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PROLOGUE


A god of power and strength, the youngest but strongest of the gods. He only wanted acknowledgment as should have been granted to him. Anger and hatred, shame and embarrassment, festered within him. He was a god, just like the other three, but they had punished him for wanting what he deserved, and they had banished him, sealing him away in a prison called the Fourth Gate. 

The red, leather-bound book, thick with many stuffed pages, sat heavy in the crook of his arm, clutched with an iron grip. The binding, once velour soft, now was coarse and cracked from age. A wide, toothy grin stretched over his face as his eyes bore into the patterns, following the smooth lines of the golden glyphs, drinking in the faded, glittery paint; gold filigree of intricate designs, pictures and symbols from a time long before his.
The book’s runic voice, the ancient language of the gods, had been near lost with very few phrases and words remaining common knowledge. But, through its fading ink a man he had hired had deciphered every character, except five ornamental symbols. Now, he could read what he needed and he’d made sure he had fully understood the strange, swirling language before he’d sent the man to Rtholeo.
The book contained secrets he wanted to be the sole possessor of, and one of these secrets being a map to which, he believed, led to the location of where the lost temple of the Winter God was hidden, purposely buried and forgotten.
That was what he sought to conquer.
His quest had started with a journal, written ninety-eight years ago by an ancestor he’d never met. From that journal he’d managed to locate the book, and it was the book that had given him the answers his ancestor had not attained. He would succeed where they had failed and gain the greatest wish of all. There was one line in the journal that had caught his eye and he remembered it exactly as his ancestor had written:
If the god’s temple was found and the god freed from his prison, he’d reward the one to break the seal.
And thus, his journey had led him here.
His gaze shifted from the hard-bound tome, across the plain of grass, to the side of a large mountain. Its peak brushed the star-crusted, cloudless sky, reaching to break the dark surface. This is where he believed the temple had been buried.
He found it lucky the alp was in an area away from villages where most didn’t travel. He would not be seen as he sought out the lost holy place.
A stray wind blew through the open air with a crisp scent on the current. He let the smell wash over him, breathing in the thick woody fragrance of the forest. The taalyan cypresses, tall, thin conifers native only to Balkanos, carried strong on the wind. The woods surrounded the mountain like a barricade, isolating the mass of stone from the rest of the world.
From a wound in the mountain’s side he watched as workers, clad in clothes caked with sweat and dirt, push a cart along a track, hauling it away from the cave’s entrance passing standing lit torches. The cart rattled and squealed, cutting across the heaven-blanketed plain. They tipped the cart, emptying it of its contents, and started back toward the cave’s mouth. They weaved around his men who guarded the cave, reminding him of ants entering and exiting their ant hill in perfect, neat lines. He’d even started referring to the workers as ants when making orders.
His guards blended easily against the dark terrain with their black outfits, lazy and slow moving. He didn’t blame them, with little more than keeping his ants in line, and he didn’t care. They were there to simply keep the diggers digging and everyone else from knowing about the mountain’s hidden secrets he was searching for.
“Get the ants to move faster!” he snapped. He swung a hard look to the man beside him, one of his men who guarded the cave. The other man with them, another of his guards who guarded the cave, stood off to the side holding the reins of his horse. His voice sharp, like the steel blade at his hip. “I’ve waited too long already.” Another wind washed over him, this time blasting him in the face with a frosty bite. The ends of his jacket rippled in the gust.
The air was changing, becoming surprisingly cold for the usual tropical temperature, even at night. He thought little of it except as a sign that he was in the right place, a sign from the Winter God himself.
Light from the nightly watcher in the sky made his pale hair gleam like silver and his eyes glitter like emeralds. A corner of his mouth curled as he smirked to himself.  
With a sharp turn and a thrust of his chin he headed for his stallion standing by the trees. The metal rings on its bridle jingled as it shook its head and pawed the ground. Moonlight reflected across the horse’s feathers at its furred forehead.
With the disappearance of the Winter God two millennia ago their lands had warmed considerably, causing creatures to evolve to the new, warmer climate.
He grabbed hold of the reins before throwing himself into the saddle. He could feel how close he was, taste what he was greedily seeking. A wild look sat in his eyes as he fantasized about it and adjusted his grip. It was what he wanted most, and he was going to get it, no matter the cost.
The greatest wish of all: to join the gods in the Shaelz Glade and become one himself.
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CHAPTER ONE

Year 6026


If only something…  They shouldn’t have thought it, but they did, both of them sharing the same thought. 
If only something were to happen to him.
Fear froze their feet in place, their chests barely rising, their breaths so quick. They waited with clammy hands, having been summoned to the throne room.
He stood watching them, his hands on his hips and his ale belly stretching his tucked in yellow tunic. It was a dark shade of ocher, a similar color to the wide rug beneath their feet.
The snapping logs in the braziers pierced the dread-filled silence, watching from their alcoves in the large, full room.
They avoided his penetrating stare, instead tracing the red fiery flecks in his greying red-brown hair that echoed the blazing fury in his narrowed eyes.
The sound that broke the strained quiet was like the growling of an angry manticore. 
“How many times must I tell you two to grow up, act like the men you should be?” It was what he was always saying to them. They knew there was nothing they could do or say that would ever make him proud of them. Their eyes flickered toward his and then over his shoulders not wanting to meet the fiery glare.
Behind him stood the throne, and looking beyond his intimidating figure, its hideously rendered, curling arms reached toward them as if to strangle them where they stood. With its many alterations, it no longer looked like a welcoming seat, portraying the level of affection their father showed them, and their older brothers. But its silhouette was only a mask to his loathsome ways, a haunting shadow of how horrible their father truly was.
He found his only pleasure in kahnavi hunting and with every kahnavi he killed, their spiraled, mint-green horns ended up decorating his horrid-looking chair for his sick amusement. He, like most others, felt kahnavi were no better than the animals they kept as pets: simple and ignorant, beasts with no intelligence. His sons knew they weren’t just beasts, another intellectual race created by one of the gods, but he refused to be dissuaded. Their father enjoyed inciting his dominant power over the weak by displaying it, and the kahnavi race was an easy target.   
“Father–”
“I don’t want to hear any more excuses.”
In his eyes, they still acted as if they were children having been caught playing their make-believe games again. The king stared down at his two youngest sons, identical twin boys.  They reminded him of their mother’s father, with their hair the color of raven feathers and eyes the color of storm clouds. Just thinking about it set his teeth grinding.
He shifted his hand and drew out a knife from a hidden sheath and grabbed the collar of his nearest boy. Their father sucked in a long breath, his mouth left hanging open like a gaping fish. “Which one are you?”
“Landon, Father.”
His father let out the breath and the rancid smell washed over him. Landon turned away trying not to visibly gag in front of his father, and the entire court.
Their father still, after eleven years, couldn’t tell the two apart. He hadn’t cared to know them. Not Landon. Not Raeffeal. And not their three older brothers. Their father knew their names and that was where his fatherly interest ended.
“Left for Landon.” Their father flicked his wrist.
Landon cried out with a hand over his left eye. He could feel the hot blood welling up as he was pushed away.
Now he could distinguish between the two.
Their father grabbed Raeffeal before he’d thought of running off. “Right for Raeffeal.”
The same cut appeared through Raeffeal’s right brow, now mirroring Landon’s.
He leaned in close for only them to hear and spoke slowly as if he thought they were simple. “Do not let me catch you playing those imaginary games again. Or you can expect an actual punishment.”
Crimson slowly ran down the length of their arms and off their elbows with a soft pat… pat... pat… on the carpet.
He fixated a glare on each of them. “Now, get out.”
They hurried past the silent courtiers, their faces as red as their fingers, running between two crackling braziers as they exited the room. Their father’s voice echoed behind them as he called for his next item.
“Fetch my eldest!”

