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PROLOGUE
The War’s End
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War. Painful and prolonged war. It wreaked havoc throughout the realms and brought to their knees the weaker tribes. Where once all had lived in peace, no longer would peace bless their homes. The strong ruled over the oppressed. The winners gloated to the losers. 

And, yet, in the midst of all the chaos, one tribe remained pure and impartial. 

Hidden by fogs and guarded by plants and people, alike, the inhabitants of Amaryl existed within a paradise of their own. 

An understanding tribe by nature, the Amaryl elders could not fathom deciding which side of the war had the right to win. Perhaps one had provoked the other. Perhaps both had wounds that ran too deep to avoid their conflict. Whatever the case, Amaryl never sent soldiers and never expected to help either side. They merely existed, while the clash of nations ravaged the world around them. 

When the war ended, so too did it change how the outside world treated those from Amaryl. 

Before the war, Tribe Amaryl had been known for their medicines and herbs. For their ability to heal any sickness. After, the rumors began. The talk and jabs at the healers who did not help the dying. 

From there, it became a serious problem. Traders appeared, ready and willing to capture any Amarylite and sell their knowledge... for a hefty price. The people of Amaryl became a sideshow. Something to be gaped at and bartered over. Something valueless.  

The elders tried to negotiate with those rumormongers. When that didn’t work, they sought one of the two nations that had been established at war’s end. That nation refused to help, believing instead the rumors of Amaryl’s cold hearts. 

Because of that, the rumors escalated. Amarylites began to be harmed. Beaten. Sold as slaves. 

To avoid the conflicts, the Amaryl Elders closed off their borders and used their knowledge of local flora and fauna to protect themselves. To exit, any Amarylite must have a letter of passage from the elders. To enter, any outsider must endure the effects of hallucinogenic gasses released by their fog barrier. Few dared to venture into Amaryl lands. 

And yet, a wise Amaryl Elder foresaw the futility of their actions. Though it might protect them for a moment, what would happen if one day a captured Amarylite betrayed his tribesmen? Would the forest and fields burn to ashes? Would the war prevailing outside their closed borders come to take their lives, as well? They could not survive for long, isolated from the world outside. 

So, the elder journeyed beyond their borders to see the state of the world. What he found concerned him more than what he had imagined. 

The Amaryl Elders had known about the division of two nations. What they had not realized was the severity of the war’s outcome. 

For the kingdom from whom they had sought help paid tribute to another. 

The Amaryl lands existed in the foothills and forests of the Draiochta Mountains. Since the beginning of time, Amaryl had thrived alongside the flora and fauna. They had no need to suspect their neighbors who thrived in the mountain range's heights. In hindsight, they should have been aware of the ferocity residing there. 

Qranbu had, in the end, become victors. Now, they lorded over all around them, taking tribute in place of lives and devouring the freedom of those who rebelled against them. Even the other victors in the war quivered in fear at the mention of Qranbu's Dragon Tribe. They were not human, the rumors said, but heartless demons. Monsters without emotions, raised only to kill and destroy. They held no affinity for anyone, no familial connections or romantic feelings. They were bred for war. 

That Dragon Tribe had not invaded the Amaryl ancestral lands surprised the journeying elder. Delighted him, in many ways. But under no circumstances could he trust things would continue on in such a way. One day, Dragon Tribe would require Amaryl's expertise. When they did, they would undoubtedly find a way to rule the bit of the world that hadn’t fallen under their thumb. 

The Amaryl Elder couldn’t concoct a decent countermeasure. So he returned home, discussed with his fellow elders, and together they prayed for their nation's safety. 

The prayer worked for years to come. But they had all known their peace couldn’t last forever. When one never left their borders for fear of being captured alive and sold, it was only a matter of time until one’s greatest fear became reality.
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CHAPTER ONE
Lada
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A whisper of wind snaked through the leaves above and caressed the grass below. Flowers bowed their respect. Birds stretched their wings skyward. Sunlight graced the tips of every living thing, drawing it all in for a burst of life. 

In the midst of this border oasis, a spritely woman bent to smooth a palm over the moss on an ancient elm. Her plaited hair tumbled over one shoulder as she stooped, a single petal falling from one of the blossoms holding her hair in place. The roughly-woven basket on her arm, alight with leaves and vines, swung against her knee with a thud. 

Lada gingerly plucked the moss away from the elm’s bark. “Don’t fret. I’ll take this and you can grow more. It’s for a good cause, I assure you.” 

The elm, of course, did not answer. The trees never did. 

Lada spoke to them because she had been told all living things could hear. If that were the case, the trees must appreciate her explanation when she took things they so cautiously helped to grow. If she explained, wouldn’t the trees happily give her what she sought? 

As carefully as she had peeled the moss away, Lada settled it in the corner of her basket. She had other things to gather. Herbs, spices, and blossoms. If she didn’t make haste, the sun would set before she accomplished her goal. If she didn’t accomplish her goal, she would have to stay out after dark to procure the rest of the items on her list. 

Lada shuddered at the thought. She hated the dark. 

Thus, with one last smile and a soft thank you, Lada rose to her feet and skipped off to find the next item. Red-Crown Mushrooms shouldn’t be hard to locate in this part of Amaryl’s lands. 

Her toes sank into the rain-softened ground as Lada skipped her way to the next grove of trees. They grew in pockets here, making any path more like a maze than a way out. As a native Amarylite, Lada didn’t pay much mind to it. She could navigate the forest as easily as she could concoct Euphoria Tea. Navigating the labyrinthine path came second nature to her. 

She had found the Red-Crown mushrooms and harvested half when a noise caught her attention. 

Lada froze, hand halfway to her basket. As far as she knew, no one ventured into these woods, close to the foggy border of Amaryl lands. Even her mother had been wary of entering the area. 

A bush rustled, stirred by an intruder large enough to move every branch. 

