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     Once amid the fertile lands


    Were proud and strong brigands.


    Vain in their ways,


    They numbered their days;


    Then came the blight


    With fire so bright.


    It devoured hearts and pride.


    In agony, their children cried


    As roaring devoured every drop


    Of life, livestock, and crop.


    Red, orange, gold, and blue 


    Reshaped the lands—people, too.


    Now they writhe amid the pyre


    of Abiassa’s Fire.
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			It was said the very soul of the land burned within her. The soul of the fire, of Abiassa. The thought drew Kaelyria Celahar’s gaze to the Fiery Mount. She traced its spine in the distance. The charred slopes teemed with reddish-gold lava spilling down into the Lakes of Fire. So beautiful. Forbidding. Compelling. 

			“‘Red, orange, gold, and blue; Reshaped the lands, people, too.’” Kaelyria’s breath bloomed over the leaded glass as she recited the ancient rhyme. As the circle of fog shrank, she braced against the heaviness crowding her, sniffling out the joy she once felt at being the heir to the throne. The future ruler of a realm so powerful. “‘Now to thrive on holy pyre, They unleash . . . Abiassa’s Fire.’” 

			Blackened earth shifted, forced aside by the burning elements that glowed bright against the night-darkened land. Just as she would push aside the darkness pursuing her and her people. Gone were the laughter and merriment that thrived in the days of her childhood. At nineteen, she was an adult, no longer the child who once danced around the Great Pit singing the evensongs with her friends. With Haegan. 

			Things changed. 

			Kaelyria lowered her gaze. Hand on her stomach, she drew in a breath as synergy, hot and thrumming, surged against her palm. Answering. Churning. The very essence of who she’d been since Haegan’s incident now infused her with the abiatasso that guided her, enabled her to someday rule. But more importantly it existed to protect the people of Zaethien. 

			Even the midnight sky seemed to shrink, yielding darkness to the territories beneath its heavy cloak. Or maybe they were shrinking because of her intended course—if her connection with the land was as whole as she’d been taught, could it feel her turmoil? The irrevocable path she’d chosen?

			Grief anew threatened to strangle her. She closed her eyes. If she did not do this, the fires could go out. The land could die. But if she did, she could die. 

			“My lady-princess?”

			The soft voice pulled Kaelyria from her somber thoughts. She straightened, smoothed a hand down her silk-embroidered gown as much to brush away the weighty thoughts as to compose herself, and turned from the window. Across the black lacquered floor, torchlight scampered up the gilded walls and tapestries, casting an odd glow against her handmaiden’s young face. 

			Pulling the silk wrap tightly around her shoulders, Kaelyria lifted her chin. “Is he here?” 

			Kiesa gave a reluctant nod, no doubt held captive by the fear that shone in her eyes. This was the end, even her maiden knew. “My lady-grace, are you sure you—”

			“Bring him.” Kaelyria dared not trust herself to hear anyone’s concerns or complaints, especially the one who knew her heart better than most. The one who attended her minute by minute. The one who dressed her, laughed with her, and shared confidences. 

			Kiesa tucked her head and stepped back. Once she’d cleared the threshold, she gave a quick bow and vanished. 

			One last chance to change your mind. Would Haegan ever forgive her for this? Would Father? And Graem . . . The thought cinched a tight cord around her stomach. 

			A large shape filled the doorway. Cilicien ka’Dur entered, followed by Kiesa. Hair smoothed back, facial hair trim and neat encircling his mouth, he brought with him a chill that defied the roaring fire in the hearth. Adorned in his Ignatieri overcloak and black breeches, he made an impressive figure as he bent before her. When he bowed, the firelight caught the gold threads and streamed down them, striking the rubies, orange sapphires, and—the most prized—citrines stitched into his mantle. Fiery prisms exploded from the gems and leapt around the room. 

			“Princess, it is an honor.” His voice seemed oiled, slick. Though his gaze did not go to the fireworks cast by his bejeweled cloak, ka’Dur could not keep the pride from his eyes, from puffing his chest. 

			Kaelyria curled her hands into fists, her attention flicking to where Kiesa stood in the shadows, sensing the support of her handmaiden against this accelerant. His appearance had caught her off guard at their first meeting—he was not what she’d expected an accelerant to look like, especially not one of his caliber. Old, gnarled, she’d expected. This . . . Even as it pleased her eye, something about his beauty sparked unease in her heart. 

			With an amused look, ka’Dur strolled her private quarters, considering the paintings, the sofas, the gold tables, and brocade tapestries. “Quite a change from our last place of meeting.” 

			Kaelyria ignored him, steeling herself. “Are you prepared to do this?” 

			“Are you, my lady-grace?” 

			Kaelyria walked quickly to the armoire and retrieved the pouch from the lead box. She rubbed her fingers over the velvet. Gems poked through the fabric and rolled against her palm. Half her inheritance, and the gems the least of the price she would pay.

			Any price is worth protecting Abiassa’s Fire.

			And Haegan. He’d have a life of splendor and adventure, just as he’d always wanted. Deserved. Not a life of stone walls, drafty rooms, with a crippled body and a crotchety old guardian. For him, if not for the entire kingdom.

			She spun around. Arm extended, she held out the pouch. “Your price, accelerant.” 

			Eyebrow arched, he stalked toward her. Slow. Methodical. With a flourish, she released the bag. 

			Cilicien lunged and snatched the treasure from the air. Quick, for a man weighted by gems and pride. He could not be trusted beyond what they had agreed. 

			Watching her, Cilicien tugged the gold drawstring and dumped the blood price into his hand. He ran a finger along the jewels, their perfection capturing the torchlight and tossing colors along the papered walls. “You are sure, princess, that you want to do this? You’ve heard—” 

			“I am neither deaf nor stupid.” Her voice trembled, but whether fear or conviction mastered her, she could not be sure. “I heard the conditions. Had I not agreed or understood, you would not be here. Time is short. Come.” She pivoted on her slippered feet, her crimson gown fluttering as it stirred the air. In the hall, she hesitated at the portrait of two children, her eyes on the boy with wavy blond hair and a smile that rivaled the sun. Her heart ached. Was she doing the right thing?

			“Your Highness?” 

			Kaelyria blinked. She continued down the passage and, lifting her skirts up, she mounted the stairs. At the top, she made her way to a small door. “Quickly. Let me do the talking.” She speared Cilicien with a warning look, not moving until he acknowledged her command. 

			She allowed Cilicien and Kiesa to enter the musty, narrow stairwell huddled in the north corner of the castle. Behind them, she locked the door again, then slid past them both, meeting her servant’s eyes. “Kiesa, remain here and watch the door.” 

			Lifting her hem, she climbed the spiraling steps to the Upper Tower. 

			“You are aware, are you not, princess, that Poired Dyrth is advancing—”

			Kaelyria spun and thrust a palm toward the man. Heat blossomed out like a blanket and pinned him to the wall. “Speak not that name again, accelerant, or it will be your last breath.” 

