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Chapter 1

Avii Castle

Quin

There is a song the fierce winds sing as they whip and curve about Avii Castle. I heard its music as I stood on the terrace outside Gurnil's Library, while rain blew into my face and dripped from my hair.

I watched as Commander Ardis drilled his troops in swift, aerial eddies while tourists on three boats observed from the waters below.

Even to someone who'd witnessed the drills many times, the synchronized flight of the Black Wing army was still a marvel to see.

"Quin, why are you standing here in the rain?" Gurnil stopped beside me. I wore no coat or cloak; he was wrapped in heavy wool against the weather, his blue wings covered by damp, gray cloth.

My hesitation to answer made him breathe a troubled sigh. The past six months on Le-Ath Veronis were a gift. Nothing had demanded my attention, other than my training sessions and those who'd chosen me as their mate. I'd spent the previous night with Bel Erland, who'd had to leave quite early to attend court with his father, the King of Karathia.

If Justis knew I stood on the Library terrace with only Gurnil to accompany me, he'd demand that I have breakfast with him. It would be a sly way to inform me that I shouldn't go about without a guard nearby. For that reason, I hesitated to tell him that something seemed amiss—that those who'd taken Vardil Cayetes' body now troubled my dreams and waking thoughts.

* * *

Le-Ath Veronis

Lissa

Erland was correct—I needed wine and his steady hand around mine to hear my grandfather's story.

Wylend Arden, King of Karathia for more than twenty-thousand years, had quite a story to tell.

"It began like this," he said, his smile slightly crooked as he lifted his cup of wine to me. "I had an older brother, born to one of my father's legitimate mates. His name was Wellend and he was heir to the Karathian throne. On his sixteenth birthday, my father gifted him with the Heir's ring, as was proper. For nearly six thousand years, he stood beside my father as an advisor. He was with Father the day the coup was launched, but managed to get away. Some say he ran at the first sign of violence, but I wasn't there and can't verify anything."

"Where were you?" I asked.

"I was second-in-line to the throne, so I was at the summer palace," my grandfather shrugged. "It's where I was most of the time, unless Father summoned me. Erland was with me," he nodded to Erland.

"So the coup happened and Wellend got away. Then what?" I asked.

"Erland and I spent several days looking for Wellend. We wanted to attack those who'd killed my parents, but Wellend was the reigning King at that point. We had to find him first."

"Did you find him?"

"He was cowering in the library of the Queen's Palace, where his mother lived," Erland muttered.

"So your mother—my great-grandmother, died with my great-grandfather, then?" I turned back to Wylend.

"Yes. Helsa, Wellend's mother, seldom stayed at the palace—by her choice. When we arrived at the Queen's Palace, we asked Wellend to join us in our attempt to take back the throne. He wanted no part of it, but didn't stand in our way, either. I told him he wasn't safe where he was—if we could find him, so could the enemy. Still, he refused to fight with us. We left him there, gathered those about us still loyal to my father and attacked the palace. Eventually we took it back, but there were devastating losses on both sides."

"What about Wellend?"

"The enemies of the throne found him," Erland explained. "Before we could send some of ours to protect him, he died. The Heir's ring was taken from his finger and nobody knew what happened to it. I always assumed the enemy took it and destroyed the thing."

"Why is it so important?" I asked.

"Because if it is placed on the hand of one who isn't the heir, it disappears and finds its way to the real heir. It did not find its way to me or to our younger brother, Wallend."

"What happened to Wallend?" I was surprised to hear that I had great-uncles to begin with.

"Got drunk and died in a fight with another warlock, after claiming he was the rightful heir to the throne."

"Are there any other family members you haven't told me about?"

"Other than Wallend's line, including Daris and Deris, that's it."

"So Wallend was married? What about Wellend?"

"Wellend's two wives had no children by him," Wylend shrugged. "Wallend's wife became pregnant right away—with his twins. Why they consider themselves heirs instead of me, I'll never know."

"Did Wellend and Wallend have the same mother?" I asked.

"Bingo," Erland tapped his nose. "Helsa was quite the shrew, too."

"I can't believe they wouldn't fight beside you," I huffed. "What kind of warlocks were they?"

"Weak ones," Erland sipped his wine. "Wellend was barely Third-level. Wallend much the same. Warlend, their father, ignored it when Wylend surpassed both."

"What is Deris and Daris' level, then?" I asked.

"Deris, a low Five. Daris, a strong Four. Both surpass their sire," my father said. "I imagine they received their talent from their mother—Valia's line contained many powerful warlocks and witches."

"Strong enough to cause a lot of trouble, then."

"More than strong enough," Erland agreed.

"Is their mother still alive? What about Wellend's wife?" I asked.

"Valia, the twins' mother and Wallend's only wife, died protecting her husband and children from an attack, if reports are correct," Erland said. "Wellend's first wife, Palia, died in the attack that killed her husband. His second wife, Titia, remarried into another line and has great-grandchildren now. She is no threat to us. Helsa, Wallend and Wellend's mother, survived, only to die a short time later."

"What happened to her, then?" I asked.

"She perished in an unusual accident—according to rumor. I never saw the body. Those who found her say it was a spell gone wrong. It destroyed her." Wylend shook his head. "If she were alive, I'd be talking to her, now, asking what put it in her twin grandchildren's heads that they're heirs to the throne of Karathia."

* * *

King's Palace

Karathia

Bel Erland

"Glad that's over," I said, flopping onto a sofa in Dad's suite. Court had taken twice as long as it should have, which was actually a good thing—most court days took three or four times as long as they should.

"It was a short docket," Dad grinned before
Pulling
in a bottle of wine and popping the cork. "Want some?"

"Yeah."

He poured two glasses after
Pulling
those in as well. The kitchen staff was used to things appearing and disappearing—the place was spelled not to allow anything off the shelf if the taker weren't authorized.

It worked very well—for the most part. Occasionally we'd hear from the head cook if we'd taken something he needed to prepare a meal, but after a while, he'd calm down again. Usually after Dad sent him his favorite sparkling wine and a basket of gishi fruit.

"My King," Corolan poked his head in the door. "We have the prospective guards outside, and after that, the assistant cooks the head cook sent for your consideration."

"Prospective guards?" I lifted an eyebrow at Dad.

"Yes," he shrugged. "You know very well that you and Quin are in need of guards."

"Quin won't like it," I said. "She likes her alone time." I felt the same and didn't appreciate being broadsided like this, but managed to keep my complaints in check.

"She can have her alone time, as long as there's a guard or two within shouting distance. This is my future daughter-in-law," Dad argued. "She'll be a target for our not-so-law-abiding relatives, since they're still out there, somewhere. We've seen already that they're not opposed to black wizardry to get what they want. We can't say what they'll cook up next, either. Quin—I don't want her hurt."

"Or me, either," I said. I could see it in his eyes—he worried they'd come after me. If they eliminated all others in line for the throne—I realized I didn't want to consider what could happen after that. Still, I didn't like being cornered and forced to accept someone Dad chose for us.

"That's why I had to exert so much pressure to bring one of these guards to the palace," Dad added. His eyes twinkled for a moment.

"You didn't," I said, squeezing my wineglass so hard it snapped in my hand. Dad waved his free hand and put it back together before a single drop of wine hit the carpet at my feet.
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