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Pronunciation guide

Symbol Sound Symbol Sound

ă a in cat ĭ i in sit

ā a in cape ī i in ice

л first a in away ŏ o in got

ą a in car ō oa in goat

α a in father ő oo in too

ĕ e in get ŭ u in cup

ē e in we ū u in mute

э e as in her

 


Name Pronunciation

Rabiah rл - bī’ - л

Hadassah hл - dă’ - sл

Tahirah tл - hē’ - rл

Mame mā’ - mē

Tarja tąr’ - yл

Dacia dā’ - cēл

Ibirann ĭb’ - эr - лn

Ibirannian ĭb’ - эr - лn - nē - ăn

Niyaf nē’ - yăf

Kaawa kл’ - wл

Ice īs

Yusri ū’ - srē

Chanthou shăn’ - tő

Lagaly lл - gα’ - lē


Prologue

“Your cousin has found her mate,” the old
woman said as she stirred a pot next to the fire. The flames
flickered as the wind howled outside.

“Shall I go now?” asked a tall, slim young
woman with straight, mostly white hair that hung to her waist. She
stood as if to leave immediately into the whirling snowstorm
outside.

“No. Not yet. The coming winter will be long
and hard. Even you would have trouble surviving.”

“When then?”

“When the first flowers bloom.”

The girl paced across the small room, “I
won’t have enough time.”

Her grandmother looked at her in a manner
that told her she had spoken foolishly. “You will make it.”

“But my cousin hasn’t been trained.”

“She will learn. The Spirit will guide her.
Besides, you must stay hidden.”

“Why.”

“The evil one must not know there are three
of you. It will put her in even more danger.”

“Three? Am I to take someone with me?”

“No. The spirited one will be there when it
is time.”

“Who is she?”

“You’ll see.”

“Why can’t you just tell me?”

“Many things could happen before then. The
future is not set in stone.”

“But if there aren’t three…”

“Then the battle may be lost, but that
doesn’t mean it shouldn’t be fought. The Spirit knows what he is
doing. We must follow his guidance and have faith.”

The girl sighed and sat back down at the
table where several open scrolls lay, “Yes, Grandmother.”


Chapter 1

Rabiah woke late again. Tristan was already
gone. She still felt weak and tired. Healer Marion had said it
might take weeks for her to feel like herself again after losing so
much blood. Blood loss was harder to heal than other injuries,
Marion had explained. With other injuries such as a broken bone,
you could pull bone from other bone and mend the break well enough
that a person could walk on it. With blood, once it was lost, there
was nowhere to pull it from. The blood healer had given her a
potion to drink morning and night. It tasted of metal. It made her
stomach ache too. She was not looking forward to drinking it again.
Maybe she would just go back to sleep.

“Good morning, Your Highness.”

Too late. The former queen’s maid had seen
that her eyes were open.

“Good morning Esmerelda.” Rabiah pushed
herself into a sitting position. Esmerelda rushed to place some
pillows behind her.

“Drink your potion and this cup of water,
then I’ll serve you breakfast.”

“Esmerelda, you don’t have to serve me. I can
get up.”

“Are you sure? Healer Marion said you were to
rest as much as you can.”

“I’ll still be resting while I’m sitting at
the table.”

“But there is a lot to do today.” Esmerelda’s
voice hitched a little. “You should save your strength.”

“All right, but I have to get up for a little
anyway.”

Esmerelda understood her need and stood by in
case Rabiah needed help climbing out of the tall bed and walking to
the washroom. She did not. She was, however, disturbingly happy to
climb back into bed after the short trip. She drank the nasty
potion and ate the food that Esmerelda sat on a tray in front of
her. It was strange having a servant. Rabiah felt uncomfortable
having Esmerelda wait on her.

“Esmerelda, how long did you serve Queen
Naomi?”

“I was a gift to her from her father when she
was married.”

“A gift?”

“Yes. My parents were poor and I had many
younger brothers and sisters. They sold me to Queen Naomi’s father
when I was twelve. I was trained to be a lady’s maid. When the
Queen married I went with her.”

“So you are a slave?”

“Yes.”

“Then I shall free you.”

“Do you not like my service?”

“I think you are a wonderful maid, but no one
should be a slave. My people don’t have slaves.”

“What do you do with your captives?”

“They join the Clan that captured them or
they are traded back to their own Clans.”

“I don’t mind being a slave. I guess I’m one
of the lucky ones. I have a nice place to live, beautiful clothes,
and the work is not hard.”

“But you are not free.”

“Free to do what? Get married? Have ten
children and worry about keeping them all clothed and fed? By
selling me, my parents gave me a much better life than I would have
had anywhere else.”

“What if you were no longer a slave but still
the queen’s maid?”

“I’d probably ask for more time off,”
Esmerelda smiled.

“Tell me then, how do I free you?”

“You just have to have a blacksmith remove my
bracelets.” Esmerelda held up her wrists to show copper bands
encircling each one. There were symbols etched along the bands.

“What do they say?” Rabiah asked.

“They say I am the property of the royal
family of Arles.”

“Let’s go find a blacksmith then,” Rabiah
said, putting the now-empty tray to the side and throwing back her
covers. “There’s one here at the castle isn’t there?”

Esmerelda shook her head and stepped forward
to help Rabiah in case she needed it. “It can wait another day. We
need to get you ready. Would you like a bath first?”

Rabiah had just had a bath two days ago and
she’d been in bed since, but she still caught a whiff of fish
occasionally when she turned her head. Also, she really liked warm
baths.

“Yes, please,” she said.

