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Epigraph
 
Justice is in the mind; revenge is in the heart.
Prologue
 
The not-too-distant future…
 
A minuscule splash sounded in the obscurity, her only companion. 
Her body lay broken, twisted, agony lanced through her ribs as she gasped. The sharp inhales brought tears to her eyes. 
Only the silence kept her company, holding her close. Mortal life bled away, and the darkness stood as witness.
Another tear ran down her face. The constricting cocoon of suffering enveloped her body. Coldness made the misery … more.
What am I doing here? Where am I? 
Despite the desperate thoughts, nothing returned. Her mind stood like a blank canvas, without a hint of shade, shadow, or shape. 
Being paralyzed on the stone floor gave her the sense of vulnerability. 
Helpless. 
The darkness devoured her like a ravenous animal, mute, voiceless, never revealing its secrets.
Drip… 
The small splash echoed in the deep. Was she somewhere deep underground?
Within the confines of her dark prison, a new hush crept over the air. Something stirred beyond the edge of her vision. 
Her spine tingled. 
A new predator stalked her, one she couldn’t escape. As the panic grew, her consciousness slipped beyond the precipice…
Chapter 1: Norek
 
Apor rose in a blue blister of fury; its heat lashed out against the tiny Forgotten Isles. Hot gusts of wind laced with wisps of water tore through the beach, making their way to the heart of the small island. 
Norek sat in the limited shade of his small hut. Salty sweat dripped from his tanned, naked flesh. 
Thatched houses of reed and local wood called spear grass encroached upon the thick vegetation, and wildlife ran like an untamed fire through the forest.
Ocean water, dust, and humidity filled the air, a demon masked in reprieve. 
Norek stayed on the coast, far from the interior where the monarch resided. Foreigners weren’t granted sanction to visit inland. Living near the docks, he could survey each incoming ship, some hailing from the Golden City, a mere ten-day voyage away. Others ventured from the Eastern City, an arduous, three-week trip. Sometimes, the voyage took longer if the weather turned. 
Elysys, the next largest city beyond, doubled that distance. Unfortunately, some ships never reached port again. Even though the climate turned treacherous this time of year and hammered the eastern coast of Marcoalyn’s realm, most ships still dared the journey. 
If the elements didn’t get them, sometimes pirates did.
The people of the Isles called Norek “a man of many talents,” chosen each morning as a hired hand. The peddlers and dock workers took note, and so did the jungle keepers and the farmers. 
A foreigner picked first was uncommon.
The sound of footsteps crunching on the white sand made him perk up. Who would violate the period of rest? During the hottest part of the day, all Islanders went home to escape the heat. By the sound of padded footfalls, a small group headed his way. 
The first person broke his line of sight, and Norek knew him as the herald of the king. As the custom dictated, he lurched to his feet before taking a knee. When the herald visited, he did so by the monarch’s order and merited the same respect, minus the bowed head.
In the other cities south of the Melodic Mountains, where monarchs still ruled, heralds wore elaborate, silk robes, House emblems, and jewelry to display their power, wealth, and status. In the Isles, the herald wore linen in the colors of his lord—forest green.
“You may rise,” the herald said. 
Like most Islanders, he had light hair and pale eyes. The indigenous had either blond hair or a light shade of red, and their irises ranged from gray, green, hazel, amber, and blue. 
Norek stood. His dark hair and matching goatee contrasted with the group around him.
“How may I be of service to you, sire?” Norek asked, his eyes lowered.
“Herald will do, and I’m not a sire yet, Outsider.” 
Most foreigners considered the term rude, but the Islanders resisted external influence and used the word as a constant reminder. 
“His Eminence requests your presence; however, you’re unsuited dressed as a worker. We brought you a change of clothing. You’ll bathe before entering the king’s presence.”
“As your king commands.”
The group ushered him to the public bathhouse where the forest gave way to the beach. The water trickled downhill from the center of the island, near the castle. 
The bath was a fresh reprieve from Apor’s sweltering heat. Norek bathed in haste, and two women came to dry and clothe him, dressing him with a thin, almost sheer, white linen. Tying the vestments at his sides, the women draped a slightly heavier outer robe around him in the king’s color. The cloth, though cut short, wasn’t meant to fully close. 
With dyed leather, the ladies shod his feet. When presentable, the girls covered him with powder and oils to obscure any residual stench. 
Norek grabbed the only two possessions allowed, refusing to part with them—his staff and his brown leather satchel.
Exiting the bathhouse, they traveled up a worn path through the forest. Tall, thick grass claimed the edges of the road. Spear grass—a fibrous wood, strong and sturdy, but hollow at the center—claimed the forest in innumerable multitudes. 
The herald set a silent, moderate pace up the sloping trail. Several times, segments of the path became steep, and Norek tried to take in the scenery, since it was his first, and probably last visit inland. 
When the castle came into view, it sat on a small plateau on the highest point of the island. Norek had read about the Kothlere Castle in Ralloc, but this would fit into its courtyard. Considering the scarceness of resources, the feat here seemed rather impressive.
A curtain wall, barely deserving the name, lacked fine masonry work. Massive boulders stood cobbled together with globs of mortar, the strength of many men, and sheer desperation. Beyond, the gate proved no different. How they managed to level the wall, Norek hadn’t a clue. While the barrier boasted enormous stones, the interior relied on smaller rocks. 
The castle doors, surprisingly, were made of wood, no doubt shipped in from one of the coastal cities.
The herald pushed the doors open, and a not-so-tremendous great hall greeted him. One hearth sat at the back of the room.
Probably unused since the day it was crafted.
The room lay twenty feet long by ten wide, far smaller than most great halls he’d visited; four tables with benches lined the outer walls. A throne of spear grass and rock with a few scant precious gems found on the island adorned the chair. 
A brooding man with a stern expression sat upon the unyielding seat.
“My Lord Eminence, may I present to you Norek, the outsider, wayward traveler, hard worker of your people. Norek,” the herald turned to him, “you’re in the presence of His Eminence, King of the Forgotten Isles.”
Norek stopped with his procession and knelt. The monarch glanced up from his contemplation and cold, blue eyes appraised Norek. The king’s short, strawberry blonde hair flecked with gray and the closely cropped beard matched.
When the king spoke, his voice was almost monotone, as if bored to state fact, but it came out clipped and quiet.
“No outsider has set foot within these halls within the last legend.” 
Norek swallowed. 
From the first sentence, he knew the ruler did not mince words nor waste breath on frivolities. He stated facts, offering cold silence for a companion—almost as frigid as his expression.
Then, why did you bring me here?
“You honor me, Your Eminence.”
“I don’t honor you. Your very presence here defiles this hall. If I didn’t need you, you’d still be on the beach.”
Grimacing inwardly, Norek tried a different tactic. 
“How may I be of service to you, Your Eminence?”
“You may rise. You may address me as King Godfrey.”
“As you wish, King Godfrey. What do you require of me?”
“I understand you’re a man of many talents.” 
A hint of admiration entered his voice, or was it just Norek’s imagination? 
“Even those you keep hidden. I recognize a mage staff when I see one. Tell me, what’s your specialty?”
“My specialty?”
Godfrey rolled his pale blue eyes. 
“Don’t play coy, it’s unbefitting of a man. Coy is a woman’s game, one well-played here. Tell me, has a woman of the Isles graced your bed?”
“No, King Godfrey.” 
Norek’s brow frowned at the odd question.
The monarch smiled at this, then his face returned to the typical scowl. 
