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      This novella is a collection of short stories based on the Chronicles of Lorrek. All these short stories were shared to Kelly Blanchard’s subscribers of her newsletter from April 2018 — June 2018.  The stories take place prior to the books of the series, but they might contain SPOILERS about Vixen and Loroth as well as Ceras’ past. It is recommended that you read at least ‘Someday I’ll Be Redeemed’ and ‘I Still Have a Soul’ before reading this collection, but you may continue reading if you would like. The spoilers aren’t too major. They give insight to the characters’ pasts.
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            Vixen and Loroth Meet

          

        

      

    

    
      Loroth began to regain consciousness. The last thing he remembered was walking through the marketplace of Cuskelom when suddenly he felt a prick in his neck and his world began to tilt. He didn’t feel anything when he hit the ground, but before his world went black, he saw the boots of several bandits rushing up to him, and he was vaguely aware of them tying his hands behind his back before he lost consciousness.

      Now, as he began to wake, he was careful not to make any sudden movements but kept his eyes closed and head hanging limp. A slight tug of his wrists confirmed that he was tied to a chair. That wouldn’t be a problem because he could easily phase through them, but why did these people kidnap him in the first place? His only assumption was that they had mistaken him for Lorrek, which was the entire reason Loroth existed, but if that was the case, they should know Lorrek was an extremely powerful sorcerer. Why didn’t they take the necessary precautions?

      “And why did we kidnap him again?” Someone asked―a young man by the sound of his voice.

      A more gruff voice responded. “Someone wants to speak with him.”

      “I think he’s awake,” a third person said then poked Loroth with something. “Friend, stop pretending you’re unconscious. I can see the way your eyes are moving under your eyelids. You’re awake.”

      With that, Loroth opened his eyes and sat up in his chair. Once more, he tested his bounds but found they held firm―for now. Then he took in the people before him. He counted four men―two younger and two middle aged. All of whom were clothes like thieves.

      Now Loroth glimpsed around at his surroundings and saw it looked like a barn that had been repurposed for living quarters, high ceiling, open spaces, and a loft overhead.

      He then fixed his eyes on his captors, but before he could speak, the older of the two younger men moved to look out a window because movement caught his attention.

      “Oh no.”

      “What?” Aden narrowed his eyes.

      Lyston looked over at him and swallowed. “Vix is back.”

      “Oh, boy....” Tobias muttered, shrinking back.

      Kilroth snapped his gaze over to Aden, and he spoke up for the first time since Loroth woke. “Did anyone tell her about this?”

      Aden let out a slow breath. “No.”

      Lyston raised his hand again. “Um, can I leave for fear of my life?”

      “No!” Aden snapped in exasperation.

      Loroth watched in further amusement. “This should prove interesting....”

      The door opened, and the silhouette of a woman’s figure stood in the doorway. Then she walked in. Light from the torches along the wall brushed across her tired features as she approached the table in the center of the room. She set a bag of coins on the table then looked up at the group of men watching her.

      Seeing an unfamiliar man among them, she straightened and went to them. As she drew near into more light, Loroth noticed she wore blades strapped to her person. Her long dark hair was pulled back in a braid, and her dark eyes narrowed when she locked gazes with him.

      “What is this?” She never took her eyes off of Loroth but expected the answer from someone else, however, Loroth spoke first.

      “This, my dear, is what I believe you would call a hostage situation.” Loroth smiled at her.

      “Hush you!” Tobias whacked him over the back of the head.

      Vixen arched a brow at Loroth’s humor in this situation but looked across to Aden for an explanation.

      Aden’s firm gaze met hers. “It’s necessary. None of us are happy about it.”

      “Necessary?” She crossed her arms and lifted her brows. “Why exactly is it necessary? I told you I’m working on getting us a job.”

      “Indeed you have.” He shook his head. “But that’s nothing I haven’t heard before.”

      Vixen frowned and narrowed her eyes. In the corner of her eyes she noted how Lyston and Tobias were backing away, and she appreciated that. At least she wouldn’t have to worry about them being in the way if she and Aden came to blows. However, she didn’t want it to come to that, so she took a calming breath then locked eyes with Aden once more but spoke through grounded teeth, “And what exactly is that supposed to mean?”

      Aden’s face remained neutral. “Nothing close to the way you’re taking it. You know I speak in general; we have had plenty of cases of misfortune as of late.” He paused, stepping closer to her in a nonthreatening manner. “You know I trust you, and you know I respect your views.” He cast a glance at the others, and then locked eyes with her again. “But you’re not the only one I have to think about.”

      Vixen didn’t back down. She cast Loroth another look then glanced back at Aden. “Did one of the Houses put you up to this? Because I can talk to them and set them straight, and tell them that we don’t do this kind of job.” Then she added as an afterthought, “And I’ll make sure we still get paid.”

      Aden gave a humorless smirk. “You honestly think they would need us? It isn’t them.”

      “Point taken.” Vixen nodded. “They would rather kill their targets than kidnap them―and I would be right there with them.”

      Behind Aden, Tobias timidly raised his hand, earning a glare from Vixen. “Why are you so against kidnapping people, but have no problem killing them?

      A smirk flashed across Vixen’s face. “I prefer my targets to be unable to identify me after we’ve met.” Then she went back to business, fixing her gaze on Aden. “Did you get paid yet?”

      He nodded. “Part of it. We get the rest later.”

      “Sure you will. If you’re not dealing with the Houses, and I know you’re not working for another band of thieves, then you’re probably working for the royals, and we all know how trustworthy they can be. They’ll probably throw you in a dungeon for your thievery after you hand him over to them.” She nodded at Loroth then headed to the table and picked up her things again. “And when that happens, I’ll be waiting because I am not getting dragged into this.” She slung her bag over her shoulder and cast the others a smile. “Have fun, boys.” Then walking backwards toward the door, she cast Loroth a smile as well. “Good luck. You’ll need it.” With that, she saluted them, turned on her heel, and walked away.

      Everyone watched her walk away.

      Once the door shut, they turned to look back to Loroth and widened their eyes when they saw him no longer tied but now rubbing his wrists.

      Loroth tsked his tongue. “When you capture a magic user, it is recommended that you bind him with magical bonds, so he can’t phase through them.” Then he clasped his hands together and leaned forward. “Mind telling me who commissioned you to kidnap me, and I’ll be able to determine if it’s worth your time.”

      All the thieves shot Aden a startled look, and he frowned, crossing his arms. This was not what he signed up for.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Vixen Agrees to Help Loroth

          

        

      

    

    
      After leaving Aden and the others to deal with their kidnapped victim, Vixen went for a ride to clear her head. She couldn’t believe they would stoop as low as to kidnap someone. Thieves usually stole, and assassins usually killed. Neither of them kidnapped, so why did Aden change his policy now?

      And to make matters worse, Vixen had recognized the person they had kidnapped―Prince Lorrek of Cuskelom, a powerful sorcerer. She had seen him on the scouting exercises she had to do when training as an assassins. While she was impressed that they even managed to capture him at all, she suspected it was because he let them, and she didn’t want to be around when he turned the tables on them. She’d go back later and see if they were alive, but for now she needed a drink.

      She stopped in a village and dismounted her horse, tying it to a pole. She looked up at the sign hanging from a building which read, “Raven’s End” and then she walked right in.

      It wasn’t crowded at this time of day, so she was surprised when her gaze fell upon the very man she left tied up back with Aden and the others. Impressed that he had escaped and made his way this far on his own, Vixen went to the counter and ordered two drinks. Once she got them, she headed over to the table to him with them.

      Seeing how leery he was of her approach, she smiled and set down the drinks. “I see you made it out. Not surprised. You are a sorcerer after all. Did you at least leave them alive?”

      “I did.” Loroth nodded, but he didn’t take the drink she offered. This could be the next step in their plan, and he already knew she was an assassin, so she could have slipped something in his drink to poison him.

      Vixen saw how he didn’t touch the drink, but she shrugged it off and drank some from her own cup. “Mind telling me why a band of thieves sought to kidnap a prince of Cuskelom―and the only one that’s a magic user at that?” She raised her brows.

      Loroth realized Vixen had mistaken him for his cousin, Lorrek, and he wasn’t surprised but kept up the guise, smiling at her. “I suppose they weren’t using their best judgment in the moment, but who am I to judge? Hopefully they won’t be making that mistake again anytime soon, and those who had employed them will think better than to try again.”

      Vixen just stared at him. She wasn’t impressed by him or his powers. Her own father was a magic user, so she had seen everything they could do. Sensing she had nothing else to accomplish here, she nodded to him. “Well, Prince Lorrek, it was an honor to meet you, but I should return to the others to see what state you left them in.”

      “They’re quite well, I assure you. I simply walked out the front door―and perhaps through a few of them, and I do mean that quite literally.” He looked up at her. “But I do have a bit of a dilemma. I don’t know exactly where I am.”

      When she heard this, Vixen chuckled. “You’re one of the most powerful sorcerers in the realm, but you can’t determine where you are?”

      Loroth leaned forward. “The drug they used to knock me unconscious has had an affect on my location abilities as well as my ability to magick. If you wouldn’t mind showing me the way back to the palace of Cuskelom, I would be forever indebted to you.” When she said nothing but glared at him, he added, “And I would make sure you are paid handsomely for returning me―more so than whomever hired your friends to kidnap me.”

      Vixen crossed her arms and sat back in her chair, jutting her chin at him. “How do I know you won’t double-cross me and won’t claim that I am the one who kidnapped you and then have me sent to the dungeon?”

      “Clearly you do not know me at all, Milady.” Loroth shook his head. “I am a man of honor and a man of my word. Besides, you said you are of the Five Houses. Well, the royal family of Cuskelom has a close alliance with the Five Houses, but especially House Rodden. It would do us ill if we imprisoned an Assassin without cause.”

