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			CHAPTER 1

			“You will be perfect. You will be great. You will be a just Queen.” Haven paced the length of the hall, trying to calm her rattled nerves. “You will lead them fairly. You will save them. By the grace of the gods, you will.”

			The distant boom of drums startled her. She stopped abruptly, her gaze lingering on the large oak doors leading to the throne room.

			“All rise,” a muffled voice said behind closed doors.

			The time had come.

			Clearing her throat, Haven smoothed her regal skirts and stepped up to the ornately carved entry. Warm afternoon light spilled across the floor, bathing her dark red dress in fire. Sparkles from her jewel-covered throat cast a dazzling pattern across her olive skin.

			Haven never thought she’d live long enough to take the throne. In a family of two older brothers, and a healthy father, it would never be expected that the eldest daughter would ascend. But it was her misfortune to be blessed with longevity. Haven had outlived much of her family, and as the idea of becoming Queen grew nearer, that blessing had only become a curse.

			She had thought of perhaps ending her life just to spare her people her inadequacy. She could try hanging herself, but the moment she was released from the noose, even if her neck broke, air would return to her lungs, and her neck would mend itself. She could slit her wrists, or even her throat, but the wounds would heal in minutes, the scars in hours. There were many ways she had contemplated death, until Haven realized something. The only thing worse than living forever without her family would be to leave her people without a Queen, especially in times like these.

			With war at their doorstep, Rythern needed a Queen, one that would not die like the rest of her family. They needed Queen Haven Fyre, one of the last remaining members of her royal lineage. Only she could lead the kingdom past this time of turmoil, or so she hoped.

			“You can do this.” She told herself, amber eyes drawn forward as two Queen’s Guard opened the doors.

			Her coronation was held in the main throne room, as per the custom. With high vaulted ceilings, large stained glass windows, and a red carpet leading up the center aisle, it was just how she’d imagined. The colors of her family hung on large banners from the walls to her left and right. Red and gold shone back at her. Candles dappled the walls and the ends of the aisles, dusting the room in a golden glow.

			For a moment Haven felt a flash of concern for the guards lining these aisles. What if one of them were to get too close to the open flame? Upon inspecting one more closely she realized there wasn’t a piece of fabric in sight. She sighed in relief. They were dressed in full Queen’s Guard armor.

			Turning her gaze from the décor, Haven basked in the warm glow of candles, tears sprung to her eyes. This was a glorious room, filled nearly to the brim with people. Her people – the ones she would lay down her life for. Even if, for Haven, there could be no such reality. She wished her mother were here, standing beside her most trusted advisor. She’d known Toma since birth. She couldn’t remember a time when the aged advisor hadn’t been at her father’s side. But Toma wasn’t her mother.

			Standing just in front of the throne at the end of this never-ending aisle, Toma smiled. In one hand he held a golden scepter, and in the other, a great silver sword with a beautiful handle made of gold and adorned with rubies. These things would dub her Queen of Rythern, along with the crown she assumed was hidden until the right moment.

			Blinking away the tears that threatened to fall, Haven steeled herself. She had to look strong before her people, whose eyes all rested on her.

			The perfect picture of a young but able Queen finally stopped at the end of the red carpet. Haven held Toma’s eyes for just a moment, then kneeled, her long brown hair tipping from her chest, its red ends blending with the fire of her dress.

			“Princess Haven Fyre of Rythern. We are gathered here today for your coronation.” Toma’s voice echoed over the crowd and through the great hall. All were silent as they bowed with her. “My Lady, in our greatest hour of need, do you consent to be made Queen of the kingdom, in sickness and in health, until your final hour?” A smile pricked at her lips, as she was sure it pulled at Toma’s. She knew as well as he that no sickness or injury could ever take her. She would be Queen of Rythern until old age took her last breath.

			“I do,” she said, keeping her eyes to the floor as she had been instructed.

			“Will you treat your people fairly and with justice, so long as you live?”

			“I will.”

			“Will you put down your own life for the people of Rythern if the day should ever come? And will you, My Lady Princess, lead us into the glory of battle should war ever return to the Warshard realm?”

			“I will.”

			“Rise, Princess.”

			Haven stood without question and her eyes found Toma’s, which blazed like the sunrise at dawn. Pride swelled within them. So genuinely did he care for Haven and never had he been more proud of her than in this moment.

			“By the grace given to me by all the realm and the people of Rythern, by your mother and father, Queen Denica and King Keane Fyre – I now pronounce you, Princess Haven Delyth Fyre, Queen of Rythern. Long may you reign.”

			“Long may she reign,” the people echoed back.

			Haven couldn’t help the smile that lit her face. Taking her great skirts in hand, she climbed the stairs to join Toma, who gently turned her to face the crowd. The scepter was placed in her left hand and the sword in her right. Both were cool to the touch. A moment later she was bowing again and the royal crown of a thousand rubies was placed on her head. Straightening, Haven looked to the crowd.

			Every person present echoed again, “Long may she reign.”

			As instructed, Haven turned to her Queen’s throne. Sitting there would complete her marriage to the kingdom. In a very real sense, she’d said her vows and married her husband. Though her husband was not a man, but a great country. One she never imagined would be entrusted to her.

			Turning to face her people, Haven’s gaze roamed the still crowd. She moved to sit and as she did, caught sight of a shadow moving through the rafters. But it was too late. As she opened her mouth to shout for her guards, an arrow pierced her chest. Blackness swallowed her.

			Haven awoke with a gasp. Frantic screams rang all around. Toma knelt at her side, along with two others. She blinked at them slowly, her mind still struggling to the surface. Haven had three women as her personal guard, and these beautiful ladies were two of them. Deep blue eyes met hers. Gradually she heard soothing words. Lareina, a warrior and a healer, must have been the one to pull the bloody arrow from her chest.

			“Thank you,” Haven murmured, shifting to stand. The second girl held her down.

			“Just a moment, My Lady Queen.” Blythe looked around cautiously, in a stance that blocked Haven from further attack.

			“Blythe, come now,” Haven chastised with a sigh. “If my assailant were still in the rafters you could be dead. I should be the one shielding all of you.”

			That earned her a smile from the strong-headed Blythe who, once she was sure the coast was clear, helped her majesty to her feet.

			“Thank you,” Haven breathed, smoothing her dress with her hands.

			Blythe only nodded and moved to join the protective formation that Haven hadn’t realized encircled her.

			“Are you alright, my Queen?” Toma asked, inspecting her for further injury.

			“Honestly,” Haven rolled her eyes. “This is far too much of a fuss.” She turned her eyes past her Queen’s Guard. Some had fled the throne room, while others froze in place. A few candles had been knocked asunder, but luckily no one was hurt. She was thankful that whoever made an attempt on her life seemed to be long gone. With the ordeal everyone made, she couldn’t help the embarrassment that flooded her. “Toma, how do we get these people to remember their heads and quit running about like a pack of startled hens?”

			Toma, who still seemed concerned over her person, finally looked into her eyes and understood. They needed order in the throne room so the guards could pursue her would-be assassin. “Raise your voice and they will listen, my Queen,” he nodded, gesturing to the people.

			“Alright.” Ignoring the sweat collecting in her palms, she cleared her throat and addressed the room. “Ladies and gentlemen, I will have silence in my court.”

			For a moment the noise continued, and Haven feared she hadn’t spoken loud enough. But once the moment passed there was a hush through the crowd. Their panic lulled now that the Queen, who’d clearly been shot straight in the heart, seemed to have made a full recovery.

			“Thank you,” Haven said, before hesitating, unsure of what to do next.

			“We should remove the people from the throne room, my Queen,” Toma whispered to her.

			Haven smiled and gave him a grateful look. “As you can see, I am alright. Now if we are to find my assailant, we must clear the hall.” She tried to give a grave look to the crowd before continuing. “We will continue with this evening’s festivities as planned in the ballroom where you will find plenty of wine to soothe your souls. Could I please have everyone evacuate the room in a civilized fashion?” Haven took this moment to motion to a few guards to escort the lot out of there. “I will join you soon.”

			Once the crowd seemed assured no one else was going to be targeted by flying arrows, they fled the room in a relatively organized manner. As the buzz of conversation left, Haven turned back to her guard and advisor.

			“Well done.” Toma nodded to her before moving on to a tall broad man, the head of the Queen’s Guard. She listened for a moment as Toma gave orders for a full-scale investigation, and to have the castle put under lockdown until the archer was caught.

			Haven turned back to her personal guard and friends. Lareina waited patiently with her third guard, Malka, a gifted archer in her own right with emerald green eyes and short brown hair. Blythe had yet to rejoin them, and as second in command of the Queen’s Guard, she also barked orders about securing the throne room. Haven smiled at all of them. She’d known these three since she was a child, and trusted them more than words could say. They were likely blaming themselves for her temporary injury, and she would not have it.

			“My Ladies, it appears we still have a party to throw and I am covered in blood,” she said, holding her dress out to demonstrate her point.

			“We will have to get you to your rooms then, my Queen.” Lareina smiled, placing her hand gently on Haven’s forearm. Blythe overheard their intent and rejoined them.

			“I will gather a few guards to bring with us,” Blythe said, before calling out to several of her trusted Queen’s Guard nearby. Haven recognized a few but could not recall their names. She thought to tell Blythe this was far more than necessary, but one look at the woman and Haven knew there would be no arguing.

			Once the guards were gathered, they formed a loose circle around her, Lareina always staying by her side. The group left through the back entrance of the throne room, making their way slowly to her chambers.

			Blythe seemed intent on investigating every dark corner they passed, making their usually short journey quite long and tiresome. By the time they reached her rooms, she feared the banquet would already be over.

			“Blythe,” she said, pausing as per instructed.

			“Yes, My Lady Queen?”

			“I don’t mean to rush you, but I don’t think my assailant is going to jump out at me when I’m surrounded by guards.”

			Blythe considered this, and with a quick nod she sheathed her sword. “You’re quite right, My Lady.”

			Haven was pleased to find their pace quickened, and soon she was safe in her rooms. Lareina nearly danced over to her dressing room, always eager to pick a dress for her Queen. Blythe stood guard at the door, and Malka disappeared into her bathing room, leaving Haven to herself.

			Blood smeared across her chest, drowning the reds and golds of her dress in darkness. With the amount of blood soaking her bosom, she should be dead. She knew that, and so did her guard. They would always be overprotective of her for fear of her death, and she would always be protective of them for they could die.

			Raising her eyes from the sight of her own blood, she caught her own amber gaze in her vanity mirror.

			“Is this what it’s like to be Queen?” she whispered.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			“Toma really knows how to dance when he’s had a few glasses of wine,” Lareina laughed.

			When the four women entered Haven’s chambers at the end of the night, the mood was high amongst her ladies, and low with the new Queen. The festivities had been grand, amusing, intriguing and most certainly fit for a coronation. But Haven’s mind was elsewhere. Through all the luxury, there was something missing. She hadn’t realized what until she returned to her bedroom that evening, kicked off her heels and lay in bed.

			The young queen stared at the ceiling, her mind conjuring images of her deceased family. Part of her blamed them for leaving her with this burden. She couldn’t fathom taking care of an entire kingdom herself. Haven was never meant to be Queen, but the moment her mother fell in a pool of blood in the main courtyard, she knew it was her only option.

			“Queen Haven, are you alright?”

			Looking up at her friends, Haven wasn’t sure how long she’d been staring at the ceiling.

			“I’m fine, just tired.” She smiled faintly and sat up.

			“We’ll take our leave then,” Lareina said. Haven didn’t need to look at them to feel their worried gazes or hear their concerned whispers.

			Once the doors closed softly, Haven stripped off her dress and jewels before diving into the safety of her sheets. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw blood.

			Haven sighed and turned over. This time, when she closed her eyes, she saw brown curls and dazzling blue eyes tainted red. It had only been two weeks ago that the news had come of her family’s demise – and it had come on the bloody lips of her mother.

			That day Haven sat in the beautiful summer sunshine with Lareina, braiding her hair and laughing about something she couldn’t quite recall. It was one of her many days of leisure in the great castle. She loved watching the people of Rythern go about their days. There was such intricacy in how everything came together so seamlessly.

			Her bliss was soon shattered by a shout from the castle steps. Before Haven knew what had happened, Lareina jumped in front of her, sword drawn in a protective stance. What had everyone frozen in the courtyard wasn’t something she expected to see.

			Up the great castle steps limped her mother, Queen Denica Fyre. Blood soaked her riding clothes. Her left leg twisted at an awkward angle and a large cut ran diagonally across her face.

			“Mother?” Haven whispered. Her voice cut through the surrounding silence like shattered glass. She pushed Lareina aside and ran. Before Haven could reach her mother, Denica collapsed. Blood quickly pooled around her still body. Shouts echoed through the courtyard, but Haven hardly heard them. She fell to her knees beside Denica, soaking her skirts in red. Two daggers protruded from her mother’s back. Two pieces of obsidian had sealed two fates. “Mom?” She whispered, tears filling her eyes.

			Her mother’s face shifted slightly, tears trailing down her cheeks.

			“My love. My Haven,” she murmured. Haven bent to hear her, gingerly touching her shoulder and brushing her hair from her face.

			“Mom, what happened? Where is father? Why are you-” her voice broke.

			Denica’s lips curved slightly in a ghost of a smile. Her fingers twitched beside her face. She was trying to move and frowned when she couldn’t. This realization only made Haven’s tears come faster.

			“They killed everyone,” she whispered. “Your father, your brothers... all those soldiers. They’re all gone.” Suddenly her eyes widened at the recollection. Fear stole her gentle gaze. Haven tried to soothe her, but Denica only shook her head and continued. “You’ll be Queen now, my love. But you have to run. Haven, promise me you’ll run.” A cough wracked her mother’s body. Denica shook and crimson dripped from between her lips. “You have to run,” she repeated. “Promise me.”

			Haven slowly nodded. She couldn’t find the words any more than she could escape the blaze of blue fire in her mother’s eyes.

			“Run,” her mother repeated. Haven watched the light slowly fade from her eyes. “You have to run,” she whispered. “Promise me you’ll run.”

			“I promise,” Haven nodded and held her mother for the last time.

			Starting from the memory, Haven sat up in bed. She pushed back the tears that threatened, telling herself queens don’t cry and she had to be strong. She had to be strong for her – for her mother.

			Settling back into bed, Haven found sleep. She couldn’t help but wonder when being Queen would no longer be a death sentence, and if she’d ever see her family again. In her dreams she found hope. In the morning she prayed that hope would remain.

			“My Lady Queen.”

			Haven groaned, refusing to open her eyes. Surely it could not be morning already, her head still swam with sleep.

			“My Lady Queen, please rouse yourself at once.”

			Sighing, she opened her eyes to find Toma at her bedside. “Toma? What is it?”

			“There is to be a meeting, My Queen,” he said, bowing slightly before retreating to the door of her bed chamber. “We are expected at once.”

			“You know that you may call me Haven when we are alone, Toma,” she sighed, slipping from her sheets, the silk fabric calling for her return. She had told Toma time and time again and still he spoke as if a stranger.

			“Yes My—Haven,” he cleared his throat.

			Haven paused mid-stride to her dressing room. “Did you say there is to be a meeting?” she asked, peering out her window into the darkness of night. Hardly a single lamp lit the city below. “At this hour?” It was still many hours to sunrise.

			“It is a secret meeting, My Lady.”

			She turned to face him. “What sort of secret meeting?”

			“A meeting of Royals. We must make haste. We have a bit of a journey ahead of us,” he said. Taking a closer look, Haven recognized the nervous crease of his brow and anxious twitch of his eyes. She had never heard of secret royal meetings in the middle of night, but she supposed Royals had to meet somehow.

			Dressing quickly, Haven wore a simple navy blue dress and a dark grey cloak. She joined her adviser at the doorway to her chambers. “Toma, how are we to slip past my guards? Or the dozens of emissaries from the six kingdoms? If I am seen, surely they will wonder where the new Queen slips off to in the middle of the night.”

			A small smile flashed across Toma’s normally stoic face. “Secret tunnels for a secret meeting, My Queen.” Haven didn’t miss the glint of mischief in his eyes.

			“Secret tunnels?” She was honestly surprised.

			Toma nodded. “We must hurry, My Queen. I’m sure the others have long since arrived.” Haven agreed, and Toma stepped forward. “You may need this.” He handed her a long black sheath.

			“A sword?”

			“Just in case.”

			Haven met his gaze. She’d never been good with a sword and had abandoned her lessons long ago. He knew she could barely wield one, and yet here he was handing her a dangerous weapon. However, as she was unsure of their destination, she nodded in agreement. “Just in case.”

			Making haste, the two slipped quietly through the castle. Hidden passages behind paintings, statues, and thin walls made their escape almost effortless. Haven did her best to remember the route, repeating the directions over and over in her head as they went. She hoped for a future when she needn’t use the secret tunnels ever again.

			They emerged on the outskirts of her capital city, just beyond its stone walls. Not far from there, two horses awaited them amongst the trees. Haven recognized her beautiful stallion immediately.

			“Wren!” she gasped. Her beautiful white-snouted brown-haired stallion raised his head at their approach. He pawed the ground and bowed his head, causing Toma’s gentle black mare to stir. Haven closed the space between them and wrapped her arms around his thick neck. “I missed you,” she whispered into his mane. Wren snorted quietly in response. It had been awhile since she’d seen her beautiful horse. He wasn’t needed as much as when she was always trotting off to cause mischief with her brothers and sister. The memories caused a small ache in her heart. She so clearly remembered racing through the city streets side by side with her brothers. The sound of hooves pounding against cobblestone still made her grin from ear to ear. Shivering from the memory, Haven cleared the lump in her throat with a cough. Toma was right, they needed to move quickly. She mounted her steed.

			Moments later they were off, riding through a forest of tall spruce trees smelling of sap, and into the windswept grasslands. In the distance were hills, and beyond those, the snow-topped mountains of Calisa, the beautiful valley kingdom to the West. Toma pushed them onward, steering towards the distant peaks. Calisa was the kingdom closest to hers, with its capital built into the mountains itself. Haven had never seen it, but it was said to shine in the morning light, its smooth stone reflecting the sunrise, turning the city to fire. She couldn’t imagine a sight more beautiful than that, and hoped one day to see it for herself.

			The journey sent them racing through the hills, skirting villages, tree groves and rivers. Wren lent her his strength as they went, for her worry only grew. Now that she was wide awake, her mind was sharp in the cold night air. She had to wonder why a secret meeting of Royals had been called. There was always strife in the kingdoms and while the war had taken a pause after the death of her loved ones, she knew that peace couldn’t last long.

			It seemed sudden when the mountains appeared before them. Barely visible through the distant haze of Rythern, they loomed like sentinels up close. The horses slowed their pace when they began climbing the narrow mountain path, sending rocks careening loudly over the ledge to the drop below. Toma led the way, his mare Reyn moving with ease over the rough terrain. When they reached a small plateau, Haven recognized the soft sounds of horses grazing.

			“Halt.”

			Toma brought them to a stop and Haven squinted in the dim light, trying to see who spoke in the darkness.

			“At ease, Nikolai,” Toma said, swinging down from his horse and handing his reins to a man-shaped shadow.

			“Apologies, Toma. Everyone is already inside.”

			“Thank you,” he said, turning to help his Queen dismount her own horse before handing her reins off as well.

			“Have we arrived?” She felt silly asking, but she hadn’t imagined their meeting would take place on a cliff.

			“We have.”

			Toma guided her to the side of the mountain where Nikolai appeared again. Her eyes slowly adjusted to the shadows, revealing a large man with shaggy hair. The stars moved with him, dancing off his sleek metal armor. The more he moved, the more she saw, including the crest at his breast. Nikolai was a Calisan soldier.

			“This way, Lady Queen, Toma.” The large man motioned them to the mountainside, then disappeared into a dark hollow.

			“What is this place?” Haven wondered aloud, following Toma into the tunnel. She let her fingers run along the wall to her right, its edges rough, but not jagged. This had to be a natural formation of sorts, or she’d have cut herself already.

			“The Calisan meeting place. It’s a rare occasion that we meet elsewhere,” Toma replied, moments before they turned a corner and Haven’s eyes adjusted to a soft glow.

			Haven followed in silence, the warm torchlight growing brighter as they went. Whispers echoed off the walls, hollow to her ears. There had to be at least half a dozen men up ahead. Haven was suddenly nervous, unsure of what lay in store. She did not have the strategic mind of her brothers or fighting prowess of her father. If she got herself into trouble, she was most definitely not ready. Before she had much time to contemplate a plan of action, they emerged in a large cavern with torches lining the walls. A long table was positioned at the center of the room. Several men stood around it, and almost a dozen guards lined the cavern walls. Crests of four of the six kingdoms were represented by the guards’ uniforms.

			Silence fell and all gazes shifted to Haven and her companion. She was suddenly acutely aware of her new status as Queen. Though she’d been a princess since birth, she felt small under the gazes of these Kings. Most had much more experience than she, and had led their kingdoms through war, famine, and crises. She only hoped that one day she could measure up to them.

			“Lady Queen,” they greeted, almost entirely in unison. Each gave a slight bow before the most familiar of the group stepped forward.

			“Emeril.”

			Haven smiled, barely holding back her sigh of relief. Though he wasn’t a king yet, she had to assume he came on behalf of his sick father, the King of Salander. Their kingdom was just south of Rythern making it the most familiar of the six. They had been childhood friends and she still had fond memories of the handsome prince. He was the only heir to the throne of Salander, and she couldn’t help her slight surprise at seeing him here. He was supposed to be staying in her castle tonight.

			“Lady Haven,” he smiled back at her, kissing her hand. His blue-green eyes held the same smile as his lips when he stood. “Or should I say Queen Haven?”

			“You should,” Toma chastised, though she could hear the lightness in his voice. Like Haven, Toma had a soft spot for the dying King’s son.

			“Always a pleasure, Toma.” The young prince grinned.

			The others introduced themselves in turn. First was King Alton of Eris, the plains nation, well known for its vast farmlands. It was just to the south of Calisa and west of Salander. He was a tall man, almost as tall as Emeril. Broad and a bit overweight, but well-tanned and very blond. He put on a serious demeanor, but she’d caught the smirk beneath his bushy mustache when Toma glowered at Emeril.

			“Well met, Lady Queen.” He shook her hand and gave her a quick nod.

			“Well met, Lord King.” Haven returned the nod.

			Second came another somewhat familiar face, her other neighbor, King Evander of Calisa. She’d met him a few times throughout her princess days, and the King had sent his daughters to her coronation in his stead. He wasn’t quite as tall as the others, but he always held his chin high, giving him a regal appearance. She had yet to see a frown grace his face.

			Evander congratulated her on her new coronation, and expressed his regrets for the loss of her family. She accepted graciously, trying her best to smile through the pang of loss in her chest. She chanted inwardly to not think about them, to keep her mind on the present. But her mother’s presence lay heavy on her mind.

			The last of the Royals stepped forward, shaking her hand.

			King Corrin of Wakefin greeted her with the mischievous smile he was known for. She’d heard stories of his womanizing even in her own kingdom. Haven never understood why so many women fell for his tricks until now. He was quite possibly the most handsome man she had ever seen. Not quite a decade older than she, he stood tall with sandy blond hair and tan skin so rich with freckles, he had to be from the port city.

			“What a lovely new Queen,” he grinned, showing his teeth before he bent to kiss her hand. It was a gesture of familiarity and respect, only one of which she shared with this man. “I can already tell I will enjoy your company much more than Toma’s.”

			Haven couldn’t help but stare at him with near revulsion. Though he was pretty to look at she sensed a snake beneath his freckled skin. Never had anyone been so forward with her. Recoiling, Haven yanked her hand back.

			“You will enjoy my company far less if you do not address my adviser and me with some respect,” she snapped. Face flushed red, she turned away abruptly. King Alton burst into laughter, and she caught an amused look from Evander.

			For a moment she wasn’t sure where her internal storm should take her. It was then she remembered the scene she had come upon. Moving around the obnoxious King, she let her torrent lead her to a wide table with a map of the six kingdoms of Warshard and beyond. It was a very detailed map, with carved figurines representing each of the kingdoms and a few representing the movements of war.

			Upon closer inspection, a thought struck her. She was only surprised she hadn’t realized it before. Glancing at each King who joined her around the table, there was only one kingdom not represented here. Dagan. The port city was the closest to the open sea. It wasn’t known for anything in particular until recent years when a new Queen took control of the city. Not long after her reign began, terror and death littered her kingdom. She started wars, attempted to take over her neighbors, halted all trade on her shores, and began to strip her forests bare. She was said to be completely mad, though her people still worshiped her. They called her insane Queen Kadia.

			Stories had spread as far as Rythern as more and more of their people were called to battle. Her parents had done their best to keep her in the dark when it came to the evil Queen. She wished they hadn’t, as Kadia was the reason her parents and brothers were dead. When the battle began, they chose to fight in the wars she started. It had cost them their lives. Though Kadia’s madness only seemed to grow, all had been quiet in recent weeks – until her mother showed up beaten and bloody on the palace steps.

			“Would someone please explain?” Haven motioned to the figurines. Black soldiers stood at the edges of Dagan, facing inland just south of its closest neighbor. Grey soldiers, presumably of Wakefin, stood before them.

			The lighthearted mood quickly shifted and not a word was spoken.

			“I’m sorry, Lady Queen. I hadn’t the time to tell you why this meeting was called.” Toma appeared at her shoulder, his expression grave.

			“Tell me.”

			“Queen Kadia has taken war to Wakefin once more. This time it appears she is trying to take the capital city of Dessa.”

			Haven faced her adviser. “Only five years into her reign and she is trying to take another nation?” Her breath escaped her all at once, unable to hide her shock. Her whole body cooled. The damp air felt suddenly suffocating. Nothing good would come of this.

			“It seems so, My Lady.”

			Haven turned her eyes to Corrin. The handsome man stared with a furrowed brow at the map of his kingdom. His fists were held so tightly they shook, and his smirk was nowhere to be seen. Though he had seemed obnoxious only a moment ago, when she saw his face now she regretted her presumption of his nature.

			After a long moment of silence Haven spoke. “I’m sorry, Corrin,” she began, forgetting his title. She steeled herself under his troubled gaze. “What can we do?”

			Corrin’s eyebrows pulled together and he looked back at the map thoughtfully. “I need swords, men. Soldiers,” he sighed, shaking his head, “and I need to get my people to safety.”

			“Prepare for the worst,” Alton agreed in his deep, gruff voice. His graying beard trembled as he nodded.

			“I’m sure we can take in some of your people.” Haven glanced at Toma for reassurance. This would be her first real act as Queen, and she needed to make sure it was a good one. With a nod of affirmation from her adviser, Haven held Corrin’s gaze.

			“Thank you,” he said. The look in his eyes told her he truly meant it.

			“I will lend you my aid as well,” Evander agreed. “We can begin at first light. I will send my soldiers from the western tower to help with the transition. We will escort them to you, Queen Haven. We will keep as many as we can here in Calisa.”

			“And I will lend you my soldiers,” Alton piped in, holding his fist to his chest.

			Emeril shifted on his heels, leaning his hands on the table. He stared intently at the map. His eyes did not leave the row of shadow soldiers threatening Corrin’s kingdom. “I will confer with my father and send word,” he said. “I’m sure we can spare a few resources.”

			“I am grateful, to all of you.” Corrin’s shoulders lowered, and he sighed in relief. A bit of weight lifted from his back.

			The mood changed quickly, but it didn’t last for long. As they all took their seats around the table, plans were discussed, as well as things the Kings had heard. Where Eris and Wakefin bordered Dagan, they were the most privy to rumors of the dark country. Corrin confessed to the bizarre nature of the attacks on his kingdom. The soldiers who attacked seemed to appear from nowhere and disappeared just as quickly. They amassed in shadow and disappeared in the same way. They left hundreds dead and few alive to tell the tale of what actually went on. Those who did survive spoke of shadow soldiers with armor and masks as black as night. When one fell to the blade of another, the body quickly disappeared. When the fighting was over, only the bodies of their own soldiers remained, as if they’d only ever been fighting themselves. It was strange, to say the least. Though such magical occurrences weren’t completely unheard of, they were most certainly rare.

			Not long into their conversation Alton admitted to seeing similar things on their borders. Though they hadn’t been attacked yet, his spies kept a close eye on Queen Kadia’s army. An army that hadn’t seemed to move from the city in months. With the attacks on Wakefin mere days ago, there was a piece of the puzzle the Royals weren’t quite getting.

			It was disturbing in a way Haven couldn’t quite describe--an enemy who attacked suddenly without warning, and simply disappeared in the aftermath. It had to be some sort of trick. But if Alton’s spies were correct, it meant there was something far more sinister at work here.

			“My spies have returned similar information,” Corrin agreed. None at the table had seen these things with their own eyes, making them skeptical of the situation. Haven couldn’t help but notice how the guards along the walls grew increasingly restless as their conversation continued. Something about it bothered them as much as it did the Royals.

			“If this is true,” Toma began, “We may not have merely a mad Queen on our hands anymore.” All eyes turned to her aged adviser. “We may very well have an evil Queen with very strange abilities in her grasp,” he continued, “and with powers such as these, beyond our understanding.” He paused, obviously troubled by something deeper.

			Haven reached out and took his hand. This man was like a father to her, and she hated seeing him in such distress. She had a feeling that these meetings were why he seemed distant many days in the castle. Dark circles under his eyes always accompanied those days, along with a large amount of tea – late nights.

			“It will be okay, Toma. We will figure this out together,” she assured him, squeezing his hand.

			Toma smiled slightly and turned to face her. He seemed about begin, then stopped, gazing at the others as well. Though the gravity of the situation was thick in the air, it was only made worse by his next words.

			“I fear this is only the beginning.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			“I am beginning to see why my brothers were so keen on heading into war,” Haven sighed.

			A day had passed since the secret meeting in the Calisan Mountains, with no word from King Evander. Her place in this war was uncertain. Though she looked forward to aiding the people of Wakefin, Rythern didn’t have the military force it once had.

			Haven was sure the Eris-Wakefin attack had already begun, but still she received no letter on how things were going. Their plan was simple. When Kadia’s army attacked the capital city of Dessa, Alton’s soldiers would lie in wait, blindsiding Kadia’s from the rear. While the attack took place, King Evander would usher refugees from Wakefin into his own kingdom of Calisa, and through to Rythern.

			While all of this took place Haven was stuck with her advisers doing paperwork. Much to her dismay, this seemed to be about eighty percent of a Queen’s duties. She was to read and sign papers, decreeing this and disallowing that. It was all rather boring, but it kept her guards happy. Here in the castle she was safe. With the assassin gone and her coronation over, she could set her sights on the future of Rythern. Once she was done signing, of course.

			“Your brothers were only keen on going into battle because they were reckless boys, My Queen,” Toma answered simply, his brows pulling together like a disapproving caterpillar.

			“At this moment battle sounds much more attractive, Toma.”

			“You mustn’t say such a thing, Lady Queen. War is never a pleasant thing to wish upon the kingdoms.”

			Haven paused, staring blankly at the page before her. Stacks of parchment sat on her desk, while many men sat around her at desks of their own. They mostly ignored her conversations with Toma, scribbling decrees as quickly as their fingers would allow. She had to wonder what they were always writing about so furiously.

			“I don’t wish war upon the kingdoms. I suppose paperwork does still help Rythern, does it not?” She sincerely hoped it did.

			“Of course, Lady Queen.” Toma smiled to assure her. He paused a few more moments while she finished her current work. The only reason Toma ever held his tongue was when he was about to ask something she might not approve of.

			“Have you said your goodbyes to Prince Emeril, My Lady?”

			Haven paused her reading and turned her gaze on her adviser. Her parents had always pushed a Prince of Salander-Princess of Rythern match upon her when she was young. In fact, it would have been a great pairing, bringing both of their families great honor, while keeping them both in a royal line. The match would mark a great union of countries, an alliance that could have bolstered the economies of both kingdoms.

			Unfortunately it was not meant to be. As time went on, her parents and brothers perished at war, leaving her to be Queen. Haven’s fist clenched around her quill. She pushed away the images of blood that remembering her parents conjured, and thought of Emeril. The young prince was the only heir to the Salander throne. Toma could not think it a responsible idea to push such a marriage on her after her coronation. Where would that leave her kingdom? Or Emeril’s for that matter? His father surely had only a few years left, and was well past the age of siring more children. He hadn’t even taken a new wife after Emeril’s mother passed.

			“Of course. We said our farewells this morning.” Haven didn’t look up from her paper, relaxing her hands and pretending to read on. “I’m sure the Prince has long since departed court.”

			“Perhaps,” was all Toma added, returning to his own work.

			At that moment, a loud rush of feet from the hall caught her attention. Haven and Toma exchanged looks before he slowly rose. Lareina, her guard today, pushed away from the wall, hand on the hilt of her sword. She positioned herself between Haven and the door, an act Haven was all too familiar with.

			Bursting through the office doors came Nikolai, face wild, boots covered in mud, and brown hair wind-whipped in a flurry of spikes, the only explanation for which, could be a long day of riding. His bright blue eyes searched the room before finally settling on Haven.

			“Lady Queen,” he croaked, voice hoarse.

			“Nikolai.” Toma stepped forward and motioned to Lareina to sheathe her sword. “What has happened?”

			It took Haven a minute to realize why Nikolai had burst into her study, but when she finally saw the letter he brandished, she understood.

			“Word from King Evander,” she said, standing to greet the messenger.

			“Yes, Lady Queen.” Nikolai stepped forward with his note. “There is terrible news.”

			Haven saw as much in his eyes. Though wild from the ride, there was more behind his bright gaze. There was fear.

			“Let me see it,” she said, trying to sound gentle and understanding. Haven could feel her own fear rising. What had happened to make such a large man so afraid?

			Handing her the letter, Nikolai bowed and stepped aside, waiting as she sat to read. She couldn’t help her trembling hands as she undid the seal and spread the single page before her. The writing was messy. Evander had written in a hurry. Haven read on.

			Queen Haven,

			The battle for Dessa has gone horribly awry. Kadia’s soldiers have passed the great river and attacked the main city. Wakefin soldiers have been called back – those who were in the castle at the time are feared dead. Alton’s army was wiped out, and Kadia has hold of the Wakefin capital. Corrin is safe and being taken into hiding. I fear the worst has happened. We have worked through the night to aid as many refugees as possible, but there are many more than we can handle.

			Following Nikolai will be the injured. We kept as many as possible, but our resources are limited. I urge you to seek aid from Salander. I know your kingdoms have always been close, and we will need any healer they can spare.

			A meeting will be held soon.

			Stay safe,

			King Evander of Calisa

			Haven slowly rose, her eyes glued to the crisp handwriting. Never had she imagined that Dessa would fall so quickly. Wakefin’s army was grand enough on its own, but the soldiers of Eris certainly would have overwhelmed even the largest of battalions.

			“How can this be?” she whispered. She couldn’t help but stare in disbelief at the words she’d read.

			“What is it, Lady Queen?” Toma came to her side and she handed him the letter.

			“Dessa has been taken. Alton and Corrin’s armies were obliterated.” Haven sat down hard, the legs of her chair scraping along the floor. Hushed whispers filled the room. It was the first time she’d seen her advisers distracted from their work. Suddenly sense returned to her. “Wait, Emeril.” She stood just as quickly.

			“Emeril?” Lareina glanced at her queen.

			“He may not have departed court yet. I must find him.” Haven fled the room as fast as Nikolai had entered. Lareina was on her heels, jogging to keep up with the young queen.

			“Haven, you should send someone in your stead. Toma needs you to form a plan.” Lareina met Haven’s pace, glancing at her with worried blue eyes.

			“I must tell him myself,” Haven brushed off her guard before descending flight after flight of stone stairs. Lareina followed her all the while.

			The Salander envoy would be departing from the main courtyard, only paces away from the main entry. It would only take moments for Haven to race through the doors. As she stepped off the last sweeping flight of stairs, her eyes found Emeril’s back outlined in the afternoon sunlight streaming through the door. But it wasn’t Emeril who blocked the sun.

			A long shadow stretched from the center of the courtyard through to the main entrance with its arms spread and head tilted to the sky. Haven could hardly believe her eyes. Faintly she heard her name mumbled behind her, but Haven was already crossing the length of the yard.

			As she drew closer, the sun moved and her eyes fell upon a grisly sight. Stuck through a long wooden pike was a young man. His blue eyes were glassy, staring sightless at the sky. From his open mouth, the end of the pointed pike emerged, his jaw hanging unhinged with a single red rose held behind his teeth. Blood poured down his body, pooling at the base of the pike. At his feet leaned a bow and a quiver.

			Could this be her assassin?

			All at once, the reality of what she was seeing flooded her. A gasp passed through her lips and she stepped back, tripping over her skirts and crashing onto her behind. All she could see were those sightless eyes, bloodshot and filled with terror, staring at the sky.

			“Haven?” a familiar voice called.

			Emeril trotted over from the spectacle, quickly kneeling and blocking her line of sight.

			“Haven, don’t look,” he said. Haven couldn’t help but peer past him at the sightless dead man.

			“We need to remove the queen.” Lareina took her arm and pulled her to her feet. Emeril held her up on her other side, his blue-green gaze pulling her from the dead archer.

			“Haven, close your eyes,” Emeril murmured gently. Haven didn’t listen, but in the next moment Lareina and Emeril turned her and led her away. She let them, trying to find the energy inside herself to walk on her own instead of being carried.

			Something inside her revolted against the image of that man. Whether it was the blood, the pike, or the rose, she wasn’t sure. Nausea climbed from stomach and into her throat. Before she knew what she was doing, she pushed Emeril and Lareina away, ducking her head into a nearby bush and retched.

			Lareina gently pulled her hair back from her shoulders, rubbing her back gently as she rid her body of breakfast. Once Haven was finished, Emeril and Lareina led her back inside the castle, being careful to avoid any windows facing the courtyard.

			When they finally reached her study once again, Nikolai was gone and Toma came to help.

			“Lady Queen!” he gasped. “What on earth happened?”

			Lareina silenced him with a look, and deposited Haven behind her desk. She sat down hard, feeling returning to her limbs. She took a few deep breaths and met her guard’s eyes.

			“Thank you,” she whispered.

			Lareina simply nodded and stood behind her, much closer than she normally would. While Haven composed herself, Emeril updated Toma on the situation in the courtyard. Toma cursed once before covering his mouth. He dispatched another guard to take care of the courtyard display and returned to his own desk. He sat down just as heavily as Haven, rubbing his hands over his face before his gaze met hers.

			“What was that?” she asked.

			Toma glanced at Emeril and then Lareina, before answering, “I don’t know, Lady Queen.”

			“Who could have done such a thing?”

			No one answered the queen. Haven stared at her adviser until she came up with her own answer. “Could it be Kadia?”

			“We have no way of knowing that,” Emeril rounded her desk and lay a hand gently on her shoulder. Haven reached up and squeezed his fingers in thanks before he stepped away.

			“We will launch an investigation, Lady Queen,” Toma said, nodding.

			“I don’t want to hear of it, Toma. Investigate, but please do not mention it until the killer is caught.” Haven’s fingers found her lips. She used all of her might to push back her nausea. “Please, Toma. Distract me. What are we to do with the news Nikolai has brought?” Haven smoothed her dress and made herself comfortable. She tried with every ounce of her being not to think of the man on the pike. She needed something else to think about, something important. Something she could put her heart into.

			“Yes,” Toma nodded. “Of course, Lady Queen.” He paused, shuffling through his desk full of papers. When his gaze returned to her, he cleared his throat. “The attack on Wakefin. We must make decisions, provisions and preparations.”

			“Attack?” Emeril perked up. She hadn’t given him the news yet.

			“Dessa has been taken. Evander sent word.” Haven handed Emeril the letter.

			He read it quickly, fear and disbelief slowly creeping into the grooves of his face. “This can’t be,” he whispered.

			“But it has, and we must act quickly ,” Haven said. “Preparations must be made. Injured refugees will pour in at any moment. We must be ready.” She blindly sorted through papers while she tried to think. There was no telling how many refugees they were about to take on, but from Evander’s warning, there had to be hundreds, if not more. She tried in vain to remember a number for the population of Wakefin. “Toma?”

			“Yes, Lady Queen?”

			“How many healers do we have in the castle?” she asked. Haven felt this was a fact she should already know, like the population of Wakefin. She was startled to find out she didn’t. As queen, she would need to take a greater interest in not only the workings of her castle, but of her city, and her kingdom. How many hospitals were in the city? How many nurses could they conjure? Should students of medicine be brought in to help?

			“About half a dozen, My Lady,” Toma said, starting to sound a bit more like himself. Like Haven, he needed a problem to solve, something to focus on. Together they would resolve this predicament and she would hopefully forget about the man on the pike.

			“That won’t do. We need an area big enough to house these refugees, with as many doctors and nurses as possible,” she said.

			“We can bring in physicians from nearby towns if we need to, My Lady.” Toma moved about the room, pulling documents from shelves and barking orders for the other advisers to follow.

			“Where can we find a large enough space for so many people? Surely the hospitals will be overwhelmed.”

			“The ballroom, My Queen.” Haven turned to Lareina, who smiled down at her. Her blue eyes danced with something akin to pride. “The ballroom could easily fit a hundred bunks for refugees. We could have the less injured brought here, and the most grave cases sent to the hospitals. The doctors would be of better use in their own environment.”

			Haven blinked at her guard. She couldn’t believe she’d almost forgotten that Lareina herself was trained in medicine. In fact, she could have been a doctor if her heart didn’t belong to her kingdom. “You’re absolutely brilliant, Lareina.” Haven smiled and stood to hug her Lady guard, who had always been a good friend. She could very well have been Haven’s first female adviser had she the inclination.

			“Thank you, My Queen,” Lareina returned with a smile as she stepped away from her embrace. “I will help you in any way I can. I shall send another guard to keep the towers on lookout. We should be ready to open the gates when the refugees arrive.”

			“Yes, that would be perfect, thank you.”

			Lareina bowed slightly and removed herself from the room.

			“Emeril,” Haven said suddenly. She hadn’t been sure of his part in this until now. She knew what she must ask of him. “We need you, Emeril. Rythern can’t do this on its own. Hundreds of refugees are about to pour into my city. I can’t very well care for them all on my own. We simply do not have enough healers.”

			Emeril understood immediately. Steeling himself and setting his jaw, he nodded. “I will help you in any way I can, Haven. Just tell me what you need,” he assured her with the full intensity of his blue-green gaze.

			Haven smiled, grateful to have a friend like him. “We need your resources. Any healers you can spare. Medicine.” She paused to think, but found her imagination lacking under Emeril’s fierce gaze. “And your knowledge. Help me set up centers for these refugees. You know much more about being a King than I do.”

			“Of course,” he nodded. “Let’s begin.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			Three days passed since the fall of Wakefin and Haven was growing restless. She had taken to the hospitals and clinics to soothe the people of Wakefin as well as the growing concerns of her own. After the man on the pike had been removed, she used anything she could find to distract herself. With the help of her ladies, she hid her own troubles well enough, while addressing those of the people. Paperwork was piling up, but Toma had granted her a reprieve because of her good work in the city. She had been overjoyed by this, and found herself spending more and more time away from the palace.

			On the third day, Haven decided to stay a bit closer to home. Emeril was expected to return with healers today and she wanted to be there to greet him. It also gave her a chance to check on the makeshift ballroom hospital. She had heard good things from her guards, who often checked on the people for her. Some of the injured had already recovered enough to leave, but stayed because they had nowhere else to go. Haven had been surprised at the amount of volunteers who came to her aid in this matter, taking refugees into their homes and inns, as well as volunteering in the hospitals. It warmed her heart to see her people so giving. Throughout her nineteen years of life, she had never known her people as well as she wished. As much as she regretted that, it did present a valuable opportunity to make their acquaintance in her new role.

			Sweeping into the grand hall, Haven took in the sight of the beautiful ballroom. One of the most gorgeous rooms in the castle, it held high vaulted ceilings, large crystal chandeliers and huge stained-glass windows lining the upper half of the walls. Pillars lined the marble floored room, leaving the center of the space wide open with burgundy and gold trimmed walls. It was the perfect size to suit this purpose and she was glad Lareina thought of it. Several rows of bunks and cots were full of people, from the healed to the recovering. Doctors and nurses moved up and down aisles, assisting as many as they could. Volunteers distributed bread and water to the people. Children ran around the pillars, screeching with joy and laughter.

			The hundred here had been well taken care of, and Haven was happy to see many smiling faces. As her little party entered the room, many eyes turned to her. She smiled in greeting, meeting several sets of eyes, those of her people, as well as those of Wakefin.

			“Good day,” Haven said, holding her skirts as she glided through the crowd, greeting the people, and hearing their concerns. Lareina stayed by her side, assisting the patients she sat with.

			After Haven had spoken with nearly every conscious person besides the children, she joined them at the edge of the crowd. Approaching the young ones by the pillars, she asked them what they would like from her.

			“Games!” “Chocolate!” “Dance!”

			Each child shouted different things at her. She couldn’t help but laugh, her heart warmed by their high spirits. With much sorrow plaguing the city, it was a welcomed change to see their smiling faces.

			Bending down to brush the bangs from a young girl’s face, she realized this girl had been one of the few children not to shout.

			“How about you, my darling?” Haven asked, taking her hand when she offered it. The child was so young she still sucked on her thumb, and her tiny fingers just wrapped around those of Haven. “What can I do for you?”

			“My mummy used to sing,” she whispered, eyes big and lost.

			Haven’s smile faltered and she held the girl just a little tighter. “Did you lose your mother?” Her chest tightened and images of the bloody courtyard assaulted her mind. She tried to keep in the present, to stay with this little girl. She couldn’t imagine what it was like to be so young and have no one.

			When the little girl finally nodded, blonde curls bounced around her soft baby doll-face. Haven’s smile turned sympathetic. “I lost my mother too. She used to sing to me as well.”

			The girl met her eyes. “What did she sing?” she mumbled around her thumb.

			“Many things,” Haven answered. “Of the kingdoms, Rythern, the sea, and the great cities beyond.”

			“What was your favorite?” she asked, removing her thumb from her mouth, peering at Haven with a newfound wonder.

			Haven pondered her question, gazing off into the distance. A certain painting caught her eye, of a long trail through the forest, leading to a wishing well. “I’d have to say my favorite was The Path to Seaburn. The Republic always fascinated me as a girl.” Haven returned her gaze to the blue eyes of this young child, whose name she realized she didn’t yet know.

			“I haven’t heard that one,” the girl murmured, fingers tightening around Haven’s. “Will you sing it for me?”

			Haven blinked at her, somewhat startled. She’d sung many times with her mother, but never to a crowd. Nerves prickled at her chest, but how could she refuse such an adorable child? Gulping the lump in her throat, she nodded.

			“I will sing for you,” she said, glancing at Lareina, who nodded in turn. Lareina was a beautiful singer, and she hoped her friend knew the song as well as she. “But I would like to know your name first.”

			“Mirabel,” she smiled, “but my mum called me Mira.”

			“Mira.” Haven returned her smile. “What a beautiful name.”

			Mirabel beamed and released Haven’s hand. The girl’s smile was so startlingly lovely that she found herself growing more confident under the child’s gaze. She would sing for this girl, these people, and hope their spirits would be lifted with her words.

			Standing straight, Haven turned to Lareina. Her beautiful friend nodded and began to hum. Haven joined in before the words returned to her. She could picture her mother so clearly, the morning light catching her browns curls as she twirled Haven in a flurry of giggles. She was young in this memory, but Haven still felt as if it were yesterday.

			With the late Queen Denica in her mind, she sang. Haven’s voice rose through the air, and a bubble of happiness and loss filled her chest. Lareina joined in, and a hush fell through the room. Their voices, high and delicate, echoed off the ceiling. The sound reverberated back to them, low and soft. Once to the chorus, several women of Rythern joined in. The Path to Seaburn was a common song throughout Warshard. Many would know it, and she hoped more would join.

			By the fourth verse, the room became awash in dozens of voices, high and low, deep and soft, practiced and not. Haven looked to her little friend to make sure she was enjoying herself. Mirabel’s eyes had filled with tears even though a smile so big and bright spread across her face. Haven couldn’t help the tears that sprung to her own eyes. They were both trapped in memories of their own mothers for the rest of the song. Mira held her hand and Haven clutched back, looking through the crowded hall.

			When the song finished Lareina and Haven looked to each other. Silence fell over the room in a pleasant hush. Echoes bounced back until they slowly faded away with the final lyrics. When the ballroom held not a single sound, Mirabel pushed forward, hugging Haven’s legs tightly. Claps echoed through the great hall.

			“Thank you,” she whispered to her friend. Lareina only nodded.

			“I never knew you were such a lovely singer, Lady Haven.”

			Haven turned to find beautiful blue-green eyes on her. “Emeril!” she held back her gasp. Embarrassment flooded her. It was one thing to sing for her people and those of Wakefin, but to sing in front of royalty was another matter. “You’re back.”

			“I am,” he smiled, the dazzling look in his eyes bringing heat to her face. “I have brought what you requested.”

			Behind him were at least a dozen men, all carrying packages. Behind them were even more men and women, dressed in typical Salander guard armor.

			“You have brought many!” Haven exclaimed. Mirabel unclasped herself from Haven’s legs enough to let Haven move towards the great doors of the ballroom, where Emeril awaited. “We are forever grateful.”

			“Salander is happy to help, Lady Queen.” Emeril held his hand over his heart and bowed to her in greeting. “I see you have a new friend.”

			Haven looked down at her small leech. Mirabel clasped her hand, thumb returning to her mouth. “Yes, this is Mirabel. She is a lovely girl, is she not?” She smiled, and Mira blushed, hiding behind the young queen’s skirts, while still peeking out at Emeril.

			“That she is. May I borrow you for a moment?”

			“Of course,” Haven said, turning to bid farewell to Mira. She crouched and embraced the girl. Mirabel was warm in her arms. “I will return to sing to you soon, young Mira. Be well.”

			“Thank you, Lady Queen,” Mira murmured against Haven’s hair.

			Haven released Mirabel and her gave a small wave before joining Lareina at the hall doors. Emeril dismissed his guards and his healers, whom Haven directed to Toma. Her adviser would know the best place for their aid.

			Haven led Emeril to her personal sitting rooms, hoping for somewhere quiet to speak in private. When they arrived her chambers were clear of maids and servants, so she ushered her guest inside before taking a seat on her long red sofa, urging Emeril to join her. He sat beside her, keeping a respectable distance. Alone in her chambers, aside from Lareina who stood near the main doors, Haven turned to her friend.

			“Is there news?” she asked.

			Emeril shook his head. “Not much. But I wanted to convey a message to you from King Alton. A meeting will be held tonight,” he said. “I’m sure Toma will receive word soon, but I thought it best to prepare you.”

			“Prepare me for what?”

			“I’m not sure, but Alton urged me to warn you in advance. I’m sure it’s something to do with the war.”

