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First Love 
 
 

THE KISS sent a tingle coursing through Farrell’s body. He bent his head 
slightly and let Cameron’s tongue part his lips. Even standing in the side 
hallway of the palace, he ignored the possibility they could be discovered 
and enjoyed the moment. 

They pulled back and caught their breath. When their eyes met, 
Cameron smiled. “Happy birthday, a day late.” 

“How…?” Farrell stared, his mouth slightly open. They’d exchanged 
glances two days before but hadn’t spoken. And his party had been just his 
mother, his teacher Grand Master Heminaltose, Grand Master Sanduval, 
and two other wizards he’d never met before. Aside from him and his 
mother, there hadn’t been anyone under two hundred years old to celebrate 
his age of majority birthday. 

“Just because I’m not a child prodigy wizard like you, doesn’t mean 
I can’t find out things.” 

Being called a child anything stung. At sixteen—seventeen now—
he’d done things well beyond his years. And Cameron was only four years 
older. Despite wanting Cameron to like him, he couldn’t stop from sniping 
back. “You mean by spying on me?” 

“Ouch.” Cameron put his hand over his heart. “You wound me, 
Farrell. I’m a lieutenant in the queen’s guard. Spying is beneath my 
dignity.” 

When Cameron smiled, Farrell forgot about any perceived slight and 
returned the grin. “True, you are the son of a baron. Spying wouldn’t be a 
respectable career choice.” 

“No, it wouldn’t be at all.” Cameron pushed a lock of blond hair 
behind his ear and inched nearer. He brought his lips closer until they 
almost touched Farrell’s. “The guard was told the queen and Grand Master 
Heminaltose were going to throw you a surprise birthday party. I tried to 
get assigned, but the queen told the captain who to select.” 

Closing the last bit of distance, he captured Farrell’s top lip between 
his and sucked gently. The effect went straight to Farrell’s groin. And 
from what he could feel, Cameron was equally aroused. 
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“You asked to be assigned?” It was all Farrell could think to say. 
Cameron’s interest surprised him. Where Cameron was athletic and 
handsome, Farrell was skinny and plain. Despite his mother’s protests, 
Heminaltose allowed—nay, encouraged to the point of required—Farrell 
to use a high degree of magic at a far younger age than was typically 
allowed. Too much magic during adolescence made it impossible for him 
to bulk up, even a little. And though he was wiry and strong, he’d much 
prefer to be referred to as “‘athletic” than “whipcord tight,” as one 
bedroom partner had said. 

Living inside the mountain that housed Heminaltose’s school also 
left Farrell socially awkward. He saw few people other than wizards, who 
had little interest in socializing with a teenager—even one as talented as 
Farrell. 

Cameron laughed softly and took a half step back. “Why are you so 
surprised? I sought you out today, didn’t I?” 

“Yes, but….” The thought that Cameron had discovered his 
infatuation left Farrell unable to form a proper sentence. 

“I thought I saw something in the way you looked at me when we 
both had to sit through that meeting with Pelipan’s ambassador. What 
better way to find out than to be around you more?” 

“You mean like you did this morning?” Farrell smiled, remembering 
how Cameron had volunteered to be his guard today. 

A hint of red appeared on Cameron’s cheeks as he shrugged and 
looked away for a moment. “It was clear the queen and your master 
weren’t keen on the idea of you going into the city on your own. I thought 
it would give me a chance to find out if what I thought I saw was real. 
Happily, I was right.” 

“Yeah.” 
Cameron leaned closer and kissed him again. “I have to go. My tour 

starts soon and I don’t want to be late.” 
“I know.” Farrell hoped he didn’t sound as disappointed as he felt. 
“I don’t want to go, but I can’t shirk my duty.” 
“I understand duty. I have my own to attend to.” Heminaltose had 

stressed that concept since their first lesson together. “My master requires 
my presence tonight when he dines with the queen.” 

“At least you get to be around the queen. Most people in the palace 
would gladly trade places for a chance to impress her.” 
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“It sounds more grandiose than it is.” Farrell shrugged and stuck to 
the story he and his master agreed he should give if asked. “I’m just 
Heminaltose’s assistant. The queen doesn’t ask my opinion.” 

“Still, it beats mucking out the stables.” Cameron winked and Farrell 
smiled. He took Farrell’s hand and rubbed gently. “That’s better.” 

“Can I see you again?” A hint of desperation crept into his voice 
despite his best effort to keep it out. 

“Actually”—a glint of something twinkled in Cameron’s eyes—“I 
was hoping you might be free around tenth hour tonight.” 

“Really?” Farrell caught himself and nodded. “I mean, sure, I’m 
free.” 

“Good. I can give you a real birthday gift tonight.” 
They kissed again, a lingering one that made Farrell’s body tingle. 

The world around him faded away. He closed his eyes and all that 
registered were the lips touching his, the body pressed against him, and the 
way Cameron’s tongue explored his mouth. 

Their moment ended before Farrell was ready. He opened his eyes 
and found himself staring at Cameron’s smiling face. Without breaking 
eye contact, Cameron backed away, holding on to Farrell’s hand as long as 
he could. Finally the distance forced him to release his grip, and Farrell 
felt as if a part of him left with Cameron’s hand. 

“I’ll meet you here at a little past tenth hour?” A hint of anxious 
uncertainty punctuated Cameron’s question. 

When his vocal chords refused to work, Farrell nodded. Cameron 
winked again and turned on his heel. 

Farrell’s stare could have burned a hole in Cameron’s back as he 
marched off. With every step his heels clicked on the stone floor of the 
corridor. At the intersection of the next hallway, he turned; then he smiled 
and nodded before walking out of sight. 

When he noticed he’d raised his hand to wave good-bye, Farrell 
quickly dropped it and scanned the area to see if they’d been observed. 
Not that it mattered if anyone had seen them, but he still preferred his 
privacy, especially here in the royal palace. Seeing no one, he relaxed and 
let out his breath. 

Tenth hour would take an eternity to arrive, but they both had to 
attend to their duties. Although Cameron seemed suitably impressed by 
his appointment, it didn’t improve Farrell’s mood. 

He stopped himself as he started to think of ways to get out of 
dinner. Not going wasn’t an option. More importantly, Heminaltose only 
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allowed Farrell brief visits to Yar-del City to see his mother. Skipping 
dinner meant one less chance to spend time with her. And he’d see 
Cameron at tenth hour. 

“Boy.” The deep voice behind Farrell made him freeze. 
He turned slowly but already knew who he’d find. “Master 

Heminaltose.” 
Dressed in his formal blue-gray robe, he leaned on his white wooden 

staff and tilted his head to the left. “What brings you to this out-of-the-way 
place? And why are you just standing there?” 

Farrell had been in trouble often enough to know his master 
suspected him of something. When he tried to answer, his mouth went dry 
and his tongue turned to stone. 

“Well?” The older man raised his bushy white eyebrows and peered 
down his nose at his student. “I’m waiting for an answer.” 

His euphoric mood dashed, Farrell knew better than to lie. “I came 
here to meet someone.” 

“Someone?” 
“Yes, Master, someone.” This approach never worked, but he’d been 

too embarrassed to answer directly. 
“Don’t treat me like a fool.” 
Despite being at least an inch taller than his teacher, Farrell felt like 

Heminaltose towered over him. 
“I’m not, Master. I… I just….” His cheeks flushed and he started to 

sweat. “I’d rather not say.” 
“Excuse me?” 
“It’s private.” 
“Private? You mean…?” Heminaltose jerked his head back and his 

eyes opened wider. “By the Six! Now? Your hormones have decided to 
kick in now?” 

His embarrassment complete, Farrell turned away to hide his anger. 
Most days Heminaltose didn’t even remember Farrell existed, and he had 
to pick now to come looking for him. 

“Just leave me alone.” The words came out before he could stop 
them. Trouble didn’t wait long to find him. 

“Boy! You do not address me like that.” 
“Why not?” Hurt, embarrassed, and angry, he spun with the fires of 

Neblor in his eyes. “We both know who I really am. I’ve reached my 
majority. I have the right to speak how I like.” 
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Heminaltose’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t speak. A muscle 
twitched in his cheek, and he flexed his fingers around his staff. The 
silence dragged on until he nodded slowly. “I wondered how long it would 
take you to assert your position. You wasted no time, did you?” 

