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    “Sarah! Sarah!” said Ahuva shaking her daughter. “Get up!” 
 
    Sarah opened her eyes. The panic in her mother’s voice made her tremble. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “You need to hide!” Ahuva pulled Sarah out of the bed. She lifted some wooden strips that covered a hole underneath the floor. “Get in and don’t say a word no matter what happens. Do you hear me?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Sarah frightened, her mother’s face was consumed with despair. Ahuva put the wooden strips back, covering the hole and hiding Sarah.  
 
    Sarah’s heart thudded in her chest. Her mouth was dry. It became hard to breathe. She felt every muscle in her body stiffen when she peered through the crack in the floorboard to see three men walk into the house. 
 
    “Where’s the girl?” asked a rough male voice.  
 
    “She’s not here,” said Ahuva calmly. There was no trace of fear in her voice. She knew she could show no signs of worry if she wanted them to believe she was telling the truth.  
 
    “Where’s she then?” insisted the man. 
 
    Ahuva prayed they would just go away, or else Sarah would probably do something that would force the two of them to flee once again. “Her father took her. I don’t know where they went.” 
 
    “That means that a fine lady like you was left alone,” said the man lasciviously as he approached Ahuva. 
 
    Ahuva felt disgusted. She knew what would happen. She could take it, but it broke her heart that Sarah would have to watch that kind of violence.  
 
    “Aren’t you going to say anything?” asked the man touching the buttons on Ahuva’s dress. The other men smiled. “I’m pleased. Nothing like finding a cooperative lady willing to satisfy me," he smiled cruelly, "and my men.” 
 
    Sarah watched the man tear Ahuva’s dress exposing her body. Sarah closed her eyes. Ahuva would be upset at her disobedience, but she could not simply stay hidden while her mother was hurt. Sarah focused on the man about to touch her mother.  
 
    Ahuva watched the man’s eyes get red. Blood ran down his face, and he collapsed dead on the ground. Ahuva was terrified.  
 
    Sarah watched one of the other men run to the door. He would ask for help. She couldn’t let him go. 
 
    Ahuva heard the sound of a bone breaking as the man’s neck was twisted by an invisible enemy. “Sarah, stop!” she shouted.  
 
    Sarah pushed the wooden strips that hid her. The third man watched everything in shock, paralyzed by fear. He had heard stories about the witch, but he had never thought she was real. He threw his sword on the ground and raised his hands, “I mean no harm,” he said.  
 
    “Mother, are you okay?” asked Sarah worriedly.  
 
    Having witnessed the deaths of two men by the hands of her own daughter, Ahuva was far from being all right. However, that was neither the time nor the place to talk about it, so she lied, “Yes. We must leave. Others will come looking for them.” 
 
    The man stared at Sarah. She was younger than he thought. Twenty years old, at most. And a monster indeed.  
 
    “Sarah, I know you can hear me,” said a male voice outside the house. “We have your entire village here about to be burned alive. I won’t hesitate to kill them, but that won’t be necessary, will it? You know you can’t kill us all at once, so I’ll offer you the opportunity to save your pathetic little village. Get out and come with me. Simple and easy. No one will get hurt. My men and I will make sure your mother and your village are always safe. No one will hurt them, not even us,” he said firmly. 
 
    Ahuva knew Sarah would do anything to protect her mother and the village, but she could not let her daughter go with those people. Whoever they were, they were evil. And if they took Sarah, she would probably never see her daughter again.  
 
    “I’d rather die than see you leave with them! Do you hear me?” she desperately addressed her daughter. 
 
    “I’ll be fine, mother. They can’t hurt me.” Her mother had to believe these words. “I’ll be back. Trust me,” she said as she hugged Ahuva. 
 
    “I’m setting Aatami on fire, Sarah!” shouted the man outside. 
 
    Sarah ran to the door and opened it. The warm breeze of the night touched her face. The redness of the moon was a bad omen, and Sarah shuddered.  
 
    The entire village was on their knees. Standing up, numerous soldiers scattered from her house to the village gate. 
 
    Sarah was approached by a tall man in a black suit of armor with spikes. She could not help staring at the several scars on his face.  
 
    Noticing that he had her full attention, he smiled. “Powerful and gorgeous. Much better than I thought.” The man looked at the corpses inside the house. “Aren’t you a bad little girl?” He gave a step toward Sarah, narrowing the distance between them. 
 
    If she was afraid of his approximation, she did not let it show. She did not take her eyes away from his. She would not submit. 
 
    The man smiled. “You are brave, I’ll give you that. I’m Tzeel,” he said staring at her, mesmerized by her beauty and by the strength in her eyes. “Let’s go.”  
 
    She looked around at the villagers. Someone had sold her out. She knew that if she focused, she would be able to find the traitor.  
 
    It did not take her more than a second to find him. Sami felt intense and acute pain in his head. He collapsed on the ground screaming. 
 
    Tzeel got on his horse and watched Sarah. She was taking her vengeance. Fair enough, he thought. No traitor deserves to live. 
 
    Ahuva touched her daughter’s shoulder. “Don’t,” she whispered in her ear.  
 
    For a moment, Sami thought Sarah would kill him. But he suddenly felt the pain go away. He looked down, in shame. He had been discovered. 
 
    Sarah walked over to him. “This isn’t over. I’ll make you wish I had killed you today,” she said coldly.  
 
    She walked over to Tzeel. The sooner they left, the better. She feared her mother would do something silly out of despair.  
 
    Tzeel offered his hand to her. It would be a pleasure to have her riding with him.  
 
    “I’ll walk,” she snarled. 
 
    “As you wish,” he said, smiling. She had a temper. He liked that. 
 
    Ahuva watched Sarah leave with the men. She feared she would never see her daughter again. She walked over to Sami. “How could you?” she asked indignantly. 
 
    “She’s a monster!” he said sharply.  
 
    “Sarah has done nothing but protect you all. Since we got here, you haven’t faced drought, storms, plagues, or diseases. Thanks to you, Sami, that good fortune is about to change. Good luck to us all!” she said bitterly. She looked at the others. They were worried. They had good reasons to be. 
 
    Ahuva walked back to her house. She was about to close the door when she saw Amrath, a tall young man who was a good friend of Sarah’s.  
 
    “Let me help you with those bodies,” he said gently. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about Sarah. She’ll find her way back,” he reassured Ahuva. He feared he would never see his friend again, but he knew she would have liked for him to comfort her mother.  
 
    “She won’t,” said Ahuva with a sad smile. “She won’t put us at risk.”  
 
      
 
    They had been moving for days. They had stopped a few times, but Sarah had barely slept, afraid of being attacked. No one had exchanged a word with her. Not even Tzeel, who kept a distance so that his men would not feel encouraged to approach her.  
 
    They were near a canyon, in a place she did not know. The sun burned her skin. She turned around and saw that there were about forty men with Tzeel. Too many for her to handle. 
 
    Tzeel trotted over to her. He could see that she was exhausted.  
 
    “Do you want to rest?” he asked politely. 
 
    “I want a horse,” she said coldly. 
 
    “We have no spare horses,” he said raising his eyebrows. 
 
    “I want a horse,” she insisted.  
 
    Tzeel pondered for some minutes. He could teach her a lesson, but he did not wish to take any risks. “Darius, give her your horse,” he ordered, his eyes fixed on hers.  
 
    Darius immediately dismounted. No one disobeyed Tzeel.  
 
    Sarah saw fear in Darius’s eyes. She couldn’t decide whether he feared her or Tzeel. “Thank you,” she said as she got on the horse.  
 
    “Can we continue?” asked Tzeel. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, staring at him.  
 
    Tzeel was slightly bothered by the fact that Sarah would never look away when talking to him. She looked at him right in the eye, showing no signs of fear, and that worried him a bit. He was used to being feared. 
 
    Tzeel led the group into the canyon. Sarah and his men followed him. Sarah knew that, if she wanted to escape, that was probably the best chance she would get.  
 
    They had reached the middle of the canyon when the ground started shaking.  
 
    “Run!” shouted Tzeel. 
 
    Sarah rode as fast as she could. If she were lucky, no one but her would leave the canyon alive.  
 
    Tzeel saw Sarah pass by him. He had never heard of an earthquake in that region. There was no doubt: she was the one responsible for it. 
 
    Tzeel looked back. Parts of the canyon were falling and smashing his men. If they were to die there, so was she. He picked up his bow and arrow and aimed at her.  
 
    Sarah felt something pierce her back near her left shoulder. The impact threw her on the ground. Her horse kept running leaving her no other option but to stand on her feet and run.  
 
    She could barely move her left arm. Blood ran down her back. 
 
    Tzeel was getting closer to her. He feared he and his men would be crushed if the earthquake did not stop. He shot another arrow, hurting Sarah on her right shoulder this time. She fell down again. Her face hit the floor, cutting her lips open. The earthquake stopped.  
 
    Tzeel got off his horse and walked over to her. Rage consumed him. He picked up his sword. He would rip her head off and show it off as a prize. 
 
    He halted. Half his men were dead. Her powers were impressive. If he killed her, he would miss the chance of controlling those powers. He desired them for himself. There would be no lands that could not be conquered, no armies that could not be defeated, no king that could not be overthrown with such magnificent powers. He would be unstoppable.  
 
    Moved by that thought, he lifted Sarah and put her on the back of his horse.  
 
    “Let’s move,” he said to his men. He did not want them to be in the canyon when she woke up.  
 
      
 
    After half an hour, Sarah woke up. She could not move. She wanted to scream at each trot of the horse. She tried to remain silent, but the pain was unbearable. She whimpered.  
 
    Tzeel stopped the horse. “I hope you realize that you brought this on yourself,” he said coldly. He broke the arrows leaving only a small part of them out of her back. Then, trying to alleviate her pain, he pulled her to him so that part of her back would touch his arm. 
 
    Sarah leaned forward. She didn’t want her body to touch his. “I can’t,” she murmured. She could not stand that position. 
 
    Tzeel stopped again. “Face me.” 
 
    “I’d rather die,” she said, making great effort to speak.  
 
    “Okay.” He pushed her off the horse. Sarah fell on her right shoulder. She screamed in pain.  
 
    Her misbehavior infuriated him. She would learn to obey him once and for all. “Darius, go back to her village and bring me the head of one of the children. Any child. You can choose,” he said coldly. 
 
    “No!” she screamed in agony.  
 
    “You’ll learn to behave, Sarah,” said Tzeel starting to trot again. “And you’d better get up and walk because if you die here, I’ll kill that whole pathetic little village of yours myself,” he said cruelly.  
 
    Sarah stared at the dirt on the ground. She felt powerless. Hopeless. Every part of her body hurt. Breathing hurt. Her blood had turned her dress from light blue to dark red. 
 
    She noticed that Darius was staring at her. She glanced at him. He felt bad for her, she could tell. Darius looked away, took another soldier’s horse, and headed back to her village.  
 
    Sarah whimpered in pain as she got to her feet. If she had to walk to save the ones she cared about, she would walk. Tears ran down her face. Every step she gave inflicted more pain than the previous one. She was not sure she would make it to Tzeel’s destiny. Her hands were shaking. She touched the arrowheads on her shoulders. She wanted to remove them. 
 
    “If you remove them now, you’ll bleed to death,” said one of Tzeel’s men. “Are you thirsty?” 
 
    She nodded. The man gave her a canteen, but Sarah hesitated. She had to consider the possibility that the man might want to poison her.  
 
    “It’s just water,” he said gently. Seeing that Sarah would not drink it, the man took the canteen from her hand and drank some of the liquid. “See, it’s water,” he said as he handed the canteen back to her. She drank to the last drop.  
 
    “I’m Victor.”  
 
    “Thank you,” she said nicely.  
 
    “We’re almost there.” Victor started trotting again. He knew that if Tzeel saw him talking to Sarah, he would not be pleased.  
 
    They walked for about thirty more minutes. Sarah was exhausted. Her feet were full of blisters. She was dizzy and weak. 
 
    Tzeel stopped to look at her. Even in pain she was extremely attractive. Fair skin, but not too pale, green eyes, dark red hair, a body full of curves. One of a kind. He desired her. Later, he thought. “Give her to me,” he said to one of his men. He did not wish to kill her before taking her powers.  
 
    A soldier approached Sarah, took her into his arms and put her on Tzeel’s lap, her head touching his shoulder. Sarah was too weak to fight back. She looked at Tzeel and saw lust in his eyes. She’d rather die than be his.  
 
    “See the valley?” he asked, pointing forward. In the huge valley ahead, there was a city surrounded by high walls. “That’s Totkan. Your new home.” 
 
    Sarah felt anguished. With a city that size, Tzeel probably had hundreds of soldiers. Even if she were able to destroy him, it was unlikely that she would ever escape. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    II 
 
      
 
    Sarah saw the monumental gates open. There were a lot of people waiting for them. Tzeel was clearly revered by his people. But the people also looked at her. They were curious, and so was she. 
 
    The city was organized. The houses were made of stone. The main street was wide, but the other streets were very narrow. The city looked like a labyrinth.  
 
    At the top of a hill in the middle of the city, there was a huge palace. Tzeel stopped at the front door. “Can you sit?” he asked her. She nodded. Tzeel got off the horse and stretched his hand to her.  
 
    Sarah wished she did not need any help, but she could barely move. When she touched his hand, she felt a different kind of energy run through her body. Against her will, her body relaxed.  
 
    Tzeel was contented. He held her hand firmly and smiled. She would submit to him, he knew it. He took her in his arms and carried her inside the palace.  
 
    “What happened to her?” asked a handsome young man with vivid blue eyes and dark hair. 
 
    “She tried to escape,” said Tzeel, reprimanding Sarah. 
 
    “And you almost killed her?!” asked the young man incredulously.  
 
    “I had to stop her. She’ll make it, don’t worry,” said Tzeel calmly. 
 
    Sarah stared at the young man. He was ashamed. Her eyes begged for help.  
 
    “Call Enoch,” said the young man to a soldier. “Take her to a room,” he said sharply to Tzeel. 
 
    “Don’t get the wrong idea,” said Tzeel looking at her. “I’m the boss,” he added with a smile. 
 
    He took her to an enormous room in the west wing of the palace. There was a bed, some artifacts, a tin on a table, a chair, and a gigantic window. By the size of it, Sarah could tell that Tzeel was sure she would not try to escape.  
 
    When he laid her in bed, a tall, dark-skinned man with round black eyes rushed into the room. 
 
    “Enoch will take care of you,” Tzeel told Sarah and left. 
 
    Enoch sat down on a chair beside the bed. There was kindness in his eyes. He touched the arrowhead on her right shoulder and she closed her eyes in pain.  
 