			Cilicien smirked. With a flick of two fingers, he brushed aside her wielding, and Kaelyria flinched as the embers recoiled. “You would wield against the one who has agreed to help you in this scheme?”

			Kaelyria swallowed, unprepared for the ease with which he countered her strength. Surprise tangled her mind, but she drew herself up. “You would do well to remember whom you address, accelerant. That name offends House Celahar; it was the son of the Cold One who stole my brother’s life.” 

			“I meant no disrespect, princess. We are wasting time. The enemy sits on your doorstep.” 

			Yes, she knew Dyrth was near. She could feel the icy tendrils of his wickedness blowing bitterly against the fires within her breast. 

			At last they rounded the final corner to Haegan’s lonely chambers. 

			A venerable accelerant stood in the fore-chamber, flame-etched sword in hand. Scraggly beard and hair framed eyes that missed nothing. Though it would seem the brown robe hid a frail body, Kaelyria knew better. Once she had made the mistake of scoffing at the aged man. He’d flattened her and her pride in one fell swoop that left her trembling. 

			Kaelyria inclined her head, slipped a foot behind herself in a slight curtsey. “Sir Gwogh, forgive this intrusion.”

			He sheathed his weapon. His eyes brightened. “My lady-grace.” Wariness crowded his welcoming expression as his gaze shifted behind her. 

			“Master,” Gwogh said, bending curtly at the waist. “I was not aware House Celahar was given to entertaining someone of your . . . notoriety.” 

			Smooth, sharp words. Kaelyria almost smiled at the thinly veiled accusation. Still, she did not need dissension, even between two masters of the Flames. “He is here at my behest, Sir Gwogh.”

			Confusion ruffled the elder’s thick gray beard. He shifted his drab robe. “Forgive me, my lady-grace. I do not understand why you would come, and with . . . him. Not at an hour as late—” His bushy eyebrows sprang up. He gasped as understanding seemed to overtake him. 

			She should have known this could not be hidden, not from one so attuned. Kaelyria forged ahead. 

			“No, princess! Please do not do this.” He rushed her, clutched her arm, propriety abandoned in his panic. 

			The thick door to Haegan’s bedchamber stood ajar. Kaelyria’s eyes traveled the twenty paces to her brother’s bed. To the frail form cradled by moonlight. Though she visited him daily, the ache never lessened. “He is resting well tonight?” she asked softly. 

			“For once, yes, he sleeps in peace.” Gwogh touched her again. “Please, princess. It was a story, an old legend. This should—cannot—be done.” 

			Awareness of the finality of her actions flared through Kaelyria, pinning her, eyes locked onto her brother. “Legends are born of truth, did you not tell me that once?” Perhaps Haegan would take this gift and become a legend himself. He had it within. At least, he did once . . . 

			“When you were but five, my lady! Wh-when you were champing for adventure and excitement.”

			She remembered her days of innocence with a sad smile. “Now . . .” A light halo wreathed her brother’s golden shoulder-length hair. She removed the old accelerant’s hand from her arm. “Now, Haegan must have his own adventure.” 

			“No!” Gwogh cried as she moved past him. “I beg you. Please—”

			“Stop simpering, you old fool,” Cilicien ka’Dur snapped. “Behave as befits your station.”

			Surprise darted through Kaelyria, and she saw it on Sir Gwogh’s visage, but the reprimand almost seemed deserved. At least, that’s what her guilt said.

			“Cilicien!” Gwogh hissed. “I will not allow this. He is my charge, and I—”

			Light and heat collided in a massive fireball between the two accelerants. 

			The aged flexed and rolled his fingers as he defended the door to Haegan’s chamber. “You know the price!” 

			Drawing a hand back in a swift retreat, Cilicien drew in a deep breath, his nostrils flaring. He flicked his thumb then thrust his hand like a blade at the aged accelerant. 

			The blast of heat struck Gwogh’s counter wield like a hammer, knocking him backward. 

			Kaelyria lifted her own hands, stunned. “What are you?”

			But the slick accelerant slid his left palm toward her. 

			Stunned, bound by a band of Cilicien’s power, Kaelyria felt a surge of anger. Righteous indignation and fear lent her strength, but not enough. She stood helpless. 

			Balance compromised by his attack on Kaelyria, Cilicien slid backward along the stone floor, his boots making a ragged scrape as they gave up traction. Closer to the stairs. Closer . . .

			With a primal growl, he drew both palms back to himself in a momentary withdrawal of his wielding. Before Gwogh could fill the sudden vacuum, Cilicien shoved himself forward with a shout, ducking under Gwogh’s line of attack and sending a blue-black wave of heat slamming into the older man. 

			Gwogh smacked against the wall. His head bounced off the stone. He collapsed in a heap of linen and robe. 

			The band encompassing Kaelyria vanished. She stumbled but caught herself, hand going to her mouth. “What have you done? How could you—”

			“He would have stopped us.” Cilicien smoothed back his hair and wiped the small trail of blood at his lip. 

			“I could have explained,” she said, kneeling beside the man who’d tormented her brother with endless Histories and Legacies, who’d comforted him with faithful service for years. She brushed the white strands of hair from his face and fingered the singe mark on his temple. 

			“He’ll live. But we will not if he regains consciousness before the transference is done.” 

			Was she making a mistake? It might not be right in terms of legal wielding, but was she wrong to do this? 

			“Princess.” Cilicien’s tone was curt, dark. “Would you have Dyrth steal your gift?”

			The words pulled her to her feet. She gazed at Gwogh once more, then eased into the room, crossing from wood floor to thick carpet that softened her steps as she reached Haegan’s bed. She lifted her gown and hitched her leg, easing onto the edge of the thick feather mattress. 

			Haegan’s dark blond hair lay against the pillow, silky and the color of autumn fields in the Northlands. Kept trim and neat by Sir Gwogh, Haegan looked ready to attend court. A strong jaw mirrored their father’s, but he also had a beauty that not many had the benefit of seeing, since he did not venture outside these walls. Maybe he would capture the heart of a lady, find love, once outside Seultrie. Once free of Seultrie. 

			Did he look paler than usual? She touched his cheek. All Celahar heirs held the fire within that burned hotter, even those, like Haegan, who did not wield the Flames. Were he ill, his flesh would cool. Not warm as most outside these fortified walls. 

			No, he was warm. Had he been allowed to grow into the man he should have been, Haegan would’ve ruled the kingdom with presence alone. Father had loved him so much. Doted on him. Afforded him every pleasure. Until that day Poired Dyrth’s foul creatures poisoned Haegan and left him without the use of his limbs. 

			She drew a finger along his forehead, tucking aside a curl. Her brother, separated by a mere ten months. They’d nearly shared the same womb. Had shared the same toys. The same jokes, same everything. Until that day. She traced across his jaw again, so wishing he could run and laugh. And he would. Tonight. In a few months—before he reached the Falls—he would turn eighteen. He should be whole when he entered manhood.

			The cost . . . Oh the cost!

			“Do you know,” he said softly, eyes still closed, “how rare it is to be touched?” Blue eyes opened and fastened on her. “I would know yours anywhere, sister.” 

