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Blurb

	Life at court isn’t full of peace or quiet for Royal Seer Kimess as she serves the Lazrel queen. With a royal engagement propping up the peace treaty, Kimess and Prince Nemal head to Bachal as guests of their king. The harsh culture isn’t easy, but being up close with charming unicorn and fierce dragon shifters is a new experience. Kimess and Nemal hope to find some private time, but are surrounded by security droids plus their own entourage. The queen’s directives are many: spy, make friends, don’t trigger a war, and capture a traitor—dead or alive. Kimess and her friends are balancing their delicate mission fairly well until a couple of royal visitors arrive—revealing secrets that ignites chaos.

	 

	


Chapter 1

	Earth 2450

	In the month since the Bachal Royal Family had left, things had been blissfully quiet. There were perks to being the Royal Seer, but I did my best not to flaunt the power and the jewels. I’d much rather have my mother back. I’d rather live on my own estate than here in the queen’s castle, but I was only sixteen. Ruler of the fifth family or not, the queen had taken responsibility for me.

	I leaned on the ledge of the second story of the castle and observed the Bachal troops, under command of the Lazrel per the treaty, being put through their paces. Nemal and other members of the Queen’s Guard trained the new additions. I couldn’t see the prince, but I could feel his strength and how seriously he took his work. He was busy while I was idle, but that was my luck. When things were quiet in the castle, I didn’t have much to do.

	“Kimess!” LeFawn called as she ran up.

	The youngest princess and I had been friends since we were little. I hugged her. “Hi! You seem happy.”

	“You’d know.” She looked down at the training.

	The powers of the fifth family were all locked in our brains. Telekinesis and telepathy were impressive powers, and mine had only grown stronger.

	“I thought you were supposed to be arranging the right match for Minnette,” LeFawn said.

	“True, your mother tasked me with that, and I’m working on it. On the plus side, Remmy and Faldar are quite happy.” I had risked a lot to keep Faldar, the crowned prince of the Bachal, here with Remmy. The Bachal would never approve of the relationship so they thought Faldar was engaged to LeFawn. She’d volunteered for that ruse.

	She rolled her eyes. “Remmy and Faldar are so happy it’s annoying.”

	“Jealous?” I tucked my long blonde hair behind my ears as the wind whipped up.

	“It’d be nice to be in love like that.” LeFawn pouted.

	We were the same age, but she was the youngest child of the queen and protected, even overprotected, by her siblings and family. Meanwhile, I was an only child without a mother or a father now. I had too much power and responsibility, but that was how our system worked. LeFawn would never be queen, but I’d always known that, someday, I’d be ruler and seer. Her carefree view of the world balanced my rather serious approach.

	“In good time, I’m sure. Have a fun romance while you can. My job is finding the right spouse, not to arrange passionate love affairs. And Remmy is older than you.” I smiled.

	“Minnette should be your priority. She’s older than Remmy and not thrilled to be single.”

	“Remmy’s love found him. I can’t take credit for it. You made it possible for Faldar to stay. His father is a beast.” I shuddered at the memory of the brutish and male-dominated Bachal.

	“I guess you’re not worried about finding love for Nemal,” LeFawn said teasingly.

	Refusing to take the bait, I kept silent. Nemal and I tangled in kisses and verbal sparring. The attraction pulled at me, but the queen, and certainly Minnette, the crown princess, would not approve. Nemal and I had known each other so long that guessing how people would react was hard to judge. I avoided reading their minds to find out their opinions. And our dating wasn’t exactly public knowledge.

	“No reply? You’re learning the court games well, but we’re still friends first. He’s my brother. Why would he want a petite, pretty, blonde wife like you, with so many powers and in such a position?” LeFawn mocked.

	“My priority is Minnette, as you said.” I smiled.

	“I’m always last.” She sighed.

	“Consider it a chance to enjoy romance and fun before settling down. You have a freedom Minnette can’t have. Dagot Cody is always very attentive to you.” I nudged her toward the forbidden attraction. He was a shifter whose mother had fled the Bachal and had found safety here. He was loyal to Lazrel, yet different from all the magical people and humans. He’d be a good solution for LeFawn’s rebellious streak.

	She rolled her eyes. “Faldar is a shifter, too. Remmy already has one.”

	“It’s not a competition. It’s what makes you happy. But there are plenty of other men out there.” I fished for my mini tablet in the pocket of my pale blue gown. “I have an appointment. I’ll see you later.”

	“Bye. Wait.” She turned as I walked away.

	“What?”

	“You know that Nemal would do anything for you. He’d defy Mother for you,” she said.

	I felt her curiosity. It was a test. I’d stumbled onto these a lot since my father was convicted of rebellion against the realm.

	I shook my head. “No, he’d never defy the queen. Neither would I. Whatever we do is young, romantic exploration, for now. When the time comes, we’d never disobey. The queen’s approval means a lot to me. She’s his mother, LeFawn.”

	“Minn is the one you need to win over. She trusts you to advise as seer, but to become family…”

	“I’m not in a rush to wed anyone. I promise, it’s not my priority at all.” I needed to go to the tower for tea with my great aunt. “Excuse me, I’ll be late.” I’d been rushed into my job as seer and ruler of my family. And though I couldn’t fight my feelings for Nemal, I wasn’t rushing into any other formal lifelong roles.

	After tea, I headed to my large set of rooms. A group of four of the Queen’s Guard stood between me and my privacy.

	“What’s wrong?” I asked.

	“The queen needs to see you,” Nemal said.

	I dipped into his mind. It was bad. I tried to find details, but he was still shocked at the turn of events. Emotion could mangle my telepathy, but only my parents could truly block my efforts to read minds.

	“It takes four of you to fetch me?” I asked.

	“Not the time for your jokes,” he said.

	We walked toward the queen’s chamber. This was serious, whatever it was. I kept getting father from Nemal’s mind. My father? Had he died serving his sentence of hard labor? Had he gotten into a fight with others? The man could lie to your face while working two angles at the same time.

	Truly, he was nothing but trouble. He’d married my mother to spy on the royals. He wanted men to be able to rule. I suspected he wanted more than that. He wanted all-out rebellion. Elections. The monarchy had worked so well for Lazrel since the ugly times of the global war that had left so many dead or infected.

	Bioweapons and nuclear bombs had devastated the planet, but in time, some areas had recovered with the right goals and efforts. Lazrel had fared among the best with magical families ruling and protecting the population, which included humans, who were safe to live and work in the nation without fear or discrimination.

	The more I knew of the world and dangers outside Lazrel, the more I loved my country. War could happen again. We may have to defend ourselves. All the history of wars on Earth had some factor of male ego fueling the fires. We didn’t tell other countries how to rule their people, and no one told us. It seemed a reasonable live-and-let-live policy.

	I curtsied to the queen, and she pointed to a chair. Standing in front of the chair, I watched her pace. Fury pulsed from her. The woman was tall with dark red hair and pale skin. Minnette glowered at me from beside her mother’s chair. Minnette was also pale, but with dark brown hair and the same tall, thin form. I felt so short around them. Normally, Minnette was the only unfriendly face in a private meeting with the queen, but I felt the ripples of unease. At least Nemal was in the room. One friendly face helped, but he was concerned.

	“What can I do for you, Your Majesty?” I asked.

	“Where is your father?” she demanded.

	“What? Serving out his sentence. Did he escape?” My mouth went dry.

	Minnette looked down her nose at me. “That rebel. Traitor.”

	“I had no idea he was missing. My father can block my mind-reading powers or have a conversation with me telepathically. I’ve been working on strengthening my telepathy, but there is a distance limit, even with willing people. If he came close, if he were in the castle, for example, then I’d be able to sense his presence, whether he liked it or not. He hasn’t been here to see me.” I wanted to sit, but you didn’t sit while the queen stood.

	“We know he wasn’t in the castle. Apparently, he never made it to the labor camp. He and other prisoners were transported the day the Bachal left. It seems he escaped somehow,” Nemal said.

	“I had nothing to do with it.” Under suspicion again. I was used to it by now.

	Minnette crossed her arms. “Really? Your little stunt with your friend and the relocators? Keeping Faldar here would be a perfect cover to let your father relocate somewhere. Security was completely distracted.”

	“Then you should see about your security properly staying on their respective tasks.” I refused to let Minnette bait me.

	The queen spun and stared at me. “Kimess, this is not a time to pick a quarrel over the details. Did you know anything about this?”

	“No. I’d never help him escape. He’s a rebel, and maybe he is a traitor. I don’t know. But you had him in the dungeon for weeks, and I didn’t help him escape. Why would I do it when things were finally falling into place?”

	“Because you had your position. Your tiara. You knew you were safe so you could help him avoid hard labor. Maybe you thought he’d run home to his sister?” Nemal asked. He was walking through the logic, so I didn’t overreact.

	“No. I didn’t do anything. I didn’t help him. Zoma was in charge of the relocator trick, and she wouldn’t help my father, even if I asked her to. She’s loyal. I’m loyal. I thought I’d proven that to you.” I rubbed my eyes and tried to sense my father. Reading his mind was hard. He could block that. However, with him having been in the dungeon for so long, I’d improved my ability to sense his location. Distance was an issue, but he couldn’t shield his location from me if I were close enough.

	“I thought you had, as well. I don’t believe you set him free. Did he contact you?” The queen sat.

	I eased into my chair. “No, he hasn’t. If he were near the castle, I’d sense him, so he’s probably staying far away. He’s not a young man. Maybe he saw an opportunity and took it? Ran to friends to hide out?”

	Minnette scoffed.

	The queen sighed. “Run away to stay alive? He’s a fool to believe we won’t recapture him.”

	I wanted to believe it. “Five years of hard labor would likely kill him. Anyone would look for an escape and take the chance at freedom.”

	“It’s hard to turn on our parents, even when they disappoint or betray us.” The queen nodded. “But in this case, we believe he had help, and he is headed to the border.”

	He’s run to avoid the authorities before. “I have every confidence that the Queen’s Guard will capture him and any helpers.”

	“He’ll be executed if they do,” Minnette warned.

	Nemal shot his sister a look and moved to stand near me. “Really, Minn?”

	I touched his arm. “I understand. If he is rebelling and siding with our enemies, the queen must do what is best for the country. If the sentence of hard labor was for my benefit, I appreciate it. But I don’t think he’ll ever stop trying to escape or change his views. Not that it matters, but part of me hopes he’ll change his ways.”

	“Very well. A group of guards is out hunting him down now. He’ll be brought back alive, if practical. But the possibilities of where he may be headed make it hard to locate him,” the queen said.

	“I’d start with his sister. If he’s not there, odds are she knows what he’s up to. She probably helped him escape.” No doubt they’d already thought of it, but it was the only lead I had to offer. All his other helpers that I knew of had been executed.

	“You’re quite right. She’s being brought in for questioning as well. You will be interviewed by the head of the guard after he has interviewed those on the work detail traveling with your father. We need to make sure we’ve covered everywhere he might be headed or everyone he might go to for help. You may be of some help if they get any leads or clues from that. If you connect with your father’s location, let the head of the guard know immediately.” The queen pointed at me. “If you think of anything, I want you to tell him.”

	“Of course, I’ll cooperate fully.” I held on to the arms of the chair to keep from running out of the room. I wanted peace and quiet, not more shame thanks to my father’s poor choices and bad connections. The queen had shown me kindness, at times, since my mother had died. I dipped into the queen’s mind and found she didn’t fully trust herself to question me.

	“Then go. Don’t speak of this to anyone. I am sorry your father seems determined to drag you down with him. A real man would take his punishment and let you move on.” The queen waved at me in dismissal.

	I stood, bowed, and exited quickly. My reputation was always under attack in some way. My mother was nearly declared crazy, which would’ve had bad consequences for me. Then, my father turned rebel or traitor…Either way, I needed to stay on the right side of the queen.

	Nemal kept pace with me and followed as I entered my quarters.

	“What’s the problem?” Marel asked.

	My attendant was fully aware of all the palace gossip.

	“Nothing. Can we have a minute?” Nemal asked.

	Marel slipped into one of the other rooms. Nemal had recommended Marel as an attendant. She was shy and overweight, but also his cousin and very trustworthy. She’d shed a little weight and had gained confidence, but her nervous nature remained.

	“I trust Marel,” I said.

	“You’re not supposed to discuss it. Don’t drag others into your situation until you must.” Nemal ran his fingers through his thick brown hair.

	“She probably already knows. Her mother attends your mother.” I flopped onto a soft blue sofa. “Why can’t my father just admit defeat?”

	Nemal sat next to me. “Men rarely do.”

	“A flaw in your sex.” I smirked at him. “The Queen’s Guard captured him once. They’ll do it again. Now, I really need to find Minnette the right man so she’ll hate me less, and the queen will see I’m trying to do what she wants.”

	“Love isn’t something you can push into being,” he replied.

	“True. Remmy and Faldar found each other. But Minnette never lets her guard down. She’s very hard to approach for people who know her. Introducing her to new men is like sending them to war.” I had my work cut out for me there.

	Nemal laughed. “She will be queen. Any man that marries her will have to be strong-willed and thick-skinned.”

	“Too bad she’s not like Remmy and could find her own true love. But I’m sure the right man will turn up.” I allowed my mind to wander on options for Minnette’s romance.

	“You don’t want to talk about your father more?” Nemal asked.

	“What’s to talk about? I’ll be questioned. I know nothing. He’ll be captured and executed.” I leaned my head on Nemal’s shoulder.

	“I’m sorry.” He wrapped an arm around me. “You shouldn’t have to see that. I’ll speak to my mother.”

	I shook my head. “No, I must witness it, if only to prove my loyalty. He made his choices, and I’ve made mine. I won’t change allegiance on account of him, and the country and court must know that.”

	He kissed my forehead, and some of the stress eased.

	Marel peeked from the other room. “Want something for dinner?”

	“Will you be staying?” I asked Nemal.

	He smiled and looked at Marel. “I will. You’re under guard until they question you.”

	“How romantic.” I pulled away and went to the dining area. “Yes, Marel. Dinner, please. I’m starving. Thank you.”

	“Better Nemal than anyone else,” Marel said softly.

	“I know. I just want to be trusted, as well as feared and respected. My father is apparently determined to sabotage me in any way he can.” I knew who the enemy was, but it didn’t mean I had to like Nemal babysitting me.

	“You two need more time alone. Isn’t that what you want?” she asked.

	“Of course, but under the circumstances…You know about my father, don’t you?” I asked.

	She lifted a shoulder. “My mother told me so I could be ready and help you better. It’s not something we’re spreading around. I’m so sorry.”

	I rubbed my neck. “Thank you. It’s his fault, no one else’s. Hopefully, he hasn’t done any damage to the queen’s position. The Bachal were here when he was in the dungeon. I hope he didn’t make any friends.”

	“Whatever he did, it’s not your fault. You didn’t help him.” Marel programmed the food replicator with dinner instructions.

	“I did not help him. Not to spy or rebel. Not to escape. The only thing I did was help keep him alive in the dungeon. Maybe I should’ve helped him more? Tried to change his mind?”

	Marel turned to me. “You love your father. As bad as he is, that is not a crime. You just need to keep quiet about any feelings and stay away from him when he’s caught. You’ll make it through this. You’ve made it through so much.”

	I had, but it never ended. The monarchy worked because it was a life-long job. If trained right, those who held the top spots were committed to their country above themselves. They were devoted to the best for the people, rather than selfish pursuits.

	“You look so serious,” Marel said.

	“I’m beginning to understand how elections and terms of service came into being.” It was easier to serve a term after winning an election. Once out of office, you were free to pursue whatever you wanted again. If you ran over and over, you had the distraction of winning people’s vote.

	Marel stared at me. “You can’t say things like that.”

	I felt her shock. “I wouldn’t want it. But I am feeling the pressure. The forever-ness of my job. My life isn’t mine. It belongs to the country.”

	“Yes, so enjoy the perks and the handsome man who cares about you. Maybe now you understand why Minnette is so frustrated, as well.” Marel smiled.

	I shook my head. “Minnette was so awful to you before, and you still have sympathy for her. You’re too nice, Marel.”

	“Not at all. I understand my luck. I can do my art, serve my queen by attending you, and be with a friend. Someday, I’ll find the right man and have a family. Maybe a private life or maybe a court one. The pressure on me will never be what you must live with. I’m grateful for that.”

	“I hope you find the best sort of man, and that he adores you.” I let the guilt nag at me. She’d fallen for a man who’d been out to kill me, and somehow I’d missed any warning signs he was evil. But, Ballen had fooled a lot of people, not just me.

	She pushed my arm. “Someday. Now, go. I want you and Nemal to have some time together while you can.”

	I couldn’t argue and headed back to the living space. Nemal saw we were alone. He hugged me, and I inhaled deeply. I felt safe and burden-free in his arms, but it never lasted. It couldn’t. He’d be head of the Queen’s Guard one day. I knew it. He was brave and smart. Princes could never be kings. Here, there was no such position as king.

	“No one doubts your loyalty. They just worry you’ll help him out of love. Family connections are strong. If you helped him escape, confess, and it’ll be over.”

	I pulled away. Glaring at him, I said, “I did not help him. I will never help him.”

	“Okay, calm down. I don’t know how you do it. How you can live with it. I couldn’t stand there and watch anyone in my family be dragged off to a life of hard labor. He’s your father. As much as he’s an enemy of the crown, he’s still your father.” Nemal held my hand.

	“I know. But he’s not standing by me. He used my mother and me. My destiny is here. My life’s work is for this country. I don’t know what he wants or why he can’t be content with the peaceful life we have here. War kills so many. I feel like he is rooting for war or chaos and total upheaval.” I sighed.

	“Can you feel him?” he asked.

	“No, I didn’t mean it like that. I don’t know how to explain it, but he covets the power. He was never in line to be on the throne or be ruler. If he hadn’t married my mother, he’d have no clue what the court was like.” I resented his greed and lust for power.

	“If you have nothing, you have nothing to lose…as they say. His family isn’t high ranking. Barely magical. Some people need to distinguish themselves in another way. An easier way. Even if it hurts others.” He caressed my cheek.

	“The easy way is never the right way. But why can’t it be easy for me just once?” I asked.

	“We’ll catch him. My uncle Johey is leading the search party, and he was there when they found him the first time. Not much slips by him.” Nemal hugged me again.

	“To the dining room, please. Dinner,” Marel announced.

	I kissed Nemal’s cheek. I hoped his uncle quickly captured my father, and it was all behind me soon. But Father had tried to flee when they wanted to question him about my mother’s death. He wouldn’t make the same mistakes twice. He’d have learned from that escape attempt and done a much better job the next time.

	Telling anyone that wouldn’t help. They’d ask how he’d improve or what he’d do, and I had no idea. I only knew his nature. I got my tenacity from him. Failing was okay as long as you tried again and learned from the last attempt. He was never discouraged.

	I sat at the table and pushed reality from my mind. Romantic flirtation with Nemal, a good meal, and contemplating a match for Minnette—that was all I could handle for this evening. The right man for her…I had a quick flash, and I knew that he would come from my own family. Someone powerful and confident enough to handle the future queen. I had some options.

	“She’s thinking hard again.” Marel giggled.

	“That’s the best part of Kimess. She never gives up, even when things get hard.” Nemal poured the wine.

	I had to keep going. A royal wedding was a happy event that would change the topic once my father had been dealt with. Timing, sometimes, mattered more than the results, and I had to be ready to make the right introduction at the right time.

	 

	


Chapter 2

	The next day, after lunch, Nemal led me to the dungeon. I half expected to see my father in chains. Cragna, the dungeon keeper, bowed to me in deference. That was a big change from before when I'd been brought here after my mother died.

	Seelon, a top man of the Queen’s Guard, waited for me in an interrogation room. It felt just like last time, except he stood and nodded at me. There was respect for my rank, even if I was a suspect of sorts.

	“I want to stay,” Nemal said.

	“No. She can take care of herself,” Seelon said.

	“Thank you, Nemal. I’ll be fine.” I smiled and took a seat.

	The heavy door swung shut behind him.

	“You seem to attract trouble,” Seelon said.

	“My father creates trouble. I can’t escape my connection to him by birth, but I didn’t help him.” The little time I’d had to myself had let me mentally build up my defenses. Appearing strong was critical for me to keep the respect which came with my title. I wanted people to trust me, believe in me, and not just fear me because of my position.

	“I know you didn’t leave the castle, but your father has family. You are free to communicate with your family.”

	“I don’t. Not with his side. They are rather unpredictable. You can check, but I know you’ve had me followed every time I’ve left the castle.”

	“Your father’s family is nothing but rebels. Have you communicated telepathically with them?” Seelon asked.

	“No, they’re too far away to read their minds. If you bring them in, I’ll see what they know. His sister is the one I bet he’ll trust most.”

	“We’ll bring her in first thing,” he said.

	“What about my cousins? Julianne and Ember? Are they safe? He hasn’t bothered them?”

	Seelon turned it back on me. “You think he would?”

	“No, but if he were desperate, he knows my estate. He lived there for decades. He could try to hide on it. Grab supplies. I don’t want him hurting my cousins. I’d appreciate if you would check on them.” I made it sound like a command.

	“Anyone else?”

	“He’d probably like to hurt Simma if he could. She lives in the outskirts, not too far from the border. She’d turn him in immediately.”

	“Unless he got to her first and killed her?” Seelon asked.

	“I don’t know if he’s that violent, but if he is headed for the border, he might target her and do some damage. Then again, if he’s smart, he’d avoid her because you might expect him to seek revenge. It’s somewhere to check,” I said.

	He tapped on his tablet. “Very helpful.”

	“What else can I do?” I asked.

	“You’ve had no communications from him or any of his friends?”

	“None. I’m sure you’ve had my rooms searched,” I said. “I have nothing to hide.”

	Seelon pressed. “No contact with your aunt or any of his rebel contacts?”

	“No. I’ve devoted my life to the court and country. My father chose to turn on my family and me. His allies killed my mother. I can’t control him, but I won’t help him. He was more interested in his own rebellion than helping me.” I couldn’t be loyal to everyone at once. Choices had to be made.

	Seelon said, “So, you believe he’ll return to his allies and resume his work. Not just hide out somewhere.”

	“He always kept his friends and private dealings far away from me when he lived at home. He’s good at hiding things and keeping secrets. We may have rid the castle of rebels and sympathizers, but they still exist out in the population.” Nothing I said was shocking or very interesting.

	“We’re working on identifying them, as well. To keep watch.” Seelon reviewed his tablet. “Where might your father go for safety? Names of friends? A favorite vacation spot? Anything might help if we can find him with followers.”

	“Followers?” I stifled a laugh. “He’s not a leader.”

	Seelon tossed the tablet on the cold white table between us. “You don’t understand.”

	I refused to be intimidated. “Explain it to me.”

	“Your father, he used his proximity to your mother to keep his influence and power among the rebels. Your mother was a complete monarchist who had family and history. You’re very young to be where you are. You chose your mother’s side, but you are half of your father.” Seelon leaned back.

	I sat straighter. “You really think I’d ever side with him? The rebels are violent and dangerous. Most of them probably want to use him to kill me so I can’t help the crown. That’s what they did to my mother. I’m not a foolishly trusting little girl. I was raised to protect the fifth family, and I will. That means, first and foremost, I stay alive.”

	“After what they did to your mother, it’s understandable. But it also leaves you with only a father. Your powers are useful to anyone you serve. Perhaps the rebels were too hasty, but maybe some of them have brains and patience?” Seelon asked.

	“I don’t know. I don’t know them, and I have no interest in meeting them. No contact desired.”

	“You may remember something from your childhood. Someone whom you met or your father spoke about when he thought you weren’t listening. Anything that could help,” Seelon said.

	Anything? The only thing I could imagine that might help would be to pretend to take my father’s side. I couldn’t believe the queen would allow it. “Do you want me to play traitor? Pretend to be on his side?”

	“No, that would be too dangerous. If your powers fell into the wrong hands and they could find a way to control you…It’s a risk we can’t take. But if you have any leads or feel your father coming near the castle, we need to know. He may want you to join his group.”

	“I won’t,” I shot back.

	“You may not be given a choice,” Seelon said calmly.

	I frowned. “My father couldn’t kidnap me. My powers are far beyond his.”

	“But you may let your guard down around him. He may have many followers to help him and distract you.” Seelon looked me in the eye.

	“Followers?” I dipped into Seelon’s mind. The man was no fool. His concern was legitimate, but he was actually worried by the idea that the rebels might not be a small and isolated group. “You think he’s using me, my name and position, to gather more followers? You think he’s pretending to have influence over me and convincing people it’ll benefit them?”

	Seelon frowned. “It’s what I’d do in his shoes.”

	I rubbed my temple. “We have to stop him. The rebels are undermining the queen. We’re a monarchy, but people have to have faith in our queen and her advisors.”

	Seelon pointed at me. “You think back, and get me something to go on. You are not to go after him. It’s too dangerous. We don’t know where he might have safe houses and friends.”

	“I want him recaptured, but I’m not foolish enough to try to do it myself.” Dragging him back to the castle might prove my loyalty, but those who wanted to doubt me would always find a reason.

	“Good.” He stood. “Perhaps you’ll help us to determine what some suspects know. If they are lying or not.”

	“Sure. You have someone to talk to?” I mentally searched the castle for enemies. I found my aunt.

	Aunt Elani was my father’s sister. A moody and erratic woman, she’d crashed a party at the castle before. Had she come willingly?

	“Your aunt is good at playing dumb. I believe she is a partner in his work. She may convince the women and he can convince the men…but she’s not talking about where her brother is headed.” Seelon waved for me to follow.

	We walked into the dungeon, and my aunt was in the same cell as before. Seelon opened the door, and I saw her in a chair with chains linked from her limbs to the wall.

	Seelon waited for me. It was a sign of respect. We were in his realm, but I still outranked him. He wanted my aunt to see that. I looked her in the eyes as I entered. The edges of her mouth curled.

	“I’d stand and bow, but I’m rather tied up.” Aunt Elani laughed.

	“Where is my father?” I asked.

	“Miss your daddy?” she teased.

	“He’s making my life unpleasant. He needs to serve out his sentence.”

	“We searched Elani’s house. He was there for a time,” Seelon said.

	“My brother visited me. I had no idea what he was sentenced to. I thought my niece used her influence to get him released. Too weak yet, my dear? Couldn’t pull enough strings?” Elani taunted.

	“He can’t be let loose to cause trouble. He should’ve been left in the dungeon,” I said.

	Elani grinned. “I wouldn’t second guess the queen. You are too bold. You’re not a queen.”

	“I don’t second guess my queen. She simply underestimated Father’s ability to escape. I won’t take the blame. I didn’t help him.”

	“Ah. No, you’re no help at all to any of us.” Elani shook her head at me.

	“Where did Father go?”

	“He didn’t tell me. He knew that would put me in danger.” Elani looked around. “I haven’t committed any crime.”

	“But you know where he’s likely to go. Who he works with. Tell us what you know,” I said.

	“So you can execute my brother? No.” She glared.

	Seelon cleared his throat. “You want to stay here?”

	“No, but I will,” she replied.

	I leaned over her so she couldn’t see Seelon. “Did he go to the city to gain followers or run for another country?”

	She looked down and kept her mouth shut, but I pushed my way into her brain and got the answer.

	“He’s probably across the border, by now,” I said to Seelon.

	“So much stronger than before, Niece,” Elani said.

	“I’d say thank you for the compliment, but you’re not happy about it. Where is he headed?” I demanded.

	“I don’t know that. Out of Lazrel and somewhere safe. He wanted to see you, but it was too dangerous. I refused to let him use the relocator. Men do need to be protected from their own weaknesses, but he’ll be a great leader.” She grinned.

	“He’s no leader. He’s a coward. He’ll be caught.”

	My aunt stared at me. “If that happens, he’ll be executed, I’m sure.”

	I didn’t even flinch. “The queen will decide his fate, and I will be there.”

	“Some daughter.”

	I smiled. “I am no longer a daughter. I’m the ruler of the fifth house and Royal Seer to the queen. Responsibilities change. I know where my loyalties lie. You might need to figure that out for yourself, Aunt.”

	“Help us, and we’ll lessen your sentence. The rebels won’t win,” Seelon pushed.

	“I’m loyal to my family and won’t turn on them,” she said loudly.

	I crossed my arms. “I rule the fifth house. You took all the aid and extras that came with the connection. I decide what my family should be loyal to. You’re rejecting me.”

	She lifted her chin. “My family wasn’t part of the magical families until my brother married into it. My family has no ruler. Not you. Not anyone.”

	Some human families had magical members. My aunt had no powers, but her brother had telepathy. I probed her mind and realized she’d given up all she knew. She'd helped her brother, of course she had, but he was too smart to tell her details. Aunt Elani loved drama, but she’d never stand up to torture or even serious discomfort for long. The only tidbit she knew we were already aware of. He was, indeed, going for the Bachal border.

	“Then you and the rest are cut off from any help from the fifth family immediately. That should make you happy.” I exited the cell.

	Seelon tried a few more times to get a name or a location. She wouldn’t budge. Finally, he slammed the cell door behind him.

	“She’s a headache.” He shook his head.

	“Yes. She loves drama. She wants power, but lacks the persuasive and charming personality needed. My father is better at talking people into things.”

	“She doesn’t want rebellion. War.” Seelon headed back to his office.

	I followed. “She does like her creature comforts and having women in charge, but she’d never tell my father that. She’s very mad I pulled my support from her family. I only did that once I knew she wouldn’t give us anything. My father is the only person who has never betrayed her. She won’t give him up. Not even if you torture her.”

	“I’ll have Cragna take a stab at her anyway. We’ll hold her.” Seelon made notes on his tablet.

	He was fishing to see how I’d react to the idea of her being kept here and possibly tortured. I remained outwardly serene.

	“Is there anything else I can do for you?” I asked.

	Seelon sighed. “Did you get anything more from her?”

	“He’s headed for the border. Another country, not for the city or any friends. He fears he’ll be caught there. You already were working under that assumption. I think he may already be across, but it’s way too far for me to sense. I can’t connect to him over that sort of distance.” I smiled weakly. “If you think of anything else, please ask. I’ll do whatever I can.”

	“Thank you. You may go.” He gestured to the door.

	I left and reviewed the awkward encounter as I walked. He had to interview me, but I outranked him. I was stronger than he was. He’d played it carefully and well. My aunt needed a lesson in manners, but there was nothing new about that fact.

	I hoped our troops got to my father before he made it over the border, but if he’d been on the road, even on foot, for a full month without breaks or hiding out, he should be there by now. How could he be missing for so long and no one had raised the issue? I wasn’t perfect, far from it, but someone should be in trouble for not alerting the castle earlier. Covering up mistakes didn’t help the country catch the rebels.

	 

	


Chapter 3

	My life had changed greatly since I’d become the Royal Seer. I tried to put the dungeon and interview nonsense out of my head. It felt like a repetition of what my life in the castle had been like when my mother was killed. All the questions and doubts. Moving forward with what I could do with my life was the key. Being normal was all I wanted, and I needed some help. I had a family full of people who counted on me, and I hadn’t asked anything of most of them. It was time to ask for assistance.

	I’d called together the loyal men of my family, which meant my mother’s side only, ones who were age appropriate for Minnette and secured in some sort of profession around the court. The total amounted to about a half dozen eligible young men whom I’d invited to an evening party, of sorts.

	“Some of these men are very distantly related to you. They’re loyal and eligible, but they might be looking to romance you. Nemal will not like this,” Marel said as she arranged the finger food.

	“I’m not hunting for a husband myself. This is for Minnette. I had sort of a vision or a feeling. I’m just following up on it, and we’ll see. No one needs to know anything else. You and Zoma are here to help me evaluate and keep the men busy so they don’t get bored and leave.” I checked myself in the mirror. The dark red dress was a bold choice, but I liked it. The color conveyed authority and power. I’d had my hair trimmed so it teased my shoulders. A slightly more grown up look. It was necessary.

	“If they’re mind readers, won’t they know what you’ve brought them here for?” Zoma asked.

	“I’m stronger than they are, but they can read your minds,” I said. “Minnette is a better catch than I am.”

	Marel lifted an eyebrow and stared at me.

	“She’ll be queen,” I replied to her silent protest.

	Marel and Minnette had a huge falling out in their youth. Minnette wasn’t my biggest fan, but her mother was queen, so I followed her orders. She wanted her children happily married so the line could be secured and the family settled. A rebel had wooed Minnette before, and that drove the queen’s fears.

	“You’ve tried setting her up with some men around court, and she never likes them,” Zoma said.

	“Love is complex and confusing. Maybe she needs to mature more?” I hated feeling like a failure. People expected me to get visions and have all the answers immediately. The future could change with one person making one decision. Everything was connected and fluid.

	Marel fussed over the table. “I’m in no hurry for love or marriage.”

	“Me either,” I replied.

	Zoma laughed, and Marel rolled her eyes.

	“What?” My cheeks went hot.

	“Please. You’re in love with Nemal.” Zoma grinned. “It’s adorable.”

	“Yeah, you two seem to just fit. I don’t know why you deny it,” Marel said.

	“Because Minnette would lose her mind, and I’m not so sure the queen would approve or even consider it. A Royal Seer has never married into the queen’s family. But that’s so far into the future, it’s crazy to even think about. I have this job for life, and I don’t need any more lifetime commitments.” I checked the mirror again and decided against the tiara. Too imposing of an image.

	“I still think some of the men will be interested in you,” Zoma said.

	The door chimed, and there was no time for a reply. One of the droids opened the door, and three men with dark blond hair stood at the threshold. All brothers, barely a year apart in age.

	I smiled warmly. “Come in. Curlon, Furlon, and Murlon, thank you so much for coming.”

	“Our pleasure,” Curlon said.

	“Those are really your names?” Zoma blurted.

	Marel elbowed Zoma.

	“Our mother wasn’t overly creative. Kept hoping for a girl,” Murlon supplied.

	“I’m sorry. I’m Kimess’ loud and often improper friend,” Zoma replied.

	“Zoma is a genius with computers and anything technical,” I said.

	“A pleasure, Zoma. Lady Kimess, we were so sorry about your mother. Our mother offered to look after you, as well. Being locked up in the castle must be a strange way to grow up.” Curlon stepped close to me. He was the eldest at twenty-two.

	“Thank you, but I’m not locked up. I’m learning on the job, so I’m rather busy.” I nodded and realized my friends were right. The way he was grinning at me wasn’t at all cousinly. Granted, we were very distant cousins. All my first, and even second, cousins were female.

	The door chimed again, and I went to greet my other guests. Brothers Ricor and Zelan, who’d brought their close cousin Micfel. I busied myself introducing them around to everyone and making sure they had refreshments. Marel and the droids were doing the real work, but it was my first official hosting of a function in the castle.

	“If Minnette finds out about this, I think you’ll be in deeper trouble,” Zoma said.

	I bit my lower lip. “Her mother wants her married off. There were no specific rules about how I should or should not go about it.”

	The door chimed, but all the men were here. The droid opened it to LeFawn. I met her in the middle of the room.

	“A party? And you didn’t invite me?” LeFawn pouted, but studied all the men.

	“It’s more of a mini family reunion, of sorts.” I couldn’t ask her to leave. We were old friends, but she was a princess. “Would you like something to drink?”

	“Is this the focus of your efforts, cousin? Finding a husband for your friend?” Curlon asked.

	I sighed. The man was bold. “LeFawn is too young to think of marriage. As am I.” Throwing that in there just felt right.

	“So, someone older?” Micfel’s face went pale as he concluded correctly.

	“There is no pressure or promise. I just had a bit of a vision of a man strong enough for the job at the future queen’s side. Perhaps I overestimated my family,” I said. “If no one stands out in a vision, then this was merely a friendly get together.”

	“Some of us could handle her,” Curlon said.

	“Some of you could not hold your tongue or defer to the queen sufficiently,” I replied.

	“He is a member of the Queen’s Guard. He can follow orders,” Marel said.

	“Good. But discretion and saying the right thing at a diplomatic event is not the same as following orders. You must talk and be pleasant without offending or stirring up trouble.” I ruled out Curlon. He was good for guarding the queen, but not for marrying one.

	“Are we all to be dissected and inspected?” Furlon asked.

	“No, and I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be so blatant, but Curlon seems to invite it. There is no pressure to pursue the princess Minnette, even if I feel one of you might be the best match. My prophetic powers are not infallible. Trust your own. Think about your futures. Some of you may already have your eyes on certain women. I would never disrupt a love match. I simply had a vision that a man from my family was strong, but sensitive enough to be happy and successful as the future queen’s consort.” I picked up a glass of wine. “Long live the queen!”

	Everyone toasted. No one hesitated. I felt the loyalty and pride. My family, the fifth family, was strong and, sometimes, bold, like Curlon, but we were monarchists. I needed to make sure I was regarded as such, as well. My father’s poor behavior had to be a fluke. This evening served a dual purpose and having LeFawn here only made it better.

	“My sister is difficult, but she’s very devoted to the country. I wish I were as pretty as she is,” LeFawn said.

	The men took the bait, surrounding her and showering her with compliments. They made sure to compliment Minnette, as well. Only Furlon broke away and chatted with Marel and Zoma after paying the princess enough attention. I smiled. He’d politely removed himself from the running, yet looked like a good guest, not overlooking the other women. I stuck with LeFawn and listened intently as the men chattered on.

	Curlon was full of interesting conversation and confident in the surroundings. Murlon had tons of funny stories about living on a huge farm. He ran his family farm, but the castle had brought him in to consult on some of his innovative techniques.

	Zelan was quiet, but his background was history, and he was, in fact, at the castle working to preserve ancient books and information that had been recovered from dig sites. I wished he’d start talking. It’d be more interesting.

	The droids circulated with more wine and food. The door chimed, and I headed for it, a welcome break from all the men being so polite, yet wanting to distinguish themselves. I sensed another, very familiar, man behind the door. Nemal stood on the other side, and once he took in the room, his surprise was evident. He managed to hide his annoyance, but I could feel it.

	“Don’t feel bad. She didn’t invite me either,” LeFawn said.

	“What’s going on?” Nemal asked as he approached the big group.

	I pulled him to the side. “Nothing. I just invited over some age appropriate men from the fifth family to see if any of them might work for Minnette. Your mother tasked me with getting her children married. Securing the line is important, so Minnette is first, even though Remmy had found his own true love.”

	“And the right man for Minn is in your family?” he asked.

	“I had a flash of a vision. It seemed like he was. I’m not sure if the man is here. Or maybe he’s not ready, yet.”

	“Maybe they’re interested in you?” he asked.

	“No, that’s not right. I wouldn’t marry someone in my own family, no matter how extended. I’m not looking, either.”

	Standing there alone with Nemal, I felt so much more relaxed. Matchmaking wasn’t something that came naturally to me. I was an only child, and the last of my friends to become infatuated with boys. But when you had a big job in your future, the pressure often dulled the fun of childhood.

	“You do need to marry at some point if you want to pass down your tiara to a daughter,” Nemal said.

	“There is enough family. They’d find another seer if they had to. I’m not in a rush.” I enjoyed the undercurrent of jealousy of the conversation. Nemal didn’t like all these good-looking men hanging around in my private quarters.

	“You know, as Royal Seer, you could’ve appropriated one of the smaller reception rooms in the center of the castle for this sort of affair. It’d be much easier to find, and you’d have more space.” Nemal glanced around.

	I smiled. “I wanted this to be a private family meeting. Not public knowledge, so please keep it quiet.”

	“In a castle? You think you’ll be able to keep it quiet?” he asked.

	I tucked my hair behind my ears. “I’m trying to be discreet. Minnette might be embarrassed or angry. Have they found my father?”

	He shook his head. “Sorry. By now, he’s probably across the border.”

	My stomach fell. “I hate him. How could he do this?”

	“Some people become zealots. Their cause is more important than family or friends. Even children.” He touched my arm.

	The contact felt good, but he pulled away quickly. I felt all my male relatives staring territorially. As though a prince weren’t good enough.

	“They are well trained,” Nemal said.

	I nodded. “Their mothers are strong and smart. I didn’t choose any of the slackers or lazy offshoots in the family. Those men may never rule the family, but that doesn’t mean their roles are less important. Queen’s Guard, historian, farming expert, or simply standing up for what is right—I wouldn’t choose anyone less for Minnette.”

	“She’s lucky.”

	“She won’t like anyone I pick, anyway. It’s probably a waste of time,” I said.

	Nemal sipped his wine. “You never know. Remmy and Faldar being so blissful is irritating her.”

	I laughed. “She’s not that mean.”

	“No, she’s pleased her brother is happy, but she’s the oldest. She expected to find love and be celebrated and adored with much fanfare before Remmy. Everyone loves Faldar and is fussing over him since he’s basically cut off from his family.” Nemal’s face went from relaxed to serious.

	“What? It’s not forever. I mean, the Bachal king will want Faldar back, eventually. A sham engagement to LeFawn will only work for so long. Faldar will have to stand up for himself or go back.” I’d done the best I could to keep them together. LeFawn even put her reputation on the line. We couldn’t reverse time, but the queen was right. There was not likely a happy ending for them, not in the long-term. Unless Faldar stood up to his father. The king loved his son and was proud of him, but wasn’t a man to change his beliefs to please his children.

	“The Bachal king wants a trade,” Nemal said.

	“A what?”

	“There is a meeting in the morning of the Queen’s Counsel. It’ll be discussed there. But you and I are named as invited guests of the Bachal Nation.” Nemal looked about as thrilled as I felt.

	“Invited to what?”

	“Stay there for a time. Learn about their culture and ways. Why me?” he asked.

	“I have no idea. LeFawn is supposedly engaged, so not her. Minnette is the crowned princess, your mother would never allow it, fine. But you’d think he’d ask Remmy before you. And why me?” I resisted the urge to drink more wine.

	“Your powers are impressive. He probably wants to use them. Or put you in your place.”

	I shuddered. “Male dominated.”

	Nemal smiled. “Remmy is more of a scholar. The king probably thinks I’d enjoy it there. A soldier would fit in better.”

	“The soldier is more respected,” I said. “Doesn’t mean we’ll go. That’s up to your mother. Please let her say no.”

	“I have no idea what she’s thinking, either. She’s not happy, but how do you fix this?” he asked.

	“Fix another country’s prejudice and narrow-mindedness? You don’t. Live and let live. That policy has worked for us since the great war. We trade with other countries and keep strong borders. We all make our own laws. Our streets are safe. We can’t police theirs.” War was the last thing I wanted to think about. We’d come too close with the negotiations.

	“They won’t be content with the treaty. Not for very long. I dread the next negotiation.”

	“We have a year on the treaty. Try to force the Bachal to change? We can’t alter the patterns and habits of an entire culture. We have to take care of our own citizens first. Faldar needs to lead the charge for change in his country if he’s up to it. He’s their prince, and it’ll be his kingdom one day.”

	All the talk about castles and monarchies made me long for my childhood on my own estate. I’d lived outside the castle. I’d seen humans working alongside magical people in populated cities. My family owned a great deal of farming and mining land. Humans worked hard, and life wasn’t always easy. Bad seasons meant fewer crops. We didn’t have tons to spare to prop up another country. My grandmother had taken me to the housing units where individuals who lacked their own homes went to for various reasons. Teaching me about charity for those with less was as important to her as teaching me about the history of wars on our planet. Commoners suffered most in times of war.

	“Maybe you’re just the person to go? You look very serious,” Nemal said.

	“Just remembering my grandmother. She was obsessed with the world wars and the dark days after the bioweapons and nuclear fallout. We have it very good, but we’re not farming or mining for surpluses. That’s good for us, sparing the land and not spoiling food, but it’s a delicate balance. War…”

	“War could throw our lives into chaos. No one wants it. But if they start it…” Nemal shook his head.

	“So, we need to send a delegation to appease the Bachal. Keep the peace.” I understood. That didn’t mean I wanted to go.

	“Who is the guy flirting with LeFawn?” Nemal asked.

	I glanced over, rather surprised myself that she hadn’t joined our chat. “Murlon is a farmer. He’s nice.”

	“Well, don’t drink too much. You must be at the meeting early to represent the fifth family. It’s getting late,” he said.

	Zelan, no doubt having read Nemal’s mind, walked up to me and bowed. “I should be going. It is late, and you have important business. Thank you so much for inviting us.”

	“Thank you for coming. I’ll try to schedule something more formal for all of the fifth family members soon,” I said.

	The rest of the men took the cue and departed, bowing and politely thanking me. LeFawn pouted as her entertainment was gone.

	“Anyone feel right?” I asked her.

	“For me or Minnette?” she teased.

	Nemal glared at his sister. “Don’t be in a rush.”

	“I’m not. I can enjoy the process. Help my friend and my sister.” She smiled knowingly at her big brother.

	LeFawn was the baby and had the power because everyone would protect her and let her get away with things. Growing up, it’d made being her friend extra fun for me. However, at the end of the day, I preferred being an only child.

	“Any visions or flashes of the right one for Minnette?” LeFawn asked me.

	“No one jumped out as a clear winner. But now, the thought is in their minds. We’ll see if any of them rise to the occasion. Some have already shied away, but a couple may seek to interact with Minnette. Not a bad start,” I said.

	“She won’t like it. It’ll look like you’re having trouble finding willing men,” Marel said from across the room.

	“If Minnette wants to be mad at me or Remmy or anyone, she will find reasons. I take my orders from the queen.”

	“You should try a little harder to get along with Minn. She’ll have the throne someday.” Nemal grinned. “Come on, sis. I’ll walk you back to your room.”

	LeFawn rolled her eyes. “Brothers.”

	“Men,” I corrected.

	After two cups of strong tea, I made my way to the early meeting of the Queen’s Counsel. A tiara and lavender gown and hair that met Marel’s approval. The protocol and propriety grew old, at times, but as I entered the meeting room just off the formal throne room, my back straightened a bit more.

	In the presence of the queen, rank and protocol mattered greatly. The rules were there for a reason, and the traditions kept us attentive. We had to set an example for the rest of the country. If my mother were here, I could be a teenager—flirting and goofing off in school. How I envied LeFawn right now. My childhood was officially over.

	The queen sat at a round table with a total of five chairs. Minnette stood behind her mother. The other three women ruled the second, third, and fourth families. All were women of forty or older. Two had their eldest daughters shadowing them. I needed to try to be better friends with Minnette. We’d be in this together, and we were the closest in age.

	I took my seat at the queen’s left, where the Royal Seer was always positioned relative to the monarch. “Sorry if I’m late.”

	“You’re not. Everyone was early because of the nature of this issue. You’ve heard?” the queen asked.

	“I don’t need to hear. I know. The Bachal want attention.” I liked that Nemal kept me in the loop, but if he hadn’t, the second I found out about the meeting, I’d have probed minds until I got the answer.

	“They want guests. Faldar is happy here, but it can’t go on forever,” Minnette said.

	The queen glared at her eldest. Minnette looked down.

	This was a good chance. “I agree. The fix to keep Faldar here was impulsive and short-sighted. I wanted to help Remmy and Faldar stay together, and we all know the engagement is a fake. The general population doesn’t need to know it, but Faldar and LeFawn won’t get married. We need to undo this mess somehow and avoid a war.”

	The queen glanced at me briefly. “I’m glad you’ve learned from this mishap, but we need to fix it first. Faldar was desperate and, of course, we all wanted to help. If we ignore the invitation for an extended diplomatic visit, they’ll be insulted and demand Faldar return.”

	“So we must send someone,” said the ruler of the second house.

	“Yes. The king of the Bachal specifically invited Nemal and Kimess, along with their entourages and attendants.” The queen slid a tablet in front of me.

	There was my name on the formal royal invitation. I couldn’t believe she’d send me.

	“Letting her powers fall into enemy hands. No,” said the ruler of the third house.

	“She can defend herself,” Minnette replied.

	“They don’t ask for Remmy. He’s the elder son. I wonder if they suspect,” said the ruler of the fourth house.

	“I doubt it. Nemal is a soldier. He’ll be more receptive to the Bachal ways and fit in better,” I offered quickly.

	“Maybe we should send Remmy? Let him see what Faldar has to deal with. See what they’re up against?” Minnette suggested.

	“He would not react well,” the queen said.

	I nodded. “They wouldn’t like being separated either.”

	“What they like is not our main concern. Remmy isn’t going to sit on the throne. We can’t let his romance endanger the peace. Being tangled with the Bachal by engagement, fake or real, is too close. Putting a prince and our own seer there? No.” The ruler of the fourth family frowned as if she had the final word.

	“I understand the concern. But Faldar is the crowned prince. He will be the next king, and if we show him compassion and support, we could have a much better relationship with the Bachal going forward. Less tension.” The ruler of the second family was softer spoken, but firm.

	“His father could find out what Faldar is and kill him. Then we have another prince headed for the throne, and this was a waste,” said the ruler of the third family.

	“Parents don’t kill their children. That would destroy the right to rule. Why have heirs if they aren’t meant to inherit?” Minnette asked.

	“I’d rather Faldar kills the king, but that’s equally unlikely. Would he be allowed to rule if he did?” I asked.

	The queen held up her hand. “Those are matters for their laws. We need to contemplate the options and make a decision in the next few days. We will meet every morning to discuss this. Obviously, the discussions, and topics in general, are not to be repeated. I want you to reflect on these matters and give me your thoughts tomorrow. You may go.”

