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      Death wants his queen back.

      

      After her two sisters are caught up by destiny’s call, Lamarra Stonemantle is the only one left to play the role of dutiful noble daughter. A task she embraces in an effort to hide the dark magic living inside her own soul. Now that power is whispering its seductive promises again, telling her only a long dead king can complete her soul.

      

      That unknown being terrifies her, but when Lord Master Trensler orders his acolytes to capture Lamarra, she must flee her home. To her dismay, she is rescued by tomb guards sent by her dead king.

      

      Lamarra soon learns her fate is just as terrible as she thought, but Dead King Soryn isn’t anything like she feared. He’s worse. Yet he’s also gentle and kind and he knows a way to track and destroy the acolytes’ evil god.

      

      But Lord Master Trensler has his own plans. If he cannot match power with the Dead King, then he will go back in time and eradicate Soryn before he ever has the chance to become the Dead King.

      

      There is one thing Trensler did not factor into his plan—Queen Lamarra and the protective instincts she feels towards her new king.

      

      In Deception's Shadow reading order.

      Betrayal's Price (Book 1)

      Herd Mistress (Book 2)

      Maiden's Wolf (Book 3)

      Death's Queen (Book 4)
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      In Sorrow, the city of the dead, far below the weight of its living twin, the absence of sound had become his near constant companion. Now, it lay heavily upon dust and stone alike. Such would drive those of lesser fortitude to abandon their honor and duty long ago. But his Watchers of the Dead were not such weak-willed beings.

      They waited now, as they had for uncounted time. Their expressions inscrutable under their tattooed and painted features. In times long ago, their names were revered by the living, but like many things in the long passage of time, their names had been forgotten by those above in the living city of Grey Spires.

      His Watchers of the Dead awaited him with infinite patience.

      Only the soft, flickering light of the mage globes moved, casting shifting shadows to flow across the carvings on the stone walls. At room’s center, surrounded by twelve radiant crystal pillars, rested two elegantly carved stone sarcophaguses. One depicted a tale of love and loss. The other a long life lived with honor, compassion, and wisdom. That one was now empty. Dead Queen Karneska—his last guide and mentor—had made her final journey to the spirit realm five centuries past.

      In spirit form, he ghosted between the crystal pillars and the guards as he returned to his mortal shell after a lengthy commune in the Oracle Tower. Both dire and joyous tidings it had imparted, making clear what he’d already gleaned from his fellow ruler before she’d departed to rejoin her own beloved King—Soryn’s predecessor.

      The soft rustling of his wing feathers drew his guards’ focus and betrayed his return. Time was something he had plenty of, but for once he found himself wishing for more so that he could mull over his own feelings on the subject of what the Oracle had revealed. He’d known the foretold events were approaching. The Twelve had been reborn.

      And so had she. His beloved.

      He knew what that meant. He would be reunited with her—only to be forced to make her his queen and then send her from his side to complete her task, her purpose. For the first time in all his long existence, he wasn’t sure if he could do what was asked of him. He wasn’t sure if he could part with her. Again.

      Had he still been mortal, he would have sighed. Or fretted and paced. In truth, while he no longer had breath to sigh with, he still wanted to fret and pace. Instead, he merged his spirit with his body inside his tomb.

      The stone sarcophagus, which acted as an anchor for his spirit when he was not in his body, still inspired a twist of dread deep in his avian soul and he forced his wings to still their restless shuddering. The millennia he’d spent in his current form had dulled almost all other instincts left over from a time when his heart still pulsed within his chest. Only the call of the open skies still existed deep in his phoenix soul. But it was useless to dream of the skies; his dry, lifeless feathers no longer able to carry him aloft.

      He shoved aside that old mental longing.

      Duty required him to act. There was no point withholding his orders from his guards. The path was clear. The future written in this one regard.

      There must be a new queen to take up the mantle left by the old.

      As his mind, spirit, and body aligned in agreement, the heavy stone lid of his sarcophagus moved with a scraping of stone on stone, the strength of his magic and will pushing it aside. Joy spiked through his spirit at the thought of escaping his stone confines.