      [image: image-placeholder]He watched a melody hummer flutter down to a patch of vibrant pink flowers, attracted by their sweet nectar. It zipped back and forth, quick like a blur, its tiny yellow wings carrying it from blossom to blossom in the blink of an eye. He’d heard them often, humming outside his rooms. The little birds had patterns of swirling yellows and blacks with a shimmer to their feathers, one that could catch the light and shine like sun streaming through rain. The melody hummer seemed to be showing them the way as they moved up the road, stopping at each flower and hovering.
Hooves scuffed the dirt and kicked stones and the metal buckles jingled along the riding equipment. There was little conversation, but the horses made up for the quiet.
They’d already past through Bloomingdale, the town under control of Grand Lord Leandro. They were now heading to his estate on the hill that overlooked the brightly flowered town, named for its abundance of colorful gardens that grew year-round.
There was only one granted the title of Grand Lord, and with that title came power, wealth, and status. The Leandro family had nearly as much influence as the royal family themselves.
As his father had ordered the day before, he’d left the castle. He’d made sure to leave early to avoid getting in his father’s way as he had been making arrangements to travel around midday. He knew his father was soon to be leaving to meet with his three generals, but about what, his father hadn’t told him. His only words were instructions to go meet his bride.

      [image: image-placeholder]With the help of two knights using their shoulders to keep him steady on the steps, he was able to get up. He picked up his foot, the fabric of his pants pulling as he barely got his boot in the first stirrup, more just his toe than his foot. The effort drew a heavy grunt. He reached for the saddle as he felt himself start to slip. He hadn’t ridden in years and was already regretting it. He should have chosen to take the carriage instead. He raised himself by standing on his toes and was able to grab the pommel, but he was unable to heave his large self onto the animal without assistance.
“You two, push me up!”
He heard the two men move closer, but sensed the uncertainty from both as if they didn’t know how to help him.
“You!” He glanced at the one on his right, a wheeze escaping his lips. His left hand clutched the pommel tightly to keep himself from dropping back down, his left leg partially in the stirrup. One wrong twist and he and the horse were going over. “Bend forward.”
The knight hesitated but did as he was commanded.
The king eased his right foot onto the man’s back, but his foot started to slide on the back plate.
He felt the second knight quickly brace him, hands at his back, before he fell. The horse shifted as the saddle began pulling under his weight.
He wiggled his way onto the animal, feeling his foot connect with something soft, as he squirmed to get his right leg over. Another wheeze escaped as he struggled. Finally, he slid into the leather saddle and sat up. He took a moment to run a trembling hand over his forehead where perspiration had beaded and sat catching his breath. He righted the crown on his head, the circlet having slipped to the side, and then cleared his throat and adjusted his coat.
Black fabric with twisting gold swirled down the chest, leaving the sleeves a plain black without any decoration. His pants were plain but matched the same shade, and on his feet, he wore his favorite black boots with black fur ringing the tops.
“Gods curse those heathens,” he said through clenched teeth and shifted to grab the fabric of his pants where it was bunching at his crotch.
The knight below him, securing his foot into the stirrup, looked up with purple blooming under his eye. The knight knew he was talking about their enemy from the land to the east. The Ocreeans were a blood-seeking, murderous bunch who for over three hundred years had been trying to invade their land, Balkanos.   
The king yanked the reins, his horse snorting at the sharp jerk. They’d captured an Ocreean savage, the first ever caught and though they’d only said one thing, astonishingly in the Balkan language no matter how broken it had been, required the king to rush off to speak with his generals.
A wall that had stood for over a thousand years, surrounded and protected all of Balkanos keeping out their neighbors. And something from Ocree was coming toward it.