      House Rodden―that was her own house. During her three years with the thieves, Vixen had forgotten her father’s alliance with the royal family of Cuskelom. She knew for certain if she had any issues, her father would come and resolve everything. This would certainly be interesting, so she nodded and finished off her drink. “Well then, once you’re finished here, meet me outside. I’ll get you a horse. Just know it’s about a two-day ride back to the palace of Cuskelom.” With that, she rose to her feet. “Oh, and don’t keep me waiting.”

      Loroth smiled and stood. “Not at all. We may leave when you are ready.”

      “Good. Let’s go steal a horse for you.” Vixen gave him a wolfish grin then headed out the door.

      Loroth opened his mouth to protest stealing a horse, but she was gone before he could say anything. He frowned, but he supposed this was what he got for enlisting the help of an assassin-turned thief. As long as she didn’t kill anyone along the way and as long as he got home, he supposed he could make an exception for this.

      With a sigh, he headed for the door.
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            Vixen Learns the Truth

          

        

      

    

    
      Over a week had passed since Loroth’s disappearance, and Lorrek paced his chambers, anxious to join the search party. Since Loroth was identical to Lorrek, when he turned out to be missing, they announced that it was Lorrek that was missing instead, so every possible resource would be available to them. However, this meant that Lorrek couldn’t aid on the search.

      He had to stay out of sight until his cousin was found. When Lorrek first heard this, he protested, but his father told him, “You can help by searching the magic realm for his presence.” This was the only way Lorrek agreed to it, but still, he hated that he couldn’t do more.

      He had searched the magic realm, but either Loroth had done something to mute his magic signature, or someone had done it for him. He knew there were a few portions out there that had the ability to do this, but he didn’t like the thought of that. He had no idea why anyone would capture Loroth, except for the fact that they had mistaken him for Lorrek himself. If that was the case then, why did they want him? Lorrek wished to have words with these people, but for now he had to wait.

      Hours ago, his mother had come to him with word that Loroth had been found and was being brought back to the palace, but Lorrek still had to wait before he could emerge from the room. He didn’t like any of this. There were too many questions, so Lorrek paced until his cousin returned.

      There was a knock on the door, and Lorrek marched over to it and pulled it open. Relief flooded him when he saw Loroth standing there, and he hugged him. “What happened? Who kidnapped you? Why did they kidnap you? How did you get away?”

      “Woah, cousin―one question at a time.” Loroth chuckled as he made his way into the room and shut the door behind them. He saw the refreshments on the table, and he went straight for it. It had been a while since he had eaten. “A group of thieves captured me for someone, but it was never revealed who before I escaped. The dart they used to disable me also disoriented me, so I recruited the help of an assassin―from House Rodden actually.” When Lorrek looked at him, surprised, Loroth nodded then munched on the apple in his hand. “It was a surprise to me too, but since she knows of House Rodden’s alliance to Cuskelom, she was willing to help. However...” He trailed off for a moment. “I had to go with the guise that I was you, and I told her that I would pay her handsomely if she brought me back to the palace.”

      And Lorrek understood. “You need money from Father’s vault.” He nodded. “Of course, at once. This is certainly acceptable. I will be sure to inform Father of it, and he will give you a good sum to give to this assassin. We are indebted to her.” Lorrek then reached out to his father through magic to inform him of the request of money, and then he sat down, facing Loroth. He had a lot of questions.

      It was well into the evening when Loroth finally slipped out of the palace with the sack of money that his uncle, Sindric, had given him. No one liked the idea of Loroth going alone, but he insisted. If he didn’t do this, it could break the trust he had formed with the assassin, and he didn’t want to do that.

      He pulled the hood over his head and started walking. Vixen had been true to her word about returning him to Cuskelom, but what he hadn’t told anyone was that their journey back had been quite eventful. Another band of thieves ambushed them, but they fought their way out and realized they actually worked well together. Vixen had been surprised by Loroth’s ability to fight because she told him, “And here I thought you were just a spoiled prince.”

      Later they encountered other groups of people who tried to contain Vixen while telling Loroth, “We’re here to bring you back to Cuskelom and to see that your captor is hung!” Yet neither Vixen nor Loroth were impressed. Loroth tried to talk them out of it, but Vixen very quickly disarmed all of them and knocked out most of them.

      Loroth had given her a look. “Or you could just do that.”

      They had several other incidents, but eventually they arrived in Cuskelom. After agreeing where to meet for the money exchange, Vixen vanished into the crowds, and Loroth walked to the palace.

      Now Loroth sought her out again. He turned down a dark alleyway and kept walking until he turned down another alley. There leaning against a wall, he saw Vixen cleaning one of her blades. When she saw him, she pushed away from the wall and sheathed the blade.

      He reached into his cloak and pulled out a bag of money. “As promised.” He dropped it in her hand.

      She weighed it then nodded, satisfied by the amount. Then she looked back at Loroth. “Were you ever going to tell me that you weren’t Prince Lorrek?”

      Loroth’s mouth ran dry when he heard this question, and his eyes widened. “Wha—?” How could she possibly know?

      Vixen smiled as she coyly approached him. “I’m an assassin, remember? I’m trained to sneak into places. I wanted to make sure you were going to keep your word, so I followed you into the palace, and I saw you encounter someone. He looked just like you. That’s when I realized, you’re not the real prince of Cuskelom but rather his decoy because of course the true prince of Cuskelom wouldn’t be captured. He’s too clever for that. So tell me.” Vixen put the bag of money away on her person then crossed her arms. “Who are you―really?”

      Loroth hesitated. This was a secret he had been born with, and under no circumstances was he allowed to tell anyone. This was no different than that, but he knew Vixen might kill him if he didn’t tell her. However, he wasn’t afraid of her. He pulled back his shoulders and met her gaze. “I cannot confirm or deny this. You have done what you were asked. Now this is where we part ways and never see each other again.” With that, he turned to leave, but Vixen tsked her tongue.

      “You see, it’s not that simple. Obviously this is a secret you wish to keep, but I could make that very difficult for you. I can tell all the thieves and the Five Houses that there is a decoy for Prince Lorrek, and we could make a game of it, trying to capture either you or him until we have both of you to present to the public and reveal to the citizens of Cuskelom that they have been deceived. As you can imagine, this likely won’t go over too well.”

      “You wouldn’t do that.” Loroth turned back to her, and she raised her brows.

      “Clearly you don’t know me too well.” She smiled at him.

      He glared but then considered all his options. Finally, he looked back at her. “How do I know I can trust you?”

      She gave him a look like he was ridiculous. “Well, let’s see, I did rescue you from my thief friends and brought you back home.”

      “I escaped on my own,” Loroth countered.

      “True, but still, I brought you back here when I could have fetched a much higher price for you anywhere else. I think I’ve proven my trustworthiness. All I ask is a name, so I know exactly who it was that I helped.”

      Loroth sighed. “If I tell you my name, do you promise to leave and never speak a word of it to anyone?”

      Vixen tilted her head to the side and smiled. “Would you trust my word as an assassin?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Not necessarily.”

      She laughed at this because she had been expecting it, yet she nodded. “I swear, on my word as an assassin, I will not breathe a word of your name or your existence to anyone.”

      He stared at her for a long time, determining the weight of her words. He didn’t know if he could trust her, but he knew if she betrayed him, King Sindric could call House Rodden in for questioning, and that would be detrimental to their alliance. No one wanted that. “I will trust you, but if you betray this trust, you will regret it.” He took a deep breath then nodded, extending his hand to her. “My name is Loroth, cousin to Prince Lorrek.”

      “Cousin?” Vixen lifted her eyebrows as she shook Loroth’s hand. “But you’re identical...”

      He smiled at her. “I didn’t say I would answer all your questions. You know my name now. That is more than most. Now I had best be going before they wonder where I went this time.” With that, he took a few steps back before stopping and telling her, “I hope this isn’t the last time we see each other, Lady Vixen.”

      She gave him a look. “You want me to try and kill you, you mean?”

      “No.” He chuckled. “I merely enjoyed your company. Thank you for our short time together.” He then bowed to her and went on his way.

      Vixen stared after him, unsure of what just happened.
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            Loroth’s Reflects on his Relationship with Vixen

          

        

      

    

    
      After his encounter with Vixen, Loroth realized what a good asset she was with her skill set. Due to the secrecy of his own existence, there were things Loroth had difficulty doing, so he sought out Vixen. Surprisingly, she wasn’t that difficult to track down, and the two of them worked with each other on occasion.

      “Well, if they’re not supposed to see your face, then wear a hood and this veil.” Vixen handed him the material. When she saw the look he gave the veil and then her, she placed her hands on her hips. “That’s to cover the lower half of your face. It’s secured to the hood, like this.” She helped him put it on then pulled the hood up and fastened the veil in place. Stepping back, she smiled, admiring her work. “See? You look like an assassin already.”

      “I have no intention to kill,” Loroth said.

      “I know.” She nodded. “But it doesn’t mean that I won’t.” She grinned at him. “So, what’s the job this time?”

      Every time the task was different. Sometimes he was assigned by Lorrek to investigate someone’s claim of a dispute. Other times Sindric appointed him to a task because Lorrek had to be elsewhere. Or sometimes Loroth heard rumors of things, and he wanted to know the truth.

      This time it had been his own curiosity. Someone had claimed that there were several mysterious individuals who were working together to try and unite all six kingdoms and completely annihilating the royal families of each kingdom. This sounded like something Jechorm would try to do, but there was a contact at the border of Cuskelom and Jechorm who was said to be involved or at least know something. Since Vixen was better at sneaking in, Loroth sent her into the house to retrieve this person.  He waited at their chosen rendezvous and reflected on all the time he spent with Vixen.