      Rising from his sarcophagus in a swirl of power, he looked to his guards. Even before he had fully descended the stairs to stand before them, they had all dropped to the ground in graceful bows. It was an honor he’d never truly grown accustomed too, even when he’d been a living king. Breaking them of the habit had proven frustrating, so he had given up long ago.

      ‘Raikena, arise,’ he said in a voice both soft and hollow, one that had not known the constraints of mortal flesh for many centuries. ‘You shall convey my commands to your brothers and sisters of the order.’

      “My King, I listen and obey.” The gryphon folded her black and burgundy-hued wings tight to her back and raised her head from where it had brushed the cold stone of the floor. Her tufted ears swiveled forward and her eyes, shimmering pools of darkness, studied him with a predator’s intensity, missing nothing.

      ‘I have been with the Oracle.” He paused, assessing their thoughts, learning what his guards had already discovered while he’d been within the tower. “As you have guessed, the Twelve have returned. The Destroyer, protector to the Twelve, is abroad in the land once again and she and her bondmate have been enslaved by his Larnkin, Itharann. But as dire as that would normally be, they are not my concern. There is another darkness sullying our land. A creature capable of devouring other forms of magic. Its most potent slave is a human by the name of Lord Master Trensler. The leader of the human acolytes.’

      Raikena tilted her head, her dark eyes knowing. “While you were within the Oracle’s Tower, the living queen and council ventured to Sorrow’s borders and requested your guidance. She asked if you knew what Trensler was. We said you were communing with the Oracle Tower.”

      ‘If I was to tell the truth, even after all these centuries I still do not know what Trensler’s master is, but it is lethal to all living things—perhaps the greatest threat creation has ever faced. It is almost time to put into motion the Oracle’s plan that may allow us to track this deadly enemy, but first I must solidify my magic, and only with another queen at my side will that be possible.’

      “Your queen has been reborn at last, hasn’t she?” Raikena’s voice held a hint of joy. “Tell me where to find her and I shall bring her to you.”

      ‘Yes. She has been reborn at last. And while I rejoice in that, I also despair that she will not know me, will not remember what we were to each other until long after her Larnkin awakes. Unfortunately, Lord Master Trensler will not give us the time needed for her to remember.’ Dead King Soryn turned from his guards and made his way across the vast chamber until he reached the first stair leading up to the two thrones. ‘She is already in danger. I shall protect and watch over her until you and your brothers and sisters of the order reach her. If she does not come willingly, then bring her by force, but she must come for her own protection. Once she is safe, I shall make her my queen.’

      “Force, my King?” Raikena stiffened, her shock evident in her raised crest. “To force one of our sovereigns….”

      ‘If it will set your mind at ease, think of this as rescuing your king’s beloved. What Lord Master Trensler will do is more horrific than what the gods have planned for her.’

      Although he left it unsaid, her true fate was almost as terrible. Being bonded to him would be a living nightmare for any creature of flesh and blood. He couldn’t keep the horror from creeping into his own soul at the thought of bonding a warm, living being to his current form. How was his poor beloved supposed to accept him as her bondmate?

      She didn’t have a choice—not if creation had a hope of survival. The only comfort he could take was in the knowledge that she’d always been strong—all heart and fire and steadfast determination. She would not fail.

      “As my King commands.” Rising gracefully, the gryphon returned to her position among the other guards. With the surety of one who is ancient, she remained silent and waited for the rest of her orders.

      ‘The Oracle told me Queen Lamarra is in the company of her youngest sister, Sorsha. They are both fleeing from acolytes. Go now. Make sure they both are safe, but only bring Lamarra to me.’

      “At once, my King. Would you have us tell her why?” Raikena, loyal as all her kind, would serve, but her tone said she would take no pleasure in this.

      ‘No,’ Soryn said. If he was going to condemn her to a fate where she was bonded to the dead, where she would be helpless against the raw power of his Larnkin and the primal energies of the Spirit Realm, then the burden was his to explain. ‘I will explain her fate. That is my task.’

      “Very well, my King.”

      Even though he wanted to rage at what fate required of him, he merely paused and then ordered, ‘Go, take a dozen other tomb guards and bring Lamarra to me as quickly as possible.’