      [image: image-placeholder]Chazz pulled his horse to a stop and considered the Leandros, one of the oldest families in Balkanos able to still trace their lineage back a few hundred years. He looked up at the large structure with high, pitched roofs and tall, ornate windows. The manor, a small fortress in size, stared down at them, watching as they entered through the stone columns at the gate. A guard set off to alert those up at the house the crown prince had arrived. The Leandros were well off enough to have their own private army.
He could feel guilt and nausea burning with dread in his middle. It forced him to keep shifting uncomfortably and he put a hand to his stomach unconsciously before dismounting.
He handed the reins to his squire, and pretended everything was normal. His guards fell in around him, one giving orders to the others to position themselves accordingly, down with the horses and along the staircase landings up to the manor.
They nodded to him once everything was in order.
Chazz forced a smile onto his face and began trekking up the three-landing staircase to the manor’s front doors trimmed in dark bricks. Smaller, round, taupe-colored stones patterned the rest of the façade. A balcony over the front door, large enough to store a carriage on, extended over the entry, and a large, wide archway welcomed them to the dark front doors.
He reached the top, followed by the handful of knights who had accompanied him and listened to their heavy, metal footsteps and loud shifts in their armor as they climbed the last stair.
An older man, dressed in a grey and burgundy outfit, stood in the open entry waiting to greet them. He had neat, white hair and a warm smile and Chazz knew immediately he was a doorman from the type of short waistcoat he wore. His deep wine-colored coat was pressed closed with three silver buttons and accompanied a light grey shirt and breeches. A dark grey cravat sat at the base of his throat and a pair of freshly polished black shoes finished the outfit.
“High morning to you, my lord,” the doorman said with a salute to Chazz, a fist over his heart.
Chazz gave a nod, his voice sticking in his throat and failing him.
“You have been announced my prince, would you like to speak with them now or would you care to rest first? Grand Lord Leandro had a room prepared for you if you needed time before your meeting.”
A nervous quiver caused his words to come out awkwardly. “No, I will see them now if they are willing.”
The doorman shifted and with a gesturing arm ushered them inside, closing the door after they had all entered.
Chazz gazed around, taking in the beige walls, the grand staircase curving up to the second-floor landing, and all the decorations meticulously placed. Giant vases of overflowing floral arrangements without a petal out of place, statues of magnificent artistry, gilded mirrors, and even pieces of old from ancient times hung to ornament the walls of the Grand Lord’s home. Paintings led the way out of the entryway, disappearing down a long wide corridor under the staircase.
Chazz could easily seek out history on his mother’s side as they were descendants of the Lorenzos, another old and large family, but he didn’t know nor had met any of his other ancestors on his father’s side. No paintings of them could be found anywhere in the castle, as if they had never existed. Here, portraits of all past Leandros filled the walls.
A stunning entry, but it was only to be expected from how old and wealthy the Leandros were. This had been a major factor when his father had made the arrangement with the Grand Lord. Chazz was to marry the Grand Lord’s only daughter to secure the crown with a deep purse and strong roots.
“This way, my lord.”
“You three stay here. I will go with the prince. Secure the area.” His personal guard indicated which guards were to follow each of his instructions.
They gave him a military salute, using two fingers and touching them to the center of their foreheads. The captain, Bradley, fell in step beside Chazz as they set after the doorman.
Chazz gave Bradley a quick side glance, mentally sighing. He didn’t know this new personal guard who’d been assigned to him less than a month’s time ago, but he definitely felt envious. Bradley was far taller than Chazz, broad shouldered like Brutus, and even without wearing armor Chazz knew he was hulking in size, heavily muscled from his years of knighthood.
Chazz frowned inwardly at himself. He was average height and had only used the sword during his practices with Brutus, which had been few, and training with the swordmaster, which was only every few weeks. Although he hated to admit any sort of connection, he had the same-colored hair as his father, a dark, mahogany shade, and the same hazel-colored eyes. He didn’t see himself standing out in a crowd.
His guard glanced at him with concerning sky-blue eyes beneath short, dark hair. A smooth brown complexion framed his worried eyes.
The doorman led them under the staircase and down the corridor Chazz had seen from the doorway with the endless walls of paintings. He came to a stop outside a pair of decorated wooden doors. As the doorman reached to pull them both open, Chazz caught sight of the images and admired the beautiful carvings.
The panel of the left door showed a tower with a large lamp at the top. Rays to emphasize the shining of light formed a sun at the rook’s top. On the panel of the right door, depicted an ocean with a scattering of rocks and wave spray, finishing the design. It was an elaborate showing of the Leandro’s crest: a shining lamp at the top of a tower in the center of an ocean. 
The doorman pulled open the doors and Chazz stood on the threshold of a large sitting room. Inside, Chazz found the Grand Lord and his family: his wife, his son, and his daughter.
“My prince, welcome to our home,” the Grand Lord said. Green eyes under greying hair smiled.
The Grand Lord fisted a hand over his heart and tipped his head: the salute from nobles, a sign of respect for the crown.
“Thank you for allowing me to visit, Grand Lord,” Chazz said and turned to greet the lord’s wife and son. Finally, Chazz came to a stop in front of his future wife.
“My lady,” Chazz said and paused, gazing into her eyes, wondering if it was just a catch of the light. They glittered back at him, as if he were staring into green heavens. It was mesmerizing, and he almost believed he could see real stars twinkling. He’d been given a trinket with her painting in it, so he had known what she looked like, but it surely didn’t do her justice now seeing her standing in front of him. She was anything but the flat paint on a piece of canvas. She had vibrant and soft-looking milky skin and just the right amount of rouge dabbed on her faintly freckled cheeks. She was delicate in face with big, bright eyes and long lashes. Her figure was slender and she was also shorter than him by half a head, but that only benefited her alluring aura.
She gave a low curtsy, her long, caramel hair falling over her shoulder, and coming back up she gave him a smile that could have melted butter. She was lovely with her green-as-spring sparkling eyes, long hair, thin figure, and to him, she looked like what could be said of very few, as if she was a lost daughter of the goddess.
But Chazz wasn’t nearly as thrilled as a man in their right mind should be. She was captivating, but he didn’t want her.
He took her hand in his, raising it to his lips, and placed a gentle kiss. “The star herself, fallen from the world of the gods.”
They all knew the tale. The story of the star that the Sun God, Terius, had fallen in love with.

      [image: image-placeholder]The king snapped the reins and their procession started forward. He was only bringing a handful of soldiers and some of the help. He led them toward the gate to the city and from there they would travel to the Dannforths’ manor. The trip would only be an hour’s ride.
The king past through the gate and immediately had a strange feeling as if he were being physically pushed forward by something. He looked over his shoulder, but no one was touching him. He scowled but kept going. The long ramp from the castle to the city stretched out before him. Something was off, but nothing looked different.
The trees on both sides lining the long, stone bridge like waiting soldiers didn’t seem any different. The moat below was still and quiet with its stagnant cover of green film. The Time of None would soon turn into spring and the pollen from the plants was heavy on the winds this year. Everything was coated in green. Truly horrid, he thought with a curled lip. But the coating of green was expected. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary except an odd sensation prickling the back of his mind.
What he didn’t notice was the lack of constant bird chatter and flapping of wings from one tree to another.
It was then that he turned around again and this time he froze in his saddle, his mouth falling open.
He was alone.
All his knights and the help he’d brought were gone, as if they’d vanished.
He turned around looking forward, and then jolted with shock. He wasn’t passing through the gates anymore, the ramp no longer falling before him. He didn’t know where he was, but one thing was for sure: he was no longer in his kingdom.

