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To all the women and girls who knew they
could and did.

 



About Henrietta and The
Battle of the Horse Mesa

Finally, the sweeping conclusion to the
Henrietta The Dragon Slayer trilogy! Parted by destiny, the four
friends struggle to rejoin forces and face for a final time, the
ruthless sorcerer intent on destroying them all.

In the biggest challenge of her life,
Henrietta the legendary Dragon Slayer of Bleuve must lead her
people into a battle that may end life as they know it. For they
face no ordinary army, but the dark forces of a powerful sorcerer
bent on overtaking all five kingdoms. And unless she can rescue her
dauntless knight Franc, she must do it without his support.

Franc will follow Henrietta anywhere. But on
a mission to find allies among the Horse People, he is kidnapped
and taken by minions of the evil sorcerer Eyvindir. Will he find
the strength and courage to survive, and fight again at Henrietta's
side?

Paulette, the young fire witch, must stand
trial for a murder committed out of desperation. In despair at her
imprisonment by forces acting against her dearest friend, Jaxter,
she escapes and flees to the frigid, forbidden land of Varangia to
find a witch powerful enough to help her finally master fire. But
what must she give up to gain the power to aid her friends?

Jaxter, now a king, must come to terms with
the heavy responsibilities of ruling the Oro Islands, newly emerged
from over 75 years of evil rule. This means doing right, even when
it means going against ancient customs and protocols. Worse, the
marauding Varangians press at his borders. He must find a way to
defend his home, or none of them will survive.

Will Henrietta and her friends be able to
stop the ruthless sorcerer from obliterating her, claiming the
Dragon Stone, and ruling over the Five Kingdoms?
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Paulette Gets Her
Magic

Fire rage for a girl, who must give up her
pearl.

—Great Witch’s
chant

Kingdom of Bleuve, River
camp, Three Weeks Before Mitte Moon

In the chilly night, Paulette huddled over
the fire and rubbed her hands. They shook. She clamped tight her
jaw. No more weakness. She had to have fighting magics. She had to
be able to defend herself, like her friends could.

Henrietta had her military skills, Franc too.
Jaxter had his quarterstaff. What did she have? Her puny fire magic
could barely create a diversion in the middle of a fight.

She threw more fire bane herbs onto the
near-dead coals. Mistress Jenny would not approve of what she was
about to do. Mistress Jenny wasn't here, on the trail beside a
Kingdom of Bleuve forest, confronted with mad knights who wanted to
kill them for no reason.

She glanced over her shoulder. Henrietta
slept, facing the river. Jaxter slept in his bedroll not far from
the fire, snoring softly. Franc stood watch over his fallen—what?
Companions? No, betrayers—those knights of Oro who had charged up
the riverbank toward them with murder in their eyes.

Paulette shivered and hunched over her work.
The night pressed in cold all around like a wet blanket. She wished
she could burn it all down and gulped back her tears. She wouldn't
become a powerful witch with tears but with action.

"I call forth the ancient magic power of fire
from the depths of the earth, from the five corners of the known
kingdoms, from the stars above,” Paulette chanted. “Come to me. I
am willing to pay the price."

Should she prick her finger and give up a
drop of blood to symbolize the price? She felt about for a twig or
sharp stone, but found nothing. Her cooking knives were wrapped in
her pack, out of reach.

The wind picked up. A whooshing assaulted her
ears. She covered them and squeezed shut her eyes against the
debris that kicked up. A glow colored her eyelids orange. She
cracked open her eyes and sucked in a breath at the vision before
her.

A flame jumped and wavered beside the dead
coals, not rooted in anything, but floating above the ground, free.
Inside the flame the face of an ancient woman appeared, gnarled
like the oldest trees in the forest.

"Do you really want to pay that price, my
child?" a sandpapery voice hissed.

Paulette gulped and nodded at the ancient
witch she’d summoned. The price was life force. At fourteen suns,
she could afford it. She’d gladly shorten her life a few suns for
the ability to bravely fight with fire powers.

"Speak," the woman said, her voice at once
grating and commanding. “Are you certain this is what you want?”
The ancient witch’s fire threw off no heat as it flickered and
danced, independent of the frigid winter wind.

"I-I do." Paulette cleared the lump in her
throat, clenched her hands to stop their shaking, and said again,
"I am willing to pay the price."

“You know the price,” the ancient witch
insisted.

“Yes, yes.” Paulette sobbed, her tears
overtaking her in a flash. She hunched over the embers in the
campfire, the flames now hot and glowing.

“Be certain, child. The price of the
fire rage is very high. Few seek it.”

A lightning bolt shot up from the ground.

Paulette gasped at the brightness, and to
keep from jumping in fright, clutched her arms around her bent
knees. “I know. But I need it!”

She couldn’t hide the desperation and agony
in her voice. There was no shame in asking for what you wanted and
for being willing to pay the price, whatever it was. She needed to
be able to protect herself.

The ancient witch shimmered and increased in
size, taking up the entire camp. The weight of the witch’s presence
surrounded Paulette and squeezed her chest and back. She could only
take shallow breaths and shut her eyes against the brightness to no
avail. The red of the fire burned behind her eyelids.

“Fire rage for a girl, who must give up
her pearl,” the great witch’s voice screeched.

“What pearl?” Paulette blurted, eyes
clamped shut. Was that different from the price?

"It is never that simple," the witch
whispered.

Paulette opened her eyes. She wanted to
protest—magics could be that simple.

The ancient fire witch grinned at her, her
fiery hair whipping around as if in a wild windstorm. Paulette
threw the rosemary herb mixture on the fire to end the ritual.

The great whooshing swelled to a scathing
whine and then dropped to nothing. The witch and her overpowering
glow vanished.

The forest was silent, the air cold. Paulette
was still a lowly witch’s apprentice. She didn't feel any
different, except she was very, very tired. Had she really paid the
price for the most powerful fire magics there was?

* * *

The next day, Paulette led her horse on the
narrow trail, the snow a sprinkling on the ground, pretty as lace.
It was Jaxter’s turn to ride her mare. The grey day was fresh and
smelled of more snow. They were both behind Henrietta in single
file, with Franc striding behind their small group. Henrietta led
her horse. The bound and gagged prisoner, the remaining Oro knight,
flopped a bit on the back of Henrietta’s horse.

Jaxter sang, “On the road again.”

“I know that song.” Paulette
smiled.

Jaxter chuckled. “Yes? I just made it
up.”

