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      “Lady Holt!  Oh, Lady Holt!”

      Oh boy.  I stopped in my tracks in the palace hall and clasped my hands together in front of me.  I slapped a smile on my face and turned to the person who called me.  She was a stocky, overweight woman of fifty, with an overpowdered white wig atop her head and a flowery dress over her large frame.  Her attire made her resemble an old couch, the kind you’d find at a grandmother’s house.

      A woman half her age followed.  She was slim, with pretty blue eyes and her natural brown hair tied in a braid.  Her dress was simple, without patterns or frills, but its simplicity was more becoming than the woman’s flowered extravagance.  The pair reminded me of my own mother and me, walking down the street and window shopping.

      It had been a week since I moved into the palace, and I had made their acquaintance a few days before this unpleasant reunion.

      “Lady Alta!” I answered as I inclined my head to the pair.  “How are you today?  And your lovely daughter!  Good morning, Serena.”

      The younger smiled and bowed to me, while the elder looked me over like I was yesterday’s caught fish.  “Good morning, Lady Holt.  I heard a most unbelievable rumor.  One that concerns you.”

      I lifted an eyebrow.  “Oh?  What was it about?”

      “The rumor stated that you were residing in His Majesty’s personal quarters.”

      I gripped my hands tighter, but kept my smile on my lips.  “Oh, that.  I’m just in a nearby room, that’s all.”  Just connected via a door.  Nothing intimate about that.

      She lifted her nose.  “I see.  Is that because of your unique situation?  You had told me you were merely visiting here for a short while, and had no need for a permanent apartment in our wing.”

      “Something like that.”  Please, God, send me some salvation.

      Serena set a hesitant hand on her parent’s shoulder.  “Mother, perhaps we should go-”

      “Nonsense!” Lady Alta snapped as she shrugged off her daughter’s hand.  Her sharp, narrowed eyes sized up her child.  “There is nothing wrong with me asking a few questions.  Besides, I remember when a certain young lady was very impertinent as a child.  She would ask anyone anything that came into her little mind.”

      Serena blushed and dropped her gaze to the floor.  “That was many years ago, Mother.”

      “Yes, but some things never change,” Lady Alta scolded her before she returned her focus to me.  “I do wonder at the cheek of your apartment location, Lady Holt.  You really should watch yourself.  His Majesty detests forward women, as his indifference toward my Serena will show you.”

      I bowed my head.  “I’ll be sure to do that.  If you’ll excuse me, I was going to go for a stroll in the gardens.”

      “Have I told you about my garden?” Lady Alta wondered as she waved a hand at her face.  “What work it takes!  What beautiful plants I have!”

      I couldn’t help but notice that the fingers that she waved were a little on the chunky side.  “I’m sure.  If you’ll excuse me.”

      I raced away without doing the actual racing.  The warm sun greeted me, as did a certain handsome face.  Cassian strode from the palace gates toward me, his hands clasped behind his back and his eyes on the ground.  He was deep in thought.

      “A penny for your thoughts,” I spoke up.

      My offer started him from those thoughts, and he looked up.  His face was a picture of worry, but a smile brightened his looks.  “Good morning.  What brings you out here?”

      “The flowers, and the owner of the flowers,” I told him as I cocked my head to one side.  “But one of them looks wilted.”

      “They do?” he wondered as he turned his focus to the plants.

      I stepped forward and stabbed a finger into his chest.  “The wilted one is you.  You don’t look happy at all.”

      He closed his eyes and faintly smiled.  “Is it that obvious?”

      “As obvious as the sun in the sky.  What’s up?”

      “The sun.”

      I rolled my eyes.  “I mean, what’s bothering you?”

      His eyes darted over me.  “You are.”

      I blinked at him.  “Me?”

      “Your predicament.”

      My shoulders slumped, and I clutched my hand over my heart.  “Oh, that.  Well, I’m not doing too bad here, am I?”

      “No, but we haven’t learned the long-term effects of your interaction with the Dreadwrought.”