    “I’m going to pull it. It’ll hurt. Do you want a piece of cloth to bite?” he asked gently. 
 
    “No. I intend to scream,” answered Sarah.   
 
    She saw a smile at the corner of his lips. When he pulled the first arrow, she screamed as loud as she could.  
 
    “That was louder than I expected,” he said. 
 
    “Was it? Good!” she said triumphantly. 
 
    Enoch picked up a small bottle with a black liquid in it. “This will hurt. More,” he said cautiously.  
 
    “Is there anything that is not going to hurt?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” he said apologetically as he opened the bottle and poured some of the liquid on Sarah’s wound. 
 
    She felt it burn. She refrained from screaming or else someone could think that he was hurting her. She did not want anyone else in the room. She needed allies, and Enoch showed potential for that. 
 
    He pressed a bandage over the wound on her right shoulder. He went to the other shoulder and repeated the process. He could hear Sarah breathing faster. She was in pain. “I’m sorry,” he said sincerely. “You’ll be fine.”  
 
    “Who are you lying to? I won’t be fine. I’ll probably be dead in a few days. The wounds will heal, though,” she said sharply. 
 
    Enoch stared at her. She was probably right. He felt uncomfortable. It was the first time he had to take care of a prisoner. He was used to helping wounded soldiers. Without saying another word, he stood up and left the room. Sarah was glad her words had impacted him. She would need help if she wanted to get out of there alive. 
 
      
 
    “How’s she?” asked the young man as Enoch left her room. 
 
    “She’ll make it. Why does Tzeel want her?” asked Enoch, but the man did not answer. “We already have witches and wizards. Why go through all this trouble for another one? Half of the men he took with him died.” Enoch waited, but the man remained silent. 
 
    Enoch walked to Tzeel’s room and knocked on the door. Two soldiers were guarding it.  
 
    “Come in,” said Tzeel.  
 
    Enoch opened the door. Tzeel was sitting in a chair, admiring the sunset. “Today was a great day for us,” he said victoriously. “How’s she?” 
 
    “In pain, but she will recover,” said Enoch flatly. 
 
    “Good. Thanks, Enoch. I appreciate your help as usual. You can get some of the leaves you need for your daughter,” said Tzeel. 
 
    Enoch walked over to a vase and took some leaves from a small plant. Without the substance extracted from them, his daughter would die. He realized that he was saving his daughter at someone else’s daughter’s expense. He wished things were different.  
 
      
 
    Sarah tried hard not to fall asleep, but she was exhausted. Every inch of her body hurt and she knew sleep would help her recover. She closed her eyes and allowed herself to rest.  
 
    She did not sleep for long, though. She was awakened by someone knocking on her door.  
 
    “May I come in?” asked the young man opening the door. 
 
    “Yes,” she answered, intrigued. He seemed worried about her.  
 
    “I’m Tzeel’s brother. Seth.” 
 
    Sarah raised her eyebrows and sat up. “That does say a lot about you,” she said sharply. 
 
    Seth stared at her. He chose not to say anything. There was no defense for what Tzeel had done. 
 
    “What do you want?” she asked. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Terrible,” she said flatly. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “I’m not eating anything that comes from you.” 
 
    “If Tzeel wanted you dead, you’d be dead by now,” he said calmly. 
 
    “He’s not the one offering me food.”  
 
    Sarah watched Seth for a few seconds. He did not seem bothered by her distrust. He left the room without saying anything. She wondered if he would be back. 
 
    Still in pain, she had to make an effort to leave the bed and walk to the window. She wanted to see the city. The night had just fallen, so it was not too dark yet.  
 
    The view was breathtaking. The valley seemed to protect the city as if embracing it. It seemed unfair to Sarah that someone as evil as Tzeel would live in such a blessed place.  
 
    Her thoughts were interrupted by another knock on her door.  
 
    “May I?” asked Seth smiling. 
 
    Sarah nodded. His insistence intrigued her. He seemed completely different from Tzeel not only in appearance but also in character. They did not seem to be brothers at all. 
 
    Seth placed a dish with fruit on a chair. “Choose one, and I’ll eat it,” he said firmly. 
 
    Sarah was pleased that he was trying to gain her trust. She walked to the chair and looked at the fruit. They all seemed fresh. She pointed to a pear. “Just take a bite,” she said. 
 
    Seth did not hesitate. He picked up the pear and bit into it. “Sweet. And I’m still alive!” He smiled.  
 
    Sarah took the pear from his hand and ate it all. She was ravenous. She pointed to another fruit. Seth picked it up and bit into it again. They repeated the process with all the others.  
 
    “Let’s hope I’m not sick because if I am, I’ve just passed it on to you,” he said playfully.  
 
    “Don’t worry. Your brother will probably kill me before any disease has a chance to do so,” she said coldly.  
 
    “He doesn’t want to kill you.” 
 
    “What does he want?” she asked curiously. Finding out what was going on would give her the opportunity to think of a plan.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” he said shyly. 
 
    “I see. He doesn’t tell you his plans,” she said maliciously.  
 
    She was clever, Seth could see that, but he was no fool. He knew what she wanted.  
 
    “You’re not turning me against my brother. Have a good night,” he said severely. 
 
    “Thanks for the fruit,” she said kindly. She did not want to make an enemy. She wanted an ally. She smiled when Seth looked back at her before leaving the room.  
 
      
 
    Seth passed by the soldiers guarding Sarah’s door. Enoch had also questioned him about Tzeel’s plan. It seemed implausible that Tzeel had risked some of his soldiers’ lives just to have one more witch serving him. Tzeel would have to explain himself. Seth knocked on Tzeel’s bedroom door. 
 
    “I’m busy,” said Tzeel.  
 
    As Seth did not want to wait, he opened the door. Tzeel was in bed with Liora, one of his witches.  
 
    Seth could not care less. “I need to talk to you. Now,” he said firmly. 
 
    “Brother, you’re lucky I owe you my life, because that is the only thing that stops me from killing you in moments like this,” said Tzeel angrily. “Leave,” said Tzeel sharply to Liora.  
 
    Liora gave Seth a cold look. He was always getting in her way. She picked up her dress and stormed out of the room. 
 
    Tzeel picked up a pear from a plate. “You can speak now,” he hissed. 
 
    “What do you want with Sarah?” 
 
    “None of your business,” said Tzeel between his teeth. 
 
    “What do you want with Sarah?” Seth asked louder. 
 
    “Why are you so interested, brother?” 
 
    “You can’t force a witch to serve you. It’s not safe.” 
 
    “You’re worried about my safety? Is that it?” Tzeel frowned. “Or are you worried about her safety? She’s pretty, isn’t she?” 
 
    Seth ignored the malice in his brother’s voice. “Why do you want another witch?” 
 
    “She’s not a regular witch. Her magic is not cast with incantations and rituals. She alone is more powerful than all wizards and witches we have together.” 
 
    “You should make her your ally, not your enemy, then.” 
 
    Tzeel started laughing.  “How would I do that exactly? Should I have knocked on her door and invited her to move to Totkan and give me whatever I want from her?” he asked sarcastically. “See, brother, that’s why I’m the one in charge here, and not you. There are things that need to be taken by force. That’s a lesson you have always refused to learn. Kindness does not build empires. Now, leave,” he ordered.  
 
    Seth knew it was useless to argue. His brother was blind in his search for power.  
 
      
 
    Tzeel put his clothes on. He needed to see Sarah. Her room was not far from his. He would not knock on any doors at his own palace, so he slowly opened her door. 
 
     The moonlight illuminated her bedroom. She was sleeping on her back, her thighs exposed. He could not stop admiring her beauty. He accidentally bumped into a chair.  
 
    The noise woke her up. She was scared to see Tzeel in her bedroom. She pushed her dress down trying to hide her body.  
 
    “I’m not that kind of man, Sarah,” he said, feeling offended. “I don’t touch women without their consent.” 
 
    “Sure, because you’re a good guy,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    “No, because having to use force takes away all the fun.” He paused, upset. He was staring at her. “It’s interesting to see how you picture me as a monster.” 
 
    Sarah touched her shoulder. “I wonder where I got that from,” she said in a snarky way. 
 
    “I guess it is a matter of perspective then. Let me tell you what I see,” he said coldly. “I see a woman who could have stopped the men in her house by breaking their legs, but who chose to kill them instead. I see a woman who murdered twenty soldiers without giving them the chance to defend themselves. As we speak, there are children out there crying for the loss of their father, thanks to you.” 
 
    “You kidnapped me!” 
 
    “And you chose to kill. Blaming others for our faults does not make us any less responsible for them.” 
 
    For the first time since they had met, Sarah could not face him. She looked down. She tried to conceal her feelings. She tried to be strong, but tears ran down her face.  
 
    “If I hadn’t shot you, all those men in the canyon would be dead by now. How many of them threatened you? How many of them hurt you? What makes you think that your life is worth more than theirs?” he asked her sharply. “I could have killed you, Sarah. I chose not to. Unlike you, I choose not to kill when I have a choice. I’m not the monster here,” he said acidly. “I hope you get well soon.” 
 
    Sarah continued looking down. She heard Tzeel leave the room. He was right, she knew it. She could have done a hundred other things but kill. Yet, killing was the only thing that had crossed her mind. If her mother found out what she had done in the canyon, she would be disappointed at her. Sarah cried herself to sleep. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    III 
 
      
 
    Tzeel walked to his room. He was pleased that his words had impacted Sarah, making her expose her feelings to him. He would take advantage of that.  
 
    He lay down on his bed and closed his eyes. There was a lot going on in his mind. He carefully analyzed everything that had happened since the moment he had met Sarah. He was told that she was powerful, but the incident in the canyon proved that she was more powerful than she showed, or even more powerful than she knew. Seth was right. It was not prudent to have her as an enemy. If he wanted her cooperation, he would have to change his behavior.   
 
      
 
    Hours and hours went by. It was almost sunrise now. Tzeel got up and washed his face. If he could not sleep, he would make good use of his time. He left his room, went to the kitchen, grabbed some fruit, and went to Sarah’s room.  
 
    He opened the door slowly. He did not want to wake her up. Much to his surprise, Sarah was not in her bed. She was sleeping on the floor. He wondered if she was afraid he would hurt her.  
 
    He put the fruit on the chair and walked over to the window. The view was stunning. The sun was rising, casting its light on part of the city. Tzeel loved Totkan. He had great plans for his people. 
 
    “Tzeel,” said Sarah faintly.  
 
    Tzeel looked back and saw Sarah standing in the middle of the room. She was as white as a sheet. She closed her eyes and fainted. He was fast enough to catch her in his arms before her body touched the ground. She was burning with fever.  
 
    “Sarah!” he exclaimed worriedly.  
 
    He carried her to his room. She could not die. “Call Enoch!” he ordered to one of the soldiers guarding his bedroom. He put her in his bed, took a piece of cloth and wetted it in water. He placed the wet cloth on her forehead. He gently touched her face. Her skin was smooth.  
 
    Tzeel allowed himself to get lost in her beauty for a moment. He studied every inch of her face: the long lashes, the perfect design of her eyebrows, her small ears. She looked like a painting.  
 
    Sarah slowly opened her eyes. Tzeel gave her a faint smile. He knew he was to blame for her fever.  
 
    She stared at him. Despite his scars, he was an attractive man. She closed her eyes again. She did not want to admire him in any way.  
 
      
 
    Enoch ran to Tzeel’s bedroom. He was worried about Sarah. She was too young to suffer like that. For some reason, she reminded him of his daughter. And, maybe for that reason, he felt he needed to protect her. When he rushed into Tzeel’s room, the worried looked on Tzeel’s face made him feel even more anxious.    
 
    “What happened?” asked Enoch approaching the bed.  
 
    “She has a fever,” said Tzeel getting up so Enoch could get closer to her. 
 
    “She has an infection,” said Enoch examining the wound on Sarah’s left shoulder. He looked at the plant in the vase. There were only four leaves left. If he gave them to her, there would be none left for his daughter.  
 
    “Enoch,” said Sarah opening her eyes. He looked at her. “Can you take care of it?” she asked grimly.  
 
    “Yes,” he said promptly. He could not simply let her die. He took the four leaves. “I’ll extract the substance and prepare the infusion. I’ll be back in some minutes,” he said to Tzeel as he left the room. 
 
    Tzeel sat beside Sarah. He replaced the wet cloth on her forehead with a fresh one.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” he asked gently.  
 
    Sarah pondered. She did not understand him. He had shot her, he had told her she was a monster, yet there he was, worried about whether she would live or die. That could not be a good thing.  
 
    “I’m dying,” she said faintly.  
 
    “You won’t die.” He held her hand. It was ice-cold. “You’ll make it.” He looked deeply into her eyes. He felt a mix of desire, care, and dominance.  
 
    Sarah watched his expression change from worry to admiration and desire. She had to use those in her favor. Maybe she could try to gain his trust and find out his plans and his next moves. She could only think of one way to do that. Sarah placed her hand on his chest. “Make me yours,” she whispered. 
 
    Tzeel frowned, taken aback by her request. She was probably hallucinating because of the fever. 
 
    Seeing his skepticism, she insisted. “Make me yours, Tzeel,” she said sensually, her hands caressing his chest. 
 
    Tzeel wanted her, but she was apparently out of her mind. He stood up. “Enoch will be back anytime soon. He will help you feel better,” he said. 
 
    Sarah’s heart filled with hate. She felt rejected. Tzeel felt an excruciating pain in his head.  
 
    “Stop it!” he said between his teeth. She would not stop, he could tell. Luckily for him, Enoch was back. The pain immediately went away. Too angry to remain in the room, Tzeel stormed out.  
 
    “Drink it,” said Enoch as he gave her a cup.  
 
    She looked Enoch in the eye. There was kindness and compassion in the way he looked at her. He seemed trustworthy, but she had to be cautious.  
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said gently.  
 
    “Why is that plant important for you?” She had noticed the way Enoch was looking at the plant before getting the leaves for her. 
 
    “My daughter has a rare health condition. The substance extracted from the leaves of that plant help her feel better and have a normal life for a few days.” 
 
    “Is that the only plant you have around?” 
 
    “It’s not native of this region. Tzeel brought it from a distant place. He brought more, but that’s the only one we still have.” 
 
    “I can’t drink this,” she said, touching Enoch’s hand. “Why would you give it to me?” she asked, confused. 
 
    “I can’t just sit here and watch you die knowing that I could have saved you.” 
 
    Enoch’s sacrifice perplexed Sarah. He had a good heart. “Take it to your daughter, Enoch. I’m not drinking it.” 
 
