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I S amioN

To Nigel Taiman

William James once said, “Faith is one of the forces by which
men live;
the total absence of it means collapse.”
I ask you to just have faith.
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“Choices Meant for Kings is exactly what a sequel should be.
Sandy Lender keeps up her fast paced writing style to send us
even deeper into her fantasy realm. Fantasy/Suspense was
starting to fall into a sleep spell, until Sandy woke it
up. Sandy needs to be considered one of the top Fanta-
sy/Suspense writers right now.”

— John Raab, Suspense Magazine

“Choices Meant for Kings is an absolutely amazing book.
Not only is Choices Meant for Kings an incredible love story but
it’s also one of the most amazing high fantasy novels that I
have read in years.”

— Jamieson Wolf, American Chronicle

“Choices Meant for Kings is a stunning tale that will capture
your attention and fuel your imagination. Filled with rich and
robust characters, this page-turner will leave you mesmerized
and ready to read the next book in this series. Sandy Lender
has managed to create an utterly brilliant balance of action
coupled with a timeless love story for the ages.”

— Angi Holmes, Vivid Valentines



“I very much enjoyed Amanda’s take-no-prisoners atti-
tude....Thank you, Ms. Lender for making me such a fan.”

— Cheryl’s BookNook

“Ms. Lender, I curse you for this roller coaster
ride...haven’t done that since my last Clive Barker book, or
was it Dean Koontz? Damn, I love this epic! Breathless.
Shocked. Can’t think. OMG. Well done, Ms. Lender. Ex-
tremely well done.”

— Chris Speakman, ChrisChat Reviews

“The sequel to Choices Meant for Gods is an exciting Ma-
chiavellian epic fantasy as everyone seems to have secret
agendas in order to gain power. The story line stands alone as
this reviewer did not read the previous tale, but had no prob-
lems diving into Choices Meant for Kings....Fans who relish
complex action-packed fantasy thrillers in which no one is
quite like they first appear will appreciate Sandy Lender’s su-
perb tale.”

— Harriet Klausner, Amazon No.l Reviewer

“Amanda Chariss is a strong charismatic heroine with in-
tegrity, grit, and a good sense of humor. Amid the dangerous
turmoil of dragons, gods, wizards, wicked adversaries, and
confusing prophecies, she makes difficult choices and takes
decisive action — no matter the risk to her own life.”

— Virginia McMorrow, Fantasy Author of the Mage
Confusion and Firewing series



“Sandy Lender has done it again! She’s cornered the ‘reci-
pe’ for creating a reading experience that is equivalent to
trying methamphetamine for the first time: It’s highly addic-
tive and should come with a warning from the CDC.”

— Laura Crawford, Crawford Writing and Marketing

“I couldn’t put it down. Choices Meant for Kings is a win-
ner. I now have to admit that Sandy Lender has become my
favorite author.”

— Mary Willis, World Traveler

“Sandy Lender has outdone herself in Choices Meant for
Kings. In true sequel form, her dynamic characters explode
from the pages. If you read one book this year, you should
read Choices Meant for Kings!”

— Shane Moore, Fantasy Author of the Abyss Walker

series

“Lender creates a fantasy world with gods and goddesses,
dragons and wizards, swords and daggers, love and betrayal,
that feels incredibly real. The characters are multi-
dimensional and quite interesting. Lender’s style makes it
seem like you're watching a movie rather than reading a

book.”

— Lisa Haselton, Reviewer
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“Incredible! Exciting, intriguing, and compelling charac-
ters interact to propel a plot that bit by piece encompasses a
fantastic world.”