Paulette laughed, joy bubbling out. “Oh, I’m
so happy! I’m almost home!” The reins jingled in her hands. Last
night’s ritual bloomed as a vivid memory, lodged in her heart like
a coming spring flower. She was going home. She had her powerful
fire magics. The strength of it flowed in her veins. And she had a
pleasant storyteller to chat with. She smiled. What a homecoming
feast they would have.

A quarter day later of travelling the narrow
forest trail, the garrison longhouse came into view at the top of a
small rise. Paulette clapped her hands as her horse pranced. She
was now riding. Jaxter walked beside her. “Laonne—my village, my
home—it’s just beyond the ridge!”

She was returning home after seven suns,
almost away as long as Jaxter had been away from his home—ten suns.
She’d stay with her family for the winter and return to Mistress
Jenny to resume her witch training in the spring.

“Then I guess this is goodbye,”
Henrietta said.

“I suppose so. My parents will want to
meet all of you. The rest of the family is too far away to come for
the festivities. Well, not family, but villagers who have known me
all my life. Mama and Papa didn’t know exactly I’d be coming home,
but I’m sure they can take one evening to still the mill.” She
chuckled at her rhyme and eyed Henrietta, who was
frowning.

“You must come, Henri. My parents will
want to meet you. They will fill your food sack for your journey
ahead, and you must rest at our house in Laonne.” She grinned. That
ought to make the warrior happy since she was always thinking with
her stomach. “I’m sure they will prepare a feast in my return.
Actually, they said they would when I saw them at the last feast
day, when they came to visit.” She took a breath and turned to
glance at Jaxter.

“And they will need a storyteller at
the feast,” Paulette said softly, her heart thumping.

They halted ten paces from the garrison
entrance. Paulette eyed Franc and spoke softly, “Franc, my parents
will thank you, too.”

A guard in a pristine blue uniform looked on,
impassive, as if they weren’t having a conversation in front of
him.

Franc nodded to Paulette, solemn. She nodded
back in thanks.

Paulette turned to the guard, broke into a
huge smile, and squealed. “Is it? It is!” She dismounted her horse
with a quick, graceful leap and sprinted to the young soldier.
“Pierre, is that you?”

The young man blushed, looking exactly like
the shy boy she remembered from their hide-and-seek games in
Laonne. Then he went white and stilled. He opened his mouth and
shut it, like a river fish out of the water.

“Pierre, what’s wrong? Are you feeling
well?” She reached out and touched his shoulder.

“Paulette, the miller’s daughter,” the
young man said and blinked, as if seeing her for the first time.
Then he stood straight, out of Paulette’s reach. He eyed Franc and
the prisoner hanging over Henrietta’s horse’s back.

“This is too much,” said Henrietta
under her breath. “Homecomings.” Louder, she said, “Soldier, what’s
your rank?” She strode forward, the horse and captive in Franc’s
hands.

The guard shifted his gaze back to Henrietta
then Paulette. “Second lieutenant, Fourth Regiment of Bleuve.”

“Under whose command?” Henrietta
shouted.

“Capitaine Geoffrey of the Laonne
Village Garrison.”

“I need to speak with him,” Henrietta
said. “Our—the prisoner must be treated accordingly.”

“He is not here.”

“Then his second in
command.”

“I will summon him for you, but
Paulette … ” Pierre faltered and looked again like the shy boy
Paulette used to know. He took a deep breath and touched Paulette’s
shoulder. “I am deeply sorry, Paulette. There’s been a terrible
accident at the mill.”

“What? Where’s Papa? Mama?” Her voice
rose to a hysterical pitch and she clutched at her
throat.

“I am deeply sorry,” Pierre said again,
his voice gravely.

In an instant, Henrietta was beside her.
Jaxter stood at her other side, his shoulder against hers.

“There was an accident,” Pierre said in
a whisper. “A very strange accident. They don’t know what happened.
Your parents—I am so very sorry. I didn’t want to be the one to
tell you. I’m so sorry—”

“Stop saying that and tell us what
happened, soldier,” Henrietta snapped.

“Her parents—” The guard eyed
Henrietta. He dropped his shaking hand from Paulette’s shoulder and
faced her, holding her gaze, no longer shy, but being the soldier
he was now. Paulette couldn’t move. She was frozen as a lake in
winter. “Your parents died in a strange fire last night at the
mill.”

Paulette gasped, heat flooding her chest,
arms, and legs. “What? How?”

The guard lowered his voice. “Some say it was
dark magics.”

Paulette shivered, chilled yet hot. “No, it
couldn’t be. This can’t be the price,” she whispered. Seeing no one
and nothing, she clutched her horse’s mane and mounted the mare,
urging her over the ridge toward her village. She had to see for
herself. Her parents couldn’t be dead.

In the space of a few breaths, Paulette’s
mare had brought her up and over the ridge. There was the mill at
the edge of town, straddling the waterway. Or what was left of it.
The mill was a mottled husk of itself, all blackened and broken
walls. Smoke curled up into the grey, grey sky.

“No!” she screamed as she nudged the
mare into full speed.

A big bear of a man rushed to her as she
neared the bridge. He managed to grab the reins and stop the mare.
Paulette couldn’t see who it was through her sobs and yells of
denial.

“I’m sorry, Paulette. They’re gone. It
was so sudden. In the middle of the night. We’ve only now managed
to put out the fire.”

Paulette slipped from her horse and attempted
to cross the bridge. The man grabbed her arms. She recognized him
now. The village elder.

“You can’t—” He gulped at her glare,
face as pale as the grey sky.

“I have to see them.”

Then he gripped her tighter and lowered his
voice. “They’re gone, Paulette dear. There is nothing you can do
for them now.”

She clenched her fists. “Nothing I can
do?”

The elder took a step back, fear in his
gaze.

Hooves pounded behind her, over the hill.
Jaxter had taken a horse to follow her, his elbows out as he
gripped the reins. She’d have laughed if she weren’t so upset.

“I have to see them, Elder Sangwin.”
His name finally came to her.

Without waiting for his reply, she twisted
out of his grip and mounted her mare. The horse’s hooves clattered
across the wooden bridge. In two breaths, she was in the mill that
had also been her home. At the hearth lay two forms covered in
blankets.

Villagers stared at her.

“What?” she shouted, grief making her
feel outrageous, at once large and small, defeated and mad with
pain.

A matron smiled sadly. “You can come stay
with me, Paulette.”

Paulette ignored her, the woman’s offer not
making sense. She dismounted the mare and rushed to her
parents.