“It’s unfortunate you haven’t tasted the flesh of our women. Even if you did, I worry not about you spreading foul seed among us. But back to my original question: what’s your specialty?”
“I possess many, but my primary skill lies in the art of orb gazing.”
“Ah,” Godfrey smiled again, “an Owlen mage.” 
From Godfrey’s expression, Norek surmised he already knew the answer.
I must be careful with this man.
Since setting foot in the Isles, Norek abstained from calling on magic unless need demanded it. As of yet, no such incident arose. If Godfrey ferreted out his hidden side, Norek must assume that all questions were potential traps, and he didn’t know what repercussions awaited if he lied.
And I don’t want to find out!
“I’ve always heard of Owlen mages but never met one. Would you care to demonstrate your abilities?”
Norek almost laughed, but controlled the foolish urge. Scrying the future didn’t work the way people assumed. 
“King Godfrey,” Norek began, “perceiving what’s to come isn’t always assured. Many times—”
“It’s not the future I wish to know,” the monarch interrupted. “I want to test your abilities. Scry the past. What’s my given name?” 
A smile twitched upon his lips.
Norek fumbled for his leather satchel, and spears lowered, poised to kill. The lord waved them away, and Norek withdrew his crystal orb. A white fog filled it, but the center remained clear. He palmed the sphere, the size of a small orange. 
Norek knelt, his right hand dancing over it in a clockwise motion. The crystal ball floated, the dull fog glowing pearl. Norek breathed a few words, hot breath fogging the surface. The color changed to a bright red cloud before returning to its previous state.
Raising his eyes, he spoke. 
“Your given name is Callum; Callum Godfrey, second son of Edmund Godfrey.” 
A satisfied grin crossed the king’s face, but it didn’t reach the eyes.
Nothing genuine has come from that man in ages I’m willing to bet.
“Well done. Another test, why do I rule and not my eldest brother?”
Again, Norek muttered his words, and his bulb glowed and shot red, then returned to the pearl sheen. 
“He reigned for three years before being afflicted with a malady. There isn’t a treatment for him, and he never returned. Therefore, the throne fell to you.”
The king’s grin froze on his face.
“And this malady?”
Norek swallowed hard. 
“Bloodlust is the most common term.”
“Where do people go for the bloodlust malady?” 
The king’s eyes twinkled with malevolence.
“To the Black Tide of House Eti. He’s Krey now.”
“I hear there’s a war in your realm, is this true?”
“Begging your pardon, King Godfrey, but it isn’t my realm.”
“Oh, come now,” he chuckled. “Your hair and aristocratic features give you away; you’re born of noble blood. You definitely came from Ralloc or one of the other great cities.”
“I’m an orphan, King Godfrey. My parents died in the Wizard’s War. I’ve been traveling many years.”
“Nevertheless, I know your kind, and now you do, too. So, tell me, is it true? Ralloc’s at war?”
“Yes.”
“Did you gaze that from your orb?”
“No, King Godfrey. That was common knowledge when I left port to come here.”
“Then, gaze into your orb and tell me the fate of my brother.” 
Again, Norek peered within, but this time, it showed him something different. It showed him more than what he wished. The king’s brother flashed through, but the last thing he glimpsed was a woman with hair the color of flame. Ensuring he kept any expression from his face, his surprise and a spike of hope, Norek looked back up to Callum.
“Your brother still lives.” 
The king’s fond scowl deepened at the news. Whatever answer he searched for, Norek failed to deliver. Godfrey rose, and as was custom, everyone knelt.
“You’ll dine with me, the queen, and my children tonight. Once we’ve feasted, and I’ve asked more questions, you’ll return to the beach.” 
The king left the hall in a silent storm. Norek watched him go, only rising after his departure.
If I’m still alive on the morrow, I’m boarding the first ship out of here.
Godfrey hadn’t lied when he spoke of a feast, and Norek hadn’t eaten so well since…well, he couldn’t remember. A roasted pig lay in the center of the table. Imported potatoes from the Eastern City were mashed and mixed with goat’s milk—the same goat later slaughtered for the feast. 
Leafy Isle greens were steamed and mixed with a white grain grown on stalks like corn; carrots, broccoli, and mushrooms augmented the rest. Servants passed out spiced rum stored in oak casks with ginger root. Norek had never seen a clearer vintage. It went down smooth but smoldered in the pit of his stomach.
All the lords turned out for the feast, few as there were. Norek didn’t take the time to find out their names. They only offered customary greetings. Even the captain of the guards and the herald sat in at the feast. In the municipals far to the south, the courts would never allow the herald to attend. 
With so few at the king’s gathering, exceptions were made.
Afterward, they’d gorged themselves with pies of blueberry, blackberry, and koja, a fruit only indigenous to the island. A dull royal blue skin covered the bright crimson interior. The koja was a sweet fruit, almost tart, and juicier than a tangerine. 
More rum flowed with each course; clear, amber, and dark infused with spice, ginger, and other local fruits. Each tapped cask boasted a different wood for flavoring and aging. 
Deep in their cups, Callum called Norek forward to conduct a show. Lords asked random questions of the past. Norek tried to figure out why Callum would make him put on a show for his guests, but he refused to ask or reveal how much it bothered him. 
When they had their fill of laughs and curiosities, Callum held a hand for silence.
“Norek, tell me of Ralloc.”
“I can only tell what I know from books. I haven’t seen Ralloc with my own eyes.”
Callum grunted. 
“I have no use for a description of their sprawling spires, I shall witness that soon enough. Tell me, who runs Ralloc?”
Norek turned to his globe. This time, the pearl glow sputtered and shot through with purple, then black before returning to its prior state. 
“I see a woman with amethyst eyes and red hair, pale skin like snow, and the wrath of gods tearing the sky asunder.” 
This news gave Godfrey pause as his cold countenance measured Norek.
Then, as if he hadn’t spoken, the king raised his cup and toasted. 
“To the full moon!” 
Norek, not privy to the meaning, stood with his brow frowning. Perhaps he’d played a part of something elaborate for the king. Godfrey allowed the lords to pose their questions, perhaps validating Norek’s gifts, and now that he’d proven himself, it solidified something for the king. 
Godfrey, seeing Norek’s confused expression, focused on him. 
“On the full moon, we sail for the Golden City, then onto Ralloc, where we’ll demand to become part of their domain. From there, I shall lay claim to my right.” 
His men cheered, and Norek couldn’t figure out what the man meant. What right did he have? Why would Ralloc accept the Isles? Plus, Islanders were isolationist, and they lacked wealth and materials. With nothing to offer Ralloc, Norek doubted their acceptance.
I’m missing something. There’s more than just this simple move.
“Outsider,” Godfrey said through the cheers. “You’ve defiled our hall long enough. Take your leave; on the morrow board a ship, and don’t return.”
“As you command.” 
He bowed low, making sure he gave no slight and left briskly. The soldiers intended to escort him to the beach, but Norek shrugged them off, telling them that he could find his own way.
By the time he left the castle, Nykron and Faellon had risen, and a black velvet covered the sky. The cool, irritating sand managed to find the space between his toes, and he cleared the grit by shaking his feet out to the side. The sound of crashing waves encouraged his haste.
He reached his small hut, and a blonde woman with emerald eyes awaited within.
“What are you doing here?” Norek barked, startled by the woman’s presence.
She smiled. 
“The king sent me to you with a message: ‘no man should go without a woman of the Forgotten Isles.’”
Norek nodded, thinking before he spoke. 
“Tell the king that I thank him for his kind gift, but it’s unnecessary.”
