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Chapter 1
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A knife flashed in the half-light.  The damp stain she knew would glare red in daylight spread about the blade where it met flesh, rivulets of crimson snaking down his side to the rich carpet below.  I can’t let him die!  

But even as Angie wrapped trembling fingers around the blade’s handle, as she clamped onto the weapon and pulled with all her might, she knew the futility of her actions.  The King stared with sightless eyes at nothing.

Panic clawed up her throat and tore through her lips in a frustrated wail of anguish.  

Angie sat bolt upright in her bed, breath heaving out of her lungs in painful gasps as she swallowed her terror.  Darkness stabbed into her eyes, so much less welcoming than the half-light of Karundin.

She longed to go back, to change what had happened.  To somehow keep the King alive.  But her dreams didn’t work that way.

She had always had them, for as long as she could remember, off and on since childhood, but more frequently in the last few years.  Dreams of a far-off land with kings and queens, castles and dungeons, courts and countryside wild with intrigue.  Magic.  She knew them as the normal fantasies of a child, and later, the continuing products of an overactive and fertile imagination.

After the first few, she had even begun to write them down, and now had half-a-dozen little notebooks full of her night-time adventures in the land of Karundin, where nobles and sorcerers fought to influence history.  Her dreams, always vivid, flowed so easily onto the pages that she had thought, more than once, to make a story about them.  But she never did, wanting to keep this fantastic world all to herself, all the while ignoring the feeling that to reveal her knowledge of such a land—no matter how fanciful—would bring undue danger her way.  Just an added intrigue to her fantasy world.

For in Karundin, she did not bear the name Angie Wilson, restorer of antiquities; rather, she held the title of Lady Angelica, the mysterious observer and Protector of the Royal Family, able to influence the course of events to her liking.

“At least most of the time,” she admitted to herself as her breathing slowed from her latest ‘adventure’ and she wiped tears from her cheeks.  She flipped on the bedside light and reached to the nightstand for her notebook, cursing as it slipped from her still-trembling fingers.

“Bloody hell,” she scowled down at the little book.  Throwing off her sheets, Angie retrieved the book from the floor, glancing at the passage it had opened to.


The black robes and little goatee were a dead give-away.  They screamed ‘bad-guy’ even louder than his dark, pitiless eyes, shadowed in his face.  So I dismissed him from the dream and turned to comfort the terrified child, trying to still his high-pitched screams.  That’s when I saw the giant cobra, poised to strike.  What the hell was I supposed to do with a snake that topped me by more than a head with a flared hood almost as wide as my outstretched arms?  I closed my eyes and tried to think, knowing the snake would wait with me (stopping time in a dream simply by not looking is one of the cooler things I’ve discovered here).  I needed help, so I summoned the nearest ally, whoever that may be.  When I opened my eyes again, the black-robed man had returned and stood opposing the snake, sending daggers of magic into the beast, whereupon the coppery-green scales withered into ugly grey-green puffs of smoke.  Shows what I know about appearances.  I guess the old westerns have a thing or two to learn about the apparel of heroes.


Angie had to smile about that.  Not only had that man proven a good guy, he was the Lord Protector of the Royal House.  Which meant he acted as chief bodyguard to the King and his family—those she often dreamed about but had seldom seen.

But tonight’s dream differed, and the smile fled from her lips.  Not only had she finally seen the man she helped to protect from the shadows, she had watched him die.  And couldn’t prevent it.  She rarely couldn’t change some aspects of her dreams—whisper a warning, flick aside a blade, switch a drugged cup of wine—so when her dreams became nightmares where she had no control whatsoever, she always woke in a panic.

I’ve never woken with blood on my hands though, she thought in renewed fear, seeing the crimson smear on her palm.  She remembered grabbing the hilt of the knife in the King’s side, trying to wrench it free, to stop the blood, to save him.  To change what her dream showed.  Wet with his blood, the blade pungent with some form of poison, it had refused to budge.  His life draining out on the red and gold carpet, the stain spreading, coating her hand.

Just a dream! she shrieked in her head, her heart pounding painfully against her ribs.  So why did she have blood on her hand?  She rubbed at it and felt the sharp sting where her fingernails had bitten into her flesh, and breathed a little easier.  The nightmare must have spilled into reality enough that her fist had really tried to grab the imaginary knife, and instead had sent her own nails slicing half-moons into her palm.

She rose, went into the bathroom to wash and bandage her hand, then returned to bed and picked up her pen.


It was dark in the King’s chambers, but as always, I could see everything.


***
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A terrible scream ripped through the castle, tearing Gavin from a light sleep.  Pausing only to snatch up a robe, the Prince flung open his door and sprinted past the startled servants who stumbled sleepily out of his way, his guards racing alongside him without a word.  The cry had come from his father’s chamber, though Gavin didn’t know how he knew that.

Merikan reached the King’s outer room at the same time as Gavin, the black robes of the Lord Protector flapping loosely without a belt to hold them secure.  The door to the inner chambers stood ajar, still in motion from the hurried entrance of the hall guards.  Merikan’s outstretched arm prevented Gavin from throwing himself into the room after the soldiers.  Whoever had uttered that ear-piercing wail—a woman’s scream at that—had not done so in joy, but in terror.  From his father’s room, though the Queen had died several years ago and King Grayton had never taken another to his bed.

Gavin ignored Merikan’s advice to remain in the hall and instead followed the Lord Protector in.

And beheld a sight that stole his breath and left him cold.

A spreading pool of blood stained his father’s most favoured rug, a gift from the southern reaches of Sahkarae.  He saw the hilt of a knife, and whose body it invaded.

Finally, he saw the tear-stained face of a woman as she tried to save the King even as she vanished into nothingness, oblivious to the levelled pikes of the guards.

Beside him, Merikan drew in a sharp breath.

“It’s her,” he whispered, drawing Gavin’s attention and letting the Prince know he had not imagined the ghostly presence.  “The Lady Angelica.”

***
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“Tell me what happened,” the voice commanded.  Rogan genuflected to the cowled form sitting on the throne of mist that had appeared before him.  As always, Rogan’s benefactor contacted him at his own leisure through his sorcerous arts, projecting his image into the solitude of the assassin’s sparse chamber and ensuring no face-to-face confrontations.

“My Lord,” Rogan greeted, knowing better than to even attempt to murmur the Sorcerer’s name.  The man had put safe-guards on all those in his employ, so that none could betray their allegiance, on pain of death.  Rogan had seen the spell do its work, choking off the supply of air and asphyxiating the one who might have uttered their employer’s name.  It mattered not that others had Compelled that one to give up his master; the spell didn’t care about motivations, only results.  No one must know the depths of the Sorcerer’s machinations.