      He enjoyed their time together. They always had the most interesting conversations that made Loroth think deeply for several days after the fact. Sometimes they discussed matters of life and death. Other times it  was political issues. Regardless of the topic, Loroth found himself enjoying Vixen’s presence. Vixen made him laugh and forget about his terminal illness. When he was with her, he was as healthy and as strong as any other person. Even his brother, Therth, commented on a notable difference in him, and Loroth could only smile.

      Sometimes the two of them met up randomly, but Vixen always made an excuse, “We’re training,” and they would spar together. She didn’t go easy on him, but he couldn’t complain about being pinned down by her. He trained not to moan when she pushed her hips against him and leaned down to whisper in his ear, “Let’s do that again.”

      “Yes, Ma’am.” He had no objection to being thrown to the ground again and straddled by her once more, but he knew that wasn’t what she was talking about.

      Loroth shook his head of these memories but couldn’t help but smile at them. However, he tried to focus on the present, and he looked out the window of the room in the inn they had rented. It was late, and Vixen was supposed to bring their informant here for questioning, but she hadn’t arrived yet. She should have been here by now.

      He began to pace. Where was she? Even though he had magical abilities, they were artificial and limited, so he didn’t have the ability to slip into the magic realm like Lorrek or to magick to different locations. All he could do was phase through objects, shoot lightning out of his hands, and heal people. What if Vixen had been ambushed? What if she needed him? He already imagined in his mind her chiding him and telling him that she was more than capable of taking care of himself, but in this moment, he didn’t believe it. Something didn’t feel right. He couldn’t pinpoint it. He needed to find her. That was all he knew.

      Lifting his hood and making sure the veil was secure to hide his face, Loroth stalked out of the room and out of the inn and marched to the village stables to saddle his horse and ride out.

      However, as he drew near to the stables, he saw a rider approaching on a horse, but the rider was hunched over and limp. Loroth frowned and reached for his sword as he drew near, but then he recognized the horse and realized who the rider was. “Vixen!” He raced up to her.

      She was hunched over with her hand gripping her stomach, and she barely lifted her head when he came to her side. Instead, she cracked open her eyes and offered him half a smile. “You should see the other guy...” Then she groaned when Loroth reached up and pulled her off the saddle, easing her to the ground.

      He felt warm liquid as soon as he had her in his arms, and he looked down at her, seeing her stomach covered in blood. His heart raced when he saw this, but he swallowed his fear and moved her hands to place his hand over the wound. “Be still.” He whispered to her as he began to channel healing power into her. For once, he was grateful for his powers―especially his healing abilities. He decided to distract her by asking questions. “What happened?”

      Vixen slumped against him, resting her head against his shoulder as he continued to heal her. The pain finally subsided, and she could breathe easier. She focused on his question to anchor herself in the moment. “Went to retrieve the informant, but apparently he had a Jechorian weapon hidden in his desk. He shot straight through his desk and hit me as soon as I emerged from the shadows.” She took a measured breath, wincing only a little. “He didn’t ask questions, didn’t even hesitate.” She looked at Loroth. “I’ve stalked a lot of people and killed them, but I’ve never seen someone react that way.”

      Loroth frowned when he heard this. “He must have been expecting you...or someone who had threatened his life.” This didn’t make sense, but they didn’t have time to contemplate it.

      Once she was healed, Loroth lifted her into his arms and shook his head when she began to protest. “No. You’ve lost a lot of blood. I’m carrying you.” Allowing no further argument, Loroth carried her back to the inn. He only stopped to ask the innkeeper to retrieve Vixen’s horse and put it in the stable, and then he went on his way.

      He set Vixen on the bed and took a step back, recognizing the lethal glare she gave him.

      “I can handle myself,” she told him.

      “I know you can.” He nodded. “Which is why I will step out for a bit and allow you to change. However, I want you to rest. You’ve been through an ordeal.”

      “I’m fine!”

      “Vixen.” Loroth pulled the veil from off his face and stepped close to her. He placed his hand under her chin, tipping her face up to look at him. He stared at her with sad eyes and spoke gently, “You could have died. I know you keep this facade of being untouchable, but the truth is, you are mortal just like me, and I could have lost you tonight.” He swallowed the lump in his chest. “That is why I need you to get cleaned up and promise me that you will rest. Do you promise?”

      Vixen stared at him. She had never seen him like this, but there was something tender in his eyes and that tugged at her heart. She felt it breaking, so she reached up and hugged him tightly. “I’m sorry.” Her own words surprised her, but there was something about Loroth that made her vulnerable. Usually she didn’t like that feeling, but with him she felt safe.

      He sighed as he returned the embrace, but then he patted her back and pulled back to look at her once more. “Rest now. I will be right back.”

      “Where are you going?” She watched him go to the door.

      He paused at the door and turned back to her. “Just stepping out to give you some privacy. Don’t worry about me. Just rest.” He smiled then stepped out of the room. Once he closed the door behind her, he lifted his hood once more and set the veil in place.

      He had some answers to get.

      When Loroth had left the room, Vixen began to undress and went to the basin of water to wash off all the blood. She looked a mess, and she felt exhausted. She tried to review what had happened again, but she couldn’t focus. The injury and loss of blood worn her out, so she went to the bed and lay down, finding sleep quicker than ever before.

      When she woke, she groaned at the brightness of the sun but then grunted when she realized it was late morning. She had been asleep for hours. Where was Loroth?

      She looked around and found him sitting on the chest across the room, staring at the floor. He had one of her daggers in his hand, and he swirled it, absentmindedly. “Loroth?” She coughed, finding her mouth terribly dry.

      He shot his gaze up. When he saw her coughing, he rose to his feet, poured her a cup of water, and brought it to her.  “Easy now...” He made sure she drank it slowly. “How do you feel?”

      “Exhausted.” Then she noticed the blood on his tunic, and she sat up straight. “What happened to you?”

      Loroth looked down at his tunic and saw the splatters of blood, and he shrugged. “Well, some of it is from you, and some of it is from our mutual friend.”

      “Mutual friend...” Then Vixen realized what he was saying, and she shot up and gripped the front of Loroth’s tunic, pulling him close―anger in her eyes. “You went after him last night?!”

      He chuckled and gently pried her fingers off his tunic and covered her hands with his. “I was fine. With my phasing ability, nothing he could do could touch me. And I learned what he knew.”

      Vixen wanted to argue more, but the fact that he had been successful in getting information got her attention. She glared at him one more time to let him know that she hadn’t forgiven him for his foolishness, but then she sat back. “What did you learn?”

      At this question, Loroth fell silent as he sat on the edge of the bed. He took a deep breath then looked at her. “I learned he didn’t know much. He says it’s not a plan merely to unite all the kingdoms of this continent but of the entire world. He also said there are those not of this world that wish to claim it as their own, and I don’t know what that means. He couldn’t give me names or any information like that before he strove against me and shot himself in the head. Thus the blood.” He gestured to his tunic.

      Vixen stared at him, uncertain what to think of all of this. “He killed himself?”

      “Yes.”

      “That...is a little extreme for someone who doesn’t know a lot.”

      “I agree.” Loroth nodded. “But he probably knew more than he would ever tell, but now we will never know. And besides, there is another matter I wish to address with you.” He rose to his feet and crossed his arms.

      Vixen narrowed her eyes. She recognized that posture, and it was never good.

      Loroth took a deep breath then turned back to her. “I don’t think you should be accompanying me on these tasks anymore. They’re too dangerous for you.”

      “Says the man who is walking around with a death sentence hanging over his head!” She swung her feet over the edge of the bed and stood.

      “Vixen, I don’t want to lose you! Last night if you hadn’t made it back, I wouldn’t have known you were injured. I wouldn’t have known until it was too late. That was too close.”

      She marched right up to him and clenched her fists. “Have you ever considered that I don’t want to lose you?”

      Loroth’s throat went dry when he heard this. He didn’t know how to respond.

      Vixen continued on her rant. “At least you have magical abilities and can heal me when I’m injured. I don’t have that. If you have another one of your bouts when you just collapse for no reason, there is nothing I can do! I can’t even summon your father or your brother to heal you. Do you know how terrifying that is?”

      Loroth stared at her. While he knew he had feelings for her, he hadn’t expected her to feel anything for him. She was an assassin, trained not to let her emotions control her, but there seemed to be an exception here. “Vixen, I—”

      She didn’t let him finish before she kissed him hard and pushed him back onto the bed. He gasped, surprised, but she didn’t care. She didn’t care about the fact that she was a trained assassin and he was the decoy for a prince of Cuskelom. She didn’t care that there were probably rules against this. She didn’t care for anything of this. She had had a close call and on the ride back, slowly bleeding to death, she had had the opportunity to reflect on her life and regrets. The greatest one was not expressing herself to Loroth. She had forgotten about this until she realized he had gone and been foolish, risking his own life. She wasn’t about to let this opportunity slip by without seizing it. She began to remove his clothes and continued to kiss him.

      Loroth didn’t know what to think. He was surprised by Vixen’s forwardness, but he didn’t care. He had wanted to kiss her and had wanted to touch her for far too long, so he began to pull off her tunic. He kissed her exposed neck and smiled when it made her gasp, but that only spurred Loroth on even more.

      He never felt more alive than he did in this moment, and he wanted to treasure it.

      They might regret it later, but for now they had each other.
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            Loroth and Vixen’s Wedding

          

        

      

    

    
      Loroth slowly regained consciousness, but everything was distorted. He could hear people talking, but their voices were too low to understand. Blots of black blocked his vision. When he blinked, the blots appeared in other places and the room spun. He groaned as bile came up his throat, and suddenly he rolled over to his side and threw up.