			Leaning over him, she smiled. “Silly fool. You would know not mine from any other lady’s.”

			“Not true,” he said, the words familiar, repeated at nearly every greeting. “Yours holds fire.” 

			It was their joke. Because of the abiatasso, heat within her burned purer and more direct. And it often found escape in tiny aspects like her touch. Especially, for some reason, with Haegan. He could tell hers apart. Always had been able to discern. A lopsided grin worked its way across his face. Then he frowned as his gaze drifted past her. To the skylight. Then back to her. “What . . . why are you here? It’s past midnight.” 

			The back of her throat grew raw. She drew up her courage and leaned closer. “I have a gift for you.” 

			He chuckled. “Could it not wait till morning? I’ve been slaying dragons and saving beautiful damsels all day. I need my rest.”

			She smiled. “A thousand apologies, brother, but some gifts are impatient.” 

			His gaze flicked to her right and hardened. “Who are you? Where is Gwogh?” 

			Kaelyria touched his lips. “Shh. This is a . . . friend. His name is Cilicien ka’Dur. I . . . I need him here.” 

			Uncertainty twitched in Haegan’s eyes. “Why? Why do we need another accelerant?” Clarity shone in those blue orbs so like their father’s. “Kae, something is not right.” 

			Smoothing the curls along his face, she spoke what she had practiced a hundred times in anticipation of his discernment. “You trust me, don’t you, brother? Haven’t I taken care of you all these years, visited you, loved you?” 

			“Of course.” His gaze bounced again to the accelerant. “Where is Gwogh? Bring him.” Such authority.

			“Listen to me, Haegan.” On his cheek, she felt the prick of stubble. A month shy of eighteen and already manhood crouched at his door. So strange to think of him as such. “Remember the Tale of Ruadh?” 

			 “Our favorite.” 

			Because I have longed for this day . . . “I have been doing research with Cilicien’s help.” Kaelyria considered the accelerant. Though her gifts warned her not to trust ka’Dur, he was the only member of the Ignatieri with the strength and abilities—and willingness—to help. 

			Right or wrong, it must be done. 

			“We can do it, Haegan.” 

			“Do what?” Wariness clung to his words and his gaze.

			“Change places.” You must sound more certain. “Like Ruadh and his best friend.” 

			“What . . . what do you mean?” 

			“We can trade places, of sorts—”

			His eyes widened. “No!”

			“—but only for a short while,” she said, pressing against his shoulder. “Just like Ruadh.”

			“Kaelyria, this is madness. Stop this talk at once.” 

			“No, it’s not madness.” She forced a laugh into her voice. “It’s amazing—you’ll be free, Haegan. Free!” She scooted closer, pulling both legs up onto the bed with him, feeding off the hesitation in his objections, off the longing in his eyes. And in her own heart. “We can do this, just like Ruadh and Manido.” 

			Haegan half smiled at the mention of the great friends. But she saw the doubt: they were myths. 

			“You will recall that when Ruadh’s wife was found murdered, her brother, Manido—though mortally wounded in the battle that had claimed his sister’s life—transferred his gifts to Ruadh to rout the killer.” They’d loved that tale, the sacrifice of friends for the love of one woman.

			“I recall,” he said with a snort, “the transference cost those friends their lives.” His eyes closed. “I am too tired for tales of fancy. It’s madness. Go to bed, Kaelyria. We’ll talk in the morning.” 

			“Haegan,” she said, the merriment gone from her voice. “Sir Jedric has asked our father-king for my hand. In three months, I leave Fieri Keep.” 

			He locked onto her once more and scowled. “You’re betrothed?”

			She struggled to smile. “Aye, but before I leave, I want to give you a gift. For one month, you will have all your strength, all your vigor.” 

			“I care not about a gift. You can’t leave. What of Graem?” 

			She shrugged, pretending she didn’t know what he did not speak: What of me? “It is ordered that I marry. No use in arguing. So, please, let me bestow this upon you.” 

			“How? How would you—?” Haegan shook his head. “No. No, we can’t.” 

			“I am doing this, Haegan. It is my gift to you. Do not refuse me, brother. I beg you.”

			He considered the accelerant for a long while in stony silence. And in that time, Kaelyria saw again what a strong king he would have made. A defender. Protector. “What will happen to you?” 

			Her heart thudded at the question, afraid she’d betray herself. “To me?” She scoffed, nearly choking on it. “Nothing. It transfers gifts. Not bodies.” She laughed, but it sounded hollow even to her. 

			“There is a cost. There is always a cost.” Haegan frowned. “It doesn’t make sense. I have no gifts! Our father-king is on the fields, fighting for Seultrie. If you are without your gifts, Seultrie is undefended.” 

			“Foolspeech, brother. Half the Jujak are quartered here in the keep.” 

			“And as a capital city, there are accelerants within Seultrie’s borders,” Cilicien added. 

			“Look around you, sister” Haegan said. “I have a mind that works. That is all. You have that and much more, all of which are vital to the protection of Seultrie.” 

			“No, I assure you—it does not eradicate my gift.” She licked her lips, braced as she recited words she’d practiced over and over. “It is but a share of what I possess. And only for one month.” Remind him of his long-held dream—to walk! “Go to the Falls, Haegan—the Great Falls. It’s time for the Kindling. You remember the Kindling, yes?” 

			He hesitated, his eyes sparking with the realization of what she meant. “Once every hundred years . . .” 

			With a smile and nod, she grew impassioned. “Yes! And this is that year. Walk beneath the healing waters. Then, you will have your life back.” 

			“Kaelyria, never did I imagine you’d be so short on intelligence. The Kindling is another flight of fancy.” Haegan huffed, but she saw in his words and expression the faint hope to walk again. “Why must you persist? It’s insanity!” 

			She lifted his limp hand and held it in hers, then crushed it against her lips. Tears burned. “Can you imagine? Being able to walk and feel again?”

			He studied her. “No.” His voice neared a growl. “It is not right.” 

			“My prince, if I may speak?” 

			Fierce, discerning eyes sliced through the accelerant. Haegan had always been shrewd. “You may not. I do not trust you, accelerant. I would seek the advice of Sir Gwogh.” He looked to the door. “Where is my guardian?” 

			“A bit tied up with duties, my lord-prince,” Cilicien answered. 

			“I will wait then,” Haegan said. 

			Kaelyria lifted both his hands, though she knew he could not feel or return the fervor of her grip. After pressing a kiss to them, she set her chin on their joined hands. “An adventure, Haegan. We’ve dreamed of this day for so long, and now that I have a way, you refuse me. You’re breaking my heart.” 

			His brows knitted. “You twist this on me.” 

			“I only want to give you something you’ve long wanted, return what has been stolen from you before I am wrenched from our home and you.” Tears blurred her eyes at the thought of being Jedric’s bride. Heartless creature. “We’ve both talked of this so often. Please?” 

			“I want to know the side effects,” he said. 

			“You may have a peculiar craving for lace and petticoats,” Cilicien teased. 

			Haegan scowled. 

