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	One

	Ore

	 

	A small boat sits moored to a dock under a covered alcove, and Culun and I are currently standing on its pale stones, a lone staircase rising beside us. The deep water of the sea extends into the small space, splashing against the pilings and stones as the opening is only feet away, beckoning for me to escape. Xia and Rhian aren’t with us, causing me to grow greatly concerned.

	“Where are we?” I demand, furrowing my brow in anger.

	“Under Batel’s palace.”

	I glare at him. “And Xia and Rhian?”

	“Probably in the city’s square. They’ll find their way to us, don’t worry.” 

	I go to remove the hunting knife strapped to my thigh when Culun seizes my wrist.

	“I brought us here so we can talk before making our presence known.” His voice is barely above a whisper, though no one else can possibly hear us.

	“I have nothing to say to you.” I pull free from his grip.

	“Why did you threaten to kill me back at the gate?” he asks, clearly upset.

	“I saw your reaction when the dragon came after me. The elation on your face was unmistakable.”

	He releases me, shock in his eyes. “I’d never want you hurt. If I knew what Evander was plotting I wouldn’t have permitted you to step foot onto that pitch.” He frowns. “I’m disappointed you believe otherwise.”

	“Don’t stand there and lie,” I scold, shaking my finger in his face. “You want this child gone just as much as my husband did.”

	“I could never harm a child, especially yours,” he says, aggrieved. “I’m relieved it survived and am happy you hid it from him when you returned. How long were you going to put on the charade?”

	“For as long as it took until I could be rid of him.” I start to wring my hands, my anxiety returning. “The thought of Dolos already being resurrected never crossed my mind. Why did you place his ashes into the ornament? Were you hoping to one day bring him back? Did you worship him as much as you did Dermont?”

	“I hated Dolos,” Culun says, seething. “Which is why I refused to go with him as he set out to locate the ayklos who were busy freeing you.”

	“Then why did you save his remains?”

	“To prevent anyone from discovering them.” He lets out an exasperated sigh. “I thought if they were in the prison I could easily hide them. Dermont knew what I was doing, which is probably why he felt they needed to be placed elsewhere, ensuring no one would find them.”

	I glance up at the ceiling, dreading seeing that vile woman again. “How long will we have to stay here?”

	“I know you hate Batel, but she can offer us protection and sanctuary. With Dolos alive, we may have to remain here for the rest of our lives. The minute you leave, he’ll hunt you down and slaughter you.”

	“Why didn’t you have the Mages accompany us?”

	“Because they’ll no longer be loyal to me the moment their former master passes through Towenaar Gate. The guards will murder me if so ordered. Arrio and I weren’t officially placed in charge until after Dolos’ death. Dermont is the one who gave us the command. That’s all gone now.” He gently takes my arm. “Let’s head up.”

	The sun burns brightly overhead when we reach the surface, and I have to momentarily shield my eyes until they adjust to the light. A terrace rests behind the palace, hanging slightly over the sea, expanding the entire length of the building and beyond. We round the corner, making our way to the front where lampposts stand with baskets of heavily perfumed, colorful flowers. The ground is paved in pale stones just like the dock, and I spot a grand fountain in the distance, Xia and Rhian making their way toward us from that direction.

	“We didn’t know where you two went,” the seer comments, a tremble in her voice. “Is it really necessary for us to be here? I’m sure there are other cities in Crenoa we can stay.”

	Culun dismisses her concern. “Batel offers the best accommodations and security. Most of the guards are stationed here, and we’ll need them if Dolos finds a way around the gate.”

	He heads to the door, the three of us a few paces behind. He pulls on the cord beside the entrance, ringing a bell which jingles somewhere inside. It takes a minute or two before our call is answered. The young woman who greets us looks positively frightened by our presence and is quick to step away, leaving the door ajar. Culun closes it once we’re inside. I notice two guards standing on either side of the large entryway donning brown leather vests without anything underneath, leather pleated kilts that hang down to their knees, and heavy boots. Each carries a lance. Neither says a word as we linger, waiting to be welcomed. 

	I glance around the corners, noticing all the rooms seem to flow into each other from a grand hallway expanding down the length of the building on both sides of the vestibule where we currently stand. Elaborately decorated archways rich in color help divide the rooms. Brilliant blue and green tiles with gold leaf accents cover the walls. The floor is a maze of embellished stone.

	I hear Batel snickering before she appears, a light blue caftan billowing around her athletic frame. It’s sides open, allowing everyone a view of her naked body when she stands a certain way. The garment makes her tan skin darker, and her long, mahogany-colored hair tapers down her back in knots. I immediately want to slit her throat. Culun must sense it as he steps between the two of us.

	“To what do I owe the pleasure?” she asks, her voice sultry and intoxicating.

	“We’ve come to seek refuge,” the Mage leader replies.

	She chuckles, her lips curling into a devilish smile. “Is Evander having a temper tantrum again?”

	“No, Batel.” Culun steps closer to her. “It’s Dolos.”

	She grows pale, nearly collapsing from the news. It takes her a moment to get her footing, then she carefully lowers herself onto a cushioned bench. “That’s…that’s not possible.”

	“We don’t know how it happened, but he’s alive.”

	Her eyes widen. “Did you lock the gate?” she asks, terror gripping her.

	“Yes.” Culun removes the two keys from the rucksack around his shoulders, handing them to her.

	“I’ll put these in my bedchamber.” She turns her attention to me. “Where is your husband?”

	I glare at her. “Dead, as you should be.”

	She stands and goes to open her mouth when a tall man with wavy, auburn hair and a strong jaw interrupts. His clothes are rumpled and he appears a bit flushed.

	“I was wondering what was delaying your return,” he addresses Batel as his hands lay folded behind his back.

	“Priapus, these are friends of mine. They’ll be staying with us for a while.” She smiles having taken notice of what’s clutched in Rhian’s hand. “Is that a moonstone?”

	“Yes,” the seer answers nervously.

	“Culun, bury it at the thresh mounds so we can restore our powers now that the gate is locked and we’re cutoff from Toorkuns.”

	He takes the stone from Rhian and disappears before I can protest.

	“Shall I get you all settled into your rooms?” Batel gestures for us to follow, but she’s stopped by her companion.

	“I think introductions are in order,” Priapus states, leering hungrily at each of us.

