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	Betrayed by several members of her crew, Erica now finds herself in a race to beat the clock. A rare poison injected into the king’s blood from the blade of her sword, threatens his life.

	Erica joins her lifemate, Laro, and the rest of the team, on a mission rife with danger to search for the antidote to save the king. With an angry god bent on destroying the royal line by any means possible, the team doesn’t know who to trust or what Zohmes will do next.

	Can Erica find a way to prove the innocence of her crewmembers before the blade of judgement falls?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Biryn sat up and swung his legs over the side of his bed. Grasping his head with both hands, he tried to stand but felt wobbly. “What is wrong with me?” he muttered.

	His personal aide rushed to his side. “Your Majesty, you are not well. Your physician advises rest.”

	“Get away from me, fool.” Biryn managed to stand, pulled his nightshirt off over his head, then looked at Raollin. “Who are you? What do you want? Leave me be. I need to attend to a serious matter.”

	“Majesty, you cannot—”

	Ignoring Raollin’s babbling and attempts to restrain him, Biryn left his room, marched out of his quarters, and headed to the throne room. It hung somewhere in his mind that he needed to attend a meeting, an important meeting, but he couldn’t remember what. He hardly noticed the guards discreetly gazing at the floor as he entered.

	“Biryn!”

	“Who are you? Why are you here?” Biryn asked the man who had rushed to his side. The man quickly removed his cloak and draped it around Biryn’s shoulders.

	“Biryn, it is me, Brenn.”

	His mind cleared a little. Clapping Brenn on the back, he said, “Brenn, my friend. You are here to beat me at battle theft. I remember now.”

	“Your Majesty, I am not here to play the game. Let me take you back to your quarters.” Brenn gently tried to urge Biryn back to the doors.

	“Why? Let the game begin. Guards, bring the game!”

	“Biryn, you are naked,” Brenn told him softly.

	“Naked?”

	“You are not wearing any clothes.”

	“Clothes? Oh. Who are those strange women? Why are there females present for our game?”

	“Ciara and Erica. We are here for the hearing, Biryn, but let me take you to your quarters so you can get dressed,” Brenn said, managing to guide him toward the doors while holding the cloak in place around him. Taking him by the arm, Brenn was able to direct him back to his quarters.

	Raollin had already laid out Biryn’s clothes and stepped forward to assist him. “General, the physician said the king needs to rest. He is not well.”

	“That much is obvious. Biryn, how about you rest a while longer? We can postpone the hearing.”

	Biryn felt completely confused. What was Brenn talking about? What hearing?

	Brenn steered him to his bed and waited until he lay down. “We’ll talk about it later, after you rest. Try to sleep, Biryn. You’ll feel better when you wake.”

	Biryn saw the woman behind Brenn and tried to sit, but something heavy weighed him down. He fought the drowsiness that suddenly attacked him, but it was no use. The dizziness dissipated, and he felt himself falling into a deep, dark pit.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Erica waited in the throne room with the others while Brenn and Ciara took the king back to his rooms. When they returned, Ciara was talking to Brenn just loud enough for Erica to make out the words.

	“I placed a spell on him. He will sleep now until I wake him,” Ciara said.

	“Good. I don’t know what’s wrong with him, but it’s not good.”

	“I suspect the sword was laced with a poison. It is destroying his mind,” Ciara said as they approached Erica, Aldis, Laro, and Icaras.

	Due to the strange circumstances of the assassination attempt, and the Earthlings involved, it was a private hearing. The king’s court was not present, and only two guards stood at the doors.

	“That was something for the books,” Erica muttered.

	Brenn looked at all of them and told them sternly, “No one is to speak of this or of the king’s illness. Ciara thinks there was poison on the sword. If the general public were to learn about it, it could cause an upheaval on the planet. The king has no heir, so the kingdom would die with him. The court has told Biryn many times that he needs to find a queen.”

	“What about the king’s aide and the guards that witnessed the indiscretion?” Laro asked.

	Brenn frowned, crossing his arms in front of his chest. “I will speak to them. Now, let us proceed.”

	“Guards, bring in the prisoners,” Aldis ordered.

	The doors opened, and Gary, Jill, and Ronald entered, flanked by six guards. Aldis held up his hand. The group stopped. “Guards, remove their shackles and leave us. This is a private hearing.”

	It did not escape Erica that two of the guards scowled. She glanced at Brenn and wondered if he’d noticed. She knew he’d handpicked them all, but some of them could have been swayed by Cewrick’s promises. Cewrick might be gone, but his minions would more than likely be serving Zohmes now.

