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Chapter 1



Adneiva gawked, astonished by her broken concentration as her opponent knocked her sword from her hand. She glared into her adversary’s brown eyes. He had made her look a fool, again, she figured she had the better of him. 

Narrod’s brows bunched, rippling like a fuzzy caterpillar, and Adneiva became arrogant. She should be in the house cooking or washing clothes like the other seventeen year olds in the village, but she bloody didn’t like it. Ever since her mother died, three years prior, she quit being a proper lady.

Her brother cocked an eyebrow. “Looks like I win again, sis.”

“Oh, stifle it, you no good camorea stockpiler.” 

“You’re just jealous,” he said.

“You bet your bloody hiney I’m jealous, Narrod. I’ve been practicing for years.”

“Relax, Adneiva, women aren’t fighters. They’re lovers.” He winked.

Adneiva grimaced, dropping to the ground. She used a leg sweep to kick her brother’s legs from under him. Narrod slammed into the ground, laughing. He continued to laugh as he lay on the ground, pounding his fists into the dirt, tears streaming from his dirty face.

Narrod often acted boar-headed—but Adneiva loved him. His laugh warmed her heart. She smiled. Only Narrod could get her to smile after the tragedy. 

The truth of his comment angered her. Women didn’t fight. In comparison to men, she carried little muscle, appearing frail, with little strength. She never wanted to pick up a sword until their mother died.

Tiermerra had always been a peaceful village, but the neighboring city of Legain found any excuse to raid and pillage them. Long ago, her mother did laundry outside during a raid, and paid for the mistake with her life. 

Her mother’s death led Adneiva to want a sword and begin practicing how to use it. Narrod reluctantly agreed to train her. She discovered wielding a sword was harder to master than she expected. When younger, she and her brother would fight with sticks where she’d whack him in the head hard every time. The older child, she had a size advantage, but he grew older before joining the militia. Now, he bested her.

She offered her hand to Narrod. He smiled at her, using the assistance to regain his feet. Adneiva brushed dirt from him, a habit reminding Adneiva of her mother. 

The village bell’s clatter broke her concentration. The ringing grew more frantic and thoughts of her mother faded as her eyes grew.

“Raiders…” she whispered.

“Get inside,” Narrod yelled, unsheathing his sword.

“No.” 

“I am not asking you, sister.”

“I am your elder. You will not tell me what to do.”

“You will not get yourself killed for some silly quest of vengeance.”

“It is not silly.” She stomped her foot.

“Adneiva … please.” His shoulders drooped as he glanced her way, pleading.

Adneiva huffed, recovering her sword. “Fine, you fat-bellied boar, but only because I haven’t perfected my swordplay. Once I defeat you, there is no reason for me to turn away from the fun.”

“There is nothing fun about killing a man, Adneiva.”

“Says you,” Adneiva snapped as she stormed toward their cottage. 

Adneiva stopped abruptly and hid behind a boulder as not dozens, but hundreds of horsemen thundered past with weapons drawn. This is no ordinary raid…this a massacre. She ran into her cottage, peering from the window.

Tiermerra had failed to prepare. Horsemen flooded the streets, slicing limbs and heads off all the men who stood in their path. Adneiva gritted her teeth, storming into her father’s room. She grabbed his helm and leather armor. It fit loose on her, but it would have to do. She tied her hair into a bun as she donned the helm, pausing to attach her scabbard before stepping out the door. 

Chaos surrounded her. Bodies littered the roads. Villagers ran screaming as horsemen chased after to slaughter them. Tears cascaded along Adneiva’s face. She recognized people she knew—people she talked to the day before—dead on the ground. Crows already littered the skies—croaking their massacre cries.

A horseman noticed her. He rode to her with sword drawn. She shook herself, unsheathing her sword, its uneven balance twisting in her grasp. When the warrior approached, she rolled on the ground, thrusting her sword forward at the horse’s legs. The animal squealed and reeled backward, unseating the rider. 

The man regained his feet in a hurry, rushing at her. She barely got her sword up in time to block his strike. The tragic scene around Adneiva distracted her. She needed to concentrate. She compressed her emotional turmoil into one sentiment: rage. Her sword flashed in front of her, parrying her opponent with more skill than she’d shown before. Her leather armor bore cuts from his attacks before she even saw the blood—but no pain weakened her. She had injured him as well. As he grew slower, she grew swifter. She charged, tackling him, wrestling his helm away. He stared at her, eyes wide in fear. She steadied the shaking hand that held her sword, plunging it into his abdomen. He gagged, coughed up blood, and ceased to move—all the while gazing into her eyes.

Adneiva had never seen a dead man before—let alone killed one. His eyes stared up at her—cold and unmoving. He looked right at her when she stabbed him, his eyes full of tears. He knew his fate, but he accepted it. 

She pulled the sword from his chest. It dripped crimson. She gagged, dropped her sword, and released her stomach contents. The foul scent of the man’s released bowels assaulted her nostrils. If she had anything remaining in her stomach—she would have vomited more. She retrieved her sword, while careful not to glance at the blade, she stabbed it deep into the ground. When she pulled it free, it no longer dripped crimson.

Her brother had been right, there was no fun in killing a man. Her brother…she scanned the area. Tiermerra had no warriors, they only had militia—but Legain attacked with trained warriors. The militia, outnumbered and out-classed, would be slaughtered.

Adneiva dashed in the direction where she last had seen her brother. She ran past horsemen who attempted to swipe a sword at her, but she dodged their strikes. As she ran, she noticed women and children in the streets crying. The horsemen ignored them, coming after her. She ran into a clearing, and found her brother. Three other militia fought with him. Ten warriors surrounded the militia men.

She halted, biting her lip while deciding. She raised her short sword high, yelling as she charged. Adneiva wouldn’t let her brother join their mother—at least, not without her. 

A sword flicked toward her helm. She spun, shoving her sword over her shoulder, piercing a warrior’s neck. Another sword swung at her from the left. She ducked as it stirred a breeze of fresh air above her. She kicked the man’s legs from under him, slamming her blade into his chest. Adneiva yanked her sword free, stepping to her brother. She was grateful her father had generic armor, but she dared not show her face to her brother.

“Impressive, brother,” Narrod said.

Fearing to speak or look his way, lest her brother recognize her, Adneiva nodded.

“We cannot win this. I don’t believe they are taking captives, save the women as war prizes. At least the children are safe,” he whispered.

Adneiva gulped, nodding again.

“So how do you boys want to go?” Narrod asked.

“Let’s gut as many of them as we can,” a middle-aged man with salt and pepper hair said. 

“Agreed,” Adneiva whispered hoarsely, holding her sword steady so they failed to see her body trembling. 

Narrod nodded. “On the count of three.”

Adneiva gulped a deep inhale, preparing herself. 

“One…two—”

Several arrows flew at them. Adneiva instinctively dropped to the ground. Men shouted in pain. She gasped as she glanced around. Arrows had struck the three men, their blood staining the dirt beneath their dying bodies. Narrod crouched on the ground as well, scrutinizing her. His eyes squinted as he studied her, then bulged in recognition. 

“Adneiva?” he whispered. 

She didn’t speak.

“Adneiva, show yourself. They won’t kill you; they aren’t after women.”

“Not for killing,” Adneiva spat.

“We don’t know that for certain,” he said. 

“All men are the same.”

“That is not true.”

Adneiva growled. 

“At least you will live,” he said.

“That’s not worth living for.”

“Is revenge worth living for?” 

She paused. 

Narrod growled as he tackled her. They rolled on the ground until he wrestled her helm away. He stood, throwing the helm across the ground. 

“Please. Please…she is a woman, not a man. You are respectable men. You have left the women and children unharmed. Please, do not harm her.” He let his sword fall to the ground.

“No!” Adneiva screamed.

A man clad in plate-mail stepped from behind the attacking warriors. He carried a massive sword, a claymore, its edges glowing a light crimson. He doffed his red and gold helm, handing it to another warrior. He smiled as he seated his claymore in its scabbard.

Narrod studied the captain as he strode close to place his hand on Narrod’s shoulder.

“We did not come for the women and children.” The captain withdrew a dagger from his sash, plunging it into Narrod’s heart. 

Narrod gasped, trembled, and collapsed. 

Adneiva shrieked. She jumped to her feet, grabbing her sword before charging the captain. 

He unsheathed his claymore, deflecting her with ease. She attempted several more strikes, but he blocked each with proficiency. 

He taunted her, twisting his weapon to slice her hand. 

She screamed, dropping her weapon. The metal echoed as it hit the ground. 

“You are feisty. We’ll have to find someone to tame you,” the captain said.

Adneiva dropped to her knees, sobbing, while gripping her wounded hand. 

Another warrior trod next to the captain. “It may take more than one.”

She shivered, the pain causing her to whimper. 

The warrior unsheathed his sword, raised it high over her head, smashing the pommel against the back of her head. 

Hope filled her last thought as she hit the ground … hope that she’d never wake up. 

Chapter 2



Divinity inhaled, clenching her stomach as tight as she could while her maid, Nyeverra, tightened the corset. Divinity did not like the bloody thing, but being a duke’s daughter required such abuse. She hated the fancy parties, the balls, and gatherings. Being the daughter of a duke became the most inconvenient thing imaginable. Well, except for the hired help, unlimited coin, accompanied by lavish meals they allowed her to nibble. 

“Is it too tight, milady?” Nyeverra asked. 

“Yes.” Divinity rolled her eyes.

“I’m sorry milady, I do not believe it will go any looser.”

“It is quite all right, Nyeverra. It is not your fault, my arrogant father believes I am some crossguard piece he can maneuver to do his bidding.”

“Crossguard, milady?”

“It is a foolish strategy game they play with carved wooden pieces. Men say it improves their battle tactics. Ha. They are fools.”

“Yes, milady.”

“That is all, Nyeverra.”

“Yes, milady.”

Divinity grabbed her coin purse, giving the maid a small silver coin. Her father gave Nyeverra a small copper a week—a pittance. Even though a servant, Nyeverra had become her best friend. 

“Thank you, milady.” Nyeverra looked to the ground. She curtsied, rushing way through the door. 

Divinity smiled. She studied herself in the mirror as she twirled. The corset may hurt, but she looked spectacular in her new powder blue velvet gown. She took one last small breath before heading out the door. 

The staff had decorated the standing room in a magnificent fashion. Tapestries hung everywhere, and torches lit the room. The women around her wore elegant gowns with long gloves, the men wore their finest silk. Divinity grew tired of the high class balls each week, and longed to wear her loose fitted dresses without a corset. 

Her father, Sir Wylace the III, Duke of Legain, stood in the center of the room next to the king beside two younger men. Her father puffed on his cedar pipe, blowing smoke circles that floated above his head, giving the impression of an angel—though Divinity knew better. 

She strolled to his side, careful not to walk too fast. Her pace had to be just right—as a proper duke’s daughter should. When she reached her father’s side, he removed the pipe from his mouth and grinned. 

“Daughter, you look divine. The gown is exquisite on you.”