“No,” the matron said, reaching for
Paulette’s arm.

Paulette brushed her off and knelt beside one
and then the other, holding her breath as she lifted the
blankets.

Her mother’s metal knitting needles lay atop
the blackened body, melted but recognizable. Paulette huffed,
breath hard to come by, her father’s misshapen pipe somehow still
recognizable beside his unrecognizable body.

Without seeing the villagers about who had to
be there, Paulette vaulted to the back of her mare and rushed out
of the soot and grey and ragged structure that had been her
parents’ home and livelihood, and her home, too.

No longer.

She panted. Her arms and hands tingled. She’d
caused this. The life force she thought she’d exchanged had not
been her own, but her parents’. How could she have known? Maybe
that had been the pearl. No matter. What mattered was the fire
rising within her. And she knew just who to direct it to.

Jaxter was slipping awkwardly off his horse
on the other side of the bridge. She galloped past him and back
over the ridge, as fast as the mare could go. Quick as a hare, she
leapt from the horse and sprinted over to the prisoner. Jaxter
followed, riding hard behind her.

Henrietta broke into a run toward her and the
prisoner.

Paulette panted hard, her face hot. She
raised her hands, palms facing the man on the ground, her arms
straightened and locked. A curse, ugly and primal, burst out of her
and startled the horses. A flash jumped from her hands and arced to
the prisoner, and out came the most delicious, all-consuming
rage.

Henrietta yelled. “No!”

Flames crackled and shot purple and orange,
green and red. Thunder boomed. Daylight disappeared. The prisoner
screamed. A horrible acrid smell rose up.

Jaxter cried, “Paulette! No!”

At the same moment, a captain shouted. But
his words were incomprehensible over the sound of the wind.

Henrietta coughed. “Girl, what have you
done?”

Her arms still out and shooting flames,
Paulette turned to Henrietta. Henrietta sidestepped the flames.

Cold and hot, feverish, all-powerful—that was
how it felt to shoot fire out of her hands at the one responsible.
“That will teach them to never attack me ever again!” Paulette
turned back to the body on the ground.

But Henrietta yanked her by the elbows,
gripping her arms behind her back and pulled her away. “Stop! He’s
dead! You killed him!”

The flames stopped. Paulette struggled
against Henrietta’s hold. For a moment, everything was quiet, even
the wind. Snow swirled gently down. No one spoke. Then a bitter
wind gusted, twirling leaves and debris. More thunder boomed and
lightning cracked simultaneously. The clouds spilled and icy rain
doused the smoldering body. In seconds Paulette was soaked, but she
didn’t feel it.

“How could you?” Jaxter’s tears mingled
with the rain. His voice was ragged. His shoulders shook. His
bouncy blond curls had been flattened by the rain.

Paulette strained to break free of
Henrietta’s hold. “Don’t you see? I had to!”

 



Jaxter and the
Council

He’s the one who returns, burnt by friendly
fire, unknown to his enemies or to his friends, he comes unsung
when all is undone to take his rightful place as heir. The Lost and
Found king glows with a blue fire to orchestrate our rebirth and
sire a new world.

—From the Lost King
cycle

Fourth Day After Mitte
Moon and Fourth Day of King Jaxter’s Rule of the Oro
Islands

The new king of the Oro Islands, Jaxter
cleared his throat and waited for the council room to quiet. It was
the fourth day of his rule. The six aunties and four uncles, the
elders of the island city, took their cue and settled. He was their
Lost and Found King. That was what they called him when they saw
his blue tattoo swirls ringing his wrists all a’glowing.

He rubbed his tattoos. They weren’t glowing
now. He didn’t know if they ever would again, but he could do this.
He could be the king.

Two aunties frowned at him. The rest watched
him neutrally, no doubt waiting for him to make a mess of things.
He blew out a breath and caught a third frown. He straightened and
threw back his shoulders. That was one of the first pieces of
advice they'd given him—how to show he was in command even when he
didn't feel like he was. The uncle who'd frowned at him nodded his
approval.

"Back to the matter on the table—island
defense,” Jaxter said. “We need to defend the outer islands against
Varangian attacks. Plumaria has barely enough ships, and the
northern islands are undefended. This is outrageous. We already had
one attack. We need more junks out there.”

The auntie Sheili, the oldest and wiliest one
in the room, cleared her throat. “If I may, sire, we have a more
pressing matter.”

“What could be more pressing than the
safety of our islands from the Varangian threat?” Jaxter
frowned.

“A threat from within,” Sheili
said.

Jaxter blinked. He wanted to lighten the mood
in the room with a joke, but it didn’t seem appropriate. He’d been
working as a jester and a bard for over ten suns back in the
Kingdom of Bleuve. Humor had been his best tool. Now more skills
were called for.

“Please, elaborate.” He nodded to
Sheili, hands folded in his lap.

“We have been told by reliable people
that the girl witch who traveled with you—” Sheili paused and
sipped from her tea.

Jaxter schooled his features to remain
neutral.

Sheili set her cup down with a slow
deliberation, eyeing the table. The room was still.

“Pray, continue,” Jaxter said soberly.
He didn’t like Sheili talking about his dear friend, Paulette, and
it couldn’t be good.

Sheili met his gaze. “She must be tried for
the murder of an Oro knight.”

“What?” Jaxter stood, his chair
clattering behind him, but not falling.

Sheili nodded. “Under our ancient ways that
we need to revive, any murder of an Oro knight or person must be
tried on the Oro Islands. She must pay for what she has done.”

“I was there.” Jaxter rubbed his
wrists. “You have no idea what it was like when those knights
attacked us. Henrietta si Maranu killed three of the four
attackers. You didn’t ask that she be tried.”

“That was during the fight. That was
war. What they did was wrong. Entirely wrong.” Sheili eyed him and
pursed her lips in displeasure.

“Well, then.” Jaxter paced, ignoring
the looks and frowns from the aunties and uncles. “What Paulette
did was during an act of war, too. She was defending herself.” A
bit after the fact, but he didn’t want to share that. He stopped
behind his chair and gripped its back. “That settles it. You will
leave my friend alone.”

Sheili shook her head, determined. “According
to the ancient ways—”

“I am king now. She’s not a threat,”
Jaxter interrupted. “Discussion over.”

“I’m sorry, my young king—” Sheili put
the emphasis on the word young. “But this threat is too big to
ignore.”

“What is this threat?” Jaxter stilled.
Sheili had better not insist it was Paulette. She was only fourteen
suns and still growing into her powers.