      What happened?

      Last thing he remembered, Vixen and he were riding through the woods of Cuskelom, enjoying their time together when suddenly he felt a prick in his neck. He reached up and pulled something out of the side of his neck, and when he looked at what he held in his hand, he realized it was a dart of some sort.

      Immediately his senses began to falter, and he shot Vixen a look. He had moved too quickly, and the forest spun. He blacked out but felt himself falling out of his saddle and heard Vixen yell, alarmed, “Loroth!” He braced for impact of the ground, but he never felt it.

      Now he woke, and now that he thought about it, he recognized Vixen’s voice as one of the voices talking, but he determined there was more than one person in the room.

      Groaning, he tried to push himself up into a sitting position, but every movement caused his vision to blur, and he felt sick again.

      “Easy.” Another woman’s voice said to him, and he looked and realized she was right next to him. He squished his brows and blinked hard to see her features, but everything was a blur. “Take it easy. The Drakon takes a while to wear off. Here, have some of this tea. I promise it’s not poison. It’ll settle your stomach.” And she lifted a cup to his lips, helping him drink.

      Though it tasted foul, he forced it down his throat then coughed, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “What...happened?” He looked around, seeing that his vision was finally beginning to clear. Now he could see Vixen standing on the other side of the room with an older man he didn’t recognize, but beside his bedside was another woman, also older. By their garb and weapons strapped to them, Loroth had a bad feeling of where he was, and he slowly scooted himself up. “Where am I? What’s going on?”

      Now that Loroth was awake, Vixen crossed her arms, glared at the man she was talking to, and then sighed. “Loroth, meet my parents. This is my father, Sirros, and my mother, Nyvera.” She gestured to the man and woman in the room.

      “And you’re the one who put ideas in my daughter’s head and stole her away from us.” Sirros reached for his knife as he moved toward the bed, but Vixen stood in his way, lifting her hand to halt him.

      Loroth was just confused. “Wha...?”

      Vixen gave her father a glare. “No. That is not true, and you know it.”

      “I have been watching you in the magic realm, and I have seen you with this man for the better part of this year!”

      “That’s because we’re married!”

      Everyone grew silent―including Loroth, who was still confused but now also surprised. While it was true that he had confessed his feelings to Vixen and asked her to marry him, she had never answered him. She promised she would but she needed time to think. Now she was saying they were married? He wisely kept quiet. She knew the situation better than he.

      Sirros twitched and narrowed his eyes as his fingers closed into fists.”You...what?” He quickly searched the magic realm for any evidence of their union, but he came back empty-handed. He smiled and scoffed. “You lie. You have not wed.”

      Vixen took a step closer to her father, never breaking eye contact. “You may have thought I didn’t listen to all the lectures of our traditions, but there is one lesson that stayed with me, and that is, if an assassin were to proclaim in the presence of two or more witnesses that they were married to an individual, then that makes their union valid. And well...” She smiled coyly at him as she stepped away from him and toward Loroth. “You and mother are two witnesses, so it makes it valid.”

      For a long moment, Sirros stared at her. He couldn’t think of how to respond. He couldn’t argue because she was right. He had made the same argument when Nyvera and he wed. This was for assassins to marry without too much complication from the other Houses, but still, he wasn’t happy about this.

      He set his gaze on Loroth. “Do you love my daughter?”

      Sitting on the edge of the bed, Loroth nodded, but he felt this was a weighty matter that required his full attention. Grunting, he pushed himself to his feet and closed his eyes as a wave of dizziness washed over him. Once he regained his balance, he met Sirros’ gaze and gave him a firm nod. “I do love her, and I would give my life for her.”

      Sirros walked up to him until they were face-to-face, and he narrowed his eyes. “Careful. I may require it of you.” With that, he turned and marched out of the room.

      Nyvera lingered for a moment and smiled at her daughter. “You make me proud.” And she turned, leaving the room as well.

      Loroth stood there, still uncertain at what had happened. He finally tore his gaze away from the door and looked at Vixen for an explanation.

      She sighed and sat on the bed. “My parents shot you in the forest with a dart. I wasn’t going to leave you alone, so I came along, and they brought us here.” She gestured to their surroundings. “This is my room in my parents’ house.” She locked eyes with Loroth. “They wanted answers. I left rather abruptly a while back and never returned. They finally tracked me down with you, and apparently they saw how much time we spent together. I’m not sure what exactly they were thinking because it’s not like you captured me or something.” She shook her head and pushed herself to her feet to pace. “I tried explaining things to Papa, but he wouldn’t listen, so I told him we were married, and according to the Assassin custom, we are.”

      Loroth raked his hand through his black hair. “And do you wish to be wed to me? You never did answer my question when I asked you.”

      Vixen smiled as she drew near to him and wrapped her arms around his neck, looking up at him. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. I was simply waiting for the right moment to tell you that, but that got derailed by Papa’s demands. I’m sorry about that.”

      He smiled, pulling her close to him. “That is all right. All I care about is being with you the remainder of my days.” He kissed her.

      Vixen heard how he said the remainder of his days, and she knew that was because of the death sentence that hung over him, but she didn’t want to think about it. Instead, she surrendered to his kiss, but then a thought crossed her mind, causing her to chuckle and pull back. “What will your cousins think of this?”

      Loroth laughed. “Well, as long as Lorrek doesn’t have to pretend to be married to you, there shouldn’t be an issue. Remember, no one knows I exist, so me having a secret wife shouldn’t be a problem.”

      A grin blossomed across Vixen’s lips. “Good.” She brought her lips to his ear. “Then let’s consummate this, shall we?”

      “Gladly.” Loroth picked her up and took her to the bed. Somewhere in his mind, he knew her parents were somewhere in the house, but according to assassin custom they were married and could do what they wanted. He didn’t have to worry about any assassin coming and killing him―at least, he hoped he didn’t.

      Banishing this from his mind, he focused on Vixen because all he wanted in this moment was her.
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      Loroth stood in Lorrek’s chambers, staring out the window into the nightlife of Cuskelom. He waited for his cousin, but Lorrek had no idea he was here. Loroth had something of importance to discuss with him, and he had no idea how it would go over with the royal family of Cuskelom.

      He was nervous.

      Suddenly a gale of wind tore through the room, and Lorrek appeared. He immediately sighed in relief and began to relax, but then he realized he wasn’t alone, so he stood straighter until he recognized who stood in his chambers. “Loroth, what are you doing here?” He frowned as he reached into his pocket dimension and began to unburden himself from several items that Verddra had required he have during their morning training session.

      Loroth stepped away from the window and came up behind a chair, placing his hands on the back of it. “Cousin, I have something to tell you.”

      Hearing the graveness in Loroth’s voice, Lorrek slowed to a halt and gave him all his attention. “What is it? Did you have another incident?”

      “Incident?” Then Loroth realized his cousin meant the different times when Loroth’s health plummeting, and he almost died. He shook his head. “No, I am quite well, but this is important.” He took a deep breath, gathering his courage. He couldn’t believe he was about to say this. In one way it was quite comical, but in the other way, it was confusing. “Lorrek, I’m...married.”

      Lorrek froze as he tried to comprehend what his cousin had said, but it made no sense to him. “You’re...what?”

      “I wed a woman.”

      “But...I didn’t even know you were courting someone.” Lorrek furrowed his brows as he pulled out another chair at the table and sat down. “When did this happen?”

      Loroth pushed away from the chair and began to pace, trying to figure out where to start. “You recall my kidnapping incident?” When Lorrek nodded, Loroth went on. “The woman who brought me back to Cuskelom was actually an assassin of House Rodden. Her name is Vixen.”

      “Vixen?” Lorrek leaned forward, setting his elbows on the table and bringing his hands up to his chin. “She is the daughter of Lord Sirros of House Rodden.”

      “Aye, she is.” Loroth nodded. “After that incident, we began spending time together. I enjoyed her company, and for once I didn’t have to hide my existence.”

      “So you wed her?” Lorrek lifted his brows as he sat back in his chair. All of this was a lot to comprehend. His cousin was not a reckless man, so this seemed uncharacteristic of him.

      “It was...unintentional.”

      “How do you unintentionally wed someone?”

      Loroth frowned then raked his hand through his black hair. “Her parents abducted me―with her. They were going to kill me, but Vixen saved my life by proclaiming to be married to me. Apparently in the Assassin Culture, if such a proclamation is made in the presence of two or more witnesses, it is binding.” He turned back to Lorrek and spread his hands out as he shrugged. “And that is how I am wed.”

      Lorrek stared at his cousin for a long time as the words sank in, and then he began to laugh―a true, deep laughter, one he hadn’t experienced in a very long time. He laughed and slapped his palm on the table then stood, grinning at Loroth. “And so you wed! I never expected you to marry, but I am thrilled you get to enjoy that pleasure in life.” But then he became serious. “However, does she know of your secret? Or does she and her family think she married the youngest prince of Cuskelom?”

      “They know the truth.” Loroth gave Lorrek an apologetic look. “I know I was never to reveal it, but...all things considering, I assumed you would prefer them to know the truth than to deal with the awkward consequences...” He trailed off, allowing his cousin to draw his own conclusions.

      Lorrek nodded, placing his hand on Loroth’s shoulder. “That is understandable. We will have to inform Father, of course, but when do I get to meet her?”

      Loroth frowned. “You...want to meet her?”

      “Of course! Why not?” Lorrek stepped away from his cousin. “After all, she is technically family now, and there are many questions I’d like to ask an assassin of the Five Houses.”

      Loroth smiled, relieved that Lorrek was so accepting. He tried to imagine Vixen meeting the royal family, but he suspected she wouldn’t tolerate any royal behavior. “I would love to introduce you, but know this, if you say or do something she doesn’t like, she might stab you. She’s fond of knives―especially throwing knives.”