			Kaelyria could only laugh. “He jests!” It felt good to laugh amid this tension. “Do it for me, brother. Let my one gift to you be this before I am gone from my home.” 

			“What would I do, Kae? I am nobody. To be sure, the kingdom has forgotten me. I have no life. No friends. Almost no visitors, besides you and Gwogh.” 

			“Just . . . for me,” Kaelyria pleaded again. “Let me have the pleasure of seeing you whole, at least for a short time, brother. Go to the Falls. What do you have to lose?” 

			He laughed. “It’s not what I have to lose that concerns me.” 

			Her heart caught. “Then you refuse me?” Would she have to force him? “But—”

			“Be at peace.” He closed his eyes and sighed. “You wear me down with your begging. In all our years, you’ve never persisted so earnestly.” Once more he glared at the accelerant before meeting her gaze. “I will do it. For you.”

			Tears sprang to her eyes. She might save the kingdom after all. “Thank you.” With a nod, she looked at Cilicien. “Begin.”
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			Zireli, ruler of the Nine, king of Zaethien, and Supreme High Lord of the Ignatieri, stood on the field with his eyes closed. He opened his awareness and tuned into the land spread before him. To the sweet smell of grass and the wildflowers dotting the plain. To the warbler joining the chorus of dawn, waking the slumbering valley, the melody a deceptive distraction from the danger lurking beneath the thin veil of mist. The dampness of the predawn hour soaked into his clothes, its temperature subtle yet significant. To some, unnoticeable, but to him—unmistakable. 

			He turned his senses across the hillock to the right. The coolness proved prevalent and welcoming. Zireli breathed softly, deeply, pushing from his mind weighty concerns: his wife, daughter, and son back at the keep; the fleeing refugees under his protection. And his fears—was his daughter enough to protect Seultrie and its inhabitants? Would she remain strong? She was the only hope, now that he had been forced into the field to war with the enemy. 

			He focused on the sweet grasses. The crisp, fresh field. Beyond the rising knoll on the other side, the temperature dipped as it spread over a small lake. Even farther north the lake-rich land of Caori taunted him with its faint but brisk scent. 

			Behind him, a throat cleared. 

			Ignoring his warriors, Zireli pushed deeper into his own senses, to what the air told him. His elite, the Jujak, were chosen for a reason, for their prowess, their ferocity. And even for their impatience to act. 

			But now, this morning, he must take time. Determine the enemy’s location. If it took till the noon meal, so be it. 

			A soft thwat made him smile. No doubt General Grinda had used a glove to slap the warrior who had complained, silencing him. 

			Zireli craned his head to the left. Trees and utter calm. He brought his search back to the center of the northwestern quadrant of the plain, hidden behind a cluster of boulders. A balmy breeze drifted down across the grass, pushing his hair away from his face. 

			He lifted his head, inhaling deeply of the air that wafted from the cool center-north area. Then to the left again. Inhale. Tepid. 

			Pivoting, he opened his eyes. Stalked the half-dozen yards back to the contingent. He swung up onto his horse. “There, in the northwest.”

			Grim-faced Grinda glanced in that direction, using his looking glass. He lowered the brass piece and eyed him. 

			“You doubt me,” Zireli said, his mount shifting beneath him. 

			“Nay,” Grinda said. “But there’s only one course of action around that area—burn the trees.” 

			The trees flanked the enemy on two sides. He could burn the foliage, forcing the troops backward—out of Zaethien. It’d be easy. “Too easy,” Zireli muttered, taking in the treetops. The rocks. “The woods are populated with pine.”

			“Easier to burn.”

			“Mm.” Why could he not shake the ominous feeling? Pine was one of the easier woods to burn. Oak the harder. 

			“Perhaps Dyrth has become overconfident,” Captain Mallius suggested, but his tone belied his words. 

			“He is always overconfident,” Zireli said. “But not stupid.” Would Zaethien bring about their own demise in this battle that felt more futile with each engagement? 

			“Whether a trap or not, we must drive them back.” Grinda’s gravelly voice grew dark. “If not here, then on the higher plains.” 

			“Where we risk higher civilian casualties,” Captain Mallius said. 

			Zireli pulled his attention from the valley beyond the boulders. Two villages and another that could be a city. Over a thousand people. What few farmers this region held had fled to Seultrie and even Caori. 

			Here on the plain fatalities would be limited to his men and the enemy’s. 

			“Only my nine and you.” Zireli jabbed his heels into his mount’s sides. 

			“Valor Guard, forward! Captain,” Grinda said, “hold here and make ready to return to camp.” 

			“Aye, sir!” 

			Zireli was already in the open when he heard the thunder of hooves racing up. The nine Jujak chosen as his personal guards fell into formation with the ease of long practice. Within ten minutes, they were on the inner perimeter of the tree line. Zireli and the warriors dismounted and gingerly picked their way through the woods. 

			The hill spilled down toward a small pond not large enough to be marked on a map. Around the water, the Sirdarians sat talking, sharpening swords. Oiling leather and buffing shields. Skirmishes to the left exhibited the prowess of the enemy army. It was not so much skill but a penchant for brutality and cruelty that marked their kind. 

			Zireli gave a lone nod. 

			Without a word, Grinda sent the nine flaring out. They’d form the Fire Triangle—a triangle within a triangle three times over. The formation protected the wielder and yet still allowed the Guard to fight effectively. 

			On a knee, Zireli lowered his head. Closed his eyes again. Attuned his being to Abiassa, to her will and the blessed lands he was tasked with protecting. Fist on his chest, he bent his will to hers. “Guide me by the Flames. Protect me by the hand of thy Deliverers.” 

			Zireli pulled himself to his full height. Opened his eyes, maintaining the calming. He planted his right foot back, crossing his wrists in front of him as he did. 

			“Eyes out,” Grinda ordered the Valor Guard. He uttered an oath, grunting as he tried to shake off dried leaves sticking to the bottom of his boots. 

			Resin from the trees, no doubt.

			Opening his fists to a palm strike, Zireli swept his hand along the forward-most line of trees. The branches. The leaves. He focused his attention as he turned his palm over and formed a cup, then drew his elbow back to his side, drawing the heat from the elements and into the trunks. Growing the heat. 

			Burning trees was a simple thing, conducted even by first-years. But isolating the burn, keeping it contained within the perimeter, to flush the Sirdarians out of the valley and back through the southern part of the Nine . . . that took focus. 

			Around him, the Jujak shifted, their boots crunching on forest litter. The dim glow of embers sparked. 

			He palmed the area, pushing and pulling, restricting the flames to the trees he’d ignited so the heat intensified. The fire more demanding. While navigating the burning trees with his left, Zireli lured a warm wind to blow against the flames, pushing the fire toward the Sirdarians—as well as the smoke. 

			“Sir!” a Jujak’s shout sounded strained. 

			“What?” Grinda responded. 

			“Taps, sir!” 

			Fire could be so beautiful. So ethereal. It singed, burned, but it also cleansed. 

			“Taps in the trees!” 

