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Prologue 

 
 
 
 
 
1012 AE, Waterfall Lake 

  
leodora Raziel stared straight into the hollow black 
barrel of her husband’s gun without blinking. The 
rushing water from Waterfall Lake’s namesake 

thundered in the distance, breaking over the distant ridge with 
a dull white noise that pressed in upon her ears. Behind her, 
beneath her, and all around her, the once verdant fields of the 
kingdom were burning away in angry patches of flame, leaving 
nothing but charred grass and billowing smoke in their wake. 
The people of her kingdom had already fled in terror, 
retreating alongside the once invading army, leaving only her, 
her husband, and her two young daughters squaring off in 
front of the palace they all had once called home. 

Though the advancing fire crept steadily toward the small 
family standing alone outside the palace gates, Cleodora’s blue 
eyes were steady as she looked from the barrel of the gun to 
the lined face of her husband. He seemed to have aged several 
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years overnight, his once sandy-brown hair streaked liberally 
with gray, his dark green eyes tired, and his usually kind 
expression wiped from his face. 

“Cleo,” he said, meeting her gaze by lifting his own. She 
was slightly taller than he was, and he shifted uncomfortably 
as a rumble of thunder sounded in the air around them, 
followed almost immediately by the first drops of rain. His 
mouth opened and then closed again wordlessly, as if he 
couldn’t think of what to say to his wife. She was standing at 
the middle of their wasted kingdom as calm and cold as a 
statue, her expression unconcerned, her body relaxed. 
“Why?” he managed finally. 

Cleodora pushed her hair out of her eyes. The rain was 
beginning to come down in earnest now, soaking her as well 
as the ground around her. “I had to,” Cleodora said. She 
gestured around toward the dying flames, the soot-covered, 
crumbled buildings that had once been brightly colored 
houses, and the prostrate bodies littering the streets of the 
village below their vantage point. “Look at this place—” 

“Delego Republic didn’t do this,” Gregory interrupted her. 
The expression on his face, one of fear and confusion, 
hardened considerably as he glanced around at the ruin 
surrounding them. “Delego Republic and its army did not set 
fire to our kingdom, destroying everything in its path. That 
was you, Cleo.” 

“Well, it got rid of them, didn’t it?” Cleodora snapped. 
“King Bartholomew overstepped his bounds, sending his 
Northern Continent army into a Western Continent kingdom. 
Waterfall Lake is none of his concern. Each kingdom is 
responsible for its own governance. It was agreed long ago 
that geographic isolation was the only way in which we could 
maintain world peace.” 

“What?” Gregory said, looking confused once more. “Who 
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agreed on that? We’re the ones that approached Delego 
Republic for a potential trade partnership. King Bartholomew 
says that he’s sent several envoys to Waterfall Lake, and that 
none of them have returned. Tell me how that can be, Cleo, 
when I’ve not seen a single envoy pass through the palace 
doors.” His voice rose. “And what’s worse, King Bartholomew 
says that what communication he has been able to receive 
before his envoys went missing speaks of royal corruption here 
in Waterfall Lake. Citizens here can be executed for something 
as trivial as a parking ticket. You want to tell me what that’s 
all about?” 

Cleodora remained silent, as if weighing her options. She 
looked from her husband’s weary, pleading face to the frightened 
round faces of her daughters. Ezrah, the older of the two at twelve 
years old, was tall for her age, with a slender build and her 
mother’s chestnut-brown hair. She was kneeling on the damp 
ground at her mother’s feet, cradling her baby sister in her arms 
to shield her first from the smoke and then from the rain that 
pressed in around the family. Jayla was only two years old, plump 
and small, but she didn’t cry out against the weather. Instead, 
both girls remained silent, looking up at their parents through 
identical blue-green eyes. Cleodora met Ezrah’s confused and 
frightened gaze and sighed. “This world is going to hell, Greg,” 
she said, not taking her eyes off Ezrah. “The increase in crime, 
hatred, just general selfishness . . . this world is not safe for our 
daughters. I’ve told you my concerns so many times before, but 
you never listen. So, I decided to do something about it. Why are 
we in power if we don’t help those that deserve it most?” 

Gregory closed his eyes. “Cleo,” he said. “It’s our duty to 
punish people for the crimes agreed upon by the Western 
Continent, but what you’re doing is murdering people who 
don’t fit your ideal.” He paused. “As rulers of Waterfall Lake, 
we have to do our part to keep the peace with our neighboring 
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kingdoms and continents, and you have brought us to war with 
Delego Republic, the first war this planet has ever seen.” 

“You wouldn’t understand,” Cleodora said, with an 
irritated wave of her hand. “You understand nothing about 
what’s really going on here. How can you? You’re only—” 

“Human?” Gregory finished for her. “Yeah, I know more 
than you think,” he continued, noticing Cleodora’s eyes widen. 
“When King Bartholomew contacted me and told me what you 
were, I couldn’t believe it. Even after delegates from Moonbay 
contacted me specifically to insist that you were a sorceress, I 
could only think of it as some kind of sad joke. Now, after what 
I’ve seen you do to our kingdom”—he gestured around at the 
dying flames—“I can’t deny it, not even to myself.” 