Lada held her breath, waiting for them to show themselves. 

The bush rustled a second time. Its leaves parted, split in half by the newcomer's emergence. 

A relieved breath settled on Lada’s lips. 

The White Deer stalked its way into the cove of trees, each step calculated and regal. Strange, that such a noble creature would find its way to this part of the forest, but a White Deer always bespoke good omens. 

Lada rose to her feet and dipped a curtsy to the royal creature. It had clearly decided to trust her, if it deemed the copse safe enough to show itself. She should return the favor by treating it as Forest Royalty. For all intents and purposes, Lada had invaded his home, not the other way around. She should be polite to the homeowner. 

The White Deer tilted its head, studying Lada for a long moment before it took a step closer. 

Lada remained still. If she moved, she might scare the creature away. White Deer were known for their chivalry and generosity. It wouldn’t hurt her, especially if Lada remained quiet. 

The White Deer stopped directly in front of Lada. Its head lowered toward her basket, its nose taking a sniff. 

Lada slowly raised her basket and peered down into it. 

The White Deer’s head followed. He must want something she had harvested. 

Lada perused all the plants in her care. What could he want from such a diverse collection? Having never met a White Deer before, Lada had no idea what it would eat. Regular deer ate grass and leaves, but White Deer were far from regular. Taking a wild guess, Lada lifted a Wild Rose plant from the corner of her basket. She held it out toward the White Deer, blossom, leaves, and roots alike.

“Is this what you want?”

The White Deer gave one more sniff, took hold of the plant, and began to chew. 

Lada stood still, smiling as the majestic creature ate out of her hand. In a small voice, meant to soothe the animal, Lada asked the most prominent question in her mind. 

“If you don’t mind my asking, sir, why are you so close to the border? It doesn’t seem safe at all. You’ll get caught if you cross out of the forest.” 

The White Deer kept munching, down the plant's stem and to the ground leaves. Not that Lada had expected him to answer, but majestic beasts could surprise anyone. 

The White Deer swallowed the end of the plant, craned its neck, and gave a shake of its head. Then it gave Lada’s skirts a nudge. 

Could it be a form of communication? Intuition told Lada the White Deer wanted her to leave. To move on. 

A second nudge only served to confirm her suspicions. 

Lada didn’t live by superstitions, but when a rare and sacred animal communicated with a human, she should listen. Majestic beasts such as this one were rarely seen by human eyes. Even less often did they offer help or warnings. 

“I’ll go home, then,” Lada agreed. 

The White Deer shook its head, saying goodbye in a way only an animal could. 

Lada shuffled off toward Inner Amaryl, taking a different path than those she had walked upon to reach the borderlands. 

The White Deer watched her leave, standing guard over her until Lada disappeared into the forest. 

Though Lada didn’t recognize it at the time, the White Deer did indeed guard her. For lost in the vestiges of fog and the border foliage's darkness, a pair of beady eyes followed the whole exchange. Only when the White Deer turned to stalk off did the intruder move, following the animal’s footprints into the forest's denser areas. 
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CHAPTER TWO
Davorin
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Shuttered by tapestries and warmed by twin fireplaces as wide as their opposing walls, The War Chamber swirled with whispers and sighs. Windows had been secured. Doors had been reinforced. Now, the room's inhabitants waited for only one purpose. One person. 

At the far end of the table, a pair of royal ministers kept to themselves. They had been there longest and knew the most about these council sessions. They had seen generations of leaders call these sessions to order. Had heard every command passed down for execution. Had survived their peers by keeping silent when the time came. 

Judging by the state of things, today would be one of those days where silence would save lives. Unfortunately, they saw the pride their younger peers walked in. Blood would spill by day’s end. 

The door burst inward.

The whispers ceased. 

Shrouded in layers of shimmering black silk, their ruler billowed into the chamber. A circlet as black as his garb and as sharp as his commands perched heavy on his head. The firelight lent it an ominous, foreboding gleam. The rasp of his robes echoed like the murmurs of a thousand ghosts returned from the battlefield. No one in the chamber dared greet him by name, but they all knew his identity. 

Davorin Astrophel, Dragon Supreme. 

One by one, rippling as he passed, the royal ministers bowed their silent greeting. 

Dragon Supreme settled into the porous Coal Coral chair at the head of the table, his sleeves draping over the arms and trailing along the ground. 

His constant companion, as close to Davorin as a shadow, took a stance behind and to the right of the seat. Cadfael by name, no one had ever successfully passed him or turned him in order to overthrow Davorin Astrophel. His reputation preceded him, inferior only to the invincible man he protected. 

One of Dragon Supreme’s hands lifted, his fingers splaying to signal the others to begin. 

The eldest ministers kept their lips firmly in place. 

The younger ministers had not yet learned their lesson. 

One of the young ministers, a cousin to Davorin and a noble in his own right, rose to his feet. “My Lord, Dragon Supreme.” He pressed his hands in a bird-like shape over his heart, a salute to show his respect for the title and the man holding it. Within Qranbu's borders, they referred it as the phoenix symbol. “Dare we ask why this war council has been summoned today?” 

The posed question hung like a veil over the atmosphere, swirling like mystic smoke above their heads. Davorin surveyed the room, keen dark eyes piercing every man’s gaze. 

No one dared to maintain eye contact with Dragon Supreme. In turn, each looked away, hoping beyond hope their leader didn’t see the thoughts dancing through their minds. 

Minutes passed like hours. Every man at the table held his breath, waiting for their demise. 

Davorin lifted his haughty chin, eyes staring straight instead of at any one man. “I’ve set my sights on Amaryl.” 

A murmur of discontent swelled in the silence. No one dared say what first came to their mind. Especially not the elder ministers. 

But everyone knew. 

One did not casually trifle with the nation of Amaryl. They had survived the Great War and had managed to hide their lands from the world for thirty years after. Amaryl did not consist of normal people. Those who had been taken and sold had proved that much. The world around Amaryl had changed, but the people within their mysterious borders somehow remained the same. To cross them could bring bad luck, or worse. 