	The others filed out, but when I stood, the queen pointed to my chair. I sat and gave Minnette a questioning look. She simply shook her head.

	“Is something wrong, Your Majesty?” I asked.

	She leveled a glance at me. “No, I want your private thoughts.”

	Her glance was maternal and expectant.

	“I said what I thought before. I think Nemal would survive it fine. We need to come up with an exit strategy for Faldar so LeFawn is free, and the relations with the Bachal aren’t damaged. Remmy won’t like any of this. But Faldar has to decide what he is and isn’t willing to do with regards to his family. He has a right to stand up for himself and try to change his culture. He may be able to open his father’s mind.” I tried to put a good spin on things.

	“Please,” Minnette scoffed.

	“He can try.” I smiled.

	“How do you feel about going to Bachal?” the queen asked.

	“Me?” I never dreamed there was a real chance I’d end up there. “A male-dominated society isn’t my idea of a good time.”

	“But you can read their minds. You can defend yourself and look out for Nemal with your powers. He could be a good male protector for you.”

	“Handing her and her powers to them, Mother, is that wise?” Minnette asked.

	“I’m not saying it’ll happen. I’m saying it’s an option. We will not rule out anything at this point. If they hold any of our citizens against their will, it will be war. We must start to prepare for the prospect with storing added food and mining. Get the factories on weapons and such.” The queen was dead serious.

	Minnette and I traded a look. I skimmed her mind, and she was worried. War was never something any of our generation ever thought we’d see in our lifetime. So much time had passed since the recovery. In school, we were taught that our ways had isolated us from the dangers. The dome protected us, and our practice of not dictating to other countries kept us neutral.

	I tapped notes into my tablet. “I can ask my farmers in the fifth family to increase their planting and production. The mines would need more droids.”

	“Whatever you need. Your family does run very lean,” the queen said. “Don’t tell them anything about war. Say that you predict a harsher winter this year, and things will be horribly iced over. Therefore, we’d like a safety stock in case the winter lingers or arrives early.”

	“Yes, Your Majesty. I’d like to throw a small party for the members of the fifth family to show my appreciation and display some kindness. Nothing extravagant, but since I’m the new ruler. I know it’s rather soon…”

	The queen sat back in her chair. “No, I think it’s appropriate, but not until we’ve decided who will visit the Bachal. That trip would be at least a month long, more likely three.”

	“Three months?” I asked. My stomach turned. I didn’t want to go.

	“If they are kind and generous, it’s a good way to learn about our enemy. But we’ll look at all the possibilities and angles first. So don’t plan your party just yet. Have them up production and mining output. I’ll get you the droids needed. Once we settle the Bachal plan, you can arrange the party.” The queen’s face softened.

	“Yes, thank you,” I said.

	“You may go.”

	I checked Minnette’s mind again, and she felt left out. Not that she wanted to go to Bachal, but she wanted them to want her. She wanted something to be about her. I’d trade places with her in a second, except the part about being queen one day, but I needed to do something. Minnette had a brain and skills. She needed to put them to use somehow.

	“Actually, Your Majesty, when you were talking about preparing for war—I had a brief flash of the princess. While I know her education was exemplary, I saw her studying with the castle historians—the great minds who research and reconstruct the history of the times before our last devastating war. The strategies and tactics may be useful.” A little lie about a vision, but it’d give Minnette something to do, and she’d feel it was important.

	Minnette frowned. “There are plenty of people who know the old ways of war.”

	She didn’t like her task.

	I stood and bowed to the royalty. “I’m sorry. I only shared my vision. You’re quite right that the historians do know, but they aren’t trained to think like a queen and be responsible for so many lives. How you think, mixed with what they know, may save countless lives if war comes. Perhaps you’re meant to cultivate a couple of key advisors, discreetly, of course. But you may have better things to do with your time.”

	I left quickly to let them sort out if Minnette would be forced to study war since the queen wouldn’t confide the potential of war to the historians. Minnette would be making the connections in the name of education, but the historians would be on their toes if we needed them. It was important, but still, Minnette would hate it. That was a double win for me, and I looked like I was helping. Strategy and court politics. I was learning.

	 

	


Chapter 4

	The fact that the queen was considering sending me to the Bachal made me nervous. Maybe I wanted to see unicorns and pegasi up close, and seeing a shifted Faldar in dragon form had been impressive, but I’d never lived in a world run by men. A world where my family name, my future title, meant nothing.

	I walked the maze of gardens, trying to expel the nervous energy in a healthy way. Zoma ran after me every so often then fell back to walk with Marel. I wasn’t being a good friend, but my feet refused to slow down. Like I could outrun the problem.

	“What is this solving?” Zoma asked.

	“I wanted fresh air.” I stopped and looked up. The protective dome over our country was so high in the sky that it just felt like part of the clouds. Nothing would protect me in Bachal. “I’m sorry I went so fast. I wasn’t trying to be mean. I just have so much pent-up frustration.”

	“She’s worried about her father. And if she’ll have to go to Bachal,” Marel said between deep breaths.

	“How do you hear all of this, Marel?” I asked.

	“Attendants talk. I haven’t said anything to anyone.” Marel leaned on a stone wall.

	The other side of our path had tall hedges. The big red roses in bloom brightened my day. I picked one and twirled the stem between two fingers.

	Zoma shook her head. “I can’t believe you’d be sent that far away.”

	“Diplomatic work means travel sometimes.” I had to sound mature and accepting.

	Marel took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.

	“What?” I asked.

	“Nothing.”

	“Don’t make me force it out of your mind.” Poking around in my friend’s head wasn’t my favorite thing to do but, sometimes, I had no choice. My powers made it easy, but the ethics could be a headache.

	Zoma laughed. “Aren’t you always reading people’s thoughts?”

	I crossed my arms and moved closer to Marel. “No, I’d go insane if I were. So many thoughts. Thoughts not matching words and actions. I try to use that gift when I need it.”

	“It’s not totally confirmed yet,” Marel said.

	“Tell me,” I replied.

	“The guards sent word back that your father is in Bachal territory. I’m so sorry,” Marel said.

	“Was he captured?”

	“Not by us,” Marel said.

	“No, by them.” I rubbed my forehead. It was bad enough for him to be a prisoner here. If he were used by the Bachal against the queen or others…He’d been married to the Royal Seer for years. He had access to some high-level information and people. That would be worth something to the Bachal.

	“Not that I’ve heard,” Marel replied.

	“The Bachal like defectors. Traitors are welcomed for their intel. He’ll be treated well, I believe. If that helps.” Zoma managed a sympathetic smile.

	“Great. I was hoping they’d flush him back across the border, and our guards would grab him.” If he avoided recapture, the queen wouldn’t be pleased. I wouldn’t either. The man needed to be contained.

	“Want us to leave you alone?” Marel asked.

	I shook my head and walked slowly along the path, sniffing the rose and imagining a better outcome. Maybe my father was a double agent and secretly working for the queen?

	If that were true, I’d hope he’d have told me, or I’d like to think that. He blocked my telepathy well. If he were a double agent, they’d be chasing him for show. If he were secretly working for the crown, they’d have let him escape and make it across the border, but I didn’t sense that trick being played by the queen or anyone who I could read.

	Suddenly, I felt alone and stopped walking. Turning, Zoma and Marel were spying on someone through the hedges. I turned back, quietly, to keep from giving them away and glanced through the gap they’d created.

	Remmy and Faldar were kissing. It’d become a common enough sight that I was just relieved it wasn’t something more gossip-worthy.

	“Is that all?” I asked.

	“Life at court can be boring,” Marel admitted.

	“Too bad we never catch you and Nemal,” Zoma said.

	I spun and laughed at my friend. “Never.”

	“Never happened or never caught?” Marel asked.

	“You have to be discreet. I need to speak to Remmy about that.” I frowned.

	Zoma said, “He kept his secret too long. I think it’s good for him.”

	“It has nothing to do with two men or two women or one of each. He’s a prince.” I sounded so proper and fussy. True. My mother’s words flew out of my mouth, at times, and I missed her more. I’d been raised to never disgrace the realm. But I didn’t want to sound old and boring.

	“Remmy and Faldar are both princes. Poor Faldar is really enjoying forbidden fruit and fun.” Marel smiled.

	“I hope I did the right thing,” I said.

	“You gave them a shot at happiness. How can that be wrong?” Zoma asked.

	I studied the rose in my hand. The thorns were sharp, but I avoided them. “Because so many people can still take away their happiness. I’m not sure I did them a favor.”

	“You need some romance or a good distraction,” Zoma said.

	Shaking my head, I dropped the rose. “I need to know if our guards are headed back or are still pursuing my father outside the dome. I hate the idea of guards risking their lives and Bachal fire over one man. I’ve tried reading the regular guards, but they aren’t in that loop. I’m guessing this is a more secretive operation.”

	Marel frowned. “I can’t ask something that specific. I’ll keep my ears open, but you might want to approach Nemal about that.”

	“I will. Thanks.” I headed back toward the castle. “Remmy,” I called, “please do keep your pants on as my attendants are walking the gardens.”

	Rustling in the hedges made me smile. It was too crowded during the day to have that sort of intimate encounter there. They could always come back at night. The gardens were better by moonlight.

	My powers were excellent for tracking people at close range only. Normally, Nemal would be working or in some sort of Queen’s Guard educational meeting. It was midday, and I followed his thoughts. He was in his quarters—dreaming.

	The droids let me in, and his personal attendant simply glanced toward the bedroom. I was acting bold and inappropriate, but I wanted to talk to him alone, anyway. At least, we were in private.

	The room was very much him, dark and to the point. He had a picture of his family from when he was much younger, when his father was still alive. The mementos were simple, but he was a member of the Queen’s Guard. They had to be willing to pick up and move, taking few possessions, in order to serve the realm. But he was a prince, and his quarters were lavish and spacious. About as nice as mine.

	I watched him sleep, shirtless and carefree. My attraction to him was always there, but so much stood in our way. I wasn’t a princess. I was powerful, a seer meant to serve my country and queen. If I ended up in love or mixed up emotionally with the royal family, would I be able to do my job?

	With a traitor for a father, Minnette and the queen certainly wouldn’t want me in their family, anyway. Nemal and I hadn’t seriously discussed things. It was attachment, attraction, and proximity. I couldn’t let my heart get too set on him with so much hanging in the balance.

	I sat on the bed. “So, this is how a prince spends the day? Sleeping in and lounging about?”

	He groaned and squinted at me. “Go away. I was on night duty.”

	“Why?”

	He turned away and buried his face in a pillow. “My uncle was pursuing leads on your father. He wanted me on the other end.”

	“And? Any leads?”

	He sighed and sat up. “You know I can’t tell you.”

	“So, the rumors are true. He’s in Bachal territory. Do you know if he’s a prisoner or a guest?” I skimmed his brain, but didn’t want to delve into any dreams he might fall back into. A little mystery was fun, and I’d been taught that people’s personal dreams and fantasies weren’t to be intruded on.

	“You are hopeless,” he grumbled.

	“I just want to know if he’s a prisoner or a welcome traitor.”

	Nemal cupped my chin. “It doesn’t matter anymore. He’s dead to you. That’s the best way to think of him. Pretend they killed him, and he’s gone. Don’t let him worry you or waste your energy.”

	“So, it’s a search-and-kill mission. If they find him…” I'd known it deep down, but hearing it somehow made it more immediate.

	“No, if they capture him, he’ll be brought here. The queen wants to make sure we can get whatever we can from him. What he shared with the enemy or what he found out about them,” Nemal said.

	“The enemy. I thought we were trying for peace.” I held his hand to my cheek. The stress and strain seemed to evaporate when we were alone.

	“Everyone hopes for peace, but the truth will come out at some point. Faldar can’t live here forever. Remmy can’t live in Bachal at all. We’ll maybe get through a visit, but we can’t ask LeFawn to have a false marriage. To move to Bachal. That won’t make anyone happy.”

	I chuckled. “Except the king.”

	He laughed. “Probably not him, either. He’ll want strong shifter sons. Who knows what a magical female and a shifter male would produce. I know some shifters intermarried with humans, but I’m not sure the king wants to lower his crowned prince like that.”

	“Unless it’s a spy marriage like my parents’. Mother spying on the rebels, Father spying on the court.” Sometimes, my whole existence felt like a mistake. Divorce was bad enough, but it’d been a mess from the start.

	“LeFawn doesn’t rank highly enough. You’d be better for spying. More powers. You’re on the queen’s small counsel.” Nemal sat back and stared at me.

	“What?”

	“Why didn’t your father try to take you with him?”

	“He did. Well, my aunt suggested it. He sort of asked.”

	“I believe he loves you. Not just trying to use you,” Nemal said.

	“Maybe, in his way. But he’s more loyal to his beliefs. He’s no double agent.”

	“No. He’s a true believer in bringing down this monarchy, by any means. He’s dangerous. Very dangerous for you.” Nemal hugged me.

	The heat of his bare skin melted away the pain and tension of his serious words. I pulled back. “I should go.”

	“Are you okay?”

	“My father must be caught. He’ll be killed after he’s tortured and the queen is satisfied he knows nothing more. That is the solution to that problem. I can accept there isn’t another way. It won’t be easy, but when the time comes, I will deal with it. I’ll stand by the queen. I just wish I had a solution for Remmy and Faldar that doesn’t end in war.” Though, I wasn’t the only one contemplating the situation.

	“My mother is pretty smart. She might surprise us,” Nemal said.

	“She’s a mother. She wants Remmy to be happy. It’s the only reason she went along with my impulsive fix before. We couldn’t stand to break their hearts. And Faldar…”

	“If he goes home, and they find out…it’s not going to be good for him.”

	“The king will demand more supplies. Use the engagement as a justification. I should never have suggested it.” I wanted to do the right thing for people I cared about. But there was a whole country of people counting on the Queen’s Counsel to do the right thing.

	“I think you did the exact right thing. If war is coming, better we get to it. We have a chance to prepare now. While they think we’re planning a wedding, instead, we are training harder. Turning the allegiance of those troops the Bachal left us by spreading them out among loyal troops. You’re not in charge of everything. Don’t take all the blame.” He squeezed my hand.

	“I take neither all the credit nor all the blame. Why can’t my visions help me more? Help us more? I don’t want to sacrifice Faldar’s safety or Remmy’s heart. Or Lazrel lives.” I laced my fingers with his. His life…I couldn’t lose him.

	“War has a way of changing all the rules. Love tends to survive a lot of damage as well. You need a little more faith in the future,” he said.

	“I should be seeing the future. That’s why I’m scared. Am I blocked? Is it so bad?” I asked myself.

	“Maybe it’s great. Maybe you need to focus on options instead of doom and gloom to find the answer. Open your mind. You get very locked up in the dominant problems.” Nemal climbed out of bed and kissed me.

	I indulged for a few sweet moments, then pulled back. “I’m sorry I ruined your sleep. Is your uncle safe?”

	“Uncle Johey is indestructible. My mother’s baby brother is a warrior at heart. He’s fine, and you need to go relax your brain. Visit some friends who make you think differently. I need to get back to bed. I’m on nights again. But first, a quick snack.” He headed for the dining area.

	“I’ll let you sleep. Your uncle trusts you if he’s requesting you.” I smiled.

	He grabbed a piece of fruit. “It’s family. You may not like them, but you’re on the same side.”

	“Some of them. Then there those you can’t trust at all. Is my aunt still in the dungeon?”

	Nodding, he stretched. “She’s going to lose her head because of her mouth. A woman rebelling. No one can understand it.”

	“She thinks if her brother gets power, she’ll get power by association. The monarchy backs that theory, but rebels don’t want a bloodline on the throne. Maybe she’s the double agent?” I said as an afterthought. It was hope more than belief. I wanted some of my father’s family to be good. “I think I need a nap and lunch. Maybe I’ll see you for dinner?”

	“Only if you promise to have some happy news and a smile. Everything can’t be dark.” He bit into his fruit.

	“I’ll try, Prince.” I nodded as I left. He was the happy part of my world. A few visits could change my way of thinking. Broaden my options and ideas.

	Heading home was an indulgence I rarely allowed myself. I had the freedom to visit the estate my cousin was managing until I was of age. Julianne was a sweet widow with a nine-year-old daughter, Ember.

	I took Marel with me and a droid. Of course, Marel arranged for a Queen’s Guard member to accompany us as well. I thought a droid was good enough. Using a relocator pad, we were there in a blink. I’d sent a message that we were coming, but I had the right to drop in. In addition to the large stone manor house, the extensive property had farms and mines on the land and as well as smaller homes and barns. It was my birthright, my inheritance as ruler of the fifth family. But the queen had delayed things.

	“Kimess!” Ember shouted. She ran at me full tilt and hugged me.

	“You’re getting so tall!” I said.

	“Sorry. We’ve been busy with lessons. Time for lunch.” Julianne hugged me and ushered us into the dining room.

	A large table sat in a huge room with a view of the back garden. I missed all the nooks and crannies of my home. It wasn’t as large as the castle, but fewer people lived and worked there, so it felt bigger somehow.

	“Please don’t go to any trouble,” Marel said.

	“Nonsense, sit. We don’t entertain much.” Julianne guided Marel into a seat. The guard was permitted to stand at the doorway with the droid.

	“You look sad,” Ember said.

	I smiled. “Do I? I’ve been very busy, and I’m tired. I needed some time at home.”

	Droids brought out the food, and we filled our plates.

	Julianne shook her head. “You’re probably stuck in dull meetings all the time.”

	“Like school?” Ember asked.

	“No, not exactly. In school, the teachers know the answers, and you just have to learn it. This is work where we don’t know exactly the right answer, so we talk about it and debate.” I knew I shouldn’t discuss my father’s escape with them, but their safety mattered. Plus, rumors that were leaked around the castle always made it to the magical families.

	“I heard about your small gathering to find Princess Minnette a husband from the fifth family. Daring,” Julianne said.

	“It’s not as self-serving as it sounds. I had a vision.” I dug into my lunch.

	“Can we come to the wedding?” Ember asked.

	“There’s no wedding, yet,” Marel said.

	Ember pouted.

	“No one needs to rush into marriage. It’s just a party for the guests, Ember, but it’s a huge commitment. We’ll be getting some added droids for the mines. And they want to up the farm production, so we have stores. The coming winter is supposed to be very bad,” I said.

	“You saw it?” Julianne asked.

	“No, that’s the forecasters. A little more in storage can’t hurt.”

	We ate, and as Ember grew restless, I decided it’d be best to talk to Julianne alone.

	“Ember, did you know Marel has never been here before? Maybe you’d like to give her the quick tour?” I suggested.

	“All of it?” Ember jumped up from her chair.

	“Well, don’t tire her out. Show her around the main house. The gardens and the pond.”

	They were gone in a flash, and I noticed the guard trailed along. I still had the droid.

	“Are you okay? Is it dreadful?” Julianne asked.

	I lifted a shoulder briefly. “It’s so hard to explain. Some days feel normal. Some are surreal. Aunt Elani is in the dungeon again.”

	Julianne poured more tea. “What? What did that woman do?”

	“Helped Father. He escaped from the hard labor transport. They believe he fled the country. This is private. You can’t tell anyone. Not even Ember,” I said.

	“Of course not. I can’t believe your father would turn to another country.” Julianne looked puzzled.

	“I don’t understand any of it. If he’s a rebel, does he want an equal right to rule for men? Or elections? The Bachal don’t want elections. They are staunchly behind their monarch.” I mentally groped to put the pieces together.

	“Having an enemy in common may make them friends,” she said.

	“I hope he doesn’t know enough valuable information for the Bachal to want him.”

	“You can hope. He was married to your mother for a long time. He knows enough about how our government works, including where and when things take place. That’s if the Bachal take him seriously and admit him. It’ll be dangerous. I’m so sorry,” Julianne said.

	“Thanks. He’s desperate for something. Power. Validation. I don’t know what it is that’s motivating him, but he’s determined. I never imagined him on the run. Escaping the custody of the Queen’s Guard is crazy. Everyone who escapes is recaptured. They don’t let fugitives go.” I shook my head.

	“He was never stupid. He’s not so old where they can count on him to be weak or slow. If anyone can outmaneuver the Queen’s Guard, it’s him. I don’t know what he’s thinking, but I wouldn’t underestimate him.”

	“Your late husband was somewhat friendly with him. Did he ever say anything about what Father ultimately wanted?” I asked.

	She shook her head. “If I’d known how much of a rebel my late husband really was, I’d never have…He fooled all of us because he had a good gift. He stayed away from you and your mother. Your father will be even better because he has knowledge of the castle and how the guard works. The rebels know how to hide in our culture. How to go unnoticed. They only gain attention when they want to.”

	I sipped my tea. There was only one person I knew who acted rebelliously and wanted a lot of attention. That was my next stop. I grabbed a ripe piece of fruit from the bowl on the table and slid it in my pocket.

	“Snack for later?” she asked.

	I sighed. “More like a peace offering. Do you mind?”

	Julianne laughed. “My dear, this is all yours. I’m only keeping things running and an eye on it all for you.”

	“Thank you. You know, you’ll never have to go back to teaching once I take over. I’ll look after you and Ember. You don’t have to worry about earning a living.” It was the least I could do. She’d interrupted her career to manage my lands. The droids and human managers made it seem easy, but without a constant eye on the overall goals and balanced management of the estate as a whole, things could fall behind or go off track quickly. Droids did as programmed. Human managers focused on their areas because that’s all they could control. Someone had to keep a watchful eye on the whole system of such a large estate.

	“Don’t worry about me. As long as Ember is well educated and has a good prospect, that’s all that matters.” She looked out the window at Ember giving the expert tour of the garden.

	I smiled. That was me not so many years ago. Would it be my daughter someday? I had too many current problems to wonder about the future in that much detail.

	No one stopped me as I entered the dungeon. I walked to my aunt’s cell and checked through the tiny window that she was chained. Opening the door, I saw her flinch. She relaxed when she saw it was me. Somehow, this side of my family had so much less respect for me, and I didn’t like that.

	“Miss me?” she asked.

	“I’m trying to understand you. Why side with a man to give power to men?” I asked.

	She sneered at me. “To give power to all. Not just magical families.”

	“But you liked the proximity to power.”

	She said, “Everyone does, at first. Being connected gives some perks. Provides a feeling of superiority. But no matter what, I won’t move up in my station. Ever. No magical powers. No use to anyone.”

	“You think men want equality or to go back to the days when they dominated?” I fished the pear from my pocket.

	Her eyes widened at the sight of fresh food. “Is that a gift or a bribe?”

	“I don’t need to bribe you.” I tossed it to her. “The magical families have never abused humans or anyone. We’ve made sure people had food, housing, and medical care. Taking responsibility is harder than you think. Especially, if it’s for people you may not agree with. But if you get your way, elections and voting, that will mean you’re only responsible for a short time and can blame it on the last person in office. Or leave a problem for the next person.”

	She frantically ate her fruit. “No system is perfect. This one certainly isn’t. Holding me here because of my brother’s action. I never escaped custody.”

	“You helped him flee. You’re not innocent.” I crossed my arms and paced the small space.

	“Family is family. You don’t have any siblings, so you don’t know. But you’ve made your choice of who you consider family.” She tossed the core in my direction.

	“Grateful and gracious, as always. I wonder why I chose the way I did.” I shrugged.

	She cackled. “Power. Status. You’re lucky enough to be born to it. It’s a lifetime job. It’s so hard to be nice and fair to everyone…but you live in luxury. You’re powerful. You’ve never been anything else.”

	“Fine. I like my place. That doesn’t mean I’d do the wrong thing to keep it. Why would you want your brother to make it across the border? Bachal women have it a million times worse than any Lazrel woman. True?” I asked.

	“True. Maybe he’d help them? Help change the way it works?”

	“Do you think he’d be king?” I dipped into her mind. Had she gone crazy?

	“Not right away. Maybe never. But he’s special. He produced you.” She stared at me intently. “So powerful. Pretty enough. Smart. You didn’t even go crazy when your mother was murdered. You impressed a lot of people by standing your ground and clearing your mother’s name. Some think you’re a bit cold, but most admire it. People believe in him because of you. That line is special.”

	“He’s gathering followers? Using me to collect and brainwash people? That’ll never work in Bachal.” I shook my head. Maybe it was for the best that he headed there instead of staying.

	“They’d never follow you. Fear you, yes. But the Bachal won’t follow a woman,” she said.

	The hint was there. I checked her mind to confirm. If he produced a son with a Bachal royal, what would that mean? It was insane. My father and aunt had to be delusional. Truly mad. The Bachal would never let a half-magical being rule. They had two princes in line already.

	“Think about it. You could end up on the throne here. A boy king on the throne over there. People die every day. You’re so close. I can help you. I’d love to teach some of those magical royals a lesson.” She mimicked choking someone.

	“I’m not letting you out. You’re not killing anyone. You’re smarter than your brother. You know this can’t work.” I hoped she was smarter. When I read her mind, she believed it was possible. Was she trying to throw me off my father’s true goal, or was she honestly hoping to be the aunt of the queen?

	Six women had to die for me to be queen. The queen, Minnette, LeFawn, and the other rulers of the families. Add in their daughters, and it was nearly ten. It’d never happen. Of course, in times of crisis when the queen was killed, the other rulers of the families chose the next queen from among them, if there was no daughter ready to take the throne. I didn’t want it. If a queen was medically unfit or the heiress too young, an acting queen would be selected.

	“Marry the prince, and you’ll be that much closer.” Aunt Elani grinned at me.

	“I’m not marrying anyone right now. You need more water…you’re hallucinating.” I left and gave Cragna instructions that my aunt was to get a piece of fresh fruit and an extra cup of water a day. Dehydration and malnutrition could make people say and even believe bizarre things. Her real thoughts were disturbed enough.

	 

	


Chapter 5

	I’d avoided people since I came back from the dungeon. Reviewing my childhood and everything my father had said to me I could remember, there was more confusion than answers. He’d always been proud of me—of what I’d become. Yet, it seemed to be an act to cover up he was a rebel. Aunt Elani could be dreaming. Making it up. Or they both could foolishly hope the fates would smile on them.

	The Bachal inherited on the male line. Even if my father managed to have a son, it didn’t matter there or here. But laws could change. I had the sneaking feeling he’d play whatever angle he could to get power.

	He just wasn’t that big of a man. Maybe he had some followers, but what had he accomplished in his life? Married up and had one daughter. Caused trouble with his rebellious activities. He hadn’t done anything impressive to rally people. True, he could be personable when he wanted.

	A knock on the door pulled me from reflection.

	“Yes,” I replied.

	Marel poked her head in. “Nemal is here. He said you had dinner plans.”

	“Oh, I forgot.” I dragged myself to my feet and looked in the mirror.

	“He has it ready in his rooms. I’ll send him away, and you can head over when you’re ready.”

	I needed work, then. Brushing my hair smooth, I tried to shut off my brain. If my father were up to something that elaborate and involved, he wouldn’t have slipped up and let me in on it. Letting his allies in rebellion murder my mother was a huge mistake. It brought all the secrets and lies to the surface and forced me to choose. He’d always told me never to hide my intelligence or be afraid to speak up to the royals when I was seer. My job would be to advise. It seemed like proud father stuff. But people underestimate children, and I watched how Mother behaved. I noted how my father was treated by the royals. He coveted power, and I could see that much clearer now.

	I touched up my makeup and added a necklace and bracelet to make the outfit look dressier.

	It was only Nemal. I’d expected him to sleep through dinner and wake for work. Maybe he had something to tell me? I dabbed a bit of scent behind my ears and was done. Looking good was a lot of effort for so little pay off for the fuss. Having servants to tend to clothing and such made it much easier. Maybe I did have some of my father in me? I did like the spoils of status.

	When I knocked on the door, I expected a droid to answer. Nemal did. He looked concerned.

	“You look tired,” he said.

	“I am. I had a long day.” I entered and hugged him. That helped my energy right away.

	“Want to skip dinner?”

	I shook my head. “I need to be get back to normal. I went home to have lunch with my cousins, but afterward, my day took a bad turn.”

	“Dinner is ready. Sit.” He led me to the chair and held it for me.

	He was being overly attentive. There were droids and servants for this sort of thing.

	“Thank you. What’s the occasion?”

	“Nothing. Enjoy.” He began to dish out food.

	They were some of my favorites. A simple chicken with rice dish that wouldn’t impress foreign dignitaries, but tasted good. Fresh bread and water, no wine tonight. Something was different.

	“Don’t make me pull it out of your mind, Nemal.”

	“Just eat,” he replied.

	I began to eat, but watched him carefully.

	Once I’d had a few bites, I sat back and sipped my water. “What is it?”

	“My uncle sent a message earlier. One of our spies confirmed that your father is in Bachal territory, and he’s not a prisoner.” Nemal leaned toward me.

	I shook my head. “He’s a traitor. A defector. I don’t know what he’s thinking.”

	“No one suspects you as a collaborator. But it’ll be a problem. I’m going to ask my mother to send me to the Bachal as part of the delegation.”

	“To hunt down my father?”

	“If I go, Uncle Johey can go along as well. He can do the hunting and exploration discreetly. We’ll have to keep up the image of a diplomatic visit, but I’m sure there will be lots of tours, rides, and hunts,” Nemal said.

	“I don’t want you to go,” I said.

	“Eat. Nothing is decided. I wish I could’ve avoided telling you, but you’d find out tomorrow at the morning meeting anyway.” He resumed eating.

	“The Queen’s Counsel meeting will be all about my rebel father. Maybe I should just resign.”

	“You can’t resign. You serve at the pleasure of the queen. If she wanted you out, she’d do it. No one else has your powers.”

	“Or my insane family. My aunt is spinning crazy theories,” I said.

	“That’s what has you upset. Ignore her. Don’t go to see her, again. Seelon said she wants power. She thinks she should be on the throne.”

	“Or me. I know she doesn’t really want me to be queen. That’s just her trying to get to my ego to pull me to her side. It’s nonsense, but I don’t want people thinking I put that in her head.” I tore my bread into tiny pieces.

	“No one thinks that. You know how much work your job is. Balancing when to speak up and when to support the monarch. Sitting on the throne is even worse. Who would want to be queen?”

	“Sure as hell not me,” I said.

	“Then, relax. She’s on a power trip and might have mental problems. I’ll recommend they have her medically checked out.” Nemal refilled my water.

	“Where are your attendants?”

	“I wanted to be alone with you. Attendants talk. Even droids make me feel watched.” He chuckled.

	“Attendants talk. I’m sure yours already know, and it’s all over the castle.”

	He grinned. “That we’re having dinner? I don’t care.”

	I rolled my eyes at him. “I meant about my father. Is the search party returning soon, then?”

	“They’ll come back, but we need a bigger border guard. In and out, we have to watch who is coming and going. We have some cameras, but with the heightened tension, it’s important to know immediately.” Nemal frowned.

	“Your mother should’ve had him executed when she had the chance.” I stabbed a piece of chicken and finished my dinner. No longer would I let him ruin my appetite or my life. My father’s rebellion or his delusion was his problem. I couldn’t fix it or feel guilty.

	“I agree, but he could lead us to a bigger group of rebels. He might be useful. He might cross back to Lazrel and meet up with them. We don’t know his plans,” Nemal said.

	“I know him. If he’s safe there, he’ll stay. Let someone else go back and forth…That’s a riskier job.” I shook my head.

	“Not even to visit you?” Nemal asked.

	“In my position? He’d never dare visit me at the castle. When he first escaped, and no one seemed to notice or report it, maybe. But I’d have told the queen. Even if I wanted to spare his life, I wouldn’t risk my neck. Neither one of us is willing to sacrifice for the other. Some family. Lies are such a headache, and my whole childhood sometimes feels like a betrayal.” I drank some water and felt a bit better.

	“I’ll never lie to you.”

	I grinned. “I’d know anyway.”

	He stared at me, slightly annoyed.

	“I won’t lie to you either. Unless it’s a matter of national security or under the queen’s orders. I have to do my job,” I replied sweetly.

	“Ready for dessert?” he asked.

	I sighed. Something sweet sounded perfect after the sour day I’d had.

	The Queen’s Counsel meeting was fairly brief the next day. They had few suggestions about fixing the fake engagement, but plenty of questions about my father. Minnette glared at me as if I could control it.

	When the other rulers left, I waited. The queen hadn’t asked me to, but I did.

	“Minnette, leave us,” the queen said.

	She smiled at me. “Why? I’m supposed to be shadowing you. I should know whatever this Royal Seer wants.”

	“You two will have plenty of time for that. I think this matter is personal.” The queen pointed to the door.

	When the princess was gone, I breathed a little easier. “She didn’t like my idea for her education?”

	The queen sighed. “We didn’t discuss it. I’ve had other things. Nemal and Johey have volunteered to go to the Bachal.”

	“To capture my father?” I asked.

	“Partly, and partly to satisfy the Bachal king’s request.” She sat back. “Do you think that will please him?”

	“The king is used to getting exactly what he wants. He asked for Nemal and me. The king might not be happy.” I didn’t want to go, but I had to honestly answer her.

	“And you can’t get a vision of your own future, so you’re frustrated. Nemal and Marel have expressed concern,” she said.

	I nearly crawled under the table. “I’m sorry if I’m letting this personal connection interfere with my work. I can’t get a vision about myself, but I will go if you feel I should.”

	“Are you okay? No one feels you are a traitor, but you have been under intense scrutiny. Family connections are hard to sever, and you’ve already lost your mother. No one would blame you for being torn. I must warn you, for your safety, your father has proven himself a very skilled and dangerous man.” She rose.

	I stood. “Dangerous? Did he hurt anyone?”

	“He killed a guard. That’s how he escaped. He buried the man. The other guards assumed he was escorting your father to his work area. The timing was excellent. He wasn’t signed in. The guard wasn’t accounted for, so neither was his prisoner. It slipped through the cracks. That won’t happen again.” She headed for the hallway.

	I followed her. “I’m sure security is much improved. But I must say, and this has nothing to do with my father, but hard labor seems a pointless punishment. Droids are more efficient. To do labor, the criminals must move about, and it’s an opportunity for escape. Keeping them locked up in a dungeon seems far more convenient and effective.”

	“You have a soft heart. You don’t like the idea of suffering,” she said.

	We boarded the lift. I knew who the queen wanted to talk to. “I don’t like suffering without a purpose. You won’t reform some of them. Most of them won’t change. The guards could be put to better use elsewhere. Let droids do the work with one supervisor.”

	She looked at me. “If we go to war, that will definitely happen.”

	“The prisoners won’t be put into the troops?”

	She sighed. “Hardly. Your father probably has them all brainwashed to fight for the other side.”

	“I’m sorry. I wish you had executed him.” I meant it.

	“I made that decision without regards to you or your feelings. Sometimes, you need to let the mouse go and follow. We failed at trailing him, but people make mistakes. Things go wrong. We adjust.” She stepped off the lift as it stopped.

	We were outside the door of my great aunt Gurol’s quarters hiding in the high tower. Everyone thought she’d been killed years ago for being insane. She was the Royal Seer before my grandmother. A complicated vision resulted in me having my job.

	We entered the room and found Aunt Gurol busy sewing. How she managed to keep her sanity and patience cooped up in this group of rooms with a couple trusted nurses, due to her age, and droids—I’d never know.

	“My dear Kimess.” Aunt Gurol dropped her sewing and puttered over to hug me. I met her halfway.

	“Hello. How are you?”

	“Better than you. That father of yours…” She frowned.

	“I know. They need to recapture him. I can’t get good visions on myself or him. Can you help?”

	Aunt Gurol bowed to the monarch. “Of course. If the queen wants it.”

	“I’m so sorry,” I said.

	“It’s fine, Kimess. She’s your family and mentor. I wish you’d had more time with your mother.” The queen sat.

	Aunt Gurol and I sat, as well.

	The queen laid one hand on the large table that was used for dinners, crafts, and reading. My aunt liked all the view screens. She could sort of watch life.

	“The Bachal king has invited Kimess and Nemal to visit his castle. He mentioned them by name. We need to be sure they will safe. Or should we keep Kimess back?”

	“And Nemal?” I asked.

	“He’s volunteered. His choice,” the queen said.

	“No, I want to know what Aunt Gurol sees there, too. It’s hard for me to be clear about him,” I admitted.

	Aunt Gurol smiled. “Too close. Good choice.”

	I felt the queen’s annoyance, but she wasn’t angry or disapproving.

	“Very well. Silence, please,” Aunt Gurol said.

	She closed her eyes and held her hands out, palms up. Quietly, she hummed to herself. Without warning, she grabbed a tablet and began tapping on it like she was a much younger woman.

	The queen looked at me. I wasn’t this good at getting visions on demand, but if I practiced more, maybe I’d get there.

	Finally, my aunt opened her eyes and focused on the tablet. “Let’s see what we have.”

	“You don’t remember?”

	“I never remember. I just channel. If you remember, you’re trying to control it too much,” she said.

	“I’ll work on that.” I needed to spend more time with her.

	Aunt Gurol frowned. “The concern is the Bachal will kill Kimess. They know about the prophecy that she will ensure a victory for Lazrel. They know about it because of that man who tried to kill Kimess.”

	“Ballen.” I should’ve figured out he was a traitor, as well.

	“He was well chosen by the rebels. Raised in the castle world. But the Bachal won’t kill Kimess. They covet her powers.”

	The queen gazed in my direction. I lifted a shoulder.

	“If she goes, she will learn more and stop the betrayer. If she doesn’t go, the king will take offense, and the war will be brought on quicker. Delay benefits us. They thrive on haste and cruelty. Make them like us. Nemal and Kimess will do well together at this. Make friends of the younger prince and princess. The queen of Bachal will be swayed.” Aunt Gurol blinked her eyes. “That’s all. Does that help?”

	“Very much, thank you,” the queen said.

	“Thank you.” I smiled. I wanted to ask about my father’s safety and sanity, but not in front of the queen. I didn’t want to appear torn. If Aunt Gurol didn’t see it, odds were she’d say it wasn’t time to know. I’d try on my own later with her technique. 

	


Chapter 6

	When I tried to connect to a vision of myself in the Bachal world, I saw darkness and felt pain. Focusing on my father in that scenario, blood coated my hands. Fear and desperation consumed me. I ran, not sure where, but I had to flee.

	Pulling out of the vision, I looked at the words I’d typed into the tablet. It matched what I remembered. I wasn’t as advanced as my great aunt, but I didn’t see the positives for the country either. All I saw was danger.

	The pain lingered in my body. My arm, stomach, and even chest stung for no reason.

	“You look ill,” Marel said.

	“Visions can be debilitating. I don’t know how to counteract the effects,” I confessed.

	She sighed. “You don’t have to have every answer.”

	“The queen is going to make me go.”

	“I’ve heard that. If Nemal goes, too, you’ll finally have some private time—hopefully.” Marel smiled.

	“That is not worth what we’re facing. I have to believe there is a reason, but I can’t see it.” I trusted my great aunt, but there was something about having my own vision that made it real. Scary. But without detail, I felt even more in the dark.

	“I think you’ll have fun. You just have always had a very predictable life. You’ve always known where you’re going and what you’ll do. Things sped up in your world, but venturing to a foreign land, that’s new. You’ll do wonderfully.” Marel sounded so positive.

	“I wish the queen were going. The whole Bachal royal family came here.” I could use the backup and experience. This wasn’t about a treaty. It was about a potential marriage for the prince. It was about the next generation. Nemal and I were representatives of that.

	“That would be too risky. You don’t really want that,” she said.

	“No, I don’t. But my job is to advise the monarch, not go on diplomatic trips without her.”

	Marel shook her head. “Your job is whatever the queen says.”

	I sighed. “True.”

	“Want something to drink?” she asked.

	I sensed a strong presence headed my way. “No. The queen is coming.”

	I tried to rally my energy for my monarch. Her guards announced her, and now, we sat at my table over tea.

	“You understand how important this visit is,” she said.

	I nodded. “I don’t have much diplomatic or traveling experience. My mother took me around this country, but never outside it.”

	“You have some time to study customs and habits. But you’ve studied them before. You’ve met them. You’ll do fine. Nemal will be with you, and you’ll have security, droids, and attendants.” She nodded.

	“Thank you.” What else could I say?

	“I know you have reservations, but there is a lot you can do others can’t. Read their minds. See what they know and think about Faldar. If they believe the engagement.”

	“Spy,” I said.

	“Spy, make friends. Be kind to the prince and princess there. Try not to become an enemy of the king. And you must bring your father back.” She stared me dead in the eye.

	“My father?”.

	“You know he’s there. We all do. He’s across the border. My brother will go with you. Prince Johey will do the leg work. Arrest your father. But you must draw him out. He’ll avoid Nemal and other of our guards. If he has a chance to see you, I bet he’ll take it,” she said.

	“He’ll try to turn me. That’s all.”.

	“It’s enough. Dead or alive, he comes back here. Understand?” the queen asked.

	“It’ll be hard to hold him. If we catch him quickly, I can’t just leave after a few days. How long is the visit?”

	“One month is all I’m agreeing to, for now. If it looks like progress is being made, you and Nemal may extend it. Whenever you catch your father, Prince Johey will take custody and bring him back immediately. Your father didn’t escape Johey’s guard. The main thing is to get him before he shares too much with the king. Before he starts a war.” She tapped the table.

	“Of course. I’m just worried about Faldar and Remmy.” I hated how complicated it all felt.

	“I’m worried, too. You might find a way out by being there. See if the king really wants the wedding or if he has a better bride. If we can break the engagement, that’s one less problem.” She sighed.

	Resolve built inside me. I had to do it, and I had to find the energy and enthusiasm to make the Bachal feel good about me being there.

	“You’re quiet,” the queen said.

	“I was just going over things to see if I had more questions while I have your time. I feel a bit like I’m abandoning my duties. Of course, Aunt Gurol can help if you need a seer, though she can’t be out in public.” I felt better knowing someone trained as a seer was here to help the queen if needed.

	“She’ll be well cared for, and I’ll consult with her at least once a week. Trust me, if she has something to share—she isn’t shy about sending a message. Julianne is doing a wonderful job at your estate. We’ve never had any trouble with your mother’s side of the family.” The queen frowned. “Whom they marry, that is another story.”

	“I have no plan to marry. Maybe I never will. Poor choices in husbands seem to be a pattern,” I agreed.

	“You get Minnette the right man. I’ll worry about your marriage when the time comes.” The queen stood. “If you have more questions, you know how to find me.”

	I stood. “Yes, thank you.”

	“I believe in you,” she said.

	I walked her to the door. “That means a great deal. I’m sure that I’ll return with good experiences and greater confidence in my diplomatic and travel abilities.”

	Once she left. I leaned on the wall. I could do it. I had to do it. If I over thought things and looked for problems, I’d freeze up. I had to clear my mind and approach it as an adventure—except for Father. I had to lure him out of hiding and hand him over to the queen’s brother. After that, I didn’t need to think of my father again. He had to be stopped before he killed another guard or started a war. I put my Aunt Elani’s crazy theories out of my mind. Paranoia wouldn’t help me seem genuine.

	A month didn’t seem like a long time for this trip, but it was too long for me. I made a list of what I wanted to take. Which gowns and such, plus some books I’d make sure were on my tablet. The Bachal lacked an appreciation for art and literature, so I needed to bring enough to entertain myself.

	My door chimed, and I hoped it would be Nemal. Instead, Minnette stormed in with her usual indignant and superior gaze.

	“What do you know about diplomatic trips?” she asked.

	“Not a thing. I mentioned that to the queen. If you can change her mind, please do. But I’ll have to learn sometime.” I sighed. “At least I’ve met the Bachal.”

	“Met them. You’ve made a mess of this,” she said.

	“I made a mess? Of what exactly?”.

	“Remmy and Faldar. You knew about them,” she accused.

	“I did. They were very happy. Your mother did charge me with finding love marriages for her children. I can’t take credit for it, but I did make sure the feelings were genuine on both sides.”

	Minnette folded her arms. “Feelings? They must live in reality. I want my brother happy, but so much is at stake. You’re the seer, find another resolution.”

	As much as Minnette and I didn’t care for each other, she did care about her siblings, and so did I. “I’m sorry. Even if I had tried to stop it, I don’t think it would’ve been possible. They were meeting secretly. By the time I discovered how deeply they were involved, Remmy was terrified of losing Faldar. I’m not an expert in love, but it seems it can happen fast. I don’t want Remmy hurt any more than you do.”

	“Really? You don’t have any siblings. What do you know of protecting your family?” She shook her head.

	“True, I’m an only child. I do care and look after the members of my family. My cousins, but it’s not quite the same as growing up with sisters and brothers. I don’t remember you stepping in to help Remmy keep Faldar, but that’s not important. How can I help Remmy now?” I tossed the responsibility in her lap since he was her brother.

	“Get that king to drag his son back home as soon as possible. Tell him LeFawn is too young or whatever and Faldar should marry someone closer to his own age sooner, have some sons quickly, and not wait. Tell the king it’s a vision of yours. The faster we separate Remmy and Faldar, the easier it’ll be on them.” Minnette frowned with concern.

	For a second, I let myself feel her sadness. She didn’t want her brother to be hurt, but it was better to do it sooner and quickly than let the two men grow closer and more attached. She was putting the country first. It wasn’t about her selfish or competitive nature.

	“I’ll do what I can. They don’t listen to women much. I hate hurting Remmy. He’ll be devastated.” I made myself a few notes on the angles to approach people with. Lying and manipulating things wasn’t my natural state, but entering a foreign land meant I had to be on guard.

	“He’s the son of a queen. He’s used to tough choices, doing the right thing, and self-sacrifice. He’ll survive. Just don’t give him any more false hope.” She smiled at me.

	I knew a command when I received one, but Minnette wasn’t the queen yet. “I wish there was a way for them to be happy together. But I should be focused on finding you a proper husband. Any requests or suggestions?”

	“Don’t bother. You’ll have plenty to do on your diplomatic visit. I supposed if you killed the king, it might help Faldar to move up. He could change the rules, then. Make Remmy his consort.” Minnette smirked. “But do you think he would? Do you think his people would follow him?”

	“I don’t know the Bachal people that well. Neither do you, I suspect. But I don’t want to kill anyone. There has to be a better way.”.

	“Perhaps. Still, I’d prefer if you didn’t meddle in my love life,” Minnette said.

	“Because your fiancé was such a good choice he had to be executed?”.

	She glared at me. “I was trying to do my duty. Please my mother and the people. Maybe it was a bad choice, but I will sacrifice for my people. You have status and power without all the responsibility on your shoulders.”

	“You don’t understand my job, at all,” I said. “I’d much rather have my mother here and be shadowing her instead of trying to fill her shoes.”

	“Your mother was an excellent seer. You are suspect,” she replied.

	I’d never denied that. “I’m young. I have a lot of work to do.”

	“Your father is a traitor.” Minnette looked down at me. “Mother should have you banished or locked in the tower.”

	I nearly stood and lost my temper. Instead, I kept my chair. Subtle power signals meant more. She was the crowned princess, but protocol only demanded I stand and bow to the queen. Ranking rules I knew well enough.

	“My father is guilty and wrong. I don’t follow his example. I will never argue with any punishment the queen hands down,” I said calmly.

	She shook her head. “His blood is in you. Family ties can’t be eliminated even if you cut members out of your life. Your daughter could be persuaded to be a rebel. If you have a son, your father would love to gain the boy’s trust and loyalty. The rebels will target anyone near you because of your power.”

	“You’re right. My father is a huge disappointment. I’m not sure banishing me would solve that, but I’ll always obey my queen.” I wondered if the contraceptive device the queen had implanted in my arm was part of that. It wasn’t a choice for me. It felt more like a test. Would I object? Would I argue? Keeping me from having children as a teen was simply smart, but the monarch hadn’t gone about it in the nicest way.

	How long the device would stay there was the question I had no answer to. Maybe the queen wasn’t sure yet, either.

	“I’m glad you’ll always obey the queen. My mother is an excellent queen, but she and I are not exactly the same.” Minnette turned on her heel and left.

	A threat? A warning? Minnette and I seemed to be on the same side for a while when the Bachal were here for negotiations…at least, toward the end. Now, we were back where we started. I suspected my father was to blame since Nemal and I weren’t very public with our relationship. Of course, people would view me suspiciously as the daughter of a traitor.

	If things went badly for me, in any way, I needed to be sure I had someone looking out for the rest of the fifth family. Getting up, I headed for the other princess.

	“You look awful,” LeFawn said.

	Her attendants ushered me to sit, and a droid brought me tea.

	“Thank you,” I said.

	LeFawn asked, “What happened?”

	“I’m going on the diplomatic visit,” I said.

	“It’s an adventure. Nemal is going, so I bet you’ll enjoy it.” LeFawn grinned.

	I frowned. “He is your brother.”

	“And I’d like you for a sister. We’re growing up. There are weirder things. Really, the trip has you this unsettled?”

	“Minnette visited me. She seems to think I should pay for my father’s crimes.” I sipped the tea.

	“She’s jealous. You’re going places and representing the queen. She was complaining to me. She should be the one to go. To save the day. Nemal and I both think she’d overstep in some way to make a point and do more damage. You’ll just be a guest,” LeFawn said.

	“It’s my father. I’m being sent because I’ll draw him out, and your uncle Johey can capture him. I’m bait, not diplomatically skilled. Tell Minnette that, and maybe she’ll feel better,” I said.