The cold, measured response scared Farrell more than the scathing 
rebuke he expected. His master was slow to anger, but unlike most men, 
Heminaltose rarely lashed out blindly. The hotter his fury, the more 
deliberate his reply. 

Having crossed the line, Farrell let his good sense take its leave. 
“Why do you care who I met? You barely know I’m alive unless you want 
something. Did you know I lost my virginity? Of course not. Because 
when I tried to talk to you about it, you didn’t care enough to speak to me. 
Told me you were too busy for a child’s idle chatter. Do you remember 
that, Master?” 

Farrell paused to take a breath. Had he used the moment to reflect on 
his actions, he would have stopped. But he’d let his anger seize control, so 
he pressed on. “But when it’s obvious I don’t want to talk about something 
personal, you press me for an answer. You’re just trying to embarrass me. 
So, yes, I am going to assert my position.” 

The fire of his resentment cooled, and Farrell shook as he waited for 
a response. Heminaltose’s gaze never wavered, but the tick in his master’s 
left eye told Farrell he’d gone too far. 

Braced for a reaction, Farrell flinched when Heminaltose tapped his 
staff once on the stone and nodded. “Your mother asked that I let you 
know she will be late for dinner. She asked that we join her at seventh 
hour. Since I will be out on the queen’s business and otherwise engaged, I 
sought you out to let your highness know he could have the rest of the day 
to himself. I will advise your mother of our conversation, and you can 
explain it to her, as I’m certain she will want to know the details.” He gave 
his student a mocking bow and turned on his heel.  

Watching the older man walk away, Farrell realized the full impact 
of his actions. Not only would he have to tell his mother who he’d met, 
but she’d find out his secret as well. 

His magical day, the one nothing could ruin, was gone. Worse, his 
temper made sure he’d have to tell the queen that her son, her only child, 
wasn’t going to produce an heir. With a war pending, she didn’t need to be 
concerned about the future of the kingdom. 

Unfortunately, mouthing off to his master meant nothing he said now 
would stop Heminaltose from reporting his conduct to his mother. 
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Heminaltose would tell the queen to give Farrell a demonstration of his 
position in the scheme of things. Farrell might really be Prince Halloran of 
Yar-del, but Grand Master Heminaltose was a legend who transcended 
political boundaries. He was also Yar-del’s most powerful ally in a time of 
war. That, more than anything, set him above Farrell. 

“Neldin’s balls, what did I do?” he whispered as much to keep the 
tears away as to curse his stupidity. 

 
 

FARRELL LISTENED to the rhythmic pounding of the waves far below 
the cliffs upon which Yar-del City had been built. He sat with his feet 
dangling over the thirty-foot-high outer walls and stared at the white caps 
moving under the nearly full moon. He often came to this spot to be alone 
with his thoughts and to wonder what his life would have been like had he 
been allowed to live in Kel’s gleaming city. 

Grand Master Heminaltose, would have said “What-ifs are a fool’s 
exercise” and chastised Farrell for wasting valuable time. But it was his 
free time, and Farrell used it as he pleased. 

Movement to his right reminded him that tonight he hadn’t come 
alone. In fact, he hadn’t come of his own volition. Queen Zenora had 
ordered him to come with her to the top of the walls, and she was not only 
his queen but his mother. 

“I’m not angry, Farrell.” Her voice broke the tranquil moment like 
steel on stone. It was a lie. She only brought him to the ocean’s edge when 
she was upset. 

“If you say so.” His sullen mood had not improved in the hours since 
he’d disrespected his master. 

The summons to attend the queen had come well before seventh 
hour. He understood the importance of what happened. Even if the world 
didn’t know who he was, he was still the heir to Yar-del—Zargon too, 
technically. Any trysts he had, especially those that could produce an heir, 
were of concern to the crown. 

“It just took me by surprise.” 
That was an understatement. His only consolation was the angry 

glare his mother gave Heminaltose for being totally oblivious to Farrell’s 
preference for men. Seeing his master flustered almost made it worth the 
embarrassment of telling his mother—almost. 
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“I’m sorry, Mother. I never wanted to give you something else to 
worry about.” Though she didn’t react as he’d feared she might, he’d hope 
for something better. “I’ll join with whomever you ask me to.” 

The thought of joining with a woman didn’t appeal to him, but he 
knew he had an obligation—or rather he would once his mother publicly 
acknowledged his true name and heritage. It was a child’s dream to 
believe he could fall in love with whomever he wanted. 

“Ha—Farrell.” Her almost use of his birth name reminded him she 
still thought of him as the baby she’d sent away. “I don’t want you to join 
with a woman if your heart says to join with a man. And I’m not 
disappointed. Well, that’s not true. I am disappointed, but not with you. 
Not in the slightest.” 

“If not with me, then who?” He appreciated the attempt, but her 
reaction said all he needed to know. 

She inched closer and put her arm around his shoulder. Despite the 
mood, he leaned closer and let her wrap him in a hug. They had too few 
private moments like this for him to waste. 

“Me, dear. I’m disappointed in myself.” 
“You? Why?” 
“I’m your mother, even if I’m not allowed to acknowledge it in 

public. A good mother would have known well before you told her. 
Instead, the news struck me like ocean water on a winter’s day. Any anger 
you saw was at myself for failing to know my own son.” 

Some of the anger was probably directed at Heminaltose, but he knew 
she’d not say that out loud to him. Her attempt to make him feel better, 
however, had the opposite effect. Now he felt worse for burdening her. 

“You have more important things to worry about than me or who 
I’m attracted to.” Even he wouldn’t have been convinced by his words. 
“There aren’t enough hours in a day as it is.” 

“Oh, sweetie, you can be upset with me.” She pulled him tighter and 
kissed the top of his head. “Time is preciously short, but if that’s true in 
general, it’s even more true in relation to you. It feels like yesterday you 
were a little baby. I missed so much, and this is another time where I was 
too busy being queen to be your mother.” 

“It’s okay. I understand.” In this, at least, he truly did. His throat 
tightened, making it hard to swallow. The tingling in his nose started an 
instant before tears leaked out the sides of his eyes. “Don’t worry about me.” 

Zenora’s body went stiff, and she pushed back with a jerk. “No, 
Farrell, it’s not okay. I promised myself I’d never be too busy for you 
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during the short time you visit. I wanted to do and be so much more, 
but the war happened sooner than we expected. It’s not okay that I 
couldn’t help you through this time. It hasn’t been so long ago that I've 
forgotten what it is like to be a teenager, seeking to understand yourself 
and your position, and trying to… well, I won’t embarrass you by talking 
about that.” 

Under cover of darkness, Farrell’s face turned red. He thanked the 
Six she didn’t try to talk to him about sex. 

“So, yes, I am going to worry about you. You’re my son, even if I 
can’t tell everyone. And I am proud of you and who you are.” 

“But if I don’t join with a woman, there won’t be anyone to take my 
place.” 

Zenora laughed and ruffled his hair. “There is always someone to 
take your place, dear.” 

“You know what I mean.” 
“I do, but you miss my point.” The lighthearted moment passed, and 

he noted her sad expression returned. “There is nothing that says the house 
of Kel—or any house—must rule. That is a concept the nobility has 
perpetuated for their benefit. They have a vested interest in succession 
being hereditary. It is not. When Honorus was unhappy with Vadra, He 
deposed him and put Hevnor on the throne of Kentar. If you die without 
an heir, Honorus will find someone else to rule in your stead. Of that I’m 
certain.” 

She paused and looked at him. Tilting her head to the side, she raised 
her eyebrows and smiled. “So you see, succession won’t be an issue. In 
fact, it’s far less of a problem than Heminaltose suggested.” 

“Less? How so?” 
“Um… well….” Zenora chuckled and stared out to sea. “You told 

him you’d lost your virginity. He assumed… let’s just say he was worried 
you might have sired a child no one knew about. That would have created 
serious issues for the crown.” 

“Nothing to worry about there,” he said softly. 
Zenora reached over and pulled him closer again. “Farrell, I’m sorry. 

