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      When an unknown enemy tries to end the ruling line of the Soul Mages, Verdria is more than ready to defend her few allies in this enemy land she now must call home. But then Honryn demands she also save his sire and two older brothers—save the very soul mages responsible for the deaths of many of her people—she rebels at Honryn’s orders, until he explains why his enemies can’t die yet.

      But Verdria will need the aid of another lethal enemy to achieve her goal.

      Going against every instinct she possesses, she does as Honryn asks and seeks out his uncle for his aid. Together they form an uneasy alliance.

      While the first attempt to end the ruling line of the Soul Mage empire may have failed, Verdria is kept busy defending Honryn and his allies. Many factions deem Honryn too powerful and dangerous and want him dead…

      But even his enemies don’t know the real reason they should fear him…

      That they should fear what he’s becoming…

      Because the Serpent God soon plans to claim Honryn as his new mortal host and Verdria as his consort.

      And once he does, no one will ever be safe again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FREE EBOOKS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        GET TWO FREE STORIES FROM MY BESTSELLING SERIES WHEN YOU SIGN UP FOR MY NEWSLETTER.

      

      

      

      
        
        I send regular newsletters with details about new releases, special offers,

        freebies, and other bookish news.

      

      

      

      
        
        If that’s something you’d be interested in, just follow the link below.

      

      

      

      
        
        http://lisablackwood.com/join-the-newsletter-here/

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRIEST-KING’S CONSORT

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Honryn

      

      

      

      It was rare that anything caught him off guard. But this attack, it happened so fast and lacked any kind of magic component to give him early warning. He’d barely had time to react.

      Even as he bolted upright, the great hall erupted into chaos as the assassins advanced upon the high table. But it wasn’t until the first blade flew unhindered through the shield he’d raised between the table and the assassins that he realized these assassins were far more dangerous than he’d first assessed. Before that thought had fully formed, something clipped his arm. A quick glance confirmed a blade had left a shallow slice on his bicep. The blade had hit nothing vital, so he whipped his attention back to the chaos of the hall. Screams tore through the air, mingling with the clatter of overturned dishes and cutlery. Guests trampled over each other in their frenzied escape, desperate to flee. Amid the bedlam, the Elite guards fought to push their way through the panicked crowd, their faces etched with grim determination.

      Summoning his magic, Honryn raised his uninjured arm and flung a sharp black magic trident toward the assassins. In almost the same moment, Verdria leaped over the table, her axes flashing. But he watched her only for a moment, his attention darting back to his own magical weapon. Only to see it vanish before it struck the intended assassin.

      What? What had just happened? Momentary disbelief coursed through him. His magic hadn’t impaled and killed the assassin. And that should have been impossible. But he was swift to process what had just happened.

      It could only mean one thing.

      “Elites! Skin Weaver bones!” Honryn bellowed.

      While he was distracted, something struck his chest with enough force to knock him back down into his seat.

      He couldn’t draw in a breath. His mouth opened uselessly, but he couldn’t even scream out his rage and pain.

      Burning agony radiated across his chest from far too close to his heart. His groping hand touched a hot, wet substance. His nose told him it was blood even before he looked down at the bone blade embedded in his chest. Through a haze of agony, he forced his once-steady hand, now shaking, to grip the hilt of the poisoned blade. But his fingers lacked the needed strength. The lethal poison seeped into his bloodstream, weakening him more by the heartbeat. He could feel his life-force ebbing from his body.

      His magical abilities began to fail like a tapestry unraveling. His senses dulled, yet he remained acutely aware of the growing chaos around him. It was his magic failing him, not his mind.

      His mind, at least, was still sharp even as his body fought to live.

      Think! Don’t give in to shock. Only his mind could save him now. He needed to get to his tower, to get to the Skin Weaver antitoxin he’d stored there. But his body was in shock from poison and blood loss. He’d never make it on his own.

      Distantly he noted Verdria fighting, her axes mere blurs of cold steel in her hands, and the bright red splash of blood as she hacked her way through the assassins. While the assassins had protection against magic, apparently, they had little defenses against edged weapons.

