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        Time is running out for the world of Genoa and its magical peoples. A wizard’s past mistake must now be set right if Genoa is to survive the battle that is to come.

      

      

      

      With the brutal murder of her parents, Tress assumes the immense responsibility of unifying Genoa. Ruling a vast kingdom of wizards, sorcerers, and mystical creatures, she fights to rid Genoa of its tyrant, Gillard. Surrounded by spies and the threat of war, Genoa’s only hope of survival lies in Tress’s long-awaited reunion with the fearless dragon warrior and the prized scholar in her protection.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        I dedicate this to my mom, who inspired me to reach beyond Earth’s boundaries and be the best woman I can be.

        I love and miss you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MAP OF GENOA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Full size map available at www.jjanders.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Queen Audio Book

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Enjoy listening along. Grab a copy of the books in audiobook. Narrated by Marnye Young.
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            Chasing Shadows

          

        

      

    

    
      Something bad was coming.

      She could feel it building inside her.

      Genoa was a goddess, but she was also much more than that. She was a star set in the heavens by her father, a star who had chosen to fall long ago. She was also the mother of all life on the planet she now called home. Mother to all who lived upon her home, with the exception of a few, including the dragons who had come to her from another place.

      She was supposed to be their protector. But instead she was a prisoner. She had been stolen, whisked away from her resting place and held captive. Evil deeds were now being done, forced upon her by her captor as he sought to gain control over her family.

      He was inflicting harm on her loved ones, using her own power against them. Fear and sadness consumed her as she witnessed his actions against her loved ones.

      She had tried to fight at first. She had used her powers to attack the creature that kept her. When that didn’t work, she had sent out warnings to those who would later come to her rescue.

      Her warnings, she hoped, would assist the one who would eventually free her. The one who would rid her of the shackles that bound her. But she had sent the warnings so long ago and could now feel the evil spreading and threatening to overpower her. She tried to fight the despair that moved to consume her. It was a tangible darkness that swirled and twisted inside and she found its presence repulsive.

      Sometimes her captor allowed the darkness to flow. He demanded it spring from her in swarms. He used this new evil to hide himself, building layers upon layers to ensnare her children to do his bidding. He was constantly hungry for the magic that flowed from them.

      It was her worry for her family’s safety that allowed her to keep her faith. Fear that the dark evil spewing from her might end the world, along with ending her new family kept her from giving up. This fact strengthened her resolve and pushed her to help those who would one day come to rescue her. Once, she had been able to sneak away to complete a secret meeting that corrected the course of her rescuer. But now, as her enemy tried to consume her rescuers, she found despair once again taking over.

      She prayed that she would once again be free, and on that day, she would ensure that he paid for the evil he thrust upon them.
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      Mero the Push Tu’s bare feet made no noise as she moved slowly through the tall thick grass.

      Every once in a while, one of the bright gold blades would brush her skin, as if to reassure her she was doing the right thing. Night bugs did not bother with her. Her skin was now too thick with scales for their biting to cause worry. But this did not stop the flying nuisances from buzzing about her head.

      She had walked this path many times since coming to this new home. She knew the way forward, even in the dark, and knew each stone and dip in the worn pathway. Even now, with her emotions churning inside her, she took comfort in this small piece of familiarity.

      Her once-pretty face was set in concentration and worry as she glided along the ground quickly and quietly. The soft material of her dress trailed behind her, glowing white in the eerie light.

      Several moons shone above in the night sky, casting their colored lights and joining the stars’ illuminations. All shone down upon her slim form as she moved along the water’s edge. Tonight, she didn’t glance in their heavenly direction, gaining no joy from their brilliant display. Instead, her full attention was on reaching her goal and on the worries she carried inside her. The urgency deep in her heart caused her steps to quicken along the narrow trail.

      When she reached the lake’s edge, she nervously twisted her long slender fingers in anticipation. Part of her was fearful of the answers she might receive to her urgent question. Would she hear good news or bad? Could she handle any worse than what she had faced in her life already?

      “Yess, you are sstrong,” came the voice that never left her.

      After taking a deep breath, Mero the Push Tu raised her long scaly arms high to the night sky.

      The soft sleeves of her dress slid down her arms as she stood along the edge of the Tentril Lake, deep in the heart of Genoa. Her scaly face and arms were raised to the stars and moons that hung above her like shining chandeliers.

      Closing her eyes for a moment she felt the snake coil around her move in anticipation. Instead of revulsion, she only felt comfort when Push Tu clung tightly to her bald head.

      “Lady, I beg to seek your counsel.” Her strong voice echoed along the top of the deep water in front of her.

      She and her Scarent snake knew that diligence was now needed. Despite the deep urge to rush, she folded her tall form and settled on the soft ground near the water’s edge to wait.

      Tonight, she was alone at this meeting, something that was rare for the leader of the vast Scarent tribe who called this beautiful place home.

      Earlier that night she had slipped out of the Mobius hut, the gathering place for her tribe, making sure no one saw her as she left.