— Camellia, Long and Short Reviews

“Her intricate blend of strength and sensitivity brings to
mind echoes of Anne McCaffrey or Catherine Asaro.”
— EM Sky, Wet Ink

“The action and suspense continue in one easy flow. Con-
gratulations to Lender. She has a winner.”
— Lea Docken, FantasyToday

“Robin Hobb meets David Eddings in this rousing tale.”
— Author Jack Hillman

“Through the use of interesting characters and clever di-
alogue...Lender weaves a spell of magic and fantasy.”
— Author Gary R. Hoffman

“This is a rare, and special tale, transporting the reader in-
to a new realm of reality...where dragons still live.”
— Author Robin Edwards

“Are you sad because the Harry Potter series is done?
Well, move over Harry!”
— Barnes & Noble Reviewer



“Sandy Lender is not going to stop until she has me read-
ing the fantasy genre on a regular basis. Now she has me
reading up on dragons and dwarfs...a great writer for any
reader.”

— Author Michael S. Witherspoon

“I love that Chariss is both someone I can identify with
and whom I can dream about becoming. . . it’s what fantasy is
all about!”

— Christina Nuttmann
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CAsT OF CHARAC TERS

Main

Chariss—Amanda Chariss; born with an amethyst up near
the corner of her right eye that marks her as The Pro-
tector of The Master

The Master Rothahn—Rohne; highest active god from Ma-
hriket; left the city of the gods to protect His
daughter in the mortal world and to train Chariss for
some important event

Hrazon of Mon’dore—greatest of the twelve wizards the
gods created; Chariss’s guardian and mentor since
Drake killed her family sixteen-plus years before the
story begins

Nigel Taiman—a son of the evil Julette; raised by the former
goddess Kora Rothahn Taiman; betrothed to Chariss;
carries a secret nature; protects his foster mother and
sister

Lord Jamieson Drake—an evil sorcerer in league with Ju-
lette; leader of Dreorfahn Army; recently named king
of Jovera; wishes to capture Chariss

Julette—The Dragon, The Betrayer, The Devil; an ancient
goddess and sorceress; wishes to destroy The Master
and usurp His worshippers



Support—in order of appearance, mention

Nithi—priestess of the Ungol who watch over the prophets

and prophecies; Nulthi, her daughter, carries Rohne’s
child

Jidaw—a prophet whom Chariss met in the prophecy caves of
Tiurlang

Sorne Jeel—a timid orphan boy Chariss rescued from execu-
tion
King Vrel Wendan—king of Lorendell on the south island

Jake Taiman and Tiatha Wold—the lovestruck teens whose
marriage at Arcana set prophecy in motion

Shadow—Clhariss’s horse; named by little Kaylin Taiman

Brendan Naegling—a sergeant in Arcana’s army; worships
Chariss

Darne Wold III—recently named emperor of Onweald; Tia-
tha’s father and Julette’s pawn

Henry Bakerson—Nigel’s childhood friend and a gruff and
boisterous sailor

Dend Unheor—a general in Arcana’s army

Kyle Adan—once a member of the nobility in Mahriket,
gave up that life to be a servant at Arcana when Kora
chose to live there

Mia—a lesser goddess from Mahriket who came to the Tai-
man family’s aid

Loetha and Lahs—devoted servants at Arcana; Loetha was
once a member of the nobility in Mahriket but gave
up that life to be a servant at Arcana when Kora chose



to live there
Coln Breen, Jacob Cade—guards at Arcana
Brell Galend—a soldier in Arcana’s army

Kora Rothahn Taiman—a former goddess of Mahriket; cur-
rent matriarch of Arcana; sacrificed her immortal life
to raise another woman’s child

Jorin Taiman—another of Kora Taiman’s sons, age thirteen
Kaylin Taiman—Kora’s daughter, age nine

Mabhsilette—Rohne’s older sister; a powerful goddess peeking
in and out of self-imposed exile

Abigail Farrier—a lovesick woman who lived on the conti-
nent of Bellan with her father when Henry and Nigel
bumped into her; courted by Horace Bendehl, one of
Drake’s workers

Nicolas Lont—a general in the Dreorfahn Army; made a pact
with a demon prior to his first death