      My fingers felt my heart skip a beat.  “What do you mean?  What side effects?”

      “Magic is not without its consequences.”

      “But you said I couldn’t do magic.”

      He folded his arms over his chest and furrowed his brow.  “There is also that unanswered question.”

      “You’re starting to get me worried that I’m not going to wake up tomorrow morning,” I scolded him, before I paused and frowned.  “Or I’m going to wake up and be a bug.”

      Cassian blinked at me.  “A what?”

      I waved a hand between us.  “Never mind.  Anyway, there has to be something we can do while we wait for what may or may not come.”

      He leaned back and looked me over.  “Perhaps there is.  You said you could recognize the man by his face and voice?  The stranger who sent the Dreadwrought and brought you to my realm?”

      I nodded.  “Yeah, why?”

      “We shall perhaps work with those details,” he mused as he set a hand on the small of my back and turned me toward the door.  “There is an artist I know who can draw an accurate representation of your stranger.”

      My face drooped.  “I hope it’s not Velario.”

      He chuckled.  “No, merely one gifted in the normal ways of artistry.”

      “Your Highness!”

      The shout came from the direction of the gatehouse.  The guard messenger I had met on my first night here hurried over to us with a letter in his hand.  My heart skipped a beat at the thought of another message from the stranger.

      The messenger stopped before us and held out the envelope.  “A message from the Runehold Conservatory.  You asked to be notified when something was sent.”

      “Thank you,” Cassian replied as he accepted the letter.  “Stay here in case there’s a reply.”

      I leaned close to his arm as he opened the envelope and pulled out a brief letter.  “What’s it about?”

      “I made inquiries about the Dreadwrought,” he explained as he read the note.  “The Warden of the Runes says another person has recently made inquiries, and perhaps we might meet with them.”

      “Who are they?”

      “The king of Thalorion, one of the other three kingdoms on the continent.  His kingdom relies on the ocean for its livelihood.”  He paused and furrowed his brow.  “They have little need for magic besides the wind in their sails.  I wonder what he could want with the Dreadwroughts.”

      I grabbed his arm and tugged him toward the gates.  “So what are we waiting for?  Let’s go see what this other king wants.”

      And so our new adventure began, one that would leave me pining not for the fjords, but for deserts.
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      “So where is this Thalorion kingdom, anyway?  Is it near that one outpost?  Thornwatch?”

      We swayed from side to side in the carriage as the vehicle bounced its way through the streets of the capital.  The curtains were shut, but I caught brief glimpses of the eager life that brought life to the vibrant city.  Horsemen trotted past, pedestrians scurried behind us, and womenfolk chatted away on streetcorners and in front of the dazzling array of shops.

      How I wished I could have joined them!  To ask them about their day, their clothing, their lives!

      But there was some comfort in the carriage with me.  The handsome but worried King Cassian sat beside me atop the bouncing seat.  He, too, cast his eyes in the direction of the windows, but he answered my question in short order.

      “Thalorian is to the southeast, in the opposite direction of Thornwatch.”  My heart sank.  Cassian wrapped his hand around mine and squeezed it.  “I doubt we would find your mysterious man there, even if we went looking for him.  Very few people travel there to be found.”

      I lifted an eyebrow.  “Why?  What’s past Thornwatch?”

      “The desert of Morsdren.  It’s a wasteland of sand that stretches for fifty miles in all directions.  Thornwatch is the last outpost before that wretched place.”

      I wrinkled my nose.  “Why would anyone need to be a guard station at the edge of a desert like that?”

      “It wasn’t always a desert, but the mistress of the kingdom of Aeloria used her magic to craft ‘death’s den,’ as the old name went.  King Pontarion’s empire stretches across quite a different landscape, in that he doesn’t rule over land at all.”

      “Sea?” I guessed.

      “And islands, and all of the southeastern coast of the continent.”

      “That sounds like a very wet empire.”

      “And lucrative.  He is one of the wealthiest men in the world due to his kingdom’s sea trade.”