      She had taken the blessed bowl that contained the clear waters of the Vi Porta River and had then drunk deeply. The water allowed her to see the ethereal that called the Tentril her home. Once finished, she had moved quietly towards the shoreline for the private meeting she hoped for.

      Now, settled along the ground as she waited, she took some time to reflect on her life.

      Mero—the woman she used to be—had lived a blessed youth. Her childhood had been spent far to the north, well above the excessively dry Highman Plains and three days’ travel past the Pontella River to a small territory nestled along the crystal-clear shores of the great ocean known as Alluvion.

      Her parents had governed the town, Parros, with kindness and grace. Her father, Administrator Eider, had been a soft-spoken gentleman with great trading skills which had allowed his people many seasons of prosperity. His gift had been one of laughter, for in his words, which she had tried to follow, “Bringing a smile into a room is as useful as bringing the light into the day.”

      Her mother, Lady Stella, was a rather outspoken woman who spent a fair amount of her time socializing. This endeared her to the townspeople and it was often said that her heart was as large as her billowed skirts. Many days, she could be found in the kitchens helping organize charity functions, finding food or shelter for the needy, or sometimes just an ear to listen.

      Parros had been a prosperous town, rich with growing fields. A forest at its northern border had been filled with wildlife and magical creatures as far north as the great ice fields. South of the village, the ocean lay in its vast glory, which allowed ships to port in the town. The ships that ported there brought in many wares from far-off lands for trading. The townspeople were well cared for due to the town’s success and beautiful location. They adored their small but happy governing family.

      Mero had enjoyed living in the seaside manor that had stood for many generations before her. Its vast rooms opened under the beautiful white spiral towers and were crested with deep blue ceramic tiles. Seasonal dances and large feasts were plentiful on the warm nights in the town along the shore.

      When she had come of age, her mother had been pleased to realize that news of her daughter’s beauty and grace had spread to far-off kingdoms, making her the season’s most sought-after maiden.

      Mero remembered now how her mother had ordered the making of her party dress. It had been made from the golden Encyst silks, an expensive order, as the silk came from a rare worm hidden in the southern caves.

      Mero had been excited to wear her long hair up for the first time that night, a true sign that she had reached maturity and was of the age to marry. They had spent that day curling her hair and braiding it up into a large bun at the back of her head, leaving a few wisps to fall and curl around the side of her smooth round face.

      A small smile escaped her lips now as she ran a hand up her neck to where her hair had once been. Instead of feeling the soft locks, she felt the snake who held tight about her head, and the smile faded from her lips.

      As she continued to sit along the lakeshore, waiting for the magical lady of the lake, Mero turned her memories to the first time she’d met her husband, Edwin, who had visited for the first time that night for the summer’s eve dance. Another smile formed on her lips.

      Even though Edwin had been ten seasons older than her, she had been spellbound by the gentleness of his heart. His dark eyes had been filled with laughter as they danced in the ballroom under the glowing crystal chandeliers. His large hand had held hers as they sailed along the marble floors while the musicians played her favorite waltz.

      She only had a vague memory of the food and other guests from that night; instead her memory was full of Edwin. She remembered they had strolled in the gardens later, walking along the moon-filled paths in a garden that was bursting with wild flowers.

      A small smiled played on her lips now and joy traveled through her heart. But then suddenly sorrow overwhelmed her for all the lost lives, and a tear rolled down her scaly cheek.

      Suddenly, she sensed movement in the deep waters of the lake, the change broke her from the memories. Pushing her heartache to the back of her mind, she stood and moved to the edge of the water to meet the Lady of the Tentril.

      She watched as the reflection of the stars moved and swirled to form an image of a lady on the still waters.

      “Good eve, my child,” the ethereal said in a resounding voice.

      “Good eve, my Lady,” Mero responded as she stood tall with her hands grasped in front of her slim waist. “I grow worried and seek your counsel.”

      The stars that formed the Lady’s eyes looked back at the Scarent leader. “What worries you, my child?”

      “It has been many moons since your encounter with the Materan known as Kriston, yet he has not brought the girl to us. Can you tell me, has all gone wrong? Why have they not come as requested?” Mero asked, as some of her impatience finally reached her voice.

      It was a while before the ethereal responded, worrying the Scarent further.

      “Even now, events are taking place that will bring the girl before us. She will stand before me by the new cycle of Blinske and you will once again hold your daughter in your arms, Queen Marybeth of Valorna.”
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      The thought of a long hot shower crossed Anna’s mind as the wind blew and swirled around her.

      She sat astride Su Na, the large golden dragon, as the sun slowly sank in the east and the alien planet sped below her feet.

      Her arms were tired from holding onto the warrior Té, who controlled the mighty dragon’s flight. Her backside had felt better days too. She knew relief was coming soon as the large golden dragon soared closer to their destination.

      When they dipped towards the ground, Anna thought back to what had happened to her in the last few days. It had been almost two days since Tress had been kidnapped from the cliffs above Valorna, ripped away from them by what she had been told looked like an enormous rat.