Cleodora reached out to take his free hand, but at her 
movement, he took a step back. The gun remained pointed 
directly at her face, but she noticed that his hand had begun 
to shake slightly. “I should have told you,” Cleodora conceded. 
“I love you, Greg. And I thought . . . I thought that I could live 
as a human. It didn’t seem important at the time. But after 
seeing all the misery and destruction in Waterfall Lake alone, 
I am no longer content to stand by and watch the world 
destroy itself. While you and the rest of Nysa’s royalty sit there 
and let this madness continue, I’m determined to put an end 
to it, so that our children may grow up in a better place than 
the one they were born into.” 

“Does it look like you’re making a better place for our 
daughters?” Gregory yelled, once again motioning to the ruins 
around them. “Our laws aren’t perfect, Cleo. But we do what 
we can to be just . . .” 

“I’ve been given the power to change the world. I can fight 
where others can’t . . . or, in your case, where others are too 
afraid to act. I will not have Ezrah, or Jayla, grow up in a world 
so filled with hopelessness, despair, pain . . . I could go on and 
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on. Every day, something new. A person gunned down for no 
other reason than that they were in the wrong place at the 
wrong time, people scamming the programs we’ve put into 
place to help those that need them—” 

“Cleo, this isn’t right . . .” 
Cleodora laughed, but there wasn’t any humor in it. “Not 

right?” she scoffed. “According to whom? Have you not been 
listening to a word I’ve said? I am doing what’s right for those 
that deserve to live on this planet. I’m getting rid of the filth, 
of those too useless to justify being alive—” 

“Who the hell are you to decide that?” Gregory snapped. 
Cleodora noticed that he had stopped shaking. “We are here 
to protect our people, Cleo, not destroy them.” 

“Those people were no great loss,” Cleodora said. “For 
months, people have been getting robbed and assaulted just 
walking down the street. Those people that you’re so adamant 
about protecting have been laying our kingdom to waste. I’ve 
purged our land of all that is rotten.” For the first time, the 
expression on her face softened, and she looked into her 
husband’s face with an almost imploring look in her eyes. 
“Now we can start again, Greg,” she said, reaching once more 
for his hand. “Right here in Waterfall Lake. And, eventually, 
we can cleanse the rest of Nysa as well.” 

“Damn it, Cleo,” Gregory said. He didn’t shake off her 
hand, but he didn’t lower the gun either. “This is insane. And 
I agree with King Bartholomew . . . This has to stop.” 

Cleodora shook her head, dropping his hand suddenly and 
backing away. “King Bartholomew is a useless old king who is 
not prepared to do what it takes to secure the future for our 
children,” she said. “But I am.” 

Gregory gave the gun he held in her face a threatening 
shake, but his eyes revealed the pain he felt. “Don’t make me 
do this.” 
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“No, Daddy,” Ezrah pleaded, jumping to her feet to stand 
between her mother and father. Her head came only to 
Cleodora’s chin. “Don’t.” 

Cleodora pulled her backward, turning her daughters 
behind her in one swift movement. Without looking back at 
Gregory, Cleodora turned her back to him and placed her 
hands on either side of her elder daughter’s shoulders. 
“Sweetheart,” she said, kissing Ezrah’s forehead, “take your 
sister and go back to the palace. You both need to get out of 
this rain. Your father and I will be along shortly.” 

“I-is Daddy going to hurt you?” Ezrah asked, looking up 
into her mother’s face through scared, wide eyes. 

“No, of course not,” Cleodora assured her. “Now, I want 
you to take Jayla and go home. The fires are dying down, and 
the army has left. Go home and wait for me . . .” Cleodora 
paused, sparing a quick glance over her shoulder at her 
husband. “I’ll come find you, and we’ll continue our talks 
about making the world a better place. For you. For Jayla. For 
our family. That’s all this is about, Ezrah. Now, go on.” 

Ezrah did not obey immediately. Instead, she continued to 
stare into her mother’s face, motionless. Cleodora gave her a 
small smile, reaching out and stroking the side of her face. 
“Go,” Cleodora urged her. “Go now.” 

Ezrah turned away and started in the direction of the 
palace, bouncing Jayla on her hip and singing a quiet tune to 
try and keep her calm. Every few steps, Ezrah would pause 
and look back at the rigid figures of her mother and father, 
who were facing each other once more. 

“Well, Greg,” Cleodora said, almost as if it were any 
regular day, “I don’t suppose I can get you to see reason.” 

“I love you, Cleo,” Gregory whispered, barely audible over 
the rain. Tears were beginning to form in his eyes, and he 
looked as if he might collapse under the strain of his emotions. 
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“But I have no choice. It’s my duty, as the ruler of Waterfall 
Lake, to eliminate all threats to our people. However . . . 
however painful it is for me to do so.” 