      “And you said you didn’t know what he would want with a Dreadwrought?”

      Cassian leaned back and folded his arms over his chest.  “The Dreadwroughts are valuable for their age alone, but they are, as you saw with the one from my treasury, merely keepsakes.  A prize to be admired, but not to be used because their use has not been discovered.”

      I grasped the chain around my neck and pulled the locket out from inside my shirt.  The face glistened in the few slim rays of light that shone through the fluttering curtains.  “So there’s no telling what this is?  Or what happened to it when I touched the Dreadwrought?”

      Cassian cupped the locket in his palm and studied the etching on the front with its unique markings, especially the new addition of the Dreadwrought symbol.  “No, but we might make inquiries at the Conservatory.  Perhaps someone will have seen this city in an old tome.”

      I tapped a finger on the face over the new addition.  “What did you call this sign?”

      “Chronocapra,” he reminded me as he held up the locket.  “You had better hide this while in public.  Its material alone will catch attention.”

      I laughed and tucked the locket into my shirt.  “And then I’ll be strangled left and right by thieves.”

      A crooked smile slipped onto his lips.  “That is an interesting suggestion.  I may employ you to find pickpockets.”

      I winced and rubbed my throat.  “I think I’d get sore at more than just the thieves.”  My hand jingled the chain around my neck, and I paused.  “What was the name of the other Dreadwrought?  The one in your vault?”

      “Ignivane.”

      “And there are twelve?”

      “So the legends say.  I know of many people throughout the centuries who have tried to collect them all, but none ever succeeded.  At least, as far as I’m aware.”

      “Twelve…” I murmured.

      “Does that number tell you something?”

      I bit my lower lip.  “It’s just, well, where I’m from, twelve symbols is what’s called a zodiac.  Each one represents a star in the sky.”

      He lifted his eyebrows.  “Stars?”

      “Yeah.  That’s the other name for the Dreadwroughts, right?”

      “It is,” he confirmed as he looked me over.  “I would be curious to know your country’s legends about the Dreadwroughts.”

      “Oh, there’s nothing about the stars being gears,” I mused as I pressed my hand against my chest over the locket.  I inwardly cursed myself for not taking more interest in astrology.  “I do know some of them were given names because of the way they looked, but that’s all I can remember.”

      “Perhaps you might discuss your legend with the scholars at the Conservatory.  They catalog such stories.”

      “They’ve probably been around for a long time collecting stuff, haven’t they?”

      “For two centuries now.  The original charter was commissioned by an ancestor of mine for research into a skin ailment from which he suffered.”

      “Did they manage to find the cure?”

      “A century after his passing.”

      I snorted.  “Well, I guess better late than never.”

      We rolled through the winding streets until the street widened into a tree-lined thoroughfare.  The same myriad of buildings stood on our right, but ancient trees on our left cast their long, gentle shadows over us.  They were sentinels to a large campus where green lawns stretched from the road to the footings of stone-molded structures.  They loomed up like mighty fortresses of learning, hewn from large slabs of stone set perfectly in place beside one another to create imperious walls.  High, narrow windows looked out on the many floors of the half dozen buildings that interrupted those green lawns.  Their spiral-topped peaks seemed to stab the sky, and parapets ran along the rest of the roofs.

      It almost looked like a prison.

      “Is this the Conservatory?” I asked my native guide.

      “Yes.”

      “It looks like a prison.”

      “In a way, though it works in the opposite direction.  The thick walls are meant to keep people from coming inside.”

      “To steal any knowledge that’s tucked inside there?”

      “Exactly.”

      The carriage turned left and rolled down the wide gravel driveway, crunching the small stones beneath its heavy wheels.  The tree branches swayed as we traveled through a large pair of them.  Their long branches with their thick mess of leaves seemed to reach out for us.

      And then they did!  One of the more slender limbs tapped against my window.  I yelped and jumped into the bemused arms of Cassian.

      His royal pain in the butt chuckled behind me.  “What do you think of the Conservatory’s added protection?”