“The people of Plumaria, and soon all
of the Oro Islands.”

“Pray, explain.” Jaxter crossed his
arms over his chest, quite aware of the bright king’s silks he
wore.

“There is unrest, sire. People want
stability, reliability. After the old king, they feel the need for
justice, to blame someone, something, for the hardships they
endured under the—”

“Evil king,” Jaxter cut in.

Sheili eyed the high ceiling as if the words
lay there. She finally spoke. “They want to know that you will do
right by them.”

“Of course, I will.”

“But you are so young—”

“And uninformed?” Jaxter walked to the
table’s edge to use his height over the seated, and already short,
Oro elders. “I will go out among the people and see if what you say
is true. A man must test the waters himself and not rely on
others.”

“Yes, go out among the people. And
announce that you will try all criminals, including this Paulette
witch.”

“This Paulette witch is my friend. I
will not try her. I will try only the guards and other sympathizers
for the old king locked up in the dungeon. That will have to
satisfy the people.”

Another elder spoke up, the uncle who’d
nodded to him earlier. “She wields great power and used it against
you. Her fire nearly killed you. We can’t have that. We fear for
your safety.”

“That was an accident. She was aiming
for King Singfan.” Jaxter stared at each elder, willing them to see
his point.

But they looked away and gasped. No one
wanted to speak the name of the evil king who’d shriveled into a
pile of dust when he, Henrietta, Franc, and Paulette had helped
transform the dragon Mimoto into a shimmering rainbow of light just
four days before.

It was Sheili who recovered first. She stood,
inclined her head toward him, and spoke. “Sire, we fear for your
safety and that of the people. The trial for your Paulette must
start by the Solstice Moon, or you risk rebellion.” Her steady gaze
spoke of her wisdom, age and experience, far beyond his years. She
willed for him to submit to her will.

He wouldn’t.

“I cannot.” Jaxter ignored the overly
polite protocol he’d been taught in the last few days and strode
out of the council room. He threw over his shoulder. “I am king
now.”

 



Henrietta Travels
Home

You can't fight the sea.

—Oro saying

One Week After Mitte
Moon

Henrietta climbed up the ladder and strode
across the deck of the large junk. She was already one week out
from Plumaria, the Oro Islands capital city, with her secret
mission from her friend Jaxter now the new king.

Soon she’d be home in the Kingdom of Bleuve
to hike up the mountains and bring the Dragon Stone home to heal
her mentor, Master Chen. Then she’d hustle to Grenado to present
Jaxter’s request of support to King Mattias by Solstice, only three
quarters of a moon from now, by her count.

Her boots scuffled across the deck in the
fading light. Cool wind gusted across her face. The endless sea
spread out in front of her, mocking her in its vastness. She was
small against the forces of wind and water. She wished that they
could be home by now.

Henrietta leaned over the bowsprit and peered
into the black churning sea that hissed and slapped the wooden
sides of the junk. But they weren’t home yet, so she would make the
best of her time during the voyage.

“Ready?” Franc said behind
her.

She spun, her sword poised. “You’re
late.”

He crouched. “You’re in high spirits.” He
stepped into her, testing.

She danced to one side. “Leoni finally let me
out of training. Those robes.” She shook her head.

“I think you look—”

She silenced him with a glare and
stepped-feinted with her left foot and swung her sword from the
right.

He caught it in time and countered easily
with a quick spin to the left and a slice toward her middle.

She blocked him. “I look what?”

“If I tell you, will you knock me
flat?”

“Maybe.” Henrietta grinned. She was
free of the restrictive Oro diplomat robes and her limbs were loose
and giddy. She had the rest of the afternoon to practice with
Franc.

Franc shrugged, a half grin on his face, so
uncharacteristic of him. She froze at his expression. Then jumped
into action, somersaulting over some tightly coiled ropes on the
deck, just as the junk lifted over a wave. She laughed and landed
on her feet in a crouch. Nimbler than he looked, Franc swiped for
her feet. She leapt.

“Well?” she said.

“Well what?” He squinted at her. The
afternoon sun was in his eyes.

“How do I look in my Oro
robes.”

“You look good.”

“Wrong thing to say,” she said with a
straight face, ignoring the warmth blooming in her chest. She
charged, aiming for his middle. There was no reason to let him see
her pleasure in his compliment.

He spun and slapped her on the butt with the
flat of his sword.

“Hey, that’s my move,” she
said.

“I know.”

“You look too smug.”

“We learn moves from friends.” He spun
his sword on either side of his body in a showy move.

“We are friends,” Henrietta said, more
to herself than him. A thrill rippled through her body. She had to
change the focus and spoke. “So what will you do when we’re done
with Jaxter’s mission?”

She saw an opening and lunged for his
side.

He brought his sword tight against his body,
blocking her. “Go home probably. You?”

She shook her head. That was her move too.
“I’ll probably help Master Chen with the forge.”

Franc frowned. “Doubt it.” He swiped his
blade low, aiming for her knees.

“What? He’ll need me as he recovers.”
Henrietta hopped out of the blade’s reach, spun, and jabbed toward
his neck.

He ducked, sticking out a foot to trip her.
“You’re made for greater stuff.”

“Sheep’s berries. Not this again.” She
leapt over his foot, sliding on the wooden deck.

“You’re meant to lead an army.” Franc
hopped over the ropes to get within reach of her.

“Yes. No. Maybe. Why can’t I just live
a quiet life?” She cartwheeled, sword in hand, to get to the other
side of him, keep him off guard.

Franc slipped on the deck as he shifted his
weight.

She laughed at the pure joy of the play
fight. Neither of them was panting, even with all the talk and the
junk swaying on the waves as it flew them home.

“You are a born leader, Henrietta the
legendary Dragon Slayer of Bleuve.” Franc faced her, his sword in
one hand, and a dagger in the other. That was new.

She snorted. “Ha! At seventeen suns.” She
grabbed one of her knife belts. Two could play at that game.

“It’s what you always wanted. To be
like your legendary Siskia.” He jabbed with his knife toward her
chest as he swung his sword for her feet.

Just then, a cry lifted from the galley.
“Stop, thief!”

Henrietta back-flipped out of Franc’s reach
and into the path of a running man. She lunged toward him, her
sword coming with a hairsbreadth of the panting man’s neck. He
halted, his arm around a wrapped cloth. “Where you headed,
man?”

He shook his head and eyed the mast.

“Ah, heading up the mast to eat your
treat all by yourself.” Henrietta sheathed her knife and reached
for his bundle.