Cleodora shook her head. “Put that gun away, Greg,” she 
scoffed. “I am a sorceress . . . You know as well as I do that 
those bullets aren’t enough to kill me.” 

“These bullets are made from the fragments of a very 
special orb,” Gregory said. “I went all the way to Moonbay to 
retrieve them. Bartholomew told me the goddesses there were 
the only ones who could help.” 

Cleodora blanched. “They wouldn’t get involved,” she 
said, almost to herself. 

“They’ve already gotten involved,” Gregory said, gesturing 
to the rain. “You think it’s a coincidence that we get a 
downpour like this just as you set our kingdom on fire? 
They’ve been watching us, Cleo. Ever since Bartholomew 
grew suspicious of you. They all knew how dangerous you 
were, even if I didn’t.” 

“Gregory,” Cleodora said, sounding scared for the first 
time, “don’t do this. Mark my words, you’ll regret it. Whatever 
happens . . . this isn’t over. Don’t be weak, like the rest of the 
human race.” Her gaze drifted back in the direction of Ezrah. 
“You cannot stop what I’ve already set into motion. So you—” 

Gregory shot, the crack of the gun cutting through the dull, 
muffled sound of the rain. For a moment, as he watched his 
wife’s body sink to the ground, everything seemed silent. Then 
a scream pierced the air, then another, and another. Ezrah 
was running back in the direction of her parents, Jayla still 
tight in her arms. Gregory remained motionless, watching as 
the blood around Cleodora’s head expanded outward, 
creating an uneven circle on the damp ash-strewn ground. 
Gregory looked up as Ezrah drew nearer, her frantic footsteps 
pounding through the pools of water dotting the field in front 
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of him. He watched as she sank to the blood-soaked ground, 
cradling Jayla against her shoulder and placing her free hand 
to her mother’s cheek. His gaze slipped from the distraught 
eyes of his daughter to the smile on his wife’s face, almost like 
a smirk, and he thought he understood what she had meant by 
it not being over with her death. 

Gregory’s hand shook as he raised his arm once more and 
pointed the gun at his children. There was a rushing sound in 
his ears that was quite apart from the rush of the waterfall 
beyond them. Jayla had turned her head slightly so that she 
could look at her father. As his eyes met his baby girl’s, she 
began to cry. Startled by the sudden wailing, Ezrah looked up 
at her father, and her eyes widened in shock. Without a word, 
Ezrah jumped to her feet. Her movements hindered by Jayla’s 
weight, she staggered. As she regained her balance, Jayla 
began to scream in earnest. Hugging her sister more closely 
against her chest, Ezrah began to run, stumbling across the 
slick, barren field in the direction of the waterfall. Behind her, 
Gregory hesitated. He watched as his elder daughter swerved 
this way and that to avoid puddles and rocks. He could tell she 
was off balance with Jayla in her arms, but still she ran. Soon, 
she would be beyond his reach, and he knew he would never 
have the resolve to chase her down. 

Gregory closed his eyes, his whole body shaking. There was 
another moment’s pause, and then he shot. Once. Screams 
rang back to him through the wind. Twice. More screams, 
though whether it was Ezrah or Jayla or both, he couldn’t tell. 
On the third shot, he saw Ezrah go down, as if her legs had 
suddenly been cut out from under her. Jayla flew out of her 
arms, and they both pitched into the stream bisecting the field 
in front of the palace gates. Gregory dropped his gun and sank 
to the ground as his daughters were dragged forward by the 
current, over the ridge of the waterfall, and out of sight. 
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Chapter One 

 
 
 
 
 
1032 AE, Twenty Years Later 

  
yle Monteria wandered through a massive maze of mirrors. It 
would not have been so unsettling, had it not been for the fact that 
it was not his own reflection he saw in the mirrors but that of his 

childhood friend Evelyn Claymont. 
“Help me, Kyle,” the mirror-image Evelyns pleaded. She looked small 

and frail, and unnaturally young, as if she had been halted in time at the 
age of fifteen. 

Kyle ran from mirror to mirror, trying to reach her. His body pulsed 
with an inexplicable fear as he ran first down one long passageway and 
then another. When at last he reached her, she was standing in the center 
of a circle of mirrors, though the reflection in each of them was the same, 
as if they were posters rather than mirrors. Relief coursed through Kyle’s 
body as he reached his hand out toward her. 

Evelyn smiled at him. “Too late,” she said, laughing. Kyle drew back 
as her appearance began to change. Slowly, Evelyn’s silky black curls 
began to straighten and turn a deep chestnut-brown. Her warm brown eyes 
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grew smaller and lightened into a captivating blue-green color. Her face 
grew rounder, older, and she seemed to grow several inches in the space of 
a few fast-forwarded minutes. When time seemed to resume at a normal 
pace, a completely different woman stood before him, one Kyle felt he ought 
to recognize but couldn’t quite place. The woman laughed again as all 
around him, the mirror-image Evelyns fell to the ground, lifeless. 

Horrified, Kyle reached for his gun, only to find that his holster was 
empty. 

“Looking for this?” the woman said, pressing the cold metal against 
his temple. 