“King Grayton lies dead,” Rogan confirmed.

“And none saw the deed?” the voice asked.

Rogan hesitated.

“None saw the knife strike, My Lord.  But as your spell transported me to safety, I thought I saw ...” Rogan paused, wondering if the dark had played tricks with his vision, if perhaps the coruscating effects of the Sorcerer’s spell had put images in his mind that had not in truth existed.  Yet he would not cast doubt on matters involving magic.  If he had imagined it, the Lord Sorcerer would know.

“I saw a woman appear, My Lord,” Rogan continued.  “She came out of nowhere and rushed to the King’s side.”

“Did she see you?”

“No.  She had eyes only for the King.  Then your spell took me to safety.”

“Yet you’re sure the King is dead?  This woman could do nothing to save him?”

“Nothing, My Lord.  The poison on the blade hastened the damage of the steel.  He lay dead before she appeared.”

The Sorcerer said nothing, and Rogan had never felt a need to fill in silences.

“What did this woman look like?” the Sorcerer finally spoke into the quiet.

“The dark hid her features.  I only saw long hair and a short gown, perhaps a night-shift.  When she crouched over the King, she displayed a woman’s physique.  I saw no more.”

“Did she touch him?”

Rogan considered the scene, replaying what he could of the incident he still wasn’t sure had really happened.

“I remained mere breaths, My Lord.  It could be that she reached for the knife’s handle, but I cannot swear to it.”

After another stretch of silence, the Sorcerer rose from his indistinct throne.

“You have done well, Rogan.  Payment as usual.  I will attend to the King, see if this woman left any trace.”  Rogan bowed his head before regaining his own feet.  “And Rogan,”—though the assassin couldn’t see the Sorcerer’s eyes, he could feel the heavy heat of the gaze that pinned him from the deep folds of the cowl—“keep yourself available.  If I find this woman, I will have another task for you.”

Rogan bowed again, fist to his chest in a salute, as the Sorcerer dispelled his image and faded from the assassin’s apartments.

***
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Angie hadn’t managed much sleep after her nightmare.  Just a few snippets of rest with jumbled dreams that had nothing to do with Karundin.  She could always tell which dreams would lead to her fantasy land, and though she usually enjoyed her time there, she found herself just as happy not to return after such a horrible scene.

Although she would have enjoyed more sleep, she had a full docket today.  Restoring the last of the McGuire’s eighteenth century dining set would take most of the morning, even with Jerry’s help.  And after that, the museum had entrusted her with some old scrolls and a centuries-old painting that ‘had some issues.’  Angie didn’t know exactly what that meant, and Irving, being overly fond of messing with her head, hadn’t said anything more specific in his message.  Just one more thing to see to before she could really enjoy her first cup of tea.

Angie liked her work, and was quite proud of how much she had accomplished since partnering with Irving Wallman in the antiquities business five years ago, but some days she almost regretted her diversity.  Selling all the old stuff was one thing, and something Irving did extraordinarily well.  But restoring it to near mint condition—something the museum appreciated more than the general public—was Angie’s job.  Thankfully, Jerry had turned out to be a big help.  Though still in his last year of university and so not always available to work, he was a natural, nearly as good as Angie.  Irving was thrilled.  Having two professional restorers (though granted, one still in training) brought him no end of business.  And Angie no end of work.

“Work not getting done if I stop to think about it all,” she grumbled to no one in particular as she unlocked the office door and pushed her way in.

The kettle was first on her list, along with her favourite mug and a bag of tea.  An old pair of overalls awaited her in the warehouse.  She slipped into them as she waited for the water to boil.

By the time Irving made it in, Angie’s second cup of tea sat at a safe distance from her work and she was well on her way to removing dozens of years of grime from an oak table with more carvings decorating it than some churches she had seen.  And it was only eight-thirty in the morning.

“Hard at work, I see,” Irving, ten years her senior, commented as he leaned against a work table, careful to keep his suit away from the chemicals Angie had mixed to help with revealing the true finish of the McGuire’s furniture.  Had to dress up to schmooze customers, but he knew better than to get too close to his workers on a mission.  Today, though, he wore protective gloves and had gingerly placed a framed painting on the table behind him.

“That the piece from the museum?” Angie asked, using the tip of the paintbrush in her hand to point.

“Yup.  Wanna have a look, Mermaid?”

Almost from the moment he met her, Irving had taken to calling her ‘Mermaid,’ referring to the unusual colouring of Angie’s eyes—one blue and one green.  It still made her smile.  Angie straightened, shrugging her shoulders to stretch her back muscles into shape.  A small crack rewarded her efforts and relieved a kink she hadn’t even noticed until then.  She pulled off her heavy-duty gloves, careful of the bandaged cuts on her right palm, and moved to where she could see better, knowing by the glint in Irving’s eye that she would either love or hate what he had to show her.  When she stood even with him, he shifted to give her room to peruse the painting, but he didn‘t move away entirely, waiting for her reaction.  The print depicted a truly life-like representation of a castle and its grounds.

“Fourteen, fifteen hundreds,” she mused, studying the detail and the shape of both frame and canvas.  “Good condition.”  She shook her head and looked up at Irving.  “Okay, I give.  What does the museum want?  This doesn’t need restoring.”

Irving’s broad grin lit his rugged face.  He indicated a small spot in one corner that he had managed to keep covered, a tiny imperfection that a first glance might overlook.  Angie bent closer, then recognising the significance, pressed her face so near that she could feel her breath curling back up to heat her cheeks.

“Irving,” she whispered.  “Is that what I think it is?”

“If you’re thinking it’s writing beneath that castle, then it sure is.”

She stared up at him, still folded nearly double.

“And the museum ...?”

“Wants you to see what’s under there.  They’re thinking seventh century—”

He had to stop as Angie sprang up with a little squeal of child-like glee and crushed him in a bear hug.  She pushed back, her gaze drawn to the castle again.

“Do you have any idea how important a find like this could be?” she asked in a soft voice.  Irving, prudently, ignored the question.  Of course he knew, just as he had known what Angie’s reaction would be.  Something like this could make a person’s career.  That the museum had chosen Angie and Irving’s practice to do the work spoke volumes.

“They want you to start today, if you have the time, Mermaid.”  He raised an eyebrow.  “Assuming you have any interest?”

“Irving,” she slapped him on the back, hard, her own grin threatening to split her face in two.  “How the hell did you get them to consider us?”

“It’s your work, kid,” he answered.  “They’ve been so damned impressed with what we’ve done for them before that they figure you to be some kind of expert.  Go figure.”

She stuck her tongue out at him, the effect ruined by her beaming smile.

It was turning out to be one hell of a good day.