“Refusing His Eminence will be a terrible dishonor to him and his family.”
“I mean no disrespect—”
“It’ll be perceived that way, and he won’t take kindly to rejection. It won’t go well for you, Outsider.” 
Norek chewed his lower lip, debating his options. When no obvious choice came, the woman continued, taking his silence as a refusal. 
“The last clan who refused a gift were expunged.”
“He exiled them or erased all written record of them?”
She laughed, a bright and cheerful noise. 
“No, Outsider, he had them cleansed. The whole family was put to death.”
Norek swallowed.
“How do you think he’ll look upon me and my failure?”
He was set to leave in the morning, and disrespect meant death. He eyed her. The woman was gorgeous, and he didn’t need much encouragement. Still, it seemed like a trap of some kind. 
Eating the last of his resolve to refuse, Norek nodded.
“Very well. I accept the king’s gift.”
Chapter 2: Xenomene
 
Xenomene leaned over the desk, poring over orders and summaries of Dlad City and its fortifications. Her candles burned low, and the crisp, cool air of hushed night rustled through her window.
At least I got an upgrade!
At the start of the war in Cape Gythmel, the Krey lived in tents, but after the retreat to Dlad City, she improved their living conditions. The Krey were allotted a small four-story inn near the north side of town, and it lay furthest away from the Grand Royal Army, which suited both sides. 
She appreciated the savvy tactic.
The smartest move the army’s officers made thus far.
Once again, the tasks of daily camp life and fortifying the defenses reverted to the army. Only she, her second in command, Tiny, and the Mind, were allowed into the camp proper.
The inn, called Traveler’s Respite, stood almost taller than its length. Xeno took the entire fourth floor, and the squad bedded down on the second, leaving the third floor as a buffer. The first floor stood as their mess hall and the third as storage for items not readily needed, like recovered armor from Raven and Two-Tons. Due to the accord struck between Xilor and the warlock, Judas Lakayre, they were allowed to collect their dead unmolested.
Monsters have honor?
She turned her attention back to the detailed maps and accompanying orders. Most seemed straightforward, but every time she voiced her opinion, it’d been turned aside like she hadn’t spoken at all. Did the problem arise because she was female or Krey?
Probably both. 
The thought tasted bitter in her mouth.
Bitcher’s face floated before her eyes.
Damn him to the Underworld!
Nearly a month ago, he took her in Islander Fashion at Cape Gythmel. She’d retaliated, seeking justice for his transgression, but her thoughts dwelled on him. She didn’t harbor resentment, but rather affection, which surprised her. 
He’d awakened something in her, something she’d been missing but couldn’t articulate. It wasn’t the deed itself, but how it was delivered. 
Much to her chagrin, it reinforced the Krey’s way. They never turned their nose up at anything, least of all experiences of the flesh. Any Rallocan would’ve shunned their acts, but her fellow Krey? They would've pulled up a bench and cheered the performance.
And they’d think no different of us. 
Her cheeks flushed with color.
Both she and Bitcher were stuck at a crossroad in their relationship.
Relationship? What the fuck? I’m actually thinking of this as a relationship?
If it was, it was one-sided. 
Bitcher had sulked since his punishment. In her mind, the deeds were done and over, but he perpetuated his penalization by avoidance. He never looked her in the eye anymore, and when she approached him, he sought out nearby people, avoiding her in one-on-one encounters. 
Even Tiny, her second, commented on the odd behavior. 
“He’s less bitchy.”
Tiny wasn’t privy to Bitcher’s punishment, nor the fact that Bitcher fucked her. She liked Tiny as her steadfast rock, and faithful supporter, perhaps a friend, but the big man fostered aspirations for romance. She couldn’t crush his hopes by saying it’d never happen, let alone tell him the truth. 
That night, what passed between them, kept replaying in her mind. As much as she hated it, she enjoyed it, too.
“Have you come to ‘bury your face in it'?”
“That, among other things.”
She shook the thoughts away and returned her attention to the documents. The smallest parchment leaf sat folded, and she picked it up again, much to her annoyance. She unfolded the paper and reread the heir’s message.
What the fuck is wrong with you, cunt? You refused each pair of replacements I sent you. You better fall in line, or I swear by the Lord of the Underworld, I’ll come down there and strip you of your responsibilities. I don’t give two shits of a fucking prostitute if they look funny, stink, seem too small, or too young! They’re Krey, and so are you, so fucking act like it! You’ll take these two I sent, and if I hear another word of protest, so help me by the dwaven gods, I’ll suck out your soul after I let your squad rut you into oblivion!
Xenomene smirked, and a quiet chuckle rumbled in her belly. The heir didn’t understand her. She implemented each pair he sent, five in all, and none fit. They disrupted the meld. Krey needed to function as a seamless, cohesive unit.
“Have you come to bury your face in it?”
She ground her teeth at the stray thought and wadded up the heir’s note. A small knock sounded on her door. She tossed the paper into the corner behind her desk.
“Enter,” she snapped. 
Tiny entered, a towering man with a thick shadow of stubble on his face. He bowed his head so he wouldn’t hit the threshold. He, like her and the rest of the Krey, dressed in camp attire, a simple black tunic with ties on the side and shorts. Xeno, however, cut the excess length of her britches and the sleeves of her shirt. 
Mauler, upon seeing her alterations, did the same. 
“Are you ready to see them?” Tiny asked.
“Yes.” 
The big man turned to leave. 
“Oh, and Tiny? Wake Bitcher. He can stand by outside until I’m done with the two virgins.”
Virgins were the nickname all Krey carried until they bloodied themselves in battle. In Cape Gythmel, just a month prior, Xenomene was a virgin herself.
“Is that wise?”
“Are you questioning me?”
“Not at all, but since you two…”
“He can’t hide forever. Whatever is between us must be resolved before battle.”
“As you command, Do-don.” 
Tiny left, and the two virgins filed into the room. Her second closed the door, his footsteps growing quieter.
“Oblus Eti,” they courtesied.
“Oblus ina’ti Sepan Eti,” she returned their informal greeting with a formal one: Live and die by the sword.
She came around the desk, and both men glanced down at her crotch and legs, noticing her…alterations.
“So, you’re the two new virgins? What are your names?”
The one with the meticulously kept goatee and green eyes spoke up first. 
“I’m Slurp, Do-don. He’s Smokey.” 
Xenomene couldn’t help but stare at the former. Slurp embodied the pinnacle elements of attractiveness for her: pale skin, blond hair, an athletic build, and just a few inches taller than her. She fought the urge to imagine him without clothes. 
Smokey, by contrast, had thick, curly facial hair—a beard flecked with dark blond and brown—reaching past his collarbone. His pot belly hid the belt beneath. Smokey mirrored Slurp in paleness but with blue eyes and hair a shade or two darker. 
Xenomene stared at the contrasting men for a moment before returning to her seat. 
“Where do you hail from?”
“From the Isles,” Slurp supplied. 
Xenomene hesitated for a fraction of a second before she reclaimed her seat. Bitcher’s declaration and the salacious act that followed flashed through her mind.
“Good. Another member of our squad is from the Isles, so you’ll at least have some companionship as you recall your homeland.”
“We may,” Slurp said. “Then again, we may not come from the same area or island.”
“True.” 
She looked them over. 
“Tell me about yourselves.”
“I’m from the main island, the big one.” 
Slurp’s words seemed a little forced. He jerked a thumb at Smokey. 
“He comes from the smallest island; I don’t remember the name. We always called it Speck, like a mote of dust.”
Xenomene glanced at Smokey. 