No, hear me, please. There is so much that has been out of my control. 
Sending you away was not my choice. Though my heart will never agree, 
in my mind I knew it was necessary. If Meglar knew you lived, he’d have 
stopped at nothing to find you. I see him in your face, but you are nothing 
like him. Sadly, keeping you safe came at a terrible price to you. 
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“I’ve known Heminaltose almost my entire life. Sanduval too. I 
trained with them both, as did your grandfather. They are fine men and 
excellent examples for you to look up to. But I also know they have little 
time for what matters to a child. I tried to send staff to Haven that would 
look after you, but it wasn’t the same. They never treated you as their own 
child, especially since they didn’t know your true identity.” 

She squeezed his shoulder as she twisted to kiss his cheek. Farrell 
remained quiet, content to enjoy one of the rare moments he got to spend 
alone with his mother. He wanted to say something to ease her guilt, but 
her words were accurate. Growing up at Haven had robbed him of any 
semblance of childhood. Heminaltose was a fine man and the greatest 
wizard of his age, but he was a thousand years old and had no time for a 
child and his problems. 

All the years he’d spent at Haven, what Farrell had wanted more 
than anything was a parent. His parent. Someone to be there for him when 
he needed advice. Instead, Heminaltose had assigned one of the older 
students to “handle those issues.” Saulist had been the last, and while they 
were close friends, that’s all they were—friends. 

“I want you to know that I’m not upset by… that you prefer men.” 
Her voice disrupted his thoughts. “Under different circumstances, and by 
that I mean other than Grand Master Heminaltose telling me you might be 
fathering illegitimate children, this conversation wouldn’t have centered 
on the gender of your interest, merely that you had an interest in someone. 

“Like any mother, I want you to be happy. As a prince, however, 
more than just your heart will influence your choice. But that applies 
equally if you join with a woman or a man. Which raises an issue we need 
to discuss.” 

Their feel-good moment crashed into the surf below as Queen 
Zenora replaced his mother. He’d expected this to come up. “Don’t worry, 
I won’t tell anyone who I really am.” 

“That’s good to know, but I didn’t expect anything less.” She kept 
her focus on the now dark horizon. “But just because people don’t 
know you’re my son, doesn’t mean they won’t try to use you. In fact, 
you’re probably at greater risk because they don’t know you’re the 
crown prince.” 

“How’s that?” Turning toward her, he couldn’t read anything from 
her face. The points he’d prepared to keep her from meddling in his 
private affairs proved useless against his mother’s position. 
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Zenora continued to stare ahead for a few seconds more before she 
turned. “If you were the prince—sorry, I mean if you were openly the 
prince—every aspect of your affairs would be managed, and it would be 
obvious to anyone what your friend’s intentions were. “ 

“Right, but I’m nobody—nobody to the world at large. How could 
Cameron….” Neldin’s balls! He hadn’t meant to tell her who he’d snuck 
off to meet. 

She raised an eyebrow but otherwise showed no reaction. 
“Lieutenant Cameron of the Guard?” 

Farrell turned away, not that she could see him blush. “Yes.” 
The silence dragged on, and his anxiety grew. She clearly didn’t 

agree with his choice. Cameron was the third son of a baron whose land 
barely qualified for the title. 

“He’s a handsome young man.” 
He twisted in shock. If his mother hadn’t been smiling, he would’ve 

wondered if he’d heard her right. “You approve?” 
Tilting her head to the left, Zenora the mother disappeared in the 

blink of an eye. “I didn’t know we were at the ‘do I approve’ stage.” 
“I’m not asking that… I mean, I am, but not in an official way.” He 

let out his breath in a rush and turned his head. “Can’t you just be my 
mother right now? Does everything have to be Queen Zenora?” 

After he said it, he realized how insolent he’d been to the queen. 
Bracing for her reaction, he considered flying off to avoid another lecture. 

“Farrell, look at me.” Zenora’s command left him no choice. He 
turned but didn’t look at her face. “Farrell, look at me, please.” 

He lifted his chin and met her steely gaze. “I’m sorry, Mother. That 
was rude.” 

“No, sweetie, I’m the one who should apologize. I’m trying to put 
aside the crown and be the parent you can talk to.” She wiped a tear from 
her eye. “But unfortunately, even as just your mother, my views are 
shaped by the fact I am the queen. For instance, Cameron’s father is Baron 
Althon, a man with big ambitions for himself and his sons—including his 
youngest.” 

“Why does that matter? I’m no one.” His stomach twisted and his 
eyes opened wider. “Do you think he knows I’m…?” 

“No, dear, I’m quite certain he doesn’t know you’re my son. But 
you’re not ‘no one’. Not by any measure.” 

The smile he tried to contain refused to be held back. “Of course I’m 
someone to you. You don’t count.” 
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She laughed and looked truly happy for the first time since they left 
the throne room. When she stopped, she ruffled his hair. “Only you could 
say I don’t count and get away with it.” 

“You know what I mean.” 
“Of course, but you underestimate what people see in you.” She 

paused, and when Farrell didn’t answer, she touched his chin with a finger 
and lifted gently. “Who did you have dinner with last night?” 

“You know who. You and Master Heminaltose had my birthday 
party last night.” 

“And where were you the day before during the afternoon?” 
“Mother, I don’t understand. I was in the council meeting.” 
She smiled. “Exactly. You were with Grand Master Heminaltose and 

me. You are admitted to places and events to which few others are invited. 
Your master is Yar-del’s most powerful ally and someone who can speak 
to me almost at his wish. You, Farrell, might not be a prince, or even an 
important ally, but you have connections and access to me that others 
want.” 

“Cameron’s not like that.” Farrell shook his head and inched back. 
Even as he denied it, a spark of doubt danced at the edge of his thoughts. 

“I didn’t say he was, but I wanted to make you aware that some 
suitors, particularly those who frequent the palace, are always looking for 
a way to better themselves.” Zenora’s warning cut to the heart of his 
insecurities. His stomach twisted and he fought the urge to vomit. “Be on 
guard if he asks you to intercede on his behalf on some matter that will 
benefit him.” 

He avoided looking at his mother and focused on the water. Fighting 
back tears, he shook his head and said, “It would explain why he sought 
me out. I should’ve known better than to think someone like him would be 
interested in me.” 

“Farrell, don’t be silly. Of course he’d be interested in you.” 
“Because, as you said, I’m Heminaltose’s assistant and have access 

to the queen.” He felt like a fool. The only thing Cameron found attractive 
about him was his connection to those in power. 

“That’s not what I was saying—” 
“You don’t have to say it, Mother. I know what I look like.” 
“Stop it, Farrell. You are a very attractive young man. Just like….” 

Zenora drew a breath and Farrell turned toward her. Though she looked in 
his direction, her gaze seemed somewhere else. “It runs in your family.” 
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Now the warning made sense. Some had told him that his father was 
very handsome and had used his looks along with his charm to hide his 
true intentions from Zenora. Her advice was born of experience. 

“I understand.” More than he wanted. “I’ll be sure to avoid Cameron.” 
“No.” She grabbed his arm and squeezed gently. “I’m not suggesting 

you avoid him. All I’m saying is be on guard that he doesn’t have ulterior 
motives.” 

Farrell snorted and threw his free hand up in disgust. “Of course 
he wants something. No one who looks like him would be interested in 
me.” 

“You have an unfair opinion of yourself.” She waited until he met 
her gaze. “You inherited your father’s good looks, and he was one of the 
most sought-after men in the Seven Kingdoms and beyond. And I’m not 
saying that just because I’m your mother. When Heminaltose came to 
see me today, his comment was—and I think these were his exact 
words—‘with a face like his, he’ll have no shortage of women for his 
bed’. He might not have figured out you prefer men, but the sentiment is 
still the same.” 

“Now I know you’re just trying to make me feel better. Master 
Heminaltose wouldn’t have said such a thing. He barely knows what I 
look like, much less that anyone would find me attractive.” He wanted to 
be wrong, because then Cameron might have really just wanted him and 
not something from him. 

“If you think I’m lying, I can summon him to join us and he can tell 
you himself.” She wore her go ahead and call my bluff expression. He’d 
seen her use it to great effect with headstrong petitioners. “That way you’ll 
know I didn’t coach him.” 