The man eyed the sword still pointed at his
neck, blanched, and loosened his grip on the cloth, revealing rice
balls.

“Ooh, tang
bu, right? Sticky rice balls!” Henrietta reached for
one, but stopped when Franc spoke.

“Stop, those are for dessert. You think
too much with your stomach, Henrietta.

Sailors had gathered around in the scuffle
and were arguing in their language and pointing. Franc was arguing
back.

“What are they saying?” Henrietta
sheathed her sword.

The thief stepped back from the circle.
Henrietta grabbed him by the tunic. “Where do you think you’re
going?

“They’re saying that there’s plenty to
eat,” Franc said behind her. “No need to steal. And they’re arguing
about who should take them back to the cook.”

“I’ll do it.” Henrietta lifted the
bundle carefully from the thief’s arms and glared at him. He eyed
the deck sheepishly.

“Don’t eat any,” Franc called
out.

“I won’t,” she called over her
shoulder.

She tromped down to the galley. A wild
thought flashed and her belly jumped in response. What if Franc
could stay with her when she restarted the forge?

 



Paulette
Searches

If fire were a mistress, she would surely be
a fickle one.

—Annals of Fire
Magics

Five Days After Mitte Moon
and Fifth Day of King Jaxter’s Rule of the Oro Islands

It was the fifth day of Jaxter's rule.
Henrietta and Franc had left on the morning tide a few days before
on a secretive mission for Jaxter. And Paulette hadn't found her
place.

She sat at a long trundle table with other
castle folk—all Oroians, except her, a Bleuvian—eating dinner. They
eyed her with mistrust. No one approached. Surely because most
didn't speak her language, and she could only say a few words in
theirs, like please, thank you, yes, and no.

In the council hall, closed away from the
main hall, Jaxter conferred with the old women and men, called
aunties and uncles. They advised him on how to get the Oro Islands
Kingdom set to rights, after the surprising, but fortuitous return
of their Lost and Found King.

Her world had turned upside down. She
couldn't go home again. No family waited for her. And she was too
ashamed to return to Mistress Jenny. Truth was she'd crossed the
line. She could pretend that Mistress Jenny had never said such
things, but she had, gently and repeatedly. Paulette wasn't
supposed to practice magics on the way home, but they weren't
supposed to be attacked on the road either.

She wanted to blame someone for what she'd
done—calling the powerful fire rage into her and using it on that
prisoner. But she was fourteen suns old, old enough to know how to
make her own choices.

The question was what to do now.

She stood. The bench clattered behind her.
The conversation amongst Oroians paused. She ignored the glares and
headed for the council chambers. The chatter resumed.

Maybe she could—what? Help Jaxter put his
kingdom to rights? How could she do that with no training and
especially being a stranger to the islands?

If she couldn’t go home, she may as well find
a way to be useful here, where her friend ruled. Determined,
Paulette pushed open the door to the council hall. A guard just
inside put his finger to his lips for her to be quiet and let her
slip in. Right nice of him.

Jaxter brightened when he saw her and
motioned for her to approach. He said something to the guard, and
the young man brought a chair and slid it beside Jaxter.

"Thank you," Paulette said quietly, sat, and
then nodded hello to the aunties and uncles seated at the round
table.

No one smiled at her. One auntie shook her
finger at Jaxter and spoke in a rapid-fire scolding tone, all in
Oroian.

Jaxter frowned and replied in a calm, yet
firm tone. Then he turned to Paulette and said, "I told them that
you are my friend and instrumental in getting me here—to rule—my
kingdom." He gave a nervous laugh, cleared his throat, and eyed the
floor, as if he was ashamed or embarrassed, or was leaving
something out of the translation.

The auntie barked at him, and then glared at
Paulette. Jaxter shook his head and replied back not so calmly. His
tone was strident and firm.

This interchange went on for a few minutes.
Paulette squirmed, and then she stood. "I'm sorry, Jaxter. I don't
mean to cause you problems. You have important matters to discuss,
and I'm only getting in the way. I see that now. I wanted—" She
shrugged.

Jaxter waited for her to finish.

The auntie launched into her finger shaking
and barking at him, and then shook a finger at Paulette.

"Wanted to what—?" Jaxter said, ignoring the
auntie.

Another auntie stood and spoke something in a
loud voice, gesturing to the window and the setting sun.

"I'll see you later, Jaxter. King Jaxter
Renaldo." Paulette dipped her head at her friend, buttoned her
short coat with shaking fingers, fear and anger clamoring within
her. She only wanted to find a way to help Jaxter.

Paulette didn't like how she felt—dismissed
and rootless—and scurried out of the room without looking at anyone
else. She rushed through the main hall, past the castle folk eating
dinner, and dashed out of the castle.

She'd show them she could be useful. She’d
prove to them she was indispensable.

Maybe there would be more fogs at the harbor,
blocking ships in and out. Then she could jet her fire out, like
Henrietta had her do on the sea journey to the islands. Then she’d
show them how she could be of great assistance to the Oro Islands
Kingdom, and perhaps beyond to the other kingdoms.

Except then Henrietta had had to coax
her—more like goad her into anger—to get her fire to work, even
after all that practice alone in the middle of the night.

Paulette froze two steps outside the castle
on the drawbridge.

She couldn't control her magics when it
counted, not at the fogs and not when she'd accidentally hit Jaxter
with her fire five days previous.

As if in response to her racing thoughts, her
fire rage tingled in her arms. Her breath came in fast pants. Her
eyes burned. If she didn't do something, she'd destroy another
thing or person, like she had done at the village garrison back in
the Kingdom of Bleuve.

She'd killed the Oro knight betrayer out of
rage, out of fear, out of grief.

She needed more training, so she wouldn’t be
a wild beast of rage, a danger to everyone.

Who could help her master her fire magics so
she could help Jaxter defend the islands for what may come? She’d
heard him talking about the Varangian attacks on the northern
islands.

The answer fell on her like an acorn from
branch to ground.

Question asked, question
answered, Mistress Jenny always said.

The old herbalist woman could help her, the
one who had helped save Jaxter when Paulette’s fire had burned him
accidentally. Paulette had been aiming for the wicked sorcerer
king.

It wasn’t her fault Jaxter had stepped in
front of the king, in front of her fire. The king had been evil and
had cast a deep and nasty spell over everyone’s minds and hearts,
including her friends’. Only she’d been able to see that.