***
[image: ]


Jerry worked on the last of the McGuire’s chairs as Angie carefully dabbed at the museum’s artwork, slowly revealing the first oddly shaped letters beneath.

“Not our alphabet,” she murmured.

Jerry didn’t look up from his work across the room.  “But it is writing?” he asked.

“Oh yes,” she replied, uncovering another shape.  “It’s almost familiar ....”  Her hand paused, eyes drawn to the tiny script before her, the strange letters seeming to shimmer and waver and coalesce into something she could almost read—

“Ange,” Irving called from the door, his voice solemn.  Angie blinked, seeing only a cramped script in an unknown alphabet on the canvas.  She glanced up, noting with sudden dread the troubled expression on her boss’s face.  The gleam had definitely left his eyes.  “There’s a phone call for you, Angie.  It’s Eastport.”

Angie frowned.  Why would the hospital call her?

“They say why?” she asked, her tools already set aside as she took a hesitant step forward, peeling off her latex gloves.

“Just that it was an emergency.”

Angie’s heart leapt to her throat.

“My folks?” She rushed to the phone on the far wall.  Irving shrugged.  But who else could it be?  Angie had no siblings, was in fact considered a miracle baby herself, and none of her extended family lived anywhere near the area.

“Hello?” she blurted anxiously into the receiver, trying to still her suddenly throbbing head enough to hear the person on the line.

“Angela Wilson?” a woman’s voice asked.

“Yes, this is she.”

“I’m afraid there’s been a terrible accident ...”

***
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Angie stared without seeing as she peeled herself out of her overalls.

“Ange, I’m so sorry,” Irving said.  He knew how close Angie was to her parents.  He knew them himself, and tears threatened his own vision.  “Please, let me or Jerry drive you.  You’re in no condition to get there yourself.”

Angie nodded numbly.

“I’ll take her,” Jerry said quietly, already out of his own coveralls.  “You need to stay and take care of the shop.”

“Hell, it’s almost closing time anyway,” Irving murmured.  “I’ll follow behind.”

“My car—” Angie began.

“We’ll take care of everything, Mermaid, don’t you worry.”

“This is no way to say good-bye,” Angie swallowed hard.  “I don’t want to see what several tons of truck can do to decent people.”

Irving heartily agreed.  They all knew the damage was too great.  Angie would lose her parents before the night ended.  But with luck, she would make it to the hospital before the Wilsons breathed their last.

***
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Rogan wanted away from this miserable place.  The Sorcerer had allotted him three turns of the water-cup to accomplish the task, and Rogan knew his time had almost ended.  Soon, he would escape from the heavy noise, the stifling air, the strange metal beasts that spewed forth foul-smelling fumes, that ate and then spit out the oddly-garbed people of this bizarre world.  So many of these strange people wandered around that he feared finding the right one.  But the Sorcerer had said he would take care of that.  Somehow, the Sorcerer had managed to lure the woman to this place of glass and stone where Rogan waited in the cold shadows of a nearby massive building.  How the Sorcerer had discovered this abnormal place whence the woman who had tried to tend the King had fled to, Rogan didn’t know.  But he knew he didn’t like it here.

And that he wouldn’t have to endure it for much longer, for there she stood, waiting as one of the metal beasts roared past in front of her.  A glittering haze outlined her to Rogan’s sight, a method of identification that the Sorcerer had employed before to ensure that the assassin killed the right target.

She hurried up to the front of the glass and stone building.  Rogan pulled his longbow from the concealment of his cloak, drew a poison-tipped arrow, the fletching tickling his cheek, and sighted down the shaft.  As he released his missile, Rogan knew a moment of panic, for the woman turned, as though sensing something, searching for something.  For him.

But then the arrow hit its mark.  The woman fell.  Rogan allowed himself a smile as the air about him shimmered and the disturbing world faded from his vision, the Sorcerer’s spell returning him to more hospitable—and familiar—surroundings.

***
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Angie charged across the street, Jerry several paces behind and Irving still getting out of his car.  She really appreciated them coming with her, but she felt an overwhelming sense of urgency and couldn’t wait for them to catch up.  So she stood alone as she reached the glass door to the hospital emergency entrance ... and sensed something new.  Some sort of instinct that warned her of danger.  She turned, not knowing where to look or even what she looked for.  A shaft of lancing pain bit into her left shoulder, close to her chest.  It spun her around, slamming her back against the door before she crumpled to the ground, not understanding what had happened.  Her shoulder burned and her vision darkened, swallowed to a shining point.  The last thing she saw was Jerry’s startled face as he crouched over her, Irving running to her side, and a general confusion of sound as they shouted for help.

***
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“My Lady Sorceress, can you hear me?”

Angie absently wondered to whom that tinkling voice spoke.  She looked around for the speaker, but found she couldn’t move, nor could she see beyond the utter blackness behind her eyelids.  All she had was the sound.

“My Lady?” the tiny voice called.

Who are you talking to? Angie wanted to ask, but she had no voice, her mouth refusing to obey her mind.

“You can hear me,” came the relieved answer.  “Good.  Then hope yet remains.”

Angie blinked, only her eyes didn’t move.  She remembered a searing pain in her shoulder, the memory evoking the feeling to reality, and a scream ripped through the silence in her mind, even though it couldn’t escape her lips.

“Please calm yourself, My Lady, or I cannot be of any assistance.  I need your help.”

If she could, Angie would have laughed at the absurdity of her having the ability to help anyone in her present circumstances.

“I need you to come home,” the voice demanded.

What are you talking about? Angie cried.  Who are you?

“I am Sidvareh of Faery, bound to you through your mother.  And I am the only chance you have to survive, My Lady Sorceress.  Without me, you will die.  You must come home.”

The voice sounded more distant and Angie had difficulty understanding it.  It made little sense, but somehow she knew that her only hope lay in following that voice.

How can I go home? she whispered.  I don’t have my car.

“That is not your home,” Sidvareh said.  “Here is your home.  You must come home.”

Where is here?

“Karundin.”

Angie held her breath—at least, she would have could she breathe.  Of all the times to have a dream ...

But if she truly lay dying, as the voice suggested, why not have one more adventure?  Perhaps then she would at least regain her senses.  She didn’t like her immobility, her loss of sight, her loss of everything but pain and this one voice in her dreams.

So she relaxed, and chose to follow the voice.

All right, she told the Faery.  I’m coming home.
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Gavin’s stallion pranced, as restless as the Prince, and eager for his rider to allow him the freedom of the reins.  Gavin kept the horse in check, containing Praetorian’s energy much as he held his own frustration and grief in a tight fist.  His father’s murder was far too raw, too sudden and immediate for Gavin’s rage to have a focus.  But he couldn’t simply sit around the castle another moment, not knowing his enemy, not knowing if he, or worse, his son, might be next.