    “Tzeel gave me some leaves last night. Taking this to her now would be useless. She had some this morning,” he said calmly. “See, it needs to be drunk a few minutes after the substance is extracted or else it loses its properties. If you don’t drink it now, I’ll have to throw it away,” he explained. 
 
    Sarah could not let his sacrifice be in vain. She took the cup and drank the bitter liquid in it. It tasted horrible. She made an ugly face. Enoch smiled; his daughter used to make a similar face.  
 
    “Help me get up,” she asked him. 
 
    “You should rest.” 
 
    “Please, Enoch, help me get up.” 
 
    Enoch held her elbows, giving her support to get up. Sarah still felt a bit dizzy, but she would not give up. Enoch had showed he had a good heart, and she wanted to help him.  
 
    She slowly walked over to the plant and sank her fingers into the earth inside the vase. Enoch watched in awe dozens of green leaves grow. Sarah removed a part of the plant root and gave it to him. 
 
    “Take it and plant it in your home. It will not only grow, but it will also never die,” she said smiling sweetly. “I hope that gives you a little bit of freedom from Tzeel.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said with tears in his eyes. “I’ll be forever grateful.” 
 
    Sarah smiled again and slowly walked to bed. She needed to lie down. Her head was spinning.  
 
    “He was different when he was younger. He lost himself when his father died. He surrounded himself with the wrong kind of people, power clouded his judgment, and he made a series of bad decisions. Lucky for us, Seth is around. He talks some sense into Tzeel whenever he can.” 
 
    “Are they close?” she asked.   
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “What about their mother?” 
 
    “She died when they were little. She was not a good person, though. She was cold and cruel. Only her kids missed her when she was gone,” he murmured. He knew Tzeel would be mad at him if he heard him give so much information to a prisoner.  
 
      
 
    Tzeel was impatiently waiting outside his bedroom. Enoch was taking too long. He abruptly opened the door to see Enoch sitting on a chair by the bed, talking to Sarah.  
 
    “Thanks again, Enoch,” she said gratefully.  
 
    “My pleasure,” said Enoch leaving the room.  
 
    Tzeel looked at the plant. He was sure it was nearly dead when he left the room. Now it was full of green leaves! They smelled great. He touched them to check if they were real. “Did you do this?” he asked curiously. Sarah just nodded.  
 
    Tzeel understood why Enoch took so long to leave the bedroom. He was worshipping her. She had gotten herself an ally. “Why?” 
 
    “He told me about his daughter,” she said calmly. 
 
    “Why did you try to hurt me after having asked me to make you mine?” he asked.  
 
    Sarah remained silent. She did not know what to say.  
 
    He sat beside her. “I didn’t reject you, if that’s what you thought. I’m drawn to you, Sarah, but I’m not going to take advantage of your vulnerability.” 
 
    Sarah regretted having hurt him. She had exposed herself too much by doing so. There was an awkward silence. 
 
    “Are you feeling better?” he asked. 
 
    “A little bit.” 
 
    “Good! Get some rest. No one will disturb you here.”  
 
    He left the room, leaving her alone. 
 
      
 
    Tzeel’s room was enormous. There were two wooden chests, a table with two chairs, a divan, a bathtub, there was something that seemed to be a musical instrument, and a huge balcony. The walls were white, and the room was very bright and airy. She felt comfortable there. Exhausted, she closed her eyes. She slept for a few hours until someone knocked on the door. 
 
    “May I?” asked Seth politely. 
 
    “Why are you always waking me up?” she asked jokingly.  
 
     He smiled back. “I see you’re feeling better.” 
 
    “Not a hundred percent, but I’ll get there.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will.” Seth sat on the chair beside Tzeel’s bed. “Enoch told me what you did for him.”  
 
    Sarah was surprised that Enoch would share with Seth that he no longer needed to do whatever Tzeel wanted to get some leaves of the plant. 
 
    “You’re surprised,” said Seth. “Enoch and I are close friends. He’s very grateful for what you’ve done for his daughter, and so am I.” 
 
    “He was willing to sacrifice his daughter’s well-being to save my life. I couldn’t take that for granted.” 
 
    He smiled; Sarah had her heart in the right place. Unlike Tzeel, Seth didn’t think she had killed the men in the canyon out of cruelty. He thought she was just afraid. She feared for her life and for the lives of the ones she loved. She could not be blamed for that. 
 
    She stared at him. There was no judgment in his eyes. He was friendly and caring, and she liked that about him. “Would you mind showing me around?” she asked politely. 
 
    “Not at all,” he said pleased.  
 
    Sarah slowly got out of bed, checking to see if she was not dizzy anymore. She wasn’t. She was ready for a walk.  
 
    They left the room. It was the first time Sarah walked in the corridor. The previous times, she had been in Tzeel’s arms.  
 
    The corridor was long and wide. There were not as many doors as one would expect, probably because the rooms were all very big. Sarah observed every detail: the pictures on the footer, the distance between the candles in the walls – everything interested her.  
 
    “Tell me a bit about you,” said Seth curiously. He wished to learn more about this witch. He did not feel an attack was likely, but they could use what they knew for a solid defense, just in case.  
 
    “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Where are you from?” 
 
    “That’s what you want to know?” she asked, puzzled. Every time someone had the opportunity to ask her questions, they would ask about her powers, as if her abilities defined her.    
 
    “Yes, I guess,” he said, a bit uncertain. There were a thousand things he would like to ask her. And knowing where she was from seemed like a good way to start. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You don’t know? How’s that possible?” he asked, intrigued. 
 
    “I’ve had special abilities since the day I was born. It didn’t take my father long to realize that. When he did, he tried to sell me.” 
 
    “He tried to sell you?” Seth stopped walking to look at her, but she simply continued walking.  
 
    “That’s right. Sell me. I’m pretty sure you know the meaning of that word,” she gave him a faint smile. “So, my mother ran away with me and we never really settled. Every time we’d get to a place, things would change. Droughts would disappear, starvation would turn into abundance, plagues would be eradicated. I had no control over my abilities, so people could tell that there was something different about me. And, as there was always someone willing to sell us out to make a fortune, we were always moving. This time, we didn’t see it coming, as you can tell,” she said plainly.  
 
    Seth was speechless. He had received so much love from his father that he could not conceive that Sarah’s father would be capable of such an atrocity. 
 
    Sarah did not wish to speak about herself anymore. She had said enough. She changed the focus of the conversation. “Were you and Tzeel born here?” she asked as they walked into an atrium. 
 
    “Yes, we were born in this palace.” 
 
    “Born royalty,” she said maliciously. 
 
    “Does that bother you?” 
 
    Sarah sat on a bench. She was tired; her shoulder still hurt. “Not at all,” she lied. She despised the easy life the nobles led. “What about your parents?”  
 
    “Our mother died when we were little. We were raised by our father. He passed away three years ago.” Seth wished he felt some sadness in saying those words, but the death of his father had brought a better life for all in Totkan.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said politely. “Tzeel has been ruling since then, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Sarah did not want to give Seth any time to think. She wanted to know as much as she could about them. “Are you two close?” 
 
    “We were closer when our father was alive.” The friendship between his brother and him was the only thing he missed from the time his father ruled Totkan.  
 
    Sarah noticed Seth’s pain. There was a tension she would tackle later. “Were you a soldier?” 
 
    He looked at her. “I’m the General.” He took pride in the position he had risen to when Tzeel rose to the throne.  
 
    Sarah frowned. Tzeel had not taken his General with him when he went after her. There could only be one reason for that: he did not want Seth to interfere. He did not want to share his plans with his brother. Nothing good could come of that. 
 
      
 
    Tzeel walked into a large dark oval room. Three witches and five wizards waited for him. Liora was amongst them.  
 
    “Where’s she?” asked Uno, a bald old wizard. 
 
    “She’s recovering,” said Tzeel calmly. 
 
    “From what?” asked Liora. She did not like the idea of Tzeel’s attention being captivated by another woman.  
 
    “I shot her.” Tzeel looked at Uno. He knew he would get angry. “Twice.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Katerina, a witch Tzeel thought too young to be there; he doubted she was fifteen. 
 
    “She tried to escape.”  
 
    Uno walked over to him. “Do you still want this?” he asked coldly. 
 
    “Yes,” said Tzeel without hesitation. 
 
    “So, make sure she doesn’t die,” said Uno severely. 
 
    “She won’t,” he reassured. He had a different concern. “I think we have underestimated her.” 
 
    “Why do you think that?” asked Uno intrigued. 
 
    “She caused an earthquake in the canyon near Urk. Half the soldiers that were there with me died,” said Tzeel hurtfully.  
 
    “You need to bring her to us. If we underestimated her, we will need more wizards and witches to cast the spell. The stronger she is, the more power we will need on our side to make the spell work.”  
 
    “I’ll bring her when she gets better. It will probably take a few days,” said Tzeel respectfully. Uno had a huge influence on him, and he did not hide it.  
 
    “Leave,” said Uno to the others in the room, his eyes fixed on Tzeel’s. When they left, he continued, “I’ve heard she’s in your room.” 
 
    “She fainted. I took her to my room so that Enoch could take care of her,” explained Tzeel. 
 
    “He could have done that in her room,” said Uno reprimanding Tzeel. “Don’t you dare get involved with her.”  
 
    “I won’t,” said Tzeel coldly. “I’ll bring her soon.”  
 
    Tzeel left the room. He was upset that Uno thought that he had gotten that far only to screw things up. 
 
    Liora was waiting for Tzeel in the corridor.  
 
    “What did he want?” she asked him.  
 
    “Nothing important,” he said flatly. 
 
    “I doubt that.”  
 
    Liora waited a few seconds to see if Tzeel would say anything else. As he did not, she continued: “Why don’t you spend the night in my room?” She ran her finger down his chest.  
 
    “Not tonight,” he said bluntly. 
 
    She was disappointed. “Why not?” 
 
    “I need to keep an eye on Sarah.” 
 
    “Can’t a soldier do that? Seth?” she asked angrily. 
 
    Tzeel got closer to her. “I said not tonight, Liora!” he said sharply as he turned around and walked away.  
 
    Liora was furious. The thought that Tzeel could leave her for another woman enraged her. She would have to find a manner of getting Sarah out of her way.  
 
      
 
    Tzeel went to his bedroom. He wanted to make sure Sarah was fine, but she was not there.  
 
    “Where’s she?” he asked to one of the soldiers guarding his room. 
 
    “She left with the General.” 
 
    Tzeel was seething with outrage at Seth’s boldness. “Where did they go?” 
 
    “They went down the corridor.” 
 
    Tzeel left, determined to find them. 
 
      
 
    The sun was shining on Sarah’s face. Her eyes were closed. She could hear the birds singing. The palace had a tranquil and welcoming atmosphere.  
 
    “Is there a garden around?” she asked peacefully. 
 
    “Yes. I’ll take you,” said Seth smoothly. 
 
    Sarah smiled. Seth was a pleasant company. He was calm, secure, and friendly. He reminded her of Amrath.  
 
    They left the atrium and walked to a courtyard. Seth opened a huge wooden door that led to a beautiful garden full of flowers, trees, and green grass. Sarah could not hide her amazement. She put her feet on the grass; the sensation was heavenly.  
 
    “I could stay here forever,” she said smiling.  
 
    Seth smiled back. “I can tell.” 
 
    Sarah lay on the grass and admired the blue sky. The sunlight made her hair seem redder and her skin even whiter; her eyes seemed to have their own light, vivid green. Seth believed he had never seen so much perfection.  
 
    “Hello,” said Tzeel flatly. He tried his best not to show any emotions in front of Sarah, but the fact that Seth was admiring her bothered him. “Can I talk to you, brother?” 
 
    Sarah glanced at Tzeel. He seemed upset. Seth, on the other hand, remained calm. 
 
    “Excuse me,” said Seth politely. Sarah simply nodded. 
 
    The brothers went to the courtyard, where she could not overhear their conversation.  
 
    “What are you doing?” asked Tzeel frowning.  
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “What do you think you are doing?” repeated Seth, a little louder this time.  
 
    “Taking Sarah for a walk, showing her the garden,” said Seth bluntly. He would not give in to his brother’s whims.  
 
    “Stay away from her,” said Tzeel threateningly.  
 
    “What are you afraid of? That she might fall for me? That we become friends and I help her escape? That you hurt her and I turn against you?” Seth waited, but Tzeel did not say anything. “I see. You fear all of those. I’m not your enemy, brother.” 
 
    “Stay away!” said Tzeel between his teeth.  
 
    “You don’t get to decide that. I’ll talk to her whenever I want, whenever she wants me to, and there’s nothing you can do about that,” retorted Seth.  
 
    “Don’t test me, brother.” 
 
    Seth did not answer. He stared at his brother.  
 
    Tzeel looked away. He would never do anything to hurt Seth, but he could not let him get in the way. “Please, Seth, just stay away,” he insisted. 
 
    “Maybe some other time.” Seth turned his back to Tzeel and walked back to the garden. He did not want to leave Sarah alone for a long time.  
 
    Tzeel was furious. He was not used to Seth challenging his authority. He wanted to go to the garden and take Sarah back to his bedroom, but he could not expose himself like that. There was no room for weakness. He would have to find an escape for all that anger. 
 
      
 
    “Is everything okay?” Sarah asked Seth. She noticed the anguish in his eyes.  
 
    “Yes,” he lied. He would not share with her his problems with Tzeel. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “I’m starving.” 
 
    “I’ll ask a servant to bring us lunch,” said Seth.  
 
    Sarah watched Seth leave. She could tell that things between Tzeel and Seth were bad. She wondered if she was the cause of their disagreement. If so, that was a good sign. She needed allies, and even though she was sure that Seth loved his brother, Enoch had made it clear Seth did not agree with everything his brother did.  
 
    It took Seth a few minutes to come back. Enoch followed him and her heart filled with joy to see him. 
 
    “Enoch, how good to see you!” she said sweetly. “How’s your daughter?” She wondered what age his daughter was. He was certainly much older than Seth or even Tzeel.  
 
    “She’s fine. Thank you for asking,” Enoch smiled. 
 
    “Did you plant the root I gave you?” 
 
    “Yes, and it already grew,” he said gladly.  
 
    “That’s great! I’m happy to know that.” 
 
    Sarah was even happier to be sure that she had captivated two allies in little time. The only doubt she had was whether they would be capable of betraying Tzeel and help her escape.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” Enoch asked. Even though the plant had strong healing powers, the wound had been infected and was probably still sore. He believed Sarah would need one more dose to be completely healed.  
 
    “Much better. The wounds still hurt, but the fever hasn’t returned.” 
 
    “Good, let me take a look at it.” He inspected the wound under the bandages. “It looks better, but I think you should go back to your room and get some rest. Staying here in the sun is not going to help much.” 
 