“Thank you, father.”

“Very becoming, Divinity. You are a mirror image of your mother. She would be proud,” the king said.

“Thank you, your highness.” She curtsied.

One of the younger gentlemen cleared his throat, trying to get her attention. She watched his blue eyes take all of her in, lingering in some areas. He smiled, but she noticed his large hawk nose and crooked teeth. He resembled a braying mule.

“Oh, yes. This is Sir Eryen, the king’s nephew. He is commander of Legain’s warriors,” her father said.

“Pleasure.” He smiled. His eyes failed to rise enough to glimpse into hers.

“Is it true you ordered Legain’s army to storm Tiermerra?” she asked.

His eyes met hers, his head reared back as his chest tightened. He held her gaze for a long moment. “Yes. They stole from us and pillaged our food supply. There is no excuse for such heinous behavior.” 

“Did anyone survive?” she asked.

“Yes, we spared the women and children.”

“You’re telling me you killed hundreds of men who could have been our allies, or our servants of labor as we expand the size of our city?”

“This is none of your affair. I am the High Constable. You are not,” Eryen said. 

“What you are is a—” 

“Divinity…” her father cut in. 

“Father, he—”

“That will be enough, Divinity.”

“Yes, father.”

“Why don’t you accompany the young constable to the dance floor?”

“But, father—”

“Now.” He sent her a piercing glare.

Divinity’s eyebrows lowered as she bit her lip. “Yes, father.”

Eryen smirked, offering his hand. 

Divinity bit her tongue, lowered her gaze, accepting his hand, though grateful for her white gloves. He grasped her tightly, moving onto the empty dance floor. 

Music flowed as two men with flutes emerged from the crowd. 

“You sure do know how to make a first impression, don’t you?” Eryen said. 

Divinity refused to meet his gaze. 

“That is no way to treat your betrothed.” 

She gaped at him as he formed a tight-lipped smile. His cheeks puffed up, making his nose appear a little smaller. 

“Father would never—”

“Oh, yes he would. I am the king’s nephew. Who better suited than the Duke’s daughter? It has already been arranged. Your father will announce it tonight. I suggest you start treating me with respect.” 

“Respect is earned, not given.”

Eryen smirked. “You will learn not to talk back to me.”

“If you dare—”

“Do not worry. I will keep you with child so you will have little time for anything but servicing my needs.”

Divinity’s lips pursed as her head seemed to spin. She scowled as her face heated with fury ready to explode. She needed to calm herself, no need to expose herself. No one needed to know what she could do.

She closed her eyes, focusing on all the red silhouettes of people around her in the darkness. Each particle acted like a fire burning inside of her, a fire she could extinguish with two fingers. She focused on one near her, dancing near her side. She closed her fingertips on his red flame. It burned, but she clenched her teeth. When she removed her fingers, his flame became white.

Hit him.

She opened her eyes.

The man released the woman he’d been dancing with. He moved toward them. 

Eryen glanced at him when he reached them. 

The man’s eyes focused on Eryen. His fist clenched as he sprang forward, striking Eryen’s jaw. The contact caught the constable off balance, spinning him to the floor. 

Three guards rushed close, grabbing Eryen’s attacker, holding him. The man’s eyes grew wide and his jaw dropped. His gaze moved to the floor where two men helped a shaky Eryen to his feet. 

“What happened?” the man asked.

Eryen wiped his face and found blood on his glove. He gritted his teeth and glared straight into the man’s eyes. “Hang him.”

The three men drug him away. 

“Wait, I didn’t do anything. I swear! I have no recollection of what happened,” the man called.

His cries ignored, they drug him through the doorway. 

Eryen strode to Divinity, glaring into her eyes. 

She flinched. 

“If you have something to do with this, I will find out.” He stormed from the dance floor. 

Divinity tried not to smile as she strode to her father. He glanced at her, rolling his eyes. 

“Divinity … that man is to be your betrothed.”

“He is a rat.”

“Divinity, we’ve discussed this. After fifteen seasons, you are to marry.”

“Surely, there are better suitors than him.”

“Politically, no. He is to be your husband. You need to grow up. Learn to accept the responsibility of being a Duke’s daughter. There will be no debate on this.”

“Father—”

“No. The contract has been signed. Go to your room. Do not embarrass me further. The wedding will be tomorrow. Enjoy your last night alone. Given how the constable ogled you tonight, I imagine this is your last night of full rest for quite some time.”

Divinity growled, storming away. 
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Divinity sat in her room, staring through the window. She waited on the other side of the door as her father made her engagement public. Everyone had cheered. Everyone except her. She knew the day would come when her father pledged her marriage, but she hadn’t prepared for it. Especially to a hog-brained knucklehead with a huge nose and crooked teeth. For years she had observed the politics around her. She considered them fools. Men didn’t know how to rule, they didn’t even know how to keep their tongue in their mouth, or their pants buttoned. 

Three knocks at her door startled Divinity. “Come in.”

Nyeverra stepped inside, holding an object inside a small quilt. Her gaze scanned the room as her hands shook. She crossed the room to hand the quilt and its contents to Divinity.

“Did anyone see you?” Divinity asked.

“No, milady.”

“And the Duke?”

“Your father?”

“Do not call him that.”

“The Duke retired to his room.”

“Excellent.”

“What are you planning, milady?”

“I will not be pawned off like an insignificant crossguard piece. Not this time.”

“Milady?”

Divinity slid the small scabbard from under the quilt. She unsheathed it, gazing at the blade, only three spans long, but deadly. She grinned, sliding it back into the scabbard. Her eyes met with Nyeverra.

“I am going to miss you,” Divinity said.

Tears welled in Nyeverra’s eyes as she pleaded with Divinity. “Don’t go. Don’t leave me.”

Divinity sighed, attaching the scabbard to her belt. She grabbed a dark silk robe to cover her white leather armor before she strolled to Nyeverra. Tears streamed down the maid’s face as her pink lips quivered. Divinity wiped her tears before resting her hand on the maid’s cheek. Her hand pale as frost compared to Nyeverra’s dark complexion. She leaned close, kissing Nyeverra’s forehead.

“We knew this day would come. No matter what the outcome, we knew my father would marry me off. You couldn’t remain my maid forever.”

“I l—”

“I know. I do too, but it is time for me to leave.”

“Can I come with you?” Nyeverra asked. 

“No, I’m sorry. It will be hard enough for me to sneak away, but if you came…everybody knows you are my maid. We wouldn’t make it out of this city alive. You will be strong won’t you?”

“Yes, milady.”

Divinity pushed Nyeverra’s hair behind her ear, stroking her cheek. “Goodbye, Nye. Perhaps one day we’ll meet again.”

She strode through the door, refusing to look back. She had promised herself she wouldn’t cry, but the tears cascaded along her cheeks as she departed. She and Nyeverra had known each other for ten years. They were the same age when her father, the royal pain in the duke, had made Nyeverra Divinity’s personal maid.

Divinity wiped her tears, applied a stern face, and continued forward. She had much to accomplish during the night. She took a deep breath when she reached her father’s door.

Years of verbal and physical abuse sprang from her memories, all but bringing her to tears again. She had only one way to be rid of her father—once and for all. She unsheathed the short sword as she entered his door. 

Her father had company. On his bed lay a young serving girl almost Divinity’s age. He held her head down as tears flooded her face. Divinity remembered when he tried a similar thing with her. He didn’t get as far.

“Let her go,” Divinity said.

Her father twisted about as he stepped away from the bed. His glare pierced her. The young girl rolled off the bed, bolting from the room. Divinity tried not to think of how many servants she’d witnessed over the years become with child, then forced to leave their home. She wondered if Nyeverra would be next, or if her father didn’t care for the darker complexion. 

“How dare you interrupt me.”

“How dare you. How many of our servants have you taken advantage of? And how dare you marry me to some copper-brained oaf. What do you think mother would say?”

“Your mother is dead. You cannot keep holding onto the past. She is no longer here to protect you. It is time you grow up.” He clumped toward her, fists clenched.

“I am grown. I can make my own choices. And I choose to leave.”

“You will do no such thing.”

Divinity raised her short sword, pointing it at her father. “Are you going to stop me?”

He looked at her sword for the first time, leaning away when he focused on it. After a few seconds, he glared into her eyes and smiled. 

“You mother’s sword. I do wonder … how did you get it? It has been hidden away for years, in a room you don’t have access to. The maid retrieved it for you, didn’t she? It seems I will need to have a word with her soon.”

“You will not.”

He chuckled. “Do not think you scare me with your idle threats. You do not have the guts. You are but a confused little girl.”

Divinity clenched her jaw, blowing air from her cheeks. She took three steps forward, slashing an x with the sword, slicing each of her father’s cheeks. His brow furrowed as he raised a hand to his wounds. He stared at the blood on his fingers with wide eyes.

“You cut me!”

“Yes I did … father.” She put her hand on his shoulder, glaring into his eyes before plunging the sword into his chest. 

Chapter 3



Her door shattered in the darkness, causing Nyeverra to wake from her slumber. The bedroom door fell in splinters. Three warriors, bearing swords and torches, stepped inside. The other servants in the small room woke, huddling together. The warriors didn’t bother them. They focused on her.

“Grab her,” one of the men said.

“What have I done?” she asked as the other two men grabbed her shoulders, and brought her to her feet.

“You have been charged with murdering the Duke.”

“Murder?”

The men didn’t answer her. They carried Nyeverra under her shoulders out of the room, through the hall, following behind their leader. 

Nyeverra didn’t know what to think. Her mistress planned on leaving, and she resented her father, but murder? She wondered if Divinity had done it, or if somebody had blamed her. Nyeverra hoped her friend survived. 

They brought her along the streets of Legain. A large crowd gathered, shouting at her. They threw rotten food at her, chanting.

“Murderer!” 

“Hang her!”

Nyeverra trembled, her vision blurred as tears flowed down her face. They threw her on the ground at the gallows. She watched as a crowd gathered all around. A man walked toward her, draped in red with a gold crown on his head. Nyeverra slung her arms over her head, dropping to the ground. 

“Rise,” a thundering voice said.

She gulped, rising carefully to her feet. Her body continued to shake, but she held the king’s gaze. Next to him stood another man with black hair, a large nose, and crooked teeth, who grinned at her.

“Did you kill Sir Wylace the III, Duke of Legain?” the king asked.

“I—I did not, your highness.”

“Lies. I saw her steal a sword from Sir Wylace’s study. She went to the Duchess’s room,” the big-nosed man said.

“Is this true?” the king asked, eyes glaring deep into hers.

“I … yes, your highness.”

“Tell me. What have you done with my betrothed?” Eryen asked. 

“Calm yourself, Eryen,” the king said. 

Nyeverra gulped.

“Where is the Duchess?” the king asked.

“I do not know.”

“But you came to the Duchess’s room the night someone murdered the Duke?”

“Yes, your highness. I am in her room most nights. I am her personal maid.”

“I see. And what were you doing in her room last night?”

“I cannot say.” She flinched.

“Excuse me?”