Gavin glanced behind to where the young Prince rode, ringed by soldiers, discreet enough that the boy saw them as compatriots at the ride rather than a circle of steel guarding him.  Past events, such as that cobra attack last season, had shown that even the smallest of the Royals did not stand immune to danger.  But no one had thought an assassin could penetrate right into the King’s bedchamber with no one the wiser.  Gavin did not plan to take any chances with his son.  So when Gavin sought the freshness of the country air away from the sombre atmosphere in the castle following the death of the King, he took young Rayton with him.

And of course, the Dho’vani, or Heir-Apparent, could not go without proper escort—and protection—so Lord Protector Merikan rode at Gavin’s side, his dark eyes scrutinising the landscape as though expecting the trees themselves to move to stop them.  In truth, Gavin didn’t mind the company.  Though Merikan could not have foreseen last night’s events, and could do nothing to change the outcome, his renewed vigilance somehow comforted Gavin.  He didn’t think anything would get past the Sorcerer today.

About a dozen furlongs out from the castle, Merikan called for a sudden and unexpected halt.  Gavin glanced to the Lord Protector, but the Sorcerer’s gaze had riveted on to something beyond the edge of the path.  Merikan dismounted, Gavin following suit, motioning for the others to remain on the path where they sat their restless mounts.  Commander Nervain, the head of Gavin’s personal bodyguard, disregarded Gavin’s wishes and followed his charge, performing his duties with even more diligence since the death of King Grayton; Gavin expected no less.  The Dho’vani didn’t need to tell the captain of the guards remaining with his son to keep Rayton safe, but his pointed stare reinforced those instructions.  Gavin ignored Merikan’s own pointed glare, letting the Sorcerer know that he had no intention of staying behind.  Gavin had never been inclined to leave the danger to others.

Hand resting on the pommel of the sword at his waist, ready to pull the weapon at a moment’s notice, Nervain a close presence at his back, Gavin trailed behind Merikan as the Sorcerer pushed his way into the crowd of trees near the path.

“Did you see, or sense?” Gavin asked the older man in a low whisper.

“Sense,” Merikan replied.

Magic, then.  Given recent events, Gavin didn’t object to the protective shield Merikan erected around him.  Every Royal had the ability to weave a shield of protection about his body, and some, like Gavin, had talent for other magic too.  But the added safeguard Merikan provided couldn’t hurt.

They crept ahead, passing from tree to tree like shadows, and just as quiet.  At the edge of a small clearing, no more than a few paces wide, they halted.  A crumpled form lay in the grass.  The clothing looked strange, what Gavin could see.  Especially on a woman, for long honey-dark hair fanned out across the ground, and her visible hand bore delicate fingers.  Her other arm lay pinned beneath her body.

Nervain took up a guarding stance several paces back, facing the direction of the path, though his eyes travelled every inch of forest, trusting the Lord Protector with Gavin’s person.  Merikan scanned the area and finally, discerning no danger, crouched next to the woman.  He took her shoulder and gently rolled her over.  The shoulder bled, the broken shaft of an arrow protruding from the wound.  Merikan leaned forward and inhaled swiftly.

“Pranik,” he spat with disgust.  Gavin heartily agreed.  Pranik was a deadly poison that left a sour stink.  Assassins highly favoured it for its speed and efficacy, if not for its exorbitant cost and rarity.  It had also helped kill the King.

With a sudden frown, Merikan brushed the woman’s hair from her pallid face with his strong fingers.  He pulled back with an oath at what he found.

“The Lady Angelica,” Gavin breathed in wonder and dread.  “Spirits have mercy.”  The wound alone was not mortal if treated, but combined with pranik ... the mysterious Lady whom Gavin had seldom seen would die before they could learn how she had gotten into the King’s chamber last night.  How she always seemed on hand in moments of menace, to thwart the danger or alter events to the best advantage of the Royal House.  And why she always disappeared afterwards.

“Gum leaves, now,” Merikan snapped, his finger pointing to a nearby squat bush, grabbing Gavin’s attention.  Gavin didn’t hesitate.  He might not see a way to save her, but Merikan would try his best regardless.

The Lord Protector took the leaves, rolling them swiftly between his palms as he invoked his magic with soft words.  A handful of dirt and a pinch of some substance he retrieved from an inner pocket of his black robes went into the concoction.

“I need to get to the wound,” he said, glancing meaningfully at the odd blue tunic she wore.  Gavin drew his belt knife and knelt next to the Lady.  He didn’t allow himself to think of any impropriety as he cut the fabric and tore a hole through the cloth, leaving a bare patch of surprisingly tanned skin, bloody and mottling with the spread of the pranik.  Merikan took the sticky substance he had formed and pressed it around the wound, right up to the edge of the arrow’s shaft.  As he did so, a golden glow spread from his hands to her shoulder and upper chest.

An answering glow, this one suffused with streaks of golden-green and silver, rose from within the Lady Angelica.  Merikan’s eyes widened in bewilderment, and his hand might have faltered had Gavin not placed his own hands over the Lord Protector’s, holding them in place.  Gavin felt a tug on his spirit, from where he knew his own magic rested.  He didn’t resist.  He loosened his control, watching without understanding as the Lady’s magic and Merikan’s drew in his own, adding a turquoise light that brightened and focussed on the wound.

The shaft quivered, startling the men yet again.  By the look in Merikan’s face, Gavin knew the Sorcerer was as much a tool in this spell as Gavin, lending strength without direction.  Something else instructed the flow of magic, yet Gavin could tell he still had control of his power.  He could take back what belonged to him at any time.  The arrow shifted again, wriggling loose.  Merikan snatched it in one hand and set it afire with a snarled word, tossing the ashes away.  The other he kept lightly over the injury, Gavin’s hands cupping it, both held just far enough from the flesh to watch as the bleeding slowed.  A trickle of yellow-black mixed with the blood as it oozed from her shoulder, the poison being drawn from the wound.  When both poison and blood stopped flowing, the skin drew closed, reknitting itself, the flesh made whole, if pink and tender.  She would have a scar, but she would live.

The aura of magic subsided.  Gavin drew back first, his mind in a daze of wonderment.  He gazed at the Lady’s face, more alive with colour now, though she remained unconscious.  She had a gentle face in repose, the nose a little small and the cheeks more angular than most women’s, the jaw more square and the lips less full.  Perhaps a season or so younger than Gavin, she possessed a striking appearance.  More handsome than beautiful, her mystery only added to her appeal.  But that mystery might become problematical.  Should she prove a threat to the kingdom—to Rayton—Gavin mustn’t hesitate.  Though they had somehow saved her life, both he and Merikan knew their duty.