    “Can I have lunch first?” 
 
    “It’s a bit late for lunch, but yes.” 
 
    She looked playfully at Seth and said, “He’s tough!” 
 
    “You have no idea,” said Seth smiling.  
 
    A servant brought some dishes. Even though Sarah trusted them more now, she decided to let them eat first before she had a taste of the food.  
 
    Sarah watched as Seth and Enoch laughed and talked about random topics. They seemed relaxed. All that intimacy made her miss Amrath.  
 
    Sarah lay on the grass again and closed her eyes. She missed her mother too. She needed to know if she was well.  
 
    “Seth,” she murmured, interrupting their conversation. 
 
    “Yes?” he asked politely.  
 
    She looked at him. “Can I ask you a favor?” 
 
    “Sure,” he said promptly. 
 
    “Can you have someone you trust check on my mother?” 
 
    Seth did not think such a small favor would create problems with his brother. “Sure.” 
 
    Lunch lasted more than planned. They stayed in the garden for hours until sunset.  
 
    “It’s getting late. I should get some rest,” she said. 
 
    “I must go too,” said Enoch. “Let me take one last look at your wounds.” He examined her once more. “I believe we’ll need the plant once more. Just to be safe. I’ll go and prepare it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Seth offered Sarah his hand and helped her to her feet. It was the first time they touched each other. As she did not want to give him the wrong idea about what was going on between them, she quickly let go of his hand.   
 
    “I’ll go with her,” said Enoch. He knew Tzeel would probably be upset that Seth had spent the whole day with Sarah. Tzeel liked to have a close relationship with his witches. 
 
    Seth thought about opposing, but he did not wish to be confronted by his brother again. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Enoch walked with Sarah to Tzeel’s room. “Is Tzeel in there?” he asked to one of the soldiers. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I’m taking her in. I need the plant to help her heal,” he said firmly. 
 
    “Sure, sir,” replied the soldier. 
 
    Sarah was exhausted. The sunset was beautiful, and she sat on the divan by the balcony so that she could admire it. 
 
    Enoch took four leaves. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” she said sadly.  
 
    Not knowing what Tzeel wanted with her was driving her crazy. She had spent a significant part of her day thinking about that. She had to find a way to get him to tell her the truth. 
 
    After some minutes, Enoch got back, but he was not alone. Tzeel was with him.  
 
    “Hey,” he said with a lopsided smile. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Better,” she said. 
 
    “Excellent,” said Tzeel. He would have good news for Uno.  
 
    Enoch gave her the potion and left. He would check on her again on the following day. 
 
      
 
    “Do you want to go to your room?” asked Tzeel staring at her. 
 
    “Yes,” she said promptly. 
 
    Tzeel could not hide his disappointment. He knew Uno would disagree, but he wanted to have her for himself until the moment they cast the spell. “I think that’s a bad idea.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You could have died if I were not in your bedroom this morning. You could have stayed there burning with fever for hours until someone found you. Your wounds are not healed yet. I don’t think it’s wise to leave you alone. I’ll sleep in the divan.”  
 
    Sarah doubted that she would have a fever, but the fact that Tzeel did not know that could be something of which to take advantage. She believed that the more time they spent together, the higher were her chances of finding out what he wanted from her.  
 
    “I’ll stay,” she said calmly as she went to bed, lay down, and she closed her eyes. She could tell that he was staring at her.  
 
    He wanted to lie beside her, hug her, feel her scent and the smoothness of her skin. But he did not get close. He walked to the divan and lay down.  
 
    Sarah felt her body burn. Not with fever, but with desire. There was something in him that attracted her even against her better judgment. Maybe it was wounded pride, since she could not forget that he had rejected her; nor could she forget the things he had told her the night before.  
 
    “I’m not a monster,” she whispered. 
 
    “I know,” he said firmly. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    IV 
 
      
 
    Tzeel woke up a little before sunrise. Sarah was still asleep. He did not want to wake her up; she needed to rest. He walked over to the balcony.  
 
    Totkan was beautiful. The valley in which the city had been built was the greenest place he had ever seen. No wonder they had so many enemies. If he were not King of Totkan, he would want the city for himself. 
 
    Tzeel saw some peasants on the streets. Like him, they knew the city needed them up early. They played a major role in the city’s organization and prosperity.  
 
    Tzeel was respectful toward his people. They were all a vital part of Totkan.  
 
    “Good morning,” said Sarah kindly. 
 
    Tzeel turned around and saw Sarah standing by the balcony door. “Good morning. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Much better. I’m sure Enoch will confirm that.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    The few moments of silence between them were enough to make her feel awkward. There was some tension between them. “I’d like to take a bath, so I’ll go to my room.” 
 
    “You can take it here. I’ll wait outside,” he said gently. He would not give Seth the opportunity to steal her for one more day. “I’ll have the servants bring warm water and a clean dress.”  
 
    Tzeel walked past her. He felt his body react to the proximity. “Would you have breakfast with me afterwards?” he asked politely.  
 
    Sarah could sense some insecurity in his voice; he feared being rejected by her.  
 
    “I would like to walk around the city,” she said calmly, not answering his question. 
 
    “It’ll be a pleasure to show you around. Let me know when you’re ready.” He left the room aware that she was playing games with him. He smiled. He couldn’t help admiring her cleverness.  
 
    He walked to the kitchen and asked some servants to take Sarah some hot water. He also asked them to prepare a bath in another room for himself. He wanted to smell good for her.  
 
      
 
    Sarah opened the door to the servants. She was anxious to take a bath. Tzeel’s bathtub was huge, probably the largest one she had ever seen, and the view from his room was spectacular. She wanted to enjoy both.  
 
    As soon as the servants left, she took her dress off and got into the bathtub. Her wounds still hurt a bit, especially when the water first touched them. But, after a few seconds, Sarah felt all the tense muscles in her body relax.  
 
    Unable to control her thoughts, the vision of Tzeel’s kiss filled her mind. It was hard not to think of him. She shook her head in an attempt to send those thoughts away. Nothing would be more unforgivable than falling in love with the man who had threatened her village and shot her twice. She sank her head into the water. Maybe she should have taken a cold bath instead of a warm one.  
 
      
 
    Tzeel took his bath as quickly as possible. He did not want to leave Sarah waiting. He was afraid Seth would show up and take her to see the city before he had the chance to do so.  
 
    Tzeel felt a bit childish for a moment. He wondered what was wrong with him.  
 
    Sarah’s overall behavior was unacceptable, but he liked that about her. He liked being challenged. He liked the game. He admitted to himself that he was seduced by her looks, her temper, and her power.  
 
    The truth was that he had had many women in his life, but none had made him feel so vulnerable, so dominated, so unstable. He decided not to think about his feelings too much, or he would end up doing something stupid to push her away. And his body wanted her close.  
 
    To the surprise of his guards, Tzeel waited for Sarah standing opposite the bedroom door, his back against the wall.  
 
    Sarah put on the emerald dress the servants had arranged for her. When she opened the door, she noticed Tzeel lose his breath.  
 
    “You look stunning!” he said ardently. He could kiss her right there. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, blushing. “You don’t look bad yourself,” she said jokingly.  
 
    “Thanks, I guess.”  
 
    “Are you hungry?” she asked, teasing him. “Breakfast?” 
 
    “I’d love that.” 
 
    His lopsided smile was by far the sexiest smile she had ever seen. “Good, come in,” she said, inviting Tzeel into his own bedroom.  
 
    She had asked the servants to bring breakfast. She sat down on a chair, and crossed her legs. 
 
    Tzeel looked down. If she continued doing that, he would not be able to control himself. He sat opposite her. 
 
    Aware that she was in control of the situation, she picked up a pear and bit it, her eyes fixed on his.  
 
    “You’re playing with fire.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said calmly. “Aren’t you having breakfast?”  
 
    He smiled, picked up a pear and stood up. “We should leave,” he said firmly.  
 
    Sarah got up and walked over to him. “I’ll follow you.”  
 
    Tzeel gave a step forward, narrowing the distance between them. They were so close that their noses were an inch away from each other. He gently stroked her face.  
 
    Sarah was burning with desire for him. She kept telling herself that she could not feel anything. She could not surrender to his charm. Even if she let him have her, she needed to avoid at any cost giving him her heart. She stepped back. “I’ll go first,” she said as she walked out of the room.  
 
    Tzeel followed her down the corridor. He watched her in silence, contemplating the curves in her body and the intense redness of her hair.  
 
    She stopped by the open door in the hall and observed the peasants walking on the streets. They looked happy and tranquil.  
 
    She turned around and caught Tzeel admiring her. “Shall we go?” she asked.  
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    They left for a promenade on the streets of Totkan. Sarah could tell that Tzeel was respected and admired by his men and his people. They did not seem to fear him, and seemed comfortable with his presence on the streets. Tzeel seemed relaxed and there was a softness in his gestures and look that Sarah had not noticed before.  
 
    “Good morning, Avi!” he said enthusiastically.  
 
    “Good morning!” replied a short old man. The man’s face smiled to see Tzeel. “How are you today, son?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Let me introduce you to Sarah.” Tzeel had known Avi all his life. The old man had been his tutor for years. He had taught Tzeel how to swing the sword and how to use a shield. They had always been close, and Tzeel felt comfortable around him. 
 
    “Good morning, young lady!” said Avi politely. “Gorgeous!” he remarked to Tzeel, pointing at Sarah. 
 
    “She certainly is,” said Tzeel smiling. He would be lucky to have such a beautiful and powerful queen. He would be even luckier if she remained wonderful but gave her powers over to him.  
 
    Sarah was not bothered by the comments. She was polite, as her mother had taught her to be. “Nice to meet you,” she said, smiling to the old man. She gazed admiringly at Tzeel. It was hard to believe that this man had threatened her village. Now, he was relaxed, friendly, cheerful, and kind. An entirely different man.  
 
    “How are the crops?” Tzeel asked. 
 
    “Fantastic! We’ve been blessed again this month,” said Avi. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that, Avi. Have a great day!” said Tzeel, touching the man’s shoulder.  
 
    “You too. And don’t you dare lose a woman like that!” said Avi, winking at Tzeel.  
 
    “I won’t,” he whispered jokingly.   
 
    “I’m not your property, you know?” said Sarah trying to hide a smile.  
 
    “I know. But that doesn’t mean you can’t be mine,” he said charmingly.  
 
    “You are arrogant, aren’t you?” she asked playfully. 
 
    “I wouldn’t call myself arrogant.” 
 
    “What would you call yourself?” 
 
    “Realistic.” 
 
    Before Sarah could retort, an old lady yelled “Tzeel!”.  
 
    “Adara!” He waved at her. “She’s quite the talker,” he murmured to Sarah. “Just letting you know,” he winked.  
 
    Sarah was incredulous at Tzeel’s behavior. They walked over to Adara, and he introduced the two ladies. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, ma’am,” said Sarah gently. 
 
    “Oh, she’s polite! Nice to meet you,” said Adara, touching Sarah’s hand. Suddenly, Adara gave a step back. She seemed scared.  
 
    “Are you okay?” asked Tzeel worriedly. 
 
    “Yes, sure,” replied Adara quickly. “I just didn’t expect her to be a witch.” She doubted Tzeel needed more witches and wizards to serve him. 
 
    “How did you…?” asked Sarah frowning. 
 
    “Your energy. There’s too much energy in your touch,” said Adara. “Luckily for the sake of us all, I see goodness in your eyes. In the wrong hands, so much power would only cause misery and destruction,” she added, glancing at Tzeel. She did not doubt his character, but she knew only too well the vipers that surrounded him. “Anyway, I’m glad you found yourself a good woman, Tzeel.” 
 
    “People can’t help picturing us together. There’s nothing I can do,” said Tzeel smiling to Sarah.  
 
    “We’re not together,” said Sarah politely.  
 
    “You will be. I see it in your eyes. It’s just a matter of time. When you marry him, please send Uno and the others away. They are despicable!” said Adara seriously. 
 
    “Adara…” he said harshly. 
 
    “What? I don’t know how you put up with them. I’ve already told you that. You’re such a good man, Tzeel, but unfortunately, you are surrounded by horrible people,” said Adara somberly. 
 
    Sarah was shocked. Never in her life had she seen a peasant talk to a ruler like that. She had seen men be killed for less.  
 
    Seeing Sarah’s astonishment, Adara apologized. “I don’t want to make anyone uncomfortable, so I apologize for my behavior. I’d love to have you both for lunch if you’d be kind enough to give me that honor,” said Adara looking Tzeel in the eye. 
 
    “It’ll be our pleasure,” said Tzeel gently. 
 
    None of that looked real. Nowhere did a king sit down with his peasants to eat. Sarah waited for Adara to walk into the house and asked, “What’s going on here?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’ll just take that? I mean, no torturing, murdering, maybe a light punishment?” 
 
    “What?” he asked incredulously. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to do anything about her behavior?” 
 
    “No, why should I? Because she spoke her mind? I don’t punish my people for that. In Totkan, we only punish murderers, rapists, and thieves. I can assure you she’s none of those. You can relax,” he said calmly. He could tell that Sarah was perplexed. “Oh, I see. You still picture me as a monster. A tyrant, perhaps?” he said bitterly. “You’ll find out that I’m neither of those.” He walked into the woman’s house. 
 
    Unsatisfied by his explanation and intrigued by his behavior, Sarah considered the possibility that he might have carefully planned who to introduce her to and what they would say so that he could pretend to be a decent man.  
 
    As she would not get any answers by staying outside, she made her way into Adara’s house.  
 
    It was a very modest residence. Tzeel was helping Adara set the table, which made Sarah’s confusion grow even more.  
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help?” she asked politely. 
 
    “Yes, you can sit and enjoy the meal,” said Adara with a warm smile. “Tzeel, you can sit too.”  
 
    Adara sat on a chair next to Sarah. She wanted to know more about the witch. 
 
    “Tell me, where are you from, Sarah?” 
 
    “I’m from the South,” said Sarah, unwilling to share her story.  
 
    “Where in the South?” insisted Adara. 
 
    “A very small village near Minar,” she lied. 
 
    Adara looked suspiciously at Sarah. She knew the area of Minar well. “I didn’t know there were villages close to Minar. I always thought the city was isolated,” said Adara. 
 
    “It’s a tiny, hidden place,” Sarah added, trying not to give herself away.  
 
    “I see. And how did you end up here?” asked Adara.  
 
    Sarah immediately looked at Tzeel. 
 
    “I took her from her village,” he said calmly, unashamed. He started eating as if nothing important was happening. He was still upset that Sarah thought he was a monster. At least he did not kill anyone when abducting her.  
 