	LeFawn sighed. “If she hasn’t figured that out on her own, she’s going to be a lousy queen.”

	“Are Remmy and Faldar scared?”

	LeFawn looked at the floor. “Remmy can pretend Mother will fix everything. Faldar is enjoying the freedom. I think they’re deeply in denial of reality.”

	“I need to ask you a favor.”

	LeFawn sat. “Anything.”

	“Please, check in on Julianne and Ember. Let her know how much I appreciate the work. See if they need anything.” I needed my family taken care of.

	“Of course. It’ll be a good excuse to get out of the castle.” She smiled. “Anything else?”

	“You might want to keep an eye on Minnette. She doesn’t want me setting her up or finding her a husband. I don’t know what her plans are, but she resents me. The break might be good.” They were sisters. I was an outsider.

	“She’s conflicted. Minn resents your powers and status. Naturally, she doesn’t want Mother to be gone, just so her own status increases, which is what happened to you. But, for now, you’re more powerful in the castle than she is, and that will never set right with her. Inheriting roles is odd that way.” LeFawn tilted her head thoughtfully. “It seems very orderly and natural, but death can happen early, and it throws off the progression.”

	I shook my head. “I’d love to have my mother back, but I can’t change that. Now, I have to worry about getting my father in line.”

	LeFawn hugged me. “I wish I could help.”

	“Just look after my cousins. That’s a huge help. Thanks.” The royals had the most responsibility. I had no right to impose on any of the first family, but she’d been my friend so long that we had our own rules.

	 

	


Chapter 7

	The preparations for the trip were underway. I’d informed Marel and Zoma they were coming along. Both seemed oddly excited. The droids and guards were selected from those I knew best. I’d probed their minds extensively since that last bad choice of Ballen.

	The packing was nearly done, but I had one big piece of business left. My male cousins were arriving soon. I’d summoned them. It truly felt odd to have such authority, but their attendance wasn’t optional. No invitation would do.

	The door chimed, and Marel opened it.

	“Welcome, please sit down.” I gestured to the large dining table where I sat at the head.

	“A bit of lunch?” Curlon asked.

	“I thought it was only fair,” I replied. “Thank you all for coming.”

	“We wish you a safe journey, cousin,” Furlon said.

	“Thank you. I actually need your help. All of you, while I’m gone. Hopefully, it won’t be too much trouble.” I pointed to the droids to begin serving.

	“Anything. I wish I were going with you as protection,” said Ricor.

	“Thank you, but they are sending plenty of guards. Prince Nemal is seeing to that. I need you and Curlon here. If you two would please make it your business to check on Julianne, the other fifth family homes, and the princesses—I’d very much appreciate it.”

	“The princesses? Matchmaking?” Curlon asked.

	“No, protecting them from my father. We all know what he’s been up to. He could try to take advantage of a misdirection and double back. I don’t want anyone hurt because of him. The Bachal also have their troops among ours. We don’t know if this visit is a signal for them to start some spying or other actions.”

	“Smart, she’s very smart,” Ricor said to his brother.

	“What can the rest of us do for you?” Zelan asked while nodding in agreement with his brother's comment.

	“Well, a lot. Curlon and Ricor can only be in so many places at once. But, for example, Murlon’s farming expertise will be useful. He can check on all the farms and the owners in the fifth family. Also, he can offer himself as a bit of a tutor for Princess LeFawn. She can include her sister, as well. That will keep you in touch with them. Allow you to approach or ask them how they are if you happen to be in the castle. I’ll arrange the first tutoring session myself,” I said.

	“Might I assume you also want them tutored in gems and mining?” Micfel asked.

	“Indeed.” I grinned. They’d caught on with the little game.

	“And history? Though it’s rather dull.” Zelan smiled sheepishly and looked at his plate.

	“Actually, the history is the most important of all right now. The war history. Strategy and tactics are essential for Minnette to understand. If we can’t find true peace with Bachal, we all know where our nations are headed. How long we have, no one knows. But Minnette could use that education. She might resist, but I trust LeFawn will make sure she shows up.” I began eating, and the rest of the men did, as well.

	Most of the men I knew and had a plan for. Furlon was a bit of a misfit. He’d tried the Queen’s Guard, but lacked the discipline. He had no gift for gems or farming. He wasn’t much of a scholar. All I knew was that he made himself useful in the family home and helped his brothers.

	“We’ll do whatever we can,” Curlon said.

	“I’ll pay visits to the family to fill in the gaps,” Furlon offered.

	“Thank you. I think that’s a very good idea.” I smiled, but felt guilty for not having a specific job for him.

	“You can help with the history lessons. I can be rather dull,” Zelan chuckled.

	“If you want, I’m not a scholar,” Furlon agreed.

	Wanting to encourage Furlon, I jumped in. “The more of you they interact with, the better. Some people simply don’t get along. So, if Minnette takes a dislike to one of you, it’s not your fault, but you’ll see she’s very firm in her ideas, then those of you she gets along with better can fill in. You’ll have to work together, but I know you can do it.”

	“It’s an honor to be trusted with helping the princesses,” Micfel said.

	Murlon threw his cousin a look.

	“The princesses. Looking after our own family is something we should always do, but to be asked to help with the princesses, that is more than I ever expected,” Micfel added.

	“Don’t overdo it. Just be yourself, but use the appropriate protocol, and you’ll be fine. Less is more with Minnette,” I advised.

	Ricor stood. “Long live the queen and princesses.”

	We all repeated the toast and drank.

	Furlon stood. “Long live the Royal Seer.”

	I felt my cheek burn hot as I was toasted.

	“Thank you, but it’s not necessary. I have my duties, and I appreciate your help by taking on a few extra around the castle. If Minnette gives you any trouble LeFawn can’t handle, speak to Prince Remmy.” I went back to lunch.

	The men immediately talked about scheduling and topics of study. Curlon proposed teaching the princesses more advanced self-defense techniques.

	I didn’t care how they filled the time. As long as someone kept extra eyes on the royal family, just in case Father decided to return…I couldn’t predict that man, so I had to protect the people he might target. If Minnette and LeFawn received some extra education in the bargain, they could be annoyed with me later.

	Dinner with Remmy and Faldar was an unexpected invitation. It seemed when you were leaving, people wanted to see you. There was so much to do before we left, but I couldn’t say no. As I exited my chambers, I found Nemal in the hallway.

	“Dinner?” he asked.

	“You, too?”

	“I think Faldar is nervous about us going,” Nemal said.

	“Reality will have to return for him sometime,” I said. “Either he needs a sham marriage or to tell the truth

	We stood outside Remmy’s quarters, and the sensor chimed. Seconds later, the doors opened, and Remmy was all smiles.

	“Come in. Dinner is ready,” he said.

	“Thank you. What’s the occasion?” I asked.

	“Well, you two are headed away. Hopefully, not for long.” Faldar hugged me and shook hands with Nemal.

	It was odd how Faldar had sort of become part of the family, but wasn’t seen at official functions. Not because of any shame about homosexual relationships. But if any of the pictures got back to the Bachal, it might be hard for him to explain.

	“You don’t think I’ll manage well?” I asked.

	“You’ll both do fine.” Faldar waved us to sit at the square table.

	Nemal and I sat and shared a look. I wasn’t so sure I’d do fine.

	“Have you spoken to your parents recently?” Nemal asked.

	“My mother the other day. Yes, she’s very excited to see you again, Kimess,” Faldar said.

	“Me?” I frowned. “I’m sure she’d rather have you back home.”

	Remmy poured the wine. “That’s why we wanted to have you over. We want to make sure we’re all on the same page with what Faldar has told his father and what you say.”

	Droids served the food, and once we’d all settled in, I couldn’t stand the suspense. “What have you told them, Faldar?”

	He smiled and sat back. “I’ve told them I’m enjoying my time here very much. That I’m learning a great deal.”

	Nemal sighed. “Get to the facts, please.”

	“Nemal,” Remmy said.

	I put a hand on Nemal’s forearm. “This is my fault. I should never have suggested you stay without a better plan. A long-term out. LeFawn can’t marry you. It’s not fair to either of you. We need a way to start undoing this.”

	“And what? He tells his family the truth?” Remmy asked.

	“You had to,” Nemal replied.

	“It’s safe here. Where he’s from…” Remmy took Faldar’s hand.

	It was so sweet. “Tell us. We need to know what we’re in for.”

	Faldar took a sip of wine. “You do. It’s darker. The sky alone is darker from the pollution we permit. More poverty. More violence. Marriage and babies are encouraged. Boys are trained to fight young. Girls are trained, as well, but their time is split between home and child care and some defense training.”

	“Sounds like a delightful place,” I said.

	“It’ll be better for you. Guests of the king, you’ll have plenty of food and water. Plenty of wine and nice rooms in the castle. My brother and sister will help you have some fun while you’re there. It can be boring if you’re not in training,” Faldar said.

	“How are women treated?” I asked.

	“Well enough. You’re guests, so you’ll be forgiven if you make a mistake or overstep. Women of powerful families, the mother, can give orders regarding the home to servants. Orders about the comfort of their guests. But the man has set the rules. He brings home the food and income. He fights for the safety of his country. He is stronger and must not spoil his sons.” Faldar seemed to retreat into himself as he spoke.

	“So, an unmarried woman is treated how?” Nemal asked.

	“Kimess is too young to be judged. She’s still marriage potential. After, say, about twenty-five, then women unmarried are rejects. Burdens on their fathers, brothers, and nephews. If the family is rich enough, they’ll make her a nanny type of helper. Beyond that, it’s a disgrace. Of course, a woman doesn’t need to be married to have children, but it’s much harder to provide for them in our society. The structure is around the male head of the family. The more children he has, the better he is respected.” Faldar pushed his food around his plate.

	“I didn’t mean to upset you,” I said.

	“You didn’t. My home world does. I miss my family, but I can’t be myself there.” He looked at Remmy. “Children are of utmost value. More people, more fighters. If a woman can’t conceive, we have the technology to help. But a child without a mother is lost. Males end up in a military school. Females end up in orphanages with poor prospects. Most of the regular families can’t afford to take in added mouths to feed.” He took a long drink of wine.

	“Meaning what?” Nemal asked.

	“You may think we disrespect women because they are treated differently. But the highest compliment you can give a Bachal warrior is praise for his mother…that she did a good job. She raised him to be brave and all those other values they prize. The father gets no credit. Yes, his sons will inherit because of him. Be ranked in society because of him. But the praise and the glory of a child’s acts are all attributed to the mother.”

	“Or the disapproval if the child isn’t outstanding,” I said.

	Faldar sighed. “True. I don’t want to bring shame to my mother.”

	“Why is homosexuality so bad in your culture?” Nemal asked.

	“Magical beings are judged on magic. Powerful or not, that is how you rank yourselves. Kimess is powerful. Humans are protected and have all the rights, but lack magic,” he said.

	“Different magical powers aren’t given more or less rights, either,” I said.

	“No. But our culture is all about children. The more a man has, the better. Sons are better than daughters, but we need both. It’s about preserving our lines and keeping our world alive. Shifters were hunted by some during that horrid war. We survived, but it was a struggle.” He shook his head. “I sound like I’m defending them.”

	“It’s your culture and homeland. Of course you are,” Remmy said.

	“So, you and Remmy can’t adopt kids? Have them in the lab?” I asked.

	“Adoption of orphans is respected, charitable. But they aren’t your blood. The lab, it’s all fine until you bring the child home. No mother. Shifters are creatures of nature. Closer to our animal roots and instincts. You mate to procreate. To them, homosexuals will kill off the culture. If they approve of it, more will admit to being that way, and my father would believe it was some contagious disease.”

	“That’s insane,” Nemal said.

	“I agree, but my brother and I have debated the topic with my father. Once, he put to death a man who refused to take a wife. He admitted he had a male lover.”

	I put my fork down. “Death for that?”

	“He refused to name his lover. They would’ve been sent to the front, the most dangerous of fighting at the time. Odds are they’d have died anyway, but they’d have had a chance. This way one died, one lives on. My father had all his friends interrogated. None would admit they were gay. It’s a shameful piece of my culture, but if I weren’t gay, I’m not sure what I’d think.”

	“I hope you’d see the unfairness of it. I do,” Nemal said.

	“It’s also unfair to have LeFawn in an engagement to cover for us,” Remmy replied.

	“That’s true. I’m sorry. It was all we could think of on the spot,” I said.

	Faldar leaned in. “That’s why this visit will help. You can tell my mother that you don’t think LeFawn and I would make a good match long-term. It was infatuation. Young love, but she’s not one to live in this sort of harsher world. She’s the baby and very delicate. And you think I might be losing interest in her and finding another woman more appealing.”

	“Me? Why can’t you tell her that?” I asked.

	“My father listens in on my conversation with my mother. He wants me to think he’s letting me be wild and free for a bit. That’s not his way. He wants me married with two sons, by now. He does like the idea of a magical bride. To see what the cross-match would produce, but I’m not sure I’m the one he’d want to risk that with. Maybe my brother?” Faldar suggested.

	Nemal drummed his fingers on the table. “Wouldn’t that make your father call you back home immediately? Once the engagement was off?”

	“It would. But we’re not going to break the engagement, not just yet. I want them to have time with the idea,” Faldar said.

	“You don’t want to tell them the truth,” I said.

	“I can’t tell them. It’s just so hard to be honest. I’ve spent my whole life in a lie. I want to see my family, but I don’t want to leave here. I don’t know what to do.” Faldar rubbed his forehead.

	“Well, you could try to talk to your siblings. Or privately to your mother. See if they’d support you,” I suggested.

	Faldar shook his head. “It won’t matter. My father would…It wouldn’t matter.”

	“Kimess can feel him out. Dip into his mind and see if he’s really being that bad,” Nemal said.

	I scrunched up my nose. “Sometimes our parents surprise us. They aren’t always exactly what we believe them to be.”

	“My father is a blunt tool, and that’s how he rules. His men like it. You never have to guess where you stand. He can lie and keep a secret if it suits him, but if you push a couple of buttons on a random topic, like this, you’ll get a genuine response,” Faldar said.

	“What other warnings or suggestions do you have? Of the country and culture, in general? Or the castle and royal family specifically?” I asked.

	Faldar looked from me to Nemal and back again. “If you two are a couple, let it be known. If you’re not, you might want to pretend.”

	“Why?” Nemal asked.

	He smiled. “Mixing shifter with magical would be new. Both of you will find yourselves being approached. The Bachal aren’t subtle when it comes to courting. Clear intentions are a sign of respect.”

	“Are men the only aggressors?” I asked.

	Faldar laughed. “Not at all. Women are often hunting for a mate. Nemal would be a great prize.”

	Awkward silence took over as we ate. What were Nemal and I to each other anyway? I wasn’t even sure. There was so much at stake on this mission, and having Nemal along was a comfort and a potential weakness.

	 

	


Chapter 8

	We were packed and ready to go. The relocator pads worked over the long distance from the Lazrel castle to Bachal’s castle. However, I suddenly understood some of why the Bachal always took a ship and simply relocated to the surface when convenient. Not having a place to retreat to that was yours was unnerving. Relocator pads could be locked or disabled.

	No doubt, the queen had considered that, but showed no concern as she watched over the transport of our things first.

	Nemal walked up with a man not too much older than he was, but the shock of red hair gave me a clue as to who this person was.

	“Kimess, Royal Seer and ruler of the fifth family, I present my uncle. The queen’s brother, Prince Johey,” Nemal said.

	I extended my hand. “Lovely to meet you.”

	He kissed it rather than shook it. The man was the baby brother of the queen. He’d been trained to serve and protect people in her name.

	“It’s wonderful to meet you, Lady Kimess. I hope I will have the pleasure of relieving you of the concern of your father before long,” he said.

	“Thank you.” I smiled, not sure how to take that. The queen must’ve told him I was loyal. That I welcomed his help, and I did. Yet, it was about my father. I buried my feelings, but once I saw him, they would become complicated.

	The droids and most of the security went first. Johey and one other of the Queen’s Guards remained. The queen approached us.

	“Serve your country well. I will see you in a month,” she said.

	We gathered on the relocator pad, and I almost took Nemal’s hand. Not for fear of the technology, but for fear of the unknown.

	I stood strong, and it was over in a blink. That’s how fast I could get home, I reminded myself. Looking around, I took in the darkness. Faldar hadn’t been exaggerating, at all. We were supposed to arrive inside the castle, but the light was dim even here. Dark gray stone made up the walls, but my eyes needed to adjust to see detail.

	Nemal squeezed my hand and helped me step off the relocator pad. I stuck close to him.

	“Welcome to our guests!” shouted the king.

	He was far more gregarious at home, it appeared. Still clad in animal skins and furs, the bear of a man stretched out his arms in a friendly manner.

	“Thank you. It’s very kind of you,” I said.

	“We are all happy to have you here. A prince and such a powerful magical lady. You remember the twins, Tantil and Evangel,” the queen said quickly.

	“Of course, so nice to see you again. Your brother is a hit at our court, but he assures me you two are keeping things lively here.” Nemal was a natural with people.

	I took the hint as the Bachal fawned over him. Nemal was the real star, and I was just a magically gifted female. I relaxed a bit. It’d be even better that way, less pressure. If I had time alone, it’d be easier for me to flush out my father.

	“My uncle, Prince Johey. This is King Gregor, Queen Makea, and Prince Tantil and Princess Evangel,” Nemal said.

	I looked over at my attendants, and while their faces were serene, I could feel Zoma’s unease. I’d warned her it would be different. Harsh and foreign. She liked an adventure, but watching what she said would be harder for her. So far, the Bachal were on their best behavior, but the minds of some of the men were filthy. A barely clothed female servant stood to one side with a tray of drinks. She was basically ignored, but I found myself more worried about her lack of clothing than anyone being thirsty.

	“How is my son?” the queen asked.

	“Very well. He’s quite popular with everyone at court.” I didn’t want to start the concern over the engagement too soon or in front of so many people, but I could lay a little foundation.

	“I see.” She nodded. “Well, you’ll be shown to your rooms. You can get settled and unpack. Don’t worry, we’ll come and find you for dinner. We’ll show you how everything works, too.”

	“If you need anything, please let us know.” Princess Evangel walked up to me.

	Prince Tantil did the same to Nemal. “Yes, anything.”

	“How lucky we are to have such guides,” Nemal said.

	I felt less lucky and more uneasy. But Faldar had warned us. That prince knew his country and his family. I considered suggesting Nemal and I were more than just friends, but it was too soon. Better to do that subtly with one member of the royal family.

	Servants, dressed in what looked like very itchy brown cloth, led us down a hall. It was nice, still poorly lit, but clean. We were shown to our rooms, Nemal’s was just across the hall. Inside, I could see much better. There was a small sitting area, a square table, and desk.

	“The bedrooms are down the hallway as is the bathing room,” said the servant.

	“Thank you,” I said.

	She pointed to a panel on the wall. “The lights and temperature are controlled here.”

	“Where is the food replicator?” Marel asked.

	The servant shook her head. “We don’t have that. People would hoard food. Most meals are in the great hall. You’ll be at the king’s table, naturally. I’ll show you there for each meal. If you need anything, I’ll be outside.”

	“Just standing in the hall?” I asked.

	She bowed.

	“How long is your shift out there?” Zoma asked.

	“I don’t understand the question. I’ll be out there. I may fall asleep, but simply wake me. I’m here for anything you may need.” She bowed again.

	I followed the frail woman who was too young to look so tired to the door. “Thank you very much for your help.”

	I slid a simple silver band ring off my pinky finger. Jewelry was one thing the fifth house had in abundance, and while money might look crass, small gifts were good diplomacy. My mother had taught me that much.

	The woman backed away when I offered her the ring. “No, I can’t.”

	“It’s a gift. A thank you. It’s nothing. Small. A token. If the king is angry, tell him you couldn’t refuse without offending me. But he doesn’t have to find out. You’re serving me, for now. Will you be put somewhere else tomorrow?” I asked.

	“No, I’m to be with you during the duration.”

	I tucked the ring in my palm and folded my arms over my chest. “What’s your name?”

	“Anela,” she replied as she stared at my hand.

	“Well, Anela, I want us to be friends. I don’t treat my servants like nothing. I won’t treat anyone who helps me that way. If you don’t want a ring, what can I do for you?”

	She held out her hand.

	“Don’t take the ring because you think I’m offended. If there is something else, tell me. I can read your mind if I have to.” I didn’t want to explore that yet.

	“The ring, I can sell it, and it’ll help a great deal. My mother is a widow with no sons. I…” She bowed her head.

	“You never got married?”

	She shook her head. “I’m lucky to have this work. I won’t let you down, but I can’t lose this job.”

	I dropped the ring in her hand. “You’re safe with us. We’ll make sure you get enough to eat. There are rewards for helping us, and if you see us doing anything that might offend or insult the king or queen—please steer us in the right direction. This culture is new to us, and we might make mistakes. If you help, there will be extras for you.”

	She stared at my necklace and other rings for a moment. “Yes, my lady. Thank you. I will help. I’ll be right outside if you don’t need me.”

	I watched her tuck the ring into her garment and check twice it was safely there. The metal was genuine and worth something, surely, but she treated it like a crown.

	“Wait,” Marel called. She handed Anela a small packet. “I brought some cookies from home. Provisions if needed. You look like you need some food.”

	Anela dug in without a word. My service droid poured us water, and I handed mine to Anela. She finished the cookies and drank the water.

	“Thank you, very much!” Her smile was wide as she handed back the glass, then brushed off any crumbs of evidence. “I better go out there or I’ll be missed.”

	“All right. See you later,” I said.

	The door closed, and I let my jaw drop.

	I sat on a sofa that was decent. “She’s allowed to exist in such conditions?”

	Zoma opened the curtains. We had a view of the two high towers. The castle was black on the outside. Live dragons swooped around the corners. There was even a moat.

	“Our castle is much more pleasant,” Marel said.

	I rubbed my neck. “No wonder they want to come to us for treaty negotiations and drag them out forever. It must be like a vacation. Clean air, unending food, and sunshine.”

	The droids went about unpacking. Zoma headed down to the bedrooms and returned with a frown.

	“What?” I asked.

	She shuddered. “There are three bedchambers, but ours are like closets.”

	“Functional. I’m getting that feeling. If this is how they treat honored guests, I wonder how people really live. Average people, I mean.” I was spoiled, and I knew it. Rich family and inheritance were a given, but my mother had made sure I volunteered time with humans in the big cities. Saw the more crowded living conditions of apartments and having to go to a park to play on grass.

	That was heaven compared to what I suspected Anela lived in. I adjusted the lights, and when they were at their highest, I still saw a haze in the air. “We’ll have to light candles at night.”

	Zoma carried her bag back to her room.

	“Candles? You brought candles?” Marel asked.

	“I’m not touching the flames.” I rubbed the small scar on my palm. Before, I’d briefly used a little pain to relieve pent-up frustration and emotion when I was locked in the castle, and my mother’s life and sanity were under investigation. “I feel all the negativity now and deal with it.”

	“Good. Anyway, I think we’re expected to socialize with our hosts in the evening, not just hide out in here. This feels like a place to sleep, change, and maybe stay if you’re ill. These are not rooms one lives in.” Marel frowned.

	I sighed. “One month.”

	As the three of us sat around the little table and tried to figure out what to do with ourselves for a month, I heard voices in the hall.

	Anela knocked, and a droid let her in. The servant was nervous.

	“The queen of the Bachal, Her Royal Highness Maeka,” Anela said.

	I stood, and the others followed.

	“How kind of you to visit,” I said with a slight bow.

	“Not at all.” The queen sat on the sofa. “You’re comfortable?”

	I sat back in my chair. “Very, thank you.”

	“May we speak privately?” She eyed my two attendants.

	“Of course. Anela, would you please give my attendants a basic tour of how to get to and from places? It’d be a huge help,” I said.

	She bowed. Marel and Zoma followed Anela out of the room. Neither was pleased.

	“Your attendants are very protective of you,” the queen said.

	“They’re also my friends. None of us have traveled much, so you’ll have to forgive us our shock at a different culture.” I smiled. “I hope you understand no offense is meant. We simply have never lived in another country.”

	She waved at the window. “Of course. You see why we like coming to you.”

	“Our worlds are a bit different,” I admitted.

	“Our industry is harsh. Our air is dark. We need to defend our castle,” she said.

	“Every castle needs defending.”

	She studied me. “Your own people aren’t discontented.”

	“Some people will always be displeased. They want more. They think they deserve more. Every country has such minor factions, whether they admit it or not.” I shrugged. “If those factions are kept in check and monitored, they don’t pose a real threat.”

	“Glad to hear it. We have some people who are less happy, but in growth, there is always adjustment and difficulty. Don’t you agree?” she asked.

	Nodding, I had to agree that change could be difficult. “I wasn’t ready for my role as Royal Seer, but when my mother died, I had to grow into the position. I’m still learning, but it hasn’t been easy.”

	She grinned. “You see exactly.”

	“How is your country growing, if I may ask?”

	“Well, we always try to expand our borders and numbers. My husband wants to leave a great land and a huge legacy for Faldar.” She leaned in. “How is he, really?”

	“He’s happy and learning about our culture in different ways. More time allows more in-depth experience,” I said.

	“He’s not losing his love of home, I hope,” she said.

	“No, not at all. He wants to understand his neighbors. It will make him a better king for the Bachal one day.”

	“And LeFawn. Do you think she’ll embrace our life?” The queen gestured to the room.

	I frowned. “I must confess, I think their romance was rather quick. It’s still a bit young. I’m sure your son wanted to create a match that would unite our countries and found LeFawn quite delightful. She is lovely, kind, and spirited.”

	“But?” the queen asked.

	“But I think she’s not yet mature enough to consider marriage. Being the youngest of the siblings, she has been more sheltered than any of the others were, so she seems younger than her age. I think she and Faldar might find better matches elsewhere. Not that they’ve broken off anything, yet. I simply think your prince might prefer a queen who knows when to step up. LeFawn has three older siblings who have done that for her for so long.” I hoped this was the sort of ground-laying Faldar meant.

	The Bachal queen studied me. “I see. Yes. My daughter has to speak up to be heard over her two brothers. If her nature were meeker, she’d be overshadowed.”

	“I hope I didn’t overstep. Perhaps LeFawn would be freed by marriage and step into her own rights as a wife and, eventually, a mother. Family dynamics have a way of putting us in a role.” I wanted to hedge my bet in case the queen overreacted.

	“You understand families very well. Royal families, especially, it seems. My son will take you on some tours around our lovely grounds tomorrow. Tonight, you just relax, and we’ll have a lovely dinner and some welcome entertainment.”

	“Thank you,” I said.

	“The world here is very different. If you don’t think LeFawn is up to the challenge, it’s best she bow out of the engagement sooner rather than later. We must get Faldar married off. He must have some sons.” She scrunched her face as if plotting.

	“He’s not that old. There is plenty of time for him to find the right bride and have plenty of sons.” I opened one of my cases that was set on the small table.

	I removed a bottle of wine and pair of glasses. “We had some barrels of wine delivered, but I brought a few bottles. Would you like some?”

	She nodded.

	I poured the wine and handed her a glass.

	“To your son’s happy marriage—whomever the bride may be,” I said.

	She lifted her glass then sipped. “Very nice.”

	“Thank you. I hope we’re not an inconvenience. Since you’re going through this growing pain,” I said. I wanted to say I hoped no one would go hungry for the court of Bachal to show off for us.

	She drank more wine. “Not at all. We want a good relationship. We know we had to ask for a lot from you, but friends help each other. We want that. Our son learning from you, why not have a prince here learning from us?”

	“Nemal is a great soldier. I’m sure he’ll enjoy learning about your culture and practices.”

	“You admire him a lot,” she said.

	I smiled. “I do. He’s kind and smart, but very strong.”

	“You’re planning on a future with him?” she asked.

	I slid on my mask of neutrality. Faldar had encouraged us to pretend to be together so we’d be less of a target, but if I jumped on that and offered it up, she might suspect. “He and I aren’t engaged or anything.”

	“But there is something. The way you look at each other. It’s different. It’s deeper. You should snap him up now. Don’t let other women get in your way,” she advised.

	“Thank you, but we’re a bit young in our country to marry. It is done, but he has an unmarried elder sister who should really be first.” There, I’d just half-admitted we were attached without actually saying it. Good enough for now.

	“When you’re in line for the throne, sooner is better. Children are critical to your place. You have a bit more time. But you need a daughter, no?” she asked.

	I did—sort of. “If I don’t have a daughter, the next seer will be chosen from among my family. There is always a way to go on if something happens. But I’d like a daughter, eventually. No rush.” I smiled and poured more wine.

	“And sons?” she asked.

	“Men can’t inherit my titles. But I have nothing against having a son. We don’t have as many children as you do. It’s a matter of resources and population growth.” I didn’t say too much because she knew this. The queen knew all this. She was feeling me out, personally.

	I dipped into her mind. She had no problem letting go of LeFawn, but for some reason, she thought I might be a good match for Faldar. I kept from laughing by taking a big gulp of wine. That wouldn’t happen—for so many reasons.

	“I must mention this. When you arrived, on your scan in, one of our guards noticed a device in your arm. He was worried about security. Our doctors reviewed the scan. It’s for contraception?” she asked.

	“It is. The queen put it in when I moved to the castle to stay. Better safe than sorry. She has experience with teenagers.” I tried to downplay it, but I did resent that.

	“You don’t seem like the young woman who’d need it. Birth control isn’t exactly hard to understand or come by. But with your population control measures, it must be normal. Though, the other women in your party didn’t have it. Nor did Nemal.” The queen shook her head.

	“I had to go through some special circumstances when my mother died. It’s part of that. When I marry, I’m sure it’ll be removed,” I said.

	“You’re not allowed to remove it? You didn’t have a say in getting it, did you?” she asked.

	“I obey my queen in all her requests, commands, or suggestions.” I sipped my wine and tried to think of how to change the subject.

	 

	


Chapter 9

	I settled into my room and rested for a bit. With my tasks fresh in my mind, I needed to center myself. I sat in bed with my tablet in front of me. Attempting my great aunt’s approach at a trance was all I had to try right now. Alone seemed the best way to start. That way, if I failed, no one would know.

	People thought I had such powers, but they didn’t understand how random the brain could be. How reading another person’s mind wasn’t always straightforward. And my father didn’t have my telekinesis, but he was telepathic and had known my mind all my life. He had an advantage when it came to telepathy. If he wanted to carry on a conversation with me, mentally, he could. But if he didn’t want to share his thoughts with me, he’d block me out. I’d gained power, so maybe my range had extended as far as locating him. I could sense him if he was close enough…

	That was all I needed to do for us to catch him. But I wasn’t experienced in tracking people through my mental impression, and this was a foreign country I didn’t know. Trying to describe a place or explain it to Johey would be a challenge.

	I controlled my breath and cleared my mind. The question that echoed in my mind was all I focused on. Where is my father? I repeated it and silenced every other worry and fear. I trusted my great aunt and her gifts and tried over and over. I saw a vision of inhospitable terrain with shacks and misfits. No image of him came clear, but my fingers moved. I knew this wasn’t Lazrel. My father was in Bachal, as the reports had indicated. From that little hovel area where I felt him, I looked around in all directions. Nowhere could I spy the castle or even its dragon guardians dotting the sky. Of course the sky was full of pollution, but the castle’s silhouette and size would be hard to miss if it were near enough to this location.

	When there was no change in anything, I pulled myself from the trance. I rubbed my eyes and could remember the scene like it was a painting. Without even a glimpse of my father, I knew he was hiding in a run-down area. But it was an area without any street signs or address markers, which made the vision less useful.

	I glanced at the tablet to see if I’d typed anything like my aunt had so easily done.

	I had. Not my best sentence, but I’d had my eyes closed.

	Tooo far awayy now…

	I deleted the sentence and resisted throwing the tablet across the room. The result was lousy, but the trance had worked, technically speaking. While this approach didn’t seem active, it’d sucked my energy, and I needed a nap.

	After a rest to recover from the trance, it was time to dress for the evening. Anela helped us get ready for dinner. She eyed our gowns nervously.

	“Is something wrong?” I asked.

	“You will get a lot of attention,” she said.

	The dresses weren’t overly revealing. Not at all. “The Bachal queen’s top was lower cut,” I pointed out.

	“It’s the contrast. Nudity is nothing here. But the flowery and feminine cloth. No weapons. Women here don’t dress like this, so it will be tempting.”

	“Who says we don’t have weapons?” Zoma hiked up her skirt enough to reveal a mini laser gun. Not enough to kill, but enough to cause pain. “I designed the cloaking mechanism myself. It’s now part of all of my clothing.”

	Marel waved, and fire erupted into the air. She was a member of the first family.

	“You have dragon fingers,” Anela said with a grin.

	“I do. Don’t worry about us. Kimess’ powers are scary, and she can kill with a look. We’re safe,” Marel said.

	“As powerful as the king has said Lady Kimess is, you may well have to prove your powers. The men here show no fear. Don’t be afraid to show your powers. Everyone will respect you more,” Anela said.

	I smiled. “Good to know.”

	The door buzzed, and Anela answered it. The queen, Nemal, and Johey stood outside.

	The queen wore a large fur and a gleaming sword. Even women showed off weapons here. But they were all shifters. They had other powers that went with their shifted forms, like flying and fire breathing.

	“You look lovely,” the queen said uneasily.

	Nemal extended his arm to me. For a second, I thought he should offer to escort the queen, but her son was in the back. Very orderly and old fashioned, I took Nemal’s arm. Johey had Marel and Zoma on either arm so the women were all accounted for.

	We proceeded down a long hall, walking for some time before we reached the throne room that had been decorated with weapons and animals’ heads. The long tables were made of wood, and most of the people attending the dinner were men. I felt the stares. The thoughts were filthy, and I blocked them.

	The queen and prince took their places, and we seated farther down the table, all facing the open area in the center of the room. Dancing later? It felt odd. Lazrel had a dining hall and throne room for very separate purposes.

	“Are you okay?” Nemal asked.

	I nodded. “You?”

	“I’m fine, but the way men are looking at you…I don’t like it,” he said.

	I rolled my eyes. “I think I can protect myself. They’re very different, but that’s the point. To understand them better.”

	“Any sign of your father?”

	“No. No feelings of him being near, either,” I said. “Knowing him, he’ll wait a bit. Let the guards get comfortable with a routine before he tries to slip in and make contact.”

	“He’s not dumb,” Nemal said.

	I leaned in to him. “Catch him alive, if we can. But we’re not leaving him here to create chaos in our world. He’s smart, but if your uncle must hunt him down and bring back a body, I don’t really care.”

	Nemal squeezed my hand under the table. “Uncle Johey and I will handle it. You just keep us posted.”

	Nodding, I watched as the servants dished out large hunks of meat on the bone. I wasn’t going to ask the source. A potato was added next to it. Wine was poured. No soup, no salad courses. I knew I’d be taking those balanced diet supplements our doctors had given us. I didn’t want digestive issues on top of all the new information and work I had to do.

	Once the king started eating, we began. I took small bites. The flavor wasn’t bad, but I was used to more variety. The servants stared at the food as though it were a feast. As the meal went on, not everyone stayed in their seats. Some men stood and walked about, strutting. A few were bare chested while all seemed to be in pants made of animal hide with full codpieces beneath the clothing.

	“What are you staring at?” Nemal asked.

	“What are they wearing?”

	“Don’t stare at them. That’s like inviting them to approach you,” he said.

	I averted my eyes. Truthfully, I hadn’t realized I was staring, but the differences drew my attention. Other than the servants, the women rarely wore skirts but showed a great deal of cleavage. If this was their best attire, I was woefully overdressed. Not that I owned anything that would fit in.

	The king stood, and horns trumpeted to get everyone’s attention.

	“My people, we have honored guests among us. They are not used to our ways, but are open to them. They welcomed us kindly during negotiations, and we will show them our culture!” The king clapped his hands.

	The crowd cheered, and the ceiling flipped open. In swooped black and red dragons, pegasi, and griffins. The main door opened, and unicorns and a large three-headed dog charged through. The shifters were all exotic beings believed by ancient humans to be myths, but that had proven to be real. Natural animals didn’t shift. Magical realms were wondrous, and I admired the powerful dragons and winged horses.

	“Quite a display,” Nemal said.

	“It is.” The shifters almost danced on the ground and in the air. Finally, the flying creatures landed, and all of them shifted to human form. I looked down at my plate. Anela had warned us of nudity.

	“Don’t look too innocent,” Nemal said.

	I glared at him. “Don’t keep coaching me like I’m a child.”

	By the time I looked back to the crowd, the shifters had put on basic clothing similar to what Anela wore. They were servants forced to perform? Great warriors on display were one thing, but I didn’t like how the servants were treated. But people were cheaper than droids, at least here.

	There was applause for the performance, and people went on eating. It was less orderly than Lazrel, but I did my best not to judge. Once I’d eaten as much as I could, I drank my water and found it mineral-heavy. I switched to wine and watched people.

	A small group of musicians dressed in the same itchy fabric Anela wore were tucked in the corner. They never stopped playing, going from one song into another.

	Tantil, the prince of Bachal, approached me. “If you’re done eating, would you care to dance?”

	“Don’t your musicians need a break?” I asked.

	He smirked and extended a hand. “They don’t have much occasion to play, so they’d better keep playing. There will be time to rest when the party is over.”

	I took his hand and followed him onto the open area. It was a slower dance, luckily. I felt so many eyes watching me that I wanted to run. Luckily, others joined us in the dancing. Marel danced with Uncle Johey, but she was the shy one. Zoma went from man to man. If they offended or annoyed her, she moved on.

	“You look lovely. Just like I remember,” Tantil said.

	“Thank you. I’m sorry if I’m staring. This is all very new to me,” I replied.

	He stood taller. “It’s not Lazrel. That’s certain.”

	“I’m not trying to criticize. It’s my first time traveling to another country, so I have nothing to compare it with. Reading doesn’t prepare you for the experience. Even hosting your delegation isn’t the same. Now I wish I’d traveled more as a child.” It wasn’t exactly true, but it sounded nice.

	I heard a familiar voice growing louder. “No, thank you,” Marel said.

	“One dance,” a male voice insisted.

	I turned and saw a Bachal man pull Marel’s arm and put a hand on her backside. Marel froze instead of using her fire. Johey tried to get in between them, using diplomacy instead of force. I dipped into the overly eager man’s mind. Bachal weren’t the subtle type.

	Stalking over there, I waved, shoving the man three times my size back and away from Marel.

	“What the devil?” he asked.

	“I’m not a devil, but I and the other Lazrel guests are not here for your amusement or sexual experimentation. No means no. You do not touch any of the Lazrel without permission.”

	“You’re such a princess,” he mocked me.

	Flipping my hand palm up, the first two curled. Simultaneously, the man clutched his throat as he was lifted into the air.

	The music stopped.

	Everyone stopped.

	“I’m not a princess. I am the ruler of the fifth family and Royal Seer to the monarch of the Lazrel Nation. There is no situation in which I will allow any citizen loyal to Lazrel to be harmed or molested in any way.” I lifted him higher for all to see.

	“Lady Kimess,” Nemal said.

	“My powers seem to be in question, Your Highness. I’m afraid a proper display is the only way to convey my seriousness and assure our safety.” I looked to Marel.

	She blasted fire at the feet of her offender.

	The crowd gasped.

	A dragon guard flew in, but Johey used his ice casting powers, and it was frozen solid in moments, crashing to the floor.

	I turned back to the man I had suspended by his neck. “Do you understand? I can kill you, snap your neck right now. It causes me no drain on energy or pain. I could flatten this room with little effort. Unless you want to die, you behave yourself.”

	He nodded frantically.

	“Lady Kimess, he is a cousin,” the king said.

	The princess and queen looked on with admiration. I dipped into the king’s mind, and he was mildly annoyed that a woman was showing up his male warriors. Now I knew another reason why I’d been sent. My queen wanted the Bachal to see how powerful I was and believe we were all so gifted. Everyone’s powers were different, but mine had a certain flare.

	“Of course.” I threw my hands up, and the man fell in a heap to the floor.

	Instead of nasty looks or comments, my return to my seat was met with applause. They were impressed. Marel helped to de-ice the dragon as I sat next to Nemal.

	“That was necessary?” he asked.

	“That made an impression. Women aren’t automatically weak in our country. Our powers are impressive. Just what your mother wanted,” I whispered in his ear.

	“You enjoyed it.” He looked me in the eye.

	I smiled. “He groped Marel, and she froze. I had to set the boundaries quickly. And I won’t let my attendants just depend on men to step in because that’s the custom here. Men don’t fight my battles.”

	He leaned in a fraction of an inch and kissed me softly. In front of people. My insides quaked. We’d never done anything like that in public.

	A few cheers and whistles came from the crowd. I pulled back. Nemal was marking his territory. In a man’s world, that probably meant something. He was a prince, but that little move showed he had some power over me personally. The male ego irked me and confused me, at times.

	“I can strangle you, too,” I said.

	He sat back. “But you won’t. I’m a better choice than any of these men.”

	I agreed, but didn’t let it show.

	The Bachal prince walked up and bowed. “You are a woman not to be underestimated.”

	“Thank you. Hopefully, there will be no more unpleasant incidents now that we’ve made things clear,” I said.

	“Very clear,” the queen said.

	“I’m sorry if it was offensive, but his behavior was completely out of line.” I refused to take any blame.

	“No apologies. Never apologize here. You protected your people. That is all that matter,” she replied.

	Marel walked up and looked a bit green.

	“I’m not feeling well,” she said.

	“I see. Let’s get you back to the rooms.” I stood and led her to the hall.

	“Lady Kimess,” the queen said.

	“I’ll be back. Forgive me, I just need to make sure she’s all right. Probably the very rich sauces didn’t agree with Marel.” I looked at Nemal. “Please find Zoma and send her along.”

	“I don’t like it here,” Marel said softly once we were alone in the hall.

	“Shh. It’ll be okay. Just a lot to adjust to. That man.” I wanted to punish him more, but I’d done enough for the first day.

	“And the food.” She shook her head.

	“Zoma brought some herbs, and we have supplements. Eat a bit to be nice, and if it seems not to agree with you, use the supplements.” I had been worried about poisoning, but food quality and norms differed greatly.

	“Definitely,” Marel said. We walked to the hall and heard a few men chuckling. A soft whimper sounded female, but there was no cry for help.

	I stepped closer, helping Marel, and found three men outside our door with their hands under Anela’s garment.

	“Get away from her. Now,” I said.

	“One for each of us,” said a filthy male.

	“You’re insane,” I said.

	“They don’t know who you are. They’re on the night watch.” Anela tried to get free. “Please, go to your room. I’ll be fine.”

	“Fine?” I mentally shoved the three men back hard.

	“Damn. She’s a witch.” One of them pointed at me.

	“Not a witch. Magic. You touch any of the women coming out of that room, and I’ll kill you. If I find you bothered other women, I’ll hurt you so badly, you’ll wish you were dead. Understand?” I asked.

	“Right. You can’t kill us all,” he said.

	I used my mind and grabbed one by the neck and slammed his head into the stone wall hard. Hard enough to make him lose consciousness.

	“Do you know how hard you have to hit someone in the head to make them unconscious?” I asked. “Pretty hard. But I don’t need a wall. I can scramble your brain from the inside.”

	“Right,” another man said with a twinge of nervousness in his voice.

	I held up my index finger and wiggled it for effect. He slumped down onto his friend. I’d used that technique on the Queen’s Guards plenty when I’d needed to get around my time as a captive in the castle. I’d been practicing my powers more and more. Luckily, this one had no ill aftereffects.

	Turning to the last man, I saw he had a small dagger in his hand.

	I waved, and he sliced his own thigh. Howling in pain, he tried to drop the dagger, but I held his hand closed. Another slice into his opposite forearm.

	“You should stop cutting yourself,” I said.

	He nicked his own cheek, and blood dripped to the floor. I shoved the dagger lower toward that puffed up codpiece. Smiling, I looked him in the eye.

	“Please, no,” he said.

	“Now, we finally understand each other. I can and will protect myself and my servants, by any means necessary. You hurt her intimately, I’ll make sure you hurt more than she does,” I said.

	“We won’t. Won’t happen, again. I swear,” he said.

	I mentally released him and caught the dagger before it hit the ground. “I like this.”

	“It’s yours,” he said.

	“Thank you. Now, take your friends and go away. Far away,” I said.

	I looked at Anela, and she opened the door.

	“I’m so sorry,” she said.

	“Why are you apologizing?” Marel asked as she sat at the table.

	“Lock the door. I don’t want any more disgusting guests,” I said.

	Anela paused. “I should be outside.”

	“No, you’re not going to be left in the hall again. My orders, you sleep on the sofa. You guard the room from the inside, at all times.” I handed her the dagger. “Lock the door.”

	She locked the door and looked at the dagger.

	“Where would you like me to put this?” she asked.

	It wasn’t encrusted with jewels, but it was solid metal and strong.

	“Keep it. You need something to protect yourself,” I said.

	She shook her head. “They’ll think I stole it.”

	“He gave it to me. If you run into trouble, refer them to me.” I mixed some herbs in wine for Marel. “I don’t think water will be our best drink here. We should stick to wine and tea, so the water must be boiled thoroughly. The water here is so dense with minerals. At least, I hope those are minerals.”

	“Yes, the purifiers don’t work well when they are actually working,” Anela said.

	“Wine,” I said to Marel.

	She sipped the drink. “I drank too much water. Normally, that’s a better choice.”

	“I know. We must relearn some things.” I picked up the dagger and liked the feel. The glint reflected back was from a diamond anniversary band that had belonged to my mother. I had all her jewels now, a great many rings and necklaces. Some from my father. My parents’ marriage was an arranged mess, so those meant less and less. Her personal pieces meant more, and I hadn’t brought them because of it.

	“Did that ring fetch you a decent price?” I asked.

	Anela helped Marel off with her shoes then brought a cold cloth for her head.

	“Yes, my lady. Very much. My mother has a new shawl and some medicine. Plus, a stock of food, but we have it hidden.” She smiled. “Thank you.”

	“Good. That’s a start.” I removed the ring and handed it to her. “In lieu of the dagger, you can buy something fitting for protection and stash away food, money, or get yourself some shoes. Whatever you need.”

	She shook her head. “You’re too kind.”

	“You were nearly raped in the hall looking after our things. Now, you’re nursing my friend. I’m not used to seeing people who help me being treated like this. Living like this. I can adjust to some things here, but not that. Take it,” I said.

	“They’ll think I stole it,” she said.

	“Surely there are people who don’t ask those sorts of questions who’ll pawn it,” I said.

	“There are, but they are far away, and it’s dangerous. If I’m caught with that or I try to sell too much, then it will be noticed.” She backed away from it.

	I could feel the conflict. She wanted it, she needed it, but the danger.

	“Okay, relax. We’ll figure this out.” I put the ring back on my finger. “Help Marel to bed and look after her, please. And you’re sleeping on the sofa. My orders.”

	“Thank you.”

	“I have to get back to the dinner. I can’t be rude. Lock the door behind me,” I said.

	Exiting, I saw the man dragging off his second friend. I could demand money from him, but it was too dangerous. I had to find Prince Johey. He’d be able to mingle and mix easier. He’d be able to sell something or trade for money Anela could use without fear.

	 

	


Chapter 10

	We’d managed to get some rest in odd surroundings. Anela had slept on the sofa, as directed. Unfortunately, the next morning, my desire to hide away in the private rooms all day was viewed as antisocial and improper.

	Breakfast was mostly bread based items, so we felt more comfortable eating them. Nemal sat across from me today as the great hall tables were no longer arranged for a display or dance area.

	He kept staring.

	“What?” I asked.

	“Rumor is you had a problem outside your rooms,” he said.

	“No problem. My servant was being manhandled. I had to put a stop to it. She’ll be sleeping on the couch from now on.” I crossed my arms.

	“You can’t change their rules,” he said.

	“I didn’t change rules. I made my expectations clear. Just like at the welcome dinner last night.” I smiled.

	“Don’t push too far too fast, or you’ll be asked to leave,” he said.

	Johey sat next to me. “Her? She’s a show-off, but it’s good.”

	I sat up straighter. “See.”

	“You have another task while you’re here. Don’t overlook that,” Nemal said.

	“I went out last night. It’s an interesting country,” Johey said.

	“I meant her,” Nemal replied.

	“I’m not wandering about alone,” I said.

	“Absolutely not. But you need to be checking for him. He’ll come for you,” Nemal said.

	Prince Johey sighed. “Agreed. You must be careful and let us know if you sense anything.”

	“He’s my father. He can block me if he wants.”

	Johey frowned at me.

	“The reason people fear the fifth family is because our powers are not as cut and dry as others. I wish I could make it clearer. I can sense his presence. There is nothing he can do about that. Reading his mind is harder. He must be weak or off his guard for me to slip into his mind. The more I do it, the easier it’ll get, but if he’s too far away, I can’t do anything. Even sensing his location is limited then.” It was hard to explain my odd powers to people not in the fifth family. The other families’ powers were more like magic. They could cast fire or ice, heal wounds, and cast spells. My powers were rooted in my mind. Our powers couldn’t be bound by a spell. They were almost instinctive and intimate. Mind reading was useful and unsettling, but telepaths respected each other’s mental privacy most of the time.