	Aldis motioned the three prisoners to approach them. He was seated at a table centered in front of the throne, a datapad in his hand containing results from the preliminary testing and investigation. The temporary setup reminded Erica of an interrogation room on Earth. She noticed how uneasy Gary, Jill, and Ronald appeared as they approached the table. Jill had a terrified expression on her face, while the two men seemed somber. And so they should be. She had told them of the trial by fire. An assassination attempt on the king was the ultimate crime.

	“You may speak, one at a time. Jill, you first,” Aldis said.

	“I don’t remember what exactly happened. The lights came back on, and we were arrested. I might be unhappy about our circumstances, but I’m not a murderer. I could never kill anyone.” Jill’s fingers fidgeted nervously.

	“So you didn’t wield the sword?”

	Jill furrowed her brow. “No, sir, not that I know.”

	“Your fingerprints were on the hilt, as were those of your comrades.”

	“I honestly don’t know.” Jill gazed helplessly at Erica.

	“What about you two? What can you tell us?”

	“Like Jill, we don’t remember anything beyond getting arrested.” Gary looked at his two supposed co-conspirators.

	Aldis swiped his fingers across the screen of the datapad and nodded. “There were traces of a drug in your system. Do any of you remember trying a new drink?”

	“There was a variety of alcohol at the party. I think I tried all of the drinks.” Ronald shrugged.

	“Did anyone in particular offer you a drink before this all happened? We suspect you didn’t act alone. Think hard.”

	“Wait, I remember something,” Jill suddenly said. “I think I recall a servant approaching us with a tray of goblets. I remember grabbing one.”

	“Can you describe the servant?”

	“Maybe it wasn’t a servant. It’s all kind of foggy. I was already quite tipsy, and it was dark outside. He was wearing a cloak with a hood. I recall giggling and thinking that we weren’t at a costume party.”

	Aldis tapped his fingers on the table. “So it was a man. Did this person say anything?”

	“Not that I recall. Ronald? Gary? Do you guys remember?” Jill glanced sideways at her teammates.

	“Vaguely,” Ronald grimaced. “I think we were all kind of tipsy.”

	Erica heard Aldis’ deep sigh. She didn’t envy him. It had to weigh heavily on him to have to interrogate her crew.

	Frustration laced Aldis’ voice. “Surely there must have been a plan? Did you come to the celebration meaning to cause an upheaval of some kind?”

	Gary squared his shoulders and fisted his hands. “Hell, no. We had decided we were going to have a good time and enjoy some of the luxuries our captain has been privy to. What would assassinating the king do for us except get us burned alive?”

	“He’s right. We might feel dissatisfied, but murder is not the answer. We are not assassins,” Ronald insisted, his voice steady.

	Aldis sat the datapad down and stood, pushing his chair under the table. “Who brought Laura outside and left her near a flyer?”

	They shook their heads. “We don’t know,” Jill answered.

	“We’ve never had a case like this,” Aldis replied, looking at Brenn and Erica.

	“I know. The drug in their blood, did you get the results of the tests? Was it the same as Laura’s?” Brenn asked Aldis.

	“Yes, there were traces of the bindweed drug in their blood.”

	Erica shifted the weight on her feet. “I’d like to know who the cloaked servant was.”

	“It was Zohmes,” Ciara suddenly told them.

	“How do you know?” Brenn asked, his eyebrows raised.

	“Rania just told me.”

	Erica pinched the bridge of her nose. Ciara had a special relationship with the goddess Rania and often relayed messages from the deity. But the goddess’ help came in bits and pieces. Just enough to tease but never giving a straight answer. There had to be much more to the conversation Ciara had with Rania.

	Aldis began to pace. “That means Zohmes walks among us as a human. By the gods, we need to find out whose body he took possession of.”

	“The goddess also told me something else, but I can’t tell you now. After the hearing I can tell you.”

	Aldis regarded the three prisoners again. “Did anyone else touch the sword besides you three?”

	“Laura, when she took it out of the scabbard. I don’t remember if anyone else did,” Jill informed him.

	Ronald rubbed his face with his hands. “I can’t remember what happened or who besides us could have touched it.”

	Brenn took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “We aren’t getting anywhere with this right now. Maybe if they have a little more time for any lingering effects of the drug to wear off, we’ll get more answers. Go ahead and let the guards return them to their cells, Aldis.”