    Adara stared at Sarah, who kept her eyes down, clearly uncomfortable with the conversation.  
 
    Sarah started eating. With any luck, Adara would choose a different topic to talk about.  
 
    “Have you visited the city garden?” asked Adara changing the subject. 
 
    “Not yet. Tzeel will take me there today,” she said, smiling at him. Maybe a more fragile attitude would benefit her.  
 
    There was a mix of sweetness and bitterness in her smile that made Tzeel lose his will to smile. “I will.” 
 
    “You’ll love it!” said Adara, trying to sound as enthusiastic as possible. She wanted to change the serious mood she had created with her questions. “Totkan has the most beautiful garden you’ve ever seen,” said Adara. 
 
    “I can’t wait,” murmured Sarah, apparently no longer interested in talking.  
 
    “How’s your grandson?” he asked. He did not want Adara to feel uncomfortable. 
 
    “He’s almost seventeen now. He can’t wait to join your army.” 
 
    “Whenever he’s ready, it will be a pleasure to have him fighting with us,” replied Tzeel sincerely. It was always good to have a new soldier, full of vigor and enthusiasm. 
 
    “Seth said he’ll be ready soon,” said Adara excitedly. 
 
    “No one better than Seth to know it.” His brother was certainly the best general he had ever known. He was determined, ingenious, respected by his men, and feared by his enemies.  
 
    Tzeel finished having lunch as quickly as he could. The food was delicious, but it was clear that Sarah did not want to stay there anymore. “Thanks for lunch, Adara. It was great as usual,” he said.  
 
    “My pleasure! Come visit me more often,” she said, holding his face with both hands. “Tell Seth to come. I miss him too.” 
 
    “I have already told you to come live with us in the palace,” he said, hugging her. 
 
    “I will when those snakes you have there leave,” she said bitterly. 
 
    Tzeel kissed Adara’s forehead and looked at Sarah. He hoped she would say goodbye. 
 
    “Thanks for lunch. It was delicious,” said Sarah politely. She needed to find out the origin of so much intimacy between Tzeel and the lady. 
 
    “I’m sorry if I said anything that hurt your feelings. I just wanted to know more about the woman who stole my boy’s heart,” said Adara sweetly. 
 
    “I still own my heart,” he joked. 
 
    “You keep telling yourself that,” said Adara as she opened the door for them to leave.  
 
    Sarah left the house first. She was bothered by everything: the questions, the affection, the lies. “You should let her know that you do not have a heart to be stolen,” she said aggressively. 
 
    “Where did that come from?” 
 
    “You’re kidding me, right? What’s going on here? Everyone loves you? Do you really want me to believe that? You’re nice to everyone, you respect everyone…” she said sarcastically. “But you went to my village and had one of your men nearly rape my mother! You put my people on their knees and threatened to burn them alive! Who the hell are you?” she screamed. Everyone around was looking at them. Sarah felt even more uncomfortable. 
 
    Tzeel was furious. He had to control himself not to yell back at her. “You know nothing about me. I don’t have to put up a show to prove you anything. And just so you know, no one was going to rape your mother. I do not condone rape! We had to push things a bit so you would come out. Of course, by then, I had no idea you were a murderer. Had I known it, instead of risking my men’s lives, I would have set your house on fire so that you would leave in flames,” he said between his teeth. “You can walk yourself to the garden. I’m done here.” 
 
    Tzeel turned around and left Sarah alone. She watched him go up the main street toward the palace. Hearing that she was a murderer devastated her. She wondered if her mother would use that same word to describe her. 
 
    Tzeel was near the palace entrance when a child ran to him. The boy was probably around eight years old. Tzeel kneeled so that he could look the boy in the eyes while talking to him. 
 
    Sarah looked down. Perhaps she had been unfair to him. She walked as fast as she could to Tzeel. When the boy left, she touched Tzeel’s arm.  
 
    “I apologize. Show me the garden,” she said sweetly. 
 
    Tzeel wanted to be mad at her for a while more, but he could not. Her eyes begged for forgiveness and he wanted to give it to her. “Come with me,” he said gently. 
 
    She was relieved that he had accepted her apology. She did not want to push him away.  
 
    They did not say a word on their way to the garden. Instead of talking, Sarah kept repeating to herself several times, like a mantra, that he was evil.  
 
    “Are you ready?” he asked. 
 
    Sarah just nodded. When they turned right at the corner, Sarah saw the most splendid garden she had ever seen. Never had she seen so many colors in just one place. She was speechless.  
 
    “You can go in,” he said. 
 
    Sarah wanted to look at him, but it seemed an offense to such a sacred place to take her eyes off it. She slowly walked in. The smell was wonderful and she could hear the birds singing. 
 
    She walked to a bench near a huge tree in the middle of the garden. She needed to sit down and rest a little. Her shoulders hurt. She looked at him.  
 
    He knew she was inviting him to sit beside her, but he wanted her to say it. He stood by the tree and stared at her. 
 
    Aware of his desires, she asked, “Please, sit.”  
 
    He did not hesitate and sat down beside her. She could barely distinguish his smell from the perfume of the flowers. They both smelled divine. She looked at him.  
 
    “I expected your people to have a different behavior towards you,” she remarked. 
 
    “I bet. After all, you see me as a monster, I know.” 
 
    “You shot me twice!” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be alive if I hadn’t done so. You know that, Sarah.” 
 
    She averted her eyes. There he was, making her feel bad for her actions once again.  
 
    “I’m sorry I hurt you. I really am,” he said apologetically. 
 
    That was the moment Sarah had been waiting for. Part of herself wanted an opportunity to get closer and to create a relationship that would allow her to discover his plans. Another part simply craved him and wished to be in his arms, and feel the heat of his body. This part Sarah tried to suffocate with all her strength.  
 
    “Look at me,” he said.   
 
    He gently touched her chin lifting her face so that their eyes met. “That’s part of the past, let’s forget it. I’m interested in this moment. What happens right here, right now is all that matters to me.” He held her face, leaned in and allowed his lips to touch hers, kissing her passionately. 
 
    His kiss sent all her fears, insecurities and sorrows away, giving place to lust and passion. She touched the nape of his neck and pulled him closer. 
 
    Tzeel could feel her desire burn his skin. He could not be more pleased. She would belong to him. 
 
    Sarah looked at him and caressed the scars on his face. He kept his eyes closed so that he could savor the sensations caused by every move of her hand, every inch of her skin. 
 
    Sarah doubted there would be a better moment to ask him some of the things she wanted to know. “What’s your relationship with Adara?”  
 
    Tzeel opened his eyes. “She was our wet nurse,” he said calmly. “Then she helped our mother raise us. When she died, our father asked Adara to leave the palace. He was afraid that she would spoil us.” 
 
    It was clear to Sarah that Tzeel resented his father’s decision. She wanted to comfort him, but she was trying to keep herself emotionally distant. First, she had to find out what he wanted from her. She abruptly got up. 
 
    “Did I do anything wrong?” he asked, confused. 
 
    “No, I just think that Enoch should examine my wounds,” she said flatly as she turned around and walked toward the garden entrance, leaving Tzeel frustrated. He had no option but to follow her.  
 
    The way back to the palace never seemed so long to him. 
 
    “Could you please ask Enoch to come see me?” she asked as she opened her bedroom door.  
 
    “Of course,” he replied furiously.  
 
    He walked to his room and ordered one of the guards to send Enoch to Sarah’s bedroom. Unable to cope with the rejection, he picked up a chair and smashed it against the wall, breaking it into several pieces.  
 
    He walked over to the balcony and took a deep breath. He had to control himself. He could not let her win. He repeated to himself several times that it was all a game for both of them. If he wanted to be in control, he had to be patient.  
 
      
 
    Sarah sat on the floor, buried her head in her hands and cried as much as she could. She hated herself for wanting him. She tried focusing on her mother, her village, but the taste of his kiss and his passion overshadowed everything else.  
 
    She quickly composed herself when Enoch knocked on the door.  
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    Enoch had a smile on his face. He knew she had spent the day in the city, so he did not expect to see her sad. It did not take him more than a minute to realize that he had been mistaken.  
 
    “What happened?” he asked worriedly. 
 
    “How come everyone likes him so much?” she asked in a high-pitched tone.  
 
    “He’s a good person, Sarah. He has flaws like everyone else, but he’s always looking after us. When his father was alive, the city was chaotic. There were murders and rapes every day. His father didn’t care. His soldiers could do anything they wanted, and we, the people, had to suck it up. I wouldn’t even let my daughter leave home without me. Luckily for us, Tzeel and Seth were clearly against the way their father ruled. Whenever they were in town, soldiers would behave differently. They respected and feared Tzeel and Seth. When their father died, a new era started. The ones who didn’t follow the new rules were executed in public. After a month and the execution of thirteen soldiers, Totkan never saw a murder, a rape, a theft, or any other kind of crime inside its walls again. For the first time since my daughter was born, she could leave home without me. We’re all grateful.” Enoch watched Sarah’s expression change from sadness to perplexity. “I don’t know what he did to get you here, Sarah, I also don’t know why he wants you here. But for us, his people, he has been nothing but a hero.” 
 
    “I thought he controlled you by not giving you the plant,” she said, confused. 
 
    “He does. As I said, he has flaws, but he is without a doubt a great ruler.”   
 
    “What about his wizards? I heard today that they are evil.” 
 
    “They are,” he said promptly. “They are the only thing Tzeel couldn’t get rid of after his father died. Seth wanted them gone, but they control Tzeel in such a way that Seth’s requests were ignored. Uno and the others remain in Totkan.” 
 
    Sarah was silent. She thought about everything she had done. The men dead in her house, the bodies crushed at the canyon. The truth was that, if Tzeel was a villain, so was she. Just like him, she was also loved by many and feared by others. But one thing she could not deny: Tzeel did not have good intentions towards her. If he did, he would not have kidnapped her.  
 
    “Now, let me examine your wounds. They are still a bit infected. I’ll prepare the infusion one last time.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Sarah was glad Enoch had to leave. She could use some time alone. She had a lot to process. No matter what Enoch had told her, the things Tzeel had threatened to do to her people, the way he had behaved on their way to Totkan had made it clear to her that he was ill-intentioned. However, she could not deny that there seemed to be a mix of admiration and desire in his kiss.  
 
    Enoch came back with the infusion, gave Sarah the cup and left. Sarah drank it and went to bed. She closed her eyes and played in her head over and over again the moment Tzeel had kissed her, the way he had held her face, the desire that had burnt her skin. She would not be able to sleep. She wanted him.  
 
    She left her room and walked over to his. She was about to open the door when one of the soldiers stopped her. 
 
    “Sarah is here, Your Majesty,” announced the guard.   
 
    “Let her in,” said Tzeel intrigued. He did not expect to see her. 
 
    Without hesitation, Sarah lay down on his bed. Their eyes met. His body instantly responded to the fire in her eyes. 
 
    Tzeel walked over to the bed. Not a word was said. His fingertips touched Sarah’s left foot, slowly running up her leg, caressing her thigh. Sarah closed her eyes. She wanted to feel disgusted, but she could not. 
 
    He gently kissed her belly and went all the way up to her lips. He was pleased by all the desire he felt coming from her.  
 
    Sarah’s fingers went through his hair. Lust and reason were fighting a raging battle inside her. 
 
    Tzeel felt her sudden hesitation. “Not yet, I suppose.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said as she left his bed.  
 
    Tzeel was mad at her for tempting him only to turn him down, but he did not show. He wanted her to feel respected by him, and that bothered him a bit. He was not used to seeking anyone’s approval but his own. He thought about asking her to leave, but that would probably hurt her. He decided to leave the room himself. 
 
    Sarah walked over to the balcony, tears running down her face. She had to accept that she was falling for him. There was no more fighting against it. On top of that, she was aware that, if she pushed him away, her chances of knowing his plans would drop to zero. She sat on a chair on the balcony and decided she would wait for him to come back.  
 
    Tzeel entered Liora’s bedroom. She was lying on her bed, asleep. He kissed her neck. Hopefully, being with her would help him stop thinking about Sarah.  
 
    Liora opened her eyes and smiled. She was happy he was finally back to her. She pulled him close and kissed him. She had missed him.  
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    Sarah woke up when Tzeel entered the room. It was morning already. He was surprised to see that she had spent the night there. She got up and walked to him.  
 
    “Where did you sleep?” she asked. 
 
    “In another bedroom,” he answered flatly. 
 
    There was something different in the way he looked at her. He was colder. 
 
    “There is a hickey on your neck,” she said bitterly. Her heart was breaking with every second. 
 
    Tzeel stared at her. He would return the suffering she had caused him. “I didn’t know we were exclusive,” he retorted acidly.  
 
    Sarah knew she was the one to blame for Tzeel’s behavior. She had been impulsive the night before, and now she was reaping the consequences. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m tired of your games,” he answered with no hesitation. The more he looked at her, the angrier he felt for not having her.  
 
    “I’m not playing games,” she said, offended. The visit to his room had been the sincerest thing she had done ever since she had arrived at Totkan. To have such an honest gesture be considered a ruse hurt her.  
 
    “Aren’t you? Really? What are you doing then?” he asked her aggressively. “You let me kiss you only to push me away afterward. You come to my room and invite me to bed only to reject me. If that’s not playing games, I don’t know what is. Please, enlighten me.” 
 
    Sarah wished she had time to think of a reasonable explanation to give him, but she knew that he would simply walk away if it took her too long. “I’m having a hard time accepting my feelings for you.” 
 
    Her answer took Tzeel by surprise. He felt hope. “What do you feel for me?” he asked, stepping toward her. He wanted so badly to hear that she was in love with him that he could not hide his anxiety. 
 
    Sarah hesitated. She did not know how to describe what she felt. At that moment, she was angry and jealous that he had slept with someone else, but she was not sure that was the best thing to say. 
 
    Her delay in offering Tzeel the answer he expected left him frustrated. He was angry at himself for having had any expectations. The farther they were from each other, the better. “Leave,” he snarled. 
 
    Sarah could not hide her frustration. Tears came to her eyes. She was ruining everything. Determined not to give him the pleasure of seeing her cry, she stormed out of the room, bumping into Seth, who was about to knock on his brother’s door. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked worriedly. 
 
    “I’m superb! Do you want to go for a walk?” she asked, collecting herself. The last thing she wanted was to let Seth know what was going on between her and Tzeel. She had the feeling that Seth was interested in her, and she did not wish to upset him.  
 
    “Sure.” Seth knew there was something wrong, and he was determined to find out what it was. He walked with her to the garden inside the palace. There they would have more privacy to talk. 
 