Davorin’s cousin cleared his throat. “My Lord, Dragon Supreme. Amaryl? That’s a bit...” 

“A bit... what?”

“It’s an unwise decision.”

Davorin rose to his feet, his presence growing and imposing on every man in the room. Then he turned to Cadfael. 

Dragon Supreme wrapped his hand around the hilt of Cadfael's weapon, preparing to pull it from its sheath. Cadfael’s sword swung in Davorin’s hand, backward toward his cousin. A single, clean line through the cousin’s throat sent him into a heap on the floor. Dead.

Davorin re-sheathed Cadfael’s sword and turned back to the stunned and frozen ministers. “Does anyone else dare question my wisdom?” 

Chairs scraped the floor. Ministers scrambled to their feet. Hands flew to chests, resting in the phoenix symbol over their hearts, their heads bowed in fear and respect. 

“We dare not question Dragon Supreme’s judgment,” one of the eldest ministers answered. 

He had learned what the younger ones had not. To question meant death, no matter one’s status. When Dragon Supreme laid out a plan, everyone went along with it. The choice belonged to them: obey and live or rebel and die. 

Davorin’s cousin had chosen poorly. 

Satisfied with the obedience he saw, Davorin sank back into his seat. 

One of the elder ministers gathered his courage to speak. If not him, one of the younger ministers would say something rash. He felt it in his old, weary bones. 

“Your Lordship,” the elder began reverently, “you say you’ve set your sights on Amaryl?” 

“Did I stutter?” Dragon Supreme’s gaze landed on the minister. 

The minister bent his head to avoid the glare. “No, My Lord. But as you’ve brought it up, would you wish for us to inform you of their tactical advantages?” 

Davorin’s fingers flitted through the air, a precursory movement that released everyone’s held breath. 

With the offered permission, the minister continued. “They are accomplished healers, but isolated themselves during the Great War. Amaryl is difficult to enter, even if one does locate their border. None have entered and returned alive.”

Davorin’s eyebrows raised. Without a word, everyone knew what he would say. None yet. 

One of the younger ministers rose to assist his elder. “Aside from lands in the foothills, wherein rare creatures are found, they don’t seem to have much to offer.”

Davorin ignored the insult behind the young minister’s words. “Tell me of their people.” 

“We know little else but what the Amaryl slaves in Orafel have told. They are surprisingly loyal to their tribe.” The younger minister cast an unsteady glance to the other ministers. 

The elder minister took up the gauntlet once more. “As little is known, perhaps My Lord would allow a scouting exhibition. Only then would we be able to map a battle plan worthy of your ideals.” 

The excuse sounded weak to the elder’s ears, but perhaps the intent would please Dragon Supreme. If he had set his sights on Amaryl, nothing and no one would stop him before he accomplished his goal. Their nation, Qranbu, had won the war. They would not be thwarted by a mere tribal land. 

Dragon Supreme thought for many minutes, during which all the ministers remained still as statues. Any interruption to his train of thought could bring on another flash of temper. None could chance such a thing. 

Davorin Astrophel’s shoulders rose, then settled. “A month is not too short a time. You must be thorough.” 

Granted, their wish for time. A rare generosity from their great and strict leader. Every minister bent their deference to him, a chorus of “your magnanimity abounds” echoing in the hall. 

Davorin beckoned Cadfael forward, pointing to the body on the floor nearby. A flick of his fingers denoted his command. 

Cadfael alerted the guards at the door, who rushed forward to dispose of Dragon Supreme’s deceased cousin. 

Out of sight, out of mind. That’s what happened in Isonpool fortress. The cousin’s family would take care of the funeral rites. 

Davorin’s attention turned to the others. He calmly lifted a hand to inspect the iron claw rings thereupon. “You had other business to discuss.” 

“My Lord, Dragon Supreme.” Another of the elders rose to present the most pressing order of business. “It has come to the time of year for Orafel to present tribute.” 

A sigh of relief floated through the air like the warmth of a fire. Tribute. A topic safe to discuss. 

Orafel had been offering tribute to Dragon Tribe every year since the Great War's end. It had become customary, to the point that Dragon Tribe's children looked forward to the glimpses they caught of the Tribute Parade. They may never see such fine things for the rest of their life. 

“Receive it as always,” Davorin commanded. 

“But, Your Lordship...” the elder shut his mouth, realizing that saying anything further may earn him the same end as Davorin’s cousin. 

Instead of death, Davorin offered rare lenience. “But... what?” 

“As per the Treaty, this year the tribute will include a bride.” 

It had been written long ago, the agreement between Orafel and Dragon Tribe. Each term had been meant to ensure the safety of Orafel’s interests, the supremacy of Dragon Tribe’s reign. With the treaty in place, the time had now come. 

To ensure Orafel lived on peacefully, Dragon Supreme would allow a woman of Orafel nobility to marry into his household. If Dragon Tribe rejected her, Orafel could take Draiochta Mountain. If Orafel did not send her or the bride never reached her destination, Dragon Tribe could demand a bride of their own choosing from Orafel.

Davorin’s head lifted and lowered, a nod that bespoke the racing of his mind as it considered all his options. He had so few when it came to receiving this bride. 

“I will receive Tribute personally this year.” Davorin rose from the table. 

No one had expected less. It may not be a joyous occasion, this marriage, but it was necessary. 

Without another word, Davorin sailed from the room, his trusted guard five steps behind. 

For the good of all, they would continue the farce of the treaty. Everyone knew, if he wanted, Davorin Astrophel could conquer Orafel at any time he wished. He simply hadn’t wished it yet. 
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CHAPTER THREE
A Complicated Character
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“His Lordship, Dragon Supreme will receive Tribute in person.” 