      And his Fierce One was ruthless.

      Farther back, a company of Elites were forcing their way through the fleeing crowd. He didn’t know what had happened to those Elites who had been stationed behind the high table. He thought they must have already been taken out in the first wave of the attack.

      He knew, with cold, detached clarity, that the other Elites would not reach him in time if one of the still living assassins made it past Verdria.

      His mother screaming Nadraya’s name reached even his dulling senses.

      Abruptly, Honryn no longer cared what happened to him. Terror, hot and suffocating, threatened to consume him at the knowledge Nadraya had been hurt. His mother screamed her name again, desperate sounding.

      His beloved twin, his other half. She must have been hit by a Skin Weaver blade as well. It had to be grim going by the grief and terror he heard in his mother’s voice.

      Honryn gritted his teeth, refusing to give in. He would not meet his end like this. He would not let his twin die. His hand, trembling with effort, clutched the poisoned hilt and tore it from his chest. He immediately coughed up blood.

      The bright red liquid painted his once-pristine robes in a macabre display.

      “Nadraya!” His attempt at a scream came out more of a wet wheeze.

      Then two Elites were suddenly at his side, placing their bodies over top of his, making it impossible for him to get up and go to his twin.

      “Get off me,” he choked out, but they merely pressed their hands against his wounds, trying to stanch the flow of blood.

      His vision was going hazy, a gray ring around the edges, growing larger with each passing moment, but then Verdria was leaping back over the table to get to him. She froze when she got her first good look at him.

      “Tower,” he managed weakly, even as more blood coursed over his lower lip.

      The world spun wildly around him as the poison tightened its grip. He felt himself slipping away even as he saw Verdria leaning down, reaching for him.

      His head slumped to the side; the marble floor was cold against his cheek. His vision was failing but he could still hear as more of his Elite guards arrived to help Verdria, but there was nothing any of them could do to stop the dark tendrils of unconsciousness creeping closer to claim him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Verdria

      

      

      

      The Elite guards flanking Honryn on either side moved out of her way. She kneeled beside Honryn, his blood seeping into the fabric of her skirt. Her heart still raced from battle, her blood pounding in her ears. She could sense his life draining from him along with his blood. His eyes were open but unfocused, a stark and worrying contrast to the vibrant intellect that usually danced behind his gaze.

      Then he blinked up at her and whispered the word ‘tower’ with an accompanying wave of blood flowing over his lower lip. Moments later, he lost consciousness.

      What he needed was in his tower?

      Verdria didn’t need to be told twice. She lunged at Honryn and hoisted him over her shoulder and then bolted into a run.

      “Bring Nadraya to Honryn’s tower!” She shouted to the three mountain women trying to save the other twin. “Now!”

      But Verdria didn’t slow. She couldn’t heal Honryn or Nadraya, but if she got Honryn where he needed to be for his magic to heal him, then maybe he’d be able to heal his twin in time, too.

      That thought gave her an idea. Slapping a hand against the back of one of his thighs, she fed him with her power. While she lacked healing magic, he was strong in such power and she hoped by sharing her magic with him, his own magic would rally and keep him alive.

      Behind her, the Elites were shouting for her to stop, but she’d given her word to Honryn. She would serve him as long as he remained true to her. He hadn’t gone back on his word.

      He had honor.

      And he was her…

      He was her friend?

      What a strange thought. To call a Soul Mage her friend.

      If she survived long enough to escape, she would have the strangest of tales to tell her family back home. But in that fuzzy vision of the future, Honryn was sitting next to her while she told her tale to her family.

      “You’re not dying on me, Mage,” she growled between panting breaths as she ran full out. “You hear that? You don’t get to die on me!”

      He didn't answer her of course, his body like dead weight pressing down on her.

      "Stay with me," Verdria urged, her voice taut with emotion she wasn’t ready to look at any more closely than she already had. She locked both arms around his thighs once again. “I’ll get you to your tower. I promise. Just hold on."

      "Get out of my way!" Verdria bellowed as she darted around everyone in her path as she navigated the hall, her booming voice echoing off the vaulted ceilings. Even with her sharing magic with Honryn, she knew time was running out, and every moment mattered.