	Batel scowls, clears her throat, and begins. “This young woman is Xia, Queen Honora’s lady’s maid. Rhian is a seer and former lover of mine. And this is Queen Honora.”

	“Better known as the Shadows.” Priapus saunters over to me, takes my hand, and kisses it. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. How do you know Batel?”

	“She fucked my husband,” I reply, glowering at her. “If she hadn’t run away like a coward, I would’ve spilt her blood like I did his.”

	“You should thank me for saving him,” the horrid woman hisses. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t be carrying his child.”

	“And how the hell do you know this?” I demand, approaching her.

	“I have ways of knowing everything.” She grins. “Intimidate me all you want, Honora, but you can’t hurt me without your abilities, which you have none at the moment because of how far away Culun is with the moonstone.”

	I flick my hand, sending her crashing into the wall, then straddle her across the chest as she moans on the floor, remove my knife, and press the blade against her throat. I’m surprised neither of the guards move, but simply stand there as if blind to what’s happening.

	“You were saying?”

	She tries not to tremble, laughing instead. “You have another moonstone. Clever of you to have brought two.”

	I clench my teeth. “Give me one reason why I shouldn’t gut you.”

	Sweat builds on her forehead. “Because I’m the only one who can help you defeat Dolos when the time comes.”

	“I killed him before. I can do it again.”

	She struggles to free herself, but I tighten my grip. “Don’t you think he might have learned a few new tricks while in seclusion? He won’t fall as readily, and simply incinerating him isn’t going to be enough this time.”

	“Then I’ll use a dragon bone bladed weapon.”

	“That’ll only work if you can get close enough to him, which he won’t permit.”

	I narrow my gaze. “What’s your solution?”

	“If I tell you, I’m dead. It’s wiser for me to keep it a secret for the time being as I value my life above everything else. Dying isn’t in my future.”

	“We’ll see.” I stand and step away from her as I sheathe the knife, which causes Priapus’ grin to broaden.

	“Do you always carry that around your thigh?” he asks.

	“I’d be a fool if I didn’t.”

	He chuckles.

	“Priapus, why don’t you escort Xia down to the servants’ quarters while I show Rhian and Honora to their rooms?” Batel rights herself, adjusting her dress where it’s been twisted.

	He smiles, holds out his arm for my lady’s maid to take, then the pair disappear down a staircase to the right of the entrance. Batel heads off to the left, so Rhian and I follow, passing several empty rooms before ascending another staircase. When we reach the second floor, which is decorated in pale pinks and oranges, we turn left and enter the first room on our right.

	“This will be yours, Honora.” Batel steps aside so I can enter the quaint, tranquil room with its floral pattern on not only the walls, but also the bedspread. Blond-stained wood covers the floor, matching with the furnishings. “Culun will be staying across the hall. Rhian will be down at the other end where my bedchamber is also situated. Pull that cord over there to summon Xia when you need her as it’ll ring solely in her room.” She points to a length of rope dangling behind the door. “Feel free to wander the palace, but wait until Culun returns before seeing the city.”

	She leaves as I step over to the balcony, opening the double doors to allow fresh air to filter into the stuffy room. I lean against the railing and stare out at the water, which seems to go on indefinitely. Toorkuns is nowhere in sight, so the island must be quite a distance away from the mainland. Or the illusion spell encircling everything has marred the view. 

	I’m deeply troubled that Batel knows I’m expecting. Culun has been with me this entire time before he assumed I’d lost it, as has Rhian, so neither could’ve disclosed my secret. Unless she pulled them into a dream walk. It makes me feel there are spies everywhere and my life is open for all to tamper with, that I’ll never be free from the existence Dermont created me for. I have no allies, no one to help me break from this bond. Therese was correct about me needing to create a life of my own, not one everyone seems to try and layout for me. To do that I have to first deal with those who’ve betrayed me, such as Lycus, Caster, and Batel. Leaving Dolos, Culun, and the seer, Sylvain, to the very last. A subtle knock on the closed door brings me around.

	“Come in.”

	“I brought your things, my queen,” Xia says, entering. “I’m afraid you don’t have much in the way of clothing. Just the few articles in the one rucksack.”

	“I’ll speak with Batel about shopping tomorrow as I’m sure you have nothing either.”

	My lady’s maid smiles as she unpacks what little I have, then rests my bow and quiver against a chair in the far corner.

	“Dinner will be served in the dining room in a few hours. Would you like me to draw you a bath?”

	“Not right now. Perhaps later.”

	She nods, then departs. The door isn’t closed long before I receive another visitor, much to my unhappiness.

	“How are you doing?” Culun asks upon entering, not even bothering to knock.

	“I’m still in shock.” I glance at him only briefly, then turn my attention back out onto the water. “Do you know how it’s possible for Batel to have learned about my pregnancy? Did you inform her during a dream walk?”

	“No, of course not.” He sounds hurt by my accusation. “I’m not sure how she’s aware.”

	“I can’t do anything privately,” I bemoan. “There’s always someone who knows something about my life no matter how much I try to hide it.” 

	“Being here will give you a respite from all of that.” He places his hands on my arms as he stands behind me, leaning close. “Let me help you feel better.”

	“No, Culun.” I shake him off, step around him, and return to the bedchamber. “I’ve told you several times already that I want nothing to do with you in that regard. Why can’t you understand?”

	“I just thought—”

	“What?” I ask, interrupting him. “That I’d change my mind when Evander died? Were you hoping I’d go running into your arms? You’re my guard, Culun. Nothing more.”

	His face grows red with anger as he balls up his hands. It takes him a few moments to calm down before speaking.

	“Very well, Your Majesty. If you should need me, I’ll be across the hall.” He storms from the room, slamming the door behind him. 

	I know Batel said not to leave the palace unless Culun is escorting me, but I don’t give a damn. I retreat down the stairs and turn right, making my way toward the front door when I pass a lounge filled with pillows, a colorful hookah sitting in the center of the room, and Priapus nestled comfortably on the floor, a pipe in his hand.

	“Where are you running off to?” he calls before I get too far away.

	I pause in my escape. “I’m going for a walk.”

	“Without your Mage leader? Do you believe that’s wise?”

	“No one here knows who I am, so why does it matter if I have an escort or not?”

	Priapus stands, setting the pipe into a holder attached to the hookah. “Let me show you.” 

	He wraps my arm in his and we proceed down the hallway. One of the guards opens the door, stepping out first. The other joins him and they lead us outside where two more guards accompany us, flanking us from behind.