The whispers and rumors spread throughout Isonpool Fortress as quickly as water through cracks. How could they not, when it had been so long since a Dragon Supreme had taken part in the Tribute Celebration? By nightfall, all of Isonpool Palace had heard. By next morning, Isonpool Fortress buzzed with the news. 

For common subjects, it meant only that their celebration would be livelier and grander than ever before. Those who grew up in noble families—those who knew the War Treaty's contents—viewed the news rather differently. 

An outsider as a bride. They all knew the consequences. Undoubtedly, Orafel would send a woman whose loyalty to her country ran deep. They wouldn’t miss their chance to plant a spy in Isonpool Palace. Nor should they, tactically speaking. Dragon Tribe wouldn’t fault them for wanting the upper hand, but all knew they could not willingly give such an advantage to Orafel. 

In the heart of Isonpool Fortress, surrounded by mansion walls built nearly a century prior, the news reached the ears of one such noblewoman. 

Nerys Galashiel descended from a long line of loyal Dragon Tribe nobility. Her grandfather had served as a Royal Aide in Isonpool Palace. Her father, a trusted Military General, had given his life during a rebel skirmish in order to protect Isonpool Fortress. Nerys had been but a heartbeat within her mother’s womb at the time. In all her twenty-seven years, she had only known her father through stories and paintings.

Without any male descendants in her immediate family, Nerys had naturally inherited everything her ancestors worked hard to build. Fame, wealth, prestige. A certain amount of sway at court, with every minister except the one that mattered. No one, not even his own mother, could sway Davorin Astrophel. 

Nerys had just begun her breakfast when her chambermaid came scurrying into the room. A quiet but devoted young woman, Nerys’s chambermaid rarely came out of the woodwork. For her to arrive looking frazzled should have tipped Nerys off to the severity of the news. 

“Something must have happened,” Nerys deduced aloud. 

The chambermaid nodded, swallowed, and finally opened her mouth. “His Majesty, Dragon Supreme will personally receive Tribute this year.” 

Nerys paused, a piece of medium-rare meat halfway to her lips. A quick count of the years gone by confirmed her suspicions. This would be the year. 

Tamping down her innermost reaction, Nerys settled the meat in her mouth, chewed it slowly, and swallowed without fuss. 

“Perhaps His Lordship wanted to join the fun. He isolates himself so often, it must tempt him.” 

The chambermaid worried her lower lip between her teeth. Glanced around the room. And finally took a step closer to lower her voice. “They say there’s a bride coming, my lady.”

“What of it?” Nerys worked on cutting another bite of her breakfast. 

“Forgive my saying so, but we all know who suits Dragon Supreme best. What’s to become of you if he marries some Orafel minx?”

Nerys hid her smile behind a bite of food. “Watch your words. Who are we to interfere in His Lordship’s personal affairs?” 

“It’s not a personal affair, my lady.” the chambermaid shook her head, big eyes clearly forlorn. “It’s a matter of state. The whole nation is involved in this decision, and if someone from Orafel enters Isonpool Palace...” 

“If His Lordship, Dragon Supreme heard you speaking of his affairs so casually, he would surely slice out your tongue.” Nerys set her fork down on her plate, turned a dark gaze to the chambermaid, and gave a practiced huff. “If you’re concerned, what do you propose we do about it?”

The chambermaid lowered her head. She hadn’t thought far enough ahead to be saying those things as confidently as she had said them. Her brazenness would be scolded if not for the accuracy of her statements. An Orafel bride would upset the entire balance of Qranbu’s hierarchy. 

Nerys lifted her napkin to her lips, calculating the risk of the plan simmering in her head. It would have to remain a secret, but the nobles were excellent at keeping those. How else would they have kept it from the commoners about the Orafel bride? The fewer who knew, the more room they had to manipulate the situation. 

“Call the Eight High Nobles together,” Nerys instructed.

“The Eight High Nobles?”

“Your words, however inappropriate, do hold weight.” That’s what sparked such a splendid idea in Nerys’s head. The Eight High Nobles wouldn’t allow an Orafel spy to waltz into their walls so easily. Nerys would ensure it. “I will speak with them myself at their earliest convenience.” 

“Where should I tell them to gather?” the chambermaid asked. 

Nerys stretched her arms high above her head, reaching for the ceiling above her though she knew she could never touch it. “The usual place. I will arrive in two hours. Make sure they are summoned promptly.” 

The chambermaid gave a curtsy and scrambled to do what her mistress had commanded. 

Nerys lifted her crystal goblet to inspect the red liquid inside. She had been clearing the path before her Dragon Supreme for as many years as she had been at court. This would not deviate her from her final goal. 

An Orafel bride? The treaty had been clearly written, but everything had its loopholes. Nerys had never met a situation she couldn’t turn around in her favor. Nor had she ever failed to attain what she set her sights upon. 

Not even a deity would stand in Nerys’s way. Let alone a royal from a country they had already outwitted. One way or another, the Orafel bride would never enter Isonpool Fortress. 
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CHAPTER FOUR
Catalystic


[image: ]


The melody of a songbird rang through the morning dew. Somewhere, a chipmunk chattered, scolding the songbird for waking him. A beam of sunlight peeked out to kiss Lada’s cheek. The warmth and song woke her from a peaceful slumber. 

Lada stretched her arms up over her head, basking in the serenity her morning offered. 

For as long as she remembered, Lada had enjoyed the benefits of waking up in Flora Master’s Hall. Her mother, and her mother’s mother, and her mother’s mother’s mother had passed down their knowledge of plants, spices, and herbs from one generation to the next. Each had risen in ranks to become the Flora Master of their time. 

The Amaryl Elders had yet to name the next Flora Master, after the passing of Lada’s mother. Everyone expected Lada to be promoted as Flora Master, though no news had come almost a year after her mother’s death. 