Adelaide and Lydia—prostitutes from Arcana City who offer
information and friendship to Chariss

The Ofersey’'n (o fer see en)—17 governors of Onweald; the
ones who come to Arcana to support the war are Lords
Hrell Baine (Chariss’s former benefactor), Frenir Gint,
Boris Fermson (a Geasa’n), Akelous Foresterson, Ha-
drad Smithson and Terold Wulfe (who antagonize one
another)

King Stephan Lenora—king of Lenordell south of the Freo-
tho Mountains



You Are the Reason

You are the veason I will stand
before the maw of the end of the world,
and shake my [ist in defiance,
my last breath for all that is good.
Because you are the reason I am.
And you are the reason I fall.
You are the reason I lift up the sword,
You, alone, are worth it all.

—Amanda Chariss Rothahn



SANDY LENDER

CHAPTER O

fearcana lay in ruin. The drain of the geasa had eaten at
W sithe Taiman home until the pieces of the fortress not

— destroyed by The Dragon herself were disintegrated by
prophecy. The mouth of the Freotho Mountain gaped as if in a
scream, left in a state of perpetual terror at what it had seen.

The prophet Jidaw died in the caves of Tiurlang with this
vision, whispering, “Sorne Jeel has seen this. He will foretell
this.”

The priestess of the Ungol believed she understood Ji-
daw’s message. She cradled him, her braided hair providing
him a sort of curtain to die behind as she leaned over to kiss
his head.



Choices Meant for Kings

Her heart ached for the man, and she wanted to under-
stand his last words. It sounded like Sorne Jeel would be his
replacement. Sorne shared the prophet’s final vision, or so Ni-
thi translated for the guards. Sorne would be the next prophet
they would bring to the underground world of Tiurlang to
watch.

Her heart grieved, not just for the decayed man who died
in her arms, but for the boy named Sorne whom she would
have to collect from Arcana.
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CHAPTER WO

(B ulette felt a gasp in her power like a panic attack. The

Awalls of the king’s hall closed in on her, narrowing her
TN

®vision to a tunnel of dark. Armored guards and gaudy
tapestries crushed toward her, folding in under the weight of
the painted ceiling with its garish designs she’d yet to figure
out.

Her heartbeat stalled, holding, skipping a beat, and then
rushed to push her blood faster in compensation. She gripped
the table before her and let her nails tear at the frilly covering
the king had decorated it with to impress her.

Earlier, she had noted all his attempts to appease the god-
dess in his castle. She lauded them as signs that he would cave
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to her wishes. Now, she wanted nothing more than to rip the
lace to pieces if it would lessen the pain searing through her
gut.

Just as suddenly as the stabbing had begun, it eased. She
sat in a stupor, breathing in the leathery stench of the hall’s
incense. When she rallied the strength to open her eyes, the
smoke stung them and the faces of the company around her
made her mad. The mortals had no idea what had just hap-
pened to the powerful woman in their midst, but they
believed she’d suffered some sort of attack.

Is this the prophecy? she wondered. Did Jake Taiman and
Tiatha Wold just marry?

She sat in a colorful banquet hall in King Vrel Wendan’s
palace in Lorendell on the island south of Onweald. She was
there to convince the king to join Lord Jamieson Drake and
his Dreorfahn Army in the conquest of the northern conti-
nent. It should have been easy to get this king to agree
because she was the most powerful creature he’d ever set eyes
on.

She was Julette. The Dragon. The Betrayer. A demon in
human form. An ancient sorceress walking among mortals.

When in this form, she wore her power on a strong, ripe
frame that she didn’t see a particular need to hide beneath a
lot of robes. Her skin was the color of fresh fruit, as taut and
firm as the leather bustier hugging the breasts no man at that
table dared let his eyes linger on. She wore her hair in dark
tresses that fanned out from a harsh face. Her eyes were pierc-
ing, as one would expect a mad goddess’s eyes to be, and her
lips curved into a sneer as she glanced around the assembly.