“He really said that?” 
“He did. Heminaltose warned my father and me to look past the 

handsome face and see the real Meglar. He might prefer the company of 
women, but your teacher understands the advantages of an appealing face.” 

So Cameron might be really interested in him. “I’ll be sure to be 
vigilant.” 

“Good.” She kissed his cheek, something she seemed to do a lot 
more when they were alone. “What time are you meeting him tonight?” 

“Tenth… how did you know?” 
She laughed softly. “I was once your age. Do you really think you’re 

the first two to find out-of-the-way places in the palace to meet?” 
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When she stopped speaking, he nodded once, then shook his head. 
“No.” 

“Come.” She stood up and offered him a hand. “Let’s go eat so you 
have time to prepare for your meeting.” 

 
 

FARRELL PRESSED his back to the wall and slid down until he was 
squatting. It was well past tenth hour, and he debated how much longer to 
wait. Clearly his mother had been wrong about Cameron. Getting stood up 
would hardly make Farrell predisposed to help Cameron. 

His gut twisted into a large knot. What little dinner he’d eaten sat 
like a rock in his stomach, adding to his discomfort. How humiliating 
would tomorrow be when he’d have to tell his mother and his master that 
nothing happened? Not because he’d exercised restraint, but because the 
other person never showed up. 

He wrapped his arms around his knees and stared at his new boots. 
They, along with the new navy blue tunic and tan britches he wore, had 
been laid out on his bed when he returned to his room after dinner. The 
note from his mother said they were more appropriate than a wizard’s 
robe. Even thinking back to that moment couldn’t make him smile. 

Heaving himself back to his feet, he decided he’d wait another few 
minutes before leaving. Cameron had said “around” tenth hour to give him 
time to get here from wherever he’d been dispatched during his tour. 
Maybe he’d been assigned to the far end of the palace. 

Alone in the hallway, Farrell’s self-doubt gnawed at him. Logically 
he knew there were entirely legitimate reasons for Cameron being late, but 
his emotions did their best to ignore those explanations. Despite what his 
mother said, he didn’t think of himself as handsome or attractive. He’d 
always been self-conscious of being thin, and overusing magic in his 
growth years had made him skinnier still. Even forgetting that, his eyes 
were common brown, his ears were too big, his nose looked like a child’s, 
he had the fingers of a scribe, not a warrior, and his feet looked three sizes 
too big for his scrawny body. It was easier to believe Cameron wasn’t 
interested than something unexpected had happened. 

Hurried footsteps from down the hallway made his heart stutter. 
When he poked his head around the corner, he saw Cameron walking 
quickly toward him. Farrell’s stomach did another flip, this time in 
nervous anticipation. 
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“I’m soooo sorry.” He took Farrell’s hand and squeezed it gently. 
“My captain assigned me to an emergency detail and I couldn’t leave on 
time.” 

“It’s fine.” Farrell grinned broadly and decided he needed to listen to 
logic a bit more. “I’m glad you made it.” 

“Me too.” Cameron’s smile engulfed his entire face. “For a time I 
felt sure I wouldn’t make it. The detail is going to go all night.” 

“Did you leave your post?” 
“No, silly. As much as I like you, I don’t fancy a turn in the queen’s 

dungeon.” He winked and nodded toward his right. “Let’s walk and I’ll 
tell you about it.” 

Cameron didn’t wait for an answer to start walking. Having been in 
the hallway alone for the better part of an hour, Farrell happily allowed 
himself to be led away. 

“You look nice. The shirt and britches are much more appealing than 
the simple wizard’s robe.” 

“Thank you. They were a gift for my birthday.” They turned a corner 
and headed toward an area of the castle Farrell had never visited. “Where 
are we going?” 

Wiggling his hand, Cameron managed to slip his fingers between 
Farrell’s. “I know how this will sound, but will you hear me out before 
you object?” 

“That sounds ominous.” Farrell laughed at the absurdity of the 
statement. 

“No, nothing like that, I promise.” 
“I’m joking. We’re inside the palace and you’re one of the queen’s 

guards. I seriously doubt you’ve got anything nefarious planned.” Not to 
mention that Farrell could use magic to thwart any danger to himself. 

“Unless spending time alone together counts as wicked, I think 
you’re safe.” 

“I like the sound of that.” It didn’t matter who saw him, but he still 
preferred to have some privacy. 

“We’re going to my room.” Cameron looked over quickly. “I’ve 
planned a little surprise for you. After that, we can go wherever you like.” 

Farrell almost asked why they’d have to go anywhere after that. 
“Are you all good with that? I mean, going to my quarters for a 

little bit.” 
Although it seemed a bit forward, kissing in the middle of the palace 

earlier in the day wasn’t the stuff of a timid wallflower. Cameron’s rooms 
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at least gave them a chance to be alone. “Sure, but I warn you”—Farrell 
puffed out his chest a bit and tried to stand taller—“I’m quite capable of 
protecting myself if there’s any danger.” 

“I can’t say I don’t pose a risk to your virtue, but from the way you 
kissed me back today, I suspect you’ve been with someone before.” 

Farrell turned away, and his cheeks burned. “Yes.” 
Cameron pulled them to a stop and turned until they were face-to-

face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it to sound like that. I just meant you kissed 
well, so I assumed you’d done it before. If it helps, my first time was with 
a stable boy when we were both fifteen. So I’m certainly not pure and 
virtuous.” 

Despite his embarrassment, Farrell managed a small smile. “Nor are 
you scared off by my common birth.” 

The snort from Cameron took him by surprise. “Common? You? 
Please, Farrell. You get to cavort with the queen and her senior advisors. 
Do you know how many people of high birth wish they were as ‘common’ 
as you?” 

“What do you mean?” His mother’s words came to the front of his 
mind. 

“Just that if you’re common, so is Heminaltose.” Cameron cocked 
his head to the left. “I dare say no one cares that he was born to a cabbage 
farmer.” 

“Dairy.” 
“What?” Cameron’s forehead scrunched up. 
“Heminaltose’s parents. They were dairy farmers.” He shrugged. 

“I’ve grown up with his stories. He’d be offended if you called his parents 
cabbage farmers.” 

Cameron’s laugh echoed off the walls. “We all have our prejudices. 
But that just makes my point. Heminaltose could walk into any throne 
room and refuse to bow and he’d walk out the way he came in. No one 
cares if he’s not a nobleman.” 

“Some do, but I get your point. Only difference is I’m not 
Heminaltose. I’m just his student.” He didn’t like the deception, but he 
had a role to play. 

“And I’m not the queen.” Cameron wiggled his eyebrows, making 
Farrell chuckle. “That’s better. My point is, if anyone needs to worry 
about being ‘good enough,’ I suspect it would be me. So how about we 
just forget about rank and lineage and act like we’re equal?” 
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“I can do that.” The truth about status and rank wasn’t lost on him, 
but like Cameron said, at this point it didn’t matter. “So tell me, why did 
you think you weren’t going to make our meeting?” 

“Ah, now that is a curious bit.” Still holding Farrell’s hand, he 
started walking again. “Lieutenant Farsten, whose squad had duty outside 
the queen’s residence, got sick—nasty, violent sick. The captain ordered 
me to take over. There was nothing I could say.” 

“Duty comes first.” It was easy to say that now, but a few minutes 
ago Farrell would have said to Neblor with duty. 

“I know. On my walk over to the posting, I searched everywhere for 
a page to send you a message. Not a one crossed my path. Usually they’re 
everywhere, getting in the way, some flirting with the guards, but tonight? 
When I needed one? None. I’d swear they were hiding from me.” 

“One of the pages had a birthday today. He reached his age of 
majority and took official title to his barony. The queen gave them all the 
night off.” 

Cameron’s step faltered for a moment, but when Farrell kept 
walking, he did too. “Where did you hear that?” 

“Um… I… the queen said it during dinner.” He hadn’t meant to 
remind Cameron that he had dinner with the queen. “Lord Gwalth asked 
for permission to excuse them all once dinner had been served.”  

“That’s right. You had dinner with her.” There was a hint of 
something in his voice that Farrell couldn’t decipher. 