The Elders knew best. Lada trusted their decisions with her whole heart. If they had not declared a successor to Flora Master’s Hall, there must be a legitimate reason for their hesitation. Perhaps the time for grief had not yet passed. Perhaps establishing a new Flora Master now would only remind the people of the emptiness left in the wake of Lada's mother. 

So, for now, Lada resided in Flora Master’s Hall as the apprentice she had been since her childhood. Lada didn’t need titles. Flora Master’s Hall was her home. Her family, anyone who came to seek treatment. 

The drip of dew from the four corners of the Hall’s roof slowed with the sun's rising. Lada swung her feet out of her bed and rose to greet the morning. Beneath her, moss and leaves crunched softly, the only form of carpet in the entire Flora Master’s Hall. 

Along Lada’s bedroom walls, outlined by the windows on all sides, plants with varying degrees of illness perked up in their pots. Touched by morning sun and forest dew, how could they not feel better than they had the day before? 

Lada greeted each plant with a touch of her fingertips and a whisper of encouragement. 

“You’re looking better.” 

“Your roots have less rot today.”

“Look at all your new petals!” 

In turn, each ailing flower and herb received their morning greetings. As if they had waited for that very thing all night, each piece of vegetation recovered more every morning. When they were healthy again, Lada would return them to their rightful places in the yard. 

By the time Lada finished her greetings, the sun had risen nearly to the treetops. 

“I still have to find the last flower on my list today,” Lada pouted at the late morning sun. “Couldn’t you have moved a little slower?” 

The sun merely twinkled through the leaves atop the nearest grove of trees, as suns are wont to do. 

She couldn’t bargain with the sun, so Lada raced around gathering the things she would need. Only on her way out the door did she remember to turn back around and change into suitable outdoor clothing. A night-gown would simply not be appropriate for flitting about in the forest. 

With her clothes in place and her hair held back by freshly-plucked blossoms, Lada snatched up her basket from beside the door and set off into the woods she knew so well. 

The scent of blossoms and nighttime rainfall—her old bosom friends—greeted her. Lada picked her steps carefully. Her destination had but one path leading to it. If not for the sake that it was the year's only blooming season for this plant, Lada wouldn’t take the treacherous journey. 

In the heart of the forest, Lada came to the entrance of a tunnel formed by overhanging trees and vines. Without prior knowledge of its existence, one would be fortunate to encounter such a sight. 

A rare specimen lied on the other side of that tunnel, known only to the Flora Masters and the Amaryl Elders. It had been her family’s secret for generations. A key that could be used to unlock good or evil, depending on the owner's intent. 

The Elders had asked to use the plant only once, years ago. Those who resided in Flora Master’s Hall kept it on their person if they ventured beyond the safety of the borders. Lada meant to follow in the tradition, after she offered the year’s harvest to The Elders first. 

“I’ll be visiting for a while,” Lada informed the ominous foliage tunnel before her, in case it had any nefarious plans of closing in on her. 

She used a whole minute to summon her courage. After all, the impenetrable vines and leaves made the tunnel quite dark. If not for the necessity of harvesting the plant at the other end, Lada would never venture into such a gloomy place. 

The lack of light lowered the temperature inside the tunnel. Another thing Lada despised. Cold. 

A shiver worked over Lada’s spine as she traversed the mysterious path. Old, dead leaves crunched underfoot. Earth-dwelling insects scurried to and fro, displaced by the feminine intruder. 

Step by cautious step, Lada worked her way up the incline. Over fallen limbs and leaf-buried roots. Through layers of vines, hung in a living curtain before her. 

Finally, Lada stepped out of the far end of the tunnel. 

The space at this end could be measured by a man’s height. Made by a single stone jutting out from the mountain’s side, the platform dropped off into a ravine so deep none would survive the fall. 

Lada didn’t worry about falling. She had climbed more precarious ledges. Rather, her focus landed on a pair of red flowers rising from a single stem. 

The Mirror Flower. 

Lada set her basket on the stone beneath her. She had come at last, and it had bloomed as it should. The graciousness of such a rare specimen to provide this magical harvest year after year was not lost on Lada. The Mirror Flower had earned its reputation, indeed. 

“Hello, old friend,” Lada greeted the plant as she knelt beside it. “It’s come to that time of year. Would you like to come with me to Flora Master’s Hall?” 

A gentle breeze stirred the plant, making it seem as though the blossoms nodded their agreement. 

Lada set to work. 

First, the needles. Mirror Flower’s pollen wrapped itself around a single needle perfectly placed in the bloom’s center. Lada retrieved them carefully, sure to place them inside the embroidered satchel at her waist without pricking herself. 

Next, her hands lowered to the dirt beneath the stem, moving and digging until she had exposed Mirror Flower’s roots. After that, moving the flower into her basket required only a little finagling. 

The whole process took less time than the movement of a sundial from one notch to the next. 

Satisfied that she had done her duty, Lada turned to the twin plant on the other side of the rock. “Grow well and I will see you next year.” 

Having given all her greetings, Lada clutched her basket to her chest and headed back down the path. Though ominous and foreboding, the vines and trees didn’t swallow her up. Lada accepted it as a small victory. No matter their temperament, her plants recognized their friend. 

Lada returned to her normal forest route without trouble from the trees. 

She had only gone past a few copses when he came up alongside her. The Great White Deer who had accompanied her the evening prior. 

Lada stopped in her tracks, a smile lighting on her lips. She had never expected to become friends with such a creature, but it seemed he had taken a liking to her. 

“Is your home in this part of the forest?” 

It would make sense for a noble creature to reside nearby a rare plant. In their own paradise, away from prying eyes and greedy hands, they must dwell peacefully alongside one another. 

The Great White Deer tossed his head. 

Lada giggled. Her friend the Great White Deer liked to respond in that way. 

Something snapped in the underbrush nearby. 

Lada and the deer, alike, stopped to listen. 