Gavin wondered why the thought of harming her disturbed him so.

“We should get her back to the castle,” Merikan said, leaning back on his heels.  “She’ll need time to recover, and we need some answers from her.”  He glanced around.  “Unless I’m mistaken, there’s nothing out here save the forest creatures and the path.”

Gavin understood the frown.  He had the same thought: no tracks marred the area, so where had the Lady Angelica come from, and how had she made it to this place?  And did whoever shot her still hover nearby?

He scooped the Lady up, cradling her face against his chest, not knowing why but certain they must keep her identity a secret until they had more answers.  Merikan’s hands remained free in case of attack.  

“Scout the area,” Gavin ordered Nervain when the Commander turned at the motion.  “The Lady’s been shot.  See if you can find any trace of the culprit.  I’ll send three men back to assist.”

Nervain waited for Merikan’s nod of understanding that the Lord Protector alone had charge of the Dho’vani until they reached the rest of the men, then turned his attention to Gavin’s orders.

Gavin and Merikan hurried back to their horses and Gavin sent the promised men after Nervain.

With Merikan to steady him, Gavin mounted Praetorian and settled Lady Angelica before him, her hair acting as a mask.  Waiting only long enough for the Sorcerer to climb on his own horse, Gavin turned back to the castle and headed off at a gallop.

***
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Sleep left her slowly.  Angie didn’t remember partying hard last night, but she sure felt rough this morning.  Or perhaps afternoon?  She slit open an eye, seeing only a dim light.  Good heavens, had she slept straight through ’til night?  With a groan, she reached for her notebook, intending to write down what she remembered of Sidvareh—a character new to her Karundin flights of fancy.

The dull pain from just below her collarbone drew a sharp gasp and her eyes flew completely open.

This wasn’t her room.  Moreover, it wasn’t even her apartment.  A canopy spread overhead, lit by a single candle on a small bedside table.  Angie sat up, trying to ignore the twinge in her shoulder that drew a hissed breath through her teeth.  A strange sight greeted her vision.

The bed stretched nearly as large as hers yet held far less comfort.  A dun coloured duvet with bold slashes of red and blue had covered her, its heavy warmth now puddling in her lap.  What she could see of the walls in the candle’s glow made her think of the stonework of England’s castles; dark and slightly forbidding, and definitely in need of some colourful tapestries.  Though the room stretched into shadows, she could only discern one other piece of furniture; an armchair that looked like a marvellous recreation of something out of the fifteenth century, but with more flair.  It had carved wooden legs and velvet upholstery of a rich brown hue trimmed in gold.

It also bore the weight of a woman in her forties, wearing a long brown dress that would have camouflaged her against the chair’s fabric had she not also worn a white apron, the whole belted with a black cord of some sort.  The woman and Angie stared at each other a moment.

“Who are you?” Angie finally asked.  The woman blinked, a small frown creasing her forehead.  Angie glanced around, sweeping the room with her right hand.  “Where am I?”

The woman flinched as Angie gestured, so she let her arm drop.  The puzzled expression let Angie know the woman didn’t understand her.  Angie sighed, looking at her surroundings again, wondering where to find the door, and, if she could reach it past the woman, where it would lead.  She threw off the rest of the covers, intending to find out.  The white gown wrapping her body made Angie pause.  She knew she didn’t own sleepwear like this, that looked somehow both delicate and of an antique priggishness.  She didn’t know anyone who did, although the mystery lady with her tight bun and old-fashioned dress probably had a closet full of such outfits.

Angie shook her head, already annoyed with this game.  She hauled her feet over the side of the bed.  A wave of dizziness washed over her, and she clutched the mattress, eyes closed, trying to regain her senses.  Hands gently gripped her shoulders, trying to push her back down.  Angie stared at the wide-eyed woman from inches away.

“You mustn’t try to rise yet, My Lady,” the woman said in a soft voice.

“You do speak English,” Angie accused, but the woman frowned her incomprehension again, shaking her head in frustration.

“The poison is gone and the wound healing, but your strength needs time to return.  Please lie back, My Lady.”

“What wound?  What happened?  Where am I?”

“He never said you spoke a different tongue,” the woman said, her voice as soft and gentle as before, coaxing rather than perplexed, though her expression belied her tone.  “But then, you never had the opportunity to speak, what with being unconscious and all.”

“Different tongue?” Angie whispered.  Then louder, “But I understand you.  Why can’t you understand me?”

“Now don’t you fret, My Lady,” the woman soothed as she made Angie lie back under the duvet.  “Surely the Lord Protector will know what to do.  He may understand your language.”

“Lord Protector?” Angie sat up again, which seemed to distress the woman, but Angie barely noticed.  “You mean the Lord Protector of the Royal House?  This is Karundin?”  The woman tilted her head to the side, perhaps recognising the name, or  merely trying to figure Angie out.  Angie stared off at nothing in particular, her mind whirling.  She didn’t stop the woman from urging her back to the pillow.

Am I dreaming?  It didn’t feel much like her dreams, but then she remembered her encounter with the Faery Sidvareh again. ‘You must come home,’ she had said, and Angie had agreed.  Home to Karundin. 

She had never intentionally dreamed of Karundin before.  Maybe that’s why this felt different.  Does that make sense? she wondered.  Maybe if she closed her eyes, told herself to wake up, everything would go back to normal.

Back to the hospital, where pain shot through her body, where her parents lay dying, where her life lay on the cusp of disaster.  She couldn’t bear the thought of her parents dead, all in some stupid accident, but reality seldom cared how you thought.  It simply was, and you had to deal with the messy results.

She angrily wiped at her tears.  Crying wouldn’t change the past.  She had to go see her parents.

But no matter how hard she tried, Angie couldn’t make herself wake from this nightmare.

“My Lady?” a man’s voice said.  No one back home ever used such an appellation, so Angie knew she still dreamed.  She squeezed her eyes tighter until little streaks of red lightning danced across the inside of her eyelids, but the man didn’t go away.  Instead, his gentle but insistent hand shook her right shoulder.  She finally opened her eyes.

Black robes, goatee and dark eyes.  Just like the first time she had seen him, except this time, the Lord Protector’s expression held concern rather than just cold competence.  He stood alone in the room with Angie, the matron gone.

“My Lady, can you understand me?” he asked.

“Of course I can understand you,” Angie griped.  “The question is, can you understand me?”

His quizzical frown was answer enough.

“Well, what the hell is wrong with this dream anyway?” she grumbled.

“You must alter your magic’s focus,” said a tinkling voice.  Sidvareh.

“Um ... what?” came Angie’s less than intelligent reply.