      I tilted my head back and gaped at him.  “The what?”

      His bright eyes watched the shadows of those monstrous trees fade away behind us.  “The trees are another layer of protection.  They will not allow foreign magic to enter unless the warden has granted express permission.”

      “Does he tell them in person, or do the trees not mind him writing it on paper?”

      “He writes a note and dissolves paper in fertilizer, which he then feeds to the trees.”

      My eyebrows shot up.  “And that works?”

      “The trees have rarely failed the Conservatory.”

      “Then why did they attack my window?”

      “Perhaps they like what they see.”

      I wrinkled my nose.  “Well, they’re barking up the wrong tree.”  Cassian let loose a great, belly-jiggling laugh that vibrated all the way down to my toes.  A grin slipped onto my lips.  “I like a man who likes my jokes.”

      He leaned down and pecked an upside-down kiss on my lips.  “I like more than that.”

      “Like holding me like this?” I wondered as I pointed at his hands that gripped my arms.  “You can let me up now.”

      Cassian sighed, but helped me sit up.  He was just in time, too, because we rolled up to the largest and most imperious of the buildings.  A half-dozen wide stone steps led up to two tall and thick wooden doors.  Scenes of academia were carved into their faces, revealing figures in robes leaning over tables stacked with books and maps, studying the stars under a moonless night, and speaking in front of dozens of smaller figures, no doubt students.

      One figure stood above them all and was positioned front and center in the doors.  It was of a person clothed in robes with a hood over their head and their arms stretched over the tops of both doors.  Their robe was filled with creases, and every crease hid a tome, map, rune, and other objects I didn’t recognize.

      I nodded at the imposing figure as the carriage rolled to a stop.  “Who’s that?”

      “The warden, as depicted by the first to bear that title,” Cassian told me as he opened the door and stepped down.  He turned to me and offered a hand.  “Others have added their own crease to the robes.”

      “Modesty must have been his primary field,” I quipped as I accepted his hand and he helped me to the ground.

      “And integrity,” Cassian whispered as the front doors flung open.  “He was said to have embezzled so much money that the Conservatory was nearly bankrupt in ten years.”

      A man of hardly five feet had emerged from the building.  He scurried down the steps with his arms wide open and a smile partially hidden by his long mustache and beard, both of which were as white as snow.  “Good morning, Your Majesty, good morning!”

      “Good morning, Warden Conditus!” Cassian greeted him in turn as the two men clapped their hands on one another’s arms.  “I hope all is well with the Conservatory.”

      “Oh, quite well, Your Majesty, quite well.”  He paused, and his eyes flickered to the area around us, falling eventually on me.  “This must be the Lady Holt, of whom I have heard some strange tales.”

      I blinked at him.  “What sort of tales?”

      He stepped back and beckoned to us with a finger.  “If you will follow me.  I will tell you more inside.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      We followed our host up the stairs and through the doors.  They led into a large foyer that stretched upward for three floors, stopping only at the open beams of the roof.  Huge arches led into the two wings of the administrative building, and the back side of those halls was lined with door after door.  Most featured a nameplate on the front, and all had little windows that looked into unoccupied offices and empty conference rooms.

      I scooted close to Cassian and lowered my voice to a whisper.  “Where is-” I winced as my voice echoed down the long hall.

      He smiled down at me.  “They’re at their exams.  Would you like to see them later?”

      “See people writing on paper?”

      “Oh no!” our guide exclaimed as he whipped his head around and nearly stumbled over his robes.  “Our exams are very unique!  The only one of their kind in the world, in fact!  You must see them during your visit!  They are not to be missed!  But here we are!”

      Conditus stopped at a door that looked just like the others, complete with a window into a plain office.  The warden leaned one ear against the portal and scrunched up his face.  He gently rapped on the door in three different places, using force all three times.  I cast a questioning, and slightly worried, look to Cassian.  He smiled and tapped his finger against his lip.

      The warden held still for a moment before a smile spread across his face.  He grabbed the knob and puffed out his chest.  “There we are!”