To an outsider, the forest sounded quiet. Only the usual chirping of insects and singing of birds filled the air. 

Lada and the Great White Deer were at home in such a place. They had heard the forest sounds every waking moment of their lives. They knew how the forest air felt on their skin. How the soil gave way underfoot. They knew when someone had entered their sacred grounds. No matter how still one remained, they couldn’t be absolutely silent. 

Lada heard it first. The sound of creaking leather and wood. Her head lifted, her eyes turning toward the source. 

She spotted him immediately. A human trying to hide among trees, with one arm lifted before him and the other pulled back. 

His arrow pointed at the friend by her side. 

“Run,” Lada breathed, hoping the Great White Deer would hear her and take flight. 

He pranced on his hooves, but the deer did not leave her side. 

Lada gave her new friend a shove. “Run!” 

This time, the Great White Deer heeded her advice. 

The arrow sailed through where the creature had been standing, barely missing Lada before it embedded into a tree trunk. 

With the deer gone, the man set his sights on the girl instead. 

She had encountered so few strangers in her life. None of them had harbored good intentions. Never could she allow anyone to harm her friend, The Great White Deer. She must do whatever it took to draw away his attention. 

Lada ran. 

As far and as swiftly as her feet would carry her, she ran. 

All the while, Lada heard the man pursuing her. His clothes didn’t sound like they had come from Amaryl. They rustled too heavily and creaked like his weapon. 

A second arrow pierced a bush by Lada’s side. 

With a screech, Lada stumbled and fell, her basket rolling away from her across the mossy forest floor. 

Lada didn’t care about the basket. She could make another. She scrambled, instead, to snatch the Mirror Flower from its perch inside. Only when she had a firm hold on it did Lada set off again. 

Her feet pounded over the familiar forest floor, her skirts flying around her and her arms pumping at her sides. 

It was no match for the booted footfalls fast approaching behind her. 

Lada jumped over a log, turned a corner, and raced in the direction of Flora Master’s Hall. 

A brutal arm wrapped around her waist and gave a tug. 

Lada’s back hit a hard tunic, unlike any tunic she had seen before. Her feet rose up off the ground, leaving her completely at her captor’s mercy. 

Still, Lada fought. She shoved at the arm holding her aloft. Kicked at the legs behind her. Screamed at the top of her lungs. 

No matter what effort she gave, all remained futile. With a single arm, he had subdued her. 

The hunter’s free hand came up with a flourish, dousing Lada’s face in a dust she recognized by its smell. Bit by bit, her limbs went weak. Her fight lost its luster. Her fingers loosened, dropping the Mirror Flower to the ground below her feet. Then, with a final cry to alert the forest about her mistreatment, Lada went limp in her captor’s hold. 

Fully alert but unable to move, Lada could only whimper in response to the big man’s malicious chuckle. 
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CHAPTER FIVE
Amaryl Elders
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“Elders! Elders!” A gasping and panting Amarylite woodsman came clambering into the hall, his eyes wide and his face white as ash. 

The oldest, most influential elder lifted a hand to calm the poor boy. So few times had any seen a woodsman panic. For him to come barging in, something must be terribly wrong within Amaryl’s isolated borders. 

“Be calm, child, and tell us. What has happened?” 

The man gulped a series of deep breaths, but his limbs shook and his eyes shone with fearful tears. “Lada of Flora Master’s Hall has been taken.” 

If not for the way he phrased it, The Elders may not have listened to the man’s announcement. Had he said Lada went missing, they may not have questioned it. Lada sometimes went off into the woods for days on end, only to return as soon as they worried. 

But the man said that Lada had been taken. Those three words implied more than a mere disappearance. Those words had the power to tear down everything Amaryl so carefully protected.

“Taken?” One of the elders questioned. 

The woodsman nodded, his hands flying around his person as if he didn’t know what to do with them. “I saw it myself! A strange man in a hardened tunic carried her out through the Border Fog. He certainly didn’t belong to Amaryl.”

The Elders shared a knowing look. No one in Amaryl had reason to wear armor. To hear of a “hardened tunic” meant the man must have been girded with the attire of an outsider. Yet, somehow, he had not only made it through their foggy borders once, but twice. And he had been unaffected enough to take someone out with him.

Another oddity came in the form of how the woodsman described Lada’s abduction. 

Everyone in Amaryl knew of Lada. The Elders knew her personally. Lada of Flora Master’s Hall would not venture beyond the border without express permission from The Elders. Nor would she interact with an outsider. That the outsider had carried her out meant she had been overpowered. 

The outsider may not know, but if anyone else on the other side of the border understood Amaryl, they would certainly recognize Lada’s job should she mention it. Should this outsider mean to sell her, he could no doubt bring in a hefty price for her head. 

“What shall we do?” another Elder asked. 

The old, wise Elder rested his hands around the carved walking stick he cherished. Stories wrapped from the bottom to the knob on the top, all etched by his own hands. One in particular caught his eye, somewhere in the middle of the wooden staff. He remembered listening to the war stories as he carved them there. And, above them, he remembered listening to the oldest and wisest Elder of his time speak out about what should be done. 

This time, should they fight or retreat? The old man shook his head slowly. Though Lada of Flora Master’s Hall was important to the function of Tribe Amaryl, they could not know what lay ahead for her outside their borders. How did one plan a rescue if they did not understand their enemy? 

“Find a brave and capable Guardsman,” The Elder decided. “And send him to watch over Lada of Flora Master’s Hall. Until we know where she has been taken and why... we will stay our hands.” 

“But, sir—” the woodsman argued.

The elder held up a hand to stop him. “We know not our enemy yet.”

“Lada won’t be able to—”

“Lada is special.”

The three words silenced everyone in the room. Not because they refused to argue the point, but because they all knew the words rang true. Lada had always been special. An eternal optimist, and something else no one could place. Lada bore the spirit of their forest within her bones. Fate would not be so cruel to cut her life short when it had only begun.