“Your magic is attuned solely to your senses right now.  You understand their words but they cannot make sense of yours.”

“He’s got magic,” Angie said, noting the man’s disquiet and wondering if he could hear Sidvareh too.  When it came down to it, Angie wondered at her own ability to hear the voice when she saw no body to match.  Maybe this is what going crazy feels like.  Hearing voices that aren’t really there, visiting lands that don’t exist.  Yeah, crazy about covered it.  But she went on nevertheless.  “Why doesn’t he use his magic to understand me?  And what do you mean, ‘my magic’ anyway?”

“He’s using his magic for other things at the moment,” Sidvareh said, ignoring Angie’s second question.  “Primarily as a precaution against you.”

“What?”

“Concentrate on his eyes, his hands.  What do you see?”

Angie looked into the man’s eyes, really concentrated, and saw a spark of inner light glowing from his dark orbs.  She glanced to his hands and they appeared ever so slightly out of focus, hazy, as though the air about them gave off waves of heat.  And his lips moved furtively in words she could not hear.

“That light is his connection to his magic, the haze the evidence of a spell,” Sidvareh explained.  “Some magic depends on the use of certain words, strange languages.  He does not use his magic to understand you because he fears you use your magic to cast a spell.  He guards against it.”

“Listen, Faery, I don’t have any magic.  This is all just some dumb dream that I’m working on waking up from—”

“This is not the dream, Lady Angelica.  This is where you belong.  Not in another plane where you are Angela Mira Wilson, restorer of antiquities.  But here, where your mother sacrificed all that you might live and protect the Royal House.”

Angie stared in utter shock, not knowing what to make of Sidvareh’s words.  What did her mother have to do with Karundin and Angie’s dreams?  But the Faery went on, snapping Angie’s attention back to the man leaning over her, his eyes glinting with the hue of power.

“Now, I suggest you concentrate on making him understand your words before he does something you both will regret.”

But I don’t know anything about magic.  Except for what she could do in her dreams.  And this was just another dream, right?  If she treated this like any other night-time adventure, perhaps things would work out.  As long as whatever I do works better than they did with the King.

She focussed on the Lord Protector, bent her concentration and will to one single goal which she uttered in her mind like a mantra: Understand my words.  Understand me.  Then, with an effort to keep her voice calm and steady, she spoke, maintaining firm eye-contact despite the eerie gaze that stared back.

“If you would kindly refrain from trying to blow me to bits, maybe we can answer some of each others questions.”

He jerked back as though struck and blinked at her.  The haze left his hands, but he appeared just as dangerous as before.

“Can you understand me now?” Angie asked.

“Yes.”

“And you’re not going to try to hurt me?”

He tilted his head, a considering weight in his demeanour.

“That will depend entirely on your own actions, My Lady,” he replied, retreating far enough to settle into the empty chair.  If Angie hadn’t known he protected the same people she did, his bearing might have frightened her more.  As it was, the black robes and villainous goatee still gave her pause, but she could ignore his sinister appearance as merely an effective affectation.

“Well, right now, I plan on sitting up,” said Angie.  “If you try to wallop me with some spell for that, I’ll be most disappointed.”

That tugged a reluctant smile past his lips, which Angie took as a good sign.  She sat up slowly anyway, just to be sure.  Her left shoulder protested a bit and she scowled at it, but she had other concerns.  Such as how it had gotten hurt in the first place.

“So I don’t have to call you by title, ‘Lord Protector,’ mind telling me your name?” she asked.

Again, the smile twisted his mouth.  He gave a half-bow from the chair.

“I am Lord Merikan, Lady Angelica.”

“Hi Merikan.  Call me Angie.”

He looked briefly horrified.

“So what happened?” she asked.  “Why does my shoulder hurt?  And how did I get here, wherever here is?”

He pursed his lips, gaze lingering on her bandaged hand a moment, though Angie didn’t know why her hand should fascinate him when her shoulder ached so.

“‘Here’ is the palace.  Dho’vani and I found you in the forest a dozen furlongs out and brought you here.  You had the broken shaft of an arrow laced with pranik embedded between your shoulder and your heart.  No tracks led to or from the site save our own.”

Angie blinked several times, trying to make sense of what he said.

“Okay, so who’s Dho’vani, how far is a furlong again, and what is pranik?”

His eyes narrowed as he regarded her, but he didn’t answer her questions.  Instead, he asked one of his own.

“How did you hurt your hand?”

Angie looked down at the bandage across her palm, covering the marks made by her own fingernails.  It seemed of little importance to her, but he had answered her first questions; it seemed only fair to return the favour.

“That happened last night when I tried to take the knife out of the King,” she murmured without really thinking.  “But for some reason, I couldn’t help like I usually can.”

She shook her head at the futility of some dreams.

“I guess I grabbed the hilt so hard that my fingernails cut my hand before I woke up.”  She looked back to the Lord Protector, thinking it odd to explain a dream to a character out of her imagination.  Merikan stared back in wonder.

“So you were there,” he whispered.  He cleared his throat, his voice growing hard with resolution.  “You tried to help the King?”

“Of course I did,” Angie retorted with indignation.  “Did you think I would try to harm him?”

“How did you get into his chambers?”

“It’s just a dream!” she shouted.  “I fell asleep and I came here, and his danger called to me, so I came to try to help.  But I couldn’t.  It’s all just a dream!”

“Enough of this!” Sidvareh’s musical voice grated like a chorus sung off-key.

Both Angie and Merikan watched as a violet mist formed between them, resolving into a figure only as big as Angie’s outstretched hand.  The Faery wore a diaphanous, short bark-brown dress that still managed to cover all the important areas on her shapely golden-green body.  Iridescent double wings, like those of a dragonfly, whipped back and forth in annoyance, fanning her coppery-gold hair.  She came to rest on a piece of air, somehow made firm enough for her tiny bare feet.  Emerald eyes almost too big for the little face, slanted like crooked teardrops, bore down on Angie.

“My Lady, I have told you, this is not a dream.  It is where you belong.”

“It’s not real,” Angie insisted.  “How could it be?  I’m talking to a Faery, sitting in some medieval room with a sorcerer, all in a fantasy land that I’ve dreamed about for as long as I can remember—it’s ridiculous!”

Merikan stared from Sidvareh to Angie and back again, before he rose and sketched an elaborate bow to the Faery.

“Forgive me, Noble One,” he addressed the little creature, awe tingeing his words.  “But what does she say?  I’ve lost the thread of language.”

“Yes, she doesn’t know control in her anger and confusion,” said Sidvareh.  “She rails against her situation.  She knows this land as no more than a dream.”  Sidvareh turned her large eyes to the Sorcerer.  “I suggest you use your own methods for the nonce to follow her speech.”