	“What is all this?” I ask, frightened.

	“It’s for your safety, my queen. These men are here to protect you whenever Culun isn’t around.”

	“Protect me from what?”

	We begin making our way to the square filled with people. As we pass, one by one they fall to their knees, bowing, and uttering adoration for me.

	“Your Majesty, we are forever grateful,” many say.

	“My queen, I’m eternally your servant,” others utter.

	“I-I don’t understand.”

	Priapus sweeps his hand toward the growing crowd. “Everyone on Crenoa knows who you are. They have for generations.”

	“How?” I gasp.

	“This way.” He gestures toward a road on our right, the guards obeying his command while the people remain in the square.

	Winding down several streets, we approach a tall structure constructed from plain white marble. The narrow steps lead up to an interior inlayed with high-gloss red and orange tiles, almost resembling flames, while the floor is covered in dark azure. Marble columns extend up one story to hold lintels and archways decorated with colorful mosaics of men thrusting spears into the sides of bulls, tormenting them. As we proceed deeper into the structure, I notice a stone pyre in the center, but unlike the one in Shava, there are no ashes. It’s pristine. I glance up at the ceiling, spying a hole for the smoke to rise through.

	Priapus stops us just feet from the center of the structure. “Do you know this place?”

	“Does this temple belong to Thesotaur?”

	“Yes,” he responds. “The people of Crenoa have been taught to believe in her and all she stands for. Including the need to obey their oracles and lead a just and pure life. Otherwise, the great goddess will punish them.” He nods toward the pyre.

	“What does that have to do with me?” I ask, confused.

	“You, my dear, were sent by Thesotaur herself to act as her judge, jury, and executioner.”

	“But I—”

	He places a finger against his moist lips. “Not here. Why don’t we go visit the catacombs? The guards will remain while we head below.”

	A darkened staircase sits off to our right, so Priapus takes a lit torch with us before descending. The air is much cooler, but also damp. We make our way over to one of the few catacombs filled with remains. The bones are thick, larger than a normal human, and not buried.

	“Can you guess who this is?”

	I shake my head.

	“I’ll give you a hint. Her brother was the king of Axis not that long ago.”

	“Oddmond’s sister? She wound up here?”

	“Yes, though a long time ago.” We move to the next catacomb, this one filled with fresh dirt. “My sister, Freya, rests here. Both victims of the Ceann Oracle’s greed and villainy.”

	“Who’s the Ceann Oracle?”

	“Batel, of course. She’s also the reason why everyone believes you were sent by Thesotaur. Freya is the latest victim she’s used to display power over her people. While masquerading as you, she burned my sister alive on the thresh mounds. Only her oracles and I know the truth, and it will remain that way.”

	“You want me to play along with her lies,” I state, withdrawing my arm. “What if she wants me to murder one of her followers? Do you expect me to simply do as she commands?”

	“Now that the citizens know you’re here, none of them should give her, or you, any problems. I highly doubt you’ll have to perform a purification ceremony. If you do, I’ll help you through it.”

	“I can’t kill innocent people for her amusement.”

	“You will if you want your child to survive.”

	I shake my head in astonishment. “This is madness. I’ve escaped one horror just to fall into another.”

	He reclaims my arm. “True, but this one you can control. Let the people see you as often as possible. Show them you represent Thesotaur and will accept nothing less than absolute obedience. No one will defy you, but they will Batel and she knows it, which is why she had Culun bring you here.”

	“Why doesn’t that surprise me?” I mutter, rolling my eyes. “How does that bitch know I’m pregnant, anyway?”

	Priapus stiffens. “I told her.”

	“Why the hell would you do that?” I rave, shoving him away. “And how did you know?”

	“I did it to win her trust.” He leads me back to the other grave, then steps inside, removing a loose stone from the back wall. “Do you know what this is?” He holds up a gold chain with a sunburst pendant.

	My eyes widen. “Doesn’t that belong to Ashurin?”

	“Yes, and he’s the reason I know everything there is about you.” Priapus’ face falls. “He’s my father, or was until recently. I was disowned the moment I betrayed Freya to Batel, revealing who she was to win the Ceann Oracle’s favor.”

	Puzzled, I stare at him. “Why would you do that?”

	“Because like Thesotaur, I don’t agree with him and his need to govern the world into how he sees fit,” Priapus answers, replacing the necklace and stone before rejoining me. “But unlike her, I believe all creatures should be given a chance at life, not just those who will serve a selfish purpose. Ashurin had you created to defeat my sister—though Sylvain already accomplished that—and usher in the rise of dark creatures while all others fall. He’s to maintain a hold over you through another.”

	“Culun.” I seethe.

	“That was Dermont’s choice. Ashurin preferred Macarius, even though he trained under Dolos. He felt the mad Dewin better represented his view of the world. Dermont thought otherwise since he didn’t trust, nor like his son. As for Thesotaur, she wanted only the purist of souls, or at least those who would do her bidding no matter what was requested from them. She wanted slaves, not worshippers. That’s probably one of the things which attracted Dolos to her, and wherever Dolos went Batel followed. When Sylvain murdered his mother, I was sent to spy on Dolos to make sure he didn’t interfere with what Dermont was instructed to do. I became one of the master’s followers to show my obedience to my father. It nearly broke me.”

	I hang my head. “A battle of the gods with me as their pawn.”

	“In a way. I’m sure if Thesotaur had lived she would’ve felt you were a rival and had you executed. Dolos will come to the same conclusion in time. Culun will do whatever it takes to fulfill his obligation to Dermont.”

	I lift my head to meet his gaze. “And what about you?”

	He smiles. “I want you to have a happy life. One you dictate and not as a slave to others.”

	“Why?”

	“Because it’s the right thing to do.” He retakes my arm. “However, I will need you to pretend this conversation never took place.”

	“Don’t worry… Culun is upset with me and there’s nothing I’d ever disclose to Batel.”

	We make our way upstairs, rejoining the guards, then head outside to return to the palace.

	“What’s the reason for the Mage leader’s distress?” Priapus inquires.

	“I’ve rebuked his affections. He believed with Evander gone I was his for the taking.”

	“What a shame,” my companion says, then chuckles. “You know he won’t give up. Men like him don’t take rejection too kindly, or easily.”

	“Then, perhaps, Thesotaur should pay him a visit and make him an example of how not to upset the queen.”

