she did. 

She sighed. “Once, I was princess, I had all the world at my fingertips, I had nothing to worry over. Now I’m ... I’m ...” She looked down at her hands, once so fine and soft, now rough and creased with flour. “I don’t know what I am.” 

“I do.” Esren knelt before her and lifted her chin so they were eye-to-eye. “You’re a queen.” 
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Carlan and Esren sat in stiff, uncomfortable chairs in the vestibule to the Audience Hall.  They had been here for the better part of an hour, waiting their audience with the king. Jada had spent most of that time pacing, her hands moving restlessly. Carlan could understand her nerves, having to face a king to ask for his support in a war that would tear the Ten Kingdoms apart was no easy thing. 

“Maybe you should sit and try to calm down,” Esren said. 

“Don’t tell me to calm down.” Jada’s amber eyes flashed. “You know I hate that.” 

“Wearing yourself thin isn’t going to help matters any. You don’t want be all frazzled when you talk to the king.” 

“That’s an easy thing for you to say, all you have to do is stand there.” She smoothed her hands across the skirt of her dress. “This isn’t going to work. I can’t do this.” 

“That doesn’t sound much like the Jada Suvari I know,” Esren said. “That Jada Suvari can do anything she sets her mind to.” 

Jada came to a stop and stood glaring down at him. “You just don’t understand. If I could go in there and flash a little fire it would be one thing, but I am no good at diplomacy and court manners.” 

“How do you know? You never tried it. Look,” he reached up and took hold of her hands, “you are a smart woman, even if you don’t always act like it, and I believe that you remember more of your lessons than you think you do. I also believe that you can adapt to any situation, I’ve seen it. There’s no reason you can’t do so now. As soon as you step through those doors, you’ll know exactly what to do. Trust me, I know you better than you know yourself.” 

“Why do you always have to be so reasonable?” 

Esren smiled. “One of us has to be.” He drew her down into the chair beside his. “Now, take a breath and remember who you are.” 

Carlan looked away. Not because he wasn’t happy for them, but because Marlina was too strong on his mind and seeing them together reminded him of how alone he was. Of how his life had been stolen by the one person he trusted above all others. 

The door to the Audience Hall opened and Fidor stepped out. “The king will see you now.”

Esren gave Jada’s hand a squeeze, then released it. She stood, head up, back straight, and strode past Fidor into the hall. Carlan and Esren followed after. 

The hall was decorated in so much gold and bronze it stung the eyes. Fabulous tapestries, depicting creatures both real and fantastical, covered the walls. In each of the four corners of the room stood the statue of a woman in revealing attire. 

In the center of the room was a large golden throne covered with jewels, upon which sat a short, rotund man, also covered with jewels. Beside the throne, stood a living version of the statues. A tall, slender young woman with long black hair, whose skin, of which more was shown than was concealed, had been painted bronze. A filmy, jeweled veil covered the lower half of her face though, like the rest of her attire, it didn’t conceal much. 

Carlan made a point of looking anywhere in the room besides at the woman, though it was no easy feat. Fidor, who had come in behind them, now stepped up to the left side of the throne. “His Excellency, King Imonen Baddadari the Third, I present to you High Queen Jada Suvari of Waterfall and Lord Carlan Andrassis of Sovereign.” 

“Your Excellency,” Jada dropped a quick curtsy. Of her previous unease, there was no sign. “I am most honored that you saw fit to grant us an audience at such short notice.” 

“It is I who am honored. Had I known you were in my kingdom for so long a time, I would have seen you in more suitable accommodations than those you have been occupying.” 

Fidor’s lips thinned, and Carlan supposed that, though the king had not so much as glanced in the man’s direction, this was a sort of reprimand. He would have liked to speak up in Fidor’s defense, after all it was they who had asked him not to reveal their presence here, but thought it more prudent to remain silent. 

“Before we come to the reason you are here,” King Imonen said, “I would give you my deepest sympathies for the loss of your father. He was a great man and a great king.” 

“Thank you, Your Excellency.” 

Carlan wondered how the king would feel if he knew Yadari had spies in Dusk, as he had in each of the Ten Kingdoms, spies with illegal eyeglobes to report back with. But again, those were words better not spoken aloud. 

“Now, I will assume you are here to speak to me of your troubles.” King Imonen folded his pudgy hands across his corpulent stomach. “The Crowned Prince of Sovereign has said many things of yourself and your company this past year. Disturbing things.” 

“Every word of it was a lie, Your Excellency,” Jada said. “I assure you of that. There is a plot among certain members of House Andrassis to overthrow the High Throne and seize control of the Ten Kingdoms. I know that sounds fantastic, but it’s true. And Crowned Prince Gaden is at the head of it.” 

“That is an extraordinary claim.” King Imonen’s gaze shifted to Carlan. “You speak thus against your own House, your own blood?” 

“I do, Your Excellency.” Carlan spoke with no hesitation and looked the man straight in the eye. Blood was a serious matter in this kingdom, and it would not do to waver, much as it pained
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