 


An hour later, Rabiah joined Tristan where he
awaited her at the family entrance to the Great Hall. As had been
happening lately, her stomach gave a little lurch when she saw him.
He looked so handsome: tall and slim with wavy, light brown hair
and gray-blue eyes, a determined jaw and beautiful lips. He gave
her a little smile, but she could tell the events to come were
weighing on him. She squeezed his hand.

‘How are you feeling?’ he sent.

‘Stronger,’ she replied.

‘Good. Let’s get this over with.’

They entered the Great Hall hand-in-hand. The
room was packed with a mix of nobles, merchants, soldiers, and
servants. The bodies of Tristan’s parents were lying head-to-head
on rectangular platforms in the center of the dais at the head of
the room. Their crowns sat beside them. Tristan led Rabiah to stand
behind the bodies. At Tristan’s nod, six soldiers surrounded each
body and reverently lifted the platforms. Owen, Tristan’s cousin,
best friend, advisor, and sometimes body-guard, was one of the
King’s bearers. The low rumble of voices ceased. A path
materialized between the dais and the front entrance to the Great
Hall as the pall bearers carried first Tristan’s father, then his
mother down the dais steps. Tristan and Rabiah followed. Tristan’s
eyes were dry but he held tightly onto Rabiah’s hand. Rabiah heard
several people sobbing in the crowd. She was having trouble keeping
her own eyes dry.

The soldiers placed the bodies on a low cart
that was painted a shiny black. They arranged themselves evenly
down each side and behind the cart. Tristan led Rabiah to the a
carriage waiting behind the cart.

“Are you riding?” Rabiah turned to ask
Tristan.

“No.”

“Then I won’t either. I will stay with
you.”

Tristan squeezed her hand. “I knew you would
say that. The walk is too long and it is too cold. Uncle will walk
with me. I’ll feel better knowing you are warm and resting in
here.”

She nodded. He helped her inside. Esmerelda
and Marion were waiting for her.

“Sit here,” the healer said, patting the
cushioned seat beside her. As soon as Rabiah had obeyed, the healer
threw a blanket over Rabiah’s lap and tucked it in.

Rabiah glared at her, “I’m not an
invalid.”

“You pretty much are,” the healer said, “at
least for a few more days.”

As the carriage followed the slow procession,
Rabiah had to admit she was thankful for the blanket. She seemed
much more sensitive to the cold than she usually was.

After about a half-hour, the slow procession
stopped in front of a small but grand-looking building of white
stone. It stood in prominence on a small hill above the other small
buildings around it. Tristan helped Rabiah and the other women down
and the carriage drove away. The soldiers placed the bodies before
the entrance and waited for all the people to arrive. Rabiah
noticed several men in long black robes standing in a row in front
of the tomb.

‘Who are they?’ Rabiah asked
Tristan.

‘Priests of the Bull.’

‘Your parents worshipped the
Bull?’

‘My mother did. The priests insisted on
honoring her by performing the burial ceremony.’

One of the priests wore a larger black stone
around his neck than the rest. It reminded Rabiah of the black
walls of the temple. She shivered.

It seemed to take an extraordinary long time
for all those attending to complete their trek up the hill to the
burial grounds. Rabiah was dressed warmly in her new cape with a
hood and two wool tunics, but she soon began to shiver. Tristan
noticed and put his arm around her so that she was under his cloak
too. Esmerelda stepped closer on the other side. A few snowflakes
began to fall. Finally, the black-robed priest with the large stone
stepped forward.

He began, “We are here today to celebrate the
lives of King Stephen and his Queen, Naomi.” His toneless voice
droned on and on. Rabiah’s mind wandered and she almost fell asleep
on her feet. It was good Tristan was there to lean on. After the
priest’s long speech was finally over, several people stepped
forward to talk about the lives of the King and Queen. Even
Esmerelda took a turn praising her former mistress. Rabiah was
surprised Esmerelda was allowed to speak since she was a slave, but
she had been with Queen Naomi a long time. As she listened, Rabiah
began to see the Queen, who had not seemed to like her much, in a
new light. Tristan’s mother had also come from a distant country
and had to leave her family behind. She had worked to make sure all
the children in the city, whether orphans or just poor, had a place
to sleep and food to eat. Perhaps that was where Tristan had
acquired his caring nature.

After everyone had finished talking,
Tristan’s uncle walked to his dead brother’s side and said
something Rabiah couldn’t decipher over the body. He then picked up
the crown by his brother’s head and carried it to Tristan. Tristan
knelt.

The General’s eyes were moist as he raised
the crown in the air. “I, General Ormond, brother of King Stephen
of Arles do hereby crown you Tristan, son of King Stephen and Queen
Naomi, King of Arles.”

His hands trembled as he lowered the crown
onto Tristan’s head. Tristan did not immediately stand. He bowed
his head for a few moments, then rubbed his hands over his face
before standing. The General and his nephew shared a long hug.
After they parted, the head priest stepped away from the wall of
the mausoleum, removed the crown near Queen Naomi’s head, and
carried it to Tristan. Tristan turned with a sad face to Rabiah,
the crown held out in front of him.

“Rabiah, daughter of Chief Qadir of the Eagle
Clan and my beloved wife, I crown you Queen of Arles.”

He raised the crown above her head. The ring
around Rabiah’s neck pulsed with heat.

‘Tristan, wait!’ Rabiah held up her
hand to stop him. An odd, disconnected feeling washed over her. The
world telescoped to a single point then everything went dark. She
crumpled.