      “Then I will have to do something to earn her trust, but first, I’m curious to see her in action. I have an idea.” He went to the table and conjured a map of the capitol of Cuskelom.

      Curious, Loroth followed and furrowed his brows as he looked down at the map. “What are you thinking?”

      Lorrek smiled at his cousin. “I want to see how good she really is, so I’m going to assign her to try and kill me.”

      Loroth widened his eyes. “What? Why? That is foolish, Lorrek.” He grabbed his cousin’s arm and turned him to face him. “She is an assassin. She was trained all her life to kill—”

      “She won’t be able to kill me, Loroth.” Lorrek phased his arm through Loroth’s grip then nodded to what he had done. “Because of that. Don’t worry.”

      “I don’t like this idea...” Loroth shook his head, but he could tell by the look on Lorrek’s face that he had already made up his mind.

      Lorrek smiled. “All will be well. This will be good.” Then he set about to prepare his plan.

      He was very curious to meet this Vixen individual.
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      Jechorm―the most advanced kingdom in all the lands. With technology unmatched by any other, and with skyscrapers reaching high into the heavens, they deemed themselves untouchable. None of their more medieval neighbors could launch an attack on them, so they had no outside threats. This meant they could strive on making themselves even more powerful―and perverse.

      Ceras from Assassin House Foden sat in a loud highrise bar, sipping on her glowing green drink. Around her a party raged, people danced, music blasted, and lights flashed. People drank and laughed and shouted over the noise at each other, and she knew in the dark corners of the room, people were making out, but she ignored all of this.

      She hated the noise and the bright lights of Jechorm. Times like this she wished she was back in the quiet forests of Serhon, but a contact in Jechorm reached out to her, saying he had important information for her, so she came.

      But she had to admit, the only thing she liked about this culture was their fashion. She tugged at the hem of her form-fitting, short, dark green dress and she shook her ankle, waiting for her informant to show up. The crystals on her green stilettos sparkled in the flashing lights of the bar, and she regarded her choice of shoes briefly. Most assassins wouldn’t be able to function in them, but she was proud that she had mastered them. People always underestimated her due to her clothing, and she used that to her advantage.

      Brushing her wavy red hair over her shoulder, she looked around once more for her informant and saw him finally approaching her. She smiled and rose to her feet to greet him―only to realize her stilettos made her tower over him. They shook hands and took a seat.

      Ceras crossed her legs as she stirred her drink, causing the liquid to brighten once more. “So, Frekdin, what is so urgent that you couldn’t send word by a falcon?”

      He stared at her, confused, and then shook his head. “We...don’t have falcons to send here in Jechorm...”

      She just gave him a patient look. “Well, I got word that you wanted to meet with me. Regardless, what is it you have for me?” She leaned forward, folding her arms on the table and lowering her voice. “And it better be good.” With that, she sat back, picked up her drink, and sipped on the straw.

      Frekdin nodded. He stared at her but made sure he spoke quietly. “You remember that...procedure I helped procure for you a few months ago?”

      Ceras grew still and narrowed her eyes. A few months ago she discovered she was pregnant, That wasn’t optional for an assassin―especially one who was unmarried and very active on the field. Though the Five Houses had their methods of terminating a pregnancy, each way was dangerous, so Ceras sought out alternatives, and with Frekdin’s help, she found one in Jechorm. She had paid for it, gone through it, and went on her way. Her life returned back to normal, and she rarely thought about it. She just didn’t like being reminded of it.

      She gave him a look and drummed her fingers on the table. “What about it, Frekdin? It’s the past.”

      He leaned forward, whispering, “What if I told you it’s not?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      He sighed then pulled out a tablet and flicked his finger across the screen until he came to a certain document. Setting the tablet on the table, he spun it around to face Ceras and scooted it toward her. “They told you they were going to terminate the pregnancy, correct?”

      “And they did. I’m no longer pregnant―in case you haven’t noticed.” But still Ceras took hold of the tablet and tried to read the content, but it made no sense to her. “What is this about, Frekdin? I don’t have patience for this.”

      He took the tablet back, selected a certain portion, then gave it back to her. “In their terms and conditions, they specifically say they would terminate all proof of the pregnancy, which we all assume means terminating the baby itself.”

      “It wasn’t a baby. It was just a bunch of cells—”

      “It doesn’t matter!” Frekdin yelled at her, causing her to flinch back. Realizing he had just shouted at an assassin and perhaps that wasn’t a very good idea, he took a deep breath and tried to explain. “After you went through the procedure, my girlfriend did as well, and since I’m a curious person, I did more investigations. You think they killed your baby, don’t you?”

      Ceras narrowed her eyes. “They did...”

      “What if I told you they didn’t?”

      “I would say you’re being ridiculous because I was only three months pregnant, and there is no way it could have survived.”

      “Not unless they incubated it.” He motioned to the tablet.

      Thoroughly confused, Ceras took hold of the tablet and finally gave it proper attention. She read through different articles and saw pictures of pods, connected to numerous of tubes and wires. Each pod contained orange liquid and what appeared to be a baby inside. Ceras zoomed in the picture for a better look, but she couldn’t believe what she was saying. “What is this? Some kind of joke?” She set down the tablet and glared at Frekdin.

      “No joke.” He shook his head. “Apparently I wasn’t the only one who was curious. Some of the scientists in the program have their convictions, and they silently put this information on the Ghostnet for those looking to find.” Then he leaned forward, locking eyes with her. “Your baby isn’t dead, Ceras. They kept it alive and are growing her. She’s almost full-term now.”

      Ceras just stared at him. She rarely gave any thought to the child she gave up, but now all of that was coming back. “She? It’s a girl?”

      “Yes. According to what records I could find.”

      Ceras swallowed. She didn’t know what to do with this information. She crossed her arms and tried to ward off the emotions that strove with her. “So what? She’s alive. Fantastic. At least I won’t have her death on my conscience. Why are you bringing me this information? When she’s old enough, she will likely be adopted by some Jechorian family, and she will have a wonderful life.”

      “But she won’t.”

      Now she narrowed her eyes. “What are you talking about?”

      Frekdin nodded, taking hold of the tablet once more and going to another article before presenting it to her. “All the children who are raised by the Program are not given up for adoption. Rather, they are trained and given armor. They become what is known as the Guardians.” He tapped on a picture for Ceras to see, and she saw a full-grown adult in highly advanced armor standing with a large gun in his hands. “This is a Guardian. They are like the standing army of Jechorm.”

      She took hold of the tablet and stared at the image, still trying to determine how she felt about all of this. It was a lot to take in. She tried to dismiss it. “So what? My daughter becomes a warrior. Good for her. That’s still a better life than I could have given her.”

      Frekdin bowed his head and clenched his fists. Ceras wasn’t getting it. How dense could she be? Taking a deep breath, he tried to find the words to explain. “But she isn’t human.”

      Ceras frowned then laughed. “What? Of course she is. Both her father and I are human.”

      “Yes, but the Guardian Program has made being human a classification, and all those born within the Program are not classified as human. Therefore, they do not get even the simplest privileges of being human. They are told every day and every night that they were not human, but rather they are the highest form of technology the world has to offer, and they believe it. Everyone outside of the Program never sees them without their armor, so they think the Guardians are technology and not human. If one of them begins to think and question this, they are nominated for the Guardian Games, which I’m sure you’ve heard about.”

      Ceras paused as she thought about this. During her brief time in Jechorm, she had heard of the Guardian Games because it was an event that was occurring at that time. She never thought much on it but had noticed how everyone talked about it and how many people placed bets. All she knew was that the Guardian Games were a form of entertainment where some of Jechorm’s most advanced robots were put in an arena to fight to the death. Ceras had caught a few glimpses of the candidates in the Games, and she realized now that each one was a Guardian with the armor she had seen on the tablet.

      She furrowed her brows and looked back at Frekdin. “But why would they do that?”

      Realizing she was beginning to come around, Frekdin nodded. “Because if they begin to think and question, they can cause an uprising. Everyone thinks the Guardian Games are a way for technology to earn the classification of human, but really it’s just a massacre, and they allow the Guardians to kill each other―for entertainment purposes. The last Guardian standing is stripped of their armor and told to survive an entire day without their armor. If they can do this, they will be given the classification of human and all its privileges. That might sound easy, but that is when the Hunters stalk the winner and seek to kill him. Without his armor, he doesn’t stand a chance, and that is why every winner has been killed before the day is out, and none of them have been given the status of human. The directors of the program can’t allow it, so they will kill any who being to think. That is the fate that awaits your daughter if she is anything like you. Now do you think you made the right choice?”

      None of this felt right. She had wanted to erase her daughter from existence because that was simply easier, but now everything was much more complicated. She felt obligated to rescue her out of this program and give her the chance to live, but Ceras couldn’t raise her. She was an assassin. She had too many enemies and no time to raise a child. She also didn’t want her little girl to be raised in the assassin community because then she would be forced to kill, and Ceras didn’t want that either.

      The only alternative she could think of was the thieves, and now that she thought of it, she knew of a few that owed her a favor.

      A smile crawled across her face, and she finally looked back at Frekdin. “Well then, my friend, I suppose you present a good argument, so...” She leaned forward and flashed him a grin. “You’re going to help me find out where my daughter is and help me break her out.”

      Frekdin straightened in his chair. “Wait...you’re serious? You believe me?”

      “I do...for now at least. Besides, if my daughter is alive, I really don’t want her raised in Jechorm anyway. So, do your magic with that tablet and get me schematics on the building and all the information you can about where my daughter is. Anything you can get, give it to me.”

      “Uh...are you sure? They do have the most advanced technology in that building―even for Jechorm.”