Paulette rushed across the bridge, around the
castle, and down the many stone steps to the healer’s den by the
stables. Everything in Plumaria was built on the slope of an
enormous mountain island city.

The mild evening wind soothed her cheeks,
like a mother’s caress. That had to be a good sign.

She’d be a master witch in no time. Then
Jaxter would have her on his elbow as one of his ever-present
councilors. She would be safe to him and others, indispensable and
part of his every day.

Henrietta had only been gone a few days, and
already Paulette was jumping into action. The older warrior would
be proud of her. She would surely give her a slap on the back and
grin at her with pride.

The stone steps ended at a narrow path and
wound to the stables. The six horses greeted her with snuffles.
Only the king was allowed to have horses on this mountain of an
island. The earthy smell of their stable relaxed her.

Paulette rounded the corner of the stables
and spotted the healer’s den she’d been at a few days previous,
though it felt like a lifetime ago. She knocked three times,
shifted from foot to foot, and knocked again, a quick three-rap
rhythm. She let out a breath, willing the tingling of her fire
magics in her hands and arms to stop. She shook out her hands and
arms, but the tingling raced through her body, out of her
control.

The old woman could surely use an apprentice
and teach her how to master her fire magics.

Paulette was about to knock again when the
old woman opened the door and peered up at her. The healer’s face
was crinkled and lined as an old apple. She stared at Paulette, her
gaze crystal clear, where Mistress Jenny’s had been opaque with
blindness. This woman held sadness and depth, where Mistress Jenny
had always seemed sweet, light, and mischievous.

Paulette opened her mouth and then shut it
again. The last time she’d been here, Franc had interpreted for
her. Paulette didn’t know how to say in Oroian, “I want to
apprentice with you so you can teach me fire magics.” Maybe the old
healer didn’t know fire magics.

Wrapped tightly in a bright yellow silky
cloth with an orange pattern, the old woman stood still as a stone,
frowning. Maybe she didn’t recognize Paulette. Maybe she wasn’t
real. Paulette reached out to touch the old woman’s shoulder.

The herbalist jerked away and rattled at her
in Oroian.

Paulette gulped, gesturing between them. “I
want to work with you,” she said in Bleuvian. She held up her palms
and pointed to them. “To master my fire magics.” She tapped her
chest. “Paulette.”

The old woman put a hand on Paulette’s
shoulder and clamped, a strong grip digging into her muscles.
“Paulette—” she said with perfect Bleuvian accent and continued
with another fast string of words.

The herbalist released Paulette and gestured
toward the inside of her dark, little house.

Paulette stepped inside and sat cross-legged
at the small fire pit in the center of the house, more like a
lean-to, and peered up at the old lady, waiting for her to start
the training.

This would be interesting, neither of them
speaking the others’ language.

When the old lady nodded, gave her a toothy
grin, and handed her an axe, Paulette stood and took it. She stood
awkwardly, looking around for the woodpile.

The old herbalist pointed to the door and
spoke a command, and nodded again, as if that was all agreed.

Paulette understood. Chop wood now, practice
magics later. Fine. Mistress Jenny had been the same.

And just like that Paulette became an
apprentice again.

* * *

Hours later, Paulette tiptoed through the
castle, not wanting to wake anyone. Yet when she passed by the
great hall, a guard motioned her over and spoke in halting
Bleuvian. "The king wishes to see you."

"At this hour?"

The guard shook his head, not understanding
her.

"Thank you," Paulette said in halting Oroian.
"I go there now."

The guard nodded and waved in the direction
of the main stairwell. Paulette jogged up to the third floor, a
spring in her step. She had a new place as Mistress Sumi's
apprentice. Things were looking up.

Another guard stood in front of Jaxter's
door.

"The king sent for me.” Paulette blurted in
Bleuvian, panting, catching her breath.

The guard shook his head. "The king
sleeps."

"Is that you, Paulette?" Jaxter called from
inside the room. "Hanrik, let her in. Thank you."

The guard pushed open the door and waved
Paulette in. She'd been here before but not in the middle of the
night.

"You're up late," she said.

Jaxter sat at a writing table beside the
window in long flowing blue silk robes befitting a king. Gone were
his funny jester clothes. How much had changed in such a short
time.

She glanced at him and then the floor. "I'm
sorry about the interruption today. I only wanted to help."

"Having you here now is a help." His voice
was soft, kind.

She shifted from foot to foot.

Jaxter closed his wooden writing tablet with
a clack. "Come, sit with me. Have you eaten? I can have the kitchen
cook us a late night snack. Or I can sneak down there and cook it
myself." He chuckled. "If they would only let me. I'd have to
kidnap the cook and all the aunties—”

"And uncles." Paulette laughed with him, and
let out a breath, glancing at her friend-now-king. She sat at the
table.

Jaxter smiled at her. "You're all grimy. Tell
me what adventure you've gotten yourself into."

"Wish you could come along?"

Jaxter stared out the window at the stars for
a moment and then returned his gaze to her. "No. I mean yes, but
don't tell the aunties and uncles that." He chuckled again, and
then sobered. "No, actually—” He huffed out a breath and fluttered
his hands about. “It feels like that song has ended, and a new song
has begun." He traced the king's seal on the writing tablet.

"I started a new apprenticeship today. With
Mistress Sumi, who helped me heal you the other day. I am so
terribly sorry about that.”

Jaxter placed his hand on hers. "I know," he
said quietly.

His warm palm emboldened her. "I want to help
you run the kingdom, blow fogs away. I don't know." She threw up
her hands to encompass the entire kingdom. Then she stood and
pivoted to the window. The stars glowed and winked at her. "But I
have to master my fire magics first. I don't want to hurt anyone
again."

"I know," Jaxter said, but the tone of his
voice was different than the pure kindness before. His voice
expressed a hint of pain.

She turned to face him. "What is it?"

"You know me well."

“ ‘A trust forged in the fire of
adventure is steadfast for life.’ ” Paulette quipped the old
saying.

Jaxter smiled. "Henrietta said the same thing
just the other day."

Paulette tapped her foot. "I should go clean
up and get some sleep. Mistress Sumi wants me there at dawn. That
much I gathered from her." She stilled her foot with fierce
concentration. "You all right?"

"Sit, please." Jaxter waved to the chair
across from him.

"You sound so serious." Paulette sat and
folded her arms across her chest to keep her fingers from tapping
on the table.

"I am serious sometimes. This much I’ve
learned. Comes with the new job." He gave her a smile.

"It suits you."

"Thank you. You're very kind."