      A shiver ran down her spine at the thought of a large rat! Despite having spent close to a month here in the world known as Genoa, Anna still had trouble believing in creatures she hadn’t seen with her own eyes.

      It had been almost twenty days since she had innocently crouched in the flooded and trash-filled alley in Boston hoping to find out something about where she had come from. She couldn’t have imagined then how things would turn out for her.

      The truth of her origins had been answered by a tall, skinny wizard known as Leian. He’d swept in, saved her, and taken her away through a magical portal to another world, a world full of mystical creatures, where magic and even dragons lived.

      From the moment her feet hit the dirt on her home planet, she’d been hunted. She’d run from one village to the next to escape those hell-bent on capturing her.

      Since arriving on Genoa, she had been attacked by monsters, chased by large predatory cats, kidnapped by a handsome rogue, and then, to top it off, she’d been sent on a mission by two oracles.

      And that was before she’d learned the biggest shock of her life—she wasn’t even a whole person! No, it turns out she was only one piece of three! The other two pieces looked just like her, yet each of them had their differences.

      Apparently, years ago, wizards had separated her younger self in order to protect her from an evil king, splitting her into three separate entities with unique powers.

      Tress had grown up sitting on the royal throne in the beautiful kingdom of Valorna and was known as the queen to all the people there. Té was a great warrior who rode the back of a huge golden dragon and could kick some major butt.

      And then there was Anna. She had no illusions about herself. Out of the three of them, she was the outsider. Growing up on a different planet allowed for some major detachment. As if that wasn’t bad enough, she had grown up in a place where there was no magic, a place where anything unusual was hunted and dissected for study.

      Still, it was strange that she wasn’t all that shocked to find herself in this new world and still being hunted. It was ironic that not a lot was different from Earth, apart from the magic and dragons.

      When she turned her head slightly, she spotted Kriston. He was looking down at the ground, no doubt already studying the encampment far below them, recording the locations of men and weapons. Always the protector, she was sure he was plotting the best escape route as they neared one of the queen’s war camps.

      Even from this distance, Anna could see Kriston’s handsome face as he focused on the vast army nestled between two low hills.

      Here was another difference between Earth and Genoa. Genoa had Kriston.

      Since she’d arrived on Genoa, she had not only come to rely on the dashing Materan’s company, but also his protection. She no longer felt the need to hide her feelings for him. He had rescued her so many times that each day it felt like their friendship strengthened.

      Like her counterparts, Té and Tress, she too had magic flowing through her. Tress could touch the hearts of others, including beasts. Té could control the body. Anna, it appeared, was the brains.

      That thought caused a smile to form on her lips as she glanced down at the large encampment. She could sneak into other’s thoughts and minds, even control them while she touched them. But to her, the greatest magic she possessed was the ability to gain knowledge from books and scrolls.

      Her gift had always been useful on Earth, but even more so now that she was in Genoa. Two full days in Valorna’s vast library had filled in the gaps in her knowledge about Genoa and its creatures and people.

      Now, as Su Na dipped his wide wings in preparation of landing, Anna realized she wouldn’t wish herself back on Earth for anything. Even knowing that when they were successful in finding Tress, the first order of business would be to magically combine all three women back into one. It had to be done in order to prevent a war and possibly the destruction of the entire planet.

      However helpful their individual magic was, it couldn’t have saved Tress from getting captured by the rat creature.

      She remembered how confused and disorientated she’d been when she’d awoken on the hard ground of the Penta Firth. Her ears had still been ringing from attempting the Unus spell, a spell used by wizards in their attempt to make Anna, Té, and Tress whole.

      The spell had gone terribly wrong. The magic had thrown everyone present several feet from their circle, as if they were rag dolls. They had been blinded by a bright white flash, which burned behind their eyelids after awaking.

      The first thing Anna had seen was Kriston leaning over her, his dark eyebrows bent with worry and his green eyes filled with concern as they scanned her for injury.

      His face had been covered in bloody scrapes and his clothes were torn to shreds. He’d run his hands over her, checking for broken bones and when he’d found none, he’d helped her to her feet. It had taken a full minute for her hearing to come back to her, and when it did, the noise and confusion almost overwhelmed her. Everyone was shouting at the same time. Even Té, the usually calm dragon warrior, had been shouting orders.

      The rain had started falling in thick sheets, the drops hitting Anna in the face until Kriston had helped pull her cloak’s hood over her head.

      “It appears nothing is broken. Good,” he’d said as he helped her wipe the mud and blood from her face. He’d continued to inspect her limbs for further damage. When he was satisfied she was all right, he’d dropped his hands, and his entire face had changed. “We have a problem,” he said, and then he informed her of the attack and that Tress had been kidnapped.

      Panic and worry had filled her as she tried to run to the cliffs to see if she could follow the creature who had taken Tress. She had been met by Té instead.

      “We cannot follow!” Té insisted. Her white Mohawk was pasted to her head, her braids had fallen, and mud was caked on one side of her face. Her once battle-ready weapons were covered with so much mud that she doubted the blades would cut through anything at the moment.