      Conditus yanked the door open, and I expected the sight I had seen through the glass.  Instead, an eight-foot-wide staircase stretched upward, disappearing around a corner and into the belly of the institute building.  The stairs were not only unexpected, but impossible.

      I leaned to one side and peered into the nearest door.  That office extended into the space occupied by the staircase.  I gaped at the sight while Cassian grinned down at me.  “Did you believe the magic was relegated only to the classroom?”

      I shrugged.  “I guess I did.”

      “Magic is all around us,” the warden chimed in as he swept an arm over our surroundings.  “All the buildings are imbued with magic.  Even the trees and grass are soaked in spells.  Now, if you will please follow me, we shall discuss this most sensitive matter in the privacy of my office.”

      The short man scurried up the stairs, and we followed.  I was last in line and jumped when the door slammed shut behind us.  I spun around in time to watch the portal sink into the wall, disappearing completely.

      “Must be fun wandering around this place in the dark…” I muttered to myself as I scurried after the men.

      Cassian had waited for me a few steps ahead, and our host stood at the landing.  We wound our way to the next flight of stairs, and then again.  And again.  I was dizzy by the time we reached the fifth floor.  The stairs stopped at that landing, and an elegant wood door stood before us.  The warden opened the portal and stepped aside before sweeping his arm toward the interior.

      “After you,” he insisted.

      Cassian led the way, and I was on his heels.  We walked through the doorway and into a mess.  The room was somewhat circular, with twelve equal sides.  The area was some thirty feet square and was packed with all kinds of scholarly junk.  There were books stacked higher than I was tall, desks that groaned under the weight of layer upon layer of maps, pamphlets, and brochures.

      The main focal point of the room, however, was the huge desk that sat in the very center of the room.  The furniture was eight feet wide and four feet thick, and could have been a good bed if the marble top had been at all soft.  A huge nameplate sat front and center on the desk.  It read:

      

      
        
        Warden Asser Conditus

      

      

      

      I stifled a snort at the first name.  No wonder Titus had chosen the warden to have a good time with their broom.

      A broom leaned against the wall to the right of the desk, and I couldn’t help but be reminded of Titus’ tale about its theft.  The magical item looked very tempting, leaning there, too.

      I meandered over to the pile of brochures and studied the top.  Much of the overburdening content on the desk was covered by thick layers of dust, but a few of the brochures were not.  I picked up one of the least dusty among the mess and studied the cover:

      

      
        
        Fantastic getaway to Makarian Isle, where all your fantasies come true!

      

      

      

      I looked up at Cassian as he joined me at my side.  “What’s this Makarian Isle about?”

      A stifled shriek interrupted us.  The warden swooped in and snatched the brochure from my hand.  “That is nothing!” he insisted as he slammed the paper down on the desk, grabbed a dusty map, and slid the chart over the whole pile of brochures.  His face was as red as a cherry, and his eyes were wide as saucers.  “If you would please sit down!”

      He gestured almost desperately to a pair of chairs in front of the massive desk.  A third chair stood a little apart from the others.

      Cassian had a sly smile on his lips as he guided me over to the chairs.  He helped seat me and leaned down and whispered in my ear.  “I’ll explain later.”

      The warden must have overheard, because he choked on his spittle on the way past us to the high-backed chair on the other side of the desk.  He eased into the plush chair and entwined his fingers together in front of him.  “Now, if we might begin this most serious matter.”

      Cassian took his own seat beside mine.  “What inquiries has the king of Thalorion made into the Dreadwroughts?”

      “His inquiries started only last month, and he asked that all information about them be sent to him.”

      The king raised an eyebrow and tensed just slightly.  “Did you send him that information?”

      The warden lifted his nose slightly.  “Of course not.  There are several bits of information stored in the conservatory’s private collections, and they can only be viewed in person.  Therefore, I sent back a reply stating as such.”

      “Why didn’t you notify me of his inquiries earlier?”