			Goosebumps rose on her skin. Surely a warning could not mean good news. Fear for her kingdom rose within her. She imagined what the news could possibly be; another kingdom taken, Salander to be the next, Eris under siege, Calisa in ruin. Her imagination took hold until Emeril finally stopped her.

			“It doesn’t seem to be terrible news, My Lady,” he began, “but I think Wakefin may need our help again. You should spend some time thinking about your decision. Speak with Toma, he seems wise in the ways of the kingdoms.”

			Haven nodded in understanding. “He is.” She was sure her concern showed on her face, after all things couldn’t be as bad as she thought. She voiced her worries anyway. “King Corrin is going to battle again isn’t he?”

			“I imagine that is what the meeting is about, yes.”

			“I don’t know if I can put my people in so much danger, Emeril.”

			“I don’t think I can either.”

			They looked long and hard at each other. In this regard they were on the same page.

			“Come to my chambers again when you’re heading out. We shall travel together tonight,” Haven said.

			Emeril nodded in agreement. “I shall.” He rose to leave, bowing to her again. Haven stood to see him off. Just before he left, half out the door, he turned to her. “You really do have a beautiful voice, Haven.”

			Blush crept onto her cheeks. “Thank you,” she said, trying her best not to reveal how shocked and flattered she truly felt.

			“You have a very positive effect on your people.” he paused, avoiding her gaze. “I hope to have the same effect on mine someday.” It was the first time Haven had ever seen him question his ability to lead. She’d gone to him for help with the refugees, instinctively knowing he could help. From the look on his face, she recognized her own doubt. Being the leader of so many was difficult, especially without much experience. Emeril had grown up knowing he would one day be king, but to follow in his father’s footsteps would be the challenge.

			“You are your father’s son, Emeril,” Haven said, smiling. “You will be a great king one day. Your people will love you.”

			Emeril smiled and thanked her before he left.

			“You know, Prince Emeril is a very handsome man,” Lareina said, giving her queen a meaningful look and sly smile.

			“Yes, I am aware, Lareina,” she said, cheeks still hot.

			“You two have always been close, and now he even looks up to you.”

			“Your point?”

			“Nothing,” Lareina grinned, “Nothing at all.”

			Lareina laughed as she left the room, leaving Haven to stare after her. The match had always been pushed on her from many fronts, but this was a new one. If even her friends thought that she should consider Emeril, did that mean she was a fool not to? Though she’d put some thought into it as a girl, the idea hadn’t crossed her mind in years. Would Emeril be a good match for her in the end? Could she handle running between two kingdoms, just to have a husband? Haven knew it would be expected of her to eventually marry and produce heirs, but she couldn’t help recoiling at the thought. She couldn’t bear to pass on her curse to her children, and ever since her power had become known, she’d sworn never to marry. It could save her unborn a life full of misery and loss in the case they were born like her. She couldn’t – no – she wouldn’t do that to her children. Haven would never marry or bear children. She would never bestow the misery of long life upon them.

			That night, Toma and Emeril met in her chambers.

			“Good evening, My Queen,” Toma greeted, passing her the black sheath once again. She’d only held it once or twice since the last secret meeting, and found it awkward in her hands. The sword would be useless to Haven without proper training, but she took it on principle. If anyone needed protecting, she should be the one to do it.

			“Good evening, Toma, Emeril,” she said, attaching the sheath to her belt. Blythe insisted that if she were to sneak from the castle at night, she should be in trousers. Dresses were inappropriate for riding, and would only hinder her if it ever did come to a fight. Haven had to agree, happy to wear something much less formal and much more comfortable. “Shall we be off?”

			“Yes, My Lady.”

			Toma led them as he did last time, through halls and secret passages until they were outside the castle walls. With their horses tethered nearby, it wasn’t long before Haven mounted her trusted steed and raced across the dark terrain.

			The journey seemed much quicker this time. With the wind whipping through her hair and the cold pressing against her body, she was wide-awake. Nerves crept into her stomach, fearful of what Corrin might ask of her. She had to trust herself and her adviser. They had decided that evening where they would stand if Corrin should ask them for soldiers. Haven would stand her ground, no matter how much it bothered her to hold back.

			Climbing the mountainside, they soon found themselves in the presence of Nikolai, who greeted them each in turn, helping them dismount their horses before tying them with the others.

			“Well met, Nikolai,” Haven said.

			“Well met, Lady Queen,” he responded. “You are the last to arrive. We must go inside.”

			“Of course.”

			Nikolai led them through the dark tunnels and into the meeting place. Torchlight cast the large room in a warm glow. The center table was yet again surrounded by Kings. Guards stood watch at the walls, and the table held its usual map and figurines, though their placement had changed.

			“Lady Queen,” Evander greeted warmly.

			“Lord King,” Haven bowed slightly.

			“It is good to see you well,” he said. “Well met, Lord Prince.”

			“Well met, Lord King,” Emeril bowed.

			“We should begin immediately.”

			They all agreed.

			Gathering around the table, the Queen, Kings and Prince took their seats. Toma stood at her shoulder, a comforting presence against the turmoil that swirled inside her. Haven was surprised to see Corrin here. Even if the meeting had to do with him, she wouldn’t have wanted to leave her people in a time like this. It suddenly occurred to her that she had no idea where he had gone into hiding. It had to be in another kingdom. From the look on his face, things were not going well.

			“King Corrin, why don’t you begin?” Evander urged him gently.

			“Yes, of course,” the king sighed, turning from his daze to look upon the other Royals. A stark contrast from the first time Haven had met the young King, his eyes were sullen, and his mouth set in a deep frown. No glint of the obnoxious king she knew remained. “As you all know by now, Dessa has fallen. Kadia has taken most of Wakefin.” They all nodded and Haven, who sat beside him, patted his arm for reassurance. “Evander has been kind enough to shelter me while we come up with a plan for retaliation.” He looked at each of them in turn. Haven could see the question in his eyes. Corrin was going to ask more of them than she had originally expected. “It is my desire to take the war to Queen Kadia. We need to attack Dagan’s capital.”

			Haven couldn’t help the gasp that escaped her and, apparently, neither could the other Kings.

			“Attack Cidra?” Alton nearly growled. “Are you mad, boy?”

			Corrin stared levelly back at Alton. “I believe it to be the best course of action. Instead of combating one small problem at a time, we can take the fight right to the source.”

			“I wouldn’t call retaking Dessa a small problem, Corrin,” Evander said, shock clear in his voice.

			“In comparison to ending this war, it is small.” Corrin looked around the table. “I wouldn’t say this if I didn’t believe it to be the best course of action. I have thought this through for some time, and I can’t see an end to this unless we fight that evil witch ourselves.”

			Haven stared at Corrin with wide eyes. She’d only known him for a brief time, but she didn’t believe him of such passion. He clearly cared for his people and thought this was the best way. It was unfortunate that she didn’t agree.

			“I won’t risk my soldiers for your gain, Corrin!” Alton shouted.

			“Then who will?”

			A hush fell over the Royals before the arguing started. Haven and Emeril sat in stunned silence while Alton, Corrin, and Evander debated. While Corrin had some good points about ending the war, it was true that if they stood up and lost, they could put everyone at risk. Alton made his case, unwilling to bring Kadia’s wrath upon Eris next. Corrin argued that he would be next if they didn’t fight back. Alton wouldn’t hear of it and soon Evander called a halt to the entire thing.

			“Corrin, you cannot expect us to risk our kingdoms for yours. I’m sorry, but I will not attack Cidra under these circumstances,” Evander said, sitting back calmly in his chair and crossing his arms.

			“Under what circumstances then?” Corrin hissed. “Will you wait until Calisa is under attack? Until Eris is taken? Until they’ve set fire to Salander? What will it take Evander?”

			Alton scoffed. “The ambitions of young kings. You should respect your elders, boy!”

			Corrin turned his glare on the blond man. “Seeing as kings and princes are dropping left and right, maybe more stock should be taken of the opinions of young kings.”

			His words sent a knife through Haven’s heart. She stared at Corrin in horror, fists clenching. His kingdom may be close to ruin, but it was her family that was dead. It was her mother who died at her feet, and her brothers who died for this war.

			“That is enough,” Evander snapped, pounding his fist on the table. The sound brought everything to a standstill. Evander positioned himself between Alton and Corrin before things came to blows, but Corrin just stared at him with angry eyes.

			Evander met his gaze with the most serious expression she’d ever seen from the gentle man. Haven concentrated on the exchange, using the kings as a distraction to tame the angry beast inside.

			Taking a breath, Evander motioned for Corrin to take a seat. After several long moments he obliged. It seemed the storm had passed, at least for the moment. “I’m sorry Corrin. Truly I am,” he said, continuing quickly before any protests could be made. “As a sign of good will toward you and your people, I will offer you my soldiers. Not to attack Cidra, but to retake Dessa.” He paused. Corrin did not object. “We will retake Wakefin, and then decide on the next course of action.”

			Corrin sat silently. Haven could see the defeat in his eyes, but he had to see this was better than nothing. It was certainly the more reasonable of options. “Alright. I accept your offer. Thank you, Evander.”

			“It is nothing,” Evander nodded.

			“Will anyone else offer their aid in these matters?” the young king asked, turning his hopeful gaze on Haven and Emeril. They had both remained completely silent until this moment. For good reason.

			Emeril was the first to speak. “I’m sorry, Corrin, but I cannot offer soldiers to this cause,” he paused, glancing away, “not without my father’s permission at least.” Corrin nodded solemnly. “I would, however, like to offer my assistance with your people. I know Rythern has reached its capacity and Calisa can’t be faring much better.” Evander nodded in agreement.

			“I thank you,” Corrin said, fist to his chest.

			“I cannot offer my soldiers, Corrin. I’m sorry.” Haven couldn’t bear to see anyone else die, especially her own people.

			Corrin nodded. “I understand, Lady Queen.”

			A short pause fell in which the Royals relaxed. All fight seemed to have left the young King Corrin.

			“I will offer my resources as I cannot expend my soldiers,” Alton said, his voice gruff. From the look on his face, Haven had a feeling he regretted his earlier outburst and wished to make up for his rudeness.

			“Thank you, Alton,” Corrin nodded to the older king.

			After a consensus was reached there wasn’t much else to speak of. The Royals slowly dispersed, leaving Haven alone with Toma, Emeril, and Nikolai. They were ushered out by the large Calisan man, who helped them along their way. The trio was nearly down the mountain when Toma spoke up.

			“You did well, Lady Queen,” he said.

			Haven smiled and looked back at her adviser. “Thank you, Toma. I did as we discussed. I fear for Wakefin and the other kingdoms, but we don’t have the resources in our present state to handle an attack,” she said.

			“Certainly,” Toma agreed.

			“I was surprised to hear of Corrin’s plans for Cidra,” Emeril spoke.

			They reached the forest floor and continued at a leisurely pace, staying close as they wove through the trees and found the path.

			“I was, as well,” Toma said. “He always seemed like a confident boy, but I didn’t know he was suicidal.”

			Haven looked at Toma, surprised by his brash words. He’d never been one to speak out of turn and this seemed a bit sudden for him. She had to agree with her adviser all the same. Corrin’s plan did seem like suicide if he were to try it himself. She hoped he had only come up with this scheme in case another kingdom was willing to join forces. Even so, with Wakefin’s depleted army they would hardly stand a chance against whatever Queen Kadia held in store.

			“I don’t believe he is suicidal,” she said. For a moment she wondered why she was standing up for him. They weren’t friends and she could hardly begin to understand him as a person. But somehow, she felt someone had to. “I think he’s just like the rest of us. He wants to protect his people. The way he’s going about it is just rash and slightly insane.”

			Both men paused and nodded.

			“Maybe not insane, but he’s certainly not thinking straight,” Emeril agreed.

			“I can’t imagine what the loss of so many soldiers would be like,” Haven admitted, gazing into the darkness before them. The sky clouded over and she feared rain would find them before they reached home. Pausing, she tried to imagine what it was like to be Corrin right now. The thought sent fear through her entire body. One day would her kingdom be like Wakefin? Would war come to her doorstep? Would Queen Kadia bring her dark soldiers through the other kingdoms and ravage her own? She shivered in the cold night air. “If I were him it would break my heart.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			“Word has arrived, Lady Queen.” Toma handed her a letter. The red Calisan seal was unbroken.

			“Thank you, Toma,” Haven said, graciously accepting it.

			The young queen sat in her study with her many advisers. Several days after the secret meeting, it was back to paperwork for her. The hospitals seemed to need less and less of her help, which she appreciated, but secretly wished to do again. Unfortunately, there was no injury she could feign that would take her there. Breaking the seal, Haven opened the note and read on. The letter was very brief, but it held only good news. Such good news filled her with hope.

			“Dessa has been retaken,” Haven exhaled loudly.

			Several sets of eyes rose from their work, smiles evident on their faces.

			“That is wonderful news, Lady Queen,” Toma exclaimed, standing from his desk. “Does Evander mention the casualties?”

			Haven nodded. “Next to none.”

			“Brilliant! I’m sure a great celebration will be held in Wakefin tonight.”

			“I’m sure it will,” Haven smiled.

			It had been so long since she’d heard good news in this war. Person after person had been taken from her, so having such low casualties seemed like a great blessing. It seemed almost difficult to believe, so much so that Haven found herself in deep internal conflict over what to do next. With Wakefin back in the hands of Corrin, it meant perhaps, Corrin’s great scheme against Dagan’s capital was warranted. She could hardly imagine sending in her own soldiers, but this could be the push for Eris or Calisa to lend their aid. Perhaps this war would be over sooner than she had hoped. If only things had gone quite so well when her family was still alive.

			Rereading the message, Haven thought harder about Evander’s words. There were reported to be only about a dozen casualties, even though hundreds of soldiers had invaded Dessa to retake it. Surely, there should have been more deaths. Worry creased her brow. The more she thought of it, the less sense it made. If Kadia wanted to take Dessa so badly, surely she would have guarded it better than this. From the sounds of things, there may have only been fifty to a hundred men guarding the capital city. Though this was good news, Haven found it difficult to accept. In the past, her worrisome nature had always bothered her, but trusting her instincts had always been advantageous. The bad feeling that rose inside her hadn’t yet left. She had no way to explain this to Toma, but suddenly she wished for the company of her guard friends.

			“What is it, My Queen?” Toma asked. “You look troubled.”

			“It is nothing, Toma,” she said quickly.

			“You don’t seem quite as pleased by this news as a moment ago.”

			Haven said nothing, only stared at the letter. She knew what she had to do. Turning to Malka, who guarded the door today, she locked eyes. The girls had known each other for so long it was obvious when something was amiss. With this simple look, Malka understood and nodded. Haven needed out of this room now.

			“I’m going to take a walk, Toma,” Haven said, rising from her seat.

			Her advisers rose out of respect, but she quickly motioned them back to work.

			“Can I help, Lady Queen?” Always the empathetic one, Toma sensed her unease. He would be good to speak with in most cases, but in this she feared he would find her paranoid. She needed reassurance from her friends before she brought such matters to her most trusted adviser.

			“Don’t worry, Toma. It is nothing,” she said, smiling to reassure him. “I will speak with you later.”

			Toma nodded and Haven took her leave. Malka led the way and soon, they were moving in silence down the hallway. It took a moment for Haven to realize she didn’t know where she was going or where to find her other guard girls. She stopped and turned to Malka.

			“Malka, where do you suppose Blythe and Lareina are right now?” Haven asked.

			The spiky haired brunette took a moment to think about it. “Blythe is most likely organizing the guard in the rear courtyard,” she began, “while Lareina is likely in the infirmary or aiding those in the ballroom.”

			Haven nodded. “We will fetch Lareina first then.”

			Sometime later, Haven gathered with her three guards in the gardens behind the castle. She assumed they were far enough from prying eyes and attentive ears, but just to be safe, Haven sat them near a fountain. It wouldn’t drown out their voices if someone was nearby, but they would go unnoticed if someone approached. Seating her ladies on a set of delicately carved stone benches, she folded her hands in her lap. She met the three girls with a concerned gaze. Brown, blue, and green eyes stared back at her, all equally curious.

			“My apologies for the intrusion into your day,” Haven said.

			Lareina laughed and Blythe scoffed.

			“My Queen, you never need to apologize to us,” Malka said.

			“And none of you need ever speak to me so formally,” Haven smiled back.

			They all agreed that seemed fair, and settled down.

			“Dessa has been retaken,” Haven began, before launching into a brief story of her thoughts and findings before explaining her suspicions at the lack of casualties and fear of what could be next. She included her encounter with the Royals several days past, detailing Corrin’s plan to attack Cidra, and their lack of willingness to comply. The three girls took this with a grain of salt, listening intently. “I fear for my people,” she continued, “but most of all I’m afraid that if I cannot protect myself, how can I protect anyone else? My curse saves me, but it helps no one else.”

			Blythe and Malka exchanged a look.

			“You mean your grace, Haven,” Lareina soothed, taking her hand. Haven shook her head.

			“It is your grace, My Lady, and it does help your people,” Blythe interjected. “You help your people. Your grace keeps you alive so you may live another day, and keep helping them.”

			Haven had never thought about it this way. She’d always thought of it as a curse until her coronation, when the first inklings of hope sprang inside her. As a queen who couldn’t die, she would live a long time and help her people for many decades. If she were a good queen, this would be a gift to Rythern. If she weren’t, surely it was a curse. She had to hope the curse she saw truly was the grace these girls accepted.

			“Grace or not, if you want to protect yourself, we can help,” Malka said.

			Blythe shot her a look. Clearly these two had shared this conversation before.

			“Malka,” she warned.

			“She is queen, she should know how to use a sword,” Malka snapped. Haven had never seen such a look of shock on Blythe’s face. She couldn’t hide her amused smile at seeing the two. She’d always suspected they were more than friends and, witnessing their lovers quarrel, it became much more obvious.

			“I agree with Malka,” Lareina said.

			“I do too,” Haven surprised herself by saying. Each of them looked to their queen. “If I’m to save even one life...” she began but stopped. “If this war comes to my capital I need to be able to protect those I love. I will not have any of your deaths on my hands.” She had never been so glad that her sister was at their vacation home in the mountains, where she would be safe from all of this nonsense. Her guards and her adviser, on the other hand, were not. “If I know how to fight, I can fight alongside you, my warriors,” Haven continued, warmth filling her. She hadn’t realized how much she meant her words until now. “Teach me. Train me. Make me strong. I will fight with you if Kadia comes to our door. You need not protect me.” Haven raised a hand to their objections. “A queen who cannot die does not need protection. Though I cannot expect you three not to fight, you should not expect me not to join you.”

			Lareina, Malka, and Blythe sat in stunned silence. Smiles pulled at their lips. It had been a long time since they saw this side of their queen. As a girl, Haven had readily given up on everything she was not good at. Swordplay had been one of them. After her grievous failures she had sworn never to pick up a sword again, yet here she was pledging to her guards that she would be a survivor.

			“Of course we will train you after a speech like that,” Lareina sighed, hugging her friend and queen.

			“I suppose there’s no stopping it now,” Blythe agreed, a smile as wide as the sun lighting her features.

			“Once you learn how to use a sword I can even teach you the art of the bow,” Malka grinned.

			Haven couldn’t help but laugh. “Let’s take this one step at a time, ladies.”

			The very next day, Haven met her guard girls in one of the inner courtyards. Wooden and metal swords alike decorated the walls, shields in line beside them, sporting a range of shapes and colors. Haven couldn’t help but notice that Malka slipped a bow and quiver full of arrows amongst them. Taking it all in, Haven was nervous, but excited. Hair tied back, trousers on, she was ready.

			“You look more like a warrior already!” Lareina called to her queen as she entered.

			Blythe was already present, having set up the place, and Malka balanced on her heels nearby. Now that they had all arrived it was time to get down to business.

			“Take stance,” Blythe instructed.

			Wooden sword in one hand, shield in the other, Haven dropped back into what she could remember of a defensive stance. “How is this?”

			“Not bad, but you’re still too offensive in your footing.” She approached Haven and switched the positions of her sword and shield, nudging her feet further apart. “Better.” Lareina took up her sword and shield, standing opposite Haven, mirroring her position exactly.

			“Now strike like this,” Lareina said, demonstrating a simple maneuver.

			Haven gave it a try. She was clumsy and didn’t have the natural movement these girls had, but she was determined. “Tell me what I’m doing wrong,” she said, looking at Blythe.

			“Watch Lareina,” Blythe said, and Lareina demonstrated again. “Mimic her movements.” She paused. “And hold your blade like this.” She fixed Haven’s hold. “Try it again. You needn’t to hold the sword as if your life depends on it. Use it as an extension of yourself. If you don’t, you’ll keep fumbling like that.”

			Haven sighed and watched Lareina demonstrate several times, attempting to mimic her movements.

			“You’re getting there. Try this.”

			They continued, move after move, offensive, defensive, Lareina attacking first, Haven attacking first. They were at it for hours before Blythe called it quits. It was getting late and Haven was already incredibly sore. She hadn’t used her muscles in such a way since she was a girl. Though her guards seemed as determined as she, Haven was weary and happy for the day to end.

			“You’ll need to improve your strength before we let you try a real sword,” Blythe commented as they sat in a ring, Haven catching her breath. Haven knew this would happen and simply nodded. Haven was not a strong girl and never had been. She’d need to develop a lot of muscle to swing a real sword with any accuracy.

			“You should start lifting weights when you have the time, My Lady,” Blythe suggested.

			They all agreed.

			The following days, the four girls began to gather a crowd. The lessons were in a public courtyard so many passers-by stopped to see what the queen was up to. Haven improved as the days went on, even if it was a painfully slow process. She went to bed sore every night, did her paperwork quickly in the morning, and then adjourned to her courtyard for her lessons. Many came to know this as her afternoon ritual, sometimes gathering before she had even arrived. She often was embarrassed by her failures, but tried to remind herself that this was for them. It was for the people watching, as well as the girls teaching her.

			Almost a week later, Haven was stuck. Her failure to achieve a seemingly simple move aggravated her endlessly. She watched Lareina, Malka, and Blythe perform the move dozens of times. She tried her best to mimic their movements, but she could never quite get it.

			“Enough,” she called, several hours into practice.

			Haven collapsed near a pile of wooden swords, head in her hands. If she couldn’t get this simple move, how could she ever protect anyone, let alone herself?

			“My Lady, are you alright?” Lareina asked, coming swiftly to her side.

			Blythe hurried after her, and Malka went to disperse the crowd. Malka had always been good like that. She knew things even Haven herself didn’t know she needed. She couldn’t have her subjects seeing her so wrapped in defeat. It was humiliating.

			“I’m fine, just tired,” Haven sighed, burying her face from her friends. Tears welled in her eyes, but she refused to look so weak in front of everyone.

			“What is wrong?” Blythe knelt beside her.

			“I can’t even achieve these simple moves,” she mumbled into her hands. “How can I protect anyone?”

			“You will improve, Haven,” Lareina whispered, putting her arm around the queen’s shoulders.

			“I will not. I’ve had enough of this failure, Lareina,” Haven snapped, looking sharply at her friend. Lareina did not recoil from her gaze, only squeezed her shoulder harder. “I can’t do this anymore. I will never improve.”

			Both girls stared at her silently. A moment later Malka joined them.

			“Enough of these lessons. I should go.” Haven began to rise, but stopped when she saw the scowl on Blythe’s face.

			“We will not allow you to give up,” Blythe said, crossing her arms.

			Haven narrowed her eyes. “You cannot tell your queen what to do.”

			“Haven,” Lareina gasped. She had never spoken to them before as subjects, only as friends.

			Blythe leaned closer to Haven. “What will your people think if you give up on such a simple task?” Haven winced under her harsh words. “Will you leave them to die too if Kadia comes to our door? Will you give up on the people in the hospitals because you don’t think you can do it?” Tears sprung to Haven’s eyes once more. All fight fled from her body. “No, you would not, My Queen.”

			Haven shook her head and sat her face in her hands. Shame filled her.

			“We will help you get through this,” Lareina said.

			“We are your friends, Haven,” Malka added. “We know you can do this.”

			“Don’t just do it for yourself, Haven,” Blythe sighed. “Do it for us. Do it for your people. Do it for Rythern. You are a strong queen. Everyone knows that. Be that woman for your kingdom. Do not give up on yourself before you’ve even begun.”

			“I’m sorry,” Haven whispered. “I’m awful and selfish.” Tears leaked down her face. She looked at her guards. “Please forgive me. I will not give up on myself if you won’t.”

			They all hugged her as one -- something they hadn’t done since they were girls. Haven let herself cry and clutched on to the warm bodies surrounding her. She loved these ladies more than words could properly say. If they weren’t going to give up on her when she so shamefully gave up on herself, then how could she? Her brilliant guards let Haven get it all out of her system before they parted and helped her to her feet.

			“I am not worthy of your affection,” Haven said, wiping her eyes on her sleeve.

			“You are worthy of the whole realm’s affection, My Lady,” Lareina smiled, squeezing her hand.

			“I don’t know what I’d do without you girls.” Haven smiled like a fool, her gaze falling on each of them in turn. “Please continue to train me. I can do this with your help.”

			“It will be our pleasure, My Lady.”

			“A letter has arrived, Lady Queen,” Toma said, appearing in the archway to the courtyard, gently pushing through the crowd. Several days had passed since her weakness and, as promised, she continued to try. Haven eventually passed her slump and improved every day. The more people showed up to cheer her on, the stronger she felt.

			“Thank you, Toma,” she said, handing her sword and shield to Blythe. Toma handed her the letter. The seal was once again unbroken. “I hope this is more good news.”

			“We all do, Lady Queen.” He bowed and stepped back.

			A frown slowly worked its way onto her face as she read. The words were written urgently, not from Evander, but from King Alton of Eris. It had been nearly two weeks since the successful retaking of Dessa. Things could only keep going well for so long it seemed.

			“What is it, Lady Queen?” her adviser implored.

			Upon finishing the letter, Haven met Toma’s gaze. “Eris is under attack.”

			Lareina gasped. Blythe and Malka froze. Toma grew rigid, his eyes widening a fraction. “This cannot be,” he said. “Dessa was just retaken. Another attack couldn’t have come.”

			“It has. King Alton himself sent this letter. He’s asking for reinforcements from every Kingdom. Salander has already offered its aid, but Kadia’s army has almost reached Eris’s capital, Ryulung.”

			“How could they not have sent word sooner?” Toma began to pace.

			“I don’t know, Toma. It seems they are in a lot of trouble.” Haven swallowed the lump in her throat. “I fear we must prepare for battle.” Toma stopped in his tracks and spun to face her. “We will not send our soldiers into battle for Eris,” she continued quickly. “But in case Kadia gets through Eris into Salander, we need to be prepared.”

			Toma nodded, relief clear on his face. “A good decision, Lady Queen.”

			“Thank you,” she nodded. It took her a moment to realize that this exchange was being made in front of her people, as well as a few Wakefin refugees who typically watched her train. Haven blinked at the lot of them, who returned her look with somewhat surprised expressions. Toma followed her gaze, and started upon making the same realization. This was news that would reach the entirety of her kingdom eventually, but making it known so early could be cause for panic. Clearing her throat, Haven stepped forward. “Please do not fear. We are well protected here in Rythern. Eris and Salander will fend off the attack, I’m sure we have nothing to worry about,” she said, hoping her smile assured them.

			Her people simply stared back at her. It took a moment, but finally someone stepped forward.

			“Train me too!” she said. A small girl of maybe twelve, brown hair and soft eyes. “I want to protect myself like you, Lady Queen!”

			Haven was taken aback. Never had it occurred to her that other women would feel the same. Her army readily employed both men and women, but the common folk would have no experience with a sword at all. She turned her gaze to her ladies.

			“Look at what you’ve started,” Lareina grinned from ear to ear.

			“I want to learn as well.” A woman stepped forward. Her blonde hair and blue eyes marked her as a resident of Wakefin.

			“Me too.” A petite brunette, followed by girl after girl came forward.

			“Well. We can’t very well train them all ourselves,” Blythe huffed.

			“Then we will need more guards,” Haven said. Her ladies and adviser turned to her.

			“You mean...?” Malka began.

			“These ladies deserve to defend themselves as much as any soldier,” Haven said, looking at the crowd of women and girls who stepped forward. Determination was clear on their faces. They would learn to fight alongside their queen. “I believe we have preparations to make.” Haven raised an eyebrow at Toma, who nodded and scurried off. “Ladies,” she turned to her personal guards. “Please fetch any guard we can spare. Class begins in one hour.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 6

			“Hold your sword like this,” Lareina instructed.

			A week had passed since the news of the attacks on Eris. This information spread through the city like wildfire, bringing more and more women to Haven’s lessons every day. She couldn’t have seen herself coming this far, let alone her people. A few days ago, Blythe had dubbed her strong enough to wield a real sword, making her lessons more interesting, and more dangerous. A few of the other women had some skills already and graduated quickly along with her. In the front of the class, Haven followed Blythe’s movements. Lareina taught the basics on one side of the courtyard, while Blythe took the other, teaching Haven and her strongest pupils more advanced attacks.

			Swinging her blade in an arc, Haven smiled. Only two weeks ago she had been so ready to give up and now she was having practice matches with real guards. Though she hadn’t won yet, she felt victory close at hand.

			“What’s next, Blythe?” she called.

			Brown eyes met hers, pride glowing from within. Her friends couldn’t be more proud of her for doing so well. They constantly encouraged her, gave her advice, and always made sure to help her improve where she failed. It had been slow going, but Haven had her stances down and her defense positions memorized. Offense was what they worked on now.

			“Let’s do something a little more complicated,” Blythe said, stepping away from her students and picking up her own sword. She stood strong, moving into the offensive stance Haven had come to recognize. They all fell in line, mimicking her pose. Blythe moved quickly, spinning and thrusting her sword out. She then turned again and sliced the air. Two opponents this time. Watching her, Haven truly felt the sword was simply an extension of Blythe. The way it lined up with her forearm and the rest of her body, Blythe was the sword and the sword was Blythe. Haven’s grin grew. “Now let’s try it, one at a time.”

			The girls backed into a circle, each trying the move one by one. Blythe gave pointers to each, fixing their stance, their aim, and the way they held the sword. When it was finally Haven’s turn, she was giddy with anticipation. Haven pictured Blythe’s movements in her mind, and then executed the routine.

			“Well done!” Malka called, bouncing over to join them.

			Blythe pointed out a different way to move her feet and Haven tried again. “Much better. You keep your balance much easier this way.” Haven agreed. The sword didn’t nearly pull her off her feet this time and she stayed grounded. “Now let’s try--”

			“Lady Queen!”

			Blythe was cut off as Toma entered the room. Haven lowered her sword and turned to her adviser. “Toma,” she said, “What is it?”

			“Come with me at once.”

			Haven blinked at her adviser, exchanged a look with her guard, and nodded. “Go on without me,” she told Blythe, who did so as soon as she’d stepped away. Malka broke away from the group and joined her as they followed Toma to her study. “What’s going on?” she asked as they walked. It was a brisk pace, his urgency palpable.

			“Word has come,” was all Toma said.

			No matter how much she pried, Toma waited until they were safely within her empty study to produce a letter from his robes. The seal of Salander was broken.

			“Toma you must tell me what has happened this instant,” Haven gasped. “Is Emeril alright? What of the king?”

			“Emeril is fine, My Lady Queen.” He handed her the letter.

			“Then what is so important that--”

			Haven stopped, staring at the letter. Several words immediately jumped out at her. She returned to the beginning and read.

			Lady Haven,

			The worst has come to pass. Ryulung has fallen. The people of Eris are fleeing every which way. Refugees pile into Salander faster than we can make preparations. With the farmlands of Eris gone, I fear for the coming winter. How will we feed our people in such a time as this? My father continues to grow increasingly ill. His uselessness is a plague. I fear he may soon die and leave me to rule. I’m afraid, Haven. I don’t want to let my people down. I’ve tried to calm their unrest, but people have been fleeing into the mountains all day. I fear the civil problems this could cause with the native mountain folk. We’ve lived in peace for years and I don’t want to disturb them with our troubles.

			Salander will soon be in a panic. Alton is missing, and I fear this is only the first of what is to come. Fear is catching worse than fire in the grasslands. I must ask your advice, Haven. What should I do? Will Salander be next? I fear choosing between fight or flight. What if I choose wrong? Please Haven, send word when you can. A meeting will be held soon and I must be ready to ask for aid if it comes to that.

			With regards,

			Prince Emeril of Salander

			“This is madness,” Haven breathed, collapsing behind her desk. “Bring me quill and ink. I must write to Emeril immediately.”

			Toma nodded and fetched her supplies. Pulling parchment from between her files, Haven sighed and set to writing. All the while she could feel eyes on her. Malka watched with growing concern while Toma could barely keep still. Of course he’d want to know what she had to say, but first, she needed to send word to Salander.

			Dearest Emeril,

			I am so sorry for the state of things. It is an awful time to be a monarch it seems. I am distressed to hear of Ryulung, but do not lose heart. There is still time to salvage the situation. If Dessa can be retaken, so can Eris. I will discuss with my advisers a plan for food shortage. We will come up with a plan before the next meeting, where I will present our thoughts. As for advice, I am afraid that someone more experienced may be able to help you more than I. Please stay strong Emeril. Things will improve. If you need anything, send word immediately. I’m sure we will be dealing with refugees of our own soon, but we will see what we can manage. I will return your healers to you at once. My only advice to you will be to contact Evander, or Alton if you can find him. Their wisdom is much greater than my own, and certainly they will help.

			With deepest regrets,

			Queen Haven of Rythern

			Haven folded the letter before her adviser could read her words. She sealed it and passed the note straight to Malka. “Send this to Salander at once. Prince Emeril must read it before the day is done,” she said, finally turning to Toma. “We must make preparations.” Her adviser nodded quickly, and Malka passed her letter to a guard outside the door. She gave quick instructions before rejoining the queen, staying close in case Haven were to need her support.

			“Of course, Lady Queen,” Toma said. “Malka would you please send in the other advisers.”

			Malka nodded and disappeared into the hallway. When she returned, her five advisers went to work at their desks immediately. Haven suddenly thought that though they were always busy at work, maybe they were still listening. They could even discuss matters with Toma later on and she would never know. Bringing herself back to the present, Haven caught Toma’s eyes.

			“You read the letter?” she asked.

			“Yes, My Lady.”

			“Good,” she said. For the benefit of the others, she added, “Ryulung has fallen. Refugees are fleeing between Salander and Rythern. The farmlands of Eris have been decimated. We must prepare in the case of a food shortage.” Malka stared at her in shock, and the others stopped their scribbling. “If anyone has any ideas, please come forward immediately. I fear this loss could take effect at any time.”

			Haven didn’t know much about the distribution of food throughout her kingdom, let alone the others. She knew shipments constantly flowed through Wakefin and Eris, bringing food to all of their nations. It suddenly seemed paramount she learn more. Toma set to explaining. In the six kingdoms, famine had never been common. Eris provided much of the grain, wheat, vegetables, and meat to the kingdoms, while Wakefin supplied large amounts of fish. Once upon a time, Dagan assisted in such matters. In exchange for these services Salander had always provided ample wood throughout the kingdoms. Most of their land was covered in forest, making this a lucrative trade for them. For these goods, Rythern had always exchanged stones, from rubies to diamonds. Many sorts of metals could be found throughout their mines, as well. This she knew, but she never realized that most of their income came from these mines. The cold of Rythern made it difficult to harvest many crops, but cow farms were common in the flatlands. Those lands could very well be their saving grace. Calisa was the only kingdom with no ample supply of any goods. They dabbled in mines, wheat farms, fishing, raising cattle and deforestation, but they had none of these in abundance, only enough to support their own people.

			After a long explanation, Haven couldn’t help but sigh. Surely there would be more options than this. “If I am to understand this correctly,” she began, “The end of summer is upon us and come the winter, we will only be able to supply what cattle we have to the people.”

			“We do have large rice stores, My Lady,” one of her advisers interjected.

			“And wheat stores as well,” another added.

			Haven sighed once more. “Will it be enough?” she asked.

			No one answered.

			“Will this be enough to feed our people and the refugees that flood my city?”

			A deep silence fell throughout the room. Haven raised her eyes to Toma.

			“It will not, My Queen,” he said.

			Haven sat back, gripping her desk for support. If she couldn’t even feed her own people, how could she expect them to fight for her if the time came? How could she expect them to go to war for her if Salander needed them? How could she expect any more of them, than she did herself? “What can be done?” she asked, hopeful that someone had an idea.

			“We can ration,” Toma said. His usual certainty did not back his words.

			“How?”

			“We could create a team to see to it,” Toma began, “They could investigate what can be gathered from the fields, the cattle, the stores. We’d have to estimate a number as well, which they could assist with.”

			“A number of what?”

			“Of the number of people, My Queen. We have refugees on their way from Eris, and many still remain from Wakefin. We need to know how many people we will be feeding this winter.”

			Haven nodded. “See to it. I want a report two days from now.”

			Taking her leave, Haven walked the halls with Malka trailing a few steps behind. She didn’t know where she was going, but she needed to think. Where do I to go from here? she wondered. If Salander is attacked, should I interfere? If we cannot afford to keep all of these refugees, can I really turn them away? If my people starve this winter, will it be my fault for not being a good queen? How am I expected to rule a kingdom I’m only beginning to understand? And why above all else, is Kadia doing this?

			Frustrated, Haven quickened her pace. She was lost in a whirlwind of her own thoughts when words broke through her reverie.

			“Eris has fallen? I can’t believe it!”

			Haven stopped in her tracks. Young girls whispered down the adjacent hall, huddled by a window.

			“Who will be next? Would Kadia come for Salander?”

			“But that means--”

			“Rythern would be next.”

			“Blue skies, I can’t believe that. This war is nonsense.”

			“But it is still war, Anna.”

			“I heard that people are fleeing into the mountains. Maybe it’s not such a bad idea.”

			“We’d freeze to death!”

			“Not west of Salander. They have hot springs in the caves. We could survive.”

			“But what of the natives?”

			“What of the castle?”

			“What of our lives? Will we risk ourselves staying here? Our families?”

			Haven had had enough. She walked swiftly toward the three gossiping maids and they finally noticed their queen. Wide eyes met hers as she stopped before them. “What do you speak of?”

			“Apologies, My Queen.” They bowed.

			“I will not have you gossiping like hens in my halls. Escaping into the mountains would be suicide with winter coming. Rythern will survive as it always has. Away with all of you, back to your duties.” Haven watched as the three apologized and scuttled away so fast they left only the faint smell of perfume in their wake. “Madness, Malka. This is utter madness,” she said, turning to her guard.

			“It is, My Lady.” Malka looked troubled. “I fear this will become a common string of thought if things get much worse.”

			“It mustn’t. I will not allow it. They will be dead before Kadia’s army even arrives,” Haven said, frustration boiling inside her. “They are right though. War is upon us and I don’t know how long we will be able to protect them.” Haven sighed, continuing down the hallway. “I must learn to fight, Malka, and I must learn now.”

			Haven swept through the crowd and entered the courtyard-turned-sword-academy. The beginners still learned basic defense with Lareina, while Blythe had moved the advanced students on to single combat with the guards. They had recently been learning to fight without a shield, in case they were to lose theirs. The current exercises seemed to be a trial run of such. Blythe met her eyes as she joined them.

			“My Lady,” she greeted, her concern for the young queen clear in the set of her brow and flicker of her eyes.

			“Blythe, what did I miss?”

			“Are you sure now is the best time-”

			“Of course. There is no time for pause. I must learn to fight properly before the war comes,” Haven said, unsheathing her sword.

			Blythe hesitated. “Very well.” She motioned to a guard who leaned against the wall. He was a young man with shaggy brown hair and a cocky smile. His grin disappeared the moment he realized Blythe meant him to fight the queen. “Eli, unsheathe your sword. You will be dueling the queen.” All color drained from the young boy’s face.

			“You cannot be serious, Blythe!” he nearly shouted, staring wide eyed at Haven.

			“She is quite serious,” Haven cut in, moving to an empty area of the floor, dropping into her defensive stance. The stance felt off without the protection of her shield, but she had been taught to compensate for the loss. She adjusted her footing. “Get ready,” she commanded, and the boy obeyed.

			Blythe and Malka exchanged a look, backing away from the two.

			“Ready?” Blythe asked.

			“Ready,” they answered.

			“Fight!”

			Eli dropped into a familiar offensive stance, holding his sword with the ease of a well-trained soldier. Haven watched carefully, recalling her training. In the case of no shield, her best advantage was her speed. Being small had its advantages. She might lack strength, but if she was quick enough she could easily subdue an opponent. Trying to keep that in mind, Haven dodged Eli’s first blow. Moving quickly, Haven swung in a counter strike. Eli blocked with his sword and pushed her back.

			Haven was knocked off her feet and onto her behind before she knew it. Blinking in surprise, she jumped up. “Continue,” she ordered, swinging at her opponent. Haven could see the boy’s unease, but she was determined to practice as long as she was able.

			“Remember your footing, My Queen,” Blythe called to her.

			Haven nodded and moved her feet. Eli swung again. Haven dodged and went for his torso. The young soldier blocked again, pushing back. This time Haven kept her footing. Turning quickly, she swung her sword like she had been taught. The blow nearly hit, but Eli was faster than she expected. He moved out of the way, her sword swinging clear. Continuing her move, she spun again. Her hit was blocked once more.

			Their routine continued for quite some time; blow after blow, dodge after dodge. Haven was only knocked off her feet a few times when Eli surprised her with his strength. Each time she made note of her mistake and continued. She wouldn’t be swayed so easily. As their fight continued, Eli grew more confident, aware that his opponent wasn’t completely useless. He began to swing faster and harder, surprising her with his speed and accuracy. She struggled to keep up while still keeping her lessons in mind.

			Eli swung for her stomach and she jumped back. Moving quickly, Eli brought his sword down upon her. Before she could think, Haven raised her arm as if she had her shield. Eli must have pulled back at the last second, because she was surprised to find she still had her arm.

			“Haven!” Blythe gasped.

			Pain surged through her skin, muscles and down to her bone. Crying out, Haven collapsed to her knees, cradling her arm. Her sword clanged to the floor. Blood poured from the wound, down her arm and into her lap. It moved across the floor, her sharp breaths the only thing audible throughout the hushed room. Everything seemed to freeze for a moment. All she could see was blood. All she could feel was pain. Haven cried out again and this seemed to return people to their senses.

			Feet flew across the floor and before she knew it, Malka and Lareina were at her side. How the blonde healer darted across the courtyard so fast, she couldn’t be sure.

			“Haven, let me see it,” Lareina pried at Haven’s fingers, but Haven just shook her head. “You’re bleeding a lot. Please let me see.”

			The clang of another sword suddenly brought her out of her daze. Haven looked past Lareina to see Blythe holding Eli by the neck up against the wall. “How dare you harm the queen?” Blythe shouted. Eli spluttered, wide eyed. He didn’t even struggle to be released, only stared at the queen’s bloody arm.

			“I-I-” the boy tried to speak, but Blythe’s hold cut him off.

			“Blythe!” Haven gasped, moving to stand. Pain coursed through her arm once more. “What are you doing? He didn’t mean to strike me!” Panic shot through her. Would Blythe hurt this boy just because he accidentally hurt her? She would heal any minute and be fine by tomorrow. “Blythe, unhand him this minute!” When Blythe didn’t release him, she held up her bloody arm. “It’s already healing, see? I’m fine!” Blythe didn’t move. “Release him now! That’s an order!” Somehow she knew those words would break through whatever spell her friend was under. After a moment, Blythe let go. Eli slid to the floor, scared but otherwise breathing.

			“I-I’m sorry,” Blythe stammered. “I don’t know what came over me.”

			“It’s okay,” Haven soothed, motioning her over. Blythe came to her and Haven enfolded her in her arms. “It’s okay, Blythe. You didn’t mean it. You were just worried for me, but I’m fine. It’s okay, I promise.” She stroked the girl’s hair with her clean hand. The pain was already leaving her, only a dull ache remaining deep in the bone of her forearm.

			After a few moments, Blythe had pulled herself together, thanking her queen and stepping away. She checked on Eli before leaving the room. Haven stared after her, sadness jabbing her heart more painfully than the sword. Lareina came to her side and checked her arm. Using a cloth, she wiped away the blood to reveal a sealed but still healing wound. “Your ability to heal always astonishes me still, My Queen,” she said, staring wide eyed at Haven’s forearm.

			Haven was too distracted to answer, still staring at the archway to the courtyard. It took her a moment for her to return to the present, where she found Malka looking toward the entrance, clearly anxious and uncertain. “Go to her, Malka.” The archer turned to her and gave her a look that said more than words. She was grateful to Haven for understanding and for much more than that. Nodding, Malka took off.

			“You’re okay, My Lady?”

			Haven turned to see Eli standing again. He didn’t look so confident anymore. His face fell, eyebrows pulled together, shame evident in his eyes. Haven smiled and stood, showing him her arm. “I’m fine, Eli. Please do not trouble yourself. It was my mistake,” she said. “I was caught in the moment and forgot I had no shield to stop your blade. No harm done.”

			Eli smiled a little. “I’m glad you’re okay.” Bowing, he took his leave.

			“We should get you to your chambers to clean you up, My Lady,” Lareina said in her usual gentle tone.

			“That sounds wonderful, Lareina.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 7

			Climbing the narrow path atop her favorite horse, Haven led Toma to the Calisan meeting place. Not long after the taking of Ryulung, Toma received word to meet the other Royals. As the situation grew more and more bleak, she had to wonder what would come of this meeting. Had Alton been found? Was Dessa still in the safe hands of its King?

			“I believe we are the first to arrive,” Toma called to her.

			“You’re right,” she said, pulling up on Wren’s reigns. He huffed softly in the cool night air before stopping on the small piece of flatland. She didn’t hear the familiar sounds of horses grazing, nor did she see the shrouded shape of Nikolai. “We must be quite early.”

			Haven dismounted, holding tightly onto Wren while she searched for the wooden post Nikolai always tied their horses to. It took a few moments with only the stars to guide her, but once she did, Wren and Toma’s mare were both secured. They grazed quietly while Toma found the tunnel entrance.

			“This way, Lady Queen.”

			“Haven,” she corrected on instinct.

			“Lady Haven,” Toma cleared his throat, bringing a smile to her face.

			Following Toma into the darkness, she felt along the smooth walls, letting her fingers trail over the cold rock. When they rounded a corner, the soft glow of torchlight ahead promised the greater cavern.

			Haven followed in silence, until ominous shadows climbed the walls of the cave. Torchlight flickered throughout the hollow room, illuminating the small council table in their secret meeting place. Stepping out into the room, Haven froze just behind Toma.

			The soft shing of Toma’s sword told her he’d withdrawn it from its sheath. “Get back, Haven!”

			“Toma?” she gasped as he pushed her back. “What is it?”

			Peering over his shoulder, all she saw was blood. Red running across the floor. Red soaking the walls. Blood poured from the meeting table, atop which sat a severed head.

			“Nikolai!” she cried, recognizing the face immediately. Though his eyes were gouged and his jaw was broken, she recognized his kind face and tan skin. Inside his open mouth sat something she thought she’d never see again. A red rose.

			Haven backed into the corridor until her heels met rock. The metallic bite to the air assaulted her nostrils, squirming its way down into her stomach. Nausea rose inside her, threatening to make her vomit. Surrounding Nikolai’s head was a halo of roses, their petals mingling with the spray of blood across the floor. The smell of metal was the scent of blood.

			Toma didn’t pause another moment, backing into the tunnel and grabbing Haven’s arm. He pulled her from the tunnel, sword still drawn as he led the way.

			Once they were free of the cavern and the scent of blood, Haven gulped fresh air like water. She doubled over, one hand on her knee, the other on the mountainside.

			“Lady Queen?”

			Haven glanced up to see a white horse and King Evander dismounting.

			“Do not go inside!” she gasped loudly, straightening up. “Do not enter that place!”

			“What are you talking about, Lady Queen? What has happened?” Evander approached, glancing from her to Toma, who was still composing himself by his mare. Evander helped Haven across the flatland to her own horse. She leaned heavily against Wren like he could hold up the world. “Tell me what’s happened.”

			“Nikolai,” she shook her head. She had been trying to push the image from her mind. All it conjured was the bile in her stomach. Haven took another breath and told herself she could not vomit in front of this king. “He’s dead.”

			“What?” Evander gasped. “How can that be?”

			Haven simply shook her head. “The roses.”

			“Roses?”

			“The man on the pike. He had a rose in his mouth.”

			Evander nodded in understand, though he frowned deeply, his gaze drawn to the cavern entrance. “This must be Kadia’s doing.”

			“We can’t be sure of that,” Toma said as joined them, slouched, but composed.

			“Who else would kill Nikolai?”

			Haven pretended not to notice the catch in the elderly king’s voice.

			“I don’t know,” Toma admitted.

			While the three took a few moments of silence for their fallen comrade, Emeril soon arrived. Toma quickly explained and before they could recover from the incident once again, Evander led them away. Mounting their horses, the king, queen, prince, and their guards and advisers fled down the mountain. There was no talk about continuing with their meeting until the Wakefin envoy met the group at the base of the mountain. They explained quickly, knowing that if this was the work of Kadia, the evil queen could still be nearby – or, at least, her men.

			Toma offered to move the meeting, as if a change of scenery would help Haven forget Nikolai’s mangled head. She agreed, and soon the party set off for Rythern.

			In a small abandoned mill near the Calisan border, the Royals found a safe place to meet. The mill was quiet, the air stale and damp, but it would do. Emeril and one of his guards pulled a table to the center of the dust-laden floor, while Evander’s guards set up enough seats for the meeting. Their group seemed much smaller than usual, even though they were only absent one.

			King Alton of Eris was still missing, a fact which Evander confirmed once they had all settled. The loss was like the shadows on the wall, speaking of dark things to come. King Corrin had sent an adviser in his stead, whom they had encountered on the short journey to the mill. The retaking of Wakefin was far too recent, leaving two large personalities absent this night.

			Haven couldn’t help the sense of foreboding deep in her stomach.

			“I think we ought to start this night anew. Well met, Lord Prince, Lady Queen,” King Evander began, his eyes settling on Alton’s empty seat before moving to the newcomer. “And you, adviser. What can we call you?”

			“Well met, Lord King,” the man said, a short fellow with graying orange hair. “You may call me Del.”

			They greeted each other appropriately before silence took over. It was hard to know where to begin when so much had gone wrong.

			“If it is alright, I would like to begin.” All eyes fell on the newcomer, Del.

			Evander nodded and motioned for him to proceed.

			Taking a deep breath, Del began. “King Corrin wishes that I explain to you what his spies have seen,” he swallowed audibly. “These things I only tell you because my king demands it. During the taking of Eris, there were finally reliable eyes to tell the tale of the battle.” Del launched into a long story of shadows turning into soldiers. These creatures slayed soldier after soldier, taking each small village effortlessly. They pillaged and ransacked their way to the capital of Ryulung before decimating Alton’s castle, led all the while by evil Queen Kadia. This truly was the most disturbing of news. Often, monarchs stood back in their castles and waited for their armies to conquer. In this case, the insane queen was leading her army of darkness through the lands, watching as each village was taken. It was a brash move, and surely could only mean the worst. Del went on to describe the size of these armies, fluxing anywhere between hundreds for a small village, to thousands at the castle. It seemed Kadia could somehow manipulate them, creating more or less as she pleased.