	Priapus laughs. “I like where your head is at. If you should need any further counseling on such delicate matters, I’m at your service.”

	“Thank you, Priapus. You’re too kind.”

	He kisses my hand, then we depart at the entrance. I return to my bedchamber, finding Culun frantically pacing in front of the door.

	“I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” he scolds.

	“Apparently not everywhere as I was just at the temple.” I step past him, entering my room.

	His face darkens as he seethes. “You were told not to leave the palace unaccompanied.”

	“The guards accompanied me, therefore I wasn’t alone.”

	“Anyone else with you?”

	“As a matter of fact, Priapus was. He didn’t want me roaming the city without a guide.”

	Culun seems to relax a bit. “At least someone had sense enough even if you didn’t.”

	Ignoring his tone, I busy myself about the room. “Do you know if dinner is ready? I’m starving.”

	“I’ll go check.” This time he doesn’t slam the door when he leaves.

	Xia returns to collect me a short time later, escorting me to the dining room, which is on the first floor at the far end of the palace. It’s plainly decorated, nothing too ornate, unlike the rest of the building. Rhian looks uncomfortable in her seat as Priapus fusses over Batel, practically petting her at the table for all to witness. Little is discussed while we dine, except I do mention the need for additional clothing to which Batel comments that she’ll take us to the market tomorrow. Priapus expresses an interest in going, as does Rhian. Before dinner is over, Xia goes to my bedchamber to draw my bath. I excuse myself a few minutes later.

	The hot water feels good on my aching muscles as I sink down, closing my eyes, trying to relax. Xia washes my hair while I tend to the rest of my body.

	“Your belly has grown a little.”

	“Yes. I just wish I knew how short this pregnancy is expected to be so I can prepare myself. Dermont’s journal never specified the duration when two Raganas create life.”

	“Are you relieved Evander is gone?”

	“Yes, very much,” I reply honestly.

	“I wonder how Dreyden will react when he learns about his brother’s death.”

	“There’s no way to know.” I pause a moment. “Do you miss him?”

	“Dreyden? A part of me does.”

	“Did you love him?”

	I sense her smiling since my back is to her. “Oh yes. Qui and I both fell in love with him the moment we met, which is why he took both of us as lovers.”

	“Didn’t it feel weird sharing him?”

	She chuckles. “At first, but then it began to feel natural. It wasn’t always the three of us together. Sometimes it was him and Qui, or simply him and me.”

	“And neither of you got jealous of the other?”

	“Of course we did,” Xia replies. “But we got over it eventually. Why do you ask?”

	“I was simply curious.”

	I want to admit the truth behind my inquiry, but I’m afraid. I can’t disclose that the thought of being with the two men I willingly gave myself to at the same time persists daily in my mind, and how I still love them. They’ve both caused me grave injury… one literally. My feelings for them must end, and the only way I see that happening is if they’re no longer alive. I need to ask Priapus about the woman in Crioggo since she had Ashurin’s symbol tattooed behind her ear. I’m hoping he can tell me if what she said about Lycus, Caster, and Evander only being able to die by my hand is true. Partially to ensure Evan isn’t a threat at returning like Dolos, and if it’s possible for Lycus and Caster to perish from injuries caused by another. 

	I don’t think I can do the deed myself, nor do I want to be around when it happens.

	I’m so deep in thought Xia has to get my attention when she finishes. She hands me a towel and empties the tub while I dry off. As I wait for her to finish, I glance down at my wedding band, then remove it. My first thought is to toss it into the sea, but decide against that and tuck it into one of the dresser drawers, along with the thin chain and ring from my armband, which I tug on to break them apart. I extinguish the lamps once I’m alone and get into bed. As I have nothing proper to sleep in, I remain naked and hope no one visits me during the night since the simple lock on the door won’t keep many of them out.

	 

	The next morning following breakfast, we spend most of the day in the market being escorted by a dozen guards, Culun leading them. Batel insists we use a carriage handled by servants, not drawn by horses, to traverse the city’s streets. I find the idea appalling and decide to walk the entire way, which upsets her. She’s the only one who travels by such means as the others join me. I take the opportunity to greet Batel’s people as Priapus instructed, finding many of them thrilled by my arrival, as well as a few clearly terrified of me, which tugs heavily at my heart.

	By early evening we return to the palace where dinner awaits. Xia takes my purchases up to the bedchamber as I sit down to eat. I let everyone recall their favorite parts of the day while I simply listen, trying to avoid going into the recesses of my mind where my thoughts and emotions have been gathering. I’m afraid if I open my mouth I won’t stop spilling my secrets, and I can’t have any of them knowing the darkest one.

	The loneliness I start to experience after being in Crenoa for nearly a week doesn’t help ease the burden I continue to carry. It adds to it. The only person I feel I can tell is Xia, so I call upon her during a stormy day. When she doesn’t answer the ringing in her bedchamber, I head down to the servants’ quarters, locating her room at the end of the hall. The noises coming from inside lets me know she’s not alone. I hesitate in knocking as I don’t want to disturb the joy she’s obviously experiencing, and I envy her for it. My cheeks flush the longer I linger and are soon soaked with tears. I retreat to my room, lock the door, and lie on the bed as I mourn for the loves I’ve lost. It’s not long before someone knocks.

	“Ore?” Culun asks from the other side of the door. “Are you all right?”

	“I’m fine. Please leave me alone.”

	“What’s troubling you?”

	“Nothing. Now go away.” 

	I bury my head in one of the pillows, hoping to hide myself from the world. A hand touches my shoulder, startling me. The hunting knife is in my grip, as it was under the pillow, and I hold it against Culun’s neck as he sits on the bed beside me.

	“Get out,” I demand, simmering.

	“Not until you talk to me.”

	“I have nothing to say to you. Leave me in peace.”

	“Ore—”

	“Now,” I order.

	He begrudgingly stands, unlocks the door, and exits, closing it behind him. I continue to tremble as I set the knife onto the nightstand and resume gripping the pillow while my world comes apart.

	 

	I stand by the balcony as the rain continues to fall, lightning flashing across the sky in the distance. I’ve not left my room since this morning. Xia came to check on me when I didn’t show for dinner, bringing me a plate, which I haven’t touched and is now sitting on the dresser. There are moments I hear Culun pacing in the hallway, which only angers me. I ignore the knock on my door, hoping my visitor will leave as I want to be left alone in my grief and isolation.

