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Prologue
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"If the Royal Council does nothing to curb my mother's cruelty, the oppressed people of Boldaria will revolt and this nation will be engulfed in a civil war," Prince Tristan Leander warned as he finished speaking before the gathered members of the twelve man Royal Council.

"You speak treason, young man." Lord Windemere stood from his chair and wagged his finger at the young prince. "Who would lead this uprising? You?"

"I oppose violence from either side, which is why I came to you. The Royal Council holds the power to check my mother's abuses." Tristan's research on the Council found Lord Windemere sided with the queen. He was not surprised by the accusation, but did not appreciate it all the same.

"Your Highness, I fear you overestimate the authority of this Council." Lord Applegate spoke with a grim shake of his head. "Perhaps when you are of age to be crowned king you can affect the changes you seek yourself."

Lord Applegate was the leader of the Council and, as far as Tristan had been able to discern, shared his dread of the impact of the queen's abuse of power.

Why will he not stand against her? Tristan wondered, clenching his fists at his side. A word from him could sway many members of this Council.

"How many more people will you allow her to kill in the year that remains until I am crowned?" Tristan demanded as his eyes raked the group of men. His gaze locked with Lord Blakemore's. Lord Blakemore was the same age Tristan's own father would have been, and was rumored to be a member of the resistance himself. Surely he would stand against the queen.

Lord Blakemore only scowled as he leaned back in his chair and folded his arms over his chest.

"I am sorry, Your Highness," Lord Applegate responded. He gestured to the men sitting on either side of him. "I do not see how we can do anything. Your mother's power is too great."

They fear her, Tristan realized as he took a stunned step back. Even the twelve most influential men in the kingdom did not dare oppose her publicly. "Then you had all better pray my coronation comes before she pushes the people too far." He whirled on his heels and stormed from the Council chamber.

"How did it go?" Lucas Medellin asked from where he stood leaning against the front of the building. He pushed off of the wall and scrambled to keep up as Tristan stomped past. "Not well, I gather."

"They will do nothing but wait until I am crowned." Tristan stopped in the street and turned to face his best friend. "But will the people put up with my mother's harsh rule that long?"

"They have put up with it for nearly twenty years," Lucas said with a shrug, "one more will hardly make a difference. Especially when they know they have you to look forward to as king."

"Some king I will be." Tristan raked his fingers through his black hair. "I could not even sway the opinions of twelve men, how can I rule a nation?"

"There are those of us who are concerned you will even survive to be crowned in the first place," Lucas said under his breath. "Your meeting with the Council would be enough to put your life at risk, but when you consider what I learned today..." His expression was dark with worry as he continued, "Must you return to the palace tonight? I fear it is not safe."

"Not safe?" Tristan raised a skeptical eyebrow. "Surely you do not believe my mother would retaliate against her own son?"

"Yes, actually, that is precisely what I believe." Lucas rubbed the back of his neck. "How much do you know about how your father died?"

"He became ill shortly before I was born," Tristan replied. He narrowed his eyes as he tried to determine how his father's death twenty years earlier could worry his friend today. "Your father did everything he could, but even his skill could not save him."

"I stumbled on my father's notes from that night while organizing his records today." Lucas looked around to make sure no one was near enough to overhear and lowered his voice. "King Justin was poisoned. My father suspected your mother."

"No, Lucas," Tristan shook his head. His mother may be a ruthless monarch, but he refused to entertain the suspicion that she would have murdered her own husband. "As much as I respect your father, I cannot believe she would harm my father – or me. You need not fear for me."

Lucas forced a laugh. "Someone has to, my friend. If anything happens to you, I would lose my best friend, my future brother-in-law, and my king."

* * * * *
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"I THINK IT WAS VERY brave," Aleatha spoke up as she laid a piece of rich birthday cake on the table in front of Tristan. She looked at him with twinkling eyes. "I would not have had the courage to stand before the Royal Council, knowing at least half of them are loyal to the queen."

"It was brave," Dr. Medellin agreed with his daughter. He gestured at Tristan with his fork. "I am very proud of you, Tristan. We all are. You will make a fine king."

Heat rose to Tristan's cheeks and he focused his attention on devouring the cake.

"That's what I told him," Lucas spoke up. He swallowed the bite of food in his mouth and continued, "Anyone would be better than the witch we have now."

"Lucas Gaius Medellin," his mother scolded. "In this house we speak respectfully of the queen, even if we do not approve of her actions."

"Sorry, Mother," Lucas apologized as he pushed a crumb around on his plate.

Pounding at the door shook the plates on the table. "Open in the queen's name!"

"That would be my summons," Tristan said, taking a deep breath as he pushed his chair away from the table. He never looked forward to the end of his visits with the Medellins. "Thank you all for the birthday celebration."

"Next year we will celebrate both your birthday and coronation," Dr. Medellin promised.

The front door swung open and a pair of soldiers stepped into the house.

"Let's go, Prince," one of the soldiers sneered. "The queen hates to be kept waiting."

"Allow me to say goodbye, Captain Brogan," Tristan answered. The disrespectful captain of his mother's guard would be one of the first to go when he was crowned.

"Tristan, please," Lucas protested, grabbing Tristan's arm and pulling him aside. He leaned close and whispered, "It is not safe. Not after how you opposed her openly this morning. Your mother will...”

"My mother will be furious, yes," Tristan returned, "but she is my mother. She will not harm me. You worry too much."

"Of course I worry. You are my friend and the only hope this kingdom has for freedom." Lucas glanced back at the soldiers standing by the door. "At least promise me you will be careful."