			“This has to be some sort of trick,” Emeril gasped.

			“Or black magic,” Evander agreed.

			Haven sat quietly, taking it in. If she were a normal girl, she’d have to agree with them. It had to be a ludicrous trick, well planned and executed on Kadia’s part. But Haven wasn’t a normal girl. Her fight with Eli had proved it once again. Even though she had been gravely injured, in minutes her wound was nearly healed. By nightfall, it was only a scar. By the time of the meeting, not even the scar remained. If she could heal at such an insane rate, who was to say that someone else couldn’t manipulate shadows. She had to at least consider the possibility.

			“We don’t know how she does it,” Del continued, “But it is nearly impossible to get to her through those armies. Many of Alton’s warriors tried.”

			They all observed a moment of silence for the fallen soldiers, for Alton’s loss and for Nikolai. Even though the Eris king was not present, it was the respectful thing to do. After the moment had passed Haven exchanged a look with her adviser. This was good intelligence on Corrin’s part, but it did nothing to help their cause. It was finally time to voice her opinion to the others.

			“I think it is nearly time to make a decision, Lord King, Lord Prince.” She looked at each of them. Emeril gave her a curious look and the others let their attention rest on her. Haven felt the weight of their gazes, but continued. “I do not wish to put my people at risk, as I’m sure neither of you do.” They nodded. “Then we have to decide. Fight or flight. With Eris under siege so soon after Wakefin, we can only assume Kadia’s mission is to take all of our kingdoms. It’s only a matter of time before one of us is next.” Haven paused, letting her words sink in. She had a long conversation with Toma about this decision. It didn’t need to be made this instant, but it would soon have to be. Haven, Emeril, and Evander would have to decide whether to join this fight and bring the war to Kadia’s door. Or they would have to run.

			“Where could we run to?” Del asked. “With that many people? We’d be mad to try and flee into the mountains.”

			“I will not have my people live in those mountains,” Haven snapped.

			“Then where?”

			Evander interrupted. “The only place we can go.” All eyes fell on the elderly king. He was the oldest of the group, even with Toma present. Surely he was also the wisest. “Seaburn.”

			“You cannot be serious!” Del gasped.

			Evander turned his harsh gaze on the adviser. “It is the only place we can escape to. We could go across the sea, or under it. We could regroup and take our people to Seaburn. They would be safe there.”

			“The Seaburn armies,” Emeril breathed. “We could ask for the council’s help. Maybe they will lend their armies to us. I’ve heard incredible things of their prowess. Surely we could take on Kadia with their aid.”

			Haven couldn’t help but smile. Though getting their people to Seaburn could prove quite dangerous, she was glad they were at least considering it an option. “Surely we could,” she agreed.

			“Then a decision must be made soon, by our entire council. We must decide to stay or go.” Evander looked at each of them, long and hard. He knew as well as they this was not an easy decision to make. The journey to Seaburn would be long and hard, but it would be worth it if they could save even a portion of their people. If they stayed and fought, the outcome could be good or bad. Either they would fight and win, or if the stories were true of Kadia, they would lose and their people would fall under Kadia’s reign. Haven shivered at the thought. She could never let that happen.

			“We will decide in a week’s time,” Evander continued, sitting back in his chair. “Please take your time to think through your decision.” He paused. “Now, what news is there of King Alton?”

			All eyes turned to Del, seemingly the master of spies, he would be the only one with this information. “I don’t know,” he began, avoiding their gazes. “The spies have searched and searched, but he is nowhere to be found.”

			“What of his children, his wife?” Haven asked.

			Del met her eyes finally, but the look in them was dismay. Sadness engulfed his features, tears sprung to his eyes. Haven’s own eyes widened and she fought back the water that filled them. “No, you can’t mean...” Haven trailed off, her hand covering her mouth. Del shook his head. “They were so young.” Haven murmured through her fingers. It was common knowledge, the heirs in each kingdom. Alton had three sons and a beautiful wife. His boys ranged in age from eight to sixteen. They were all so young. She couldn’t imagine what monsters would take their lives.

			“Blue skies embrace them,” Evander murmured.

			A common saying to the departed of the six kingdoms, each of them murmured the same.

			“Keep searching for King Alton,” Evander continued after a long pause. “If he is alive there could still be hope for Eris.” Del nodded. “In the meantime, I assume you have both shared my concerns for food among the kingdoms.” Haven and Emeril exchanged a look. “Of course you have. With Eris’ farmlands up in flames we certainly need a plan for the winter.”

			“Yes we do,” Haven began. “I’ve been working on a plan with my advisers.”

			“Please, speak.”

			Haven motioned for Toma to join her in the explanation. “Well we don’t have much, but if Wakefin stays in the hands of Corrin, surely fishing will resume shortly,” she said, looking at Del.

			“If things keep going well, then yes,” he agreed.

			“The fields will be cultivated soon in Rythern, as I imagine they will be in Calisa and Salander.” Both kings nodded. “Then we must ration what we have for now, use our cattle as needed and hope for the best.”

			Toma added, “We’d also like each kingdom to set up teams to fish in the rivers as much as possible.”

			“Yes,” Haven agreed. “And Emeril, if you can send boats off the southern coast, I’m sure they could fish in those waters.” Emeril agreed. “Then that’s really all we have to go on unfortunately. My advisers have been working out a plan for rationing in our own city, but we wouldn’t want to impose upon your own decisions.”

			“That is plenty, Lady Queen.” Evander smiled. “My advisers have been working on a similar plan.”

			“As have mine,” Emeril said.

			“Then we are all like-minded,” Haven said. She had been hoping for more from Evander. He was an intelligent man and she hoped he had some way of getting through this. If all they could think of were the same things, she hoped to come up with more before the cold set in.

			With nothing more to discuss, the group broke up and vanished into the darkness of night. Haven had hoped for better news, for something in this meeting, but it all seemed pointless in the end. They had gone round in circles over what she knew very well herself, and with Kadia deep in Eris territory that had to mean Salander was next.

			Heading out with her adviser, Haven and Toma rode in silence through the trees. They had just reached the river bend when a shout from behind drew their attention. Bringing Wren to a stop, she turned to find Emeril trotting up after them.

			“Haven, may I have a moment of your time?” he asked, anxiously glancing at the surrounding shadows. Haven did the same, Nikolai’s missing head still heavy on her thoughts.

			“Of course, Emeril,” Haven nodded, sending Toma on ahead while she dismounted Wren and tied him to a tree. They walked in silence for several minutes, finding a small stream and a fallen tree nearby. Haven sat, observing the way the moon reflected in the water.

			“I fear my father will die soon.”

			Haven looked quickly to her friend.

			“Don’t say such things,” she urged.

			“He will, if his condition does not improve.” Emeril paused. “He was once such a powerful man. I’ve looked up to him since I was small. I hoped that one day I would be like him, become a great king,” he sighed. “But not like this. It is far too soon. I’m not ready to rule, to govern a kingdom, and be in charge of so many people.”

			Haven smiled sadly. She knew exactly what he was feeling. Her parents and brothers had died not long ago, leaving her in charge of a kingdom she barely knew. She was a queen at nineteen and felt hardly capable of doing anything right. But she continued on, she worked hard, and she did what she thought was best. She could only hope to be half the queen her mother was. If she could be anything like her father, one day she would have the love of her people.

			“Emeril, you will be a great king.” Haven patted his knee gently. “Do you think I knew what I was doing when I became queen?” Emeril smiled and she laughed. “No, I didn’t. I knew nothing of being a queen because I never thought I’d be one. But you, Emeril, you’ve always known. You’ve been governing your people for months, and I don’t see anyone complaining. You are your father’s son.”

			“Thank you, Haven.”

			“You don’t need to thank me.” She smiled. “Thank your father for raising such a wonderful heir. And if the worst comes to pass, I’m sure you have many advisers.”

			They both laughed.

			“You are a marvel, Haven,” he sighed. “If only I had taken my father more seriously when he wished that I marry you.” Heat rose to her cheeks and she stared at Emeril in shock. Hearing her laughter cease, Emeril looked at her. He grinned, showing his teeth. “You didn’t know our parents wanted to arrange our marriage?”

			She shook her head. “No one told me such a thing!”

			“You never wondered why we had so many play dates as children? It’s not a quick journey from Salander to Rythern you know.” Emeril’s grin continued to grow, as did her shock.

			“I had never thought anything of it.” But now that she did, she felt foolish. Haven had never met any of the other royal children unless it was at a gathering. She’d never played with them, spent time in their castles, traveled for days to their capital city. She’d only ever spent half of her childhood with Prince Emeril, certain that they were simply meant to be friends. “I’m a fool. An utter fool.”

			“I wouldn’t say that, My Lady,” Emeril laughed. “But your observation skills leave a little to be desired.”

			Haven swatted him before she realized what she was doing. It was something she had done as a child, but it would be inappropriate at her age. Emeril caught her hand and held it, still grinning from ear to ear. “I’ll have you know, my observation skills are brilliant,” she huffed. It had been a long time since she felt so light, so free. It was nice to feel at home with someone, and she had never thought Emeril would be that person.

			“If that is so, what was King Evander wearing?”

			Haven blanked, blinking at the young prince.

			“Calisan colors I’m sure.”

			“Are you certain?” Emeril gave her a doubtful look.

			Haven sighed. “No.”

			Emeril grinned. “He was wearing Calisan colors, but I knew you wouldn’t be sure.”

			Haven hit him again. Inappropriate or not, she couldn’t help it. It felt like they were young again, sitting outside under the moon, sharing a teasing conversation. “Emeril, you are a fiend.” She found herself grinning too.

			“You’ve always known that, Lady Haven.”

			Haven sighed as their laughter came to an end. Relaxing against the tree trunk behind her, she peered at her companion. “So why did you not want to marry me?” She couldn’t restrain her curiosity a moment longer. They had always been friends, and would have made a good match if she weren’t queen. Long ago he would never have known she would one day take the throne. There had to be another reason.

			Emeril froze in place. The joy of their earlier conversation fled him like the tide, washing it all away.

			“I’m sorry if I have misspoken, Emeril,” Haven hurried to correct her fault. She wanted her happy, smiling friend back. “Please forgive me, I did not mean to offend or upset you.”

			Emeril shook his head, avoiding her eyes. “It’s not your fault, Haven,” he said. “It has been some time since I’ve spoken of her.”

			Understanding dawned on Haven. There was a her involved, thus there was a woman who had broken his heart. Haven took his hand and smiled at him. “Will it make you feel better to talk about it?” she asked. Emeril just stared at their hands for a moment, her olive skin against his lightly tanned hand. “I’ve never loved someone as more than a friend, but if she makes your face fall like that, something bad must have happened.”

			Emeril nodded, squeezing her hand. “Yes,” he paused. “I was with her for a long time. She was so beautiful. Everyone wanted her. The way she moved, her hair, those green eyes. She was absolutely hypnotic.” Haven was surprised to find a pang of jealousy flash through her chest. She had never known of this woman in the many years she’d been Emeril’s friend. It wasn’t her jealousy of his feelings for her, which so clearly remained. She was envious because she could only hope someone would feel like that about her. But even if they did, she wasn’t sure she could ever be with them, for if she was, he may expect children of her. That was something she could not give.

			“Keep going,” Haven urged, trying to calm her own thoughts.

			“She was exotic, from overseas she told me. She was so caring in the beginning, so attentive,” he sighed. “I loved her for years, but I’m not sure if she returned my feelings for even a moment. I gave her everything she wanted, jewels, money, dresses. None of it satisfied her. As time passed I wondered how much I really knew about this strange, beautiful woman. But when I went to ask, she always turned me away. She became distant, and once I caught her with another man.” Emeril paused, tightening his hold on her once more. “She denied her involvement with him, but I know now that she lied. She fled Salander soon after, and I never saw her again.” Emeril hung his head.

			Haven didn’t know what to say at first. She had never been in a relationship, had never loved a man, and had never even thought of what it would be like to feel this hurt. She could only imagine the pain he was in. “I don’t know much about this woman, but it seems to me she is not worthy of you,” Haven began. “If she could be with you and even think of betraying you, I’m glad she’s gone.”

			Emeril smiled. Haven wondered what he was thinking, if she was out of place with her feelings or not. “You’re probably right. Nakta isn’t worth the sorrow I feel anymore.” He sat up straight. Though she knew the smile was fake, Haven tried to reassure him with her own.

			“And she never was.”

			Emeril nodded. Peering at the water again, Haven’s eyes fell on the moon. She suddenly wondered what time it could possibly be. Standing, she released his hand. “How long have we been here?” she gasped. “I must go find Toma. Surely he is worried.”

			“I’m sure he hasn’t gone far.”

			“I must go.” Haven turned to her friend. “If you need anything, send word.”

			“Same to you, Lady Queen.” Before she knew what he was doing or could stop him, Emeril enfolded her in a hug. Shocked, Haven froze. “I’m glad you are all right.” When I came up the mountain I feared something had happened to you.”

			Heat flooded her cheeks. “I’m fine.”

			“That’s good.” Nodding, Emeril said, “Goodnight, Haven,” as he released her. Haven nodded, stepping away in the direction of her horse.

			“Goodnight, Emeril,” she let her feet carry her quickly into the forest, thoughts of marriage and the future swirling through her head.

			The very next day, Haven called a meeting of her own. Gathered before her in her study were her advisers and three friends. She needed to explain the events of the previous night and she wanted help deciding which way to go. Flee or fight. It was a tough decision, but one that had to be made.

			Haven addressed the group, “I’m glad you all could come.”

			Recounting the events of last night, Haven and Toma relayed the news of Alton’s absence, the decision to be made, and the lack of thoughts on the food problem. It didn’t take long for worry to crease every face in the room. Such looks filled her with growing concern, but when she finished she looked to them for advice, nonetheless.

			“If we fight, many people could die,” Lareina spoke up, her demeanor solemn.

			“They would,” Toma said. “But we could remove a tyrant from power and gain peace in the kingdoms.”

			“If the war goes well,” Blythe interjected.

			“If the war goes well,” Toma agreed.

			“If it doesn’t, we would use up all of our resources in this war. The people would suffer,” a young adviser spoke quietly.

			“And if we try to flee, they could suffer just as much,” another adviser said.

			“But if we are to flee to Seaburn, we could take ships, get people to safety quickly and in vast numbers.”

			“It is a long journey to the sea. We have many sick and injured to care for along the way.”

			“Better they suffer a long journey than death at Kadia’s hands.”

			“Enough,” Haven said, “I brought you here for advice, not to argue.”

			“Apologies,” they both said.

			“Now I am swaying heavily toward fleeing to Seaburn. King Evander believes it the best option, as well. I believe we’d have his vote when the council meets next,” Haven said. “It would be a hard journey, but a necessary one. If we go to war, hundreds and thousands could die. But if we use the resources we still have to flee, we may return to fight another day,” she paused, “with the Seaburn armies at our backs.”

			One of the advisers gasped.

			“The armies of Seaburn?” another asked. “I’ve heard stories of their warriors. They’re savages taken from the southern lands. How could they be better than our soldiers?”

			“They are better trained than our soldiers,” Toma said. “They are taken and sent through an academy for years before they join the military. Seaburn has the vastest army in any realm we yet know of. If they were to lend their aid, we would outnumber Kadia by the thousands.”

			“If they were to lend their aid,” Blythe was again the voice of reason.

			This plan relied heavily on possibilities, but what choice did they really have? Stay and fight, only to be slaughtered? Or flee while the coast is clear, and come back stronger than ever? It seemed clear to Haven that they really only had one option. Even if Seaburn wouldn’t lend them warriors, perhaps they could pay for them, or barter some sort of deal. The only thing Haven was certain of, if these were their only options, they would flee to Seaburn. She would not lead her sheep into the land of wolves.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 8

			“I never knew Seaburn used savages in their armies,” Haven said.

			All eyes fell on the young queen. After the meeting, Haven returned to her chambers, adjourning to her sitting room along with her guards and most trusted adviser. Toma sat heavily on a burgundy armchair, sighing loudly.

			“They are hardly savages by the time they join the military,” he said. Haven stared at her adviser for a few moments, trying to discern what was wrong. Though Toma wasn’t usually a happy fellow, he certainly didn’t appear depressed and slumped over. Worry creased her brows until Toma noticed her gaze. Straightening up, he coughed and apologized, feigning exhaustion.

			“Tell me about this process,” Haven urged.

			Her guards exchanged looks with each other. Lareina took a seat beside her, while Malka sat at the window and Blythe stood guard at her door. None seemed keen to answer.

			“Well, My Lady,” Toma began. “From what our sources have told us, Seaburn takes people from the lands south of the republic, and puts them into an academy,” he paused, “For all of their great marvels in science, they still abduct men and women as young as fifteen and break them. After they are broken, they are trained to be superb warriors. The process takes from three to five years or more. Their armies are known far and wide, and quite feared across the sea.” Toma’s face wrinkled in disgust. “They may call those people savages, but the practices of Seaburn are what is savage.”

			“That is absolute brutality,” Haven gasped. Lareina took her hand to comfort her, but there would be no suppressing her shock. “They take them from their homes and break them?”

			“Yes, Lady Queen,” Toma nodded, though he didn’t meet her eyes. He slumped back in his seat again.

			“How do they get away with such malpractice?” she paused. “How do they break them?”

			Toma met her gaze with wide eyes.

			“You don’t need to hear such things, Lady Queen,” Blythe stepped away from the door and crossed her arms.

			“I will hear of them this moment.”

			“Haven, really you must not insist on this,” Lareina urged, squeezing her hand.

			For once when Haven met Lareina’s eyes, she saw deep sadness and pity. Lareina knew, whatever this was, it would break her heart to hear of it. If Haven knew what atrocities these people committed, she would not want to work with them, let alone use these poor souls to fight her battles. Haven clamped her lips shut. If she listened to what these ladies had to say, she would be once again sheltering herself from the world. But if she didn’t, would what they had to say ruin her plans and possibly risk the lives of her people? Or worse, would it keep them from returning to the kingdoms, and taking back Rythern if that day should come?

			Haven swallowed the lump in her chest. “Fine.” she said at last, “Don’t tell me, but please distract me with other tales of Seaburn. I wish to hear the good they do instead of the bad. Make me believe I can ask for their aid and not hate myself for it.”

			They all breathed a collective sigh of relief. While her ladies might be relieved, Haven felt shame bubbling within her. Essentially she was choosing the lives of some over the lives of others. Even though it wasn’t her duty to care for anyone but her own people, she felt the impact of her choice in her bones. Was this the type of queen she would be? One who would save the lives of her own, just to let others bear the burden? It wasn’t right, and she knew it. But her weakness stopped her from changing her mind. She was queen of Rythern and nowhere else. She had to remember that. The nagging didn’t leave her mind, even as Lareina began recounting a lovely tale of how the republic was formed.

			“The great council came together to depose the monarchy,” Lareina said, “The king at the time was cruel, gorging himself with food and wine while his people suffered and starved. The treasuries remained full, and yet he did not share a penny. Such large sums would save the people from starvation, aid in trades, in schools. But he hoarded it for himself.” She paused. “As time went on, the people began to riot. One uprising after another turned into a full rebellion. They would have been much more successful earlier on if they had the council backing them. Unfortunately the council did not agree with their violent ways, and left the rebels to wear themselves out. The king always kept his soldiers happy and at his side for matters such as these. He wasn’t a stupid king, only a very greedy one.

			It didn’t take long before the rebels ran with tails between their legs into the southern lands or across the sea. With the rebels gone, the king grew soft and fat again, content in his position. It was, of course, the perfect time to depose him. It happened swiftly, and none but the nobles could complain. Even they hushed up once the council was ushered in, and food returned to the villages. They restructured and changed everything the monarchy had stood for. They held elections in the towns, called them representatives of the council. The king would rot in jail while his city thrived. The only practice the council kept the same was how the armies were formed,” Lareina concluded, turning her wary gaze on Haven.

			“Traditions die hard,” Malka muttered, her gaze not leaving the gardens outside.

			“Especially in Seaburn,” Lareina agreed.

			Haven took it all in before she relaxed into her seat. The deposition of a monarch didn’t seem like such a bad idea if it brought peace to a kingdom. Having a republic or democracy would keep out the majority of crazy monarchs like Kadia. Maybe, if the six kingdoms had had their kings deposed long ago, they wouldn’t be facing war at present.

			“Tell me of the path to Seaburn,” she said. She wanted away from thought of death and turmoil, of deposing kings and queens. She let her mind drift and found it became stuck in the ballroom with Mirabel. She wondered how the girl was doing.

			“There are two paths, My Lady,” Toma said.

			“I know the way across the sea. Tell me of the other,” Haven insisted. She’d grown up singing The Path to Seaburn, but had never fully grasped the words nor what they meant. Until now, she had thought it was all fairy tales drummed up by her mother. Maybe she was wrong.

			“The other path,” Lareina shifted uneasily as she spoke, “it isn’t a desirable one.”

			Haven met her blue eyes. Worry filled them. “I don’t wish to take this path, Lareina,” she assured her. “I just want to know of it. The Path to Seaburn will not leave my mind.”

			Lareina sighed in relief and smiled at her queen. “Of course, My Lady.”

			Lareina relaxed before she began telling the tale. Just as the song, Lareina began by telling how the path went through the trees. Across the lands of Salander and Eris, the path was long and dangerous. It went through forests and across rivers, ending at a strange little building on the very edge of Dagan. Though the path to Seaburn began in the six kingdoms, which each held a beauty all its own, this path was different. It was quite often described as magical in nature. Not many lived to tell of the crossing. The ones who did went on and on in their ravings. They claimed they saw great beasts and jungles in the tunnels. Cats twice the size of a person, orange and striped with huge claws and teeth. In other ravings, they mentioned rooms of glass and mirrors, reflecting and refracting light to confuse anyone who entered. It all sounded quite beautiful to Haven, but how could such places exist in tunnels under the sea? It sounded absolutely insane.

			“Perhaps the lack of air drove them mad,” Haven suggested once Lareina had finished.

			“No one knows for sure, My Lady.”

			“Hopefully we will never find out,” Blythe said, returning to her post by the door.

			Once the tales of the great republic across the sea had ceased, Haven’s thoughts returned to her song. The song quickly led her back to the ballroom and Mirabel. She had promised to visit the young girl. Maybe now was the time.

			Standing, Haven smoothed her skirts. The others stood with her out of respect. “I’m going to visit Mirabel,” she said.

			Toma nodded and took his leave. The rest of her girls fell into their usual positions, leading her out of her chambers and down the halls to the great ballroom. Upon entering the great hall, Haven was once again taken aback by how beautiful the room was. The ceiling so high, the windows so large, the colors of the room dazzled even in the faintest of lights. It brought her back to a time before war, before famine, long before she was queen. In those days, they had huge gatherings, dances, and costume parties. They all seemed overly extravagant now, but Haven still longed for their simplicity.

			Looking across the dance floor, she was brought back to reality. The room was still full of refugees. If it was possible they had fit even more into the room. She recognized a few people of Eris as they passed her or lay in their beds. Dusty brown hair and green eyes filled the room. Many of the Wakefin people had since left.

			“Lady Queen!”

			Haven turned to the high-pitched voice, a smile pulling at her lips and thoughts of the past drifting away.

			“Mira,” Haven cooed as the young girl collided with her skirts, wrapping her arms around her hips. “Have you grown? I swear you were not this tall when last we met.”

			“I grew an inch!” Mira released the queen and stepped back. Her blue eyes beamed with excitement. “You kept your promise.”

			“What kind of queen would I be if I didn’t?” Haven laughed and took the girl’s hand.

			The two walked and talked as they moved through the aisles. All eyes moved with them. Haven stopped every now and then to help out or to lend a cheerful smile. Though Mirabel had been shy when last they met, the young girl could not get enough of the queen or the people of Eris. She ran from cot to cot, telling jokes, and recounting the story of when she first met the queen. She even egged Haven on to sing more than a few times, but Haven respectfully declined. The spirits of the recently arrived people of Eris slowly rose with those of the others, and before she knew it, Haven was basking in smiles.

			Riding on the happiness of others, it was only more dismaying when a messenger came bursting through the ballroom doors. The man was young and ragged from travel. He was wild eyed and on edge, searching the crowd desperately until his eyes met Haven’s.

			“Lady Queen!” he shouted, tripping over a few of her people on his way to her.

			“Calm yourself,” she urged once he arrived before her. “What is it?”

			The messenger held a letter out to her. Haven sighed and reached for it. Her fingers stopped inches from the page. The black seal of Dagan glared back at her. Haven recoiled. “Who has sent you?”

			“This message has been passed through several messengers, My Lady Queen. It has taken several days to reach you,” he said. “I don’t know the original sender, but it has been passed on with the utmost urgency.”

			Haven stared at the letter. The messenger seemed unsure why she hadn’t already taken it, but held it out, hand shaking. “Thank you,” she finally said, holding her breath as she took the letter, “for your service,” she exhaled, “and your haste. You may leave.” The man nodded and bowed before rushing back the way he had come.

			“Are you alright, Lady Queen?” Mirabel asked, tugging on her dress.

			Haven took a deep breath, and smiled. “I am, little Mira.”

			“Are we safe?”

			Her smile vanished and she stared in shock at the child. “Of course,” she breathed. She didn’t believe her words for a moment, and it was clear neither did Mira.

			“What is going to happen to us?”

			Haven paused, still surprised and unsure of what to do or say. “I don’t know,” she confessed. “But I will protect you Mira.” she added quickly, bending down and hugging the little girl. “I will protect all of you.”

			Bursting through the ballroom doors as the messenger had, Haven walked quickly, tearing the letter open to read. Her hands shook and a sickness crawled inside her stomach. Anything from Queen Kadia couldn’t be good. Would she gloat over her victories? Threaten the fall of Rythern? Haven could only guess until her eyes fell on the words. Her guard girls followed her swiftly, eyes darting back and forth between one another, concern and distress all over their faces as Haven read the letter.

			Little queen,

			It is almost time for us to meet. For weeks I have been working my way through the kingdoms, and though the time has not yet arrived, it soon will. I can barely contain myself anymore at the thought. You’ve passed my little test wondrously, and you will be mine. My collection is so stark and barren without you. I’m sure a pretty girl like you will fit in perfectly. I do hope to see you soon.

			Now I feel it is my duty to warn you, little queen, so that you may save your young lover and his father. Salander will burn. Run while you can, or come to their aid. I will set fire to Ithrendel City.

			With deepest affection,

			Queen Kadia of Dagan

			Collapsing to her knees, Haven watched her tears stain the page.

			“Lady Queen!” Lareina gasped, kneeling beside her. “Are you feeling alright? What’s wrong?”

			Haven just shook her head and crumpled the page between her hands. “I need to send word,” she mumbled through her tears.

			“Haven,” Blythe whispered at her other side, wrapping an arm around her. “We will do anything you wish, please just tell us you are alright.” She squeezed Haven’s shoulder.

			“I need to send word,” Haven whispered again, trying to stand.

			“Send word to whom?”

			“To Salander, to Calisa, to Wakefin--”

			“What is happening?” Malka hissed. They blocked in the queen on all sides to shield her from prying eyes. Though rumors would surely fly over the scene, their only care was for their friend.

			“Kadia,” Haven said. “This letter is from Kadia.”

			Haven stood, holding on to her guards. Drying her tears, she looked Malka in the eye. “Send word to Salander. An attack comes at once.” The three stared at her in astonishment. “Then Calisa. We may need their aid,” she paused. “Let Corrin know as well, but he is not the priority. We need to ready the troops. Kadia means to attack Ithrendel City. I pray we aren’t too late.”

			Malka scurried off. Haven could hear her barking orders as she ran through the halls.

			“The troops, My Lady?” Blythe asked.

			“Yes,” she said. “We will stand with Emeril and his father. She has gone too far this time.” The strangeness of her words seeped back to Haven. She felt them move across her like a bug, crawling inside and making her stomach turn. There was something wrong with those words, something deeper that she didn’t understand. Kadia wanted to add Haven to her collection -- her collection of what? And what test did she speak of? Could Kadia have been watching her all along and no one knew?

			Haven found this hard to believe. She was well guarded and never let anyone in on her plans for the kingdom aside from her personal guards and advisers. It was hard to imagine what the insane queen was speaking of.

			“We will ready your soldiers, Lady Queen,” Blythe said.

			“Ready only a hundred. I will not leave my city unguarded,” Haven added. “We leave at dawn.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 9

			The hooves of one hundred horses rode from Rythern’s capital, Palmyra, the morning Haven set out with her guards at her sides and a small army at her back. She rode everyone long and hard, urging them across rivers, through valleys, and over the border into Salander. Tall pine trees greeted them and soon, their thunder brought the platoon into the open. They had hardly crossed the Salander border when a scout spotted smoke up ahead. Haven increased their pace as much as possible, urging Wren forward with her heels.

			It was nearly evening when the smoke came into full view. Darkness billowed into the cloudy sky. The journey to Ithrendel City typically took several days, with regular rest and housing for the night. At the speed with which Haven pushed them, she more than halved that time, arriving at a nearby village before dusk.

			“Lady Queen, we must rest the horses,” Lareina urged from her right, patting her beautiful white mare.

			“We cannot rest when Ithrendel is up in flames,” Haven snapped, wide eyed and worried. It was difficult to tear her gaze from the billowing smoke in the distance.

			“Look,” Malka said from her left. Haven tore her gaze from the sky.

			Over the ridge on the other side of the village came the Royal Guard of Salander. Haven gasped and nudged Wren forward, riding with her guard to meet them. Only about fifty accompanied their prince and king.

			“Emeril!” she shouted.

			Emeril’s brown hair whipped toward her. He dispersed from the crowd with a soldier by his side. “Haven!” he called.

			Haven stopped before him and dismounted quickly. The young prince did the same and immediately pulled her into an embrace, much to her surprise. It took him a moment to let go, but once he did, sad blue-green eyes met hers. The color was striking against his soot-covered face and hair. “We’re too late.”

			Grimacing, Emeril nodded. “It came so quickly. There wasn’t any time,” he shook his head, defeated.

			Haven knew they couldn’t give up this easily. Looking back at her guards, she motioned to grab their attention. “We will proceed,” she said.

			“What?” Emeril gasped. “The city has already fallen, Haven. There’s no saving Ithrendel.”

			Even as he spoke, Haven could see smoke and flames rising from the city in the distance. They were at such a vantage point that almost the entire city was visible, even if it was still far away into the valley. She understood why Emeril thought his city was lost, and why his guards would pull him from its ruins. They needed to save the only heir to the throne.

			“But there is saving your people,” she said, turning back to the prince. “Continue to Rythern. We will send any of your people we can find in the same direction.”

			“Haven this is madness. The city is on fire. There’s nothing you can do!”

			“We will see,” Haven said, her jaw set firmly. She couldn’t be sure if it was cowardice or good sense that drove him from Ithrendel, but her determination would not be squashed. “I must insist you make haste. I will return to Palmyra soon.”

			Remounting her horse, Haven turned back to join her soldiers.

			Emeril called after her, “Be careful, Haven!”

			Haven waved back.

			Late into the night, Haven and her soldiers arrived at the city. The city was literally on fire, its smoke rising into the dark night sky. As they approached the city, they urged anyone they found toward Rythern. Some listened, while others headed toward the mountains. They hadn’t the time to stop all of them, so Haven directed them towards the outer villages. Most had already evacuated, but some clung to the hope that it would rain, and the fire would be smothered.

			Organizing her soldiers into teams, Haven set them to work. Two larger groups would work their way along the outer villages, helping anyone who might need it to escape the blaze. While these groups worked, another group would head into the country, and yet another would keep watch for Kadia’s soldiers. The last team, which Haven commanded, would head closer to the city.

			“Lady Queen, you really should stay with the outer groups,” Blythe said.

			“I will stay where I am needed, Blythe,” Haven said, leading them over a well-worn bridge and into the large town just outside the main city walls.

			Fire fell from the burning debris, setting the nearby homes ablaze. Haven’s men dispersed throughout the homes, checking each structure for anyone left behind. Only then did Haven realize the sounds of crackling fire inside the city were not just that. Between the crackling flames were the agonizing screams of people left behind.

			Haven gasped at her realization and rode toward the main city.

			Blythe quickly cut her off, stopping her own horse right in front of Haven’s. Wren reared briefly before settling. Haven glared at her guards second-in-command.

			“I will not allow you into that city, Lady Queen,” she said, her brown eyes reflecting the fire around them, as well as the determination in her heart.

			“I can help them Blythe.”

			“At the risk of your own life.”

			“I cannot die!” Haven shouted, frustration building.

			“But you will suffer if you go in there. You will burn alive!”

			“Just like they do!”

			“You don’t need to save every life, Haven!”

			“No, but I will save everyone I can!”

			Haven pulled back hard on her reins. Wren reared, kicking his hooves in the air, but Blythe did not budge. Turning her horse away, Haven dismounted. Blythe was clearly not going to move. She would keep her eyes on the queen at all times for fear that she would try something heroic. Sighing, Haven handed over her reins, and trudged into the outer city.

			Searching the wreckage for survivors, Haven and her guards dodged burning objects that fell from the sky. They moved from home to home, pulling out anyone they could find. Some had passed out from smoke inhalation, while others were trapped beneath debris. They had saved nearly a dozen men and women when Haven found herself alone outside yet another house. Gazing at the door, she wondered how far she could get before Blythe would be after her. Anticipation running through her limbs, Haven decided she would find out.

			Bounding forward in a run, Haven approached the inner city, feet slapping on the stone road. It took several moments before she heard shouts behind her, but she was almost there. The gates were wide open, their wood ablaze. Several wooden pillars had fallen by the entrance, but she thought she could probably jump them. She would do anything to save even one of those crying voices.

			Haven was only a block away when a scream erupted from a nearby home. She stopped dead in her tracks, just in time to watch a small burning shape run from the home. Without thinking, Haven dove forward and slapped at the fire. The small shape beneath the cloak collapsed to the ground. Haven went down with it, hissing in pain as she patted out the flames. A moment passed after the orange died out, while Haven just stared at the charred cloak, scared that whoever lay beneath it was dead. A minute passed and the shape groaned.

			Sighing in relief, Haven turned the body over. The small shape was a young boy of maybe twelve. He had brown hair and blazing green eyes. His face was streaked with tears and he shook with fear, but he was alive.

			“Hush, don’t fret. You’ll be fine now,” Haven said, smiling and cradling her hands as they mended. The boy stared at her hands in shock and awe as they healed. A moment later the running of feet stopped behind them and Lareina knelt at Haven’s side, but the queen shook her off and stood. “I’m fine, help the boy,” she said, and Lareina did so, checking him over.

			It appeared the boy only suffered minor burns and bruises. He was dehydrated and coughed like mad, but he was otherwise fine. By the time her diagnosis was finished, Haven’s hands had healed and only a small amount of redness remained. The boy continued to stare at her until she splayed her hands for him. He gasped.

			“See? We’re both fine.”

			The boy continued to stare until another guard arrived to usher him away.

			“Haven,” Blythe hissed. “Please tell me you were not running towards those gates.”

			“I heard a scream,” Haven lied, shrugging.

			“You saved that boy,” Lareina said with a smile.

			“Of course I did. Now we should carry on.”

			They did just that, saving a few more souls before they were near the gate again. Every time Haven neared the massive doors, the itch to run past those gates nearly overtook her. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t be so easy to get away again under Blythe’s now suspicious and ever-vigilant gaze.

			“Help!”

			Haven’s head whipped in the direction of the city gates.

			“Help!” a ragged voice called again. Haven froze. “Please!” the man cried in agony. “Help me!”

			“Do not go toward that voice, Haven,” Blythe warned, uselessly.

			Haven stared at the open gates, flames crackling over the wood. Occasionally, the hinges creaked under the force of the wind and she feared they would fall. All such thoughts fled her mind when she heard that voice cry out again. His voice was strained, garbled most likely by smoke.

			“Haven,” Blythe’s voice rose an octave. She was helping an elderly gentleman out of his home, so her hands were full. Lareina was still inside and Malka was helping Blythe. Under the man’s weight, there was no way they could stop her. “Haven,” she said again.

			“Help! Please!” the voice dragged out.

			Haven ran. The rows of homes, the shouts of her friends, rough stone beneath her, all disappeared as she flew across the ground and leaped through the fire.

			Landing on solid ground, Haven covered her mouth with her shirt. Thick smoke assaulted her eyes and nostrils. She could barely see, let alone breathe. Keeping low to the ground, Haven called out. “Where are you?” she waited for an answer, eyes darting around the desolate cobblestone street.

			“Blue skies, thank you! I’m here!”

			Haven followed the voice to the left of the gates. Just inside the city walls were two stations for soldiers, both completely ablaze. Drawing up as much courage as she could muster, Haven approached. Heat bathed her face. “Stay clear of the door!” she shouted. Moving closer, Haven lifted her foot and kicked the door. It creaked, but didn’t collapse the way she hoped. Trying to remember her lessons on hand-to-hand combat, Haven reset her balance to put all of her weight under the kick. “I’m coming in!” she shouted, then kicked again, once, twice, three times.

			The third time was the charm -- the door fell free. Moving carefully over the door, whose flames licked at her boots, Haven went inside. The main room was large and had many beams and pieces of roof scattered across it. From the back room, came a cry of pain. “Hurry!” the voice groaned.

			Dodging between debris and fire, Haven moved through the open door to find a small room with a staircase leading upward. She assumed it went to the outpost on the wall, but she was much too distracted to ponder further. At the bottom of the stairs, a man was caught with one leg through a step and the rest of his body bent forward at an awkward angle. Stuck beneath a burning beam from the ceiling, he could hardly look up at her with his back pinned.

			The building moaned over them.

			“You came,” he gasped. His face was against the floor, just within the thin layer of clear air. His leg had to be broken at the knee, or else such a position wouldn’t be possible. Fire danced across the beam, biting at his back, but not catching his armor on fire. He was a soldier, probably the city guard from the night before. “It came so suddenly.”

			Haven nodded and moved to the beam. Gripping it with her hands, she tried to raise it.

			“What are you doing?” he barked. “You’ll burn your hands off before you’ve saved me!”

			“No, I won’t,” she huffed, putting all of her strength into moving the beam. It fell back some, but didn’t clear his entire body. “What came suddenly? The fire?”

			“You’re mad!” he gasped, trying to struggle free now that some of the weight had been removed. He bit down on his lip as the pain grew too much. He’d have a hard time getting that leg out unless she could get the beam off him. “Yes, the fire,” he said. “It should have been impossible, but when I came for the shift change, the gates were open.”

			“They were open?”

			“All the way. The only way that could happen was if someone left them open from the inside.”

			“A traitor?” she asked.

			“Maybe,” he coughed.

			“Wait here,” Haven called, dashing into the next room.

			“No!” he shouted behind her, “Don’t leave me!”

			Searching throughout the room, Haven found a sturdy enough plank of wood that had yet to catch fire. Her wounded hands had already healed by the time she returned to him. “I’m not going to leave you,” she whispered, propping the plank under the beam before she heaved.

			“Blue skies, I thought I would die here.”

			Pushing as hard as she could, Haven tried to dislodge the beam. If this had happened a few months ago, this man would have been a goner. She had been weak and useless before, but now she was strong. Using every ounce of her weight and strength, she pushed on the plank. After several shoves, the beam fell from his back, and she collapsed onto the floor in front of him. Pulling his arm over her shoulders, she stood, bringing him with her. Putting all his weight on his good leg, the man winced in pain before coughing as he inhaled smoke. Haven coughed along with him, but kept control of the situation, removing the soldier and herself from the small building.

			Working together, they moved across the street, Haven barely upright under his weight. The only problem left were the beams on their way out. Looking around for another way, Haven found an area where the flames weren’t as high. “It’s our best bet,” she mumbled through her shirt. “Go quickly.” Ripping her cloak from her back, Haven laid it over the fire. The man staggered and limped as best as he could onto the other side with her help. Just as he moved to the other side, helping hands pulled him to safety. Haven could hear her name called from the other side, but she was beginning to grow lightheaded. Her stomach turned from the smoke and her eyes watered. She was about to make the jump when a loud crack echoed through the hollow area between the gates.

			“Haven, jump!” Blythe called from the other side.

			Haven looked up to see one of the huge gate doors creaking as the hinge finally gave way. Gasping, Haven leaped the flames and ran for her life. She did not want to end this day by being crushed.

			“Run!” someone screamed at her.

			She pushed herself like she never had before, ignoring the snap that echoed when the second hinge broke and the door came toppling down. Haven collapsed to safety in the arms of her guards, just outside the blazing door. They pulled her further from the gates, chastising her, while simultaneously checking her for injuries. Once she was deemed safe, she was settled beside the soldier she had just saved. Lareina and another medically trained guard went to work bracing the man’s leg.

			“You made it,” the man coughed, looking up at her. It took him a moment before he finally seemed to register who she was. “Lady Queen!” he inhaled audibly, before collapsing into a fit of coughing.

			Haven laughed. “You don’t need to call me that. We’ve been through a lot together,” she said. Her bones ached from the stress she had put them through, and the burning in her lungs had just started to subside. “Call me Haven.”

			“Lady Haven,” he breathed, staring at her with wide eyes. “I am humbled.”

			“What is your name?” she asked.

			“Thrane, My Lady.”

			“A lovely name.”

			“Thank you, Lady Queen,” he paused, “how have your hands healed so quickly?”

			“Have you not heard the stories?” Haven raised an eyebrow.

			“I have,” Thrane said, “but, I never knew them to be true.”

			“Now you know.”

			“They call you the queen who cannot be killed.”

			“An accurate a statement as any, Sir Thrane.”

			Several days later, Haven returned to her kingdom with hundreds of wounded. The doctors in the city made room as much as they could, but soon the ballroom and the hospitals were overflowing with Salander refugees. It was a predicament she immediately set her advisers on. Soon, there would be a secret meeting and she had to be ready. As Haven walked the halls in search of Emeril, Kadia’s words echoed through her mind. She had said she would set fire to Ithrendel, but she didn’t think it would happen quite so literally. True to her word, Kadia had set the entire city ablaze in a night. Thousands were killed. That vile woman needed to be stopped.

			Stopping outside Emeril’s chambers, she knocked. A Salander guard opened the door.

			“Lady Queen,” he bowed, letting her through.

			“Haven,” Emeril breathed a sigh of relief, coming to greet her from the inner room. “Thank the skies you are safe.”

			Once again caught off guard, Emeril greeted her with an embrace. This time Haven hugged him back, happy to be comforted after the past few days. “If an arrow to the heart can’t kill me, you really think a small blaze could?” she teased, though they both knew very well that it hadn’t been just a little fire.

			“What was I thinking?” he chuckled, but his heart wasn’t in it.

			Moving to the bed chambers in the inner room, Emeril and Haven sat at his dying father’s side. King Brae had lived a long life, which showed in the aged lines of his face. He was deep in sleep, chest rising and falling under the silk sheets. Haven suddenly wondered if he were to open his eyes, would he have the same beautiful eyes as Emeril? Or was that a gift from his mother? She could no longer remember.

			“How long has he been like this?” Haven asked.

			King Brae’s breaths came in wheezes. His skin was paler than she’d realized, a sickly gray tinge to it.

			“Since before the attack,” Emeril sighed.

			Haven took a moment before answering the young prince. Something had bothered her about that night, especially after she recounted the events in her mind. The guard she had saved, Thrane, spoke of the gates being open from the inside that night. He said the attack had come so quickly, but how had the young prince and the king escaped unscathed?

			“Emeril?”

			“Yes?”

			“How did you escape Ithrendel?”

			Emeril paused. The kind of long pause that almost made her suspicious. “A note arrived not long before. We fled in the nick of time, Haven. If that letter hadn’t arrived we would both be dead.”

			“You received my letter in time?”

			“Your letter?” Emeril looked at her strangely. “We received no letter from you, Haven. The note delivered was addressed to me, but held no seal or signature.” That was quite curious, she thought. A secret note in the middle of the night, helping the king and his only heir escape just in time. Could this be Kadia’s work? Though she had addressed and signed Haven’s letter, could she have done something similar for Emeril? Haven thought back to her letter. Did Queen Kadia save them for her?

			Haven shivered.

			“Are you alright?” Emeril asked.

			“Yes,” she said. “Just the thought of all those we couldn’t save.”

			Emeril’s lips flattened into a grim line. “Word has come from my remaining soldiers. The people of Salander have fled in all directions. Many seek refuge in the mountains.”

			“That is madness,” Haven said.

			“I know, but there’s nothing we can do. They flee out of fear because I could not protect them.”

			Haven placed her hand on his. “You did what you could.”

			Emeril just dropped his head and shook it, taking his hand away. Haven stared at her empty hands.

			“I will go with you to Seaburn,” he finally said.

			“You will?” Haven looked up hopefully.

			“What other option do we have?”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 10

			“King Alton?” Haven gasped.

			The aged king sat at the head of meeting table, slumped in his seat. Grief was plain on his face, as was the defeat they all felt. It had been weeks since his disappearance and they were all shocked to find him alive.

			“Yes, it is I,” the king sighed.

			“You’re alive.” Emeril’s surprise mirrored her own.

			“Yes,” Alton agreed.

			“But how?”

			Alton sighed and straightened up. The others joined him at the table, taking their new seats. With their old meeting place now unusable, Evander offered up another in the home of a recently abandoned farmer. The aged king mentioned that they had fled into the mountains, a fact which worried Haven even more.

			Now that she had a better view of Alton’s face, Haven could see the pain in the deep lines of his face. Alton had aged ten years in only a few weeks. The death of his children and wife plagued him. She wished there was a better end to this story.

			“The night of the attack on Ryulung my family was killed,” he said, voice breaking. He clenched his fist on the table. “That evil witch killed them. My wife was pregnant.” Haven gasped, her hand flying to her lips. Tears sprung to her eyes. “I found them in our chambers. An assassin had been sent for me, but he killed them in my stead. I wouldn’t have survived if the King’s Guard hadn’t dragged me from the castle.” Alton stared at the table with sightless eyes.

			Silence descended upon the Royals. It was one thing to have family killed, but a pregnant wife on top of that, she couldn’t fathom what Alton must be feeling. Being a monarch had never seemed so awful until this moment.

			“Lord King,” Haven reached forward, hand on the table. “I am so sorry for your loss.”

			“There are no words to describe a loss such as this,” Evander said.

			Alton nodded, but didn’t look at the group.

			“We will avenge them.”

			They all turned toward the voice to find Corrin at the dining room entrance. He swept in quickly, taking a seat beside King Alton. The older man looked up to the young king, a glimmer of hope in his eyes.

			“We must fight back. We must attack Cidra and kill Queen Kadia,” he continued.

			Haven sat back, shaking her head. She understood Alton’s loss, but this need for revenge would accomplish nothing. Though Alton seemed initially interested in the proposal, a moment later he was staring at the table again. He knew as well as they did, that no amount of killing or vengeance would bring his family back. He was spent, and no longer wished to rule, let alone be in this war. Alton would not stand with Corrin any more than the rest of them would.

			“Don’t be absurd, Corrin,” Evander sighed. “We cannot attack Cidra when three kingdoms are in shambles.”

			“Two kingdoms, Evander,” Corrin snapped. “Wakefin is recovering quickly.”

			“Fine,” Evander met the young king’s eyes. “But I will not lead my soldiers to slaughter.”

			Corrin blanked, disbelieving. “How can you say such a thing? What other option is there?”

			“Seaburn,” Haven spoke up. She didn’t want the kings to escalate to blows. “We can go to Seaburn.”

			“Across the sea? Are you all mad?”

			“It’s not that far,” Emeril said.

			“We can make it easily with your ships,” Evander added.

			“Oh I see!” Corrin laughed, standing abruptly. “You wish to use my ships for this absurd mission of yours?”

			“You know it’s a good plan. Better than attacking a well-armed enemy.”

			“Attacking while it is unexpected would give us the advantage!”

			“We don’t even know if Kadia is in her castle, Corrin.”

			Corrin reconsidered.

			“Even so, if we could show her how it feels to lose her kingdom, surely she will back off from ours,” the young king protested.

			“Enough of this,” Haven snapped. Her eyes had fallen on Alton during the fight of the other kings. He was slumping further and further into his seat, his arms braced on the table. This king was no more ready for war than the rest of them. “Your kingdom is not what it used to be, Corrin,” she said. “Eris and Salander may never be the same. Those are two kingdoms in ruin for the time being. Our cities are overflowing with their refugees, and we barely have enough resources to keep them all alive, let alone take our people back to war. Many will not survive the winter if we try to attack Cidra. We may not survive.”

			Corrin dropped back into his seat with a thud. “Why must the beautiful young queen be the voice of reason?” Haven blushed. “You make it much more difficult to argue than Evander.”

			The sudden change in mood brought a smile to her face. That was the Corrin she heard stories about, the confident, womanizing king. Maybe he wasn’t so bloodthirsty after all.

			“Then you will listen to our proposal?” Haven asked.

			Corrin nodded and Evander quickly launched into the explanation. Haven and Emeril were already on the same page, so this was solely for Corrin’s benefit. Evander explained how they would usher their people quietly through the kingdoms, taking them to Wakefin’s port. They would board the ships and ride across the sea to the republic.

			“And you all agree to this?” Corrin asked. Haven and Emeril nodded. “And you, King Alton?” The elderly man shrugged and nodded as well. “Then I suppose I can’t go to war by myself.”

			“We only need to add one more part to our plan,” Evander said.

			All eyes fell on the proud king.

			“We need a distraction if this plan is to work.”

			Haven nodded slowly. “Yes, Kadia would surely notice if we moved thousands of our people across the kingdoms to Wakefin.”

			“Precisely,” Evander nodded. “We need a large enough distraction to give us the time we need to move.”

			“And what do you suggest?” Corrin asked.

			“Ironically, young king,” Evander chuckled. “I have to suggest war.”

			“You’re serious?” Corrin snapped.

			“Of course I am. I do not take war lightly.”

			“But isn’t the point of fleeing to avoid war?” Emeril asked.

			“Yes,” Evander met to young prince’s eyes. “But we don’t need many to distract Kadia. We will stage a retaking of Eris. Then when she is busy on that front we will also stage an attack on Cidra from Wakefin. This will provide a distraction on two fronts and give us the time we need to flee.”

			Haven nodded along as he spoke. “It would be a distraction big enough.”

			“It would, but what of the soldiers left behind?” Emeril asked.

			“Boats will be left for them of course. When their commander says it is time to retreat, they shall. They will follow behind us,” Evander explained.

			“I will stay,” Alton said suddenly.

			“What?” Evander stared at the king.

			“I will stay and lead my army.”

			“You can’t be serious.”

			“I am quite serious, Evander,” Alton stood. “I will lead my soldiers so that Kadia does not suspect a thing. We will retreat when the time comes, but I will lead the charge.”

			“Why?”