	“Nothing is foolproof or easy. Do your best. That’s all we can do.” Johey dug into breakfast.

	The prince of Bachal approached. “It’d be my pleasure to take you for a tour around the grounds today, Lady Kimess,” he offered.

	“How nice. I suppose that’s as good a plan as any. Thank you.” I saw the princess heading for Nemal and knew it was a divide-and-conquer setup. There was no point in dodging it.

	We headed outside, and the sun was up, creating a haze in the air. Walking along the inside of the castle walls, I almost felt comfortable. The screech of dragons and the wild look in the eyes of the guards were hard to ignore.

	“Your powers are quite impressive,” he said.

	“Thank you, but so are yours. Shifters are amazing.”

	He grinned. “A griffin is a great change. A wonderful experience, but I might just trade for yours if I could.”

	The prince was good looking. He’d been more sullen when he was visiting Lazrel.

	“Too bad we don’t get to choose our gifts. But you didn’t seem to love Lazrel when you were with us. You might prefer your world and your gifts,” I said.

	“I do to some extent. My brother is much better at diplomacy and enjoying differences. How is he doing?” Tantil asked.

	“He is doing very well. He’s learning and sharing much with us. An excellent diplomatic foundation.” I slipped into the prince’s mind. Outwardly, he looked calm, but he was a moody jumble inside.

	“I’m glad. I am surprised that he fell for the princess. He didn’t spend much time with her.” Tantil watched me closely.

	“I was surprised, as well. But love can be sudden or gradual. I think it all depends on the people involved.” I stopped walking to admire the drawbridge as we approached it.

	“Like it? Your castle is designed to impress. To make people feel safe and proud. Ours is for defense.” He gazed back at the black castle.

	I studied it and saw the strategy. The tiered walls were perfect for archers, laser shotguns, or whatever weapons they used. The dragons patrolled the air, while men fought on the ground.

	“Very well suited for that goal. Do you have much case to have to defend your castle?” I asked.

	“Less lately. We’ve been patrolling the borders more frequently.” The prince stopped and looked at me.

	“Is something wrong?”

	“You can read my mind?” he asked.

	“If I choose to, yes. I don’t pry.” I should’ve added unless I had to pry…but my gifts were mine, and they knew about them. I’d been invited, so I couldn’t feel any guilt. I pointed to the drawbridge.

	He led the way across the wooden and stone structure. They used less technology than we did, but their power choices seemed different as well. The pollution and lack of plant life would make farming hard.

	“So, what am I thinking now?” he asked.

	“A test.” I slipped into his brain. I stopped in my tracks. “You don’t believe Faldar is in love with LeFawn.”

	“Very good,” Tantil said.

	“Why?”

	“Not his type,” he replied.

	Tantil’s features were fine, pointed, and almost delicate. He was toned and muscled, but not bulky, like most of the warriors I’d seen. Faldar had broader shoulders and was much taller. Of course, men varied physically. Something about Tantil was in conflict, and it felt internal. Was he gay, as well? I couldn’t get a read on if he was attracted to men or women. His thoughts were consumed with his brother.

	“Is Princess Minnette more his type? She’s bold and direct,” I said.

	“No, he doesn’t like competition. He prefers shy, but scholarly. Neither of your princesses fits the bill, truly. Or you.”

	“You don’t think I’m a scholar? I had extensive private tutoring on the horrid wars with authentic footage not permitted in our schools.” My grandmother had seen to it that I was educated in all subjects that I might need as well as other topics to round out my mind.

	“Impressive. It’s not the scholar part, but the shy part that you lack. You were born to one day rule a family. Even if you’re quiet, there is a confidence in you. LeFawn is shy, but not studious. But I suppose my brother may be making a diplomatic match. He’d rather have an ally in Lazrel than an enemy.” Tantil resumed the walk.

	“We certainly don’t want enemies. I’m hoping he learns some things that might useful.” I’d laid the foundation of a broken engagement with the queen. Should I do it with the brother, as well? “LeFawn is a bit young to be engaged. With a bit of reality, they both might rethink things. But I don’t believe there would be any hard feelings.”

	“LeFawn loves someone else?” he asked.

	“No, not all. I’ve been her best friend since we were little. I’d know if she loved anyone else. It’s more like marriage is forever and so serious—even more so with royal families. She’s the youngest and has always had the least pressure put on her. I may not be a princess, but as you said, I knew one day I’d have to be a leader. That day came far too soon, so I’m not in a rush to marry, either. Is your brother eager to marry?”

	Sliding into Tantil’s brain, I felt his unease. I dug deeper into his memories. People thought mind reading was like looking up information on a computer, but it was more complex than that. It took time to learn someone and their patterns. Now, I could tell more about Tantil’s family. He knew his brother preferred men, but wouldn’t admit it.

	“I didn’t expect him to become engaged soon, no. But there is some pressure from our parents for securing the line. Male heirs. Like your queen must want female ones,” he said.

	“She wants the crowned princess married to the right man first. Stability in the families helps create stability in the country. And if there were no heiress, no daughters, the crown would go to another of the rulers of the families. Experienced and consistent rule is assured. Just like if something happened to Faldar, you’d be there.” I felt secure in our way, and they used the monarchy as well.

	He smiled. “I’m very glad I have an older brother. I’m not jealous.”

	We walked around to a viewing platform, and I gazed down at the moat. Greens, blues, and browns swirled. The dirt from the shore was mixing with the water

	“I’m glad you’re not jealous. Some people joke that, if so many people died, I’d be queen. I find it morbid. My position comes with enough pressure and challenges. I’m sure yours does, as well.” I saw something move. “What lives in there?”

	“Water dragons. We have aquatic shifters, as well. More in the ocean, but some adapted to fresh water. It helps when we make a sea attack.” He bit his lip. “If we were to do so.”

	“You’re really going to lie and hedge with me?” I asked. “Rumor is you’re taking over smaller places.”

	“Faldar.” Tantil sighed.

	“I may have read it in his mind. He’s not one to share secrets,” I said.

	“Do you know all of his secrets?”

	I grinned. “He trusts me. Then the guard goes down more and more. Your mind is harder to unravel because you don’t quite trust me yet. You block and dodge. If I wanted to push through, I could. I don’t like doing that.”

	“You’re very honest,” he said.

	“Lying is silly. People know what my powers are. I don’t use them for my amusement or blackmail.”

	He lifted an eyebrow.

	“Well, blackmailing a bad person is different. If they’re trying to hurt me or my family or friends. I’ll use whatever I have, as would you.” I skimmed his mind and found confusion and frustration again.

	“My brother won’t marry your friend. If you let them go through with it, she’ll be miserable,” he said.

	I smiled. “I understand. Thank you.”

	“You shouldn’t show off your powers as much here, either.” He stared down into the swirling water.

	“Why? Women with powers are so dangerous? Your women are shifters, too.”

	“It’s more envy than threat. My father likes to acquire things. Add on to our country. He thinks it makes us stronger. You heard right. He’s conquered a few smaller countries. Nothing like Lazrel. Nothing large. But the food and the resources boost the royal family. He just never seems to learn anything from the countries he’s conquered. Simply because he won a war, he believes he’s smarter and better at everything.” Tantil frowned.

	“You are his son. You could make suggestions. Show him another way,” I suggested.

	“I believe Faldar is doing that now. At least, I hope he is going to. I don’t want to push too hard or step on my brother’s work. My father will only change so much,” he replied. “I am not the favorite.”

	“But you’re a man, which makes your lot better here than your twin sister,” I reminded him.

	He shook his head, but said nothing.

	“I’m sorry. Did I say something wrong?”

	Tantil puffed his chest and stood taller. “Not at all. We just have fixed gender roles. It’s not easier or harder. It’s different. Both are equally important, but the Lazrel don’t see it that way.”

	“I’m trying to. But there are men who like caring for children or other anciently traditional women’s roles. There are some women who love being in the Queen’s Guard. They have a right to pick careers they’ll be good at and enjoy. Gender lines aren’t considered an obstacle, and it works out. We have enough children, and they are cared for. I guess, I wouldn’t like to be forced into a different role because of my gender. There’s nothing wrong with being a mother, I’ll need a daughter or two someday. I have a little cousin who I’ve helped with since she was born, but it’s not all I’m good at.”

	“Choices. I like choices,” he said.

	“Me, too. I’m guessing Faldar won’t have as many?” I looked at Tantil.

	“Don’t mention it, please. Don’t even hint at it. Not to my mother or father. Please,” he said.

	I nodded. “I won’t, I promise. Just please make sure if the engagement breaks up when it does, that your parents don’t think LeFawn used him in any way. It wasn’t some Lazrel conspiracy to keep him there.”

	“He wanted a taste of freedom. Exploration. What he could never have here,” Tantil said.

	“Never?” I exhaled. That scared me. Faldar was emotional and so happy where he was.

	“Never. Servants or someone would betray him. That would mean correction. Medical or mental correction.”

	I shuddered. “Sounds cruel.”

	“Pain relief is available for cooperative people. There isn’t much choice but to cooperate in the end. Anyone not following the standard is considered unnatural. Everyone wants children. Natural children. Medical problems are corrected to help couples have children, but anyone found going against the norm…” He shook his head slowly.

	“Faldar will have to return at some point, I’m sure. I’m sorry,” I said.

	“He’s good at hiding.” Tantil started walking again back around the other side of the castle.

	“What are you hiding?”

	Tantil smiled. “Nothing that interesting. I’m dull and normal.”

	I didn’t believe him at all, but I chose to walk and talk about random things than try to pry too much. He trusted me enough to talk about his brother. That was a substantial start, and I didn’t want to mess it up.

	Two days of dull routine, and I couldn’t imagine another few weeks of this. Even adding candles, reading was harder with the dim lighting Bachal offered. We’d discovered they still burned wood and coal for much of their energy. Talk about a step backward! No wonder the Bachal wanted to visit us for negotiations.

	Our group had more or less settled in. Marel’s stomach was better, but Zoma was going nuts without more technology to entertain her. I had trouble sleeping at night sometimes. I worried about the friends I’d brought along and the ones I’d left home. Anela, as well. I had to protect and help her without upsetting the norm.

	Prince Johey hadn’t found any sign of my father yet, but he had exchanged a few pieces of random jewelry for local currency. I gave it to Anela in small bits so she didn’t object or get overwhelmed. She was proud, and I respected that, but she needed help and so did her mother. Help this monarchy didn’t seem interested in providing.

	I glanced at the clock and noticed it was late. I should be asleep, but something nagged at me. Nemal? No, he was asleep. Uncle Johey roamed at night a great deal, but as I checked again, I felt nothing of my father.

	The whole trip left me frustrated. Nemal and I annoyed each other and had little time truly alone. The Bachal queen and prince were my main escorts, but I had to be on my guard. But the overly forward men had learned their lesson and stayed away at least.

	When I closed my eyes, a blaze of pain flashed behind my eyes. I smelled smoke. Sitting up in bed, I checked the candle on the bedside table. It was out. I shoved my feet into a pair of shoes then dashed into the main area, and all the candles were out. I snuck into Marel and Zoma’s rooms, but the candles were all out, too. They were asleep.

	Back in the living area, Anela sat up from the sofa. “Is something wrong?”

	I closed my eyes. Going into the vision, I focused on where the fire was. It was big enough for me to sense. I grabbed the dagger and a shawl.

	“Come with me,” I said as I headed out the door.

	She grabbed the shawl I’d given her and followed me. “Where are we going?”

	“There’s a fire. Where is the princess’ chamber?” I asked.

	She took off in a sprint, knowing the blocks, guards, and shortcuts better than I. Running to keep up, I found myself coughing. Was it the poor air or added smoke from the fire? It didn’t matter. I kept going.

	Anela found the guard outside the princess’ room unconscious. We pushed open the door and found the princess in bed, but the fire consumed the carpet and the side of the bed that faced the door.

	“The smoke got her in her sleep. You have no warning system?” I asked.

	She shook her head and ran into the hall. “Fire! Help! Fire!”

	I beat the flames back with my shawl as men came running in with a hose. As they sprayed the room, Anela and I pulled Evangel from the bed and dragged her to the hallway.

	The queen kneeled next to her, and men who appeared to be medics shoved me and Anela out of the way. They administered oxygen—at least they had some technology. Then they injected her with something. It seemed the medical side of the Bachal was better than their normal lives. If one had to focus resources, I couldn’t argue with that choice.

	Nemal and Johey charged up the hall. “What happened?”

	“A fire. My visions are good for something,” I said.

	Nemal hugged me to him. “You should’ve woken us.”

	“Anela knew the way better,” I said.

	“Thank you, everyone. Go back to bed. We have it under control,” announced the king.

	“But how did it start?” Johey asked.

	The king patted me on the shoulder. “Thank you for your help.”

	The touch triggered a vision. He’d set the fire after giving his daughter a sleeping pill in her final drink at dinner. It was all a test of my powers.

	I frowned at him. “She could’ve died.”

	“Nonsense. My daughter is a great reader. She falls asleep with the candle too close all the time. This time, I think she’ll have learned her lesson. Thank you, Lady Kimess. Now, everyone, let’s clear the hall so things can be cleaned up and the medics can do their jobs.” The king waved at us all to depart.

	I gestured for Anela to join me, and she did, but looked guilty. Nemal and Johey flanked us as if security.

	“I should’ve stayed to assist with the clean-up,” Anela said.

	I refused to let them treat her like a slave. “No, you’re supposed to be helping me. We need our sleep.”

	“That was odd,” Johey said.

	When we got back into the guest hall, I pulled Nemal and Johey into my room. “It was deliberate.”

	Anela fussed about picking up the room and kept quiet.

	“You’re sure?” Nemal asked.

	“The king touched me. He had it done to see if I really have the powers I claim. What a complete ass.”

	“Relax. You proved yourself.” Johey scowled and paced. His mind screamed that he’d failed me. He was mad and taking it personally.

	Nemal hugged me. “I don’t like these games.”

	“He’s afraid,” Anela said.

	Johey and Nemal both looked at her.

	She bowed and headed back toward the hall.

	“No, don’t run from them. It’s okay. Come back, Anela,” I said.

	She walked back. “I’m sorry. I know the royals are so impressed by your world. He is looking for something where we are better. Superiority is part of being a king. He’s afraid your country is humoring him. You don’t need him, and he can’t quite take you over yet.”

	“She’s very on top of things for a slave,” Nemal said.

	“I’m a woman without sons or brothers, and my father is dead. I’m not stupid, but my options are limited.” She bowed and took my shawl, now all smoky. “I’ll have these laundered by morning.”

	“No, go to bed, Anela. Our conversation is done here.”

	“We’ll talk more in the morning. Breakfast in private, in my room tomorrow morning,” Johey said.

	I smiled. “Thanks for checking on me. Good night.”

	The men were gone, and Anela seemed to breathe easier.

	“They aren’t the enemy, Anela. I know they can be grumpy and male, but they don’t think they’re better than women. I promise,” I said.

	“I’m sorry. I’m so tired of being nothing.” She sat on the sofa.

	“Is your mother well enough to travel?”

	She sighed. “I suppose. There is nowhere to go.”

	“Lazrel isn’t that far. Maybe if you learn to trust me and Johey enough, he can relocate your mother. Would anyone notice? Anyone miss her?”

	“She doesn’t really leave the house. Her health isn’t great. No.” Anela’s forehead scrunched.

	“Don’t say anything now. Just think about it.”

	She shook her head. “We don’t have any money or right to live there.”

	I tilted my head. “I’m the ruler of the fifth family. I have a lot of property, and there are empty houses on that land. You don’t need anything. We can give you medical care and an education with job prospects. You can start over.”

	“If I can get out. No one would notice mother, but if I disappear, they’ll evict her from her space. Then they’d notice.” She pulled the blanket over her and settled in for sleep.

	“Let me worry about the timing. If we’re all gone when they find out, will they really care?” I asked. It sounded cold, but I suspected she’d agree with me when she thought about it. A chance at education for her and health care for her mother had to be worth some risk.

	 

	


Chapter 11

	That morning, I slept later than planned, then bathed. Anela was focused on laundry when I slipped out across the hall. I knocked, and the attendants admitted me to Prince Johey’s room. Nemal was already there.

	There were cake slices from home.

	“Which of you can cook?” I asked.

	Johey laughed. “None of us can cook. Neither can you. But I can send requests home and have stuff sent over on the relocator.”

	“You’re a genius. I feel so cut off from civilization.” I sat at the small table. Their rooms were about the same as mine.

	Grabbing a slice of cake, I missed home even more. One of the droids poured tea.

	“Is your servant feeling better?” Nemal asked.

	“She is. I hope. She’s used to men ordering her around and treating her like nothing. When you spoke firmly to her, she overreacted out of fear. Last night was stressful.” I sipped my tea.

	The men sat. “You need to be careful who you trust,” Nemal said.

	“She’s not a spy.” I took a bite of cake and wanted to go home immediately.

	“Not her. The prince. He’s spending too much time around you,” Nemal said.

	I looked at Prince Johey who looked at his tablet instead of joining in the conversation.

	“I see you similarly occupied with the princess.” I smiled. “I’m sure the king is playing games, but we can trade if you like.”

	“I don’t like the divide-and-conquer approach,” he said.

	“We can be one big group, then,” I said. “This is fixable. As a group, or individually, I don’t much care for it here. I want to go home. We’re just guests wandering around for show.”

	“It’s a sacrifice of time and attention to make them feel important, “Johey said.

	I sighed. “Fine, but we can’t turn on each other.”

	“I’m sorry. I want to be sure you’re safe,” Nemal said.

	“More time together, but you need to be nice to me and Anela,” I said.

	He warmed up my tea. “I promise. We all want to go home.”

	Johey cleared his throat. “And we’ve still got another task that we need to accomplish. I’m not rushing anything, but we can’t go back without a certain traitor.”

	My stomach knotted. “I haven’t felt anything from him. Anything on your end?”

	“No, but I’m not asking too many direct questions. I don’t want anyone suspicious, or they’ll tip him off. You just keep to keep your ears and feelers open,” Johey said.

	“If I’m always with Nemal and a prince and a princess, he won’t come out of the shadows.”

	Nemal nodded. “You were trying to make yourself available so he’d approach you. Why didn’t you tell me?”

	“Because we can be so easily overheard around here. I thought the castle was bad in Lazrel, but here, there is no true privacy or safe place.”

	“Are we being monitored?” Johey pointed to the ceiling.

	I rubbed my forehead. “No. Their technology is sparser, but they don’t have droids, so all the servants have ears, and it’s hard to check every single person before you speak. Too many people, and it’s harder to isolate and be sure.”

	“Maybe you should go back to bed. After last night, no one will blame you for sleeping in.” Nemal devoured his cake.

	“We have that birthday party for the twins tonight. I’ll probably need a nap today, sometime.” I took another bite of cake.

	“What do these people call a party? The welcome party was a bit rough,” Johey said.

	I straightened my posture. “The men won’t be as crude, at least not to our women.”

	“You enjoyed that too much,” Nemal said.

	“I’m going to see if your friends are up and offer them cake,” Johey said.

	He left the room, and I was alone with Nemal. Alone for the first time in a while.

	“I prefer men who respect women. Is that hard to understand?” I asked.

	He leaned over and kissed me on the lips. “I want to beat the crap out of any man who was rude to you, but you don’t need it.”

	“I need your support. You’re looking out for me. Here, having men on my side is so critical. I hate it. I hate that women aren’t equal and respected, but we can’t change them. It’s so weird. We’re both dealing with this culture shock.” I stopped talking as the ladies and Johey came through the door.

	The cake was gone quickly, but having Lazrel people alone in the same room made me feel safe, even if it was just for a little while. I had to find my father and get him in custody. Until then, there was no chance of going home.

	The princess received the adoration and birthday gifts with all the joy of a natural and spoiled daughter of the king. She seemed to now be more on the marriage market, and men tried to impress her. The food was much like the welcome celebration, and I ate sparingly.

	The Bachal prince was less interested in his party, though the women were certainly eager for his attention. I studied the dynamic from the head table. The queen had seated me next to her, and I wondered what the special attention was about.

	“You must be very proud,” I said.

	“Yes, they are both wonderful and dear children. Evangel will be a beautiful example of motherhood and courage while Tantil will join his father in battle if the time comes.” The queen smiled.

	“No one wants war, but men do sometimes crave the physical outlet.” I played along to see where she was headed.

	“Yes, they do. I hope Faldar isn’t getting too soft in Lazrel. Not that you don’t have fine men and military, but life here is different,” she said.

	I kept my gaze on the party. “It certainly is. I’m sure Faldar is keeping true to his nature and home country’s standards. A future king wanting to learn about other countries and make friends is preferable to one who isn’t interested in the world. Or who only wants war and no allies or peace.”

	“True. Everyone needs friends. I wish one of my sons would marry and give me a grandson. That would be a welcome distraction without war.” She looked at me.

	“I’m sure one of them will. With the right woman. You can’t want them to marry in haste.” I found mixed thoughts in the queen. She wanted Faldar to have a son, but not with LeFawn. She seemed to care less about Tantil, but he was a second son.

	“Tantil is old enough to marry. Maybe he’ll surprise you?”

	She frowned slightly. “He’s sullener and moody. Not bad on the field of battle, but not a natural warrior. Strategy comes easy enough, but I don’t know how he’ll distinguish himself.”

	“If it’s any help, the Lazrel princes and princesses have similar challenges. How to distinguish themselves and make lives they enjoy while devoting themselves to their people. One is often torn.” I sipped my wine and watched the dancing.

	“Your prince Nemal seems quite clear. His military gifts have impressed the king. Nemal is calm and steady, but very clever.”

	I couldn’t argue with that. “Yes, he is.”

	“Rumor is, he’s quite in love with you.”

	My cheeks burned, but how could I deny it? He’d kissed me rather publicly. “We’ve known each other all of our lives, so it’s rather complicated. Not everyone would approve.”

	“Does that matter?”

	“Sometimes it does. Depending on the person. A mother’s approval matters. The queen’s approval always matters. We’re in no hurry for anything formal. It’s not like we’ll have to produce the next queen.” I bit my lip. I’d really casually mentioned having a child with Nemal? It was insane, yet seemed the natural trajectory.

	“You never know what will happen, Lady Kimess. I never expected to marry a king. Then, I did. You may find yourself on a throne one day. Stranger things have happened than a woman as high ranking as you to end up a queen. Your parents would be very proud, I’m sure.” She smiled.

	“My mother is—”

	“Of course, forgive me. I forgot. But your father?”.

	I skimmed her mind. She knew who my father was. “I don’t think he’d be proud of me, at all. If I happened to find myself in that situation, it wouldn’t be from manipulating or creating the circumstances to be there. It’d be fate. I take no credit for the twists and turns of life.”

	“Of course, you’d never take the throne. Lazrel is so orderly.” She looked back at the party.

	“We have a clear line and contingencies built in. Do you worry about people taking the throne from your son?”

	She shook her head. “Not worry. But I do like that he is in Lazrel for a bit. Gives him an air of mystery. Lets the ladies here miss him. He’s doing and seeing things these men never have. More experience and confidence. That’s what a king needs to have the respect and fear of his followers.”

	“If they fear you, they never respect you,” I said.

	“Then, I’d rather have fear.”

	“People who are afraid are unpredictable. They can lash out in irrational ways. I’m not sure that’s the choice I’d make.” I wanted to change the topic or end the conversation, but I couldn’t seem to find the right note that wasn’t ominous.

	“You’re an advisor, not the queen or the next in line. Your position is not in danger. It’s not that high to be so threatened. You’ll have a daughter or two and be secure. Serve your queen, marry that prince, and have a happy life. The one on the throne is always the target.” She turned and looked lovingly at her king.

	“You’re quite right.” I stood and lifted my glass. The music stopped when someone at the head table stood. I had the attention of the room, and Nemal looked a bit scared. “A toast to the birthday twins, for long and happy lives. And to our host. Long live the king!”

	“Long live the king!” the attendees shouted over and over until the music resumed with the king’s wave.

	“That was very kind,” the queen said.

	“I wouldn’t want to lose my queen. People come to trust the judgment and knowledge of their monarch. Faldar will be a wonderful king one day, but he’s young. I know how hard it is to step into a larger role than you’re ready for because of death. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.” I spotted a handsome man walking toward me. “Who is that?” I asked.

	She grinned with pride. “My nephew, Spetor. He’s been asking about you. I believe he wants to ask you to dance.”

	“Me? That’s very kind,” I said.

	“He’s a warrior, like all the men. But he’s intrigued by your gifts and culture.” She gestured for him to approach.

	The man bowed. A leather strap decorated with dagger crossed his shirtless chest. He looked intimidating, but his smile softened his muscled and imposing form.

	“Care to dance, Lady Kimess?”

	“How could I refuse the queen’s nephew?” I couldn’t, and it ended the conversation with the queen, so I went happily.

	“You look lovely,” he said.

	“Thank you. You look very strong.”

	“That’s the tradition. I prefer to show weapons instead of kills. Some judge that as soft.” He led me in the dance.

	“Soft.” I couldn’t understand that. He was anything but soft. “Killing is nothing to be proud of.”

	“Don’t say that too loudly here. I understand your meaning, but others won’t. They follow orders. If they are ordered to kill an enemy or an invader, they do it. It’s an honor to accomplish the goals set forth by their superiors.”

	“But you use your own mind?”

	“My aunt is queen, and I’m still alive. Trust me, I’ve had to be smarter than the rest.”

	“Why would they kill you simply because your aunt married the king?” I asked.

	He leaned over and whispered in my ear, “Status.”

	I frowned at him. “You’re a bigger prize?”

	“Proximity to the throne. Even though I have no claim, and never could, somehow, it’s a triumph to best me. In sparring combat or honest challenge, of course. An outright assassination would offend the king.” He smiled. “Our worlds are very different.”

	“More than I imagined. You have open combat? Challenges that could kill you?” I shook my head.

	“We are bored soldiers. We have gambling, physical challenges, and sex. That is all. Oh, well, and wine.” He laughed. “Forgive me for being so crude.”

	“No wonder you have such a high population growth. Marry young and have a lot of children. I suppose it’s a good goal.” I didn’t believe it, but there were worse ways for men to act out their sexual needs.

	“Not everyone marries young. Lots of fun to be had.” He dipped me. “Faldar and I are the same age. We were good friends. I just wanted to talk to you and check on him.”

	“He’s doing wonderfully. He’ll make a great king one day,” I said.

	“I agree. I’d love to see Lazrel. I wasn’t chosen for the delegation last time.”

	“Maybe next time? I’m sure they needed men they trusted back here to protect the king and his interests. A monarchy can be tricky.” I tried to focus on the conversation and not how close he was holding me.

	Then, I felt a cold stare on my back. I turned and saw no one. I’d have sworn it was Nemal.

	“Are you feeling okay?” Spetor asked. “I didn’t touch you wrong or anything?”

	I took a deep breath. “No, you’re being quite proper. I just felt like someone was watching me.”

	“Everyone is watching you. You’re a glowing princess in the dark of our world,” he said.

	“I’m not a princess. Evangel is one. She’s very pretty and would look younger if she weren’t always dressed in so much dark clothing.” I wondered if it was choice or necessity.

	“You’ve worn dark red and gray since you’ve been here,” he said.

	“As well as pale blue and yellow. I like a mix in my wardrobe, but maybe her choices are the fashion here.” My pale blue gown had collected a lot of dinge on it from the air. Dark was more practical, no doubt.

	“I don’t know a thing about fashion. She only wears a gown now because you do. She’s more of a pants and corset girl. Likes to run with the boys.” He winked.

	“Nothing wrong with that. She teased me about my dresses when she visited Lazrel. I don’t mean to make her feel uncomfortable. We all have our own styles.” I looked at Tantil. He was much more covered than most of the men but suitably adorned in weapons.

	“The prince is odd, too,” Spetor said quietly.

	“I don’t think he’s odd. He’s been very nice to me.”

	Spetor smirked. “He is very nice. I wonder if he’ll ever get married, but he’s nice.”

	That wasn’t a comment I expected for Tantil. Faldar, sure. “He doesn’t show interest in women?”

	“Well, he does. But we’ve never heard much of him bedding women. Faldar brags a great deal. Tantil is so private about things. Maybe you can encourage him. Draw him out?” Spetor asked.

	“Being private about personal matters isn’t a bad thing. He and I are not that close. I’m not interested in anything like that,” I replied firmly.

	“Forgive me, I didn’t mean to suggest you personally would—no. You can read minds. You saved the princess from a fire. You can know whatever Tantil is hiding or fearing. Tell him not to hide or fear it. Because he’s already being whispered about, whatever woman he likes will be better than none. He may be protecting her honor, but virginity is not valued unless you’re about to marry the king. Children are tested to check paternity, but the king being embarrassed that way, it wouldn’t be good. More sex, more children,” Spetor said like it was a motto.

	“I see. So, he should be more like Faldar? Brag?”

	“Brag, yes. Faldar goes from woman to woman, and they never seem to brag about him. Perhaps he likes the exotic Lazrel women? Stronger women used to getting their way. Nothing wrong with it.” Spetor grinned.

	“What do you like?” I asked.

	“All women are beautiful to me. I let my history speak for itself. The women talk plenty. You?” he asked.

	“Me? My sexual preferences aren’t in question or in judgment by a country. It’s nice not to be a princess, at times.” I smiled.

	“I’m not a prince, either, and I told you mine.”

	“I like men. I like Lazrel men who respect women equally and don’t need ten children to prove their manhood.” I stopped myself before I went too far.

	“Ah, there is another thing. I have one child already. I’m not married yet, but for non-royals, it’s no matter. Faldar has nothing.”

	“He’s royal.”

	“If you marry a prince, you must have children,” he said and glanced at Nemal.

	“Not really. Men don’t inherit the ruling positions. But I must have a daughter for my own heir.” I stood a bit taller.

	“True. And a prince is a good father. Magic is a wonderful power.”

	“So is shifting,” I replied.

	He winked. “I’m a Pegasus. Not the most impressive, but a good scout. I fly in very dangerous places.”

	“It must be hard for all men to be warriors. I mean, not every man loves war. Do they?”

	He tilted his head. “We have our rebels, too. Men who don’t like to fight and serve in the military, basically. Some men are working hard on our technology. It wasn’t a priority, but Prince Faldar is part of our growing technology. When it comes to medical stuff, we’re quite advanced. The women usually study those things. Childbirth and all that is their area. So, see, a woman can do more than be a mother and defender of home. She can help deliver the children and find ways to help them have more.”

	It was something. “I’m glad the medical side of things is advanced. Health is important.”

	“Do you suffer from rebels?” he asked.

	“Me? I’m sure all cultures with rules do. People will always want to break the rules. Some in small ways, but others needed to try and unseat the top dog. I like an open exchange of ideas. Debate is good. Disloyalty I can’t approve of.” I’d walked a careful line.

	“I heard rebellion ran in your family. But, I agree. I’m loyal to my king. And you to your queen…” He stopped.

	The dance ended, and the Bachal prince turned up.

	“May I have the next?” he asked.

	“Of course. Thank you.” I took Tantil’s hand and smiled at Spetor. I relaxed as soon as he was gone.

	“My cousin never knows when to stop talking. I’m sorry,” said the prince.

	“Not at all. I’m used to it. But thank you. And happy birthday.”

	He frowned. “Thank you. Such a waste of food and funds.”

	“The people do need a reason to celebrate now and then. Even if life feels gloomy. Our festivals happen four times a year in addition to the queen’s birthday, then there is also Founding Day. Holidays help everyone, really. But I’m sure the queen doesn’t like being reminded of getting older in such a national way.”

	Tantil sighed. “It just feels like pressure to marry. To have children. What is the hurry?”

	“I don’t see any. You have plenty of time to enjoy your choice of women. You have to find the right one before you marry. If Faldar had sons, you’d have less pressure,” I said.

	He chuckled. “I’m not holding my breath.”

	“The heir and the spare, not fun to be the spare. Less pressure in some ways, but always under scrutiny.” I let my guard down more with the prince, but Spetor’s words about rebels haunted me.

	“The heir and the spare? An odd phrase,” he said.

	“It’s an old joke, of sorts. From before the horrid war. If a woman had two children, her line was assured. Even if the first one died, the odds of both dying were slim. My grandmother was devoted to studying history so we’d learn from it.”

	“Smart. Sometimes I feel Bachal is wallowing in the past. Your world seems far more forward-thinking.”

	I smiled. “We’re not perfect, but we try. It’s a nice compliment that you see our strengths and not just our flaws. Most people want to see their own way as better. I find myself fighting that habit and trying to analyze things objectively.”

	“Faldar is spending a lot of time in your country. There must be a lot to learn. Maybe I’d benefit from a Lazrel education?”

	I felt a pull that nearly knocked me off my feet. “I’m sorry.”

	“Are you okay?” Tantil held me upright.

	“What’s wrong?” Nemal rushed over from talking with high-ranking Bachal military men.

	Tantil let Nemal take charge of me. “She got weak.”

	“I’m fine. I just suddenly had a flash.”

	“A vision? How thrilling!” The princess clapped. “Is it of a husband for me?”

	“I’m sorry. No. It wasn’t clear. I just felt like I’d been here before. Or I knew someone. I can’t explain it.” I rubbed my temples to try and clear the fog.

	Marel and Zoma raced up with wine and a bit of cheese.

	“We should take her to her room,” Marel said.

	Zoma nodded, and I agreed. “Sorry, I’m very sorry. I need to rest.”

	“I’ll walk you,” Nemal said.

	“No,” I protested.

	“Yes. If you faint, we can’t carry you that far,” Zoma replied.

	I gave up arguing and let them guide me. I’d never make it as a warrior. I nearly passed out from a burst of a vision. They’d never happened like that before. All I wanted was to sleep, but someone in that vision was calling to me.

	 

	


Chapter 12

	Late that night, I was frustrated. Nothing made sense. But, in a blink, everything changed.

	Someone was in my room. I sensed the presence, but didn’t open my eyes. I didn’t let on in any way that I knew there was an intruder. There was no real danger. I knew the man in my room. I felt a similar weakness as I had at the party, but pushed back and protected myself. I’d let my guard down too much earlier.

	He had every intention of putting a hand over my mouth. The second he sat on the bed, I sat up and mentally pinned his hands to his sides. He didn’t make a sound.

	My father was good at sneaking around.

	“I could call for help. Nemal would be here in a second or two,” I said.

	He shook his head. “You aren’t in any danger from me.”

	“Liar. You ran. Do you know how that makes me look? Escaping. Killing a guard. You ran here?” I wanted to pummel him, but what good would it do?

	“Lazrel won’t change. Here, I have a chance. I have protection.”

	“The Bachal king knows you? Knows you’re a traitor and a spy?” I demanded.

	“I haven’t met with the king much, but I’ve proven myself,” he said.

	“What must they think of me?”

	“It’s not all about you, Kimess. The world doesn’t revolve around your job. Your mother. There are bigger problems out there.”

	I shoved him off the bed. “I’m doing what my queen asks of me. I don’t make up my orders or do whatever I want. Far from it. I have to defend myself. Prove I’m not a traitor like you. Then, deal with your crazy sister and her theories. I hope she’s still in the dungeon.”

	“What did she say?”

	“You want me to help you? Tell you? You don’t care about her or me. You care about your cause. Whatever twisted goal you have set up in your head. Don’t lie and tell me you care about me,” I said.

	“I came here. I know your princely companions will kill me if they find me. They’re just across the hall. You coming here is very dangerous, but it could change our lives.” He stood.

	“Our lives? I like my life. I don’t want it to change. I don’t want war or a takeover.” I watched him carefully.

	“You don’t want to be queen?”

	“Queen? No. I’ve got enough responsibility. And if you think I’ll surrender to the Bachal if I were Lazrel’s queen, you’re insane. I’ll fight.” No way would I live the rest of my life like this.

	“No, you’ll not be queen there. I was so close. That fool Faldar. LeFawn had to volunteer.” Father sat on the bed.

	“You know about Faldar?”

	He grinned. “All the guards were talking about him and Remmy. He’s staying behind because he likes men. The engagement is a fake. I know it. You know it. The king knows it.”

	“That’s awful,” I said.

	“No, it’s not. They’ll break off the engagement, but not before you get him drunk. Seduce him. Marry him, and he’ll be safe. You’ll have someone you like on the throne here. It’ll help your queen, and you’ll be close enough. You can be queen here, a young queen. Mother of the princes. We can make it happen soon

	“Queen in a country that treats women like they have no worth without sons?” I held up my hands. “You’re crazy like Elani.”

	“I’m not. You like Faldar. You know his secrets. He can’t be himself here. You know that. LeFawn can’t keep a secret, and she couldn’t live here. You can. You’re strong enough to improve things for women.”

	“You don’t want to change things for women,” I said.

	“But you do. You’ll never totally achieve equality in one generation, but once Faldar is king, you’ll influence so much. Then, you can negotiate a merger of this nation with Lazrel. You could be queen of both.”

	“You’re insane. That makes a little more sense than what Elani said, but it’s still a power grab. It would fail. I’d be killed,” I said.

	His eyes glazed over. “Elani doesn’t believe you’ll side with me. You’ll see the opportunity. I know you will.”

	“Why are you here, then? Why are you helping them? Are you planning to take over Lazrel now? I’m the backup plan?”

	“No, I’m laying the groundwork. They’ll trust you if they trust me. A powerful woman on the throne is scary for men, but if they think I’m pulling the strings, they’ll think you’re a good daughter. Your powers are compelling.”

	“They want to breed my powers into their shifter princes? You’re making promises you can’t deliver,” I said.

	“There is no time deadline. We have a treaty. Why should I waste my life in hard labor when I could change our lives? It’d be better for both of us.”

	He believed it.

	“I’m not going to have a fake marriage. I’m not going to live here. I don’t want to be queen,” I said.

	His face hardened—part sadness and part anger. “You need to think about it. Reflect, and you’ll realize I’m right. Your mother raised you to not jump on things. Not to rush into decisions. You’ll have to be home to make this work anyway. Please, don’t stress about it. Just give it some thought.”

	“Thought? You’re also forgetting I have built-in birth control.” I pointed to my arm. “So, getting pregnant is impossible without my defying the queen and having it removed.”

	“You have a point. I need to think about a way to resolve that.”

	“I’m not making suggestions. I’m pointing out how insane this is. I won’t be queen here, and if you’re putting out the idea that I’m trying to be, you’re endangering my life. And Faldar’s life,” I said.

	“Most people suspect Faldar. So handsome and a prince. He should be married by now, or enjoying the attention of lots of young women. His sexuality is technically a rumor, but not a shock to anyone except his parents. It’s a joke.”

	I sighed. “Then he shouldn’t come back.”

	“That’s impossible. He will be the next king. His father is already nervous about him being away. If you want to help that prince, you’ll give him the marriage and children that’ll keep him safe. Or go home and be a seer. The war will come and we’ll see how that plays out.”

	“You’re staying here? Leaving your sister alone in a dungeon?”

	“They’ll let her out eventually. She helped me after I escaped, but she didn’t commit any crime herself.”

	“That is technically a crime.”

	“Lazrel places the highest value on the family. Magical families rule. The right to rule is about blood connection, not who has the most power. Family first, right? Elani can make a plea that she couldn’t refuse helping her brother. She gave me food and shelter for a bit. It’s not like she gave me weapons or helped me escape. If she’s making up things, she’s trying to save herself. What did she tell you?”

	I rubbed my eyes. “It doesn’t matter. You’re not coming back.”

	“If I go back, they’ll kill me. Here, I have a chance. Whether you go along with this or not. If you can’t make it happen, at least, I tried to help. Faldar is a joke, but he’s kinder than this father. He’d be a popular king. I have nothing against him. Neither do you. I’ll be well liked here for trying to help him.”

	“Like there is nothing in it for you. You’re trying to use me.”

	“Making you queen is using you. You are your mother’s daughter. All you want is what the queen wants for you. There are more opportunities out there. Yes, you were born to privilege and rank. That doesn’t mean you can’t want more.” He leaned over.

	He and Elani were related. They both wanted more. Wanted better. Aunt Elani liked that her brother married a high-ranking woman. But my father was pushing me higher than my mother had gone.

	I knew I was weak from the games my father had played with my head earlier and recently. He had the advantage of years of practice. Still, I tried to get a mental grip and hold on him.

	He mentally pushed me back. “You know you’re not strong enough for that now. I’m not stupid enough to show up when you can grab me.”

	I sighed. “How do I get in touch with you if I need to?”

	Smiling, he backed toward the door. “I’ll pay a few visits. I’ll be close by, looking out for you.”

	My head throbbed. My father’s ideas made no sense, yet his plan only lacked willing participation. I’d half expected him to offer to kill the king once I’d had the heirs. Then, Faldar would be in power, and things could change faster. But he didn’t go that far. He didn’t trust me.

	I sure as hell didn’t trust him, either. He might have another plan that benefited him solely.

	I sat there for a few minutes and caught my breath. I had to tell Johey. But the truth was weirder than what we’d suspected. My father wasn’t conspiring against the queen, which was what I’d originally believed. He was conspiring in a completely different way. He had to be stopped.

	Slipping out of bed, I went slowly. My head still felt off. He could block me, so attempting to push myself into his mind failed most of the time. I’d tried plenty of times when he was in the dungeon. If I caught him off guard or weak, maybe I could get in. I’d tried to grab him, and he’d had to use a lot of energy to break free.

	I sensed him and shoved into his thoughts without regard to his reaction. He fought, but I pulled up every ounce of determination and frustration I had to fuel me. Once inside, there was so much going on in his thoughts, it was hard to decipher. He truly believed he’d be helping me. He really thought he loved me, and I’d be better off.

	Emotions were easy, but plans were harder to pin down. How high did he want to climb? His grandson would one day be on the throne here. It was maddening. I had to back out of his mind and found myself on the floor of my bedchamber. Scrambling, I grabbed my shoes and a shawl.

	Quietly, I slipped passed Anela, who slept buried under the blankets. Johey had dismissed his hall guard, and I tapped on the older prince’s door softly. Nemal had talked of his favorite uncle often, and I’d probed his mind off and on to put myself at ease. The man was military through and through. He made me feel safer and wouldn’t react as extremely as Nemal would.

	The door opened a fraction. He saw me and opened it wider. “What’s wrong?”

	“Nothing. Well, something. Can we talk?” I asked.

	He let me in. “Your father?”

	“I should let you go after him. He just left a few minutes ago. I tried to hold him, but he was so strong. He’s got odd plans.”

	“Hold on.” Johey grabbed his tablet and typed instructions. “Our security men are going after him now. They’ll check the castle exits.”

	“They won’t find him. He’s made friends in the castle. With the people here. He’s not out to attack our queen or bring down our country. He just wants to stay here,” I said.

	“But they want to take us over,” Johey said.

	“Want and are able to are two different things. Their industry isn’t as impressive as they want us to believe. The pollution is bad. They have a lot of men, but I haven’t seen many ships. We’re the last country they want war with because we’re helping them.”

	“They have ships and weapons. They aren’t letting us see all that they have. Looking weaker than they are makes us cocky. They’re fierce warriors. Your father is siding with them because men will do better here. He thinks they’ll win.” Johey poured some wine.

	I took the cup. “Thanks. I was hoping there was less to worry about.”

	“I’m sorry, there isn’t. Faldar needs to come back and assert his power. Get everyone’s respect and have an heir.”

	I looked at Johey with a grin.

	“I know. But they have the medical technology to make a baby that’s half Remmy and half Faldar. Implant it in a surrogate. Breeding is one thing they do well here. If Faldar gets the country behind him, things could change for the better, and we’d be safer.” He gulped his wine.

	“I’m holding you up. Go hunt down my father. Please,” I said.

	Johey shook his head. “My men are on a follow only order. He’ll have a pattern in and out of the castle. We know he got to you. They’ll be waiting for him to do it again.”

	“I asked for a way to get in touch with him, but he refused. He doesn’t trust me,” I said.

	“He shouldn’t. We shouldn’t trust him. He’s buying time. Trying to get you on his side to protect him. He’s good at what he does.”

	Rubbing my eyes, I reviewed the exchange. “I really think he wants to stay here. Maybe get his sister over, but he likes it better where men are in charge.”

	“Our orders are to bring him back,” he said.

	I rubbed my forehead. “Dead or alive. Probably going to have to be dead. You’re right, Johey, he’ll probably want to talk, again. You guys be ready to grab him.”

	“Next time he shows up, you send me a message from your tablet. Anything. SOS, jumbled words, whatever it is, you don’t message me ever, so I’ll know it means your father has shown up. Act like you’re turning it off. Be casual.” He nodded.

	“He can read my thoughts. I can block him, but then, he can block me. It ends in a migraine, but I managed to get through. Unfortunately, I received nothing specific about locations or plans. It was more emotions. But I avoided a full migraine by getting into his head.” I touched my temple.

	“He’s what set you off at the party?” Johey poured me more wine.

	“Yes, I should’ve known. He probably entered the castle and got a glimpse of me. I didn’t see him but felt it.”

	“Don’t blame yourself. That guy is a mess. He still has a following in Lazrel, but he’s making inroads here. He’d be a great politician if we allowed such things.”

	“That’s probably his end game. Whichever country he ends up in, he’ll try to get someone he knows or can manipulate in a position of power. Or get closer to the ruling family. If he can’t get power himself, he’ll convince them to appoint him to something or have elections for small things. Like towns need mayors.” I shook my head.

	“We’ll get him first. He’ll be in the dungeon before you’re home, I promise.” Johey smiled.

	“You can’t keep that promise, I’m afraid. I hope you get him but, if you do, you’ll have to kill him to drag him back.” I shivered and pulled my shawl around my shoulders.

	“I understand. I’m not afraid of that.”

	“I should get back to bed,” I said.

	Johey walked me to the door. “Nemal will be annoyed you didn’t wake him.”

	I handed him my cup. “No reason for all of us to lose sleep. Good night. Wait.”

	“What?”

	“Anela, my servant. Her mother is very ill. If you get a chance to travel among the people, I wonder if you can find her. If you get my father and take him back, I want you to take her mother back and put her with Julianne, for now.”

	“You’re asking for trouble.”

	“I’m not doing what my father says. I’m doing what’s right in my mind. One old sick woman isn’t going to start a war. The Bachal won’t care about it. I’ll take Anela home with me. Pay for her, if I have to,” I said.

	He nodded at me. “I’m proud my nephew likes you so much.”

	I grinned at him. “I will prove my loyalty because it’s true. My father seems determined to prove me a traitor or lure me to that side. He’s power hungry and doesn’t care how he gets it or who he hurts. Your family is more mine now, but I will always take care of the fifth family. So, you’ll try to find her?”

	“I’ll find her. It won’t be hard. They have good records, and we can get a look at where Anela’s mother is housed on their grid. It’s not a nice place, I’m sure. Don’t worry. I’ve been familiarizing myself with the country and know how to blend in. No one will get in trouble. Get yourself some sleep. Good night.”

	“Good night.” I slipped back across the hall and wondered how I’d get any sleep. I needed to put a bell on my bedroom door to warn me if someone entered.

	Instead of heading right for sleep, I decided to try again at the trance. I didn’t feel my father was close by, but I had the strength and resolve to put myself into that state. Being tired, being ill, or being stressed could all impair my gift. Magic was a power, but mine was so interconnected with my mental state that some people never would understand how tricky it was to be in my head.

	Controlling my breathing and my thoughts, I blocked out everything else. Bachal wasn’t a place I wanted to stay or even let linger in my mind. I focused on the same question as last time. My brain expected to go to that same place, and the picture image returned. I pushed it away, needing a blank canvas.

	No expectations, I reminded myself. He was out there somewhere. Not too close, not close enough or me to simply sense on my own. I wished he were in the dungeon where I could track him down easily. The frustration crept in and I fought it.

	A deep breath, and I was back at that painting image, frozen. How could I clear it out? Since I couldn’t seem to shake it, I went in. Diving back into that area. Was he still staying there?

	I didn’t feel him there at the moment. He was determined and on a mission he believed in.

	This was insane. I wasn’t reading his mind but somehow tapping into it. I tried to go deeper, but the details of his plan didn’t seem to flow. Nosing around, I felt him putting up blocks. Could he sense this? I had no idea, but I pulled myself from the connection.

	He was a strong telepath. I’d be better off practicing my other abilities to defeat him.

	Looking at the tablet, I’d typed out something else this time.

	Bouncing around locations.

	No help. If the trance opened me up for him to tap into my mind, I had to be careful about that. I couldn’t risk unwillingly giving him info that might help him avoid capture.

	 

	


Chapter 13

	The next morning, I avoided Nemal by going to the great hall for breakfast. By now, Nemal would know about my father, and I didn’t want to talk about it. I sat with Tantil and tried to figure out how to accomplish my goals here. There wasn’t much of anything I could or not do about my father at the moment.

	“You look lost in thought,” Tantil said.

	“I am. I want to see the real Bachal life. A tour beyond the castle.”

	“It’s not a pleasant or easy tour. Nothing like your world,” he warned.

	“That’s fine. I want to see it.” I wanted a break from the castle and routine.

	He looked at my clothes. “You’ll need to change. Pants and sturdy shoes. Leaving the castle’s safety, your princes won’t like it.”