Tristan saw Rabiah’s face go pale but he did
not have time to catch her. Marion managed to grab her and lowered
her to the ground slowly. Panicked, Tristan was so focused on
Rabiah he paid no attention to where he laid the royal crown as he
dropped down beside her.

“She’s alive. She just fainted,” Marion said
matter-of-factly. “Too long on her feet. Signal for the carriage
and finish the ceremony. Esmerelda and I will care for her,” Marion
said.

“Are you sure she’s all right?” Tristan
asked.

Marion pulled a little bottle from her
ever-present satchel. “I never go to a funeral without it,” she
said as she opened the little bottle and waved it under Rabiah’s
nose.

Tristan could smell the pungent odor from
where he knelt. Rabiah got a good whiff, made a face, and turned
her head to get away from the smell. She opened her eyes and
blinked a few times.

“Are you all right?” Tristan asked, holding
her cold hand.

“What happened?” Rabiah asked.

“You fainted,” Marion said.

Rabiah frowned. “My ring got warm and I don’t
remember anything else.”

“You didn’t miss anything,” Marion said.

“Your hands are like ice,” Tristan said in
concern. He closed his eyes and concentrated on sending her some of
his own energy. He’d been practicing sending Rabiah energy some way
other than kissing, although that was by far the most enjoyable
way.

“Enough of that,” Marion said after a few
seconds. “You are going to need some for the rest of the day. I’ll
take care of her. Go. Do what you need to do so we can get out of
the cold.”

Tristan nodded and squeezed Rabiah’s hand
once more before standing. The people were muttering and moving
about trying to see what had happened. Tristan put his hands out to
calm them.

“The Queen is all right. She is still
recovering from the events two nights past and has been too long on
her feet. We will now lay King Stephen and Queen Naomi in their
final resting places.”

A few people looked relieved but others
frowned and muttered. Tristan ignored them and signaled to the
soldiers to carry the bodies into the tomb. The General and Tristan
followed them. Rabiah remained sitting on the steps with Esmerelda
propping her up from behind.

“He forgot to signal for the carriage,”
Marion said.

“No. I have already done it,” Esmerelda
replied.

Tristan and his uncle emerged from the tomb
after a few minutes and posted themselves with some of the pall
bearers next to the entrance to shake hands and receive
condolences. The nobles had to pass Rabiah to enter the tomb. Many
glanced curiously at her, then quickly looked away as if hoping not
to get caught. She thought a few frowned at her but she wasn’t
sure.

“What happens next?” Rabiah asked.

“After all the nobles pay their respects,
everyone else will be invited to enter. The soldiers will remain at
their posts until everyone is done, then they will seal the coffins
with stone lids and depart,” Marion explained.

“I want to pay my last respects,” Rabiah
said.

Marion nodded, “As do I and Esmerelda, I’m
sure. Here.” she placed her hands on Rabiah’s shoulders. Rabiah
felt energy stream into her body and immediately felt stronger.
“That should get you to the carriage at least.”

“Thank you.”

The women helped Rabiah up. The nobles in
line made space for them to squeeze in right next to where Tristan
stood.

Tristan took her hands.

“You feel warmer.”

“Marion helped me.”

Rabiah leaned her cheek against Tristan’s
shoulder for a second.

‘I love you,’ she sent, simply.

He kissed her on the top of the head, ‘I
love you too.’

He released her hands and she took a step to
greet Tristan’s uncle.

“General, I’m sorry you lost your brother. I
liked him very much.”

“Call me Uncle, Rabiah. Thank you for saving
his son.”

The General’s eyes were shiny with tears. On
impulse, Rabiah did something she never imagined she’d do. She
hugged him and he, surprisingly, hugged her back. Some of his tears
fell on her shoulder. She imagined some of her inner light swirling
around his depressed soul. Was this what Tristan felt when he was
with her? No wonder the boy was so attached, the General thought as
the love and caring she shared almost overwhelmed his fragile
control. She was a witch, he thought, but after witnessing her
selfless defense of Tristan against the demon, he didn’t care what
she was. He raised his head and planted a kiss somewhere near her
ear, “Thank you, little Queen,” he whispered, then let her go.

Esmerelda and Marion each held tightly onto
one of Rabiah’s arms as they descended into the Mausoleum. It
seemed even chillier inside than out. Torches flickered in the
built-in sconces around the room. Six soldiers stood at attention
around the bodies. They had left room for people to stop at the
foot of each body to say goodbye. Owen stood stony-faced on the
right side of the King. Rabiah said a prayer over each of the
bodies, a tear sliding down her nose and onto the kind King’s foot.
She nodded to Owen as she passed. He did not respond. Rabiah and
Marion waited for Esmerelda to make a tearful final goodbye before
they all climbed slowly up the steps again.

The carriage was waiting when they emerged.
The driver helped the women up the high step, then quickly returned
to his seat to get the carriage out of the way. Rabiah sat down and
leaned on Marion’s shoulder. She fell asleep almost as soon as she
closed her eyes. The trip was much faster on the way back. Marion
woke her as soon as they stopped and insisted she lay on a
stretcher to be carried back up the stairs to her room. There,
Marion tucked her into bed and had the servants build a huge fire
in the fireplace. She also made her drink a large mug of hot water
flavored with some herbs and then set a platter full of rich foods
in front of her.

“I can’t eat all this,” Rabiah protested.

“Just do your best. There will be no more
fainting.”

“Yes, Marion.” Rabiah bowed her head in
acquiescence. It was nice to have a friend who cared so much.

Rabiah ate as much as she could, then fell
asleep stuffed and finally warm.