	“You can’t keep ignoring everyone,” Priapus comments, opening the door as I’d left it unlocked. “Xia asked me to check on you.” He spots the filled plate. “I see you haven’t eaten. That’s not going to do you or the baby any good.”

	“What do you care?” I grumble.

	“I care very much.” He steps into the room, shutting the door and locking it. “You know I do.”

	“I just want to be left alone.”

	“That’s a lie. Otherwise, why would you have bothered knocking on Xia’s door this morning?”

	His words startle me. “How did you know?”

	“Who else would call on her? As you probably heard, she was otherwise occupied.”

	“It was you in there?” I smirk. “I thought you were Batel’s lover?”

	“I’m lover to all women,” he answers, smiling, slowly making his way across the room. “To anyone in need of my services. Whether it’s sexual in nature, or simply an ear to lend, or a shoulder to cry on. I do whatever the woman needs.”

	“You must have quite the following.”

	“It’s not as many as you’re thinking.” He laughs. “I’m very selective about who I dole out my counseling to.”

	“Do any of them become attached?”

	“No, since that’s not why I’m there.”

	I study him for a few seconds. “And why are you here?”

	“To see what I can do for you.” He takes my hand as he’s now beside me, kisses it, but doesn’t pull me away from the open doors. “Why did you need Xia? I’m going to assume it wasn’t anything trivial as you could’ve gotten one of the other servants to handle in place of her.”

	“Maybe it’s a matter I strictly want to discuss with my lady’s maid.”

	“Then why haven’t you rung for her? She’s been available to you for most of the day, even bringing you dinner. You could’ve had your conversation then.”

	“The way you make it sound, it’s like your suggesting I was really waiting for you.”

	“Would that surprise you?”

	“I wasn’t, Priapus.” I withdraw my hand. “I didn’t want to see anyone or burden them with my problems.”

	“That’s what servants are for, my dear queen. Please unveil your troubles to me.” He does an exaggerated bow, causing me to laugh.

	“You wouldn’t understand.”

	He comes closer as if trying to keep his words private. “I know it’s a broken heart you suffer from, and one that won’t be easily mended. If you want it repaired at all.”

	I scowl. “You’re mocking my pain.”

	“I would never do such a thing. Is the agony you’re putting yourself through worth it? Is he worth it?”

	I feel myself relenting, my resolve folding the longer Priapus stares at me with care in his tender eyes.

	“I thought Caster was, but I’m no longer sure.”

	“What makes you doubt it?”

	My eyes well with tears, and I turn away from Priapus so he doesn’t notice. “He took a knife to my back, trying to kill me with a dragon bone blade. He succeeded, too, though briefly.”

	“Did you think him capable of such actions toward you?”

	“No,” I respond, allowing the tears to fall. “I still can’t believe it happened.” I step away to sit on the edge of the bed. “Sometimes I wish I stayed dead that night.”

	Priapus sits beside me. “Why?”

	I dry my cheeks with the sleeve of my dress. “So I wouldn’t be suffering this agony… this sorrow.”

	“Is he the only one you feel this way about?”

	“The other doesn’t affect me as much. I’m able to deal with his betrayal better than anyone’s because of his character. I knew Lycus was never going to stay loyal. It’s not in a cambion’s nature to remain with one lover. He tried to overcome his inadequacies, but from how Rhian described it, the dragon’s eye he ate won out. I now consider him lost to me forever.”

	Priapus tilts his head. “What if he doesn’t feel the same?”

	“Then I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

	“Do you love them?”

	“Yes.”

	“Then why do you cry?” He wipes away my tears as they continue to fall.

	“Because I shouldn’t, but I do, which only adds to my loneliness.”

	“Do you know where they are?”

	“Lycus is more than likely still in Reynes since I haven’t sensed him pass through the gate. I’m not sure about Caster as I refuse to connect my mind to his. The Mages are hunting for him per Evander’s request. They’re to bring him back to Kifu for sentencing for his crime against me.”

	“You’re afraid they’ll kill him.”

	“I don’t know.” I abruptly stand. “I was told by a woman in Crioggo that I’m the only person who can take Lycus, Caster, and Evander’s lives because I turned them into Raganas. I don’t know if that’s true or not.”

	“You’ve met my sister, Kali.” Priapus scrunches up his face. “I’m not surprised she told you something along those lines. Ashurin probably made her.”

	“Is it true?”

	“No,” he replies, sounding sorrowful. “They can die by any means if the injury is severe enough. Unlike you, where dragon bone is the only thing capable of inflicting a fatal wound.”

	“Why would she say that?”

	“To ensure Lycus and Caster meet their end. Remember, Ashurin wanted Evander to have you.”

	I rub my arms. “What do you think will happen now that he’s dead?”

	“I’m not sure. He may turn to Culun as his last option.”

	“Except he now serves Thesotaur, not Dermont.”

	“He’ll sway when he realizes the price it’ll cost him if he continues down that path. The man is horribly in love with you.”

	“I’ll never feel the same way. Ashurin might as well strike me down as I won’t ever bend to his wishes.”

	Priapus stands and places a hand on my stomach. “Then it’s obvious who’s won your heart.”

	“No,” I say, stepping away. “Caster tried to murder me. He’ll try again if given the chance. I have to kill him before he kills me.” I tremble as the words sink in, the tears flowing harder. 

	Priapus pulls me into his arms, resting my head against his shoulder. “But you love him, Honora. You’re carrying his child.”

	“Which is why this hurts so much.” I bawl, the truth of my predicament crashing down around me. 

	Priapus strokes my back, and his touch feels soothing. The loneliness rises to the surface, calling me to break free from the constraints I’ve placed upon myself. I lift my head to stare into Priapus’ eyes. He slowly lowers his mouth toward mine, his soft lips pleasing to the touch, and immediately I want more. I discard my clothes as he undresses, then lowers me onto the bed. Moaning, I arch my back when he’s inside of me, an intense heat radiating from both our bodies. I feel my anger, my sorrow, my heartbreak melting away with each motion, each stroke. Sweat soaks us as my thighs become wet, but neither of us wants this moment to end. He adjusts me so my head is on top of the pillows, then drapes the sheets over us while we continue to devour each other. I know this will be the first night of many and I look forward to them.

	 


Two

	 

	Lord Idris

	 

	“How much farther to Kifu?” I ask as we make camp for yet another night.