	Jill burst into tears as Aldis strode to the doors and opened them to admit the guards. “Erica, we didn’t do anything knowingly. Why do we have to go back to the dungeons?” She could barely get the words out through her sobs.

	Erica’s heart bled for her teammates. They might have been insubordinate, but she didn’t want to see them taken back to the dungeons. She leaned against Laro for support and was grateful for his arm around her waist. “We have to follow Ierilian procedure. You know this, Jill.”

	Aldis turned to the guards. “There is no need to clap them in irons. They won’t give us any trouble. Just return them to their cells. You will ensure they are fed well and are properly taken care of.”

	“Yes, sir,” one of the guards said.

	Erica sighed audibly as the guards led her people from the throne room. The trio appeared shell-shocked, and Jill still cried softly. She could hardly bear to look at her.

	“They will be well cared for, Erica. I give you my personal guarantee,” Brenn told her.

	Erica nodded. “Thank you, Brenn... Aldis.”

	Aldis closed the door behind the guards and turned to them. “I am not comfortable leaving Biryn in his quarters unguarded. How do we know that Zohmes hasn’t already infiltrated the castle using the person he possessed? Erica’s people were easily drugged. Nothing would stop him from doing the same to others close to the king.”

	“I agree. I am not comfortable holding private discussions in the throne room, either. Let’s move to Biryn’s private quarters. With the sleep spell Ciara placed on him, he would not be able to defend himself should one of his aides or councilors succumb to Zohmes’ control,” Brenn suggested.

	Brenn led the way to King Biryn’s private quarters. He opened the door, allowing them to file in. “Raollin, you will not under any circumstances speak of what you witnessed this morning, or I will have you clapped in irons. You may return to your regular duties.”

	Raollin cringed at the warning and stepped back, fear in his eyes.

	“The king... he is going to be fine, isn’t he?”

	“The gods are with us, Raollin. We will get to the bottom of this and ensure the king is healed,” Aldis reassured the anxious aide.

	Brenn closed the door and locked it after Raollin had left. “Raollin has been in service to the king since he was a young man and has become Biryn’s most trusted personal aide, but Zohmes has proven to us that anyone can be turned with a little prodding and the right drug.”

	Ciara walked back into the seating area. “King Biryn is still under the sleep spell, but I can’t leave him like that. He will need to be woken up. We don’t know what the poison is doing to his brain. Sleeping could accelerate the effects. He will also need sustenance.”

	“Maybe he can be fed intravenously?” Erica proposed.

	“No. That means involving the hospital, nurses and doctors. Rania suggests Icaras and Cylena watch over him. I need a vial of the king’s blood for testing so we know the name of the poison that infected him. How do we go about that without involving our medical team and laboratories?”

	“Catrice, our doctor. She can stay here at the palace with the king and supervise his medical care,” Erica suggested.

	“I don’t know, Erica. After what your crew did, do we want to involve any of your other crew members?” Aldis asked, frowning.

	Erica knew Aldis had a right to question her suggestion. After all it was her crewmembers that had been caught red handed with her sword, attempting to kill the king. But not everyone felt the same as the dissenters. Many of them looked forward to their future lives on Ierilia. “Is there an alternative? Catrice has accepted a future on Ierilia and her appointment as a doctor at the hospital. I guarantee we can trust her, as we can trust quite a few of my crew.”

	“I agree with Erica. Aldis, we do not have any other choice. I will fetch her personally and will tell her everything during the flight,” Brenn said.

	“What else did the goddess tell you, Ciara, that you didn’t want to reveal in the throne room?” Aldis asked.

	“Rania told me that the crown will be tested. The throne is in peril. It is up to us to find the antidote to the poison that has infected the king’s blood. Rania approves of Catrice. She also told me that Cylena needs to be with the king at all times.”

	“My sister is recovering from her solitary life. What good can she do?” Icaras wanted to know.

	Ciara tucked a strand of her long hair behind her ear. “I don’t know, Icaras, but you know as well as all of us, we must listen to the goddess.”

	“Your tears brought Laura and Mark back from the brink of death. Why can’t they heal the king?” Erica asked.

	“I already gave the king my tears. Though my dragon tears are powerful, they cannot cure what ails Biryn. Rania said we must journey far to get the antidote. That is all she would tell me at this time.”

	“Wouldn’t Rania know whose body Zohmes possesses? Your goddess speaks in riddles,” Erica muttered.

	Ciara held her hands up, frustration clouding her features. “The goddess can only tell us so much. The book of knowledge has mapped out our path, and we need to follow it. If the gods and goddesses used their powers to fix everything, it would make life far too simple.”