 


It was starting to snow in earnest now.
Although he had gloves on, Tristan’s hands were freezing. He tried
to focus on each person that stopped to say something but the image
of Rabiah crumpling before him kept playing through his mind. The
last of the nobles passed by. Most of the locals and non-nobles had
viewed the bodies as they lay in state the previous day. It was so
cold that many of them had left after the funeral ceremony was
finished. Tristan and his uncle went down into the mausoleum one
more time to watch as the soldiers put the stone lids on the
caskets. As his parents’ faces disappeared under the stones, the
finality of their deaths hit him. Tristan stood silently as the
soldiers passed, avoiding eye contact with Owen. His uncle turned
to go as well, indicating the exit with his arm. Tristan shook his
head. His uncle patted him on the shoulder and left, leaving
Tristan alone. Tristan waited until his uncle was completely up the
stairs before throwing himself across his father’s coffin. Memories
of riding on his father’s foot and the first time his father had
showed him how to shoot an arrow flooded his mind. A few tears fell
on the cold stone. Wiping his cheek, Tristan moved over to his
mother’s coffin. He laid across the top of her stone to give her a
last hug goodbye. She had been a good mother. He couldn’t remember
specific things, but perhaps that was because she was always there.
The one thing he did remember clearly was viewing a pink, crumpled
looking thing wrapped tightly in a small blanket. His mother, pale
and with her hair uncharacteristically messed, had held the pink
thing proudly so he could see. The pink thing had opened its mouth
and a loud wail had come out. Tristan had been shooed out of the
room by his nanny. That had been a baby brother he knew now. He
didn’t remember much about him. His brother had been found dead in
his crib just a week later.

“Goodbye Mother, Goodbye Father. Until we
meet again.” He patted his mother’s coffin and departed, leaving
the torches lit behind him.

His uncle was waiting with the carriage just
outside the mausoleum. Tristan climbed in. He leaned back on the
seat and closed his eyes. He missed his parents. He was lucky he
still had Rabiah. He followed the link to his wife. Her light shone
brightly.

‘Rabiah?’

She didn’t answer. She must be sleeping.
Healer Marion wasn’t there to stop him now. He sent some of his
energy along their link. Instead of being absorbed as he’d thought
it would be, it spiraled up and down around her light. A stream of
light from her joined his, then flowed back to him. He felt a surge
of peace and love as her light reached his body.

‘Hello Tristan.’

‘Did I wake you?’

‘Yes. It was a very nice way to wake up
though.’

‘How are you?’

‘Much better. Marion made me eat enough
for a horse and had a huge fire built in the fireplace. It’s very
warm in here if you are cold.’

‘I am. We are in the carriage coming back.
Everyone will be waiting to eat so I probably won’t make it up
there for a while.’

‘Here, then.’ Tristan felt warmth
seeping into him. His numb fingers began to tingle.

‘Not too much Rabiah. I don’t want you to
get cold again.’

‘I was too warm anyway.’

‘Send me a little more to warm Uncle’s
hands then. Wait so I can grab them.’

The General had been watching Tristan’s face.
Based on the smile and the almost glow, he surmised Tristan was
talking to Rabiah. He teased Tristan about it, but really, it was a
beautiful thing to see two people so connected. Tristan opened his
eyes and caught him looking.

“Uncle, take off your gloves,” Tristan
demanded, sounding excited. “I want to try something.” Tristan had
already pulled off his own gloves.

“Why? They are frozen as it is.”

“I know. Take them off and let me hold
them.”

“Tristan…”

Tristan would not be deterred. He lurched
forward, grabbed his uncle’s hands, and ripped off the gloves. His
uncle’s hands were ice-cold.

‘All right Rabiah. Just enough to warm his
hands. I’m holding them in mine.’

Rabiah sent heat. She’d never tried to focus
it before, but she concentrated on just Tristan’s hands.

‘That’s enough Rabiah. I don’t want to
burn him.’

Tristan’s warm hands got even hotter. The
General finally had to pull his away.

“Was that you or Rabiah?”

“Rabiah.”

“She’s feeling better then?”

“Yes, Marion has her roasting in bed.”

“It’s too bad she fainted right before you
officially crowned her. I imagine there will be some who see that
as a bad omen.”

‘Tristan, did it work?’

“Just a minute, Uncle.”

General Ormond watched Tristan’s face and
waited impatiently for him to finish his conversation with Rabiah.
He supposed he’d have to excuse Rabiah for rudely interrupting
since she couldn’t know Tristan had been in another
conversation.

‘Yes. It worked very well. Go back to
sleep. We are almost at the castle. I’ll come up when I can get
away.’

‘Should I come down?’

‘Not right away. Rest a while
longer.’

‘All right.’

“Sorry Uncle. Rabiah wanted to know if your
hands were warm.”

“As I was saying, bad omen?”

“I guess I’ll just have to do it tonight.
I’ll make sure she’s sitting this time and I’ll use Mother’s other
crown, the one Father had made for her. It’s much lighter. Mother
always said the other one gave her a headache.”

“What did you do with the other crown after
Rabiah fell?”

“I don’t know. I forgot all about it. I think
I set it down beside her. Do you know where it went?”

“No.”

“Perhaps one of the soldiers or the priests
picked it up.”

“Let’s hope so.”

The carriage stopped right in front of the
castle entrance. Tristan stepped down ahead of his Uncle. Together
they walked inside the entrance, through the screening room and
into the Great Hall. Somehow an extra table had been squeezed into
the lower part of the room and the one on the dais had been
returned to its normal place and made longer. Nobles, servants,
soldiers, and everyone else associated with the castle were there
to celebrate the lives of Tristan’s parents. The former King and
Queen’s seats were left empty. Tristan sat where he always had, to
the right of his father’s chair. His uncle sat next to the Queen’s
chair. Tristan stood again. Everyone became quiet.