      Té’s pale eyes burned with determination, and Anna could tell she also wanted to start the search for Tress. However, weather and circumstances had prevented a tracking party from being sent out immediately. Instead, the group had been forced to hike back down the mountain in the rain and mud. Returning to Valorna in defeat.

      The rain that started that night had turned into a full-blown monsoon. The heavy downfall had continued well into the next day, causing the lake to swell beyond its shores. Several mudslides had occurred north of the city, making it even harder for the trackers to pick up the creature’s trail.

      Té had reluctantly admitted that the delay in following was a wise choice. She had insisted to Anna that a two-day march would be a waste of time when they could track the creature from the back of a dragon in mere hours after the sun finally came out. They had to console themselves with pulling out the seeking maps and watching Tress’s movements on the magical map, which showed her location in the form of a small rip. They continued to hope that the weather would change quickly to allow the dragons to fly soon.

      Once again, Té had been correct. When the rain had subsided, their gang climbed on the back of the dragons to begin the search.

      The seeking map confirmed that Tress had been taken east for half a day’s journey, and then the creature had turned and headed south.

      After much deliberation, they all agreed the whole crew should head to the nearest army camp south of Valorna.

      At first Anna didn’t see the need for all of them to follow. She was worried about the weapons maker, Belent. His wounds had healed, but Anna was still concerned for him, so she tried to prevent him from joining the group. Belent finally pulled her aside and reassured her that he was ready to help in any way, and was eager to join the hunt.

      Reluctantly Anna agreed and, with Kriston in tow, they’d climbed aboard the backs of the dragons for a half-day’s journey south towards the battle camp. With them they also had Sash. The large warrior had once again shaved his dark head. His weapons were strapped about his body, and he kept close watch over those he considered it his duty to protect.

      “Are you awake?” Té asked as the mighty golden dragon set his talons upon the grassy ground of the northern Highman Plains.

      “Yes, just thinking,” Anna responded as she turned to find Kriston already beside Su Na and waiting to assist her down. Kriston’s dark hair was windblown and longer than when she’d met him so many days ago. His crystal green eyes were filled with worry, but his hands were steady as they spanned her waist and lifted her gently to the ground.

      “Captain Adams’s man said they picked up the trail half a day’s travel to the east.” He turned and looked behind them. Anna could tell by the way he moved that the wounds he had sustained from the battle with the Speculum had healed. But when he was tired, she noticed that he still walked with a slight limp. The hours on the back of a dragon hadn’t helped his injured hip any.

      “We must travel on foot after dark. Once the sun sets the dragons cannot continue in the air,” Té said as Wizard Col walked towards them.

      “They found signs the creature made camp during the day. We might be able to catch up to it tomorrow or the next day,” Col explained as he led the group towards the closest tent. His warrior’s weapons shone about his body in the evening light as he moved. His Mohawk had seen better days, and at the moment, it was falling to the right, covering a portion of his dragon tattoo, but his eyes were alight with eagerness for the hunt.

      Before they reached the tent, Anna stopped dead in her tracks. She had been daydreaming of that hot shower when she noticed a movement off to the right.

      Had that tree just moved? She blinked a few times.

      Giving her head a shake, she wondered if she was more tired than she’d thought. Yet before she took another step, the tree in question turned a full circle and walked away from the spot she had seen it in.

      “What?” She turned to find Té smiling at her.

      “Tree sprites!” Té said and quickly spun around to give the war camp another look.

      Anna heard her give a quick gasp. Turning around, she glanced around the camp herself. At first, she thought the camp was littered with large boulders, but when she noticed large horns on each rock, she took a closer look.

      “What are those?” she whispered to Té.

      “Gnomes! Actual gnomes. And look, over there, I think I see some wind willows. See the shiny bugs? Those must be, yes! I see one talking to that red tree sprite!” Wonder and excitement filled Té’s voice.

      “Did you think the queen would fight for all of Genoa without its creatures?” Captain Adams said from behind them.

      Anna wanted to explore more. What she could see now amazed her. The gnomes were huge, at least eight feet tall with large horns on their stubby heads. They had long staffs strapped around their bodies and wore dark trousers. The tree sprites were in fact very tree-like. Their legs appeared to be roots and their arms were two single branches, but it was their heads that she studied the most. A large collar of bark sat below their pale heads, and there were leaves of assorted colors where their hair should be. They had black, deeply inset eyes.

      She felt Kriston approach and glanced his way. His eyes were filled with the same wonder she felt.

      “You must’ve seen these creatures before.” She nudged his arm with her elbow.

      “The tree sprites, yes. We even have wind willows and nymphs and even some pixies where I am from. But the gnomes I have never seen this close.” He turned to give Anna a smile. “They are rather intimidating.”

      “I hope to have some time to spar with one,” Té said and turned to enter the tent.

      After one last look at the creatures, both Anna and Kriston followed her into the tent. Captain Adams was already there with a group of men and one rather large gnome.

      Adams’s head was bent over a large map of the surrounding area. Next to him stood a thin, dark-skinned man with a sword strapped about his waist over a colorful uniform.