So they allowed the command to take hold. Until they knew what came against them, they would watch over Lada from afar. 
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CHAPTER SIX
Wistning
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“The Tribute Bride has reached Mesmium,” Cadfael announced quietly to his sovereign. “They will remain there to stock up for the journey up the mountain, I’m sure.” 

“I don’t need these updates,” Davorin sighed. “Tell me instead when they arrive.” 

The cawing of a raven outside the window substituted for any answer Cadfael might have given. When Dragon Supreme gave an order, no one dared refute it. Least of all Cadfael, Dragon Supreme’s closest confidante. They had been to Hell and back, side by side. None could break the bond they shared. But, neither did Cadfael dare to show any signs of impertinence toward His Lordship. 

“What of the Amaryl expedition?” 

The question, posed so matter-of-factly, caught Cadfael by surprise. It shouldn’t have. Dragon Supreme had thought of little else these days. His desire to conquer and possess ran deep in his royal bones. His father, and his grandfather before that, and his great-grandfather before him, had all been the same. Unsatisfied with leaving things as they were. Could they conquer the whole world, they would. 

Cadfael braced his sword between both hands and curtly bent his head. “They set off last evening.”

“Without issue?” 

Cadfael should have known Dragon Supreme would ask it. Cadfael’s own answer had been short, concise. When one tried too hard to skirt around problems, they ended up alerting others to the problems’ existence. He had meant to keep the issues to himself. How did one go about bringing up such a thing to a temperamental sovereign?

Dragon Supreme inspected one of his metal claw rings while he waited for the forthcoming answer. 

Having known Cadfael since childhood, Davorin could tell a lie and an omission with the seasoned instinct of a hunting hawk. Though things had, in the end, gone as Davorin wanted, blunders had been made in the process. Cadfael’s hesitance to speak of it meant only one thing. The issue revolved around a touchy subject. With time, Cadfael would answer diligently. 

The hall echoed with the silence of Cadfael’s thoughts. Only the click, click, click of Dragon Supreme’s claw rings and the tap, tap of his and Cadfael's boots interrupted. 

Cadfael wet his lips with the tip of his tongue. Decision made, he dropped to one knee. “My Lord, the scout asked for Wistning Extract.” 

Davorin’s fingers stilled, two rings bent to touch each other. A huff settled in his chest, unfelt by his throat or lips and unknown to the man kneeling before him. 

“Did you give him any?” 

“No, Your Lordship.” Cadfael kept his head bent, his eyes downcast. To look up meant to challenge the beast before him. “Scouts do not require Wistning Extract. I sent him on without any.” 

“Well done.” 

Dragon Supreme moved on without announcement or preamble, his boots pounding over the sharp corridor. His reaction, though unpleasant, did not hold the level of ire Cadfael had anticipated. Especially when it came to the mention of Wistning. 

None but the soldiers and nobles knew of it. None dared speak its name outside the walls of Isonpool Palace. A core component of their strength lied within this, Qranbu’s secret weapon. 

Any intelligent person would realize Qranbu could not have so violently and effortlessly won such a grand war without help. No one would guess the power behind Dragon Tribe’s army. 

Strong on their own, able to overcome nearly any obstacle in their path, Dragon Tribe’s soldiers doubled their strength and efficiency with but a drop of Wistning Extract. It had been the secret to their undefeatable military force for thousands of years. Leader after leader had used the extract to ensure their victory in lands with a different climate than their mountain home. 

Sadly, few vials of Wistning Extract remained in the royal treasury. The Wistning Refinery operated with a skeleton crew, none of whom dared to speak a word about the lack. No one dared bring it up. It proved an impossible problem for both the court and the country. Those who understood how the extract was made knew the cause for its demise. 

Wistning Vine had died throughout the entire castle. Without a reason or a cause, the vines had simply begun to shrivel. Where they had been lush and leafy before, now they clung to walls and trellises by withered brown roots. 

It plagued Dragon Supreme day and night. Never before had anyone had to worry about the Royal Wistning Vines. They had resided within Isonpool Palace for centuries. He had not heard the servants say it, but the air in the palace resounded with the untold rumors. 

“Perhaps the Wistning Vines die because they do not recognize Davorin Astrophel as the true Dragon Supreme.” 

If not for the sacredness of the crawling vines in the people’s minds, Davorin would have long ago had the plants cut out and burned. Instead, he found himself seeking ways to fix them. 

Not a single horticulturalist in the entire kingdom had been able to discover the cause of their death. Davorin didn’t understand it, either. 

Now, only one living plant remained. It, too, had begun to show signs of demise. Dragon Supreme kept it tucked away for supervision. He could not have their people's pride dying before his eyes. 

Cadfael had trailed his master down the hall, over a thousand pieces of glass and shattered Lava Rock compiling the ancient floor. Both men stopped before a pair of iron doors. 

Davorin glanced over his shoulder at his confidante. “I will summon if I need your assistance.” 

It was a dismissal. Cadfael knew the words well. Beyond that door, he must not go unless specifically ordered by his superior. Beyond that door, only Dragon Supreme had unhindered access. If anyone should dare to cross beyond the threshold, they would be executed, no questions asked. 

Cadfael knew better than to test his luck and risk Dragon Supreme’s loyalty. He took a step back. 

Davorin, on the other hand, knew only to go forward. The iron doors, carved with ancient tales of battles and conquests, swung out away from the hall. Davorin stepped through the space they created. 

Like a clap of thunder or the closing of an archaic text, the great iron doors slammed shut behind him. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN
Welcome to Orafel
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Outside the borders of Amaryl, the world worked differently. Placed along the valley and nestled beside Amaryl’s foothills, The Kingdom of Orafel shone brightly. They were a place of advancement and industry, always seeking ways to better the world around them. And yet, they had only won the Great War in name. 