“Thank you all for coming. I know my parents
would have been touched. I also know my father hated long speeches,
so in his honor, let’s begin our feast.”

The cook had outdone herself again. She’d
made every one of Tristan’s favorites. Tristan couldn’t enjoy any
of it. The food lacked all taste. He was finished well before
anyone else. Taking off the crown, he set it on the table as a
placeholder to signify that he would be back. Then he stood and
quietly slipped out the family entrance at the back of the dais.
Finally free from watching eyes, Tristan ran up the stairs to his
rooms. Rabiah was asleep in their large bed. Esmerelda was sitting
near the window sewing.

“How is she?” Tristan asked Esmerelda.

“Just fine Your Highness. As soon as she got
warm and ate a little food the color came back to her cheeks. Take
a look.”

Tristan walked over to the side of the bed
where Rabiah lay with her hands tucked under the pillow beneath her
cheek. She still looked pale around her eyes but her cheeks were
nice and rosy, probably because it was so warm in the room. He
turned to Esmerelda. “Do you know where my Mother kept her other
crown, the one my Father had made for her?”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“Could you bring it here please?
Quickly?”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Tristan turned back to Rabiah. “Time to wake
up my Princess.” He kissed her brow. She didn’t stir. He kissed her
nose. She gave a little smile.

“So you’re going to play that game are
you?”

He kissed her lips. The energy flowed freely
from him as she began to respond. He felt himself getting weaker.
Her eyes sprang open. They were a beautiful bright green. The
energy flowed back into him as they returned to their normal
silver-blue. He pulled away, smiling at her drowsy look.

“Hello my love.”

“Hello my husband.”

“Are you ready to be crowned Queen?”

“You’re going to try again?”

“I can’t let people leave thinking that there
was some supernatural reason you were not crowned. If we do it now,
they will hopefully dismiss what happened earlier as a consequence
of your injury.”

“I don’t think it was due to my injury. Not
completely.”

“What do you mean?”

“When you put the crown near my head my ring
heated. I don’t know if I fainted on my own or the ring made me
faint to protect me.”

“Was it the crown or something else?”

“I don’t know.”

Esmerelda returned with an ornate wooden box.
She held it as Tristan opened the lid. The inside of the box was
lined with a soft red fabric and held a sturdy yet delicate gold
crown decorated with several different precious stones. Tristan
reverently lifted the crown with both hands and turned to
Rabiah.

“Let’s try it now and see what happens. Can
you sit up?”

Rabiah did so, unaided by either of them.

“Rabiah of the Clan, I hearby crown you Queen
of Arles.”

Tristan held the crown over Rabiah’s head and
began to lower it slowly. Rabiah’s ring started to heat.

“Wait. It’s happening again.”

“Do you feel faint?”

“No, the ring is heating.”

“I don’t understand.” Tristan shook his head,
disappointed. “How can it be any more dangerous for you to be Queen
than whatever danger you are in now?”

“You think I am in danger?”

“You never know when you are royalty.”

“Perhaps it’s something on the crown,” Rabiah
suggested. “Hold it close to the ring and turn it and I’ll see if
it heats.”

Tristan did as she asked. He had only turned
the crown a quarter of a turn when the ring not only heated but
jumped. A small black stone seemed to be the cause. As soon as she
realized it was there, Rabiah identified the icky feeling she’d had
since the crown came close as the same one she got when she was
near the temple of the bull.

“Esmerelda, has this stone always been in the
crown?”

“No. It was a gift from the temple priests.
They said it would protect Queen Naomi from losing any more
children. She never conceived again after we lost your brother so I
don’t know if it works.”

“Did they give her one for the other crown
too?” Tristan asked.

“The other crown doesn’t have any
stones.”

“Do you know where it went?”

Esmerelda gave him a look that clearly said
he should take better care of precious things that belonged to the
kingdom but verbally said only, “Yes. After you sat it down, one of
the guards picked it up. He sent it back with the carriage. I put
it in your mother’s room.”

“Can you bring it here please?”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Esmerelda left to go back down the stairs.
Tristan inspected the crown. “If I had something small and sharp I
could probably pry the stone out.”

“Is there something in Esmerelda’s sewing
basket you could use?” Rabiah asked.

Tristan went to look and came back with a
small pair of scissors. He poked at the stone from the back. It
popped out and skittered across the floor.

“Now let’s try it.”

He held the crown over her head. “I crown
you, Rabiah of the Clan, Queen of Arles.”

He slowly lowered the crown. The ring stayed
cool. He set the crown firmly on Rabiah’s head. She did not faint.
Tristan let out the breath he had been holding.

“How do you feel?”

“Fine Tristan. Putting a crown on my head is
not going to make me faint.”

“So you say.”

Rabiah took the crown off and looked at
it.

“You can tell there’s a stone missing.”

“I’ll get a new one for it.”

“Will a stone from one of my Mother’s
earrings fit?”

Tristan retrieved the box he’d given Rabiah
to store them in. The stone did fit, almost perfectly. They just
had to pinch the metal in a little at the sides.

Esmerelda came in carrying a second box
containing the heavier crown. Tristan took it from her.

“Thank you, Esmerelda. How fast can you have
Rabiah ready to go downstairs? I’m sure our guests are wondering
where I am. Of course, they can’t leave until the crown does so
they will still be there no matter how long it takes.”

“I’ll just need a few minutes.”