      Raikena nodded, bowed once more, then turned and disappeared into the shadows to carry out his orders. The remaining guards neither moved nor betrayed their sorrow in any way. Yet he could feel what they felt. None deserved such a fate as what was about to be served to this human woman, but divine will must be served as it had for generations past.

      Death would claim a new queen. It mattered not what he wanted.

      Once again the chamber was quiet, no sounds invaded from the world above and deep in the heart of Sorrow, the city of the dead, its king settled upon his throne and awaited his queen’s return.
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      Lamarra stumbled through the gray world, her path illuminated by two weak mage globes summoned by one of her captors. The globes floated a few paces ahead but did little to brighten her present location. In fact, the pale light seemed to leach all color from this new world she walked in. Her skin had the white pall of a corpse. The end of her braid, where it thumped against her breast with each step, looked a washed out gray instead of her normal dark brown. Even the rich blue of her riding cloak was muted and dulled as if some power was draining all life and color from her.

      Mentally frowning at her fanciful thoughts, she shoved them aside. It was nothing more than her weak night vision and the strange glow of the mage globes that made her think such things. Her body and clothing had just as much color as they had this morning. Her life force wasn’t being sucked away by some dark magic—at least, not now that she was away from the acolytes.

      This tunnel, steeper than the last, heralded her descent deeper underground. Even without the increased slope, the hint of staleness in the air would have told her as much.

      Focusing on her surroundings was difficult since her head still reeled from the trip through the fiery magic portal her Larnkin called a Gate. When it had first happened, the ringing in her ears and the stabbing pain that started behind her eyes had encompassed her entire head with each beat of her pounding heart. She thought she’d come under attack from some new threat.

      When none had presented itself, she’d understood her kidnapping might actually be a rescue attempt to save her from the pursuing acolytes. The sudden change in pressure caused by traveling through the Gate from the forests just outside of the port settlement of River’s Divide to this new location—wherever it was—must be the origin of the uncomfortable sensation stabbing into her brain.

      Once these Elementals had forced her and two of her santhyrian companions through the Gate, her guards had immediately driven the santhyrians off while they herded Lamarra deeper down these tunnels.

      Her youngest sister, Sorsha, and the stallion mage Shadowdancer had not made it through the Gate, and she worried what had become of them. Were they even now captured by the acolytes? No. Surely not.

      Shadowdancer was the swiftest of the santhyrians and Sorsha had been drawing on power to form some kind of powerful spell. Lamarra had felt the power just before she had been forced through the Gate.

      She prayed that her sister and the big santhyrian had been able to escape. Besides, Lamarra was certain she would have felt it if her sister had been killed.

      Her magic had always been able to sense death.

      Like now. Her magic stirred awake, sensing it near.

      Lamarra shivered and rubbed her arms while she glanced ahead at the two guards in the lead. There were two more behind as well. But she didn’t turn around to stare at them. To be truthful with herself, she didn’t want to look upon their painted features again.

      They had been painted up to look like the dead. Gray, charcoal and white paint covered their bodies. She knew they were called tomb guards because the santhyrian, Summer Flame, had shouted a warning into her mind before they were both captured. She didn’t really know the santhyrians that well, not having spent as much time with them as her two sisters had, but she’d come to trust the horse shapeshifters because her sisters trusted them.

      Summer Flame had been greatly concerned by the tomb guards’ sudden appearance, and Lamarra was certain her life was about to get far more complicated.

      Her magic had assured her these tomb guards were not evil—nothing like the acolytes and their master—but Lamarra had known all her life that she was fated for something dark and terrible. In her dreams, she’d seen tunnels very much like these and terrifying figures she’d always assumed were dead, but now she thought her visions might have shown her these tomb guards with their death paint.

      There was something else in her dreams. A power. Vast. Old. Something with great patience and as unstoppable as the forward march of time.

      And that power and presence was here in these tunnels.

      It was building now, pressing against her shields. Even as she continued to walk surrounded by her four guards, the power probed at her mental barriers, seeking a way within. Her Larnkin seemed unconcerned by that other presence, or perhaps reassured was a better word. Lamarra wasn’t so trusting and tightened the bubble of impenetrable magic more securely around her body and mind. This new power didn’t feel like what her phoenix or gryphon guards used. This was a more intense magic—older perhaps, certainly stronger.