      [image: image-placeholder]His heart pounded with excitement. The corded muscles beneath him carried him swiftly through the streets. Sweat coated his forehead and dripped down his neck as they sprinted across the moat. The stifling heat hung thick and damp in the air and clung to him like wet clothes after a swim.  
Brutus burst into the courtyard, the clopping of hooves thunderous and echoing on the cobblestone. He slowed his horse to a halt, his cousin Rosco, and Brutus’s personal guard, Silver, reining in next to him.
He could smell the scent of the taalyan cypresses bordering many of the castle walls, tall and reaching for the upper floors. He sat in the saddle for a moment and closed his eyes just drinking in the smell of the trees, one of his favorite scents in the world, and the only thing he liked about the castle.
From behind them, a rush of sparrows rose as a cloud from the trees lining the stone bridge to the gate. Their twittering faded on the winds as the little birds flew off, a dark swirl of smoke against the cloudless blue sky. The noise brought Brutus out of his head and back to the front courtyard of the castle.  
Sentries stood lazily above, lining the parapets overseeing the kingdom outside the castle walls. Brutus spotted over his shoulder two knights yawning at their posts, leaning on their spears, the only things keeping them standing.
Brutus glanced up at the tall, looming towers, feeling the stretching shadows. They had just returned from another excursion outside the castle he always dreaded returning to. The roof peaks of the rising spires always reminded him of knocked arrows and were never a welcoming sight. His family banner, snapping in the high above, breezy, winds, echoed the sound of his blood pumping in his ears. A shaky smile broke out on his face as he turned away from the castle knowing what it represented. He drew his water skin, pulling the cork out, and dumped the remnants over his head, the water having stayed cool under the saddle bags. It ran down his nose and soaked the shoulders of his tunic, making him sigh with relief. A hum of buzzing insects approached as they descended toward them, attracted by the perspiration and scent of warm blood.
“I’m planning on returning to my family’s villa after we sup,” Rosco said swatting a few away. Brutus nodded, scattering droplets of water from his wet, sweat-soaked hair, and swatted some himself. His horse shifted underneath him, swatting his tail at the hovering flies.
He and Rosco were close for cousins and being the same age didn’t make it challenging. They’d grown up together, often playing around the castle in secret with Chazz, who was only a year older, and when Chazz could escape his many hawk-eyed tutors.
He and his cousin looked nothing alike, Rosco with his gold hair and gold-flecked, dark brown eyes. He was half a head taller than Brutus and a skinny fellow, reminding Brutus of a banner pole. His clothes always seeming too large for him, draping from his shoulders like laundry in the wind.
Brutus jumped down and moved the leather reins over his horse’s head.
Rosco believed the legendary knife Callereo existed, a magical weapon said to be from the gods. Rosco’s brother, Prava, didn’t believe it was real and Rosco was on a quest to find it and prove it existed. This last journey, while they’d returned empty-handed, they’d not arrived without a clue to where it could be.
He led his horse through a smaller yard with trees and flowering bushes, and to the waiting groom at the stables on the other side. While the heat baked the back of his head and made sweat drip down his neck and forehead, the uncomfortable, sweltering temperature was better than the oppressive force from in the castle, knowing who was waiting for him inside. Brutus grumbled to himself and turned away from the stables.
Over time, the castle, having been built five thousand years ago, had increased its additions, its structure now giant with sky-reaching towers and bridges connecting the many spires. The structure was grand in size and cast a large shadow that Brutus could not escape from easily.
Silver, a few inches taller than Brutus but not taller than Rosco, finished handing his own horse over and walked over to where Brutus was standing. His white-blond hair stuck to his forehead from the sweat of the day and he had to wipe the ends out of his light grey eyes, the same color as his steel sword. Silver had been his personal guard for the last five years and had become a good friend.
Brutus nodded at Rosco as he came over and the three of them moved across the stone yard heading for a door on their left. The guards stationed on either side saluted them with a fist over their hearts as Brutus past between them, showing him respect as one of the five royal princes.
The kingdom’s castle, named Azanaun's Hold, was built long ago and named after the hero. Surely, a great hero like Azanaun couldn’t possibly have ever felt the same chilling fear Brutus felt, just entering its gates. Brutus had never encountered a harpy, the wind fiends Azanaun had driven away saving the human race, but he hoped he never did from what little the stories left told. A creature that could make themselves invisible at will and suck a soul straight from a person, keeping them from entering Rtholeo forever, was exactly how he felt about the one who sat on the throne. Especially the soul-sucking part.
The narrow corridor they entered branched into one of the wider, main hallways and they followed it to the left. The three of them past two maids carrying buckets of soapy water, heading off down a separate passage, likely to wash one of the many rooms on the ground floor. Passing by Brutus, the woman and the man hastily gave him a salute over their hearts and carried on their way.
Brutus past another pair of the help when something occurred to him that had been on his mind before he had even stepped through the door and into the castle.
“Wait!” He turned and jogged down the corridor catching one by the arm.
“My prince!” the woman said and gave him a second fist over the heart. Her eyes flickered nervously to Rosco and Silver waiting further down the hall and to the other maid beside her. “Is there something you need?”
Brutus closed his eyes and grimaced, not wanting to know the answer, but needing to know the answer. “Do you know where the king is?” He could feel the anxious stares of Rosco and Silver behind him as he held his breath in nervous trepidation. Ironically, he had stopped below a large painting of his father and felt the scornful eyes glaring down at him. A sickening sensation made bile in his stomach rise into his throat. His skin crawled like his father was watching him through the painting, and he felt a shameful pressure to drop to his knees and beg for forgiveness.  
“The king is not here, my prince. He left the castle yesterday and hasn’t returned.”
“Oh, thank the gods you said that.”
She gave a nod, a quick fist over her heart for a third time, and left with the other maid quickly.
Brutus turned back to Rosco and Silver with a tremble in his limbs and a shaky smile. “Let’s go find some food!” He walked back to them and clamped his hands on their shoulders as they headed for the dining hall at the end of the corridor.
In the large hall they enjoyed dinner and toasted to another step closer to finding the knife. Above them a sea of yellow flags with a flying black raven draped from the high ceiling. Their shapes cast flickering shadows across the long tables. Brutus was able to ignore the uneasiness and thoughts of what punishment his father would dole out when he returned, with him being absent from the castle. The large hearth that took up most of the far wall was laden with his family’s crest and colors. His father made it very clear who the ruling family was, not wanting anyone to ever mistake who was on the throne. Brutus knew he could never truly escape from this life, this castle, and his father. As strong as he was, he didn't have the strength to break away and never return.
It wasn’t long before Rosco bid his goodbyes and went home to visit his family. He and Rosco would return to their adventure soon, Brutus just having to bide his time until Rosco was ready to continue. Utilizing the time he was back, he sought out Chazz with Silver beside him.
It was late in the evening now, and the castle corridors were colder than autumn’s breath, but Brutus liked this temperature. It was rare that he got to experience it with everyday being hot and humid, or warm and rainy.
Brutus opened another door and closed it with a sigh. With the immense size of the castle, it was always hard trying to find someone when he was looking for them. He’d gone to the two main libraries on the ground floor, a study Chazz was often in, his quarters, and still he couldn’t find him. Brutus’s next destination was one of the smaller libraries on the second floor Chazz would frequent when he found a moment in his heavily scheduled day, but by how things were turning, finding Chazz that night was starting to look bleak. As crown prince, Chazz had more responsibilities than all of them and Brutus didn’t envy him.
He pushed open the door to the smaller library and stepped inside, but after looking around found this too was empty.
Brutus had turned to leave when a book dropped onto his head. The book toppled to the floor with a thud. Its pages rustled, some curling upon themselves, landing face down.
“Are you okay?” a woman’s voice called from above.
Brutus stepped fully back into the room with a hand to his head, and looked up.
“I’m so sorry, my lord!”
Silver moved into the library.
Brutus burst out laughing and when he couldn’t stop doubled over and laughed harder. Silver hid his snickers behind a hand, as Brutus’s laughter was contagious, but failed to hide that he too thought it was funny and laughed along with him.
The girl frowned through a parting in her hair. She was standing on a gold-leafed iron ladder, with only the tip of one shoe balancing on a rung, her other foot dangling in free space stretching to reach back to a step. She had been reaching for a book over the doorframe.
Brutus knew the ladders always stopped short just before the doors, making it difficult to reach the books over the middle of the doorframe.
“I’m sorry for laughing, that was rude of me.” Brutus wiped his eyes and looked up at her. “Are you in need of some help?” Brutus asked, the bump of pain from the book was gone.
He still wore a smile, laughter curling the corners of his mouth.
“Well, actually, my lord, I’ve seemed to have gotten myself stuck.” She blushed deeply under her green eyes and long lashes, Brutus able to only see fractions of her face through her long hair.
She clutched the shelf over the empty spot of the book’s home with both hands. It had been quite a reach indeed. Brutus looked at Silver and smirked, the two sharing a silent joke. He looked up and positioned himself under her.
“Let go and fall back,” Brutus commanded jokingly. “I’ll catch you.” He didn’t recognize her voice and wondered who she was, wearing a light purple gown and cream-colored gloves. It was evident she was not one of the help, as well-dressed as she was.  
Her mouth hung open as she tried wrapping her mind over what he’d just suggested.
“You want me to let go?” she asked. “And just fall?” She looked to her left, glancing to the ladder she wouldn’t be able to reach for without falling. “Maybe...”
“I will catch you. I promise. Just let go.”
Brutus could sense the unease and concern from her and he didn’t blame her. She didn’t know him, and he was asking her to trust him, something he also had a hard time doing. He looked around to see if there was an alternative solution to getting her down safely when he heard her shift and looked back up.
Brutus stretched out his arms, ready to catch her. “Come on, it’s all right. I promise I won’t drop you.”
She shifted again, the sound of her skirts brushing the metal ladder, and muttered so quietly that Brutus believed she didn’t think he could hear her, “Oh, by the gods, let him catch me.”
With a sigh of what probably was resignation her head bobbed up and down as she nodded. “All right, but please catch me.”
“I will, don’t you fret.”
She hesitated for a second more, as if still contemplating how to get out of the situation when she made her mind up and let go.
She dropped into his arms, a ruffle of mauve petals.
“There you see, nothing to it at all,” Brutus joked from behind her large skirt as he set her down. “Are you unhurt?”
“Yes.” She smiled and said with a low curtsy, “Thank you very much, my lord.” As she came back up she locked eyes with him and he was able to fully see her for the first time. He stood speechless, and for one of those very rare moments in his life, it wasn’t out of fear.
“What is your name?” Brutus asked after a period of silence fell over them. The way she held herself, now on her feet, her hands placed one over the other in front of her, told him she was high born nobility. Brutus started to introduce himself first, “My name is–”
At that moment he heard footsteps come to a stop on the library’s threshold. “Brutus!” And knew instantly the voice belonged to his older brother, Chazz.
“How long have you been back?” Chazz asked. He entered the room, Bradley following him in, always his shadow.
Brutus and Chazz both were the same height and shared the same eye shape, but did not share any other physical similarities.
Chazz had dark, red-brown hair, and hazel-colored eyes that in sunlight on a cloudless day gleamed bright orange, an odd and very uncommon feature. He had a soft, oval-shaped face that made him look, from what he had been told, quite handsome, and his skin tone was on the lighter side.
Brutus was more tanned and had an angled look with his square chin and chiseled cheekbones. His eyes were the color of storm clouds with more blue than grey, and he had black hair he often had styled. His body was finely toned from the constant practice with his sword and adventures he had with Rosco. Chazz knew Brutus would never admit it, getting flustered anytime Chazz brought it up, but Brutus was the one watched with infatuation. Chazz didn’t know how he did it, but it only took one look from his blue-grey eyes and they instantly fell for him.
“I’ve only been here a few hours,” Brutus replied. “Where have you been? I’ve been looking for you.”
“I was in a meeting for the whole afternoon,” Chazz said and turned his attention to the girl beside Brutus. At his glance, she gave a low curtsy.
“How was your meeting with the Good Sirs, my lord?” she asked.
A twisted frown ruined Brutus’s smile. The Good Sirs. While their title expressed they were a group who meant well for the kingdom, Brutus had never heard a good thing about the five ancient men. They were the ones who debated over what was and was not good for the kingdom, and after a decision would speak with the king about their ideas of old and new ways. From Chazz’s flat look at their mention, he could tell Chazz felt the same as Brutus.
“It could’ve gone better, my lady.” Chazz paused before continuing, “Velvet, dear…”
Velvet was… Brutus understood now who she was and why he didn’t recognize her. She rarely attended events, and he kept himself seen as little as possible at every one of them. But, the look on Chazz’s face as he spoke with her told Brutus volumes. And that he kept rubbing his fingers together, something he did when he was itching to be somewhere else. Brutus could see past the tired lines creasing his young face and saw something else. He wore, what Brutus often teased him for, his forced smile. He was able to fool others, but Brutus knowing him as well as he did knew Chazz’s real smile, and his false smile. Something else was on his mind.
Brutus looked between the two, his gaze lingering on Velvet. By looks alone, he couldn’t understand why Chazz wouldn’t be happy. The way her eyes captivated him from one glance. The way she moved, dipping gracefully into a curtsy. How she stood poised and beautiful, how the bodice of the dress hugged her body—Brutus looked away, turning his eyes back to Chazz before he thought anything else.
“I am afraid to say my meeting went far too long. I will be retiring to my chambers. May I escort you to your quarters, my lady?” Chazz asked offering his arm. “I do apologize.”
“That is understandable, my lord. It’s gotten far late into the evening.” She stepped up to Chazz and slipped her arm into his. She looked at Brutus. “Thank you, my lord, for saving me.”
Brutus nodded, staring into her mysterious green eyes, caught in their snare like a rabbit in a fox’s mouth. Brutus’s brows raised as he caught Chazz’s questioning look.
“You can tell me what you two are talking about and about your grand adventure, when the sun rises,” Chazz said.
Bradley saluted Brutus with a fist over his heart, gave a nod to Silver who reciprocated the gesture, and followed Chazz and Velvet out.