			Zireli’s gaze slid to the trunks near him. He saw no ta— Wait! There. Midway up the trunk. Hidden among leaves. Steel poked through, its shiny surface defiant against the dull wood. 

			He traced the trunk to its offshoots. The needles. Pine. 

			And it finally made sense. He skirted a look around them, around the base of the trees. The ground. Zireli’s breath backed into his throat. “It’s a trap!” He spun and used a gust of hot air to push the Jujak from his location. “Back! Get out!”

			He followed swiftly, and they closed around him, running as a unit with him in the center. They reached the horses and swung into their saddles. Zireli’s steed galloped hard, but he kept a watchful eye, trusting his horse to lead him from the woods. They were barreling through the wood sentries when the resin ignited. 

			Zireli shoved his hand out in a flash-strike, pushing back against the concussive boom of the explosion. His horse whinnied in panic as heat rushed over them. A blast of air wrenched him from the mount. Thrust him backward. 

			He hit hard, air punched from his lungs. Zireli slumped against a tree. Ash shook from the burning leaves and branches. He coughed but battled to keep the fire back. To restrict oxygen so the greedy tendril could not devour him or his men. 

			Hands grabbed him. Zireli let the men drag him backward as he wrestled the flames. Fought their advance. Sweat dripped into his eyes, the fire sizzling along his arms and trousers. 

			Struggling between wielding and the searing pain as the fire ate at his clothes, Zireli knew surrender for him meant death for his men. And Zaethien. That could not happen. 

			“Feet,” he grunted, palming the fire that fought him more viciously than a sword-wielding Sirdarian. 

			His men righted him—Grinda patting down his pant leg to crush the flames—and Zireli once more planted his foot back and regained his central focus. He harnessed the oxygen in the air, though it was warmed and ready for ignition, and used it to fan back the fire. He pushed. His muscles aching from the exertion. Whether minute or hours, he knew not, but he held the ground he stood upon. And fought back the ambush fires of the Sirdarians. 

			At last, Grinda’s voice broke through his focus. “We should go, sire.” 

			Exhausted, clothing shredded, Zireli stared at the out-of-control fire consuming the once-quiet forest. Grinda pushed into his periphery, offering the reins to his horse. “Please, sire.” 

			With a huff, Zireli took the leather straps, flung himself into the saddle, and gave one last look at the devastation. At his defeat. 

			• • •

			Fire and torment held Haegan Celahar hostage. Everything hurt. Burned. Ached. Mind ablaze, he tried to claw free. A howl screeched through his mind. Creaking and popping. Echoing darkness. Had he been stretched on a rack and torn limb from limb, he would have felt blessed compared to this torture. 

			But then . . . like a warm bath, a red, fiery light blossomed across his field of vision. Bored through his being and swarmed his chest. His abdomen. Down to his toes. A thrumming resonated, vibrating against his ribs. Tingling through his fingers—

			Fingers? You can’t feel your fingers, fool! 

			“You should go. Now. Kiesa will take you.” 

			“But—”

			“If you are caught, they will kill you.” 

			Who was Kaelyria talking to? The accelerant? 

			White-hot agony ripped through him like a spear piercing his heart. He screamed, felt himself fall as the heat exploded across his chest. His ears shrieked beneath the torment. 

			“Gwogh,” he managed, reaching out, unable to see, searching for the guardian who’d been his right hand. Who had tutored him. Challenged him. Been his friend. Ally. Champion. He felt the man’s presence and groped for him.

			Wait. He thought he was reaching. Even in his dreams, he believed he could run, swim, ride. A fool’s fancy. He couldn’t feel anything. He’d been crippled a decade past. 

			Something caught his hand. 

			No. Can’t be. I can’t feel. 

			“You foolish girl!” Gwogh hissed. “What have you done?” 

			“It had to be done,” came Kaelyria’s unnaturally calm voice.

			“No!” Gwogh growled. “No. Not like this. Blessed Abiassa, have mercy on him,” came Gwogh’s soft whisper against Haegan’s ears. “The Fire King will singe you alive for this!”

			Worse terrors plucked at Haegan’s courage. “Why can’t I see?” He struggled to control the panic. He’d gone years without the use of his body—now his eyes, too? “I’ve angered Her, Gwogh.” 

			“Foolspeech, my prince. Just . . . be at peace. It’ll come . . .” 

			“Are those tears I hear in your words, old friend?” Pushing aside his panic, he tried to calm himself. Then like a light, the aged guardian loomed over him. Sweet relief swept through him. “By the Flames!” He laughed. “I thought I was blind, too.” An annoying sensation in his legs—how could that be?—drew his attention away from his gray-bearded guardian. He shifted. Felt a thump. Heard a crash. 

			A girl cried out. 

			Haegan looked down . . . his legs . . . Those weren’t his legs. His were atrophied, grossly thin and pale. Embarrassing. Humiliating. These were strong, muscular legs. 

			The gray slate felt like ice beneath him. “The floor,” he muttered and glanced around. “I’m on the floor. Why am I on the cold floor?” 

			Gwogh sucked in a breath. “You can feel it? The cold?” 

			Haegan stilled. Let his gaze drop back to the legs. To the slate. Saw a hand moving toward the strong limbs. My hand! A noise, strange and guttural, wormed through his chest. Laughter! “I can,” he said with a laugh. “I can feel. And move!”

			With gentleness that had defined his guardian, Gwogh slid away from Haegan, watching with a strange expression. 

			Every fiber of Haegan’s being erupted. Tingling. Fire zipping from the top of his head to his toes. Feeling! It was feeling. Another bubble of laughter escaped as he again met his guardian’s somber expression. “What ails you, Sir Gwogh? You look as if you’ve seen a ghoul.” 

			“I fear I have.” 

			Haegan drew his feet in, exhilarated when they responded. He reached for the windowsill—how did I get off the bed?—and drew himself up. Rising, he reeled as the world loomed into view. He drew in a steadying breath and let it out, a light fog clouding the leaded glass. He smiled that he could move—view the world at his leisure or pleasure. Disbelief spiraled through him. He shook his head. Madness! 

			I am whole. Tears stung his eyes. How many nights and days had he begged Abiassa to let him walk again? And now . . . it’d happened. 

			Haegan pulled his attention back to himself, to the limbs that had not worked, that could not even hold a goblet. Legs that certainly could not push him to his feet. Balling his fists, he felt the strength. Watched the tendons and muscles contract. Incredible! 

			Bouncing on his toes, he laughed. Glorious! “You spoke truth, sister. I am free!” A presence beside him made Haegan turn his head from admiring his hands. 

			Gwogh. Concern etched the gray eyes, as it had not done in a very long time. Since the day he fell to the poison. And in that second, Haegan had a wretched, awful feeling. This is wrong. Yet he could not let it go. Did not want to let it go. 

			It was wrong. This should not have happened. But all he could say was, “You’re short.”

			“I’m afraid you’ve outgrown me, my lord prince.” 

			Something in Haegan scrambled for reassurance, for Gwogh to say this wasn’t wrong. That it was okay to be free. It was okay to walk and be normal. Strong. But his guardian merely stared. And for a second, that angered Haegan. Could the man not have one spark of joy for him? 