“I am bound by secrecy with my mistress.”

“You present us with no evidence but your word. I have another’s word you had a sword in your possession that night. You carried a sword you had no right to bear. I have little choice child. I pride myself in being a just king, but without proper evidence or truth in the matter….you will hang for these crimes. What is your name child?”

“Nyeverra.” She shivered, gulped, and closed her eyes. Tears streamed even heavier than before. She didn’t want to die, but neither could she confess that the sword had been for Divinity. Especially since Divinity disappeared. Nyeverra cared for her, and even though she didn’t wish to die, Nyeverra accepted her sacrifice for Divinity’s freedom.

The king cleared his throat to speak aloud. “Murder, theft, and refusal of information. These are the crimes Nyeverra has committed. She will be hung for these crimes. May the creator have mercy on her soul. Is there a priest in this crowd?”

A man dressed in white strode forward and bowed. “I am, your highness.”

“Please give her counsel, and help her pray to the creator.”

The priest bowed, turning to Nyeverra. “Have you prayed before, my child?”

“Yes, a few times.”

“Good. Let’s hope the creator knows your heart. Did you commit these sins?”

Nyeverra bowed her head, sobbing. She held her hands to her face, tears pouring through her fingers. Her hands became drenched. She wiped her tears on her clothes. She glanced to the priest. 

“I did not murder.”

“Let the creator see into your soul and shine light on it. Get on your knees and bow your head. I will pray for you.”

Nyeverra wiped her eyes one last time, falling onto her knees.

“Creator. You know this child’s heart and soul. Only you know the truth, we rely on you for judgment. If she is innocent, let her be spared, let her come to you. No matter which way she goes, please guide her path.”

A silence followed until someone tugged at her clothes, bringing her to her feet. Two warriors guided her onto a wooden platform. Another man stepped forward, placing a noose around her neck.

The king stepped in front of her. “May the creator have mercy on your soul.” He turned to the crowd. “Let it begin.”

The crowd cheered. Nyeverra’s feet dropped as a hatch opened. The rope tightened against her neck and she couldn’t breathe. She closed her eyes and prayed. Suddenly, she could breathe again and she fell to the ground. Pain shot through her legs as she landed. She caught herself and crawled onto the plank. She glanced up and saw a jagged dagger gleaming above her. The rope had been cut.

“What is the meaning of this, captain?” asked the king.

“This girl is on trial for murder. A murder she did not commit.”

“Explain.”

“I saw the missing Duchess last night.”

The king’s eyebrow raised. “Where?”

“She left Legain. She stole a horse from my stable. She was armed with a short sword.”

“You saw this?”

“Yes, your highness.” He sheathed his dagger. 

“And you believe she murdered her father?”

“More so than this servant, your grace.”

“Very well, captain. You have led my men well over the years, and you’ve always been an honest man. I will trust your judgment. But if you are wrong, I expect you to take full responsibility to make things right.”

“You have my gratitude, your highness.”

The king turned to Eryen. “Nephew, go to the prison and fetch me a lost cause. Someone will have to hang. The crowd will not be pleased without a hanging.”

“As you wish, your grace,” Eryen said through clenched teeth before storming through the crowd.

“Girl, did you retrieve that sword for Duchess Divinity?” the king asked.

“I did what I was asked, your highness.” 

“Did you know she planned to kill her father?”

“No, your highness.”

“You are cleared of the charge of murder. However, you did provide the weapon. You are no longer welcome in Legain.”

“Thank you, your highness.”

“Leave.”

She bowed, spinning, ready to flee. The captain grabbed her shoulder. She regarded him. He jerked a dagger from his belt. Nyeverra closed her eyes. The noose around her neck tugged, then it was gone. 

“Thank you,” she said.

He nodded, handing her a small pouch. Her fingers gripped the pouch, touching disk shaped objects—coins. She glanced at him with wonder. 

“Be safe out there.”

She nodded before fleeing through the crowd. 

Chapter 4



Elainya stepped through the pub curtain in The Blind Mule, letting her black wavy hair fall to her shoulders. Men ogled her, and a few clapped. Others cheered, hooted and hollered, voicing their approval for her attire. Her skimpy blue satin outfit exposed her copper belly. She gulped a deep breath before swaying her hips in a figure eight motion. The room grew quiet as men ceased their conversations to watch her sensuous movements. The Blind Mule was one of the more elegant pub and inns in the port city Meshsylic. Most of the others, a noble would hardly be seen in. Elainya had danced there for a little over a year. Her dances earned higher tips for the barkeep as well as extra drinks bought. He paid her handsomely, even provided her with the best room, and she could make extra money by going to one of the rooms of a bar patron, but she hardly needed the luxury. 

She danced from one side of the small stage to the other, drawing the audience’s focus on her. Some men slipped into closer tables to get a better look. Elainya smiled at them, loving the attention, craving it. The musician in the corner raised his gemshorn to give her a soothing tone for dancing. Whistles and howling from the eager crowd drowned out most of the music, but Elainya continued swaying to the beat. She danced, unphased, for as long as she could stand it. Her abdomen and legs grew sore before she stopped with a bow. Cheers erupted as she sat on the stage to catch her breath. 

One man lingered, approaching her quietly. His breath reeked of ale when his unshaven face broke into a grin. He grabbed her wrist, pulling her to him. 

“You put on quite a show, dancer.”

“Thank you.”

“I bet you have more moves than that. Why don’t I find out?”

“I would rather not.” Elainya smiled. 

“And why is that? You think you too good for me? You’re nothing but a dancing wench. I’ll give you three copper coins to come to my bed.”

Elainya laughed. “Three copper? I cost five … gold.”

“Gold! You’re out of your bloody mind. How bout’ I take you for none?” He smirked. 

“How about you take your hand off of me.”

“I think not. You will come to my room, and quietly, if you know what’s good for you.”

“Are you threatening me?” she asked.

“Yes.”

Elainya gritted her teeth and stared at the man. Nobody around them paid any attention. Even the barkeep kept busy filling pints of ale. She would either have to oblige or take care of matters herself. Elainya scanned the room one last time to make sure nobody watched before she smiled at him. She stepped forward, pressing her leg between his, stroking it up and down. He tensed, breathing heavily. She closed her eyes, using her senses to attract the dust particles in the air. Being an old pub, plenty of dust floated throughout from all sources. She willed it to come to her as the tingling sensation rippled along her torso. 

“As you wish.”

His smiled broadened.

Elainya shoved her knee into his groin while channeling the dust she’d collected, transforming it from old energy into new. She released a small sphere of lightning no larger than a small copper coin from her palm. The lightning traveled the entire room, exposing itself for only an instant before shooting into the man’s gaping mouth. He gagged, dropped to the ground, and convulsed. She slipped away, sliding between patrons in the crowd who gathered around the seizing man. 

She strolled up to the bar to gulp down an ale. 

“How was the show tonight, Braelar?” she asked.

“Spectacular, as always Elainya. Tips and ale sold better tonight than all week. I’ll give you a bit extra. Now, you best be off. These men are getting mighty drunk. I don’t want them trying anything with my star attraction.” He laid four gold coins on the counter. 

She smiled at him, pocketing the four coins before kissing him on the cheek. 

“If I wasn’t married, dear.”

“You’re a good man, Braelar.”

She slipped from the pub’s back door and walked to the stairs toward her room. A hand grabbed her arm. She shifted aside to find a warrior with short cropped blond hair, clad in silver and gold plate mail, gripping her tight, but she managed to pry herself free. 

“I know what you are,” he said.

“Do you now?”

“Magic isn’t allowed in these parts. I will have to take you to the Duke.”

“Will you now? I am sure we can make some sort of arrangement…” 

He raised his eyebrow. “I’m sure we could.”

“What is your name?” 

“Daekr.”

“Follow me, Daekr.” She feathered her dark lashes at him.

He grinned as he trailed her up the stairs. If she’d been noticed, it signaled she must leave, but first, she would make sure Daekr wouldn’t be able to talk to anyone. He followed her into the room and closed the door, securing the latch. She turned around to find Daekr inches away from her, hunger in his eyes. Elainya bit her lip, while sliding from her satin outfit. His eyes bulged as his legs shifted. She smiled, placing her hands on his plate mail to loosen it. He remained still, eyes focused on her as she brought him down to his braies. 

Elainya took two steps back, nearly touching the room door, and looked into his blue eyes. He pursed his lips, took a step toward her, grabbing her shoulders, and threw her onto the bed. Her eyes twinkled as she peered at him. 
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Three loud knocks on the door woke Elainya. She turned in the bed, her arm outstretched on the empty sheets. After a silent yawn, she got to her feet and realized it wasn’t yet morning. She slipped on a robe, tiptoeing to the door. Elainya took a deep breath, sighing before she cracked the door to peer outside. 

Braelar stood, eyes groggy, wearing a striped nightcap on his head, holding a small plate with a candle in his shaky hand. 

“Braelar?”

“Elainya, city guards are here looking for you. I told them you left after your performance. They say you’re a witch. Another guard tipped them off about you. I don’t care whether you’re a witch or not, you’ve always been good to me. They say the guard that discovered you hasn’t returned. They’ve come to look for him…and you. I’m afraid they’ll be searching the rooms soon.”

“Thank you, Braelar. You have always been good to me. I will leave.” She kissed his cheek before noticing his blush in the candlelight. 

Elainya closed the door. She packed her bag. Elainya always traveled light. Usually she couldn’t stay anywhere longer than a few months, but she’d grown comfortable in Meshsylic for the past year. She should have been more careful. Perhaps it would have been better to teach the man at the pub a lesson in the confines of her room. She packed all of her gowns, removed her robe, and replaced it with her brown leather armor. The time had come to find a new home. 

She walked to the door, stopped, turned around and strode to the bed. She moved the covers, smiling at the sleeping blue toad. Elainya picked up the toad, petting it gently. The toad opened its eyes, glanced up at her, croaked once, and tried to leap away. She grabbed its leg before it could escape. 

“Nice try, Daekr.” She kissed the toad on top of its head. “You’re not going to escape that easily. Especially after sending all those nasty guards after me.”

Ribbit.

“That’s right. I know you sent them. Do not fear, we have a long journey to get better acquainted, my pet.” 

Ribbit.

“Oh, don’t say that. I’m not always so evil. You just happened to catch me in a bad mood.”

Ribb—

“Shh, we can talk more later. Right now, I have to get out of here before your friends find me. I don’t have enough room for any more toads.”

Elainya stuffed the toad in her sash, securing the button. She rushed to the door, opened it, and found six guards drawing swords. Gulping, she backed into the room, unsheathing her short sword. The guards didn’t speak or waste any time as they dashed in the door with weapons drawn. Elainya held her ground, parrying all six of them with difficulty. She ducked, rolled over the bed, withdrew a shuriken, throwing it into the neck of one of the attackers. He fell to the ground with a thud, twitching as he tried to pull the star from his neck. Another warrior stepped up, angling his sword toward her left shoulder. She spun, avoiding the strike, and thrust her sword, penetrating his exposed neck. When he fell to the ground, she dove back over the bed, grabbing another shuriken from her sash, throwing it into the throat of a third attacker. 