“Not her. My master had me accompany him.” The look on 
Cameron’s face didn’t change. “You were telling me how you got free.” 

Cameron blinked and nodded quickly. “Right. Sorry. When I arrived, 
all I could think about was how you’d be waiting and I’d never show up. I 
was seriously considering sending someone to find anyone who could bear 
a message when the queen walked into the hallway.” 

Farrell did his best to keep his expression neutral. “The queen? Was 
she alone?” 

“No, your teacher was with her. They were laughing, and I assumed 
they’d just nod and walk by like they always do. But the queen saw us, 
and I’d swear by Honorus she stopped when she saw me. For a moment I 
thought I’d done something wrong, the way she stared at me.” 

Farrell’s heart pounded and his hands stared to sweat. How did it 
happen that tonight of all nights she ran into Cameron? 

“Finally she smiled and I’ll be honest, it looked fake. Not like when 
she first appeared.” 
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“Did she say anything?” If Honorus favored him, his mother would 
have walked on without another word. 

“Mhmm. She kept her eyes on me and said, ‘Lieutenant Cameron, 
what are you doing here?’ I got all tongue-tied and managed to tell her I 
was in charge of the detail.” 

“You? Flustered? By being in the presence of the queen? She doesn’t 
bite, you know.” Farrell laughed. 

“Says the mighty wizard who dines with her daily.” 
“Dines with her, right.” He’d practiced what to say when this came 

up. “I’m there, but I might as well be the page who serves them. I sit at the 
end of the table while they talk.” 

“That’s…. I’m sorry, Farrell.” Cameron gave his hand a squeeze and 
leaned in for a quick kiss on the cheek. “I’m sure that’s not fun. And they 
make you do it every night?” 

“Yes.” In truth, once the pages served everyone and put the food 
down, his mother dismissed them and sealed the room. Farrell then moved 
up and sat next to her, and it was really Heminaltose who was most often 
the odd man out. 

“Well, I hope tonight is more fun.” He stole another kiss that went 
straight to Farrell’s groin. Cameron’s stride seemed livelier for a few 
steps. “Back to my story since it involves you, interestingly enough.” 

“Me?” The good feeling receded as a wave of anxiety struck. “What 
do I have to do with this?” 

“The queen seemed odd, as if she didn’t like seeing me there. She 
turned to Heminaltose and… hey, can wizards speak mind to mind?” 

“Yes, but they have to be attuned to each other.” 
“Is your master connected to the queen?” 
“I have no way of knowing for sure, but I doubt it.” In truth they 

were. “It requires giving the other person access to your mind, and her 
being the queen, I’d think she’d be hesitant to do that.” 

“Mmm. As you say, but it seemed like something passed between 
them.” Cameron shrugged. “The queen turned her attention back on me, 
and by the Six this was the oddest feeling, but it felt like she was searching 
for something.” 

His chest hurt, and Farrell tried to breathe normally. “Searching?” 
“Yes, like when I was sworn in. She’d read my thoughts to be sure I 

wasn’t an assassin from Zargon. Every guard, no matter his rank, has to 
submit to the test.” 
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“She read your mind?” Had she seen their earlier meeting? If she 
had, he’d never be able to face her in the morning. 

“I don’t think so. At least, she didn’t say she was going to.” 
“If she wanted to, she didn’t need your permission and you probably 

wouldn’t notice.” How could she do this? So much for her being his 
mother and not the queen. 

“I can’t speak to that, but the queen promised when she did it at my 
swearing-in that she would never read my thoughts without my 
permission.” 

“Oh.” He’d confront her at breakfast and find out for sure. “So you 
still haven’t told me how you were allowed to leave.” 

“No, and we’re almost to my quarters.” The wicked little grin set 
blood rushing to Farrell’s groin. He nearly asked what the surprise was but 
held off. “Heminaltose cleared his throat and asked the queen if he could 
borrow my services to send you a message.” 

“Hem… Heminaltose asked?” 
“Indeed.” Cameron looked pleased, so it couldn’t be all bad. “The 

queen agreed and then dismissed my detail and sent me on my way.” 
“What was the message?” 
“He said your services weren’t needed until noon tomorrow and that 

you should enjoy your free evening.” Cameron laughed. “What an aptly 
timed message. I, for one, would second your master’s order.” 

“Indeed.” 
“They told me where your quarters are, but I came here first, hoping 

you’d waited this long. Truth, I felt sure you’d have left, given how late I 
was. When I saw your head appear around the corner, I nearly whooped to 
celebrate my good fortune.” 

Still considering what his master had done, Farrell nearly missed 
Cameron’s excitement. “I decided to give you a bit more time. I assumed 
something kept you.” 

“You didn’t think I’d stood you up?” Cameron closed one eye and 
opened the other wider. 

“Truth? It crossed my mind. But I reminded myself that your duty 
might have detained you.” 

Cameron stopped and inched Farrell back against the wall. He 
pressed their lips together and used his free hand to cup Farrell’s face. 
Though brief, the kiss sent a jolt through Farrell’s body. 

“I’m glad you waited.” He released Farrell’s hand and opened a door 
Farrell hadn’t noticed. “These are my quarters.” 
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He stepped back and motioned for Farrell to go first. Two small 
globes of wizard’s light provided enough illumination to see but left most 
of the space in shadows. The room was small, but as befit someone of high 
birth, Cameron didn’t share it, and it had a small bathing chamber in the 
back. The bed was pressed against the far wall and a chair and a small 
table stood at the foot. 

Farrell walked in and moved back to let his host join him. Across 
from the bed, a large wooden armoire took up most of the wall. Cameron 
closed the door and threw the lock. He took a deep breath and seemed as 
nervous as Farrell. 

“Confession?” Cameron turned and smiled. “I don’t do this often. So 
I’m a bit nervous.” 

“That makes both of us.” 
Despite his professed anxiety, Cameron took Farrell’s hand and 

pulled him closer. “I’m glad you’re here.” 
They kissed again before Farrell could answer. Alone, behind a 

locked door, Farrell finally relaxed and poured himself into the kiss. It 
lasted until they both needed to catch their breath. 

Farrell shook and sucked in a lungful of air. He exhaled loudly. 
“Wow.” 

“My thoughts exactly.” Cameron pulled him into the room and 
motioned for Farrell to sit in the chair. “I told you I have a surprise, so sit 
there and close your eyes.” 

“Close my eyes?” 
“Humor me, please?” He gently touched Farrell’s eyelids until they 

closed. “And keep them shut until I say to open them.” 
“Fine.” Odd as the request was, it still made his pulse race. What 

could possibly require he close his eyes? 
“I know this must seem a bit silly, but I’d planned to come here and 

set everything up before I met you. When I got reassigned, I didn’t have 
the chance.” 

Cameron moved around the small room, and Farrell heard furniture 
being pushed, something that sounded like a sheet being pulled back and 
smoothed out, and then things were placed on a hard surface, presumably 
the table. Some sounds he recognized, others he guessed, but in his mind 
he “saw” Cameron preparing the bed for their use. The image thrilled and 
scared him. 
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The temptation to crack open an eyelid almost overwhelmed him. 
Cameron clearly wanted to surprise him, but it was hard to resist. After 
what seemed like minutes, Cameron stood next to the chair. 

“You can open your eyes now.” 
A white cloth covered the small table. Set neatly on top were two 

goblets, a wine bottle, two plates, and a small chocolate cake. Farrell tore 
his eyes from the arrangement to look at his host. 

Cameron’s smile was a mix of nerves and excitement. “Happy 
birthday, Farrell.” 

With his mouth open, Farrell stared at Cameron, unable to find the 
words to answer. After an awkward moment, Cameron’s smile started to 
fade. 

“Wow.” Farrell smiled and stood up. Without thinking, he cupped 
Cameron’s face in his hands and pressed their lips together. He quickly 
pulled away but let his hands linger on the hint of stubble on Cameron’s 
cheeks. “This… it’s… wow.” 

“It’s not much, but….” 
“It’s amazing.” He fought to keep from tearing up. “Thank you.” 
“I know this doesn’t compare to a party with the queen and Grand 

Master Heminaltose, but I thought you might like a little something 
more… I don’t know… age appropriate?” The words tumbled out in rapid 
succession. “Even with the queen there, it was really just you and a bunch 
of old wizards.” 