			The graybeard shook his head. “This should not have been done. Forgive me for saying so, my lord prince, but it should not.” He turned and left the room, shoulders stooped. With more than age. 

			The urge to go after him pushed Haegan two steps forward. “Gwogh, wait!” He stopped, his mind whirling and unused to the movement. A gurgle of laughter trickled through him—Walking! I’m walking! 

			“It will take some time to get your land legs,” Cilicien said with an amused laugh. 

			Haegan looked at the Ignatieri high marshal, then at his bed. Blanket and sheets clumped to the side—wait. No. Not sheets and blanket—a shape lay there. 

			Cilicien moved closer to Haegan. 

			Blocking my view. 

			“What will you do first, my lord prince?” The accelerant shifted again, pointed to the windows. “The lands of Zaethien and Luxlirien are plentiful with beautiful maidens, and since you have your youthful vigor back . . .”

			Anger rose. Did he think Haegan so callow? So ignorant of his devices? Haegan swept aside the accelerant, dreading to know what the conniving marshal was hiding, and pushed forward. He stopped, the world tilting at what he saw—Kaelyria. Laid out on the very bed he had occupied for too many years. The bed that had held him, cocooned him, imprisoned him, now did the same to his sister. 

			Breath would not fill his lungs. He stood, mute. Fool! “Kaelyria!” Haegan lunged. “Kaelyria!” 

			She did not move, even as a tear traced her perfect face. 

			“What happened?” He spun toward the accelerant. “What did you do to her?” 

			“Haegan.” A whisper, faint and haunting, reached for him. Clutched him by the throat. “Forgive me, my brother.” More tears as her delicate blond brows knitted. “It was the only way.” 

			Revelation struck him as he stared at his sister. “You knew . . . you knew this would happen.” He groped for understanding that would not come and dropped against the mattress. “Why? Why in blazes would you do this?” 

			“It’s the Year of the Feasts.” 

			“Every hundredth year,” he said. “But, Kae, the Kindling—’tis a fancy, not reality.” 

			Kae drew in a shuddering breath and a smile wavered across her lips, her blue eyes locked on him. “No, ‘tis real. True. I’ve read accounts of those who’ve been healed there. A long time ago, I asked Father to take you when the Kindling came . . .” She faltered, then went on, “He, too, said it was fancy.”

			Her eyes sparkled. “But I’m convinced this is your chance to be whole. This transference will last but one month, long enough for you to reach the Falls.” She blinked away tears that pooled in her eyes. “You can walk beneath the waters and be healed.” 

			“Then . . . then you’ll be released?” He scanned her body, hoping to see her leg move. Fingers lift. 

			“Yes,” she breathed. “But if you don’t get to the Falls, you will be imprisoned again.”

			“This is madness! And supposition—there is no way to know if it is true.” Desperation strangled his words. He shook his head, fighting tears he’d given up on long ago. “My stupid big sister,” he said with all the grief and love a brother could possess. He pressed his forehead to hers. “Why . . .? This is—I don’t want this. You have the abiatasso. Our people need you.” 

			A rustle of fabric preceded Gwogh’s return. 

			Kae’s eyes flicked in his direction. “You must leave, Haegan. I think your guardian has realized that as well.” 

			“I cannot leave you! Not like this.” Haegan felt the tears. The strangle in his chest. Thrumming in his arms. 

			“If you stay, this is all for nothing.” Kaelyria’s eyes sought the guardian. “Get him to safety. When they learn what has happened, the Jujak will act swiftly. Hurry!” 

			“Come, my prince. She’s right.” Hands clapped onto his shoulders. “The queen and king will not be forgiving. They would see you thrown into the Lakes, for the truth of it.” 

			“No. If I’m dead, she gets her legs back, right? This is my fault. I’ll stay.” He’d lived his life in this room, in this tower, watching the heavens. If he stayed, he’d die, true. But he would not abandon Kaelyria. She had not abandoned him when he’d lost his life to poisoning. “If they burn me—”

			Shouts spiraled up from the courtyard outside. He could hear armor clanking. His heart skipped a beat. He’d not seen their father-king in years. A yearning burst within him to have his father laugh, clap him on the shoulder. Just once more. Treat him as the son he was born to be. But now . . . now that would never happen. Even if he weren’t off campaigning, Father would see Kaelyria. 

			And kill me for what has happened here. 

			Fear crested his grief. 

			“You have one month. Only one,” she said. “I watched you lie here for years. Think you I am not strong enough to take your yoke for one month? This was my choice, Haegan.”

			He wavered.

			“If you go now, you can make it.” 

			“No!” He could not let this happen. 

			“Do not waste this gift I have given you,” Kaelyria ground out. “Go, brother!” Another tear escaped and slipped into the thick blond hair that formed a halo around her head. “Save Fieri Keep.” 

			Before he could respond, a resounding thud echoed through his brain. His teeth clattered. His vision ghosted and went dark. 
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			Darkness pervaded. Haegan blinked, digging himself out from the beneath the torment of pain and blindness. His mind scrambled for placement, clarity. For purchase against a torrent of dreams. Blazes! Not dreams—Nightmares! Only as the drums of a pounding headache assaulted him did he realize . . . ‘Tis no nightmare. 

			‘Twas far worse: reality. “No,” he croaked out. 

			As he tried to lift his cheek from the dirt he lay in, his head protested with a shrill ringing. He slumped back down. Someone must have clobbered him and removed him from the palace. With the darkness and the smells, he could not gain his bearings. 

			Shadows lightened as he blinked again. Just an inch from his nose, something moved. Startled him. Then he saw—fingers. My fingers! Scratching in the dirt, Haegan processed the fact that he had full control of his digits. 

			Grief wrapped its powerful talons around his heart and squeezed. Why would she do this? He could not wipe away the image of Kaelyria lying there, perfect. But perfectly crippled. “No!” He curled into himself, rage and grief warring.

			He beat a fist against the dirt. 

			Shouts erupted. 

			Haegan lifted his head. Looked around. Darkness, shadows, stench, and dampness. Where am I? 

			Pounding footsteps jerked him up, and he winced at the pain. He scrabbled backward as several shapes burst from the shadows—straight toward him. His back thudded against something hard. His fingers traced the wooden barrier. 

			The first of the crowd bolted past, leaving a trail of stench. 

			Two more rushed onward. One wedged between the other and the wall. Too close! No gap—the one wearing a cap would trample him. Haegan drew in his legs, arms. 

			Thud! 

			They collided. The boy toppled over him. Feet. Legs. Screams. Confusion addled his mind as he fought to untangle himself. He struggled against the person, against the assault on his senses. Trapped. He felt trapped. And crowded. And weird—all these feelings rushing over him like a squall. 

			“Let go!” the kid shouted. Kicked. Slapped. Punched. 

			Knuckles collided with his eye. 

			“Augh!” Haegan struck out with his own punch, but stopped short, realizing the futility of the move. “I am not your enemy. Stop.” 