The problem was that for as much as he stood in awe of
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the woman, Vrel Wendan also sat in fear of his corrupt
people. He feared them rising against him if he asked them to
risk their lives for anything beyond their conveniences. Going
after power for someone else’s gain was not in the Lorens’ na-
ture.

“My Lady,” King Wendan spoke with what bravado he
could. “May I assist you to one of the parlors? I could send for
any doctor in my palace...”

His voice trailed under her glare. It wouldn’t have made
him any more comfortable to know the glare was tempered by
good news. The knowledge that the sudden pulse in her pow-
er was due to a prophecy being set in motion—a piece of
prophecy she’d been waiting years to experience—was very
good news indeed.

“What makes you think any of your pathetic mortal doc-
tors could help a goddess with anything?”

“I would offer you any service I could to assist.”

She snarled at him. “I need neither your primitive services
nor your assistance to a couch in your rustic little parlor. It’s
offensive to think you would consider these rooms adequate
for a goddess.” Pause. “I would hope it’s apparent by now how
much more powerful I am than a mere goddess.”

Her mind tossed the implications of what she’d just felt.
The marriage of the Taiman boy and Tiatha Wold was sup-
posed to impart immeasurable power to her. All the Geasa'n
should have felt their power drain; it should have come to her.

The king cleared his throat. “Well, ah, yes, ah—"

Julette locked eyes with him. “We have much to discuss.
Let’s skip the diplomacy and get down to real business. Take
me to a private room.”
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She wanted to get a promise out of the king so she could
get back to the continent of Onweald with one of his subjects.
While a mortal’s promise meant nothing to her, she knew it
carried great weight with the mortal in question. A king liv-
ing in fear of breaking his promise to an ancient goddess made
a useful ally. The same held true for his generals.

For the moment, she concentrated on King Wendan.
Once finished with him, she could focus inward. The power
coursing in her body felt the same as always. In fact, she could
swear it ebbed. That wasn’t a good sign. She needed to check
on her pawn Drake and his power of sorcery. She needed to
check on the progress of the Dreorfahn Army. She needed to
check on her own power and test its new limits.
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CHAPTER [HREE

Smanda Chariss stormed toward the Taiman estate’s
barn. The soldier and gentleman following her both
=Istrove to keep pace. As she passed the stables, her
mare whinnied out to her on the cool evening air, but Chariss
was on a mission and not stopping to greet friends. She went
to interrogate the emperor who sat uncomfortably on a bale of
straw in the pigpen.

Sergeant Brendan Naegling, rounding the doorway to the
barn behind her, smiled once more at her orders to hold the
emperor there. She may be affected by this prophecy, but she still has
a sense of humor, he thought.
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“How did Julette know your mother was in Jamieson
Drake’s line?”

“No greeting?” Darne Wold quipped. The twenty-year-
old girl who dared to flaunt what she seemed to think was her
god-given authority offended him already. He even felt confi-
dent enough in his title of emperor to scowl as he spoke,
wrinkling his nose at both her attitude and the unmistakable
scent of piglets and day-old straw that the three newcomers
stirred with their boots. He sat masked in animal scent and
flickering shadow. “No salutation? Just skip the pleasantries
and get down to business?”

“You've known me for two weeks,” Chariss said. “I'd
think there’d be no surprise in us getting straight to the
point. How did Julette know your mother was in the line of
Drake?”

“I don’t know,” he sassed.

Chariss sighed, looking as if she was about to scold a small
child, and her violet eyes met his with impatience. “I may not
have my geasa at the surface right now, so it’ll be more diffi-
cult to punish you for not cooperating, but there are methods
of interrogating prisoners that require little effort on my part.
For instance, Brendan, will you hand me that whip?”

This startled the sergeant. The gentleman off to his right
shifted his weight, but still leaned against the stable wall.
Surely she won't strike the emperor, he thought.