The time of year had come for tribute to be paid to the real victors. Orafel’s king shrouded it in celebration and joyous occasion. City by city, the Tribute Parade passed through on its way to Qranbu, where Dragon Tribe resided. Town by town, children ran in the streets to announce the parade’s entry. 

Cart after cart of Orafel goods filed through the streets of each city in which it arrived, followed by carriage after carriage of Royal Tribute Bearers. This year, a rainbow-painted carriage took up residence in the center of the caravan, containing a lady rumored to be more beautiful than any other Orafel subject.

The last city in which the Tribute Parade stopped, before leaving the Orafel border, went by the name of Mesmium. 

Mesmium had been built a few dozen miles from Amaryl’s foggy borders. Too far for anyone to accidentally wander into those haunted hills, but close enough for Mesmium to swarm with Hunters and Bounty Seekers. 

If one sought an Amaryl slave, to Mesmium they must go. A strange plant, secured from the foothills? Mesmium had those, too. Mesmium could—and would—sell anything. Information. Goods. People. If anyone in Orafel wanted to purchase objects rare or difficult to find, Mesmium became their only choice.

Even Amaryl knew of Mesmium. They knew to avoid it. To run away should anyone mention it. If they set foot inside on their own volition, punishment would follow.

Yet, after leaving her beloved forest, Lada found herself entering Mesmium’s gates. 

The man had secured Lada inside a cart with planks rising from all sides. It resembled a cage used to house a wounded animal. 

In some ways, Lada could be considered a wounded animal. The outsider had incapacitated her, after all, and had made it a point to keep using the paralytic herb dust on her for an entire night and now a full day after. Unlike the animals Lada rehabilitated, she doubted she would be sent back to her habitat when she healed. 

Their arrival at the gates of Mesmium confirmed Lada’s oddly pessimistic suspicions. 

The guards stopped them but a moment before they waved the man through. It was then that Lada got her first glimpse at what life looked like outside of Amaryl.

Banners flew high, their colors demanding attention. Along the street, the jing-a-ling of performers’ bells and coins passing hands rose like mist. Instead of trees, buildings soared tall and strong on all sides. Smoke from dozens of street stalls wafted through the air like insects, bringing with it the smell of a thousand foreign delicacies. 

Curious onlookers turned from their daily business to stare at the girl in the cart. 

Had she been able to move, Lada might have tried to hide from them. She had never witnessed stares such as these. They were not stares of admiration, such as the ones she lavished on her flowers. They did not hold love or kindness. They did not mimic compassion or sympathy. These stares contained feelings and sentiments Lada had never witnessed before. 

Why did they gawk at her as though she might turn into a monster? Like them, Lada was human. Was it possible they did not recognize the fact? They must be troubled in their minds. Confusion such as this might be from prolonged exposure to any number of pollens. A soothing tea might help. 

As for the passers-by, they had no inclination of the helpful thoughts rolling through Lada’s mind. They saw only an odd girl, covered in petals and leaves, staring back at them through red-rimmed eyes. The people of Mesmium had seen countless other beings of her kind. All knew where she had come from. Amarylites all entered Mesmium with that same expression on their face. The look of innocent ignorance. It would soon be lost. 

The Slave Hunter who had brought the Amaryl woman from the other side of the border walked tall and proud. Chest puffed out, he greeted each Mesmium resident with a dip of his head. They, in turn, dipped a bow or a curtsy. Everyone knew better than to cross a Slave Hunter. 

The sun hung like a crown atop the city wall when the hunter stopped at a raised platform in the middle of the Mesmium Common Grounds. He left Lada lying within the cart in favor of taking the stage himself. 

“Gather ‘round, gather ‘round!” he called, pulling in the onlookers with a dramatic motion of his arms. 

Lada begged her arm to move and found her fingers twitched. The herbal dust's paralytic side effects had begun to wear off. It mattered little now. She had neither the height nor the strength to escape the caged cart. But at least she would feel less helpless if she could move. 

“Come see!” the man continued, bellowing loudly for anyone in the town commons to hear. “A little forest monster, plucked straight from Amaryl forest!” 

Monster? Lada managed to crane her head to see the hunter who had brought her here. What had made him think her a monster? They clearly had a misunderstanding between them. If only she could speak to clear the air. 

“I risked my life to snatch a living Amaryl monster,” the hunter continued, drawing the crowd in with the story. “Fourteen men lost their lives in the fog, seeking this ferocious creature, but I came out victorious. Come see, come see!”

The crowd buzzed with whispers and rumors, none loud enough to reach Lada’s ears. 

The Slave Hunter beckoned toward a crowd of children hovering nearby. “Come, come, come. It’s alright. I’ve subdued her. She won’t be able to do anything to you.” 

Of course I won’t, Lada thought to herself. Children are innocent and kind. 

The children ventured closer, each whispering to the others as they approached. One of them pressed himself up against the slats, his bulging eyes staring at the flower-adorned girl before him. 

Lada managed to move, enough to prop an arm underneath her side and raise up on it. 

The children screeched, all skittering back in fear that Lada might rise up and strike at any moment. 

“Be calm, beast!” 

A switch flew threw the air, passing between two planks to hit Lada’s shoulder. A fiery sting broke on her skin, and Lada knew it would bruise later. Those kinds of injuries always did. 

Treating the wound would be easy enough. Understanding why she had been struck came with more difficulty. She had done nothing wrong in saving her friend, the Great White Deer. Need she be punished so harshly for her loyalty?

The crowd had grown, by the time Lada began to process her situation. Men and women, children and adolescents all crowded around the stage in Mesmium Common Grounds. For some, this was their first time seeing an Amaryl slave. For others, the spectacle had become commonplace, but never boring. Mystical beings wandering out of the forest never brought anything but trouble. 

A piece at a time, the Slave Hunter laid out a whimsical tale of his harrowing journey into Amaryl forest. One at a time
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