“You get her ready. I’ll go put this
somewhere safe.” He went into the dressing room and stashed the
crown far behind everything so they could inspect it later.
Belatedly, he remembered the stone still on the floor in the
bedroom. He was loathe to touch it since the ring had indicated it
was dangerous. He decided it could wait until later. He waited in
the sitting room until Esmerelda opened the door to the bedroom
again. Rabiah emerged fully dressed with the whip-belt he had
bought her around her waist.

Esmerelda held out the lighter crown now back
in its box. “Is this the one you will use?”

“Yes. I think we figured out the
problem.”

“You removed the stone?” she asked,
inspecting it.

“Yes.”

“It is strange that the stone would be the
problem. Many people wear them.”

“I’ll look into it more later. We’ve got to
hurry now.” To Rabiah he asked, “Are you able to make it down the
stairs?”

“Yes. I feel much better than I did
earlier.”

“Are you sure? I could carry you.” He was
only half teasing.

“The last time you tried to carry me you fell
on your rear. I think I’ll walk.”

Tristan chuckled at the memory then turned to
Esmerelda, “Follow behind us with the crown please,” Tristan
said.

“Yes, Your Highness.”

They made it down the stairs without
incident. Based on the loud rumble of voices coming from the Great
Hall, people were finished eating and were wondering where he was.
The talk hushed as people noticed Tristan and Rabiah had entered
the room. Tristan left Rabiah standing near the end of the table
while he retrieved his crown from the table and asked a servant to
bring a chair. With the crown back on his head, and the servant
following them, he led Rabiah to the center of the dais in front of
the main table. The servant placed the chair so that it faced the
rest of the Great Hall. Tristan bade Rabiah to sit. He could tell
she was finding his caution amusing. The raw grief he felt at his
parents’ death and the guilt he still felt for stabbing the woman
before him warred with the joy he felt at her smile. It was hard to
keep from smiling broadly back at her.

With her safely seated, he turned to address
his people now waiting silently to see what he planned to do.

“Citizens of Arles, you see before you my
wife, Rabiah, daughter of the Chieftain of the Eagle Clan. Three
nights passed, she and Sir Owen not only saved the castle and
Auroria from a powerful demon, but she also saved me for the fourth
time. In the process she was stabbed and lost almost all the blood
in her body. She stopped breathing. I prayed and many of you prayed
to the Great Spirit for a miracle. The miracle was granted. Her
wounds were healed and she came back to me, to us. She is, however,
still recovering from the loss of all that blood. She stood too
long in the cold this morning and that is why she does not yet wear
the crown. I will now remedy that.”

Tristan turned and signaled to Esmerelda. She
came forward and held the box for him just as she had upstairs.
Just to be doubly sure, Tristan turned the crown as he lifted it
and looked to verify that no black stones were there. Rabiah’s blue
stone seemed to wink at him when he spied it. He turned and lifted
it over Rabiah’s head.

“Rabiah, daughter of Chief Qadir of the Eagle
Clan, and my beloved wife, I now crown you Queen of Arles.”

He slowly lowered the crown, holding his
breath.

‘Anything?’

‘No, just put it on my head!’

He did, a little hard. She glared at him and
he almost laughed.

“My people, your Queen.” Tristan stepped
back.

Rabiah had not expected such loud applause.
It wasn’t from the visiting nobles. They only clapped politely a
few times. It was from the soldiers and the servants and the other
people of the castle who had felt the effects of the purple fog the
demon had spread. She stood slowly, a shy smile on her face. The
young soldiers she had beaten soundly just the week before clapped
even harder. Tristan took her hand. She turned her head to look at
him. He looked so proud but sad at the same time. She turned
completely to him and took his other hand. He put his forehead
against hers. Their crowns clanked but no one heard.

‘I miss them,’ he sent.

‘I know.’

The applause began to taper off. Tristan led
Rabiah back around the table. The servant retrieved the chair.
Tristan had Rabiah sit down in his place and told her to eat, then
signaled the waiting servants to bring out the mead. In celebration
of the former King and Queen, everyone enjoyed a drink in their
memory. Marion came by before Rabiah had taken more than three sips
and took the cup from her hand.

“Your blood is thin enough already, Your
Highness.”

It was snowing heavily outside. No one was in
a hurry to leave. As the drinks flowed, people began to get up and
visit other tables. Tristan stayed in his seat near Rabiah. Several
soldiers, including the Master at Arms, Roland, came up to visit.
Roland began to tell stories about Tristan’s father as a young man.
Tristan’s uncle and Owen joined them. Owen sat right across the
table from Rabiah. He listened for a few minutes to the men, then
turned to her.

“How are you feeling?”

“Much better than I was a few days ago. How
are you?”

“Still a bit sore from climbing that
rope.”

“Did you tell Tristan how we got into the
castle?”

“Yes and he nearly had me flogged. He’s a
protective old bat.”

“He knows about…,” she couldn’t bring herself
to say it. Instead she gave a quick glance toward her belly.

“I know. I think that’s part of the reason he
was so mad. I hear you gave him quite a scare today. I never
thought you’d be one to faint.”

She would have told him about the ring, but
an older Lord she didn’t know was leaning in to listen. She
shrugged and switched the subject. “What happened to Lydia?”

“She’s confined to her rooms. We are still
investigating. We’ve found a few things. We can discuss it tomorrow
if you are interested.”

“Please. My body might be tired but my mind
is not.”

“Queen Naomi never interfered with an
investigation,” the old man next to them interrupted.

‘Who is he?’ Rabiah sent to Owen. She
had discovered during the demon attack that she could link to
people other than Tristan, although Owen, at least, could not talk
back.