	Erica rubbed her face with her hands. What good did it do to have the gift of healing if you could not use it for something as important this. “But you’re the most powerful sorceress now and Icaras is more powerful than Cewrick ever was. His sister must have powers of her own. Can’t the three of you heal the king?”

	“No. We can only use our magick to what we are allowed. Like I said before, it would make life far too easy if we could fix everything by using our magick.”

	Of course healing the king would be considered making life easy. Erica couldn’t help but think that maybe their gods were not much different than the God of her world.

	“Then we will wait for further instructions from Rania. First, I must go and fetch Catrice and Cylena. Erica, will you contact the doctor? Icaras, would you like to go with me?” Brenn stood, ready to leave immediately.

	“Brenn, tell the doctor to gather sufficient medical equipment to bring along. Inform her that we need to test the king’s blood,” Ciara told him.

	Erica raised an eyebrow. “And who’s going to do the testing if we don’t want to involve any of the Ierilian medical staff?”

	“One of your crew works in the laboratories,” Ciara told her. “He needs to come to the palace.”

	Erica was shocked at Ciara’s response but also relieved that her crew would be allowed to assist. “Wow. You’re putting a lot of trust in the other members of my crew. I guess you’re talking about Jason.”

	“Yes, but with Rania’s approval. Now we must begin. Brenn, go now and bring Jason, too. We will wait until you return with the medical staff and Cylena,” Ciara said.

	Erica leaned back against her chair, her stomach suddenly growling. The day had gone by fast. She glanced at Laro and desperately longed for his arms, but that would have to wait.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Erica was grateful that Ciara had asked for drinks and food. As usual, the staff served goblets of wine. She really didn’t want the wine, but for lack of anything else, she sipped it. It didn’t quench her thirst, but at least calmed her shattered nerves a bit. The bread, cheeses, meat, and fruit disappeared fast. Everyone was hungry.

	Time had gone by so quickly. She wished she could go see Jill, Gary, and Ronald, but didn’t dare ask. How abandoned they’d be feeling right now.

	“I don’t see the purpose of Cylena being with the king,” she said, then sipped her wine slowly.

	“Rania didn’t give me an explanation. I’m sure there must be a reason,” Ciara said.

	Erica looked up at the sound of the door opening. Brenn had returned with Icaras, Cylena, Catrice, and Jason Downing. Jason was a field medic and laboratory technician. Catrice and Jason had worked at the same hospital before joining the relocation mission. She noticed by Jason’s clothing that he had also chosen to join the king’s army instead of the basic hospital staff.

	Brenn closed and locked the door behind them. “Catrice and Jason have already been briefed. Catrice has also been given a commission for the time being as a member of the medical team to investigate this.” Turning to Catrice, he motioned to a large table used by the king for private dining. “You can prepare your equipment at the table. Ciara will take you to the king when you have everything ready.”

	“I will return shortly,” Ciara said as she led Icaras and Cylena to the king’s bedroom.

	The beliefs on Ierilia still confused the hell out of Erica, but if the young woman’s presence would help the king, she was game for them to try anything.

	Erica squeezed Laro’s hand, needing his touch. “Jason, Catrice, I’m sure Brenn told you that you’re on a classified mission for the crown. Any information you obtain, hear, or see can’t under any circumstances be shared with anyone. Brenn and Aldis are putting a lot of trust in us after the assassination attempt.”

	“Understood,” Jason said.

	Catrice had a pained expression on her face. “I understand, Erica. I’m still trying to wrap my mind around the attempt on the king’s life. I can’t believe it was our people that tried to kill the king.”

	“I think we are all in disbelief.”

	Brenn seated himself across from Aldis. The guards handling her imprisoned crew members played heavily on her mind. “Will Catrice and Jason be safe? I know you handpicked the guards for the king, but I can’t help feeling that something’s off.”

	“I am concerned about it as well. Some of them didn’t seem too agreeable about leaving the throne room when we questioned Erica’s crew.” Laro voiced his concern.

	Brenn nodded in agreement. “I trust in the goddess and believe Icaras and Cylena will keep the king safe. But like you, I am not so trusting of the king’s guards. We need to replace them with people we can trust.”

	“I have already contacted Dunmore and Trevain. They will be providing security for Catrice and Jason,” Aldis told them.

	Catrice approached them with a needle and several vials in her hand. “I have everything ready and can draw the king’s blood. Does the king have a laboratory within the palace, or will Jason need to take the samples to the hospital?”