“Who are you?” Kyle managed to say. He didn’t know how he had 
ended up on the floor, but as he struggled to stand up, all he could feel was 
the pain of the gun boring into his temple. 

The woman smiled, but there was no warmth in it. “You know me, 
Kyle,” she said. “Last time we met, I took your best friend. This time, I’ll 
make sure to get her too.” 

Before Kyle could respond, the woman pulled the trigger. Kyle felt his 
body grow cold while her laughter reverberated around the room. It began 
to spin, faster and faster, into darkness . . . 

“Stop!” Kyle screamed, sitting bolt upright in his bed. It 
took him a few moments to remember where he was and why 
he had awoken in the middle of the night, screaming, with 
sweat running down his round face. He pushed a damp lock 
of dark brown hair from his forehead as the events of the 
dream drifted back to him. It was just a dream, he told himself, 
shaking his head. For goodness’ sake, you’re twenty-eight, a little old to 
let a stupid nightmare scare you. 

Still, Kyle couldn’t shake the feeling of unease the 
nightmare left him with. He’d been having the same 
nightmare—or variations of it anyway—for the past few 
months, and each time, the memory of it got clearer upon 
waking. Stumbling slightly, he went over to his dresser and 
removed the small photo album he kept hidden there. It was 
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from his life before becoming a captain in Bordue Kingdom’s 
military, the only thing he had kept from back then. 

Sitting down on the rumpled bed, Kyle began flipping 
through the pages. His childhood friend Evelyn and her 
brother, Henry, were in most of the photographs. Henry and 
Evelyn Claymont had been Kyle’s best friends growing up. 
Together, the three of them had spent a happy childhood 
searching for adventures in Riverswind Kingdom and making 
plans to take over the world when they grew old enough. That 
had all ended when Henry had inexplicably gone missing at the 
age of eighteen. He was pronounced dead a few months later. 

Kyle paused, stopping midway through the turn of yet 
another page of his album. The woman with the brown hair 
and blue-green eyes was there, with her arm around Henry. 
She looked younger than she had in Kyle’s dream, but he was 
sure it was the same woman staring up at him. Who was she? 
Kyle tossed the album away in frustration. He lay back down, 
smoothing the rumpled covers back over himself, and tried to 
will himself back to sleep. 

It was no use. Sighing, Kyle looked over at the clock sitting on 
his bedside table. It was only four thirty in the morning, but he 
was almost certain that his current best friend was already up, 
training, reading, or whatever else it was that he did to make 
everyone around him feel completely inadequate. Daniel Bradoc 
had been in Kyle’s graduating class at Bordue’s military 
academy, but he had since far outpaced Kyle and was now a 
colonel, the youngest in the history of the kingdom. Focused and 
driven, Daniel made an unlikely best friend for someone with 
Kyle’s more carefree approach to life, but Kyle couldn’t think of 
anyone he would rather see at the moment. Shooting another 
glance at the clock, Kyle pushed aside his covers once more. 
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Located near the center of the Western Continent, Bordue 
Kingdom was a large, sprawling metropolis of concrete buildings 
chosen more for their defensibility and functionality than for 
aesthetics. It was a kingdom best viewed at night, when the bright 
lights dotting the buildings and lining the streets cast an alluring 
glow in the overwhelmingly gray landscape. During the day, 
Bordue looked dreary and austere, though for good reason. 
Militaristic and technologically advanced, it was acknowledged as 
the most powerful kingdom on all of Nysa. 

For Daniel Bradoc, Bordue Kingdom had always been 
home, first in the grim rooms of an orphanage as a child, then 
at the sprawling military academy as a student, and finally in 
a small two-bedroom house in the kingdom center as a military 
officer. Like all of Bordue’s buildings, including the residences, 
the house was concrete, square, and largely unremarkable 
from a design perspective. Kyle often complained about 
having to live in a kingdom of concrete boxes; he had grown 
up in Riverswind, where white marble palaces, gilded friezes, 
and colorful gemstones sparkled throughout the kingdom, but 
Daniel liked the simplicity of Bordue. It was uncomplicated, 
steady, and strong. 

On that particular morning, as Kyle had predicted, Daniel 
was already up and preparing to go for a run before reporting 
in to work. Grabbing his keys, Daniel opened the front door 
and ran right into Kyle, who looked pale and disheveled but 
fully awake. 

“What are you doing up so early?” Daniel asked. 
Kyle looked up into his friend’s dark blue eyes and found 

that he didn’t know exactly where to start. 
“Another dream?” Daniel guessed. 
Kyle nodded. “Worst one yet,” he said. “You busy?” 
Daniel glanced at his watch. “Not if you want to come 

running with me.” 
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Kyle groaned. “How far are you running today?” 
Daniel looked amused. “All right,” he conceded, stepping 

aside to let Kyle pass him into the living room. “It’s kind of 
late anyway . . . We have a meeting with King Domenico at 
0800.” 

Kyle looked at the clock as he stepped into the room: 5:16 
a.m. He rolled his eyes. Only Daniel would consider that late. 