      “This is Commander Clark.” Adams motioned towards the man as he glanced at Té and Anna. “His men discovered the creature’s nest yesterday.”

      “We found something else,” the commander said as he eyed the new arrivals with dark brown eyes. “It does not travel alone.”
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      It had taken Timmons longer to reach Blastro Station than he had anticipated.

      After leaving his friends along the shores of the Maylin River, he had spent more than a day walking around in circles in the southern lands of the Deepen Forest, hoping to confuse General Zobo’s scouts and slip free of his grasp. After much backtracking in the woods, he finally managed to continue his secret journey west without detection. His friend Ray had been correct in sending him out quickly from their camp several nights ago along the Maylin River banks.

      Now, standing in the supply room of Blastro Station, he knew caution was still needed this close to his home. He wore a freshly laundered Materan uniform, and his hair and chin were once again trim, thanks to a bath in the army barracks the night before. His smell and clean-shaven face were a vast improvement from before and would help his current mission. His youthfulness and uniform now made him resemble a typical Materan military man.

      His eyes scanned the small log room as he filled his leather pack with items he would need on his secret journey. So far, the military men, including the station’s captain, had not doubted the story he had told them earlier that day.

      Upon arriving at the supply station, Timmons had asked about patrols in the area. He had discovered General Zobo had called for reinforcements and was heading south towards one of the king’s secret camps below Peak Falls. No doubt the general had ordered Timmons’s own friends, Jake Ryad and Captain Ray Fielder, along with the few men they had left in their brigade, to march with him to the camp.

      This would have severely hurt their new mission, a mission that could cost each man his life and the lives of his family if they were discovered. A mission quite different from the plan that had caused them to leave Matera in the first place twenty days ago.

      “Find the spy and bring her to me,” Kriston had been ordered by his brother, King Gillard Haddock. Their struggles in finding and capturing the girl had led them to the very doorstep of their enemy to the north. This had been further than Timmons had ever traveled in his short twenty-three seasons.

      He didn’t care where he went as long as he was at the side of his brother-in-arms, Kriston. Kriston had been his friend since childhood and, in Timmons’s mind, the true leader of Matera, their home.

      It wasn’t until Kriston had been swept from their midst during a battle with two evil metal creatures that Timmons had started to worry. Not only for his friend, but for their quest itself.

      With the death of his comrade Brigdon Penn, all had seemed lost for those who remained. Brigdon had been a friend to all and very skilled in the use of weapons. He had also helped keep tensions low with his easy jokes and quick smile.

      Despair and uncertainty had lingered in their camp since his death. They had needed to start their journey to track Kriston without taking time to mourn their fallen brothers.

      The trail had taken them far east to the vast ocean. There, in the abandoned village of the Draydon tribe, they had received a message from Kriston. “Seek the resistance.”

      Just the thought of this made Timmons smile.

      Timmons was excited to see the Cave of Abound one more time.

      Kriston and he had discovered the cave when they were young. Its wonders and beauty were still etched in his mind many seasons later, especially the memory of its jeweled caves and blue crystal waterfall.

      He feared that travel to the cave would be far more dangerous this trip. If word got out that he was part of the young prince’s regiment, his life could be forfeited. Even now, he knew that word had traveled about Kriston’s actions and that the king had labeled his brother a traitor to the throne.

      Timmons heard more mumblings and rumors the closer he got to his home, yet he had made it to the nearest supply station without opposition.

      He had not heard any news in the station of the vast army he had seen days before. The army had been traveling north at great speed along the eastern foothills in the Highman Plains. It appeared the men making up the force were destroying everything they touched along their way.

      Knowing when to keep his mouth shut, he quietly resupplied with only his basic needs in mind. After all, he was supposed to be heading home to Matera, which was only a day’s travel away, not further west to the doors of the resistance.

      The old clerk who worked the supplies approached Timmons. The man’s body was bent from age and years of hard labor.

      “Are you heading to the fields or the training camp?” he asked in a croaked voice.

      “Neither, I head to the heart. I have a message that must reach the king,” Timmons explained, hoping once again his ruse would work.

      After a moment, the older man firmly grasped his arm, causing him to stop as he reached for a small bag of dried meat. He looked down at the older man’s hand on his arm and then up to the shopkeeper’s face.

      “Zobo’s scouts are close behind you,” the keeper whispered. “You must leave now and head north of the city, not south.” The old man’s face was close to Timmons’s face. “North, not south. South will get you killed near the training camps. North of the city is what you seek. Find an inn called the Wandering Lady. Once there, ask for Addie.”

      Timmons looked into the old man’s eyes and discovered they had gone completely white.

      “Cats!” he thought, “A seer this close to Matera!” Quickly looking around the shop, he noticed two other soldiers resupplying their bags, so he bent closer to the old man in the hopes he would not be overheard. “Will I find my friends there?” he whispered.

      “No, but new friends and a royal who will require your help await you there.”

      When the man slumped against Timmons, he dropped his pack and quickly helped the frail clerk up. He carried him to a bench that was set against the counter.