She took the whip from Sergeant Naegling and cracked it
against empty air. Even the hanging oil lamps seemed to
jump.

“Did you know I won a contest in Kesa Dell with a
whip?”

10
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Emperor Wold gulped; this interrogation could get pain-
ful. He glared at the gem high up on her cheekbone, mad for
the hundredth time since meeting her at the way the amethyst
glistened. It spoke of mystery and beauty wrapped in the
timelessness of prophecy. It grated on his nerves.

“During the summer festival there, I managed to knock
nine out of ten wood blocks from a railing at ten paces. Wait.
Was it eight paces?” She pretended to care about the detail. “I
believe it was eight. No matter. I beat all the gentlemen in
town who had entered the contest. And I did it without the
use of my geasa. Just hand-eye coordination.” She paused.
“Would you like to know how old I was at the time?”

He glowered at her.

“Eight. I was eight years old. I'd been in training with
Hrazon for four years, yet I was able to best all those men.
Lord Wold, I still have good hand-eye coordination, and I
don’t think I'm standing eight paces from you right now.”

“Look, Chariss, 'm—"

“My Lady. If you find my title as Protector of The Master
too cumbersome to use when addressing me, you could just
say ‘My Lady’.”

“My Lady,” he growled. “I'm telling you, I don’t know
how The Dragon knew anything about anyone in my family,
all right? She just knew.”

“I see. Well, let’s act like that’s the truth for a moment.
How did Julette approach you? Did she just appear one even-
ing in your chamber and tell you to marry your only daughter
off to Jake Taiman?”

“No, of course not.”

“Well, if that’s not the way it happened, how did it hap-

11
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pen? Did she bring Drake?”

“No. I doubt Drake knows anything of this. It was Ju-
lette’s plan alone.”

“Julette’s plan alone? So help me, Wold, if you're lying to
me—"

“I'm telling you what I know. Drake has no interest in
draining the geasa. He should have no idea what this wedding
would mean, or that it would cause you any harm. Surely you
know he wants to have you for himself. Julette doesn’t care
one way or the other about you. She wants The Master. She
wants to destroy Him. Publicly. Loudly. This wedding was to
harm Him. You're just an added bonus that Drake will be
pleased with when he catches you.”

She cracked the whip so suddenly it startled them all. It
took a second for Wold to realize it had hit him. On the
cheek. The blood pooled to the surface of the skin along the
split beneath his eye.

“Don’t make me mad,” she suggested.

The gentleman watching shifted uncomfortably now. It
didn’t seem like Chariss to be cruel.

“Does Drake know what this marriage would do?” she
asked.

“No, no! I've told you, no!”

“Does he know you were bringing Tiatha here?”

“Yes. Everyone in Onweald knew I—”

“Then why does he think you brought her here?”

“To marry Nigel Taiman!” He nodded his head in the
gentleman’s direction as if anyone should doubt who he spoke
about. “Everyone thought she was coming here to marry Ni-

gel.”

12
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“And what was to happen when she married Nigel?”

“The line of The Dragon and the line of Drake would un-
ite.”

Sergeant Brendan Naegling saw nothing odd about that.
As far as he knew, Nigel was Kora Taiman’s son, thus Nigel
was in the line of The Dragon. Chariss thought differently,
though, and wondered why Julette would believe that Nigel
was Kora’s offspring.

“Did Drake plan that?”

“No! Blast, he doesn’t know!”

“I'm sure he knows something is wrong in nature by now.
Don’t you think a sorcerer would notice his power suddenly
disappear this morning?”

Emperor Wold ground his teeth, but didn’t respond. His
eyes darted away from her too quickly.

“Answer me!”

The whip cracked on his other cheek. This strike he im-
agined he felt, and, shortly, it started to sting as the first had.

“I don’t know what you're asking,” he growled through
teeth gritted against pain and anger.