“So, what happened?” Daniel asked, as Kyle sat across 
from him in one of the armchairs that lined the far side of the 
room. 

“I was walking through this mirrored maze,” Kyle said, 
shaking himself. “You know, like the type they have at those 
old-fashioned fun houses. And I could hear her calling to 
me . . .” Kyle lapsed into silence. He could still feel the panic 
coursing through his veins, see the fear in Evelyn’s chocolate-
brown eyes, hear the laughter that had bounced off the walls 
as his own body went cold. 

“‘Her,’ as in . . . ?” Daniel prompted, interrupting Kyle’s train 
of thought. “Work with me here, Ky. I’m not a mind reader.” 

“Evelyn,” Kyle said. “Henry’s younger sister. I knew her 
years ago, when I was living in Riverswind. But it wasn’t 
Evelyn that bothered me, though the dream implies she’s in 
danger . . .” 

“The dream implies?” Daniel said, unable to keep some of 
the skepticism out of his voice. 

“It seemed like a message,” Kyle told his friend. “Like it 
had been sent to me. You’ve heard rumors that there is sorcery 
in this world.” 

“Those are just rumors, Kyle,” Daniel said. “There’s no 
proof it’s anything more than that.” 

“Regardless,” Kyle said, “there was another woman in the 
dream . . . Henry’s girlfriend. I can’t remember her name—
they were together so briefly before he died. But she laughed 
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and said that she was going to kill Evelyn . . . right before she 
killed me.” 

“Ky,” Daniel said bracingly, “it was a dream.” 
“Who was she?” Kyle demanded, as if Daniel hadn’t 

spoken. “And why is it that I’ve got the feeling something really 
bad is about to happen?” 

“Well, if it’s really bothering you that much, why don’t you 
just call this Evelyn character? I’m sure she’ll remember her 
brother’s girlfriend. Once you figure out who she is, maybe the 
dream will make more sense.” 

Kyle grimaced, shaking his head. “Evelyn and I haven’t 
spoken in ten years, since I was eighteen years old.” He sighed. 
“Maybe you’re right . . . maybe it really was just a dream.” 

 

King Domenico Spencer, the fifty-seven-year-old ruler of 
Bordue Kingdom, stared out of one of the small windows that 
lined his palace’s throne room. Beyond the small square of 
reinforced glass, he could see the bright lights of his city fading 
into the rising sunlight. As the sky lightened overhead, the gray 
walls of the military complex, surrounding both Bordue’s 
operational facilities and the academy on its sprawling 
grounds, grew sharper around the edges. King Domenico 
smiled, his dark blue eyes glowing at the sight of it. Bordue had 
the most elite military on all of Nysa. Any change in the world 
order would need Bordue behind it. Footsteps echoed in the 
hall behind him, and King Domenico turned. 

“Colonel Bradoc. Captain Monteria,” King Domenico 
greeted them with a curt nod. He looked much younger than 
his age, with the gray just starting to pepper his light brown 
hair. “Thank you for meeting with me. I have a mission I need 
you to attend to immediately, and I’m afraid this needs to be 
kept between us.” His eyes scanned them each in turn before 
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he continued. “You’ll understand, of course. It’s for Bordue’s 
safety, and,” King Domenico said with a short laugh, “it’s not 
as if I haven’t called on the pair of you to carry out Bordue’s 
more delicate diplomatic missions before.” 

Daniel nodded. “What can we do for you, Your Majesty?” 
“As you know, Riverswind Kingdom has recently taken 

control of our small neighbor to the north, Waterfall Lake. I’m 
sending you there today, where you are to assassinate the 
princess of Riverswind.” 

“What?” Kyle exclaimed before he could stop himself. “Why?” 
King Domenico shot Kyle a look. “We have repeatedly 

asked Riverswind to back down. We have reason to believe 
that Riverswind is looking to gain control of this entire planet. 
They have been sending military troops all around Nysa and 
have recently come to annex Waterfall Lake.” 

“Your Majesty,” Daniel said as Kyle gaped at King 
Domenico in horror, “I thought you said Riverswind was our 
ally. Didn’t we just—” 

“Silence,” King Domenico ordered. “I need hardly remind 
you that your duty as part of my special operations unit is first 
to me. This is of the utmost importance. I have been charged 
with the safety of Bordue and its people. Riverswind is a threat, 
and I have repeatedly told King William that failure to 
maintain peaceful coexistence with our smaller neighbors 
would result in severe consequences.” 

“No—” Kyle began again. 
“Can I not trust you to help me protect Bordue?” King 

Domenico asked, looking only at Daniel, who could not quite 
conceal his concern before he met the king’s gaze. 

“Of course,” Daniel said. “If it really is the only way to keep 
Bordue safe . . .” 

“It is. Now go,” King Domenico said, dismissing them with 
a small, irritated wave of his hand. “And do not fail me in this. 
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The future of Bordue, and indeed of Nysa herself, depends 
entirely on you assassinating the princess of Riverswind.” 