	“We’ll reach it sometime tomorrow,” the Mage commander, a man by the name of Warin, responds. He’s the only one willing to speak with me during this entire journey, which has been long and arduous given the freezing weather. Fortunately, we left that behind in Meedell and it’s been nothing but warm and pleasant since returning to Toorkuns.

	“What will you do with Caster once we enter the city?”

	“He’ll be placed in a cell below the guard tower near the gates and wait there until Queen Honora decides his fate.”

	“Though I already think she has,” another Mage chimes in, causing everyone to laugh.

	Caster sits a bit off to the side, his wrists still clasped in irons. The pain he’s been experiencing seems to have subsided since he’s no longer moaning, which causes me to wonder if his wound has healed.

	“Hand me that wineskin.”

	Warin tosses it to me, then I stand and make my way over to the old man, noticing a beard developing with a mixture of black and gray hairs. He looks much like he did when he returned from surveying Geron, only the hair on his head is a bit longer, nearly brushing the collar of his shirt. I’d hate to see what my hair and face look like as I could never properly grow a beard. Plus, I don’t relish the itchiness which accompanies it.

	“Here,” I say, handing him the wineskin. “Let me have a look at your back.”

	He opens the container with his teeth as I lift his blood-caked shirt, using the light from the campfire to see. The injury is no longer bleeding and has scarred over.

	“Do you have any discomfort?”

	“No,” he growls, mainly due to a dry throat.

	I move to sit in front of him. “It looks to be healed, and you have a lovely scar to show for your efforts.”

	He grunts, pouring the wine down his gullet until the skin is empty. “At least it’ll match the ones I have on my arms.”

	“I was meaning to ask you about those.” I nod to them since the shirt he has on is short-sleeved.

	“It was my atonement. I just didn’t realize dragon bone wounds scarred.”

	I glance briefly at the group of Mages, then back at Caster. “You know, you could simply vanish in the middle of the night. There’d be no one to stop you.”

	“And go where?”

	“Oh, I don’t know. Back to Sweeridge or even Davendwell. I’m sure Lord Gaius could use someone with your skills.”

	“He has a leader for his Legion.” His stare grows dark. “Unless you’re referring to something else.”

	“I was thinking more along the lines of a hired killer.”

	Caster doesn’t laugh.

	“You know I’m kidding. We used to have a good chuckle over the littlest thing.” My heart falls. “Then it all changed.”

	“It would’ve been better if Rhian left us under the water.”

	“Better for whom? You? Me? Lycus? Honora? Evander would’ve been the only one to have rejoiced in your demise.”

	“He still might. Along with Ore.”

	“I don’t believe that’s true.”

	“You weren’t there. You didn’t see the terror in her eyes, nor the madness in mine.”

	“In your case it would be eye, not eyes.”

	He glares at me.

	“Sorry.” I clear my throat. “Sometimes I can’t help myself. It happens during uncomfortable situations. I do it to relieve the tension.”

	Caster’s gaze settles on the Mages around the fire. “When this is all over, I want you to have my sword.”

	“It’s taller than me. How could I possibly carry it, let alone wield such a weapon?” I lean forward to keep my next comment private. “I could, however, use your jerkin with the dragon scales. No one makes armor in my size and that will cover me nicely.”

	“Then take it. You and Vaughn can have everything of mine… at least what’s left.”

	I scrunch up my face. “Does that include your broken heart? Or do you plan an taking it with you?”

	“You’re a cruel little man,” he sneers.

	I chuckle. “Ore said the same thing to me on the day of your whipping. I’m not cruel, just honest. I’ll tell you what I told her, in a modified fashion. When the time comes, you need to show her your true feelings, not the shell of a man which you are now. If you’re resigned to dying, she’ll slit your throat without hesitation. But if you still love her, as I think you do, you’ll fight for her ‘til the very end. Leave no doubt in her mind where your affections lay. If there’s one thing Honora has more than anyone else, it’s compassion. She won’t forgive easily, but she will in time.”

	“Evander won’t give her the chance. If she doesn’t kill me, he certainly will. My life means nothing to him.”

	“You’ve made up your mind then.” I shake my head. “I must say I’m disappointed, Caster. I thought you were a better man than that.” Taking the empty wineskin, I return to my place near the fire, curl up, and try to get some sleep.

	 

	We pack and head out just as the sun rises. I have Vaughn ride beside Caster to keep him company while I muddle over how I can intervene on his behalf. I know Evander will be shocked to see me and won’t dare listen to a word I have to say. Honora might be a little more willing, but I’d have to get her away from her husband to speak honestly with her. That is a great task in itself.

	The hard-packed sand we’ve been traveling on for days gives way to green grasses that barely cover the horses’ hooves. Discolored rocks begin to jut out of the ground as if guiding us to the entrance. When we get closer to the wall which encircles the city, I spot two scitalis statues standing taller than Kifu itself, as if guarding and poised to strike anyone who dares goes past. Guards along the wall and manning the open portcullis nod as we approach, stepping aside to allow us entry. Once we’re through, Warin maneuvers us to the right and through another gate, which is closed behind us.

	“Dismount!” he orders his men, but he doesn’t get down himself. “Take Caster below while I escort Lord Idris and his manservant to the palace.”

	“Yes, sir,” the guard beside him responds.

	We turnabout, exit the gate, and proceed down the street on our right, which seems to cut through the center of the city. The buildings are close together, painted in pale colors. Flowers in boxes along the road stretch for the sun, thirsting for its rays. Men and women go about their day, not even batting an eye at the strange little man on the horse. I doubt many of them have seen a dwarf before, though I believe I read somewhere there’s a realm filled with them, along with giants and dwerg-reuses. The street eventually empties onto a plaza surrounding a magnificent building, which stands three stories and is enclosed by a wrought iron fence covered in flowers and vines.

	Warin dismounts to open the gate. Vaughn helps me off my horse before grabbing our bags, and we wait patiently at the door for our knock to be answered. It takes several minutes before it opens. A young man of medium height with short brown hair gestures for us to enter, then closes the door.

	“Percell, fetch Culun for me. I have news,” the Mage commander orders.

	“I’m sorry, sir, but neither he nor the king and queen have returned from Meedell.”

	Warin appears surprised. “Who’s watching the city in their absence?”

	“Dreyden. He’s in the solar. I’ll take you to him.”