"I will, Lucas, I promise." Tristan frowned. His friend's concern was catching. Though Tristan did not believe Queen Brigitte would murder him, he understood the punishment for his failed attempt to curb her excesses would likely be unpleasant. "God is in control, my friend." Tristan gripped both of Lucas's shoulders and met his eyes with a reassuring gaze. "If He wills for me to take the throne, nothing my mother does can change that."

Lucas took a deep breath and nodded, his look of concern only slightly faded. "I will not stop praying for His hand of protection on you, then. I do not think you understand how dangerous this next year will be."

He truly believes my mother will seek to keep me from the throne, Tristan realized as he regarded his friend. There would be no time now to question Lucas further, but perhaps it would be wise to keep a watchful eye at the palace. Even if his mother were not involved, he would not have made many friends among the servants loyal to her today. Danger could easily come from a direction other than the one Lucas suspected.

"You will be coming to church with us tomorrow, won't you?" Aleatha interrupted as she stood from the table and crossed the room to Tristan.

"I'm afraid sneaking out again tomorrow may not be wise," Tristan apologized as he took her hands in his. He did not deceive himself into thinking his mother was unaware he avoided her state-sponsored church, but he could not risk provoking her further by slipping away to attend the Medellins' dissenting church. "Perhaps next week. Until then, my lady, good bye." He bent and pressed his lips gently to the back of her hand.

"Ahem," Dr. Medellin cleared his throat, looking at Tristan with a raised eyebrow as he rose to stand behind his daughter. He placed a protective hand on Aleatha's back. "Until next week, Tristan, may God be with you."

Tristan released Aleatha's hands reluctantly and turned to follow the guards. Next Sunday seemed so far away.

* * * * *
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YOU SPEAK TREASON, young man. Lord Windemere's accusation echoed in Tristan's mind as he entered his mother's chambers with his head held high. Nervousness gripped his stomach. Lucas's warnings nagged at him. His mother was going to be furious. While he did not fear his mother would truly hurt him, he was keenly aware he would have to pay the price for his speech this morning. A price he was certain would be calculated to make him think twice before questioning her again.

Heavenly Father, be with me, he prayed as he stepped onto the plush red carpet of the opulent room. It was excessive, like everything else about his mother. The queen herself sat on an upholstered chaise waiting for him. Her quiet regard as he approached increased his nervousness.

"Tristan, my dear son," she purred as she leaned back in the chaise, lifted her feet onto it, and crossed her ankles. "Lord Windemere told me you spoke to the Royal Council this morning. You know you could have come directly to me."

Any hope Tristan may have had of trying to explain his behavior in a softer light was clearly gone. If only it had been Lord Applegate who had reported to the queen, rather than Lord Windemere! Lord Windemere's accusation of treason and Lucas's worried warning clashed in Tristan's mind and a seed of real fear took root for the first time.

"Mother, I have come to you countless times. and yet the cruelty continues." Tristan swallowed against the dryness in his mouth. "The people of Boldaria deserve..."

"The people of Boldaria deserve a strong ruler willing to do what it takes to make sure the laws are obeyed." Queen Brigitte cut him off . "And I am in no way certain you are ready to be that ruler. I knew your association with Dr. Medellin and his family was making you soft. Would they also turn you against me?"

"No," Tristan answered quickly. He was willing to face his mother's anger for his actions, but he would not have her turn her wrath on his friends. "The Medellins are faithful to Boldaria."

"But not to me," the queen amended with a wave of her hand. "You need not be concerned about them, the good doctor has been in my service since before you were born. I know well his feelings for me. He does not need to agree with me, so long as he does not oppose me." She propped herself up on one elbow and gave Tristan an intent look. "Fear is loyalty, Tristan, at least where the common people are concerned. You think the Medellins are your friends. They only seek to align themselves with the next king. How better than to make an advantageous match for their daughter and place their son, a member of the resistance, where he could do the most harm: by the king's side."

"Dr. Medellin has not yet approved of my attentions to Aleatha and Lucas is not a member of the resistance," Tristan argued. Not yet, at least. Lucas felt as strongly as he did about the queen's harsh rule; it would not be too far a stretch for him to join the rapidly swelling number of citizens resisting her reign.

"My poor naive boy," Queen Brigitte said with a sigh, "what do you think that church of theirs is, if not a cover for the resistance?" A cunning look glinted in her eyes as she sat up and placed her feet on the floor "Anything that does not promote loyalty to me is resistance. You wish to worship their God, marry their daughter, promote their son, and now I find you publicly condemning me at their behest. I believe 'treason' was the word Lord Windemere used." She stood and crossed to Tristan, tilting his chin so his eyes met hers. Her voice was like the blade of a sword as she asked, "What will it take to break the hold they have over you?"

Cold fear wrapped around Tristan's heart. His mother might not hurt him, but she was very capable of ordering the Medellins killed. "Please, Mother, let them be. I swear to you my speech today was my own foolishness."

"Swear your allegiance to me," Queen Brigitte demanded, her fingers on his chin tightening.

"Of course I am loyal to you," Tristan responded without hesitation. After all, she was his mother.

"No, Tristan," she snapped. "I want you to pledge your faithfulness to me above everything else. I am your mother and your queen. I will not have either the Medellins or their God taking your loyalty from me."

Tristan bit off the sharp reply that rose to his lips. To cross her now could bring death to everyone he cared about, but he could not do as she asked. Not even to save the only family he knew.

"You cannot do it, can you?" his mother sneered. She shoved his chin as she let go and returned to her chaise. "Lord Devon, come in here," she called.