      “You men!” he shouted to the two soldiers stocking their packs. “Bring water and a healer, the store man has fallen ill,” he demanded. He was glad neither soldier stopped to question him.

      When the healer walked in moments later, Timmons took his leave and quickly headed out of the station, making his way north.

      
        
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      

      Tress knew she was late, but at the moment, she could not remember what she was late for.

      Was it a dress fitting? No, that did not seem correct. Maybe it was a court hearing.

      Whatever it was, she knew she had to wake and start her day, but it took far too much effort to open her eyes.

      Once, she thought she heard the castle bells ring the time of day, but their faint sound was too far off, and she was too sleepy to respond to their call to start a new day. Another moment, she had felt rain hitting her face but once again the fatigue took over and she sank further into the wonderful darkness.

      It was the yelling that finally woke her. The hissing and a harsh voice were so loud that she could no longer ignore her duties.

      “That will be all!” she scolded before her eyes had even finished opening. She tried to sit up. What she saw caused instant confusion. A dirt wall was directly in front of her instead of the large fireplace and mantel that normally sat opposite her bed.

      “What has happened?” she asked, turning her head to study her surroundings.

      Dirt, the whole room was full of dirt. No, this was not her room set high in the castle of Valorna, her home. She was in a cave, a dirty, dark, and damp cave.

      Realization only caused more confusion followed quickly by panic.

      When two reflective eyes became visible, she almost screamed in fear. Her sharp intake of breath caused the eyes looking at her to squint. Another, smaller pair of eyes became visible along with the recognizable shape of a man.

      “Well, Your Highness has awakened at last,” came a familiar voice. She heard a rattling noise and saw a flash of light from Briar roots being used. The small bug larva encased in the root started glowing. The light shone down on the smiling face of the apprentice Cecil. It was a face she was none too happy to see since his attack on her nights before. He had been entering her dreams and extracting information from her, which assuredly had resulted in her current capture.

      How had this happened? Where was she and where were Té and Anna? Were they safe?

      She remembered the hike up to the Penta Firth, its steep trail leading them miles into the mountains that surrounded her beautiful home.

      She tried to remember what had happened next, but could only remember a bright light and nothing else.

      Now with the faint light from the roots she could see her own form, dirty but thankfully still wearing her outer cloak. She was sprawled on the cave floor and slightly disheveled, but unharmed.

      A quick scan of the cave showed that she was the only person the apprentice had managed to capture, and relief flooded through her quickly. Anna and Té were safe. She took comfort in this fact until she saw the creature step into the low light next to Cecil.

      This time, a scream did escape her lips.

      The large rat cowered and tried to cover its own ears with large paws while it bared yellow teeth towards her.

      “Make her stop!” It hissed then lunged towards the queen.

      Cecil stepped forward and prevented the creature from reaching her, then turned and gave Tress a quick, hard slap high on her cheek.

      “Enough!” he shouted, and then he turned to the beast. “Rodere, gather our things, we leave now!” Cecil ordered as he raised his hand and prevented any further argument. “Each moment that passes allows them to get closer. We move now, or do I have to call upon your master?”

      Tress saw the creature cringe but do the man’s bidding. With her dirty hand she tried to ease the ache in her stinging cheek. She quickly changed her first impression of the monster. Master? It did not take a scholar to realize who had created or controlled the beast, but it appeared the large rat did not like its master. This thought gave Tress a small glimmer of hope. If her magic could convince the creature to be on her side, then the only obstacle left was Cecil. It was still a large obstacle to conquer, since her magic would not work on a full wizard. And as she had discovered only two nights ago, Cecil was just that, a full wizard.

      Even now her mind flashed to when she had tried to use her “heart magic,” as Anna called it, against Cecil.

      They had been given an assignment. Each of the three of them were to learn how to use their magic, to expand their knowledge of its limits. Anna had given herself this same assignment because she was concerned that her powers were stronger now that she was back in Genoa. She had mentioned that her fears had something to do with her and Té killing a man before they had reached the safety of the castle.

      Té took the assignment and, after asking for volunteers, had used her fighting skills and magic on any warrior within the castle walls in an attempt to learn the limits of her powers.

      Anna seemed content to settle within the huge walls of the library, hunched over books and scrolls for hours as she used her touch to gain knowledge of her homeland.

      When it came to Tress’s powers, she could not just ask for volunteers. If it had been known that she had powers, the spies set deep in her home would have fled, giving her no chance to find out how deep their treachery went.

      She had so little practice in her magic; she had only used it on the ill or unconscious. This allowed her full access and time to focus on her task. However, she too took her assignment seriously and had started with her lady’s maid Jewel.

      At first it was just a fleeting touch, like an accidental brush up against the woman. During that half second, she had scanned the woman’s heart. No treachery or feelings were hidden from her. This encounter, however, was all about scanning the traitor’s true intentions. What she found there in that fleeting moment left her saddened and confused.

      How could a woman hold onto such loneliness amongst so many people?

      The next time she used her magic on Jewel, she felt only anger, anger directed at herself. Anger that confused her when she found it. What had she done to make Jewel hate her so?