    It was a beautiful sunny day. Sarah admired the beauty of the garden. If she were looking for peace, that was undoubtedly the place to find it. She sat on the grass.  
 
    Seth seated himself beside her and waited for her to seem calmer before asking what he wanted to know. “What happened?”  
 
    “Nothing.” She hoped Seth would not insist, even if he did not believe her.  
 
    Even though he knew she was lying, he decided to respect her wishes. They remained silent for a while.  
 
    Bothered by the silence, she revealed, “I met Adara yesterday.”  
 
    “Did you?” he beamed. “She’s very talkative, isn’t she?” 
 
    “She is. She said she misses you.” Sarah looked at him, eagerly expecting a reaction. All she could see was tenderness. 
 
    “I should visit her more, I know,” he said regretfully. He loved Adara, and it saddened him to know that his prolonged absence was deeply felt by her. 
 
    “Why don’t you?” 
 
    “She asks too many questions, and I don’t have answers to all of them.” The truth was that Adara, like him, worried about Tzeel’s plans and about the presence of witches and wizards in the palace. Unfortunately, he knew as much as she did. Nothing.   
 
    “What kind of questions does she ask?” Sarah asked curiously. It was clear to her that Adara and Seth did not like Uno and the others. However, she did not know if that was the only point in which they disagreed with Tzeel.  
 
    “Personal questions,” he said evasively. He would not share his and Adara’s doubts with Sarah. Certain things should stay within the family.  
 
    Sarah realized that he would not open up, so she took a different course. “Why did your father ask her to leave the palace?” she asked. Sarah had not believed that Adara had been kicked out from the palace because she would spoil Tzeel and Seth. There seemed to be something else. 
 
    Seth’s hesitation made Sarah even more curious. It was the confirmation that there was something more to that story than Tzeel had revealed.  
 
    “I don’t want to lie to you, Sarah,” he said, staring into her eyes. “So, we’d better change the subject.” 
 
    Sarah did not expect that behavior from Seth. She could not be more intrigued. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know it was a delicate subject. Tzeel seemed comfortable talking about it.”  
 
    “Well, ignorance is bliss.” 
 
    Sarah was puzzled. It was hard to believe Seth kept secrets from his brother. It seemed even more unimaginable that there could be something about Adara that Tzeel did not know. There was an awkward silence. 
 
    Uncomfortable, Seth changed the subject. “What else did you do yesterday?” he asked as if nothing had happened. 
 
    “Well, we walked around the city, Tzeel took me to the city garden, and that was it,” she lied. 
 
    “How did you like the garden?” he asked, aware of the answer. It would be impossible not to admire the most beautiful place he had ever laid eyes on.  
 
    “It’s a piece of heaven,” she beamed. 
 
    “It was our mother’s favorite place. She used to spend hours there gardening.” Seth looked down. He missed their mother. 
 
    Sarah was taken aback. Enoch had told her that Seth and Tzeel’s mother was evil and she could not picture an evil person gardening. It was a task that required love and care. “Did she?” 
 
    “Yes. Why does that surprise you so much?” Seth did not understand the confused look on Sarah’s face. He did not remember telling Sarah about his mother, and he doubted Tzeel had done so. But Sarah seemed to already have an opinion about her.  
 
    “Oh, she had two kids and a city to rule with your father, so she was probably quite busy. I imagine it was hard to have any leisure time,” lied Sarah.   
 
    Seth stared at her. He did not believe a word of what she had just said. She was protecting whomever had told her about their mother.  
 
    “No matter what people may have told you, she was a good person. She had her flaws. She suffered a lot throughout her life, and that made her a little bitter at times. My father was not an easy person. He was a lousy husband and ruler.” 
 
    “You take after your mother, then?” she asked. Seth was far from being difficult, and Sarah was sure that, if he were king someday, he would be just and kind.  
 
    “Both Tzeel and I do,” he replied, defending his brother.   
 
    Sarah and Seth stared at each other for a few seconds. She would like to fall in love with him, but it was too late for that. She averted her eyes. 
 
    “Does Tzeel have a girlfriend?” she asked shyly. She did not want to seem interested, but there was no other way she would know that if not by asking. She could ask Enoch, but she did not know when she would see him again, and she wanted to have that information as soon as possible. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that,” he said, frowning. “He has a relationship with Liora. It’s not public, but he spends most of the nights with her. Why?” 
 
    Sarah was taken by jealousy. Tzeel had left her alone in his room to spend the night with Liora. She was furious. “Does Liora live in the palace?” 
 
    “Yes, in the east wing. And so do the other wizards.” 
 
    “Oh, she’s a witch?” she spluttered with indignation. She felt manipulated. 
 
    “Yes.” Seth lay down on the grass, his eyes closed. He was upset. “I love my brother, Sarah, but here’s a piece of advice: don’t fall for him.” 
 
    “Why is that?” she asked, unable to hide her feelings.  
 
    “You don’t want to mess with Liora. I know you are powerful, but she is ruthless.” He could add other reasons, but, if he said more, he would expose his dissatisfaction. 
 
    The mention of Liora’s cruelty reminded Sarah of what Enoch had said about the witches and wizards. “Are they all ruthless?” She was looking for confirmation.  
 
    “The wizards? Yes.” Seth would like to have a different answer to give, but he had never seen any sign of kindness or compassion in his brother’s witches and wizards.  
 
    “Why does Tzeel let them stay?” Sarah believed the answer to that question was directly connected to Tzeel’s plans for her.  
 
    “He doesn’t see them this way. He believes they have our best interest at heart,” he said bitterly. 
 
    Sarah had hoped for a more solid answer. “I don’t get it. Why would a group of talented, merciless wizards submit themselves to a ruler?” She had never submitted to anyone, and she had lived in small villages all her life. It was hard to understand the power dynamics that permeated the connections inside the palace.  
 
    “They want something from him. I don’t know what, so don’t even bother asking.” Seth gave a sad smile as an attempt to soften the bluntness of his answer.  
 
    They stayed in the garden for a few hours, both lost in thought. 
 
    Her stomach growled.  She looked at Seth. He was still lying in the grass. His eyes were closed; she could admire him without feeling guilty. He was handsome and ready to be hers, if she would have him.  
 
    Seth opened his eyes and caught her staring. She quickly looked away, but he could see her blush.  
 
    “I guess we should have lunch,” she said awkwardly. 
 
    “Sure. Come with me.”  
 
    Seth walked over to the atrium and opened a door Sarah had not noticed before. It led to a spacious dining room. The dark-blue decoration contrasted with the light-blue walls, giving the room a peaceful yet strong atmosphere.  
 
    Suddenly, a servant came out of nowhere as if she were there waiting for someone to come in. Sarah was startled.  
 
    “Could you please bring us lunch?” he asked politely. The woman just nodded and left the room. 
 
    “That was a bit creepy. Where was she hiding?” 
 
    Seth started laughing. “She was not hiding. She was just waiting for someone to show up.” 
 
    “That’s creepy, I hope you know that,” she said jokingly. She wondered if the other servants also lurked around, waiting.  
 
    She noticed he was more relaxed, so she decided to go back to their conversation about Adara. “Seth, I know you asked me not to talk about Adara anymore, but I have one last question.”  
 
    He got closer to her, his eyes penetrating her soul. She hesitated for a minute, but, as he did not say anything, she continued, “Is Adara a witch?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said coldly. “Is this conversation over now?” 
 
    “Sure.” She swallowed hard. She had not expected the blunt tone of his answer, so she felt oppressed. Luckily for her, the servant brought them lunch. “Great! I’m ravenous! Let’s eat,” Sarah said feigning enthusiasm.  
 
    Seth gave her a faint smile. Her curiosity bothered him. There were things about Totkan’s past that should remain unspoken. 
 
    Sarah ate quickly, not only because she was hungry, but also because she wanted to be alone. Seth barely touched his food. She knew he was upset.  
 
    “I’m sorry if I hurt you in any way. I didn’t mean to,” Sarah said. 
 
    “I’m fine, don’t worry.” He stood up. He would not give her an opening for the conversation about Adara, but he did not wish to push her away. “I just need some time alone, that’s all.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll go to my room. I need to get some rest. I always appreciate having you around, Seth,” she said sincerely. 
 
    “Good, because I’m not going anywhere,” he reassured. He needed her to know that she could count on him.  
 
    Sarah gave him a smile and left. She rushed to her room. She would wait a few minutes before leaving for the city. No one had told her that she had to stay in the palace, so she could only suppose that she was free to go anywhere she wanted. For a brief moment, the idea of stealing a horse and escaping Totkan crossed her mind, but she knew she would not get through the city gates. They were always closed, and no one would open them for her. She would stick to her plan.  
 
    After some minutes, Sarah opened her door and walked to the main hall. She was tense. Every time she passed by a soldier, she had the feeling that she would be asked about her destination. But no one asked anything. 
 
    Sarah hurried to Adara’s house. She looked around to make sure neither Tzeel nor Seth was anywhere near. She took a deep breath and knocked on Adara’s door. 
 
    “Sarah! I’m glad to see you,” beamed Adara.  
 
    “Hi! I just wanted to apologize for my behavior yesterday,” she lied.  
 
    “Oh, don’t be silly! I’m the one who owes you an apology. Come on in.” 
 
    Sarah was pleased that Adara seemed truly happy to see her. 
 
    “Would you like to eat something, maybe an apple or some bread?” asked Adara. 
 
    Even though Sarah was full, her mother had taught her that it was impolite to refuse food when at someone’s house. “Thanks, I’d love some bread.” 
 
    Adara gave Sarah a piece of bread that was certainly bigger than Sarah would be able to eat. She took a bite. It was delicious. “This is the best bread I have ever eaten!” 
 
    “I know. I’m a great cook,” said Adara proud of herself. She looked at the young woman before her. She knew Sarah’s visit had a purpose. She decided to be the one to initiate the conversation.  
 
    “I know you have questions, Sarah, and I know what they are,” she said nicely. “I would love to share with you some of the things that happened in the past, but I can’t. I’d never do anything to hurt my boys. And the truth is that there are things that must be forgotten. Please, leave it alone. I know you don’t want to hurt them.” Her eyes were fixed on Sarah’s. She hoped that would be the last time they had that conversation. “I also know that Tzeel made a bad first impression on you, but trust me, he’s a good man. If you have feelings for him, don’t hide them. He deserves to know.” Adara believed that, if Tzeel felt loved, he would make better decisions about the people around him. 
 
    Sarah felt she could trust Adara. “I’m afraid he’s not honest about his feelings.” 
 
    “Sarah, he’s got you here. I’m sure there are a thousand ways he can get whatever he wants from you without resorting to false feelings or lies.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it.” She wished to believe Adara’s words. Everything would be easier if she could trust the passion she had felt in Tzeel’s kiss.  
 
    “Please, do.” 
 
    “I should go,” said Sarah politely. She did not want to stay away for too long. She feared being questioned about her whereabouts. Besides, Adara had made it clear that she would not give the answers for which she searched.  
 
    “It was a pleasure to see you. You’re more than welcome to visit me every day. I’m sure there are many things we can talk about.” It would be nice to have some company, and to know more about the young woman who had stolen Tzeel’s heart.  
 
    “I’ll try to come tomorrow. You can visit me in the palace too. You know you’re welcome there.” 
 
    “I’ll consider that.” She did not wish to discourage Sarah, but she would not set foot in the palace while Uno was there.  
 
    When Sarah left Adara’s house, she was dying to see Tzeel. She did not want him to run to Liora’s arms because he was feeling rejected. She had to make things right. 
 
    Even though she suspected jealousy was clouding her judgment, she ran to Tzeel’s room. She was going to open the door, but she feared that Tzeel might not be alone. 
 
    “Is Tzeel in?” she asked a soldier. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.”  
 
    “Is he alone?” She did not know what she would do if the answer was no.  
 
    To her relief, Tzeel was alone.  
 
    Before opening the door, Sarah promised herself that never again would Liora feel the heat of his hands, the taste of his kiss, the smell of his skin. She quietly walked into the room. Tzeel was on the balcony, lost in his thoughts.  
 
    “Do you love her?” she asked, trying to sound firm.  
 
    Tzeel frowned. He was surprised to see her there.  
 
    “Do you love Liora?” she insisted. 
 
    “No,” he said without hesitation. He felt his heart beating fast. He wanted Sarah more than anything else. 
 
    “Am I like her to you, just someone you want to spend the night with?” 
 
    “No.” Tzeel walked over to her. He wanted to kiss her, hold her, touch her. But, before he could do anything, she took his hand and walked with him to the side of the bed. She touched a scar on the left side of his face. Her eyes were inviting.  
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked.  
 
    “Yes.” She had given up fighting the ardent desire to surrender to him.  
 
    Tzeel gently held her face and kissed her lips. Sarah was blown away. His kiss was so passionate that it made her want him even more than she already did. She slowly took his shirt off. His chest was full of scars. She couldn’t help wondering what had happened to him. 
 
    Tzeel kneeled and kissed her ankle, his hands going up the back of her legs. He kissed her thighs making her moan. His hands caressed her waist going slowly up her back. Her skin was smooth, and he wanted to feel every inch of it. He kissed her belly and took her dress off. 
 
    “You’re perfect!” he whispered in her ear.  
 
    Sarah sank her nails into his back. She was burning for him. He pulled her hair aside and kissed her behind her ear. She lay down on her back. She wanted to feel his body on top of hers. He did not keep her waiting.   
 
    “I’ve never done this before,” she said shyly. 
 
    Tzeel smiled, glad she would be his and no one else’s. He stroked her hair and passionately kissed her lips. “I won’t do anything you don’t want me to.” 
 
    Sarah wrapped her legs around him and pulled him closer. “I want you. Make me yours,” she sighed, more to herself than to him. 
 
    Tzeel kissed, licked, nibbled all over her. Not an inch of skin was left unattended. Sarah could not think of anything else: he was all that mattered to her. She pulled his hair a bit; she wanted his lips on hers. 
 
    Tzeel pressed his lips against hers as he unhurriedly deflowered her. Sarah felt a sharp pain that almost instantaneously gave room to an outburst of pleasure. She had no idea her body was able to feel anything like that. Once again, she sank her nails into his back, scratching his shoulders as she got louder, reaching her climax. 
 
    Tzeel slowed down his strokes a bit and kissed her. He wanted that moment to last as much as possible, but the desire in her kiss, the way she pressed her pelvis against his, made him orgasm. 
 
    Sarah touched his face, his hair, his chest in complete admiration. She loved the weight of his body on top of hers. 
 
    “Did I hurt you?” he asked, caressing her hair.  
 