Farrell laughed and gave in to the desire to kiss him again. Cameron 
wrapped his arms around Farrell’s waist and started to lift up his tunic. A 
moment later, before Farrell could protest, he stopped and stepped back. 

“Sorry. I… ah… let’s sit down.” He sat on the edge of the bed, 
leaving the chair for Farrell. Cameron picked up the bottle and turned it so 
Farrell could see the label. “This is supposed to be a very good vintage, 
but I’d be lying if I said I knew the difference.” 

Farrell stopped Cameron after he’d poured a small amount. “Just a 
little for me.” 

“Why? Afraid I’ll take advantage of you?” Despite the joke, he 
stopped, leaving Farrell with barely a quarter of a cup. 

“No, but alcohol and wizards are a bad combination. Last time I 
drank too much, I picked a fight with Master Heminaltose and still have 
the scars to prove it.” 

“Ouch. Well, I’d rather you not pick a fight with me.” Setting the 
bottle down, he cut the small cake. “It’s not much, but it was all I could 
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get from the cook. I explained why I needed it, so she did what she could 
on short notice.” 

“It’s perfect.” 
Cameron set a piece down in front of Farrell. “Let’s hope it’s good.” 
Farrell stared at the cake for a few heartbeats before taking up his 

fork. “I’m a bit embarrassed to say this, but I wasn’t expecting anything 
half this nice.” 

“Oh?” 
“Yeah.” He shrugged and met Cameron’s gaze. “When you told me 

to close my eyes, I assumed you were getting your bed ready or 
something. I mean, with the comment about my virtue being in jeopardy 
and you bringing me here?” 

“I’m sorry if I gave you the idea that is all I wanted.” 
He shook his head. “It’s not you. It’s just… it’s not like I’ve been 

with a lot of other people, but no one has ever done anything nice like this 
for me. Usually all they wanted was, you know, to get me to bed.” 

“That’s….” 
“I’m fine.” He tried to shrug it off, but in truth he hated how alone he 

felt afterward. “One of the downsides of living at a school for wizards 
hidden inside a mountain. It’s not like anyone I meet can come visit me.” 

Cameron sat quietly, staring into his cup. After all the effort put forth 
to make this special, Farrell wanted to kick himself. 

“I’m sorry, you did all this for me and I’m bringing the mood down.” 
He raised his goblet and held it up. “Can we start over?” 

“Of course, but I need to be honest.” He met Farrell’s anxious stare. 
“I won’t pretend my motives were totally pure. I did hope we’d end up in 
my bed tonight.” 

Farrell laughed and kept his cup high. “And I expected you’d want 
that and I still came to your room when you asked. What does that tell 
you?” 

The spark returned to Cameron’s eyes, and he reached for his wine. 
“That I should let you enjoy the surprise and then continue with the rest of 
my plans.” 

“Oh? You have plans?” He took a sip and peered over the lip of the 
metal cup. “Are you going to share them or is that part of the surprise?” 

“I thought after your cake, we’d take a bath together—I have been 
on duty all day, after all—and then we’d crawl in bed and see what 
happens between now and when the sun comes up. How fortunate that 
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your master gave you the morning off and I don’t need to report for duty 
until second hour.” 

Farrell took another sip and set his cup down. “Fortunate indeed.”
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PRINCE FARRELL of Haven sat cross-legged, hovering three feet above 
the ground, dwarfed by the stone pillars on either side of him. A gentle 
spring breeze swept softly over his skin and lifted his long brown hair as 
he faced the mountains. The morning sun had just crept over the horizon 
to begin its westward journey. 

Stifling a yawn, he shook his head, remembering how his mentors 
had talked him into getting up this early. Next time they offered to make 
him dinner, he needed to find an excuse to eat elsewhere. 

He closed his eyes and felt the area around him, from the dips and 
curves in the land forming a shallow bowl before him to the hoof-
hardened Plains of Gharaha at his back. 

The nape of his neck tickled as a droplet of sweat ran down, but he 
tuned it out, feeling instead for flaws in the rock in front of him. He needed 
the dimensions to be perfect. Anything less threatened his chances of 
defeating Meglar, the greatest and darkest wizard of their time. 

Balance and symmetry, that’s how this weapon would work. He 
blinked, satisfied. The twin stone monoliths were six hundred feet apart 
and fifty feet tall. A section of the mountains had been smoothed and 
polished to a height of exactly three hundred feet. From tip to tip, his work 
extended one mile on either side of the gates directly in front of him. 
When closed, the gates would be entirely undetectable. Even by a great 
wizard. Even by the greatest wizard. 

Yes, the left side felt perfect; now for the right. 
As he closed his eyes and refocused on the right side, an eagle 

screeched in the distance. Another screech cut through the air, and with it 
came a tingle. No matter how he tried to ignore the piercing sound, he 
couldn’t. No ordinary bird called to him. 

Reaching out with his senses, he tried and failed to locate what his 
ears told him he should find. Startled and annoyed, he roused himself and 
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looked up. A pair of brilliant blue eyes, mere inches from his face, greeted 
him. 

Discipline and training couldn’t stop him from pulling back. Mouth 
agape, he stared at the enormous white eagle hanging motionless before 
him. An avatar. 

“Most Holy Sky Father,” Farrell said, slowly lowering one leg and 
then the other to kneel before the image of Honorus, first of the gods. 
“How may I serve you?” 

“Rise, favored son. Your labors in My service have earned you the 
right to stand tall before Me.” 

Farrell stood and took a quick breath. The force of an avatar’s voice 
in his mind always unnerved him. He sought some measure of calm in the 
pale blue eyes of his god. 

“My Sister, Lenore, has need of you. She will send Her servant, who 
will explain what is required. Her need is great, and, loath though I am to 
ask you to suspend your work here, I believe this will ultimately aid you in 
the fight with Meglar. I ask that you accompany Her servant and render 
such aid as you may.” 

Farrell bowed his head once in acknowledgment. “Master, whatever 
assistance I may give, I shall. Can I know the nature of the aid they 
require? And how will I know Her messenger?” 

Did he see amusement in the avatar’s eyes? Could an avatar even be 
amused? “You will be told of your task by Her servant, and you will know 
Her servant on sight.” 

“I hear Your words, Lord, and will serve Your Sister to the best of 
my abilities.” 

“I expect no less of you, my son.” The white eagle began to fade, 
adding, “Know this, Farrell. On this quest you will find your mate among 
those who serve Lenore. Be not afraid to embrace love even in these trying 
times. Strength can be found in the love of another. Do not maintain the 
walls you built to shelter yourself from hurt. The union between you and 
My Sister’s servant will grant you strength in the difficult tasks that await 
you both. Consider it My gift for your unswerving devotion to Me and the 
arduous path I set you on. My blessings on you and your labors.” With 
that, Honorus vanished, leaving Farrell to mull His words. 

Before he could digest what had happened, detection spells warned 
him that someone approached. Thoughts of avatars and a life partner 
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vanished as years of training spurred him to action. Peering across the 
almost-empty prairie, Farrell instinctively gathered power. 

Still some distance away, a mount galloped hard toward his position. 
Flat, treeless, and magically kept free of tall grass and scrub, Gharaha 
offered little cover for any who made their way through the hidden, 
guarded pass. Yet the rider had made it more than halfway across the 
plains already. Why hadn’t the spells worked properly? 

Farrell scanned the prairie, using magic to be sure only one horse 
rode toward him. He focused on the solitary figure. Closer—impossibly 
closer, he realized. 

“Could it be?” he whispered to the cold stones beside him. 
Enhancing his sight again, he confirmed his suspicions—no rider. A smile 
stretched his cheeks. Beyond any doubt, Lenore’s messenger had arrived. 

Having fought Meglar his whole adult life, he readied a defensive 
spell out of habit. Exhaling, he let the power drain away. One did not greet 
Lenore’s messenger with aggression unless he fancied the wrath of the 
goddess. He shook his head. Not particularly. And Honorus had been 
clear: Lenore wanted—no, required—his help to fight Meglar. 