			Hands pawed at them both as one of the others returned. Hot, rank breath skated along Haegan’s cheek. “Up! C’mon, Thiel.” 

			Darkness prevented Haegan from seeing straight. Tangles of arms and legs drew him up. Pushed him into the darkness of another tunnel.

			“No, wait.” 

			“Shut yer trap,” the youth ordered, shoving him. “Want them to find us?” 

			Yes. Wait—the guards. No. He did not want to be found. Not till he could sort out what happened, how to fix this mess and restore Kaelyria.

			They propelled him onward. Maybe it was just as well. He wasn’t even sure where he was right now. 

			Light bloomed in the confined darkness, torches drawing closer. 

			“Go!” 

			Arrows thunked into the wood behind him. Haegan started. Jujak! His father’s royal guards!

			He flipped around and bolted, mind afire with the very thought that he could run. He hadn’t done that since he was eight, chasing Kaelyria across the plains to the Lakes of Fire and down the forbidden passages. He’d chased her laughter more than her. And now . . . now she might never run again if he didn’t escape and get to the Falls.

			No! Don’t think of her. 

			One month. That was all he had. There was no going back, so he just had to muster on. Get to the Falls, get healed, and return. This gift his sister had—stupidly, foolishly—given him would not be wasted. He would not dishonor her. He would fix this. She’d walk again. And rule Seultrie and Fieri Keep. 

			What if she didn’t? What if he failed? The thought made him want to cry out again. 

			You’re Prince of Zaethien, son of the Fire King. It mattered not that he’d never sit upon that gilded throne or harness the Flames. He had all the pride necessary to have been sired by the Fire King. 

			Running, he marveled at how long it took his legs to exhaust. It was as if those ten bedridden years had never been. Palming the slick, mossy stone wall for guidance, he hurried on through the blinding darkness, his mind on its own frantic rampage. 

			The wall curved out, away from Zaethien. Darkness lightened the tunnel fifty paces ahead. There the others vanished around another corner. His breath hitched. Having lived inside the walls, he did not know these routes. What if he got lost? 

			Haegan almost laughed. Lost would be the least of his problems if thrust before his father’s Jujak. He’d gained his strength, use of his body, but he’d lose everything else. 

			“No! Don’t slow,” came a panting voice from behind. A slight figure brushed past him. “They won’t.” 

			He looked back. Torches bobbed and armor clanked as the guards ran. “Seal the gates,” a guard shouted. 

			Haegan glanced at the boy. Grubby pants, a large tunic and vest marked the one who’d punched him, he was sure. 

			Stay and face the guards. Nobody would believe he was the prince. At least, not at first. But it wouldn’t be long before the truth was discovered. His father would formally denounce him as he pitched him into the Lakes of Fire. They would not believe Kae had done this of her own will. What Seultrie lost . . . 

			Feet slapped the earth. 

			Haegan’s head jerked up. 

			The boy had returned. Clutched Haegan’s jerkin. Yanked. “Move!”

			They broke into a run, the boy pulling him on when his feet tangled in unfamiliar motion. Is this right? If these street urchins were found with him and arrested, they would be killed, too. He could not be responsible for more lives. For more loss. 

			Though shorter than Haegan by a head, the kid was strong, tugging him onward. Toward the light. Toward freedom. “There!” He yanked again. 

			Haegan tripped. But kept going, his mind alive with conflicting messages. Warm stone. Fire in his shoulder. His gut—something felt strange there. After years of paralysis, now he struggled to orient his mind to what was happening in his body. He hit the boy. They slammed into a wall, Haegan tripping on top of him.

			The boy rolled in his grasp. “Stupid!”

			Haegan grabbed shoulders. Turned. Pushed him toward the opening not more than fifteen paces away. “Go,” he said. Why wouldn’t the boy go? 

			“You’re hurt.”

			“I’m not. I’m fine.” Haegan urged him toward the end of the tunnel. 

			The kid jerked back, but Haegan was already pushing, forcing him to keep moving. “Go!” 

			More arrows thwapped into the wood beams. Seared along his arm. Haegan howled against the pain that exploded in his shoulder. He jerked toward the guards, angry. Why would they hound youth in tunnels? 

			They’re looking for me. 

			Why, Kaelyria? Why did you do this? 

			The boy’s eyes were wide. He’d frozen. 

			“Go,” Haegan growled at the boy. 

			“You’re . . . you’re . . . the arrow hit you.”

			As if he needed to be told. He felt the warmth sliding down his shoulder and arm. Felt the blazing pain. But that didn’t help. “Go!” He shoved the boy. Jerked toward the guards. He didn’t know what he’d do. How he would stop a half dozen of his father’s elite. But he would. With lies. With tricks. Whatever it took. Then he’d have to explain to his father. 

			Right. When had he ever talked to his father in the last several years? 

			Rejected. Forgotten. 

			“Halt! By order of the Fire King!” 

			And now he was no less alone, abandoned even by Gwogh, unable to reach his sister. Why? Why couldn’t Kae have left him to his books? Why couldn’t the guards just let him go? He was no one. Had no friends. No power. Nothing. 

			Pain tugged at his shoulder. 

			Why must they all force him to do something he did not want to do? Why?

			Anger pulsed through Haegan. Breathing . . . hard . . . Just once, for even a moment, he wanted control of his life. Of what happened to him. Something hot flared through him. As if fire ate at his chest. Or an arrow had pierced a lung. 

			How dare the Jujak try to kill me? Before I can reach the Falls, before I can return to save Kaelyria? Before my father could even be consulted?

			But then . . . he would not put it past his father-king to condone their actions. Anger tumbled into rage. If he failed, if these guards stopped him— 

			Rage blew into fury. Kae would live his lot for the rest of her life. She didn’t deserve that. Beauty, grace, purity . . . 

			The clatter of armor roiled toward him. 

			He raised his eyes toward the Jujak. Glared. Why can’t they just . . . leave . . . me . . . alone? A growl rose in his chest. “Why?” 

			Light exploded. 
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			Zireli stormed into his tent, his mind and the backs of his arms still scalded from the explosion. He yanked off his gloves and pitched them onto the table. Rage coiled around his heart and lungs, constricting. His fingers itched to throw the servant fussing over the platter of bread and cheeses. “Leave us.” 

			The servant scurried from the tent without a word, leaving Zireli to his anger. Plucking free the buckles of his cloak, he wrestled his thoughts. “See to it Etru’s family is compensated. Their mortgage paid.” 

			Grinda nodded. “Aye, sir.” 

			Yanking off the armor he’d worn, the simple plates that allowed him to wield but also protected him from arrow and sword, he chided himself. No, he condemned himself. Must. “I could smell it,” he muttered as he set the armor on the stand. He gave a soft snort. “I could smell the resin, but gave no thought to it.” 

			“No one could’ve seen that trap coming.”

			“Trap?” Zireli pivoted. “That was a blazing ambush! The amount of resin—the scent was too strong.” He bent over the wood table, palms flat against the surface as he stared at the maps, the missives, the orders . . . “Yet, I allowed my arrogance and pride to block what was right beneath my nose.” 