“You're trying my patience.” She tapped the handle of the
whip against her left hand as she paced before him. “Don’t
you think a sorcerer as powerful as he is would recognize his
power suddenly disappearing?”

“No.”

“No? Are you insinuating he’s a fool?”

When the fallen emperor didn’t respond, she marched up
to him and took his chin in her hand. It was no longer
smoothly shaven as it had been that morning when his only
daughter stood on a dais before all of Arcana to wed; it was

13
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scorched with graying stubble. “Then what are you insinuat-
ing?”

“He’s a sorcerer. His power doesn’t come from nature. He
remains unaffected by today’s union.”

“As does The Dragon?” she asked, rallying every nerve in
her body not to betray her horror at this news.

“Exactly.”

She released his face and turned away, abruptly, as if still
angry, so she could hide the fear behind her lavender eyes.
Nigel saw it, though. As did the sergeant. Here was a devel-
opment they didn’t need. The balance of power had shifted
more dramatically that day than they’d realized.

Still facing away from the emperor, she changed her line
of questions. “When will Julette bring the Dreorfahn Army
here?”

“Before the first snow.”

“Do you want to tell me when the first snow will come?”

“No one knows when the first snow will come,” he
scoffed.

“So when will she come here?”

“I told you, before the first snow.”

As she turned back toward him, she flashed the whip
across his chest. He yelped, and then complained as blood
started forming against his ripped shirt. “Hey! I'm answering
your questions.”

“Not well enough. Give me a better answer.”

“Look, she said they would take Hleo-Arcana and every-
one in it before the first snow flies. Those were her words. I
can only assume that means—"

“I don’t need your assumptions. Where is her army now?”

14
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“They’ll march from Treown.”

“Perhaps I should remind you that the point of this inter-
rogation is to get information I don’t already know. We sent
four messengers out from Arcana the week you arrived. Where
did you really send those messengers? Did you send them to
her?”

“We sent them where you told us to,” he snapped. “They
went to the ofersey’n you wanted to bring back here to help
you in your cause.”

“And you didn’t give any of them directions to Julette’s
grasp?”

“No! I'm telling you, I don’t know where her army is.
How am I supposed to know where they are now? They were
supposed to leave Treown nearly a month ago. They should be
close to Candlewood shortly.”

“Nearly a month ago? Close to Candlewood? Shortly?
These are not good measurements. Do you mean to tell me
Julette trusted you to sacrifice your daughter to her cause, but
didn’t trust you enough to tell you where her army was?”

“Hmpf. She doesn’t trust anyone.”

“She let you come alone to Arcana with your daughter.
Isn’t that trust?”

“She sent...aye...”

“Spit it out. And name every one of her spies among you.”

Nigel still leaned complacently in the shadows with his
arms crossed against his chest, but he smiled at Chariss’s back,
pleased with her. He sensed in the way she issued the com-
mand that she’d already guessed there would be spies, and had
merely worked the conversation to the point that Wold would
confess it on his own. She's amazing, he thought. Hopefully

15



Choices Meant for Kings

she’ll never start questioning me.

Emperor Wold was not so pleased. He knew there was no
hiding the information from her and selected how much to
disclose. “She sent two messengers with our party. One to re-
port back when we arrived at Arcana. One to report back after
the wedding.”

“Where is the spy now?”

“The first went back as planned. The second, I don’t
know. I assume—"

“I told you I don’t want your assumptions. Give me his
name.”

The emperor sighed. “I don’t want to.”

Her anger from the day exploded on him. Nigel couldn’t
believe she erupted as she did, but neither he nor Sergeant
Naegling would move close enough to stop her as she
thrashed the man repeatedly. They both moved, but not in her
direction.

“Whoa, Amanda.”