	“I don’t answer to them. I’ll bring droids for security. Why don’t you meet me at my bedchamber when you’re ready? I need to dig out the proper outfit.” I headed for my room.

	“I’ll have some clothes and boots sent for you. You’ll blend in better,” he said.

	I smiled. “Thank you.”

	Once there, Anela helped me on with the rugged boots that the prince had sent. Even in the garden, I’d never worn shoes like this. Only in winter did I wear boots, and they were fur-lined for warmth.

	“Where does your mother live?” I asked.

	“Why?”

	“I’m going among the people. Maybe I can visit her.”

	She shook her head. “You should be very careful. It’s not a safe area.”

	I pointed to the two droids. “I’m also be escorted by the prince and his guards. I doubt I’ll have trouble.”

	She crossed her arms. “My mother is in 245 on west 175th. It’s all numbers and directions.”

	“Thank you.” I dug into my drawer and pulled out a container of hard candy. Stuffing the candies, a bit of money, and the dagger I’d acquired into a bag. I also took my tablet, just in case I needed to get in touch with Johey.

	The knock on the door made Anela jump. She admitted the prince and bowed low.

	“You look ready for a rough ride,” Tantil said.

	“One last thing.” I twisted my hair up and slid a clip through it so it’d stay out of my face. “I’m ready.”

	The droids followed dutifully. I felt like I imagined a soldier did headed into battle. Not knowing what to expect and weighed down with a bag. I stopped and handed the bag to the droid. No reason for me to carry something when the droids could carry ten men.

	“You are fit to be a princess or a queen,” Tantil said.

	I almost stopped, but kept moving so I didn’t overreact. It sounded like something my father would say.

	“I’m the ruler of my family. It’s a high-ranking title, but not princess or queen. That’s far beyond my position. Droids are part of our daily life and useful tools,” I said calmly.

	“If you married Nemal, you’d be a princess. Right? At least, by title.” Tantil led the way down halls I’d never seen.

	One of his guards paused. “Sir, we’re heading to the armory.”

	“I know. We need a small ship. Lady Kimess isn’t likely to steal a sword. She couldn’t lift it.”

	“She could lift a laser rifle,” he replied.

	I grinned and lied. “I wouldn’t know how to shoot it.”

	“See.” The prince waved off his guard’s concern.

	We walked farther and farther. The castle was big, and the boots were heavy. Finally, we headed through a set of iron doors. There were many smaller ships, motorcycle type vehicles and large ships all with antigravity discs on the bottom. They had the ability to move in mass.

	We continued toward the end of the huge room, and I saw the weapons. Some old, like swords and knives, others modern and laser-based. Racks and racks of weapons said they were ready for a war. Maybe the prince wanted me to see this? The guards had weapons on them, so these were extra.

	“You are well supplied,” I said.

	A small ship waited for us. I stood there until Tantil offered me a hand. He helped me into the passenger seat. I didn’t want to presume where I’d sit. The guards were nervous enough. The prince took the controls, and I watched.

	After a few minutes, we were hovering above the castle grounds. It was pretty beneath some of the pollution. The air here was so thick, and the castle sat so high that the air was gray just looking out the window of my bedchamber. Being so near the ground, the air felt fresher. But when the drawbridge went down and we were outside the castle, I felt like I was in one of my grandmother’s movies. It was desolate and gray. Grass and plants were rare and looked mangled.

	“I thought we’d all recovered from the horrid war’s effects.” I couldn’t hide my shock.

	“Our lands aren’t as fertile. Agriculture is on the fringes further from industry.” He pointed to the buildings in the distance.

	As we closed in on them, I saw lots of smoke and barely standing buildings. “Are these businesses?”

	“Yes. Would you like to tour one?” he asked.

	“I think I’d rather see people. Housing. Someone suggested west 175th would be an average area.”

	“Then, we’ll go there,” he said.

	The guards behind us grumbled.

	When the ship stopped, I exited, following the prince. My droids joined us. When the guards tried to come along, I looked at the prince. “I think the droids are enough. Maybe your guards should watch the ship?”

	“I’m sorry if they’ve made you feel uneasy.”

	We headed inside. “I feel safer with droids. They don’t deal in gossip. Are you okay?”

	He smiled. “I’m fine. Why are you worried?”

	“I always feel conflict and unease when I’m around you. I don’t want to push into your thoughts. But I want you to know you can trust me. You can tell me anything. Faldar trusts me.” I noticed the out of order lift and sighed.

	“We don’t have to go up much,” he said.

	“I want to see people.” I reached for the bag my droid carried.

	“Tell me where you’d like to go. I’ll head up first,” he said.

	We began the climb. 245 ended up meaning second floor. There were forty-five units on each floor.

	Children ran around half-clothed, and Tantil frowned.

	“Do you get around here often?” I asked.

	“My father doesn’t encourage it. He wants people to make their community better. Men serve in the army so women have time to improve things. Most don’t work,” he replied.

	I saw an open door with a mother holding two small children.

	“Hello, may I speak to you?” I asked.

	She studied us, but didn’t object. “He looks like the prince. Are you two some sort of acting troop?”

	“No, he is the prince. I’m a visitor from Lazrel on a tour. My name is Kimess. Who are you?” I kneeled down and felt out of place.

	“Helvon. These are my two youngest, Yetma and Lotem.” She didn’t look proud.

	“How sweet. How many children do you have?” I pulled a couple pieces of candy from my bag. I offered them to the kids, and they grabbed without hesitation.

	She looked down. “Five. One more on the way.”

	“You’re a fine example of motherhood,” Tantil said.

	I wanted to smack him. Instead, I handed out more candy. “So many children. That’s a lot of mouths to feed. Lots of clothes.”

	“They just keep growing. Things wear out so fast.”

	“Your husband is alive?” I asked.

	“Sure. He’s always on patrol somewhere. Sends some money back. He likes being a soldier more than being here,” she said. “Most men do.”

	“I’m sure he wants to bring home as much as he can for his children.” I pulled a few coins in the local currency from my bag. “But this might help.”

	Tantil looked offended, but the tears in Helvon’s eyes told me she needed some assistance.

	“Thank you,” she whispered.

	“You’re welcome.” Royal protocol felt a bit stiff, but when I didn’t know what else to say, I seemed to fall back on those habits as safe. “Goodbye. I have to go visit others now.”

	The kids waved. The mother clutched the coins.

	We headed down the hall a bit, and Tantil took my hand. “What was that?”

	“Charity. Something your country has clearly forgotten ever existed. Maybe Faldar wants to stay in a place where he doesn’t need to see squalor. I’ve traveled all over my country, and we don’t have places like this. Even when people lose jobs or lose their homes, there are temporary homes that help them regroup.” I was shocked. “I mean, that woman’s husband works.”

	“Yes, and how they manage their wages is their affair. You have charities caring for people in your country, so you must not be perfect,” he said.

	“No, not perfect. People make mistakes. They get sick. There are accidents and addictions. People grow old. There are buildings with the facilities to help all of them live and improve their situation, if possible. They are clean. They are safe. They are fed and clothed. There is medical care. But we don’t have overcrowding either. I’m sorry, I didn’t imagine it would be like this.” I walked on and visited three more families.

	Anela’s mother was in the last dingy unit. It was half the size of the others.

	“We don’t let our elderly go homeless,” he said.

	The old woman bowed as much as she could from her bed. “No, Your Highness. They gave my spinster daughter a job at the castle. My husband is dead. No sons. But my daughter sees that I have a place. She works hard for the king.”

	I folded a few coins into her hand. “I’m sure she does.”

	“You’re the pretty lady she mentioned. The kind one who saved the princess?” She clutched my hand.

	“I’m gifted with certain things. It’s my duty to use my gifts to help people. Can I do anything for you?”

	She shook her head and slipped the coins under the covers. “I’m just fine. Well cared for.”

	I smiled. “Thank you for letting me visit with you.”

	“Thank you for coming. And my prince.” She bowed her head.

	He waved and left.

	I followed him and closed the door behind me. “You’re not comfortable doing this.”

	“I need fresh air,” he said.

	“Is there such a thing here?” I followed him outside. We walked a bit, and he ordered off the guards who had waited outside but were guarding our ship.

	“You hate it here,” he said.

	“No. I want to understand what it’s like. You’ve shown me the castle. I appreciate it. I wanted to see the real way people live.”

	“We never asked that when we were your guests,” he replied.

	“No, but we would’ve shown it to you. There are some fringes of people who prefer not to live in cities. They prefer little huts or cabins in the woods. It’s their choice, and we have a patrol that goes and checks on them. Anyone found homeless is brought back to a temporary housing facility until they can be helped. We’re not perfect, but we didn’t hide things from you.”

	“You think we’re hiding things?”

	“No, you showed me. You don’t like it.” I liked him for being embarrassed. “You care about your people.”

	He ran his fingers through his hair. “More children mean more workers. More helpers for the mothers.”

	“And that works very well on a farm. But in close quarters, it’s not the same. Males become soldiers, but women aren’t encouraged to work. Couldn’t they be industry workers?”

	“Plenty of disabled soldiers and older men take those jobs in the factories. So, your farm families can have more children than your city workers? That’s not fair.” He walked.

	I kept up with him. “No, our farms are staffed with droids for the physical labor. They don’t need to be fed. They don’t need rest. If we don’t have as much work, they can be put on another job. There is some maintenance, but it’s minimal. We love our children, but we want them to have enough.”

	“Your queen has four children,” he said.

	“She does. She had a girl first. Then, two boys who couldn’t inherit. She needed a spare. The queen is different. The rest of us can have no more than two pregnancies with a live birth for that woman.”

	He pointed at me. “And if someone has triplets?”

	“That is rare and only one pregnancy. Honestly, most women would stop. Most families stop at one child. Unless they are a ruling family where they need a female heir, one is plenty to educate and love. To carry on the family legacy and traditions. If you can feed, house, and care for many children—I’m not opposed.” I looked down the dead-end street. A small group of tents was set up there. “Who are they?”

	“Squatters. Homeless. Sometimes, men are injured and can’t serve any longer.” He took my arm and turned me. “It’s not safe.”

	I headed back toward our little ship, but stopped. “Has Faldar seen this?”

	Tantil shook his head. “My father will be furious that you did.”

	“Faldar doesn’t know many of his future subjects live like this?”

	“He knows. He’ll be mad I went and looked.” Tantil looked at the guards. “I’ll handle them. But, no, I don’t think Faldar ever saw this. He would rally to fix this if he ever comes back.”

	“You don’t think he will? Your father won’t let him stay in Lazrel forever.”

	“He’s happy and safe. I see that every time I talk to him. It’s not LeFawn, though. He loves someone else.” Tantil paced.

	“He does. I wouldn’t envy him if I were you. It’s not an easy match. You’ll find someone.” I didn’t elaborate on who Faldar loved. No names. We both knew it was a man.

	“That’s not my problem now. I’m not fit for anyone.” He hung his head. “Let’s get back. We’ll be late for lunch.”

	 

	


Chapter 14

	That evening, things were tense. Tantil barely looked at me during dinner.

	“Where did you disappear to?” Nemal asked.

	“A little tour of the normal people. I had droids, guards, and the prince with me. I was quite safe.”

	He wanted to talk about my father. No doubt Johey had informed him of the update. But we were in public, and I wanted to talk about something useful. Things I couldn’t control, like my father, were frustrating.

	When Tantil left, I excused myself. Marel, Zoma, and Nemal were all annoyed with me, but I had to apologize to the prince. It wasn’t my specialty. Saying sorry always felt a little hollow because you couldn’t undo what you’d done. But I wouldn’t undo this, anyway. I did feel bad I’d made Tantil defend things.

	He turned in the hall and caught me following him.

	“You have something more to say?” he asked.

	“In private.”

	He led me to his chamber and ordered out all the servants. I predicted gossip tomorrow, but I wouldn’t stay too long.

	I sat in a soft chair. His rooms were functional and gleamed with metal.

	“What do you want to say?” he asked as he poured wine.

	“I’m sorry about today. I didn’t mean to put you on the defensive about how your father runs his kingdom. I wanted to see average citizens because I felt useless and cooped up in the castle. I had no right to turn that into a session of blame or criticism.” I took the cup of wine when he offered it.

	“I appreciate you saying that. Most royals never apologize.” He smiled. “I don’t like what I saw today, either.”

	“And I assumed you’d seen it before and had somehow condoned it. Again, I am sorry I overreacted. Maybe now you can help in some way,” I offered.

	“I would like to, but my father doesn’t listen to those things. Men should provide for their families. Every many can join the military, though there are some wounded or medical exceptions. Even then, they can serve elsewhere. There are technological-based positions that don’t require fighting or mobility. Then, there are the factories.” He frowned.

	“And those without husbands or men?” I asked.

	“You heard that older woman. Her daughter works here for us. We do offer work. Some very skilled positions are in our medical and birthing facilities. Women can train and work there if they have the brains and ambition.”

	“But motherhood is more prized. It’s also easier to get pregnant than it is to study for years. Some people want the path of least work, and they find it harder in the long run.” I shook my head. “School was not optional for me, but I’m glad.”

	“Your world is nothing like ours. Faldar is so lucky he found a way to stay. Even if it’s only for a little while,” Tantil said.

	I felt his misery. For some reason, I’d resisted pushing too deeply into his thoughts. Two gay sons might be too much for the king to possibly handle. Maybe I didn’t want to know that?

	“Whatever is bothering you, you can tell me. I won’t tell Nemal or anyone. I think we’ve become better friends than that.”

	“I was a bit of an aloof jerk when I visited your world,” he said.

	“I was a bit of a superior snob this morning. We’re even.”

	“You know about my brother?” he asked.

	“I know he likes men not women. He’s found love.”

	“With the other prince?” Tantil asked.

	I looked him in the eye. “Your brother will make a great king. The time will come and the rules will change. It’s hard to wait and to endure a more oppressive rule, but both our countries adopted the monarchy for good reasons. We must respect it.”

	“You think I’m like my brother?”

	I lifted a shoulder. “I haven’t pushed into your mind. I try not to with people I respect and who seem to tell me the truth. You’re also very confused when I just skim your emotions. Not confused, conflicted. Frustrated. I don’t know why, but if I can help, I will.”

	“You can push through? You could violate my mind and know my dark secrets?” He stood.

	“Yes.”

	“You’re not afraid of me?” he asked.

	“You’ve seen my powers in action. Do you think I’m afraid of anyone?”

	He crossed his arms. “Yes. Everyone is afraid of someone. But you’re not afraid of me.”

	“Fine. I fear my queen and want her approval. But that’s all. I’m not afraid of you,” I said.

	He smirked. “Prove it.”

	“Prove my powers?”

	“Your mind reading ones. Tell me my secret,” he demanded.

	I sipped my wine. No one had ever asked me to do that. Most of the tests were about powers that were dangerous to them physically. Could I push them over or pick them up with my mind? Most people didn’t want to think I was reading their minds.

	“You’re sure?” I asked.

	“You can do it to anyone. Why not me?”

	Closing my eyes, I delved into his mind. But it didn’t feel male at all. Pushing past the confusion and frustration, I found a disconnect somewhere. He felt female. He envied my dresses and hair.

	He wasn’t like his brother. He was in the wrong body?

	I opened my eyes. “Your mind and body don’t agree. You feel like a woman. Which explains the constant confusion and frustration.”

	He nodded with his jaw slightly slack.

	“Can’t your medical people sufficiently alter your anatomy?” I asked.

	Tantil smiled. “They already did. One time, I snuck into the medical records. I knew something was wrong, and I had little scars when I was young. They started giving me extra vitamins that Faldar never took. I didn’t look exactly like Faldar when we were little boys and would run around naked.”

	“I don’t understand. You think your parents had you made into a boy? That you were born female?”

	“The records say that I was born with an indeterminate gender. My parents chose male, of course. They needed a spare.” He paced slowly.

	I rubbed my neck. “Genetic and physiological misfires do happen. That’s awful.”

	“I’m not even sure I believe the report.”

	I tried to help. “I’m so sorry that happened to you. Your nature feels very female.”

	“I fight it all the time.” He shook his head.

	“You can have the surgery corrected.”

	“In your country maybe. Here, no man would change. No male would give up the rights of men. We talk of gender roles, but in private, men love their status. No one would willingly give up that power to be a woman. And probably an infertile woman on top of it.” He scowled.

	“Have you spoken to a doctor?”

	Tantil took a deep breath. “No. They’d tell my father if I asked anything. Said anything. Keeping things from the king is a good way to get killed.”

	“You’re his son. What about when you were in Lazrel? We have doctors, and they observe privilege with their patients.”

	“I couldn’t risk it. If I’d been injured, maybe I could’ve asked some questions. Maybe.” He stared at me.

	He wasn’t interested in me. He wanted my hair, my dress, and my jewels. I was relieved. He’d never be the man for me, but rejecting a royal prince might set off the king’s temper. Tantil had been intent on spending some time with me. There was no doubt about my heart or my choices, but offending him or rejecting him might cut short our visit. I still needed to track down my father. My orders from the queen were specific, and I didn’t want to fail. At least, with this, I could try to help Tantil and not ruin the entire mission.

	“I’m so sorry. If you were in Lazrel, they could correct things the way you want them. Does Faldar know?” I asked.

	Tantil hung his head. “No one but you and my parents. And whatever medical people, but that’s all. Honestly, I’d bet good money that whatever medical staff knew about me were killed.”

	“That’s awful. I won’t tell anyone. I promise. How can I help?”

	“No one can help. Maybe when Faldar is king, but seriously, by then, I’d be a bigger joke. I’d be a freak here. And if Faldar has no sons, I couldn’t dare. No man sits on your throne, no woman sits on ours. Bizarre, don’t you think?”

	“I understand why my country made that choice. And there are only five positions men can’t have.”

	“The top five,” he said.

	“True. And there may be some women who want to go to war. There are some men who want peace and to take care of children. But history is a good indicator of how people will act in the future. Your country proves men like conquest. How many smaller nations have you taken over?”

	He looked at me. “Many on the opposite border, away from Lazrel, so hopefully you wouldn’t find out. But you knew that when we visited you.”

	“I did know about the conquests, and I was concerned. Why take over more people if you can’t feed them? If they’re small countries, their resources might be good or might be too meager to help. Your father is very set in his ways. I want to build a better relationship with you and Faldar for my country. We all want Faldar to be happy. I also want him to understand we’re not the enemy. If anyone can persuade the king that Lazrel is not a good target, I believe it’s Faldar. We may want peace, but if your father tries anything…attacks us—we won’t give up. We won’t surrender. Women fight as well and as hard as men. We’re just better at fighting to protect what’s ours than to take from others.”

	He smiled. “Our women are the home defense.”

	“See. Our men and women mobilized to protect our nation. It wouldn’t take long,” I said.

	“You are protecting your nation while being so helpful.” He chuckled.

	“Friendships are better than enemies. But even friends must have some boundaries.”

	“You are my friend. I feel so much less alone,” he said.

	“You didn’t even tell your twin?”

	“No, she’d—no. I’ve always been jealous of her while she was jealous of me. What a messed up family.” He closed his eyes.

	“It’s not a competition, but mine isn’t traditional or normal.”

	He nodded. “I’m sorry. I forgot about your mother. Is your father still in the dungeon?”

	“Don’t be sorry. I wasn’t trying to make you feel bad. I can sympathize. My father brings shame on my family. My mother is gone. I wish I had siblings at times, but I have cousins. Lots of them.” It was true that I enjoyed my family, but wanting brothers or sisters was a lie except when dealing with my father. It’d be nice to have someone on my side and without my titles and limitations who could try and reason with him, but rarely did I really want more people to protect.

	He laughed. “You wish your mother were alive, and I wish my father was dead. We are a fine pair.”

	Of course, I wished my mother were alive. Who better to handle my father? She was stronger and could probe his mind like anyone else’s. Deep down, I knew I was stronger than my father, but he knew my patterns, my moods, and he could use them against me. I’d tried to do the same but, somehow, parents could still intimidate or shame their children without a word. I needed to treat him like anyone else, but I couldn’t. Not in my head. Did I wish my father dead? I couldn’t say it.

	I sympathized with Tantil so much, but I’d stayed too long. I felt so bad for this tortured woman in a man’s body, but there was a fix. There was hope. I had to do something. I checked that the door was locked.

	“What’s wrong?” he asked.

	“Nothing. Would you like to try on my gown? You’re fairly slender. It’ll be too short, but just to see how it feels?” I offered.

	“I don’t think so.”

	“Oh, I’m sure you’ve already tried on your sister’s things at times. Not that dresses make a woman a woman. Plenty of women I know don’t wear them. And if you wanted to grow your hair longer, you could. Our men do. I’ve seen plenty of your warriors with long hair.” I was putting too much historic pressure on the gender roles in trying to help.

	“It’s not that. I’d love to. If I do, I don’t know if I could stop. I never let myself. Never break the mold they've put me in. I’m afraid I’d lose my mind if I let myself think that I could be female.” He balled his hands into fists.

	“I’m sorry. I don’t know how to help. Other than for you to flee to the land of the fairies or some other country.”

	“Fairyland is a myth.”

	“No, it’s not. I haven’t been there personally, but I believe it’s out there. I’ve heard of some people from Lazrel being sent there.”

	“If my father found out about me trying to change myself or about Faldar and that other man—the king has a temper. He’d lock me up for safe keeping. Faldar would be forced to marry some woman. They’d medically mix their genes and implant the embryo if necessary. He’d never admit defeat. And if your country tried to protect either of us, it’d be war,” Tantil said.

	“You know him better.” I couldn’t disagree. The king only let Faldar stay because he was engaged. He wanted grandchildren. A monarch who bordered on dictator, the Bachal king wouldn’t easily let go of his crown or his ways.

	“But, I can’t…” He sighed.

	“Can’t?” I asked.

	He paced, shaking his head.

	I delved into his mind. “You can’t kill him.”

	Tantil pointed at me. “Don’t even say it. I looked for openings. For Faldar and myself. He doesn’t know about me, but I know about him. He’s not the only gay man hiding in Bachal ranks. He could find another man and keep it a secret. The answers for him are there. Not knowing what’s wrong is harder. Maybe it should be easier for me because I’m not going to be king? Still, I tried. I asked crazy questions when I was little to my grandparents and doctors. I made up wild dreams to see if someone would slip and give me a clue about the truth. When I was a child and could get away with it, I even tried to get my mother and my father to admit they’d done something or that something was wrong with me. One time, I put on my sister’s crown instead of mine, and the servants nearly fainted. A crown is so strictly gendered?”

	“You’ve certainly tried to find a way. Done your homework. Faldar can have a sham marriage with someone here. Conduct an affair on the side. As long as everyone sees what they want to see, it could work.” I hated the pain Remmy would be in, but I had no better options.

	“I don’t have that option. I can’t hide and get what I want.”

	I frowned. “Well, you could.”

	He laughed. “You’re insane. You’re an optimist.”

	I smiled. “I’ve been called both before.”

	“What are you thinking?”

	“Your sister isn’t overly endowed.” I gestured at my own chest. “The rest is very private. You don’t take off your shirt in public like some of the men anyway.”

	“I take crap for that,” he replied.

	“Listen to me. Your warriors wear a lot of leather straps. One of those could hide your breasts if they were similar in size to your sister’s. No one is going to see what’s between your legs but you and maybe a doctor someday. If you could get to Lazrel without your parents, you could have surgery,” I suggested.

	“I’m not of age.”

	“No, but they could analyze your DNA. Your brain chemistry. If it proves you’re a female on a genetic level, and the Bachal just got it wrong with the anatomy review, you say you’re psychologically tortured by this, and Bachal won’t redo it. Lazrel is very compassionate about these sorts of requests. They’d have to give you hormones, too, just to be sure.” I studied his chest.

	He blushed. “Stop staring, please.”

	“Sorry. I know it’s not what you want. You want to be free and female all the time. But being female here is sort of a demotion. It’s a compromise, but not a good one,” I admitted.

	“Would you change?”

	I shook my head. “That’s so hard to answer. I like being a woman.”

	“If you didn’t. If you wanted to be a man, but knew it’d mean giving all that up. The power, the title, and all of it. Could you? Would you?” he asked.

	I sat back in the chair and thought about it. I couldn’t imagine wanting to be a man. Not for the lack of ruling positions, but for the hormones they had raging in them. My powers gave me a sneak peek into the opposite sex.

	“Those are two different questions. Could I? Yes, I could. My country and queen wouldn’t lock me up or attack me for that. I’d be out of line for the throne and couldn’t rule my house. It’d fall to a cousin to do both. But I could work, farm, or cut gems. I think I’d like the gems.” I studied my rings. “Designing jewelry.”

	“Would you? Would you give up the power?”

	“If I were as miserable as you feel? Yes. Power is pressure, and I can only handle what I’ve been handed because I know who I am. I’m not perfect. I make mistakes and fall down. But I know myself, and I try to do the right thing for my people. My family. I’m selfish at times, but then, I remember what I was taught. I don’t always think of myself. If I were in your shoes, I couldn’t stop thinking of what was done. The fact that you care for your older brother and his situation shows you’re very strong. I don’t think I could handle what you do every day. I would change, yes. There would be questions and some embarrassing conversations in Lazrel, but no stigma. So, I guess it’s easier for me to say yes.”

	“You would be a great queen.”

	“What? No. I’m not in line. I mean I am, but a lot of people are ahead of me. I don’t like to think about that.” I dialed back my overreaction and probed his mind. Was he in talks with my father? I found nothing.

	“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I just think LeFawn is immature. Minnette is selfish and power hungry. I don’t know them as well as you do, but I worry about the future. My brother will be a great king, but my father will probably live forever. Your queen is great, but her daughters are polar opposites and spoiled,” he said.

	I couldn’t really disagree. “They have a lot of time to learn. You’d probably have said the same thing about me if you met me before my mother died. I did a lot of growing up in a short time. They have a good example in their mother, and when the time comes, I will serve Minnette.”

	He grinned. “So loyal. But then, your queen is easy to be loyal to.”

	I rubbed my arm where the contraceptive device had been implanted. She had her moments, but one day, I’d marry and it’d be removed. I hated that she hadn’t talked it over with me first, but somehow, I believed my mother would’ve approved. I’d been around so many strange men compared to my routine life of school before Mother died. Plus, I’d been so close to Nemal so many times. It actually was reassuring in a way.

	“No one is perfect, but I’ll take my queen over your king any day.” I nodded.

	“You want to go home,” he said.

	“I do. I miss my life. My castle. My home. Even Minnette.” I laughed.

	He chuckled. “I miss my brother. Perhaps we could go visit?”

	“I don’t think your father would allow both of his heirs in Lazrel without him,” I said honestly.

	“You’re right. Well, you should go before people begin to talk.” He headed for the door. “If you think of anything, I’d appreciate it.”

	“I will give your situation serious thought and not share a word of your secret,” I promised.

	 

	


Chapter 15

	Nemal hadn’t liked all the time I’d spent with Tantil, so I focused on Nemal for the next couple of days. It gave me time to mull the situation. Tantil had unfortunately withdrawn after our talk. He was moody, sullen, and stayed in his rooms.

	Of course, Nemal took that as a sign I’d rejected the other prince. His ego was satisfied. Men were competitive creatures. Tantil was stuck in a world in between gender roles and in pain.

	I sat up late with the girls talking about other things to keep my mind off all the conflicts swirling in my head.

	“Kimess, you look like you’re lost,” Zoma said.

	“I miss home. I don’t feel like we’re doing anything here. If I could at least catch my father.” I frowned.

	“I don’t know how you can turn him over,” Marel said.

	I looked at her.

	“But my father isn’t a traitor,” Marel added.

	“Exactly. No room for divided loyalties. If my father were not loyal to his family or the queen, then he’s done.” Zoma tapped the table.

	“You and Prince Tantil were spending a lot of time together. Now you’re not.” Marel tried to change the subject.

	“I wanted to see how real people lived. I met Anela’s mother. Tantil didn’t like reality. I think he misses his brother, too. We’re friends, but nothing more.”

	“She’s crazy about Nemal,” Zoma said.

	He annoyed me, but I couldn’t get away from my attraction to him. Crazy about covered it.

	“Nemal and Johey are focused on my father right now. I mean, we’re on good diplomatic terms with the king. No one has offended or goofed up, so it’s a matter of getting Father and sending him back. Then, fulfilling the fake ceremonial crap until we can leave.” I hoped once we had Father, we’d find a reason to cut the visit a bit short.

	“When we’re home, life will be back to normal, and you’ll be fine. Maybe you should do a digital chat with Julianne? Or LeFawn? It might help,” Marel suggested.

	“It might. But it’s too late now. I should get some sleep, and it’ll all look better in the morning.”

	The women headed to their respective rooms as Anela tidied up. I’d felt my father coming and going, but he was always gone by the time I could even get to Johey or try to find him myself. My father wasn’t stupid. If I went for my tablet, he’d have taken off immediately. He always picked times when I was weaker or off balance so he couldn’t be pinned down. Sleep made everyone vulnerable, and he seemed to prefer that time for his visits to catch me off guard.

	Lately, he’d avoided me, and I wasn’t really sorry about that. His plan was insane, and I didn’t want the pressure or any part of it. I absolutely didn’t want anyone to think I was in on it. I just wanted him in the dungeon where he belonged.

	As I slid into bed, I knew he wouldn’t ultimately end up in the dungeon. Not now. Not after what he’d been planning and what I knew. No, he’d be sentenced to death.

	Two hours of fitful sleep later, my eyes popped open. He was in the castle. I dressed hastily and grabbed my tablet. First, I had to figure out where he was. It wasn’t close, but he was deep in the castle. There were dozens of entrances and exits, so even alerting Johey to Father’s presence wouldn’t help him be caught. They could try and hope they got lucky, as Johey had tried before. I’d track him better.

	I headed down like I was going to the area with ships and weapons, but my gift pulled me the opposite way. Instead of toward the ship exit, I went deeper into the caverns of the castle. Lower still, it felt like a dungeon.

	Moans and whimpers echoed as I descended the steps. A whip cracked, and I shuddered. My father was down here? I reached out. Pushing into his brain alerted him I was searching for him, but I needed to know. He wasn’t in pain. Sticking to the shadows, I opened my mind to keep me safe. Slowly, I walked along the wall in the direction I sensed my father.

	I wasn’t quiet enough. One hulking man turned. He had a gash through one eye and a cleaver in his hand. We locked eyes, but I couldn’t let him make a sound. In a blink, I knocked him unconscious with my mind.

	Crossing the room, I got a better look at men shackled to the wall. They were filthy. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I realized they were slick with blood and sweat. Some looked at me hopefully. Others stared in fear.

	My heart wanted to stop, but my feet were smarter. I found a tiny alcove and hid there until I regained my bearings. My father wasn’t a prisoner here. Proceeding down a corridor, I saw many cells packed full of men. Our cells only held one person, and they were never all full. This place looked like it had more prisoners than servants. What could that many men have possibly done?

	I skimmed their minds as I stared straight ahead. The answers that kept coming back varied by cell. Each cell, it seemed, held the men for a specific crime. Theft, rape, desertion, and homosexuality.

	I kept walking.

	Finally, I found a few dank offices. My father was in one of them talking with two men. I knew he could sense me, but he didn’t react. Listening in, I wondered if he’d lie and cut things short.

	“It is very dangerous. You’re sure you want that much?” a man asked.

	“I need to have enough if the first attempt fails,” my father said.

	“That much won’t be cheap,” the man replied.

	“I’ve got it covered. There’re a lot of people in my way, and I want to be sure I have what I need.” Father sent me a warning to leave.

	I refused and waited.

	“We don’t have that much right now, but we can get more. You only need a tiny amount for a slow painful death on one person. It doesn’t take much to do the job fast, but it depends how many people you’re eliminating.” The man sounded happy.

	“We have other drugs,” said another man. “Good stuff we use to confuse and keep the prisoners cooperative and scared.”

	“I’ll keep that in mind. Right now, just the one thing we discussed. As soon as possible,” Father said.

	“You got it. Come back in a few days.” That man stood, his chair scraping the floor loudly.

	“Get out!” my father projected in my mind.

	If I were found there, they’d probably think it was a setup. What was he buying that was so lethal? How many people did he need to kill so quickly? If they killed my father, I’d have no proof he was plotting with the king and obtaining some dangerous poison that could be used in a lot of bad ways. The queen wanted him back dead or alive…but she wanted him.

	I’d find out what he was up to later. I took off before I was found. There was no way to take him. It was a failure of a trip to trap my father, but he wasn’t just making friends to get on the throne. He was out to kill people.

	Late to breakfast the next day, I’d been up late researching Bachal poisons on my tablet. There weren’t many, or we didn’t know about many. I didn’t have access to any of their libraries. Now, I had to go on with my day.

	Spetor sat next to me. “Your guard dogs are away,” he said.

	“Nemal and Johey? They went on some sort of hunt with the king and his son. I do have my droids.” I pointed to them standing by the wall.

	“You must be very precious to your queen.”

	“Or Nemal,” I joked. “Or just very rich and can afford my own droids. Those two are my personal property.”

	“I see. So, you don’t like hunting?”

	“I don’t need to see my food die.” I shook my head. “You’re not out on the hunt?”

	“I’ve been out on patrol for days. I wanted something prettier to look at than the backend of a horse.”

	I laughed. “They’re hunting on horseback?”

	“Not normal for Lazrel?”

	I smiled. “No. Not at all. The men will be sore when they get back.”

	“So, you prefer a ship?”

	“Or relocators. Hunting is done on foot, and it’s rare. Most of our livestock is raised on land set aside for it. They can roam and breed in peace, but are monitored for illness and injury. Numbers are maintained and reduced for optimal living conditions and available food sources and needs.” I sat back. “I’m sorry. You didn’t ask.”

	He grinned at me. “No, I like hearing you talk. You love your country. Different isn’t always bad. I heard you made the prince take you to the slums of the west side.”

	“I didn’t know they were slums. I wanted to meet some average people and help if I could. Sitting around a castle all day gets dull. At home, I have plenty to do between education, advising the queen and the princesses. Plus, I have my family, my farms, and so on. I can visit the people anytime I want, anywhere I like, so I didn’t think it would be a problem. Here, I’m a bit bored,” I said quietly.

	He shrugged. “Women without a husband or children usually are.”

	“You and your rulers have made it clear men are of value, and women aren’t, but that’s not true for me. You say those were slums. Can you show me an average town? Normal people and maybe a medical facility?” I asked.

	“Are you feeling ill?” he asked.

	“No, nothing like that. I understand some women who aren’t married with children work in the medical industry. Lazrel people think all Bachal men are warriors and all women only allowed to be wives and mothers. I’d like to see for myself and be able to tell them there are exceptions to that rule. Other opportunities.” I spun the outing like it’d make Bachal look better. I hoped, Spetor could sell it that way if we were found out.

	“I have the day off. If you want to go, I’d be happy to escort you. I grew up in a normal sort of town. Not a slum. Not a rich area, either. Big hospital and lab. They have them every few towns because most people don’t even have a horse.” He stood. “Let’s go.”

	“My droids are coming, too. We’re not going to ride a horse there, are we?”

	He strutted. “I’ll requisition a small ship. Perks of being higher ranked in the military.”

	“How do you tell ranks apart when there is no real uniform?”

	“You just know. This is where I live. And I’m the queen’s nephew. They don’t tell me no,” he said.

	Half an hour later, he stopped the hover ship on the edge of a town. There were vast deserted areas of nothing between population centers. The slums seemed centered around the castle, as though proximity would demand assistance for the poor from their rulers. Clearly, it didn’t work.

	The smaller cities seemed to do better. He’d pointed out what each town was known for along the way.

	He helped me out of the ship. “This one is known for cloth. They weave a lot. Some machines in use. A lot of knitting, too, for the cold weather layers.”

	“You use all natural material?”

	“Absolutely. That’s all we have.” He walked around the area with confidence. “This isn’t the tanners or furriers. Those are further north where it’s cooler all year. People meet, and trading happens a few times a year at certain locations. This sewing operation is for normal stuff. A lot of women’s and children’s clothing. Women can work here around caring for their children, so that’s a plus.”

	People waved and nodded to him. I slipped into his mind briefly to confirm this was his home town.

	“Is there a medical facility?” I asked.

	He pointed to the big red rectangular building in the distance. “It’s hard to miss.”

	The walk was quicker than I thought it would be, and we were greeted by a woman who obviously expected we needed medical assistance.

	“I just wanted a bit of a tour, if I may,” I said.

	She bowed. “You’re from Lazrel.”

	I smiled and felt like an honored guest. Somehow, this seemed more important than being a guest at the castle. They had to be nice to me.

	The emergency unit was fairly dull.

	“Do you have a lot of poisons?” I asked.

	“Poison?” The nurse shook her head.

	“I meant poisonous creatures here in town. You have a lot of fields nearby. We have a few snakes that are deadly. We have to have antidotes for their venom. Something about the landscape made me think of those snakes. Sorry, I didn’t sleep well last night,” I covered.

	“There are a few bugs that can be deadly. Stinging insects mostly, but it’s rare. It would take a swarm to kill a person.” She seemed relieved I meant creatures.

	We moved up to maternity, and happy mothers showed off the children. Some of the fathers looked more disappointed than pleased. Dipping into their thoughts, it was exactly what I expected.

	“They want boys,” I said.

	“Don’t you want girls in your culture?” Spetor asked.

	I sighed. “It only matters if you’re the ruler of one of the five families. Most families don’t care. And your people can have all the children they want. We’ve got more limitations there.”

	“They can have all they want, but smart families don’t. They can’t afford them. The king encourages it, but they don’t subsidize larger families. Birth control is illegal, but there is a black market,” Spetor whispered in my ear.

	“What’s upstairs?” I asked our guide.

	“The lab. It’s very dull. Very restricted,” she said.

	“If it’s restricted, it can’t be dull,” I said.

	“It has to be kept clean, temperatures controlled, and meticulous records kept. They don’t like distractions or visitors.” She smiled. “I hope you understand.”

	“I suppose,” I said.

	We headed back down. Nemal paced on the first floor. “What are you doing here?” he demanded.

	“I went on a tour. They do allow women to work in some industries. I thought that was an interesting exception. I wanted to see it for myself. What’s wrong? Why are you following me?”

	“You couldn’t wait for me or Johey? You didn’t even bring Marel.” He gestured. “I checked with your droids when I got back to the castle.”

	“I brought my droids for safety, and I don’t answer to you. Neither should they. I’ll have to reprogram them.” My back straightened.

	“You were in a very dangerous area last time. I didn’t say anything because it was with the prince, and you probably trusted him. But this guy—”

	“Kept her even safer,” Spetor said.

	“He’s not a member of the royal family. He shouldn’t be escorting you on official tours,” Nemal said.

	I crossed my arms. “Says you? He’s the queen’s nephew. Either way, I don’t need your permission for an official or an unofficial tour. All this time in Bachal might be making you forget where you come from.”

	I brushed past him and climbed into the ship we’d arrived in. Spetor sped us out of there without regard for Nemal or his horse.

	“Your boyfriend is possessive and jealous.” Spetor chuckled.

	“Jealous of what? He knows I’d never get involved with any man here, no offense. I’m not looking for a husband,” I said.

	“Maybe just some fun?” Spetor asked.

	I checked his thoughts, and they were completely inappropriate. Shoving him back mentally, I glared at him. “No. What annoys me most is that Nemal knows I can defend myself against any man who had questionable intentions.”

	“I saw you that first night. I don’t have a death wish,” he said.

	“Good. I appreciate you being my guide on the tour, but that is all it was and will ever be. Understood?”

	“Yes, Your Highness,” he said with a bow.

	“I’m not royalty. Women don’t need a tiara or a title to have self-respect. At least, not Lazrel women.” I watched the landscape change as we headed back to the dark castle.

	“You’d never find a husband here,” he said.

	I smiled. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

	 

	


Chapter 16

	I stalked into my rooms, and Anela tried to help me with my things. All I could do was pace. When Nemal barged in, Anela dashed out, followed quickly by Marel and Zoma.

	“You have some nerve,” I said.

	“You’re spending time with every man here instead of me, and I have nerve?” he asked.

	“I’m not spending time with them like that. The prince isn’t interested in me.” I couldn’t tell him the whole truth.

	“Spetor is.” Nemal planted his hands on the small table.

	“Spetor is entertaining, and you were off hunting. I wanted to see women working. I wanted the Bachal to see that we’re not looking for only the bad. We’re not just trying to see the flaws. I may have appeared to be doing that on my first trip into the city. I wanted to balance it. Spending time alone with you is impossible. Things are so crowded here. Servants and people piled on top of each other all the time. I want to walk my gardens and fields. My space. I miss my home. Our castle.”

	“I do, too. Maybe you should be hunting for your father instead of flirting,” he said.

	“Don’t you dare act jealous and possessive! I’m not yours to claim. Don’t act like I can’t defend myself.” I calmed myself. His thoughts were so possessive and protective that I was almost flattered, but I wouldn’t hide behind a man here or anywhere.

	“Faldar warned you. He said it’d be easier if we let people know we’re together. Then, you had to show off your powers,” he said.

	“People knew about my powers. The king and queen and twins certainly did. Maybe Faldar thought it’d be easier on you if people thought we were together. Then, the men wouldn’t bother me, but you’d still sort of be in charge. More power for the men?” I asked.

	“It’s not our culture. I’m trying not to offend them, and you’re throwing your superiority in their faces.” He rounded the table and closed some of the distance between us.

	“Superiority is relative. I can’t shift into a dragon. I have some powers.”

	“And rank,” he said.

	“So? If you think I’m going to pamper your ego or theirs while they grope Marel or treat me like a pretty ornament for men to drool over, you’re wrong. If you think I’m going to be on your arm adoring you to make you look powerful and strong, you’re wrong. I’ve been up at night roaming the castle if I even feel a twinge that my father might be there. I went on two excursions, yes, to get to know the country which is part of why we’re here, but also to get farther out so my powers cover a wider range. To see if I can figure out where he’s hiding out there. I didn’t get mad at you for going hunting and leaving me alone.” I pointed at the tiny window I had.

	“Touring is fine, but going alone with a strange man and only droids…The Bachal have weapons. They could destroy your droids. You can protect yourself, but was it worth it? Your father is your excuse, but is he out during the day very often?”

	“Maybe not, but excuse? You make it sound like I’m using him to throw parties or just enjoy myself. He’s part of the reason I was sent here. No one needs me on a diplomatic mission except to read minds and bait my father. I wish I weren’t here, but I have to be. Your ego isn’t my problem.” I poked him in his hard chest. “My traitorous father is.”

	“Don’t you think I want to catch him so you can relax? The hunting trip? The other manly crap I’ve done is to see if he’s hiding there.”

	“Good. Great. We’re both looking. I’m not the one throwing a tantrum about it.” I shoved a chair and resisted the urge to throw something.

	“I wanted time alone with you. That’s all. I have no foolish ideas of being your boss,” he said.

	I realized how much I’d missed him, too. We were so used to being together that when life pulled us apart, we acted badly. “Good. It’s bad enough your mother is my boss, and one day, your sister will be. If this is ever going to work out, we need to be on the same side. Talk more.”

	“The Bachal seem to divide the genders more during the day. Lots of military work and women doing other stuff. It’s not what we’re used to.” He took my hand and kissed it.

	“True. We’re better working together than apart.” I hugged him, and the tension melted from me.

	We’d been apart too long. Being close to him was soothing. It seemed like here, I’d turned men into the enemy or into access to information. At home, I outranked most people, men or women, but here, I felt the inequality, and there was a need to defy it somehow.

	Nemal kissed me, and I realized I was trying to protect him, as well. If my father comprehended how close we were, he might try to get Nemal out of the way to keep going with the insane plan. If I lost Nemal, what else would be left to take from me?

	“You’re tense again. What’s wrong?” Nemal asked.

	“My father is dangerous. Very dangerous. He might try to hurt you if he knows how close we are.”

	“Are you in danger?”

	“No, I’m not high-ranking enough to be a target. But he’s got friends and helpers here. I don’t have a lot of details about who he’s talking with or what he’s after. But he’s in private conversations with the king. I’m sorry. Just don’t let your guard down, please.”

	He kissed me softly, and I let the worries go. I dug my nails into his shoulders. So many times, I’d pulled away, but not today. Time was running out. My father might ruin my life, but he couldn’t take this away from me. I loved Nemal, and I wasn’t going to wait one more moment.

	The sex had been fast and intense. Then, the second time, it was slow, and the intimacy sank deeper because it was the right person. My mother’s advice on sex was the last thing I expected to have running through my mind. Nemal was the right person. We may have just moved to another castle temporarily, but the freedom was hard to deny. For once, I was glad for the contraceptive device in my arm. Afterward, Nemal stared at the ceiling as I watched him.

	Whatever reality was like outside the door, I didn’t care. I felt safe and perfectly content. I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to say or do now. We were still ourselves, the same two people, but we couldn’t go back. I didn’t want to go back to strictly friends.

	“You okay?” he asked.

	I smiled. Same old Nemal. “Yes. You?”

	He chuckled. “Fine and highly motivated to take your side on everything imaginable.”

	“Men. So easily persuaded.” I hugged him. “If your family finds out about this…”

	“I’ve always been on your side. Court life makes it complicated to show feelings. Once people in the castle know about a relationship, it takes on a life of its own in rumors. I didn’t want to tie you down too soon. Life made you grow up so fast. Speaking of life, I had to spoil this moment with a negative topic, but I have to ask you something. What did he say?” he asked.

	“Who?” I asked.

	“Your father. When you saw him. Johey said he showed up in your bedroom,” he said.

	How much to tell him? “He has delusions. He thinks he can take over and get his people on the throne.”

	“Here or Lazrel?” Nemal asked.

	“Here is more likely. He’d love for both to happen, but he might mean for Bachal to conquer Lazrel. If he can help, he’ll be rewarded. It’s a jumble of dreams, plots, and schemes. Who knows? He might be targeting a small nation where he’ll make himself emperor. It’s hard to tell what’s true.”

	I’d left out some critical pieces, but I wouldn’t cooperate, so it didn’t matter. I wouldn’t seduce Faldar. I’d just chosen the man I wanted. I wouldn’t play my father’s game. It didn’t matter how he tried to manipulate the other players. I couldn’t do anything about it, and worrying only made things worse.

	“You’re worried about him,” he said.

	“I’m worried about what he can do. People think he has influence or power because I’m his daughter. He’s using me to gain followers and respect. I don’t want people to believe anything he says, but it doesn’t matter here. We just need to grab him and drag him home.” I rested my head on Nemal’s chest.

	“We will. Show me where you followed him in the castle,” he said.

	I hugged him tighter. “I don’t want to move.”

	He glanced at the clock. “We’ll be expected for dinner in the great hall. Marel and Zoma will be worried if we don’t let them in at some point. Meet me in the hall at midnight.”

	“I’ll meet you in the hall in half an hour for dinner. We are better together, and I want to spend more time with you. The rest will fall into place, and we’ll handle it.” I kissed him and grabbed my robe.

	“If your father finds out, I’m not sure if he’ll try to kill me or recruit me.” Nemal got dressed.

	“I wouldn’t worry about him. Your mother and Minnette will have an issue with me.”

	“Worth it?” he asked.

	My cheeks burned. “It won’t be the last time, if that’s what you mean.”

	He left with a grin. I couldn’t stop smiling, either. How a fight had brought us so much closer, I wasn’t sure. But I also didn’t care. My life was going to be what I made it, not what my father wanted to manipulate the world into.

	 

	


Chapter 17

	For once, I felt hopeful. Nemal and I had reconnected and taken things farther. We were a team again, and I hoped it would help me to pin down my father. I’d showed Nemal the new places I’d been—from the dungeon to the weapons room.

	At dinner, we were in our own little bubble in my room. Marel, Zoma, and Johey were part of it. I missed home and being surround by people who understood me felt wonderful. No one could say I hadn’t tried to understand the local world, but it wasn’t where I belonged.

	“Spetor is cute,” Marel said.

	“He’s attractive, but dangerous. He likes being a rebel, of sorts. I only went with him because I didn’t want to get Tantil in trouble. He’d already been my escort into the real Bachal once.” I didn’t want Marel falling for a Bachal man, good or bad.

	“Tantil is cute.” Zoma smiled. “But a couple nice people aren’t enough around here. We don’t belong. When can we go home?”

	“I feel the same way. I just need to figure out Father’s hiding spot. He knows how to evade me and block my mind reading. When he’s weak, I can get through, but it’s like a physical fight. Sometimes, one has the upper hand, and sometimes, the other does. There are no guarantees.” Failure washed over me. I should’ve captured my father, by now, but my own romance was taking priority. We could make some excuse and head home once we had my father.

	“But if you see him, you can just grab him. Right?” Marel asked.

	“I can move things with my mind, yes. I’ve never tried to hold something with my mind for a long period of time. Holding onto something that large that was trying to get away for an undetermined amount of time, I don’t know if I can do it. I’ve done it here and there, but not indefinitely.”

	“You flew in the air when Ballen tried to make you jump. I saw you,” Nemal said.

	“I pushed against the ground. I repelled, sort of. That’s not the same thing as holding onto a person. Objects don’t fight back. They don’t have a strength or will of their own. I can try. I’ve been improving my powers, but he’ll be trying to trick me, mess with my mind, and physically get away. I’m just saying it takes a lot of energy.” I feared his lies and his schemes more than his fighting back.