An immaculately dressed man with black hair and the dark eyes of a predator stepped into the room and stood behind her. His eyes raked over Tristan as if sizing him up. "He should be no problem, Your Majesty."

"This is Lord Devon," Queen Brigitte announced. "I have hired him to turn you into the ruler this kingdom needs. His methods are a bit rigorous, but after our little discussion I am afraid they are necessary. He will take you somewhere far from the influence of the Medellins and bring you back when you are ready to lead this nation."

"If I go with him, will you swear not to harm the Medellins?" Tristan attempted to negotiate, knowing full well he had little control over what his mother did to either him or his friends. Heavenly Father, they are in your hands.

"The Medellins are in no danger as long as they can no longer turn you against me," Queen Brigitte assured him.

The fear that had gripped his heart turned into a hard ball of dread in his stomach. The ominous stare Lord Devon had fixed on him since entering the room left him with a sense of foreboding. What have I gotten myself into?

"When do we leave?"
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Prince Tristan lay on the night-cooled sand as the rays of the burning desert sun crept over the mountains. The thin blanket that covered his body had done little to protect him from the chill of the night and would do even less to protect him from the intense heat, but he did not dare move to push it off. The dawn itself would soon awaken Devon in the tent pitched nearby, but he could not risk even the slightest movement bringing his tormentor out sooner. These precious few moments with his Lord were the only respite Tristan had each day from the torture Devon had inflicted on him in the name of "training him to take the throne."

Heavenly Father, he prayed, I cannot go another day. Please, I beg you; have mercy on your servant. Allow this to be the day Devon kills me. He had prayed the same thing nearly every morning since Devon had begun his “training” in earnest. Today was different. He could not endure another day of Devon’s torture. Today would be the day Devon broke him.

A faint rustle from within the tent made Tristan squeeze his eyes shut and bit his lip. Devon would be out at any moment.

My God is always faithful. Tristan moved his lips silently as he repeated to himself a mantra of the few truths he had been able to cling to. Lucas would never betray me. Aleatha... A sob nearly choked him. The past year had been a battle over five truths Queen Brigitte had ordered Devon to force him to embrace.

The first truth – that his mother only had his best interests at heart – was attained with minimal struggle. He wanted nothing more than to believe his mother was only doing what she thought was best for him, despite the methods she used.

The second truth – that her harsh rule was necessary to govern the difficult and rebellious people of Boldaria – well, he fought against that one a bit harder. His stand against her cruelty was the reason he had been sent away with Devon. In spite of his strong opinion of her tyranny, he had eventually been forced to agree he knew little about what it took to rule a kingdom.

The third truth – that Aleatha, his beautiful Aleatha, would always be true to him – he had clung to that truth through months of torture. Starvation, scourgings, canings, lack of sleep, lack of water, even poison: every form of torture Devon's twisted mind could invent had been utilized to rob Tristan of the confidence he had in his fiancée. Two days ago, his body battered and his mind in shambles, he had given in to the nagging doubts Devon had planted and nursed.

The final two truths – his faith in Lucas's loyalty and his faith in God – had not weakened. But if he could lose his confidence in Aleatha, he could lose his confidence in anything at all. He no longer wanted God’s strength to make it through the day.

Devon’s heavy boots crunched on the sand as he stepped out of the tent. Tristan forced himself to breathe rhythmically, hoping Devon would think he was still sleeping. Though nearly a year of abuse had taught him Devon would not care whether he was sleeping or not. His time was up.

“Heavenly Father, let me die!” he whispered.

The footsteps in the sand stopped beside him. “So you want to die, do you, Prince Tristan?” Devon mocked. “As you wish, Your Highness. Today I will make you believe you died and went straight to hell.”

A sharp kick to his back made Tristan gasp as he rolled onto his stomach and gritted his teeth against the pain. Warmth soaked the back of his threadbare tunic where Devon’s blow had reopened the wounds from the whipping he had given Tristan the day before.

“That is one truth you could never convince me of,” Tristan retorted. He drew a ragged breath and continued, “The moment you kill me, I will be waking to see my Savior’s face, not your hideous one!”

Another vicious kick rolled Tristan onto his shredded back and forced a cry from his lips. Devon crouched down and gripped him by the front of his tunic, pulling Tristan’s face close to his own. “By the time I am done with you, you will be convinced your God would be only too happy to see you burn for eternity.”

Tristan's blood ran cold. Devon’s black hair, eyes, and goatee made him look like an emissary of Satan himself and lent unnatural credence to his threats.

Heavenly Father, Tristan prayed as he lay his head back against the sand, I beg you, let him kill me today.

Devon’s mouth widened into a devilish smirk. “No answer, Prince Tristan? You grow weak.”

Tristan scrambled for a reply. He could not afford for Devon to feel he was winning. His mother had only authorized Devon to try to break him for a year. If Devon failed in that time, he was to make sure Tristan would never return to the kingdom. That year was almost up. Tristan’s only hope for sanity was to wait out the year. He decided to plead physical weakness. “I have eaten twice in the last week, in addition to whatever torment your deviant mind has come up with. Most men would be dead by now, and you wonder why I cannot keep up the witty repartee?”

“Most men would have broken by now!” Devon screamed, throwing Tristan back down to the sand. “A year! One whole year and you still stubbornly refuse to cooperate! What do I have to do to you? You should be a puppet in my hands!”

Cringing, Tristan tried to catch the breath Devon knocked out of him. Devon's rage had brought him to the brink of death twice before, but only to the brink. Let him go too far today.