      Conditus squirmed in his seat.  “I did not wish to trouble you during your nethral hunting expeditions.  Besides, I received no reply to my letter until last week, at which point I notified you.”

      “I see.  What one of his advisors did King Pontarion assign this task to?”

      The warden cleared his throat.  “Well, you see, there was some complication with that-” Footsteps were heard on the stairs.  Our host gestured toward the door with a hand.  “But he will be better able to explain the situation.”

      The footsteps stopped at the door, and the portal swung inward.  A regal man of fifty stood on the threshold.  He wore a black cape draped over his left arm, which covered a puffy ribbed shirt over a pair of equally puffy pants.  They were both a shocking color of turquoise, but his calf-high boots were as black as night.  His long brown hair capped off a suntanned face, though I noticed an unusual gray streak in those tresses.  He had a startling pair of yellow eyes nestled deep in the contours of his face.

      Those same eyes studied us with a cursory examination before he stepped inside and closed the door behind him.  “Good morning.  My apologies for my tardiness.  I had meant to arrive sooner.”

      Cassian rose and also examined the man.  “You show yourself in an unusual form, King Pontarion.”

      My eyebrows shot up.  This, then, was the king who was seeking information on the Dreadwroughts.  His bearing was stiff enough, but there was something…off about his countenance.  I couldn’t quite place my finger on it, but there was something amiss about his appearance that made me uncomfortable.  Like I was staring at a lie.

      Pontarion inclined his head.  “You must forgive this disguise, King Scalyvar.  I sought to avoid unwanted attention on my visit here, and will inform you of the details immediately.  That is, under certain conditions.”

      Cassian lifted an eyebrow.  “You would make demands of a king in his domain?”

      “It isn’t so much a demand as a plea,” Pontarion countered as he stepped forward and bowed low at the waist before the other royal.  “I plead with you to help me in this endeavor.  My son’s life depends on it.”
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      “Your son?” Cassian repeated as he folded his arms over his chest.  “What has the prince to do with the Dreadroughts?”

      Pontarion didn’t raise himself out of his servile position.  “He has been cursed, King Scalyvar.  The witch queen of the sea has doomed him to be her servant for the rest of his life.”  A stifled cry came from the monarch, and he dropped to his knees.  Even Cassian couldn’t hide his surprise as the other king prostrated himself before him.  “Please, King Scalyvar, I beg of you!  Please help me save my son!”

      The warden jumped to his feet.  “There is no need for this, Your Highness!”

      “But there is every need!” Pontarion choked out.  “My son is my only heir!  I must save him!  If not for me, then for the sake of my kingdom!”

      Cassian’s stance relaxed, and he knelt on one knee in front of the quivering man.  “Of course I’ll help however I can.  You need not fear on that part.  My only concern is that I have no answers for you.”

      Pontarion’s head shot up, and he revealed his glistening cheeks where tears had glided down from his watery eyes.  There was kindled hope in those orbs.  “But you might be able to help me!  I must learn all I can about the Dreadwroughts!  Anything you have may help in keeping my son out of her marriage bed!”

      The corners of Cassian’s mouth twitched upward.  “Then the sea witch intends to bed him for herself?”

      “Yes,” Pontarion confirmed as he drew himself into a seated position atop his bent legs.  “And this is all my fault.  I made a deal with her some years ago, before my son was born, that she might have anything along my coast she so desires.  I had not a son at that time, and recklessly made the promise.  Now I have learned that she has been watching my son these eighteen years walk along the coast, and demands he be her husband.”

      “Perhaps we might hear more of your story in the comfort of our seats,” Cassian suggested as he gestured to our chairs.  “I’m eager to hear more of what you have to say, and especially what makes you believe the Dreadroughts are the source of your son’s salvation.”

      “Of course,” Pontarion agreed as he climbed to his feet.  The men moved over to the chairs and took a seat.  He sat stiff and straight, and lifted his chin to show some of his regalness had returned.  “As I told you, I had an agreement with the sea queen, which now threatens the future of my family and my kingdom.”

      “What sort of deal was this?” Cassian questioned him.