She wasn’t hearing any objections, from them or her wail-
ing victim. Both members of her audience had assumed her
raised voice, pacing of questions, anger, and choice of words
had all been an act to get answers out of the high-society gen-
tleman before her. Now they wondered if she hadn’t been on
the verge of a temper tantrum all along.

The frustrations of the day fueled her arm and her tirade
as she cracked the whip against Wold’s face, clothes, and the
bleeding flesh his rent clothes left exposed. She raved at him
as she flogged him with the leather; shouting out how stupid
he’d been, how he’d endangered the very gods with his stupid
political maneuverings, and how he’d get no reward out of
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The Dragon for his trouble.

The emperor fell to the barn floor, rolling and writhing as
if he could get away from her surprising onslaught. Her long
auburn hair flipped about as she beat him, a sort of mockery
of beauty reflecting moonlight and lantern light as she railed
against what he’d done. With a last expulsion of “Fool!”, she
cracked the leather across his backside, and then stopped to
breathe.

Nigel wanted to take the whip from her, but didn’t dare
move that close. If she wasn’t past this outburst of anger yet,
he didn’t want to be in the way when her second wind kicked
in.

“Give me his name,” she panted, “or I'll have every one of
your people flogged until I find him.”

Of course she lied, but the fallen emperor didn’t care one
way or the other at that point. “Dreor,” he moaned. “Denan
Dreor.”

She swallowed hard, already almost fully recovered. “How
will I know him when I see him?”

“Black hair...” The man gasped for air through lungs that
rattled with the labor. She had cut him deeply with the wea-
pon, and he didn’t doubt a few more strokes would kill him.
“Short, black hair.”

“Everyone in your entourage has short black hair.”

“He wears.” He stopped to pant. “A drawing of...The
Dragon...”

She gave him a moment to pull in ragged breaths before
she dropped to her knees in the straw next to him. He reeked
now of fresh sweat and blood, and, for just a second, she felt
remorse. “He wears a drawing of The Dragon,” she prompted,
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and there was a kindness in her voice, almost as if she apolo-
gized for his condition.

“Upper arm.” Pant. “Near right shoulder.”

She stood and stepped away from him then and held the
whip out for the sergeant to take. He didn’t hesitate. Smooth-
ing her auburn hair back out of her face she said, “If he has
already gone to Julette, I will come back and put you out of
your misery.”

Giving Nigel a look that said “Please come with me,” she
turned and left the pigpen. The guards outside had heard the
emperor yelling, and now bowed as she appeared. She
breathed in the night air, fresh and cool. “You may take him
water and dressings for his wounds, but none of his own en-
tourage is to attend him and no one lets him escape. If he can.
Understood?”

“Understood, My Lady.”

“I'll be back. Soldier,” she pointed to a skinny young man.
He looked useless, so she would give him the only worthy task
of his life. “Get me a group of five men who can track, please.
We may have to go after someone. Bring them here and wait
for me.”
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CHAPTER FOR

till worried over Wold’s news, Chariss walked quickly

toward the house. Nigel strode alongside to keep up.
==Y ou surprise me, Mandy.”

“I'm sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”

“Righteous indignation?”

“I hope that’s it. I'd hate to think I merely lost my tem-
per.” She gave him an odd glance. “Don’t suppose you’ll go
trying my patience anytime soon, will you?”

He hoped she teased him. “T'll try not to. Although you
look radiant when you’re angry, even in the moonlight.”
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“Radiant or no, I'm not happy that Julette’s bringing
Drake’s army to your family’s door.”

“You told Godric that would happen.”

“Doesn’t mean I'm happy to be right. We need to get all
the armies that are on our side together northwest of
here...away from your home.” She gestured with her arm as if
she would embrace the Freotho Mountains behind the house.
“These mountains are a huge barrier to block retreat. This ar-
my is pinned against your estate. Drake will walk up and
impale them on its battlements.”

“Your faith in them isn’t inspiring.”