	“There is a small laboratory within the palace that will be at your disposal,” Brenn said.

	Ciara returned to the sitting room and smiled at Catrice. “You can take a blood sample now. He is sleeping for the moment, but taking his blood won’t wake him.”

	Catrice hesitated. “I’ll need the king’s previous blood work and records. I’m not sure how his DNA may be different from ours. I need a baseline to compare the results of this test. Will that be a problem?”

	“They will be at your disposal. Brenn will have someone from the hospital laboratory send the information to his datapad,” Ciara said as she led Catrice to the king’s room.

	Erica rubbed her eyes. They felt as if they had a pound of sand in them. What had been a long day was turning into a long evening, and she was still worried as hell about Jill, Gary, and Ronald. She rested her head against Laro’s shoulder, not caring that they were still at the palace in an official capacity. All of them had been running on adrenaline since the night of the assassination attempt. “I seriously need a cup of coffee. If I sip any more of this wine, I am going to drop off to sleep.”

	Laro chuckled and kissed the top of her head. “I think we could all use a cup of your coffee.”

	Jason sidled up to her and handed her a thermos cup. “Catrice brought it. She knew you’d probably need some of our home brew. I hope they can start producing coffee here soon, because our stock is depleting fast now that the Ierilians have developed a taste for it.”

	Erica grimaced. “Thanks. It takes at least five years for the coffee bush to reach maturity. At least on Earth it does. Laura has provided all the necessary information to grow the plants, but the climate here is different. Before her abduction, she directed the seeding. Laura has a lot of videos on how to process the coffee cherries. Maybe Ierilia’s advanced technology can speed up the growth, otherwise many of us are going to suffer coffee withdrawal. I can’t see our supply lasting a few more months, let alone five years.”

	Catrice had left the door to the king’s bedroom open. Erica watched as she carefully drew several vials of blood from his arm. Placing them into a container, she said, “I’ll need access to the lab now, please.”

	“Dunmore will take you and Jason. Ciara, I think you need to wake Biryn now. He needs to drink and eat something,” Brenn said.

	Ciara nodded and hurried to the king’s bedside. Erica heard her mumble some gibberish and saw the king open his eyes and sit up.

	“Get away from me!” Biryn shouted.

	He had a wild expression on his face. Icaras took Cylena’s hand and pulled her into the room to Biryn’s bed.

	“Cylena, take his hand,” Ciara said.

	Cylena hesitantly covered the king’s hand with hers. The young woman looked pale and quite overwhelmed.

	Suddenly, sanity returned to Biryn’s eyes. He gazed at Icaras and Cylena. “What is happening? Why are you all here?”

	Erica turned to Laro. “I need some fresh air. Can we go out on the balcony?”

	“Yes, of course. Come.” Laro took her arm and, after opening the doors to the balcony, led her out.

	She breathed in deep of the crisp evening air. If she were on Earth, she would almost say it smelled like there was snow in the air. She wondered if there would be frost in the morning. She leaned into Laro’s arm. “Oh, look, a shooting star!”

	“We see many of those. Did you see them on Earth, too?” Laro asked.

	“Yes, if we occasionally got to see the sky beyond the blanket of pollution. If we saw a shooting star, we would make a wish.”

	“You will be making many wishes on Ierilia, then.” Laro chuckled.

	Erica leaned forward. A loud zinging sound caused her to jump back from the balustrade. “What...” The next second she was on the balcony floor facedown as a single lightning bolt struck her. It took a few seconds for the shock of getting struck by lightning to sink in. Nausea welled within her, bile rising to her throat. She fought it, tried to control the urge to vomit.

	Laro was beside her in an instant. “Erica, love, are you all right?”

	Feeling dazed, she looked up at him. “Yes, I am, but my back stings a bit. I think it singed my skin. I’m just damn lucky I’m not dead. I really got zapped.”

	“Let me look.”

	The wave of nausea faded. Erica scrambled up shakily, accepting Laro’s helping hand, and turned her back to him. “I can smell a scorching scent.”

	“Yes. It burned right through your uniform. Come back inside so we can look at your back properly. You need medical attention.”

	With Laro’s arm around her, they hurried back inside. “Erica was struck by lightning.”

	“Impossible. There isn’t a cloud in the sky.” Brenn looked out of the windows.

	“Look at her back!” Laro turned her deftly so they could see her scorched clothing.

	Ciara hurried to her. “Erica, does it hurt?”

	“Not really. My back stings a little.”

	“Let
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