      Ceras gave him a look. “And I’m an assassin. I’m good at sneaking into places I’m not supposed to be. Get the information, and we will meet back up at your place.”

      “What about my child?” Frekdin hugged his tablet close to him as he rose to his feet. “I’m not going to help you unless you help me get him out.”

      She considered this. It was a new element to the equation, but it made sense, so she nodded. “We’ll try to get him out too. Get the information, and be quick about it. I have work to do.” With that, she downed the rest of her drink and stood, leaving the tab on the table.

      A lot weighed on her mind.

      Her daughter was alive but would be forced into servitude in Jechorm. Ceras couldn’t believe she did that to her own child.

      She had to make this right.
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      Although he wouldn’t admit it to the other thieves, Mel’Nath was a fantastic chef and he loved to cook.  Sometimes when he was on a job, he’d snoop in their kitchen and snatch a few herbs before carrying out his actual job.

      Now he was back home, moving about his kitchen and stirring the pot of stew to make sure it was perfectly brought to a boil. He inhaled its aroma and smiled. “Perfect!”

      Then there was a knock on the door, and Mel’Nath quickly put the lid on the pot, grabbed the closest weapon he could―an iron frying pan―and inched toward the door. He wasn’t expecting any company, so who could it be?

      “Who’s there?” He yelled through the door, lifting the frying pan, ready to swing it.

      “Oh c’mon, Mel. It’s me. Ceras,” said the voice through the door.

      “Ceras?” Mel’Nath lowered the pan and opened the door. “What are you doing here...” Then he saw that she held something in her arms. “Is that...a...baby?”

      Ceras checked on the baby to make sure she was sleeping, and then she nodded and looked back at her friend. “Yes, but more specifically, it’s mine.”

      “Yours...?” Mel’Nath stumbled over himself as he stepped away from the door. “Do you mean...ours?”

      She gave him an annoyed look. “No, Mel. I’m sorry, but you’re not the only man I’ve slept with.”

      “Then who’s the father?”

      “That’s not important right now. What’s important is I need you to take care of her.”

      “You need what?” Mel’Nath widened his eyes. Next thing he knew, the baby was in his arms. He looked down at her, and his heart melted when he saw she was sleeping. Then panic set in, and he shot Ceras an alarmed look. “I don’t know anything about babies! What am I supposed to do?”

      “Take care of her. Raise her. Give her goat’s milk until she can start eating more actual food. You can do this. I believe in you.” Ceras placed her hand on Mel’Nath’s cheek and smiled at him. “You are the only person I trust to take care of her. I’ve named her Ardenn, by the way. You don’t have to tell her about me. Just..keep her safe.” With that, she turned to the door.

      “But...what about you? Why can’t you raise her?” Mel’Nath rocked the baby back and forth when she began to fuss a little.

      Standing at the door, Ceras placed her hand on the doorframe then bowed her head and sighed. She looked back at Mel’Nath. “Because I have other matters to attend.” With that, she left.

      She couldn’t tell Mel’Nath how she and Frekdin had snuck into one of Jechorm’s most fortified buildings to try and retrieve Ardenn as well as Frekdin’s son. Unfortunately they were only able to locate Ardenn’s pod and free her before the alarms sounded. Frekdin told Ceras to run. She wanted to argue, but she had a wailing baby in her hands, and the doors were closing. “I’m sorry,” she told Frekdin before she took off.

      Along the way she encountered guards, but she dodged them and kept running until she was out of the building. She didn’t even stop then. She kept running until she knew she was safe.

      When she finally stopped, she looked down at the baby in her arms, and she suddenly realized she had no idea what she was doing. The baby needed clothes. She needed food. Where and how would Ceras get that? It wasn’t like she could leave the baby with someone while she went shopping, but she had to do something. As an assassin, she was resourceful, so she would use that resource to her advantage―just differently than usual.

      But eventually she came to the conclusion that she couldn’t raise her own daughter because there was another more pressing matter that weighed on her mind. She couldn’t get the images of all those pods full of babies out of her head. Each one had been someone’s child, and each one would be raised to think they were not human but rather technology. If they dared to question this, they would be killed, and that hurt Ceras just thinking about it. She had to do something. She had to try.

      But that meant giving up her daughter. As much as it pained her to do so, Ceras knew Mel’Nath would raise her well. He might be clueless at first, but he was one of the few people she trusted. He was very capable.

      For now, she needed to return to Jechorm and figure out when the next Guardian Games would occur and if there was a way she could stop it.
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      Since the Guardian Games didn’t occur too frequently, Ceras had time to get what information she could on all the Guardians who were nominated to perform in the Games. She never got back in touch with Frekdin, but she could only imagine what they did to him once they captured him for trespassing in the Guardian Program. She still needed info, so she began to dig.

      To her surprise, the more she dug, the more she unearthed people who disliked the Guardian Games, and these people had resources and skills she could use. They gathered the information for her, found the layouts of the different buildings and all their access points, and they pulled together a list of names plus the power of each Guardian. Their armor was fused with magic, giving each Guardian their own individual power, but it differed from one Guardian to another, so this was important information for Ceras to have.

      Ceras told her helpers, “Just get me the information. I will put things into motion.”

      “If they see you, you will be banned from the Guardian Games, and every law enforcer will be on the lookout for you,” Mystoth warned her.

      Ceras looked over her shoulder at the female hacker. “That’s why you will get into their system and loop the security feeds, but first, I need a good time to intervene with the Games.”

      And the team of five stood over the information, trying to determine the best course of action. Before the Games were a few pre-Game rounds where many candidates were eliminated from the contest, but this happened behind closed doors. Ceras had no access to it. Then, when the Games began, security was airtight. It would take longer than Ceras had to talk her way through it. And the arena itself was covered by a forcefield, which protected the spectators from fireballs or any weapons thrown by the Guardians.

      This meant that Ceras couldn’t intervene during the Games themselves, which she hated because it meant many good Guardians had to die before she could even make her move. However, they found a crack in security after the Games but before the Crucibles began. It was shortly after the last remaining Guardian of the Games was declared a winner and stripped of his armor. He was told if he could survive a full day without his armor, he would win the title of human, and he had a few hours to prepare for the Crucibles.

      Camera drones followed his every move as he raced through the buildings and down to the lower, darker levels of Jechorm. People wanted to see where he would go and what he would do, so they watched.

      This was exactly the opportunity Ceras was looking for. While the Guardian took time to set up his defenses and arm himself, she could go in and try to talk with him. She had to get him to trust her because she knew who the Hunters were in the Crucibles, and he never stood a chance against them without his armor.

      They had waited for this moment, and Ceras told Mystoth, “Loop the feed from the drones. I don’t want anyone to see me.” Then she headed out.

      As she made her way down to the level where the Guardian was and to the abandoned warehouse that he had chosen as his base of operations, she wondered how this would play out. Although she knew he was human and no different from her, he didn’t know that. For all he knew, he truly thought he was technology with wires under his skin rather than muscle. He thought humans were a classification―something that could be earned, and he wanted it.

      How do you change someone’s mind of something so fundamental when they are so grounded in their own belief? Ceras didn’t know, but she had to try.

      Finally, she came upon the location but stopped at the door. She reached up and tapped on the device in her ear. “Mystoth, how are the drones?”

      “Their feed has been looped. Right now it looks like he’s sleeping, but the actual feed that I see, he’s loading some guns that he stole from a shop earlier,” Mystoth’s voice sounded in her ear.

      Ceras nodded. “Good. Stay sharp.”

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” One of her other partners, Remus, asked. “He has a lot of guns, and he’s on high alert. He could kill you.”

      Ceras chuckled when she heard this. “While I appreciate your concern, Remus, I assure you that I will be fine. After all, he’s not the only one trained to kill, and I’m pretty sure I’ve done it more than he has.” With that, she set her gaze on the old doors before her, and she lifted her hand then gently pushed on them.

      The doors creaked as they opened, and she winced at the sound, but she had been partly expecting it. As she also expected, this Guardian, who was designated Reethcon, now stood facing her with two guns in his hands, aimed at her.

      She slowly lifted her hands as she drew near. “I’m a friend. I’m here to help.” When he didn’t say anything but only narrowed his eyes, Ceras took another step closer. “I can help you win the Crucibles—”

      Suddenly he pulled the trigger, shooting straight at her, but Ceras dove out of the way, behind a crate. She clenched her fists. She had hoped that this would be easy, but of course it couldn’t be. “I’m serious!” She shouted from behind the crate. “The Hunters in the Crucibles―they’re trained assassins. I trained with them. I know their methods. I can help you win.”

      “And why should I believe you? How do I know you’re not one of them?” The sound of his voice drew closer to the crate where Ceras hid. “How do I know this isn’t a tactic to walk me right into their midst?”

      Ceras had enough of hiding. She rose to her feet and stood directly in front of Reethcon. If she wanted to earn his trust, she needed to show him trust. “You’re right. You have no reason to trust me, but what kind of Hunter would go through all this trouble? If I were really after you, I would have killed you already.”

      He laughed when he heard this. “You could try.”

      “I’m serious.” Ceras moved around the crate. “You participated in the Guardian Games because a part of you thinks you are human―or that you have a right to be human. You have no idea how right you are, but it’s not something someone can give you...or take from you. You are human already.”

      He narrowed his eyes but never took his gun off her. “What are you talking about?”

      She kept her hands still raised before her. “I mean you are not technology at all. You are human just like me. The only reason you think otherwise is because that’s how you were raised, that’s what they made you think. But it’s not true. You’re human. You don’t have to win the Crucibles to prove that. All you have to do is escape from Jechorm―and I can help you with that.” Ceras slowly lowered her hands then reached her hand out to him. “Please, let me help you get out of here and live.”