      "Moon Goddess, give me strength," she whispered under her breath, willing her body to endure the strain of carrying Honryn's unconscious form. The memory of his laughter, his wit, and the shared moments of vulnerability between them fueled her resolve.

      As she navigated the labyrinthine corridors, Verdria's thoughts raced alongside her, tormenting her with visions of failure and loss. She couldn't let Honryn die. The thought of a world without him was unbearable, and she clung to the hope that he was too stubborn and too powerful to die.

      "Please," she prayed silently to her goddess, "let me get him to the tower in time."
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        * * *

      

      Nobles and servants alike stared in shock as Verdria charged through their midst. Running for all she was worth, she used her greater size and her warrior’s physique to intimidate anyone standing in her way to get moving in a hurry. In the moments before they dived out of her way, their expressions were a mix of confusion and terror when they saw she was carrying their future priest-king.

      Ahead, she saw a group milling and gathering their courage as if they were thinking about stopping her.

      "Move!" she snarled, pushing past the nobles who gaped at her like they were seeing a street rat doing a dance. But she made sure her expression promised them death if they got in her way.

      As she ascended the grand staircase that headed toward the royal wing, Verdria heard hurried footsteps coming up behind her. She glanced back to see Honryn's mother and aunts, their faces etched with a despairing sort of desperation. Arannia and Sondrena were taking turns carrying Nadraya while Jardeen kept her hands over her daughter’s wounds, healing magic glowing between her fingers. Behind them, a large company of protective Elite guards were catching up swiftly. Moments later they were even outpacing Verdria to encircle her and the other mountain women in a protective ring bristling with weapons.

      At least they weren’t trying to halt her.

      "Verdria!" Jardeen called out, her voice strained, "I know why Honryn needs to get to his tower. He has Skin Weaver antitoxin there."

      Without slowing, Verdria glanced over her shoulder at Honryn’s mother.

      Seeing she had Verdria’s attention, Jardeen removed her hands from her daughter for a few seconds to weave her fingers in the secret language of the mountain women.

      Moon magic will be needed. The Elites must not see.

      "I understand," Verdria said between panting breaths, her eyes locking onto the other woman’s, telling Jardeen that she’d understood all that had been said.

      Then she looked straight ahead as the group pushed onward.

      With each labored step up the marble staircase, Verdria felt the weight of Honryn's body growing heavier on her shoulder. The dampness of his blood seeped through her clothing, warm upon her skin and intensifying her worry. She adjusted her grip, but there was nothing she could do to stanch the bleeding while she ran up the stairs.

      "Stay with me, Honryn," she whispered, her voice nearly lost among the pounding footsteps around her. "You are too strong, too stubborn to die. Do you understand?"

      At last, they left the stairs behind for the wide hallway that traversed the royal wing. When she could see the great double doors to Honryn’s chambers in the distance, Verdria and the other mountain women called on their battle magic to lend them strength as they put on a burst of speed, overtaking their Elite Guard escort. The guards shouted for them to slow, but the mountain women did not listen.

      Verdria skidded to a halt at the towering chamber doors, her chest heaving with exertion.

      When she turned the latch and pushed against the doors, they swung open and let her pass. Though she felt the slight resistance as several layers of magic spells scanned her.

      Then she was through the spells and running again. Behind her, the other mountain women raced close on her heels. Farther back, she heard the frustrated shouting of the Elite guards when Honryn’s ward spells rejected them from the entrance. The loud slamming of the two massive doors told her they were safe from pursuit for a while at least.

      Verdria sprinted full out through room after room of Honryn’s vast chambers until she came to the doors at the base of his tower.

      "Quickly!" she implored Sondrena, turning desperately towards her aunt. "I don’t remember how to lower the protective spells on the tower doors."

      Sondrena nodded and began to chant the incantation, her magic weaving through the air like tendrils of silvery mist. As the final syllable left her lips, an ethereal light pulsed from the ornate carvings on the door, and it creaked open just enough for them to slip inside.