Daniel and Kyle both saluted him before they turned and 
exited the room. Behind them, King Domenico returned to 
the window, staring over Bordue while his long oval face began 
to shorten and fill out. He seemed to shrink several inches and 
deflate as his once powerfully built body became younger and 
more slender. When King Domenico finally turned away from 
the window and the view of Bordue beyond it, he was not King 
Domenico at all but rather a young woman, with long 
chestnut-brown hair and blue-green eyes. 
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Chapter Two 

 
 
 
 
 

ausing by the door of a small one-room wooden cabin, 
Cassidy St. Clare looked up at the star-filled sky. “God 
give me strength and resolve,” she prayed, her head 

uplifted toward the heavens. She hesitated a moment more, 
staring around at the darkened fields surrounding Waterfall 
Lake’s only inn. There were only a few of these cabins situated 
around the lake, none of which looked occupied; even the main 
building of the inn, some distance away, was dark. She could hear 
the faint rumbling of the waterfall in the distance and see the 
palace glowing in the moonlight far above it. She had lived here 
her entire life, but it looked different tonight, strange and foreign. 

Taking a deep, steadying breath, Cassidy tied her long 
brown hair up into a ponytail and slipped on a pair of black 
gloves. Convinced that she was as ready as she could be, 
Cassidy took a small wrought iron key out of her pocket. She 
flinched as the key grated in the lock. The metallic sound of 
the lock being turned was deafeningly loud in the sleepy 
silence of the night. Leaving the key in the lock, Cassidy 
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pushed open the heavy oak door, allowing the moon to cast 
silvery shadows on the wooden walls around her. Cassidy 
stood framed in the doorway as her eyes adjusted to the 
darkness of the room, her heart beating rapidly against her 
chest. She produced a small dagger from the inside of her thin 
jacket. Her hands betrayed her by shaking violently, as if in 
protest against what she had made up her mind to do. Her 
footsteps were muffled by the plush rugs covering the floor of 
the room as she advanced closer . . . closer to revenge, closer 
to justice, closer to the death of Princess Evelyn Rose 
Claymont, the daughter of murderers. 

The lights flickered on, filling the room with warm yellow 
light. Cassidy concealed the dagger back inside her coat, 
staggering backward several steps as her eyes watered in the 
sudden brightness. As the spots disappeared from her vision, 
she found herself staring into Evelyn’s heart-shaped face. She 
did not look like a woman who had recently been sleeping. Her 
long, silky, raven-colored hair hung in loose, unruffled ringlets 
around her face, and her brown eyes were bright. She was 
sitting up, and Cassidy noticed that she was not in 
nightclothes. Worse still, she did not look surprised to see 
Cassidy standing there in front of her, though she did look sad. 

“May I help you?” Evelyn said, breaking the silence that 
had spread out between them. Her voice was polite, as if it 
were normal for people to break into her room in the middle 
of the night. 

“I’m sorry to bother you at such a late hour,” Cassidy 
apologized, thinking fast. She felt a sharp stab of annoyance at 
Evelyn’s beauty. In her opinion, the daughter of monsters 
should look like a monster. “I’m a . . . a representative of the 
Waterfall Lake Inn,” she lied. “I’ve been tasked to make sure 
that everything is to your liking here. Tell me, Your Majesty, 
how do you find our town?” 
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Evelyn’s face was inscrutable as she took in Cassidy’s pale, 
drawn face. “It’s lovely,” she said finally. “But I imagine you’re 
not much interested in what I have to say about Waterfall 
Lake, Princess Cassidy.” 

At the sound of her name, Cassidy felt as if she’d been 
plunged into a bucket of ice water after a drunken night out. 
She was suddenly uncomfortably conscious of how stupid she 
must look and sound, standing in front of the sole heir to 
Riverswind Kingdom in an outfit lifted right out of an old spy 
movie. “How did you know who I was?” Cassidy said, 
struggling to keep the mingled rage and panic out of her voice. 
It was surely only a matter of seconds before Evelyn called her 
guards, and then it would all be over. Cassidy dug her nails 
into the palm of her hand, welcoming the pain. It kept her 
from losing all control and launching herself at the daughter 
of the kingdom that had taken everything from her. 

“I met with your parents several times,” Evelyn said. 
“There were pictures of you all throughout the palace, and 
they spoke of you quite often.” She sighed. “It wasn’t supposed 
to turn out this way.” 

“What do you mean?” Cassidy said. 
“Waterfall Lake was vulnerable,” Evelyn said. Her voice 

was soft and even. “It needed a strong military presence. The 
lot fell to Riverswind, since we are sister kingdoms. Security 
can be an ugly, but necessary, business at times. My father and 
I . . . we thought we could eventually talk the king and queen 
into agreeing. The kingdoms of Nysa have operated in 
isolation for so long that it takes time for us to trust each other. 
Unfortunately, my mother grew impatient. I tried to prevent 
the bloodshed, convince my mother that negotiation was the 
right course of action, but I failed. Within days, she had sent 
in our troops, and the rightful rulers of this kingdom died in 
the struggle. Waterfall Lake became an annex of Riverswind. 
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By the time my father returned from his business abroad, it 
was too late.” Evelyn looked down at her hands. “We were 
both too late. He because he was away, and I because I didn’t 
have the power to stop her.” Evelyn looked straight at Cassidy, 
the regret evident in her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I really 
am. Please believe that if I could have stopped it, I would 
have.” 