She turned back to Angie.

“If it’s all a dream, My Lady, why can the Lord Protector not understand you?”

“He just wants to piss me off,” Angie snapped.  “It’s just my mind trying to make it all real.  Or maybe it’s you trying to make me believe this crazy story.”

“Do your dreams often try to convince you to believe black is white?” the Faery pressed.  “Do they control your mind, your reason?  Or do you control them?”

“I influence my dreams; I don’t direct them, not really.  Dreams are dreams.  They have a life of their own, but that doesn’t make them real.”

“And you always know when you dream?”

“I know Karundin is a dream,” Angie nodded, though a panicked part of her had begun to wonder.  She pointed to Merikan.  “I know he’s a dream.  And so are you,” she turned her glare back to the Faery.  “Faeries don’t exist, magic isn’t real, and Karundin is just a place I made up when I was little; a make-believe world to escape to at night.”

“How can you be sure you made it up?” Merikan asked.  “If you have never set foot in a place before, and then you visit, have you made it up simply because you had not seen it before?  Or did it always exist and you merely hadn’t visited yet?”

“It’s not like the Grand Canyon or some mystical Mayan temple off in some other part of the planet,” Angie scoffed.  “This is a totally different world, with different rules and customs and—”

“And therefore not real,” Sidvareh finished, her expression disapproving.  “Is that it, Lady Angelica?”

“It’s Angie.  Lady Angelica is a persona I made up along with this world—”

“Lady Angelica is who you are,” Sidvareh insisted.  “If any persona is false, it is Angela Mira Wilson.”

“A moment,” Merikan raised a hand, drawing the attention of both women.  “If I may ask a question for clarification.”  Sidvareh nodded magnanimously; Angie scowled, wishing she could just wake up; fearing she could not.

“If this is the Lady’s dream world, what is her real world?  And how can she bridge a gap between the two?”

“Because it’s a dream,” Angie snarled.

“Because her mind is of this world,” Sidvareh said.  “And her body is from her Earth.  Her mother sent her child’s spirit across the realms so that it might live.”

Merikan drew back in contemplation, as though something in that sentence made sense to him.  Angie stared in bafflement.

“Mom did what?” was all she could think to say.

“Enemies of the Crown hunted your mother.  Before they could destroy her, and her progeny with her, your Lady Mother cast a final spell that would take your spirit across the worlds so you could survive and grow in safety.  She designed the spell to find a vacuum and fill it with your life.

“That vacuum resided in the womb of Darlene Wilson of the Earth you know.  Her child’s spirit had died.  Your mother’s spell saw that yours took its place.”

Angie knew the stories about her being a miracle baby; how the child Darlene carried had died and come back to life.  It baffled doctors, how in the beginning stages of labour, the little heartbeat had stopped, and yet when the delivery occurred, life filled the tiny lungs and sorrow turned to joy.  Mom had already suffered three miscarriages, and this was their final try at a baby.  When the doctors announced the flat line, mom was too far-gone in labour; she had to deliver the dead infant, and it broke her heart.  When Angie’s first cries split the stunned silence in the delivery room, a nurse had proclaimed, ‘It’s a miracle!’  Mom and dad had been so overjoyed that it became part of Angie’s name.  Their little angel, Angela Mira.

“You are of both worlds,” Sidvareh said.  “But you belong here.”

“Who?” Merikan demanded in a hoarse whisper.  They looked to his suddenly pale face.  “Who was she, Lady Angelica’s mother?  Who had that power?”

Sidvareh regarded him with deep deliberation.

“Who had the strength even with her last breath to grasp her courage and summon the power to save her child?” the Faery asked.  “Who had magic enough to send a spirit across worlds, not just for a small time, but for all time if needed?  Who knew the secrets of Faery and could bind such a one in loyalty to herself and to her offspring?  And who could instill the need to continue her duty to protect the Royal House, and their charge, into a babe?”  She shook her head, a wistful smile tightening her mouth.  “I think you know the answer to that, Lord Protector Merikan.”

Angie didn’t think his face could grow any paler, but he proved her wrong.  Merikan looked like a ghost, his eyes—dark pits staring out of the pastiness—filled with a combination of painful comprehension and awed disbelief, which seemed a neat if unsettling mix to Angie.

“Lady Sorceress Katerina,” his voice fell half an octave with raw grief.  He stared hard at Angie.  “This is her child?  She survived?”

“This is also your child, Lord Protector,” Sidvareh spoke softly, her voice a gentle bell.  “And she has no idea of who she is, nor of the power she wields.”
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Chapter 3
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“I’m sorry ... what?” Angie spoke into the thick silence.

Sidvareh’s serene gaze took her in a moment, but the Faery’s attention suddenly snapped to the door and the little creature vanished.  Angie had a second to blink in surprise before the door flew open and a man swept into the room.

Angie could only stare.  She had seen handsome men before, but this stranger took her breath away, made her want to say things like ‘wow’ and ‘golly,’ like some tongue-tied, love-sick schoolgirl.  It was more than his outdated clothing—he looked like he’d just stepped off the set of some medieval or Tudor-age film, with his red and gold tights, red knee-length tunic cinched with a thick gold belt and a leather baldric hinting at a simple looking sword hilt resting comfortably at his hip.  He bore himself with an air of absolute nobility—which Angie hadn’t known she could identify until this minute—yet with a sense of arrogant-tinged pride.  The anguish etched on his face made her stomach clench in sympathy even as her libido responded to his sheer masculinity.  It was embarrassing.  She had never reacted to anyone this way before, dream or no dream.

His stride purposeful, his dark wave of hair streaming gently past his shoulders in the breeze created by his quick pace, he barely noticed as Merikan rose to his feet to greet the newcomer with a small bow.  His chiselled features grim, his brooding eyes never left Angie’s face.

“How did you do it?” he demanded in what she might consider a very nice voice under different circumstances.

“Do what?” Angie asked, at the same time that Merikan spoke, a cross between a greeting and a warning: “Dho’vani.”

The man waved Merikan aside, his gaze still intent on Angie.

“How did you get into Father’s room?”

She stared at him, searched his features.  She saw a definite resemblance to the man she had failed to save.  This Dho’vani was the King’s son.

And she didn’t know how to answer him.  She began to doubt she could ever escape this nightmare.  The possibility that this represented some form of reality rather than her dream-world had her distrusting her senses.  But even taking her active imagination into account, would she have come up with half the things Sidvareh had claimed as truth?  Why would her mind try to make her believe Karundin was real to this extent, unless it was real?  And yet, magic and Faeries and princes out of the middle ages ...?

Angie felt lost.  She didn’t know what to believe anymore.

“I dreamed myself there,” she said finally, having no other answer to give.