      [image: image-placeholder]Chazz said goodnight and watched as Velvet drew the doors closed. They had barely clicked shut before he was leaving her hallway, having to contain himself from sprinting to his rooms. Excitement carried his feet and a hasty pace was all he would let himself move at, trying his best to not bolt ahead of Bradley in eager angst. He ran a hand through his hair, his hand trembling from his anxiousness, and walked briskly pretending everything was normal, when it wasn’t. Inside, his heart pounded against his chest, his thoughts narrowed by one thing he had been thinking about all day, and now that he was finally on his way there, all his body wanted to do, was run.
A small pang of guilt shot through his heart, and for a split second he faltered in his path. His gait wavered, something he would mull on all day tomorrow, but right now… He pushed it from his mind and resumed his hurried stride, taking bigger steps to arrive quicker. He was jogging by the time he reached the wing where his rooms were.  
He closed the doors upon his twisting emotions and upon Bradley, leaving him in the hallway with a questioning look of his own. He’d had to refrain from slamming the door now that he had finally arrived.
He was a thirsty man, and water was just beyond a pair of doors. He sprinted across his sitting area to the second pair of doors and slammed them shut behind him, jostling a few paintings on the wall in his urgency.
In silk the color of pearls, a flowing waterfall of luxurious curves stood in front of his bed. Hands set on one of the four posts, waiting for him, teasingly. Waves of ebony, as soft as a rabbit’s pelt, cascaded across sepia skin and dark-as-night eyes glittered over perfect lips dipped in the darkest red rose. Standing in front of him was the one woman he loved more than the sun itself, and the one he’d promised his heart to.

      [image: image-placeholder]Brutus stood near the top of the gold-leaf iron ladder and had his arms stretched to a spot over the doorframe. Chazz stood below as Brutus played out what had happened during his fateful encounter with Velvet, the night before.
“So, I told her to let go and had her fall into my arms. Watching her drop through the air was definitely something I have never experienced before. I’d act that out, but if I fell on you I might squash you. You’re smaller than me,” Brutus said and pushed himself back onto the ladder.
“I’m not that much smaller. You just have more padding,” Chazz said with mock defensiveness.
“It isn’t padding, it’s muscle,” Brutus jabbed right back as he dropped the few feet to the floor, and then flexed his arm to emphasize. “This is muscle.”
“I have muscle,” Chazz said.  He looked his arms and chest over with an unsure grin and then shrugged. “You had the privilege of more outside activities than I did.”
“I will give you that one.”
Chazz let his arms relax but a serious look came over his face. “I know in the moment, because I know you, that this seemed like the only option, but that was very reckless.”
Brutus’s smile faded. “I did actually, sort of, look for another way to get her down safely.”
“Did you?” Chazz asked with disbelief.
“I thought about finding a second alternative,” Brutus said with a shrug. “That’s something, right?
Chazz just groaned and turned to leave. As he walked out of the library he said, “You're too impulsive. Someone could get seriously hurt if you don't start thinking through things.”