“Are you a fucking mute?”
“I speak,” Smokey said, his accent thick.
Xeno almost retorted, “Better if you don’t.” 
She suppressed a smile, realizing she had an opportunity to embarrass them. 
“Tell me, is it true what they say about Islanders?”
Slurp nodded, but Smokey’s lower lip protruded.
“I’d fuck your ass,” Smokey blurted, giving her a wink. 
Slurp rolled his eyes and shook his head, flushing brightly.
“I bet you’d fuck anything, even a turtle,” she said.
“A turtle? That doesn’t—?”
She waved his comment away, exasperated. 
“It’s the only thing I could think of at the moment.” 
She turned her attention to Slurp and raised an eyebrow.
“Aye, it’s true.”
“Why?”
“Why do you care?” Smokey growled. “You’re not from our culture.”
“Hey, I genuinely want to know why y’all prefer…that. Never heard it explained. You got to admit, it’s…different.” 
The thought of asking Bitcher crossed her mind, but he avoided her.
Slurp seemed both defiant and abashed. 
“The truth? We overpopulated our islands. A king, I don’t remember his name because it happened so long ago, decreed that all intercourse was to be done in this manner to curb our growing population. The men of our islands are not renowned for showing…restraint at the crucial moment, and our women are quite fertile. It’s been that way ever since.”
Xenomene nodded, hearing his words. 
“How long ago was this?”
Slurp shrugged. 
“Three or four legends ago.”
She did the math. 
“Thirty to forty thousand years ago?” she blurted. 
That was an impossibly long time, and those changes were ingrained into their culture for good. Just to reverse the effects would take ages, maybe even a legend or more. 
She leaned back in her chair. 
“According to the heir, I have to accept you, but you,” she said, pointing to Smokey, “I’d send back for your lack of tact. I don’t like you very much right now. Fix that.”
“Aye, Do-don.”
“Did you receive quarters?”
“Yes, Do-don,” Slurp answered.
“Very well, on the morrow, we’ll add you to the meld. I hope by the scrotum of gods you aren’t fuck-ups like the last few groups the heir bestowed. You may retire for the evening.”
They turned and left, half walking, half fleeing from her. She heard Slurp say, “I kind of like her,” as they retreated. 
Her door almost shut when Bitcher’s hand caught it, and he shuffled in, eyes downcast, steps timid.
“Close the door,” she ordered.
Bitcher complied with wordless, meek movements. He stood a few paces from the desk, his eyes on the floor.
I fucking broke him. 
Bitcher had become a pitiful shell of his former self. 
Where’s the fire? 
“What the fuck’s wrong with you?”
Bitcher shrugged and moved his eyes to a new segment of the floor. Xenomene leapt from her chair and bounded around the desk, her pixie form moving with agile grace. Bitcher didn’t even flinch. She reared back and slapped him in the face. 
“What the fuck’s wrong with you?”
Bitcher’s cold, gray eyes found her for a moment, and then he regarded the floor. 
“You,” he whispered.
“Me? Me, what?”
“You…you cut off my fucking testicle!”
His eyes found her again, and they were hard, filled with hate and anger.
“Yeah, and I had the Heart put it back!”
“You cut off my testicle!” he repeated, his voice finding his inner fire.
Finally, something! 
She hoped for some rise, some emotion that showed he wasn’t beyond repair. 
“I told you there would be consequences. Did you think I was joking?”
“If it was without your consent, you would’ve stopped me.”
Xenomene didn’t want to concede the point, because it was true. She’d let him take her. He’d told her to lay on her side so he could fuck her ass, and she complied, knowing full well what was going to happen. She could’ve screamed, and Tiny and the Krey would’ve stormed the pavilion in a torrent of violence, tearing Bitcher apart. 
But she didn’t scream, didn’t resist, and she’d punished him for it. 
Well, the oil. That took away my agency.
“Damn it, Bitcher. I don’t get you! What happened to the man who always complained about everything? Where’s the asshole we all know and love and hate?”
“What the fuck would you know of love?”
“Nothing.” 
She shook her head.
“Love’s frivolous and fickle at best, a notion for people who are dumb enough to believe. It isn’t the Krey way.”
“Not the Krey way?” 
Bitcher laughed, a harsh mocking in his tone. 
“The Krey are all about love. The love of war and bloodlust, of death, drink, and sex. We love it all.”
Again, Bitcher had a point, but she wasn’t willing to avow to it aloud. 
“What would you know of love?” she countered.
His laughter died.
“I loved someone once, from afar.”
He cast his eyes to the floor. 
“Then, she cut off my balls.” 
He glared back at her.
Xenomene’s eyes widened in disbelief. She shook her head, the proclamation sinking in. She stumbled to the desk’s edge, staring at the wall, trying to find her voice. 
“What?” 
She glanced at him. 
“How? When? Why the fuck would you love me?”
“Loved,” Bitcher corrected. 
The past tense usage hit like a troll’s club to the chest. She hadn’t known, not in the slightest. He never spoke of affection. As a loner, she relished the comfort of isolation, but do-dons couldn’t indulge such luxuries. 
His revelation took her wind. Knowing she destroyed his affection compounded the guilt.
Since when do I start caring about his fucking affection? 
She gazed into his pale gray eyes and saw hate and pain and mistrust.
I did those things to him. I made him what he is. 
That epiphany killed her the most.
She broke the man. Xenomene could feel the disconnect between them, and she always would unless she fixed it. Could the warlock erase the memories? He’d find out what really happened. 
When they had sex, he’d drugged her. He couldn’t deny that fact, and that was why she punished him. The oil did something to her. The effects were an altered state, making everything euphoric, and destroying her inhibitions. 
Or did it? 
The oil came after the fact, smoothing his entry. 
She shook her head, trying to clear the memories away, how he took her, the way he cupped her breasts and smacked her ass. His exploring hands between her legs…
I have to fix him, but how?
The answer came unbidden and almost immediately. She resisted the solution at first, but it only grew stronger as more time passed. Swallowing her pride, she disrupted the quiet between them.
“Look…I enjoyed our time together.” 
His disbelieving eyes stared back at her. 
“The Underworld may damn my soul if I’m lying, but I can’t stop thinking about you.”
“What cruelty is this?”
She shook her head.
“It’s not a trick, Bitcher.” 
She didn’t want to say the next words, but she needed to, had to. She had to take accountability for her actions and voice the truth. 
“You’re right,” she confessed.
“About what?”
She swallowed.
“I could’ve stopped you, but I didn’t. The battle—” Her voice caught in her throat, “—wasn’t as I expected.”
“Shades, are you fucking crying?” Bitcher asked.
She smiled. 
“Fuck you.” 
Xenomene took a moment to collect her thoughts.
“I always imagined that killing people would be different, how we trained for it. All those bodies I cut down…”
“We cut them down,” Bitcher corrected. 
He took a step closer. 
“We followed our training, and will do so again. Afterward, all who survived will be merry, and we’ll drink and fuck pretty girls and whores. In Smokey’s case, maybe a goat.” 
Xeno chuckled, and he continued. 
“I’m sure everyone felt the same. You shouldn’t focus on the deaths, but the lives you saved.”
Her eyes widened. 
“Bitcher…that’s very optimistic of you.” 
She searched for the word.
“Almost kind.”
“Yeah, well, don’t tell anyone.”
She smiled again, and he almost seemed his old self. Xenomene bowed her head to hide a lone tear from him.
Snap out of it, you’re squalling like a child without her dolly.
She wiped the tear away and glanced up at Bitcher again, their gazes locked. 