Only three guards remained. They stepped back, regrouping. Elainya caught her breath before they charged her. She dove to the ground, sweeping her left foot under the center man. When he collapsed, the toad hopped on top of him, and planted a kiss on his surprised lips. 

“Magic, kill it before its touch turns us to frogs!” another guard cried. 

She turned around, seeing the other two men hacking at the poor man’s body where the toad had been. The last two came after her, strong on offense, while she parried frantically. She blocked several of their overhead blows, panting, as she thrust her sword upward to receive their powerful strikes. Her footing slipped. She slid her head side to side, blades glinting before her eyes. One of the men knocked her sword from her hands, backing her against the wall. She glanced around for anything to use, but found nothing. Her tongue flicked out to wet her lips, a nervous habit, metal, the air tasted like metal. Shavings from the blacksmith’s shop down the street floated in through the open window. She concentrated on them, bringing the particles to her. Elainya watched as a blade formed before her eyes. The guard in front of her watched it, eyes widening, and jaw dropping. Elainya grinned as she grabbed the sword, slicing his head from his shoulders. 

The last guard glanced from her to the five bodies on the ground. His eyes bulged before fleeing out the door. Elainya grinned and went to work. She searched the five bodies, snatching their coin purses. She grabbed one of their swords, a medium sword with good balance, leaving her short sword and the flimsy blade she created with magic behind. After one last glance around the room, she dashed through the door. She stopped abruptly outside as something caught her eye. Elainya knelt, scooping up the small blue toad as it hopped away from her. She smiled before disappearing into the darkness of the night. 

Chapter 5



Adneiva awoke, alone and afraid. She stumbled to her feet. The dead littered the ground. Tears cascaded down her dirty face. Jorred who taught her how to shoe a horse, Gawyn who shared ale with her father, and between them her brother. Narrod who had loved her, wanting nothing more than to protect her. She knelt on the ground beside her brother. Her sobs echoed through the quiet village as she sat on the ground holding onto her brother’s head. She remembered the face of the leader, his dark brown hair with overgrown beard, and his crimson glowing blade. Adneiva trembled when she thought of him. She hated him. 

She pressed her palm to her throbbing head, thankful it was her only injury. She felt sure the men would have had their way with her, especially with the way they talked about her. However, she was relatively unharmed, only sore on the back of her head. Her weapon taken, as were all the weapons of the village militia. The sun rose high in the brisk morning air. Women and children came out into the streets. Sobs filled the small village, replacing the sounds of birds chirping. Adneiva studied everybody, sorrow filling their eyes. She vowed to herself she would take revenge on the men who wounded them. Adneiva kissed her brother’s forehead, got to her feet, and wandered through the pillaged streets. 

They had left her cottage unscathed, a blessing in disguise. She stormed inside, looking for anything out of place, but everything appeared as she left it. Adneiva walked into her father’s room, rummaging through his things until she found a short sword and scabbard. She secured the weapon to her waist, heading out the door. 

The surviving villagers gathered together at the town hall. No men, only women and children, huddled and sobbing, lost and confused. Adneiva pitied them, but could not mourn with them. The army took her tears. Her blood boiled with rage. Adneiva strode past all of them, walking up the steps of the town hall. She faced the crowd, took a deep breath, and cleared her throat. 

“Women and children of Tiermerra. Look around you. We are all that is left. Legain has came to our village and murdered our fathers and brothers!”

“What would you have us do? They spared us. We should be grateful to still be alive,” a middle-aged woman said.

“Grateful? They will be back. None of us will be safe. We cannot mourn our brothers and our fathers. They will take us for wives. Is that what you want? To be wives to the men who murdered your family?” Adneiva asked. 

“What would you have us do?”

“Revenge,” she said.

“How do you plan on doing that? One woman, against an entire city.”

“Not all at once. I will train … become stronger. I will find others like me. Together we can kill these … these savages,”Adneiva said.

“You are out of your mind,” the woman said.

“Yes. But I refuse to be herded by these savages. I will not be forced into being the wife of a barbarian. For those of you who want to stay, so be it! But if you want to train as a warrior, join me. One day we will reclaim this village.”

Adneiva walked down the steps, pushing her way through the crowd. She dared not look back. Tiermerra was no more. Someday she would return, once she grew strong enough, and slaughter all the usurpers. Men were unfit to rule. They had big egos, pride, and an unnecessary blood thirst. Adneiva would find women who thought the same as she did, even if she had to travel village to village to seek them out. The time of a king ruler neared its end. Adneiva found it time the land be ruled by a queen.

She headed west, into the forest, and the opposite direction of Legain. Adneiva dared not enter the city yet. She needed her space and time to think. Adneiva forced away the sounds around her and concentrated on her throbbing head filled with grief, pain, and ideas. There would have to be a plan in place if she wanted a chance to reclaim Tiermerra. She would not make the same mistake. One thing men didn’t have was patience. Adneiva had plenty of patience. She didn’t care how long it took, as long as one day women ruled, and men bowed before them. 

Adneiva stopped when she reached the forest. She gathered wood before digging a hole for a fire pit. When she turned around, she found forty women and a dozen children behind her. A few carried weapons, but most only carried clothes, pots, pans, and other necessities. Adneiva showed appreciation to see them there. It meant she didn’t have to be alone. And in her haste to leave, she didn’t think about bringing pots and pans, or other necessities the other women had thought of. 

“It looks like I’ll need to build a bigger fire.” Adneiva grinned. 

After they gathered the wood, Adneiva started the fire with a flint, before sitting on a log and staring at the flames—momentarily lost in the memories of her father and brother. Most of the women around the fire remained silent, mourning over the deaths of their families. Adneiva inhaled slowly, enjoying the peace, she didn’t know how much socialization she could do on the first night away. 

A young blonde woman walked through the crowd on the other side of the fire pit. She stepped in front of Adneiva, blocking her view of the fire, and bowed her head. 

“May I sit?”

“By all means.” 

“Thank you. My name is Viero. I want to thank you for speaking today. I feel you are right. It is wrong what they’ve done. They deserve far worse than death.”

Adneiva smiled. “That is twice you thanked me. I am afraid we’re in for a long journey. None of these women look like they can fight.” 

“We do not need all fighters, milady.”

“Please, I am not royalty, call me Adneiva. What do you mean?”

“We need warriors, yes. But we also need homemakers. If we are to create a society, we need women who can cook, clean, sew, and do chores. If they can’t fight, but excel at other things, do not dismiss them. Everybody has their own talent, even if they haven’t found it yet.”

“You are right. Everything has happened so fast. I am still trying to process it all.”

“As we all are, Adneiva.”

“And what, may I ask, is your talent?”

Viero grinned. She touched Adneiva’s shoulder, turning around on the log, putting her back to everybody around the fire. Adneiva raised an eyebrow, looking around to see if anybody paid them any attention. She pivoted to look at Viero. 

Viero held out her right hand, palm upward, and twitched her fingers. She muttered a few words under her breath as a small light crackled at her fingertips. After a moment, the light turned into a small flame. Viero opened her eyes, laughing. The small flame grew until it became a sphere of fire that covered her entire hand. 

“Magic,” Adneiva said. 

Viero closed her fist, the fireball disappearing into a cloud of smoke. She glanced at Adneiva, nodding.

“Can you teach that to everybody?” Adneiva asked.

“Can you teach every woman to be a sword master?”

“No, I don’t suppose I could.”

“Why is that?” Viero asked.

“Not everyone has the talent for it.”

“The same is true for magic. Not everyone has the talent for it. But I’m sure I could find a few.”

“Excellent.”

“Do you wish to learn?” Viero asked.

“No, I need to focus on the sword. I don’t need any distractions. It already seems I will have plenty to train when morning comes.”

“As will I,” Viero said. She stood, strolling into the darkness. 

Adneiva gulped, gazing to the stars. They shone brightly down at her. She smiled up at them, praying to the creator for strength to lead the women around her toward the right path. 

Chapter 6



Divinity hung onto the reins of the stallion tightly as he galloped into the night. Tears filled her eyes. They had no chance to run down her cheeks. The vicious wind blew them away. She didn’t like her father, but had she loved him? Divinity felt unsure, but the tears that fell told a different story. She knew she had to kill him. If she hadn’t, he would have sent after her, and Sir Wylace the III, Duke of Legain, always got what he wanted. No, she dared not stand in his shadow any longer. Men were foolish, stupid, even her father. She had watched the politics of the land for the last ten years, she knew them better than anyone, even her father. They played their games, thinking they outsmarted everyone, but they were all blood thirsty, constantly betraying each other. They couldn’t think more than a few months in the future, even less when that little brain in their breeches got in the way. She’d seen it time and time again. One politician would send a lady caller to another, and all of a sudden—the man would lose his real brain and either become a slave of politics he didn’t agree with, or wind up dead. 

Such a thing would never happen to a woman. Women were calm, collective, and patient. Months were mere child’s play when it came to plans. Divinity could see the future years, decades in advance. She tried explaining it to her father once, but the hard-headed goat listened no better a than wild hog. Divinity would create something special, a society without men, a society of intelligent women, cunning, and fit to rule. The days of male royalty were numbered. 

When she arrived in the village of Tiermerra, her heart sank. She slowed her horse to a walk, gaping at the chaos she found. Bodies lay everywhere, most of them villagers of Tiermerra, but a few were warriors from Legain. Divinity assumed when they returned to claim the women and children of the village, they would give proper burials to the warriors of Legain, but she knew the villagers of Tiermerra would most likely be piled up and set aflame. She shook her head in disgust. 

The horse continued to walk farther into the village. Divinity took in the wreckage. She couldn’t believe so many lives lay wasted for nothing. The king spoke so highly of improving Legain, and even Tiermerra in the years to come. He wanted two strong cities in the south, fortified and united. And how does he accomplish it? By obliterating all the able working men in the village Tiermerra. Foolish. It could easily take twice as long to achieve his goals for the southeastern cities. At the center of the village she saw commotion and tugged the reins of the horse, slowing him even further. 

She approached slowly, and saw women and children cleaning the streets. They gathered bodies and carried them to the cemetery. Others dug fresh graves with shovels. Slow perhaps, but they accomplished it. Divinity smiled, perhaps the villagers would get proper burials after all. 

A woman with a shovel propped over her shoulder stepped in front of Divinity’s stallion, blocking her path. 

The stallion came to an abrupt halt. Divinity leaned forward in her stirrups to gently caress it behind the ears. 

“What is your business here?” a squat, middle-aged woman asked. 

“I came to see the destruction the foolish constable of Legain ordered done to your poor village.”

“Well, now you see it. And unless you plan to help, you may go.”

“I do plan to help. But repairing a destroyed village is not my expertise. I know the men who did this, I know their politics, their foolishness. I can help fight back.”

“You sound as foolish as the other girls. Women don’t stand a chance against an army of men. We would be slaughtered. Either pick up a shovel, or get out of my sight.”