"But today will be different, Your Highness," Devon said with feigned kindness as he helped Tristan to sit up. His kind tone clashed with the malice in his words. "Today is the one-year anniversary of our time together. Your mother has authorized a change. All restrictions are off.”

Tristan’s eyes widened as he fought the terror that thrilled up his spine. “What do you mean? What restrictions?” If the last year had been under restriction, he could not even begin to comprehend what might be in store now. Please, God, where are you?

“She cares for you. She wanted me to do everything in my power to turn your allegiance to her without causing permanent damage, but you have proved so very uncooperative,” Devon said. He brushed the dust from Tristan's ragged tunic and gave Tristan a look of eager anticipation that promised Devon would enjoy today far more than Tristan would. “First we celebrate. Let me tend to your wounds, then I have a delicious breakfast waiting for you in the tent.”

Devon applied an ointment to the cuts on Tristan’s back and bandaged him. He then helped Tristan to his feet and led him to the tent. Tristan followed, dread filling his empty stomach as if with stones. Devon always fed him well, cared for his wounds and let him rest before trying a new, intense session of training. Now with all “restrictions” off...

The smell of hot food reached Tristan before he even set foot in the tent. His stomach rumbled in spite of his fear. On a brightly colored rug in the middle of the tent lay hot mince pies, fresh apples, roasted chicken, and sweet pastries.

“Eat.” Devon waved his hand toward the food. “Anything you want. All you want.”

As Tristan knelt beside the rug, every instinct in his starving body told him to devour as much as he could before Devon changed his mind, but a memory held him back.

“How do I know this is not poisoned like last time?” He kept his eyes on the food as if it were a viper. The poison ordeal had been one of the worst things Devon had put him through. He suspected by Devon’s treatment of him afterward that his tormentor had considerable trouble bringing him back from that one.

“There really is no way to know for sure,” Devon admitted as he knelt across from Tristan and traced a finger over the rosy curve of an apple. “You will just have to trust me.”

But I cannot trust you. Tristan stared down at the food as he tried to decide. Devon had tried the “I am your savior, trust me with your life” method of control for two months early on. It had not worked then; it certainly was not going to work now. However, his watering mouth and growling stomach were harder to ignore than his fears. Perhaps if it were poisoned this time, it would kill him quickly. He picked up a mince pie in one hand and an apple in the other, savoring each delicious bite. He ate until he was satisfied, and then pushed the food away before he became too full. He had made that painful mistake before and was not about to repeat it.

“Finished?” Devon asked. "Good, then rest. We have a busy afternoon.” Devon gestured to a corner of the tent where a pile of soft pillows lay.

Too exhausted to argue or care about what Devon was planning, Tristan lay on the pillows. He would know soon enough.

* * * * *
[image: ]


THE ROUGH SHAKING OF his shoulder awakened him.

“Wake up," Devon ordered. "We have work to do.”

Blinking his eyes, Tristan looked at Devon. The bright sunlight shown through the open tent flaps behind Devon, and Tristan realized he could have only slept a couple of hours. Still, he was surprised at how good rest and food made him feel. He slowly stood to his feet, knowing he was walking straight into whatever trap Devon had planned for him, but powerless to avoid it.

“Come, Your Highness. We are going to go for a little walk.” Devon handed him a robe and a pair of sandals like Tristan had seen the Bedouins wear. “You will need these.”

Tristan dressed and followed Devon from the tent. Standing outside were two camels. Devon mounted one and motioned for Tristan to do the same. Tristan hesitated. Food, rest, clothes, and a camel seemed too good to be true. There had to be a catch, and usually it was a very painful one.

“We are just going for a short ride,” Devon called. “You have nothing to fear.”

“As long as I obey you implicitly.” Tristan glared at Devon as he mounted and turned the camel to follow him.

“As always, Prince,” Devon answered as he led his camel out into the desert.

They rode into the desert until they were out of sight of the camp.

“I received a letter from your mother last night,” Devon commented.

"What, pray, does that mean to me," Tristan snapped. After this last year, he was pretty sure he did not want to know.

“I had written telling her of your stubbornness. I told her I thought I could convince you to cooperate soon, but I might need to take drastic measures,” Devon said as if discussing something mundane, like the sweltering heat.

A chill coursed through Tristan in spite of the temperature. After a year of nearly every form of suffering a human could endure, Devon talked of drastic measures?

“She asked me to give you one more chance to accept reason.” Devon turned back to Tristan and added, “She really does care for you, Tristan, in her own way. She only wishes to gain the absolute allegiance she deserves as your mother.”

Tristan did not respond. He had lost that battle months ago.

“She has never given up hope on you,” Devon continued, allowing his camel to drop back so he was riding beside Tristan. “She has never stopped asking about your well-being. You know she only wants what is best for you. She fears your loyalty to the faithless Medellins is leading you astray. I have been assigned to mold you into the strong monarch she knows you will have to be to guide Boldaria’s rebellious people when she is gone."

“I do not question that she thinks she is doing what is best for me and the kingdom,” Tristan lashed out. “That does not mean I need to agree with either her goals or her methods.”

“Certainly no child agrees with his mother’s methods,” Devon sympathized. “Does not even your own Bible teach that God’s methods of discipline can be unpleasant?”

Devon waved his hand to cut off Tristan's retort.

“At least she has not abandoned you like your ‘beloved’ Aleatha,” Devon said, his piercing black eyes taunting Tristan, “or betrayed you like your ‘friend’ Lucas.”