			“I have nothing left to lose,” he said. “If I leave I will still have nothing. If I stay, at least I will be useful.”

			“But we will need you in Seaburn,” Haven protested.

			“You will have enough kings, you don’t need another.” Alton stepped away from the table. “We will attack in two days time. You should be ready to move at once.”

			With that, the once missing king fled the room in a hurry, leaving the others to stare after him.

			“I suppose we leave in two days then,” Emeril said.

			“I suppose we do,” Evander agreed.

			“We will be ready,” Haven nodded. “We have to be.”

			The others agreed.

			The clang of swords echoed throughout the great courtyard.

			“Not bad, Lady Queen.” Blythe said.

			“Thank you,” Haven said, pushing away Blythe’s sword.

			Haven’s final lesson on swordplay had just begun and the rest of the women in attendance fought with vigor. The word of the evacuation had spread quickly throughout the city, causing some to stand up. Others decided it was best to flee. People left for the mountains while others ransacked the food stores. Chaos had begun in her fair city. Her people worried over the lack of food, the long journey ahead, the coming war, and their possible looming demise. After the initial upheaval had ceased, Haven addressed her subjects and told them of the plan, reassuring them they would succeed and survive. This calmed the rioters, and restored peace during their final hours.

			Blythe struck back at the queen, arm extended. Haven dodged, spinning and snapping her sword out. Another clang reverberated down her sword and through her arm.

			“Brilliant!” her guard praised. Haven smiled and struck out again.

			In the months leading up to her improvement, Haven never could have guessed she would be able to fight like this. Where once the metal blade had been difficult to hold, she could now wield it as an extension of herself. The weight didn’t set her off balance and her body had grown strong and free. The familiar routines had become calming, a solace in such times. She would mourn the loss when they left her castle.

			Blythe moved quickly, swinging, spinning, and attempting to push Haven off her feet. Haven recognized the move early on and jumped back, swinging her own sword. This time Blythe barely raised her sword in time to block the blow.

			“You almost got me!” They both laughed.

			“Almost!” Haven agreed, pushing back and lunging forward.

			They continued their dance until they both tired. Blythe still overpowered her and the queen lost, but even in defeat she felt proud.

			“This brings an end to our final lesson, ladies,” Lareina called through the room. “May your sword guide you and your shield always protect you.”

			The group gave a small bow and dispersed. It was nearing dinner time on their last day in Rythern. The women thanked the guards and shook hands; leaving for their own homes where they would ready any provisions they could carry for the coming day.

			“How are preparations coming?” Haven asked as Toma joined them.

			Toma beamed at the four girls. “Very well, Lady Queen. Everything should be ready before dawn.”

			“Excellent.”

			It had been some time since things went quite so well. Haven tried not to worry about what could still go wrong as she left with her friends. They took the stairs to the third floor, where Haven stopped to stare out the large windows. From this high up, gardens, courtyards, and fountains fell away from the inner walls of her castle. Beyond was the city, and, further beyond, the mountains. The sun was beginning to set, filling the sky with pink. It was a truly magnificent sight, one that Haven savored. It was the last time for a long while she would look at these familiar mountains, see the trees in the distance, the rivers beyond those.

			As the sun drew closer to the horizon, the light began to fade. Haven sighed, turning back to her guards. They were all caught in the masterpiece that was the outside world. Smiling, she cleared her throat to gather their attention. Three sets of eyes met hers. “We should be going,” she said.

			Nodding, the little group began to move away. Only a few paces later did Haven realize Lareina hadn’t joined them. Turning back, the beautiful blonde woman was caught in the soft light spilling through the window. She squinted into the growing darkness.

			“What are you doing, Lareina?” Haven laughed.

			A moment passed with no response. Haven joined her friend at the window, unease settling in her stomach.

			“What is it?” she asked.

			Lareina seemed to start and looked at her queen, then quickly back outside. “I thought I saw something on the walls.” She shook her head, dismissing it. “The shadows always move this time of night.”

			“Dusk does often trick the eye,” Toma agreed.

			Haven nodded, though she was the one to stay by the window this time. Peering through the glass, she looked for anything unusual about her castle walls. At first the dim light of dusk was all she saw. But after a long moment passed, Haven thought she glimpsed movement as well.

			“The shadows move,” Haven murmured to herself, a memory catching fire inside her mind.

			“What was that, Lady Queen?” Toma asked her from the nearby hall.

			“The shadows move,” she repeated a bit louder. Haven’s eyes grew wide. She remembered why this was a terrifying thought. “The shadows move,” she gasped, turning to her guards. “Kadia is here. Sound the alarm!”

			Understanding dawned quickly on the small group. Blythe raced to the stairs and took them two at a time until she was out of sight. Blythe shouted orders, her voice echoing from above. Malka and Lareina quickly surrounded her, ushering her down the hall. Toma followed, watching the windows as they went. Darkness moving could only mean that Kadia’s army was here. Her magic had already penetrated their walls, and only now did they notice. Only a few days had passed since Salander went up in flames and now her own city could be sent into mayhem at given moment. What were they to do when the enemy was already upon them?

			Flee or fight had never seemed a more difficult decision.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 11

			Sitting on her windowsill, Haven’s gaze stayed glued to the shadows that poured over her castle walls and into her courtyards. As the dark mass fell it leapt forward onto soldier after soldier, tearing through her warriors with ease. Unable to think, Haven simply stared, her mind blank with shock. The horror of it all kept her from the quick words exchanged behind her. She only vaguely heard the murmur of voices; their words were lost. Black continued through the courtyard. She saw more than she heard a young woman scream and run. Blood spilled through the streets. Soldier after soldier fell to the blade of a shadowy creature that could not possibly exist. Chaos filled Palmyra and she was locked inside her own castle. What could she possibly do against such madness?

			“Haven! Haven!”

			Looking at Lareina, Haven finally realized that her friend was speaking to her. She stared dumbfounded at her friend, not sure what Lareina was trying to tell her. Her mind was like a fog, her thoughts trickling like molasses. 

			“Haven, we must flee at once,” Lareina said. “The secret passage will get you to safety.”

			Her personal guards stared expectantly at her as if they wanted her to do something. Haven blinked and looked back out the window. The southern courtyard was bathed in blood. Shadows continued to pour into her home, defiling the only safe place she had ever known.

			“Haven, please,” Lareina grabbed hold of her shoulders, shaking her.

			Haven looked back at Lareina, but images of blood flashed before her eyes. The last time she’d seen so much blood in the main courtyard had been the day her mother died at her feet. She couldn’t save her any more than she could save herself.

			“We must go. Please snap out of it!”

			“It’s no use,” Toma breathed behind her. “She’s panicking. Grab a travel outfit for the queen. She already has her sword. I have sent for our horses, though I fear they may never come.”

			Lareina dashed into Haven’s dressing room.

			A moment later, a fist thudded against her chamber doors. The person did not wait to be let in, only dove inside with several others behind him. Her advisers filed into the room, followed by Blythe.

			“Why are we not moving yet?” Blythe gasped, accessing the room to make sure it hadn’t been breached.

			“Haven is in shock.” Malka tilted her head towards the queen.

			“In shock?” Blythe looked at Haven. Walking swiftly to her side, she bent and slapped her across the face. Haven blinking rapidly, raising a hand to her cheek. Her cheek stung and her mind slowly wobbled back to life. “Get yourself together. Your people need you!”

			Haven finally registered this and slowly stood. She shook her head to clear it, forgetting about the horror outside, as well as the terror in her mind. “I-I’m sorry,” she breathed. “I don’t know what came over me.”

			Lareina returned with a satchel slung over her shoulder. “It’s all right, Haven,” she touched her elbow gently, “but we have to go now.”

			Nodding, Haven led the way to the secret passage deep in her chambers. Toma stayed at her side. Together they ushered her advisers, her guards and any others they came upon through the hidden door and out into the night. As Toma had feared, their horses were nowhere to be found. Moving swiftly through the trees, they made haste for the nearest village. Running through the trees, alarms began to sound in her precious capital city of Palmyra. A bell clanged loudly in the night.

			“Keep moving!” Blythe urged.

			The snap of a branch echoed through the trees. Blythe held up a hand to stop them at once. They all remained quiet and low to the ground. Waiting a full minute, Blythe finally motioned to the few guards surrounding them. Lareina and Malka remained at Haven’s side, while Blythe and three armed guards moved through the brush. Slowly moving from the group, Haven peered through a hole between the trees. A bush rustled beside her and, suddenly, a man jumped forward, his battle cry alerting everyone within a mile radius.

			Haven rolled back, his sword barely missing. Pulling her sword from its sheath, she stopped his next attack. She was suddenly conscious of a fight going on around her. Lareina and Malka battled assailants of their own, while the maids with them ran into the trees, screaming in fright. Haven pushed back on her opponent’s sword and sliced at his chest. The blow hit armor and the queen quickly bounced back.

			What had she learned about fighting someone with armor? She should stay on the defensive, for one. Haven moved into the familiar stance. She didn’t have a shield. The young queen compensated. The weak points in most armor were at the neck and joints, as well as the waist. She’d have enough strength to thrust her sword through the armor if she could get the right angle and force behind the blow.

			The man before her advanced, swinging at her head. Thinking quickly, Haven ducked and spun away. Her speed was her advantage. Beginning her dance, Haven dodged blow after blow, using her sword to block occasionally. She swung when she could, and jabbed at his vulnerable points. The man was a good fighter and dodged her attacks. His experience would be her undoing if she weren’t careful. Using her quickness, Haven feigned another blow to the chest. While he moved to block her attack, she spun quickly, bringing her sword back as she ducked into his arm, getting behind him. Now would be the perfect moment to stick her sword in his back. But as she was about to do so, she felt a sting in her leg. Bouncing away instead of forward, Haven looked back to find a second attacker. The first man spun around. Her moment was gone and she was injured.

			Covering the bleeding wound, Haven assessed the situation once more. Her friends were busy and she doubted her advisers would join this fight. She had to hold these men off until Blythe returned with the other guards. The wound wasn’t deep, and Haven guessed it’d only take her a few minutes to heal. If she pretended the wound was worse than it was, she could hold them off and surprise them when she mended.

			Haven limped as she circled the two men. They followed, swords at the ready. The second leaped forward. He was somewhat smaller than the first, but just as slow. The heavy metal weighed them both down. Blocking his sword, Haven pushed back and ducked behind a tree. Use your surroundings, she remembered Malka saying. As an archer, Malka was much more privy to a hide and surprise tactic. She tried to recall her other advice as the first man embedded his sword in the tree where her head had been moments ago.

			Rolling out of the way, Haven tested her leg. The bleeding had nearly stopped. Another minute or two and she’d make her move. The second man swung at her again while the first pried his blade from the tree. The man used his foot to trip her and hit her with his shield. That she hadn’t expected.

			Falling onto her back, Haven struggled to stay conscious, raising her sword. The strange echo of a laugh sounded from inside her assailant’s helmet. Haven tested her leg again. Perfect.

			As the man advanced to deliver the final blow, Haven braced her leg under her and pushed her sword up. Metal ground against metal and then her sword found flesh. It wasn’t a well-placed blow, but it was still through his stomach. Haven shoved her blade as hard as she could.

			The man gasped and cried out, falling back. Haven drew her sword from his body. Blood gushed after it. The young queen was surprised to find she was as equally proud of herself as she was dismayed. She might have just killed someone, even though it was in defense of her own life. The only problem was that she knew she couldn’t be killed and they could. Had this really been a fair fight?

			The brush moved beside her, catching Haven’s attention. She raised her sword in a defensive stance, when another clang of metal echoed through the trees. Haven stared as her friend, Blythe emerged sword first. Sighing in relief, they both lowered their weapons.

			“You took on two opponents?” Blythe couldn’t hide her smile.

			“Well, I tried to.” Haven shrugged, catching her breath now that she was out of danger.

			“Very brave.”

			“It had to be done. Is everyone alright?”

			Blythe took stock of the group and returned. “Minor injuries only. Two of the maids have fled, but they couldn’t have gone far.”

			Haven nodded. “Send two guards after them. The rest of us will move on. We will meet them at the village.”

			“Are you sure it’s best to lessen our numbers, Lady Queen?” Blythe asked.

			“We’ll be fine as long as we don’t separate again.”

			Blythe nodded and sent two guards to pursue the girls, who had fled North. Haven prayed they’d be found soon and not attract any more attention.

			With little fuss, the group moved through the trees once more. Blythe pushed Haven to the middle of the group, even after her protests. In the end she knew it would give her guards more peace of mind.

			Only half an hour passed into the night before they could hear the river’s current, which meant they couldn’t be too far off. Moving quickly, they descended a small slope. Haven looked ahead but couldn’t see the river through the trees, only the dim light of torches.

			“Wait. Are there--” she began.

			Just as their small group hit the clearing, Blythe splayed her arms and pushed everyone back. Ducking behind a tree, Haven peered into the meadow. Several black-clad soldiers stood in the clearing. There were only about a dozen, spread in a loose ring. As Haven watched, the creeping feeling inside her stomach became very justifiable.

			Atop a gorgeous black mare sat a woman of unearthly beauty. Her platinum hair curled all the way down her spine. Even from her spot in the trees Haven noticed her strong features and striking sky blue eyes. Lips as red as rubies and dressed in all black, Haven knew without a doubt this was Queen Kadia.

			“That witch,” Haven hissed, gripping the hilt of her sword.

			Never had she hated a person more in her life than now. This woman had not only killed her mother and father, but her brothers as well. She was the reason her only living relative was hiding away in the mountains. She was the reason her city was being ransacked and her people destroyed. She was responsible for so many deaths, and here she was, just sitting on the outskirts of the city. She sat with a wide smirk on her face, so wide, Haven wondered how hard it would be to cut her lips off. She would have been startled at such a dark thought if it weren’t for the rage slowly filling her chest.

			Without thinking, Haven moved from the tree. Before anyone could stop her, she had Malka’s bow in her hands and an arrow notched.

			“Haven, don’t!” Lareina gasped, just as Haven took aim and let the arrow fly.

			Time seemed to slow as Haven watched it go. She hoped deep in her heart that her aim was true. If she could avenge her family and all of Warshard, this would all be over.

			The arrow missed.

			Lodging itself in the ground just behind Kadia’s horse, the arrow mocked her. Haven stared in shock until Kadia’s gaze fell on the young queen. Her eyes grew wide - not in shock or terror, but with sick delight. Haven would have recoiled if she weren’t already being pulled back.

			“Lady Queen,” Haven could hear her sultry voice from the tree line. The woman breathed out her title like ecstasy filling her body. Fear gripped Haven’s heart. What had she done?

			Shouts echoed around her. They all moved too fast for her to understand. And then they were running through the trees. Arrows lodged into the ground around them. Cries of pain ascended through the air. Haven tripped and was pulled right back up. They did not stop. Haven was pushed and pulled, ran to her ends as they headed West. The further they went, the further away the pounding footsteps behind them dropped off. They had escaped, but at what cost?

			Sometime later they stopped in a small clearing with a shallow pond. It reminded her of the night Emeril told her about Nakta. There was even a fallen tree to sit on.

			“We’ll rest for a few minutes,” Blythe breathed heavily, still catching her breath. She was in full armor, making the journey even more difficult for her.

			Haven gazed at the small group. Each collapsed in the small clearing. It was far into the night and they were all tired. Lareina and Malka washed their faces in the pond, while Toma sat with one of the other advisers on the fallen log. Haven continued to peer at the group.

			“We’re missing one,” she said.

			Blythe looked at her quickly before gazing away. She sat at the base of a tree. “One of your advisers was shot,” she said.

			Haven stared at her with wide eyes. “What did you say?”

			Blythe couldn’t meet her eyes. “He’s dead. It ended quickly.”

			Haven collapsed beside a tree at the edge of the group, staring at the moon’s reflection in the pond. Her carelessness and her own bloodlust had killed one of her own, someone who had served her for years and did not deserve to die because of her recklessness. She was once again reminded of the mortality of others. She could be quick in her own decisions, put herself in danger, but she could not put the lives of others at risk. They could die, she could not. Placing her face in her hands, she prayed for forgiveness. She hadn’t meant to hurt anyone.

			It occurred to her what a hypocrite she was. She had shamed Corrin and Alton for wanting blood and vengeance, while she took it upon herself to do the same. At least, neither of those kings had gotten anyone killed. Weeping into her hands, Haven hoped for a better tomorrow, for the end to this war, for the end of bloodshed, and an age of peace.

			A soft hand settled on her shoulder. Haven looked up with teary eyes. She wasn’t expecting the blue eyes that stared back at her.

			“Corrin,” she said.

			A sad smile spread across his face. The young man sat with her.

			“I was sent word Palmyra needed help.”

			Haven wiped her eyes, but the tears kept coming. For a moment she thought her mind had conjured him. She was surprised by her own naivety.

			“We did,” Haven breathed, “we do.”

			“I’m glad I stayed in Calisa then.” Smiling again, Corrin offered an arm around her.

			Never had she expected such gentleness from the king. Haven had always thought him to be an obnoxious man, but here he was offering her kindness.

			“Do you want to talk about it?” he asked as she relaxed into his shoulder.

			“I killed a man,” she whispered.

			“I’m sure it was in battle. You were defending yourself.”

			“No, I killed one in battle. But...” she trailed off, taking a deep breath to compose herself. “It’s my fault my adviser died. I saw Kadia and I... I couldn’t control myself. I shot an arrow at her.”

			“Did you hit her?” Haven shook her head. “It wasn’t your fault you know.” Haven began to protest, but Corrin cut her off. “You’re young and reckless. You can’t be hurt, but you don’t remember it’s not the same for everyone else.” Haven leaned back, staring at him with wide eyes. It was as if he had read her very thoughts. “Don’t look so surprised. You’re easy to read.” Corrin squeezed her shoulder and she settled back, closing her eyes. She was so tired. “We’ll get you through this, Lady Queen. We’ll all get through this.”

			Haven just nodded and found herself accepting the dark embrace of sleep.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 12

			The light of dawn had just appeared over the trees when they reached the Calisan border the next day. With Corrin’s entourage the going had been slow, but they were all well protected. Haven chastised herself again and again for her recklessness, while simultaneously recalling where she had fallen asleep late last night. On King Corrin’s shoulder. Heat rushed to her cheeks every time she thought of it. His words of assurance had been kind, but it all seemed quite embarrassing by morning.

			Keeping her distance from the young king, Haven rode alongside her guards. Another fortunate part of Corrin’s arrival, he brought horses.

			“Is something bothering you, Lady Queen?” Lareina asked from her left.

			Haven shot a wide-eyed look at her before composing herself. “No, of course not.” She didn’t need to look at her friend to sense the amused smile creeping up her face. Lareina hadn’t badgered her about the previous night yet, meaning she still had that unpleasantness to look forward to.

			“Are you sure?”

			“Quite.”

			Lareina laughed and once again, they grew silent.

			Approaching the first of the Calisan valleys, Haven spotted a man on horseback riding swiftly toward them. The guards around them formed a protective formation, pushing Haven and Corrin’s horses side by side. Haven refused to look at him, keeping her eyes trained on the approaching messenger.

			“Stop!” one of Corrin’s guards shouted. “State your business.”

			The man did stop, catching his breath as he fiddled with his pockets. “I am here--” he breathed heavily, “to deliver a message from King Evander.”

			Haven steeled herself against exchanging a look with the Wakefin king.

			“What is it?” Corrin asked, pushing forward. Reluctantly, she followed.

			“Here,” the man thrust out a letter with the Calisan seal unbroken.

			Corrin took the letter and broke the seal. Haven waited patiently while Corrin read, taking this opportunity to look at his face. She knew how handsome he was from stories and from their meetings. But in the morning light, she was struck by it once more. Swallowing, Haven watched as Corrin’s beautiful face twisted into worry and then dismay. “No,” he murmured, looking up at the messenger, back at the letter, and then at Haven.

			“What is it?” she asked, losing her breath when the light caught his brilliant indigo eyes.

			“Kadia.”

			“What has she done?”

			“She’s destroyed my fleet with her darkness.” Corrin looked away from her. “Our way to Seaburn has been blocked. How could she have known of our plan?”

			Haven couldn’t say. All of their people would know by now, but they wouldn’t tell Kadia’s men. Now that she thought about it, it would have been fairly easy to find out about their plan if the evil queen had even one spy among them. Gripping the reigns of her horse tightly, Haven moved toward the messenger.

			“You must hurry back to Evander with a message from us.”

			Haven tried to appear confident as all eyes fell on her.

			“The distraction must continue. The first must begin in three days time. We will continue to Seaburn without the ships.”

			“But how?” the man asked.

			“We will take the path under the sea. It is the only way.”

			The man slowly nodded and began to move his horse away, ready to take off again.

			“Wait,” Corrin said, “give word to Evander to send for my people. They are to do the same. We will all meet at the tunnel. He must command my army into the second distraction and meet with us when he can.”

			The messenger nodded and took off, rocks kicking up beneath his horse’s hooves as he disappeared through the trees.

			“We must turn south,” Corrin said once the man had disappeared. Haven agreed, and they turned their party toward Eris.

			Two days passed and their larger group traveled near the border of Salander. They moved south through Eris before turning east again, moving through the southern lands of Rythern. As they went, Haven and Corrin came upon many of their people, as well as refugees from Eris. Before they knew it, their party had grown from twenty to fifty, to nearly a hundred. These people had no desire to flee to the mountains, only to follow their rulers to safety. They trusted them, even if they had little supplies, and the going was slow due to the injured. Haven tried to stay strong for them, speaking with the children at night, sitting with the injured when they stopped to rest, attempting to distract them from their pain.

			When they had nearly reached nightfall on the second day, Haven found herself looking for Mirabel. Their numbers were always growing and Haven was having a hard time keeping track of all the children. Some were orphaned and others were with their family. They had a nurse or two keeping track and taking care of the orphans, but Haven was having a difficult time locating one.

			“Looking for something?”

			Haven turned to find Corrin watching her.

			“Yes,” she said quickly. “One of the nurses in charge of the orphan children. I’m looking for a girl.”

			“I haven’t seen any of the nurses tonight, but maybe I can help you find her.” Corrin stood from his seat by a small fire. Haven only nodded and continued. She couldn’t help but feel shy and embarrassed around someone so unfamiliar who witnessed her in such a weak moment. She couldn’t remember the last time she cried around someone who wasn’t one of her guard friends or her adviser.

			“Who is this girl you’re looking for?” Corrin asked as they moved through the crowds of people. Many rested in small tents or warmed themselves by fires.

			“She’s one of your refugees actually,” Haven smiled, remembering her adorable blonde hair and beautiful blue eyes. “Her name is Mirabel.”

			“And you know her quite well?” he sounded surprised, but Haven wasn’t sure what for.

			“Not very well, but I’ve become fond of her.” Haven glanced at the king. His gaze hadn’t left her. “She’s a beautiful child who lost her parents. I enjoy her company. She lifts the spirits of everyone around her.”

			“She sounds wonderful,” Corrin smiled, and Haven quickly looked away.

			“She was – is!” Haven quickly corrected. “I will find her.”

			“Of course you will.”

			They proceeded with their search, Corrin asking her questions about herself or her people every now and then. Haven had never been very good at small talk, so she grew awkward quickly and often forgot to ask him questions in return. The young king didn’t seem to mind, nor did he run out of things to ask her. By the time the moon was high in the sky, he urged her to take a break. They weren’t going to find the nurses tonight.

			Sitting on a log beside an unoccupied fire, Haven relaxed, holding her hands out to warm them.

			“It is a beautiful night,” Corrin said, taking a seat beside her.

			Haven nodded and looked at the stars. “Yes, but a cold one.”

			Corrin laughed, though Haven wasn’t sure anything was funny. “You think you’d be used to the cold, living in Rythern,” he said. Heat rose to her face. “Not that it’s this chilly all the time, I’m sure.”

			It was Haven’s turn to laugh. “Oh, it is,” she said. “I’ve honestly just never noticed before.”

			Corrin looked at her in a way she wasn’t familiar with. Everything about him was unfamiliar, and though she didn’t sense anything dangerous about him, she couldn’t help but feel wary.

			“You are a very strange woman,” he sighed wistfully. Corrin laughed when Haven looked at him, offended. “Not in a bad sense, of course. You’re just different from the girls I’ve known.”

			Feeling cheeky, Haven smiled. “Most of the girls you know also have large breasts and frequent the beds of many men,” she paused, “or so I hear.”

			Corrin laughed, a very real, very true laugh. He hadn’t expected such words from a queen’s mouth. “You might be right.” It was the way he said it or the way he smiled after, but Haven wasn’t so sure if the rumors were true of the young king. Surely he knew what others said about him, and maybe that’s why this was so amusing for him.

			“Am I?” she asked.

			Corrin raised an eyebrow at her. “Are you what?”

			“Right.”

			He smiled and shook his head. “You’re a smart girl, Lady Queen.”

			“Haven,” she corrected, before she realized this would be inappropriate. It was one thing to call a friend by name and not by title, but she barely knew this man. Even though she was sure she used his name before, it had been under different circumstances. Still, Haven found herself wishing he’d use her name. There was something different about the young king, something interesting that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. She wanted to know this man, in a way she wasn’t quite familiar with.

			“Haven,” Corrin smiled. “A beautiful name, for a beautiful girl.”

			“Well,” Haven blushed. “Thank you.” She couldn’t think of anything else to say.

			“Call me Corrin, likewise,” he said. “I’d like it if we could be friends, Lady Queen.”

			Haven nodded and stood. “Yes, I would as well.”

			Corrin stood with her and for a moment, they were much closer than she had meant. “I should go,” she blurted. “My ladies will worry if I don’t rejoin them soon.”

			The young king simply nodded before bending and giving her a kiss on the forehead. “Good night, Lady Haven.”

			“Good night,” Haven squeaked before disappearing back into the safety of the camp.

			When dawn broke on the third day, Haven knew they must hurry. If the first distraction were to begin soon, it would gain them only so much ground before Kadia spotted them. They still had much distance to cover; Salander, part of Eris, and a good portion of Dagan. The first distraction would last several days and, hopefully, get them to the tunnel in time. The second distraction was what would really help them bring their people to safety. They had only one chance at this and they had to make it count.

			Approaching the river separating Rythern and Salander, Haven realized a whisper of sorts had moved through the crowd. Riding to the front of the line, she saw why.

			“Emeril!” Haven nearly leapt from her horse, joining the prince and his guard.

			“Haven!” Her friend brought her into a hug; one so tight Haven feared he would crush her.

			“You’re alright,” she gasped.

			No one had been sure of who had escaped Palmyra in time, leaving her overjoyed to see her childhood friend alive and well.

			“And you,” he said, releasing her.

			“What of your father? How many do you have with you?” she asked quickly.

			“Many more than I can count,” Emeril laughed. “And my father is alive, but still as he was.”

			“That is good to hear,” Haven paused, “Of the people, not your father of course.”

			“Of course,” he agreed. “We have much to discuss, I hear.”

			“Yes, we do.” They both turned to find Corrin dismounting his horse beside them. Haven wasn’t pleased to see the obnoxious smile back on his face, but it did help her push thoughts of the previous night from her mind.

			“King Corrin,” the men exchanged proper greetings before they moved from the crowd. “I’m surprised to see you.”

			“I was in Calisa when I heard Rythern was under attack,” Corrin explained. “We met with Haven and her party that night. Unfortunately we were too late to help at the castle.”

			Haven blanched at the callous way he used her name. Emeril did as well.

			“We did manage to gather a following as we made our way to you,” Corrin continued, oblivious to what he’d said. “You have gathered many as well, I see.”

			Emeril quickly gathered himself and nodded. “Yes,” he agreed. “Many of Rythern’s people fled this way as well. We’ve assembled a few hundred I believe, maybe more.”

			“That’s incredible,” Haven breathed, unable to contain her relief. “Do you have a roster started yet? Who is taking care of the children? How are your supplies?” she bombarded him with questions until Corrin’s laughter interrupted her.

			“Always the caring one,” he said.

			Haven was suddenly offended. “Don’t presume to know me, Lord King,” she snapped. “Emeril please show me to your nurses. I wish to speak with them at once.” Emeril nodded and led them away, leaving Corrin staring after them. Normally Haven wouldn’t have reacted in such a way, but this time the young queen could see what the king was doing. He was trying to make Emeril jealous. Why? She couldn’t imagine, and didn’t want to either.

			After taking stock of what they had, Haven and Emeril came to the conclusion that they were well supplied for the journey to Dagan. Under the sea was another story. Sighing, Haven sat herself in her tent. Her guards joined her, along with Toma and Emeril.

			“We will barely make the crossing, I fear,” she said.

			“We will make it,” Emeril assured her.

			“I hope so.”

			“Have you told him the plan?” Toma asked.

			“I haven’t,” Haven said, quickly describing the coming distractions and journey for the tunnel instead of across the sea. Emeril gasped upon hearing that Corrin’s ships had been destroyed, and their present location suddenly made sense to the prince. Before Emeril had been unsure where to lead the people, assuming they would still travel through Calisa and take the ships. The people had remained along the river for a few days, gathering supplies and readying themselves for the journey. Haven assured her friend that his actions were still warranted, but they had a much shorter distance to travel now.

			“It’s the only option isn’t it?” Emeril asked.

			“Yes,” Haven said.

			“Then I suppose we should head out today. There is still plenty of light left.”

			Haven agreed, and together they dispatched word throughout the colony. They would move through Salander to Eris within the hour.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 13

			Traveling through the dense forests of Salander slowed the expedition. Many people dragged trolleys and carts filled with belongings and the wheels constantly caught on the thick tree roots, slowing whoever stood near in the attempt to free the conveyances. Scouts constantly rode back and forth on horseback, telling the queen, king and prince of the people they led, as well as anything that stood in their path. Many were urged to abandon their carts, but for the many who agreed, there was always an equal number in disagreement.

			“Lady Queen, Lord King, Lord Prince,” a scout hailed them as he trotted up to the group, breathing heavily. “There is fire in the woods.”

			“What else can go wrong?” Haven sighed.

			“The forest has been set aflame. With no rain the city still blazes and everything in its path has caught fire,” the scout explained quickly. “I’m not sure of its reach yet.”

			Emeril seemed dismayed by the news, but Corrin simply nodded. “Send more scouts, and find its path. We will continue in the meantime. Once its path determined we can easily avoid it.”

			“Let us pray it doesn’t lead us into the flat lands.” Emeril groaned.

			Haven stayed silent and watched as the scouts took off. The fire was bad news, but she couldn’t help but be impressed how King Corrin handled it. While Emeril immediately launched into despair, the young king had stood firm and made not only a quick decision, but a smart one. It made her regret her earlier iciness toward him.

			As the day wore on and scouts returned, the Royals were pleased to hear that they could easily avoid the fire, while remaining hidden in Salander’s thick forests. While this was welcome news for the large group, Haven still felt as if they were moving too slowly. The injured and the sick were slowing their pace, while the trolleys had mostly fallen behind. Many stopped to help, but there wasn’t enough time to constantly lift and readjust their wheels. Haven worried they wouldn’t get to the tunnel in time, and the distractions would be for nothing. Alton would surely have begun his attack by now, or at least Emeril thought as much. He’d seen the king after the taking of Palmyra and wished him good luck in the battles to come.

			“Thank the blue skies above,” Emeril said.

			“Finally some good news,” Haven agreed, but her thoughts remained dark. They needed to hurry. With only a few days of war for distraction, they still had an entire kingdom to cross.

			“We aren’t moving fast enough,” Corrin said as he rode up beside her.

			Haven made a mental note to ask the young king how he was constantly reading her mind. “You’re right,” she said, avoiding his gaze. “We should have been well into Eris by now.”

			“The trolleys are slowing us down,” Emeril pointed out.

			“It isn’t just them,” Haven began. “It’s the people as well.”

			“What do you propose?” her friend asked.

			Haven took a moment to think while she observed the people around her. Mostly guards surrounded the Royals, but beyond them Haven could see her people and those of Wakefin, Eris, and Salander. Many were tired, but some were more gravely hurt than expected. They walked as fast as they could, but could not keep pace for much longer.

			One particular boy caught the young queen’s attention. He was of Rythern origin, with brown hair and eyes, maybe twelve years of age. Behind him, his mother pushed him along as fast as she dared. She was almost as weary as her son, who limped heavily, and had a crudely cut patch over his right eye. Frowning, Haven realized how unfair this was. They didn’t have many horses in their troop, but it didn’t seem right to continue to ride herself when she was perfectly capable of walking.

			“That’s it,” Haven breathed.

			“What’s it?” Emeril asked.

			Haven quickly dismounted her horse, stopping the guards around her. They muttered protests as she slipped between the horses, but she did not stop.

			“Excuse me,” she said, approaching the mother and child.

			They both looked up and then quickly attempted to bow. Haven waved them off. “Do not trouble yourselves,” she said, bending to assess the damage to the boy’s knee. She couldn’t tell how bad it was, though the cast had her imagining the worst. “What happened to your leg?”

			The boy stammered, so the mother stepped in. “Apologies, Lady Queen, I do not mean to slow the troop,” Tears sprung to the woman’s eyes. “His knee was shattered when he fell in our escape.”

			“And his eye?”

			“One of those monsters.” The woman began to cry, her eyes wide at the recollection.

			Haven moved to put the boy’s other arm around her shoulder, just as the mother was doing. “Please do not fret and come with me,” she said. The woman stammered out more apologies, but Haven simply led them between the guards and their horses. When they arrived at her empty saddle atop her gray mare, Haven motioned for Blythe’s aid. The woman quickly dismounted, understanding dawning on her immediately.

			“You will take my horse,” Haven said. “You shouldn’t be walking on that leg.”

			“No, no, My Lady,” the woman said, “We couldn’t.”

			“You can and will,” Haven smiled. “Please, I only wish to help ease your journey.”

			After a bit of prodding, the woman finally agreed with tearful thanks. Haven and Blythe helped the boy onto the horse before helping the mother up behind him. Haven gripped her hand and nodded goodbye. Before Haven had a chance to rejoin the others, all the guards and royals among them were dismounting their horses. Haven watched in surprise, as Corrin was the first to approach an elderly woman and help her onto his horse. Emeril was next, followed by her guards, advisers, and the rest of the uninjured. Suddenly guards were moving through the crowd to find the most in need, taking them gently back to their horses and helping them on. It warmed Haven’s heart to see such goodwill among the people.

			Soon every horse was ready to go and the troop began to move again at a much steadier pace.

			By nightfall, they were in Eris. With spirits still high, fires blossomed around camp. Children ran about and women sang. Haven sat by a particularly large flame, watching as a few young girls held hands and danced. Smiling and laughing, Haven enjoyed the sight of the people. Lareina sat by her side and, together, they immersed themselves in the night’s festivities. No one knew what tomorrow would bring, leaving Haven anxious. She tried to stay in the moment, singing along to a familiar tune while the girls twisted and sprang through the air, giggling and teasing those around them.

			“You look like you’re enjoying yourself.”

			Haven looked up as Corrin sat on her other side. She didn’t need to look at Lareina to know a smile had sprung to her face.

			“I am,” she said, though her anxiety only grew in his presence.

			“Do you want to dance?”

			Haven looked at him with wide eyes. “Dance?”

			“Yes,” Corrin laughed. “Haven’t you ever danced before?”

			“Well yes.”

			“She’d love to,” Lareina said as she leaned forward, pushing Haven gently from behind. Haven turned to glare at Lareina, but Corrin had already taken her hand and pulled her up.

			“It’s so nice of your friend to volunteer you,” he grinned, moving closer to the flame and the song.

			“Yes, how kind of her,” Haven said, trying to will the blush from her face as Corrin took her hands and began to dance.

			Twirling her, the young king moved into the light of the fire. The women there cheered and the girls giggled and laughed, dancing around them, hands clasped. Haven joined in their laughter, unable to stop the bubbling joy that sprang into her chest. She was filled with adrenaline as they hopped around, twisted, and came back together again over and over. More voices joined the singing, a few small instruments joined the mix, and soon Haven was lost in a fog of happiness.

			“It’s nice to see you smile,” Corrin said as he pulled her to him quickly. She nearly banged into him and had barely heard him before she was twisted away again. Laughter bubbled from her and she caught his eyes.

			“It’s nice to enjoy myself for once.” She twirled, and he caught her before she fell. They both laughed, and sprang back into the dance, the girls screeching with delight around her.

			“Haven!” a voice shouted through the song.

			Though the music didn’t stop and not everyone stopped dancing, Haven found herself abruptly against Corrin’s chest, her hand in his, frozen in the middle of a move. She breathed heavily, looking toward the voice. Lareina appeared and the two separated.

			“What is it?” she asked, brushing her hair behind her ears while she caught her breath. Lareina pulled her from the crowd, while King Corrin followed behind.

			“It’s King Brae,” she whispered. “He’s dead.”

			Haven gasped, but Lareina shushed her, pulling the two Royals to a quiet area away from curious ears.

			“He’s gone,” she continued, “Emeril is a wreck. I’m sorry, but he needs you.”

			Haven nodded quickly, all thoughts of song and dance fleeing her mind. “Take me to him,” she said, forgetting her fun with Corrin, or about the man entirely. Lareina nodded and led her away. Corrin followed to where the dead king lay, and expressed his condolences before Haven was whisked off alone by the young prince.

			“Emeril, I am so sorry,” she said.

			Her friend sat against a tree with his face in his hands. He hadn’t said a word, only taken her with him. Haven couldn’t tell if he was crying or not, but she couldn’t imagine how he wasn’t. He shook and trembled all over. Haven sat near him, remembering how Corrin had done this for her. She put her arm around the prince. Emeril stiffened at first, then quickly leaned into her.

			“He’s gone,” he muttered into his hands.

			“I know,” Haven whispered, rubbing his shoulder to soothe him.

			“My father is dead and I am not ready to be king.”

			Haven gazed down at him sadly. “No one is ready to rule a kingdom, Emeril,” she said. “You will do what’s right by your people.”

			“How can I do what’s right when I’ve already done so much wrong?” He suddenly pushed her away, leaving Haven sitting in the dirt alone. He stood and began pacing back and forth while Haven tried to decipher what he meant. Tear stains streaked the prince - now king’s cheeks. He seemed more anxious than she felt, though worry had settled in her chest.

			“What could you have done wrong, Emeril?” Haven asked.

			“Everything,” he breathed, stopping and gripping his hair angrily while he stared away from her.

			“Emeril, you aren’t even technically king yet,” she tried to reason with him, standing as well. “You couldn’t possibly have done everything wrong.”

			“But I have,” he said, finally looking at her.

			So many emotions swirled inside those blue-green eyes. There was despair, anxiety, and guilt. She reached out to him and gently touched his arm. “But you haven’t. Please be reasonable, Emeril. You will be a great king.”

			“I will be nothing!” he shouted. “As I am nothing to you!”

			Haven stared at him, dumbfounded. “Nothing to me?” she couldn’t help but laugh a humorless sound. “Emeril, you are my friend. We’ve known each other since we were children. How could you say that you are nothing to me?”

			“Because of him! You barely even know him and you’re off dancing and talking in secret,” Emeril growled. “He even calls you by your first name, the absolute nerve of that man!”

			“You’re jealous?” Haven gasped. “Of Corrin?”

			“I want you to be mine, Haven! Why can’t you see that?”

			Haven stared at Emeril with wide eyes, unable to believe what she was hearing. All of Emeril’s talk of Nakta, and heartbreak, and how they were once thought to be married. Had that all been because he had feelings for her? Haven thought back to the moments he came to her that seemed so sudden. How he was there for her, and she for him. Had she somehow led him to believe that she was interested in him as more than a friend?

			“I can’t be, Emeril,” she whispered, unable to look at him. She could still barely process what she was hearing.

			“Why not?”

			“I can’t be with anyone.”

			“You can if you wish.” Suddenly Emeril was in front of her, hands gripping her arms tightly. He held her against the tree. Haven was so surprised she forgot to squirm away. “You can be with me. You know you want to. We’ve never been simply friends, Haven.”

			“We are just friends,” she insisted, sense returning to her. “Emeril you’re hurting me.”

			“You cannot be hurt,” he said. Haven met his eyes and didn’t recognize the man she’d always known.

			“I can be hurt,” Haven said. “I cannot be killed, Emeril. Please, let me go.”

			Emeril shook his head, pushing closer. Haven struggled in his grip, realizing what he meant to do. Before she could stop him or slip away, he kissed her. Haven tried to yell at him to stop, but he forced his mouth against hers again and again, his tongue slipping between her lips. Tears sprung to her eyes.

			When he finally moved his face from hers, she was crying. “What’s wrong?” he asked, breathless.

			“Please stop, Emeril. This isn’t you,” she whispered. “You’re just upset. You don’t know what you’re doing. You know we can’t be together. I don’t want children. I don’t want a husband. I don’t want anyone to have this curse of immortality.” Tears ran down her cheeks. She could barely speak, her voice trembling with every word.

			“But it isn’t a curse, Haven,” Emeril pressed his body against hers. “Don’t you see?” Haven turned her face away from him and he kissed her neck. “If only I could have given your gift to my father, then Salander wouldn’t have burned.”

			“What?” Haven gasped, trying to pull her wrists from his grip.

			“She said she would heal him if I just let her have my city. She said he would be all right, that I wouldn’t have to be king.” He left cold kisses down her neck. Haven thought he might be crying too, but she refused to look at him. Every inch of her skin burned with discomfort. “If only that witch had kept her word, then father wouldn’t be dead.”

			Emeril suddenly collapsed against her waist, his arms around her hips. He sobbed into her shirt, wet streaks falling on the dark red fabric. Haven slowly looked down at him. The soreness in her wrists was already dissipating, as were her tears. It took a moment to collect herself, as well as decipher exactly what Emeril had just confessed. Emeril made a deal with someone to heal his father. In exchange for that, Emeril let that person have Salander. Haven stifled a gasp, fingers turning to fists. Emeril had made a deal with Kadia to heal his father. In exchange, he opened the gates and let her burn Ithrendel to the ground. Haven stood stalk still in her shock, staring at the crying man before her. Her heart didn’t soften at the sight of his boyishly mussed hair, or soft blue-green eyes. It only contracted in disgust. Nausea rose inside her. She never knew her old friend to be so selfish.

			Once the tears and sobs began to quiet and Emeril stilled, Haven pulled away quickly, stepping far out of reach. She felt violated in more ways than one. It took a moment, but once Emeril composed himself he realized something. Looking at her, he saw his mistake.

			“Haven,” he breathed, tears springing to his eyes again. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to--”

			“Emeril, enough,” she said.

			“Please forgive me,” he begged.

			“Do not ever touch me again,” Haven said, staring him in the eye.

			“Haven,” he said, standing. She took a step away, her guard up. Emeril stopped. “Please don’t be afraid of me.”

			“Goodbye, Emeril,” Haven said, turning to take her leave.

			“Haven,” he said, but didn’t follow. “Please, Haven.”

			She didn’t say a word, only continued through the trees and back to the safety of the fire and her guards. Never again would she be alone with Emeril.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 14

			“Emeril is here to see you, Lady Queen,” Blythe said from the entrance of her tent.

			Haven stiffened. Her guards badgered her all night long about what had transpired between the two, but Haven wasn’t ready to discuss it with anyone, let alone her guards. Emeril would be lucky to escape with his life if she told them.

			“I don’t wish to see him,” the young queen said, pushing her breakfast around on her plate. She wouldn’t tell them of the horrible things Emeril had done – not to save his kingship, but to save his life. He had once been her friend, and though he had ruined that in a few moments of sorrow, she didn’t want him to lose his head.

			Lareina exchanged a look with Blythe. “Did something happen last night?” she asked.

			“I just don’t want to see him,” Haven said.

			Blythe relayed the information to Emeril before returning into the tent. “What happened?” her guard asked gruffly, seating herself at the queen’s side.

			“Nothing,” Haven said. “Do not concern yourselves, only keep him away from me.”

			“Haven, if he’s done something-”

			“Nothing has happened!” she snapped. “Just... keep him away. We aren’t friends anymore. I don’t want him near me.”

			Lareina laid her fingers on top of Haven’s clenched fist. Slowly she relaxed, and her guards let the matter go. Finishing her breakfast, Haven stood. “We should get everyone moving.” Her guards agreed and they all packed up.

			With the worst of the road behind them, it wasn’t long before Haven and the others reached the edge of Dagan. Once inside the evil queen’s kingdom, there was only so much forest left to protect them. They used it discreetly. Haven had the scouts running at all times with updates from ahead. Once their position was solid and their people were left to rest, Haven and Corrin moved to the head of the pack to discuss strategy.

			It was assumed that the first distraction had already been implemented since most of Kadia’s soldiers had been reported missing from Cidra. That meant the attack on the capital city was imminent and they had to be ready to run.

			“The people will not want to leave anything behind,” Corrin sighed.

			“They must. Trolleys will only slow us down.” Haven said. “This has to be quick. The people must run as if their lives depend on it because it very well might.”

			Corrin met her gaze and nodded. They both understood what had to be done. They would address their people together. If the distraction came tonight as planned, they would make a run for it. Beforehand, they would let everyone know what to bring, and what to leave behind. Speed was paramount if they were to succeed.

			“We should address everyone soon, before they get too comfortable,” Corrin said.

			Haven agreed. They let their advisers know, and soon the masses were gathered as close as possible to listen to their king and queen.

			“Good evening everyone,” Corrin went first. Haven was shy at speaking to such a large group, but she tried to appear confident and sure. They had to stand together and be a symbol for the people. If they were to waver, so would their plan. “Our escape is imminent.” His gaze roamed the crowd. “The next distraction will come at any time, so we must be ready. The tunnel to safety is not far off. It is just beyond Cidra.” Haven couldn’t help but glance through the trees. The black spires of Kadia’s castle were visible over the tree line. “I know it will be hard, but I must urge you to leave your belongings behind. They will only slow you down.”

			Before a protest could mount, Haven added, “Take only what you can carry. Provisions for the coming journey would be preferable if we are all to survive.”

			“We will all get through this alive if we stick together and make haste. The sick and wounded will keep the horses to fly quickly over the land,” Corrin continued.

			Murmurs spread through the group around them before they could go on. Fear was kindling.

			Haven tried to move on to keep the panic at bay. “Soldiers will lead the way in case anything is to come. Do not be frightened.” This did seem to soothe the crowds. Haven exchanged a look with Corrin before continuing. “While the distraction is underway, we will only have so much time. We won’t be able to take the trolleys or carts any further. Any of the cattle, sheep, birds, or otherwise you have brought should be left behind. I know this may be inconvenient to you, but these material things will be returned to you one day. Right now, we need to escape with our lives. That is the priority.”

			Once a consensus had been reached, Corrin addressed the crowd once more.

			“We must be ready at a moment’s notice,” he said. “Once you are prepared, please rest and we will let you know when it is time.”

			The crowd dispersed and everyone set about their duties. Word trickled through the groups quickly to those who had not been present. Before they knew it, dusk was upon them and the masses were prepared, but the distraction had not yet come.

			“What is taking so long?” Corrin muttered, staring through the trees.

			“I don’t know,” Haven said, watching the moonrise and the stars appear in the night.

			They were silent for some time, enjoying the silence of each other’s company while they waited. They sat together for some time before the quiet was broken.

			“How did things go with the prince last night? He seemed quite distressed,” Corrin asked, still staring at the horizon, even though the sky was nearly black with the exception of the stars.

			Haven froze and forced herself not to look at him. She knew if he saw her eyes that he might read her again. She didn’t want anyone knowing what Emeril had done. It would be treason to harm another Royal. If Emeril was lucky enough to escape alive, he would be exiled from Warshard forever. She couldn’t wish that fate on anyone but Kadia.

			“Fine,” she said after a long pause. “He just needed a friend.”

			Ever the observant one, Corrin looked at her. “You seem quite withdrawn from your friend today,” he said. It was true; Haven had gone to all lengths to avoid Emeril. She blatantly ignored him at times, and even chose to run away at others. She wished Corrin hadn’t noticed. “Did something happen?”

			“No,” she said quickly. “He was just upset.”

			Corrin continued to stare at her while Haven continued to avoid his gaze. In this case, she may have made him more suspicious with her lack of eye contact. Thankfully, the young king left it alone. “I’m worried that the distraction has failed,” he said.

			This time Haven did look at him. “It couldn’t have,” she said, though she had been thinking the same thing.

			“What if it did?”

			They both sat thinking for a few moments.

			“If it did, we need a new plan,” Haven said slowly.

			Corrin nodded. “Yes, we would. But we can hardly spare the men for an attack of our own.”

			Haven agreed. “We couldn’t attack them ourselves. We need to come up with something smart, something that would divert Kadia’s attention completely.”

			They both agreed on that, but as they sat in thoughtful silence, Haven wasn’t sure what they could possibly do.

			“We should sleep on it,” Corrin finally said.

			“Until tomorrow then,” Haven said, standing to go.

			“Good night, Lady Haven.”

			Haven nodded. “Good night, Corrin.”

			When the sun rose early the next day, there was still no sign of the distraction. Haven and Corrin met in the same spot to discuss a plan of action. This time their advisers and Haven’s guard were in attendance. Throughout the night, the idea of a new plan had plagued her. There was something about Kadia that bothered the young queen. In fact, it almost scared her. The madness of the queen was palpable and should be played on. Thinking back to the letter Kadia had sent her, it wasn’t long before Haven came up with a plan of her own. The only problem would be that her guard would never agree to it.

			Haven had to hope that Corrin would come up with something better.

			“Good morning, Lady Queen,” Corrin bowed slightly.

			“Good morning, Lord King,” Haven smiled and they all sat at their makeshift table. She was reminded of their secret meetings in the mountains, only this time her friends were here and they were missing two kings and a prince.

			“I trust there is no new information from the scouts,” Haven said.

			Corrin shook his head. “It is disappointing news.”

			“Indeed,” Haven agreed.

			“Have you thought of a plan?”

			Haven tried not to squirm under the gaze of her friends. They knew her all too well.

			“You were up awfully late, Lady Queen,” Blythe said.

			“Surely you’ve thought of something,” Lareina agreed.

			“I’d like to hear your thoughts first, King Corrin,” she said.

			“Unfortunately, my own plan comes in the form of a very brazen attack that is sure to get all involved killed,” Corrin shrugged. “Which, of course, is not acceptable. In other words, I have no plan, My Lady.”

			Haven sighed. She had feared as much.

			“I do have a plan,” Haven admitted. “But you’re not going to like it.”

			“Why must your plans always risk your own life, Lady Queen?” Blythe asked from the queen’s left. Haven knew Blythe was simply being dramatic, she knew that her life would never truly be at risk – but there were things worse than death.

			King Corrin, Prince Emeril, her guards, and several remaining Wakefin guards accompanied Haven into the open. Haven’s plan was simple. They had to lure the queen out, so they needed a ruse. Not long ago, they’d sent a messenger ahead with a letter for the queen. Lies about bartering surrender were involved. Haven hoped that with Kadia’s over confidence, she would come herself instead of sending an emissary. While Haven and her little group distracted Kadia’s watchful eye, the rest of their people would safely run to the tunnel and escape. The deception didn’t need to last long, only long enough to get everyone clear.