      Reethcon regarded her for a long moment. His finger itched to pull the tigger, but he held off. “What you’re saying doesn’t make any sense. I was brought up alongside many others with me. I know where I came from.”

      “That’s because your parents gave you up!” Ceras cried out, surprising Reethcon. Taking a deep breath to find her calm once more, she met his eyes and explained, “I know this because I once gave up my own daughter to the Guardian Program. I didn’t know what it really was. I just didn’t want a child. It wasn’t the right time for me. I had too much going on in my life, and I couldn’t afford the distraction a child would bring, so I sought to have her terminated. Yes, I know that sounds horrible, but it’s true. I thought she was dead. I went on with my life until the truth caught up with me, and I realized the Jechorians had lied to me. They didn’t kill my baby. Instead, they kept her alive and grew her in a pod. I saw the progression of the Program and how babies were born then raised and trained into the fearsome warriors that you are.” She gestured to him. “I heard the lies they repeatedly told you of how none of you are human and how being human is a classification, and you are too low-ranking to amount to it. But it’s not true! I broke into the Guardian Program and freed my daughter, and now I want to help free you, but I need you to trust me.”

      “You were the one who broke into the Program?” Reethcon laughed, finally lowering his gun. “They said it was a specialized team that tried to sabotage the Program.”

      “I didn’t want to sabotage it. I want to save all those babies from ever growing up and thinking they are merely technology. I want to free Guardians from every participating in the Guardian Games, and it starts with you. What do you say?” She still held out her hand, waiting for him to take it.

      He regarded it then finally holstered his guns and ignored the extended hand. Instead, he turned back to the table where he was putting together more powerful guns. “If what you say is true, I want to help you free them, but I should retrieve my armor first.”

      “Your armor?” Ceras sounded alarmed.

      “Yes.” He nodded and looked at her. “It gives me super-strength, and that would be useful in the task you have in mind. I know where they stored it away. I can go get it, and then we can see about you living up to your end of the bargain.” He smiled at her.

      “No!” She grabbed his arm. “You can’t. They will kill you.”

      “All the Hunters are out here, waiting for me. They won’t be looking for me at the Guardian Program. I’ll be fine.”

      Ceras felt helpless. “It’s a highly secured building! How do you propose to get inside?”

      He winked at her. “I didn’t waste my time among them. I know my way through the building, and I know all the exits. Trust me, I’ll be fine. If what you say is true, then stay for me here. When I get back, we can discuss your plan, but first, I need my armor.” With that, he lifted a huge rifle upon his shoulder and headed for the door.

      “They’ll kill you,” Ceras said as she spun around to watch him leave.

      He halted and looked back at her. “If they do, will you mourn for me?” Then he shook his head. “I doubt it. I’m just a machine after all.” He walked out of sight.

      Ceras lingered, thinking about the words he had said. She stayed there for hours, awaiting his return, but finally Mystoth’s voice sounded in her ear. “Uh, Ceras...it’s over. You were right about the armor being guarded. They just took him down. He’s dead.”

      When she heard this, she clenched her fists and slammed her hand on the table. Why didn’t he listen to her?

      But there was nothing more she could do this time. They just had to wait until the next Guardian Games in hopes that the winner of that one would listen to her. She wasn’t sure they would, but she could only hope.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            10

          

          
            Atheta, Haskel, and Gremina Talk

          

        

      

    

    
      Haskel aimed his bow at the straw man and held position for a moment before releasing the arrow and immediately setting another arrow. He released it too and and grabbed another arrow from his quiver, took aim, and fired.

      All three arrows hit the center mass of the target.

      The sound of clapping echoed in the training field, and Haskel lowered his bow as he turned to see who had been watching him. When he saw his older sister, Atheta, approaching him with her own bow and quiver on her back, he frowned and ignored her, taking aim for the target once more. “What do you want, Atheta?” He let go of the arrow.

      Atheta came up beside him, took position, and prepared her bow to shoot. She aimed at the other straw man beside Haskel’s and fired her arrow. Once it hit center mass, she looked at her brother. “You’ve been absent recently. You didn’t think I wouldn’t notice, did you?” She watched him shoot another arrow and arrow but never responded to her, so she went on. “What’s on your mind?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” He grunted as he fired another arrow. Since that was his last one and now he had to collect his arrows, he lowered his bow and looked at his sister. “Since Father is now king and you’re in line to the throne, I had hoped that Father would let me train with the thieves in the forest, but he refuses to even entertain the thought.” He walked up to the straw man and yanked his arrows out. “He doesn’t need me, so why does he insist that I stay? Why can’t he be more like King Sindric who lets Theran and Heldon do whatever they want?”

      Atheta waited until her brother had gathered all his arrows and returned beside her before she shot her target once more. “I’m sure the ways of Cuskelom are more complicated than they appear.”

      “And are you looking forward to becoming Queen of Cuskelom?” Gremina asked as she approached her two siblings with her own bow. When they of them turned and looked at her a bit confused, she stopped in step and frowned. “What? Haven’t you heard the talk? Papa wants you to marry Prince Theran, Atheta.”

      Atheta muttered something under her breath then spun around and shot her target once more.

      Haskel watched her swift movements, and he grimaced and cast her a look. “You’re not too fond of that idea, are you?”

      She sent him a look. “Theran has no sense of duty or responsibility. He speaks without thinking, and a goblet of wine is his closest companion. And he smells.” She wrinkled her nose but then shot another arrow.

      “Besides,” Gremina interjected. “Theran is Crowned Prince of Cuskelom, and you, Atheta, are Crowned Princess of Serhon...if the two of you wed, what would happen to the two kingdoms? Would they merge as one?” With that question out in the open, Gremina set her bow and aimed for her target then released the arrow.

      Atheta placed her face in her hand. “I don’t think Papa has thought this through. He is simply enthralled with Cuskelom as he always has been.” Irritated, she set another arrow in her bow and shot it.

      “So what would happen?” Haskel snuck his older sister a look before focusing on his own bow and taking aim.

      “I have no idea.” Atheta shot another arrow and finally lowered her bow. “I suppose it depends on who becomes ruler of which land first.” She then looked at her brother. “You see, Haskel, this is why we need you here. I know you don’t feel like you have any role, but you do. And besides, you’re male. The High Court could easily decide to overlook me as heir in favor of a male heir, and that would be you.”

      Haskel grunted when he heard this, but he never took his eyes off the target. “I don’t ever want to be king. I wish I could just do what I want to do.” And he released his arrow.

      Beside them, Gremina grew quiet as she listened to the conversation, and then she finally cleared her throat, gaining their attention. She finally asked, “And what am I supposed to do? Atheta, if you marry Theran, and Haskel, if you became king, where does that leave me?”

      The three siblings stood still as they contemplated their roles in life. A few years ago, life was simple. Though they were part of the royal family, they had no direct claim to the throne. While they learned all the proper etiquette of royalty and had great education, each of them were able to pursue their own desires. All three of them were drawn to their mother’s intertwined life with the thieves of the woods, so they learned their way through the forest and all the siblings proved superior with the bow. They preferred to wear simple clothes and sneak through the darkness rather than to attend any formal ball, but now they found themselves trapped and controlled by the court.

      What Gremina and Haskel didn’t know was that Atheta knew how their own mother was responsible for the king of King Drikel and the rise of Roskelem to the throne. It had been a mistake because Roskelem was supposed to have been killed too, but for once, the Five Houses failed in their assignment. No explanation was given. All anyone knew was that Roskelem was now king, and everyone was stuck with it.

      Atheta shook her head as she brought her mind back to the present conversation and Gremina’s uncertainty of her current place in the family. She sighed and looked at her little sister. “Well, Gremina, you are in a unique position. I think of everyone in the family, you’re the only one who can come and go as you wish. No one would ever think twice of it, so maybe we could use that to our advantage.”

      It sounded as though Atheta had a plan, so Gremina had to ask. “What do you want me to do?”

      Atheta shook her head. “Nothing yet, but frequent the thieves and see what you hear among them. Visit the marketplace and hear what is said by the people. The council has a reputation for ignoring and dismissing the common folk, but we may be able to change that. But for now...” Atheta set an arrow in her bow and lifted the bow, taking aim at the target once more. “We practice.”

      The three siblings all took aim at their individual targets and fired as one.

      They might have their own unique position in the kingdom now, but they could work together to improve the land.
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      Atheta sat in the banquet hall of the northern kingdom beyond the sea, Vankithur, and stared at the drunken mess before her.

      She had been sent on a diplomatic mission for her father’s court to ensure that trade would remain open between the two kingdoms. Vankithur had expressed concern when their merchants complained over the hike of taxes for importation. Atheta’s father felt she was most qualified to resolve the matter, so he sent her. However, due to the ties Cuskelom had with Vankithur, Roskelem requested that one of Sindric’s sons accompany her, believing it would soothe matters easier. Since Atheta was betrothed to Theran, Sindric sent him to assist her. Perhaps this would allow the two of them to grow closer.

      But looking at Theran’s drunken self across the table and the way the ladies on either side of him hung off his arms, Atheta narrowed her eyes and lifted her goblet of wine to sip on. She very much doubted there would be any closeness between the two of them. When she got back to Serhon, she intended to speak with her father about this arranged marriage. Surely he couldn’t be serious.

      “A toast!” Theran lifted his goblet once more. “To all the beautiful women of the land!” All the men cheered and pounded their goblets on the table before drinking once more.

      “Have you no interest in the food and wine, Princess Atheta?” King Rothcadin of Vankithur motioned to her barely touched plate.

      “Oh, she doesn’t eat a lot,” Theran interjected. “How else do you think she keeps her slender form?”

      The girls around the table chuckled, but Atheta just glared at him. She imagined how it would feel to put an arrow in him. Maybe that would get him to reconsider his words.