	“Grab him, and Prince Johey will put him in laser cuffs and leg shackles. It’ll be fast. We’ll help,” Zoma said.

	“Not Zoma or Marel. I don’t want anyone getting hurt. Johey is a queen’s guard, Nemal, too. They’re at least trained,” I replied.

	“We’re in this together. Who knows what he’s trying to do, but we’re all on this mission,” Marel said.

	I sighed. “Thank you. I’m so ashamed of him. He is trying to get his hands on poison or a weapon, so don’t assume he’s harmless.”

	Nemal put an arm around my shoulders. “You’ve chosen the right side. He went down the wrong path.”

	“He’s smart. He’s persuasive. We can’t let him slip through our fingers. I just don’t know if I could really…” I didn’t want to say the words.

	“Kill him?” Johey supplied. “Don’t worry. I will.”

	Nemal kissed my cheek. “If the need arises, I can, too.”

	“I’m fine with it,” Zoma said. “In an academic sense. I’d probably use a droid, though.”

	“Droids can’t kill people without an execution order by royal command unless the droids are defending humans,” I said.

	“The queen will have your father executed when she gets him back,” Marel said.

	“You can give a royal command,” Nemal said.

	I frowned. “No, I can’t. Not an execution order. I’m ruler of the fifth family.”

	“And he is a member of your family. Under your rule,” Zoma said. “You can order the droids to execute him on sight. Or at least seize him.”

	I paused. “Seizing him would work. The queen will want him interrogated. He’s talking to people here. He knows things. I’d hate to lose that intelligence.”

	Johey held up a finger. “Input the order for capture on sight. If he attempts to expose us to poison then flee capture, the droid can escalate to lethal force. The droids are here to protect you, so if they find him, you’ve found him. If you can control him, we get to interrogate.”

	“Sounds good. I just don’t know if the droids have authority here. Foreign country. Could be a lot of red tape and mess if we kill him here. Droids or one of us.” I hadn’t really thought about it, but having seen their dungeons, I didn’t want to be held in Bachal for any reason.

	“She’s right. We need to get him on a relocator pad alive. He’s our subject, but the king could grant him protection. Like you wanted to do for Faldar,” Nemal said to me.

	The droids cleared the dishes.

	“Can LeFawn break off the engagement now? Safely?” Johey asked.

	“I think so. Better if they say it’s mutual, but once we’re back, we can talk to them about it in person. No rush since it’s not real.”

	A knock on the door made us all turn. I pointed to the droid who then opened the door.

	Anela stood there. “Can I come? There is news.”

	“Of course,” I said.

	She shut the door behind her. “The king is bored, which means anything can happen. Only this time, it’s a good thing.”

	“What’s a good thing?” Nemal asked.

	“He demands a visit from Prince Faldar. The queen will be thrilled. It may only be a short visit, but everyone is excited for the celebration,” Anela said.

	“Celebration. Since we’ve been here, we’ve had a welcome party, the twin’s birthday, and now, a welcome home party?” Johey shook his head.

	“He needs to keep the army happy and loyal,” Anela said.

	“He needs to improve the quality of life and not create distractions. What are some of the other methods of distraction? Some of the bad ones?” I asked.

	Anela grabbed the wine and refilled our cups. “Sometimes, there are takeovers of small nations. Sometimes, there are border attacks from Lazrel.”

	“Never,” Nemal said.

	“The fringes might skirmish over border game or territory, but there have been no military attacks,” Johey said.

	“They’re distractions. I never said they were facts. Some cause fear and worry. People appreciate what little they have and don’t want to lose it. The happy ones can make people resent that they don’t have what the royal family does. But the king usually makes gifts that are spread out, some to every town.” Anela shrugged.

	“That’s something,” Marel said.

	“But the town officials probably keep it for themselves,” Anela replied.

	“Officials are appointed by the king. Wouldn’t they want to keep their people appeased?” Zoma asked.

	“There is never enough to go around. Tough choices are a part of the military, so their families live with it, too.”

	“Military culture,” Johey said. “You sound like you’re living in a state of war.”

	“That’s how normal people do live. The king sends the troops on patrols and attacks. If we win and keep winning, we may rule the planet and have all the luxuries the greedy nations far away hold hostage. The luck of the horrid war left us with land and powerful shifters, but not the best resources.” She sounded like she was giving a speech.

	“Earth was devastated by disease and destruction. None of us were rich with resources. It’s how people used what was left.” Zoma sat up straighter.

	“No judgment, but we all have our own priorities. Our country would not make the same choices, and we all must live with our choices,” I said.

	Anela nodded.

	“So, when will the prince arrive?” Nemal asked.

	“Tomorrow, and he’s bringing someone. Not just security. People are hoping it’s the princess,” Anela said.

	“LeFawn? Here? I hope not,” I said.

	“It’s not quite my niece’s style,” Johey agreed.

	“Faldar’s future wife being here would cheer up the court,” Anela said.

	“A foreign princess to become their queen over a local girl? That’ll look good,” Marel said.

	“Peace might be a welcome change. The marriage would support a friendship between the countries,” Nemal said.

	Anela looked at the floor.

	I shook my head. “When most of the country is employed by the military, I’m not sure that’s how they’ll see it. Peace might not be the goal.”

	“Definitely not. She can’t come. I need to talk to my sister.” Johey stood and headed out.

	“We shouldn’t have two of the queen’s children here either. Certainly not someone in line of succession that close to the throne,” I said.

	“Johey will take care of it.” Nemal smiled. “Faldar alone will be enough for people to celebrate.”

	“Hopefully, it’s enough to draw Father out. All the celebrating will be a good distraction,” I said to Nemal.

	He leaned in and kissed me.

	“Are you two going to announce your engagement soon?” Zoma asked.

	I shot her a look. “There is no such engagement.”

	“The queen must approve any such cross family and royal engagements,” Marel said.

	Zoma waved it off. “I know, but it’s not like she’d say no.”

	“There is no rush for a wedding. Minnette needs to settle down first. Get the line in order,” Nemal said.

	“Family politics can be trickier than international politics sometimes,” I replied.

	Marel said, “You’re smart.”

	“Let us know what time Faldar is arriving, please, Anela. We want to be there to welcome him, too,” I said.

	“Of course. I’ll find out.” She dashed out the door.

	“You trust her?” Nemal asked.

	“I do. We’re taking her and her mother back when we leave. They have no one. No man in their family. This place is insane,” I said.

	“It’s foreign, all right,” Zoma said.

	“We should go and let them have some privacy,” Marel said.

	“It’s fine,” I said.

	“We’ll check on Johey.” Zoma stood. “If you stay in Nemal’s room, or he stays here, no one will be reporting it to anyone.”

	“Thanks,” I said.

	They left, and I kissed Nemal on the lips.

	“You’re tense,” he said.

	“Faldar is a good distraction, but if he pushes his father too far, we could have a problem.” I rubbed my eyes.

	“Why would he? Why now?” Nemal asked.

	I shrugged. “I have a bad feeling. You might want to try to talk to Faldar privately.”

	“He wants to go back to Lazrel. If his father doesn’t make him stay, I don’t think it’ll be an issue.” He brushed my hair back behind my ear.

	Shrugging, I said, “I can’t shake the feeling. I wish I could get a vision of what we’re up against.”

	He kissed my neck. “You’re too tense. You need to relax.”

	“We’d better go to bed. I don’t want to embarrass your uncle.” I led the way to the back to the bedroom.

	He laughed. “Johey isn’t dumb. He’s probably warning Mom that we’re getting closer.”

	“Great. The spies are everywhere.” I sighed.

	Faldar arrived with much fanfare in the castle. The royal family welcomed home their son. It was who he brought with him that made my stomach drop.

	Nemal looked at me. I shook my head. I should’ve known. Skimming their minds only made it worse. They’d become inseparable. The freedom and peace in Lazrel had spoiled them. At least, they weren’t holding hands. They needed to be careful here.

	The royal family welcomed Remmy politely, as they would any prince, but the disappointment showed on their faces.

	“He needs to go back,” Nemal whispered in my ear.

	“Tell him. Or you have to go.”

	“Me? Why?” he asked.

	“Too many Lazrel princes here. I don’t like it,” I said.

	“I bet Mother is saying the same thing,” he replied.

	I was trying to think like her. Without her wisdom and example, I felt adrift at times. Losing my mother had been horrible. Being in a foreign land showed me how much there was to learn. I could go home, but the queen wouldn’t be happy, and I’d have achieved nothing. My father was still on the loose.

	Remmy hugged his brother, and Faldar greeted us, as well. It was all proper and polite. Finally, we found that Remmy’s rooms were in our hallway and descended on him.

	“What are you doing here?” Johey demanded.

	“I couldn’t let Faldar face this alone,” Remmy said.

	“Face what?” I asked.

	“He’s not going to tell his father anything. Relax, Kimess. We know it’s not safe,” Remmy said.

	“Then, why come?” Nemal asked.

	Remmy crossed his arms. “I couldn’t be away from him. It’s real. It’s forever. I don’t care what we have to do. Lie, hide, or run away.”

	“I’m not sure Faldar is at that same place. And I still think there are too many royal princes here.” I hoped Johey would agree with me.

	“I’d go, but if I leave without your father in laser cuffs, the queen will send me back. No one cares about my title.” Johey waved dismissively.

	“I feel like the balance of power is off,” I said.

	“You’re good,” Remmy replied.

	“Meaning?” Nemal asked.

	“Mother sent Minnette on a tour to visit our allies and it ends in Fairyland. She’ll be stuck there for a while, but at least she’s safe. The rebel rumblings made Mother nervous, and I think she saw that I won’t give up Faldar.” Remmy looked down.

	My jaw fell. “The queen sent the crowned princess to Fairyland?”

	Johey scrubbed his palms over his face. “It’s okay. It’s good, really. Minnette is very regal. She can shore up allies. And she’ll be safe in Fairyland.”

	Nemal balled his fists. “So, send LeFawn. She’s the younger princess. Minnette needs to learn and be in the castle. Isn’t this training for her?”

	“Are you second guessing our queen?” Remmy asked.

	“Your own mother?” Johey asked.

	“I am!” I said. “LeFawn is young and second in line, she should’ve gone to a safe place. She could stand to gain diplomatic experience with our allies.” I would’ve made another choice.

	“She’s also your friend, while you and Minnette don’t get along as well. It’s admirable you want your friend safe, but it’s the queen’s decision,” Johey said.

	“It’s done either way. She’s gone. There is plenty for her to study in Fairyland. Minnette agreed with you, Kimess, if that helps. She tried everything to change the queen’s mind,” Remmy said.

	Part of me wanted to go home even more, but if things were building that seriously, I needed to have my father in tow. He was a ringleader and an instigator.

	“Are things that bad at home?” Nemal asked his brother.

	“Not really. Not for most people. The rebels are stirring up issues on the fringe. Simma has reported a few problems to the queen, and the guards have increased patrols. The border is dangerous. A lot of misinformation is spreading,” Remmy said.

	“We shouldn’t be here,” I said.

	“We need to get your father,” Nemal said.

	Johey nodded. “And we can’t bolt for home. We need to stay on good terms. Especially if Remmy wants to bring Faldar back.”

	Part of me understood. Nemal and I would have a hard time dealing with approval for us. However, our being together wouldn’t start a war. Faldar’s secret was dangerous for him alone. If we kept lying and covering for him with the Bachal royals, it could destroy any peace or friendship built.

	“I hate to be negative, but how can it go on indefinitely? The king will want his heir back. He’ll want him to produce sons soon,” I said.

	“Why not?” Remmy asked.

	Nemal’s eyes widened, and he glared at his older brother. “No, you aren’t actually marrying him off to LeFawn and then move here with her. No. Our baby sister is not going to be in a sham marriage for you.”

	“LeFawn wouldn’t agree to that,” I said.

	“What’s the alternative?” Remmy asked. “He has to marry someone and have heirs.”

	I knew my father would point out this was a flaw in the monarchy system. To me, it was a flaw with the Bachal. They’d backslid so far with their civil liberties and social inclusion—so much more than I’d ever imagined before coming here.

	No one said anything.

	“What?” Remmy asked.

	“He can have sons without having a wife. Your mother had me laying the groundwork for a breakup of the engagement, but you’re still believing the engagement will save you,” I said.

	Remmy rubbed his neck. “We’ve tried to figure out something. He believes his father won’t budge or have any sympathy.”

	“He won’t,” I said.

	Nemal sighed.

	“I’m sorry. This king believes in power and control. He’s not going to change his views. But Faldar is popular with his people. There isn’t an easy answer.” I swore I heard my father whispering that I was the answer. I was being selfish. I could be queen and make them happy. Deep down, I knew that wasn’t my purpose. My home was Lazrel, and my life was dedicated to my people.

	“See.” Remmy gestured to me. “I was hoping for some movement. Some insight from our seer, but Faldar isn’t afraid of his father. He understands him.”

	“He can remove himself from the line of succession,” Nemal suggested.

	“And tell the truth why? Flee to Fairyland? What else can we do?” Remmy asked.

	Johey held up his hand. “There is no mechanism for him to give up his inheritance. He’ll be crowned when his father dies. If he abdicates at that point, the crown goes to Tantil.”

	“So, he’s stuck. Great.” Nemal looked at me.

	“It’s Faldar’s life. He must decide where to live. How to live. The queen won’t let LeFawn go through with a sham wedding. I won’t let her come here. She’d never make it.” I couldn’t stand to see my friend live here.

	Remmy shook his head. “I was really hoping you’d help me. You did before.”

	“I want to help. Maybe helping before was an impulsive mistake. I worried Faldar would admit the truth, and he’d be in real danger. I didn’t want to see you sad. I can’t let you and LeFawn move here. To this court. They’ll find out the truth in no time. You’d be in danger. LeFawn would be extremely vulnerable. The engagement will be broken off,” I said.

	“You’re the boss?” Remmy asked.

	“Remmy, you’re my friend. I don’t want to hurt you. I like Faldar. I like his brother. I even like his mother, to some extent. But my responsibility is to Lazrel. To my queen. To the family I rule. I will do what is best. If you don’t like it, you can go home and take it up with your mother. I haven’t completed my objectives here yet, but you don’t have to stay.”

	Nemal looked at me with a hint of surprise. Without directly expressing it, I’d just told Remmy that I was, in fact, the boss.

	“Maybe you just miss the country where women have the final say,” Remmy said.

	I stood. “I miss a country where everyone is free, fed, and safe. I miss my home. I’m not giving orders. I’m following them. Nothing will be decided, announced, or broken here. We can all review it with the queen when we get back. But under no circumstances are you to talk about wedding dates or make it sounds as though the marriage is a go. LeFawn is young. There is no rush. Understand?”

	Remmy sighed. “I hate being royal sometimes.”

	“You’d hate living here more,” Nemal said.

	I left, and Nemal followed.

	“He’s upset,” Nemal said.

	“I know, but he can’t just show up and be careless. Not here. We’ve lived here for weeks. He hasn’t. All of Faldar’s advising isn’t the same thing as seeing this world in action. You need to talk to your brother in private and convince him to see things honestly. It might change his attitude.” I paced the hall.

	“Johey will, too. You were a little bossy,” Nemal said.

	“He needs it. Remmy and Faldar have been in a love fog for a couple of months. And that’s wonderful, but they have real obstacles in their relationship. Maybe the king will let Faldar stay in Lazrel. Look the other way. Let him enjoy his youth or whatever. That’s for Faldar to discuss with his father. He knows how to approach his father better than Remmy or us. We tried. I feel bad for getting involved.” I rested my head on Nemal’s shoulder.

	He hugged me tight. “Don’t say that. You wanted to help. We both know how happy they’ve been. It’s not some infatuation. Their love is real, right?”

	“Minnette is so jealous.”

	Nemal chuckled. “Jealous of us, too?”

	“No, she thinks she’ll put a stop to us. Maybe her being in Fairyland will be good for one thing.” I smiled.

	“We just need to get your father and get the hell out of here,” he said.

	I agreed totally. “We can’t leave Remmy here.”

	“I don’t think he’ll want to stay.”

	“I don’t either, but he’s so attached to Faldar.” I rolled my shoulders. The tension wouldn’t back off.

	“What’s wrong?”

	I turned my head. “I feel like chaos is building.”

	“War?” he asked.

	“Chaos is the word I feel. I can’t even get a vision on Faldar and Remmy. It’s one big jumble.” I wanted to rest. “You talk to your brother. I’m going to try and see if I can get things clearer.”

	He kissed me quickly. I went my way, and he returned to his family. I felt so sorry for Remmy and Faldar, but they were adults. Life wasn’t fair, but only they could make their choices. What mattered most? What risks would they take? I could advise, but I couldn’t force people to follow. Unless Remmy chose to stay here…We couldn’t let that happen no matter what. That was not an option.

	 

	


Chapter 18

	The cheering crowds outside the castle made no sense to me. I leaned on the ledge of the window and watched. Below, on the balcony, the Bachal royal family waved to the crowd. Faldar had taken a tour around the castle on horseback as part of a military troop. Now, he smiled and waved at his subjects.

	“It’s so weird,” Marel said.

	“I know. The crowd adores the royals. After what I’ve seen, they should be on the verge of a historic French Revolution.” I watched as the dragons and pegasi flew around the skies.

	“Fear does weird things. A coordinated regime of fear and control can brainwash people.” She glanced out the window and sighed.

	“It’s not that. I just don’t see a lot of the people shifting. Maybe it’s just me. Maybe it’s that they have to undress or they’d tear their clothing. I guess I thought I’d see more griffons and dragons up close. Sort of a letdown,” she said.

	That was true. I’d seen dragons and knew some of the shifters—at least what they shifted into. But not all the people felt like shifters. Anela’s mom, and the people in her building, didn’t seem to have that power. I didn’t feel it from them.

	“You’d think if they could shift, they’d hunt or forage in animal form. They’d be stronger,” I said.

	“You haven’t seen a lot of shifting, either? I know the royals are the real deal. But maybe they don’t all have the powers? Not everyone born in a magical family has magical powers.”

	“Right.” I had to ask more questions, discreetly, of the right people. “Don’t mention this to anyone. Don’t be nosy about it, okay?”

	“Sure. It’s no big deal. I just want to go home.” She leaned out the window. “What happened to Tantil?”

	I looked. “Maybe he went in. The fuss is over Faldar.”

	“They have so many parties. It’s a distraction move for us and the people. It’s like they have to show off,” Marel said quietly.

	“I know. Keep an eye on things. I’m going to see if I can find my father while people are distracted.”

	“Will do,” she said.

	I didn’t feel my father, but it couldn’t hurt. Walking around felt better than sitting and watching some outpouring of adoration. I headed for my room. A few minutes alone would do me well.

	Anela was cleaning as I entered. I sat on the sofa and stared at her. Nothing.

	“Is something wrong?” she asked.

	“What sort of shifter is your mother?” I asked.

	Anela froze for a split second. I felt her fear. “She’s so weak and old. She doesn’t do that.”

	I wasn’t giving up. “Of course. What sort was she?”

	“A dolphin,” Anela said.

	“Are you a dolphin shifter, too?”

	She nodded, but there was no pride. I skimmed her brain. There was no truth. “Do you know how foolish it is to lie to me?”

	She went a ghostly white. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to lie, but the king told everyone that if people ask, just make up one. Outsiders think everyone here is a shifter.”

	“I’m trying to help you. I want the truth.” I walked to her and took the broom from her hand. “Sit down and tell me.”

	She sat at the table, and I poured the wine.

	“There’s not a lot to tell. They just let others think every citizen is a powerful shifter. A lot of them are. All the royals. Most of the elite guards. Some humans didn’t want to leave the area or were afraid of Lazrel. The rules. The dome. The woman on the throne.” She sipped the wine.

	“And the Bachal let them stay?”

	“They aren’t treated well. Even ones who work hard and live a decent life know it can be taken away. The Bachal like having slaves, but they never say who is who. That way others think every Bachal is a dangerous shifter.” She frowned.

	“How do you know who is a shifter and not? There don’t seem to be any clues,” I said.

	“Shifters can sense each other. Everyone else is a human. Most days, it doesn’t really matter. We don’t have many outsiders visiting.”

	I tried to maintain a neutral expression. “Shocking.”

	“Please don’t tell anyone I told you. I’d be killed.”

	“I won’t. It explains a lot.” Another reason they didn’t want us to come to their country for negotiations. “I wonder why they wanted us here now.”

	“I don’t. You’re a small group. Mostly young. Probably want to try to impress you and seem like a friend,” she said.

	“Thanks. I need to go check Remmy.”

	I left the room, but didn’t go to Remmy’s. As I tried to feel for my father—the sooner we grabbed him, the better—I saw Tantil headed down the hall.

	“What’s wrong? I asked.

	He shook his head. “Nothing.”

	His eyes seemed dead. There was a coldness about him. “Are you sure? I thought you’d be happy to see your brother.”

	“I am. He’s so very happy. It’s a shame everyone can’t be that happy.” Tantil started down the hall again.

	I followed him. “Aren’t your supposed to be on the balcony?”

	Turning fast, he snapped, “They don’t need me. I’m never happy enough. I don’t fit in.”

	“Well, you know why you feel that way. I wish I could help you.”

	He looked around. “It’s Remmy, isn’t it?”

	I lifted a shoulder.

	He smiled. “Who else could pull enough strings to get the crown to go along with this visit? I should’ve known.”

	“What does it matter who?”

	“My father is angry that LeFawn didn’t come. He wanted to see her,” he replied.

	Tantil’s abrupt subject change threw me for a second. “Her mother would never let her come here without the queen joining her. She’s in the line of succession. She’s young.”

	“I told him as much. He’s protective of my sister in a similar way. But if she’s good enough to be queen one day, she should be strong enough to travel a bit.” He scowled.

	“Someday, I’m sure.” I couldn’t tell him Minnette was sent to Fairyland, and that meant LeFawn had to stay in the country and be safe.

	He paced.

	“You’re not going to betray your brother or tell the king what Remmy is, are you?” I asked.

	Tantil stopped. “Of course not. I’d never drag down others. I know what it’s like. Our nature is our nature. My brother hides. I was altered.”

	“Maybe you and Faldar need to have a sit down with your father. Discuss reality?”

	“Stand up to him?” He chuckled. “If we do that, I’ll warn you, so you can get home first.”

	“Thank you. I hope it’s not that explosive if it happens.” I skimmed his mind, and the words civil war lingered.

	“Excuse me. I need a break before the dinner party, tonight,” he said.

	“Of course.”

	As the dinner and dancing wore on, I couldn’t take the unhappiness anymore. Nemal was worried about his brother. Tantil was his usual frustrated self. Part of me wanted to think of him as the woman he really was, but if I did, and a she slipped out of my mouth, I could cause a lot more problems for the young prince.

	Johey paced the edge of the room. Marel and Zoma pretended to have fun, but they really wanted to go home. We all did. Even Remmy, now surrounded by warriors and their wives, understood why we wanted to leave.

	He might find some of the men attractive, but this wasn’t home where he could be himself and date any of the well-born men who also happened to be homosexual. Carefully watching him, I slipped into his mind. He wanted to cling to Faldar, but he couldn’t. Instead, he stuck close to his brother and danced with the princess, Marel, and Zoma.

	Once I was sure the rest of my group was appropriately occupied, I slipped away. The king had excused himself for a report from a scouting party, so I wouldn’t really be missed. The queen fawned over her eldest son.

	As I tuned into my father’s mind to try and locate him, I pushed away the nagging guilt about Tantil. I couldn’t find an answer. My help for Remmy had only made a bigger mess. Plus, Tantil had a different problem, so how could I help? He had to choose the next step. It was his life and body.

	My feet followed my instinct. I had no idea where I was going, but three guards were unconscious by the time I arrived in a desolate hallway after a hideously long walk. I heard the king’s voice, but felt my father’s mind. I hugged the wall and peeked in. Unlike the dungeon rooms, this hall wasn’t filthy or infested with vermin.

	“You have what you need for your piece. But…the other problem,” the king said.

	“That may be harder than first anticipated. You can take certain matters in your own hands. Encourage and persuade,” my father said.

	“That is not a discussion I’m willing to entertain. I command. I don’t ask,” the king replied gruffly.

	“I understand. But I can’t command things, and not everyone is under your rule. There are options, but I can’t take the steps for you. You don’t want a war.” My father’s mind was intensely engaged.

	With his focus firmly on the king, I pushed into his mind. It worked! He didn’t actually want war, he wanted power by marriage or offspring—same as before. I tried to dig in and find the clues to his specific plans, but he pushed me away.

	“Damn it, of course I want war. I want a war I can win easily and enough advantages on my side to make Lazrel surrender and accept me without much fuss.” The king was lying. He didn’t care if they accepted him. He wanted justifications to throw in people’s faces.

	“Admirable goals,” my father said.

	“Go away or you’ll be caught,” he said in my mind.

	My mother and I had talked in our minds all the time. It’d been years since my father and I had done it. But his walls were down.

	“I can be here,” I replied.

	“Your friends will die if the king thinks I’m really here for you,” he said.

	“What?” I asked.

	“The king knows you’re my daughter.”

	“You’re a traitor. Conspiring with another monarch. Helping them plan a war!” I hated him.

	“I am a survivor. I will side with whoever gives me the best deal. Lazrel doesn’t want to let me live. Even with you so close to the throne. I can’t stay there.”

	“You’re a user. I won’t let you win.” I pulled at him from the hallway.

	“Stop it. You drag me off now, and the king will lock down this castle. You’ll be detained. You don’t want to be stuck here, trust me. If you’re on my side, you’ll be treated well,” he warned.

	“If I’m on your side, I’ll be interrogated. Tortured if they don’t like what they hear, and forced to help in the war on Lazrel. Once I’m of no use, they’ll kill me. They’re using you.”

	“Of course, they are. They use me. I use them. You can share some info and build up trust. Seduce Faldar and they’ll love you forever. Mothers matter here, you have one son, and you’re set. Future queen and all the perks. Let the men rule. No work.”

	“The perks for being the Royal Seer of Lazrel are better than queen of this country,” I replied.

	“You’re such a child. Power means something. Status without stress is better.”

	“Here, women don’t have power. The queen is protected and pampered, but her power comes from the king. From her princes. That’s not real power. That’s men respecting other men’s power and humoring their women.” I couldn’t believe he was actually serious.

	“Short-sighted. You can change it all once you’re on the throne. This king will die one day, but you’re young. You’re impatient. You like that young prince with no future.” He tried to push me out of his mind.

	I balled my fists and held my ground. “I won’t betray my queen. Not for a society like this or any other reason. You’re crazy if you think these people will change, or if you believe they’ll treat you well once it’s over. Once you’ve helped them all you can, they’ll kill you or toss you over the border.”

	“I’ll take my chances. I’m smarter than most people give me credit for. You know that. But then again, you let Remmy come here. That very un-warrior prince followed his boyfriend here? The queen didn’t see a potential problem?” he mocked.

	“The queen let him come. No one consulted me on the matter. This is a poor choice on Remmy’s part. And Faldar’s. But a woman isn’t the solution to this,” I replied.

	“The truth isn’t either.”

	“What mission do you have? What are they making you do?” I asked.

	“Making me? No one makes me do anything. It’s a good deal. I promise I’ll never hurt you.” His tone changed.

	I mentally grabbed him and started to drag him along. It took discipline to pin all his limbs, and he was solid muscle.

	“Stop. You’re wasting your time. If I don’t go back in, the king will lock it all down. You won’t win this one.” He struggled to get free.

	I released him, but felt his momentary fear that I could hold him and be in his mind at the same time. My powers had advanced more than even I thought. “I will win on my terms, not yours. And if you hurt anyone I care about, I’ll kill you myself.”

	“You couldn’t kill me. But don’t worry, I won’t hurt Nemal.”

	I stalked off. Part of me wanted to kill him now, but I didn’t know enough. And the king would overreact. Getting my father meant taking him back to Lazrel, not all of us being under investigation and stuck in Bachal.

	How could I throw him off enough to access his mind and keep him from regaining control long enough to get what I needed? Short bursts were fine, but he knew the second I was in his mind, and he tried to get rid of me. Since he was forcing me to deal with him, I’d probe around to find out who his allies were. I needed to get creative.

	 

	


Chapter 19

	Pain sliced through me and woke me from a sound sleep. I threw back the covers and hit the light, but nothing was there. Pelvic cramps? It felt like I’d been stabbed! My father had touched me. Was this the work of his poison? He swore he’d never hurt me, and in a twisted way, I’d actually believed him.

	The sharp pain was gone, but the ache, the draining sensation persisted. Someone was cut and bleeding out. This was a serious wound. I pushed back the pain and connection so I could control my own body. I wasn’t hurt, so I walked the lonely halls. Maybe I should’ve woken Nemal or Johey, but I had a feeling who was hurt, and too many witnesses would spark added questions.

	I made my way down a familiar path. My powers brought me to Tantil’s door, and the pain on the other side was excruciating. A guard stood in my way.

	“Go for help. He’s sick,” I said.

	“You’re here because he’s sick?” The guard smirked.

	“I’m a seer. I felt his gut-wrenching pain so badly it woke me up. If you don’t want your prince to die, get a medical team here immediately!” I ordered.

	“We’ll see.” He tried the door. It was locked.

	“Move,” I said.

	“You can’t break in.”

	“We’re wasting time! Do you have a key?” I asked.

	The guard stepped aside. Mentally shoving the door so hard it snapped the hinges, I felt better. The door fell, and there were smears of blood all over the floor.

	“I’ll get medical.” The guard ran off.

	“Finally.” I ran into the room and found Tantil trying to put pressure on a wound where my pains had been. He hadn’t! He couldn’t! I tried not to the look at the piece of himself he’d cut off.

	“What were you thinking?” I grabbed a blanket from the bed and covered him. The blood loss would put him into shock in no time.

	“I’m sorry. I couldn’t take it anymore. He’s so happy, and I can’t fix things. I can make them fix things, but hide it.”

	“I’m not sure your doctors will go along with whatever that plan is.” I tucked a pillow under his head. He already had his shirt wadded up over his crotch.

	The sound of stomping boots helped me to breathe better. Help was coming.

	“Don’t tell them anything, please. You know nothing other than I was in pain,” he whispered in my ear.

	“Get in here. He’s bleeding to death while you men wait around.”

	The team dressed in dark blue loaded Tantil onto a stretcher. At least our medical stretchers hovered and had controls. This reminded me of the ancient war footage of the wounded. “I thought your medical was advanced.”

	A man in a blue outfit turned to me. “We have what we need in the medical labs. We don’t flash it around. You look unwell.”

	“I’m fine. Just scared for Tantil. The pain. The blood loss.” I had blood all over my hands and gown just from trying to help.

	“Come with us. You can see for yourself how advanced we are. Watch over Tantil. His parents will be grateful. Then, I can give you something to help you sleep.” He smiled kindly.

	He didn’t trust me. The patronizing attitude irritated me, but there was something more. I wanted to say no and go back to my room. Maybe return with a droid.

	“Thank you. I should really change first. I’ll only scare the queen with this much blood on me. I’ll meet you there.” I headed for the door. A quick change and I’d bring Nemal, as well as my droids.

	“Not at all. We can clean you up.” The man pressed something to my neck from behind.

	I shoved him away, but it was too late. The world went black.

	The second I had any strength or consciousness, I was struggling.

	“Please, calm yourself,” the queen said.

	I shoved her back as I sat up on the table. Yes, I’d shoved a queen!

	“It’s a reaction to the sedation,” the queen said. “It’s fine. Everything is fine.”

	“What did you do to me?” I demanded.

	“Only what you wanted,” she said.

	I looked around the room. Pale blue walls and no windows. The doors had locks on them. My gown had been traded for another, but it wasn’t a medical type outfit.

	“I didn’t want anything. Where am I?” I demanded.

	The man in blue walked in. “Medical. I didn’t want you to say anything to anyone about what happened. Guards and medics talk, and it could embarrass the royal family. You’d covered up the wound.”

	“How dare you sedate me against my will.” I mentally grabbed him and threw him to the floor.

	“Kimess, that is not nice,” the queen said.

	“Neither is what he did to me. I’d never betray or expose Tantil’s slip of a knife.”

	The queen held her hands as though gently patting my shoulders from afar. “Your gown had blood on it. You can’t go running around the castle like that. Too many questions. And you’re our guest. Besides, the doctor knew I wanted to help you. He took the opportunity, but he was rather impulsive.”

	“You wouldn’t get another chance,” the doctor said to the queen. He tried to get up, but I kept him there.

	I glared at the queen. “You didn’t need to sedate me to bring me a clean gown and wash my hands. What did you do?”

	“Do you even care about Tantil?” she demanded.

	I hopped off the table and added force to my hold on the doctor. His screams and pleas upset the queen.

	“Fine. We took out that contraceptive thing. It wasn’t your choice, and I thought you would want it removed. You’d never go against your queen so I told medical if they had a chance to do it, they could call it a foreign body or something. Say it failed. You might’ve gotten a stomach bug or fell and scraped your knee. I never expected this.” The queen turned and went to Tantil.

	“Neither did I.” I inspected my arm, and the little red mark was right where the little implant had been injected. Otherwise, I felt fine. Weak and fuzzy-brained, but fine. When I was clearer and stronger, I’d probe the doctor’s mind, but whatever medication he’d given me had sapped my energy. If the choice was physical control over the doc or mind probing, I’d take physical right now.

	“Please, I never meant to hurt you. You saved Tantil’s life. We owe you everything!” The queen stroked her son’s forehead.

	“I know what he cut, and I know why,” I said.

	The queen shook her head. “He was drunk. Young men do foolish things when they’re drunk. He was probably trying shave down there. No doubt to impress some woman. Men can be careless, but they’d never injure that part of themselves on purpose.”

	“It’s been repaired. Everything is fine,” the doctor said.

	The king, Faldar, and Evangel all flooded into the room plus more guards.

	After checking on Tantil, the king approached me. “This doctor has offended you?”

	“He performed a medical procedure on me against my will. Sedated me without permission.”

	“I gave permission. Her own queen forced a contraceptive device on her. I authorized its removal,” the queen said.

	“The Lazrel queen doing it doesn’t make it right for you.”

	The king grinned. “You’re saying your queen was wrong?”

	I frowned. “I’m saying, every citizen has a right to consent to medical treatment or not. A simple discussion about safety and the pros and cons would’ve been enough. I’d never have consented to its removal.”

	“I can put it back in,” the doctor said.

	The king looked down at the doctor still pinned to the floor. “Birth control isn’t allowed here. My queen was overzealous. You are a very strong young woman. I wouldn’t mind you for a daughter-in-law. Since you’re so close to Tantil, perhaps it’s the perfect plan. Or, maybe you prefer Faldar, and that’s why you’re been talking about him and LeFawn not being a good match long-term?”

	“No, Your Majesty. I’m not interested in either of your sons,” I said flatly.

	“What woman wouldn’t want to be queen?” Evangel asked.

	“Now, calm down everyone. She’s had a hard night,” Faldar said.

	I smiled at him. “I’m glad Tantil will be fine.”

	“Faldar is right. She found Tantil bleeding. She got him medical help. Just like stopping the fire for me.” Evangel held Tantil’s hand. “Poor Kimess should be forgiven anything tonight because of what she went through.”

	Forgiven? What had I done exactly that was so bad?

	“True. I’ll forget you said you don’t want to marry either of my sons. You’re still weak from sedation. You saw too much and went through a procedure. Damn doctor without the sense to space things out. Upsetting our guests.” The king grabbed a spear from one of his guards.

	“Forgive me, my king!” the doctor pleaded.

	“No.” The king stabbed the man through the eye.

	I shuddered and released my hold on the doctor as the life left his body.

	Two men dragged the body away. Another blood streak on the floor. I looked away. “I appreciate the sentiment, but I don’t think that was necessary.”

	“I decide what is necessary. If you were my daughter-in-law, no one would ever question you or order you around.”

	My father had planted seeds. Damn! He was too smart, and he fit right into this men-rule-the-world nonsense.

	“No one but you and my husband, right?” I asked sharply.

	The king stifled his rage. He had a spear in his hand, and I was ready to defend myself, but he held back. I skimmed his mind. He wanted me safe. I had what he needed. Wanted.

	It all came back to my powers and a potential grandson. I had to leave!

	“She needs more rest,” said another doctor.

	“Then give her a sleeping pill and send her to her room. She won’t betray Tantil or any of us,” the king commanded.

	“I don’t need anything to help me sleep.”

	“All that adrenaline in your system from the stress, you will.” The doctor handed me a bottle of pills. “One before bed, and you’ll sleep soundly.”

	I took the pills to avoid a fight. A guard opened the door for me. No, I wasn’t trusted to leave alone. I looked the queen in the eye and saw her silent plea not to say anything.

	Opening the door to my rooms, Marel and Zoma were sitting up with Anela.

	“What happened?” Zoma asked.

	“It’s a long story.” I almost took a pill, but my head felt fuzzy enough for now. I went to my room and set the bottle on the bedside table.

	“Are you okay?” Marel asked.

	“Tantil cut himself. I felt it. I found him. They took out my contraceptive implant.” I shook my head. “It’s insane. How did you know something happened?”

	Marel smiled. “You were gone. Faldar messaged Remmy something was wrong. You need to go see Nemal before his uncle can’t keep him in check.”

	I rubbed my arm. “Thanks.”

	“They really took it out. Just cut you open?” Zoma asked.

	“I was unconscious.” I felt queasy. “I’m going to go see Nemal and have some tea. I’ll probably sleep there.” I couldn’t take more questions, but I’d feel safer with him next to me.

	 

	


Chapter 20

	I wanted a private breakfast the next morning, but found Nemal’s quarters had been invaded. Faldar and Remmy sat at the table with a cake.

	“No Johey?” I asked before we went to talk to our guests.

	Nemal yawned. “I messaged him that you saw your father. Johey’s on one of his tracking maneuvers.”

	“Call him off. My father was meeting with the king. This is way more dangerous than we thought.” I shook my head. “I should’ve told you sooner, but I didn’t want to spook him. I was hoping he’d have another meeting, and I’d pick up on it and grab him quickly. I only know of the one meeting. I don’t know how he became so well connected so fast.”

	“We need to get him back. If dead is the only way, Johey can handle that.” Nemal hugged me.

	We headed to the table.

	“Morning,” I said.

	“Morning! We brought fresh tea and cake,” Remmy said.

	“I’m so sorry about yesterday, Kimess,” Faldar said.

	“Which part? Your mother’s having surgery performed on me or your father trying to marry me off to you?” I wasn’t in the mood for secrets.

	“What?” Remmy asked.

	Nemal cut himself a chunk of cake and shrugged under his brother’s stare. “She told me. Mom wanted her to lay the groundwork for ending LeFawn’s engagement. The king thinks Kimess is a good replacement. Her powers make her an attractive addition to a shifter family.”

	“You told Nemal about the crazy ideas my father has?” Faldar asked.

	“Why lie about it? I won’t do it. I’ve pledged my life to the Lazrel throne. My father probably put me into his bargain for safety, but I’ll leave first. I just need to get a hold of my father when the king and his guards aren’t around to stop me.”

	Remmy stared into his teacup. “I’m fine with that. Faldar, what is your father trying to do to you?”

	“And to Lazrel?” I asked.

	Nemal put a piece of cake in front of me, and I pushed it away. “I’m still queasy from the sedation.”

	“I’m sorry he’s playing games. This is what he does. If he feels at all threatened, he throws people off balance. Uses them for what he can get, makes them nervous so they slip up, and he’ll kill anyone for whom has no use or betrays him.”.

	“Maybe we can get him to kill your father?” Nemal asked me.

	“Fine with me. I’ve tried so many times. Johey has been working on it every night. I wish we could bring him home alive, but we at least need his body to prove it to the queen.”

	Faldar looked me in the eye. “You’re serious. You don’t care about your parents?” he asked.

	“He’s a traitor who let my mother be murdered. I could’ve been killed. He murdered a member of the Queen’s Guard. He’s plotting against Lazrel. I thought you’d understand.” I dipped into Faldar’s mind.

	He’d been threatened. His father had challenged his loyalties.

	Faldar crossed his arms. “They’re my family.”

	“So, you’ll marry some poor woman and have sons and a fake life?” Nemal asked.

	“I thought we could trust you.” I dug further into his mind. Fear of his father, not hatred for us, ruled.

	“You can. I won’t tell him about you hunting your father. I don’t care about some traitor fool my father is manipulating. I swear, I appreciate all that you’ve done for me. I wish I could have you as in-laws.” Faldar’s breathing grew heavy.

	“But?” Remmy asked.

	“Maybe we should give you two some privacy,” I said.

	Remmy put his hand on mine. “No. You went out on a limb for us. It’s real. It’s love, I know it.”

	Faldar smiled. “Yes, it’s real. That doesn’t mean I can have it. Being away from my family has been heaven because I didn’t have to worry. I could be myself. That doesn’t mean I don’t love my siblings and my mother. Even my father. Look what’s happened since I’ve been gone. Tantil cut himself.”

	“That’s not your fault,” Remmy said.

	“It wasn’t an accident. Maybe it was too much pressure on him here without me. I just left him with our father, who is demanding and aggressive. He’s hard on his sons, and he’s only had Tantil to push and make an example of.” Faldar buried his face in his hands.

	“This isn’t your fault,” I said.

	“Really? My sister begged me last night not to leave. My mother is more tense and terrified then I’ve ever seen her. We’re not avoiding war with this arrangement. It’s not making things better.” Faldar poured himself more tea.

	Remmy looked at me and then his brother.

	“You can’t deny who you are. That stress and depression will eat you alive,” I said.

	Faldar sighed. “It’s my life. My country. My family. Not everyone can turn on their family.”

	Nemal stood. “That’s enough.”

	Remmy stood. “Calm down, both of you.”

	I crossed my arms. “Faldar, if your father attacks Lazrel, will you fight with him?”

	Faldar turned pale.

	“You need to leave this room,” Nemal said.

	Remmy hugged Faldar. “Calm down, Nemal. He’s freaked out because of his brother. You’d do anything for me.”

	“We have, but we’re not going to trust him if he’s been lying and spying on us,” Nemal replied.

	“He’s not. I know he wasn’t before. This is a reaction to the family separation. I’m not saying he should stay. He’s not clear on his loyalties. We can’t count him on our team,” I said.

	“Sorry,” Faldar said. He left quietly.

	Remmy glared at me.

	“I’m sorry, but family is a hard attachment to shake,” I said.

	“I see. Maybe you could’ve had your dad weeks ago? Maybe you can’t shake that attachment?” Remmy stormed out.

	“Great. He’s going to give it all up for Faldar? We can’t let him,” I said.

	“No. He won’t. I won’t let him. Johey and I will drag him home if we have to.” Nemal hugged me.

	I kissed his cheek. “If I have to kill my father, I will. That sounds terrible.”

	He frowned. “No, he’s not the man you thought he was. Even if he was distant or cheating on your mother. He’s a traitor. That’s far worse than a rebel.”

	Mentally, I knew I should and could kill a traitor. Emotionally, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to do it because he was my father.

	“I hope Johey gets him.” I tried some of the cake, and it seemed to help settle my stomach.

	Nemal nodded. “We’ll get him and drag him to the relocator. Then, we’ll have a romantic dinner and come back to do the formalities of leaving.”

	“You make it sound so easy.” I wanted to believe him.

	“What really happened with Tantil? No guy is going to cut himself there. Not by accident. Even on a dare,” he said.

	“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” I took a long drink of tea.

	“I would. I’d believe you.” Nemal was dead serious.

	“Thank you. But I don’t think it’s good to share this secret. I don’t have any proof except his word. He’s claiming his parents did something awful to him as a child, and it might not be that. He might just feel…I’m not sure of anything. He believes what he believes, but we can lie to ourselves, too.” I hated that I couldn’t crack my way into my father’s mind without him shoving me out or knowing.

	“You’ll tell me when you’re ready. I have my theories, not that I care. We need to get home.” Nemal sighed. “I’m going to shower and get dressed. Then, we’re on the hunt.”

	“I’ll head across the hall. Meet you there?” I picked up my cake.

	“Definitely.”

	My father remained free for another day. Nemal and I had a private dinner, but I was on guard. If I sensed my father, I'd be ready, and Johey was always on call.

	“Did Johey check on Remmy?” I asked as we split dessert.

	“I guess the guys made up.”

	“What does that mean?” I threw my hands in the air.

	“I don’t know. As much as I like Faldar, we can’t trust him exactly the way we’d hoped. What about Tantil?” Nemal asked.

	“I haven’t confided anything to him. He’s not a problem.” It wasn’t the exact truth, but Tantil had nothing that could hurt the Lazrel. I didn’t know what Remmy had confided to Faldar.

	“Just tell me,” he said.

	I’d promised not to tell, but he wouldn’t use it against Tantil. In fact, Nemal might be able to help and take my side if Tantil needed more assistance from us. Not telling Bachal people I understood, and I wouldn’t, but we all needed allies. “If he’s right, he was born with both reproductive organs, and in order to have another son, his parents had the doctors change her to a him.”

	“Who would do that to a baby?” he asked.

	“I’m not sure how young he was when the procedures were performed. Or if they were. He could simply feel female, and his body is male. We have people who do that. Their parents did nothing wrong. It was a chemical misfire during pregnancy. Brain chemistry versus hormones creating the sex organs. I’m not ready to blame the king for that yet. But Tantil is,” I said.

	“He cut his…really? On purpose?” Nemal shuddered.

	“Very traumatic. I wish I could help.”

	“What did you suggest?” Nemal asked.

	I pressed my lips together.

	“Don’t tell me you said nothing. You can’t help yourself. You want to help,” he said.

	Smiling, I loved how he did know me and didn’t hate my bad habits. “I told him he could get the surgery. Still dress like a warrior, and no one would know.”

	“These warriors live in very close quarters,” Nemal said.

	I frowned. “But he’s a prince. He may go to battle, but he’s not one of the masses. He’ll have more privacy if he wants. Go with a small chest and bind them back. Or he defects to another country.”

	Nemal rubbed his eyes. “Great.”

	“Not us, necessarily. He could go to Fairyland.” I smiled.

	“Don’t get me started on that. Minnette is really there? She’ll never leave,” he said.

	I got up and poured myself a cold glass of water. “How would you know what Fairyland is like? It’s all rumors.”

	Nemal’s forehead furrowed. “My mother wouldn’t send her there if she wasn’t sure. Safe and pampered, but able to leave when needed. Surrounded by magic and happiness. Minn?”

	“She’ll run away.” I laughed.

	He shook his head. “She’ll be treated like a queen.”

	“Your mother had her reasons.” I wasn’t about to question the queen.

	“Any signs of the traitor?” he asked.

	I reached out with my mind. “Nothing within reach. That corner where he was talking to the king is really far. There is a limit to my reach. We could take a walk.”

	“Let’s go,” he said.

	The farther we wandered, the more I tried to pick up. Nothing on my father. He was far away. “The king is angry,” I said.

	We heard shouting and cursing as we approached the throne room. The masses had been cleared away. Only close advisors and friends were in the room. We were intruding.

	I grabbed Nemal’s hand and led him away. I mentally poked around the problem in their minds. Damn it, Remmy! He’d been caught in Faldar’s bed. I bit my lip. We headed back as if going to our rooms. Anela rushed toward us as we hit the hallway to our rooms.

	“You didn’t see the king?” she asked.

	“No, he’s angry. We avoided him.” I locked the door behind us in my room.

	Nemal sat. “She wouldn’t tell me what the problem is.”

	Johey was there, as well. Marel and Zoma looked sick.

	“Is it that bad?” Nemal asked.

	“The king or one of his lackeys found Remmy with Faldar. In bed. The king knows why Faldar wanted to stay. He’s raging over it.”

	“At least it’s out there,” Zoma said.

	“We need to regroup and make an exit plan,” I said to Johey.

	“Grab your dad, and we’ll go now,” he said.

	“If we find him, that’s a good plan. But not all of us need to be in danger over my traitor father. I want you to take Marel, Zoma, Anela and her mother home. You can go tonight. Say Marel’s mother is sick, and I didn’t want her going alone. They have us. It won’t cause a panic.”

	“Me and my mother. You’re serious?” Anela asked.

	Johey cleared his throat. “Would you be missed?”

	She shook her head. “I sleep here. Work here. Until she leaves, I’m here.”

	“Her mother is ill and homebound. She won’t be missed. Get them out tonight. My droids can manage the work here.”

	“Are you sure?” Marel asked.

	“I’ll feel better with fewer people to keep track of and protect. Once we have my father, we’ll need to move fast. He’s smart and strong with too many allies. That man knows how to charm and slither his way out of anything.”

	“I’m not going.” Zoma crossed her arms.

	“No? You came as my attendant, but you’re refusing an order?”

	“No. I think you might need me. To work the relocators. I can do that for tonight’s group, too. And you might need help containing or restraining your father. My technical skills are good for that as well.” Zoma sat up straighter.

	“She’s got a point,” Nemal said.

	“Fine. But when I get him, we leave. And if something happens to me or Nemal, you get out immediately.”

	“Not if I can help,” Zoma replied.

	“Immediately. The queen needs to know if something has happened to us. If we’ve failed, been injured, or been taken—we need her to know.” I pointed at her. “You must be our messenger.”