			At first, her guards had nearly rioted about the idea. It was only when a small army of guards hiding in the nearby trees was suggested that they agreed. Still, no one liked the plan. It could get any number of them maimed or killed if they weren’t careful. If Kadia really did want Haven that badly, she would surely come herself, but would she leave by herself as well? They would have to do it to find out.

			Taking a stand just outside Cidra in the open plain, they waited. The great black city stood before them, daunting in stature. The city walls were tall; its towers even higher. Haven wondered suddenly how Kadia had kept her people inside this entire time. Surely they wanted to get away from their terrible queen. Just as she wondered how long this would take, the crack of the main gates echoed in the clearing. The heavy doors pushed outward, and the iron fence was raised.

			Riding from the open doors came a small party of eight with the blonde-haired, blue-eyed queen leading the pack.

			Haven stiffened, hands tightening on her reigns. They waited in silence. Haven was sure anxiety rolled off them in waves. Glancing around at her friends, she found they all couldn’t take their eyes off Kadia. She was magnificent to see, stunning each and every one of them.

			“How lovely of you all to come,” Kadia purred as she came to a stop. She smiled, that sort of sickly sweet smile Haven had seen once before. “You wish to surrender?”

			Corrin cleared his throat, “We wish to discuss terms.”

			“Terms?” Kadia threw her head back and laughed. “If you don’t mind me saying, I don’t think you have much to barter with.” Kadia’s blue eyes fell on Haven. Her eyes widened in the same way they had before. To Kadia, it was as if Haven was the most wonderful thing in the world. Or at least that’s what Haven saw in the sick queen’s gaze. Haven shivered. “Lovely girl,” she whispered, voice like velvet and honey. “You’ve finally come to me. I told you we would soon meet.”

			Kadia held out her gloved hand as if she expected Haven to come forward and take it. Haven did the opposite and backed away, fear gripping her heart like talons.

			“Queen Kadia,” Corrin cleared his throat again, trying to draw her attention away. Begrudgingly, Kadia turned to the young king. “We want our kingdoms back. What are your terms?”

			“I already have your kingdoms. I won’t give them back so easily.” Kadia’s gaze grew cold. “But if you and your people want to escape with your lives through the tunnel, be my guest. I will allow that.”

			Haven and Corrin exchanged a panicked glance.

			“Why would you let us flee?” Emeril suddenly asked.

			Kadia shrugged. “I do as I wish and now I have what I want. I will even be so gracious as to leave the rest of your people alone.”

			“That is good news,” Emeril said.

			Haven wasn’t so sure. She could sense a deal coming. Kadia wouldn’t let all of this happen without a price.

			“You won’t consider the return of our kingdoms? You won’t consider peace?” Corrin grew irritated.

			“I’ll have peace when you’re all gone, won’t I?” Kadia looked at them.

			“It seems fair, Corrin,” Emeril gave the young king a harsh look. He knew as well as they that this was a good deal, and it would allow them to escape, regroup and come back swinging. The only problem was, Kadia hadn’t stated her terms.

			“What do you want?” Haven asked.

			She had had enough of the run around. They needed to know what Kadia wanted and be done with it. If she wanted to let them go, then they needed to go. With the queen’s gaze on her once more, Haven’s stomach lurched. She suddenly knew, by the way that woman looked at her, what the queen wanted.

			“I want you, of course.”

			“What?” Emeril gasped.

			“You can’t be serious, Lady Kadia,” Corrin said.

			“Of course I’m serious,” Kadia laughed, approaching Haven. Her guards quickly circled her. “All I want is Lady Haven. Then you may go. That is my only requirement, my only term, and the only thing I want. You will not change my mind. I have things to do, so come along little queen.”

			“We won’t let you take her,” Blythe growled. They began to back Haven away from the queen. Haven’s horse whinnied as it was pulled back.

			“She isn’t yours to take,” Lareina hissed, drawing her dagger.

			“You’re all so adorable,” Kadia smiled. “You’ve already delivered her right to me. I’m not asking anyone’s permission.”

			With that, Kadia raised her hand over the ground beside her. From her gloved hand came shadows, swirling like dust until they reached the ground. The darkness twisted and curled on itself like a living thing, growing more solid and more palpable as it neared. The horses began to whiny and rear. Something about the shadowy fog felt as wrong to them as it did to the rest.

			“Retreat!” Corrin shouted.

			The group backed away, moving slowly in their panic to get to the trees. Before they could move into formation and begin a trot, the darkness sprang forward in the form of soldiers. Kadia laughed and her creatures attacked.

			Haven and Corrin’s guards fought valiantly to keep the dark soldiers at bay, while simultaneously removing their king and queen. Haven drew her own sword and sliced at the darkness, which bit at the legs of her horse. The beautiful gray dappled mare whinnied and reared, nearly throwing Haven from its back. Haven clung on, but dropped her sword in the process. Lareina’s horse nudged hers as it tried to escape, and suddenly each horse bumped into one another, trying to flee.

			“Leave the horses!” Blythe called to the group. “They’re useless like this!”

			At that moment, the rest of their small army emerged running from the woods, swords drawn and shields up. Haven watched as Kadia’s gaze whipped toward them. Her smile turned into a smirk. She flung her hand toward them and the darkness suddenly grew into waves, washing over her people and knocking them back. Haven quickly dismounted her horse, alongside the others. The stallions and mares took off across the plains.

			“So much fuss over one girl,” Kadia cackled.

			Haven grabbed her sword, just in time for a dark soldier to swing at her. She blocked the attack and rolled to the side. Lareina jumped in front of her, taking on the opponent. The soldier was suddenly not one, but two, and then not two, but three. Lareina took a step back. Haven dove forward to join her alongside Malka. The others were already locked into battles of their own.

			“Get Haven back to the trees!” Blythe called from somewhere in the fray. Haven could barely see anyone with the dark soldiers closing in.

			Swiping at them with her sword, Haven put all of her strength into fending off the beasts. Her adviser dead in the forest suddenly came to mind, pushing her. She would not have her guards dead, she would not risk her friends again. She would fight for them, as they would fight for her.

			Keeping an eye on her guards and attacking furiously, Haven took down as many as she could. The more that went, the more that came. The soldiers in the trees soon joined them, but still, they were overtaken by shadows.

			“Every swing is futile!” Kadia taunted from somewhere behind the wall of darkness.

			Haven plunged her sword into one’s chest, then ripped outward. The one good thing about these shadows was that her blade slipped through them with ease, almost as if they were simply water. “We need to get away from her,” Haven said through gritted teeth.

			“We will,” Lareina answered nearby, cutting the head off another.

			It was several minutes later when Haven heard a cry of pain. Whipping around, she watched as a shadow soldier ripped its sword through Blythe’s shoulder.

			“No!” Haven screamed, trying to dive toward her.

			A hand clamped around her wrist and yanked her off her feet. Haven toppled to the ground, barely holding onto her sword. She looked up to find a soldier bending over her, trying to grab again. Haven swiped upward, rolling out of the way. She nearly missed the thing, barely moving in time. She got away from one and right into the arms of another.

			“Haven!” Lareina shouted. Haven could barely see the blonde hair of her friend through the fray.

			“Lareina!” she called back as she struggled in the dark soldier’s grip.

			Suddenly an arrow shot past her face and she was free.

			“Malka!” Haven gasped. “Get Blythe out of here!”

			She never got a response. In the next moment she was stabbed from behind and her world went temporarily black. She came to seconds later; wondering if she’d actually passed out. Lying on the ground, Haven spit blood from her mouth. Her ears rang painfully.

			“Bring her to me!” someone yelled over the commotion.

			Haven struggled to her feet, only to have her arms grabbed. The shadows pulled her from her feet and dragged her across the ground, away from the forest and her friends. She tried to call for help, but her head was swimming. A long trail of blood lay in the grass behind her.

			“Haven!” someone screamed.

			Haven could see the fight for what it was now – futile. Just as Kadia had said. Her friends were overwhelmed. Soldiers lay dead on the ground. Blood soaked the plain.

			Before she knew what she was doing, Haven was screaming, “Run!”

			At first no one listened. Then she screamed it again. Haven caught Corrin’s eyes, Lareina’s, Emeril’s. “Run!”

			Haven watched as her friends retreated. Corrin grabbed hold of Lareina and pulled her from the fight. She struggled and screamed, but Haven was losing consciousness again. “Run,” she murmured. It was the last thing she said before she blacked out.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 15

			Haven awoke with a start. For a moment she lay still, images flashing through her mind. Blood-soaked grass, bodies lying on the plain, a sword ripping through her friend’s shoulder. Lareina and Corrin’s faces as they retreated. The young king had literally dragged her away. Then she remembered why she’d blacked out. Her hand flung to her side. The wound was long healed. Haven sighed in relief and then started again when she realized how unfamiliar her surroundings were.

			Gazing around the room lit with beautiful morning light, Haven blanched. This room was absolutely stunning. Golden walls, decorated with burgundy-and-bronze wrapped pillars and adorned with jewels and large paintings of animals, places, and people she had never seen or could hardly imagine. Turning slightly, she looked over her shoulder to find a stained glass window, with equally strange images. Silks hung from the ceiling, along with a gorgeous chandelier. If she didn’t know better, she’d think she was dead.

			Haven decided to sit up when she realized her wrists and ankles were wrapped in leather binds, chaining her to the table on which she lay. Pulling on her restraints, Haven began to panic. She pulled and twisted the shackles until her wrists were raw and her hands bled. Even then, she pulled some more, ignoring the bite and sting of pain in her wrists. After several minutes passed, she sighed and collapsed back onto the slab. The dull ache in her wrists quickly faded. It was useless. She wasn’t going anywhere.

			“Finally you are awake!”

			Haven stiffened. Kadia swept into the room, wearing regal silk black robes. Her ash-blonde hair shone in the golden morning light and her blue eyes danced in a frightful way that had Haven cringing.

			“Good morning, sleeping beauty,” she purred, sitting in the chair beside the table. She took Haven’s hand and nuzzled it. “Trying to get away already I see.” Haven kept quiet, staring at her hand in shock. “Why do you want to leave me? We’ve only just met.” Kadia’s demeanor was somehow childlike. The way she smiled and looked, even her movements – they were all increasingly juvenile. “And your wound has already healed!” she gasped, searching through Haven’s shirt for even the trace of a scar. Haven knew she would find none.

			“I need to go with my friends,” Haven said.

			That was apparently the wrong thing to say. Throwing her hand down, Kadia growled and stood, pacing the room. While Haven had a moment to breathe she took in her surroundings again, finding there was more she had missed. In the corner by the window was a lush bed of silks, and a door at the far end of the room. It was slightly ajar, revealing a bathing room. Trying to get a closer look at the table she was lying on, Haven froze. She couldn’t believe she hadn’t noticed the table of instruments beside her. Covering a metal sheet were knives of all shapes and sizes, as well as different metal objects she had never seen.

			Kadia stopped her pacing and watched the young queen. Her once childlike gaze had grown hard and calculating. Her eyes darkened and a smirk spread across her pale face. “You like them?” she asked, tilting her head toward the cart of torture devices. Haven gulped as Kadia approached it, sliding her fingers along its metal edge.

			“What are you going to do with those?” Haven shivered.

			“Many things I’m sure,” Kadia sighed, picking up a small knife Haven thought might be a medical scalpel. “I want to know how you work, little queen.”

			Turning back to Haven, Kadia eyed not her face, but her body. Haven couldn’t help but squirm under her gaze. “Please, Lady Kadia, don’t hurt me,” she said, her eyes glued to that knife.

			Kadia’s grin only grew. She ran her free hand from Haven’s collarbone, down to her hips, then her thighs. She stood straight again and sighed, “You can’t be hurt.” With that, Kadia stabbed Haven’s thigh, sinking the knife as deep as it would go. Haven screamed and blood gushed from the wound. She could feel the warmth wet her leg, then pool over the table under her. “Hush now,” Kadia purred, placing her fingers over Haven’s lips. Haven moaned and whimpered in pain, tears coming to her eyes. She struggled against her restraints, but Kadia continued to drag her hands over Haven’s body, poking every now and then with a knife, breaking the skin again and again.

			“What’s wrong?” she smiled, wiping the tears from Haven’s face. “Why are you crying?”

			“You’re hurting me,” Haven whimpered.

			“But you can’t be hurt, little queen.” Kadia ripped open the sleeve of her blouse. She brought a much larger knife over the soft flesh of Haven’s inner arm. Haven gasped, bucking her head back against the slab.

			“Please stop,” she cried, trying to pull her arm away.

			Kadia climbed onto the slab, bracing one knee on Haven’s hand to stop her struggling. Gently, Kadia dragged the knife over Haven’s skin. Haven grit her teeth to keep from crying out, trying with all of her strength to pull her hand from beneath Kadia’s knee. “You fuss so much,” Kadia snapped, throwing the bloody knife onto the tray. She sat back, straddling Haven’s hips as she watched Haven’s wound begin to heal.

			“Astonishing,” she breathed, utterly fascinated.

			Haven waited as the cut healed. Her arm warmed, the pain slowly subsiding. She breathed a sigh of relief once the sting faded.

			“How do you work?” Kadia asked, feeling Haven’s arm where the wound had sealed. “I must know. What are you?”

			“I don’t know,” Haven admitted. She’d always wondered herself. No one else in her family had this ability.

			“You’re incredible,” Kadia murmured. “Do you heal from everything? Burns, cuts, bruises, sickness? Could you drown, suffocate?” she paused, staring at Haven with what she could only describe as madness. “If I cut off a limb, will it grow back?”

			Panic lurched to life in Haven’s chest. Her struggle began again. “You mustn’t Kadia! Please! I can’t be killed, but I can still be hurt!”

			“Nonsense,” Kadia huffed. “Bring it in!”

			Through the main doors to the room came a tall man with a large black pot. Haven could feel the heat as it approached. “Please, Kadia, please don’t!” Tears began to flow freely. “You can still hurt me!”

			Kadia dismounted the slab and pulled a long prong from the hot coals. The end of the poker was orange like fire.

			“Please!” Haven begged.

			Kadia yanked up Haven’s shirt, exposing her midriff. “I want to see you heal again,” she said simply, her eyes wide with glee.

			Mad. She was absolutely mad, Haven thought, closing her eyes as Kadia brought the poker near. Its heat grew until it dragged across her skin. Haven couldn’t keep herself from screaming this time.

			“Stop!” she shouted, “Please!”

			Kadia laughed and watched as she healed, and then did it again and again. “Fascinating!” she cooed, absorbed in the act of defiling Haven’s body. “I knew you’d be perfect. You’re just like me, special in every way,” she said. Haven’s head lolled to the side like a ragdoll. She gazed at the blonde woman to find Kadia’s eyes wide and tears spilling down her cheeks. She screamed again as Kadia dragged the poker across her skin. Then it was lifted – and plunged through her chest.

			Haven blacked out.

			When she came to, Kadia had put away the poker and was obsessing over the healing wound in her chest. Haven gasped to life, the searing pain in her chest returning her to the waking world. She tried to move her wrists. The chains shook and she groaned.

			“Absolutely wonderful. You’ve almost completely healed.” Haven didn’t need the update to know. She’d still be unconscious if she weren’t. “My assassin said he shot you through the heart and you lived. I never believed him until now.”

			Haven looked at the mad queen. “You sent the assassin?”

			“Of course. I suppose he was telling the truth then, wasn’t he,” Kadia sighed. “Maybe I shouldn’t have killed him. Oh well,” she shrugged and covered up Haven’s bare chest. If the assassin had been Kadia’s doing, than Nikolai’s death was on her hands, as well. “You’re a marvel, Haven,” she played with the red ends of Haven’s otherwise brown hair. “There’s just one more thing I want to try.”

			Haven couldn’t suppress the groan that escaped her. Her entire body felt weak from the healing. Every ounce of her strength went into staying awake. She couldn’t bear much more of this.

			“Guards!” Kadia called, and two entered. The two men avoided Haven’s gaze as they removed the leather from her wrists and ankles. It took them several moments, during which Haven tried to come up with a plan of escape. By the time she’d gotten her thoughts together and tried to move, her bonds were gone and she was being dragged from the table. Hoisting her under her armpits, the men carried her toward the bathing room. “Just one last little thing,” Kadia purred as she slipped into the room before them.

			The running of water echoed through the small white marble room, striking fear through every inch of her being. She’d nearly drowned once as a child. It was the first instance her parents thought something was different about her.

			Haven knew instantly this is what Kadia had in mind.

			“Kadia, please don’t!” She thrashed wildly with all of her remaining strength. “I’ve drowned before, I will live! You don’t have to do this!”

			Kadia fixed her with a sweet smile as the guards pushed her to her knees on the cold marble floor. A large tub rested in the center of the room. “Of course I don’t have to. I don’t have to do anything.”

			“Then please don’t do this.”

			Haven tried to catch her gaze and keep it, to break through whatever insane haze this woman was in, but nothing seemed to break through. The next thing she knew, Kadia was motioning toward the tub with her fingers. Haven was shoved face first, hands bound behind her back, into the tub of water. She struggled valiantly to get away, kicking her feet out, twisting her hands. With her awkward positioning and her quickly diminishing oxygen, she gulped down water.

			Her lungs burned and her eyes watered. She tried with all of her might to push away. This only earned her a whack on the head and pulled hair when she was shoved in further. Slowly, her muscles lost their strength and the fight drained from her body. Darkness crept in, and she was soon lost to it.

			When Haven returned to the world of the living, it was with a great gasp and water regurgitating from her lungs. When she could finally breathe, she sucked in more gulps of air. She lay on the cold floor of the bathroom, hair dripping in front of her eyes. Shivers racked her body. The first thing she saw when she looked up was the pleased look on Kadia’s crazed face.

			“I wish I knew more about you,” Kadia sighed wistfully.

			“I’ll tell you anything you want if you stop hurting me,” Haven said. At this point she would do anything to stop the constant pain. Though her body didn’t physically ache, her mind was tired. She could only take so much and the constant healing was exhausting.

			Kadia seemed to perk up. “Really?”

			Her childlike demeanor was back. Haven gazed at Kadia, trying to decipher if this was an act, or simply extreme mood swings. One moment she was a little girl, and the next a mad queen. Haven nodded. “Yes.”

			“So you’ll tell me anything? Anything at all?” Haven nodded, pulling herself up into a sitting position. “We can be friends then!” Kadia suddenly moved forward and hugged her captive, pulling Haven to her feet. Haven froze under her weight. “I knew you were special, beautiful and quite intelligent, but I never imagined you’d be my friend too.”

			Haven reigned in the terror coursing through her limbs and gathered the courage to say, “We’ll be the best of friends.” If Haven had to pretend to be Kadia’s friend in order to survive, she would.

			Kadia nearly squealed with delight, jumping up and pulling the knife from Haven’s leg. Haven gasped and her eyes watered. “A friend! I’ll have a friend!” she smiled and laughed, throwing the knife away and dancing back into the bedroom. “I can’t wait for us to share secrets, braid each other’s hair, take long walks in the courtyards,” Kadia rambled as she flew from her chambers entirely, leaving Haven to her solitude.

			Sighing, the young queen leaned back against the tub and looked up at the ceiling. Her torture was over for the time being, though Haven had a feeling it was only just the start of her journey with the mad queen. Curling up on the floor, Haven tried to fight the tears that threatened to flow.

			How had she ended up here? Her power had never seemed more of a curse. Over and over she remembered the stabs, the pokes, the prods, and the rod through her chest. She trembled at the memory. Though the pain was already gone, she could still feel its ghost against her cold skin. Pushing her dripping hair from her face, she peeled herself off the cold tiled floor and returned to the main chamber.

			Not long after Kadia had fled, guards came in to take away the instruments. Haven refused to let them see her relief. Instead she sat up in the soft silks of the bed, wondering if perhaps she could appeal to one of these men’s softer sides.

			“Hello,” she said tentatively, trying to garner the attention of one. “Why do you work for her? She only causes pain.” The man didn’t even glance in her direction. “Could you help me escape? Is there a way out?” he continued to remain silent. “Did you not hear what she was doing to me in here? Please help me.” Her desperation flooded her.

			The man suddenly looked up with vacant eyes. It was for barely a moment, but his eyes stared right through her. He removed the table from the room and Haven watched as they both left, closing the door.

			There was something wrong with these men. The way they blindly obeyed wasn’t normal. Collapsing back onto the bed, Haven buried her face in her hands. She hadn’t known what she was getting herself into when she told the others to run. She didn’t know there would be so much pain, so much suffering. She never wanted to be touched again; certainly not in the way Kadia had touched her. There was something so possessive about it. It scared her to think of it.

			Still Haven didn’t regret her decision to tell the others to leave. If they had stayed, they would have lost their lives, simply because of her. She wasn’t worth it. Sitting up, Haven looked around her prison. It was the nicest cage she could have imagined. Haven stood. She needed to act, to move, to forget. If she kept herself busy, she wouldn’t think about her last few hours. She wouldn’t think about the knives, the poker, the drowning.

			Pacing the room, Haven searched for a way out. She started by checking the door. Locked. Haven checked the window. Locked. Inspecting the glass, she realized how thick it was. There would be no breaking it. Peering through the window she started at the height. She had to be on the third floor at least, just like her chambers in Rythern.

			Haven shook her head and continued inspecting the room. She wasn’t getting out of here by reminiscing about a home she might never see again. Checking the bathing room, Haven found the same thick glass and nothing she could use to pry off any locks. She returned to the main room. An easel and a basket of paints sat by one wall. Moving quickly, she dumped its contents. Kneeling on the floor, Haven sifted through paints until she found a brush she could use. Dumping everything back into the basket, Haven took the paintbrush to the bathing room. Using the windowsill, she scraped the wooden handle back and forth. If she could turn this into a point she’d be able to use it as a weapon. At this point anything would be better than remaining unarmed and meek.

			“You can survive anything,” Haven whispered to herself. “You will survive this.”

			She repeated it to herself over and over until she believed it. She would survive, she would escape, and she would flee to the tunnel and follow her friends to Seaburn. She would do this. Kadia would not be the end of her. The people of Rythern needed their queen. Haven would rise to the occasion.

			When the sun began to set, and dusk set in, Haven grew tired. The brush was almost pointed enough to use. It would have to do. Hiding the brush between the mattresses of the bed, Haven found exhaustion taking over. She told herself not to let her guard down, but as soon as those silk sheets wrapped around her and she settled against the down-filled pillows, she was asleep. Her mind swirled into dreams of torture, agony, and un-healing wounds, both mental and physical.

			“Little queen, you’ve gone to bed without supper.”

			Haven awoke for the second time in this room, jerking upward. She turned to stare through the dim light at Kadia who sat on the edge of the bed. Haven shifted away. She tried not to tremble at the thought of Kadia touching her, but her hands shook anyway.

			“You don’t need to be afraid, my little queen,” Kadia smiled. “We’re friends now, remember?”

			Haven nodded. She did remember Kadia saying she wanted that. More rambling came back to Haven. Kadia wanted a friend who was special like her. Haven wasn’t like Kadia but she was special and this Kadia did not yet possess. If Haven wanted to get out of this, she’d have to play friend to this psycho.

			Smiling, Haven said, “Yes, of course, friends.”

			“I’ve come to bring you a gown and take you to dinner. You will be my honored guest.” Kadia jumped up and rushed to the blank-eyed maids who carried in several gowns in varying styles and colors. “Pick any you like!”

			Moving from beneath the blankets, Haven stood and carefully followed Kadia to gaze upon the beautiful dresses. She’d never seen anything like them. Silks and cottons adorned with jewels and crystals. Plunging necklines, short skirts, long skirts, they came in all shapes and sizes. Haven had worn something so lavish only a few times in her life. One had been not long ago at her coronation.

			“Personally, I think you’d look stunning in red,” Kadia cooed, motioning to a maid who stepped forward. The dress was red like blood, with long skirts and a low neckline. It had long sleeves and a corset bodice. It was similar to something she’d seen the mad queen wear the first time she’d seen her, down to the jewels dressing the bodice. “You should wear that one,” the queen insisted.

			“If you think so,” Haven smiled and nodded, trying not to appear horrified by the dress. It was beautiful but all she saw was blood when she looked at it. Wearing it would be like bathing in blood.

			“Quickly, put it on!” Kadia clapped her hands.

			Haven was quickly undressed and redressed by unfamiliar hands. It was agony to have so many people touch her. Though they moved quickly and barely looked at her, Haven had to fight back tears and the memories that followed. She told herself again and again that she was not being violated, simply dressed. Her face was hot throughout the entire process, and when they were done they brushed her hair and braided the long strands away from her face, while letting the rest of the waves flow freely. Once they had finished, Haven sighed in relief.

			“Absolutely gorgeous!” Kadia held Haven’s hands. It took every ounce of strength Haven had not to recoil. “You may very well outshine me!” she laughed and pulled Haven out of the room.

			In the flurry of motion, Haven took in as many halls and staircases as she could, trying to memorize the maze while simultaneously pushing awful memories from her mind. Hall after hall went by and then they were in the grand dining room. Too dizzy to take in much of the room, Haven let Kadia lead her.

			This began the charade Haven needed to play to survive this nightmare. She’d play nice, dress up and have dinner, but in her mind, Haven would plot her escape. It was all she could do.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 16

			“Little queen, good morning!” Kadia beamed as  she stood to greet the young queen.

			Haven had been called to breakfast in the courtyards the following day. She attempted to memorize the way, but the guards took her through a confusing route, leaving her dizzy by the time they reached the beautiful garden. Haven peered at the magnificent flowers, walking along the stone path until she arrived at a small tableau surrounded by roses. She started at the sight of them. Red like blood, they had been present at two scenes; one with her assassin on a pike and the other surrounding poor Nikolai’s decapitated head. Haven swallowed the lump in her throat and pressed on.

			A stream near a lattice pergola surrounded them. Kadia stood beside a small black marble table and chairs with a full spread for breakfast.

			“How did you sleep?” she asked, motioning for Haven to sit.

			The queen obliged, eyeing the food hungrily. “Well, thank you,” she lied, settling into her seat. She had barely slept at all, nightmares plaguing her when she did. She waited while Kadia filled her plate before filling hers. She wasn’t worried about poison, and wasn’t sure if she should be. If she couldn’t die, could poison affect her? She hoped not. Carefully picking at her food, Haven tried not to think about how close Kadia was. The insane queen was a touchy woman and Haven didn’t want to have more physical contact than necessary.

			“I’m glad to hear it,” Kadia smiled, picking food off her own plate. “Do you like the gardens?”

			Haven nodded without raising her eyes. “Yes.”

			“They are quite beautiful,” Kadia continued. “I enjoy spending time amongst my roses. We will have to take a walk later.”

			“Of course,” Haven mumbled, still picking at her food.

			“It is quite lovely here in the summer. I wish you could have been here before this dreadful fall began. Every flower was in bloom and the aroma through the castle was incredible.” Kadia sighed, leaning her cheek against her hand. “Summer is my favorite time of year. Wouldn’t you agree it is the best of seasons?”

			“Yes.”

			“Are you enjoying your breakfast? I had the chef make it specially for you. The bread was baked fresh this morning! Do you eat a lot of bread in Rythern? What is the climate like this time of year? Cold, I imagine, beside the mountains. How do you keep warm through the winter?”

			On and on, Kadia asked her simple questions, and usually answered them herself.

			Haven replied now and then when Kadia paused, but she seemed quite content to prattle on by herself. Before she knew it, Haven was done with her meal and her tea, while Kadia had barely begun. She tried to busy herself looking at the flowers while Kadia commented on her own city, until she missed a question.

			“I’m sorry, what was that?” Her gaze finally settled on the mad queen.

			“I know the flowers can be distracting. They are quite beautiful,” she sighed again in that blissful way of hers. “But I asked you what your parents were like. I know they’ve died which is why you became queen, but did you know them well? Did you have siblings? Brothers? Sisters? I’ve always wanted a little sister.”

			Haven stared at Kadia in dismay. It had been some time since she’d spoken of her family, and the last person she wanted to speak with about them was Kadia. She was the reason for their deaths. If Kadia hadn’t started this war, maybe her parents and siblings would still be alive. “They were fine,” she said, her tone clipped.

			“They were fine?” Kadia laughed, sitting back in her seat. “I’m sure there’s plenty for you to say. I never knew my parents like I’m sure you knew yours.”

			“They were... great parents,” Haven said, blinking back the oncoming tears. “I miss them,” she admitted. Haven wanted to say it was all Kadia’s fault. She wanted to jump up and scream and rip the hair from her obnoxiously pretty head. But she didn’t.

			Kadia’s expression melted into that of a worried mother. She reached across the table to hold Haven’s hand. Unthinking, Haven recoiled. “They were great rulers. Everyone looked up to them. My mother sang to me, and my father taught me how to ride a horse like a man.” She smiled to herself at the memory. “The people loved them, and my brothers. They were both older than me, and very smart, but quite hot headed. I only have my younger sister left, but she disappeared when the city was attacked,” Haven lied. “She is feared dead.” She would not let her only remaining blood be hunted by this woman.

			“A younger sister?” Kadia gasped, her gaze turning from that sweet innocent child to the predator she was. A sick curiosity filled her. “Is she like you?”

			“No, none of my family was,” Haven said.

			Kadia nodded, but her fascination remained. Haven wished she had never mentioned Astrid. If she hadn’t, this woman wouldn’t be thinking awful things about her right now. “They’re all dead?” Haven nodded. “How sad. My sad little queen.”

			Haven sat back, putting as much distance between herself and the queen as possible. The way Kadia spoke made her want to jump up and run. If she even thought she could get out of the gardens, Haven would have leaped up right then. “It is sad,” she agreed.

			“Do you miss them?”

			“Of course.”

			“I miss my daddy sometimes too,” Kadia sighed, suddenly returning to innocence. Haven sighed in relief. “I never knew my mother, but daddy gave me so many things, such great gifts.”

			“Great gifts?” she asked.

			“How else would I have abilities like these?” Kadia laughed. “My daddy gave me every single one. He always called me his favorite daughter. He said I would do great things, conquer any lands I wished. He’ll return to me someday and take me back, I’m sure of it.”

			It was a lot of information to take in, and Haven found herself wondering what half of it even meant. “Take you where?” she asked cautiously.

			“Izenfir, of course, to see the Spyre. He promised to show me if I was a good girl,” she giggled, “or bad in this case.”

			Haven had never heard of a land called Izenfir, and had no idea what the Spyre could possibly be. Was this a land over the sea, or possibly beyond the mountains? Now that Haven thought of it, she had no idea where Kadia had come from. She’d come into power when Haven was only a child, and she’d only heard stories since. It was rumored that Kadia had never been the next in succession, that she was from a noble family and seized power when the last king died. Haven wondered if this was true, or if Kadia was really from far away. Her white blonde hair certainly marked her as foreign.

			“So you do have siblings?” Haven asked.

			“No, no,” Kadia sighed. “Half siblings, but they don’t matter. They’ll never measure up to me. You on the other hand…” she leaned forward. “You come quite close. You can be my sister and my friend if you wish, Lady Haven.”

			Haven tried to smile, but found it difficult. “Of course. We would be the best of siblings.”

			“Just having me would replace every one of your family members,” Kadia beamed. Haven nodded, trying not to let the horror she felt show on her face. How could this woman even think to replace her family? The horror began to mingle with the anger she felt. She took a deep breath to calm down. “Anyway, I’m sure Daddy would like you. Maybe he’ll take you with me.”

			“I’d like that,” Haven said.

			Kadia suddenly gazed down at Haven’s plate and frowned. “You’re done eating.” Haven nodded. “Good, I wanted to apologize once you were finished. My actions were unforgivable yesterday, though it was before we were friends. I don’t hurt my friends unless they make me angry,” she smiled. “You haven’t made me mad though, I was just so curious about you, Haven. I want to know how you work, but I shouldn’t hurt my sister in the process.”

			That, Haven could agree with. “It’s alright,” she lied. “It doesn’t hurt anymore.”

			“Excellent!” Kadia jumped up. “If you’re in good condition then I want to walk with you.” She pulled Haven up and linked arms with her. Haven held on to her suddenly queasy stomach, revolted by Kadia’s touch. Her breath caught in her throat and she tried to stay calm. “You absolutely must see the view from the edge of the courtyard. These are my highest gardens and you can see just over the walls! We’ll have to come back at sunset later for you to see the colors over the horizon. It’s as if everything turns to blood! You can’t even imagine it, you must see it!” Haven would rather not, but she smiled and nodded, letting the queen lead them while she tried to hold down her meal.

			Kadia spoke at great lengths as they walked, occasionally stopping to adjust her hold on Haven, changing to holding her hand or brushing back her hair. It made Haven dizzy, but she forced a smile to her face, and tried not to appear fearful. Once they’d reached the edge of the courtyard, they both stopped. From there, she could see half the kingdom, as well as part of the ocean and the entire city. It was a beautiful view. She would have preferred to see it after they’d taken down Cidra and Kadia along with it.

			“It is breathtaking,” Haven said.

			“Isn’t it?” Kadia sighed. “This is my favorite view. It’s where I do most of my thinking.”

			“What do you think about?”

			“My dreams, the kingdoms, the world. I want it all. Every inch of soil will be mine,” Kadia smiled into the sun. Haven was glad she wasn’t looking at her, because her jaw dropped and she gaped at the queen. “I bore so easily. With everything at my fingertips I know I can’t be lonely. Maybe you can rule with me one day. I will be beyond queen of the world, and you can be my princess, even if we aren’t truly related.”

			Haven grew still. Kadia wanted so much and with her power, Haven wasn’t sure they could stop her from getting more. But they had to try. “That would be lovely,” Haven said instead.

			“It would, wouldn’t it?” Kadia ushered her to a bench where they both sat. “Maybe you can even help me find a king to rule at my side.”

			“A king?”

			“Yes, a husband,” Kadia said. “I’ve always wanted one.”

			Haven cringed. She couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to marry this witch. “That would be nice.”

			“Do you see a husband in your future, little queen?” Kadia smiled. “I know you fancy the young Prince Emeril.”

			Once, that might have been true and she would have blushed and pretended not to care for him. Now, she was revolted by him almost as much as she was by the insane queen. “I do not fancy the young prince,” Haven said, staring at the ground, fists clenching.

			Kadia seemed to pick up on her change in tone. “Did something happen?”

			“No, nothing.”

			This time Kadia knew she was lying. She took Haven’s hand and leaned her head against hers. The touch was meant to be comforting, and it almost was. “You don’t have to lie to me, little queen,” she said. “You can tell me anything, we’re friends now.”

			Haven denied it.

			“If he hurt you--”

			“He didn’t.”

			“Then is it his betrayal that hurts you?” Haven looked at the queen. “It is.” Kadia smiled slightly. “That was my fault, I’m sorry sister.”

			“It’s okay,” Haven murmured. Kadia may have been partly to blame, but Emeril made the decision on his own. “He chose his path and I will choose mine.”

			“And you’ll choose it without him?”

			“Yes.”

			“Is there anyone else?” she asked.

			“I will never marry, Kadia. I won’t pass this on to anyone else. I won’t have my children cursed for the rest of their lives. My immortality will end with me, and me alone.”

			“But it would be such a shame to waste your gift. You could have it continue for generations. I’d love to have little nieces and nephews running around my castle.” Kadia smiled, but Haven couldn’t help the terror filling her.

			“This isn’t a safe place for children,” she tried to reason with the queen. If Kadia went a step further and forced a husband on her so that she might have children, Haven would truly have to find a way to kill herself before she could accomplish that. “If you’re constantly taking other kingdoms, I can’t very well stay with you in your travels and bear children.”

			Kadia laughed. “Well if it were for you, I could take a break from conquering the known world!”

			“I would not have that,” Haven smiled. “I could not ask such things of you.”

			“I will just have to rule the world much faster then! So we can both settle down and have our babies. Oh, that would be so wonderful Haven! We should get pregnant together!” Kadia clutched Haven’s hand again. Haven couldn’t imagine a worse fate.

			“Maybe someday,” she said.

			“Someday,” Kadia agreed.

			If Kadia wanted to force children on her, Haven thought that perhaps it wasn’t herself who should die. The closer the women became, the more open Kadia would become with the young queen. Only then could Haven strike. She would kill Queen Kadia and rid the kingdoms of their misery.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 17

			Haven thought she might go mad if she had to spend one more day in this castle. Breathing out a heavy sigh, she sat at her window and gazed at the ocean. Even from where she sat, she could see the strange little building that concealed her tunnel to freedom. Several days in Cidra were driving her mad. Kadia paraded her around to dinners, lunches, and even a beautiful ball. Her moods varied, and were sometimes explosive, but she didn’t hurt the young queen again, only flew off in a rage. Every time Haven spoke to people other than the queen, they were quiet, with distant eyes. She tried to awaken them, but they seemed trapped in whatever spell Kadia had them under. How long would it take the young queen to fall under Kadia’s spell too? Would she be trapped here, a zombie in her own personal hell?

			Placing her hand on the glass, Haven longed for that tunnel. It was her salvation, her only way to freedom. She had to make it there. If she couldn’t kill herself or the queen, she had to run.

			That morning, when Kadia came to join her, a thought occurred to her.

			“Kadia?” Haven asked, staying as far back on the sill as she could. Kadia sat at the other end, gazing at her wonderingly. “You’ve conquered the six kingdoms now, haven’t you?”

			“Why of course, little queen. I did that for you,” Kadia smiled and leaned forward, placing her hand on Haven’s knee.

			Haven smiled and gently slid her leg away. “Where do you aim for next?”

			Kadia didn’t seem surprised by the question. In fact she smiled and scooted closer. “If you promise to keep it a secret I can tell you, sister,” she grinned deviously.

			“I promise,” she said.

			“I will attack Seaburn.”

			Haven stared at her in shock. She had feared as much. If Haven didn’t escape in time to warn them, Kadia would attack the republic over the sea, and her friends would all die for nothing. “Why do you choose Seaburn?” she asked tentatively.

			“Because I can’t very well go over the mountains,” Kadia laughed. “Well I could, but I don’t want to bother daddy. I want Seaburn. It’s warm and beautiful. I dream of their golden palace and sandstone cities. Once we take it, I imagine we’ll stay for some time. It would be a wonderful place to raise children.”

			“It sounds wonderful,” Haven smiled.

			“It is, little queen. You will quite enjoy it! But first we need to reconstruct my fleet for the journey.” Kadia paused. “There may be someone waiting for us in Seaburn. Perhaps another sister. I can’t be sure yet, but we shall see.”

			Curious again, Haven couldn’t help but ask, “Who is this new sister?”

			“I don’t know yet. I only know her face,” the mad queen sighed longingly. “We’ll find her, don’t you worry my sister.” The queen suddenly perked up. “I can show you her face!”

			“How?”

			Without another word, Kadia ran from the room. Haven sat in silence at her windowsill. How was it possible she knew this girl and her face, but not her name? The mad queen grew more confusing by the day.

			Several minutes later Kadia returned, a large grin on her face. “Behold!” she called, dancing as she motioned to the women who trailed in behind her. Haven rose to her feet, unable to believe her eyes.

			Before her filed in girl after girl of every shape and size. She’d never seen women such as these, with skin as white as snow or as dark as night. Some were all too familiar. At least a dozen were from each kingdom of Warshard. The others were unfamiliar. As she looked them over, her eyes were drawn to their bodies, for magnificent images were painted across their naked forms.

			Paintings of lands she had never seen or could hardly imagine, were drawn all over their skin in vivid colors, swirling from their necks, down to their knees. Some had amazing creatures on their bodies, similar to the ones in the paintings on Haven’s walls. Others had people, places, and things drawn across them. Each told a story, though none of them went together. When Haven’s eyes settled on a young girl from Rythern, she gasped. Painted on her stomach was Haven, fire surrounding her like a rising Phoenix.

			“She is how I knew of you,” Kadia breathed, staring at the picture.

			Haven gawked at her own image, with her amber eyes bright like stars, and her red hair enveloping her form in flames. She had never thought herself beautiful until this moment. Dragging her eyes from her own image, she took in the other paintings, trying to make sense of them all. When her eyes fell on another painting of a young girl, maybe eight years old, Haven knew this was to be their other sister. The image immediately reminded Haven of Mirabel – with curly golden hair and startling blue eyes. There was something about those eyes Haven couldn’t quite put her finger on, but they were somehow magical. Gazing up at the woman who had the painting, she realized she had no idea where this woman was from. With dark hair, skin, and eyes, she was completely foreign.

			“You see her now?” Kadia asked. “She may be our third sister. I cannot wait to meet her.”

			Understanding bloomed inside her. “You’re from Seaburn,” Haven said, trying to catch the eyes of the foreign woman. It was then she realized these women all had the same distant eyes as the rest of the people in this castle. Somehow, she felt defeated by this, as if these beautiful women with their gorgeous paintings would be her salvation.

			“She is! Smart little queen, aren’t you?” Kadia clapped her hands together. All the women stepped back against the wall, standing stiff and staring straight ahead. They remained in a perfect line. “I can’t wait to see what your future holds.”

			“My future?” Haven looked to the queen. Her guard flew back into place.

			“Yes, what do you think these paintings are for?” Kadia laughed, gazing at Haven as if she were the crazy one. “I see the future in the skin of my subjects. Of course, not just anyone will do. You should be honored, young Haven.”

			Haven took a step back. “You don’t mean...”

			“Yes, you will be my next subject. I will paint the future on your skin, as I have done with these beautiful ladies.” Kadia snapped her fingers and in came three men. One carried a basket of paints and brushes, while the other two advanced on Haven.

			“Wait, Kadia what are you doing?” Haven backed into the wall. She suddenly wished she’d brought her brush weapon with her.

			“I just told you, silly girl.”

			The two men grabbed Haven. She struggled and hit them both until they dragged her to the middle of the room. Haven slipped from their grasp, kicking out with her foot. She was caught before she could land a blow. The taller of the two pushed her onto the floor. “Kadia, please! I don’t need to know my future.”

			“But I want to know it. You should be nicer to your sister.” Kadia readied her paints while the two men pulled Haven onto her back. One pinned her hands above her head, while the other began to rip her clothes from her body. Haven cried out and thrashed violently, kicking the man in the face. He continued, unfazed.

			“Stop!” Haven commanded. “Stop it!”

			“Haven,” Kadia sighed. “Shut up, will you?”

			Haven glared at the woman and continued to try and pull away. Tears sprang to her eyes. She hated their hands on her, and worse, were their hands stripping her naked. Before she knew it, their cold hands fled and she was left completely nude and at Kadia’s mercy. “Please, don’t,” she whimpered.

			“Be silent,” Kadia snapped, leaning over her.

			“No, don’t!” Haven said, struggling as hard as she could. She nearly had a hand free when Kadia spoke next.

			“Knock her out,” Kadia sighed.

			“Kadia, no!” Everything went black.

			When Haven came to, everything was a blur. It took her a moment to focus, the haze lying heavy on her brain. A dull ache formed and left as quickly as it had come. When her vision cleared and sense returned, she remembered what was happening. Haven looked down, and gasped. At first she could not bear to watch. She turned her face and buried herself against her arm, trying to think of better places than this. The cold swipe of a brush and liquid passed over her flesh, tickling her skin.

			As time went on curiosity got the better of her. She peeked up at the mad queen. The same vacancy the others had was in her eyes. All expression had left her face and her blue eyes shone dull gray. Confused, Haven peeked at herself. As the brushes continued to glide across her skin, an image took shape. Black and red were the dominant colors, but from this angle she could hardly see what it was Kadia drew.

			“Kadia,” Haven whispered. “What is it?”

			Kadia didn’t say a word; in fact Haven was sure she hadn’t heard her. All of her focus was on her painting, almost as if she were in a trance. Haven couldn’t be sure if she knew what she painted. Her brushes flew forward and back, side to side, swirling, moving in straight lines. Yellows, oranges, whites, blues, and grays – she added them all. Haven lay back, trying to wait it out.

			Sometime later, Kadia sat back with a pleased sigh. Haven looked up at the queen, who rolled her shoulders and her head back, stretching. A blissful smile replaced her vacant expression, her eyes closed. She seemed completely at peace, until her blue eyes opened to see her masterpiece. It only took a moment for her face to contort in fury, and then Kadia screeched.

			“You little brat!” Kadia grabbed her thighs, digging her nails in. “You terrible little thing! How could you do this to me?” she screamed. Kadia rose, shouting obscenities into the air. “How dare you!”

			Haven stared at the mad queen with wide eyes. She could not see the entire picture on her body, but a bad feeling began to rise in her stomach. Whatever Kadia saw, it enraged her. The queen grabbed whatever she could find, throwing things around the room, upsetting tables and kicking chairs. When she returned to Haven, her anger had not left her eyes.

			“You have – you will betray me!” she hissed.

			“But I would never—“

			“Spare me your lies, you insufferable worm. Your treachery has already been made known,” Kadia growled. She motioned the men away from Haven. “If you will betray your own sister, then I no longer care what you want. If you will not behave like a proper princess, then you will stay in this room until I am satisfied that you will not hurt your own.” Haven barely understood what she said. She slowly backed away, trapping herself against the end of her bed. Haven stood. Kadia advanced on her, motioning toward her violently. “If you’re going to betray me, I will at least get something from you.”

			Haven didn’t understand what the queen meant until she caught her reflection in the full body mirror near the door. Even from across the room, with Kadia partially blocking her, she saw it. Cidra up in flames. Whether it was a metaphor for Haven Fyre bringing down the castle, or literal fire itself, she understood Kadia’s rage. Haven couldn’t help the smile that spread across her face. She knew now that she could do this. She could escape here, or stay and still bring Kadia down. The mad queen had predicted it herself.

			“Cidra will burn,” Haven whispered.

			“Cidra will remain whole as long as I live. Your betrayal will only hurt you, Lady Queen,” she mocked. “If you will betray me, then I have no use for you.” Suddenly Kadia turned to an adviser who entered the room in a hurry. “Fetch the sons of the nobles. If our young Haven will betray me, then I will make use of her before she is disposed of. She will bear me a child as a replacement.”

			Haven’s joy over Cidra’s fall suddenly faltered. “Kadia,” she began. “I don’t wish to marry. I don’t want children!”

			“Whether you like it or not, you will have a child for me.” Kadia’s glare was cold, indifferent. She turned back to her adviser. “Bring them to me, and I will choose one suitable to be with the little queen. If she won’t have him, then he will rape her until she becomes pregnant.”

			Kadia motioned her painted women from the room and fled after them. The door slammed behind her. Haven collapsed onto the edge of the bed, disbelieving what she had just heard. She sat in shock for several minutes before putting her clothes back on. Now that she was alone she fled to the corner of her room and sat on silk bedding. She couldn’t imagine an act crueler than rape. She could barely believe anyone would ever wish it on another.

			Lost in her own thoughts, Haven barely noticed when the door opened again. Several hours had passed and her limbs were sore from remaining in the same position. She didn’t look up until she saw legs at the edge of her bed. Haven started and pinned herself to the wall, suddenly aware that this was the worst vantage point she could have imagined.

			Staring back at her was a vacant eyed Lord. He was tall and quite handsome, with brown hair and blue eyes. He was muscular even under his fine clothing. “I am Lord Merick,” the man said, though he didn’t seem to see her.

			“Stay away from me,” Haven glared at him.

			“If you do not comply, I have my orders.”

			Haven tried to remain calm. Panic welled inside her chest, threatening to overwhelm her.

			“You will stay away from me. Do not touch me! That is my order as Queen of Rythern,” she said. The man crawled onto the bed in front of her. “I command you to stop! You will not touch me!” Haven shouted. He grabbed her ankle and yanked her to the middle of the bed. Before she could react, he had her pinned with his body and his lips were on her neck. Every touch sent another splinter of panic through her mind. She cried out and tried to move her arms, but he just pinned them down. She tried to move her legs, also held down under his weight.

			“Stop!” she screamed. “Please! Don’t do this!” She couldn’t believe this was happening. She’d trained so hard to protect herself and here she was, useless again. The last thing she ever wanted was to get pregnant, to be raped and bear a child from such an atrocity.

			Every touch, every grab and pull at her body brought more tears to her eyes. Haven continuously tried to fight him off, begging him to stop touching her.

			“Please, stop this,” she begged.

			He sat up, straddling her hips. Gazing over her body like she was a piece of meat, he bent and ripped her shirt open. While her arms were free, she squirmed violently to her right. The only ground she gained was putting herself on her stomach, closer to the edge of the bed. He groped her and kissed her bare back. Haven tried with all of her strength to pull herself to the edge of the bed.

			“Please stop,” she whispered.

			“I have my orders,” he mumbled against her skin.

			Haven pulled herself away again, blinking away the tears that blurred her vision. She had to get away; she had to make him stop touching her. Every part of her felt violated, dirty and wrong. He began to pull at the waist of her trousers. “No!” she cried, digging her nails into the silk of the bed. “Do not touch me!” she hissed.

			“I have my orders.”

			He yanked again. “Stop!” she screamed. Haven pulled forward again. Her hand met air. She was at the edge of the bed. Only a little further. “Please, stop this!” she begged, pulling herself forward. Hearing the fumble of his belt, she almost stopped in her sudden panic. While he was distracted, she searched beneath the mattress.

			“I have my orders,” he said.

			Haven’s fingers wrapped around her makeshift weapon. The man suddenly flipped her onto her back. Before he could go any further Haven let out a battle cry and stabbed him in the throat. Blood surged from the wound, dousing her in blood. He gurgled and fell to her right. Haven squirmed out from under him and collapsed onto the floor. Her breath came in sharp gasps as she tried to regain her wits. She shivered over and over while pulling herself along the floor to the opposite wall. Tears dripped down her cheeks and onto her chest, leaving long track marks over her skin.

			Haven cried into her hands for some time before the shivering stopped and she gradually returned to her own mind. Taking deep breaths, Haven pulled her clothes back on. Every piece of her felt wrong. She felt uncomfortable just being in her own skin.

			“You can survive anything,” she murmured to herself, recalling the words she’d used after Kadia had tortured her with knives. “You will survive this,” she repeated it over and over until she felt she could move.

			Standing, Haven decided what she had to do. Moving over to the dead body in her bed, she pulled the paintbrush from his neck. She wiped some of the blood from her hands, and proceeded to the door. She knocked quietly.

			“Hello?” she said. “I need your help in here.”

			Moving back behind the door, Haven waited. A moment passed before she heard the clicks of the door being unlocked. A man stepped in.

			“Lady Queen?” he asked.

			Haven leaped from behind and stabbed the wood into his neck, just like she had with the other. This time the blood spurted forth and the man grabbed at the wound. Haven kicked him from behind, and he landed face first. Pulling his sword from its sheath, Haven drove the blade through his back.

			“You can survive anything.” Haven repeated. “You will survive this.”

			She continued her mantra while she fled the room. In bare feet, she made her way swiftly through the halls, trying to remember the way to the stairs.

			“Queen Haven has escaped!”