She chose not to respond, but flung open the door to the
house. The ever-present scent of roses and mahogany rushed
out to greet them, swirling as if to encompass them as they
crossed the threshold. The house breathed them in as if wel-
coming them with her carpets and tapestries seeped in floral
and woodsy scents. They belonged here, and their footsteps
involuntarily fell into rhythm with the tick-tock of the great
hall clock in the foyer.

Nigel’s friend Henry Bakerson watched her march past
the parlor, and gave Nigel a questioning look. He jumped up
to follow as they made their way to the former students’ quar-
ters where the wedding guests had been relegated for the
night.

It wasn’t Henry’s nature to sit around quietly reading
from a book, but, since returning from Bellan a month before,
the ruffian had taken an interest in the history of the people
he was destined to meet while in the presence of Rohne and
Chariss. He had unknowingly made a deal with their enemy,
Lord Drake, when he signed a contract to sail the ofersey’'n’s
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weapons of war to Bellan. He considered it fortunate that the
two were willing to forgive him and merely turn him against
the sorcerer, rather than run him through with a sword and
take over the project themselves.

After Henry heard the story of Drake hunting Chariss the
past sixteen years of her life, he’d been ashamed of how easily
he’d taken on the contract with the sorcerer. He had no inten-
tion of getting caught unaware again. He would learn the
history of Onweald and have a better handle on who the major
players were in the upcoming war so he could perhaps repair
the situation his soul was in and be useful to the young lady
his best friend intended to marry.

At the moment, the lady in question went from room to
room in the students’ quarters of Hleo-Arcana, first pounding
on the door, and then entering with the look of someone not
to be trifled with. It was effective. People answered her ques-
tions quickly, and then breathed sighs of relief as she slammed
the doors behind her.

When she came to a room with a grim-looking man in it,
she met his eyes with purpose. “Are you Denan Dreor?”

“Who?”

“Lift up the sleeve on your shirt.”

He hesitated. The next thing he knew, the three people
sharing his room had gasped and backed against the walls.
Her sword rested against his throat. How can she move that fast
if the wedding has set prophecy in motion, if it’s taken her geasa?

“I'll give you one last chance to remain alive. Are you De-
nan Dreor?”

“Yes, My Lady. What can I do for you?”

“You, Sir, are a very lucky man. Would you like to know
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why?”

Despite the training he’d received as a guard for the empe-
ror, despite the audience he’d endured with Julette herself, he
felt his pulse quicken. He’d be ashamed to know how much
information about that audience with Julette he’d give up to
this woman in the barn tonight.

“Why?” he asked.

“Because Rohne once scolded me for killing a spy in cold
blood. He told me it wasn’t appropriate for me to go around
killing His servants on a whim. So I won’t slit your throat.
Unless you provoke me.”

Without taking her eyes from him, she said, “Henry, be a
dear and bind Mister Dreor’s hands behind his back for me.
And make sure that dagger at his belt is the only weapon you
have to confiscate.”
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CHAPTER FVE

3ihe evening should have been complete. They had the
py and the emperor in custody.

Nigel walked back from the barn with Chariss at
his side, telling her how impressed he was with her for re-
membering to thank the wimpy-looking soldier who had
corralled the would-be search party as she’d ordered. Even
though the task had turned out to be unnecessary, she’d
praised the soldier for his efforts, and thanked the five men
who had turned up for the job. All six soldiers had grown in
stature under her notice of them.
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“I didn’t realize how much time you'd spent planning for
Drake’s attack with the Arcanan Army,” Nigel said. “Or the
emperor’s men. You were busy during the week I spent trying
to get you out of my mind. Now I find the soldiers all view
you as their leader. Their general.” He reached out to put his
arm around her waist as they walked. “My troubadour.”

She smiled at the teasing lilt to his voice. It was good to
hear after the week of reticence he referred to when he’d toyed
with the idea that he couldn’t, as Rohne had tried to convince
him, court someone as important as she’d become.

“Are you all right?” he