	We head over to a staircase, making our way to the second floor. Before us are piles of pillows and blankets, all scattered around columns supporting the open space. I catch the scent of something sweet floating in the air. A mild perfume only a woman can produce, which makes me wonder what this area is used for. 

	The door to the solar stands wide open, but Warin has Vaughn and I wait in the hallway while he steps inside. The man he speaks with is tall like Evander, muscular, has wavy, golden hair, and piercing blue eyes. Dreyden stays seated, a glass tumbler in his hand, while Warin informs him about Caster’s arrest.

	“My brother will be delighted to hear that. Please have his friends come inside.”

	Warin waves us in, so I take a seat on a short couch by the open window across from Dreyden while Vaughn lingers behind me.

	“If you won’t be needing anything else, my lord, I shall return to the tower.”

	“Thank you, Warin.”

	The Mage commander departs without another word.

	“Evander is your brother,” I comment.

	“Macarius is, actually, but yes. Would you care for a drink, Lord Idris?”

	“I’d be delighted.”

	Dreyden calls for Percell to bring me a glass of spiced wine. After pouring, he leaves the carafe on the table between us.

	“Show Vaughn to his quarters and around the palace as I’m sure he’ll be tending to Lord Idris while they’re here.”

	“Yes, my lord.” The skittish young man signals for Vaughn to follow and they leave, closing the door behind them.

	“I’ve heard of you,” Dreyden says, refilling his glass. “Honora spoke about how kind you were to her in Reynes.”

	“She confided in you?” I inquire, surprised.

	“Not exactly. It was more during casual conversations.”

	“How long have they been gone?”

	“Well over a fortnight.”

	“We believe we might have passed them on our way to Secrene, so it surprises me they haven’t arrived yet. Of course, they could be taking their time due to Queen Honora being injured in a dragon attack.” I mention the incident to gauge his reaction.

	Dreyden has his cup raised to his lips, but doesn’t drink. Instead, he lowers it. “I’ll bet you anything my brother was involved.”

	“That seemed to be the consensus of those who witnessed the incident, though no one is sure why he would’ve orchestrated such a plot against his wife.”

	“They didn’t call my brother ‘the mad Dewin’ for nothing,” Dreyden grumbles. “Anything could have caused him to attack Honora. He’s always been jealous of her, even in their past life. Although, he likes to tell the story differently.”

	“Do you know what either the king or queen intend on doing with Caster?”

	“He almost killed her, and she’s expressed slaying him, so I would assume she still feels that way.” Dreyden sips his drink. “Did he tell you what happened?”

	“I’ve only been privileged to a few details. The main one being his attempt at taking her life.”

	“That’s probably the only one that matters. Percell saved her from dying, though she did for a moment. He’s a Dewin and used his ability to heal, along with a tiger’s eye, to rid the poison from her body inflicted by the dragon bone and mend the wounds, but they left her scarred.”

	“Why weren’t her powers able to protect her?”

	“Caster took Honora to the arena which lies along the northeast end of the city. Its stones contain horsam crystals, thereby revoking all dark creatures of their powers. He went there intentionally so she wouldn’t recover.”

	I tap my stubby fingers against the crystal-cut glass in my hand. “I can tell you it’s tearing him apart. He’s not the same man he was that night.”

	“I find that hard to believe.”

	“Would it help you to know he consumed a dragon’s eye months before? I’ve heard they can be rather potent.”

	“Only to an already unhinged mind.”

	“I’d say having a lance through his brain is responsible for that defect. Which is why he’s down to one eye.”

	Dreyden stares at me. “How did it happen?”

	“Your brother.” I drink, then refill my glass. “So, if you really think about it, Evander is to blame for what occurred. If he hadn’t attacked Caster and Lycus, sending them down into a watery grave, they wouldn’t have needed to consume a dragon’s eye to survive, and neither of them would’ve lost their way as Ore’s protectors.”

	“That’s a long way to connect the two.”

	“Yes, but I’m rather fond of Caster and detest Evander. No offense.”

	“None taken as I hate my brother as well. I just can’t let on or he’ll rip me to shreds with those powers Honora gave him all those years ago.” He lets out a sigh. “Care to get something to eat? There’s a nice tavern down the road, and an even nicer brothel across the street.”

	“I’m starved,” I say, the thought of exotic women filling my mind.

	We set down our drinks, then step into the hall where I inquire about the area with the pillows.

	“That’s an amatory. The previous owner used it to entertain her many lovers, usually at the same time. It comes in quite handy.” He smiles. “Perhaps I’ll show you while you’re here.”

	“Sounds tantalizing.”

	The sun has begun to set when we step outside, making our way down the bustling street and into a tavern flowing with drinks, hot food, and loose women. Many of them catch my eye, but Dreyden says the ones in the brothel are much better. We both fill up on meat and mead before making our way across the road where there are just too many beautiful women to select from. A few shiver at the idea of being with a dwarf, but they have no idea what they’re missing. I’m well equipped compared to men double my height. I choose two who are eager to please and we retreat up to one of the many bedchambers. As the women take their turns, I find myself enjoying Kifu and wouldn’t mind remaining here for the remainder of my life.

	 

	Over the next few days, Dreyden and I tradeoff drinking and whoring, completely forgetting Caster’s plight altogether. It seems I’ve found a kindred spirit in the man. One afternoon, as Dreyden and I are reclining in the amatory while women strip for our amusement, a group of Mages hurry into the room, filthy from their journey and nearly out of breath.

	“My lord, we have terrible news,” one utters. “The king is dead.”

	“Wh-What?” Dreyden splutters in complete shock. “Leave us,” he orders the women, then escorts the men into the library with me entering last. “How did it happen?”

	“He and the queen were placing the last set of medallions into Towenaar Gate,” one man states. “They fought, and she stepped out just as something attacked him, setting him ablaze. At first we thought it was the queen using her powers, but the horrified expression on her face told us otherwise.”

	“Who did it?” I ask, from my seat in the corner.

	The men glance nervously at each other before one of them finally responds. “Dolos.”

	“That’s not possible.” I slide off the chair and onto my feet. “He’s been dead for centuries.”

	“The queen uttered the name herself,” another guard adds.

	“Where is she now?”

	“Culun has taken her, but we don’t know to where.”

	Dreyden rubs his face. “Return to the tower. Send Warin as I’ll need to speak with him personally.”