      Verdria used her hip to push the doors open wider, and then she was hurrying forward, Honryn’s arms bumping against her thighs as she ran. She didn’t stop until she reached the edge of the large disc Honryn used to ascend the tower swiftly.

      "I can’t remember this spell either.” She cursed under her breath and then added, “And I don’t know how many people it can carry at once."

      The others stopped next to her, their breathing as labored as hers.

      Arannia pushed past her. “I’ll awaken the disc. It will hold us all.”

      As she’d promised, Arannia swiftly activated the floating disc and then everyone piled on.

      Seeming to sense their need, the disc raced upward at speeds that left Verdria’s stomach far below, but she didn’t care. Only getting to whatever Honryn and Nadraya needed in the tower as soon as possible mattered.

      At last, they reached the top of the tower. The door swung open, revealing the breathtaking chamber Verdria had only seen once before. Giant archways opened to the sky, allowing a breeze to drift lazily through the room. The view overlooking the great tropical island city was awe-inspiring, yet it did little to lift the heavy burden in Verdria's heart as she gently placed Honryn on the floor.

      Swiftly tearing off a length of her skirt, she used it to pack his wound. Then Verdria kneeled beside him, her strong hands trembling as she attempted to stanch the flow of blood still seeping from his wound. The silence in the chamber was deafening, broken only by the sound of her companions moving around the room.

      Honryn lay motionless on the cool stone floor, his chest barely rising with each shallow breath.

      "His pulse is too weak," Verdria whispered, her voice just audible.

      “It’s going to be fine. We’ll heal him,” Arannia said, and she came back to Verdria’s side. In her hands was a tray holding what looked like two dozen small vials of some strange blue liquid. She handed Verdria two. “He needs to drink one entire vial before he starts his healing. Then, once his healing is underway, use some of the liquid from the second vial and rub it directly into his wounds. Do that three times. And then make him drink the rest. Every drop. Understand?”

      “Yes.” She took the two vials and then, after a moment’s searching for a place, ended up tucking them between her breasts.

      "Stay where you are," Sondrena shouted to everyone. Then she placed her palms on the ground, her fingers tracing an ancient rune that began to glow with a pulsing energy. Verdria hadn’t noticed the sigil at first, but now that she was looking, she spotted others positioned around the chamber in a large circle.

      The symbols had been etched into the polished stone.

      That was as far as her visual exploration got before the floor beneath them came alive. Shifting and changing, the stones started to glow a bright orange like molten rock where once only cool, polished marble covered the floor.

      "By the Goddess!" Verdria’s grip tightened on Honryn's limp hand, ready to drag him out of danger if need be. "What’s going on?"

      "An old magic," Sondrena said. Sweat was beading on her brow now as she focused her power into the spell. "A gift passed down from our ancestors to us and we’ve hidden it here within the very stones of this enemy city. It’s one reason we couldn’t have the Elites follow us here."

      As Verdria watched, the writhing mass of liquefied stone receded and cooled swiftly into the shape of a pool, its once jagged edges now smooth and gently sloping. Water laced with an ethereal glow spilled into the large basin from four side channels. The magic-laced water cast a shimmering light across the chamber.

      It couldn’t be. That wasn’t possible. Not here in this land.

      "Quickly!" urged Sondrena. "Get him into the water and then strip him. It’s deep. You’ll have to hold his head above the water."

      Verdria hefted Honryn and carried him into the water. Once there, she lowered him slowly into the pool facing her, until his body was enclosed by the enchanted waters. Only his head and shoulders remained above the water, and she drew him closer, her arms hugging him around his waist. The position allowed his bowed head to rest against her left shoulder, above the water to keep his airways clear.

      A short distance away, the other mountain women were fighting to keep Nadraya alive long enough to get her into the pool. But thankfully Jardeen seemed able to stabilize her daughter, and then they were carrying her into the pool.

      As Verdria waited, the tension in the room increased to near palpable levels. She kept her eyes fixed on Honryn's still form, willing him to show some sign of recovery.

      "Please," Verdria thought, her heart aching with fear and something else. "You cannot leave me now."