Owen looked startled, but quickly
recovered.

“Queen Rabiah, this is Lord Wardley. Lord
Wardley, Queen Rabiah.”

“Your Highness,” the man said somewhat
flowerly and rather tipsily. He searched for her hand but she had
it in her lap. He decided to bow, nearly banging his head on the
table.

“Lord Wardley was one of King Stephen’s
Advisors.”

“Yes, I was. I’m looking forward to working
with King Tristan as well. This will be my third king you
know.”

“No, I didn’t.”

Lord Wardley continued on. “Since I have been
here so long, I thought I’d offer my services to you as well,
seeing as you are new to governance and the ruling class, in
general”

“That’s very nice of you,” was all Rabiah
could think to say.

“Now, the Queen’s role in Arles is …”

“Father, there you are.” A middle-aged woman
put her hand on the shoulder of the old man.

Lord Wardley patted the hand on his shoulder.
“Your Highness, this is my daughter, Lady Arabella.”

“It is nice to meet you,” Rabiah said
politely.

“The pleasure is mine, Your Highness,” the
Lady said. “I was hoping I’d get a chance to speak to you so I
could thank you for saving the castle and the people in it from the
demon. My daughter and my son-in-law were both under the spell of
the gas. How did you get past it?” The lady took a seat next to her
father.

Rabiah glanced at Owen. He gave a little nod,
so Rabiah began the tale. “First we tried staying above the gas by
leaping between the roofs of the houses until we got to the castle
wall, but the demon found out. Thankfully, Sir Owen thought of
another way in.”

“You were leaping between roofs?” the old man
asked, aghast.

“Indeed, the Queen is like a squirrel,” Owen
spoke up. He sent a sly wink to Rabiah.

“How did you finally get in?” Lady Arabella
asked.

“That must be kept secret lest our enemies
discover it. It was not easy, but we finally got into the castle
without being seen,” Owen explained. “However, we were on the
opposite side of the castle from the demon and we were afraid we’d
get caught.”

“Luckily, the rope the King and I slid down
to escape the gas was still in place,” Rabiah said.

“You slid down a rope?” Lord Wardley said
weakly. Rabiah nodded.

Owen continued, “So we climbed it, from the
first floor on one side of the courtyard to the second floor on the
other. Queen Rabiah went first,” he made sure to point out to the
lord.

“When we got there, we realized the demon was
on the floor above us,” Rabiah said.

“So Queen Rabiah climbed up the chimney and
down to the window to see what was going on,” Owen continued.

The old man opened his mouth but nothing came
out.

“My son-in-law was there. He said a girl all
in black freed him and told him to smear a fishy-smelling rag on
everyone,” Lady Arabella said.

“That was me. I asked him to do that in case
we didn’t succeed,” Rabiah confirmed.

“But you did.”

“No, we didn’t, not completely. Sir Owen
tried to trap the demon in a bottle by saying its name but it
didn’t work.”

“Queen Rabiah thought the demon had attacked
me so she charged through the window to help me,” Owen cut in.

“But Owen wasn’t there. He had stepped back
into the hallway,” Rabiah continued.

“I tried to get back in but there were too
many people flying out the door,” Owen said. “You see, the demon
had at least ten people in there with him under his control. He set
them against the Queen.”

“And I pushed them out the door because I
knew Sir Owen had smeared fish oil around the door frame. The fish
oil broke the demon’s control.”

“You didn’t tell me about that part,” Tristan
said sternly to Owen. He and the other soldiers were listening to
the story now.

“I didn’t think it was worth mentioning,”
Owen shrugged, giving Rabiah a knowing look.

“You should have seen Sir Owen when he
finally came into the room. Tunic-less, with muscles gleaming from
all the fish oil,” Rabiah said with a grin.

Lady Arabella glanced at Owen appreciatively.
The soldiers hooted. Tristan frowned at Rabiah. She winked at
him.

“So what happened next?” Lord Wardley
asked.

“The room was filling with purple gas. We
were both covered in fish oil so we were protected but we couldn’t
see anything. Sir Owen poured some oil around us and we saw the
demon, or at least we saw the man the demon was in, down on his
hands and knees, reaching for us.”

“What did you do?”

“Queen Rabiah found a belt and tied him up,
then we covered the man in fish oil to keep him from releasing any
more gas.”

“So he’s still in the castle?” Lord Wardley
asked.

“No,” Owen answered. “We thought it would be
safer to house him elsewhere. He is under constant guard and
surrounded by fish oil.”

“But how did you get injured?” Lady Arabella
asked Rabiah.

“There was a second demon,” Owen said. “He
possessed the King on a signal from the first demon. The Queen
found out and ran to save him.”

“But what could you do?” Lord Wardley
asked.

“I guessed the demon’s name and exiled him,”
Rabiah said.

“But right before he left me, he forced me to
stab her. The blade pierced her heart.” Tristan entered the story,
his voice breaking on the last word. He reached for Rabiah’s
hand.

Lady Arabella put her hand to her mouth, then
asked, “And your god healed you?”

“Yes.”

“Who is your god?”

“He is the Great Spirit. He made everything
and is everywhere and loves his creations. We are his
children.”

“Do you have a temple and prayer days?” the
Lady asked.

The other listeners started to go back to
their own discussions.

“The world is his temple and we pray all the
time; before we eat, when we wake, and before we sleep.”

“Does he heal everyone?”

“No. I think there’s something I must do yet
before I die. That’s why I was sent back.”

“Sent back?”