			The words echoed throughout the castle. Haven stopped in her tracks, looking back the way she’d come. The jig was up. She had to get out, and get out now. Looking for the quickest route out of the castle, Haven ran down a long hall with a stained glass window at its end. Two feral cats circled each other in glass, orange fur brilliant in the evening sun. Haven ran toward the cats. Beyond the glass were the plains, the sand and the sea. Her feet slapped against the marble floors as she went. She heard shouts from behind.

			“You can survive anything. You will survive this,” she muttered, covering her face.

			Haven dove through the glass.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 18

			You can survive anything. You will survive this.

			Those words echoed through her mind as Haven awoke in agony.

			Crying out, Haven turned onto her side. Her legs were broken and at least one of her arms was out of place. Glass pierced her body every which way. She screamed, turning onto her back again. She breathed heavily, the haze clearing from her mind.

			She heard voices overhead. She had to move. Haven sat up and grit her teeth as she pulled a piece of orange glass from her shoulder. She reset her arm. Hissing in pain, Haven struggled to remain conscious. She repeated her mantra aloud, pulling her legs in front of her. The bone protruded from her left thigh. She pushed it back into place. Blackness danced at the edge of her vision. She pulled a piece of glass from her other leg, and twisted her bone back into place.

			For a moment she lost consciousness, lying in the grass in complete agony. Shouts from the castle woke her. Haven sat up quickly, pulling a large shard from her stomach. She cried out time after time, pulling the glass from her arms as she rose. She had to get moving. There was no telling how much time she had already wasted.

			“Get to the tunnel,” she murmured. “Just get to the tunnel.”

			Exhaustion washed through her, but she limped up the small rise and onto the plains. With her constant movement it was difficult to pull the glass from her body, but at least her legs improved as she went. Before she was halfway to the beach she was running, ignoring the sting of pain as she moved her arms along with her.

			“Get to the tunnel. You can do this!” she shouted into the wind.

			Yanking another piece of glass from her arm, the small dark wood building came into sight atop the sand. She silently cheered, a grin spreading over her face.

			Just then she heard a scream from the castle. Faulting mid step, Haven caught herself before she crashed to the ground. Turning, she could make out Kadia standing in the window from which she’d jumped. Her screams carried over the wind.

			“Haven!” Kadia was furious. “If you leave now I will find and kill everyone you love!”

			Pausing, Haven watched as darkness spilled from the window. She didn’t have time to stay and listen to idle threats. If those shadows got to her, she was as good as dead. Turning back to the sea Haven ran as fast as her legs would carry her.

			“Haven!” Kadia screamed again, but her voice was growing distant. Soon she could hear her name being called from ahead. She looked up to see the doors of the small building open, and out poured her three guard girls. Tears sprung to her eyes. Her adrenaline pushed her over the plains and onto the path in the sand.

			“Haven!” Lareina, Malka and Blythe called, running toward her. Behind them emerged Prince Emeril, King Corrin, and several soldiers from Rythern, Wakefin and Salander.

			The young queen almost collapsed in relief right then and there, but knew she had to keep going in order for them all to escape.

			“Haven, watch out!” Blythe yelled.

			Haven turned just in time to see a shadow mass behind her. It grabbed her by the ankle and threw her into the air. She landed several feet away in a daze. Her grip on the sword did not waver, and she was glad for such a fact when a dark soldier came at her with his blade.

			Blocking the attack, Haven pushed him away and jumped to her feet. Several soldiers surrounded her, as well as her friends. Rage pulsed inside her chest like a hurricane. Haven lunged into battle, letting her adrenaline fuel her as she swiped, slashed and drove her blade through the darkness. Soon she was fighting alongside her guards, a deep relief settling inside her. Familiar movements guided her. She protected her friends as best she could, especially Blythe who wielded her sword with her left hand. The soldiers, king, prince and her ladies destroyed man after man, but still, the darkness amassed before them.

			“It’s no use!” Malka called, shooting arrows from the building’s door.

			“We have to retreat!” Blythe called back.

			Haven had to agree, but she kept swiping. Anger like none other had filled her. She was angry with Kadia for so much. The torture she’d put her through, every stab, every burn, every poke and prod. The rape she’d nearly been subjected to, and the continuous outpouring of psychological pain. Haven fought until she could barely breathe, could barely swing. She would not let a single one of these things touch her.

			Suddenly an arm wrapped around her waist, pulling her back. Haven nearly screamed, whipping around. When she faced Corrin’s worried eyes, she lowered her blade. “Do not touch me,” she begged, eyes wide. She blinked back tears. Everything flooded her suddenly. “Do not touch me,” she whispered, her blade clattering to the ground.

			“It’s okay,” he said, reaching for her again. Haven recoiled. “Very well, I won’t touch you, but you need to come with me.” After a moment, Haven nodded. “Follow me,” he said, leading her into the building. Malka moved to the side, shooting arrow after arrow into the fray.

			“Let’s go!” Malka shouted.

			Moments later, everyone flooded in behind them and the doors were closed. Darkness consumed the group until a torch was lit. Haven listened as thuds sounded above them. Stairs drove them down into the earth, circling so tightly that she grew dizzy quickly.

			“Careful, you’ll eventually get used to it,” Corrin flashed a smile back at her.

			Haven continued, trying to clear her mind of all the panic inside her. Her emotions pulled her in every direction. Joy over seeing everyone alive. Relief at escaping Kadia’s grasp. Pain from things that had happened. Sadness at having rejected Corrin. Anger over the things Kadia had done, and above all else, panic at having to feel all of these things at once.

			Hours passed as they moved down the never-ending spiral. They’d gone so deep that Haven couldn’t imagine how thin the air must be. Her body and mind were growing tired, and she grew clumsy the further they went.

			“We’re almost there,” Emeril said from up ahead.

			Haven remained quiet, as did most of the others. Minutes later, they hit ground. Her guards ushered her into a small camp they had set up. A fire was lit and Haven slid down the wall, sitting heavily on the ground.

			“Haven, we’re so glad you’re okay.” Lareina knelt nearby and reached for her friend.

			Haven recoiled and held her hands out defensively. “Please do not touch me,” she breathed.

			Shadows from the fire danced along the walls. Haven watched them move across Lareina’s face as she sat back, worry creasing her brows. “We wouldn’t hurt you, Haven,” she said, but Haven just shook her head and hugged her knees to her chest, shivering. It was cold this far in the earth. She hadn’t noticed it so much while they moved, but now that they had stopped, the cold wall on her back felt as if it were a slab of ice. “Get the queen a blanket,” Lareina told a guard nearby, who nodded and disappeared further into the tunnel. “What happened in there? It’s been weeks.”

			Haven shook her head. She didn’t want to talk about it, only forget. If she thought about it, she might break down. She didn’t want that happening in front of everyone. “Why did you all stay?” she asked through chattering teeth.

			“As if we were going to leave you behind,” Blythe scoffed, leaning against the wall. Though she appeared nonchalant, Haven could feel her worried gaze.

			“You should have.”

			“Haven, you’re covered in blood,” Emeril gasped. He stood at the other side of the small fire, his eyes glued to her clothes. Peering down at herself, Haven started. Her shirt and pants bore not only her own blood, but that of the two men she’d killed in her escape. They hadn’t known better, they were under a spell, but in her desperation Haven had seen no other way. Shame filled her.

			“It’s not all mine,” she said, running a hand through her hair. Her fingers stuck in a braid Kadia had made. She quickly pulled it out, her fingers trembling violently as she did so. She was just so cold.

			“Not all?” Lareina asked, reaching for her queen again.

			Haven froze. “Do not touch me,” she shook her head, shifting away from Lareina. “Do not touch me.”

			“Okay,” Lareina backed off. “It isn’t all your blood? But some is?”

			Haven nodded, feeling her hair to make sure no other braids remained.

			“Did they hurt you in there?”

			Haven froze, and nodded slowly, working another braid from her hair.

			“What happened?”

			Haven shook her head. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

			“But we can’t help you if you don’t tell us what happened,” she insisted. “We’re all here for you, Haven. We’re your friends.” Haven just shook her head and buried her head against her knees. A moment later someone gently laid a blanket around her shoulders. She pulled it around her tightly, willing the shaking in her bones to stop.

			“You should move closer to the fire,” Malka urged gently. She stood against the wall by the tunnel entrance.

			Haven obliged. She held her hands out near the flame. It was a welcome relief when the shivers stopped. The warmth, however, made her tired and she tried to stay sitting up straight. If she dozed off she might roll right into the fire.

			“You should change,” Lareina said, standing. Malka passed her the satchel she’d had since they left Rythern. “We still have your riding clothes. They’d be warmer than what you’re wearing.”

			It took a bit of coaxing, but eventually Haven complied and took the satchel. The girls held up the blanket for her to change behind. Haven stepped behind it, ignoring the cold that embraced her bare arms. Just as she began to remove her shirt, Haven spied the paint below. She’d nearly forgotten it was there. Dark swirls of black and red peeked at her. Haven was once again reminded that something good had come out of all this despair.

			“Wait,” she said, turning to the others. Lareina and Malka paused, then lowered the blanket at her behest. “Look.” The men slowly turned. Haven held up her shirt, exposing the painting of Cidra engulfed in flames.

			They all gasped.

			“What is that?” Blythe asked.

			“The future,” Haven said, looking up at the others.

			“Cidra’s demise,” Corrin breathed.

			“The mad queen predicted it herself.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 19

			“Haven, may I speak with you?”

			Haven had just settled into her cot when Emeril approached. Ever vigilant, Blythe stepped forward, hand on the hilt of her sword.

			“I’m tired, Emeril,” the young queen sighed, sitting up.

			“I know,” he said. “You’ve been through a lot, but I just wanted to speak with you privately for a moment.”

			Haven shook her head. “I told you that will never happen again.”

			Emeril paused. They’d all seen the rags of Haven’s clothes, the cuts in the fabric, the marks that clearly were from wounds inflicted and not from the blood of others. Haven had insisted they be burned and forgotten. Emeril was the only one not ready to let it go.

			“I know,” he sighed. “But I want you to know that I’m sorry. What I did was unforgivable. But if you ever find it in your heart to speak with me again, I’ll be here for you. I’m sorry for what you had to go through alone. We’re all here for you now.”

			Her guards shifted uncomfortably. In this regard they agreed.

			“Thank you for your apology,” Haven said. “Please leave me be.”

			Emeril nodded and said his farewell before leaving further down the tunnel. Before they’d made camp, they moved further into the cold earth. The further they went, the more Haven shivered. She could feel sleep at the edge of her mind, but still she remained awake. Settling into her bed, Haven waited. Several minutes passed and she continued to wait, but sleep did not come.

			“Haven?” Lareina asked through the dark. “Are you awake?”

			Haven sighed. “Yes.”

			“When you’re ready, we’re here for you,” she said.

			“I know.”

			“All of us are. We’ll protect you no matter what the cost may be.” The notion stung at her heart. Though Haven wanted to protect her guards more than anything that protection had come with a price. It had come with her blood and bits of her innocence. If she hadn’t been so eager to protect everyone, would she have ended up in Kadia’s castle? Upon further reflection, she decided that she most likely would have. No one was to blame but Kadia in this regard.

			“And I will protect you all,” Haven whispered. “To my very end.” In the dark she heard Lareina’s breath catch. Haven turned towards her friend. She hoped she wasn’t crying. She couldn’t handle her friend crying for her. “Lareina, are you alright?”

			“Yes,” her friend breathed.

			“Then what is it?”

			Lareina swallowed audibly. “We almost lost you. I know it. Those tears in your clothes,” she sniffed. “They were inflicted. That on top of the painting and I can’t imagine what else,” she paused again to breathe, “we weren’t there for you when you needed us. We should have stormed that castle and taken you ourselves.”

			Haven couldn’t help the smile that pulled at her lips. “That would have been madness on par with the evil queen’s.”

			Lareina laughed through her tears. “You’re probably right.”

			“You should sleep,” Haven said. “We’ll have a long day ahead of us.”

			“Alright,” she said. “Good night, Haven.”

			“Good night, Lareina.”

			Haven awoke several times that night. Once she was shouting and another she nearly leaped from her bed. Her guards hushed her back to sleep, but after the third try, Haven remained wide-awake. Staring at the ceiling, flashes of paintings, stabbings and a man on top of her flew through her mind. She wondered if she’d ever sleep well after Kadia’s castle. Sighing, Haven rose from her bed and pulled the jacket Malka had brought for her from under her bed. She fastened it tightly, feeling the fur along its hood. The smell of it reminded her of home.

			Stepping quietly through the cavern Haven followed the dim light to the fire around the bend. She was surprised to find Corrin there, leaning forward thoughtfully with his back to her. She stood for a moment at the edge of the light, unsure if she wanted company.

			As if sensing her presence, Corrin turned.

			“Lady Queen,” he smiled, motioning for her to join him. Haven hesitated. “I don’t bite,” he laughed.

			Haven nodded and joined him, sitting as far away from him as she possibly could on their little rock bench. “You can’t sleep?” she asked.

			“My mind is too preoccupied for sleep,” he sighed. “More nightmares?”

			Heat rose to her cheeks. She had hoped no one besides her guards had heard her screaming. “Yes,” she admitted. “What occupies your mind tonight?” she asked, hoping to avoid talking about her nightmares.

			“Many things.”

			“Maybe if you discuss them you’ll be able to sleep,” she suggested.

			“Maybe if you talk about what happened to you, your nightmares will go away.” Corrin gave her a sly smile.

			Haven couldn’t help the smile that crept onto her own face. She had to admit, he had a point. “If you tell me what’s on your mind, maybe I’ll share what plagues my sleep,” she said, unsure if she’d actually be able to deliver on that promise.

			Corrin nodded and straightened in his seat. “That seems fair,” he said. It took him a moment to continue. Haven had a feeling he could be dismissing some of his worries and picking which ones he wanted to share. “Most of my thoughts are about you, Lady Haven,” he began. Heat rose to her face. “When they took you, I realized something about myself. I’ve spent a lot of time mourning the loss of one woman, so much so that I fear I might let a great one pass me by. I don’t know you well, Haven, but I truly want to.” He glanced at Haven, who stared at him in shock. “Watching Kadia take you away was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. I regretted it the moment we were in the trees. I should have fought longer and harder for you. I should have protected you. You should never have gone to that castle.”

			“It’s not your fault Corrin,” she murmured, fixing her eyes on her hands. It was hard to look someone in the eye when they confessed such feelings.

			“It is and isn’t,” he sighed. “More should have been done, but sometimes these things are unavoidable. I’ve barely slept while you were gone. Which is why I’m surprised to still be awake now. I thought having you back would help me rest.”

			“I don’t think my being back is helping anyone,” Haven said.

			Corrin reached for her hand. Haven didn’t mean to, but she recoiled, abruptly standing and stepping away from him. “Don’t touch me,” she breathed. They both stared at each other in surprise for a moment. “I-I’m sorry,” she stammered.

			“No, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have.” Corrin returned his hands to his lap.

			“No, it’s not you--” Haven struggled to find the words while also forcing back the water building in her eyes. “I just don’t want to be touched. I can’t be, not for a while at least.”

			Corrin looked at her, understanding dawning. “Okay, I promise I won’t until you’re ready.”

			After a few moments, Haven returned to her seat, clenching her fists to stop her hands from shaking. “Thank you,” she said. “So what did you realize about yourself?”

			Corrin smiled. “I realized that I want much, but only need a little. I make bad decisions and I let my feelings or fears get in the way of what’s right. I want to be more like you. I--” he paused, “I want to be with you, Haven.”

			Haven looked at him, unsure what to say. She hadn’t expected this confession, and yet it warmed the ice that layered her heart. He let his words sit with her for some time. She didn’t know what to say to such honesty. “I don’t think I can be with anyone, Corrin. Not now, and maybe not ever.”

			If Corrin was hurt, he didn’t show it. He only nodded. “I understand. But I’m counting on that maybe,” he smiled. “You’re worth waiting for, Haven.”

			“Am I?” she asked.

			“You’re much more special than you realize.”

			It was simply his choice of words that rattled her. Kadia’s words flowed back to her in waves. She called Haven special more times than she could count. Haven was her special little girl, her sister, her little queen. Haven shivered, forgetting all about their conversation. Seeming to sense the change in mood, and maybe even her drifting mind, Corrin turned to her.

			“What did she do to you in there, Haven?” he asked suddenly. “You haven’t been the same since you returned.”

			Haven knew this to be true. But how much could she really explain it to the young king? How Kadia had stabbed her, burned her, drowned her, and tortured her? How she’d pretended to be Kadia’s friend, while slowly losing her mind? How Kadia had stripped her bare, knocked her unconscious, and proceeded to paint her naked body? Or how, in the end, when Kadia saw what Haven truly wanted, she sent a man to rape her until she was with child. Haven slowly hugged herself, rocking back and forth, staring into the fire, orange licking at the air, colors dancing with the shadows. She shook her head.

			“Haven?” Corrin asked.

			The stab to the thigh, the burning poker pulled across her skin, the water rushing down her throat, the men pinning her down, ripping her clothes from her body – all because she was special.

			“Haven?” Corrin repeated.

			The young king reached for her again. Haven nearly fell to the floor to get away, curling into a tight ball. “Don’t touch me,” she whispered over and over again. “Stop, please don’t.” She remembered that weight on top of her, the cold kisses left down her neck. She shivered violently. “Don’t touch me.” The way he groped her, touched her body in such indecent ways. “Please stop.” It was as if she was there again, feeling it all happen. What if it had gone further? What if he’d truly been able to fulfill his orders? How long would she have been defiled until Kadia was happy; days, weeks, months? How long would it have taken her to get her pregnant? Haven couldn’t bear the thought of bringing a child into that life, let alone leaving her son or daughter in Kadia’s clutches.

			“Haven!”

			Corrin’s shout brought her back to herself. She gasped as if rising from cold water. “Corrin!” she said. She almost reached out for him, but the fear in her mind stopped her.

			“Haven, it’s me. It’s just me,” he said, moving as if he wanted to touch her, console her, but he remained at a safe distance. She appreciated that. “You’re okay, you’re not there anymore. You’re with your friends.”

			Haven slowly nodded, understanding coming back to her. She wasn’t in Kadia’s castle, she wasn’t raped, and she couldn’t be tortured anymore. “I’m okay. I’m here. I’ve survived it.”

			“Yes, yes you have.” Corrin looked at her with sad eyes.

			Haven breathed in and out steadily, her eyes slowly wandering the cave. The images fled her mind and she took in the dark stone, the fire, and Corrin’s handsome but worried face. “I’m here. I’m safe. I’m with you,” she let her legs slowly out of her embrace. “I’m safe,” she repeated.

			“What’s going on?” Blythe appeared around the bend.

			“Haven’s just had a bit of an episode,” Corrin said, standing.

			Blythe came to the queen’s side, but Corrin quickly motioned for her not to touch the queen. Haven rose, wiping the tears she hadn’t been aware of from her face. “I’m okay,” she said, taking a deep breath.

			“You should get back to bed,” Blythe said.

			Haven exchanged a look with Corrin, who nodded. “That is probably for the best,” he agreed.

			Nodding, Haven let Blythe lead her back to bed where she quickly fell into a dreamless sleep.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 20

			Underground it was impossible to tell the time of day. When the supposed morning came, Haven woke to gentle words from her friend. She was happy Lareina bent to wake her, speaking to her softly instead of poking or nudging her awake. She smiled at her friend and rose. In the dim light the small party readied for departure. They had a long journey ahead of them. Haven wanted to put as much distance between them and Kadia as possible.

			The tunnel began, cut from the earth, dark rocks surrounding them on all sides. The only light came from their torches until the terrain began to change.

			Proceeding with caution, one of the Wakefin guards led them into a new biome. Before them was something Haven had only seen in stories. The tunnel opened up into a huge cavern with soft sounds of its own; cawing in the distance, water dropping from the trees, and a dim light from an unknown source. The group emerged in a jungle. Its thick leaves and tall trees towered above them. Vines hung on all sides and ferns constantly blocked their path. But it was warm here, humid even. It was a welcome change from the freezing cold of the rock tunnels.

			“What is this place?” Blythe whispered at Haven’s side.

			“It’s beautiful,” she whispered back.

			They continued forward, avoiding the small reptiles that scuttled past and occasionally dodging a large bug that flew by. The trees were lush and magnificent, like nothing she’d seen before in the six kingdoms. Compared to this forest Rythern was boring, barren of life. Every step they took, Haven heard and saw something new. Part of her wanted to remain in this jungle. She wanted to investigate how it remained here under the sea. It didn’t make sense to her mind; she was utterly mystified by it.

			Sometime later there was still no end to the jungle. Malka walked on a ridge just above, arrow at the ready. Though most of them had grown relaxed in this new territory, Malka had become ever wary. When Haven was sure it had to be at least high noon, Malka motioned for them to stop.

			“There’s something following us,” she whispered.

			Haven barely caught her words, but she quickly looked around. Her bliss over new findings was shattered. What replaced it was a familiar rising panic. Could Kadia have followed them down here? Or maybe her dark soldiers? Had she sent another assassin after them, or was it just the forest playing tricks on Malka?

			“What is it?” Corrin asked.

			“I’m not sure, but it’s not human,” she replied.

			Slowly, the party continued on their way. Though Haven had been at peace moments ago, she continued in worried silence. If it wasn’t human it could be the dark soldiers, but she had to pray it wasn’t. Glancing back and forth as they went, Haven kept one eye on her archer and the other on the trees. Malka moved almost soundlessly across the terrain, dropping in and out of sight on the ledge above.

			They were just heading through a particularly thick patch of vines when Malka’s voice echoed through the chamber.

			“Blythe get down!”

			Haven whipped in her friend’s direction, her sword already out of its sheath. What came leaping from the branches above was something familiar, yet something she’d never seen in the flesh. Haven pushed Blythe out of the way and its large body collided with her own. On top of her snarled a huge orange cat, at least twice the length of her body, maybe more. Its orange, black, and white fur bunched over its face, twisting around its snarling black lips. Yellow eyes glared into her own. Haven held the creature back with her sword held across both of her palms. She pushed up on its neck to keep its large fangs from snapping at her face.

			“Haven!” Blythe called.

			A moment later, the cat yowled and leaped away from Haven. Blood dripped over the leaves as it went.

			“Are you alright?” Blythe bent to help her up.

			Haven looked at her hand, and shook her head. She pulled herself up, dusting the dirt from her back. “I’m fine,” she said.

			“What were you doing then? Why did you push me out of the way?”

			Haven sighed and put her sword back into its sheath. “You know very well why I did it.”

			“You can’t be risking your life like that!”

			“I don’t risk my life when I do things like that! You do!” Haven snapped at her guard. She didn’t understand why, but anger filled her. She’d never been an angry person, and hardly ever raised her voice. This sudden burning inside her was startling, and violent. Haven tried to snuff it out; she didn’t like the feeling one bit. “I’m sorry,” she said. “But my life won’t be risked when I jump into situations like that. I could be hurt, yes, but I won’t be killed. You can be. I won’t let you risk your lives for me when I can do something about it. Everyone here should know that.” She looked them each in the eye. “Do not protect me if it means your life over mine.”

			Without awaiting a response, Haven pushed through the brush and continued on. Once the others regained their wits they caught up and fell into formation. Another archer joined Malka on the ridge. Together they were much more vigilant.

			When the next attack came the group leaped into battle at once. Swords drawn, they fought the beasts who prowled onto the path.

			“Yellow eyes in the trees!” Malka called.

			“Two behind!” the other archer confirmed. “At least one ahead.”

			Haven stood with her guard girls as another cat leaped from between the trees. Its large body knocked Blythe off her feet. Haven drove her sword through its side. The cat snarled and leaped at her next. Haven had enough sense to duck out of the way, just as a dagger flew for its shoulder. Haven stood to find Lareina watching her back.

			“Thank you,” she breathed.

			“Any time,” Lareina smiled.

			Haven and Blythe fought off the beast, while the others dealt with the threat from the rear.

			“Another from above!” Malka called to the group.

			While Blythe handled the wounded beast Haven turned in time to be knocked onto her back. The beast snapped at her shoulder, its teeth ripping through her jacket and down to her flesh. She cried out, trying to get her sword beneath the beast. With its large weight on top of her, she could hardly move. Memories of that man, Lord Merick, on top of her flooded into her mind. She struggled violently even as the claws of the beast dug into her arms. She struggled until the beast was dead on top of her, and she was pulled out from beneath it, hyperventilating.

			“It’s alright, Haven,” Lareina whispered. “You’re alright.”

			Haven reeled back from her touch, leaning back against the wall below the ridge. She took several deep breaths while the others gathered around.

			“You’re hurt,” Corrin stepped up beside her.

			“I’m fine,” she breathed.

			“You don’t look fine,” Emeril joined them.

			“It’s not the beast,” she shook her head, reminding herself again where she was. She wasn’t in Kadia’s castle, she was safe with her friends.

			“Then what is it?” Blythe joined them. Blood spattered her front, but it was clearly not her own.

			“Nothing.” Haven said, leaning away from the wall. “Let’s just keep going.”

			It took a moment, but they all seemed to understand what had happened and why Haven didn’t want to speak of it. They let it go and fell back into line.

			Moving through the jungle, they fell into a routine. Malka and the other archer above called out every oncoming assault, while simultaneously shooting the ones far away, and leading them through the brush to the other side of the forest. It was slow going, but after a few more attacks, they left with only minor injuries.

			“There’s a tunnel up ahead,” Malka called to the group.

			Haven had never been more relieved to hear those words. Though the jungle had been beautiful and filled with wonder at first, she’d grown quickly tired of the constant attacks. She yearned for the quiet of the cold dark stone tunnel they’d left behind. She found herself hoping for the same ahead.

			They made it to the tunnel without further delay. It was wider this time, and they could easily walk in a row of four or five if they wished. They remained in their solid formation, keeping the royals near the center for the most safety. Malka and the archer fell in behind them, keeping their bows ready as they watched the rear. A different soldier from Salander led, just as cautiously as the last. They moved slowly through the tunnel, the growls and yowls of the beasts they’d left behind echoing. When the sounds grew more distant then nearly inaudible, they could all finally breathe easily.

			“It seems we’re through the worst of it,” Lareina sighed. “I thought that jungle would never end.”

			“Neither did I,” Haven agreed.

			Though she listened to the chatter around her, something ahead had caught her attention. They’d been walking for some time through the dark, and with only the dim torches, it was hard to tell what lie ahead. The further they went, the more Haven realized what she was seeing wasn’t a trick of the eye. Far down the tunnel, a pink glow emanated.

			“What is that?” Corrin asked, as if echoing her thoughts.

			“I don’t know,” Haven said.

			“We should proceed carefully.” Blythe said.

			Haven didn’t need to check to see if Blythe had her hand on the hilt of her sword. The others did the same. Lareina even drew her long dagger. After the jungle, there was no telling what they were about to walk into.

			As the pink light grew brighter, the end of the tunnel became obvious. Soon they emerged onto a glass ledge. The stark contrast between the dark of the tunnel, and the sudden light before them was unbelievable – even more so than the jungle. A room of mirrors filled with glass and water stood before them. A pink glow shone from some areas, while a soft blue aura emanated from others. Ripples moved through the water. It was almost impossible to see the path with their reflections glaring back at them.

			“Where are we?” Haven asked, to no one in particular.

			No one answered her, for they all stared at the sight before them in utter shock. There seemed to be no way to pass, yet they had to get through somehow.

			“There.” They all looked at Malka and then followed the direction in which she pointed.

			At first Haven couldn’t tell what she was looking at. It just looked like more of the same. But the harder she stared, Haven began to realize there was a glass ledge leading up to a small tunnel. She couldn’t tell how far away it was, but it was their best bet.

			“Lead the way,” Haven said.

			Malka nodded and proceeded across the glass. Many areas were narrow, and the glass appeared thin. They continued single file, trying to make their way to the distant ledge.

			Sometime later, Malka stopped them. “We need to go through the water,” she said. “There’s no ledge to lead us over there.”

			Haven nodded, but a sinking feeling settled inside her. The water below was murky, though still pink and blue. It was impossible to tell what lay in wait. “Let’s go then.”

			Wading into the water Haven was surprised to find it quite warm. She held her sword above her head, and tried not to enjoy herself too much as she slipped down into the water. It reached almost to her shoulders. Her feet slipped along some sort of floor. They moved in silence for some time. After their encounter in the jungle, they were all on high alert. They needed to be ready if any creatures came barreling out of nowhere. But when time lapsed and nothing came, the group relaxed.

			“This is actually rather pleasant,” one of the guards laughed behind them.

			Haven smiled. “It’s nice to finally take a bath!” Lareina agreed.

			“I wonder if they have warm water like this in Seaburn,” another said.

			“If it’s as warm as they say, I’m sure the surrounding seas are like lava!”

			They all laughed.

			“What was that?” One of the Wakefin guards stopped, gazing through the water. They all stopped and looked back, their laughter dying out. “I felt something move by my leg, I swear it.”

			“Are you sure it’s not just your sheath?” His fellow soldier laughed beside him.

			The first soldier motioned to his sheathed sword over his shoulder. Both men blinked at each other then looked to their king for direction.

			“We should keep moving,” Corrin said.

			Haven nodded and Malka led the way. Several minutes passed before they stopped again. “I felt something too,” Emeril said.

			“So did I,” another soldier chimed in.

			Haven and Corrin exchanged a look. They were about to continue when a loud splash echoed through the cavern. The sound reverberated throughout, echoing over and over again. Haven turned quickly to see that Lareina was gone.

			“Lareina!” she cried, searching through the clouded water.

			“Stay back, Lady Queen.” Blythe stepped forward.

			They both looked through the water, moving further and further from the group.

			“What was that?” Haven turned back to find Malka staring at the water nearby. Ripples moved from the spot in which she gazed.

			“What is it, Malka?”

			“I saw something,” the archer replied.

			Haven went back to searching through the water, panic rising in her chest. Suddenly red rose around them. Haven gasped and looking around quickly. “Lareina?” she cried. “Lareina!”

			The water broke several feet away and the blue eyed blonde girl rose from the depth. Haven went to her, but Blythe was closer. She held Lareina above water while the blonde spluttered and spit the water from her lungs. “Creatures,” Lareina breathed between ragged gasps, “there are creatures in the water.” She took a deep gasping breath. “It wrapped around my leg and pulled me under. We must make haste.”

			Haven nodded and they quickly rejoined the rest of the group, who peered into the water with nervous eyes. “Let’s go, Malka,” Haven said, looking to the front of the group.

			Malka was gone.

			“Malka?” Blythe’s voice rose an octave. “Malka, where are you?”

			It was the first time Haven ever heard Blythe’s voice break. The strong woman handed Lareina off to another Rythern guard, then moved to the last place Malka had been seen. Haven joined her, as did Corrin and the Wakefin soldiers.

			“Find her,” Haven commanded. “We must find her.”

			Blythe stared at the water in panic, trying to see through its murky depths to her beloved.

			Haven watched the water, moving off ahead in her search. “Wait, Blythe I think-” She was abruptly cut off when she felt something wrap around her boot. Haven gasped, just before she was pulled under water.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 21

			Haven breathed in water time and time again as the creature dragged her under water. Its speed increased, the current becoming stronger. Haven found it difficult to move. Her lungs filled, she coughed again and again, bubbles flying from her mouth and nose. Trying to claw her way to the surface, Haven pulled at the water with her fingers. Whatever creatures had her was too fast. It gripped her tightly and moved this way and that, flinging her body in every direction until blackness cut in at the edges of her vision.

			Haven could feel her body shutting down, unable to move oxygen through her veins. She struggled valiantly with the last of her strength, reaching to grab the tentacle gripping her boot. She’d lost her sword in the water, but found the dagger Lareina had given her hiding just inside her boot. Struggling against the current and the pull, Haven grabbed the dagger, and then gripped the slimy thing. She drove her blade into it with the last of her strength. Something like a screech echoed through the water. It was the last thing Haven remembered before the warmth of darkness embraced her.

			Gasping, Haven coughed and spluttered the water from her lungs. Someone put pressure to her chest until she came back to life. Lying on the glass surface of a path, she blinked water from her eyes, and looked around for whatever creature had taken her.

			“Haven, can you hear me?”

			Haven recognized the voice, but her head felt muffled, her ears still full of water.

			“Haven, it’s Corrin. You almost drowned.”

			Understanding soon came to her, and she settled down, resting her head on the floor. Her throat hurt from coughing and her lungs labored to bring her fresh air, but otherwise she felt fine. “Malka?” she gasped. “Is she okay?”

			“See for yourself,” Corrin nodded toward the two.

			Haven sat up and gazed a few feet away where Blythe cradled the shivering Malka. Blythe spoke quickly and softly to her, tears trailing down her face. It was the first time Haven had ever seen the woman cry.

			“Did everyone make it?” she asked.

			Corrin fell silent and sat back, propping his arm on his knee before he spoke again, “Unfortunately not.” Haven looked around at everyone. Corrin was there, her three guards were safe, and Emeril dried himself not far away. “Two of the guards,” he said, “one from Rythern, another from Salander.”

			Haven slowly nodded, a cold pit settling inside her stomach. This journey was taking a lot more out of them than she expected. She couldn’t begin to imagine how many had been lost when the rest had come through.

			“We should get going,” Corrin said.

			Haven met his eyes and nodded. “Everyone needs rest,” she said. “But we can’t stay here.”

			Corrin agreed, and after a few minutes of rest, they gathered the remaining members of their flock and climbed the glass slope into the next tunnel.

			Weeks passed before they saw the end of the tunnel to Seaburn. Time lost all meaning and the group only rested when they could. When sunlight finally shone down the tunnel ahead, the group climbed the spiral staircase to the world above, where they all collapsed in the sand. Relief flooded Haven’s bones. She found herself smiling and then laughing. The others felt the same, some rolling in the sand, while others collapsed on a piece of drift wood nearby.

			“We made it.” Haven smiled and closed her eyes, tilting her face to the sky and basking in the sun. Being in the dark so long had taken its toll on everyone. Finally being in the sun was a joy like no other.

			“Finally,” Corrin agreed, sitting in the sand beside her.

			“Can we just stay in the sun forever?” she sighed blissfully.

			“In our dreams we can.” They both laughed.

			“Then I never want to wake up.”

			They sat together for some time, enjoying the last of the afternoon sun. It was the perfect time to emerge from their dark hole in the earth. Haven meant it when she said she wanted to stay there forever on the beaches of Seaburn, where all of her problems drifted away. Her panic fled, as did the memories of Kadia’s castle. For a while, she even forgot who she was. She wasn’t Queen Haven of Rythern; she was just a girl lying in the sand with a boy. She could only imagine a life so simple and wonderful.

			“Company approaches,” Blythe said.

			Haven opened her eyes, only to be blinded by the sun. Sitting up, she rubbed her eyes and readjusted to the light. Haven and Corrin both rose, joining Blythe and the gathering guards. Over the sand came a small group of men atop beautiful white horses, a carriage at their backs. They wore incredibly detailed white and gold uniforms, and all shared a similar dark complexion. They stopped several feet away. Only two dismounted and approached them.

			“Greetings,” the first said. His accent was thick, but he was easily understood. “I have to assume you are the long awaited party from the six kingdoms.” He smiled at the group, crossing his hands politely in front of him. He bowed, as did the other man.

			“Good day,” Corrin stepped forward. “We are the very same. I am King Corrin of Wakefin.”

			“A pleasure.” They both bowed again.

			“This is Queen Haven of Rythern and Prince Emeril of Salander.” Again they exchanged polite greetings and bows. “We have to assume if you’ve heard of us, that the rest of our group has arrived safely,” Corrin said.

			“As safe as can be through that tunnel,” the second man said.

			“We know all too well what you mean,” Emeril said.

			“Please come with us and we will accompany you to the palace.”

			“Thank you,” Corrin said. The two men led them back to the group of white horses. Soon they were far from the beautiful sand beach and Haven’s serenity, moving into the city where Haven hoped to find her people safe at last.

			The journey to the palace was almost as dizzying as the one through the tunnel. With all the beautiful sights, it was hard to keep her jaw up. Passing through the sandstone streets, the group traveled the main path to the golden palace in the distance. Haven had heard mention of it from the others, but she never imagined it would literally have golden turrets. Not only the weather and landscape captivated the foreigners, but the people as well. Beautiful women, handsome men, and adorable children ran through the crowds. Everyone bowed and smiled at them as they passed. The people were all well-kept and dressed in the finest silks and jewels. Haven felt grungy and unattractive in comparison. Though their accents were thick and their words sometimes unfamiliar, Haven was mesmerized by it all.

			The closer they came to the palace, the more her awe grew. The palace was atop a hill to the rear of the city. It was split into three parts. The middle was the largest, with a huge golden turret and a beautiful main courtyard. The other two sides were diagonal to the middle piece with smaller but still sizable gold turrets and courtyards of their own. Beautiful trees with golden leaves and white bark lined the courtyards. Flowers varying in shape and color decorated the paths.

			Haven was so blown away by it all that she hadn’t noticed when their carriage stopped and the others climbed out. “This place is incredible,” she said to Corrin as they both hopped out.

			“It’s certainly unique,” he agreed.

			Haven gazed all around as the Seaburn men led them through the courtyards and up through the main palace doors. Haven took in the fine details carved into the stone around, while simultaneously trying to see ahead into the building.

			“Well met, lords and ladies of Warshard!” A booming laugh filled the entryway.

			Haven looked to the large marble staircase before them. A large man in blue and gold trimmed robes descended.

			“That is how you foreigners say it, is it not?” the man grinned, his white teeth dazzling in the warm light.

			“Yes, it is quite accurate,” Corrin nodded and introduced them all.

			“King Corrin, Queen Haven, and Prince Emeril. We welcome you to the republic of Seaburn!” The man beamed. “I am council member, Vasily. You may call me Vas. Make yourselves at home.” Vas motioned them inside. Leading them up the grand staircase, he went on and on about the palace, the amenities and where they had their people set up.

			Haven simply listened and let herself be led. She was too distracted by her surroundings to pay much attention to where she was going. Eventually, they stopped in a small indoor courtyard with a stone fountain and beautiful gardens decorating a sitting area. Archways stood around it, shielding any passersby from rain. Or at least, Haven assumed that was their use. Vas stopped before one of the arches, motioning to the courtyard. Lining the walls under the arches were doors.

			“These will be your rooms,” he smiled. “I hope they are up to your standards.” Vas bowed slightly. “I hope to see you all at dinner tonight.” With that the councilman took his leave.

			As if appearing from nowhere, several young women came before them, each leading the Royals and their groups to their rooms. Haven said her goodbyes to the others and followed. There was nothing she wished for more than a bath and a good night’s sleep in a real bed. The young woman opened the door and motioned Haven and her three guard girls inside. The two remaining Rythern guards stood watch at the door.

			Haven gasped as she entered. The room was beautiful sandstone and gold with silks draped from the ceiling and around the bed. Mirrors decorated the walls alongside gorgeous paintings and tapestries. Large windows overlooked the city and the sea beyond. Heavy curtains hung across the room to separate the sitting room from the bedroom. Haven felt like collapsing in the bed right then, but she could not stand the awful, dirty clothes on her body one more moment.

			“The bed beckons, but I must take a bath,” Haven sighed.

			The young girl leading the way brought Haven to a bathing room.

			“I will send in ladies to assist you,” she said, her accent so thick Haven paused a moment to take in what she said.

			“No, no!” Haven said, “That won’t be necessary! I have my own ladies.”

			The girl looked at her ragged group of guards before bowing. “Garments will be sent in shortly. Choose any you like. They are a gift.” Haven thanked her and the girl left.

			“How old do you think she was?” Lareina asked.

			They all looked at each other.

			“I’m not sure,” Blythe admitted.

			“She couldn’t be more than fourteen or fifteen, could she?” Haven puzzled it over while they adjourned to the bathing room.

			“That seems awfully young,” Lareina said.

			They all had to agree.

			“Haven, you must wake up.”

			Haven groaned and rolled onto her side.

			“It’s time for dinner with the council.” She recognized Lareina’s voice but still she buried her face in the pillows. “Aren’t you hungry?”

			Haven’s stomach answered for her.

			“That answers that,” Malka chuckled from the window.

			“Fine,” Haven sighed. “I’m getting up.”

			Haven rose from the sheets, her body protesting all the while. She’d only had a few hours of sleep, and after their trials in the tunnels, her body was calling for more. Healing constantly took a lot out of her. Moving to the bathing room, Haven gazed into the mirror. Her hair was slightly tousled, but aside from that, she still appeared fresh from her bath. She’d spent nearly an hour soaking in the tub and scrubbing the grime off herself. Her ladies had done the same and they were all feeling refreshed from the experience.

			Brushing out her hair, Haven watched her amber eyes. There was something different about them. The last time she really looked at herself in the mirror was before her coronation. That seemed eons ago. She looked much more attentive, even to herself. Her eyes weren’t a young girl’s anymore, they belonged to someone who had experienced too much yet seen too little of the world. She barely recognized herself.

			“The clothes have arrived!” Lareina called from the other room. “Blue skies, they are beautiful!”

			Haven smiled at herself in the mirror, then joined her guards. The three surrounded the dresses, laid out carefully on the bed. Lareina was right, they were stunning. Haven had never seen material woven quite like it, let alone embroidery as complicated. The dresses were all made in a similar fashion, but in different styles and varying pale colors. Some were gold, others were white, pale yellow, pale blue – all equally beautiful and refined.

			“How on earth do they expect me to choose?” Haven stared, trying to decide which she liked best.

			“What about this one?” Malka pointed to a light blue one.

			“Malka, blue does not go well with Haven’s hair!” Lareina chastised.

			“Sorry,” Malka smiled. “I’ll leave it to you.”

			Malka slid away and Lareina took over, holding each dress up to Haven before she decided on her favorite. “This one!” she announced. “It will look wonderful with your skin tone.”

			Haven complied with her friend’s wishes and slipped on the gown.

			“Haven, you look incredible!” Lareina smiled and watched Haven like a proud mother.

			Moving to the closest full body mirror, Haven gaped at her own image. The dress was floor length, gold, and fit her body incredibly well. The beading was stunning, with jewels throughout the entire dress. It was incredibly lavish and Haven couldn’t take her eyes off it. The style fit her body closely until her hips, where the skirt dropped down and flowed around her feet. The top held snugly around her arms and torso, the neckline dipping down between her breasts. Not only had she never worn anything so beautiful in her life, but she’d never worn anything so revealing either.

			“Do all women in Seaburn dress like this?” she asked herself as much as she asked the others. They all shrugged. No one really knew.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 22

			Haven arrived at the grand dining hall feeling rather overdressed. Lareina had continued to dress her in matching jewels and shoes, before tentatively fixing her hair. Part of it stayed pinned to her head in fancy swirls and rings with jewels throughout, while the rest flowed in waves over her shoulders. Haven resisted pulling at the tight pins as she entered the massive hall. She had a hard time not gawking at the magnificent sight before her. It was similar to her ballroom, two stories high, with windows in the top half. It was different because it was circular, with sandstone walls, marble floors, and a gold ceiling.

			“Presenting Haven Fyre, Queen of Rythern, from the realm of the six kingdoms of Warshard.”

			Haven’s gaze fell on the man near the door who announced her as everyone in the room rose. Heat flooded her cheeks. She tentatively stepped inside, her guards following and quickly lining the walls. Haven gazed at the long dining table, her eyes quickly falling on the council member Vas, flanked by King Corrin, Prince Emeril and to her surprise, King Evander. The young queen found her seat by the Calisan king, and beckoned everyone to sit as well. Corrin and Emeril stared at her from across the table.

			“You are a marvel, Lady Queen.” Evander smiled at her.

			While silence had filled the room at her appearance, the muttering of idle chatter resumed.

			“Thank you, Lord King,” she smiled.

			“Not only did you survive Kadia and the journey under the sea, but you look as if you never endured any of it at all,” he chuckled.

			Haven’s grin faltered as she tried to push back the memories of the things the King mentioned. “They call it the gift of long life.”

			Several chuckled around her and she realized that the four foreign Royals had the attention of many surrounding them. Haven tried to act naturally and not fidget too much in her seat. She wasn’t comfortable under their speculative gazes. She suddenly felt like an animal on display.

			“A gift indeed,” Evander agreed.

			“That dress suits you.” Haven’s gaze fell on Corrin, who smiled sheepishly.

			“Thank you,” Haven said, unable to hold back her grin or hold the king’s gaze. “Lareina picked it out.”

			“She has good taste.”

			“She knows me well,” Haven agreed.

			As food was brought to their plates and wine poured in their glasses, they all silently watched the trained movements of the servants. When they had all been served, Haven returned her gaze to Evander, partly to avoid the stares of Corrin and Emeril.

			“Tell me, what news is there?” Haven asked, trying to distract everyone from looking at her. “What have we missed?”

			“Quite a lot, my dear,” Evander laughed. She was glad to see him in good spirits again. Their last meeting had been anything but good. “Our people have settled in well. They stay throughout the city and its bordering towns. Some even remain here in the castle,” he smiled. “The council has done much for our kingdoms.”

			Haven was glad to hear it. But she had more pressing concerns. “How did you arrive in Seaburn? What of Toma?”

			“Toma is fine. He is in the outskirts of the city leading the organization of your people. As for the rest, that’s a story in itself, Lady Queen,” he began. “After the first attack went awry, the second was delayed. Kadia took care of Alton’s men so fast that we could barely recover quickly enough to attack at all. When we did it was long past when we had discussed. During the attack, your friends came and told us what had happened. We left Cidra alone and continued through the tunnel ourselves. We lost a few good men in the expedition, but we emerged in Seaburn not long after the rest of your people.”

			“And what of King Alton?” Haven asked.

			Evander’s smile faltered and his gaze fell to the table. Haven had feared as much. “All of his men were destroyed. Including the king himself.”

			“Blue skies, embrace him.”

			The other monarchs muttered the same.

			“What else has happened?”

			Silence met her question. Haven gazed at the kings. She repeated herself, worry growing inside her chest.

			Evander exchanged a look with Corrin, who sighed.

			“They will not grant our request,” Corrin said.

			Haven gasped. “What?”

			“The council denies our request for soldiers,” Evander clarified. “They will not assist in our war.”

			“But we need their help! We have nowhere else to turn,” Haven found her voice rising. She tried to combat the panic building inside her. Evander gave her a look signifying he knew she was about to react badly. She pulled herself together and took a deep breath. “What are we to do if we can’t use their soldiers?”

			“I don’t know, Lady Queen,” Evander admitted. “But at least we’re all safe for the time being.”

			“Yes, for the time being,” Haven snapped. “How long will that last? A day, a week, a month? Maybe a year if we’re lucky? How long do you think it will be before Kadia comes for Seaburn?”

			She hadn’t realized it until now, but the room had fallen silent with her rising voice. All eyes rested on the young queen. Heat rose to her cheeks. Even the council members up on their dais at the end of the long table looked at her. Haven suddenly stood, her mind made up.

			She moved back from her chair and approached the council. “You deny our request?” she asked.

			Vas stood and bowed slightly. “We regret to inform you that yes, we deny the request of the six kingdoms.”

			Haven’s glare fell on each of the men. “If you will not lend your soldiers, will you take gold, jewels, silks? Will you let us barter for them?”

			Vas exchanged a look with the council, and he frowned. “We do not need your coin, Lady Queen, or the coin of anyone. The republic of Seaburn is wealthy enough as is. We simply do not wish to send our soldiers on a suicide mission.”

			“Suicide mission?” Haven snapped. “What’s suicide is staying here and doing nothing!”

			“This isn’t our war, Lady Queen,” another council member spoke.

			“But it will be.”

			Though they seemed quick to dismiss her at first, their eyes met hers with curiosity now. They were finally truly listening to her.

			“What are you saying?” Vas asked.

			“I’m saying that I’ve heard it from the evil queen herself. Kadia will come for Seaburn next. This isn’t just our war anymore. Kadia’s ambitions extend far beyond our realm. She wants everything – the entirety of the world, if she can.” Haven spoke fiercely, her fists clenched. The rings she wore bit into her hands, but she hardly noticed. “When I was taken prisoner by that evil witch, she held me in confidence. She told me of her plans, and in her insanity, informed me that Seaburn would be her next target. As soon as her ships are repaired, she will come. She wants your climate, your gold and your armies. She wants your republic, and if we don’t stop her she will take it.”

			Hushed voices filled the room. Vas held up his hand and silenced the voices. He bowed to the young queen. “We will take your words under advisement. If what you say is true, Seaburn may very well be in danger,” he paused, “we will hold a meeting shortly and return with our decision.”

			Haven let out a sigh of relief.

			“Please enjoy your meals.”

			The people paused their murmuring, waiting as Vas took his seat and Haven returned to hers. She sat down carefully and crossed her hands in her lap. She couldn’t believe she’d just done that. Never had she spoken in such a manner, in front of so many people nonetheless.

			“Thank you.”

			Haven met Evander’s eyes. “For what?”

			“For possibly saving our kingdoms,” he said.

			Haven smiled. “I did what I had to.”

			Once the meal had finished and the people dispersed, Haven headed toward the great hall doors. Her guards fell in step, just in time for someone to approach from behind. She felt his presence before she heard her name.

			“Lady Queen.” Haven turned to find Corrin pursuing her.

			The young queen smiled and greeted him. “King Corrin,” she said. In a lovely suit of brown, beige and gold, Corrin fell into step beside her. “That outfit suits you.”

			“I prefer my Wakefin wear.” But he smiled and together they continued down the hall. “You’re much braver than people give you credit for.”

			Haven laughed. “Because I stood before Seaburn’s council?”

			“Yes.”

			“I’m sure you would have done the same,” she insisted.

			“Not in the manner you did,” he grinned.

			“And what manner was that?”

			“So brash and brazen with your words. If your tongue had been any sharper, you would have cut them.”

			Haven was about to hit him and quickly reconsidered. She still smiled though, and rolled her eyes. “I spoke the truth in the only way I assumed they would listen.”

			“I like the way you speak,” Corrin laughed. “Your people have a very honest queen.”

			“Haven.” They both turned to find Emeril trailing behind them. Haven stopped.

			“Emeril,” she said, her good mood ripped away and thrown to the wind.

			“I know you don’t want to speak with me, but,” he paused, looking at Corrin. “May I have a moment?”

			Haven sighed and shifted. “I suppose,” she said, “I will see you later Corrin.” The young king nodded and took his leave. Haven’s guards remained close. “Blythe you don’t need to do that.” The woman quickly removed her hand from her sword. She made no apologies, but still remained vigilant as Emeril stepped up beside her and they continued their walk, veering into a lush courtyard. “What is it, Emeril?” she asked.

			The prince didn’t speak at first, simply walked with her. He was so familiar to walk with that Haven had a hard time staying angry with him. His presence had been missed. Though he’d assaulted her in his grief, she knew the prince had not meant to hurt her.