“If you knew me,” Cassidy said, unclenching her fist, “why 
didn’t you call your guards the moment you saw me? If you 
know who I am, then I’m guessing you know why I’m here.” 

“Yes,” Evelyn said. “I assume you’re here to pay my 
parents back for the death of yours. As for my guards . . . Well, 
I wanted you to understand. It doesn’t make it any easier, but 
at least you know why and how it happened. And, if nothing 
else, I wanted to dissuade you . . . Had you tried to kill me, you 
wouldn’t have gotten out of here alive, and I’ve seen enough 
bloodshed in my life.” 

“I wanted to hurt your parents the way they hurt me,” 
Cassidy admitted, her blue-green eyes fixed on the floor in 
front of her. “When I lost my parents, I lost everything. I 
wanted someone to pay for that.” Cassidy looked up and saw 
that Evelyn was still sitting motionless on the bed, her eyes 
pitying. “I’m sorry,” Cassidy whispered. “Talking to you . . . I 
can see for myself why the people here are rejoicing that you 
are to be their future queen, and not me.” 

“I’m sure that isn’t true,” Evelyn comforted her. “In fact, 
unbeknownst to my parents, I was going to reinstate you to the 
throne once my parents signed it over to me. I think Waterfall 
Lake should still be governed by their own, even if they are to 
be annexed by Riverswind.” 

“No,” Cassidy said. “The people here . . . they’ve never 
really taken to me. The nobles here denied me the crown even 
before you came. The St. Clares wanted me to inherit the 
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throne from them, but it was decreed that the heir had to be a 
blood relation or, failing that, someone the noble houses 
approved of.” Cassidy paused, and when she spoke again, it 
sounded as if she was trying to speak around a lump in her 
throat. “The people here have given the St. Clares a hard time 
since they adopted me. I don’t know why . . . All I know is that, 
as far back as I can remember, people have treated me as if . . . 
as if there’s something wrong with me.” 

Evelyn looked at her with eyes full of concern. “I’m sorry,” 
she said. “Perhaps—” 

“Wait,” Cassidy interrupted her, suddenly looking alert. 
“Did you hear that?” 

“Hear what?” 
“Listen . . .” 

 

Kyle sighed for probably the hundredth time since he and 
Daniel had set out toward Waterfall Lake that afternoon. The 
journey had taken them the better part of the day, and the 
moon cast a faint glow on the dark landscape around them. In 
the background, Kyle could hear the thunder of the waterfall 
for which the town was named. The whole area seemed 
unusually peaceful. 

“How can you be so calm?” Kyle shot at Daniel as they 
parked their car a good distance from the Waterfall Lake Inn. 
They started down the smooth dirt road toward one of the 
small, dark cabins situated at the edge of one of the many lakes. 
“After what King Domenico asked us to do.” 

“Ky . . . ,” Daniel began, but Kyle wasn’t listening. He 
proceeded to stomp through the main thoroughfare of the 
kingdom, past silent blocks of differently colored houses, kicking 
up dust, dislodging rocks, and making more noise than prudent 
for soldiers from an outside kingdom on an assassination mission. 
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“Don’t try it, Kyle,” Daniel warned after he had watched 
Kyle storm through the town with a preoccupied look on his 
face for several blocks. “You would be executed for that.” 

“Daniel, I can’t murder her,” Kyle protested. He wasn’t 
even surprised that Daniel had guessed that once he was 
inside, he was planning to knock Daniel out cold and go on the 
run with Evelyn. She was his childhood friend, and no matter 
how badly they had parted ways, he was not about to see her 
murdered, least of all by himself. “Evelyn is . . . I can’t—” 

“I know,” Daniel said, cutting him off. “Something doesn’t 
seem right about this. The way I see it, the only thing we can 
do is escort her back to Riverswind tonight and tell King 
Domenico that she was gone by the time we got here.” 

“That’s a lot better than what I had planned,” Kyle 
admitted. 

“It shouldn’t end in us getting executed, at any rate,” 
Daniel said dryly. 

Kyle grinned at his best friend and lapsed into silence. 
They were approaching the Waterfall Lake Inn and its 
associated cabins. As they snuck past the main building and 
over to the lakeside cabins, Kyle began to feel uneasy once 
more. It was strange to him that Waterfall Lake should be so 
dark and quiet at night. He felt as if he and Daniel were the 
only two people still awake in the entire kingdom. They came 
to a stop in front of a partially opened oak door, the key of 
which had been left carelessly in the lock. Kyle looked over at 
Daniel, wordlessly asking him what he made of it. Daniel 
shook his head and motioned for Kyle to follow him into the 
room. 