“What others?” Divinity asked.

“Adneiva spoke like you. She wielded her father’s sword, pretended to be some kind of warrior. A few of the women here fell for her speech and left, good riddance too. They were probably just a lazy bunch, didn’t want hard work to put this village back together. We need it in shipshape before the Legain men come back. Let them know the women left are worth their salt.”

“You accept slavery then? To be married off, and be at your husband’s beck and call?”

“Better than wandering off to some forest to die.” The woman spat on the ground.

“The forest? They traveled west then?”

“Yes, what’s it to you?”

“Do me a favor? When the men of Legain arrive to take their pick of you, do not mention me. And do not mention the women who left. You may not agree, but there may be something we can do in the future to avenge the death of your families. Promise me.”

“As you wish. I promise, but you’d better be off, I’ve wasted enough time talking to you.”

“Goodbye, and good luck.”

“Luck.” The woman spat again. “You’re the one that will need the luck.”

Divinity smiled, jerked the reins of her stallion, heading west. 

Four leagues out of the village, she found smoke rising in the west. Divinity shook her head, realizing she had more work than she knew what to do with. She pressed her stallion on, riding off into the night toward the fire that could be seen for leagues away. 

When she reached the camp, she noticed women of all ages. Most were aimless and everyone seemed untrained. Divinity hoped for a stronger bunch. A few tents scattered the camp, but most slept under blankets and quilts under the starlight. No horses attended camp, meaning all the women traveled by foot more than six leagues to the forest. Perhaps the women were braver than Divinity thought. They were determined. That gave her something to work with. 

She slid off the horse, tying him to a tree. A young blonde woman walked up to her, dipping her head in respect. 

“What are you looking for milady?” the woman asked.

“Who leads you?” Divinity asked.

“What do you want with her?”

“A proposition.”

“What is your name?”

“Divinity. And yours?”

“Viero. Leave your weapons, and come with me.”

Divinity nodded, and lay her scabbard by her horse. She removed a dagger from each boot, and a knife from her bosom. 

Viero raised her eyebrows. “Any more?”

“Only one…but it only works on men.”

Viero grinned. “Follow me.”

Divinity followed her through the camp, around the fire, and to a small red tent. Viero nodded to Divinity. Divinity returned the nod, looking at the fire as Viero went into the small tent. 

After a few minutes, Viero walked out with another young woman at her side. Her face was hardened, and arms muscled from physical labor, whether it be from a sword or hard work, Divinity couldn’t say. 

“Viero tells me you have a proposition for me.”

“Yes. First, if I may be so bold. What is your name?”

“Adneiva.”

“Adneiva, I want to help. I am Divinity, Duchess of Legain. When I heard what the king’s nephew did by sending those warriors to your village, I was appalled.”

“How do I know this isn’t a trick?”

“I suppose you don’t. But I have to trust that you’ll have faith in me. I cannot go back now. I’ve killed my father and fled Legain. All that awaits me there is a noose.”

Adneiva raised an eyebrow. “And what can you do for us?”

“Tell me, Adneiva, how much do you know about politics?” 

“None. I’m a fighter.” 

“Are you planning on rushing in to fight these men?”

“No. That would be foolish.”

“When will be the right time?” Divinity asked.

“Once we train these women.” 

“Will these women be enough? And how will you know when it’s the right time? There is an old saying in politics and war. ‘Divide and conquer.’ Most men are imbeciles and believe this means divide armies and conquer them. I, however, have more sense than that. I’ve been watching politics my entire life. I know how these men think, and proper intelligence is not inside of them. I’ll tell you what I believe is the true divide and conquer. We do not divide and conquer their armies. We divide and conquer them, the politicians themselves. If the duke disputes the earl, and the earl disputes the king, and every other imbecile of importance in the king’s court disagrees with each other, what form of control will they have left? We need not destroy their army. All we need do is slip past them, and bring chaos into the politics itself.” 

“And how do you suppose we do that?” Adneiva asked. 

Divinity stepped closer and whispered, “The secret lies directly between their legs.” 

Adneiva smiled. “Why don’t you get some rest? We have a long day tomorrow.”

“As you wish.” Divinity bowed before disappearing into the night. 

Chapter 7



Nyeverra slowed her mare as the sun fell below the horizon. She had stolen the mare from a merchant when the city guard tossed her through the gate. There had been little choice with a mob of peasants and serfs chasing her. She stared at the dark blue sky and the black terrain in awe. She’d never been outside the castle during twilight. The beauty of it outmatched anything she’d ever seen. She found wilderness alluring. Nyeverra never felt so free, but worried how long she could survive by herself. Chirping echoed all around her, unsettling her nerves. She knew the sounds to be insects, but it still unnerved her. 

Hooves drummed behind her as she spun around. In the twilight, she could hardly see who approached. Nyeverra loosened the reins, urging her mare to gallop at full speed. 

The sun fell beneath the horizon, silhouetting a forest before her. If she could reach the trees before the villagers caught up to her, she may escape. Nyeverra kicked her mount, whispering prayers with hope she could reach the trees in time. 

The mare ran fast, but her pursuer galloped swifter. When she glanced behind, three horses drew close. She shivered, slapping her reins. Tears filled her eyes. She’d done nothing wrong, but no one would believe her. An arrow struck her horse, causing it to shriek into the night. Nyeverra held onto the mare’s neck tight as it lost its footing, sliding on the ground. Nyeverra rolled forward into the grass a long cubit away from the tree line. Nyeverra’s forearm throbbed with every heartbeat. She knew bruises would follow. She sat up, staring at her dying horse. 

Three horsemen stopped, two more pulled in behind them. Nyeverra didn’t know what to do. Her bow sat beside her, somehow unbroken, but she couldn’t stop five of them. 

“You murdered the Duke,” the lead man shouted, furrowing his brows. 

“I swear, I did not kill the Duke.”

“You dare lie to me?” He dismounted, backhanding her jaw. 

Nyeverra fell to the ground, tears cascading along her face. She dared not get to her feet, for fear of being struck again. 

“Do you know what we do to liars and murders?” He pulled a rope from his waist to loop around her neck. 

Nyeverra’s eyes went wide. “Please don’t.” She coughed as the rope tightened around her neck, closing her throat to air. 

He yanked the rope right, restricting her air supply. An arrow penetrated the man’s throat. He released the rope, stumbling backward, gagging as he collapsed. 

Nyeverra frantically loosened the rope around her neck before glimpsing two women stepping from the woods. One wore white leather armor while holding a bow. The other had brown leather armor, a helm, and a sword in her hand. 

The remaining four men rushed the two women. The brown clad woman wasted no time as she stepped forward to take on two of the men at once, balancing her weapon beautifully to her left and right to block incoming blows from each side. The other woman loosed another arrow to strike a man between the eyes before she dropped her bow to withdraw a scimitar at her hip. She defended herself from the man attacking in front of her. 

Nyeverra’s jaw dropped. She had no idea who the woman in brown was, but the woman in white armor, trimmed in gold, she recognized. 

“Divinity?” she asked.

She watched as the woman in brown defeated the first man, stabbing her sword through his abdomen, but stumbling before reaching the second. Nyeverra lifted the bow, tightened the bowstring, and nocked an arrow. She took a deep breath, releasing the arrow. It struck the man’s abdomen. He stopped mid-swing, wrinkling his brow as he gazed at the protruding arrow. It gave the female warrior the time she needed. She jumped to her feet, swinging her sword hard to decapitate the man. Nyeverra searched to find Divinity besting her opponent as well. 

Nyeverra secured her bow over her shoulder. 

“Nyeverra, is that you?” Divinity asked.

“Yes, milady.” She curtsied, shuffling to her feet. 

“Welcome to the Ikchani.”

“Ikchani?” Nyeverra asked.

“We’ll explain everything at camp.” Divinity smiled.

Chapter 8



THREE YEARS PRIOR

Elainya paced the floor watching the brick oven. She tried to remember how long the bread had been baking, but she drew a blank. Elainya hoped that her father would be back soon. Smoke filled the air as she gaped at the oven with wide eyes. She slipped on her mitts, grabbing the stick next to the oven to slide the heated stone out. The bread was officially burnt. At least it wasn’t as charred as the last one she tried. Elainya sighed aloud. Some baker’s daughter she was. 

She hurriedly put the next batch of dough in the oven before closing it. The dough wasn’t as pretty as her father’s, but at least she tried. Elainya couldn’t let her father’s business fall behind. They needed the coin. They served as the only bakery on the south side of the small village of Zaelini. 

Elainya poked the hard bread with a stick. “It shouldn’t be that stiff straight out of the oven, should it?”

“No, it should not,” a warm voice said from behind her.

She jumped, spinning around. “Father!”

His round belly shook with his laughter. A grin spread across his face from ear to ear. His warm smile and bushy black mustache comforted her. 

“Father, I burnt it again.”

“It looks better this time.”

She hit him with the stick and he laughed even louder. 

“Relax, my daughter. All it needs is a baker’s hands.”

He set his hands on the loaf of bread, massaged it, and whispered to it in an unfamiliar tongue. His hands glowed emerald as the bread changed visibly. He faced her, smiling.

“I wish you would teach me that.”

“It is quite simple. First, you must have the desire to make the most mouthwatering bread imaginable. Only then will you be able to succeed, not before.”

“What do you whisper to it?”

He smiled. “Mouthwatering.” 

“Mouthwatering?”

“Yes, I tell it to be mouthwatering. But most importantly—I believe it.”

“What tongue is that?” she asked.

“Bread.”

“Bread?”

“You have to speak its language, daughter. Or else, why would it listen to you?”

“You are crazy.” She laughed.

“Yes. That is what it takes. But it works. Do you wish to try?”

Elainya grinned. “Yes.”

“Good. Why don’t you grab the burnt bread in the oven?”

“Oh no!” she cried. She rushed over to the oven, removing her bread. It looked worse than the last, falling flat instead of rising. Smoke filled the room, causing them to cough. 

Her father opened the door. Together they aired their small bakery. Elainya slinked to the burned bread, drooping her head. 

“Elainya, are you ready?”

She glimpsed at him with sullen eyes. “How? How do I talk to it?”

He smiled. “All you have to do is believe.”

Elainya sighed, staring at the bread. Yeast. She’d forgotten the bloody yeast. The bread looked like something even the hogs wouldn’t touch. She focused on it for several minutes before a small tingle made her arms shake. It came from inside the back of her head. She focused on the sensation as the tingling grew stronger. 

Her face twitched into a smile as she touched the loaf. Energy poured from her into the bread, causing her to shiver. She whispered to it. It rose, growing plump as the burned flaked away, leaving the loaf golden brown. 

Her father raised an eyebrow before extracting a knife. He sliced two thin pieces and handed one to Elainya. They looked at each other for a long moment before taking a bite. 

Her father’s eyebrows raised high. “What did you tell it?”

Elainya beamed. “Sweet.”

“This is wonderful, Elainya. You have the gift.” He laughed, causing his entire belly to shake. 