      She was hesitant to use the magic any longer on Jewel, and after a while moved her efforts to the wizard’s apprentice.

      The first time she tried was during mealtime. She had ensured that her people would set Cecil next to her, then had asked to be passed a spice on the table. When he had provided her with the item, she’d quickly tried scanning his heart.

      Nothing.

      She had been so confused that she had almost gave away her ruse by not using the spice she had requested.

      Unsure if her magic had failed or if she had, she set out to try once again. The next time she had placed her hand upon his sleeve to stop him in the hall.

      Still she felt nothing, and by the end of the conversation she could tell that the apprentice had been suspicious of her actions. That same night, he had attacked her in her dreams as she slept.

      Now that she could face the truth of his treason, she finally had to admit to herself that he had never pledged to her or the people of Genoa.

      “If you seek a ransom, you will be paid for my safe return. I will see to it personally,” she boldly stated. A smile formed on his thin lips. He reached up quickly, causing her to flinch, half expecting another blow.

      “I will get my reward, and you will be the one to deliver it.” He rubbed a strand of her hair between his short fingers. “But only after the king has taken away your royal magic. Then you shall be mine,” he hissed with a leer.

      Tress didn’t mean to show fear, but the revulsion she felt started her body shaking as she tried to move away.

      Before Cecil could move towards her, the creature came back and, after handing something to the wizard, it bent forward and picked Tress up as if she weighed nothing.

      Her revulsion for the creature was so strong, it caused her to stiffen her limbs. When it flung her over its back, she could smell the most horrible odor from its coarse hair. She did everything in her power to stop from losing her latest meal all over its back.

      Instead of the smell, she focused on the task at hand. First, she closed her eyes and brought forth her magic. She reached down into the rat, down towards its heart. After a second, when nothing happened, she opened her eyes and tried again.

      Nothing.

      “I feel you trying,” it hissed at her in a scratchy voice. “There is nothing left for you to find inside me. I belong to the king.” It finished talking and carried her outside as the dark night swallowed them.
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      How was Anna supposed to listen to war plans and talk of ditches and traps when an annoying noise kept buzzing in her ears and distracting her? She and her group of friends were now huddled around a large table inside Captain Adams’s tent. The bright white tent was large enough for a small wedding party, band included. This was a good thing, as large gnomes and tree sprites kept coming and going while battle plans were discussed.

      In the center of the tent was a portable wooden table. Its legs appeared to be cut logs and every few feet, a nail could be found stuck out at an odd angle. Around the corners of the tent were small stools and several carts that held supplies.

      Wizards Cenzic, Col, and Shiarra stood to one side of the massive table. The warrior Sash and Belent stood next to Té and Anna, while Kriston hovered close to the captain. The captain kept pointing to areas on the map where his army’s encampments were.

      Anna suddenly developed a sharp headache, and she was no longer able to focus on the maps in front of her. She didn’t even feel when Kriston moved next to her or when he placed a hand on her arm in concern. Giving her head a quick shake, she groaned at the mistake of the sudden movement. The next thing she knew, she was sprawled on the floor, looking up into a pair of worried green eyes.

      “What the hell?” a voice said from far off. It took a moment for her to realize she had been the one to speak.

      When she tried to sit up, Kriston laid his large hand gently on her shoulder and pushed her back down to the floor. He touched her head with his other hand.

      “Easy,” he said and quickly glanced over his shoulder. “She wakes too?” he asked someone behind him.

      Anna’s eyes cleared a bit, and she frowned at the little white swirls zooming in and out of her vision. It felt like an entire marching band had just stomped directly through her brain.

      “What happened?” she asked softly, not wanting to raise her voice too much. When she received no answer, she cleared her throat before trying again. This time she spoke louder so that Kriston could hear her above the noise in the tent.

      Kriston turned back to Anna and gave his head a quick shake. “We do not know,” he said as Shiarra knelt next to her and took her hand.

      “Lay still,” Shiarra commanded. That was no problem. Anna found herself so tired she couldn’t keep her eyes open anymore and darkness took her once again.

      The next thing she knew, she was on a cot with several blankets thrown over her shivering body. Her throat hurt, and her head was pounding. At least her vision was clearer now. Turning her head slightly, she saw Té in the cot next to her. Worry flooded her instantly upon seeing the fearless dragon warrior. Té had seen better days, but she was awake and looking back at Anna with an uneasy expression.

      “What happened?” they both asked at the same time, identical eyebrows raised with amusement.

      “You fainted.” Shiarra’s answer came from the darkness of the room. The new wizard lit a lantern that sat on a small table in the corner of the tent. The light hurt Anna’s eyes, but she was relieved it was just them in the tent. Shiarra sat a few feet from their cots, and Anna noticed that she had a worried look on her face.

      “I did not!” Té’s angry response echoed in the small area, causing Anna to hiss slightly with pain. Anna kept her silence as she thought back to what she had felt.

      “Both of us, together? Why?” she finally asked the wizard. The question caused a small smile to form on Shiarra’s lips.