      And she sensed it wanted her—mind, body, and soul.

      Shivering, she wrapped her arms around herself and tightened her mental defenses another notch. That other power—a definite presence—wasn’t put off by her fortress-like defenses. It continued to flirt and dance across her shields, and then in a sudden, swift attack, it breached them as if they were no longer there.

      ‘I mean you no harm,’ a hauntingly chilling voice whispered. Everywhere and nowhere at once. ‘You are here for your own protection. The acolytes cannot easily follow you here. Be at peace.’

      Lamarra froze in place as the unheard words flowed into her mind. She couldn’t stop them and was equally unable to form a response.

      The presence lingered in her mind briefly before disengaging, slipping away again as fast as it had come. Her Larnkin reverberated in response, eager to follow in the wake of that other power.

      Sharp cold reason held her feet rooted to the ground. Did she truly want to go running toward what her power told her was likely her death waiting for her?

      Yes. No.

      She needed to think.

      To get her bearings. To shove useless emotion away for a time.

      But clear, reasoning thought was so very difficult with her Larnkin clamoring for her to run toward that fierce dark power somewhere in the tunnels ahead.

      Behind her, the magic of the two guards bringing up the rear of their little group drew nearer. The press of their power now added to what was already raising the hair on her arms and making gooseflesh race across her skin.

      Before something else stirred her magic into greater disobedience, Lamarra started forward again.

      Her captors seemed unaware of the invisible power swirling and eddying around them. Perhaps because they were surrounded by it all the time?

      She slowed a second time, and the male phoenix in the lead glanced back at her and gestured for her to continue on down another corridor.

      What would he do if she stopped again and refused to move?

      Probably nothing good for her dignity. There were enough of them that even if they didn’t tower over her, they could truss her up and carry her where they wanted without breaking stride.

      No, a physical fight was not one she could win. Also, as much as she didn’t want to admit it, she was curious about that voice in her mind. Him she wanted to know more about.

      However, she still had her dignity and her Stonemantle stubbornness. She wasn’t going to just go meekly without some explanation. Although, the situation could be worse. They hadn’t tied her hands or otherwise manhandled her. In fact, they seemed to wish to treat her with as much respect as possible given the circumstances. Straightening her shoulders, she lengthened her stride to catch up with the two guards in the lead.

      The male phoenix—she didn’t yet know his name—halted at an intersection and rested one hand against the lintel. He was presently shapeshifted into his hybrid form, with a body that was basically human-shaped, although far taller than one of her kind and he also had a crest, wings and a tail. Lamarra’s sister, Ashayna, was bonded to a phoenix so this tomb guard’s form wasn’t that foreign to her.

      She couldn’t say the same about the other tomb guards. Two were the upright-walking, wolfish looking lupwyns and the last was a horse-sized beast of a creature that was pacing ahead of Lamarra on all fours. In body shape, it looked like a blending of lupwyn and phoenix. Its fur-covered muscular lower body gradually blended with the feathers of its head, wings, and tail. All-in-all—it was a lethal-looking package. Her imagination could picture clearly what that wickedly hooked beak and those massive talons could do to hapless prey. From the descriptions in her oldest sister’s letters, this creature must be a gryphon.

      With a shudder, Lamarra turned her attention back to the phoenix guard.

      His talons flicked across the surface of the lintel, reading the crevices in the stone. Leaning forward, he blew dust from the surface, revealing runes etched into the stone. As his talons followed the curving designs, the runes glowed like white stone in the moonlight. He again looked back at her and then, giving her a slight bow, gestured for her to proceed him down the tunnel.

      They continued in silence for another length of the tunnel and then her magic snapped to attention as something new grabbed her Larnkin’s interest.

      A deep throbbing issued from somewhere behind them.

      The muscles along Lamarra’s back tensed but she managed to keep back any betraying sounds of alarm from escaping.

      The phoenix didn’t break stride at the sudden noise; instead, he waved a hand at the darkness. Four more mage globes ignited, giving her better light to see by.

      The brighter light didn’t really offer any more reassurance, though. Now she could see the phoenix’s appearance and color far more clearly. She transferred her gaze to the gryphon.