The interior of the one-room cabin, like the rest of 
Waterfall Lake, was dark and silent. Through the patches of 
moonlight that filtered into the room, Daniel could make out 
the silhouette of a single still figure partially covered by a mass 
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of sheets on the bed in front of him. As he leaned forward to 
wake her, she pulled his sword out of the sheath hanging from 
his belt and kicked him hard in the stomach. Daniel stumbled 
backward into the wall. Turning, Evelyn swung at Kyle, who 
just managed to get his own sword out in time to defend 
himself. The horrid clash of metal shattered what had been 
dead silence just moments before. 

Daniel recovered himself just in time to see a slight figure 
emerge from the closet next to him. She drew a small dagger 
from her coat and made her way toward Kyle and Evelyn, 
apparently oblivious to Daniel. Grabbing her wrists from 
behind, Daniel forced her to drop the dagger. It fell to the floor 
soundlessly as she gave a small yelp of pain. Daniel reached 
around and grabbed his gun, locking his other arm around her 
neck as he dragged her back toward the light switch. He aimed 
at Evelyn, who simultaneously knocked Kyle’s sword out of his 
hand and caught it in her free hand. Forming the two swords 
into an X, she shoved the tips into the wall level with his neck. 
Kyle’s back slammed against the wall as he narrowly avoided 
the blades. 

“Stop,” Daniel warned Evelyn, flipping on the light switch 
with his elbow. “I have a gun aimed at your head, Princess. 
Turn around slowly.” 

Evelyn didn’t move. She was staring at the man she had 
just pinned to the wall. “Kyle?” she managed, staggering 
backward. “Is that you?” 

“Daniel?” Cassidy said at the same time, recognizing his 
voice. “What are you doing here?” 

“Yes,” Kyle answered Evelyn before Daniel could speak. 
“It’s me . . .” He looked down at the blades only inches away 
from his throat. “Would you mind . . . ?” 

Evelyn looked horrified. “Of course,” she said, pulling the 
swords out of the wall and dropping them to the floor. “I’m so 
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sorry . . . I didn’t realize . . . What are you doing here?” 
“I . . .” Kyle faltered. Now that his head was no longer in 

imminent danger of being cut off, he managed to get a good 
look at his childhood friend. This was not the girl he had seen 
in the mirrors of his dream. It was not the girl he had left 
behind all those years ago. 

“All right,” Daniel said, taking control of the confusion. 
“First things first. Princess, we need to get you back to 
Riverswind immediately. It may be the only way to save your 
life.” 

Evelyn turned to look at him. “What?” 
“King Domenico gave the order for your assassination just 

this morning,” Daniel clarified. 
“That’s . . . that’s not possible,” Evelyn managed, sitting back 

down at the foot of the bed rather hard. “He wouldn’t . . .” She 
turned back to Kyle. “That’s why you’re here? You were ordered 
here to kill me?” 

“I wasn’t going to do it,” Kyle assured her, coming to sit beside 
her. “I couldn’t. But yes, the order was given. King Domenico 
mentioned that gaining control of Waterfall Lake was another ploy 
of Riverswind’s to gain complete control over Nysa.” 

“This doesn’t make any sense,” Evelyn muttered. She 
looked at the group at large. “King Domenico and my parents 
have been meeting for months trying to decide what to do 
about Waterfall Lake. The plan was never to annex them, but 
King Domenico was the one who suggested Riverswind at 
least send in troops. He was afraid that Ezrah would come to 
claim her hometown.” 

“Ezrah?” Kyle repeated, looking shocked. At the mention 
of her name, Kyle suddenly remembered the girl that Henry 
had been involved with. His dream came rushing back to him, 
and he couldn’t help but shudder slightly. “Henry’s Ezrah? 
What does she have to do with all of this?” 
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“Don’t call her that,” Evelyn said, frowning. She sighed, 
the sharpness going out of her voice. “But how . . . ,” Evelyn 
began, looking worried. She shook her head. “She must have 
a greater hold than we originally thought.” 

“Your Majesty?” Daniel prompted her. 
“Right,” she said, looking back over at Daniel. “I’d like to 

accompany you back to Bordue. Tonight.” 
Kyle and Daniel exchanged uneasy looks. “I don’t think 

that would be a good idea, Princess,” Daniel said. “King 
Domenico was the one who ordered your assassination. I 
would advise that you return to Riverswind tonight.” 

Evelyn smiled. “I appreciate your concern,” she said. “But 
if my theory is correct, it is imperative that I see King 
Domenico as soon as possible.” She looked straight into 
Daniel’s dark blue eyes. “Please.” 

Daniel sighed. “All right,” he said. “On one condition. Let 
me speak to the king alone. If it doesn’t seem as if we’re 
mistaken, we’ll make sure that you make it out of Bordue.” 

“Thank you,” Evelyn said. “I didn’t want to drag anyone 
else into this, but I have no choice. Things are a lot worse than 
we’d feared. I thought we had more time, but it looks as if 
Ezrah has already begun her attack on the Western 
Continent.” 