"I'm not kind. I'm your friend."

Jaxter stared into the table as if the words
he wanted to say were embedded there.

Paulette jiggled her leg and then
stopped.

Finally Jaxter spoke. "I will be holding a
public court inquiry to establish my authority, as Henrietta
suggested, for those still loyal to the old king."

"Singfan." She wanted to spit. "Why won't
anyone say his name? He was evil. I could see it from the
start."

"Yes, you could."

Dark can see dark.
Paulette shoved that heavy thought away.

"So—" She shrugged. "Is that why you wanted
to see me?" She squirmed in her chair, uncomfortable at her dark
thoughts.

"No. I wanted to talk to you." But Jaxter
wouldn't meet her gaze.

"Out with it, Jaxter."

He cleared his throat, gazed at the floor,
then blew out a breath and met her gaze. “The aunties and uncles
are insisting something I can’t agree with.”

"What is it?"

“They want to bring back the ancient
way. Before King Singfan. To restore calm and trust in my rule.” He
glanced out at the stars then back at her, resolve in his gaze. “In
Oro, there is no extradition to any other kingdom for crimes
committed against Oroians, no matter where the crime happened in
the five kingdoms."

"What does that mean?"

"It means if someone commits a murder of an
Oroian anywhere else in the four kingdoms, they must be brought
here for trial by the elders and the king." He gazed at her. “And
they want to try you.”

“What?” Paulette stood. The chair
scraped against the stone floor. Her hands shook, her palms buzzed.
“That Oro knight—he was trying to kill us—all of us. It wasn’t a
crime.”

“I know. It wasn’t,” Sympathy in his
gaze, Jaxter stood and reached out a hand. “I told them ‘no’ and
that you’re my friend. I told them to leave you alone.”

She gripped his hand in hers, the buzzing
subsiding a little. “Thank you.” She squeezed his hand and let go.
“I have to go.” The buzzing in her palms didn’t stop. She rushed
out of Jaxter’s chambers before she did something she could not
take back.

* * *

The next day, Paulette rose at the whisper of
dawn and rushed to Mistress Sumi’s. The old woman put her to work
right away and had her chopping wood, carrying water, and scrubbing
her home from floorboards to beams—tasks she gladly welcomed. Maybe
she could scrub away her worry. She didn’t want to be put on trial,
even if Jaxter would defend her.

By the end of the long day, Paulette had
learned how to organize the herbalist’s supplies, small cloth
bundles of different colors similar to Mistress Jenny’s system. But
she hadn’t learned a single piece of useful magics.

That evening, Paulette squatted at Mistress
Sumi’s fire, beside the old woman who sat the same way, feet flat
on the swept floorboards, knees bent, and butt balanced off the
ground. They both poked at the fire with sticks. Paulette was in no
hurry to go back to the castle and face Jaxter.

Paulette peered at the fire, then at the old
woman, and blew out a breath. “Mistress Sumi, please, how can I—I
want to learn more about my fire magics.” Paulette held up one palm
and pantomimed shooting fire into the fire pit.

Mistress Sumi shook her head, spit into
the fire, and rattled off a long something that Paulette didn’t
understand. Well, except for one word, hua, for fire. She was learning
something.

Hope bloomed in her heart. Paulette
jumped to standing and beamed. She repeated the word and laughed.
“Yes? Shey? You’ll teach
me?”

Mistress Sumi shook her head, which
sometimes meant yes to the Oroian people, and frowned, stabbing a
finger at the fire. “Hua.” Her
voice rose with passion.

Encouraged, Paulette lifted her palms.
They were itching with anticipation. She aimed to the fire pit.
“Get out of the way, Mistress Sumi.” Paulette grinned. The power
surged down her arms. “Look what I can do! Hua!”

She let blast her fire, chanting a short
verse she hoped would help direct the fire and make it not too hot.
She wanted to learn so much—how to regulate the temperature, how to
not get so tired afterward, how to change the length of the flame,
how to reduce any unintended consequences, and whatever else
Mistress Sumi could teach her.

In the space of a breath, flames shot upward
to the wooden ceiling beams, much farther and in a different
direction than she expected. The beam was scored with a black gash,
but thankfully she caused no more damage than that.

Paulette laughed and clapped her hands,
wincing at the pain in her palms. She glanced at Mistress Sumi for
guidance, and then staggered with fatigue. It had been a little
blast, only a little off the mark, yet she was already tired.

Mistress Sumi shot to her feet, waving her
arms about. At first, Paulette thought she was excited, but then
she focused on the old woman’s frown and the fact that her dress
was singed.

“Oh, I’m so sorry! How did that happen?
I didn't mean to—” Paulette bent to pat Mistress Sumi’s
dress.

Mistress Sumi shot past her and yanked open
the door. She jabbered in Oroian and pointed to the black
night.

Heart beating fast a rabbit’s, Paulette
rushed out the door, but not quick enough. Mistress Sumi whacked
her on the butt with her palm.

Only a day spent as an apprentice, and
already she’d made a mess of things.

How would she master her fire magics now? How
would she be able to do important things for Jaxter, for his Oro
islands, and for all of the Five Kingdoms, like her friends?

 



King and Castle

If power came to you in the middle of the
night and pounded at your door, would you answer?

—Oro Scrolls of Wisdom and
Power

Seventh Day After Mitte
Moon and Seventh Day of King Jaxter’s Rule of the Oro
Islands

A messenger burst into the king’s chambers
without being announced. Two thoughts occurred at once to Jaxter.
First, the guard at the door was not on duty. Second, how funny the
messenger looked with his hat askew and his tunic sash undone. But
then Jaxter, the new king of the Oro Islands, took in the young
man’s expression. The page was scared, his face pale, and his mouth
tight and drawn.

Jaxter stilled his hand on his neck in
mid-rub and stepped off his dais toward the page. “Yes?”

The young man bent over puffing, hands on his
knees, and then straightened, pushing himself to maintain decorum
in front of the king, only a few years older than himself.

“Your Majesty.” The page bowed and
pounded a fist to his chest.

“Go ahead, page. What is so urgent that
you burst in—” Jaxter stopped. He didn’t have the heart to
reprimand the young man on protocol when he himself was still
learning it.

“I deeply apologize, Your Majesty,
Sire, O King Renaldo, Lost and Found King—”

Jaxter waved his hand for the page to skip
the formalities.

“An island—” The page huffed. “Another
outer island has been attacked.”

“Which one?” An outer island had been
attacked about a moon before Jaxter and his friends had arrived in
the Oro Islands kingdom.