“Lucas would never betray me,” Tristan returned. He winced at his own response. His unconscious omission of Aleatha’s name could not fail to go unnoticed by Devon.

“But you doubt your beloved's faithfulness?” Devon cut off Tristan’s reply again as he pulled his camel to a stop. “Never mind. Your mother thought you might need some extra persuading.”

"Nothing my mother would say could change my mind." Tristan reined in his own camel as he watched Devon reach into his robe and remove two sheets of paper.

“That is why she thought you would appreciate their own words.” Devon grinned as he selected one of the pieces of paper and leaned forward to pass it to Tristan. “This is a copy of the banns published for Aleatha and a Marc Erosthanes. I believe you know him.”

Tristan took the paper from Devon’s hand, his last shred of hope dying as he read the words written there. Aleatha was to have married Marc on the fifth of February, a month ago by Tristan’s closest guess. Tristan crumpled the paper in his fist and slumped over the neck of his camel in grief. Marc was the biggest rake in his mother’s court. He was also Tristan’s biggest competitor for Aleatha’s hand. Tristan had thought Aleatha could not stand the sight of Marc. Evidently, a year could change a lot.

“I am sorry,” Devon said. He drew his camel closer and laid a hand on Tristan's arm. “Your mother knew all along she was not worthy of your love. She tells me your devoted Aleatha was already with child.”
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The mocking tone in Devon’s voice reminded Tristan he had to put on a strong front, or lose everything. Heavenly Father, he prayed as he tried to compose himself as well as he could, why will You not help me? I cannot take any more of this.

“Will you still persist in your confidence in her faithfulness?” Devon asked.

Willing himself to meet Devon's gaze without wavering, Tristan gritted his teeth and remained silent.

“Perhaps you are ready to listen to reason,” Devon said, giving Tristan an appraising look. “Will you now abandon this foolish confidence in Lucas’s loyalty? Surely if his sister could betray you, so could he. The love between you and Aleatha was stronger than the friendship between you and Lucas, was it not?”

“I do not care what you say, or what those papers you have in your hand claim,” Tristan insisted through clenched teeth. “Lucas would never plot to kill me.”

Devon met Tristan’s stare with a challenge in his own eyes as he selected another paper and held it in front of him. “I have here a letter written in Lucas Medellin’s own hand agreeing to murder you himself, for the sake of the people.“ Devon handed the paper to Tristan. “Who better than another Brutus? No one can get as close as a trusted friend. It’s like I told you, the Medellins were only using you, turning you against your mother as a pawn of the resistance.”

Tristan snatched the letter away from Devon. It appeared to be from Lucas to the leader of an underground resistance group. In it Lucas admitted Tristan had “become a danger to the well-being of the people” and further agreed he was in the best position to “mercifully end the prince's life and the threat he poses to freedom.” Tristan fought to keep his hand steady as he examined the wording and handwriting more closely for some sign of forgery. He saw none. Lucas’s precise, clear handwriting was as familiar to him as his own. He swallowed hard and looked up at Devon, shaken but still defiant. “If I return to Boldaria as you and my mother intend, I will certainly be a danger to the people. I can only hope Lucas would have the mercy to stop me before I become the tyrant my mother is.”

“Read the letter again." Devon laughed. "Your friend Lucas does not say ‘if’ you become a danger; he believes you already are. Look at the date. The letter was written the week before you left with me. Your mother probably saved your life by sending you out here. Breaking the hold the Medellins had over you was one of the greatest reasons your mother had for sending you out here with me. She never wished to hurt you, but their power over you was too great.”

The doubts Devon was planting took root as Tristan read the letter again. Heavenly Father, I am losing. Give me a way out!

“You may as well just face it,” Devon said, leaning forward as if sensing Tristan’s weakness and moving in for the kill. “The only person who truly cares about you is your mother. Even your God has abandoned you.”

“God has not abandoned me.” Tristan fought to keep his voice steady even as his body began to tremble. “He will never abandon me.”

“He has abandoned you,” Devon insisted. He drew his camel so close that the side of the animal pressed against Tristan's leg and leaned his face close to Tristan’s. “Or do you mean to tell me this past year has been evidence of his ‘care?’ Your mother put restrictions on what I was to do; what has your God done? What future does this ‘faithful’ God the Medellins taught you to worship have waiting for you? Your true love in the arms of another man and a knife placed in your back by your best friend? Your mother offers you a kingdom. All you have to do is swear allegiance to her – and only to her.”

Squeezing his eyes closed, Tristan tried to fight off the wave of panic that began to overwhelm him. My God is always faithful. Lucas would never betray me, he forced himself to repeat. He must not give in to the doubts that were growing in his mind. My God is always faithful. Lucas would never betray me, he repeated again, this time with more confidence. Give me the strength to conquer my doubts.

“What is your answer, Prince Tristan?” Devon pressed, with victory in his voice.

Taking a deep breath, Tristan opened his eyes and gave the only answer he had left to give. He spat in Devon's face, still inches from his own and replied, “You can give that answer to my mother.”

Devon’s face grew purple with rage. His hand shot out, grabbed Tristan by the front of his robe, and flung him from his camel to the burning sand. Before Tristan could get to his feet, Devon had dismounted and was standing over him with a short dagger in his right hand. “Your mother has authorized a final attempt to persuade you. Personally, I hope you can resist this one as well. I would love nothing more than watching you die!”

One more test, Heavenly Father. Tristan fell back against the sand. Help me pass it, then please let me die.