      Outside, the night was dark, the only light coming from the city far below. But inside the chamber, light swirled up from the bottom of the enchanted pool. Her eyes turned toward it, waiting, hoping for a miracle. And then, as if in answer to her prayers, the surface of the pool churned, the magic within it stirring to greater life...

      And what should have been impossible here in this land turned out to be possible, after all.
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        Verdria

      

      

      

      As the magic contained within the Pool of the Moons surged into Honryn, he jerked against her, coming awake with a pained gasp. Panting, he lifted his head off her shoulder. Shivers raced down his body, and she suspected he was in shock. Holding him tighter, she ran her hands up and down his back.

      “I’ve got you,” she whispered to him. “Everything is going to be fine.”

      “I must be alive,” he groaned and let his head drop back down on her shoulder. “Hurts too much for me to be dead.”

      She grabbed the vial of blue liquid she’d shoved between her breasts earlier. Quickly thumbing the cork out of it, she held the vial up to Honryn’s lips. “Drink this.”

      Honryn opened his mouth to speak, and she took the opportunity to upend the vial in his mouth. His lips pressed into a line, and he swallowed convulsively several times before gagging.

      “That stuff is mind-shockingly disgusting,” he mumbled and then gagged again.

      “You need that. Keep it down,” she ordered.

      “I was going to tell you to put it in a sweetened drink.” He glowered at her and then proceeded to scoop handfuls of the magic water into his mouth to rinse down the blue liquid.

      She hadn’t stopped feeding him power the entire time, but now that he’d consumed the vial of antitoxin, he’d rallied, at least enough for a bit of his color to return and for him to almost stand on his own, though she kept her arms tight around him all the same.

      “I'm supposed to strip you,” she said, sounding a touch uncertain even to her own ears.

      But Honryn just chuckled weakly. “Always knew you’d get me naked first chance you got.”

      “Only you could make this more awkward.” She shifted his weight to put some space between them so she could attend to her task. But now that he was awake and watching her, Verdria's hands trembled ever so slightly as she reached to undress him. It had to be the adrenaline from the run.

      She took a grip on the hem of Honryn's long, black robe. The fabric, heavy and soaked in blood as it was, effectively reminded her that he was still far from healed.

      With a deft tug, she slid the garment over his broad shoulders and head. A toss sent the fabric sailing across the water to land at the edge of the pool with a loud splat. Turning her attention back to her task, she dodged his gaze and avoided looking at his body more than she had to, knowing of his secrets and vulnerabilities.

      But she did study the wound on his chest. The fabric she’d pressed against it earlier had fallen away with his robe. Surprisingly, the wound already looked to be healing. Certainly, it wasn’t bleeding as badly as it had been earlier. She pressed her hand against the wound, feeding more magic to Honryn. He jerked in pain at the contact, but he didn’t pull away.

      The room seemed to fall away as Verdria continued her task, though she cast worried glances at the other three mountain women working on Nadraya. But Honryn had been almost as bad off, and he only had her to help him. Her fingers brushed against the cool, wet leather of Honryn's wrist bracers. She unlaced them with practiced ease, yet her touch lingered a moment on his skin beneath—warm, a reminder he was alive. Recalling herself of the sanctity of her mission, she guided her fingers away from the soft skin.

      Next, she reached for his loincloth ties. Even wet, the fabric of the loincloth was soft and simple, meant for comfort rather than allure. As she loosened the ties, a sense of intrusion tightened around her heart. Verdria kept her eyes averted, honoring his unspoken wish for privacy. She could almost feel the weight of his trust, along with his gaze upon her.

      However, as the cloth fell away, Verdria's peripheral vision betrayed her. Honryn's body was indeed a testament to masculine beauty; sculpted muscles honed by years of training and battle stood out against his smooth skin. There was an undeniable grace to his form, a silent strength that drew her eye despite her best intentions and the dire situation.

      And Verdria looked, even though she knew it wasn’t appropriate.