			“Sire, he took a risk—”

			“He baited me.” The maps he’d considered in the predawn lamplight revealed the trail Poired had left. The trail right to that valley. “He’s playing with me.” 

			“It makes no sense, this far north, to lay a trap like that. What did he hope to accomplish?” 

			“Why did I not notice the taps?” It was simple thing to note. To take into account. First-years were taught to search their surroundings and weigh the costs and effects of wielding in the area. “And because I didn’t, I lost one of my guard.” 

			The thought of Etru’s body engulfed by fire pried at Zireli’s conscience. Beat him. Tormented him. “Why . . .?” There were no villages, no main cities worth taking. “Why this far north . . .?” But he didn’t need to ask that question. 

			Grinda shifted, but remained silent. A move that drew Zireli’s attention to the man he’d called friend far longer than he’d called him general. 

			“Seultrie. He wanted me away from the keep.” Zireli’s mind flew to his queen and daughter, tucked safely within the walls of Fieri Keep. “She is not undefended.”

			“But she is not you, sire.” 

			Zireli eyed the grim-faced man who stood across the table from him. 

			“Think you the princess’s gift is strong enough to—”

			“It must be,” Zireli bit out, his chest tightening at the thought of Kaelyria facing down such a powerful adversary at her young age. Not even an adult, she was charged with the protection of Seultrie in his absence. “She’s formidable in her own right. Even Gwogh said she had unusual wielding abilities. She’s intelligent, as well.” He’d left her there. Alone. He’d had every confidence in her. The threat against the Nine had come to a head, his presence on the battlefield demanded. “There is naught at the keep save my family.”

			“Aye, but if Dyrth takes the keep, he takes the heart of the Nine. It’s symbolic—the loss would devastate the people.” 

			“She’ll hold.” 

			“The princess is only nineteen, my—”

			“She’ll. Hold.” 

			Grinda glanced at him, speculative grey eyes weighing. Assessing. Thoughts twisted and churned through the man’s granite-like visage. “She’s your daughter—”

			“And you send your son to battle as readily as I set Kaelyria to defend the keep.” Zireli tried to breathe past the tinge of panic that erupted, thinking of his daughter protecting her mother and crippled brother.

			“My son’s a trained Jujak and has been through numerous battles. He’s a leader among his peers. He—”

			Shouts arose within the camp. Zireli strode to the opening and stepped out, eyeing a rider barreling up from the south end of the camp. The red sash across his chest marked him as a Seultrian guard. 

			“It’s Captain Grinda, sire!” a guard shouted. 

			The general was there at his side instantly, his breath raspy. “This can’t be good.” 

			 Ten seconds delivered the younger Grinda to the command tent. The young officer threw himself off his mount and dropped to a knee. “Your majesty, word from the keep.” 

			Aware of the thickening crowd, Zireli turned back to his tent. “Inside, Captain.” Back in the relative warmth of the tent, he stood at the table, his heart in his throat. Was it Adrroania? Kaelyria? Or had Haegan finally succumbed to the poison that had stolen his destiny? 

			“What’s happened?” Grinda demanded of his son as the tent flap closed behind them. 

			The two were much alike in looks—both with the dark hair of their Zaethien forebears. The younger had not yet grown a beard, but the colorings and dark eyes were nevertheless piercing and intelligent. Breathless as his gaze met Zireli’s, the captain gave a firm nod. His cheeks were flushed, his green tunic darkened to almost black by rings of perspiration. He’d ridden hard and fast. 

			Only bad news would come this way. Zireli straightened. “Go on.” 

			“Your majesty,” Captain Grinda choked out. “Information is short but I bring news of your son, Haegan.” 

			Haegan? Zireli twitched, stopping himself from stepping forward. His mind raced to the tower that housed his son. My son . . . Had he died? Would Zireli’s failure to protect Haegan from the enemy’s poison haunt him forever?

			“Speak!” Grinda growled at his son. 

			“The prince has fled the keep.” 

			“Fled?” Zireli shook his head. “Forget you that my son is unable to walk, let alone flee?” 

			“He was . . . restored, my king. By some means. Nefarious, it is rumored.” Posture tense, hands fisted at his sides, the young officer barreled on. “A banished accelerant was seen fleeing the keep through a servant’s entrance.” He swallowed, then a storm swept across his ruddy features. “The princess was found ill and bedridden. She’s—she’s paralyzed, sire. As if she traded places with the prince.” 

			Zireli lurched. “Traded?” His mind twisted and churned through the words. The impossible words. Traded places? “Captain—are you on the drink?”

			Dark eyes widened. “It’s forbidden for a Jujak, sire. In earnest—your son, the prince, is gone and able to walk and your daughter now lies in a tower, bereft and paralyzed.” 

			“Poired?” Grinda asked.

			“No, sire,” his son said. “It’s worse.” 

			“Worse?” Zireli couldn’t laugh this time. His hands tingled with the urge to wield. To hurt someone. “Explain yourself.”

			“Facts are short and rumors long, sire.” Graem’s gaze darted to the ground, then to Zireli, but evaded capture once more. “It is said . . .” He huffed. “King Zireli, it was the prince. Haegan is responsible for what has befallen the princess.”

			Singed by the words, Zireli froze. “You realize the words you speak—you realize what they mean? What judgment would be against—”

			“I do, sire. And I speak no falsehoods. I was sent here—”

			“Why?” Zireli turned to the table again. Betrayed by his own son? No. No, he would not believe that of Haegan. The boy might have no use of his body, but he had a brilliant mind . . . and a good heart. “Why would he do this?” It made no sense. It was not in the boy’s character.

			I left him there . . . in that tower. Too ashamed of his own failings to give witness to what that had cost his son, the kingdom. Had Haegan grown bitter after all those years alone? 

			“I know not, my king. But the princess . . . she sends for you.” 

			“Sends for me?” He felt so witless. Dumbstruck. 

			“Yes, my king. Her gifts . . . they’re gone, sire.” 

			Numbness spread through him. Then panicked alarm. “The keep.” It sat undefended save the handful of Jujak left there. “Ready my horse to ride!” 

			• • •

			Thud . . . thud . . . thud. 

			Thud! 

			Haegan jolted upright. Bright light pierced his eyes, hurting all the way to the back of his skull. He slammed shut his eyelids and dropped back down. Pain bloomed against his head and shoulders. Groaning, he wasn’t sure what injury to nurse—his head, his shoulders, or his heart. And beneath it all, a strange rocking motion that stirred nausea. 

			“You’re awake.” 

			Haegan tried to see in the blinding day. Shielding his eyes, he peered to the side. Three others sat watching him, their backs against a brace support in a wagon that carried them along a dirt road. A boy with golden hair that framed his brow and face grinned at Haegan. Two others sat beside the boy, one a dark-haired teen who looked about eighteen. The other teen had brown skin and black hair. Kergulian, Haegan guessed. 

			“Wh-who are you?” Why had they taken him, protected him, helped
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