“Xinshi,” the page said in a clipped,
professional voice, clearing his expression to be serious, but he
shuddered like a leaf in the high wind, as if afraid of the storm
blowing in—a very real storm of marauders rushing in from the
north.

Jaxter swore and swiveled away from the page.
He stared out the small window at the dark night. The stars
twinkled down at him and the tiny kingdom of the Oro Islands,
trying to reclaim itself after seventy-five suns under the haze of
a powerful and evil sorcerer.

“Any survivors?” He forced himself to
speak calmly. It wasn’t this boy’s fault that Jaxter’s family’s
ancestral island had been attacked and probably
decimated.

“One or two.”

“Who?” It couldn't be his family. They
were all long gone, dead, as far as he knew. And he barely
remembered the rocky island, yet it claimed a piece of his
heart.

“We don’t know yet. It was fishermen
from Smichi Island who saw the smoke—from afar-and—”

“The attackers, what were their ships
like?” Jaxter interrupted. He had a good idea what they were like.
This wasn’t the first report to come in from the northern
islands.

Jaxter was having the navy rebuilt after
years of neglect under the previous king’s regime.

“Enormous black ships with bright red
sails.”

The Varangians. Attacking another island. Yet
again.

Jaxter clenched his jaw and then sighed to
release the tension, but he made no move to turn around. He needed
the Kingdom of Bleuve’s fleet to arrive, and fast. Yet Henrietta
wasn’t due to deliver his secret request to King Mattias for a sea
blockade between his islands and the mainland for another three
weeks. He couldn’t expect to get a pigeon from the Bleuve court so
soon. How could his islands hold out for three more weeks?

“Sire?” the young man squeaked. “Your
orders?”

Jaxter faced the page and stared at him
without seeing him, blinking to bring the young man into the
focus.

The page cleared his throat and shifted on
his booted feet.

“Your name, page.”

“Lionel, sire.”

“Thank you, Lionel. See that the
kitchen aunties feed you and find you a bed for the night. Report
here first thing in the morning. I will have a message for you to
run to the militia.” The boy would be useful.

“Yes, sire.” Lionel put a fist to his
chest and rushed out of the room. The young man seemed to have one
speed and that was full tilt.

Instead of a full-blown army like his sister
kingdoms had, Jaxter only had a castle guard and small militia to
defend the castle island of Plumaria and the over one hundred tiny
islands scattered to the north and to the south. The archipelago
curved in an S-shape as if a rising dragon.

The previous king had greatly reduced the
military to only castle guards and done away with the navy—almost
as if he’d planned to leave the islands vulnerable. The man had
been an evil, scheming sorcerer, pulling the fogs over everyone’s
mind in the Oro Islands for a long time. Who knew what distorted
plans he had?

In the middle of his private receiving
chambers, Jaxter stared at the closed door. His neck and shoulders
ached as if he carried for the entire archipelago a too-full load
of fish like his fishermen ancestors. Day after day, he listened to
reports from all the islands and from all sides of the mountain
island of Plumaria. Now there was this latest report of an attack
just as he began his new life as king, like the attacks the
previous moon.

Jaxter rubbed his wrists and flexed his hands
at the tingling there.

With the small militia and the castle guards
he could spare, he didn’t know if the islands could hold off the
marauders. In fact, he didn’t think they could. How could he
recruit more people into the militia and into the budding navy? How
could he get the elders to focus on the defense of the islands?
That would occupy the people and unite them against the true enemy,
and take their focus away from the trials.

If the Bleuvian fleet didn’t get here in
time, he was on his own. He needed to find more allies to help him
build up the navy quicker than ever.

He would not let the Varangians take over his
islands.

Jaxter stepped out into the hallway to find
someone to send a message. His guard was rushing down the hallway
toward him.

"So sorry, sire. I had to step away—my
replacement is late. I had to step away." The young man repeated,
waved his hand, and then stiffened to attention. "It won't happen
again, sire."

"Seems like we're all getting used to our
positions." Jaxter nodded.

"Yes, sire. First day in the castle."

"And before today?"

"A page in the barracks."

Jaxter nodded again. "I was a jester myself
before this." He gestured to his royal orange robes.

"What? Really?" The young guard shook his
head no and then yes and then eyed the floor, as if embarrassed by
all the changes.

Another guard clipped down the hallway toward
them, buckling his belt, practically tripping over his feet. "I am
so sorry, sire, to be late."

"Seems like our kingdom is full of
almost-men," Jaxter said softly as the young guard approached.

The replacement guard swallowed, his
oversized Adam's apple jumping. He pulled his shoulders back.
"First day, sire—”

"You too?" Jaxter shook his head. "It's my
seventh."

The two young guards said nothing.

Jaxter turned to the first guard. "I need you
to send to me the captain of the militia and the highest ranking
ship captain you can find before you go off duty."

The young man widened his eyes and nodded.
"Yes, sire. Right away." And he dashed down the hall.

To the second guard, Jaxter said, "Where can
I find the pigeon master at this hour?"

The young man shook his head and snapped his
mouth open then closed.

Jaxter clapped the young guard on the
shoulder. "Right, your first day."

He stepped back into his council chambers.
He'd find the pigeon master himself. He had a long night ahead of
him.

 



Paulette’s Way Opens and
Closes Again

In a speck of sand rests the whole of
destiny. In a flicker of flame shines the truth of all. In an
intake of breath is carried the whole of a mother’s heart. In a
drop of the ocean floats the hope of a world.

—Ancient Scroll Fragment of
Oro

Ninth Day After Mitte Moon
and Ninth Day of King Jaxter’s Rule of the Oro Islands

When Paulette was chased out of Mistress
Sumi’s den, she stomped away in anger and wandered to the back
slopes behind the castle, blasting fire at all the rocks and
boulders she found. Fine, she’d learn on her own.

But after a few hours of that, she gave up.
She wasn’t learning anything on her own, except how to scare
unsuspecting flocks of goats. Plus, she was tired. Still she
wandered to the council room to find Jaxter. Perhaps he would take
a walk with her, and step away from the affairs of the court for a
little while.

She crossed the great hall, ignoring the
looks and frowns thrown her way. At the council chambers, she
paused to listen for any noise within. She heard none. No guard was
posted. She knocked anyway and pushed the door in. The council
chamber was empty. Where was he?

She took the back door and the stairs that
led upward. Three flights up she stopped at Jaxter’s chambers. No
guard was there either
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