      “That, Anna, is a great question. One we have been trying to ascertain.” Shiarra stood up and poured water into a cup for each of them. “Here, drink this and we will start to find answers.”

      After the pair of them felt strong enough, Shiarra allowed them to get up from the cots. She poured them a quick cup of sweet tea, before allowing them to head outside.

      Outside, they found their friends sitting around an open fire pit. A wonderful-smelling stew bubbled in a large pot hanging over the fire’s center. Everyone had a bowl or cup full of the delicious meal, along with a chunk of warm dark bread that had been heated by setting the loaves on flat stones close to the fire’s edge.

      Each of their friends sat on a large chunk of wood intended for the fire itself that had been rescued due to their usefulness as stools. Everyone was wrapped tightly in cloaks to ward off the chill of the night.

      Wizard Cenzic sought comfort by setting his tall frame on the ground, his extensive robes draped about him, giving him the look of the Dalai Lama. Col, his massive arms and weapons covered by a tan cloak, was sharpening his knife on a flat wet stone. Occasionally, he would stop and give Té a deep concerned look.

      Belent also worked, but he was using his knife to whittle more details into a dragon’s head on the tip of a bow. His long thin fingers wrapped around the wood as he bent his head in deep concentration. He too stopped occasionally and gave both her and Té quick glances filled with worry.

      Sash sat off to one side of the fire, his dark face still, as if etched in stone. Only his eyes moved as the fire’s light reflected in their dark depths.

      Té and Anna sat close, seeking comfort in each other’s presence and holding hands as they thought back to the day’s events. Kriston positioned himself close to Anna, as if he too was seeking reassurance that she was well.

      Shiarra walked over carrying a large loaf of bread and took a seat next to Cenzic, giving Anna and Té each a large chunk. She nodded her head, indicating they should continue telling their story.

      “After that, there was nothing.” Té finished the story of her fainting episode then gave Anna a quick look to confirm her tale of their blackout. “I neither dreamed nor felt any emotions like fear or panic.”

      “Ditto,” Anna said. After seeing confused expressions on everyone’s faces, she added, “I agree.” She sighed, remembering she was no longer on Earth and couldn’t expect these people to understand the term she knew so well.

      “Anna, you once told me that you dreamed of Té and Tress talking together. This was while we were on our trip to Byways. Does this feel the same?” Shiarra asked from her perch.

      After a moment of thinking, Anna gave a shake of her head. “No, this is different. I was just standing there, then boom, nothing.”

      “I fear the failed Unus spell is the reason this happened,” Col interjected as he set his knife and stone down. Then he bent and ladled soup into small wooden bowls for each of the women.

      “I too have concerns. However, without knowing more about why we failed, I fear our only hope is to try to rescue the queen as soon as possible,” Wizard Cenzic said from where he sat on the ground. “We must keep our eyes on Té and Anna until Tress is safely in our presence again.”

      “They will not leave my sight,” Kriston responded quickly.

      Anna reached over and grasped his hand, giving it a light squeeze. She felt strength seep back into her from his presence and realized how much she valued his friendship.

      “I do not need a nurse maid,” Té hissed, crossing her arms over her chest as she looked sourly at the bowl Col was attempting to hand her.

      “But you shall have one,” the wizard responded as he shoved the bowl into her unwilling hands.

      “More than one,” came several responses.
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      It was dark. He was used to the dark, yet this was an even deeper night than any he had lived before. Its loneliness and cold seeped down and reached farther than either Colab or Meshi wanted to allow.

      The young prince found himself thinking of his past as the night sky hid from his eyes. The clouds cried soft raindrops while he pondered his life and history. How had life been so cruel, how had it allowed him to survive the Scarent’s bite so many seasons ago?

      He remembered waking after the change, finding that his body had been transformed, he was now bald and fully covered in scales, but he also found himself alone. At first, he had thought Calob too had been bitten. He had called out, thinking his brother was hiding. But after several minutes, and after hearing Meshi explain what had happened, he feared he would find his brother’s body instead.

      His love for his twin brother still held strong, even now, after believing Calob dead all these seasons.

      From that day forward, Meshi had been Colab’s redeemer. Finding friendship and guidance in the ancient snake’s companionship, Colab soon realized he had never felt this close to anyone before, even Calob. Yet, even with his friend nestled around his neck, companionship was not the primary emotion he felt.

      His brother, his twin was alive! Alive and transformed just like him. No, not into a tall, strong Scarent. But twisted and shaped into a beast made of shining metal. A beast that appeared to be controlled by their father, the King of Matera.

      How had that happened?

      All the stories he had heard about his father must be true.

      Evil!

      He knew from his mother’s story that his father was not a kind man. He had been only a young man when he had lain with Colab’s mother, resulting in the creation of life.

      Even today, the Scarents heard of the king’s men trapping and killing Genoa’s special creatures. This had been only one of the reasons his leader had sent out for Kriston to visit their encampment so many nights ago.

      Continuing to live so close to Matera had been dangerous, yet his new people could not abandon the Lady
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