Brutus checked the buckles and straps making sure everything was secure and then swung easily into the saddle. Earlier he’d spoken with Chazz and it had been just like old times, but then it had ended with Chazz scolding him. Rosco had arrived and Brutus hadn’t gone to look for Chazz, still feeling slightly ashamed at what he had said.
He stood by the stables on their left, waiting for Silver to finish getting his pack readied. Rosco was also mounted and was walking toward him. Brutus gazed up at the castle, to the tall, dark-trimmed windows, as if expecting to see something different, but they only stared back at him like normal. Silent and empty.
During the night, he’d had a dream that as hard as he tried, couldn’t stop thinking about. It had run through his mind all morning, and even when he was talking to Chazz, he had been replaying it. His dream had been plagued with her hauntingly beautiful green eyes, beckoning him to come to her and then playfully running from him. He knew it was a dream, but it haunted him even with his eyes open, and a part of him wanted to act on it. He knew he shouldn’t be thinking about her.
“What?” He looked over at Rosco.
He’d said something and Brutus hadn’t heard a word.
“I said, are you ready?” Rosco peered at him curiously. His face creased with wonder. “Are you all right?”
“Yes, just lost in thought.”
“It looked like a good thought, by the look on your face.”
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CHAPTER TWO


Chazz sat across from Velvet, the two sharing a small white iron table. 
“Look, a falling star!” she said pointing overhead. It had been a clear night, thankfully, after Chazz had asked her to a late outing on the castle grounds.
He caught the tail end as it fell behind the dark silhouette of the kingdom. That’s what they called them. Stars. After Terius’s fallen, Star. Thinking on the story of Terius made Chazz ponder how even trouble befalls the gods.  
Another meeting gone long, and his guilt got the better of him, having eaten away at his thoughts all week. He was lying to himself if he thought he’d asked Velvet out to make her feel more comfortable at the castle.
Each night he had made Velvet wait for him and then he’d gone to the one he really wanted to be with. He didn’t mean to make her wait. He liked the girl, but not in the same way he felt for Sasha. She made him feel real and not just a puppet controlled by his tutors, and the master of his movements, his father.
Tonight was to appease the guilt that had been building all week, and hopefully, he could sleep soundly after. If not, he would continue wading through deep waters without a bottom, his mind wishing to close, but his thoughts not letting it.
“They always remind me of the story of Terius,” Chazz said, sipping from his teacup, and trying his best to focus on what she was saying, but even listening was an exertion. He’d endured more court problems over the last few days than he could recall any of the times his father had been away from the castle. His gaze flickered to Velvet as she spoke again.
“It always makes me sad when I think about the Summer God. How he was wronged.”
Chazz caught himself gazing into her eyes, which looked like the star-crusted sky above but green, like the first sprouting of spring, and glittered like a diamond. She was gorgeous, but paled in his eyes, to Sasha.
Only Sasha could make him feel as if he had no fears in the world. With the gentleness of her soothing voice on his ears she could turn his dark thoughts into crystal. If anything were to happen to her… He pushed the thought out of his head. He wouldn’t think of it.
The story about Terius had been a sad one. Chazz thought about that instead, returning his focus to what Velvet had said.  His eyes closed as he thought about the story.
Terius had wandered to the edges of the world of the gods, the Shaelz Glade, and found by accident a shining ball of bright light with such power and intensity emanating from it. Terius became friends with it, eventually giving it the name, Star, having fallen in love after their time spent together. One day when Terius wasn’t with Star, Morden, the Winter God, went out, having seen Terius.  
He’d gotten a horrible idea.
He created a snow golem in the likeness of Terius. It spoke and moved like him. He sent the puppet over to Terius’s Star, egging it to enter the Shaelz Glade. Convinced, Star floated toward Morden’s golem but Star fell, disappearing from the Shaelz Glade forever. When Terius found out his Star had fallen, in anguish he created a sky full of shining lights in memory. What Chazz and Velvet gazed up at was a spell Terius had created in honor of his fallen Star, because nothing had brought back the real Star. 
Everyone knew the story and thinking about it now, opening his eyes, he gazed into Velvet’s again. He’d never seen eyes glitter and shine as hers did, in a way that wasn’t reflections of light, as if she glittered from within, as if she was magical. 
“Would you like to take a small walk before we return for the evening?” Chazz asked. He needed to move or he was going to fall asleep in his chair. He looked to the pond’s still waters, a mirror to the dark sky, as he stood. He raised his arms stretching until he heard a satisfying pop in his shoulders.
Behind him, the castle sat quiet with its candle-glowing windows, staring at his back like a preying monster.
Two ponds sat at the stronghold’s northern and western edges, almost surrounding the massive structure completely by feeding the moat. He had chosen to bring Velvet to the quieter pond, so it wasn’t a constant tumble of tons of crashing water, like the other filling from the tall cliffs shielding the castle’s back like an open oyster shell. 
All Chazz wanted was a quiet night after his tiring daily routine and he would end their night with a walk through one of the gardens near the pond’s edge. But as much as he was trying to accept his betrothal, he had reservations. He didn’t want to marry Velvet. This was only happening because his father wanted it.
Grinding his teeth against his raging thoughts, he turned toward the waters so Velvet could not see the expression he was making. He wished the marriage contract could be broken, but that would only happen were something to happen to the king. His father would likely return soon, having gone to the Dannforths’ manor days ago, but Chazz had received no word on his return as of yet and was quietly relishing in the fact he was miles away. 
Bradley and two other knights followed them at a distance. Chazz pointed out the statues that had been built over the years, decorated by different flowers to accent the delicately chiseled works, and kept his attention on Velvet the whole rest of their walk. Coming to the end of the garden, Chazz stopped by the water’s edge gazing out onto its still, glittering surface.
He heard a sharp intake from Velvet behind him and spun around. She knelt by the last statue Chazz had pointed to, one that held no meaning.
“Is everything all right?” Chazz asked, coming over to her quickly. Bradley broke into a run, reaching for his sword and charging toward Chazz and Velvet. The two knights hesitated, looking around for the non-existent threat, before running after Bradley.
Chazz found Velvet staring at a single yellow flower. Frowning, he straightened and held a hand to halt.
Bradley and the other two stopped with equally confused looks.
“This flower,” Velvet said pointing at it, her eyes watering.
What was it about this flower that was making her so upset? “What about the flower, my lady?”
“It’s a single jonquil. A grouping of these flowers means good fortune, but finding just one...” She turned to look at him, fear splashing down her cheeks from her green eyes. “That foretells misfortune.”