“Yes. I went somewhere. I could still see
everyone below, but my mother was there. She died when I was very
young.”

“Does your god have talismans?”

“Talismans?”

Lady Arabella pulled a necklace from beneath
her neckline. It consisted of a black stone wrapped neatly in wire
and attached to a chain. Rabiah was too far away to tell if it had
the same effect on her as the stone in the crown, but it looked
like the same stone. “This is a piece of the stone which makes up
our temple. It is said that if you die with this stone on, your
soul will join the other worshipers of the Bull in his paradise. It
also provides protection and if you are worthy, you are given a
miracle. The Bull god could have healed you too.”

“So all the followers wear one?”

“Oh no, only the True Believers who have
offered the appropriate sacrifice.”

“What is an appropriate sacrifice?” Rabiah
asked, curiously.

“Either a large sum of money or a child.”

“A child!”

“Yes, but it doesn’t have to be your own. It
can be an orphan or a slave child.”

“What becomes of them?”

“The boys are trained to become priests.”

“Do they get a lot of children as
sacrifices?”

“A few each week.”

“They must have a lot of priests.”

“Not really. They send many of them away to
build new temples and some of the boys just aren’t meant to be
priests.”

“What happens to them?”

“They are given an education and sold as
indentured servants to pay for their training.”

Lord Wardley cut in, “It’s a good system. The
children are kept off the streets, taught the proper way to live,
and given a means to support themselves.”

“What about female children?” Rabiah
asked

“They are trained and sold as indentured
servants as well.”

The evening wore on. Many people came up to
speak to Tristan and they all drank to his health. Tristan became
quite inebriated. He would occasionally touch Rabiah’s arm or leg
even while looking and speaking with someone else as if to make
sure she was still there. Owen was still sitting across from her.
She noticed he wasn’t drinking like everyone else.

“Why aren’t you enjoying the mead?” she
said.

“I thought someone should stay sober.” He
nodded to the people around him. Half of them had already fallen
out of their chairs. Tristan was still upright but he looked very
bleary eyed.

“Could you help me get him up to our rooms?”
she asked Owen.

“Gladly.”

Owen waded around the table through the other
people and half-lifted, half-pulled Tristan to a standing position.
He had to put Tristan’s arm around his shoulder to keep him
upright. Rabiah slipped under Tristan’s other arm.

“Rabiah, I love you.” Tristan planted a wet
kiss on her temple just under her crown.

“Don’t forget Owen,” she said
mischievously.

“I love you too, Owen.” Owen got a wet kiss
on his cheek.

“Thanks Rabiah,” Owen said grumpily, wiping
his cheek on his shoulder.

“My Lady, let me help him,” Esmerelda said at
Rabiah’s elbow, clearly concerned for Rabiah’s strength.

“I’m fine Esmerelda. I’ll let you help him on
the stairs.”

They had only gone a few steps when Captain
Bernard, who had traveled with Tristan and Rabiah from the
Clanlands, approached.

“Allow me, Your Highness.”

Rabiah stepped aside, not to slight
Esmerelda, but because she understood the Captain would see it as
an honor to be able to help his king.

The men helped Tristan up the stairs and into
the washroom to relieve himself, then lay him into the bed with his
crown and boots removed.

“Thank you Owen. You’ll see to the General?”
Rabiah asked.

“As soon as I get back downstairs.”

Captain Bernard had already stepped out of
the room. Rabiah took the opportunity to say, “I was sorry to hear
about Lydia.”

“It’s all right. It was a spur-of-the-moment
thing. It gave her something to think about while I was gone. I
would have been shocked if she had said yes.”

Rabiah raised her eyebrow at him.

“Pleasantly shocked,” he amended.

“You’re a good man. A little moody, but the
right woman wouldn’t mind.”

“Me, moody?” Owen threw his hands up in mock
disgust and left.

Esmerelda stepped forward, “Would you like me
to help you prepare for bed, Your Highness?”

“I can do it. I really am feeling much
better. Do you have the box for the crown?”

“It’s here.”

Rabiah reverently took the off crown and set
it in the box. Her mother’s blue stone seemed to shine and twinkle
more brightly than all the other stones.

“Esmerelda, are you a follower of the bull
god?”

“I respect Buchis, but I am just a slave. I
have no money or children to give so I cannot become a full
member.”

“Would you if you could?”

“Maybe. It’s nice to think that there’s a god
who cares and is watching over everyone.”

“What does the bull god want?”

“What do you mean?”

“What does he ask of his people? How does he
tell them to live?”

“He just wants them to worship him and to get
along with one another I guess. I’ve been to a few services. All
the True Believers flock together like one big, happy family.”

“Thank you Esmerelda. It’s still a bit early
in the evening. I noticed you didn’t drink anything downstairs. If
you want to go back down and visit, go ahead. I’m going to
bed.”

“I’ll stay in the sitting room, Your
Highness.”

“I meant what I said earlier, Esmerelda. You
are free. We just have to get those bracelets off. You can have a
drink if you like.”

Esmerelda dropped her head. “I would like
one, in memory, but I have no one to drink it with.”

“I’ll drink it with you. Let’s go back
down.”

“No. Healer Marion said you were not to have
any more.”

“I’ll just have some water with a little wine
added. I’ll be fine. Besides, I’ll need something to help me sleep
now that sir snores-a-lot is here.”

Tristan gave a huge snort behind her. Rolling
her eyes, Rabiah turned and pushed him on his side.

“His father was the same way whenever he
drank a little too much,” Esmerelda smiled sadly.

“Let’s go. You can tell me more about the
Queen and King and Tristan as a boy.”
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