“What gift?”

“Come,” he said. 

He walked to the back of the bakery. She followed him, squinting her eyebrows. 

“Magic,” he whispered.

Her eyes lightened. “How?”

“I have it. Your mother had it.”

“Is magic normal?”

“No. Magic is very rare. Never tell anyone you have it.”

“Why?” she asked.

“There are only two kinds of people in this world. Ones who are afraid of us, and ones who wish to use us.”

“Can we do more than change bread?”

“Oh, yes. So much more.”

“Have you?”

“I have experimented from time to time.”

“Then why are we bakers? If we can do so much more … why are we only bakers?”

“Once upon a time an old man spoke to me. He claimed to be a wizard. He asked me to join him. He wanted to teach me. I declined. I enjoy my simple life, and I would not leave your mother. And quite frankly, the old man was an arse. Besides, I like bread … and pastries.” He grinned. 

“So we will continue to hide?”

“For a little while, but we should leave soon, before someone discovers your magic. Perhaps, it is time to seek this old man out. Your mother is not keeping me here any longer. I know you are eager to learn. However, there is little I can teach you about magic.”

Elainya missed her mother. It had been two years since her mother had fallen ill. 

“I want to learn,” Elainya said.

“I know. I will teach you what I can.”
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Elainya shook her head, ridding herself of her past memories. She sat by a small fire, roasting a frog between a split green branch. Her mouth watered as she tried to remember the last time she ate. Elainya didn’t like being alone, but often forced to be by herself. No one could handle the magic she carried within her, except her father. When he taught her magic—their lives had changed forever. Tears fell from Elainya’s face at the memory. She loved her father, but when she’d accidentally let her magic slip in public, the village guard found him, and killed him. They looked for her, but her father would never give her up, and she had to flee the village before ever finding the wizard. And here she sat three years later, on the run once more, fleeing from another village where her gift had been discovered. Elainya wiped her tears. She pulled the stick from the fire, blowing to cool the cooked frog.

Ribbit.

She shifted her gaze at the toad sitting next to her. “What? It isn’t like this is your brother or anything. This is an actual frog.”

Ribbit.

“Don’t worry. Humans turned into frogs don’t taste nearly as good.”

Ribbit?

“You don’t want to know.”

Ribbit.

“And besides, you’re not a frog. You’re a toad.”

She turned away from Daekr, the guard turned into a toad, to bite the cooked frog. It wasn’t her ideal meal, but she would have to eat to survive. When she chewed and swallowed, she remembered why she chose not to get too comfortable in a village. Whenever she left unexpectedly, the first few days of foraging produced only frogs and birds, not the best of meals.

Clanging metal rang in the distance as Elainya rose to her feet. She twisted around to listen. It reminded her of a sword fight. Elainya threw the half-eaten frog into the fire before jamming Daekr into the chest pocket of her leather armor. 

“It sounds like somebody is having a party and didn’t invite us,” she whispered.

She gathered her meager belongings before sprinting east through the forest.

Elainya stood beside a tree trunk in the shadows of the forest, peering through the trees and watching a battle. She witnessed something she’d never seen before; two women with swords fighting against men. She studied them, impressed by their fighting skill. At first, she wanted to unsheathe her sword and help the women, but as she rested her hand on the hilt, she paused. Two men already lay dead with arrows. The women didn’t need aid. Elainya watched in awe as they defeated two of the swordsmen before an arrow struck the third. She smiled and crept closer. 

“Welcome to the Ikchani,” a woman with a sword said.

“Ikchani?” a dark-skinned woman asked.

“We’ll explain everything at camp,” the first responded.

Elainya stepped out of the bushes. “Yes, please do. I am most curious.”

The woman wielding the sword turned, and swept her sword high until it pressed against Elainya’s pocket. “Who are you?”

“Elainya.” She smiled. “And I am most curious to see female warriors.”

“Most are. What do you want?”

“I want to help. I have been chased from too many villages by men. Could you please remove your sword? You’re hurting Daekr.”

“Daekr?”

Ribbit.

The woman removed the sword from against Elainya’s pocket, sliding it into its scabbard. 

Elainya pulled the toad from her pocket and held him in her hands. 

A woman wearing white leather armor strolled close to inspect the toad. She withdrew a step, studying Elainya close. “This is no toad.”

“Well, he is now. That’s what he gets for threatening me,” Elainya said.

The woman in white smiled. “Come with us to camp. We have much to discuss.”

“It will be my pleasure,” Elainya said, petting the toad before gently tucking him back in her pocket. 

Chapter 9



The next morning Adneiva stepped from her tent with the sunrise casting its yellow rays through the trees, lighting the camp’s clearing. The fire pit smoldered. A few women sat on nearby logs gazing into the fire pit. Adneiva hadn’t wanted to explain their plans the night before, every one planned to talk in the morning. The duchess, Divinity, strolled to her side as she glanced at the other women. Adneiva worried Divinity would either be a great ally, or someone to challenge her leadership. 

Sitting on the logs were Nyeverra, a dark-skinned woman who knew Divinity; Elainya, with black hair who carried enough magic to turn men into toads; and Viero, a blonde also with magical abilities. Daekr, the toad, sat obediently beside Elainya. They were the most strong willed women in the group. These could very well be the leaders that would help mold their new civilization. 

“Many of you are here for answers,” Adneiva said. “I don’t know how many I can give. We are newly formed. Our goal is to overturn the corrupt, male-led government to become rulers in their place, as it should be. We will discuss how best we can accomplish this. I know very little of politics, but I know how to fight. Everybody that wants to learn how to use a sword will train under me. Does anybody have any questions?”

“What does Ikchani mean?”

Adneiva smiled. “It is from an old poem my mother read to me. I had forgotten about it until Divinity reminded me.”

“Poem?” Nyeverra asked. 

Divinity inhaled, stepping forward.

“Behind every man sits a woman,

She is not seen, she is not known,

But without her, a man is not a man,

He is a fool, a coward, and a baby,

A woman defines a man,

She is his courage, his intelligence, and his bravery,

Without her, he is lost, he is no one,

She is his rock, his foundation, his Ikchani.”

“So, we are the Ikchani?” Elainya asked.

“Brave, courageous, and intelligent women. I would like to think so.” Divinity smiled. “More so than men, definitely.”

“How are we going to be able to overcome their government? They’ve ruled forever,” Nyeverra said. 

Adneiva grinned. “That is where Divinity comes in. She has a plan.”

Divinity nodded. “As I explained to Adneiva, men think only they are wise. Men think in black and white, but we must think in gray. Their leadership lies in force, not cunning. They have armies we cannot defeat. While we may not be able to train every woman to wield a sword or bow, or even how to use magic … there will be some we’ll be able to teach. The others will be like the serfs in the villages and cities, fulfilling duties like cooking, cleaning, and making clothes and weapons. They will be as useful as any who become fighters, and the difference between the men and us, is we will show them how useful they are.” After surveying their faces, Divinity continued. “We cannot defeat their armies. They have too many men, who are too well trained for us to ever hope to defeat them in battle. Perhaps one day, once we gather enough women to arms and train them well, but that will not be today. However, if we are to succeed, we will have to damage them today. Men are impatient, we all know this. That is one thing we have on our side. This victory will not be overnight, but if we have the patience to wait, patience will succeed.”

“How will we hurt them today?” Nyeverra asked.

“All men have a weakness … a weakness we do not share,” Divinity said.

“And what weakness is that?” Nyeverra asked.

Elainya laughed while petting the toad next to her. “We all know what their weakness is. And we are the weapons to their weakness.”

“What weakness?” Nyeverra asked.

“Are you that naive?” Elainya asked. 

“She served as my maid at the castle. I’m afraid she is as inexperienced as she sounds,” Divinity said.

Elainya grinned. “Their weakness is between their legs. I assume it will be our job to exploit that weakness.”

“Yes,” Divinity said. “The problem is, while I know their politics, who is important, and who we can stir up, I am known in the castle. I cannot be seen. That means I will have to train each of you about the social structures.”

“Spreading chaos, three legs at a time,” Elainya said. 

Divinity smirked. “That’s the idea.”

“What about me, milady? I am from the castle as well, they surely know me,” Nyeverra asked. 

“Not as well as you think. They cannot tell the difference between one dark-skinned woman servant from the next. We’ll simply need to style your hair after we highlight your features. Men are dull, they won’t know the difference,” Divinity said.

“What will we need to do?” Elainya asked. 

“What women do best, seduce the men. It is important that we seduce the correct men. The king, Constable Eryen, Earl Thomlyn, and Baron Gorred. If we can get them all fighting over the same woman … the hierarchy will crumble around them.”

“What woman?” Nyeverra asked, shivering. 

“We will need a volunteer, or we can draw straws,” Divinity said.

“Is there not another way? Seducing them would make us as bad as them,” Adneiva said.

“For right now, it is the first step. I know the hierarchy of Legain. The King is having several affairs, though none can be proved. Constable Eryen and Baron Gorred are womanizers, refusing to marry, but spending much time at either brothels or married women’s houses. Earl Thomlyn was once a decent man, but he suspects his wife fornicating with the King. Therefore, he has been slipping.”

“Not all men can be so vile,” Adneiva said. 

“All? Perhaps not, but let me tell you this. Most men will crumble when you offer yourself to them forcefully. Most men aren’t used to seeing such power from a woman. If you’re the one who makes the move … seldom will they deny.”

“I don’t like it.” Adneiva frowned. 

“You do not need to take part. This job requires only one of us. Though, we will need a volunteer.” 

“I will.” Elainya smiled. “It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve been seductive, would it Daekr?” She petted the toad.

Ribbit. 

“Okay. Elainya will be the seductress. Search the King’s chambers for proof of his affairs. Constable Eryen and Baron Gorred are not fond of each other, use that to your advantage. Find something personal of Earl Thomlyn’s to hide in the King’s chambers, for if we can find proof of his wife’s affair, there should be something of his found inside the King’s chambers.”

“Not a problem,” Elainya said.

“Adneiva and Nyeverra, you are to find new recruits in the city. And Viero, do your best to study the city guard. Find a way to infiltrate them. When the hierarchy and the warriors fall, the city will be in ruins.”

“Where will you be?” Adneiva asked.

“I will be there with you, but I will have a brown robe with a cowl covering my face. There is little I can do to hide my presence as the former duchess, therefore my face will need to remain hidden. I will need to look like a peasant.”

“Where do we begin?” Adneiva asked. 

“First, I will tell you about the city, who you need to know, who you need to seduce, and how to do so. And take these.” Divinity handed each of them a vial of glowing purple liquid. 

“What are these?” Elainya asked, holding the largest of the vials in her hand. 

“It is a sleeping elixir I created with herbs and magic. Yours, Elainya, is the largest as you will have the most work to do. The rest of you, keep it close in case you need it. Half of it in a glass of wine should put the strongest man to sleep in a matter of minutes. There is also truth magic inside, making it so you can ask any question to receive an honest answer. You must keep them talking or engaged, otherwise the magic will take over and they will fall asleep. The magic inside of it will wipe their memories of your names and faces. They will only remember spending time with an unknown woman. To them, it will feel like they drank too much wine the night before. I have documents with a wax seal for your arrival and early departure. To everyone else, it will seem you left early.”