	“Yes, my lord.”

	I wait until they’ve left before opening my mouth. “Can they be lying?”

	“Mages are trained to always speak the truth, so no.”

	Pacing nervously, I bite on my fingernails. “What happens now?”

	“We need to find Ore. She’s not safe with Culun.”

	“And he is?”

	“The leader of the Mages.”

	I stop and study Dreyden’s expression, which has me deeply troubled. “I would think the queen is with the best person to guard her.”

	“You don’t know him like I do.” He furrows his brow as he twists his fingers. “There’s a history between the two, and not a kind one. Evander should never have reinstated him upon his return to Xanthi. He knows what Culun’s mind is like when it comes to Ore. Sometimes I believe he did it just to torture the man.”

	“Have Caster search for her. He’s a Ragana and can use his powers to locate her if she’s in real danger.”

	“He’d kill Honora if he gets the chance. I’m not releasing him from his cell.”

	“But you don’t know him like I do,” I plead. “He should at least be told what’s happened.”

	“We’ll wait for Warin before I make that decision.”

	I move into the solar where I pour myself a drink. Dreyden joins me a few minutes later, grabbing a crystal-cut glass and matching carafe filled with a spiced wine, setting the latter down on the table in front of us before sitting.

	“Where do you think he took her?” I query.

	He shakes his head. “I don’t know.”

	“What will he do to her?”

	“I’d rather not think about it,” he replies, fidgeting in his chair.

	“Then tell me what their relationship was like previously. Perhaps it’ll help narrow down the search.”

	Dreyden finishes his drink, then pours another before speaking. “I’m not sure how much you know about the Mages. They’re castrated Dewins. This is to ensure loyalty and obedience to their master. Except the leaders are left unmaimed, giving them some freedoms to prevent them from turning on those who need their counsel and direction. There were only two selected by Dolos: Culun and Arrio. The latter is now dead, killed by the former not too long ago.” 

	“How did Dolos choose his men?”

	“By having a contest to the death in the arena just outside of Xanthi. Very few went for the challenge as they knew the price for losing, which is why many of them decided to become a simple Mage, or a commander like Warin. Culun and Arrio were the only ones to survive, both walking away with heavy injuries they eventually recovered from.” Dreyden takes a sip before continuing. “Being a Mage leader afforded you extra privileges. One of them being you can have any woman you so desired, regardless if they were already wed or betrothed. Arrio took to the brothels and bathhouses since having one woman was never enough for him. Culun went for the Shadows. Unfortunately, her heart lay elsewhere.”

	“Macarius.”

	Dreyden nods. “I know my brother filled Ore’s head with lies about the Mage leader to secure her to him, and thankfully that’s all she seems to recall, but the lies soon became truth.” He reaches for the carafe, topping off his glass. “At that time, the Shadows was most powerful when in her fluid form. Culun waited to strike when she was parading around as human, which she did often to please Macarius. But he wasn’t always there to protect her.”

	I stare into my glass, hoping the contents will swallow me. “I don’t think I like where this is going.”

	“Our father knew the Shadows would need a keeper when everything settled down and he wasn’t about to give the job to my brother. He saw how Culun fawned over the Shadows and selected him for the task. Even giving the Mage leader instructions on how to force her to become his, along with permission to do it.” Dreyden rests his hands in his lap, his fingers fiddling with the glass. “He raped her every chance he got, hoping it would break her from Macarius’ hold. It didn’t work.”

	“Did she ever reveal to your brother what was happening?”

	“At first. Macarius and he would fight, knives were used, blood was spilled. My brother nearly killed him once; however, another Dewin intervened and saved Culun using his ability to heal others. Of course, by this point the Shadows had already turned Macarius into a Ragana, so his wounds healed immediately. This enraged Culun and things became worse. Since my brother was a protégé of Dolos, the Dewin master would send him on quests throughout the realms to gather either followers or supplies. Macarius, being a dutiful servant, did as requested, which often left the Shadows alone and vulnerable. Culun kept her prisoner during those times, chained to a bed for days, releasing her shortly before Macarius returned.”

	“Why didn’t she fight him off?”

	“He used horsam crystals since they’re the only thing that can weaken her.”

	I shake my head in disgust. “Where was your father during this time?”

	“In the seventh realm creating his precious kingdoms.” Dreyden takes a drink before continuing. “The last time Culun had her trapped, Dolos brought to him five blue-tinted glass ornaments. She was forced into her fluid form, then split into pieces, each placed into one of the ornaments, which were then sent to five of the seven realms. This was supposed to finally break her.”

	“It sounds like Culun was using both Dermont and Dolos to get what he wanted.”

	“That’s precisely what he was doing and it backfired spectacularly.”

	I tilt my head. “How?”

	“Word began to spread about a large group of ayklos who were searching out the Shadows’ prisons, freeing her bit by bit. Dolos went to confront them in Meedell, but Culun refused to accompany him. The great Dewin master was killed there when the Shadows was restored. I’m sure with his rising, Culun now fears for his life.”

	“Meaning he’s more than likely someplace with a locked gate.”

	“One you can only open from the realm’s side, not Toorkuns.”

	“How many are there?”

	“Two: Fogoc Gate and the gate for realm nine. It’s unlikely he’s taken her to Werror since the Dewins are hiding there and he wouldn’t chance Ore’s life around them.”

	“Then they have to be in realm nine.”

	“Only there’s no way to get there since nothing can break through the illusion spell, if in fact the gate is locked.”

	I know I should tell Dreyden about the Ashurin pendant around my neck—as it’s always tucked under my shirt—and how it’ll get us past the spell, but I feel Caster needs to be told about this new development before I disclose that bit of information. Also, I don’t want to take the chance that Dreyden might resent me having the trinket, nor do I know his take on the old god.

	“You sent for me, my lord?” Warin says, standing in the doorway, a dark leather scabbard strapped to his shoulders. Percell lingers behind him.

	“Yes. I’m sure you’ve been alerted about the king’s death and how Culun has taken the queen away for her safety.”

	“Yes, my lord.”

	“Without a proper Mage leader, I’m selecting you for the position.”

	“Thank you, my lord.”

	“Choose your commander and set up patrols around the city’s exterior. I want to be alerted if Dolos should appear.”

	“Yes, sir.” Warin turns to me. “I’ve been asked to give this to you.” He removes the scabbard, setting it on a chair.

	I glance
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