    “Not even close,” she beamed. There was something different in the way he was looking at her. She wondered if she had done anything wrong.  “What?”  
 
    “I’m just gazing.” He kissed her again as he gently pulled himself out of her and lay down beside her. “Come here.” 
 
    Sarah turned on her side and hugged him. Her shoulders still hurt, but she did not say anything. She did not wish to ruin the moment.  
 
    Tzeel ran his fingertips up and down her spine. He couldn’t possibly be more satisfied; she was his, and there was no other place he’d rather be. 
 
    She closed her eyes. She could stay in his arms forever. Her body was so relaxed that she couldn’t help falling asleep. 
 
      
 
    When Tzeel woke up, Sarah was still sleeping. He could spend eternity admiring her beauty, and he would still be mesmerized by it. He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, and she smiled. It was good to know that he was watching her sleep. 
 
    “Good morning,” he said sweetly. 
 
    “Good morning.” She moved on top of him, aware that it was already too late to fight the insatiable lust that consumed her. Her hands ran down his chest; she could feel his heart beating faster. She longed to please him. 
 
    Tzeel sat up. He wanted to be closer to her. He pulled her hair a bit and kissed her neck before changing positions and getting on top of her. She was frantic, whining with pleasure; she would climax. Tzeel kept on, slowing himself a bit. He would give her some more time to climax before him.  
 
    She screamed as pleasure filled her, seeping into every inch of her body. He increased the speed of his thrusts. He was almost there. She looked into his eyes and murmured his name. Tzeel kissed her while reaching his climax.  
 
    “We underrated this morning. It’s a great morning,” he beamed. 
 
    “It sure is.” Sarah kissed him once more. Just when she thought nothing could ruin that moment, they were interrupted by a knock on the door. 
 
    “Not now!” he shouted. He did not plan to go anywhere.  
 
    “I have a message from Uno,” said a soldier hesitantly.  
 
    Tzeel felt Sarah stiffen. She had certainly heard bad things about Uno. He knew she would be displeased, but he could not ignore a message from the wizard.  
 
    He put some clothes on and left the room. “Yes?”  
 
    “Uno wants to see you,” said the soldier politely. 
 
    Tzeel wanted to say that he was busy, but he did not want to upset Uno. “Thanks.” He got back to his room and stared at Sarah. 
 
    She could tell he was in a dilemma. He seemed to be waiting for her permission, but she would not give it to him. She wanted him to stay.  
 
    After pondering for a few seconds, he moved closer to her. “Get some rest. It’s early. I’ll be back in a few minutes,” he said warmly. Trying to minimize her frustration, he kissed her lips before leaving, “It won’t take me long, I promise.” 
 
    Sarah closed her eyes. She was upset, not only because he had left her to see Uno, but also because her body craved him. His smell was all over the bed, making it impossible for her not to miss him. She would try to sleep.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t let anyone in,” said Tzeel to the soldiers guarding his bedroom. He walked to the east wing of the palace. There was a servant in the main hall. “Leave some buckets of warm water by my door,” he ordered. He would take a bath with her when he returned. He found himself unable to stop thinking about her. With luck, he would be able to get everything he wanted and still have her.  
 
    Tzeel entered a dark oval room where Uno waited for him. 
 
    “What took you so long?” snarled Uno. He would not tolerate any mistakes. He had long waited for Sarah’s presence in Totkan.  
 
    “I just woke up.” 
 
    “You’re losing yourself, Tzeel.” Uno got closer to him. “Do you still want it?” he asked harshly. 
 
    “Yes,” said Tzeel promptly. At that moment, nothing would be capable of making him give up on his plans.  
 
    “We need to meet her to have an idea of her power. That is the only way we will know if we need more wizards for the spell.” 
 
    “She is recovering.” The truth was that he wanted to have her a little more to himself before taking her power. He was not sure she would allow her to touch him after that.  
 
    “By the scratches on your neck, I suppose she’s in good health,” said Uno maliciously. “We can give it all up right now. Totkan, the city you love so much, will never be anything more than what it is today. Its people will continue to be ordinary and mediocre. And you, well, what can I say? History will forget you and Totkan, both erased by time for your insignificance. You will be just one more ruler in its history. But if that satisfies you, I’ll accept it.” 
 
    “I’m bringing her in an hour,” said Tzeel between his teeth as he stormed out of the room. Uno was glad to see that he still had control over Tzeel.  
 
    Tzeel was apoplectic with rage. He had made a mistake; he should have kept a safe distance from Sarah. 
 
    Liora was in the main hall waiting for him. “What’s troubling you?” she asked worriedly, her hand stroking his chest. 
 
    “Nothing, I just need to do something. I’ll see you in an hour,” he said, taking her hand off him. 
 
    Liora knew by his behavior and the scratches on his neck that she had lost him to Sarah. She would make sure Sarah did not live more than necessary to give them what they wanted. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    VI 
 
      
 
    Tzeel silently opened the door. Sarah was asleep. He took the buckets the servant had left by his door and filled in the bathtub as quietly as possible. 
 
    He sat beside Sarah and nibbled her ear. She smiled, her eyes still closed. 
 
    “I’m going to take a bath. Care to join me?” he asked smoothly. 
 
    “Yes,” she rejoiced. The fact that he had woken her up inviting her to take a bath with him surprised her. She wanted to believe that, even though they had started off on the wrong foot, they could have a fulfilling relationship. 
 
    Tzeel took his clothes off and got in the bathtub. Sarah followed him. They faced each other. He caressed her lower legs. He could not imagine a better moment to tell her she would have to meet Uno.  
 
    “I want you to meet my wizards,” he said calmly. He saw an abrupt change in Sarah’s expression. “Where are you going?” he asked, confused, as she left the bathtub.   
 
    “That’s what this is all about, right? Getting me to serve your purpose,” she raged at him as she put her clothes on. “I’ll be in my room.” She would not stay there for even a minute more.  
 
    Stunned, Tzeel watched her leave. Her reaction gave him one certainty: she would be lost to him once they performed the spell.  
 
    Tears rolled down Sarah’s face. She hated herself for being so stupid. Never in her life had she allowed herself to fall in love with anyone. How could she have fallen for him? She was incandescent with fury. A strong wind started to blow; dark clouds appeared in the sky. Sarah did not know whether she was the one doing that or if it was just a coincidence.  
 
    “May I come in?” asked Seth knocking on the door. 
 
    Sarah closed her eyes and tried to calm herself down. She wanted to tell Seth to go away, but she could not afford to upset the only person who could help her. “Come in,” she said calmly. 
 
    “Hey, would you like to go for a walk?” he asked nicely. He noticed her eyes were red. “Have you been crying?” 
 
    “No, I’m fine. You’d better ask your brother if I can go for a walk.” 
 
    Seth frowned.  
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “He has plans for me this morning. He wants me to meet Uno and the others,” she replied. She hoped Seth could help her.  
 
    “Listen, Sarah. You must be careful. Tzeel’s wizards are evil. Uno is their leader, and the worst person I have ever met. There are four other wizards: Aiken, Caleb, Elias, and Galil. They don’t talk much, but you’ll see there’s no goodness in their eyes. He is also followed by three witches. Lavia, Katerina, and Liora,” he said, hesitating. He knew that, if he went on, he would be sharing a secret that was not his to share. He pondered. Moved by the wish to keep Sarah safe, he added, “And there is Tzeel.” 
 
    Sarah’s legs started trembling. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “He’s a sorcerer,” he whispered. With any luck, no one would hear them.  
 
    She had to sit down. “Tzeel? That doesn’t make any sense!” She thought about her own words. She had ignored the energy she had felt running through her body the first time her hand touched his. She had failed to pay attention to the details.  
 
    He realized she was confused. “He hides it. He always thought our father would look down on him and on his skills as a warrior if he knew Tzeel was a sorcerer. After father died, he kept his magic a secret,” he said. Seeing that she was in shock, he tried to take her mind off Tzeel, “I asked Victor to check on your mother.”  
 
    She raised her head to look at him. “Thank you, Seth,” she said, tears in her eyes. She admired Seth’s nobility and only wished Tzeel was this noble. “I need to be alone now,” she said politely.  
 
    “I’ll let you know when he gets back,” he said before leaving her room. He could see that she was about to cry, and wished he could comfort her. It was a pity that all her attention seemed dedicated to his brother. He left the room, giving her the privacy she wanted.  
 
    Sarah walked to the window; she needed some fresh air. The situation seemed to get more and more complicated, and her feelings and fears made it almost impossible to analyze the events in an objective manner. She had to decide what the best approach would be when meeting Tzeel’s wizards. Unfortunately, she had very little time to think. 
 
    Tzeel walked into her room without knocking. “Are you ready?” 
 
    She looked at him, feeling sad and lost. “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “I want you to join us, Sarah,” replied Tzeel with no hesitation.  
 
    Sarah held back the tears. She could not accept that she had been so naive. “You’re a terrible liar.”  
 
    She moved closer to him. She would take back control. She caressed the scars that covered his face, and gave him a faint smile.  
 
    Tzeel closed his eyes for a second; her touch was heavenly. He had never experienced anything like the feelings she awoke in him.  
 
    “Did you like last night?” she asked sensuously.  
 
    Tzeel opened his eyes to admire her. “Yes,” he said, caressing her silky hair. She had no imperfections.  
 
    “Did you like to be inside me this morning?” Her hands moved down to his chest. She could feel his heartbeat with her hand.  
 
    Aroused, he ran his hands up and down her back. “Yes.” 
 
    “Good, because it won’t happen again,” she said acidly. She stepped back so that he could no longer touch her. “Shall we go?” 
 
    Tzeel was enraged. For the first time in his life, he wanted to force a woman to submit to him. He gave a step forward, but the fear in her eyes brought him back to his senses. If he hurt her, he would never forgive himself. He gave her a cold look and left the room. 
 
    Relieved that he had not tried anything, Sarah followed him to a room at the end of the east wing. Without looking at her, Tzeel opened a door that led to a cold, dark, oval room. As Seth had told her, there were eight wizards. 
 
    The moment Sarah set foot in the room, she decided what the best course of action would be. She easily identified Liora; she was the only one with a homicidal look in her eyes. 
 
    “Liora, I owe you an apology,” said Sarah maliciously. “I spent the night with him, but don’t worry, I already had my fun. You can keep him,” she said sarcastically. “Uno, did you really think that the weak spell you cast would cloak the purpose of this room? You should never underestimate people.” She looked at Tzeel, who was completely lost. “I suppose you don’t know anything about that, do you?” she asked condescendingly. 
 
    “Know what?” he asked angrily. 
 
    “This is an expono room. Do you know what that is?” she asked cruelly. “I suppose you don’t. It’s a room that exposes your skills. I can see how powerful each one of you is. I can see that you’re a sorcerer, Tzeel. 
 
    Tzeel felt as if his heart would stop. He felt completely exposed and betrayed by Uno.  
 
    Aware she was speaking the truth, she proceeded. So, Uno, how long have you been monitoring Tzeel’s power? I imagine knowing whether he gets more or less powerful may benefit you.”  
 
    No one said a word. Uno was not bothered by Sarah’s behavior. It was only her amazing power he was interested in.  
 
    Sarah smiled. She had already said her piece. She turned to Tzeel. “There. I’ve met them. Can I go now?” 
 
    Tzeel felt humiliated. He felt an urge to kill everyone in that room, including Sarah. “Leave!” he growled to her.  
 
    As soon as she closed the door behind her, Sarah started running. She would need help.  
 
    Tzeel walked over to Uno, his eyes filled with hate. “An expono room?” he shouted. 
 
    “Your father asked me to cast this spell a long time ago. He suspected you were a sorcerer. He wanted to know for sure,” said Uno calmly.  
 
    “And you never told me that because…”  
 
    “I served your father when he was alive, not you,” said Uno severely. 
 
    “He died three years ago, Uno. You had three years to tell me!” 
 
    “If I had told you, you would have become paranoid about your skills. I was protecting you from yourself.” He knew about Tzeel’s needs and was using his father’s absence in his favor.  
 
    Realizing that, even if upset, Tzeel seemed open to listening, Uno continued, “Listen, she is more powerful than I could have ever imagined. She is much more powerful than she can imagine. We’ll need more wizards to cast the spell.” They could not take risks. If they were not strong enough, they would be destroyed by the spell.  
 
    “Find more wizards then,” snarled Tzeel. He did not want to hear any excuses. He had not got so far only to give up.  
 
    “Meanwhile, we can’t have her as an enemy. She needs to fall in love with you,” said Uno. 
 
    “From what we have seen, that has already happened,” said Liora angrily. 
 
    “Our plans are bigger than your foolish jealousy, Liora,” he reprimanded. “You can’t fall for her, Tzeel, but she has to believe you love her, do you hear me?” 
 
    “Consider it done,” said Tzeel coldly. He was sure Sarah was in love with him. All he needed to do was to guarantee she felt loved in return.  
 
    “We’ll be back in a week or two,” informed Uno. He believed he would be able to find willing wizards in nearby towns. He would use his contacts.  
 
    Tzeel stormed out of the room; he was consumed by anger. Nothing was going as planned. He had to find Sarah. 
 
      
 
    Sarah knocked on Seth’s door. “Seth! Seth!” 
 
    Seth jumped out of bed. He opened the door and she quickly got in. It was the first time she was in his room. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked worriedly. 
 
    “They don’t want me to join them,” she said nervously. 
 
    “Excuse me?”  
 
    “They want something else from me.” 
 
    “What else can they possibly want from you?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but you need to find out. Please, Seth! I’m begging you!” She doubted she would find out anything from Tzeel. She feared he might not even know it himself.  
 
    Seth got closer to her. He wanted to tell her that he would not let anyone harm her, but that was a promise he might not be able to keep. He had no idea what Tzeel was planning. He was left out of all the meetings with the wizards and Tzeel refused to talk to him about her. He changed the subject so as not to lie to her. “How’s your wound?” he asked, touching her left shoulder.  
 
    “Seth…” she insisted.  
 
    “I’ll talk to him.” That was the only thing he could promise.  
 
      
 
    Seeing that Sarah was neither in his room nor in hers, Tzeel went straight to Seth’s. He didn’t want Sarah talking to Seth. He knew Seth would become a nuisance to him if he found out that Uno had spent the last years keeping track of Tzeel’s power.  
 
    Tzeel knocked on his brother’s door. “Seth!” he shouted.  
 
    Seth saw despair in her eyes. “Not now!” he yelled sharply. 
 
    “Is she there?” Tzeel considered busting the door open, but he did not. After the death of his parents, there was only one door in the palace that he would not open without authorization: Seth’s.  
 
    Seth closed his eyes; he hated having to lie. “No. Try the garden.”  
 