	“Yes, Royal Seer.” Zoma bowed.

	I knew she was half mocking me, but I didn’t care. “Good.”

	“Do we tell the queen about Remmy?” Marel asked.

	“That the king knows about it? Yes. Hopefully, you can take him with you tonight,” I said.

	“You missed a piece of information, Lady Kimess,” Anela said.

	“What?”

	She fidgeted. I turned to Johey.

	“Remmy and Faldar are both restricted to their rooms by order of the king,” Johey said.

	“He’s being held? In his rooms?” I pointed in the direction of the hall.

	“Not those rooms,” Anela said.

	I stood.

	“Not tonight,” Johey said.

	“Why not? He’s your nephew, and we need to get him out of here.” I scanned the castle with my mind. “He’s in a cell in the dungeon.”

	“So was your father,” Zoma said.

	I glared at her. “Our queen is humane. This king is not. I’ve seen it.”

	“Not tonight, please! The king is so angry. If you want to get your father and prince home, you must lie low,” Anela pleaded.

	She wanted to get out, and I couldn’t blame her.

	“Is he being tortured?” Nemal asked.

	“What?” I snapped at him.

	“Is he being tortured or harmed? You can feel it,” Nemal said.

	Closing my eyes, I zeroed in on Remmy. He was scared and cold. There were some aches and bruises, but not the kind of pain torture causes. “No, he’s chilly and could use food and fresh water, but they haven’t tortured him.”.

	Nemal said, “Fine. Then, Johey will take Marel, Anela, and her mother back to Lazrel tonight. Update the queen with only what is necessary. I don’t want her to panic over Remmy.”

	“Nemal,” I warned.

	“We’ll ask to see him first thing in the morning. Play dumb. We knew nothing. We were fooled. But in our culture, this is not offensive. I can take Remmy and go home. I’ll deliver him and come back for you. Or we’ll have Zoma babysit him back to the queen, and she can return. The king won’t want this to be a big problem or people might find out about it.” Nemal sounded so rational and calm.

	“You’re right. He’ll want it proven wrong. Poor Faldar,” I said.

	“There goes that romance,” Marel said.

	“Be kind to Remmy. We need to get him home and over this. Whatever it takes, he goes home,” I said.

	The group murmured in agreement.

	Johey clapped his hands together. “Okay, everyone who’s going tonight needs to pack. Anela, we’ll fetch your mom now. Zoma, on the relocator, please. With all the rage going on in the castle, I think it’s a great distraction.”

	“I agree. Go. Things will be different, tomorrow.” I hugged Marel.

	They all headed off in their own directions, and I looked at Nemal. “I’m sorry. I thought Remmy and Faldar could make it work.”

	“You’re a romantic.” He kissed my temple.

	“Hardly.” I snuggled to him.

	“You’re spending your nights with me, despite Minn’s disapproval.” He winked.

	I grinned. “She’s in Fairyland. I think I’m safe.”

	He laughed. “That’s not forever. LeFawn will approve. It’s the queen I’m not sure of.”

	I shrugged. “I’m not too worried. She likes me.” Still, I had the gnawing feeling that if I didn’t bring back my father and watch his execution, I wouldn’t be deemed loyal enough.

	But I loved Nemal, and I wasn’t giving him up.

	 

	


Chapter 21

	“Wake up, Kimess,” Zoma said.

	I clutched my pillow and didn’t want to move. It couldn’t be morning. Not yet.

	Sleep had been nearly impossible until I knew Zoma was back, and everyone had made it home safely. After that, the dreams or visions were endless. The visions of a daughter in my arms freaked me out.

	I sat up straight in bed. “What?”

	“You didn’t want to wake up,” Zoma said.

	“I’m tired. Sorry. Weird dreams.” I looked at the clock and knew I had to get up.

	Zoma grinned. “Anything fun?”

	I shook my head. “Crazy stuff, mostly. I had a baby. I was sitting on the throne of Lazrel wearing the queen’s crown. War and…I don’t know. All my fears.”

	“A baby is a fear?” she asked.

	“I’m going to be seventeen. Right now, yes.” I took the cup of tea she offered. “Thank you.”

	“Technically, you might be pregnant.” Zoma studied my stomach.

	I pulled the sheet tighter over me. “Please, I’m sure it takes a while for that medication to exit your system.”

	“The implants are completely effective, but I’m not sure about your theory. But you and Nemal have…Please tell me…Have you been using something else since that thing was taken out of your arm?” Zoma drummed her fingers over her lips. “They could’ve given you something to reverse the effects of the implant. You never know what they did when they put you under.”

	“No, and the doctor who did it is dead. It doesn’t matter, anyway. I can’t undo it.” I’d felt violated before. Now, I felt stupid for not using something with Nemal. “The rest of my dreams were nonsensical fears.”

	“War isn’t nonsense,” Zoma said.

	“Did the queen send back any messages?”

	“Johey came back. She said get back here, forget your father, and she wants everyone home now.”

	“Forget him? No, he had the king’s backing for something. He’s going to try to hurt Lazrel, and he can get back in. No, we’re not leaving him.” I sipped my tea.

	“You’ve been trying for weeks. We need to go home. Especially if you and Nemal are expecting.” Zoma poked my hands.

	“What?”

	“You might be a tad puffy,” she said.

	“I’m sleep deprived, and the food here is awful. It’s probably too much salt. I’m not going to any doctors here.”

	“Of course not. We’ll get you home today. No risks, though. Just in case.” Zoma smiled.

	“Stop it.” I nudged her with my feet until she moved. Slipping out of bed, I knew I was forgetting something. “I’m starving.”

	“Johey brought back some muffins. They’re on the table,” she said as she set out a dress for me.

	“What am I forgetting? We need to get my father.”

	“And Remmy. We can’t go home without him.” Zoma picked shoes to match.

	“Damn!” I rubbed my forehead. “Either they gave me something to slightly sedate me, or I am…”

	“If you are, it’s only a couple of days, so don’t become overly dramatic,” Zoma said.

	“You’re right. They probably gave me some long-acting medication for pain. I bet they dosed me with too much to block my gift as much as possible.” I sighed.

	“Drink lots of tea, flush your system. Since we boil the water, it has to kill whatever is weird in their water,” Zoma said.

	I smiled. “Right. Or wine.”

	“No wine, just in case,” she reminded me.

	“Should I tell…?” I stopped the question.

	“Not until you’re sure. Safer to keep that under wraps until we get you checked out in Lazrel. Could be a stomach bug or some reaction to whatever drug they slipped you.”

	“Thanks. Your clear head is helping.” I finished my tea and set the mug aside. “Remmy.”

	“Change, breakfast, and then you go after Remmy.” She helped me out of my nightgown.

	It took half an hour, but Johey, Nemal, and I were ready to face the king. We tried the main dining hall, but it was a bust. I tuned into his anger, and we found him in his private chamber. The guards let us in, but the queen’s face and fears said we should’ve waited.

	“Your Majesty, I’m sorry there was some upset. Some confusion. We’re happy to escort Prince Remmy home.” I kept it short and formal.

	“Confusion?” the king roared.

	“Faldar and Remmy have become good friends. Whatever mistake happened, we understand it has upset you, and we want to remove the problem as soon as possible.”

	“He corrupted my son,” the queen accused.

	“Did Remmy hurt Faldar in any way?” Johey asked.

	“Depends on your definition,” the king grumbled.

	“No crime was committed, at least no crime by Lazrel law. Would you please release Remmy from holding and let us take him home? If it’s this upsetting to you, getting rid of us is problem solved.” I remained calm and hoped the king would jump on the offer.

	“All of you?” He shook his head. “I let my son stay in your country because he had a chance of getting married. There was an engagement. A bride to give me grandsons. That’s the only reason I permitted this, and I find out he’s spending more time with a prince than a princess.”

	Nemal put a hand on the small of my back. “I understand your country’s views on same-sex relationships differ from Lazrel’s. My brother wouldn’t hurt anyone or corrupt anyone. He’s very discreet about his personal life.”

	“So, the engagement was a lie?” the king demanded.

	“LeFawn loves her brother. She’s young and probably thought it might help,” Johey replied.

	“Obviously, she had no idea how serious the situation would become,” I added.

	“My son is the crowned prince. He needs sons and a wife, not romping around other countries being told his rebellious nonsense is acceptable,” the king said.

	“I’m going to sit with Tantil. He doesn’t need to know anything is wrong,” the queen said.

	She left, and the king flopped into a throne kept in his private rooms. I couldn’t believe his ego, but pushed my feelings down. Once everyone was safe and back in Lazrel, I could hate him all I wanted from a nice distance. Now, I needed him to cooperate.

	“Why can’t my sons simply fall in line? Get married, produce children, and do their jobs?”

	I tried flattery. “There is a lot of pressure on them. You’re a lot to live up to.”

	He straightened his spine. “That’s true. But I can’t just let this go.”

	“You want a public trial? You want all of your subjects to know what your son did with our prince? We’re not ashamed,” Johey said.

	“Your country is run by women. Of course, they’ll let a prince throw himself away in such a relationship. But don’t think you can fool me. Your prince Remmy tempted my eldest son and heir into your ways. Kept him there as much as you could to change his allegiance. He’s my son. It won’t work.” The king shook his head.

	“Your son wasn’t hurt, he wasn’t locked up ever, and he wasn’t seduced. They found each other, and if you’d talk to your son, you’d know all of this,” I said.

	“None of it matters. Your country saw the advantage and took it. I need to conduct further interviews with my son and your prince to make sure there are no plots or secrets going on.” The king looked at us like we were servants.

	Faldar emerged from the back. “Father, please, let him go.”

	“I let you out of your room to speak to you. Not for you to advocate for them. If you’re not willing to take on your duties and accept your fate, then we’ll have to take other steps.” The king’s threatening tone sent a chill through the room.

	“If you’ll let Remmy go, I’ll marry whoever you want. Do whatever you want.” Faldar stared at his feet.

	I dipped into his mind, and he was terrified. There had been medical people in his room all night doing tests and taking samples. He’d be medically reconditioned if he didn’t cooperate.

	“Excellent,” the king said.

	“We can go. Great!” Nemal clapped his hands together.

	“Not just yet. We need a wife for my son. One who understands his circumstances? And one who is powerful enough to keep him in line, handle this country, and avoid a war with Lazrel if we want to avoid it.” The king stared at me.

	“No,” I said.

	“Her?” Nemal paled.

	“Definitely not,” Johey said.

	Faldar didn’t say a word.

	“What woman doesn’t want to be a queen? Your powers could be useful to my grandson.” The king expected me to cave.

	“I don’t want to be queen. Certainly not of this country. I want to return home as soon as possible with all of our citizens. If you don’t allow that, you’ll be risking the queen’s wrath.” I crossed my arms.

	“We can cut off your communication. Don’t threaten me,” he said.

	“I can mentally communicate with members of my family—even over these long distances. They can give my queen a message and let them know what you’re doing. You can marry him off to any woman here, and she’ll be thrilled to be queen. This isn’t worth starting a war over.”

	“She’s right, Father. Kimess would never be happy here. Their queen will never let you keep their seer. A visit is one thing, but the queen won’t approve Kimess marrying me, and she’d have to. The Lazrel people never stopped me from coming back if I wanted to,” Faldar said.

	The king stood and stalked up to me. “You know nothing about being royal if you don’t see this opportunity. Maybe your queen would make you see it?”

	“You’re welcome to suggest the match to her yourself. She won’t agree. Does this mean we can go without issue?” I asked.

	“All but Remmy. He used my son and some of my subjects do know about it. He’ll confess to drugging and using my son to them. So they know. So they won’t say anything.”

	“You can intimidate them into that,” Nemal said.

	“Or just kill them the way you did the doctor you had drug me,” I added.

	Had I really just suggested he kill people over knowledge? This country had pushed me to my limits, and I’d lost my sense of direction. Right and wrong were relative to my goals. But in some ways, we were prisoners. He’d threatened to cut off communication. He could cut off the relocators, as well.

	“You may see him, but he stays in the cell until I feel sure the situation is under control,” the king said.

	Faldar lifted his head enough to nod at me.

	“Thank you.” I turned on my heel and left before things went bad again.

	Nemal and Johey followed me.

	“That’s it?” Nemal demanded.

	“We’ll see him. Tonight, we’ll get him out with or without the king’s approval,” I said.

	Waiting was the hardest part, but worth it. Fewer guards and servants running around gave us better odds for success. As soon as it was safe, we headed straight for the dungeon. They let us in, but locked the door behind us. I mentally confused the guards outside. They were awake, but couldn’t understand anything we’d say in the cell. All that practice seemed to be paying off.

	“I don’t like that,” Johey said.

	“We can get out,” I said.

	The cell had padded walls and a drain in the center. Remmy just laid there on the mattress on the floor. I spotted a jug of water and a bucket.

	“They’re making it look like he’s crazy,” I said.

	Nemal kneeled by his brother. “You okay?”

	Remmy rolled from his stomach to his side. He had a black eye and swollen lip. Naked from the waist up, there were scratches and dirt. Johey brought over the jug of water.

	“If your mother sees him like this, she will lose it,” I said. How did I not wake up when this was happening? I knew he wasn’t hurt when he was first captured, but at some point, some of the guards took advantage.

	Remmy took a drink of water. “I’m okay. The guards just…They caught us.”

	“We know. The king is going to try to make you confess to drugging or seducing or doing something to Faldar. One way or another, we’ll get you out of here.” I stroked his hair.

	“We can’t leave him. Please, we have to take him, too,” Remmy said.

	Nemal and I shared a look.

	“We’ll do everything we can. He’s not locked up, anymore, as far as I know. But they may be watching him, so we have to get you safe first. Trust me, it’ll all happen. We sent Marel back last night,” I said.

	Remmy drank more water. “Okay. I shouldn’t have come here. We just can’t leave him.”

	“We need to get you home and to some medical care. Real food, too. We all need to go home.” I wanted to tell him Faldar was cooperating with his father, but this wasn’t the time to break Remmy’s heart.

	“The king will hurt Faldar. We can’t leave him here too long.” Remmy sat up and rubbed his eyes.

	“Easy there, you got a bruise forming,” Johey warned.

	Nemal glared at his uncle. “The king is trying to get Faldar to marry Kimess. He’s desperate, so let’s get you and Kimess home. I don’t think Faldar is in danger right this second. We’ll come back.”

	“Kimess? The powers,” Remmy said. “She won’t do it. Unless they’re trying to blackmail her.”

	“Not possible. But we can’t hope to accomplish everything without the king locking things down. So, please, whatever we do tonight—go along with it. Be quiet, do the best you can, and we’ll get home.” I looked over his back to be sure he wasn’t too injured.

	“They’ll shut down the relocators. Zoma will have to override or hijack their system.” Johey frowned.

	“Don’t panic or overreact. It’ll only make them suspicious,” I said.

	“I’ll be right outside guarding my nephew. Just in case they decide to change tactics.”

	There was no arguing with Johey on this. I actually felt a bit relieved that someone would be watching over Remmy. I needed to visit Tantil and the queen. Faldar was trying to stay out of medical reconditioning, so talking to him was pointless. He’d go along with whatever his father wanted.

	“We’ll see you later,” Nemal said to his brother.

	“Don’t fight them, Remmy. Just make it through the day,” I said.

	“Why don’t we just go?” Johey asked.

	I turned to him. “You can. Go ahead. Take Remmy and Zoma, go. I’m not going back without my father. He’s not going to make me look like a traitor.”

	Nemal shook his head. “In the middle of the day without her help, we’ll never make it. Too many guards and other people roaming around. You know it, Johey. I know it. But tonight, we go. With or without the traitor.”

	“Agreed.” I’d come back for my father or Faldar—one had to face the queen, and the other had a lot of explaining to do. “Please have Zoma pack our things, Nemal. Make sure your attendants pack up for Johey and Remmy. Be discreet, but we have to be ready. I need to check on Tantil.”

	“Is that wise?” I asked.

	“If anyone cares about Faldar’s feelings, it’ll be his mother.” I knocked on the door, and it opened without hesitation.

	 

	


Chapter 22

	My head spun. I couldn’t trust anyone outside my small circle. Faldar had some nerve bringing Remmy here if Faldar was going to fall back in line with his father. He should’ve known Remmy wouldn’t handle it well. But they couldn’t keep their hands off each other either. They were bound to get caught.

	On guard for anyone walking up behind me, I entered the medical area and touched my arm. I wanted to talk to the queen. All reports were she was still here with her son. The private section in back was sparsely attended, and I spotted the queen seated with her back to me.

	“I thought he’d be all healed by now and back to normal,” I said.

	As I rounded to what I expected to be the end of his bed, I saw Tantil locked down to the table at his wrists and ankles. He was naked, and a mirror above reflected his body image to him. The most disturbing part was the clear hard helmet style cap they had on him. Red beams from it bounced and moved across Tantil’s shaved head.

	“Did he hit his head when he fell after the accident?” I played along with their story. This was denial and crazy you didn’t want to mess with…just get away from.

	The queen sat silently as tears rolled down her face.

	“Is he in pain?” I was afraid to delve into his mind, but I reached for his foot.

	“No, don’t touch him. That’s the worst part. I can’t even hold his hand.” She looked at her son with love.

	“What is this procedure?”

	She looked at me. “If you can read his mind, you know what he wanted.”

	“He believes he was born a woman and he was altered. Is that true?”

	“You don’t know if he’s lying?” she shot back.

	The queen was a raw bundle of nerves, but she saw me as an ally. “I know he believes it. But small children can make up ideas to blame others. It may be just how he is. I wouldn’t jump to blame anyone. That’d be a lot medical work on a child.”

	She didn’t answer. Her mind said she felt no guilt.

	I kept talking because staring at Tantil like that in silence only made it harder. “We have people whose minds say one thing and their bodies come out another. It’s a chemistry and hormone mismatch. I’m not educated in that area, but the doctors adjust the physical to match the mental attachment. You seem to be trying the opposite approach.”

	“Shouldn’t the wiring in the brain be easier to fix?”

	“I don’t know. Brains are complicated, and memories last a long time. Have you tried it before?” I asked.

	“Never works. Never lasts.”

	“Why not change his body?”

	“Then everyone would know. Men are proud creatures. The Lazrel have stripped men of that, but we won’t.”

	I’d struck a nerve. “I’m sorry he has to go through anything. Our men do have their pride. Admitting there is a problem or that you’re sick or in love isn’t weakness to us. Male or female. We all make mistakes. We have things we’re good and not good at.”

	“And you have filthy princes who seduce others.”

	I bit my tongue for a moment. She needed to lash out at someone. “I’m surprised you’re not doing this with Faldar. Seems like he’d be the priority, being eldest and preferring men. Tantil could be dressed as a warrior even if he were physically female.”

	The queen sighed. “You don’t understand us. You’ve tried, I admit that. My husband looked into Tantil’s eyes and saw a warrior from birth. We gave our children everything. Faldar had his fun, and he can fix this without medical intervention or shame.”

	“That’s impressive.” I didn’t believe it, but he was scared. He’d try anything, and seeing this procedure, I couldn’t blame him.

	“He’s a prince. He’s strong. He’ll be a great king someday. You’re a fool not to marry him,” she said.

	“Maybe. I love someone else, and that’s out of my control. Faldar is handsome and a prince. He’ll have his pick of women.”

	“Tantil will, too. I’m glad you understand this problem, Lady Kimess. His brain chemistry needs a little correction to match his body. We may go about a problem differently, but we’re really after the same goal.” The queen gestured to me.

	“That is nice to hear.” I let myself into Tantil’s brain for a split second and nearly screamed. Catching myself on a stool, I took a deep breath. “They could give him something for the pain.”

	“It doesn’t hurt. They’d done brain surgery on people. The mind feels nothing.” She smiled.

	I shook my head and knew he felt all this. “Amazing. Well, I’d better see to my arrangements for home. Thank you for your hospitality. I never intended for Remmy to come along or to cause you any upset.”

	“You’re a good girl. Solid. Smart. Too smart to live here, but you know that. My daughter had to learn to hide her intelligence.”

	“Why? She could be a doctor. Medical facilities have women working. I saw it.”

	“They do. But that’s no place for a princess. This is a monarchy. We’re born to roles. You understand that?”

	“Absolutely. My role is at home.”

	She stood and came to me. Out of nowhere, she hugged me tight. “I know you’ll be back.”

	“It’s possible.”

	“I know you’re pregnant,” she whispered.

	“I don’t know anything about it.”

	The queen looked me in the eye. “You’re welcome.”

	My jaw dropped, but she put a finger to her lips. She took my hand and led me to Tantil’s bedside. She pointed to a big blue button. I read her thoughts. The blue button releases him from all of it.

	I nodded. The queen didn’t push it. She wanted me to free him? I couldn’t take a tortured and weak man on the trip with me as well. I acknowledged her and turned. This time, I made it out the door. How could I set him free without alerting the entire castle?

	I walked toward my room, and as the other distractions fell away, I sensed my target. He was good at hiding, but he was staking me out this time. Spotting him in the hall, I mentally grabbed him and shoved him into my quarters.

	“Nice way to treat your father.”

	Zoma stared at him. “He cleans up okay.”

	“Get Nemal,” I said.

	He smirked. “No, don’t bother him. Is this a friend of yours?” He shook Zoma’s hand.

	“Don’t try to charm people. This is it. We’re going.” I looked at our bags and wished the night would arrive faster.

	He sighed. “You’re letting these people push you around. Remmy came here. Stupid. He slept with the crowned prince in this castle. Doubly stupid. He got caught. Why are you trying to rescue him?”

	“He’s our prince,” Zoma said.

	“No, don’t engage him. Go check if you can get a relocator online to take him back, then find Nemal.” I pointed to the door.

	“All the relocators are offline. No power to them at all. I checked on the way back here,” she said.

	“Check again. Go. And send Nemal in with laser restraints.” I folded my arms.

	My father sat at the table. “I’m not leaving my little girl. She’s going to be queen. And I’ll be there to help her every step of the way.”

	“You’re crazy.”

	“Faldar will choose his father and you over Remmy. You saw what they’re doing to Tantil. He’ll be a man all they want just to avoid that again.”

	“You were following me?” I asked.

	“No, I know my daughter. You care about people. That’s nice. It’s better when they are your children, and they will rule the world one day. Your children can do that. Marry Faldar, have boys to rule here. Have girls to rule Lazrel when we win the war. Or one unified country. Either way.”.

	“Really, you need mental help. I’m not staying here. I hate it here.”

	“I know. You love Nemal. You are content to be a seer. That’s what was wrong with your mother. She accepted her place. I don’t hate women in charge. I hate weakness. She could’ve been queen.”

	“It’s a monarchy. It goes by line of succession.” I’d play his game to stall things.

	“Sure. But there is oversight. You don’t want a crazy seer killing people so there is a contingency plan. Same with the queen. If a queen is making dangerous or radical choices, or if she’s too ill, the counsel can remove the monarch.” He played out his scenario with his fingers on the table. One hand toppling another. The glee was evident on his face.

	“Our queen is not crazy.” I relaxed my hold on my father. If he went for the door, I’d grab him again, but the energy drain to constantly keep him contained wouldn’t help me.

	“But she was so young when she came to power. A teenager. They let her. Your grandmother could’ve voted to put another ruler on the throne. A more experienced one. You call it an acting monarch, but once you’re in…Any of the five families’ rulers can sit on the throne. That’s the point of gaining experience by ruling a family and advising the queen. If someone’s family is wiped out in a war or illness, others can step in. The country goes on.”

	“That’s why you and grandma never got along?”

	“I wanted you to be a queen. Our queen is fine, but Minnette? She’ll be cruel and high-handed on a nice day. You don’t like her. She doesn’t like you. You’d be a much better queen.” He pointed at me.

	“Before, you wanted me to be queen here. Now, it’s Lazrel. If the queen wasn’t going to execute you, I’d have a doctor examine your mental health.”

	“You want Minnette as queen? Good. Fine. The Bachal will win because she needs too much approval. She needs to be married first. Jealous of Remmy. Of you. Power comes from within, not from a title or a tiara. You know that. You’ve always had it. That’s why she hates you.” He spotted cake on the counter and cut himself a slice.

	“You have interesting theories, but it’s all for nothing. You’re a traitor, and you’re going home.”

	“You’re as tenacious as I am, so I guess I am. I’ve tried everything to help you. You could be queen of two countries. But you’re content to be a seer. To have your daughter be a seer—your boys, nothing. You could have princesses and princes. You could be so powerful no other country would dare oppose you.” He swung his arms out. “Queen of the world.”

	I laughed. “You’re diabolical. I’m not power hungry. You’re up to something else.”

	“What else do I have? What else is there for me to live for but you?”

	“You have a sister. Rebel friends. I don’t know.”

	“My sister wants to live in the castle. She wants to be the fussing and doting aunt to the queen. Your mother didn’t have the fight for it. I see that now. Your grandmother could’ve handled it, but your mother wasn’t a tough enough person. You are.” He shoved a fork full of cake in his mouth.

	“I didn’t have a choice about being seer this young,” I said.

	“True. You had to grow up. Step up. That’s what makes a leader. Minnette is a wimp. I heard she ran away to Fairyland. She’ll lose the war, and she’ll only fight because you convince her to.”

	“You sounded like you were siding with the Bachal, anyway. At least, until today.” I had to put all of his crap out of my head or I’d never think straight, again.

	“Easier in. Faldar is a wimp, too. If he’d turned on Minnette, at all, you’d be screwed because they’d be a great sham couple and rule both. But you could handle Faldar. Rule the country through him. Take over Lazrel. No problem. I didn’t realize you and Nemal were so serious.”

	“I won’t be queen either way,” I said flatly.

	“Don’t count yourself out yet. That queen here did you a favor. No contraceptive means princess possibilities. You could have the first female grandchild of the queen. You’re right on the top of the list of counsel members.” He kept right on eating.

	“The queen is fine. Minnette and LeFawn are quite healthy.” Keeping him talking was better than letting him get bored and try to leave.

	“Healthy. LeFawn never thought she’d be queen, so she’s not ready. She never will be. She doesn’t want it. LeFawn wants to be a princess not a queen.” He waved off the idea.

	“Minnette doesn’t want her mother to die, but it will happen one day. If Minnette has a couple of daughters, LeFawn is off the hook.” I needed to find Minnette a husband to lock in the succession.

	“That’s your best bet. Minnette dies young and you are made regent. You take over.”

	I rolled my eyes. “I’d never do that.”

	“You’re a fool. If Minn has a daughter, you’ll be her aunt and her seer. Of course, you’ll be made regent.” He pointed his fork at me.

	“You really are crazy.”

	He shook his head. “You were born into power and potential. You’re a leader and smart. You can move up. You should. Look at me, I was born a nobody. Just a few magical powers in my brain. Look how far I’ve come. I married one of the most powerful women in the land, and my daughter is one. Don’t be content where you are, with what is handed to you.”

	“You don’t take a throne.”

	“I thought your grandmother taught you extra history lessons? Yes, you do. Seize the opportunity, or you’ll be counseling and serving all your life.” He stabbed the cake. “You’re better than that.”

	The door opened, and Nemal grinned. “Great.”

	Zoma walked into the room, as well. “The relocators are not great. I can’t get power to them."

	Nemal slid laser cuffs on my father’s hands. “We didn’t check those by the ships and weapons hall or the dungeon.”

	“Okay, well, relocators are the first choice. A ship is our backup plan.”

	“You think you can escape that way? Please,” Father said.

	“Do you have a better idea?” Nemal asked.

	“Don’t,” I said.

	“Don’t engage him. He’s crazy,” Zoma added.

	Father laughed. “I’m not crazy. I want the best for my daughter. That’s all. You’re pretty good.”

	Nemal looked puzzled. “Thanks.”

	“I mean it. You love her. You listen to her. You’re smart, but loyal. Not some egomaniac. I approve.”

	“I don’t need your approval.” I latched the shackles to his legs. He could walk in them or even run, but we could stop him with the push of a button, causing a lot of pain.

	He grinned. “Of course not. The queen will approve, though.”

	“He is crazy,” Nemal said to me.

	“I want to travel light.” I sorted through my bags and ignored most of the clothing. I could get more of that. I grabbed my tiara and a few personal items. Then the dagger I’d gotten off the guard.

	“I did have one problem when I was checking the relocator,” Zoma said.

	“What?”

	“One guard found me. I tied him up and knocked him out pretty hard with a stun blast,” she said.

	I stopped and smiled. “That’s great.”

	“It is?” Nemal asked.

	“Yes. Zoma and Nemal, we’re taking that guard to medical.” I knew how to get Tantil free.

	“What about him?” Zoma pointed at my manically happy father eating cake.

	“Okay.” I pulled out my tablet and texted Johey that we needed him here for a while. “Johey will be here soon. Then, we’ll grab Remmy and go.”

	“Go?” Father smirked.

	“Go home. One way or another.” I glared at him. “That’s probably your last meal.”

	He shrugged. “Life is about risk. Own your choices. Follow your heart, and you’ll have no regrets. I did what I thought was right for my daughter.”

	Nemal frowned. I shook my head at him.

	“I love my daughter. No matter what anyone thinks. You don’t know why I did what I did.” Father pointed at Nemal.

	“No one does,” Zoma said.

	“Don’t engage him,” I said.

	Nemal sighed. “He seems so genuine.”

	“Crazy people are the best liars,” I replied.

	There was a knock on the door. Johey entered.

	“Don’t engage him. Don’t let him wander around the rooms. Don’t let him leave. No weapons. No communications,” I said.

	“Johey!” Father got up and hugged him.

	“Sit down, Galdar.” Johey took the remote controlling my father’s restraints from Nemal.

	“Fine. I’ll play nice. Good cake.” He took another bite.

	“Oddly cooperative this time,” Johey said.

	“I tried everything. My daughter doesn’t want to be queen.”

	“He may have finally cracked up. We have to do one errand and we’ll meet you here, then all head down to get Remmy. No one else in or out. Keep the attendant in Nemal’s rooms. Droids, too. Father might reprogram them. I’m taking one droid.” I grabbed my essentials bag and headed out.

	The queen was gone when we arrived. I knocked out anyone close enough to do anything in medical. I hoped no alarms would go off.

	“You’re going to swap the men out. That’s pretty mean,” Zoma said.

	“That’s why I brought you. Can you figure out a way to make the machine look like it's running without it causing pain? It’s hurting him a lot. I don’t want anyone to go through that.” I began stripping the guard.

	“I’ll try,” Zoma said.

	Nemal helped me with the guard, but his frown worried me.

	“What?”

	“First, your father. Now, Tantil. Are you sure this is smart?”

	“If you want to kill my father, go ahead. I’m taking him back to the queen one way or another. Tantil will have a choice. He can stay or flee. We’re not forcing him to do anything. I just need to get him off of that machine before it fries his brain. The pain is too much.”

	“Fine,” he said.

	“You want to let him be tortured?” I asked.

	“You can’t save everyone, Kimess. Faldar is proof of that.” Nemal turned to check on Zoma.

	“I’m not suggesting we take Faldar. He’s the one I’m fine with leaving here.”

	“I think I have it powered, but the probe laser off,” Zoma said.

	I slipped into Tantil’s mind, and the pain was gone. He was tense out of fear it’d return. “Good, free him with that blue button.”

	Zoma tripped the big blue switch, and the restraints opened. The droid lifted Tantil from the bed, then put the guard in it. Zoma arranged his body and set the restraints. It looked like he was being treated just like Tantil.

	“It’s okay, Tantil. It’s over,” I said.

	He opened his eyes. “It’ll never be over. They’ll catch me and drag me back. It’ll be worse. Faldar knows it. They made him watch me all last night.” Tantil tried to sit up, but his muscles were tight.

	“Relax. It’s up to you,” I said.

	“What is?” he asked.

	“We’re leaving tonight. You can join us if you want. But it’s up to you. We won’t claim we know you’re there. You’re not a prisoner or a guest. We’ll help you get started, but the king can’t know. Understand?”

	He nodded.

	“You don’t have to go. It’s your life,” Nemal said.

	Zoma ran a scanning device over Tantil. “He might be able to help us get home if we can’t use the relocators.”

	“How is he?” I asked her.

	“He’ll be fine in a minute. No permanent damage.” She injected him with a spray in his neck.

	“With Faldar here, they don’t need me. My mother cares, but she can’t change anything. I’ll go. You don’t need to protect me. I can survive on my own.”

	Nemal handed him the guard’s clothing. “Then, get dressed. We need to get my brother and get home.”

	With everyone else trying to rig a relocator to work two halls over, I approached the dungeon with a droid. The guards let me in. Remmy looked scared, but better than earlier.

	“Let’s go.” I pointed to the droid, who helped Remmy stand.

	When we tried to leave, three guards blocked our path.

	“The king said he needed more time, but we could take Remmy out of the cell later. It’s later.”

	“We don’t have that order,” the guard said.

	“I do.” I waved, and all of them were unconscious.

	“Love that,” Remmy said.

	“Old trick.” I leaned out and looked into the hall. Any guard within reach was unconscious.

	The droid picked up Remmy, and we ran for the relocator.

	Zoma had blood on her knuckles and a scowl on her face. “No way.”

	“We can get a ship. Just need to get rid of the guards,” Tantil said.

	“That’s my specialty.” I walked ahead and sent out a mental shockwave.

	“My little girl has more power than all of the first family.”

	I turned to him and mentally knocked him out.

	“Thank you,” Nemal and Johey said in unison.

	“He’s too unpredictable. Carry him.” I pointed to a droid, who picked up my already bound father.

	Tantil ran ahead and picked a small enclosed ship. We had some cover and someone who knew how to fly this thing. I smiled at Nemal, who seemed to figure out why I wanted Tantil on our team.

	“Head for the border. Just get us across,” I said.

	Tantil shook his head. “The shortest route is good until we get near the border. I’ll veer off and fly over a rough place to cross.”

	“If you need a break, I know how to fly. Show me the controls,” Nemal offered.

	Tantil nodded. The engines engaged and lifted us off the ground. The men started working together.

	“Hold on,” Tantil said.

	The forward motion began. Off balance, I sat next to Zoma. She was at a control panel scanning.

	“You okay?” I asked.

	“No ships in pursuit. I think we got away.”

	“Great. Relax,” I said.

	She shook her head. “I should’ve figured out that damn relocator.”

	“It’s foreign technology. It’s similar to ours, but not exactly the same. We can’t blame ourselves. Let’s just get home. You’re a huge help.”

	“Thanks. I don’t need to travel again, though.” She hit the same keys again. There was a blip. “What does this mean?”

	Tantil looked over his shoulder. “Dragon. Looks like a Pegasus, too.”

	“We have weapons?” Remmy asked.

	“You rest. I got it,” Nemal said to his brother.

	“Minimal weapons. They aren’t fully installed here,” Tantil said.

	“Access hatch?” I pointed to the ceiling. A droid opened it and gave me a boost.

	“Kimess!” Nemal yelled.

	I tried to knock them out. They were too big or too far away.

	“Johey, I need help,” I said.

	He joined me in the opening. “Hit the dragon with ice, and I’ll try to knock out the Pegasus.”

	He waved and sent ice spears at the dragon. The ice stabbed the midsection, and the dragon screeched. Fire flew from its mouth, but Johey sent a huge ice stream up. The fire melted part of it, but then the dragon was coated. The wings frozen solid, the animal fell from the sky.

	I focused on the Pegasus, which had no weapons, but could follow us and report back. I’d never worked on an animal brain, but this was a shifter. A person. He felt familiar. Was it Spetor? I couldn’t find the right mix to render him unconscious.

	“Kill it,” Johey said.

	I hesitated, and it got closer. Finally, I focused on its neck and used my strength to snap it to the side. The shifter fell from the sky.

	“Good work,” Johey said.

	I stood there, frozen. I knew him. “I killed him.”

	“Doesn’t matter. We need to live,” he said.

	Nodding, I climbed back down, and Johey followed, closing the hatch.

	“I don’t see any more,” Johey said.

	Zoma said, “We’re good, for now. I’ll keep watch.”

	“I’m keeping it low so we’ll be off any radar sensors until we’re at the border. Another half an hour, at least,” Tantil said.

	“By now, the guards will be awake. They’ll be pursuing us soon,” I said.

	Johey stared at the control panels. “Rest up. Our weapons are pretty good.”

	I smiled and took a seat. 

	


Chapter 23

	As we closed in on the border, Tantil had a harder time avoiding guards.

	“Do they really need to keep people in?” I asked.

	“Would you want to stay?” Tantil asked.

	Remmy shook his head. “And we’d take refugees.”

	“Where are we?” I asked Zoma.

	“A section that is poorly guarded on our side,” Zoma replied.

	“Great. Any luck on a message?” I asked Remmy.

	“No, I think the Bachal are blocking communications.”

	“We also have a dome problem. It’s up, and we don’t have codes to get through it. The Bachal must be demanding Tantil’s return. Hopefully, our queen can send some guards to protect us. Maybe they’re tracking us,” Zoma said.

	“The dome isn’t a problem unless it’s in high-defense mode,” I said.

	Zoma nodded.

	“Damn. Okay. How are the shields on this thing, Tantil?” I asked.

	“Good, but your dome is better. Even if we try to blast a hole in the dome.”

	“I need real help,” Zoma said.

	“You can do it, Kimess,” Father said.

	Everyone turned.

	I marched over to him. “When did you wake up?”

	“I was napping a bit. I can get you through the dome. You can call for help.” He tried to sit up.

	“Knock him out again,” Nemal said.

	“We need to get through the dome,” Zoma said.

	“Give me the controls,” Father said.

	“No,” I replied.

	He smiled. “Come on. I’ve gotten across. Dome doesn’t matter.”

	“Show Zoma how to do it,” I said.

	“She can’t. You need to mentally tune into the current frequency they’re using. Modulate your shields, and you can slip through. It’s bumpy and hot, but this ship should hold up better than the tiny one I crossed over in.” He looked around.

	“Fine, but how do I know what it means? I don’t know shields,” I said.

	“I’ll do it.” He closed his eyes.

	“We can’t trust him,” Remmy said.

	I closed my eyes and tried to feel the dome. It was strong, and the humming had a pattern. “Two long breaks and short hum. It repeats,” I said.

	“Exactly. Adjust your shields to match strength and pattern. Slip through when it’s on the short break.”

	Zoma frowned. “Sounds easier than it is.”

	“I’ve got it.” Tantil expertly worked the Bachal vessel.

	“If you lied…” I warned my father.

	He laughed. “We’re all dead, then.”

	Nemal grabbed my father by his shirt. “You’re not worried enough about that.”

	“I’m dead anyway, but I don’t want my daughter to die here. Not like this. She has too much left to do.”

	Zoma braced herself. “I’m glad to hear that!”

	Things began to hit the outer hull.

	“We’re being fired on,” Tantil said.

	I closed my mind and mentally knocked unconscious all the Bachal guards within reach.

	“That might help,” I said.

	“Works for me. We’re approaching the dome,” Tantil said.

	All of us sat and braced ourselves. The ship shook a bit. It grew worse, and the hull rattled. I closed my eyes to keep from getting a headache as the queasiness hit.

	Nemal put an arm around me. Holding onto him, I waited for the shaking to stop. As the end of the ship made it through the dome, a force spun and flipped the ship. We hit the ground hard, and my shoulder jammed into the hull.

	“Everyone okay?” Johey asked.

	“Yes,” I said.

	The attendants for the men confirmed they were safe.

	“I’m okay,” Nemal replied.

	“Nice ride,” my father added.

	“The ship is dead, but I’m good,” Tantil said.

	“Zoma?” I called out.

	“Droids, we need light. Try to contact the castle,” Nemal ordered.

	Emergency lights glowed. Zoma was unconscious.

	I scrambled to get to her. Johey lifted her up.

	“She’s alive. Nasty gash on her head.” Johey handed her off to a droid. “We need to figure out where we are.”

	Nemal was pushing buttons on the droid’s control panel. “The castle isn’t taking messages from our droids. We’re going to need a more secure frequency. They probably think the Bachal stole and reprogrammed our droids.”

	“Triangulate the location, droids,” I ordered. We were back on our land, and their programming was much more useful here.

	“Nearest known inhabitant is your friend, Lady Kimess,” said my droid.

	“My friend?” I asked.

	“Simma,” it said.

	I sighed in relief. “Great. We can go there and make contact with the castle. Lead the way.”

	“Grab your things,” Nemal said.

	“We need to set the self-destruct on this ship,” Tantil said.

	“Show one droid how. They can catch up faster,” I said.

	One droid carried Zoma, another carried my father so he didn’t run. Their lights led the way as we walked away from the ship. Tantil kept turning and looking back.

	“It’s just a little ship,” Johey said.

	“It’s not the ship. It’s unfinished business. But I need to be here. To be safe.”

	“You’re not our prisoner. We won’t claim you as a guest. What you do is your decision, but you won’t have intimate access to the castle,” I warned him.

	Tantil smiled. “Thank you.”

	“For what?”

	“Treating me like an adult. My parents never really did that. They always treated me like my sister and not like an independent male warrior. I’m not a child anymore. I need to take control and responsibility.” He stood taller as he walked ahead.

	“I’m not sure about this,” Nemal whispered in my ear.

	“We can’t live in a cocoon of our little castle and world. We have to trust people and learn about them.”

	My father turned his head. “My daughter. You’d be such a good queen! Don’t you see it?”

	“I will have the droid gag you,” I said.

	“I’m not fighting.” He held up his hands as much as he could.

	“He really has gone crazy. He wasn’t this much fun last time I caught him,” Johey said.

	“I think he’s got nothing to lose. He knows it’s over,” I replied.

	Johey shook his head. “My bet is he went crazy. The dungeon can do that.”

	It took nearly half an hour of walking, but we arrived at Simma’s familiar cottage.

	I knocked on the door. She opened it and stepped back.

	“I’m sorry. I know what I must look like. We had to get out of Bachal. I need to contact the queen. We need medical help, too.”

	“Come in.”

	Simma worked on Zoma while we used Simma’s communication screen to contact the castle. Marel answered and patched us through.

	“Are they coming for you?” Simma asked.

	I turned to her. “Sort of. Emergency protocols. We’re all relocating now.”

	Simma opened her mouth to protest, but we were in the castle before any sound came out.

	We landed on a relocator pad inside the medical section of our castle. I felt like I could breathe again. People began working on Zoma immediately. Everyone had bumps and cuts.

	The queen entered, and we all did our best to bow even though she waved us off. Father bowed the lowest, but had a grin.

	“Does this one need actual medical help?” the queen asked.

	“Not enough to hold him,” replied a healer.

	“Guards, take him to the dungeon and interrogate him,” she commanded.

	Instead of looking at him, I turned and watched over Zoma as they scanned her head. Part of me expected my father to launch into another rambling monolog, but he didn’t. I’d see him again in the throne room when he faced his judgment. Now, I needed to deal with my friends and responsibilities. He was here, and the queen knew it.

	“She has internal bleeding. We have to relieve the pressure and stop it.” The doctor put a helmet on her, not unlike the one Tantil had worn. A few taps on the panel next to her and the machine focused on one spot with a blue laser.

	“You brought us another prince?” the queen asked.

	“No, he fled on his own. He also isn’t male. He doesn’t believe he is. Tantil feels he was born female, and the Bachal king had her changed for succession purposes. If we can help with medical testing and a procedure, we can honestly say we don’t have any prince of Bachal, and what can the king do?”

	“Start a war, but I think we’re there, anyway.” She looked at Tantil. “What about your father?”

	“He tortured me. He’s probably torturing Faldar right now. I’m not falling back under his power. I’ll leave Lazrel if you want me to, but I’m not going back to Bachal. Please let me have some tests and the corrective procedure.”

	Nemal walked to his mother. “He flew the ship that got us out of there. He avoided his own guards and their attacks. We’d probably be dead if it weren’t for him. The king had cut off all relocators and had Remmy in a dungeon cell.

	“Fine. Tantil has limited access, restricted to medical for now.” The queen went over and checked on Remmy. “That bastard.”

	“I shouldn’t have gone. You told me not to.”

	The doctor nodded “You’ll be fine. Minor injuries.”

	“We need to get Faldar out,” Remmy said.

	“You need meds and rest,” Nemal said.

	Remmy stood, but was visibly in pain. “He loves his country and people, not his father. He has to play the game.”

	“He should’ve stayed here,” I said.

	“I know I should’ve.”

	“I meant Faldar. He could’ve said he was sick or out with his troops somewhere. Put it off.” I sat on a medical table as they scanned me.

	Tantil shook his head. “You don’t refuse the king. I learned that young.”

	The doctor finished scanning Tantil.

	“Well?” I asked.

	“Don’t be nosy, Kimess,” Nemal said.

	Tantil blushed. “It’s okay. I’ve wondered myself. I tried to get a doctor to test and show me at home. Just to prove I wasn’t crazy. Either way, I need to change.”

	The doctor said, “DNA and all brain chemistry and hormones indicate a female. They altered her physiology and have been dosing her with male hormones. We can reverse and correct the surgery that was done and stop the male hormones and introduce female ones. Her body should do the rest quickly.”

	Tantil grinned, and her hands went to her chest.

	The doctor said, “Well, we’ll have to help with those. Development was short-circuited, but it’s easy.”

	“Thank you,” Tantil said to the doctor.

	“Fine. Do whatever she needs.” The queen studied Tantil. “I’d be happy to hear whatever insight you’d like to share about your father when you’re recovered.”

	“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Tantil curtsied.

	I smiled as I was scanned. A few bumps and bruises.

	The doctor by me said, “Your Majesty, we have an issue.”

	She looked surprised.

	Tantil piped up. “That’s my mother’s fault. The Bachal queen had Kimess’ contraceptive device removed.”

	“Removed?” the queen snapped.

	“I was knocked out. It was not voluntary,” I added.

	“The nerve of that woman! Put another one in,” she said.

	“We can’t,” the doctor said.

	“What? Why?” The queen stormed over to me. “Why would she do that?”

	“Birth control is illegal there. But I believe she and the king wanted me to marry Faldar. They know he’s not traditional. And they wanted my powers.”

	She stared at me, then the doctor. “Why can’t you put the contraceptive device back in?”

	The doctor swallowed. “She’s pregnant.”

	“Told you,” Zoma said weakly.

	“You’re awake!” I ignored the crazy fact and focused on my friend.

	Zoma smiled. “Don’t worry. You’ll be a great mom.”

	“I want you to be okay. You hit your head hard. Just rest.”

	“Kimess,” the queen said.

	I turned to her.

	“You had no idea?” she asked.

	I saw Nemal headed for my defense, and I shook my head while making eye contact with him. “I’m sorry, no, I’ve never been pregnant.” I threw up my hands in confusion.

	“It appears they matured her eggs and removed some.” The doctor put a scan of my insides up on the wall. “This embryo is placed like it was purposefully implanted. It was created with male chromosome sperm. The DNA matches Faldar.”

	“They didn’t!” Tantil walked up. “Stealing reproductive pieces and making an heir?”

	“You didn’t know?” the queen asked.

	“No clue.” I sat on the table to keep from falling over.

	“I didn’t, either. In the medical ward, I heard them talking about her device. Contraception isn’t allowed in Bachal. I knew they’d done that much. But this…” Tantil studied the tiny bundle of cells. “What’s this one?”

	I felt sick.

	The doctor said, “That is another embryo.”

	“More than one? A set of male twins is asking for trouble, but they wanted to maximize their chances of stealing one from us,” the queen said.

	“No.” The doctor looked at me. “It’s not Faldar’s, and it’s not placed artificially. That is a natural conception.”

	The queen turned and looked at me.

	I took a deep breath. Fear of the queen wasn’t even an issue. I had two babies inside me? That was just impossible.

	“Who?” the queen asked.

	I opened my mouth, but nothing seemed to come out. She really had to ask who?

	“Mother, how can you ask that?” Nemal walked over to me. He looked as shocked as I felt.

	“Congratulations, Your Majesty is to be a grandmother,” the doctor confirmed the paternity.

	I put a hand on my stomach. “Please tell me it’s a girl,” I said.

	“It is. Your heiress is on the way, Lady Kimess. DNA confirms Nemal as the father. Everything looks fine. We’ll adjust your vitamins. You’re not even a week along. They’re a couple days apart, but all should develop well.” The doctor headed back to work after bowing.

	The queen glared at Nemal and me for a minute. She turned to her brother.

	“Don’t look at me. Kimess was determined to bring back her father. Even after they messed with her arm. You didn’t have that implanted in Kimess because you thought she’d taken a vow of celibacy,” Johey said.

	Remmy chuckled. “Sorry. Congratulations. I’m going to be an uncle.”

	“Me, too.” Tantil shook Remmy’s hand.

	“I think you’ll be an aunt by then,” Remmy joked.

	“Enough,” the queen snapped.

	“I’m sorry,” I said.

	Johey moved closer to his annoyed sister. “Come on. Nemal is almost eighteen. She’s nearly seventeen. Blame that damn queen for violating your seer. Now you have a granddaughter on the way.”

	“And the heir of Bachal in the same womb. This is sabotage and invasion. How do you respond to that? They’ll go to war to get that boy back.” She paced.

	Nemal looked at me. “We should’ve used something or shouldn’t have…”

	I laughed. The idea of two babies. One forced on me, and one that I'd wanted. Maybe not now, but eventually. All I could do was laugh.