“What if the other guests who saw us speak to the King about us when he doesn’t remember?” Elainya asked. 

Divinity smiled. “He will agree with whatever they say because the elixir will have wiped his memories, but giving him the headache of drink. He will simply believe he drank so much wine where he forgot you three entirely.”

“Excellent.” Elainya grinned. 

Chapter 10



Elainya grinned and spun around wearing a scarlet evening gown. She didn’t know where Divinity found the dress, but when she saw herself in the glass reflection of the carriage, she nearly fainted. Nyeverra had styled Elainya’s hair, it was tied loosely in the back with a few loose curls falling onto her face. As a baker’s daughter, Elainya never dreamed of going to a ball, or a castle, or anywhere rich and fancy. She exhaled deeply, trying to calm herself. Seducing men didn’t present a problem, she’d done it in the past several years to survive, but wearing a gown and attending a ball to seduce the royalty and nobility worried her. 

The carriage continued along the road, bumping across the rough ground. Across from her sat Adneiva and Nyeverra, wearing gowns, but not as elegant. They dressed to be enticing, but Elainya served as the prize of the night. Each of the gowns were from a collection that Divinity had brought with her. Divinity sat on her right, wearing brown robes with a cowled hood over her hair, while Viero sat on her left, wearing the same style of robes but in black instead of brown. The carriage came to a stop inside Legain as Viero exited. 

“Are you ready?” Divinity asked.

“I’m ready for the men, it’s the dancing I’m worried about,” Elainya said.

“You told us you’ve danced in public before.”

“In front of men on a stage, not with a man.”

Divinity smiled. “You’ll be fine.”

The carriage continued on for another few minutes before stopping again. The doors opened and a man wearing black silks and a mustache opened the door.

“Good evening. You are new faces. Where are you from?” he asked.

Divinity handed him an envelope with the wax seal of Kaelier. 

“This is Duchess Adneiva, Countess Nyeverra, and Princess Elainya. They are from Kaelier,” Divinity said with her head lowered. 

“Of course.” The man smiled. “May I lead you in?”

“Please.” Elainya held out her hand.

The man bowed, took her hand, and helped her out of the carriage. 

Elainya stepped close to him, pressing her chest against his shoulder, and whispered in his ear. “Thank you.”

“You—you’re welcome, your grace.”

He helped Adneiva and Nyeverra next before walking to the front to lead them in. When the doors opened, Elainya’s jaw dropped. Adneiva nudged her and Elainya quickly closed her mouth. Candlelight and oil lamps lit the inside. Men wore their finest silks, and women wore colorful gowns. Tapestries hung throughout the room. Elainya had never seen anything so beautiful. She had to control her emotions, she didn’t want her magic to shine through her excitement.

“May I present to you, princess Elainya of Kaelier.”

Elainya strode forward, aware of the eyes on her. Butterflies fought inside of her stomach, but she continued forward, determined to do the part she knew best, entice boar-headed men.

“Duchess Adneiva.” 

Elainya sauntered to the side of the hall, waiting for her two companions. Adneiva smiled as she strolled inside, her cheeks heating to a crimson. 

“Countess Nyeverra.”

Nyeverra’s smile shown the brightest, as she appeared the most intimidated, until she tripped on the hem of her violet gown. The tops of her ears darkened slightly and she scampered to catch up with the others.

“Well, what’s next?” Adneiva whispered.

“Divinity told us not to pursue, but to wait,” Elainya said.

“Do you really think that is going to wo—” Adneiva started. 

“Excuse me your grace, may I have this dance?” a man wearing a white silk shirt and black slacks asked, staring into Adneiva’s eyes.

Adneiva smiled and curtsied. “I would love to.” She held out her hand.

He bowed before taking it in his, pulling her to the dance floor. 

“Remember, make them jealous,” Elainya whispered.

“How?” Nyeverra asked. 

“Flirt with all of them. Compliment them. Remember, touch their arms or hands.”

Nyeverra shivered and nodded. 

Another man came forward and bowed to Nyeverra. She lifted her dress’s train before curtsying in return. He offered his hand. She accepted, placing her hand in his. Elainya watched as the two of them became lost in the swirl of dancing couples on the dance floor. 

“Excuse me, your grace. May I have this dance?”

Elainya turned around to find a thin man with a hawk nose, blue eyes, and crooked teeth ogling her, his hand extended. 

“And you are?”

“Allow me to introduce myself. I am Constable Eryen.” He declined his head only slightly.

Elainya smiled, recognizing the name. “It would be my pleasure.” She curtsied. 

He pulled her close and the two of them went to the center of the dance floor. She could feel his hand dangerously close to her behind as they circled to the sound of the orchestra. The Constable cupped her left hand in his while she felt his bicep with her right. He grinned at her. She raised an eyebrow before moving his hand away from her bottom and to the center of her back.

“Tell me, Constable Eryen. What is it you do?”

“I am in charge of our army. I protect our land from invaders.”

“That sounds fascinating. I’ve always wondered what the inside of a barracks looks like.”

“I may be able to arrange that.”

She leaned in close to him and whispered in his ear. “Tell me, Constable Eryen, are there beds inside a barracks?”

He smirked. “Of course.”

She clenched her right fist on his bicep. “Interesting.”

When the dance ended, he led her over to a group of three nobles.

“Princess Elainya, this is Earl Thomlyn, Baron Gorred, and King Halamar,” Eryen said.

Elainya smiled and curtsied. “I am honored, your highnesses.” She sashayed close to the king before curtsying low with her head down. “Kaelier is very interested in an alliance with you.” 

King Halamar offered his hand. She took her hand in his as he led her to the dance floor. Every one turned to watch them. Elainya felt shivers, but pushed them away. She had seduced everyone from commonplace men to drunk nobles, but a king would be the crowning achievement for her. 

“Kaelier is very far away, young Elainya. I do not know what benefits an alliance would bring me.” 

“We have many blacksmiths and weapons are our specialty. Other than that, you would need to speak with my father.”

“Speak with him, I might. Who is it that you wish to take as a suitor?” 

“I do not yet know, my lord. There are so many acceptable suitors. I think I would like to get to meet everyone before the evening ends.”

He nodded.

She tightened her hand around his bicep and inched closer to his ear. “I’ve always wanted to see the king’s chambers.”

“Is that so?” he asked.

She sucked her bottom lip under her front teeth. “Very much.”

“I’ll see if I can grant you a private tour.”

“That would be most generous.” 

Chapter 11



Viero stalked the alleyways at night, shivering as the gentle wind brushed across her face. She edged toward the pub closest to the barracks, hoping to find one or two obnoxious men after their day of training. She knew what she needed to do, but she still shook with trepidation. She stepped into The Whispering Donkey to browse the people inside. Unlike several other pubs she passed, chaotic voices and music flooded the street from this one. The room overflowed with men holding mugs of ale while yelling at one another. Viero drew a deep breath before slipping into the room. She needed to seduce men with high rank. 

Dozens of men dressed with swords or bows gathered inside. One sat at the bar. A small group of three women surrounded him. He spoke softly with all three, smirking. She knew she had found her mark. Handsome and arrogant. Viero licked her lips, sauntering forward to sit in the chair next to him. The bartender turned to her, cocking an eyebrow.

“I need wine. Strong,” she said. 

He nodded, pouring her a mug of red wine. She raised the glass to her nose, taking a whiff, before emptying the contents in one gulp. 

She slammed the mug on the counter. “Another.”

The bartender’s eyebrows furrowed, his head tilted, but he smiled as he poured her another. Viero nodded to him, grabbing the mug. Inhaling with a loud gasp, she tilted her head back, closed her eyes, sighing as she exhaled. She regarded the mug, tilting it, cracked her neck, before sipping. 

“Rough day?” asked the man next to her. 

She glanced to her right to notice the warrior staring at her. He looked past his female companions to Viero. She studied his baby-face. He had short, dirty blond hair, and a mole birthmark above his left eyebrow. He was handsome. A bit of heat traveled through her body as she studied him. On second thought, attractive had been an understatement. The man next to her appeared downright desirable. 

“What’s it to you?” she asked.

He smiled. “I thought I could help.”

Viero glanced at the other three women hanging on him. She rolled her eyes. “I’m sure you would love to.”

“Ladies, if you’ll excuse us.” He didn’t look at the other women, dismissing them. 

The three women complained, one snorted, glancing at Viero before departing. 

“Don’t mind them. I am not the snob they make me appear.”

“Is that so?” Viero challenged. “In that case, you have no interest in me whatsoever. All you want to know is if I’ve had a rough day.”

“Correct.”

“And if I tell you, you will leave me be?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said.

“Then the answer is yes. I’ve had a rough day.” Viero tipped the mug to her lips, drinking the rest of the red wine. 

She stood, laid six coppers on the bar before sashaying away. She hadn’t made it halfway across the room when a hand grabbed her wrist. She turned, jerking her wrist away, but paused with her hand halfway to her assailant’s face. 

“Excuse me,” the man from the bar said. “I believe we got off on the wrong foot. I meant no trouble.”

Viero clenched her jaw. “If you meant no trouble, why is it your hand is around my wrist?”

His eyes widened as he let go. “I’m sorry. Look, all I really want to do is see if there is some way I can help.” A grin appeared across his face.

“What makes you so high and mighty that you can help me more than I can myself? Do I look incapable of taking care of myself to you?” Viero asked. 

“No, not at all.”

“Then why do you insist on tormenting me? Who do you think you are?” She stepped closer to him, her face directly in front of his. 

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Don’t stop there. I demand to know who you are and what is your rank. And I would like to speak to your superior officer.”

“I am a lieutenant. My name is Noraes. My superior officer is my brother, Searon. He is the captain. However, he is away.”

“Who does that leave in charge?” she asked.

“Me,” he said.

“I see,” Viero said. 

“Please, let me buy you a drink. I apologize for my actions.” He rested his hand on his chest, bowing at the waist. 

“Alright.” She sighed. “But you need to pay for better wine than the barkeep gave me.”

“I’m afraid it is the only wine he owns,” he paused. “However, I know where we can find a better selection.”

“Where?” she asked.

“My home.” He raised an eyebrow, grinning. 

She bit her lip. “Lead the way.” 

Chapter 12



Elainya studied King Halamar on the bed as she slipped into her gown. He lay naked and unconscious from the spiked wine she fed him. For an older man, he performed quite well. Her tour of the king’s chambers had been thorough. While he lay incapacitated, she rummaged through his chambers. Parchments and scrolls littered his desk. She used the knife strapped to her thigh to open his locked drawers, discovering even more documents. She scanned through them and grinned. The King had been a naughty boy, indeed. Elainya found letters addressed to him from ten different noble’s wives. She grabbed a letter from each, shoving them into her bodice. 