Ignoring how naked he felt, he breathed deeply, noting how fast the 
mount closed the still-considerable distance between them. Surely he had 
time to go inside to alert his staff? 

Checking again, he decided he might not. No, better to wait. 
A unicorn. He studied it as it galloped toward him. Brilliant green 

eyes and pink, flaring nostrils with a pure white coat shining softly, as if 
the unicorn had just completed a light morning run. How incredible. 

He lost track of how long he stared, but when he blinked the 
messenger had nearly reached him. Definitely a good thing I stayed, he 
decided. 

With a grace belying its speed, the unicorn charged up to him. For a 
moment he wondered if it would race past him in a whizzing blur, but it 
halted an arm’s length from him. 

“Wizard.” The voice in his mind was definitely feminine and less 
overpowering than the avatar’s. “Blessings from Her holiness, Lenore. 
The Blessed Mother sends Her regards to the Prince of Haven and seeks 
your assistance.” 

He almost laughed. Who in the Eight Gates of Neblor dared speak 
for the Goddess of the Earth? But he caught himself in time; Lenore had a 
special bond with unicorns. 
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“Honorus’s blessings to you as well, Unicorn.” Not knowing her 
name, he addressed her in the same way she greeted him. “Welcome to 
Haven. Honorus told me to aid you and your mistress, though I don’t 
know what assistance you require.” 

She pawed the ground and tossed her head slightly, reminding him 
of a petulant child. Farrell bit down on his tongue to suppress a chuckle. 

“I already stated that Lenore requires your assistance. I have been 
sent to bear you to where you are needed.” 

He jerked back at her curt tone and searched for the proper response. 
Of course he’d go with Lenore’s messenger, but did she expect him to 
simply hop on her back and be off? Beyond needing to be prepared for a 
fight, arrangements needed to be made for governing Haven in his 
absence. His mind raced through the myriad of things he needed to handle 
before he could leave. 

“Forgive me if I offend you,” he said carefully and he hoped with the 
right amount of politeness, “but I’m at a disadvantage on many levels. To 
start, you know who I am, but I don’t know your name.” 

“My name is Nerti, Wizard.” 
“Pleased to meet you, Nerti. Can you tell me anything more than 

Lenore has summoned me? I’m certain if She took the time to send one so 
noble as you to fetch me, Her need must be great. I hope I’m sufficient to 
Her task.” 

“Meglar has attacked us. My sisters and brothers have sought aid 
from all we can trust and have assembled at the mountain fortress that is 
my home. Unfortunately, there are no great wizards among our ranks. Nor 
do our allies, the Muchari, produce wizards among their kind with any 
regularity. Thus we are forced to seek your assistance.” 

“Muchari? If I were not speaking with a unicorn, I would say they’re 
nothing more than legends.” 

“Wizard, there is no time for idle banter. Meglar has assembled an 
army, and though Muchari are indeed formidable warriors, we are 
hopelessly outnumbered. What wizards we have are mostly old humans 
who sought out the Muchari to spend their last days in peace. They will 
not be able to withstand all that Meglar’s army throws at them in their 
attempt to capture our home. We require your skill.” 

“I understand,” Farrell said absently. A dozen thoughts sought 
attention at once as he tried to digest all the information thrown at him. 
Nerti clearly wanted to leave immediately, but he needed some time. 
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Better to delay a few minutes than race off unprepared. “Actually, I don’t 
understand. I have no army ready to march from Haven and liberate your 
people. If, as you say, you are hopelessly outnumbered, I won’t tilt the 
scales in your favor.” 

“We do not hope to defeat Meglar’s army, only survive long enough 
to escape to another safe home. As I said, Muchari count few wizards 
amongst their number, and those who have the gift are rarely above the 
lowest grades. My sisters and brothers have no ability to manipulate 
magic, though we are made of it. We need your help moving everyone to a 
safer place. The wizards who reside with us are too few to protect the city 
for long and open our passage.” 

That clarified things. Honorus didn’t need him to fight an entire 
army, just protect the city long enough for everyone to escape. Right, so 
much easier. 

“Very well, now I understand. Unfortunately, I can’t open a Door to 
a place I’ve never been. We’re going to have to ride there, unless you’re 
able to supply me with a clear image of your home.” 

“Wizard, it isn’t that easy,” Nerti said. “Northhelm is not accessible 
via magic Doors unless—and here I rely on the wizards’ words to explain 
it to you—unless you have been granted permission to bypass the city’s 
protections. I was told you would understand.” 

“Unfortunately, it means we must ride to Northhelm,” Farrell said. 
“Had Lenore sent someone attuned to your city’s protections, I could open 
a Door from here to there. Wizards are taught that no one, no matter how 
strong, can override a sealing spell once engaged. I disagree but haven’t 
tested my theory yet. If I’m wrong, I’ll end up stuck between this moment 
and the next.” 

“Wizard!” Her mental yell snapped his head around. The piercing 
green eyes that looked so ancient and wise suddenly seemed closer 
together and less friendly. “We have no time for you to daydream!” 

He resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “How exactly do we get into 
your city if it’s already besieged by Meglar? Do you know of another 
connected Door somewhere?” 

She dashed his slim hope of good news when she shook her head. 
“The only way to reach the city is to fight our way in. Your skill and 

my speed will have to suffice to gain us entrance. The Blessed Mother said 
you were equal to the task.” 



The Last Grand Master  
 

 

“Somehow I had a feeling you’d say that.” He tried to formulate a 
plan, but he had more questions than answers: the size of Meglar’s army, 
the distance to the fortress, the number of weapons he’d need, Nerti’s 
speed and stamina. He shook his head to clear his mind. “I need to collect 
some things before we set off. If we’re to fight our way in, I need to be 
prepared.” 

Without waiting for a response, he turned his back on her to stare at 
the hidden gates that marked the entrance to Haven. A frown wrinkled his 
face. 

“Nerti, we need to use a Door to reach my workroom. Going through 
the front gate, we’ll draw too much attention. But using a Door will cause 
my mentors, Masters Erstad and Wesfazial, to investigate what’s 
happening. I’m certain they’ll attempt to convince me not to ride off 
alone.” 

“You will not be alone, Wizard.” Her casual tone almost brought a 
smile to his face. Clearly, she did not lack for confidence. 

“That said, are you able to use a Door?” 
“I neither affect a Door nor am I affected by one, if that is what you 

ask.” 
“It is.” Satisfied, he reached out his left hand. A long black staff, 

capped on both ends in platinum and cuffed with several silver bands, flew 
from its perch against the monolith to the left. Farrell always carried this 
staff into a fight. The sound of wood on flesh broke the silence of the 
plains. 

Speaking softly, he touched one end to the ground and moved it 
upward. A pale blue-green trail of light remained where the black wood 
passed. When it reached seven feet above the ground, he paused for a 
heartbeat. Four feet to the right, another pause. Finally he brought the staff 
down, holding it in place on the dusty plains. 

Once he drew the outline, he stretched his right hand into the space 
between the lines and pushed forward with his will. A burst of light filled 
the area he’d just marked off. When the flash dissipated, a room lined with 
shelves and tables replaced the view of grass and mountains. Without a 
word, he stepped forward, followed closely by Nerti. When both cleared 
the threshold of the Door, Farrell waved his hand absently behind him. 
The light seemed to collapse in on itself, leaving the pair alone in the 
semidark room. 

Another distracted wave and light slowly filled the workspace. 
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“I suspect we’ll have company in a few moments,” he said. 
Nerti remained nearly motionless in the small, crowded room. 

Moving with a purpose, Farrell began to collect things he might need for 
the trip: a half dozen silver bracelets filled with energy; a bow and quiver 
of enchanted arrows; wands in different shapes and sizes; a long stake 
with a large mushroom-shaped head; a belt with throwing knives, each 
worked with a spell to ensure accuracy; and a dozen small stones that 
expanded when thrown at an enemy formation. 

After walking across to the far side of the room, he opened a metal 
cabinet, only to have numerous items tumble out. As he collected a set of 
six smooth two-foot staves from the floor, the door to the room swung 
open, nearly hitting him in the head. 

As he expected, his mentors entered his workroom. The anticipated 
barrage of questions, however, never materialized. Standing up, he noted 
the two older wizards staring at Nerti. 