      In the dimness of the chamber, where the only light came from the shimmering waters of the pool, she saw the outline of his impressive length, but that wasn’t what caught and held her attention. Nor was it lewd curiosity that drove her gaze to that spot. There was a long, pale line just above his manhood, and something about the surrounding skin didn’t look natural in the dim light.

      A scar. An old injury. Perhaps the reason he was impotent?

      A flush of guilt rose to her cheeks. Verdria reined in her wayward thoughts. This was no time for such musings. Honryn's life still hung by slender threads. His survival was paramount.

      An old scar didn’t matter.

      Verdria grabbed his wrist, intending to swing that arm over her shoulder so she could continue to help hold his weight, allowing her to aid him without forcing her to look directly at him. But her hands faltered when the warmth of Honryn's skin beneath her fingertips gave way to an alien texture.

      Belatedly, her brain told her the texture was reminiscent of snake scales.

      She jerked his wrist up to her face. Tiny blue scales, iridescent and cool to the touch, adorned his wrists. Glancing down at his groin in understanding, she realized why his skin hadn’t looked normal. She turned him toward the center of the pool, where the dim light was stronger, at least strong enough to chase away the shadows. More scales crept up from the sinewy lines of his groin to frame his impressive manhood like some kind of tattoo. Before her brain caught up with her actions, her fingers were pressing against those scales…and yes, they were scales. Not some kind of tattoo. Most definitely scales.

      Her pulse quickened with the shock of revelation. When Honryn had said the Serpent God had his claws deep into him, this must be what he’d meant. These scales had to be the mark of the Serpent God, claiming Honryn as the future Priest-King.

      It was more than just a title.

      More than just a role he had to play.

      These were the magic marks of a god adorning his flesh.

      The implications churned within Verdria; her mind was a storm of confusion and fear. What would become of Honryn when he became the Priest-King? Would the Serpent God force more changes on him?

      Honryn reached out and captured her fingers.

      “I will explain later,” he promised in a voice that trembled with weakness.

      Casting aside the turmoil of her thoughts, Verdria nodded sharply.

      The pool shimmered, its surface aglow with the benediction of the Moon Goddess.

      “You’re supposed to be naked, too,” Honryn said, even managing a weak chuckle.

      Verdria growled when she realized he was right. This was a Pool of the Moons. The other three mountain women were already naked and moving deeper into the magic waters, supporting an unconscious Nadraya where she floated in the pool. The magic water was glowing brighter around her body where it was absorbing her blood.

      With another muttered curse for not realizing she needed to be as naked as everyone else, she hopped from one foot to the other, working to unlace her sandals. She tore at her skirt one handed, the other still busy helping to keep Honryn on his feet.

      For the first time, she allowed herself to feel something besides panic.

      The water felt velvety against her skin, imbued with an ethereal warmth that seeped into her bones, whispering promises of healing and rejuvenation, a gift from her goddess. Its scent was a blend of night-blooming flowers and the crisp tang of a winter’s night.

      When she was at last naked, Verdria's gaze landed on Honryn's face. His eyes were closed. He was already deep in his own healing. Her hands were steady as she turned to cradle him in her arms and allowed the embrace of the Moon Goddess's pool to surround them both as they floated in the sacred waters.

      As Honryn's body relaxed, Verdria allowed herself a moment to believe everyone she considered allies might actually survive this night.

      She breathed out a deep sigh.

      "My Nadraya, fight!" Jardeen cried out, shattering Verdria’s hopeful thought.

      Verdria's spine stiffened, and her heart started hammering in her chest again, each beat echoing the urgency thrumming through the air. The waters of the sacred pool now began to churn again with greater power as the three mountain women wove their magic into a shimmering cocoon around Honryn's sister. Nadraya’s body twitched and thrashed as tremors rolled through her.

      “Nadraya!” Honryn yelled and raised a trembling arm out of the water as if he planned to send what little magic he still possessed to aid his twin.

      Verdria locked her fingers around his and forced their joined hands back to his chest, pressing them over his wound to resume feeding him her power. “You’re too weak to heal your twin and if you struggle, you’ll only distract them from their work. But your mother is a great healer. Have faith that together with your aunts, they have the power required to save your twin.”