“I’m sorry.”
“What?”
“I said I’m sorry. The punishment was too severe, it didn’t fit the crime.”
She shook her head. 
“I let my anger find a justification after the fact, and that was wrong. I’d do it over, if I could.”
He grinned at her.
“Do what over? The deed or the punishment?” 
Her brow twitched upward. 
“Both.” 
He leaned forward and kissed her, quick and passionate before breaking away.
Emotions flashed through her: aggravation, shock, embarrassment, lust, pain, and disbelief.
“Have you come to bury your face in it?”
That, among other things.
He can do whatever he wants to me.
He paused, waiting. She nodded, and he was on her before she could suck in a breath. In moments, he had her bent over the desk, shorts around her ankles, and bare ass in the air. They didn’t have the mind-altering oil this time, no lubrication other than what they could provide. It was rough and frantic and a touch painful as they returned to their dynamics from their first encounter, and that made it enjoyable for her.
Xenomene awoke to the rooster’s call the next morning. 
An arm draped over her as Bitcher spooned her naked form. Last night returned in a chaotic jumble. Sex in a proper bed was better than a pallet in a tent, but the possibility of them being discovered heightened the enjoyment. 
But behind a locked door, they were able to do so much more.
Blinking a few times, she noted the mess on the floor, the contents of her desk lay scattered. Vaguely, she recalled throwing everything off as he bent her over the surface, sodomizing the hell out of her.
Great, just more shit I’ve got to clean up on top of my ass being sore.
The rooster crowed, and she glanced out the window, the sky noticeably lighter.
“Fuck!” 
She rushed to her feet, searching for her discarded clothes. Bitcher awoke with the near-shout and hurried to gather his trousers and dressed. 
“What are you going to say if they catch you coming back in this late?”
He grunted. 
“Are you daft, woman? I’ll tell them I went to use the chamber pot.”
Good!
“You’ll need to wash me off you. They’ll smell the sex.”
“This isn’t the first time to let my sword fly from the sheath. I’d rather not.”
“Do it anyway.” 
He swept from her room, mocking her with bows before shutting the door behind him.
What the fuck did I do? Do I want this?
Yes, she did—at least, what they shared, but maybe not him long-term. 
If Slurp could do the same things…
But Bitcher made her feel alive, something she hadn’t felt since her near-death experience when Mauler’s blade lacerated her face. 
I can’t let anyone find out that we’re sleeping together. 
A half-moment later, she recanted the sentiment. 
Who cares if they find out? If Krey aren’t fighting or training, we’re fucking.
Chapter 3: Meristal
 
Meristal rolled her amethyst eyes in disgust as strands of her flaming red hair flapped in the breeze. 
The gust rippled through Ralloc’s crowded streets. Heavy footfalls of the Royal Guards echoed off the buildings, and her horse’s shoes resounded from the cobblestones. The streets overflowed with commoners, merchants, and nobles, hindering Meristal’s escort.
When she left the castle that once housed both royal bloodlines of Kothlus and Kothlere, two squads—twenty men—of royal guards accompanied her. Today, the war council came, and the five generals dragged their guards along, too. 
In addition, Meristal’s personal retinue brought up the rear: the Master of Commerce, the Lord of Coffers, and the Steward of Disbursement. Their total troupe comprised one hundred soldiers, Meristal’s guards, the five jyneruls with one scribe apiece, and Meristal’s entourage. 
A sigh of disdain slipped from her as her horse shifted through the crowded streets.
To make matters worse, she agreed to help Judas with a pesky problem and inherited his vexation: Todd Wynters, the young and overly excited journalist. Now, he hounded her as much as Judas. Since Judas kept away from the capital, she had shown Todd a small thimble of kindness, and he clung like a babe at the breasts. 
At one point, she barred him from certain castle sections, mainly the council’s chambers, but that only made it worse when she slinked away. He smothered her like the blackness that swaddled the celestial bodies at night. He jumped on any business outside the castle grounds, and he recorded everything with his quill and parchment.
The war council complained of all they lacked, but one stood at the top of their long list: armorers for their two hundred thousand members. With the start of the war, Cape Gythmel’s fall, former Consul Kayis Dathyr’s death just weeks prior, the army’s ranks swelled with conscripts. 
Meristal hunted for the skilled laborers, but economics hindered all efforts. Blacksmiths made much more money than they would if recruited into their ranks. When she came calling, most laughed them out of their forge. With what they were offering for their services, she couldn’t blame them. 
However, they didn’t come away empty-handed. 
The apprentices saw an opportunity to continue their desired trade and make more money by enlisting. Any apprenticeship received the lowest wages in Ralloc except servants, but servants enjoyed free lodging and meals. With an immediate increase in funds, a rank above normal conscripts, and the choice to retire from the army, the apprentices clambered to serve. Meristal cast a far-reaching net for masters of the craft but came away with workers of minor experience.
Reaching the Anvil of Thunder, the consul dismounted and stretched out her saddle soreness—the last stop inside city walls. Without acquiring this blacksmith, or any others, they’d turn to hiring outside the city, and the costs would soar with moving fees. This smith remained her last sliver of optimism which dimmed by the minute. 
As she entered his shop—a barn-like structure easily three times bigger than any she visited yet—a blast of heat rebuffed her. Young men worked, oblivious to their entry; hammers smashed against glowing steel. A quick headcount revealed twice as many apprentices or helpers as the last.
A young man’s eyes went wide in recognition of her and the jyneruls. 
Today, she wore official robes which echoed those of her royal escort. The inner robe of white silk was covered with an over robe of black and silver stripping. The phthalo blue sash holding the robes closed completed the ensemble. The boy dropped his hammer and iron in his haste to greet them.
“Lady Consul, Jyneruls, how may I be of service?”
“I’d like to speak to the master of the smith,” Meristal said. 
Though tired and disgruntled, she kept up a gracious appearance and soft voice.
“At once, my lady.” 
He hurried off, and moments later a mountain of a man loomed before her. His entire body gleamed with sweat, his shoulders were like cannonballs, his chest and back like slabs of iron. 
His gray eyes peered through a sweat-coated brow. It took him a moment to recognize them, and then he courtesied.
“Lady Consul,” he said. 
He reached down and kissed her hand.
“Unhand her, commoner!” Master Jynerul Tyku snapped. “You presume too much!” 
The jynerul’s hand immediately went for his sword, but Meristal waved him away.
“I don’t think he means any harm, do you, Master Jynerul?” 
She turned back to the blacksmith. 
“That’s the nicest greeting I’ve received today. What is your name, kind sire?”
“Kam, if it pleases you, my lady, though I’m yet a sire.”
“Very well, Kam. What’s your family name?”
“Vebbek.”
“Vebbek.” 
She frowned. 
“I’m unfamiliar with this name. From where do you hail, Kam? May I call you, Kam?”
“Call me anything you wish, my lady. I’m from the Forgotten Isles.” 
The jyneruls grumbled at his proclamation, and Meristal blushed a shade of light scarlet. She fought for control before speaking again. 
“Tell me, Kam, you courtesied and speak as eloquently as a lord of a noble house. Are you of a noble bloodline?”
“I’m of a minor noble bloodline, a distant cousin to the Godfrey family that rules the Isles. As for the standards of the Ralloc though, I’m no more than a commoner.”
“I see,” Meristal said. “Consider me impressed.”
“Thank you, my lady. What brings you to my forge this fine day?”
She smiled. 
“You even lie like a nobleman. I’m sure you saw the rain coming down.”
“As you say, my lady.”