			“I know I’ve apologized already. But it still doesn’t feel like enough,” he began. “I should never have done that to you,” he risked a glance at her guards, but Haven waved them back a bit. “I shouldn’t have touched you that way, I should have stopped when you asked it. I honestly do not know what came over me. I was so caught up in my grief, and I wanted you there so badly. I shouldn’t have let my feelings cloud my judgment. I’m sorry for everything, Haven. I miss you. We were once such good friends, and I’m so angry with myself for destroying that friendship.” He paused. Haven had to fight to replace the moments he spoke of with the moments she cherished. She tried to remember the past, when they were children playing in the castle. They had been friends for years, and maybe once almost lovers. She didn’t see him that way anymore, but she did miss the friend she once knew.

			“I forgive you, Emeril,” she said after a long pause. If her time with Kadia had taught her anything, it was that evil people did evil things, and Emeril wasn’t a bad person. He hadn’t meant to hurt her.

			Emeril stopped and looked at her with big eyes. “You do?” he gasped. “You mean it?”

			Haven nodded. She watched Emeril struggle with wanting to push forward and hug her. She was glad he restrained himself. “I forgive you and accept your apology,” she said. “Maybe we’ll be friends again someday.”

			“Thank you, Haven,” he breathed. “Thank you so much. You don’t know what this means to me.”

			Haven smiled. “I must warn you though, it may take some time to stabilize our friendship. If you’re willing to be patient with me, I think we can be as we once were.”

			Emeril nodded vigorously. “Of course. Take all the time you need. Thank you, Haven.”

			“It’s my pleasure, Emeril,” she said. “Now I wish to return to bed. We’ve come a long way.”

			“Of course,” the prince agreed. “Good night, Haven.”

			“Good night, friend.” Haven couldn’t help but return Emeril’s smile. It was nice to see her old friend happy again. She hoped things would work out, just as they had once before.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 23

			“The morning light here is like none other,” Haven sighed. She’d taken to the courtyards the next morning, walking with her guards and Corrin. She basked in the sun, the flowers, the blue skies, and the general beauty of Seaburn. Never in her wildest dreams had Haven pictured such a place. Rythern was cold and stark in comparison.

			“It is wonderful,” Corrin agreed. “The view of the sea is incredible from this height.”

			Haven let her gaze wander to the blue water washing along the horizon. Where the palace stood at the top of a hill, it let the city fall away beneath it, which, in turn, gave way to seas for miles. “It is,” she agreed. They walked beneath an overhang and into a long hall with giant windows facing the ocean. It was a well-planned design, she had to admit.

			“It’s like we’re still outside,” she said.

			Corrin stopped and together they leaned against the stone railing, taking in the view from the comfort of indoors. The heat was wonderful, but if they stayed in it too long, she feared she might faint. Still, she craved the wonderful views and spectacular landscape.

			“I could stay here forever,” Haven sighed, leaning on her hands.

			“You would like Wakefin.” Corrin smiled.

			“Is it like this?”

			“Not as beautiful, but quite warm in comparison to Rythern,” he laughed. “We have beautiful views from the harbors, while still getting to see the mountains in the north. It’s a nice mix.”

			Haven nodded. If she stayed in Seaburn, she would miss her mountains. It had been a long time since she’d seen Wakefin; maybe she would get to visit once they returned home. “I’d like to see it someday,” she said.

			Corrin glanced at her, hope lighting his eyes. Haven knew he assumed far too much, but for the moment she let him. She loved seeing that surprised and delighted look on his face. “You should visit when this is all over,” he said. “I could take you on a tour of the castle, the cities, the kingdom, and the ports. You’d love it.”

			Haven laughed. “I’m sure I would.”

			Suddenly Corrin was leaning forward, placing his hand on hers, fingers brushing her wrist. Only a moment passed before they both pulled apart; Corrin realizing his mistake and Haven cringing from the touch. “I’m sorry,” he said quickly. Goosebumps rose over her flesh, and she stared at her hand in horror. She tried not to remember the feeling of men holding her wrists down, or the way she’d had to grip the makeshift weapon and stab two men to death. “Haven,” he murmured. “I’m sorry, please say something.”

			Haven slowly nodded, taking a deep breath. She held her hand to her chest and stepped away. “It’s alright,” she said. “It’s not your fault. Please don’t blame yourself.”

			Corrin nodded, but she could see the hurt in his eyes, clouding the earlier delight he had felt.

			A loud cough interrupted them. Haven turned to see Vas staring at the two of them.

			“Vas,” they both said.

			“Good morning,” Corrin bowed, and so did the council member.

			“Well met Lord King, Lady Queen,” he greeted respectfully.

			“Well met,” they repeated.

			“I have someone I’d like you to meet,” Vas said.

			Though Haven hadn’t noticed before, behind him stood a young girl of maybe twelve, hair as golden as the sun, and eyes deep like the oceans. Haven blanched, her lips parting in a silent gasp. She knew the face at once.

			“Well met,” Corrin said to the girl, behind who stood another man.

			Haven and the girl stared at each other. She’d seen this doe eyed, beautiful little girl before, though she had been younger in the painting. Haven could not believe her eyes. The girl was so luminescent, it was as if she wasn’t even real. Something ethereal surrounded her that Haven could not explain. She was the girl on Kadia’s painted woman. She was the girl to be their third sister.

			“Hello,” the girl said sheepishly. Her eyes didn’t leave Haven’s.

			Corrin and Vas looked between the two.

			“This is Nina,” Vas continued carefully. “Nina has had a large impact on the new council and how Seaburn has been recently formed. She’s a very smart young girl.” Vas smiled. “And this is her father Lieutenant Drakkone. He’s one of the only Seaburn-born warriors in our army.”

			“Greetings,” Drakkone said, the timber of his voice deep, his accent thick. He had the look of the people of Seaburn, while Nina looked as if she were from Wakefin. It was hard to believe they were related.

			“Good day,” Corrin said.

			“I know you,” Haven said suddenly. All eyes fell on her.

			“Well that’s quite impossible,” Vas began, but was cut off.

			“How?” Drakkone asked.

			“I believe she does, father.” Nina stepped forward, interest flashing through her big beautiful eyes that entranced Haven.

			“How could you know her, Haven?” Corrin asked, as confused as the others.

			“You were much younger in your picture,” Haven said.

			Nina nodded, understanding blooming in her eyes. “You’ve been through a lot, Lady Haven, haven’t you?” she asked. Haven nodded. “Vas has told me some things. I want to help you, if you’ll let me. I can see into your past, your present, your feelings and especially traumatic events. If you let me, I can help you with that.”

			Haven began to nod again. “How can you do that?”

			“How can you heal from any injury?” Nina smiled. “I will have to touch you, but only long enough to see it all.” Haven shook her head. “It will not be for long, Haven. It will help you.”

			The young queen looked at Nina skeptically. If she allowed this girl to touch her and it did help, it would be worth it. But if it didn’t, she might have another anxiety episode. Haven finally nodded. It would be worth it if this stopped it all.

			“All right,” Haven said.

			Nina smiled and they stepped into the middle of the hall together. Corrin and Drakkone hovered behind their respective women, watching to see what was about to unfold. Vas watched with a growing interest as Nina held out her hands. It took Haven a moment, but slowly she placed her hands in Nina’s.

			Suddenly Haven wasn’t in the halls of Seaburn anymore. She was in many places. First, Haven was in her castle in Rythern. She smiled and fought in her sword fighting lessons. Then she was singing in the ballroom, her voice rising into the rafters. Then things took a dark turn. A man on a pike, a rose in his mouth. Nikolai’s head on the meeting table, eyes gouged. Then she was up against a tree, Emeril pinning her down and kissing her while she wept. Then she was fighting for her life in front of Cidra. A sword pierced her back. Haven heard a scream, but she didn’t know from where. Tears slipped down her face as she awoke in Kadia’s castle. She was chained to a slab of wood. A dagger pierced her leg. Two screams. A poker burned across her stomach. More cries of pain. A knife over her arm. Then the water; it gushed down her throat, making her choke again and again. Tears flowed freely. Then it was over. Or so she thought.

			Haven walked the courtyards of Cidra with Kadia, who constantly touched and poked at her. Haven heard a moan. She appeared in that room again. Men held her down and stripped her naked. Kadia hovered over her and painted her naked body. When it was over, she screamed and threatened Haven with rape. The image fast-forwarded. She sat in the corner, staring absently at something. All of a sudden a man was there. He pulled her onto the bed and began to kiss and grope at her body, rip off her clothes, and defile her innocence. Then Haven was stabbing him, and then another. She was soaked in blood. Another scream ripped loose when Haven threw herself from a window. Darkness greeted her. Then she woke, gasping for air, spitting out the water that drowned her. Haven heard coughing, but she wasn’t sure if it was her anymore. Finally Haven stood in warm sand and gazed at a beautiful city. She sighed in relief.

			Haven and Nina both collapsed to the ground. Tears fell from both their faces and they held each other. Haven shivered violently, while Nina struggled to get a hold of herself. Haven stared wide-eyed at the ground, trying to sift through her thoughts and put herself back in the present. The images were still there, but they were slowly fading.

			Corrin and Drakkone rushed forward as the girls fell, but hesitated to interrupt either of them. Haven saw their boots nearby. They both shifted uncomfortably.

			“I’m so sorry, Haven,” Nina breathed against Haven’s hair, her voice a simple whisper. “I’m so sorry.” Haven just nodded and let the girl hold her. She was small, but her arms wrapped around her torso. “I’m sorry you had to go through any of that. I feel your pain like it is my own,” she sniffed. “I’ll carry it with me, you don’t have to be alone.” Haven just nodded again, slowly pulling from the haze in her mind. “You can accept and get passed this. Don’t let Kadia win. You’re not with her anymore. You’re in Seaburn. Heavens, I’m so sorry.” Nina stroked her hair and Haven closed her eyes, willing the tears and the shaking to stop.

			When she felt she had returned to her own body, Haven calmed down, surprised to find that Nina’s touch didn’t bother her. In fact, the comfort was welcome. Haven leaned into it, hugging her back. If Nina had seen and felt all of that as she did, she understood where the screams, gasps, and cries had come from. Nina didn’t know pain like Haven did. Haven got used to it as she healed from it. Nina, on the other hand, was so young and had probably never been hurt that gravely in her life.

			“You shouldn’t have done that if you knew you’d feel it,” Haven breathed, “It’s too much pain for someone so young.”

			“It’s okay,” Nina smiled, holding her tightly. “You needed it.”

			Haven nodded and opened her eyes. Nina let her go as she scooted back. Haven was happy to find that no one had stopped in passing to watch this. She was embarrassed enough with Corrin, Vas and Drakkone hovering.

			“We should go outside and get some fresh air,” Nina said.

			Haven agreed and they slowly stood. When Corrin reached to help her up, she didn’t recoil or cringe away. Though she wasn’t completely comfortable, she was glad his touch no longer terrified her so deeply. Corrin seemed just as surprised and couldn’t stop himself from grinning ear to ear.

			“You’re okay?” Drakkone asked, the concern of a father all over his face. He brushed his daughter’s hair back and held her tightly.

			“I’m fine, daddy,” she whispered.

			“Good,” he said, patting her hair as she let go.

			“I should be going,” Vas said awkwardly from the edge of their group. The rest of them nodded and said goodbye before adjourning back to the courtyards.

			The sun was a welcome relief on her face. Haven sighed aloud and moved through the gardens with Corrin by her side. They eventually sat beside a small fountain with benches surrounding it. It was private enough that they need not worry about anyone listening in.

			“You like the gardens?” Nina asked.

			“Very much.” Haven smiled. She’d wiped the tears from her face, and was happy to find her nose clearing.

			“I love being outside within them. They’re very calming,” Nina said.

			“They are,” Haven agreed.

			“What is your realm like?” Nina asked.

			“Different,” Haven began. “Not quite as beautiful as yours.”

			“Tell me about it.”

			Haven and Corrin were happy to discuss their home, finding stories and descriptions coming easily. It had been some time now since they’d been in their respective kingdoms, but the memories were fresh and vivid. Corrin became more animated as he spoke of Wakefin, while Haven laughed along at how ridiculous some of his descriptions were. Soon, they all found themselves enjoying each other’s company while basking in the afternoon sun.

			“You remind me much of my mother,” Nina said once they had finished. Drakkone didn’t speak much, but she couldn’t help but notice his eyes sadden. Haven recognized that look. He truly loved her. Haven couldn’t imagine such a loss.

			“What was she like?” Haven asked.

			“Strong, beautiful, and very protective,” Nina sighed. “She was like you in that way. She always protected me, even at great costs to herself.”

			“She died protecting you?”

			Nina nodded sadly.

			“Blue skies embrace her,” Haven said. Nina thanked her, and reached forward to hold her hand. Haven tentatively complied. “She sounds like an amazing woman.”

			“And much like you,” Corrin agreed.

			Haven smiled and shot him a look. He replied with a grin of his own.

			“If only she had the same ability as you, Lady Queen,” Drakkone sighed.

			“Mother was happy, daddy.” Nina let go of Haven’s hand so she could take her father’s. “She got what she wanted in the end. She’s looking down at us, I’m sure.”

			Drakkone nodded, but didn’t say anything further.

			“I’m sorry for your loss,” Corrin said. “Was it some time ago?”

			“Yes, quite a while now,” Nina sighed, squeezing her father’s hand. “Her name was Breen. She went through a lot like you have, Haven. But it made her stronger. Everything that happened made my mother stronger. She was the fiercest warrior in Seaburn.”

			“She always will be,” Drakkone agreed.

			“I hope to be like her one day then,” Haven smiled. “Breen sounds like an exceptional woman.”

			“She was,” Drakkone said.

			“She still is,” Nina leaned against her father. “She’ll always be great.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 24

			Several agonizing days passed before the monarchs of Warshard were gathered in the council room. They had finally reached a consensus.

			Haven stood with the kings and prince, holding on to Corrin’s hand tighter than she needed to. A lot rode on this one decision. If the council chose to come with them, fight Kadia, take back their kingdoms and depose the evil queen, all would someday be returned to normal. At least she hoped. If they kept their decision not to help, it was only a matter of time before Haven and her friends would be forced to flee again. Kadia would come for them. She’d destroy Seaburn, and Haven would be the only one left in the end, for she was the only one who couldn’t die.

			“Thank you for coming,” Vas stood and addressed the group.

			Besides the Royals and their guards, Nina and Drakkone had joined them, sitting nearby. Haven met the young girl’s eyes across the court. She smiled and nodded at Haven. That simple look held more comfort than she thought possible. It overwhelmed her and brought on a smile of her own.

			“We’ve reached our decision on the matter of lending troops to the six kingdoms.”

			They all held their breath in anticipation.

			“We will not lend you our soldiers.”

			Haven was about to cry out when the rest of the council stood.

			“We will not lend you them because we wish to lead the charge. We will, of course, have you accompany us on our ships and join in battle. We would like your help in the attack and will form a plan with you. But if this is to be Seaburn’s war as well, a lot rides on this final battle.” Vas paused, looking to each of them in turn. “We will leave in two weeks time. The council hopes this is an acceptable alternative.”

			“This is marvelous,” Evander breathed, while the other Royals had to keep themselves from audibly cheering.

			Haven and Corrin embraced, while Emeril and Evander shook hands. Each royal thanked the council members in turn, bowing respectfully before them. They all smiled ear-to-ear as Vas addressed them again.

			“You shouldn’t thank us,” he began. “It was because of Nina that our decision changed. We hold her opinion in high regard, and after her encounter with the young queen, our decision was unanimous.”

			“Nina,” Haven said, looking to her young friend. The girl rose and came to Haven, taking her hands in both of her own.

			“Your intentions are so pure, Lady Haven,” Nina smiled. “We will help you in any way we can. Kadia must be stopped, and I think I can help.”

			“But how?” she asked.

			“My abilities go beyond seeing into the minds of others and calming them with my presence.” Nina squeezed her fingers. “Another of them happens to be changing or controlling that mind, to an extent of course.”

			Haven gasped. “That sort of power could be dangerous.”

			“It would be in the hands of another,” Nina laughed. “Many believed it would be too much, but I’ve proven otherwise time and time again. If I can get to Kadia myself, I can stop her and her power. I’m sure of it.”

			“But that could get you killed!” Haven found herself increasingly worried for this girl. The urge to protect her was overwhelming. “Can you even wield a sword? Or fight at all?”

			“I’ve never needed to with my powers. Do not worry yourself. I will have many to protect me if I should need it.”

			“And I will be among them,” Haven said.

			“Lady Queen,” Corrin cautioned her.

			Haven shook her head. “I will be among them, Nina. I will not let you face Kadia alone.”

			Though the thought of seeing Kadia in the flesh again sent goosebumps over her skin and fear needling at her chest, she stood firm. Haven knew Nina could feel this, both her fear and her determination. Nina slowly nodded and smiled.

			“You are a wonder, Lady Queen,” she said.

			After receiving the good news, the Royals proclaimed a celebration that night. But until night came, the young Royals would accompany Drakkone and Nina into town for a tour of the city. Seaburn was a truly magnificent place. Buildings carved from sandstone, markets full of people, silks, beads, and mouth-watering fruit seemed to be around every corner. High towers stood in the distance, music soothed the ear in every street, and smiling faces constantly crossed their path. Everything was beautiful, from the architecture to the people of the republic. Haven took it all in with thinly veiled awe. Her eyes darted to this building and that, the port in the distance, and the gold pillars nearby. Drakkone, Nina and a few of their Seaburn guards pointed out many of the well-known landmarks in the area, as well as some of the less known ones. They told stories, led them through public and private areas, into courtyards, and out in the streets. The foreigners were stunned by it all and Haven couldn’t get enough.

			It was dusk when they arrived at their final destination. The crown jewel of Seaburn was its army, which provided extensive training for its soldier. The academy was known far and wide. Not only were the structures built beautifully and expansively, but they housed all the soon-to-be warriors in the republic’s military.

			“The academy is almost as large as the palace,” Blythe said, gawking at the huge structure.

			They stood in the main courtyard, taking everything in. Soldiers ran to and fro, practice drills were conducted on the lawns, and beyond all the bustling stood the main building. The pillars towered like sentinels, thick and tall, rising as high as her castle walls. Beyond the rows of columns, the sandstone building caught her eye with its stained glass windows filled with beautiful depictions of different battles or kings.

			Crossing the courtyard barely gave the young queen enough time to take it all in before the great wooden doors opened and they were ushered inside.

			“Welcome to the Academy,” Drakkone smiled widely. It was the first time she’d seen a smile on the man’s face, and the look suited him. Drakkone beamed with pride. It seemed not many people from Seaburn itself joined the military, but when they did, they rose high in rank.

			The further they delved into the building, the more people they passed, each with a different look than she’d come to know of the people of Seaburn. Haven watched as the soldiers marched by, her thoughts brushing away the droning of Drakkone’s voice as he went on about a particular statue or another. Haven slowly fell behind the group, watching a small formation go by. Not one pair of eyes darted to hers. Each man or woman held a stern face and stared straight ahead, intent on their task. Wherever they were going, they appeared to be fine soldiers. But they definitely were not native to Seaburn. They had somewhat paler skin with a slightly yellow hue. Their eyes were smaller, noses less pronounced and lips fuller. Haven wondered how these people could fight for Seaburn if they weren’t even from here. She knew they had been taken from the southern lands, lands they called savage. But some were still so young. It occurred to her again how little she knew about this place, and the voices of her friends echoed in her ears. They wouldn’t tell Haven how the soldiers were broken, because they knew it would hurt her, and if she knew, she might not be able to use them to get her home back.

			Haven clutched her arms, a chill passing through her and she decided to disband from the group and head back to the palace. She hoped her presence wouldn’t be missed, but she couldn’t stand to be here anymore and look at these faces, so completely devoid of emotion. Something awful was going on here; she could feel it.

			Moving through the halls, Haven tried to make her way out. In the maze that was the academy, she was soon lost, heading up and down stairs she didn’t recognize.

			“What have I done?” she hissed to herself.

			Descending quickly, Haven burst through another door, sure that this had to be the way back into the main hall. A dimly lit corridor met her, along with soft moans drifting down the stone hall. Haven stopped in her tracks. She was not meant to be here, and she knew it. Unfortunately, her curiosity got the better of her.

			Proceeding quietly, Haven lifted her dress from the floor. The gold shimmered in the soft orange light, casting dapples of light across the sandstone walls. She kept her dress high from the ground and her footsteps quiet, careful not to alert anyone of her presence. She had never been so glad to have a sword at her hip.

			The stone floor was rough here, as were the walls. Instead of the beautifully polished slabs she’d grown accustomed to, these uneven rocks were held together by peeling plaster. Torches lined the walls, as did cells. Most were empty but every now and then she passed a wooden door with moans emanating from within. The further she went, the wider the hall grew. At the same time the floors and walls became dirty, almost filthy with grime. Haven wondered how they could keep people down here. She assumed it had something to do with breaking them, but she couldn’t be sure of what.

			“Stop!” a woman screamed up ahead.

			Her accent was so thick she had a difficult time making out the word, but that scream had her running. Haven drew her sword before she could even think. Sounds of a struggle met her ears. Bodies thudded against a wooden wall, one after the other. Up ahead a cell door stood ajar. Another scream pierced the air. Haven dove through the entrance of the cell. There stood a man over a young girl of maybe sixteen. Her yellow skin marked her as foreign. She had wild fearful eyes. The man above her hovered in Seaburn armor. He tore at her clothes with fervor.

			Images of hands gripping her wrists, pinning her down flashed through her mind. Those same hands moved over her body in indecent ways, cold lips kissing down her bare neck. Her cries echoed in her ears as she tried to get him off, but they weren’t her cries this time, they were this poor girl’s.

			Haven held the tip of her sword to the back of the man’s neck, her whole body trembling with rage. He hadn’t seen her coming and froze at the touch of her cold blade. “You will release her this moment,” the young queen commanded. Her hands shook as the anger built, her knuckles white on the hilt of her sword.

			“Yes, of course,” the man said, releasing the woman, who shuffled to the back of her cell, dark messy hair shielding her from the world. “No need to be rash.”

			“I want to see your hands,” she said, eying the sword at his hip.

			“You aren’t too steady with that blade.”

			Haven blanched, staring at the back of the man’s dark head. She took a breath and tried to calm the shaking her of fists. “I don’t need steady hands to cut your head from your shoulders,” she growled.

			The man chuckled. Haven froze. She couldn’t believe he was laughing. With a sword to his throat he was laughing as if she wouldn’t kill him. “You’re a brave little girl, aren’t you? Just like this one.” Haven didn’t need to see his face to envision the sick smirk he possessed.

			“Put your hands up and shut your mouth,” Haven commanded, taking a step back to allow him space to stand.

			It was then that the man made his move. Pulling his sword from his sheath faster than she could blink, the man rounded on her, slashing his sword outward. Haven backed off just in time for the tip of his blade to cut a clean line across her cheek. Haven hissed at the sting and instinctively reached to wipe the blood from her face. The pain disappeared before the man stepped from the cell.

			He looked at her with wide, dumbfounded eyes. “The immortal queen.”

			Haven took his moment of pause to present her own attack, swiping at him hard enough that he had to back into the cell door. It banged against the wall and he lost his balance. She took her advantage and pressed on, pushing her sword through his shoulder. The man howled in pain and kicked out at her, sending her flying back into a stone pillar.

			Regaining his footing, the man stood and attacked. Haven blocked and twisted out of the way of his next assault, moving into the open portion of the small room. It was then that the woman in her cage came to life and attacked. Like an animal she screeched her battle cry and lunged onto the man’s back, clawing at his face with her nails. The man cried out and dropped his sword, taking her hands and throwing her from his back.

			“You savage brat!” he growled, glaring daggers at the girl on the ground.

			Haven took advantage of his bad footing and kicked him in the stomach, hard enough to send him toppling onto the floor, where she drove her sword through his chest.

			“You’re the savage,” Haven hissed through clenched teeth, jerking the sword as deep as it would go. She watched the light leave his eyes before she moved.

			With the chaos past, Haven crouched beside the limp body, catching her breath. Her adrenaline was fading, and with its disappearance returned her sense of mind. Looking at the young savage girl, Haven stood and offered her hand. “You’re safe now.” Haven smiled, if only slightly.

			Large brown eyes met hers and immediately welled with tears. The girl put her face in her hands and began to sob. Haven slid to the floor beside her and wrapped her arms around the small girl, who shook as more tears came. She didn’t say a word. She didn’t tell her it would be okay. She didn’t lie, only sat there with her and let her feel the safe touch of a comrade in arms. If this was how women were broken in these cages Haven could not accept the aid of Seaburn. These women were raped into obedience before becoming soldiers. It was a pain she felt so deeply that her anger returned with a vengeance. She would kill every last man who stood in her way to free these girls.

			“Haven!”

			The young queen looked up. The voice of Corrin echoed off the walls and her little friend stiffened.

			“It’s okay,” Haven whispered, rubbing her shoulder. “It’s just my friends looking for me.”

			The young girl looked up at her and her eyes widened. “The immortal queen,” she whispered, the same awed look the other man had given her reflected on this girl’s face. “You saved me.”

			“The immortal queen?” Haven asked. “Is that what they call me?”

			“That’s what everyone in Seaburn calls you.” she said, “And it’s true. There’s no cut on your face.”

			Haven felt her cheek. “I heal quickly.”

			“Haven?” Her guard girls and the rest of her party tore down the long hallway, stopping quickly at the scene before them.

			“What happened?” Lareina gasped, coming to her friend while Blythe and Malka secured the hallway.

			Corrin, Nina and Drakkone piled in after them. Both Seaburn residents froze at the sight before them.

			Haven looked them right in the eye. “You should have told me,” she said.

			Nina shook her head. “Haven, you don’t understand.”

			“That man was going to rape her.” Haven narrowed her eyes, holding onto the girl tightly. “Is that how Seaburn does things? Is that how it has evolved? You call the southerners savage, but there is no act more savage than rape.”

			Drakkone stood stalk still while Nina’s face softened and she tried taking a step closer. “Lady Haven, please listen.”

			“We cannot accept the help of such a foul country,” Haven snapped. She didn’t want to hear any excuses or lies. She wouldn’t allow this to go on, and she certainly wouldn’t use these people in their war. “You dress this place up like it’s a beautiful modern paradise, but it’s only to hide the dark belly of the beast. I’m taking these people out of here, and I dare someone to try and stop me.”

			Haven rose to her feet, the young girl coming with her.

			“We can’t let you do that,” Drakkone said.

			“Haven, please let us speak,” Nina tried again, shooting her father a look.

			The people of Warshard seemed shocked into silence, staring at one another in horror, but they moved to rally behind Queen Haven, ready to come to her aid.

			“What will you tell me Nina?” Haven snapped. “Nothing you can say will change what’s happening down here.”

			“This is not how it is supposed to happen,” Drakkone sighed. Haven’s gaze shot to the tall, broad man. “This isn’t how the people down here are supposed to be treated, but it has been happening for so long that the men think it’s normal now.”

			“This is in no way normal.”

			“I know,” Drakkone met her eyes. “But we’re working to change that, and we have been for a long time. It used to be worse, Lady Queen. Trust me.”

			“I’ve been working with the council on this from the beginning, Haven,” Nina added. “We’re working on a treaty with the southern lands. We will stop taking their people and doing this to them, I promise.”

			“I can’t just go on your promises.” Water slowly filled her eyes. Though Haven stood with her arms around the young warrior, she couldn’t be sure who was holding up whom.

			“Please Haven,” Nina stepped up to her and touched her elbow gently. They both stood completely still. Haven could feel Nina flood her conscience. She could see her own thoughts and memories, but Nina’s were present as well, filling her with assurance. She showed her images of treaties in the works, young soldiers brought to the council, and the other many steps already taken. Haven stepped away in a haze. Corrin held her up this time.

			“Are you alright?” he asked.

			“Yes,” Haven breathed, blinking away the images. “You will fix this?”

			“I promise I will,” Nina said.

			“I’m still taking these people from here.”

			Nina nodded. “I knew you wouldn’t leave without them,” she smiled and motioned a Seaburn guard forward. “Get the keys and release everyone. We’re taking them upstairs.” The man didn’t protest, only slipped off to do his duty.

			“Thank you,” the young girl whispered beside her.

			Nina smiled again, that dazzling look that seemed to capture people in the depths of her ocean blue eyes. “My mother was like you once. She needed my father to save her. It’s about time we did the same for the rest of you.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 25

			“What is the meaning of this?”

			The deep voice of Vas boomed through the lobby of the academy. It reverberated off the three-story-high columns, and echoed deep within the academy.

			Once the group of southerners had been gathered, Haven and the others ushered them through the halls into the main corridor. They were all quite skittish, gazing around as if the council might jump out at any moment and drag them kicking and screaming back to their cages. The group did their best to soothe them until they reached the main hallways. If possible, they were more scared here than in their cells. Haven finally understood why when they reached the lobby.

			Word must have reached the council quickly, as Vas and a group of soldiers blocked the main doors. While the group of foreigners stopped in their tracks, Haven quickly advanced on Vas. Blood pounding hard in her veins, adrenaline rushed through her like waves. Her anger flared to life inside her chest, its flames licking at the mental wounds that might never heal. Vas was just like Kadia in a way. He took these people from their families, captured them and tortured them into submission. Anyone like Kadia deserved to die. Her sword was out of its sheath before she could think beyond her fury – the tip held to the councilman’s throat.

			“What is the meaning of this?” she hissed his question back. “What is the meaning of barbarically dragging these people from their homes, only to torture and rape them into submission – all for the sake of your army?” Haven nearly screamed the words, her knuckles white on the hilt of her sword. Her whole body shook with anger – the anger that only came when her thoughts turned to Kadia.

			Suddenly, swords were drawn left and right, among both her friends and the Seaburn guards. Many points were directed at her, while fewer pointed away. Haven did not flinch, only held the wide-eyed gaze of Vas. They could stick her with their swords all they wanted and she would survive. Haven had never acted so recklessly since the day she rushed into the burning Salander capital. It was a relief to feel in control of her recklessness, to know that even if she was acting rashly, she was the one acting, and no one could stop her.

			“It is a traditional practice,” his voice hissed out almost a whine. She could plainly see from the widening of his eyes how utterly and completely terrified he was of her. Sweat beaded on his forehead, his hands shook, and lips trembled. He had been such a poised man, and here he was literally quaking in her presence.

			“An ancient one, you mean,” Haven said, “a cruel, ancient practice.” She narrowed her eyes. “I’m taking these people from this place. They will come with me, go home, or stay here, but they will do it of their own free will.” Vas began to shake his head. Haven pressed her blade in harder. The cold burn of metal pressed into her own neck. She barely took notice. All of her focus remained on the dark-skinned man before her. “It wasn’t a request. Tell your guards to back away now or I will kill you.”

			Vas turned his gaze outward, panic rising. “Y-You can’t--”

			“I can do anything. You call me the immortal queen, isn’t that right?” Haven paused for a single moment, knowing her question didn’t need an answer. “I could show you just how accurate a title that is. It would only take a moment. I can push this sword through your throat, and your guard will push his through mine. The only difference is I will wake and you will not.” Her words must have driven home, because it only took a moment for Vas to cry out his command.

			“Step back,” Vas whimpered. “Drop your swords! Do as she says!” his voice rose. It took a moment, but his men did as he asked. “You just want to take this group with you? That’s all?”

			Haven paused, lowering her sword slightly. “I want you to free anyone who wants to leave, whether they be part of your military or not.”

			“That could completely ruin our plans to save your kingdoms!” Vas gasped.

			“You will do as I ask. If they wish to follow you of their own volition, then let them. But anyone who wants to leave will be granted total and utter freedom as of this moment.” Haven raised her sword again. “Or I will kill you. It’s your choice.” She could hear herself being unreasonable, being cruel, just as this man had been to these people. But Haven couldn’t stop. She had to protect them. She would guard them from a fate like her own. She could not allow anyone to be treated less than human ever again. It might have seemed too harsh to threaten Vas’s life, and she could feel the weight of her decision. She knew herself that she would do it, no matter the mental toll it would eventually take.

			Vas gazed back and forth at the guards, who now seemed to be paying much less attention to their council member and more attention to what the young queen said. They mumbled back and forth to each other in a foreign tongue, their muscles un-tensing and battle stances dropping. Haven watched as Vas made up his mind. “They can go free. But whatever happens next will be your fault, Immortal Queen.”

			Haven sheathed her sword and stepped back. She would accept responsibility for whatever future would come for them. She could never have lived with herself knowing these people suffered so they could garner an army. She turned to the people who surrounded her. At least twenty men and women had been freed from their cages in the chambers below, but many more stood behind her now. Seaburn guards flowed from every direction, poking their heads in from hallways, and peering over the balconies above. Her words had gathered a much larger crowd than expected. It was Haven’s turn to gulp. So many expectant eyes rested on her, as if she were more than just a girl trying to save the lives of people wronged one too many times.

			“You are free,” she began, unable to hide her relief or the smile that broke across her face. Her anger rushed from her body in one breath, leaving her limbs tingling with something akin to anticipation. “You can go wherever and be whatever you want. It is your choice. Stay if you will, return home if you want, or come across the sea to Warshard. You will be as welcome there as you will be here – and you will be free.”

			For a moment only silence greeted her. Many sets of stunned eyes stared back. It was the young girl Haven had saved in the dungeon who broke the silence.

			“I, Aura of the Southern Delica tribe, pledge myself to you, Immortal Queen.” The young girl dropped to one knee, head down.

			Haven just blinked in surprise at Aura, whose mangled black hair fell to the floor around her bent head. She had never seen someone pledge themselves to anyone, and she certainly hadn’t expected it of such a young woman.

			“Are you sure?” Haven hesitated. She wouldn’t want anyone to be forced into her service, whether it was because they felt some debt was owed or not. “You are free. You owe me nothing, Aura.”

			“I’m sure,” Aura paused. Her accent was thick, but when she spoke again, Haven knew it took her a moment to find the words of the six kingdoms. “My Lady Queen.”

			Haven stepped forward, unable to hide her smile. Before she could speak again, several men and women behind her dropped to one knee, echoing Aura’s statement. Soon the entire group she’d saved from the dungeons was bowing before her. She was lost in a whirlwind of names and tribes she could neither recognize nor remember. Haven found herself locking eyes with her guards, then Nina, Drakkone, and finally Corrin. They all smiled at her, pride radiating from their eyes.

			She turned back to her new subjects. “Rise,” she said, clearing her throat of the lump that had settled there. Haven looked at each them, taking in their foreign faces one by one as they stood with her. “I am honored to have you.”

			—

			In the days that followed the savage proclamation to Warshard’s cause, much changed in Seaburn. Many of the so-called savages returned to the southern lands to aid their own people, while just as many stayed to fight for the six kingdoms. At first Haven had feared no one would remain to help save her home, but as the days passed and their journey grew near, more men and women came to her, pledging their allegiance to the six kingdoms and the Immortal Queen. Haven was grateful to each of them, overwhelmed by it all, and unable to express how truly in awe these gestures made her – not just for their aid, but for the happiness their freedom brought them. She would treasure every smile and every face for the rest of her days.

			The evening before their departure, Haven wandered the lit gardens facing the sea beyond the city. Corrin stayed near, watching her from his bench as she moved calmly through the flowers, her fingers brushing their silky petals. She walked barefoot, her dress dragging in the dirt, toes squishing through the soil and sheath occasionally snagging on thick stems. It had been a long time since she felt so at ease. In a way, setting the others free had returned her to life. The touch of others didn’t make her flinch like it once did. The proximity of men in general didn’t seem to bother her anymore. Whatever Nina had done to her mind truly worked. She one day hoped her scarred memory would only be a thread in her mind, one she could release if need be, but would never touch for fear the entire garment might unravel.

			Haven came to a stop at the edge of the gardens, where the ground fell away to the city. The surrounding rocks appeared smooth, worn by water, but she couldn’t imagine the tide having ever been so high. Her eyes left the ground and found the horizon. The moon set the sea aglow. Stars danced across the skyline and Haven wished she could fly up and join them. She imagined what a sight Seaburn would be from high in the sky. The already beautiful city would be unreal from such heights. Every light in the city would be lit, as the night was still young. From so high, would the stars be envious of the city’s bountiful beauty, or would they be content in their own vast empire?

			“What are you thinking?”

			Haven turned as Corrin lay his hand on her back. He smiled the handsome sweet smile she’d come to know. “I was thinking about what it’d be like to be a star,” she confessed, returning her gaze to the black sky above.

			Corrin chuckled. “Not about the upcoming battles, or your new army who’ve pledged their allegiance to you?” He grinned and followed her gaze. “The Immortal Queen thinks about being a star. Now that’s a new one, Lady Queen.”

			Haven couldn’t help laughing with him. It did seem silly when he put it like that. “That’s the first time you’ve called me that.”

			“What? Lady Queen?”

			“No,” she gave him a look.

			Corrin grinned back at her, this time revealing a perfect set of teeth. He knew all too well what she meant. “The Immortal Queen? Isn’t that your new title?” he raised an eyebrow. “You don’t like it?”

			Haven thought about it. At first it felt like a daunting title; something she couldn’t live up to. Then it felt like a title for a bad queen, like Kadia. The Queen of Dagan had been called many things throughout time. The Insane Queen, the Evil Queen. Was the Immortal Queen just the same? Was it a title she’d been given out of fear or hatred?

			She decided it felt nothing like the titles given to Kadia. The Immortal Queen was a title she would embrace. It was strong, like her. It had taken her a long time to accept it, but she was strong. Haven had stood up for herself, her people, and in the end what she believed in. Only good had come of her title, and so Haven would be whatever Queen her people needed. If they needed their Immortal Queen, that’s who she would be.

			“I do now,” Haven smiled.

			“Haven, may I ask you something?”

			She turned her gaze to her fellow royal. “Of course.”

			“What will you do when this is all over?” He stopped for a moment. “The war, I mean. What will you do once it’s over and we’re left to pick up the pieces of our kingdoms?”

			Haven paused. She hadn’t thought much about it yet. She had to assume she would go back to being a regular queen. She’d go about doing what her people needed, forging a new kingdom with the help of her new friends. But really, what else was there? She’d go on being what she was, a queen. Haven felt suddenly confused by his question and answered as simply as she could, “I’ll return to my people. Be queen, I suppose. I’ll do my best to restore my kingdom and help the others as well, of course.”

			His face fell and he nodded. Corrin seemed somehow disappointed in her answer, but Haven wasn’t quite sure why. Dropping his hand from her back, the young king gave her some space.

			“Did I say something wrong?” she asked.

			“No, no of course not.” The young king avoided her gaze, and suddenly she understood.

			“Do you mean what will we do?” Haven put emphasis on we. She feared what he might want or expect from her. Flashes of Emeril pinning her to a tree leaped to her conscious mind and she had to fight to keep still. She worried if she rejected another, he would be unable to control himself. But Corrin wasn’t a boy, he was a man, a king – and a good one at that. She tried to stay sure in her belief Corrin wouldn’t hurt her if her fears were realized.

			Corrin finally met her gaze with big, hopeful eyes. “Yes,” he smiled, taking her hand and bringing her back to the path. They sat together on a stone bench, hidden from any wandering eyes in a ring of ferns. “Haven I have something quite serious to ask you, and I need you to know that I don’t want to pressure you in any way, but...”

			He trailed off. Haven suddenly stared wide-eyed at him. She knew with utter certainty what he would ask of her. It was almost worse than being pinned to a tree. She felt frozen this time, mentally as well as physically.

			“Haven, will you marry me?”

			For a moment they sat in silence. Haven stared in shock, while Corrin stared hopefully back at her. Before she could take a moment to straighten her thoughts, she stood, words unprepared falling from her mouth.

			“I can’t, Corrin, you know I can’t,” she breathed, her voice not her own. “I am a queen, a queen of Rythern. I can’t be the queen of Wakefin too. I can’t choose between my people and you.” She stepped away, tears suddenly springing to her eyes. A bubble of panic leaped into her chest, making her feel as if she would suffocate. “I can’t love and lose you when you grow old. I can’t bear the thought of you dying in battle, of illness--” her voice broke and Corrin stood, taking her hands.

			“You won’t, Haven. You won’t lose me.”

			“But I will!” she nearly shouted, “Everyone dies, Corrin, but I don’t know if I ever will.” Tears escaped down her cheeks, leaving tracks over her olive skin. “You could die tomorrow, or today. You could die in battle in several weeks time, or of the plague years from now. But if I let myself marry you, love you--” she stopped again, ripping her hands from his and shaking her head. “No, no I can’t.” The bubble in her chest swelled in size. Though she had plenty of escape routes, she felt trapped. “I can’t, I won’t. I can’t give you children, an heir. I can’t give you my hand, and I won’t give you my heart.”

			Before Corrin could answer, Haven was running. The look of utter heartbreak on his face was enough. She couldn’t stand to see him like that for one more moment. Picking up her skirts, she ran through the flowers and tore across the path. Somewhere behind her, she heard her name called. She didn’t turn back, didn’t pause to listen. Haven disappeared from the courtyard, leaving nothing but her heart behind her.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 26

			“Does my cruelty know no bounds, Nina?”

			Haven sat beside her young friend. The light of the moon shone through the glass back of the ship. It was their first night at sea and the previous night’s events lay heavy on her conscience. She had not only rejected a wonderful man, who was fond of her enough to ask for her hand, but she had quite literally run away from him. Instead of trying to explain herself or reason with him, she’d picked up her skirts and disappeared. Haven sighed heavily, leaning her forehead against the cool glass. The women were alone in her cabin. The room was spacious compared to the others she’d seen. Even the Seaburn ships were quite lavish. Her bed was large, her curtains of silk. There was even space enough for this cushioned seat at the window where she sat.

			“What are you talking about, Haven?” Lareina huffed, plopping herself on the bed. “You haven’t a cruel bone in your body.”

			Nina met the young queen’s gaze steadily. Unlike her friends who scoffed at her foolishness, she knew Nina would hear her out. Though she was young, this girl was very wise. Haven couldn’t help but wonder if Nina’s mother had been the same way. Her father seemed quite sage, intelligent, but more of a soldier than an intellectual. From what Haven heard of the warrior Breen, she sounded more like Drakkone than her daughter. Maybe Nina’s brilliance was all her own. Her power might be as unique as Haven’s.

			“Did Corrin ask you?” Haven nodded to Nina’s question. She refused to meet any but Nina’s gaze. She didn’t want their excitement or their judgment. “And what did you say?”

			“It’s not what I said, but what I did,” she sighed. “Much more should have been said.”

			Nina nodded and smiled. “What are you afraid of, Lady Haven? Love or loss? Or are you just afraid to live?”

			Haven couldn’t quite explain it. Part of her wasn’t even sure. It had been a long time since a current of emotions swirled inside her breast like this. She almost felt like she was drowning until a thought came to her. Though she couldn’t properly explain how she felt with words, Nina didn’t need words to understand. Haven offered Nina her hand.

			“Are you sure?” Nina asked.

			“Yes. But please don’t hurt yourself like last time.”

			“Keep only Corrin in mind and I won’t go further,” Nina smiled and took Haven’s hand.

			Suddenly, everything went black. When the world swirled back into shape, Haven was in the woods, crying for the man she had killed. It was the first time she’d met the real Corrin. He put his arm around her and let her cry. Then she was in meetings, and her castle. Several scenes flashed by before the war had driven Haven from her home. She walked with the young king through the hordes of people. They talked for hours that day. Haven was caught in a sea of feelings she hadn’t ever been aware of. She knew what it was now, but could not bring herself to admit it. When darkness embraced her again, she reawakened in a dim cave. It was night but she couldn’t sleep. She sat with Corrin, but was afraid of him. No, not of him, but something that had happened to her. The thought was gently pushed away. Then gardens were beneath her feet. Corrin stood with her, then brought her to sit. He asked her to marry him, to be the queen of two kingdoms. Then she panicked. Words gushed from her mouth unbidden. Moments later she ran.

			With a gasp, Haven opened her eyes. Nina’s lovely gem-blue eyes stared back at her, as the young girl slowly smiled and patted her hand before releasing her. Though Haven felt a hurricane finally settling, Nina looked utterly unfazed. Silence flooded the room, the only sound the quiet creak of the ship.

			“Haven, you’ve spent so much time working. You’ve worked for your kingdom, for the others. You’ve saved the southerners, and yourself from an evil tyrant. Anyone can see from the fire in your eyes that you’ve experienced much. You’re alive because of your power, and it has served you well.” Nina paused, “I can’t imagine how hard it is to be you. I know how afraid you are to love, because you don’t want to lose it again. You don’t want to be the last one left alive, I know that. You’re alive, Haven, but when are you going to start living?”

			Haven stared at the girl, letting her words sink in. Nina let her sit in silence for several moments before she continued.

			“People will always die, but you can’t live your life as if you’re the only one who won’t. You’ll live a long and sad life, Haven. Love is the best feeling in the world, and I know you feel it for King Corrin.” Blush rushed to her cheeks. Again, she avoided the gazes of her friends. “And he loves you too. If you let yourself, you can be happy. You don’t have to be afraid. It’s better to experience love and loss than to never have at all.”

			Haven felt the tears before they came. She tried to fight them back, ignoring the stinging in her eyes, but it was impossible to keep them from spilling over. Lareina settled in behind her, wrapping an arm gently around her shoulders. Haven turned and rested her face against her worn jacket. She was tired of crying, tired of losing people, and most of all tired of being afraid.

			“I do love him,” she whispered.

			Lareina stroked her hair. “I know you do. But it’s not us you need to tell.”

			“But how can I?” Haven stifled a sob. “What if he dies? What if I get pregnant? How can I be the queen of two kingdoms?”

			“Now you’re just making excuses,” Blythe said, and they all smiled.

			Haven’s tears stopped and she sat up.

			“Those are only possibilities,” Nina smiled and took her hand. No flash of darkness or images in her mind grabbed her. This time there was only a wash of confidence and serenity. “If you live your life worried about the what-if’s, you’re going to live a very desolate existence. If you get pregnant it’ll be the happiest day of your life. If Corrin dies you will live on knowing that your love was real and that one day you will join him.”

			“You’ll figure out the rest,” Lareina said, squeezing her other hand.

			“Thank you,” Haven smiled. “All of you.”

			“We should all get some rest.” Lareina stood.

			“Of course.”

			“I’ll see you in the morning,” Nina smiled again, leaving her side, but the feeling of calm stayed with her.

			“Good night, Nina.”

			“Good night, Lady Queen.”

			Whether it was the clash of swords, shouts from the crew or the crashing waves that woke her, Haven couldn’t be sure. Staring at the wooden ceiling, Haven tried to catch and hold the snippets of her dreams that so quickly fled. Something about home resonated in her bones, but that’s all she could remember. With a sigh, Haven listened to the waves for what seemed like a long time. The noise was so steady, so rhythmic that she almost fell back asleep. That is until she remembered she had heard the clashing of swords.

			Sitting up quickly, Haven reached for her sheath. The blade was propped up at her bedside. She grabbed it just as Blythe’s snoring stopped and she rolled to her feet.

			“What is it?” Blythe asked, clearly unaware she’d slept through her guard duty.

			“There are clashing swords outside.”

			This woke her other guard ladies. Not only Blythe leapt to her feet, but so did the others. Lareina and Malka quickly pulled on their boots and strapped on their own weapons. Again, the cling of metal. It seemed muted, somewhere down the hall, maybe even out on the deck. Wordlessly, her guards fell into a familiar formation, proceeding slowly out the door and down the hall. Haven dressed quickly and strapped her sword to her belt. She followed her soldiers to the main deck where they found Aura and Drakkone fighting wildly.

			Aura’s curved blades slashed again and again at Drakkone, moving in arcs around her body, a true extension of herself. While Aura was on the offensive, Drakkone easily dodged or blocked her attacks. He moved calmly, as if this was a regular drill he’d done a thousand times. Aura on the other hand, breathed heavily and moved savagely in purpose.

			“What is happening?” Haven gasped.

			Her words must have distracted them both, because Drakkone almost forgot to dodge, while Aura barely retracted her swing before nearly cutting the large man’s head off.

			“Lady Queen,” Aura echoed the gasp of her queen. She quickly sheathed her sword and bowed.

			“Practice,” Nina smiled, bouncing down from the observation deck above. “Aura wanted to run some drills and father volunteered.”

			“Oh,” Haven blinked, dropping her hand from the hilt of her sword.

			“You thought they were fighting each other?”

			“Well, I didn’t know what to think.” A smile began to creep up her cheeks. An idea sprung to mind at the sight of their two friends. She’d never seen a fighting style like Aura’s, and clearly Drakkone knew how to handle it. Somehow, he deployed both techniques simultaneously – Seaburn’s and the Savage Lands’. “You have a very interesting technique.”

			“Thank you,” Aura and Drakkone said in unison.

			Haven smiled. “I want to learn.”

			“Learn what, Lady Queen?” Drakkone raised an eyebrow.

			“To fight like the two of you. No one in the six kingdoms fight like this. Your technique could be invaluable against Kadia’s army,” Haven explained. “Teach me.”

			“Lady Queen, I assure you, you will not need to fight in the upcoming battle.” Aura said, seeming aghast that she would even suggest such a thing. “We will fight for you and destroy your enemies.”

			Haven couldn’t help but laugh. “Aura, you’ve seen my ability. There is simply no need to protect me. I will be fighting with the rest of you. I could not ask you to fight for me while I sit back and watch.” Haven smiled. “So please teach me how to fight like you, and your people.” Her eyes fell on Nina’s father. “And Drakkone, please teach me how to counter and fight like you as well.”

			Drakkone and Aura exchanged looks, then turned back to the young queen. “It would be my honor,” he smiled.

			It was high noon by the time the deck had been cleared enough to practice on. In the meantime, Aura scoured the ship informing every soldier she could find what was about to happen. At the same time Drakkone, found curved swords for Haven and Nina to practice with. It had come as a unanimous decision that if Nina was going to take on Kadia, she needed to know how to defend herself. The young girl had been skeptical at first, nervous even, but as Haven reminded Nina of her experiences, the girl became completely determined.

			While Blythe and Drakkone took Nina through the basics, Haven was given a curved blade and made to face Aura. The only way to assess her abilities was to show them. Haven had agreed but suddenly she felt unsure. Not for her safety, but for her ability to learn. It didn’t help being surrounded by a crowd.

			“Whenever you’re ready, Lady Queen,” Aura slurred with her thick accent.

			“Ready.”

			Aura came at her without mercy. Swinging quickly, Aura arced and flashed through the air, her blades spinning in rapid succession. Much to Haven’s surprise, her instincts kicked in immediately, along with her training. Blocking the initial onslaught, Haven pushed back. The curved blade was new to her, but it wasn’t completely unlike her own straight blade. The curve gave her faster movements, while simultaneously being heavier. Directionally she wasn’t used to the blade, and found her movements were off when she tried to block. The curved blade did not suit her Warshard fighting style. It wasn’t long before she faltered and nearly became a victim of Aura’s twin blades.

			“You are a good fighter, Lady Queen,” Aura smiled. “You have much potential to be a fine warrior.”

			“Then teach me to fight like you,” Haven breathed heavily, though her energy remained high, her adrenaline like fire in her veins. “Teach me to be a warrior.”