      This Elemental had painted the longest wing and tail feathers in the same chalky whites, pale grays, and inky blacks as the phoenix, but the underlying natural color, a deep burgundy, showed through in a few places.

      Tomb guards indeed.

      Had it not been for the warmth of living flesh, she would have believed them to be dead.

      This was not how she’d seen her day progressing when she and Sorsha fled the human settlement of River’s Divide at dawn in an attempt to escape Lord Master Trensler and his acolytes. As plans went, it had been hastily constructed, involving two horses, a mad ride into the forest and a meet up with their horse-like santhyrian allies.

      They had escaped River’s Divide but never made it to their older sister’s location. Lord Master Trensler’s acolytes had picked up their trail.

      While these subterranean tunnels were chilled and didn’t inspire an abundance of comfort, she was better off than if she’d gotten devoured by acolytes. An acolyte’s victim didn’t long survive having their magic and life energy stripped away. So unless whatever the tomb guards called master wanted to eat her, she supposed she was farther ahead.

      For now. And Ashayna had mentioned getting lost in tunnels below Grey Spires, the Elemental’s city, so Lamarra was relatively certain that’s where her captors had brought her. If that was the case, there was still hope.

      If she acted meekly, it might gain her a chance to escape later, and once she made it to the surface, she’d seek out Ashayna and Crown Prince Sorntar. With that bare-bones plan in place, hope kindled in her heart. The goal of escape gave her new purpose, and she felt stronger.

      And if she remained calm and obedient, her captors or rescuers—she still wasn’t quite sure what to call them—might let slip some valuable information she could use later to her advantage. They might also have the means to learn what became of Sorsha.

      Not that she would learn anything if she kept as silent as them, though. She spoke up, “While I do appreciate the rescue from Trensler’s acolytes, will you tell me why you brought me here?”

      Silence and the heaviness of stone answered her.

      “Where are you taking me?”

      Her captors—she was going with captors since rescuers would usually communicate with the person rescued—continued in silence.

      “Then at least tell me who you are taking me to.”

      Not so much as a glance in her direction.

      Talkative bunch.

      Lamarra sighed and studied her surroundings in more detail. Maybe she could learn something even if they chose not to talk.

      The mage globes illuminated numerous rooms to her left and right. From the glimpses she caught, many had once been richly appointed, but now had the air of long abandonment. None offered anything she could use as a weapon.

      A small part of her attention noted it might be possible to lose her captors in this rabbit warren of rooms. That unruly hint of Stonemantle stubbornness which always stirred at the worst times awoke now and demanded she escape when they rounded the next bend. If this one sloped back up to the surface, she should seize her chance, biting and kicking her way free of her captors if need be.

      But then cold, logical reason returned, shoving the Stonemantle bravado back where it couldn’t get her into any more trouble. Likely, the only thing she would gain after a long struggle of stomping and punching would be numerous scratches and bruised pride for her attempt.

      She refocused her attention back on her surroundings. No longer with thoughts of escape, but with speculation about the purpose of each side room. It helped keep the panic at bay.

      They were just passing what might have been a great hall, its walls lined with beautiful murals. The toe of her boot caught the corner of a carpet, and she tripped. Had it not been for one of her captor’s quick reflexes, she would have pitched forward to her knees. Or worse, landed on her head.

      After steadying her, Lamarra’s captor swiftly released her. A stinging along her forearm drew her attention down. Four long, bloody scratches marred her right arm from elbow to wrist. A few beads of blooded welled from the scratches. All in all, the deadly talons tipping each of his fingers could have inflicted much worse damage.

      However, the sight of her bright red blood welling from the scratches had a strange effect on her captor. He stood frozen for a moment, transfixed almost, watching the thick drops of blood fall to the dusty ground. His mask of indifference changing to one of horror, he collapsed into a deep bow, prostrating himself full length on the floor in front of her.

      After several heartbeats, he still made no move to stand. Lamarra cautiously took two steps back. He took no note. She took another few steps back, stopping only when she nearly collided with the gryphon.

      Again she was reminded that she was standing in the company of a creature with the ability to both out-run and out-fly its prey. The thought sent a chill through her.