      [image: image-placeholder]It was well into the morning as they trotted through the stone streets. They had been gone a few days, but with nothing new turning up had decided to return to the castle. The clip clop of their horses’ hooves on the cobbles bounced down the street. The towers stretched above them, the keep a small fortress within the high walls, and the enormous stronghold a dim silhouette against the cloudy sky.
They turned a corner and saw the castle in its fullness. In the stagnant air, the still flags and banners drooped and the chill sent shivers up their spines. A storming sky without wind was never a good sign.
They reached the middle of the street where it parted and crossed the bridge to the raised portcullis. As he trotted up the bridge, he heard the shifting of knights’ armor as if they were in a hurry. He saw overhead three knights standing alert and carefully scrutinizing the city, as if they were waiting for something. 
Brutus stopped without entering the courtyard and looked over his shoulder, a heaviness settling over him. He looked at Rosco and Silver. “I think I need to find Chazz. Something doesn’t feel right.”
“I can feel it too. And by the looks of things, it doesn’t look good. They’re all too alert.” Rosco pointed to the pairs of knights running across the yard in front of the castle’s main doors. Groups of knights were coagulating by the stairs, as if readying themselves for battle.
The last time the castle had been in such a state, an attack had come from Ocree. The way the knights were behaving could only mean something in the east must have happened again. 
They moved through an archway to their right, entering a narrow courtyard with bushes and trees. They crossed the area, and through another archway they entered the stable yard. He dismounted and, looping the reins over his horse’s head, handed them to Rosco who was still mounted.   
Silver dropped to the ground and ran his horse over to a groom, quickly telling them to take care of Brutus’s horse as well.
“Go see about dinner. I’ll meet you in the dining hall when I can.”
Rosco gave a quick nod and headed through the large doors, leading Brutus’s horse.   
“Something is definitely on the winds. Gods, grant us mercy, I hope it is not what we fear,” Silver said, looking to the darkening sky. The groom he’d spoken with past them with Silver’s horse, following Rosco into the stables.
They rushed through a door to their left. Those he past gave him a fast salute and kept on their way, reluctant to halt their motion. After stopping what felt like a dozen knights and some of the help, he finally found one who knew where Chazz was.
Brutus came up to the room Chazz was said to be in and came to a stop when two soldiers blocked their way of entry.
“I am Prince Brutus. I was told my brother is inside. I request entry,” Brutus said.
The two soldiers shared an uneasy look.
Chazz’s voice called from behind the door. “Let him in.”
The two knights saluted, retracted their locked swords, and drew open the door.
“Wait here,” Brutus said to Silver and the door shut behind him.
Chazz was standing at the far end of the room speaking with three men. Brutus saw their uniforms and immediately knew they were the army’s generals. He didn’t know their names, but he recognized their coat of arms, which were sewn into their sleeves. A lion; a sun with an overlapping crescent moon; and two locked swords. He knew each meant something, but couldn’t recall what. He hadn't spent time in books like Chazz had.
At the table to the left he saw Lucian, his middle brother of their five, and went over to him. His fingers drummed the table in nervous habit and his head lay on the wooden surface, his forehead pressing into the edge. Lucian lifted his head. Below the red welt from the wood’s lip, were his amber-gold eyes, the same eyes as their mother.
Though Brutus couldn’t quite picture her in his mind any longer, he remembered Lucian had been the only one to attain her features, curly black hair, skin whiter than parchment, and amber-gold eyes.
The expression on his brother’s face was far from excitement, fear filling his regal-colored eyes.
“Lui,” Brutus said using Lucian’s nickname. “Did something happen?”
“Something has, I’m sure of it! I can feel it!”
Brutus wanted to roll his eyes. His brother was always dramatic when he was worrying, and Lucian always worried.
“Chazz summoned me. Did he summon you as well? I thought you were out with Rosco.”
Brutus often felt Lucian was anxious over the littlest things but refrained from making comments on the issue, usually finding Lucian’s worries more annoying than funny: whether dinner would be served on time, whether he was going to be late, whether he was wearing the wrong outfit. But today was different, Brutus even sensing it. Chazz speaking with the generals was a bad sign.
“I was. I just returned, but Chazz didn’t summon me back. Why are the generals here?”
A moment later their youngest brothers, Landon and Raeffeal, entered the room. Brutus waved them over.
Brutus looked at Landon, who’d chosen to sit next to him, his black hair tousled as if he’d just risen from bed. 
He swiveled his brother’s head so he could look at his face and ran a thumb over Landon’s left brow. Over the reddened cut. Looking at Raeffeal he saw a matching one over his right brow.
“What happened to you two?” Brutus drew back his hand.
“Father.”
“He cut us to tell us apart,” Raeffeal added.
Brutus cursed under his breath. “Sparrow feathers.”
Chazz finished speaking to the three generals and came over to the table, the generals filing out of the room. Brutus watched them as they past the table and noted the serious looks on all three of their faces.
Bradley stood by the tall windows that disappeared up into the high-beamed ceiling. He was watching the courtyard below, the only one left in the room who wasn’t part of the royal family.
Chazz didn’t take a seat, instead standing behind the one at the head of the table. He stared down at the chair’s back. “There is no easy way to say this.” Chazz looked up, his gaze immediately going to Brutus. With an audible sigh, he said, “Something troubling has happened. It has been seven suns since Father set out to speak with High Lords, Dannforth, Von Durkham, and O’Brien.”
Brutus remembered now. It came back to him quickly. Dannforth. Robert Dannforth; the lion, for strength. That was his crest. Ilian Von Durkham; the sun and the moon, for the gods Terius and Versaeus. And Enrius O’Brien, the locked swords. His manor was used as the compound where all the squires trained before being assigned to train under a knight.
Dannforth had been the one whose house their father had been traveling to. Chazz had informed him before Brutus had told him about his journey out, and his reenactment of how he’d saved Velvet.
“I’ve only been made aware today that we had captured an Ocreean soldier alive. After a confinement of a nature I do not approve, he’d said six words, somehow in our language. The Ocreean said, according to High Lord Dannforth, ‘Death is coming to your door.’ What we imagine that means is an attack is coming. But we don’t actually know for sure if that’s what was meant. I will be setting out with the generals. We will be heading to the east gate, and we will be traveling with the army.”
“Where is Father?” Brutus cut in. “Why are you heading to the wall? Father should be the one going, not you.”
Chazz ran his hands over the top of the chair in front of him hesitating before saying, “Father has… disappeared. All of the help and knights accompanying him have vanished as well.”
They stared at him. Landon and Raeffeal exchanged glances with dropped jaws. The emotions they were all feeling were a mix of fear, worry, and relief.
“Which is why I… have to go to the wall,” Chazz said, confused as if he disbelieved what he was saying.
“How could his knights and help all disappear? And without anyone seeing?” Brutus asked. “Are you saying Father never arrived at Dannforth’s manor?”
“Yes, that is exactly what I am saying.”
“When did you find out?”
“I was informed yesterday. There were things I had to take care of before I was to tell you anything.”
“Not that I care, but I am curious,” Brutus said. “What were the generals doing in the time that he disappeared and now?”
“They were out searching and didn't want to tell me he couldn't be located. But, it has now been quite a while, and they could not keep it hidden any longer.” 
Brutus wasn’t sure how he should feel and sat stunned. He was always able to take shocking news, but this… he couldn’t even comprehend it. His father was gone? His tyrant father was gone?
“With a possible attack, if that’s what the riddle was, I and the generals can only speculate Father was captured by Ocreeans.”
“Taken captive?” Lucian squeaked and paled even more than Brutus thought possible.
“Are you entertaining the thought that Ocreean soldiers got over the wall and made it all the way to Azanaun's Hold and captured Father? Is that not a ludicrous thought? How would they get through the wall without any of the sentries seeing? The wall is guarded heavily along the whole length of the east side.” Brutus jumped to his feet. “There is no way!” 
Chazz shook his head. “We are considering all possibilities within reason. Maybe they did get through without anyone seeing. It wouldn’t be the first time in our history for the Ocreeans to have found a way into our lands.”
Brutus wore an equally disbelieving look. He shook his head and then asked, “Does this make you king?”
This time Chazz paled. It was clear he hadn’t realized what this meant, and he suddenly looked like he was going to vomit.
“How long do we wait until you are officially crowned?” Brutus asked, continuing his thought.
“Is it three months?” Lucian asked.
Chazz gave him a look like a frightened horse. “I think it’s six.”
“How will you tell the people about Father?” Landon asked.
“I… as to… as to telling the people, I will wait. No need for a scare. They’re already going to see us in the streets as we march for the wall.”
Brutus could have sworn he heard Chazz gulp.
“What do we do while you’re at the wall?” Brutus asked.
Chazz just stared at Brutus. It was all happening so fast. Brutus watched him freeze where he stood and could tell Chazz didn’t know what to say next.
“My lord,” Bradley came up beside Chazz. “May I interject?”
Chazz gave a loud exhale. “Yes, please.” He took a step aside, glad he didn’t have to think.
“As my lords have seen, the men are preparing outside. We will be leaving before the sun starts to set. For the time being,” Bradley looked at Chazz, “until the six months have come and gone you will be named protector of the realm while your father is absent from the throne. You, my prince, will manage the king’s affairs until when, or if, His Majesty has been found until the time you become king and thus the affairs become your own. I suggest appointing someone in your stead as crown prince while you are attending to matters at the wall as protector of the realm.”
“In the case if I were taken captive as well…” Chazz asked. “Or...”  
Bradley nodded. “That, and once you have been officially crowned king you will need to appoint a crown prince were you to fall ill or where you are unable to tend to matters of office.”
Brutus looked at his brother. He was only seventeen, and a lot was falling on his shoulders. If their father did indeed remain missing, leaving the throne vacant, Chazz would be receiving the crown far earlier than they had expected.
“Brutus, I appoint you as crown prince and in my absence to take care of all matters of the crown.” Chazz stared at Brutus, a fierce expression layering over the fearful look in his eyes. That would mean no more excursions with Rosco out of the castle.  
While he knew in the line of succession he was next after Chazz, being second eldest, but being crown prince had not yet crossed his mind. It was never something he had believed would come so soon. He frowned, but nodded his acknowledgment.
“With that settled, I am going down to the armory to get myself fitted for battle.” Chazz drew his eyes from them all. He started for the door but stopped with a hand on the knob as Brutus called to him.
“Stay safe, brother.”
Chazz turned back to them with a fist over his heart with his thumb out. It was a sign the five of them knew very well. Chazz, Brutus, and Rosco, had designed it years ago when they were younger. They’d taken the salute the soldiers gave their families and altered it for when they were playing in the castle. They had formed a silent signal to tell one another that everything was all right. Today, it was a lie. With Chazz heading off to the wall and their father gone, nothing was right at all.