Meristal sighed. 
“Alright, enough with proper talk and all that nonsense. It’s terrible outside. It’s raining buckets, and I’m like a cat when thrown in the horse trough. I hate the rain and whatever gods decided it had to be today.” 
Kam choked back a laugh at her abrasive demeanor. She imagined the jyneruls shook their heads behind her. Meristal took a breath before continuing. 
“Let’s be blunt, Kam. I had high hopes when I set out this morning, but I was refused at every turn. You’re the last forge in the city, and I have a feeling that I’m wasting my time and yours. So, I won’t praise or cajole, I’ll just say it. I need men of your profession for the army. Would you be willing to consider joining our ranks and working for us?”
Kam’s eyebrows drew downward. 
“I find it hard to believe that someone would deny a woman as beautiful as you, my lady.”
“Okay, Kam, we are past the flattery and flirting. Let’s sidestep that pile of manure and get on with it.”
Kam smiled. 
“As you wish. I’m not surprised they turned you down. Anyone who took your offer would be mad. On average, blacksmiths make slightly less than you, Consul.”
“Last I checked,” Meristal corrected, “you make about an ingot less a month, not including expenses and supplies.” 
An ingot was a small gold bar worth six thousand scepters—or ten gold coins called bright eyes.
“That’s a correct assumption, my lady. However, I’m not most. I make more than they do because my products are of higher quality, and I do more business. Moreover, I can barter down my supplies because I buy in bulk and return for more business more quickly. So, in truth, I make nearly as much as you do per month. But you didn’t come to argue incomes; tell me what you wish.”
“I wish for you to join our ranks as the Master Blacksmith.” 
Kam grinned at her words.
At least he didn’t laugh, that’s to his credit.
“I’m sure you appreciate my position, but I’d be a fool to accept, a fact you’re well aware of. Out of curiosity, what would you grant me?”
Master Jynerul Tyku came forward and spoke. 
“The rank of Master Sergynt, a most generous of offers.”
“Generous? That’s an insult.”
“Contrary,” Jynerul Vikal spoke up. “You have no prior military service, no training in arms of war. You’d be in charge of a platoon of fifty men.”
“What need do I have of men?” Kam countered. “I need apprentices, not soldiers. Just as I have no time in your army, your soldiers lack experience in the forge.” 
He pivoted and spoke to Meristal. 
“I’m sorry you came all this way to receive a no, but that’s my answer.”
He turned away when Meristal called out. 
“What would it take for you to consider joining?”
He paused in mid-stride, then turned around. He was silent for a moment, his eyes rolling up and to the left as he thought. 
“For starters, a larger place, twice as big as this.”
“Done.” 
“And I get to keep it after my time is done.”
Meristal paused in consideration as Tyku spoke up. 
“If that’s the case, you relinquish your hold on this building.”
“Agreed.”
“What else?” Meristal inquired.
“An officer commission.”
A jynerul barked a laugh, but Tyku spoke up. 
“You’re common born; you can’t receive a commission.”
“We were making an exception when we offered you Master Sergynt,” Jynerul Mecas added.
“Make another,” Kam muttered.
“What rank?” Meristal asked. 
Again, the jyneruls growled at her back.
“Kernoyl.”
“Outrageous!” Tyku barked. “That’s for noble houses, and you’re a commoner.”
“Actually,” Meristal held her hand up. “He’s a cousin to the Godfrey bloodline, who is king of the Forgotten Isles. At the very least, he’s a minor house.”
“Still,” Jynerul Vikal said.
“I can wave that exception, but you’ll not receive the rank of kernoyl,” Meristal spoke. “You’ll be escalated to the rank of kaptyn. Does that suit you, Kam?”
Kam stood silent for a moment before shaking his head. 
“No, the pay cut would be too great. Good day.” 
He turned to leave.
Damn it! Shades, we were so close. 
Too close to just walk away.
“What do you want to compensate for your commission?”
“Consul, I must protest,” Master Jynerul Tyku said.
“Either be silent or go away,” Meristal hissed. “In case you forgot, we need him, and much more.” 
She turned back to the blacksmith. 
“Well, Kam? Name all your terms.”
He was silent for a moment. 
“If I’m a kaptyn, then I want the ability to advance in rank. Additionally, I’d like the privilege to do enough work on the side to make the same amount of money that I’m accustomed to. I’ll run my work from the new forge here in Ralloc; you will, of course, be providing all the supplies I’d need. If you want a smith in the field, I’ll send apprentices in my stead.”
“What apprentices?” Jynerul Vikal laughed. “You don’t have enough!”
“I’ll take all the apprentices that joined your ranks today.”
Meristal smiled as she finally caught on. 
“You knew we were coming.”
“Of course. After you cleared out the other blacksmiths of apprentices, they showed up and tried to bribe mine with better wages.”
“I agree to all your terms,” Meristal said. 
A collective gasp came from those who accompanied her. She held a hand up to silence them. “All except the supplies part. Making additional armor to sell for personal gain will come from your purse.”
Kam dipped his head. 
“As you command, Consul.”
A true smile spread across Meristal’s lips, the first of the day. 
“Then, it’s good to have you in our ranks, Kaptyn Vebbek.”
Chapter 4: Starriace
 
Blood and urine pooled at her feet. 
The black fog thinned. The whites of her amber eyes glowed a faint red, echoes of the last torrent—uncontrolled and near fatal. 
Her back ached. White-hot pain stabbed her neck as she lifted her head. Bound to a chair, ropes held her prisoner, and the cold metal seared her naked flesh. She noted the dried blood on her breasts, trailing rivulets down to her belly. 
A foul odor wafted through the stale, dirty air, and she fought the urge to gag.
But this echoed something from before, and panic flooded her. She swore the voice of Mr. Pleasure reverberated in her ears, along with his haunting laughter, but the room remained devoid of the fat, bald man. 
She let out a gasp of relief.
The skin bled where the bindings held her, the flesh raw. She lifted her head, her honeyed hair cascading into her face, obscuring her vision. 
Where am I? What happened?
Images raced through her mind in a chaotic burst. Facial hair: gray, red, and black; crooked teeth with dirty smiles leered through the obscurity. No further details bled through, but her captors had numbered three. 
Her throat burned. An ache permeated her cold feet, soaked with urine. She jerked to the side and emptied her stomach on the earthen floor.
How long have I been here?
A ringing silence filled her ears; the stillness accentuated each heartbeat. She eyed the shambled stone walls that hemmed her in. Animal traps on rusted iron hooks clung to the walls. Skinning knives, browned with dried blood, lay on shoddy tables. Rotted slats were tacked on overhead, and dirt lay underfoot.
A hunter’s cabin?
Her face ached, even her teeth. 
Whoever her captors were, they tied her up and left her to die alone.
She scanned the room again for anything she might’ve missed. 
The contents of her backpack lay strung out; the coin purse was gutted. The robes from Judas’s manor were strung about. The garments she’d worn lay in tatters next to the skinning knives. 
Her gaze swept to the far side of the room, and more chaotic images flashed through her head, each as painful as a physical blow. 
Out of sheer rebellion, she yanked against the bindings until her skin bled anew. Hopelessness sank in as her addled mind scrambled to think of a way to free herself. Desperation turned to despair as the faces of all the people she’d never see again flashed through her mind: Lily and Kam, Meristal and Judas, Rusem, Fife…even her short-lived familiar, Ava.
Ava! 
Happiness ripped the desolation away. Starriace was their Head of Creatures; her familiar, Ava, had to come when called.
Ava? Ava! AVA!