      However, now was not the time for that, and she set her gaze upon the king of Vankithur and told him simply, “I wish to address the matters at hand—”

      “My dear Atheta, we do not mix business with pleasure!” Theran chided her. “My cousin has been quite considerate to throw us this feast, so eat!” To demonstrate, he tore into a cooked chicken leg and gnawed on it before taking hold of his goblet and drinking it down with a gulp of wine then slammed down the goblet. “Come now! Eat! You’re insulting our guests if you don’t.”

      “Yes, eat!” Another man at the table encouraged her. “And drink! The wine is the best you will ever have!”

      Others at the table tried to pressure her into eating and drinking, but Atheta lost her appetite. She had been here for over a week already, and they preferred to throw feasts rather than discuss important matters of the court. When High Court was held in the morning, Atheta had found herself pushed to the side as if she had no importance here, and her patience was wearing thin.

      She had had enough.

      Pushing away from the table with her chair scraping on the stone floor, Atheta rose to her feet and kept her fingers braced on the table. All fell silent as they watched her. She knew in the culture of Vankithur, it was disrespectful for a woman to stand above the king or any other man of the court, but it was time they listened. “Your Majesty, my father sent me here to discuss matters of business, but you have purposely overlooked my presence and used it as an excuse to feast. If that is the way it will be, then Serhon will close its doors to Vankithur. This accomplishes twofold. First, it ensures your merchants will not be taxed by the crown of Serhon, and secondly, I won’t have to put up with you any longer. Either treat me respectfully, you and all your court, or I will leave, and Vankithur will have no dealings with Serhon any longer. Consider your options, and give me an answer in the morning.” With that, Atheta turned and exited the banquet hall.

      At first no one spoke in her absence. They were shocked she had acted so boldly, but finally Rothcadin smiled at his cousin. “Quite a feisty lady you have there, cousin.”

      Theran smiled at him. “Not to worry. I will tame her.” All the men chuckled and resumed drinking.

      Outside the banquet hall, Atheta clenched her fists as she stormed past rows of pillars. She didn’t bother to take in her surroundings at this late hour. She was too blinded by rage, so she didn’t notice the person hiding in the shadows.

      Therth of Cuskelom, Theran’s cousin, watched Princess Atheta march away with anger pent up in her. His heart went out to her because he knew how Theran had wronged her and how everyone had belittled her. It wasn’t fair―or right. Therth was determined to make matters right in the morning. He knew Theran would be too hungover to attend the morning High Court session, so as his double, it fell to Therth to attend in his place. When that happened, he would make sure Atheta was given the proper respect and attention.

      Although Atheta didn’t even know Therth existed, he would do this for her because he loved her. He knew she was promised to his cousin, and he had already accepted that, but when he could make Atheta’s life better and when he could make her smile, he would do everything in his power to make that happen.

      He just wished Theran realized how blessed he was to have Atheta as his betrothed. She was intelligent, quick, bold, and fearless. Who wouldn’t want that in a woman? But instead, Theran was blinded by his own recklessness and drunken behavior. In a way, Therth was grateful for his cousin’s carelessness because it allowed Therth to get close to Atheta even though he knew it wasn’t right. Soon though Atheta and Theran would be married, and Therth would retire to a quiet village away from the capital, so he wouldn’t have to see his cousin living with the woman that he loved.

      Shaking his head to rid himself of these images, Therth slipped away. He had to prepare his argument for the morning High Court session.
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      Atheta chose her most regal clothes to wear when attending this morning’s council meeting with the High Court of Vankithur. Last night at the banquet, she had completely disregarded all their rules of etiquette and bluntly told King Rothcadin that she was not impressed with his treatment of her. If he did not agree to address her entire reason for traveling across the sea to speak with him, she would leave and bar any trade of Vankithur from entering Serhon. It was a bold move, but she knew her mother would be proud of her.

      Knowing most of the High Court, including Prince Theran of Cuskelom who had accompanied her, likely suffered from a hangover due to their rowdy partying the night before, Atheta did not expect much of an attendance in the Council Hall today. She was fine with that because it meant she could possibly speak with King Rothcadin if he were present. Then she could finally be on her way and return to Serhon.

      As she neared the Council Hall, she heard the voice of the one person she did not expect at all to be present―Prince Theran. She slowed her step and listened.

      “...you claim your merchants are being overtaxed, but are you aware that they have been increasing their prices in the Six Kingdoms? To counter this, Serhon has implemented a sales tax on whatever goods they may sell above the market value. This is to encourage them to lower their prices.”

      But then King Rothcadin interrupted, “But that will only cause them to raise their prices even more in order to cover the expense of the taxes.”

      “Neither Serhon nor you want that,” Theran replied. “It could hurt the economy of both kingdoms.” As he continued talking, Atheta drew near to the Council Hall and stopped at the door, looking in to see Prince Theran standing in the empty throne room with King Rothcadin. She was shocked to see Theran there and speaking with extensive knowledge about the situation in Serhon. How did he know all this? Was this his way of apologizing for his reckless behavior all week?

      “Ah, Princess Atheta!” Rothcadin greeted her, seeing her standing in the doorway of the High Court. “You may enter. Prince Theran was simply enlightening me of Serhon’s reasoning behind its sales tax. Perhaps you would have more to add?” He raised his brows.

      Atheta entered the room and walked forward until she stood beside Theran. He acknowledged her with a bow of his head but then focused on Rothcadin once more. Atheta was stunned by Theran’s appearance. He was dressed appropriately and showed no signs of a hangover from his partying all night. How was that even possible? Not only that, but he had already begun talks with the king of Vankithur. While she appreciated it, it was her place to discuss these matters, and she dove right in. “Your Majesty, I understands your belief that Serhon would maintain its sales tax even if your merchants lowered their prices. It is perfectly understandable that you would think that. However, I offer you my word that, if your merchants were to lower their prices once more, the sales tax will not apply to them. And I believe once your merchants see this to be true, they will spread the word, and soon all will be back as where it should be.”

      Rothcadin narrowed his eyes as he drummed his fingers on the armrests of his throne. Their argument made sense, as much as he didn’t like to admit it. He leaned forward. “Princess Atheta, I will give the command to a few of my merchants to lower their prices. If your father does indeed lift the sales tax off them, then I will give the command to my remaining merchants. However, if King Roskelem does not dismiss the sales tax, there will be consequences. Do you understand?”

      “I do.” Atheta bowed to him. “Thank you, Your Grace. That is all I ask. We appreciate the hospitality you have extended to us during our stay here, but I believe Prince Theran and I should return home.”

      “Most certainly.” Rothcadin rose to his feet and came down the dais. He stood before his cousin and clasped his hand on Theran’s shoulder. “She is a good one, my cousin. Don’t let her go. And I expect to be invited to the wedding!”

      “Of course.” The two cousins shook hands, and then Rothcadin turned to Atheta, took her hand in his, and kissed the back of it.

      “You are welcomed to Vankithur whenever you wish to come,” he told her.

      “You have my thanks.” Atheta bowed to the king.

      “I have kept you long enough. You may go.” Rothcadin dismissed them then watched as they walked away.

      What neither of them knew was that it was not Theran who stood before them but rather Therth. When Therth had checked on his cousin that morning, he found Theran still unconscious and in no condition to attend a council meeting. As the prince’s double, Therth took it upon himself to dress as Theran and to attend the meeting in his stead. And he was quite pleased with how it progressed.

      However, once again Atheta was confused. This Theran was completely different from the Theran who had been at the banquet. If she didn’t know better, she would say they were separate people altogether, but when she shot him a glance, she confirmed that he was indeed Theran, and she felt she owed him. “Um...thank you.” She stepped in front of him, turning to face him, and the two of them stopped walking. “I honestly wasn’t expecting you to be here this morning.”

      Therth knew she thought he was his cousin, but it was a lie he had to continue. However, there were some things he could say that had a element of truth even if she didn’t know it. He smiled at her and took her hands into his. “Atheta, my dear, I may not express it often, but I treasure you. I cannot wait until our fathers allow us to wed. And I am deeply sorry for the times I embarrass you. I can never pass up a good drink, and you know how my tongue gets loose after a few drinks.”

      “Yes, I know.” Atheta nodded then sighed. “But perhaps you could refrain from drinking so much?”

      Therth frowned. This was a promise he knew Theran couldn’t keep, so he tried to think of a way around it. “I will do my best.” He kissed her on the cheek. “Come though, we must make arrangements to return home.”

      And the two of them resumed walking, both lost in their own thoughts.

      Last night Atheta had spent most of the night tossing and turning in her bed as she tried to conjure up ways to persuade her father to call off her marriage with Prince Theran. But then this happened, and she found him charming and capable. Maybe they stood a chance after all.

      Beside her, Therth walked deep in thought. He hated lying to Atheta. He wished he could tell her how he felt about her, but to do so, he’d have to explain how he wasn’t Theran, and that would mean he would have to explain why he was identical to his cousin. That was a secret he wasn’t allowed to tell, so he walked in sulking silence.

      He hoped Theran became sober before marrying Atheta. She deserved better than him, and she would be in for a rude awakening when she realized the man she married was not as considerate as Therth himself was. That would lead to a very unhappy marriage, and it hurt Therth just thinking about it. This was why he would leave Cuskelom once Theran married Atheta. He couldn’t stand to witness the pain his cousin would put her through, and he wouldn’t be able to pretend to be Theran just to comfort her.

      None of this was fair, and Therth just wished there was another way.

      But he knew there wasn’t.
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      Thank you for reading! I hope you’ve enjoyed this collection of short stories. You can expect the next novella sometime end of September or beginning of October 2018. Can’t wait to share it with you!
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