      “Perhaps nature did give us an unfair advantage, yet we do not use it wantonly.”  The words had the slightest of hisses accenting them. Not realizing the gryphon could speak aloud, Lamarra was barely able to mask her surprise and ignorance in time. Somehow, she knew offending a creature with such a deadly hooked beak probably wasn’t in the best interest for her survival.

      “Might I at least have your name?” She then gestured at the male prostrated on the ground. “And his as well.” And while you’re at it, if you could explain why there is a phoenix guard groveling at my feet…

      That he wouldn’t get up hinted at some deep reverence she would very much prefer not be directed at her.

      The gryphon canted her head in what Lamarra took as agreement. Though, she didn’t know if it was her plea or something else that made the gryphon answer.

      “Raikena.” The gryphon bowed until her beak touched the ground. “I have been a tomb guard for more than three millennia, twice that which I have lived. For all that time I have been loyal to my king.” After she straightened, she circled around Lamarra and nudged the phoenix. “This is my apprentice. We are in Sorrow—the city below the Elemental’s grand capital of Grey Spires.”

      The male still didn’t move, so Raikena focused on Lamarra instead. “There are things in this world more powerful than you can imagine, some are of the light while others are of the shadow. Some so beautiful to inspire awe, yet if you look with more than your eyes, you will see the dark tint of evil. While others, who would inspire fear at first glance, serve the light. My king is one such being. He wishes to speak to you. Know that you have nothing to fear from him.”

      Lamarra was not in a position to argue with a gryphon easily five times her own weight, so she nodded in agreement, but wondered how terrible this king was that a loyal guard would give her a warning about his hideousness.

      “My Order is ancient and has been known by many names throughout the ages of time—tomb guards, painted ones, watchers of the dead. The names are many and not important. Most do not call us anything for they would rather forget. Only the living rulers and the council still honor us.” She paused, perhaps remembering a time when that was not so. “But that matters not, for we serve our purpose regardless.”

      The gryphon stopped and cocked her head to listen. In the distance there was another dull boom, and the ground shook from some great shock. “The Elementals know you are with us. They are young and persistent and want answers about what has befallen their crown prince. We must go. Once King Soryn has met you, he will tell them what he knows of Prince Sorntar and your oldest sister.”

      “Something has befallen Ashayna and her bondmate?” Lamarra frowned, eyeing the gryphon with a hard look. “You know something. Tell me.”

      The guard’s tufted ears tilted one way and then another, her feather ruff fluffing up around her head until it reminded Lamarra of a lion’s mane.

      “I have already said more than I should. King Soryn will tell you the rest.”

      Sensing the gryphon wasn’t going to say more on this particular topic, Lamarra tried another tactic.

      “Very well. You aren’t permitted to tell me more about why I’m here. But what about him?”  She gestured at the male still prostrated on the ground.

      “My apprentice?” The gryphon huffed, sounding mildly perturbed. “By spilling your blood, the boy broke his vow to do you no harm. While it was simply youth and clumsiness on his part, you are still within your rights to decide his punishment. But as his mentor, I would humbly request his punishment be transferred to me.”

      Lamarra hadn’t realized that one of her guards was a youth. Being a phoenix, he towered over her. She glanced between the two, wondering why she, a prisoner, had so much power over them. Nervous sweat made its way in a thin trickle down her lower back.

      Both her sisters were host to powerful Larnkins. She knew hers was equally powerful. Just what did fate have planned for her?

      “It was an accident.” Lamarra didn’t want to defend one of her captors, but the minor wound had been caused by the tiniest miscalculation. There had been no hostility or wish to do harm behind the incident. “That doesn’t explain why his punishment would fall to me.”

      “Simply put, we are yours to command.” The gryphon allowed empty silence to stretch for the length of ten heartbeats. “Because of that, you can offer forgiveness for his transgression.”

      Hers to command? Her heart began to pound, cold fear mixing with the need to run. But the otherness living in her blood stirred. Lamarra kept her mind blank, allowing that other to impart information to her in its wordless way. As her Larnkin looked over the male prostrate on the floor, studying him, she shared bits of knowledge.