“Once is enough, Mistress,” the small creature said as she materialized. 
Her chiming-bell voice was a sweet melody in the terrible silence. 
“By the gods, what happened?” 
The fairy fluttered up into Starriace’s line of sight. 
“You look like shit.”
“Thanks.” 
Starriace’s voice sounded hoarse to her ears. 
“Who did this to you? How?”
“I don’t know, but I can’t get out.” 
Starriace swallowed, afraid to admit she needed help. 
I was weak and helpless. 
“Free me.”
“I can do that.” 
Ava’s hands grew bright with white luminance, and the bindings fell away as she touched each one. 
Starriace tried to stand but fell out of the chair. Dirt and grime covered her naked, sweaty body. Sharp pains shot up her legs. Bone grated against bone as she landed. 
She cried out. 
Ava fluttered down beside her. 
“What’s wrong?”
“I don’t know,” Starriace admitted through tears. “I think my legs are broken.”
“Can’t you heal yourself?”
Starriace reached out with her essence, a lesson she learned with Fife Doole, but a void took its place. In a desperate attempt, she reached out to her surroundings the way Harold had shown her, but she only sensed emptiness. 
Even with Ava, she perceived nothing. 
The panic returned. She had just learned to call upon her essence, and now, it abandoned her.
“I can’t feel my magic. It’s not there.”
“Whoever did this to you has blocked it, but it’s only temporary. To my knowledge, no one’s able to block abilities permanently. Most likely, it’s an herb or drug. You’ll have to wait until it flushes from your system.”
An herb or drug? 
Starriace’s eyes went wide.
“Ava, I need you to find someone for me, bring her here. Can you do that?”
“I can do whatever you ask, if it’s within my power.”
“There’s a woman named Lily; her husband’s a blacksmith named Kam, and they live in Ralloc. I can’t remember the street name, but they live within the third tier. Are you familiar with Ralloc?” 
Ava nodded. 
“Bring Lily here. Tell her I sent you, but say Julie asked for her, not my real name.”
“But Julie is your real name.”
Damn, that’s right. Ava has only ever known me as Julie—she wasn’t there when I accepted who I really am.
“Not anymore. There’s no time to explain. You must bring her here. If she has trouble remembering, tell her that she met me at Far Point. She’ll remember then.”
“And her husband?”
Starriace wanted to see them both, but it was hard enough to let Lily come to her like this. Kam would only salt the wound. 
She shook her head. 
“No, not him. Not now.”
“What if she won’t come without him?”
“Tell her my life is at stake. She’ll come. Check my pack, there’s a letter with directions. Go! Hurry, before they come back.”
“As you command.” 
Ava fluttered over to the pack and rummaged through until she found what she needed. Unfolding the parchment, she read it before leaving in a flash.
Starriace laid her head down as the exhaustion washed over her; shivers and hot flashes taxed her strength. She tried to stay awake, but fatigue carried her to the reclaiming blackness. Gentle hands woke her, and Lily’s face and cascading blonde locks swam into view.
“You came,” Starriace said, her smile as weak as her voice.
“Of course I did. What in the Shades happened to you?”
Instead of answering, Starriace tried to stir. 
“I didn’t know if you’d remember me. Why is it so dark?”
“Of course I remember you. How could I forget? You’re the only Julie I’ve ever met. Not a common name around these parts. And it’s night.”
“Night? When Ava left, it was daylight.”
“Yes, I’m sorry, Mistress. The Corridor…there’s an army of goblins and trolls there. Did you know?”
Starriace shook her head.
“We need to get her out of here and cleaned up,” Lily said. 
She turned to Ava. 
“Do you think you can take us to Far Point?”
“Yes.” Ava nodded. “I have enough to take both of you, but it’ll tax me. I’ll need to rest afterward.”
“They robbed me.”
“I’m sure they took more than your money, sweetheart,” Lily said, her voice laced with sympathy. 
Starriace wasn’t sure whether she welcomed or hated the sound. Lily nodded to Ava, who reached out to touch them both. In a flash, they were gone from the small hovel and reappeared in the center of the street in Far Point. Lily scooped Starriace’s naked body off the ground and carried her a dozen strides to a familiar inn. 
On her last visit, Starriace, Lily, and Kam had stayed here.
Traveler’s Haven remained unchanged from the brief view Starriace managed to snatch. She heard indistinct raised voices, one belonging to Lily who spoke with urgency. Strong hands lifted her and carried her upstairs. The hall seemed as dark as the memories she held dear, and both fostered secrets they’d keep forever. 
A door opened, and after a few steps, someone gently placed her on the floor. Footsteps retreated, and the blackness took her again.
When she awoke again, darkness still lingered outside, but warmth embraced her. She found herself lying in a tub of warm water with Lily washing her with gentle strokes, inspecting wounds and chafed skin. 
A soft cloth caressed her face.
“What—?”
“Shh, don’t talk. Conserve your strength,” Lily soothed. “You’ve been unconscious for a while now. Sorry, I took the liberty of bathing you. The innkeeper was kind enough to lift you into the tub. I think your legs are broken.”
“They are.”
“Here, drink this.” 
Lily pushed a warm mug into Starriace’s hands. She drank greedily. 
“Easy, not so much.” 
The heated liquid spread through her body. Her woes eased, but her body still throbbed. The contents of the cup made her sleepy.
“Where have you been, Julie? What happened to you?”
“That’s not my name,” she breathed. 
Her eyelids grew heavy.
“What?”
“That’s not my name…not my—”
When she awoke again, a dark sky filled her window, but she found herself dressed in sleeping attire. Blankets drew up tight around her. Fever wracked her body. 
Lily slumped in a chair beside her. The feather mattress and soft, linen sheets seemed like bliss after her ordeal. A blanket of heavy wool and a large fur pelt lay on top. Starriace stirred, and Lily snapped awake.
“Don’t move!” 
Lily rushed over to keep her still.
“It’s still dark?”
“You slept for two days. Whatever drugs or herbs they used, they used a lot. It might be Oblivion. Kam shook with fever for days when he quit using it. Your shakes reminded me of his recovery.”
Starriace smiled at the good news. 
“He quit using?”
Lily returned her smile. 
“Yes. After we met you, he quit. I think you were the catalyst. It’s hard to break the addiction. I think your body is going through withdrawals.”
“I can’t feel my essence. You once told me about something that can inhibit magic.”
Lily nodded. 
“Rakette. You think they used that?”
“Maybe. Like I said. I can’t feel my essence.”
“Hell, most days I can’t either, but I don’t possess exceptional gifts.”
“I do. I’ve done things, seen things…I can heal myself.”
“Perhaps, but you won’t be able to do it until the oblivion or rakette is out of your system. I’ve prayed to the One that you aren’t pregnant.”
“Pregnant?”
“Shh, don’t worry about it now. We can talk later.”
Anger smoldered in her gut like the coals of an iron stove, giving her strength. 
“We can talk now. What do you mean? Who is the One?”
Lily sighed. 
“The One is the god of my religion. I’m not much for it, but when the situation is dire, I renew my faith. I prayed for you. What I mean by you being pregnant…” Lily’s eyes misted, “…while I tended your wounds, I discovered that you had …”
“What?” Starriace snapped.
“You showed signs of someone forcing themselves on you.”
“How’d you come to that conclusion?”
Lily took a deep breath. 
“When I worked for Lord Brenton, some clients liked blonde women, some liked brunettes. Some men liked certain aspects of particular girls. Some tied them up and dominated them. A select, rich few, had darker desires. I’ve been on the receiving end of that scenario more than once, as have some of the other girls. I know they violated you because you carry the same markings.”