She cracked the heavy oak door, scanning the hallway before leaving the room. A guard stood on either side of the door. She shivered from the chill and from fear of being captured. 

“Is the king done with you, milady?” 

“Quite. I believe I wore him out.” She smirked. 

As if on cue, a loud snore came from the room, causing Elainya to giggle. 

“I believe I’ll head to my own room now. I think it best I not be found in these chambers come morning when his wife arrives.”

“As you wish.” The guard nodded. 

Elainya strolled along the hall, sensing the guards’ eyes on her bottom all the while. She’d already visited Earl Thomlyn and Baron Gorred before she visited the King. Both fell victim to her wine as well, but not before she gave them something to remember. She planted some of their trinkets inside the King’s chambers before she left. Elainya had one more room to visit before departing. 

She took a deep breath outside of Constable Eryen’s door before knocking. He opened the door, and the corners of his mouth raised. 

“I hoped to catch you before you slept. Do you mind if I come in?” She wiped sweat from her forehead.

He took a step away, bowing. “By all means.”

She slipped past the door, glancing around. Compared to the rest of the rooms she visited, his appeared stark. She crossed the room to his bed, folding her hands on her lap. Tears escaped her eyes as she gazed at him.

“What is it?” he asked. 

“I’m sorry to come to you a mess like this. It’s just—” she paused. “I don’t know where else to go.”

“Who has upset you?” he asked. 

“Baron Gorred. I thought him nice. He told me he wanted to show me his family’s tapestries, but as soon as we were alone … he … forced himself on me.”

Eryen turned to spit on the floor. She saw his eyes burn fire as his jaw clenched. She’d seen the way he had glared at the Baron earlier, which indicated they didn’t like each other.

“I’ll make sure he pays for what he’s done,” he said.

He turned to go, but she grabbed his wrist. She had used the same lines on the Baron and the Earl. With the Baron, she told him the Earl forced himself on her, and with the Earl it had been Eryen who upset her. 

“Please don’t leave me. Not now. I need to be with someone.” She shivered. 

He paused, placing his hand on her cheek. “What do you need?”

“Wine. Lots of wine.”

Eryen grinned before walking to his desk. Elainya grabbed a small vial strapped to her leg before hiding it in her fist. Eryen returned with a bottle of red wine. 

“I’m sorry. I don’t have any glasses.” He handed her the bottle. 

Her heart raced. Without glasses it would be harder to administer the sleeping elixir. She grabbed the bottle, tilting it to her mouth. Elainya took as many gulps as she could stand before she coughed.

Eryen’s eyebrows drooped. “Are you alright?”

“I need—” She coughed. “Rag.”

He rushed to his wardrobe. 

Elainya smiled, emptying the vial into the bottle. She continued to cough until he presented her with a worn shirt. Elainya grabbed it, coughing into it several times to clear her throat. 

She gazed at him, offering the bottle. “I think you should have the rest.”

“I don’t know if I should. I become cruel when I drink.”

“I would feel much better about tonight if you would.”

He frowned, shrugging before he gulped the rest of the contents. Elainya stood grabbing his hands. She knew she didn’t have long. If his body stayed relaxed, it would be only a matter of minutes before he collapsed. Her job would be to keep his heart racing for a while. She stood on her tiptoes, kissing him softly. His hands went to her shoulders, squeezing tight. 

He pulled away. “Are you sure?”

“I need you. I need to feel safe.”

“I don’t know how safe I’ll make you feel. I don’t control myself well.”

She bit her lip. “I believe I can handle it.”

Elainya scraped her long nails along her fingertips. The question is not how safe I’ll be, but how safe you will be.

She swayed around him to slide from her gown, careful to make sure all of the king’s parchments and her leg straps slid inside her gown. Elainya pushed the gown under his desk with her foot before strolling to him. She wore nothing under her gown. She stood as the creator intended her. 

“Wh—”

Elainya pushed her fingers against his lips. “Now is not the time for words.”

Chapter 13



Adneiva gazed around the strange room. The unconscious man lay on his bed, snoring loudly. Her head throbbed. She had successfully dosed him with the sleeping elixir before he could try anything. She wished she had her leather armor instead of a gown, she’d be able to move easier. A set of ivory cat figurines sat on the noble’s desk. Adneiva grinned as she lifted one before stuffing it gently into her bodice. She checked once more to make sure the man slept before slipping through the door. 

Silence filled the dim halls. She lifted her enchanted bracelet before tiptoeing along the hall. Divinity had enchanted it to guide her to each member of her party, making it easy for them to always find each other. She focused on Nyeverra’s face in her mind which caused her bracelet to vibrate, leading her senses along the hallway. Adneiva passed more than a dozen rooms before she stopped. The bracelet pulsed furiously as she stood in front of a door. She pressed her ear against it, but heard nothing. Glancing left and right along the hall one last time, she opened the door. 

The room, unlit and dark, Adneiva had a hard time adjusting. She stumbled toward the bed and nearly gasped. A man lay snoring on the bed, a bottle of liquor in his hand. Nyeverra blinked up at her, tears in her eyes, her hands and feet bound to the bedposts. She still donned her gown, but many rips damaged it. Adneiva stepped away to search the room. She grabbed a dagger from his desk. She paused, removed the figurine from her bodice, placing it on his desk. Adneiva rushed to Nyeverra to cut the rope. She helped a quivering Nyeverra to her feet. 

“I hate men,” Nyeverra whispered. 

“I know,” Adneiva whispered. “I know. Let’s get out of here. Later you can tell me about it.”

Nyeverra nodded, holding onto Adneiva as they shuffled to the door. Adneiva stopped, reaching for a pouch behind the desk. It appeared too irregular for coins. After she opened it, her eyebrows furrowed. Inside, it held trinkets of different sizes and designs. Adneiva stuffed the pouch in her bodice where the ivory figurine had been. 

They tiptoed halfway along the hall before Adneiva stopped, pressing her ear against a door. Satisfied, she stepped inside before removing the bag of trinkets. She shoved them under the bed. Adneiva smiled as she exited the room. Nyeverra’s body trembled while she waited by the door. Adneiva came to her, embracing Nyeverra in a hug. 

“Everything is going to be alright. We’ll find the others and leave this city,” Adneiva said.

Nyeverra nodded. 

Adneiva laced her fingers with Nyeverra’s as she guided the scared woman with her along the hallway. Silence surrounded them as an eerie feeling tickled the back of Adneiva’s neck. She concentrated on her bracelet for Elainya. The bracelet heated while pulling her forward. She cursed under her breath. Elainya lay ahead of them, while outside and possibly already at the carriage. Adneiva and Nyeverra were late to depart. She hoped their mission wouldn’t be ruined because of it. 

Relief struck Adneiva when they reached the ballroom to find it dark and empty. She exhaled, observing the silent room. A shape in the shadows stirred, causing both Adneiva and Nyeverra to pause. A thin figure wearing a hooded brown robe approached. The stranger strolled straight toward them. Adneiva’s eyelid twitched while she decided what to do. 

“Adneiva?” the hooded figure whispered. 

“Who are you?”

Pale hands brushed the hood from her face, revealing her blonde hair and pristine features. 

Adneiva exhaled. “Divinity.”

Divinity smiled. “Come, we don’t have much time. Elainya and Viero await us at the carriage. The guards will be subdued for a short while. I didn’t give them much of the elixir.”

Adneiva nodded, tightening her grip on Nyeverra’s hand. They followed Divinity though the door. Lightning flashed in the sky as rain poured heavy. A man stood in the distance, a short sword in hand, staring at the three of them. They each stopped, glancing at one another. 

“Who’s that?” Nyeverra whispered. 

The lightning flashed again above him, revealing his black mustache and black silk attire.

“It’s the man who opened our carriage before introducing us,” Adneiva whispered. 

He swaggered forward. “I knew something was fishy about the three of you when you arrived. You’re not royalty from another land now, are you? The question is, what are you doing here? Up to trouble, no doubt.”

The three of them huddled together. Adneiva cursed herself for not having a weapon. She’d spent years learning how to duel to find the one time she needed it the most, she didn’t have a sword. She’d tried to find a way to hide one in her gown, but she couldn’t without being noticed. 

“What do we do?” Nyeverra asked.

“I don’t know,” whispered Adneiva. 

He approached, sword held steady, until stopping a pace away from them. 

“I think I’ll take you three to the king. Tell me, where is the fourth?” he asked.

“Right here,” Elainya called from behind him.

He spun around, crumbling as a small flash of lightning struck him. His mouth opened as if to cry out in pain, but no words formed. Instead, his skin turned bright green and his eyes scarlet. His body shrank until it became too small for his clothes before disappearing into their folds. 

Elainya sauntered toward the pile of clothes, reached inside to remove a small bright green toad. 

“Good, now Daekr has a friend.” Elainya smiled.

Adneiva laughed, running to Elainya, embracing her in a firm hug. Elainya patted her back gently.

“Come, we must depart before someone else notices us,” Divinity said, grabbing the man’s clothes before dashing into the night.

They followed her into the carriage where Viero sat waiting on them. Once everyone found a seat inside, the female driver whipped the horses forward. 

“What happened to you?” Viero asked Nyeverra as she grabbed her hands to help untie her rope. 

“The sleeping elixir took too long to work.” Nyeverra sniveled. “He was supposed to pass out before trying anything. He wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

Adneiva embraced Nyeverra once more. Nyeverra laid her head on Adneiva and wept. 

“Do not worry. We’ll have our revenge,” Adneiva said.

“What about the rest of you? How did you do?” Divinity asked. 

“I seduced the lieutenant of their army. I asked him many questions about the city’s defense, which he graciously answered.” Viero grinned.

“The King, Earl, Duke, and Constable have been taken care of.” Elainya removed a stack of documents from her bodice. “And I retrieved these.”

“My, my, we have been busy.” Divinity raised an eyebrow at Elainya, looked over the documents, and smiled. “These will come in handy. I know all of these nobles. We can have them sent to their husbands.”

“I made sure Constable Eryen has claw marks so deep he won’t forget for years.” Elainya winked at Divinity. 

“Nyeverra and I shifted items between a few noblemen. I also spoke to a few noblewomen, spreading rumors of a group of women planning to overthrow the male-led government,” Adneiva said. 

“Excellent. Our first strike has been successful. There will be a lot of chaos for the noblemen of Legain for quite some time. Now we have time to grow our forces. We will need more warriors before we have a chance to truly take control of Legain,” Divinity said.

“How long?” Adneiva asked. 

“Patience. Right now we need to grow. We will continue to spread chaos through each city and village, but as we do, we need to grow and build. We need to train our followers. We need to produce heirs.”

“Heirs?” Adneiva asked.

“Do not worry. After tonight, we very well may have some on the way.”

Adneiva’s eyes bulged, glancing to Nyeverra. “I did not consider …”

“I did,” Divinity said. “Don’t fret. We do not need men. Together we are a sisterhood. Together we will build something greater than any man could imagine. It will not be overnight, but one day we will rule all of Calthoria.”

THE END
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