“Blessings of Lenore,” the leaner of the two said. To Farrell’s eye, the 
older man appeared stunned. “White Lady, how do I address you?” 

“Her name is Nerti, Erstad.” 
Turning his head as if he only just noticed Farrell, Erstad appeared 

unsure whom to address. 
“It appears Honorus has loaned my services to Lenore,” Farrell said, 

using their silence to his advantage. “Nerti has been sent to bear me where 
I’m needed.” 

“Humph.” This came from the thicker of the two. “A pretty white 
horse with a horn on her head shows up and you want to go riding off to 
the Six only knows where, on an errand I bet you don’t fully understand.” 

“Ever blunt and to the point, aren’t we, Master Wesfazial?” A 
second “humph” answered Farrell’s question. 

“The privilege of age, my young friend,” Erstad said. “But a 
question worthy of an answer nevertheless.” 

“First, her name is Nerti, not ‘some pretty white horse with a horn.’” 
For some reason Farrell felt compelled to defend her. “Second, and far 
more important, Honorus sent His avatar to tell me to go with Lenore’s 
messenger.” 

He paused, shifting his eyes from one to the other and back. “Like it 
or not, I’m not going to ignore Lenore’s request for assistance.” 

“Boy, you’re a follower of Honorus. Let Lenore find a follower of 
Her own to send on some ill-fated quest.” Wesfazial pointedly ignored 
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Nerti as he spoke. “Your place is here, not riding off somewhere trying to 
rescue people you don’t even know.” 

“Honorus said I should heed Lenore’s call for help. Said it would 
assist us in our fight. Besides, when Lenore sends a unicorn to collect you 
so she can take you on ‘an ill-fated quest,’ see how easy you find it to 
refuse.” 

Both older men looked back at Nerti as if weighing their options, 
causing Farrell to stifle a laugh. “Though I’m not, as you point out, a 
devotee of Lenore, Honorus gave me clear instructions: ‘Go with Lenore’s 
messenger.’ Unless, of course, you don’t believe Nerti was sent here by 
Lenore?” 

Erstad shook his head. “No, I’m certain she is who she appears. Still, I 
would feel better if you had more of an escort than simply Nerti, powerful as 
she may be. For ten years we’ve staked our chances of success in this war on 
bringing Meglar here, not you chasing him wherever he goes. What sense 
does it make planning to lure him here only to have you ride off like some 
lovesick knight in search of his fair lady?” 

Farrell stared at the older wizard, but before he spoke, Erstad quickly 
corrected himself. “My apologies. In your case, in search of his handsome 
lord. Riding off like that is not a good plan.” 

“So you counsel I ignore Lenore’s request and wait for Meglar to 
show up here?” Farrell looked from one to the other, daring them to say 
“Yes, we want you to ignore Lenore.” Neither said a word. “I didn’t think 
either of you wanted me to offend the Bright Lady.” 

Erstad smiled, which gave him the look of a serene grandfather 
addressing his favorite grandchild. “Of course you must do what Honorus 
tells you, but did He say you had to go alone?” 

“He will not be alone, Wizard. I shall bear him where he needs to 
go.” From the raised eyebrow Wesfazial gave him, Nerti must have 
projected her thoughts to all three of them. 

“Nerti calls us all ‘Wizard,’ I’m afraid. She also has little regard for 
invading our minds with her thoughts. But to answer your question, yes, I 
believe I am expected to go alone with Nerti. If others were to accompany 
us, Lenore would have sent more than one unicorn.” 

Nerti bobbed her head as Farrell collected the last two staves from 
the rough stone floor. To those, he added several more from a shelf in the 
cabinet. After selecting four pouches from a shelf above a long oak 
workbench, he looked at the growing pile of weapons. Would he need the 
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bow and arrows? Maybe. He left them on the stack, then added a long, 
thin sword with an ivory handle. Just in case. 

He waited for his friends to speak, but when they remained silent, he 
pressed on. “Sometimes one must take on faith that the gods have a 
purpose for us. On those rare occasions They send clear signs of what 
They want from us, we need to follow Their will. I’m taking Nerti’s 
appearance as a clear sign to follow Honorus’s orders.” He arranged the 
items he’d collected and stuffed them one by one into his right pants 
pocket. Grasping the sword again, he worried his bottom lip. If the 
situation called for him to use his sword, he likely would be in no 
condition to use it. Best to set it aside. 

Nothing but heavy breathing and the clattering of his weapons filled 
the air. 

“I suppose I have everything I need. The endless pockets on these 
pants are beyond useful, Wesfazial. I shall thank you every time I use 
something from it.” 

The older wizard inclined his head slightly. 
“When will Master Cylinda be back?” Farrell would feel better about 

leaving if she were there. 
“I don’t expect her for another ten days,” Erstad said. “But don’t 

worry. Wesfazial and I can manage things. We’ve done it before.” 
“I promise we’ll lock the front gate and not answer it if Meglar 

knocks.” Wesfazial winked at Farrell. 
After trying to hold back a smile, Farrell finally gave up and shook his 

head. “That’s a relief. Now I don’t need to seal it before I go.” 
He could feel Nerti’s anxiety and walked over to her. Farrell 

extended his arm and pushed out with his will. When the Door reappeared, 
the Plains of Gharaha filled the bluish energy frame. Letting out a breath, 
he turned back to his mentors. “I truly believe this is the right thing to do. 
Honorus’s avatar told me to go with Nerti. When my god tells me this will 
aid our goals, I trust His wisdom.” He left out the bit about a soul mate. 
That felt too personal, and he had to admit it played a small part in his 
desire to undertake this task. 

“Hard for even an old curmudgeon like me to argue against doing 
what the blasted avatar of Honorus requests.” Wesfazial flashed him a 
mischievous grin. “But I don’t have to like it.” 

Farrell and Erstad both snickered. 
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“No one will ever accuse you of being forced to like anything, my 
friend,” Erstad chided. Mirth drained from his face, and he looked deadly 
serious again. “Take care of yourself, son. We need you back. More 
importantly, we want you back. You too, Lady Nerti.” 

Nerti bowed her head but otherwise stayed quiet. 
“Erstad, your concern and that of Wesfazial—who looks apt to burst 

in frustration—is appreciated. But to my thinking, and I admit to still 
being young and foolish at times—” 

“Only at times?” Wesfazial’s gruff voice sounded forced to Farrell. 
“There isn’t the same element of uncertainty that many of our 

undertakings seem to hold,” Farrell continued. “The gods rarely tell us 
specifically to go somewhere or do anything. It’s always ‘Seek the place 
where all may be safe’ or ‘Oppose the evil that is Meglar.’ In all I have 
seen and read, a specific command of the gods carries with it a certain 
guarantee of success. Lenore would not send me on a fool’s errand that 
risks the success of Honorus’s plans. She must be confident that I’m 
capable of completing this mission.” 

Neither looked convinced, but whatever their thoughts, they kept 
silent. 

“The young wizard speaks truly,” Nerti said. “Lenore would not risk 
offending Her brother by asking Him to sacrifice His trusted servant. I 
will make sure I return him safely to you. Come, Wizard, it is time to go.” 

Without waiting for his response, she walked through the open Door. 
Once outside, she stared back, as if demanding he join her. 

“My name is not ‘Wizard.’ It’s Farrell,” he said softly.
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beyond mortals, and Delong is drawn into a chaotic struggle by both 
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Kamen Malick means to find out. When Malick and his own small band of 
assassins ambush Fen in an alley, Malick offers Fen a choice: Join us or die. 
Determined to decode the intrigue that surrounds Fen, Malick sets to 
unraveling the mysteries of Fen’s past. As Fen’s secrets slowly unfold, 
Malick finds irony a bitter thing when he discovers the one he wants is 
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But oni Samojirou Aboshi treats the human with unexpected care and 
respect, and the demon only just earns Keno’s trust when a team from the 
Trust arrives to exploit the Dreamlands’ magic. 

As the war spreads across both worlds, Keno is torn between them. If he 
survives, he faces a decision: go home and carve out a new life under the 
Trust’s thumb… or stay in the Dreamlands and find freedom in love. 
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