      [image: image-placeholder]The thought of going into battle worried him. He felt severely under prepared for this, even after all his lessons in strategy, tactics, and battle arrangement. He suddenly couldn’t remember a single thing from any of his teachings. Nothing could prepare him for what he would find at the wall, and nothing could calm his nerves but Sasha. But he couldn’t bring her. He couldn’t – wouldn’t allow himself to return to her side having already broken the news to her.
After leaving his brothers he’d rushed off to find her, locating her by the kitchens. He quickly pulled her into a closet, slamming the door on Bradley. He’d seen the accusing look on his face as he shut him out, one that was putting the pieces together. Why Chazz had acted so cold toward Velvet. No one had known about him and Sasha until that moment.
He was crossing the yard between the back of the stables and the armory, the building looming before him, its shadow stretching for him like black claws, columns placed before its doors like a monster’s long teeth. Its structure gave Chazz the feeling he was walking toward a beast’s open jaws, one ready to swallow him whole. The thought crossed his mind and he wondered if he would rather be eaten by a monster than face what awaited him at the wall.
“May I
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PRONUNCIATION GLOSSARY

NAMES

ANIELA — AH-NEE-EL-A
BIDRII — BEE-DREE
CALLEREO — KAH-LEER-EO
CECERO - SESS-A-RO
DIMAROY - DE-MAH-ROY
DRAVYN - DRAY-VIN
RAEFFEAL — RAY-FEE-AL
ELIXIREN — E-LIKS-SER-EN
ENARI — EHN-AR-EE
ENRIUS — EN-RE-US

ERIEL — EH-RYE-ALL

ILIAN — [LL-E-AN
JARREIDEN — JAR-RAY-DEN
KAHNAVI — KAA-NA-VI
KREENO - KREE-NO
KYNJA — KEY-NYE-YA
LARRA — LAR-RAH
LEANDRO - LEE-AN-DRO
LUI- LOU-EE

LYWYN - LEE-WIN
MARIK — MARE-ICK

NASIRALMON — NAZ-EAR-ALL-MON

NERIEN — NEAR-EE-EN
NYMPH — NIM-PF
OCREEANS — OH-KREE-ANNS
ORACIEN — OH-RAY-SHEE-IN
PRAVA — PRA-VAH

RHYS — REESE
RITZER — RITZ-ER
SAOS - SOWS

SAOMA - SOW-MA

TERIUS — TEAR-E-US

TIMBRIUS — TIM-BREE-US
VERSAEUS — VER-SAY-YUS
VISNOMA — VISH-NO-MA

VON ESCHEN - VON-ESH-EN
VON DURKHAM — VON-DIRK-EM
WYVERN — WHY-VERN

LOCATIONS

AZANAUN - AH-ZAH-NAAN
BALKANOS — BALL-KAAN-OS
BRATHAM — BRATH-UM

CALEDONIA — KAL-DOE-NEE-A

FHAN - FAWN
GERAWN — GER-RAWN

MELLINITH — MEH-LEN-ITH
MYSTAREA — MISS-STAR-E-A
NEN-NEVI - NENN-NEH-VI
OCREE — OH-KREE

QU'VISRO - QUE-VIS-ROE
REMIRA — RA-MEER-A

RTHOLEO — ROTH-OH-LE-O
SHAELZ GLADE — SH-AILZ GLADE
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There are not five, but six ravens.
And at the return of a crown,

The sixth raven will be found.
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This Book is dedicated to:

My parents, who worked hard
and let me follow my dreams,

My sister, who is my best friend,

And my husband, for being my support
and making every day wonderful.