“You ... dreamed,” he stammered.  “I don’t understand.”

“Neither do I,” she whispered, staring down at her hands in her lap.  The bandage on her palm caught her attention.  Had she really stood there, in the King’s chambers, after someone killed him?  Had she really tried to remove the knife, not as part of a dream, but as a reflection of reality?

What the hell was real anyway?

“Lady Angelica is ... accustomed to a different way of life, Dho’vani,” Merikan said.  “Her powers stem from that other world, where her dreams give her access to her magic.”

Angie glanced to the Sorcerer—her father in this world if Sidvareh spoke true—and considered his words.  She could change things in her dreams, and that might be construed as using magic.  At least it brought it down to a concept she could understand.

“Other world?” the Prince asked.

Merikan grimaced.

“You always did pick up on the slightest slip of the tongue.  We are still trying to determine just what happened to the Lady, but as far as we can tell, she can claim ancestry from Lady Sorceress Katerina.  Before her untimely death, the Sorceress sent her child’s spirit to another plane.  This is that child.”

The Prince looked at Angie in a new light, one of renewed respect and a little awe.  His voice dropped to a revered whisper.

“That’s why you were in Father’s rooms, why you were there to protect Rayton.”

Angie shrugged, not understanding the man’s words or reasoning.

“Who’s Rayton, Dho’vani?” she asked.

“Gavin’s son,” Merikan murmured, drawing Angie’s gaze from the intensity of the Prince’s eyes.  “Next in line to rule, should anything befall Gavin.”

Angie looked from the Sorcerer’s face to the Prince’s.  A frown tugged her brow down.

“I thought Dho’vani stood next in line.”

The men stared at her with matched expressions of puzzlement.

“Dho’vani is next in line.  He is Heir-Apparent.  Hence Dho’vani.”

Angie blinked a few times.  Her dreams were never this confusing, which only frightened her more as her brain slowly let the truth sink in.  Not in Kansas anymore, started running through her mind.

“I don’t understand.”

The Prince suddenly smiled, and Angie’s breath caught in her throat.  Wow.  She swallowed.

“I think I can explain,” he said.  “I apologise for my rude entrance earlier.  I should have introduced myself.  I am Gavin, Dho’vani of Karundin.  Dho’vani is my current title, roughly meaning ‘Prince and Heir-Apparent.’”

“I see,” said Angie.  “So ... why does it suddenly make sense that I would try to save your father?”

“Lady Sorceress Katerina stood as Protector to the Royal House of Karundin,” Merikan explained.  “It was more than her position; the responsibility defined her, a role birthed into her very being.  It seems you have that same conviction, that same duty instilled in you, even across worlds.”

“Protector of the Royal House,” Angie repeated numbly.  “How am I supposed to protect what I didn’t even know existed?  I’m no sorceress.  I’m just an antiques’ restorer.  I don’t know magic.”

“On the contrary,” Merikan objected.  “I’d say you know a very unique and potent form of magic, one not easily countered.”

“What?”

“Your magic works through dreams.  Or, more specifically, by utilising the rules of dreams.  In a dream, most anything can happen.  You are not bound by any preconceived notions about magic and therefore will likely have fewer inhibitions about what you can accomplish.”

“Are you saying that my ability to influence things in my dreams can translate to the real world?  To this world?” she hastily amended.  “That, because I can control a lot of what goes on in my dreams, I can do magic?”

“I’m saying that that in itself is a form of magic.  That because of your upbringing in a world where magic does not seem to exist, your inbred nature found an alternate outlet that your mind could accept, developing your power in the form of your dreams.  And that,” Merikan concluded, “makes you both powerful and unpredictable.”

“And an exceptional, and honoured, protector,” Gavin added.  “The Royal House could have no one better to assist Lord Merikan in keeping us safe to guard our charge.”

“Your charge?” Angie parroted.

The men shared a long look.

“Something to discuss at another time, I think,” Merikan said.  “You have enough to think about right now, and you must recover your strength.”

The ache in Angie’s shoulder again registered in her mind.  She put a hand to it as she rolled and stretched the protesting muscle.

“You said something about an arrow?” Merikan nodded.  “So what happened that got me shot?” Angie asked.

“You don’t know?” Gavin asked.

“What’s the last thing you remember?” the Sorcerer wanted to know.

Angie’s hands fell to her lap, clutching at each other as though seeking support and solace.

“The hospital called, telling me of a terrible accident involving my parents.  When I got there, before I could go in, I felt something painful hit my shoulder.  Jerry and Irving came running, trying to help, but everything went black.  And then I heard Sidvareh’s voice for the first time, telling me to come home.  Then I woke up here.”

“This hospital,” Merikan asked, “your assailant shot you from within the building?”

“No, he stood outside.”

“So you had not yet reached the hospital?”

“I was about to go through the door.”

Merikan’s head tilted to one side, his expression contemplative.

“Then how did the arrow penetrate your shoulder?  The shaft protruded from the front.  If you faced the building, yet were not shot from within, how did the arrow not hit your back?”

“I—” Angie hesitated, forcing herself to remember every detail. “I felt something.  Something warning me of danger.  You know?  Like when you feel someone watching you.  Only this was stronger, an alarm in my head.  I didn’t know the source, though; only that something bad was coming.  I turned around to see what it was.”

“Did you see him?” Gavin’s intense tone matched the furor in his gaze.

Angie closed her eyes in concentration, but finally had to shake her head and open them again.

“I didn’t know what to look for.  All I remember when I turned is the pain.”

“What about last night?” Gavin asked.  “Did you see the assassin?  Did you see who killed my father?”

“I saw blood,” Angie stated, knowing somehow that this man did not want to hear sympathy, but truth.  “If another stood in the room, I didn’t see them.  Only the knife and the dead eyes of the King.  And I couldn’t stop it.”  Angie heard the frustration in her own words.

Merikan placed a gentle yet restraining hand on Gavin’s shoulder, guiding the Dho’vani to the chair.  His dark eyes turned back to Angie.

“Is the use of poison on arrows common in your world?” he asked.

“Not that I’ve ever noticed,” Angie said.

“But they do exist?”  Angie nodded and the Sorcerer continued.  “Is it possible someone would think to use them on you?  To confuse the situation?”

“I don’t see why anyone there would want to hurt me, but ... I suppose someone might think it amusing, given my work.”

“Your work?” Gavin asked.

“I restore antiques.  Using a weapon from the middle ages might seem fitting for someone with a bizarre sense of humour.”

“But the chances of that are slim, yes?” Merikan pressed.

“Well, yeah.  If someone wanted me dead, they’d have probably used a gun.”

The Sorcerer looked to the Dho





































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