	“Kimess, this is real. I know it feels like a bad dream.” Nemal hugged me.

	“We can’t let them know,” I said.

	“The Bachal? They know what they did,” the queen said.

	Tantil shrugged. “They won’t let their heir go.”

	“We can transfer them to an artificial womb,” the doctor offered.

	“Both? You can’t just transfer one?” I asked.

	The doctor cleared his throat. “That’s never been done. If a mother is ill or the fetus needs constant monitoring and medical aid, we bring it to an artificial womb. If it’s twins, we always bring both.”

	“These aren’t twins,” Nemal said.

	“No, but her body doesn’t know that. To it, that is the same as fraternal twins. Removing one might disrupt the flow or attachment of the other. At your age and with your position, it might be easier for you to have them contained here. They’d be medically monitored around the clock, and you could visit them whenever you want,” the doctor said.

	I glanced at the queen.

	“They’re your children. You must make that decision,” she said.

	I shook my head. “They stay with me. But we can tell the Bachal that the baby didn’t survive. In the escape, I was thrown from the ship and miscarried. How can they prove otherwise?”

	The queen looked at Tantil.

	“I’m not going back. I’m not going to say a word. If my parents get their hands on that baby, Faldar has less of a chance to break free.”

	“Fine. I’m going to see what our traitor has to say.” She walked up to me. “Take care of yourself.”

	I frowned. “Of course. I want to be there. When you sentence him and…I don’t want anyone to think I don’t support you, that I can’t stand to be there.”

	“You’re strong, but that’ll be a shock. You don’t need that in your condition.”

	“I’m going to be there,” I said. “He needs to see what side I stand on, too.”

	The queen turned to Nemal. “You better stick close to her. And if you want to schedule a royal wedding, the sooner the better.”

	I hadn’t even thought of that.

	Nemal grinned at me. “No rush.”

	I gently smacked his arm. “No? Try next week.”

	“Minnette will be so sorry she missed it,” Remmy said.

	Laughing, I hugged Nemal. I was a few years younger than I’d planned for this, but it was what I wanted, mostly. It was happening. Not having Minnette there was a huge relief.

	The doctor ushered me back on the table. “You have some small cuts and bruises. We want to make sure nothing gets infected. Those Bachal germs are bad for you.”

	“I think I’ll make it.” I smiled.

	 

	


Chapter 24

	Remmy’s pain and loss tore him up inside. For some reason, I needed to stay close to him. I felt awful, yet so relieved he was safe with us.

	I sat there as they healed my bruises and cuts from being tossed around in the ship. Trying to figure out why I hadn’t read the betrayal in the mind of the queen or king gave me a headache. I should’ve known what they’d done to me, but they’d limited contact with me afterward. Those pills were probably meant to keep me sedated.

	Focusing on Remmy’s heartbreak was somehow less selfish. Plus, it distracted me from the idea of being pregnant and not far from marriage.

	“He loves you,” I said.

	Remmy looked over at me. “You’re getting everything you wanted, and I’ve got nothing.”

	“You’re alive. You have your family.”

	“I should never have gone.”

	“That’s true, but rehashing it won’t change anything. You had hopes Faldar would stand up for himself and you. That his parents weren’t as bad as you thought. Some people might surprise you. I’m sure there are plenty of gay men in that country, and their parents would love and support them. But the king is the man who makes those rules and could change them. If he won’t…for his own son…” I shook my head. “You’re lucky they didn’t kill you.”

	“Right now, I’d rather be dead. I don’t have a life without him.” Remmy sat like a zombie as the medical staff injected him.

	The doctor gave me an injection as well. “Just a prenatal vitamin booster for you.”

	“What about me?” Remmy frowned at me.

	“You need a little booster, as well. I’ll prepare it,” the doctor said.

	From the doctor’s mind, I gleaned his injection would be full of antidepressants as well as vitamins. Remmy was a shell of his normal self, but he’d recover.

	“Remmy, you have a life. You don’t want to hear it or believe it right now. I know you’re worried for Faldar. I’m sorry.”

	“Why couldn’t you get him? Bring him, too?” Remmy yelled.

	I’d never seen his temper flare. “I’m sorry. He was being watched by the king or his personal guards all the time. He was in the king’s chamber. You were hurt. Zoma suspected I might be pregnant. My father had slipped out of my hands more than once. I had to act. Once we knew you weren’t allowed to leave yet, we had to break you out and escape.”

	“Easy enough for you and your powers. Faldar doesn’t have that.” Remmy cracked his knuckles.

	“He’s a dragon shifter. He can fly away.”

	“They’re all shifters. They’ll stop him. His own father would battle him before he let him leave.” Remmy hopped off the table and began pacing.

	“So, what makes you think I could get him out? Part of the deal with taking Tantil was we deny we have him. He’s not our guest or our prisoner. He’s going to be a she. I need to practice using the right pronoun, but she’ll make her own path.”

	“She’s lucky. The king won’t want her once it’s done.”

	“Blood is blood. He’d change her back to a him if he needed an heir,” I said.

	“Any means is fine to the king’s end.”

	“Basically. Look what he did to me. You would’ve been leverage he’d have used to hurt Faldar and make him do whatever the king wanted. You know that? He was never really going to let you go. He was going to torture you. Send pieces back to your mother. We’d be in a full war and unable to save you. We had to take you when we did. I’m sorry about Faldar.”

	“You think we’ll avoid war now?”

	“If the king believes our queen. How can he prove where Tantil is? How can he prove I’m still pregnant? If he starts a war, we’ll fight. We’ve been prepping. You have to be there. On our side. For our troops.” I had no idea what he’d do if war broke out.

	“I’d fight. We have to win. War might mean Faldar is freed. All of those people need help.”

	“True.” That triggered my memory. I grabbed a passing nurse. “Where are Anela and her mother? They must’ve been brought here.”

	“Isolation. Follow me,” she said.

	“Are they very ill?”

	“No, they’ll recover. We’re detoxifying their lungs with a special air mixture. They arrived here and began coughing and gasping,” she replied.

	Anela ran up to the clear plastic wall between us. She was clean and dressed in a white medical gown. Smiling and waving, she looked happier than I’d ever seen her. She pointed to her mother and then hit a switch on the wall to activate the speaker.

	Her mother looked like a new person. Clean and clear-eyed. Her skin had color in it, and she munched on a mix of berries and nuts from a bowl as she looked at a view of the outside.

	“Mother likes looking at the grass and the clean air. She can’t wait to walk around in the gardens.”

	I found a chair and settled in it. “So, you’re okay. I’m sorry you’re stuck in here.”

	“Oh, no, it’s wonderful. I’ve never felt better, and I’d be lost wandering out free right away. No rules or orders. I mean, of course the guards interrogated us a bit. And the queen. She’s lovely. Really. I told her what you did for us and how we were living. She beamed like she was so proud of you and promised I’d have a job here working for Marel. I can be her assistant or something and live in the castle if I want. Mother can have a little house in the country, and I can live there, too.” Anela’s energy was so high she nearly bounced.

	“I’m glad you’re happy. The job won’t be much different than you’re used to, but it will be safer and with fair pay.”

	“No one has said a word about money or owing anything. Do you know how much medical treatment Mother has received? Two procedures and countless rounds of therapy and regeneration on her joints. She can walk on her own. They’ve given us vitamins and amazing food. I could live in here, and I’d be fine,” she said.

	“You won’t say that when you’re out there in really fresh air and you see what our cities are like.”

	“I have. I mean not personally yet, but they gave us a view screen so we can see cities and towns. They gave me job listings in case I don’t want to stay at court. We have at least two more weeks in here for our lungs to adjust, but then, who knows? I think I might want to train for one of these medical jobs. People seem so nice and helpful.” She smiled.

	“You’d be great at it. I’m glad your mother is doing so well. A lot of seniors work in greenhouses to keep busy. They sprout new plants and cultivate seeds. It’s physical, but not heavy or demanding. If she likes nature, she might like that.”.

	Her mother turned, nodded, and pointed to herself.

	I nodded. “You got it. Keep getting stronger, and when you’re ready, we’ll make sure you get set up near one.”

	“How can I ever repay you?” Anela asked.

	I leaned in. “You tell the queen everything you know about the Bachal. The royals. Their weapons, troops, plans, and anything else. We had to flee. I had to break Remmy out of the dungeon. Your king might start a war, so anything that’ll help us win.”

	“They gave me a tablet with information, but only paper to record things. Probably doesn’t want any messages going out yet. I’ll make a list of anything I can think of. I told them whatever they asked and what I knew, but tidbits were overheard. I might not know everything.”

	“Don’t worry. If we have enough refugees telling us information, we can piece things together. Have your mother do the same. Did my cousins visit you?”

	“Julianne? Yes. She didn’t bring her daughter, but she painted us a get well card.” Anela retrieved it from the desk and showed me the work.

	I smiled. “She’s sweet.”

	“Yes. I’m not sure what to send in return.”

	“Nothing. Don’t worry about it. If you need anything, let me know. They’ll contact me.”

	“I will. Thank you!” She headed back to her mother.

	I found the doctor treating Anela and her mother. “How are they?”

	“Good. Very good. Eating like they were starved, which they were, to a point. Lacking nutrition. We’re supplementing them. Asking them to drink a lot of our water. The lungs are the main lingering issue. A few more weeks at the most, and they’ll be fine to leave. They’ll need supplements, though, for at least a year. The older woman has brittle bones. A few more weeks of density therapy won’t hurt there, either.”

	“Why doesn’t Tantil have that issue?”

	The doctor shrugged. “Best guess is the castle air filters are better. Cuts down on the particulates that are breathed in. Outside, or where the rest of the people live and work, probably has no filters.”

	“Thank you for taking care of them. If they need anything, please let me know.”.

	Heading back to Remmy, I found him studying the medications in a clear, but locked cabinet. “Need something?”

	He sighed. “Nothing cures heartbreak.”

	I changed the subject. “I wonder where LeFawn is.”

	“We’re still being cleared. We had the most cuts. And you have a baby implant.” =

	I shuddered. “I can’t believe it. I still can’t. It’s not real.”

	“It’ll be real soon enough. Kicking and moving. I can’t believe they used Faldar’s…That’s just wrong.” Remmy’s temper flared again.

	“Did they knock him out like they did me? Drug us and take certain cells.” I frowned.

	Remmy’s jaw fell.

	“What?” I asked.

	“What if they kept some?”

	“Some what?”

	He shook his head. “Fertilized baby eggs. If that one didn’t take or you lost it, they had backups. They can use another woman or an artificial womb, too. Faldar has an heir, and he’ll be a father to a son with your powers and genes.”

	“I can’t even think about it, honestly. It’s too much. He’ll be a good father. Nothing like the king.”

	Remmy rubbed his eyes. “But he’ll do it without me.”

	I headed over to tried and comfort him when a doctor barged in. “You’re both clear. You can go. We’ll send an alert for your next pre-natal check-up. Zoma will remain for some tests, but she’ll be fine. Brain takes a bit to heal.”

	“Thank you,” I said.

	“Great. I want to see LeFawn.” He practically sprinted away from me and out the door.

	I wanted to see her, too, and my family. As I exited medical, Marel hugged me tightly.

	“I was so worried!”

	I patted her back. “You did a great job. Anela seems quite happy.”

	Marel sighed. “Coming from where she did, this is paradise. Your cousin was a bit confused, but I was nervous and stressed. Are you and Nemal really getting married?”

	“I’m sure you know why.”

	“I should’ve warned you to use some other form of protection, but you two were always together. I figured you had it covered.” She looked at my stomach. “Either way, you need an heiress. Plus, you two couldn’t keep hands off each other anymore.”

	I blushed. “Don’t tell the queen that. Or your mother.”

	“I promise. Is Zoma okay?”

	“Okay, yes. But, she needs more recovery. If you want to go and sit with her, it’s fine. I just need a bath and to change. The queen will probably want to sentence my father today or tomorrow. He has a habit of escaping.”

	Marel scrunched her nose. “Zoma probably needs rest, too, and I feel like talking. I’ll help you, and once you’re done and ready, I’ll sit with her. If I bug her, I can always talk to Anela.”

	“Excellent. There’s one thing I don’t understand. Why did Minnette go to Fairyland?”

	“There are rumors and more rumors and speculation. Even my mother isn’t sure.”

	“That’s not good. I’ll have to get it out of the queen.” Mental gifts were great in a pinch if I remembered to grab the information.

	 

	


Chapter 25

	“Pregnant and getting married?” LeFawn shouted.

	Nemal hugged his sister first and took the brunt of her enthusiasm. My hug was more of a squeezing enthusiasm.

	“You seem old now,” she said.

	“Thanks.” I’d felt older since the day my mother died. LeFawn and I would always be friends, but I’d been forced to grow up much faster than anyone wanted.

	“Minnette will go insane when she finds out,” LeFawn said with a big smile.

	“I’m just glad your mother didn’t have a problem.”

	“What’s she going to say? You’re pregnant with a little princess.” LeFawn kneeled down and hugged my stomach.

	I looked to Nemal, and he grinned. “Welcome to the family.”

	“Why is Minnette in Fairyland?” I asked.

	LeFawn stood and sighed. “It looked like war. Mother had been talking about sending me there just in case for safety. For the continuation of the family and someone to take over if the worst happened. All the rulers of the five families are in the castle almost every day unless they’re on business for the crown. If the Bachal managed a sneak bombing of our castle, it’d be a huge loss.”

	“You going, I’d understand,” Nemal said.

	“Blame Remmy for Minnette getting the trip. He insisted on going to Bachal and refused to stay behind. I’m surprised Mother hasn’t thrown him in the dungeon here, but it sounds like he got a terrible lesson or ten over there. Minnette was so furious with Remmy that she was upsetting the court and making the family look disjointed. Mother sat me down and said we had to be unified. We had to stay calm. I want Remmy to be happy with Faldar, but he was a fool to go there.” LeFawn rolled her eyes.

	“Worse than a fool. It’s hell there,” I said.

	“Marel told us when she got back. Those poor women. Anyway, Mother had the same talk with Minnette, but she thought we should go to war right then. Storm in and take you guys the day after Remmy went. I don’t know if it was a power trip or a panic, but she couldn’t keep calm. She’s usually so cold and stony,” LeFawn said.

	“Where is Curlon? I asked him to watch over Minnette. Maybe he has a clue what was going on in her head.”

	LeFawn shook her head. “He went with her.”

	“What? He’s a member of my family. He can’t go to Fairyland without my permission. Did he take his brothers along, as well?”

	“No. Just him. I think she sort of had a romantic thing for him.”

	I looked at the droid in the corner of my chambers. “Bring me Furlon, now.”

	The droid exited immediately.

	Nemal said, “Minnette feels the pressure. She lives in it. Father used to tell her she’d be queen, and she had to keep calm and quiet, but that she had to worry about everyone. She had to take responsibility for the poorest person in the land. It was her personal burden to carry, and she had to love each subject like a little brother or sister. She grew tenser, and when he died…”

	“That’s when she grew cold. Like she had to be brave and stay strong so the rest of us could cry.” LeFawn hugged her brother.

	I sat there, clueless. “I knew she’d had pressure in her head. But those thoughts weren’t there. Neither of you ever told me any of that.”

	LeFawn smiled at me. “I wasn’t even ten. I didn’t remember it really clearly until Nemal talked about it. I think about Father, and it was a blur of pain and tears. Minn was strong. Remmy carried me half the time.”

	“I remember more, but I wasn’t much better. Minn was how she was. I thought she was just practicing. Being strong for when she had to take over for Mother. She did get a bit snippier when Kimess’ mother died. You’d think she’d have been nicer.” He kissed my forehead.

	LeFawn shook her head. “She got scared. Especially when it turned out that rebels were behind it.”

	“There haven’t been any attempts on anyone since we were gone, have there?” I asked.

	“No. Quiet. Boring, really. When Minnette couldn’t stay calm and keep it together, Mother ordered her on an ambassadorial tour that ended in Fairyland. We haven’t heard from her since she arrived. No one wants to leave there.”

	The door opened, and the droid had Furlon by the collar. “Furlon.”

	He tried to bow. “What did I do?”

	“Let him go,” I said.

	The droid released him.

	Furlon bowed low. “I’m glad you’re safely returned, but I don’t understand the droid.”

	I crossed my arms. “You don’t? Your brother is in Fairyland with the princess, and you have no idea why I’d summon you here?”

	“Forgive me. Curlon did as you asked. He stayed close to her, and she liked him. That smug and sure of himself stuff made her feel safe, I guess. When the queen commanded the princess on the tour, Curlon volunteered to accompany her. Our mother didn’t want him to go when she found out it ended in Fairyland. Curlon told her he swore to you he’d protect her. He had to keep his word. Mom agreed.”

	I rubbed my neck. “I never meant for him to leave here. Leave his mother.”

	“He is in the Queen’s Guard. Travel is part of his duties,” Nemal said.

	“Not Fairyland. That’s not a predictable or quick trip.” I sighed.

	“Mother is collecting his pay, and I took a position as a teacher. We’re doing fine.”

	“I’m glad. We’ll make sure you have any extra droids for helping your mother, and I’m increasing her monthly stipend.” I owed his mother that much.

	“Thank you.” He bowed.

	“You may go,” I said.

	Once he was gone, the room was eerily silent. I grinned to myself.

	“What’s wrong?” Nemal asked.

	“Nothing, I just missed being home. My friends. My family. My responsibilities.”

	“We missed you, too,” Le Fawn said.

	It took two days before everyone was medically cleared and we were able to assemble properly to view my father’s judgment. I just wanted today over. I was in my place at the left side of the queen. Normally, that felt second-nature, but today, my father stood before the queen. He’d been interrogated. It looked like they weren’t nice about it, and I felt like everyone was looking at me.

	The word of my pregnancy and engagement spread around the castle and the country in one day. Some people thought I’d seduced Nemal because of my father. It’d keep me safe to be the queen’s daughter-in-law. But people who knew us better had expected the match. LeFawn was so pleased that no one dared disparage the engagement within her earshot.

	LeFawn was in Minnette’s place on her mother’s right. Remmy stood behind her. Nemal stood next to me, but one step back. The protocol of court was intricate, but it spoke volumes.

	My father grinned at me. He knew everything. I didn’t need to be able to read his mind to know that.

	“You are charged with murdering a member of the Queen’s Guard, conspiring with a foreign monarch to put your daughter on their throne, and fleeing custody. You have confessed to all of these crimes?” the monarch asked.

	“Yes, Your Majesty,” he said with a bow.

	“For these crimes, you are sentenced to immediate execution.”

	A man from the crowded throne room rushed forward and tackled my father. “Die, you traitor!”

	The two men wrestled. The guards yanked them apart as they rolled around on the floor. It was vaguely comical. Loyal subjects didn’t often volunteer to execute criminals.

	The guards picked up the two men, and as they were checking to see if the loyal citizen was hurt, my father bolted.

	“No!” I screamed and reached out, but Nemal pulled me away. Here and now, he was no longer a guard, but my future husband and his job was my safety at formal functions.

	My father had a dagger. That dagger I’d taken with me from that Bachal man. I’d lost it in the shipwreck and never thought about it again. He plunged the dagger into the queen’s arm and yanked it out. LeFawn tried to stop her mother from bleeding, covering the stab wound with her own hands.

	I pulled free from Nemal and grabbed for the dagger before he hurt anyone else. It scratched my hand, but he let me have it easily.

	Too easily.

	“Don’t scratch your future husband with that,” he said.

	Four guards piled on him.

	“Execution order, my queen?” one guard asked.

	“Mother? Mother, what’s wrong?” LeFawn asked.

	I’d been staring at the dagger. There was blood, but also a black sticky substance. “What did you do?” I demanded.

	“Get medical,” Nemal shouted.

	I looked at the queen. She was a greenish-gray already. Her eyes looked dead, and she patted her daughter’s hand. I understood. The doctors filed in and laid the queen on the ground to try and save her.

	“What is on this dagger?” I demanded.

	“You can’t help her,” he said.

	“He dipped the blade in something. Hold the man who attacked my father. It was a setup. He had the weapon,” I ordered.

	“Kill us all. It won’t bring her back,” my father said.

	“Mother!” LeFawn tried to get to her. My friend looked a bit gray as well.

	“The queen is dead,” a doctor announced.

	I kneeled immediately before LeFawn. “Long live the queen.”

	The room repeated the oath.

	I pulled the doctor aside. “LeFawn tried to stop the bleeding with her hands. She may have been exposed to the poison, as well. Get her to medical, please.”

	“You’re cut, too.”

	“I feel fine.” I handed him the dagger. “Don’t get the black on you. Maybe you can find an antidote to whatever it is.”

	“It may be an allergic reaction of some sort and not a true poison.” The doctor looked into my eyes and felt my pulse.

	“I’m fine. I need to handle this.” I nodded to the room and walked over to Remmy. “Go with your sister. She’s queen until we get Minnette back.”

	He shook his head.

	“Go!” I ordered. The shock of losing a queen would soon wear off and people would begin to panic.

	Turning to the room, I pointed to my father. “Search him. Double the shackles on his arms and legs. Bring him to medical.”

	“I’m fine, dear. But thank you,” he said.

	“You will die for your crimes, but if you can help us save LeFawn, you live a little longer. I’m very sorry. The execution will take place once we’ve made sure our queen will live. We will bring Minnette home, of course. The crown is in no danger from a silly old man with a dagger.” I turned and headed behind the throne.

	As healers moved the queen’s body from the room, I walked to medical. Nemal was one step behind me. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I should’ve seen it. He’s too damn sly to ever give up.”

	“LeFawn isn’t ready to be queen,” Nemal said in shock.

	“Minnette will be called back. We’ve got a bigger problem. She’s getting sick from the poison,” I said.

	“It killed Mother in less than a minute.” He stopped.

	I grabbed his hand. “I’m so sorry. My father did this so he might know how to get the antidote. Let’s go and see her.”

	Finally, he started moving again. Time wasn’t on our side.

	“How is she?” I asked.

	“Weakening. She wasn’t cut, but the substance made contact with her skin. Some was absorbed. We have no idea what it is.” The head doctor rushed up to me and ran a scanner up and down.

	“She’s still alive?” Nemal asked as he pushed past.

	“I’m not great, but I’m here.” LeFawn laid on the bed. She looked weak and grayish.

	“How long do we have?” I asked.

	The doctor shrugged. “Your guess is as good as ours.”

	“I wasn’t asking you.” I spied my father shackled a safe distance away from other people. Grabbing the dagger from the counter, I jabbed it in my father’s shoulder as far as I could.

	“Damn it, Kimess!” he shouted.

	His mind’s defenses were down, and I could get what I wanted. “It’s a Bachal poison the king gave him. His mission was to assassinate the queen.”

	“Finally figured out how to keep me from blocking you,” he said.

	“What’s the antidote?” I demanded.

	“There isn’t one.”

	“So, Kimess is going to die, too?” Nemal pushed me out of the way and twisted the dagger.

	When my father quit screaming, he laughed. “Look at her. Does she look sick? At all weak? You think I’d risk killing my own daughter?”

	“How is it possible?” the doctor asked.

	“Kimess and I have been taking small doses of the poison ever since she was little. I wanted her strong. Little by little, the dosages increased, and we both built up a tolerance for it. She didn’t even know I was feeding it to her.” He smiled at me.

	I pulled Nemal’s hands off the dagger and made sure they hadn’t made any contact with the black sludge. He was safe.

	“Kimess, come here,” LeFawn said.

	I rushed over. “You’ll be fine. They can synthesize antibodies from my blood. I’m immune.”

	“I hope so. I don’t feel well, at all. With Mother gone, I can’t…” She froze.

	“We’ll send someone to retrieve Minnette. It’ll take a week or so, but we can get her back, so you just rest.”

	“No one comes back from Fairyland,” my father said.

	I looked at a droid. “Find Simma and bring her here now!”

	“Kimess, you…you must sit on the throne while I’m ill. Another ruler from the five houses must fill in if the monarch is ill or away from court so there is always a leader on the throne. I choose you,” she said.

	“No, not me.” I shook my head. “You’re going to be fine. It’ll be a week.”

	“Kimess, it’s the law, and the people just lost their queen,” Remmy said.

	“Not me,” I whispered to LeFawn.

	She pointed to my stomach. “That’s my niece in there, and you’re my friend. There is no one else I’d trust to hold mine or my sister’s place. And if neither of us can…” LeFawn took my hand.

	“No. You’ll be fine, and Minnette will be here in a week or so.” She was making me her successor. A queen without a direct heiress could choose among the other four rulers and designate the next in line

	She glared at me. “You don’t tell a queen no. If Minn doesn’t come back, it’s you.”

	A doctor approached me and pressed a device to my arm. Some blood transferred without pain. “The antibodies from your blood will take time to recreate. The sooner we start—”

	“Start,” I ordered.

	“You sound like a queen already.” She looked at Remmy. “You hear me? Kimess is queen for now, and if Minn and I don’t make it.”

	Remmy bowed.

	The droid arrived with an argumentative Simma. “What is going on?” she demanded.

	“The queen is dead. LeFawn is gravely ill from a Bachal poison. They’re working on something, but we need time.”

	“I’m not a healer.” Simma shook her head.

	“A healer can’t fix this,” my father said.

	Simma lifted a hand. “I can fix you.”

	He grinned. “I’m already dead. Do your worst.”

	“Stop wasting time. Simma, you’re the most powerful spell caster I know. Can’t you put her in a state of suspension or slow the poison down? Maybe we should freeze her? Something?” I asked.

	“I can try, but there is no way to know the results. It won’t last very long. A week or two at the very most, and she’ll appear to be in a coma,” Simma said as she put a hand on Lefawn’s forehead.

	“We should have some antibodies to test by then, but no promises there either,” the doctor said.

	“You need to send her to Fairyland,” my father said.

	“I hate to agree with an evil and crazy man, but they have more restorative powers. It’s not a natural death so they will try to save her. It’s your best option.” Simma looked me in the eye.

	“That’s at least a week trip. Your spell might help her make it there,” I said.

	Simma bowed and began whispering spells. I hoped it worked. My father could make up nonsense, but Simma wouldn’t agree with him unless it was true. She wouldn’t lie to me.

	 

	


Chapter 26

	LeFawn had assembled the queen’s small council members before Simma completed the spell. They’d witnessed everything, but we were all in shock. I felt horrible. Somehow, my father’s wish had come to pass. I was the one chosen to sit on the throne. Deep down, I understood why LeFawn picked me, I had to be the one to prove whose side I was on. I had to give the order.

	I was on the throne, announced and crowned by the ruler of the second house before the day was out. There was no dissent or resistance, but this was temporary. My father wanted to believe he’d somehow succeeded, but I’d rather see one of those women on the throne than have everyone worried I was a traitor. Nemal stood at my right-hand side, supportive as always. Remmy took the spot on my left, I had no seer. I was my own seer, an odd circumstance.

	My father and his accomplice stood before me, heavily shackled and guarded. I probed the mind of the accomplice and wrote down all his associates we needed to track down.

	“You, Ratyel, are condemned to die for being an accessory to regicide.” I pointed to the guard.

	The laser ax lopped off the traitor’s head without a bit of blood splatter.

	“Galdar, you are guilty of regicide, in addition to your earlier charges, of which you are also guilty,” I said.

	“You look good up there, my girl,” he said.

	Again, I gestured to the guard behind my father. The guard pressed a burning piece of metal to his Achilles heel. The screaming upset most of the room, but I clearly read his mind and jotted down the names of his rebel and traitor allies. Including my aunt’s name.

	I waved to the guard who removed the incentive. My father fell to his knees before me. Until now, I didn’t fully understand the power of the queen. The body of a traitor lay slumped before me. Someone would cry for that man, but he’d helped to commit murder. They could blame me. Wielding power over your own family like this was disturbing. The absolute and unquestioned power.

	“Galdar, you are to be executed immediately,” I said.

	Before I could nod to the guard, Nemal stepped forward and took the laser ax. He stood between me and my father, Nemal being much taller and broader in the shoulder, I couldn’t see a thing. Nemal swung the ax, and I felt the death rather than saw it.

	He turned and bowed to me. “Forgive me, my queen. It was my right. She was my mother.”

	I nodded to him. He’d done it for me. So, I didn’t have to see my father die.

	“Traitors and betrayers will not be tolerated in Lazrel. While we await the return of the rightful queen, Minnette, I pledge to hunt down the rebels and traitors provided by these two murderers.” I handed the list to the head of the Queen’s Guard.

	There was cheering and applause.

	“Tomorrow, we will lay to rest our monarch. And, as life must go on, next week, my wedding will go on as planned. We will not be derailed for one minute by sabotage or enemies from outside or in. You must all keep on with everything that you do. But tomorrow is a day of mourning for our queen.” I stood and took Nemal’s offered hand.

	He led me back to the private room, and I hugged him tightly.

	“I had to do it.”

	I said, “Thank you. Part of me wishes I’d had the strength.”

	He shook his head. “You want to marry me; you have to let me protect you. And the little ones.”

	I looked around and whispered in his head. “No one can know the boy isn’t yours. Not even Minnette. Not until she’s secured the country,” I said.

	He kissed me. “It’s none of our faults that this happened, and he’s going to be half you. That’s all that really matters.”

	“You’re too nice to me.”

	He bowed. “I love you, my queen.”

	I smacked his shoulder. “Don’t. It’s temporary. I can’t even think if I had to sit on that throne forever. Minnette will come back. She must. LeFawn will be healed by the fairy magic. They’ll both be fine and have daughters. Then, you’ll just be the husband of the seer and ruler of the fifth family.”

	I lifted the heavier crown from my head, and Marel immediately appeared to take it. “Do you need anything?”

	“Water.” I wanted wine, but I had to make some changes for my condition.

	Simma was announced by the guards. She bowed to me, and I felt completely wrong.

	“How’s LeFawn?” I asked.

	“Under the spell. She won’t know about funeral or anything, so if you want to send her off, I’d suggest tomorrow at the latest to begin,” Simma said.

	“Thank you. She’ll need trusted guards. We’ll need to make a plan,” I said.

	Simma bowed. “I offer myself to Your Majesty in whatever capacity I can be of help.”

	I stepped closer to her. “You don’t like court.”

	“I like my country, though. It’s not perfect, but I don’t like people killing my queen. You need true friends around you, especially now.” She looked down at my stomach.

	“You’re welcome to stay, and I appreciate the help. Did you see how Zoma was doing?” I asked.

	“Better. They’ll release her soon, I’m sure. But your Bachal fellow was being prepped for something. Should they be doing elective things, now?” she asked.

	“There’s nothing else they can do for the queen or LeFawn. They’ll try to cultivate the antibodies to create an antidote or immunity injection, but it takes time to duplicate things. Tantil is a routine procedure,” I said. How could I ask her to delay when she’d been in pain for so long over this?

	“I think we should see your great aunt. A visit with her will help you center yourself,” Simma said.

	Nemal nodded. “That’s a good idea!”

	“What are you going to do? Not help with the rounding up of rebels. I can’t handle any more danger for anyone I love,” I said.

	“Don’t worry about that. Remmy and I are going to spend a little time with LeFawn before she leaves and then finalize the plans for tomorrow. I know Marel and her mom are running it, but I want a few private minutes with Mother as well.” He kissed me.

	“If you need me to come up there, let me know. I’m not quite sure what or where I need to be, just yet.” I didn’t want him to go through it alone, but he had his brother.

	“Your great aunt will help. Remember, it’s only temporary, and you’re not to stress yourself too much. Minn can handle it when she gets here. Just keep things under control during the transition. No damage to the littles.” He kissed my check.

	Simma shook her head as he walked away.

	“What?” I asked.

	“The truth, Your Majesty?” she asked.

	“Don’t start with that. You must always tell me the truth. You and Aunt Gurol.” I started walking to the lifts to her private secret chamber in the high tower. I’d told Nemal about her one night when we were still in Bachal. It felt like a million years ago. But if we were that close, he should know my secrets.

	“You’re too young for this. Marriage, children, and the throne,” Simma said.

	“I agree.” I couldn’t even think about what Nemal was going through. His mother and possibly his sister dead. His father already gone. I’d lost a queen and a mother figure of sorts, but she hadn’t been close in my life for that long.

	“Your mother would be proud of you,” she said.

	I turned and smiled at her. “Thank you.”

	 

	


Chapter 27

	The day of the funeral, I wore the blue dress I’d worn after my mother had died. Somber and simple. Marel was helping me with jewelry when the head of the Queen’s Guard knocked on the door of the queen’s private study.

	My attendants let him in.

	He bowed. “Your Majesty, the Bachal king wishes to speak to the queen.”

	He pointed to the large view screen.

	“He must’ve heard of her death,” Marel said.

	“No doubt. He was part of the conspiracy, I’m sure.” I sighed and dismissed the helpers. No jewelry was needed for this. “Put him on screen.”

	“My condolences, Queen—” He stopped midsentence, and the king’s face froze.

	“Kimess is still my name. Thank you for your sympathies, but we are not ignorant of the part you played. What you did.” I didn’t say more than necessary.

	“I have no idea what you’re talking about, but I’m shocked to see the princesses were killed as well,” he said.

	To tell the truth or lie?

	“You were assisting the assassins. The poison you provided was very lethal. But I’m afraid not all of your plans worked so well.”

	“I did nothing,” he said.

	“What you did to me,” I said.

	The king waved me off. “We took a chance. If you hadn’t fled, maybe you wouldn’t have miscarried. But you wanted to get your prince home more than take care of yourself or your child. That’s not a mother.”

	I kept my anger in check. “I didn’t even know. But that’s how you wanted it. So, you have Faldar, and I’m sure you’ll marry him off, and he’ll do his duty.”

	“I’ll handle my own sons. You need to send my son back to me,” he ordered.

	“You need to not order around a queen. Your son is not here. He isn’t our prisoner or our guest. If he’s fled your country, that’s your problem. Just like my father fleeing Lazrel was mine.” I kept a slightly cold smile fixed on my face.

	The king grinned. “He did his job.”

	“And he was executed on my order.”

	“You wouldn’t.” The king chuckled.

	“I did. Don’t question my loyalty or my position. I know what sort of king you are. I’ve seen how your people live. I know my people are much happier and safer. You need to leave Lazrel alone and make no threats,”

	“You owe us what’s in the treaty,” he said.

	“You’ll get what’s in the treaty, but I’m done with your games.”

	“You should come back here. You can be a queen for real. Forever here. It’s better to be the queen of a country you think needs improving than some stand-in. Here, you can be charitable when I’m dead. Faldar won’t stop you from being nice.” The king was still angling.

	He and my father were cut from the same cloth. They both thought their way was the best. Any other plan, any other timing, was wrong. You had to prove it to them because they were men. They were the smartest people in the room, in their estimation. My father had suppressed it, been a quieter person when I was young, but he'd been plotting and planning. Biding his time. This king had never been told no.

	“I’m engaged to Nemal. We will be married, so you’re going to have to find another bride for your son.”

	“Send Remmy over,” the king said.

	“After I went to all the trouble of breaking him out of your dungeon? No. My subjects will not cross to your border. Any of them,” I replied.

	“He did this. He should pay. My son may not have been eager for marriage before, but he was a committed soldier. He was a warrior. Now, he’s meek.” The king shook his head in disgust.

	“Remmy didn’t change your son. I’m not going to allow you to punish Remmy for who he is. Your sons are your problem. Your food shortages or other issues aren’t my problem, either. One act of war, one threat, and we won’t stop until we rule Bachal. Your people would probably be happier. All those human slaves might fight for us.”

	“Never,” he said.

	“What side would Faldar choose?”

	“Bachal is his birthright. I’m not worried about that,” he said.

	“I would be if I were you. He fears you, but he doesn’t respect you. He doesn’t like you. He liked it here. Maybe it was more the clean air and safe life in Lazrel he loved? Maybe it wasn’t Remmy, at all? Maybe that’s just an excuse?” I tried to sound casual. Pushing too far could hurt Faldar, but the king needed to stop fixating on Remmy.

	“Then why did Faldar bring him here?” the king asked.

	“I think Remmy wanted to see Faldar’s home badly. Remmy fell deeply in love, and I have to deal with the aftermath of that. Faldar had to bring him or risk destroying his link to Lazrel. Remmy is safe here, and you may think I did that only for my queen or to keep my friend safe. But I did you a favor. You can now see what Faldar really wants. He’s seen another country. He’s tried a romance with a man. That was his first, I’m sure.”

	“Certainly, it was,” the king shot back.

	“Well, I felt he loved Remmy, but maybe my powers were muddled with romantic ideals. Remmy’s feelings were true, but now you have a chance to help your son become the man he wants to be. The man he’s born to be. He’s seen more of the world and had some wild fun. No matter what you think, you can downplay it. It was just youthful indiscretions. Your people believe anything you tell them. If you bring Remmy back, they might think Faldar and Remmy together is something you approve of.” I smiled.

	“Never. That is not acceptable.” The king’s face was red.

	“You don’t have to approve. They don’t need my approval to be who they are, either. But bringing Remmy to Bachal doesn’t help you at all. If you think you can change people by fear, you can. Temporarily. To protect their lives and their children, they’ll do whatever you want. But you can’t change people deep down. Not against their will. Until you learn that, you’ll never be a true leader. You’re a dictator.” I hit a button on my desk and ended the communication.

	Marel stared at me from across the room, her eyes were wide.

	“What?”

	She pressed her lips together.

	“Marel, I’m only the acting queen, and I always want your real opinion,” I said.

	“You just told off the king.”

	“Someone had to. Minnette can smooth it over when she takes the throne. Say that Kimess was still mourning the miscarriage, preparing for a wedding, and she had to order her father executed. She wasn’t in her right mind. He’ll buy it, if that’s the way she wants to play it.”

	“My mother would say you shouldn’t make waves as you’re only the acting queen,” Marel said.

	“What do you say?” I asked.

	“She didn’t see the Bachal people. Even when I had Anela tell my mother, I don’t think she fully understood. We know how bad life was after the war, but we live comfortably now. We have enough, and maybe we take it a little for granted. I’ll never do that again after that trip. You know that. You know what they don’t have. I don’t want to risk our way of life, but…”

	I smiled. “I don’t want to risk it, either, but our troops are healthier, stronger, better trained, more loyal, and free. They could’ve chosen another career.”

	“But the point of only having women on our throne is to avoid war,” she said.

	“Avoid it, if possible. It’s not always going to be possible. We’ll honor our treaties. But they won’t get one bit more. They may have to make the first move, but we’ll be ready to hit them back harder and faster than they ever imagined. That’s what I’m working on in my short time here,” I replied.

	“People are worried.”

	“I’m temporary. Minnette is older. She’s been by the queen’s side for years longer than I have. It might be a few weeks, but she’ll be back. I promise I won’t start a war or change laws.” I added a simple bracelet and checked myself in the mirror. That was just enough jewelry.

	“Not you. Minnette. They aren’t sure she’s up to it,” Marel said.

	“Nonsense. It’s just a shock. The queen should’ve been on the throne for another twenty years, at least. Just like me becoming a seer. There is a reason for the succession line, but for most people, there is plenty of time to learn their inherited roles from a very experienced person. Minnette will do fine.” I didn’t believe it, but I hoped she’d rise to the occasion, and the power wouldn’t go to her head.

	Marel shook her head. “And LeFawn”

	“She might be with the fairies longer, but they have better magic that should be able to heal her. It’s her best chance. Minnette will have the counsel to support her. She might not like me, but the other three rulers are experienced and have a better friendship with her. Don’t worry. This monarchy was planned to survive no matter what.” I hugged her.

	Tears rolled down her face. “The queen. And you could’ve been killed.”

	I ran a finger over the spot where I’d been nicked by the dagger coated in poison. “My father was a real creative person. He wanted power and to rise in rank. Any country, any throne, would have done. That’s why he married my mother. She wasn’t ambitious enough for him. I’m not sure how many angles he was working, but he’d been laying his plans since before I was born. Be glad your parents are kind and honest people, Marel.”

	“I wouldn’t trade places with you for anything.”

	“You’re smart.” I held still as she adjusted the crown on my head.

	“Your cousins are all in attendance, except Ember as requested. Zoma is well enough to attend,” Marel said.

	“Good. Thank you. Ember is the future of the family if anything happens to me.” I still didn’t really feel pregnant. The doctors had the proof, but it was so early I couldn’t feel them yet or even focus on it as if it were real.

	“Tantil offered to stay with Ember for protection.”

	I laughed. “My cousin will have tons of droids and guards for her protection. Furlon volunteered to stay with her.”

	“Still, Tantil feels she owes you. The surgery was successful, and she was released already,” Marel said.

	“There was nothing damaged or wrong with her, per se. So, the surgery was made on a healthy body. It’s much easier for them to heal something when they are making the changes rather than dealing with random injuries. If she wants to be with Ember, that’s fine, but it’s not necessary. I can think of another way for her to help.”

	“We can summon her back to the castle after the funeral,” Marel said.

	“Yes, we can’t delay on what I have in mind.”

	 

	


Chapter 28

	The gathering before the full funeral procession was small. A few attendants stood around the queen’s body, laid out and ready for entombing. Remmy and Nemal stared in silence.

	I’d been struggling with the odd mix of being the temporary leader and how I felt about it all. All I wanted to do was comfort Nemal and cry for the loss of my queen. If I’d been stronger or faster, she might be alive.

	Moving closer, I put my hand on Nemal’s arm. He fought the tears in his eyes.

	“I’m so sorry.” I hugged him.

	He pulled me in and held me tight. I felt his tears in my hair.

	“What can I do?” I knew his grief all too well, and even though the murderer was dead, it didn’t make the loss easier. It’d never bring her back.

	“We should’ve gone to war,” Nemal said.

	“Mother didn’t want it,” Remmy said.

	Nemal loosened his hold on me. “Then, we should do it now. The Bachal are taking stabs at us any way they can because they think we won’t attack. We’re better equipped for it. They know that.”

	I looked at Remmy. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

	He shook his head. “Just don’t rush into a war.”

	“I could go assassinate that king now. No one would blame me,” Nemal said.

	I held his hand. “No, but a lot more people die in a war. I don’t know what I’d do if I lost you, too.”

	Remmy sighed. “You can’t leave Kimess anyway. You have to protect her and my little niece. Even if Minnette wants to go to war, you won’t, Nemal.”

	I was so relieved by that fact, but it wasn’t the time for me to comment because Nemal took pride in his work and wouldn’t like being taken out of the field.

	“You could go kill that bastard. Make your boyfriend king, and everything gets better,” Nemal said to his brother.

	I nudged Nemal. “Never mind that that’s a terrible idea right now, all of the king’s guards are probably on the lookout for Remmy. He’s not an assassin, anyway. We don’t need more deaths in the family.”

	Nemal smiled at me weakly. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I don’t want war, but I can’t sit by and watch Lazrel do nothing. When Minn gets here, she must order something to be done.”

	“Agreed,” Remmy said.

	“I’m sure she will. I can’t usurp her authority and declare war or order an assassination.” I wouldn’t let LeFawn down. If we’re attacked, we’ll respond in kind. However, it wasn’t my throne. Not really. Not forever.

	Remmy hugged me. “You shouldn’t. No one is pressuring you to do anything. But Minn needs to take action once she’s on the throne.”

	“We’ll get through this together.” I walked up to the fallen queen and pulled a printed picture from my pocket. The doctor had printed an image of the future princess. The queen’s first grandchild. I slid the image under her folded hands.

	I leaned in and whispered, “I’ll take care of them.”

	After the funeral, we had to send LeFawn on her way to Fairyland. Sending her before the funeral seemed cruel, somehow, even though she couldn’t really mentally be present for it.

	“We have a ship crewed with droids, so they will be programmed to go, deliver LeFawn, and return,” Nemal said.

	“Not good enough. She needs someone there who can express the need and circumstances to the fairies,” Simma said. “I’ve helped get some people to Fairyland before.”

	“I’ll go,” Zoma volunteered.

	“Me, too,” Marel said.

	“No,” Simma cut them off. “You don’t understand. Fairyland is like heaven. It’s a dream. You don’t want to leave. No one ever wants to leave. To go there and come back, you must have something seriously pulling you to walk away from paradise.”

	“I’ll go,” Remmy said. “I’m never going to be happy without Faldar. I won’t stay.”

	“I’m not sure we want a prince of Lazrel traveling. It’s a lot of exposure,” I said.

	“I volunteer,” Tantil said.

	I looked at Simma, who gave me an uncertain shake of her head.

	“Tantil, that’s very kind, but you have your own life to lead. Whatever you want to do. You owe us nothing.”

	“I do. You helped me get away. I’m not sure where I want to go, yet, but I want to help LeFawn. She helped Faldar stay here and be happy for a little while.” Tantil wore pants and a blouse, but it showed off her curves, and Tantil had gotten the doctors to stimulate her hair growth. The long curls rested on her shoulders. Her makeup was a bit off, but that could be fixed.

	“You might want to stay,” Simma warned.

	“I’ll be sure to put Minnette and her guards on the ship back if I do. Maybe that is where I belong?” she wondered aloud.

	“We need one more live person. I don’t want someone jamming the droids or kidnapping LeFawn. We need a member of our court,” I said.

	Johey stepped forward. “They’re my nieces. I’ll go. I owe it to my sister to see one daughter on the throne, and the other returned to health. I won’t stay. Minnette would never allow it.”

	I smiled. “We’ve asked too much of you, Johey.”

	“I’m sorry I’ll miss the wedding, but the sooner I leave, the sooner you’re free to step down.” He bowed.

	“Thank you.” I hugged him. It wasn’t queenly behavior, but I was still learning.

	Nemal and Remmy put their heads together with their uncle. I watched Marel and Zoma fuss over helping Tantil pack and give her cosmetic tips. I dipped into Tantil’s mind. The angry young man was gone. She was content, but I couldn’t believe she’d simply go to Fairyland and live out her life.

	I dug deeper into her mind and found a rescue brewing. Maybe she intended to steal my ship, this time? She wanted to free her brother and sister. I understood the sentiment, but I couldn’t let anything derail the return of the proper monarch.

	“Johey, please make sure the droids go there and back with no detours. Unless you’re avoiding other ships who might be in pursuit.”

	“Minn will be back before you know it,” Johey said.

	“The ship is stocked and prepared. You’ll take a doctor as well as medical droids, but they aren’t allowed off the ship,” Nemal said.

	“The fairies won’t need their help.” Simma put a hand on LeFawn’s forehead and spoke her spells one last time.

	We said our goodbyes, and she was loaded onto the ship.

	Nemal held my hand, and I squeezed back tightly. LeFawn had been my best friend for my entire childhood, and my father had done that to her. Guilt, regret, and fear swirled in me. I hoped the world would be calm, and I could mourn the queen and worry about my friend.

	* * * *

	Three weeks later…

	The wedding was simple. My iridescent white gown wasn’t overdone, and neither was my jewelry. Julianne and Ember stood up for me and Remmy for Nemal. The ceremony in the throne room was uneventful. Nemal had been worried there would be another assassination attempt if we let the public in.

	As we had our first dance, people cheered.

	“I told you we’d be fine,” I said.

	“You are the Royal Seer.” He grinned. “I wish Johey would’ve been back by now.”

	The wedding felt incomplete. No queen, no LeFawn, and no Minnette. No Johey. I missed my mother, but had to remain positive. The people were nervous because of the changes, and I felt the stares on me.

	“Any word from Johey, at all?” I asked.

	“Nothing yet. Minn might not want to leave LeFawn right away,” he said.

	“She might not want this job,” I whispered.

	He frowned. “She likes the power, but the responsibility is hard.”

	I had to believe it. “Johey will get her here.”

	I saw Marel and other attendants rushing a bit. Guards quietly headed over.

	As others joined the dancing, I slipped through the crowd and dragged Nemal along behind me by the hand.

	“What’s wrong?” I asked Marel.

	“You have a wedding gift,” she said.

	“I said no gifts to all the families.” I sighed.

	Zoma shook her head. “From the Bachal.”

	Nemal glared at the head of the Queen’s Guard.

	“We’ve scanned it. It’s not a bomb. No poisons detected,” the man replied.

	“It’s organic,” Zoma said.

	I untied the bow. It was a smaller box. There was a ring on a dismembered finger.

	“What the hell?” Nemal looked closer.

	“That’s a big diamond,” Marel said.

	“Whose finger is it?” I asked.

	Zoma said, “We’ll take it to medical. Don’t worry. The king is probably just trying to scare you.”

	“There was a note.” The head of the Queen’s Guard handed it to me. “We’ve made sure it contains no poisons.”

	“Our queen is dead, as well. She sends you a parting gift to celebrate your wedding. The new queen will give me plenty of sons. An army of sons. Congratulations!”

	I shuddered and looked at Nemal. “Your sister has her hands full when she arrives. This king is starting a new family. He’s crazy.”

	Nemal hugged me. “At least he doesn’t have LeFawn or Minnette.”

	I let Zoma take the finger to medical for full testing, but I knew the king was telling the truth. The queen got the blame for her flawed sons. He wasn’t going to admit defeat. Yet, Faldar would always be the oldest son, and I had his son growing inside me. Queasiness hit, but I took a deep breath.

	Minnette needed to arrive soon because I couldn’t handle twins and a throne.

	 

	 

	The End
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