			“You know you’re nothing like the council of Seaburn,” Aura smiled, lowering her swords and relaxing her body. Haven mimicked her, slightly disappointed that their fight was already over.

			“Of course not,” Haven said, trying not to picture all the gruesome wrong doings this girl must have experienced at their hands.

			“You want to fight while they sit in their temple and rot in their lavish clothes. They ask us to go to war while they sit back and wait for the spoils we bring. You’re not like that are you?”

			Haven shook her head. “Not one in Warshard is like that.”

			“And do you take people into your armies against their will?”

			“Of course not. All of our men and women are volunteers. They are well paid and respected.”

			“Respect,” Aura murmured, looking her in the eye. “I respect you, Lady Haven. I can’t say the same for our former masters.”

			“You will never have a master again, as long as I have a say in it, Aura.” Haven reached for her and instead of taking her hand Aura held her forearm. Haven returned the hold, assuming it was some sort of southern handshake.

			“You are a queen worth fighting for.”

			“Thank you, Aura.” Haven released her arm and they stepped back from each other. “You’re a brave woman.”

			“I have to be to fight the immortal queen.”

			Haven laughed. “I suppose you do.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 27

			More than a week had passed and their training continued.

			“Lady Haven, you need to use the curve of your blades,” Drakkone would tell her.

			“Defend with your swords like you would a shield,” Aura would chime in.

			“If you want to fight like a southerner, you need to use your emotions, Haven,” Nina added while on her breaks.

			Time and time again they threw new information at her. They taught her how to block, how to press on, and how to swing both blades together in rapid succession. The lot of it was exhausting, but every swing exhilarated her. A crowd always gathered to watch her fight, whether it be against Drakkone, Aura, or one of the other southerners. They all drove her on and on, not allowing her a moment’s rest. It made her limbs weak and her body sore by nightfall, but in the end, her weeks of training were worth it. More than ever, she felt ready to face Kadia, even if her teachers hardly thought her ready.

			“I am using my emotions,” Haven said between blocking one of Drakkone’s blows, and simultaneously stabbing forward at his abdomen. The large man easily turned away, while knocking one of her swords aside and swinging at her in a wide arc. Haven hopped back to avoid the blow, but lost her grip on her sword.

			“Lady Haven, you aren’t using your instincts,” he sighed, pausing their fight for another lesson. Nina scurried over to Haven’s fallen sword and handed it back to her.

			“Thank you,” Haven said. “What am I doing wrong?”

			“You aren’t angry.”

			“Yes I am,” she argued.

			“No, you are not.”

			“Lady Haven,” Aura stepped forward. “The way we fight in tribes, we use our feelings. We put our soul into the way we fight.”

			“You need to use your emotions to focus your strength. Until you do you won’t be embracing our way of fighting,” Drakkone said. “I know you have a lot of anger in you Haven, use it.”

			Haven sighed, raising her swords again. Drakkone did the same.

			Again, they launched into it. Drakkone came at her much like Aura, movements controlled, powerful, and somewhat savage. The difference, she had begun to realize, was this emotional way of fighting they all tried to make her learn. While Aura fought in a rage, using her emotions heavily to her advantage, spitting and hissing like a snake, Drakkone was much more controlled. Only the dark look in his eyes told her of the beast that lay hidden behind his mask of composure. Haven tried to be angry; she tried to think of Kadia, of the former slaves of Seaburn, anything to make her skill improve. It was a difficult task when she also had to concentrate on blocking and dodging. Drakkone and Aura were fast and precise. Their way of fighting was completely unlike that of the six kingdoms. Even after a week, she had a hard time thinking about anything but stopping their barrage of attacks.

			“You aren’t angry,” Drakkone said while he aimed another swing at her torso.

			Haven dodged at the last minute and stabbed back at his side. Drakkone blocked and spun before using his left sword to attack. “I’m trying,” she spat, ducking low and cutting her blade up towards him.

			“You shouldn’t need to try so hard. Just feel it. Think about what has happened to you.” Drakkone swatted her blade with his own, turning from her attack and bringing his blade down on her. Haven rolled away just in time, springing to her feet only a moment before his sword struck her.

			“I can’t think when you move so quickly,” Haven hissed, blocking his blade with her own.

			“Then let me help you,” Drakkone pushed back on her blade, moving her to the edge of the crowd, who parted around them. Drakkone leaped at her and brought his sword down on something wooden, just as Haven leaped out of the way. “Think of what that woman has done to you. Think about Kadia.”

			Haven swung at Drakkone, who blocked and swung back. “I am.”

			“Think about all she’s done.”

			“I am!” Haven growled, dodging and slicing back with more aggression this time. Drakkone’s sword met hers before he spun and swung again. Haven jumped onto a nearby ledge to get out of the way before leaping down on him. Drakkone dodged easily.

			“Think about what she’s done to your kingdoms, to your family.” Drakkone still came at her and as Haven’s blood pressure increased, she fought back harder. Images of her mother beaten and bloody at her feet sprung to mind. “She’s the reason your parents are dead isn’t she? Your brothers too.”

			“She’s the reason for all of this,” Haven hissed.

			“You can’t see your sister, your only remaining blood, because of her, isn’t that right?”

			“Yes,” Haven’s sword collided with Drakkone’s and she pushed hard against it.

			“That’s right, and how does that make you feel?”

			Haven didn’t say a word, only twisted from their locked swords and swung her blade at his abdomen. Drakkone once again dodged, much to her growing frustration.

			“It makes you angry doesn’t it? Not only has she ruined your family, but she’s the reason you came to Seaburn. She’s the reason your kingdoms are lying in ruin.” Haven spun and their swords crashed together. Drakkone pushed hers away.

			“Kadia is the reason you have to fight this hard. Without her influence, you wouldn’t need to fight to stop it from ever happening again.”

			Haven stepped back from Drakkone’s next hit and plunged her sword at his shoulder. Just when she thought she’d land a hit, Drakkone turned and swatted one of her swords from her hand. It clanged to the ground. Using his weight, he pushed the young queen into the mast of the ship. Haven’s body tingled with adrenaline. Her palms were sweaty and she nearly bared her teeth at Drakkone. A torrent was building inside her chest.

			“If that all wasn’t enough, don’t you remember what she did to you?”

			Haven’s breath caught in her throat. She tried not to let the fear come to the surface; she tried not to think about that room, those knives, that water slowly drowning her. Most of all she tried not to remember that look of sick fascination on Kadia’s face as she tortured her.

			“Of course, I remember,” she said, her eyes locking with his.

			Drakkone leaned back, which gave Haven the chance to put a leg in between them and kick him away. While his balance was off Haven took a moment to collect herself and grab her fallen sword. It was probably a foolish move, because she’d barely picked it up when she was rolling away to dodge Drakkone’s blade again.

			“If you remember, then fight like you do!”

			Haven swiped at him, but Drakkone blocked her shot. “I am!” she shouted, frustration boiling inside her.

			“You aren’t. I need you to remember, Haven.” Drakkone slammed the side of her sword with his own, nearly ripping it away again. He pushed on and drove the other blade at her stomach.

			Reacting quickly, Haven moved just out of reach and pulled her swords back. But Drakkone wouldn’t give her time to collect herself again; he came at her in a flurry of blades.

			“What did she do to you?” he snapped. All of her concentration went into blocking, dodging and returning his hits. “She ruined your family, your kingdoms, and then she took you from your friends. She took you and kept you in that room. She strapped you to a table and tortured you.”

			Haven nearly blanched and let one of his blades through her barricade. She blocked just in time and angrily struck back at him. Nina had to have told him. “Be quiet,” Haven hissed. She didn’t want to hear this. She couldn’t.

			“She tortured you Haven. She stuck you with knives, stabbed you, cut you, burned you and even threatened to cut off your limbs,” Drakkone continued. This time Haven swung harder, pushed him back and went on the offensive.

			“Shut up!” she snapped, something deep and primal burning inside her.

			“When that wasn’t enough to satisfy her, she let her men drag you across the floor and drown you, just to see if you would live through it.” Haven drove her sword at him again and again. She wanted to scream at him, she wanted to hurt him; she wanted to make him stop. “Not only did she physically torture you, but she kept you in that castle for weeks. She threatened you, your people, your friends, and then stripped you naked and knocked you out. She used her powers on you to predict her own demise.”

			Drakkone pushed back, but Haven’s fury was growing to an all-time high. She wasn’t thinking about his safety anymore and she definitely wasn’t thinking of her own.

			“Shut up!” she screamed at him.

			“If all that wasn’t enough, the worst of it was when she sent that man to impregnate you. She didn’t want you anymore, just your power. She wanted a child of her own. Your child to fill the void you would leave. She sent him to rape you, and finally you had to fight back.”

			Haven had had enough. Pushing back harder than she had yet, Haven spun and swung, time and time again, pushing her opponent off balance. Once he was off balance she spun hard in a way Aura had shown her and kicked him straight in the chest. Drakkone toppled to the ground, just as she let out a battle cry and lunged at him. Dropping one of her swords, she took the remaining in both of her hands and leaped on top of him.

			“Haven!” someone screamed.

			It brought her out of her rage. Haven pulled up just in time. Instead of stabbing her sword through his body, she drove it into the deck, inches from his ear. Chest heaving and covered in sweat, Haven stared in shock at Drakkone, who stared back at her, equally surprised. Haven thought about what she had just done. She’d never been so angry in her life. If someone hadn’t interrupted, she might have just killed her friend. Fear gripped her heart in its jagged talons. Her whole body shook. She released her sword and quickly sat back. Silence fell all around them. Haven held her hand to her mouth, disbelief flooding through her in waves. Drakkone had aired her story to everyone. She remembered every word, every moment. Everyone knew what had gone on in Kadia’s castle, and what was worse, it brought out an uncontrolled rage. If she could hone this strength this power her anger gave her, she could truly be dangerous.

			“I’m sorry,” she whispered, shakily coming to her feet.

			Those around her finally moved to life. A hand gently touched her elbow, but she ripped her arm away.

			“I’m sorry,” she said again, turning from her opponent and the crowd. Only then did she catch Corrin’s eye. He stood at the stairs by the hall to her chambers. Haven quickly dropped her gaze and hurried passed, trying to forget the look of shock all around her.

			“Lady Haven?” a soft knock echoed from the door.

			Upon returning to her chambers, Haven locked her door and buried herself in the soft silk bedding. At first it had been comforting, but as reality slowly crept in Haven realized she couldn’t hide from herself any more than she could hide from her friends.

			“Yes?” she sighed.

			“May we come in?”

			Haven ecognized the voice of her personal guard, as well as the soft whispers of the others beyond the door. “If you must.”

			There was a short pause, more whispers, and then a click as the door unlocked. Her three guard girls piled inside and carefully shut the door behind them. For the first time they hesitated. They knew only bits and pieces of her ordeal, but because they were present for the fight, they were finally privy to exactly what had happened in Kadia’s castle. Not only that, but in the telling of it she had nearly killed one of their friends in a practice fight. Haven wasn’t sure what she thought of herself anymore, let alone what these girls thought of their queen.

			Lareina sat on the sheets next to her and Haven watched the storm brewing in her closest friend’s eyes. She sat in silence for a moment before she leaned forward and wrapped Haven tightly in her arms. Before Haven could speak, two other sets of arms surrounded her, and she suddenly found it hard to breathe. The young queen smiled and held fast to her friends. Even though she felt herself a monster, they still comforted her.

			“We didn’t know it was that bad,” Blythe whispered against her hair.

			Haven smiled and blinked back the forming tears. They all sat back and looked at one another. “We don’t need to talk about it,” Haven said.

			“But do you want to?” Lareina took her hand. “You’ve been holding onto this alone for so long.”

			“You can talk to us about anything,” Malka settled in by the backboard.

			“I know,” Haven looked at each of them in turn. “But I’m not ready to get into the details yet.”

			“We’re here when you’re ready,” Lareina smiled.

			“I know you are.” Haven paused. “I think there’s something I need to do.”

			Her guards exchanged a look with each other.

			“We’ll come with you,” Lareina said.

			“It’s not a bring-your-guards-along kind of thing,” Haven laughed.

			“It doesn’t have to do with Corrin, does it?” Malka raised a knowing eyebrow.

			Haven bit her lip and shrugged.

			“Are you certain?” Blythe asked.

			“You don’t have to talk to him yet. Especially after what’s happened.” Lareina squeezed her fingers.

			“But if I don’t now, I might never get the chance,” Haven sighed. “Tonight is the last night before we reach Dagan.”

			Her guards froze. In the drama of the past few hours, they’d all forgotten why Drakkone pushed the young queen so hard. This was the last night before the final battle against Kadia. In the morning they would draw up the final plans with Vas and his generals. By noon, the plans would be fully under way and they would be at war once again. It was now or never.

			“I have to go,” she said, rising from the sheets.

			“Good luck,” Lareina smiled.

			“Thank you,” Haven smiled, pausing one last time. Tomorrow, Corrin could be dead. Tomorrow, they all could be dead. If she didn’t do this now, she might regret it for the rest of her life. Haven said her goodbyes and left into the night.

			When Haven finally found Corrin she had a hard time approaching him. Not because she was scared or because she wasn’t prepared. She knew what she wanted to say, but in the light of dusk she had never seen a man more beautiful than he. It felt as if this was the first time she was truly seeing him. Corrin leaned against the edge of the ship, his arms casually resting on the rails. He watched the light of the sun die beyond the horizon, and the stars begin to wink in the darkening sky. The soft light lit his blue eyes like diamonds. The color danced around him in such a way she could hardly believe he was real. The light complimented his tanned skin immensely, as well as the soft blond of his hair. Though he was handsome in ways she couldn’t fully explain, it was his kind heart that drew her to him in the first place. When she had been afraid and crying he’d come to her, he’d helped her. Corrin had helped not only her, but her kingdom as well. He’d been her friend when she needed one most, and stayed with her even when it seemed everything would end in ruin. He believed in her plan to across the sea and in the end he still wanted to marry her. Haven had never met a man like him.

			She must have been staring for some time, because when she finally broke from her reverie, Corrin was staring back. His gaze was guarded, but curious.

			“Haven?” he raised an eyebrow at her.

			Haven paused for only a moment longer. She ran to close the gap between them. Leaping into his arms, she kissed him. It was the first time she’d kissed anyone herself and she had to say, it was much nicer than she imagined. Once Corrin’s surprise wore off he pulled her close and wrapped his arms around her, kissing her back. All of her fears and worries melted away in that moment. She didn’t think about the coming war or her embarrassment in training. She only thought about this and what she wanted. When she finally pulled back, it was only slightly. They both breathed heavily and stared at each other.

			“Yes,” she said.

			Corrin blinked at her. “What?”

			“Yes,” she repeated, a smile pulling at her lips.

			“Yes?” Corrin finally realized what she was saying. A smile like none other lit his face and he pulled her back into his arms, twirling her around and kissing her again. When he finally set her down, he did not let her take a step back. “I love you,” he said.

			“I love you, Corrin.”

			“I want to spend the rest of my life with you, if you’ll have me.”

			“Promise me you won’t die tomorrow. Promise me you’ll live a long life.”

			“I promise.”

			Haven embraced him. “I want to live forever with you, but you can’t die on me.”

			“I won’t, I promise.”

			For what seemed like a long time they stood holding each other tightly, unwilling to let go. Even as all light faded from the sky and they were left under an ocean of stars, they stayed. This could be the last night they’d have together if he didn’t live up to his promise. The fear leeched back in and she looked up into his eyes. He promised her he would live. She had to trust that promise and pray that he would be able to keep it.

			Haven leaned up and kissed him one last time. “I love you.”

			“I love you, Haven.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 28

			“Warshard is in sight!”

			The shout quieted everyone aboard the ship. All eyes drew ahead and locked on the coastline. To the left of the ship the great trees of Wakefin rose in the distant morning fog. To the right, open land and an abandoned fishing village. Somewhere in the distance Haven could barely make out the point of a dark castle. Kadia’s castle. Swallowing audibly, Haven stepped up beside her guards, Aura, and their two Seaburn friends. Their team was small, aided by only a couple dozen soldiers. It would be a challenge to gain entrance to Dagan’s capital, Cidra, but Haven was confident they would reach the castle in one piece.

			Turning from the front of the ship her hair whipped and danced in the wind. She was suddenly glad for the braids tightly locking one side of her hair to her head. If it weren’t for them, she’d be getting a lot more in her mouth. Pacing to the rear of the ship, she thought over the plans finalized in the dark pre-dawn light.

			Early that morning Haven met with the captains, generals, and council of Seaburn to finalize their strategy. Their plan was simple, though it reminded her eerily of the retaking of Wakefin, which had lost them many. While the majority of the fleet would head directly for Cidra and lay siege to Kadia’s castle, Haven and her group would infiltrate Cidra from the north. Their plan was to get Nina in the same room with Kadia. Her ability would negate Kadia’s powers and stop any assault Dagan could muster. Once Nina did her duty, Haven’s team would subdue Kadia and the kingdoms would be saved. The plan was contingent on many small things working in their favor, but Haven was confident they could make this work.

			Glancing back at the coast, Haven raised her voice for the captain to redirect their vessel. “We will head south to the abandoned village.” She glanced toward the upper deck to make sure her message was well received. A swift nod told her it was.

			It wasn’t long before their ship reached the docks where they disembarked to slip through the deserted streets. The fog hung low to the earth, the sun barely on the horizon. If they moved quickly, they would make it to Cidra under the cover of mist. Haven called them into formation, and everyone kept alert. With the siege beginning anytime, Haven set their pace at a brisk jog, slowing to stop behind a building every now and then and peer out into the forthcoming open space.

			Small villages dotted the land around the capital city; though she couldn’t see them, she knew they were there. They had studied the map well that morning.

			Stopping at the edge of the small fishing village, the group gathered in a crouch behind a large boat beached on the shore. One of the soldiers drew the map and they planned a route as direct as possible to the city.

			While the group planned, Haven drew back, watching the mist. Aside from their whispers, it was dead silent on the moor. A shiver ran through her. She couldn’t help imagining the worst; dark soldiers leaping from behind buildings, dropping from above, Kadia walking through the fog, and decimating them all, leaving their plan a failure. Haven shook her head to rid the thought and turned back to her group. Nina met her eyes. Though the air was frosty, there was sweat on Nina’s brow. Anxiety flickered through her eyes and she chewed her lip nervously. Haven reached a hand for Nina and the small blonde girl moved closer.

			“Don’t be scared,” Haven whispered, “Our plan is solid. Everything will work out.”

			Nina nodded, squeezing her fingers. Haven squeezed back to offer her comfort. Though Haven wasn’t sure if anything would work out, she had to hope. For herself, the six kingdoms and her friends. If their plan failed, they could all be dead by nightfall.

			Before either of them could say another word, the soldiers were standing and motioning for everyone to move out. Haven gave Nina one last reassuring smile before they parted and began the trek to Cidra.

			The small platoon had nearly reached the black city when the first cannons fired from the bay. They froze in the dark alley between two stone houses. Goosebumps rose on her skin and Haven turned toward the sea. Though she still couldn’t see through the mist, she knew the battle had begun. Nerves prickled inside her chest, for her soldiers, the other kings, and Corrin, all on board those fighting vessels.

			“We must make haste,” Haven snapped, turning her attention to the street before them. All remained quiet, eerily so. Without waiting for an answer, she shimmied out between the soldiers beside her and took off at a sprint, dodging between buildings for hiding places. The faster they reached Cidra castle, the faster they’d rid the world of Kadia.

			Her stealth was unnecessary, as not a single person peeked from their homes; not a single guard patrolled the streets, not even a stray cat moved across their path. It all seemed too easy.

			“Lady Queen, please stop. We need to be careful,” Blythe hissed behind her. Haven hadn’t realized yet that she’d been traveling several yards in front of everyone. She paused to let the group catch up. Though they were still hidden in the fog that continued to linger, Haven felt uncomfortable in the looming shadow of the castle. Several more feet and they would pass through the open gates of Cidra.

			“Sorry, I got carried away,” she explained, trying not to let her gaze linger too long on the gates. If they were open, it could mean one of two things. Either Kadia was expecting them, or things had gotten much further out of hand in this city than they’d come to realize.

			The booming of cannons reverberated over the damp empty street.

			“Let’s go,” Blythe nodded to Haven and led the way.

			Passing through the gates, the sounds of war drew near. Shouts sounded faintly in the distance, booms echoed, and quiet cracks shot through the black stone ahead. Even though all of this came clearly through the fog, the city remained silent.

			“Where are the civilians?” one of the soldiers asked behind her.

			“The city is deserted,” another said.

			“Silence,” Drakkone snapped at them.

			The soldiers shut their mouths immediately. Haven wondered if Drakkone was a Lieutenant in his home country, why he would want to leave Seaburn and be part of this war? Wouldn’t he rather stay in Seaburn and keep Nina safe? Haven assumed it would be the latter, yet here he was.

			“It may be quiet, but that doesn’t mean no one is around,” Blythe drew everyone’s attention, glancing side to side to make sure they were indeed listening. “I want complete silence until we reach the castle. Only speak if completely necessary. We’re too close for there not to be a trap set. I want every single one of you on alert.” Her eyes rested on Haven a moment before turning to two of the younger soldiers. “The two of you,” both immediately straightened under Blythe’s gaze. “Scout ahead and report back.” They nodded and disappeared. “The rest of you,” Blythe faced them, “We will gather in a protective formation around Queen Haven and Lady Nina.”

			“Lady?” Nina squeaked.

			Haven smiled. “If you decide to stay in the six kingdoms long, you will surely be dubbed a Lady.”

			Nina blinked at her in wide-eyed confusion. If they were in any other situation she might have laughed, but her whole body was still tense in the dissipating fog. They were too close to Kadia for humor.

			“Let’s go.” This time it was Drakkone leading the way, side by side with Blythe. They nodded in some sort of silent agreement before the group formed a protective ring around the two women. Malka and Lareina stood closely on either side of them, with Aura guarding their backs. Haven sighed at their overprotective stances. She tried to assure herself this was to protect Nina and not herself, but she knew better.

			Keeping her eyes on the rising mist, and diminishing shadows, Haven kept pace behind her comrades as they made their way through the winding streets and twisting alleys. The closer they came, the louder the cannons and shouting drew. It wasn’t long before the dark castle reared its ugly head and they set about searching for a servant’s entrance.

			“You two, search that way,” Blythe commanded. “And you, search along that side.” She pointed and ordered while Haven glanced toward the sea. She couldn’t help her straying mind, wondering if Corrin would be okay. Their goodbye had been too brief, and though he had once again promised her he would be fine, she feared his death. Her heart ached to know her future. If only her power stretched to future sight like Kadia’s. Though her toes curled at the thought, she still wished it.

			“We found an open entrance to the kitchens,” said the two soldiers who rejoined the group in a hurry. The castle put them all on edge.

			“Excellent. Fetch Genry and follow us. We’ll wait for you there,” Blythe said.

			“Understood.” The soldiers disappeared around the bend where the third had gone.

			Haven distantly wondered when Blythe had time to memorize all the soldiers names. Before she could ask her guards whisked her downhill and ushered everyone silently into a kitchen, regal in size. One fit only for a malevolent queen.

			“It’s too quiet in here,” Lareina said. She paced the room on silent feet, investigating for any signs of a trap or danger lurking. Malka joined her, mirroring her position on the opposite side of the kitchen. Her bow drawn, Malka hitched a single arrow. Clearly Haven and Lareina weren’t the only ones concerned about the silence of the castle.

			A boom shot through the building suddenly and the entire kitchen shook, rattling glassware and dishes, sending a stack of plates crashing to the floor, startlingly loud in the hollow space. Everyone held his or her breath in anticipation.

			Haven winced, and kept her hand on the hilt of one of her swords. If any guards heard that in the halls they might be tempted to investigate, even if the cannon fire had been the source of the disruption.

			Malka moved to the door and pressed her ear to it. She must have been thinking the same thing, but when she quickly moved back, Haven jumped to attention, drawing her curved blade. Charging through the door came three armed guards, with vacant eyes and withdrawn expressions. Haven hesitated. She vaguely remembered the glassy eyes of the guards when she was held captive here. She began to wonder why this was so, when one of the Seaburn soldiers leaped the table in front of them and took down the first enemy. Malka shot the second with an arrow through the heart, and Lareina let loose a dagger in the forehead of the last. All three collapsed in a heap.

			“Move the bodies back. Quickly!” Blythe ordered, and so they were moved. Something clicked for Haven then, but what, she couldn’t quite put into words. Those sightless eyes and vacant streets meant something. Where were the people? Why did the guards follow Kadia so absolutely?

			Before she could voice her concerns, Lareina ushered her through the kitchen, over the bodies, into a small cafeteria, and out into a long corridor. Tapestries of grisly creatures hung from the walls where no light shone through darkened windows. The hall stretched endlessly, pockmarked by many doors. Whispered voices reached her ears from a larger room up ahead. She hadn’t the time to silence anyone behind her. A Dagan guard in black armor stepped into view just ahead of them. He saw them and froze, then turned and ran. Shouts echoed through the castle.

			Kadia knew they were here.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 29

			Dagan guards piled into the hall faster than they could be dispatched. Though they were so far human, Haven didn’t have much time to dwell on the lack of shadow soldiers. Blade after blade met hers as her platoon launched into battle. Each side fought for space in the long corridor. Though the hall was fairly wide, it was difficult to gain ground while her soldiers continued to push ahead in their attempt to protect her.

			“Protect Nina,” she ordered one man, who broke in front of her, blocking a sword she had already seen coming.

			The soldier glanced at her blazing amber eyes and pushed his opponent back before he obeyed, disappearing into the throng of people behind her. Haven dove forward once he was clear, spinning with her twin curved swords and cutting through a new opponent. He fell easily under her new blades, his sword clanging to the ground.

			Before Haven could turn to the next enemy, a crack louder than any yet split the air. It took her a moment to discern where it had come from. There had been no boom of a cannon, no echo, no shaking in the castle. The crack had been outside.

			Fighting wildly, Haven pushed her way through the crowd, dodging, blocking and cutting her way through until she reached a large window. The fog had cleared and the sun shone brilliantly in the sky, lighting every piece of the devastation below.

			An impossibly huge black serpent wrapped around three of their ships, curling its body around their masts, their bodies, and snapping them like twigs. Clearly, this monster was of Kadia’s creation. Its dark form curled and coiled around the wreckage, seeking further prey.

			At the sight of this, something snapped inside her chest. For several seconds, she couldn’t peel her eyes from the carnage; the broken battered bodies lying in the water, the pieces of ships slowly sinking. Her heart lurched. What if Corrin was in that mess? Her fingers curled tightly around her swords, her knuckles white. This was all because of Kadia. That evil woman had gone one step too far. Every stab, every poke, every prod, had been one thing. She’d done it to get her people safely away from Kadia. But hurting her people, her friends, and her love – that was something else altogether. She had to find Kadia, and find her now. She needn’t bring Nina to stop her power; Haven would kill her for this.

			Turning back to the guards racing down the stairs, Haven swung her two swords in her hands before charging at them. A battle cry ripped from her throat. Ducking low, Haven slid between two guards, using her momentum to propel her as she sliced through their stomachs and torsos. When she came back up she spun, one sword cutting through the next one’s shoulder and through to his collarbone. When she turned again, she ripped her sword free of the wound and tossed it. It arced several times before burying itself in a man several feet from her. He’d been charging, a battle cry of his own echoing through the stairwell. Moving forward, Haven let every piece of anger ripple inside her until she wasn’t seeing guards anymore, she was seeing Kadia, again and again and again.

			Haven cut through this Kadia and that, cutting their heads off, kicking them in the chest, slicing through them with her twin blades, stabbing through their midriffs. Before she knew it a pile of bodies lay at her feet, and she breathed heavily, her whole body shaking. She stared at the floor, watching the blood drip from her blades. When she looked up space surrounded her. She was in the center of a huge foyer that led to a two-story staircase. At the base of the twisting set of stairs stood two small daises with shallow bowls of fire to light the room.

			Turning her eyes on the flames, Haven stalked towards them. Pushing one with her hands, she toppled it onto the ground. The fire didn’t catch immediately, but when she kicked over the second, the ceiling-high curtains lit with flames. She watched the fire grow, her fists tightening. The image Kadia had painted on her body came to mind; Cidra castle being devoured by an inferno.

			“Haven!” Lareina’s gasp echoed behind her before soft hands turned her to face her friend. “What have you done?”

			Haven glanced over Lareina’s shoulder to see her friends collecting in the entryway, the soldiers spreading out to secure the foyer. When she looked back into Lareina’s eyes, they were wide with something akin to panic and fear. It was a strange expression and at first it seemed misplaced, until the glow of fire began to warm Lareina’s cheeks.

			“Kadia predicted I would be her demise, that I would burn her castle to the ground,” Haven said, taking a step away from Lareina. “I will turn it to ash.”

			Lareina stared at her in stunned confusion before glancing back at the group. They slowly moved forward like she was a wild animal. All stopped several feet away, all except for Aura.

			Aura stood before her queen and held her fist to her chest. “Your orders, Lady Queen?”

			Normally, her loyalty would have struck Haven. Even her friends were staring at her for the first time, questioning her actions. While they judged her, this new part of her flock stepped forward believing in her. Haven smiled, something soft finally breaking through her anger. Or at least it did until she had another look at the flames burning their way to the rafters.

			“We must evacuate the city,” she began, looking to the soldiers. “All of you head into the city, and evacuate as many as you can.” She paused. “Check the servants’ quarters in the castle as well, but do not endanger yourselves.” For the first time, she ordered the soldiers to do her bidding; at first, she wasn’t sure they would comply, but after a moment they nodded and sprang into action. “Blythe, go. Lead them.”

			Unfortunately Blythe wouldn’t go so easily. “You can’t be serious,” she said.

			“I am very serious, Blythe.” Haven arched an eyebrow. “Take Lareina and Malka as well. Take them and go.” She put as much emphasis into the one word as she could. She didn’t want her friends here. She didn’t want them to see her heart. She wouldn’t see them hurt, and frankly she didn’t need them for this last part.

			“Haven,” Lareina gasped. “We’re not leaving you.”

			“Fire is spreading and anyone left inside can be killed,” Malka said, stepping up to join them.

			“I want you to leave. I don’t need you for this,” Haven said, hoping they wouldn’t take offense. She didn’t want them guessing, let alone see her murderous intent. “I have Drakkone and Aura to back me up, and Nina to dispatch Kadia. I won’t see any of you die unnecessarily.”

			“But Haven--”

			“I will not argue this,” Haven snapped loudly. “You will leave now.”

			The women exchanged looks. For a moment Haven thought they were going to dig their heels in and stay, but after a brief pause Blythe stepped back.

			“As you wish, Lady Queen.” The formal title stung, but Haven knew she’d won.

			While Malka joined Blythe in their retreat alongside the soldiers, Lareina sagged in defeat. Haven wished she could talk the look of hurt off her face, but there wasn’t time. Cidra was burning and they needed to find Kadia as soon as possible.

			“If anything happens to me, I love you all,” Haven said. “And tell my sister I love her too, and be with her if she becomes Queen. She’ll need your help.”

			Tears welled in Lareina’s eyes and she shook her head. “You can’t ask that of me, Haven. You can’t.”

			“Please, Lareina.” Haven stepped forward and took her hands.

			Lareina shook her head and pulled away. “We’ll take care of your sister, but you’d better come back from this.” She fixed Haven with as stern a look as she could conjure.

			Wordlessly, Haven nodded. Lareina sighed and joined the others. Once they were out of earshot Haven turned to those left.

			“Let’s find that evil witch.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 30

			Tearing through the castle with increased urgency, Haven worked with her team of four to navigate the halls, avoiding the building inferno as much as possible. While they searched, they hacked away at anyone who came near, Aura often stepping in before she could react. Aura fought with the prowess of a wild cat, attacking quickly, but always with precision. She had just defeated a pair of two in no more than three strikes when a cackle echoed through the hall.

			Having reached the third floor, the group had spent nearly an hour searching the first two levels. There was no sign of Kadia and dwindling numbers of soldiers. At the same time the ground was growing hot, and smoke wafted through the air. Though Haven thought there would be exhortations to retreat and flee the castle, not one of them spoke. They all carried forth with calm determination, following their friend and queen, even though it could possibly be to their deaths.

			When the cackle sounded again, they all halted. Haven froze, faintly recognizing the pitch of the voice. She gripped her swords tighter and continued forward. The voice had been so close she had no trouble figuring out which door it came from. In fact, the hall, the door, and the room beyond were all quite familiar; the shattered stained glass window at the end of the corridor especially so. Haven raised her boot and kicked open the door. It swung in hard and cracked off the wall.

			The gorgeous platinum-blonde spun toward them, her red gown swishing and her blue eyes blazing. Haven didn’t hesitate throwing one of her swords at the woman’s chest.

			A smirk pulled at Kadia’s lips as she raised a hand. A black soldier appeared before her, taking the hit before dissipating in black wisps. Haven’s sword clattered uselessly to the ground. Several more rose from the remains, their dark bodies blocking her path to their insane queen.

			“Little Haven, so nice to see you again,” Kadia purred, one hand on her hip, while the other twisted at her side, controlling her powers in some manner that Haven couldn’t see.

			“I can’t say the same,” Haven said as her friends joined her, Aura to her left, Drakkone to her right, Nina peeking out from behind her father.

			Kadia’s hand stopped its movement and her eyes widened. Her gaze locked on Nina. “My sister, you’ve come!” she nearly rushed forward before her eyes skipped up to the face guarding the little blonde girl. She barely noted Drakkone before flattening her skirts and smiling at Nina. “So nice of you to bring her to me, little Haven. Maybe I will forgive you after all.”

			The look of sick interest in her eyes reminded Haven all too well of the weeks she’d spent trapped in this room. The same furnishing, dressing and even the same bed cover remained, bloodstain and all.

			“I very much doubt that,” Haven stepped forward, sword raised. “I didn’t bring her for you, I brought her to stop you.”

			With great disdain, Kadia’s gaze slid from Nina and fixed on Haven. One moment, her eyes were nothing but malice, and in the next they flickered in amusement. The crazy woman tilted her head back and let out a boisterous laugh, the sound filling the silence of the room. “Stop me?” she said once her laughter had died out. “How in Solipher’s name are you going to stop me?”

			Solipher? Haven had never heard the name, though anything this woman said could be dismissed as insane ramblings. Haven inched closer while Kadia was distracted. Once the sky blue eyes locked on hers again, she stopped. She wouldn’t be able to get much closer without dark soldiers attacking her, and with darkness dripping between Kadia’s fingers, the shadows could attack at any moment.

			“Yes, stop you,” Haven said. “You’ve caused enough grief for the six kingdoms. Surrender to us and we won’t have to use Nina or kill you.” Haven kept her sword ready.

			“Use little Nina girl against me? You must be dreaming Haven.” Kadia rolled her eyes. “As for killing me, you’d only be delaying the inevitable. Why don’t you lay your toy down and come beg your sister’s forgiveness?” Kadia’s smirk returned and with a twitch of her hand a dark sword pointed at Haven’s throat. The blade hovered a good foot from her flesh, but the threat was clear. Haven stepped back.

			“I would never beg you for anything,” Haven snapped. “If you want a fight, so be it.”

			With that, Aura jumped ahead. Two shadow soldiers appeared from the dark mist at Kadia’s feet. Aura clashed with the soldier closest to Haven. She sliced through its black flesh and it disappeared into black smoke. Drakkone dove for the next at the same time that Haven dove toward another dark figure. Hacking at dark skin, the three of them made it through wave after wave of soldiers until Haven broke free and grabbed Kadia by the arm. Startled, Kadia sent a blast of dark energy into her chest, flinging Haven into Aura, sending both of them sprawling across the floor.

			At last, Kadia had been distracted. Nina stepped forward and cornered the queen, pinning her to the wall with a dagger to her throat.

			By the time Aura and Haven leaped to their feet, the room had grown still. The dark soldiers halted mid motion, their images shaking with transparency. Both women joined Drakkone and Nina, who glanced at the others to make sure they were okay.

			“It’s over, Kadia,” Haven said, fingers twitching on the hilt of her sword. More than anything she wanted to forgo formalities and drive her sword through the woman’s chest, but something told her not to. Nina had this under control, and she wanted to see what the young girl could do.

			“It’ll never be over,” Kadia hissed. Her former beauty twisted into a venomous snarl, and her perfect nails scraped the wall.

			“Whenever you’re ready, Nina.” Haven took over holding her sword to Kadia’s throat while Nina sheathed her dagger and closed her eyes, placing her small hands on the sides of Kadia’s head. For a moment, nothing happened.

			That familiar silence fell with only the faint cracking of the burning castle in another wing, reminding them they didn’t have much time for this. After several moments, Haven looked at Drakkone who was staring intently at Nina. Returning her gaze to the young girl’s face, Haven found Nina’s normally calm facade change to something akin to sheer terror. Tears spilled down her face, her eyebrows rose and she began to shake violently.

			“Nina,” Haven gasped. “Nina, are you alright?”

			The girl didn’t answer, only shook.

			Suddenly Nina was screaming and Drakkone lunged forward quickly. He went to pull Nina away from Kadia, but she had already stopped. Her eyes flew open and her whole body froze. Haven had never seen that look on another person’s face before. There was something more than pure terror conveyed in that look, something dark and disbelieving. Before anyone could ask what was wrong, Nina’s lips moved silently.

			Nina whispered, “There are more of you?”

			While the shock seemed to permeate the room, Nina backed away and suddenly clung to Haven’s arms. A wave of nausea rolled through Haven and darkness flashed in her mind. She didn’t see anything specific, but she was back in the present, staring into Nina’s frightened eyes, terror coursing through every inch of her.

			“We have to stop them. We have to find it!” Nina whined, “Izenfir! The Spyre! We’ve got to destroy it!”

			Before Haven could digest what Nina said, a sob broke through Nina’s chest and she collapsed into her father’s arms. Haven and Aura stared at each other for a long moment before their gazes returned to Kadia, who was slowly coming out of the memory induced fog Nina always brought on.

			Now that Nina was incapacitated Haven knew it was her turn to step up. Raising her blade she readied herself to plunge it into Kadia, but before she could, a loud crack reverberated through the room. The ground quaked and moved beneath their feet. Haven turned to her friends.

			“Aura, get them out of here,” Haven said.

			Aura looked back at her and for a moment Haven thought she might argue. Something in Haven’s eyes must have told her not to, because she nodded. “I understand,” Aura said, and Haven really thought she did. This was her battle and she was going to finish it once and for all.

			Ushering the others from the room, Aura gave her queen one last look before she disappeared into the smoke-filled hall. Turning back to Kadia as the ground settled, she looked her once over before lowering her sword. She crossed the room, all the while aware that Kadia’s eyes followed. Haven slammed the remains of the door shut and took a moment to drag a decorative table in front of the door. Before turning back to Kadia she picked up her second sword and put her back to the door. One last battle, she assured herself, taking in a deep breath.

			Kadia’s ocean blue eyes met her amber ones. She must have understood what Haven meant to do, because a devious smile worked its way onto her face. She must not think Haven capable, as she looked all too presumptuous. While Haven readied her battle stance, her swords at her sides, Kadia drew her darkness, letting it swirl from her fingertips to the floor. She stepped away from the wall to face her opponent.

			“You will not leave here alive,” Kadia smirked.

			“If I don’t, neither will you,” Haven said.

			“We will see about that.”

			“I’ve set your precious castle on fire, Kadia.” This seemed to surprise the insane queen, as if she’d been too busy this entire time to smell the smoke wafting in. “If you didn’t already know, I’ve won.”

			“My castle?” she stared blankly at Haven.

			“Yes. Just like your vision.”

			For a moment Kadia was calm, and then her face contorted in pure rage. “You will burn for this!” she screamed.

			Haven smirked this time. “If I burn, you burn with me. Only one of us may survive this.”

			With that, Kadia lunged at her like an angry lioness, her fingers poised like claws, darkness whipping all around her. Haven dodged, raising her swords to cut through the blackness. Her twin blades ripped through the black, twisting it and throwing it away. Their battle turned into a dance of darkness and swords. While Kadia didn’t lack in combat skills, she was certainly not as trained as the soldiers Haven had practiced with. Still, that darkness came and came, occasionally snaking out and knocking her off balance when she wasn’t able to defend herself.

			“Die, won’t you!” Kadia hissed, throwing a hand at Haven. Darkness coiled in her palm and launched at her.

			Haven rolled out of the way before leaping to her feet. Once she was up, she lunged in again, trying to catch Kadia off guard. A wall of black popped up in her way and she had to stop mid-lunge to cut through it. By the time it turned to wisps on the floor Kadia had attacked again, this time using dark swords of her own. Haven knocked one blade away in time, but the other grazed her side, leaving a long slice just above her hip.

			Gasping in pain, Haven danced away from the fray. Kadia pressed her advantage, swiping furiously at Haven, who blocked, dodged and parried back at the woman until she could get out of her corner. She sustained a few minor injuries, mostly just shallow cuts on her arms which she hardly took notice of, trying with all of her strength to push Kadia back and land a blow.

			While they fought on, smoke continued to poor into the room. Now, more than ever, Haven was sure she wouldn’t be getting out of this room. Her lungs burned each time she ducked low when attacking.

			“You’re insane,” Kadia coughed. “You’ve trapped us. There’s no escaping this room.”

			“A fitting end for you,” Haven growled, pushing Kadia’s swords back and diving forward. Kadia twisted just in time to avoid a stab to the chest, but not fast enough. Haven’s sword sliced into her back. A scream of rage ripped from the evil queen’s throat.

			Kadia spun on Haven and leaped at her. It was a foolish move. She left her chest open, completely unprotected. While Haven aimed her sword and pushed forward, she felt a stab through her own back. A curved black spike protruded from the center of her chest. Haven watched the blood pool in the wound and drip down her body. She glanced up just in time to watch Kadia’s eyes widen as she landed on Haven’s blade.

			The darkness in her chest disappeared and Kadia collapsed to her knees.

			Pain exploded between her breasts, driving Haven into a similar position, clutching a nearly identical wound. The only difference was Haven’s sword stuck directly through Kadia’s heart.

			Kadia’s lifeless body collapsed to the ground, her eyes staring vacantly at the smoke clouding the ceiling. Haven dropped a few feet away, black dots dancing across her vision. Haven knew she would pass out, but she was ready. She would let the darkness take her. Her mission was completed; she had saved Warshard, her friends, and the last remnants of her family. She’d even avenged her own time in Kadia’s castle.

			Haven had no regrets if she were to die there. She’d finally confessed her love for a man she felt she couldn’t do without. She’d said goodbye to those who mattered, and she’d rescued the six kingdoms from a lifetime of devastation. With or without her, they would be rekindled.

			With or without her, her grace would live on.

		

	
		
			EPILOGUE

			Several days had passed since the fall of Cidra, and its ashes still smoldered.

			The war had been won, and though this should be a time to rejoice, it wasn’t. Resting in a loose circle, Aura sat with the remaining group dedicated to the young immortal queen. In the days that followed their final battle, they’d gathered and sat vigil through night and day. Haven’s three guards sat the closest to her, comforting each other when they weren’t gazing off in the distance in penitent silence.

			The young King Corrin and Prince Emeril sat nearby too, though they clearly tried to avoid each other. Aura wondered distantly what had happened between the two. Were they both lovers of the queen, facing this knowledge for the first time? Somehow Aura doubted it. Though she’d only known Haven for a short time, the queen’s love for Corrin seemed genuine.

			The last of their small group talked quietly at the edge of the circle. Drakkone whispered what looked to be assurance while Nina nodded in vague understanding. Ever since Nina had come screaming from Kadia’s mind, the little girl hadn’t been the same. She had withdrawn into herself. Her eyes occasionally darted to and fro, as if expecting some demon to appear from nowhere.

			While Aura watched on, she listened to the short conversations that took place, wondering what was next. She was in a new place, without friends, family, or her queen. She could travel and explore this new territory, or perhaps pledge herself to Haven’s sister, such as the young queen had wished upon her guards.

			Aura sighed, turning her eyes on Haven’s previous guards. Blythe and Malka leaned against each other quietly staring at the dirt, while Lareina watched the remains of Kadia’s castle. Aura almost continued on assessing the group when she realized Lareina’s expression had changed. She wasn’t staring off in thought. She had seen something.

			Following her gaze, Aura tried to guess what it could be. It was hard to tell in the smoke that rose from the smoldering city, but Aura thought she might have seen movement.

			Slowly rising, Aura joined Lareina, who remained transfixed.

			“What do you see?” she asked, again trying to lock onto whatever target Lareina had her sights on.

			For a moment, Lareina said nothing. Her eyes widened a fraction and she stood. She began to murmur something.

			“I’m sorry?” Aura asked, leaning closer.

			“Haven,” Lareina whispered, and then she was running.

			Aura blanched, staring after her. Haven? How could she have seen Haven? Surely the young woman was dead. But when Aura looked again, she finally saw what Lareina had seen.

			“Haven!” she called to the others, and suddenly she was running too. Before she knew it more feet pounded after her, and then the pack was upon her.

			—

			Black crumbled around her. Blurry shapes moved, dropping from the wreckage. A faint sensation of consciousness came upon her and she realized she was walking. Ash crumpled under foot. How had she gotten here? Where was she? Everything blurred grey and it smelled awful.

			Unsure what to look for, Haven stepped over broken glass, fallen stone, and singed wood. Had there been a light? Was that what she was trying to find? She couldn’t quite remember. Gradually, a faint feeling of discomfort surfaced, followed slowly by the pain. Haven gasped and held her arms to her body. She didn’t look at them, didn’t look at herself, but she knew she was hurt more than she ever had been before. Vaguely she wondered how she could possibly be alive, but she wasn’t sure why she should be dead either.

			After what seemed like hours of aimless wandering, Haven saw the light she had been looking for. The sky. A faint smile pulled at her lips and she tried to blink away the bluriness in her eyes as well as her mind. Everything was clouded over, and though most of her pain had begun to subside, she couldn’t quite escape the wool over her eyes.

			Sighing, Haven followed the light until she felt something soft underfoot. Wiggling her toes, she realized it was grass. Looking about in a daze, Haven again tried to see where she was, think where she was, and figure out how she’d gotten there.

			All thoughts escaped her until she heard shouts coming toward her.

			“Haven!” they called.

			Joy filled this one word so much so that Haven found herself happy to hear it. She didn’t know why, didn’t know what it was, but she took a step toward it. And then one of the shouting things collided with her and wrapped her in its frantic arms with soothing voices and desperate questions.

			Haven blinked at them all, filled with confusion, but there was also a faint realization that she was safe with whoever these people were. More arms encircled her, more questions, exclamations and more love. Overwhelmed, Haven hugged them back, clinging to the people in front of her and burying her face. Haven closed her eyes and breathed.

			Then she remembered.

			“Lareina,” she whispered, her arms tightening around her best friend. Haven looked up, tears in her eyes. Suddenly she could see. As clear as day she saw the sky blue eyes staring back at her. The raw puffy eyes staring at her spilled more tears, and then she saw the many faces around her: Aura, Blythe, Malka, Nina, Drakkone, and even Emeril. Finally, her gaze landed on Corrin. Her heart leaped into her throat and she threw herself into his arms, desperately clinging to him while he gently held her, whispering consoling words in her ear.

			After a long while, Haven peeled herself away from him, but not before he could drape his long navy jacket over her shoulders. Haven pulled it close, realizing for the first time that she was completely naked. “Thank you,” she mouthed to him before she turned to the others.

			Several embraces later Haven let the group lead her from the desolate castle and sit her in the soft grass.

			“We’re so glad you’re well,” Lareina whispered, tears still spilling from her eyes.

			“I can’t believe you’re alive,” Blythe agreed.

			“I can’t believe it either,” Haven smiled sheepishly. When her final thoughts returned to her, she remembered that she’d made her peace in that castle before the lights went out and she’d been swallowed by the dark.

			“What happened in there?” Aura asked, blinking at her curiously.

			“I killed her,” Haven said. “I killed Kadia. She won’t hurt any of you anymore.”

			Corrin rubbed her shoulder gently. “You were the one we were worried would get hurt again.”

			Haven leaned her head against him and smiled.

			“What happened to your hair?” Nina blinked at her with wide eyes. Though Haven could feel something was wrong with the girl, she was amused by the first words out of her mouth. The first ones she remembered, at least.

			“My hair?” Haven reached for her head, expecting to find herself bald, hair singed from her scalp. What she found was her usual thick hair, which, although quite dry felt almost like it always had. Looking around at the others, she realized they were inspecting her head with great curiosity. Haven pulled some forward. It was shorter than she remembered, but what really struck her was the color.

			Haven gasped, astonished by the fiery red hair that ran the entire length of the strands. Her finger prodded upward until they were on top of her head. She looked at her friends in shock. “Is it all red?” she asked, and they nodded.

			“It looks like fire,” Aura commented.

			“It’s beautiful,” Corrin smiled, and Haven squeezed his hand. She couldn’t imagine the state she was in. She could feel the layer of soot covering her skin, the ash of the fallen castle coating the entirety of her body, but still he found her beautiful. Haven tried her best not to smile like a fool.

			“Fire for the Lady Fyre.”

			Haven and her group of friends turned their gaze on the newcomers.

			“King Evander,” Haven smiled and rose. “It’s nice to see you again.”

			Evander’s smile didn’t falter, even as he quickly assessed her wellbeing. “It’s good to see you alive. We all feared the worst.”

			“It’s hard to kill an immortal queen, I hear,” she grinned.

			“So I hear,” Evander chuckled. “I don’t mean to interrupt your reunion, but I imagine you want to get washed up and get some rest. I was going to ask about the journey home, though I can’t imagine you’d want to--”

			“Yes, I want to go home,” Haven sighed, not realizing how relieved she felt at the thought. “I want to see Rythern again.”

			Evander smiled. “Then we leave shortly. We have plenty of room for all of you.” He paused, his gaze lingering on Nina and Drakkone. “Assuming you’re all staying, and not returning to Seaburn.”

			“We’ll stay for a time,” Drakkone nodded.

			“Excellent! Let’s get you all on your way then.”

			Haven nodded and Evander led the others away. She couldn’t help but pause, sticking to the back of the group. Her gaze rested on the burning rubble of Cidra castle. Smoke rose from the ashes as the remaining bits of her former prison collapsed. Seeing the castle razed to the ground, she felt a finality to this chapter in her life. The chapter of pain, suffering, and hardship had hopefully come to an end, while a new one was beginning, one of love and fixing the things that were broken.

			Sighing, Haven smiled and turned to find Corrin watching her.

			Before she could ask what was wrong, he pulled her back into his arms and kissed her. Haven relaxed into the pleasant sensation and wrapped her arms around him. When they parted, Corrin searched her face for something but she couldn’t be sure what.

			“Are you really okay?” he asked.

			“Is it really over?” she arched a brow at him.

			“Yes.”

			“Then I’m really okay,” Haven smiled.

			“You promise?”

			“I promise.”

			END
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