      He was young as the gryphon had said, barely into adulthood, not much more than a boy for all his height and outward discipline. He had been born of two tomb guard parents and had grown up among the secrets and silence in this city they called Sorrow where it existed beneath the great capital of Grey Spires. Lamarra was more than a little horrified on his behalf.

      Had he grown up never seeing the sun? What kind of monster would allow that?

      At her thoughts her Larnkin stirred again, showing her a small mountain village where children played under the watchful gaze of far fewer adults. Narrowing her focus upon the adults, she scrutinized them. Within this small village, they did not wear the paint of the tomb guards, but they still bore the tattoos.

      Was her Larnkin showing her how the tomb guards raised their young? It seemed so.

      Still not sure if she was reassured, but not having the time to dwell on this new revelation, she looked down at the youth stretched out at her feet.

      “His punishment is up to me? Very well.” She switched her focus to address the youth. “The time you have already spent laying on this cold floor is punishment enough. Speak your name and rise.”

      There was a long pause, followed by a muffled, “I am Trissain.”

      “Good. That’s a start. I am Lamarra. Now I order you to get off the floor.”

      After a slight hesitation, the phoenix rose from his prone position to stand at her side. “My Queen, may I never fail you again in this life or the next.”

      The youth stood ramrod straight, his gaze locked on her booted feet.

      Ah. He was awaiting orders, Lamarra noted with one small part of her mind.

      The rest of her awareness was consumed by what he’d called her.

      Queen. Dread coiled in her stomach. By the light, what had she gotten herself into?

      Since this day had just taken one turn for the worse after another, nothing should have surprised her at this point. Oh, but it did. It did indeed. A tomb guard now addressed her as his queen.

      She knew what was to come next. It was the same in her dreams. A bride for Death himself. A sacrifice for the good of all creation. She, a human woman with a very powerful Larnkin, was to become a monster gifted with strength enough to defeat an even more terrible monster—Lord Master Trensler.

      Her throat tightening with fear and the foolish urge to cry made swallowing hard. Lamarra supposed she had reason to thank the terrible nightmares which had plagued her since early childhood. They had given her some warning of her fate. Her Larnkin flooded her mind with sensations of warmth, belonging, acceptance, and…oh gods… love as she tried to console her host.

      “Trissain has said far more than was his to share.” The gryphon glowered at the youth, but he remained silent now. “However, that does not change the facts and, regardless, all will be well young queen.”

      Lamarra was far from reassured.

      “Come now and trust to the will of the Creators,” Raikena added, her earlier commanding voice edged with compassion.

      When the gryphon turned and vanished back down the dark corridor, Lamarra followed behind. It wasn’t like she really had a choice and dread still paced every step of the way with her.
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      Time held no meaning in this place of gloom and shadows, where light never willingly ventured. Or so Lamarra thought until light in the distance drew her attention. The soft illumination, dim at first, grew brighter as they neared it. They entered a chamber where dozens of mage globes flickered and danced in some unfelt, unheard breeze, casting shifting shadows to flow across carvings on the dark stone columns and walls.

      Up until that point, fear and curiosity had been evenly matched, but the deadlock vanished, and fear gained supremacy as her eyes ran over what rested in the chamber’s center. She took a hesitant step back and bumped into the doorway’s frame and then edged along it until she was blocked by the male phoenix and the gryphon. She paid them no mind. Her attention was all on the heavy power she sensed emanating from the twelve massive crystal pillars directly before her. Her sister, Ashayna, had told her about such things. But it wasn’t the pillars that made her fear spike. It was what they contained.

      Even surrounded by twelve crystal pillars, the two immense sarcophaguses dominated the room. Each held images skillfully carved into the polished stone. Her magic stirred again. Descending the polished black stairs, she moved closer. Her Larnkin urged her onward until she eased between two of the tall crystal pillars.

      They throbbed with a faint light at her passage. Her progress slowed as she neared the first sarcophagus. It depicted a lupwyn female carved with skillful and loving detail on the lid. Her power urged her on to the next. This one held the image of a male phoenix. The dead king of whom Raikena spoke?

      She spun on her heels in a slow circle, and scanned the vast chamber, looking for she knew not what. When she found nothing, she looked to Raikena for some explanation. The gryphon stood behind her with head bowed low and offered no aid. The male phoenix was on his knees, chin touching his chest. No help there either.