      The other king slightly paled, but he rallied himself in short order and cleared his throat.  “The deed is done.  What I hope to accomplish now is to save my son from my reckless decision.”

      “And how do the Dreadwroughts fit into your plan?”

      “I have certain…gentlemen among the sea witch’s subjects who ingratiated themselves into her palace.  They were shown a strange contraption deep in the coralled depths of her lair.  The men had never seen such an engine as this except in relation to the Dreadwroughts.”

      “And how do you intend to use this information to fulfill your goal of freeing your son?” Cassian wondered.

      Pontarion’s eyes rolled over to the warden.  “I had hoped the conservatory could provide me with some information on the Dreadwroughts and explain this machine to the learned men of my kingdom.  Since the sea witch has such a tight hold on this machine, it must be important to her.”

      “Then you intend to threaten its existence in exchange for your son’s life.”

      “If I must, then yes.  Anything for the sake of my son and my kingdom.  I would even face the seven nethrals if it meant redemption for my reckless decision.”

      A faint smile slipped onto Cassian’s lips, and he stood.  “Under such circumstances, what else can I do but give you all the help I can offer?”

      Pontarion leaped to his feet and grasped one of Cassian’s hands in his.  “Bless you and your line, King Scalyvar!  A thousand thanks, and whatever treasure you desire in my trove!”

      “We’ll get to compensation later when we’ve seen what help I might give you,” Cassian countered as his gaze fell on the warden.  “Release any information you have on the Dreadwroughts, even those found in the archived tomes.  While King Pontarion cannot remove the books, he may take what notes he desires.”

      The warden stood and bowed his head to his king.  “Of course, Your Majesty.  I will give the commands at once.”

      “If you could show us out before doing so,” Cassian commanded him.

      The warden’s face paled a little, but he scooted around his desk and over to the door.  “Of course, Your Majesty.”

      I accepted Cassian’s arm, but our exit was interrupted by the other royal.  “You have not introduced your beautiful friend to me, King Scalyvar, and I am most eager to know the woman who is honored to be in your company.”

      “The honor is quite the reverse,” Cassian countered as he turned us so we faced the merchant king.  “But may I introduce you to Lady Grace Holt.  Lady Holt, this is King Korath Pontarion XI of the kingdom of Thalorion.”

      The king stepped forward and grasped my hand, where he left a kiss on the back.  “The pleasure is all mine, Lady Holt.”

      “Likewise,” I stuttered.

      “If you would wait for me here, King Pontarion,” Conditus spoke up as he nodded at the chair recently vacated by the royal.  “I will return shortly to show you to the archives.”

      “Of course,” the stately king agreed as he bowed his head to me before resuming his seat.

      Cassian and I strolled past the warden, who shut the door behind us and eagerly followed at our heels.  There was a tension between the men that I didn’t fail to notice.  Conditus followed along at our backs, and his eyes flickered to his king more than once.

      We reached the bottom of the magic steps and Cassian paused on the threshold of the door, where he turned to face our host.  There was a sharpness in his eyes and words that cut the warden’s oozing toadiness to ribbons.  “I was not aware the deception magic ban had been lifted from the campus.”

      The color drained from Warden Conditus’ cheeks.  “I-I thought perhaps, under the dire circumstances and the close alliance between the kingdoms, that its lifting would be a wise choice.”

      There was a coolness in Cassian’s voice that made me shiver.  “The conservatory can have only one lead benefactor, warden.  Remember that.”

      The warden’s eyes nearly popped out of their sockets, and he bobbed his head like he intended to throw it off his shoulders.  “O-of course, Your Majesty!  You are ever foremost in our minds!  Does that mean you wish for His Lordship King Pontarion to be restricted from some of the archives?”

      “No,” Cassian answered as he stared ahead.  His eyes betrayed deep thoughts of stately affairs.  “Grant him full access to the archives.  However, make a note of all the information he takes with him.  I want a copy of everything.”

      Conditus bobbed his head.  “Of course!  I will
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