“And I would not go wishing for death.” Devon knelt and yanked Tristan to his feet. “I can assure you the death I have planned for you will be more agony than anything you have endured so far.

“Take off your robe and sandals,” Devon ordered, gesturing at Tristan with his dagger.

“Do you think I am mad?” Tristan rebelled, crossing his arms over his chest.

Devon drew back his hand and struck Tristan across the face with enough force to knock him back to the ground. “Do not think you can goad me into killing you now. It will not work and you will only cause yourself unnecessary pain. Take off the robe and sandals.”

Tristan allowed the robe to fall to the sand and sat on it to keep from burning himself as he removed his sandals. He had a pretty good idea what Devon had planned. Without a robe and sandals, Tristan would be exposed to the sweltering afternoon sun. He could not survive long in the heat of the day without protection. And without water, which he somehow doubted Devon would provide.

“And your tunic.” Devon held out his dagger and pointed it at Tristan’s tattered shirt.

Tristan paused halfway through unlacing one sandal and looked up at Devon. “Surely you jest.”

With a swift motion, Devon severed the laces on the front of Tristan’s tunic, cutting through the bandages he had put on him earlier. The point of the dagger sliced a shallow cut along Tristan’s breastbone.

Letting out his breath with a hiss, Tristan pressed his hand to the cut. It was not bleeding much, but it stung from the sweat soaking his body.

“Your tunic,” Devon repeated, his voice threatening.

He had no other option, so Tristan pulled his tunic over his head and stood up on the robe. Throwing the tunic and the loose bandages to the side, he turned back just as Devon finished pounding the last of four long stakes into the sand.

He did not have time to wonder what Devon was doing. Devon pulled several lengths of rope from the pack of his camel and shoved Tristan backward onto the sand. Tristan cried out in pain as the sand seared the wounds on his back. He lifted himself onto his elbows, but was driven back to the ground as Devon yanked his right arm from under him and straight out to his side.

“What are you doing?” Tristan gritted his teeth against the pain. Fear welled up inside him as he struggled against Devon's iron grip.

Without answering, Devon looped one length of rope around his wrist until it bit into the skin and tied the ends of the rope to one stake. When he was satisfied Tristan was secure, Devon went around to Tristan’s left side and repeated the process on that arm.

The stake held fast as Tristan yanked his right arm as hard as he could. He dropped his head back with a groan. Devon meant to give him more than a sunburn or a bad case of dehydration. He meant to bake him alive. The sun beating down on his exposed face and chest was scorching his skin already.

After staking out Tristan's legs as well, Devon stood and surveyed his work. “I think you will not be walking away from this one.”

“What are the rules to this game, Devon?” Tristan asked. He could not actually see his tormentor. Not only did looking up at Devon cause the blinding sun to glare into his eyes, but sweat was running into his eyes as well. “Same as usual? I agree to cooperate, beg you for mercy, and you come and rescue me?”

“Not this time.” Devon crouched beside him and snorted as he said, “Do you think I would be crazy enough to stay out here without protection during the hottest part of the day? I will be back in an hour. If the heat has not made you completely ready to cooperate by then...”

“You leave me here,” Tristan finished. His mouth was dry, either from the heat or from the fear coursing through him. He was ready to die, but he did not welcome the slow, painful death offered to him by Devon. Still, what else should he have expected?

“Happy Birthday, Your Highness,” Devon mocked. The sand crunched as he took a step toward the camels. “Your mother said to be sure to mention it was not too late for a coronation celebration when we get back. If you get back, that is.”

Birthday. Coronation celebration. A light went on in Tristan’s mind. He wetted his lips as well as he could with his parched tongue. “That is what this past year was about, was it not, Devon? I am twenty-one today. If I were home, I would be crowned king tonight. My mother would lose her power.”

Devon’s footsteps returned to his side and Tristan felt a slight change in temperature as Devon’s shadow fell across his face. He opened his eyes to see Devon kneeling over him again. The sun glowed around him, making him look more shadow than human.

“She cannot have someone in power who will undo all the work she has accomplished over the last twenty-one years,” Devon answered.

“You mean she cannot have someone in power she cannot control.” Tristan squinted to get a better look at Devon's reaction. He did not look pleased. “She told you to break me, create me into her puppet, or not to bring me back at all. This was all about her power!”

Devon scowled. Tristan blinked the sweat out of his eyes. His outburst had given him strength. He prepared himself for one final question, a question he hoped would explain the previous year of torment. “Were you there when she killed my father?”

“How old do you think I am?” Devon scoffed. “That was all her doing.”

A strange rush of emotion filled Tristan. Elation at finally catching Devon off guard, of gaining one point on him in his twisted mental game. Grief and pain at the confirmation of the rumor he had refused to believe. His stomach churned. “My father would not be controlled by her either. She killed him just as she is having you kill me.”

“Prince Tristan,” Devon said, his voice like silk as he recovered, “whatever gave you the idea she killed your father? She loved your father.”

“Just as she ‘loves’ me?” Tristan was surprised at the depth of bitterness in his voice. He licked his lips again. “Lucas told me the day before you took me out here that she had killed my father. He warned me she would never let me live to claim the throne from her. Lucas was right.”

He stopped, frozen by his own words. He repeated them to himself, “Lucas was right.“

Rage passed across Devon’s face, a rage greater than anything Tristan had seen over the last year. Still, Tristan pushed on. He had nothing to lose and his sanity to gain. “Why would he have warned me of my mother if he were planning to kill me himself? Lucas and his family have always looked after me as if they were my own family. You have lost, Devon. Everything you have worked for this last year is gone. My mother was looking after her own interests, not mine. Her cruelty and manipulation is a crime, not a necessity. Lucas did not betray me. And my God may have allowed me to suffer this last year, but he has given me the strength to defeat you.” His speech had left him drained, but it had been worth it.