      “You should aid them,” he rasped out again, still not giving up even as weak as he was.

      Verdria was slow to answer him, knowing Honryn would need her power to heal his own wounds, but she also needed him to be calm. If he got worked up, he risked undoing the healing they’d already managed and start hemorrhaging again. He’d already lost too much blood. It was vital he did not lose more.

      “I will aid them,” Verdria agreed at last, “if they aren’t strong enough to complete her healing with just the three of them.”

      Her words seemed to calm Honryn, or at least he didn’t struggle or voice further concerns, likely knowing a distraction now would be as bad as Verdria envisioned.

      But as a concession to him, she moved them closer to where his mother and aunts were working on Nadraya.

      "Stay with us, child," Sondrena beseeched, her body now aglow with the pulsating light of her magic.

      Sondrena's expression was etched with lines of concentration as she began a chant in the old tongue, her words weaving through the charged atmosphere, directing threads of power into the younger woman's failing body.

      Arannia, her blonde curls now damp and clinging to her forehead, joined her voice with the others, her pale skin bathed in the glow of their collective power. The trio's strength, a trinity forged of their deepest reserves, flowed forth in a desperate bid to save Nadraya’s life.

      The chaotic dance of magic raced above the pool and then dipped down into the water, stirring it into a vortex around Nadraya and the three mountain women.

      In the way of magic and unnatural waters, there wasn’t so much as a stray current swirling around herself or Honryn, she noted.

      Then the waters around Nadraya stilled so suddenly, Verdria instinctively swayed forward for a better look. The chamber was so quiet now she heard a breath—a gasp of air so fragile Verdria thought she’d made it up. But a long look at Nadraya confirmed the woman’s chest now rose in steady, deep breaths, her wounds completely healed over until only pink scars marred her skin where once mortal wounds had been.

      "By the grace of the Moon Goddess," Sondrena muttered, stumbling to shallower water before collapsing to her knees, the last embers of her energy clearly extinguished.

      Jardeen’s shoulders slumped forward, her visage creased with exhaustion but also joy and relief. Arannia's form swayed unsteadily next to her. But then the three women turned to look Honryn over. Noting the state of his wounds.

      "Rest, now," Verdria urged them, her voice laced with a command. "I shall tend to Honryn now that Nadraya is recovering."

      “I’ll help,” Jardeen said.

      Honryn shook his head weakly. “No. I mean no insult, but my Fierce One is more powerful than all three of you combine. And Nadraya may still need your strength. Besides, I know the healing spells and Verdria can keep feeding me all the magic I’ll need to heal myself.”

      His words seemed to soothe his mother and his two aunts, for they all nodded and then turned their attention back to Nadraya and carried her from the pool.

      Acknowledging the weight of the impending task, she braced herself, drawing upon her own well of magic—a tempest that surged within her core, untamed and fierce. She locked her gaze upon Honryn's.

      “Let’s do this, Mage. We’re going to get all wrinkled if we stay here too much longer.”

      He laughed and then grabbed his chest and groaned, having torn something newly healed.

      “I’m sorry,” she apologized. “I didn’t mean to make you laugh.”

      “It’s fine,” he wheezed out and then closed his eyes and shortly he began the healing chant.

      She channeled her magic into Honryn as she grabbed the second vial from where she’d tucked it under her arm when she’d been undressing. Using her thumb to push up the stopper, she was soon pouring a little of the antitoxin into her other palm. Her fingers, coated in the cure, danced with purpose around the edges of Honryn’s wound. Her magic joined with the antitoxin, helping it in fighting back against the skin weaver venom.

      “Sorry. This next part is going to hurt,” she warned a moment before she pressed a fingertip—coated in the antidote—into the angry puncture marring Honryn’s skin. His body jolted beneath her, but he held back a scream.

      Ruled by instinct in that moment, she leaned forward and pressed a kiss to Honryn’s shoulder and then murmured an apology.

      Once he’d recovered from that first treatment of the antitoxin, she applied another layer. Honryn grunted in pain, but otherwise remained silent, focusing his magic into healing his wounds from the inside out. She floated with him in the pool, allowing him to rest for a time before the last treatment.