      On instinct, Lamarra called to her Larnkin. It answered her call, filling her with a warm power. She trailed the fingers of one hand across the lid of the sarcophagus with the carving of the female lupwyn. Nothing answered her gentle probe. This one had been long empty. She turned to the other and with only a slight hesitation, reached out to it.

      Something within the stone answered her with a sympathetic vibration, stirring and eddying at her touch. A faint impression of another’s essence and power. A taste. Not the source. A nervous thrill shivered along her spine, jerking her to full attention. This tomb might be empty at the moment, but it hadn’t been for long.

      If not within, then where might this body be, exactly?

      She scanned the chamber a second time and increased the flow of power. The other was near, his power everywhere. Now that she had a taste of it, she would recognize it anywhere—an immense power from a vast source, both ancient and pure.

      ‘Yes. The power is from a limitless spring. Creation itself was forged of this same energy, but its source is not mine to claim. I only wield a small portion of that magic.’

      The voice, low and serene, throbbed along every nerve in her body, causing the little hairs on her arms to stand on end. It took her a moment to realize the words were spoken in mind speech. His voice held the illusion of being vibrant and rich, but she knew on a deeper level of consciousness that the speaker had not known mortality for many thousands of years.

      ‘In life, I was called Soryn.’

      With each fear-driven heartbeat, her power stirred more strongly in answer. She knew that name. Impossible as it seemed, that name was familiar to her.

      Soryn.

      More mage globes burst into life all around her. Blinking back tears, she looked up to see a new section of chamber revealed. A set of stairs carved into the dark stone led to a small landing. Farther up, the stairs flared out at the base of two large thrones.

      The throne to the right was empty. She barely gave it a glance. It was the second seat, with its cloaked and masked occupant, which held her attention. She took a half-step closer, both wanting to be near such power, yet fearing to come too close. At her slight hesitation, the cloaked figure held out one gloved hand and beckoned her closer.

      ‘Welcome Lamarra. Come forward, and I will tell you of your destiny.’  He gestured again, this time one hand made a vague motion to the empty throne.

      Of their own volition, her legs carried her up the first flight of stairs and crossed the small landing. Only then was she able to finally slow her Larnkin’s headlong flight towards the occupied throne. Even then, she could only slow her body’s progress.

      Far too soon, she was just two stairs below him. She climbed the last steps and stopped in front of the robed figure. Or at least her Larnkin stopped her. Lamarra was fairly sure she would have tried to turn and run had she been given free will at this exact moment. Dreams and destiny be damned.

      She did manage one small victory over her Larnkin’s sudden turn of manipulative notions. Kneeling, Lamarra refused the throne and all that it portrayed. It left her eye level with the throne’s armrests.

      Well. She was here now, wasn’t she? Might as while look at the being on the throne.

      Her eyes shifted from the throne’s arm to the figure sitting in it.

      His appearance hidden by rich fabric and shadows, she peered closer hoping and dreading to see something more, but his entire form was draped with a cloak of velvet darkness. Only his gloved hands and masked face were visible.

      She very much wanted to see some evidence that the being before her was a living male. Hmm, the mask wasn’t a good sign, not since the polished wooden surface was completely smooth. No slit for mouth or nose, as if the wearer wasn’t inconvenienced with something like the need to breathe. The mask did have a polished insert of some dark glass where the eyes would have been. Her reflection was staring back at her, pale and ghostly.

      It wasn’t even clear if the polished glass was transparent enough to look through or if it was just decorative. Lamarra swallowed nervously.

      ‘The mask is the mark of my office, and the shadows are an illusion, one I wasn’t certain would work. Hence the mask.’  His mind voice held little inflection this time. ‘I have no wish to frighten you, Lamarra.’

      Too late.

      “You know my name, which means you know more than me. But one of your guards called me queen. Please explain that to me.”  Putting strength in her voice, she stood until she was level with the dark mask. She stared into the reflective glass eye holes. “I think I deserve that much. Nor am I naïve. I’ve had dreams warning me of this my entire life. What is my purpose here?” What am I to you?

      A hushed silence stretched out in response to her words. So long that she began to fear she had spoken too boldly, much like
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