“You forget Aleatha, my prince,” Devon returned, his voice trembling and his teeth clenched. “She abandoned you and married another. Or do you have some magic way of disputing the banns I read you?”

The banns could have been faked, but Tristan had no way to be sure. He sighed, closed his eyes and turned his head away from Devon. “If she is married, it is because she thought me dead. Which will be true in a couple of hours anyway, will it not? I wish her happiness, if not through her husband, then through her child.”

With a roar, Devon stood and kicked Tristan in the side. Tristan cried out in pain when his body was forced away from the stake that held him down and his arm was wrenched from his socket. Without a word, Devon turned and stomped toward the camels.

“Do not bother returning in an hour,” Tristan said, panting from the heat and the pain. “My answer will not change.”

“Do not worry, Your Highness,” Devon said, his voice distant as he rode away. “I will be back, if only to watch you die.”

If I last that long, Tristan thought. He had nothing to drink since that morning and he was already light headed from lack of water. The pain in his exposed skin was excruciating, and he found himself eager for the end.

Heavenly Father, be merciful, he prayed, gritting his teeth and focusing on his prayer to avoid thinking about his pain. Thank you for sparing my sanity. I beg you to allow death to come easily. Bless Lucas and Aleatha. He paused. He felt cold and clammy and found it increasingly difficult to concentrate. Give them happiness. And, please, Lord, send someone to bring peace to Boldaria and end my mother’s reign of tyranny.

Lord. Welcome me. To your kingdom. His pain ended as he succumbed to the heat.

* * * * *
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A SHARP PAIN TO THE left side of his face, and another to his right dragged him back to consciousness. The pain from his burned skin flooded over him as he squinted his swollen eyes to see Devon standing over him. This time he had chosen to stand out of the way of the sun, so its rays continued to pound Tristan’s already seared skin.

“I told you I would be back, Prince Tristan,” Devon taunted. “Do you have an answer for your mother? Or do I get the pleasure of watching you die?”

Tristan moved his mouth to answer, but no sound came out. His tongue felt thick and cottony and his throat was cracked and dry. He tried again. “Tell her I won,” he rasped, his voice little more than a weak whisper. “I defeated you. She cannot control me.”

“I hoped you would say that. I will be returning immediately to give her your message.” Devon drew a dagger from beneath his robe. “But first, I want to leave you with something to remember me by.”

With a quick motion, Devon brought the dagger down and plunged it into the taut flesh near Tristan’s left shoulder and pulled it back out again. Tristan’s cry of agony was only a weak croak as he strained against his bonds. Moaning, he settled back on the sand as the warm blood ran down his parched skin. He slipped back into unconsciousness.

Devon struck him across the face, jolting him back awake. “You will not go that easily, Prince,” Devon hissed. “You have little time left, but I mean to make sure you enjoy every moment of it.”

Pain and dehydration left Tristan’s mind too fogged to answer. Soon, nothing Devon could do would wake him. The pain in his shoulder and across his burned body was unbearable. He was slipping away again. Devon grabbed him in a choke hold and tried to shake him back to consciousness, but no effort could keep him awake. Peace flooded over Tristan as he passed out for the last time.

* * * * *
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DEVON DROPPED TRISTAN'S limp body back onto the sand and stood in disgust. Tristan’s chest still rose and fell in barely perceptible breaths, but he was as good as dead.

A cloud of dust on the horizon drew Devon’s attention. He shielded his eyes with his hand and tried to determine the cause. Still a good way off was a caravan. Swearing, he looked back down at Tristan. He did not want to be caught anywhere near the body when it was discovered.

Mounting his camel, Devon glanced back at Tristan. He watched for a moment, needing to be certain the prince was dead. The shallow motions of Tristan’s chest slowed until he could no longer see any motion at all. Satisfied with his work, Devon turned his camel and hurried out of the path of the caravan. He had everything he needed from the campsite; he was free to report to the queen.

She would be happy to hear her throne was now secure.
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Chapter 3
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Lucas Medellin slipped into his father’s medical chamber beside the queen's bedchambers, closed the door behind him, and leaned against the door. He rubbed his hands over his face and through his hair, thankful to escape the clamoring courtiers and servants. He hated the intrigues and imagined illnesses of the palace. His real passion was for the charity work he did in the city.

The previous night, once he had finished working with his father, he had gone to the worst part of town as he often did. A desperate mother had begged for his help with her small son. The little boy had tried to climb the family’s market stall and had fallen, breaking his arm. It had been a simple break, easy to set, but the relief and gratitude in the mother’s eyes stood out in his mind. How he wished he were there now. At least there the gratitude was real, and evil was recognized for what it was. He compared that memory with disgust to that of the beautiful courtier who had just tried to entice him when he went to check on her feigned illness. Ever since Tristan had left, Lucas awaited his daily visits to the palace with dread. However, as his father’s apprentice, he still had a few more months before he would be free to do as he pleased.

Dr. Gaius Medellin’s tiny medical chamber was attached to the queen’s personal quarters. There was little room for both Lucas and his father to work together in the cramped space. An intricately engraved door separated them from the queen’s bedchambers. The wall to his left was lined with a long table for mixing medicines below a row of cabinets full of flasks and boxes containing herbs, minerals, and other things his father had collected from renowned physicians and apothecaries the world over. Stepping away from the door, he went to the table his father used to prepare his medicines. Each night he was tasked with setting out the vials his father would need to mix the queen's sleeping draught. His father, the queen’s personal physician, was the only one allowed to actually mix the medicine, but Lucas had been setting out the vials for three months now.