Starriace fell silent for a moment. The shock twisted into a bright flash of anger and resentment.
Damn it! Now, I feel terrible for snapping at her.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. 
As the temper fled, the energy drained from her body, and Starriace shivered.
“Here, drink,” Lily said, pushing a mug into her hands. “I’ll get you some food.”
The woman left, and Starriace sipped the mug. The liquid was cold, but it still warmed her insides like before. The pain retreated, and her shaking subsided. Lily returned shortly with a plate of food.
“It’s not much.” 
Lily handed her a plate of hardened toast, a porridge of oats, and three strips of bacon.
“Thank you.” Starriace moved into a sitting position.
“Scoot over.” 
Lily climbed into the bed. She sat vigil while Starriace ate, and her strength returned. Her stomach lanced with hunger pangs, and she shoveled her food faster.
“What did you mean by that’s not my name?”
“Huh?”
“The other day, I called you Julie, and you said it wasn’t your name.”
“Oh.” 
Starriace swallowed. 
“It’s a long story.”
“We’ve got time.”
Starriace conveyed the tale, starting after they’d parted ways. She continued with the run-in with the nine elyves and Ava. She recounted the temple inside the City of Despair and her time with Fife, but she omitted his name. 
Recounting the sheol attack after leaving Fife’s brought a shudder from Lily. Starriace concluded her story with omissions of Rusem but conveyed the battle with Xilor—though not the end. Lily might think her mad if she claimed to be among archangels.
The next thing she remembered was waking up in the hovel, but how she got there remained a mystery.
Lily sat in silence, and Starriace noted the disbelief in her eyes, but what she found most difficult to comprehend was her new name. When asked, Starriace elaborated.
“I’ve been told that I’m a Wcic, that I come from the Other Side, but that’s not true. I was born here.”
“The Other Side? As in, the world with Xilor’s followers?”
“Yes. I don’t remember anything, though. That’s the odd part. I can’t remember the life I lived, only from when I woke up.”
“That must be awful, to live somewhere else and never remember anything.”
“Other than a mild curiosity, it’s not that bad. I can’t remember, so you can’t miss what you’ve never had.”
“True enough.”
Lily surmised the events of the war. The Krey mobilization, Cape Gythmel, Warlock Lakayre, the retreat to Dlad City, Meristal as the consul, and Kam joining the Grand Royal Army.
Weariness took Starriace after spending an hour recounting her tale and listening to Lily. Both women fell asleep after, and Lily held her. 
When Starriace awoke the next day, her magical essence lingered on the edges of her awareness. Daring to hope, she reached out and caressed Lily with a gentle mental probe and rejoiced at the touch.
Starriace spent the rest of the day, and most of the next, healing herself, starting with her legs. Embarrassment controlled her actions, ashamed each time Lily carried her to the chamber pot. 
Mobility became the priority. 
After she mended and knitted her bones, she worked on her raw skin and internal bruising. 
By the fifth day, her physical injuries were almost gone, but she couldn’t heal the mental trauma. Though recalling only flashes, the memories came back as the drugs wore off. 
On the sixth day, Starriace made ready to leave. Lily came back from eating in the common room to find Starriace clothed and packed.
“You’re leaving?” she asked.
“Yes.” 
Starriace did not elaborate; it was best if she didn’t.
“I wish you weren’t. Why don’t you come back to Ralloc with me? You can stay with me and Kam until you’re ready to do…whatever you do.”
“I’m ready now. I’d love to stay, but I need to do certain things.”
Starriace closed her eyes and considered how to best tell Lily without revealing too much or hurting feelings. Once before, Lily implored Starriace to come with her, and she never knew how close Starriace came to giving in. She treasured Lily with a zeal that rivaled her cravings for knowledge, and as her only friend, Starriace couldn’t afford nor wanted to lose her. 
The mage opened her eyes and hugged Lily before pushing her down on the bed, seating her.
“There’s a war going on. I missed the start, but I’m strong and should help.”
Lily’s brow furrowed.
“How strong?”
Everyone possessed magic and used it to some degree, but most relied on their own hands and skills.
“Exceptionally. Perhaps someday I’ll rival Warlock Lakayre. But I’m lacking, my training is incomplete, and I need to discover a better way to tap into my abilities. I plan to join the war and stop Xilor.”
“You’ll die,” Lily blurted. “Don’t do this!”
“I can’t,” she shook her head. “I can’t turn my back on people in need. People will die, are already dying. The quicker this war can end, the more people we’ll save. You, Kam, me, everyone. If I can help stop Xilor, if I can destroy him…I have to try. I can’t explain it; it’s a compulsion. A duty.”
Lily shook her head. 
“I understand what you’re saying, but why you?”
“If not me, who?” 
To this, Lily said nothing. Starriace reached down and kissed Lily on the forehead. 
“I care for you. You’re my dearest friend. If anything were to happen to you…” 
Starriace wasn’t good with expressing feelings. 
“You and Kam. If anything happened to the two of you, I don’t think I’d ever stop blaming myself if I didn’t try.”
Lily’s eyes misted. 
“You’re always welcome in our home. Promise me that if you ever come to Ralloc, you’ll visit.”
“I promise.” 
The young woman reached down and kissed the older on the cheek. She broke the embrace as fond memories of Kam resurfaced, and called to Ava. The familiar answered promptly. Ava stood on the bed next to Lily. “Ava, I want you to take Lily back to where you found her. And when you’re done, I want you to return to the Melodic Mountains. Don’t come back to me.”
“But I want to go with you. I’m supposed to.”
“Where I’m going, you can’t follow. When I’m done, I’ll call you, I swear. But I have a request, Ava.”
“What?”
“I want you to go to Lily if she ever has dire need.”
“You want me to answer her call? It doesn’t work that way. We only respond to the Head of Creatures, not to everyone who wants to see a fairy.”
“Ava.” 
Starriace knelt to be eye level with the fairy. 
“Lily’s my dearest friend, and I’d want to help if she were in peril. I’d be greatly distraught if I never knew. So, will you do this for me? Lily would never call unless the need were dire.”
“It’s not supposed to work like that.”
“Do it for me, and I’ll owe you one.”
“Owe me one?”
“Yes, if you do this for me, later when you ask something of me, I’ll do it for you.”
“But you are supposed to, you’re the Head of Creatures.”
“I meant in regards to something personal.”
“Oh.”
“Please?”
“Very well, if you insist, but you owe me.”
“Yes, I owe you.” 
Starriace rose, and Lily stood from the bed. The two embraced, long and fierce.
“Thank you.”
“No thanks is required. You’d do the same for Kam or me. You’re a good person.”
No, not really.
But some things were better left unsaid. 
Ava touched Lily, and in a flash, they were gone, leaving Starriace alone. 
She sank to the bed, her knees weak. It was the second time Lily left, and for the second time, a hole formed in her chest. She heaved a deep breath and fought back tears of loneliness and despair. 
With Lily’s absence, ire swelled inside her, the hovel returning in grisly flashes. Lily’s words rang with the truth. Her captors had violated her.
How long was she captive? She couldn’t guess. The most painful part: she’d been powerless to stop it.
You were weak and helpless.
She ground her teeth as resolve anchored in the pit of her stomach. She drew on that power, teleporting away. 
When she came through to the other side, the insides of the hovel filled her vision. She retraced her steps, detecting a concentration of her essence like a dog hunting unseen prey. But more than her essence, she recognized the presence of the three
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