      When time stretched by and she couldn’t think of a good enough reason to postpone the next part, she dipped her finger into the liquid a third time and probed at his wound again.

      He barely flinched this time.

      When his healing chant paused, she brought the half empty vial to his lips.

      "Drink the rest," she commanded, her tone brooking no refusal. But just in case he thought he could heal himself well enough on his own, she forced his jaws open and poured the liquid into his mouth.

      Honryn’s protests were muffled by the vial's contents, but she couldn’t miss as his features contorted at the bitterness invading his palate.

      "Death might have been preferable to this swill." He rasped between swallows and gags.

      "It’s good that it tastes bad. The taste should remind you to dodge all Skin Weaver blades in the future,” Verdria replied, but the smirk on her face betrayed her attempt at somber reflection.

      “You enjoyed that,” he growled out, sounding stronger now.

      “Maybe a little,” she admitted. “Consider my enjoyment payment for you nearly dying and scaring a year off my life.”

      When he opened his mouth to retort, she swiftly shoved the first vial to his mouth and upended the last few drops of the antidote into his mouth and then clapped her other hand over his lower face so he wouldn’t spit it out.

      “Swallow, Mage. It will probably feel much better to have your stomach absorb it verses your lungs. But it’s up to you. My magic doesn’t seem to care how the antidote enters your body.”

      When the rest of the dose made its relentless way down Honryn's throat, Verdria shifted her hand from his mouth to his waist, but she did not release him from her grasp. She held him there, safe within the circle of her arms as they floated in the pool, watching over the man who was the Priest-King Elect of the Soul Mages.

      A man who was also her friend.

      As he rested vulnerable yet defiant in her arms, she knew she was bound to him not just by magic and friendship, but by something far more perilous. She feared she was coming to love him.
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        * * *

      

      Verdria held the convalescing Honryn close, her hands still pressed firmly against his chest. The smallest of the moons had risen in the sky and moonlight filtered through the high archways, making the magic water glow brighter, turning the sacred pool’s surface into a mirror.

      Abruptly, a luminescence emanated from beneath Honryn’s skin, startling Verdria into motion. The light pooled and swirled, tracing sinuous patterns across Honryn's flesh. Dawning recognition speared through her with a jolt.

      There were symbols marking his skin, symbols she’d never seen in the flesh, only in ancient scrolls.

      More of the silver-white lines emerged along his body, unfurling like the petals of a nocturnal blossom to reveal the sacred marks of a High Priest of the Moon Goddess—marks unseen for generations.

      Verdria's breath hitched, pupils dilating in shock.

      "By the Goddess," she whispered. The realization struck her with the force of a war-hammer—Honryn was not simply the future Priest-King of the Soul Mages; he was also anointed by her own deity.

      The symbols pulsed gently with each of Honryn's slow breaths.

      “And now you know another of my secrets that would get me and everyone I love killed if my enemies discovered this.”

      “Of course your secret is safe! I can’t believe you didn’t tell me!”

      “I think we already had a conversation about keeping my secrets and how your lips might tell a lie, but your face always tells the truth. You’re a terrible liar. Do you really blame me for not sharing this with you yet?”

      “I won’t make you pay for that insult, given how you nearly died and all.”

      Cradling him closer as they floated in the water, she traced the glowing runes in awe, her fingertips tingling upon contact. Every line she followed revealed more of the story—he truly was a Priest of the Moons.

      The only living Moon Priest.

      A profound sense of duty coiled within her, mingling with uncertainty. As a warrior-priestess, Verdria knew her path was forever altered.

      Before, she’d chosen to protect him because he was born of her people and was a powerful healer, thus making him worthy of her trust and protection.

      But now her allegiance, once pledged solely to her people and the Moon Goddess, now bound her irrevocably to Honryn as well. He was the chosen of her goddess for all that he was also a soul mage claimed by the serpent god.

      Two deities were fighting for ownership of this man, and she intended to make sure her Moon Goddess won. The Serpent God could go suck his own tail.
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