One by one he took down the vials, pausing only to look at the vial of Passion Flower Extract his father purchased from some Spanish Missionaries returning from the Americas. It was the most potent ingredient in the elixir, only a few drops were needed to help the queen sleep through the night, more than that and she would never awaken.

Lucas’s brown eyes scanned the row of vials he had set out on the tabletop, double-checking to be certain he had all of them. He knew all the correct proportions, but the queen feared poison more than anything. The only person she seemed to trust was his father.

The sound of the door opening behind him caused him to turn. His father stepped in and closed the door to the hall.

“You did well today, Lucas,” Dr. Gaius Medellin said, laying an appreciative hand on his son’s shoulder.

A smile brightened Lucas's face as he looked down at the shorter man. Compliments from his father were rare, especially over the last year. “I really do appreciate the training, Father.”

He was not as thankful, however, for the necessity of spending everyday at the palace. The queen seemed to take a perverse pleasure in all things evil, often feeling no need to hide her actions from him or his father. His disgust over her wickedness had caused no little tension between him and his father. Lucas turned his attention back to the vials. Anytime they talked about their medical work, it ended in a fight. He was not in the mood for another tonight.

His father looked at him as if determining if Lucas truly was grateful. Deciding in his son’s favor, he relaxed and said, “I know you do, son.”

“Dr. Medellin, are you in there?” the queen’s musical voice called from her quarters. “Come here, please.”

Dr. Medellin turned in the cramped chamber and pushed the door open. Lucas followed close behind.

The ornate decor of the room contrasted sharply to the functional medical chamber they left behind. Queen Brigitte lounged on a chaise. Her knee-length, ebony hair was braided with a gold ribbon and she wore a shimmering gold dress. Even at nearly fifty, she still possessed a stunning beauty that brought even much younger men to their knees. Lucas had ceased to be impressed many years ago. The first week he had come to the palace with his father, he had witnessed her slitting the throat of a messenger who had brought her upsetting news. He and his father had been forced to clean up the mess before anyone else came into the room. Lucas shuddered as he pushed the graphic memory out of his mind. Was it any wonder he hated coming to the palace?

“Doctor, I am expecting a special visitor tonight.” The queen rose to her feet and crossed the room to a large mirror mounted on the wall. She examined herself in the mirror, smoothed away a few stray hairs, and adjusted the ample skirt of her dress. “I will not be needing my sleeping potion right away. Please wait in your chamber until I call.”

“As you wish, my Queen.” Dr. Medellin bowed his acknowledgment.

Queen Brigitte turned her attention to Lucas. “Young man, your name is Lucas, I believe?”

In the nearly seven years Lucas had been his father’s apprentice, the queen had never acknowledged his presence, much less addressed him. He swallowed hard and bowed low, as he had seen his father do a thousand times, “Yes, Your Majesty.”

“You may be interested in what my visitor has to say.” The corner of her mouth twitched upward with a hint of sadistic enjoyment. “You were a special friend of my son, were you not?”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Lucas felt his heart pounding. News of Tristan? He tried to hide his excitement. He feared the queen was toying with him, as he had seen her do with so many others.

“Devon is coming to report to me tonight.” The queen turned with a swish of her long, full skirts and sat back down on the chaise. She lay back in a relaxed position and said, “I hope for some good news.”

“Good news, Your Majesty?” Dr. Medellin asked, his voice hard. “Good for whom?”

Lucas winced. Sometimes his father could be freer in his opinions to the queen than he would like. Prince Tristan's frequent stays at their house before the queen sent him away with Devon had made him a favorite of the entire Medellin household.

Queen Brigitte chuckled, taking his comment in the same good humor she usually took with him. “Why me, of course. Is anything good for a queen, not also good for her kingdom?”

“I was thinking about your son, Prince Tristan,” Dr. Medellin continued. “I hardly think Lord Devon’s treatment over the last year has been ‘good’ for him.”

“I know you rarely approve of my methods, but even you have to admit this country needs a strong ruler. I intend for my son to be that ruler. Anything that attains that goal will be good for him in the long run. You coddle him, Doctor, treat him as one of your own. He was born to be a powerful king, not a compassionate physician.” The queen turned at the sound of a knock at her door. “That must be Devon now. You may be dismissed to your medical chambers. I will call for you when I am finished.”

Dr. Medellin whirled on his heels and stormed out of the queen’s bedchamber. He stomped into his medical chamber and jerked the door closed behind him, slamming it into Lucas who scuttled in after him.

“‘Good news,’” Dr. Medellin mocked, gesturing to the door behind him. He turned to Lucas, his voice filled with hatred. “Not for Prince Tristan, certainly. She never loved that boy! She has only used him for her own ends, no matter what the cost. Is it any wonder he sought refuge at our home?” He gripped his hands behind him and began to pace the tiny room. “He was like a son to your mother and me.” He stopped and looked at Lucas. “And a brother to you and your sister. Now that witch has the audacity of suggesting that we might be interested in her ‘good news’?”

“Not so loud, please,” Lucas pleaded. “If she hears you...”

“What will she do? Kill me?” Dr. Medellin laughed. “No, son, she needs me... and fears me.” He turned to the vials lined up on his table in preparation to mix her nightcap, rested his hands on the edge of the table, and





[image: ]






















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