    Tzeel did not imagine his brother would lie to him, so he headed straight to the garden.  
 
    Sarah was apprehensive. She was afraid of never seeing her mother again, and of not being allowed to leave Totkan alive.  
 
    “I have to go,” she whispered. “I don’t want to cause you any trouble.” Putting Seth in trouble would not help. She needed Tzeel and him to get along so that Seth could influence his brother in her favor.  
 
    She opened Seth’s door and looked down the corridor. There was no one in the corridor. She ran over to her room. Tzeel would undoubtedly go back there looking for her.  
 
      
 
    Tzeel looked all over the garden, but Sarah was not there. He thought about checking the town, but when he was passing by her room, the soldier told him that she was in there.  
 
    He went in without knocking, as usual. Sarah was standing up, facing the door. She seemed to be waiting for him.  
 
    “Where were you?” he asked. 
 
    “Walking around,” she lied. She stared at him. She could not place all her hopes on Seth. She had to find a way to bring Tzeel over to her side. “How can you trust someone like Uno? He’s playing you, Tzeel.” 
 
    “Help me.” 
 
    Sarah felt enormous relief to hear Tzeel’s plea. Even better than getting her freedom back would be getting Tzeel’s love as well. “Send them away.” 
 
    “They left.” 
 
    Sarah hesitated. She did not expect it would be so easy to send Uno away. “Are they coming back?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he confessed.   
 
    He noticed she seemed hostile, so he moved closer to her to caress her hair, but she stepped back.  
 
    “I care about you, Sarah. What do I have to do for you to believe me?”  
 
    “Bring my mother here, unharmed. Then, let her go. Make her free to go wherever she wants. Without being followed.” 
 
    “Consider it done,” he said firmly. He tried to get closer to her again. This time she allowed him to. “I’ll show you that my feelings for you are real.”  
 
    Sarah touched his face; she deeply wanted to believe him, but he would have to prove he was telling the truth. “Please, leave.” 
 
    “As you wish.”  
 
    He left, triumphant. It was just a matter of time until she was back in his arms. All he had to do was get her mother there. It would be the easiest thing.  
 
      
 
    Seth was pacing the floor. He was thinking about how he would approach his brother when someone knocked on the door.  
 
    “Come in.” 
 
     “I need to talk to Victor. Get him here,” ordered Tzeel. 
 
    Seth swallowed hard. With so many soldiers in his army, Tzeel had to call Victor, the one who was not in Totkan. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible.” 
 
    Tzeel arched his eyebrows. He did not like where the conversation was going. There was no reason for his men not to be in town. “Why?” 
 
    Seth knew the answer to that question would upset Tzeel, but he could not lie. “I asked him to check on Sarah’s mother.” He kept his eyes fixed on his brother’s. 
 
    “Why would you do that, brother?” 
 
    “She asked me to. I could not see a reason not to grant her wish. What’s going on?”  
 
    “I told her I would bring her mother here,” Tzeel replied between his teeth. The sooner he kept his word, the sooner he would have Sarah for himself.  
 
    The fact that Tzeel seemed worried about letting Sarah down bothered Seth. By the questions Sarah had asked about Tzeel’s love life, Seth imagined she felt attracted to Tzeel. However, in no moment did he think his brother felt the same. “Do you have feelings for her?” 
 
    “Do you?” asked Tzeel defiantly. 
 
    “No,” Seth lied. 
 
    “I do,” retorted Tzeel.   
 
    He knew that revelation would remove Seth from his path once and for all. He left Seth’s room without giving him time to say anything. 
 
      
 
    Sarah could not find peace. She had pondered for hours and realized that, if it were true that Uno and the others were gone, she had no reason to push Tzeel away. She repeated to herself a hundred times that whatever plans he had when he took her to Totkan, he had changed his mind. On top of that, she believed he would bring her mother to her. Surrendering to her feelings for him, she walked over to his room. This time, she did not knock.  
 
    He was on the balcony. Just like Sarah, he was fighting a raging battle inside his heart. The clash between his desire for power and his feelings for her was driving him crazy.  
 
    She walked over to him and gently stroked his face. “When I told you to make me yours, I meant physically. Not completely.” 
 
    Knowing that she loved him made Tzeel forget about his plans. She was everything he wanted. He caressed her hair and passionately kissed her lips. 
 
    “I’m yours,” he whispered. 
 
    Hearing those words from him was more than Sarah had expected. She kissed his neck while her hands ran up his chest. She took his hand and they moved towards the bed. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    VII 
 
      
 
    Sarah opened her eyes and gazed admiringly at Tzeel. He was still asleep. Waking up next to him knowing that Uno and the others were gone was sheer bliss. Unfortunately, her exhilaration would not last. 
 
    The knocks on the door woke Tzeel up. “Not now!” he shouted. He hated being jolted awake.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Your Majesty, but Darius is back,” said a soldier. 
 
    Sarah jumped out of bed. “Darius!” she murmured. All she had was a vague recollection of the moment Tzeel had sent Darius back to her village. The oppressive heat and the pain she was feeling back then had blocked the details of that memory. However, hearing Darius’s name brought back each of Tzeel’s words: he had ordered Darius to kill a child.  
 
    She ran to the door and opened it. “Where’s he?” 
 
    “In the main hall,” answered the soldier politely. 
 
    Tzeel ran over to her and held her arm. “Please, don’t go! Stay here!” he begged. He knew that, if Darius had executed his order, Sarah would never forgive him.  
 
    Sarah ignored his plea and ran to the main hall. Tzeel ran after her.  
 
    Before Sarah set foot in the hall, she could see that Darius was holding something. The closer she got, the weaker and shakier her legs became. Suddenly, she fell on her knees. Her forehead touched the ground, and she screamed feeling unimaginable pain. Darius was holding the severed head of Yair, a three-month-old baby. 
 
    Tzeel felt an acute pain in his stomach. Blood came out of his mouth, and he collapsed on the ground. 
 
    “Stop, Sarah! You’re going to kill him!” yelled Darius, but an invisible force threw him against a wall. 
 
    Soldiers came up behind her. They tried to hold her arms, but she fought back. Tzeel wanted to intervene, but he kept spitting blood. 
 
    Dionisius walked over to Sarah and punched her in the face, throwing her on the ground. “You’re killing him!” he growled. 
 
    Tzeel’s pain stopped. He ran toward Dionisius and surprised the soldier with a punch on the face. Tzeel punched him until he fell on the ground. Unable to control himself, Tzeel only stopped when Dionisius was no longer breathing. Everyone was in shock.  
 
    He stared at the disfigured corpse on the floor, his eyes burning with rage. “Spread the word, I’ll kill anyone who hurts her!” he shouted. “Now, leave!” 
 
    Tzeel kneeled in front of Sarah. Her lips were bleeding. He touched them, trying to remove some of the blood. 
 
    Sarah was horrified. The last ten minutes had just been the worst of her life.  
 
    “Let’s take care of that,” he said gently. 
 
    Without a word, Sarah got up and walked with him to his room. 
 
    “You’re a monster,” she murmured.  
 
    Tzeel did not say a word. There was no defense for killing a baby. He picked up a piece of cloth to clean her lips, but she abruptly opened the door.  
 
    “Where are you going?” he asked worriedly. 
 
    “I want to see Seth. He’s a much better man than you,” she said cruelly.  
 
      
 
    Sarah thought she would not be able to make it to Seth’s bedroom. Her legs were trembling, and her heart was darkened by sorrow. Her will to live was slipping through her fingers.  
 
    After what felt like an eternity, she got to Seth’s room. When he opened the door, she threw herself into his arms and started crying.  
 
    Even though he did not understand what was happening, he hugged her. After giving her several minutes to calm down, he slowly pushed her a bit to look at her lips. They were cut and swollen.  
 
    “Did Tzeel do this?” he asked incredulously.  
 
    “No, a soldier did. I lost control when Darius came back from my village with the head of a baby,” she sobbed. “The head of a baby!” she repeated trying to convince herself that what had happened was real. “A part of me wanted Tzeel dead,” she admitted. “A soldier had to punch me to make me stop. Then, Tzeel killed him. Right in front of all of us! He punched him to death.” 
 
    The words came out of Sarah’s mouth so quickly that Seth could barely understand what she had said. “Who did he kill?”  
 
    “A soldier.” 
 
    “One of ours?” he asked doubtfully.  
 
    Still in shock, she just nodded. 
 
    Seth gently stroked her face, his eyes fixed on hers. He appreciated the fact that Sarah had run to him in her moment of affliction.  
 
    She felt protected, loved, so she kissed his soft, warm lips. His fingers ran through her hair. He craved her, but he could not allow himself to feel that way. He kindly pushed her away as he stepped back.  
 
    “I can’t betray my brother’s trust.” 
 
    Sarah looked down. She felt shame. “I’m sorry,” she said.   
 
    “What do you feel for him?” he asked, afraid of the answer. He knew his brother’s feelings for her. However, if she did not feel the same, Seth would allow himself to hope.  
 
    “I love him,” she murmured without hesitation. 
 
    Seth composed himself. He would not show weakness. “From now on, I think we should not stay alone just the two of us anymore. It’s inappropriate.” 
 
    She admired him even more for his loyalty to his brother, but it hurt her to know that her kiss had pushed him away. “No more walks in the garden?” she asked sadly. 
 
    “At least not just the two of us,” he said calmly, trying to hide his pain. “We can take Enoch with us,” he gave her a faint smile. 
 
    Sarah could not look at him. She hated herself for everything. Without another word, she left Seth’s room and went to Tzeel’s. He was still where she had left him.  
 
    “Please call Enoch,” she said coldly. 
 
    “Are you okay?” He wanted to move closer to her, but he knew she would not allow that. 
 
    “My wounds hurt,” she lied. 
 
    Unable to stand the repulse in her eyes, he looked down. He went to the door and asked one of the soldiers to call Enoch. 
 
    Enoch was in town when he got the order to come to the palace at once. He walked as fast as his legs allowed. In less than ten minutes, he was entering Tzeel’s room.  
 
    “Leave,” Sarah said to Tzeel.  
 
    Enoch looked surprised at the King. To his further astonishment, Tzeel left the room without hesitation. 
 
    “Your wounds are almost healed thanks to the infusion,” said Enoch. Then, he noticed her lips were hurt. “Did Tzeel hurt you?” he asked. 
 
    “No. I need poison, anything that kills fast.” 
 
    Enoch, who was about to sit down, stood up. “I won’t help you kill him!” 
 
    “I don’t need the poison for him. I need it for myself.”  
 
    Enoch was even more perplexed. “I’m not helping you kill yourself, Sarah. What’s going on?” 
 
    “When Tzeel told me his wizards were gone, I was relieved. You know why?” She did not allow Enoch time for an answer. “Because I believed everything I had been told about Tzeel. I deeply wanted to believe he was a good man, and the fact that Uno and the others were gone confirmed that assumption. But now I know that you were wrong and that he is, in fact, a monster. I’m sure that they need me for something evil, Enoch. You don’t know what they want from me. Seth doesn’t know either. Tzeel won’t tell me what it is. Would he hide his plans if they were righteous? Whatever it is they have planned – if I die, they fail.” 
 
    “They are no longer here,” said Enoch confused. 
 
    “They can come back any minute. We’re not safe!” she urged. 
 
    “I don’t know what happened, Sarah, but I’m sure that whatever it was, it was an accident. You are wrong about Tzeel. In any case, I’ll talk to Seth. We will find out what their plans are. No one has to die,” he reassured her. “If we don’t discover anything, I won’t help you kill yourself, but I’ll help you escape. You have my word.” 
 
    She would have to find another way to put her plan into practice.  
 
    “Thank you, Enoch.”   
 
      
 
    Tzeel came back to the room after lunch. He had given Sarah some time to calm down. When he went into her room again, she was asleep. He wanted to lie next to her, but he feared being rejected once again. He lay down on the divan and watched her sleep. He would do anything to deserve her forgiveness. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    VIII 
 
      
 
    “Sarah, you need to eat,” said Tzeel worriedly. It had been two days since the last time she had eaten anything. “Please, Sarah. You’ll starve to death,” he insisted. “I can’t lose you!” 
 
    Sarah did not show any emotion.  
 
    “Your mother will be here any minute. Eat for her,” he begged. He believed knowing Ahuva was in Totkan would bring Sarah some comfort.  
 
    But Sarah remained imperturbable, staring at the floor. She did not even blink. She was completely absorbed in thought. 
 
    To Tzeel’s relief, someone knocked on the door. “Darius is back with Ahuva,” said a male voice. 
 
    Sarah looked at Tzeel for the first time in two days. “Bring her here,” she commanded. 
 
    Tzeel did not think twice and left the room to do as she wished. He could not stand seeing her suffer anymore, and he hoped Ahuva’s presence would save her from the isolation she had imposed on herself.  
 
    She took a deep breath. She did not want her mother to see her in that state. She wanted Ahuva to believe she was fine. That was the only way her mother would agree to do what Sarah was going to ask of her.  
 
    Tzeel walked to the main hall. Ahuva was standing by Darius and Victor. She was clearly disappointed to see Tzeel. She expected Sarah to come to her.  
 
    “Where’s my daughter? What did you do to her?” she asked. Tzeel was the last person she wanted to see; she loathed him.  
 
    “I didn’t do anything to her,” he said calmly. “Please, follow me.” The hatred in Ahuva’s eyes did not bother him; his only concern was Sarah’s well-being. He took Ahuva to his bedroom and opened the door for her. 
 
    Ahuva immediately ran to her daughter. She caressed her face, her swollen lips, the wounds on her shoulder. Her eyes filled with tears. “What did he do to you?” she asked desperately. 
 
    “Tzeel? Nothing, mother. He wasn’t the one responsible for this,” she said, aware that she would have to do her best to deceive her mother. She glanced at Tzeel, who seemed rather surprised. He did not expect her to lie to her mother. 
 
    To make her next words sound as truthful as possible, Sarah thought of Seth. “He’s protecting me,” she said, her words filled with emotion.  
 
    Ahuva was confused. She looked at Tzeel; his eyes were fixed on Sarah. He was unmoved, but there was sweetness in the way he looked at her daughter.  
 
    “How can the man who took you away from me have protected you from anything?” Ahuva asked.   
 
    Sarah had spent the last few days planning the lies she would tell her mother, so they now were uttered with naturality, “He was desperate, mother. A plague was killing everyone in Totkan. I was their only hope.” 
 
    Sarah saw that Ahuva was not convinced.  
 
    “I’m in love with him,” she said. And that was it. Every sign of doubt dissipated from Ahuva’s face; her mother knew she was telling the truth. 
 
    Sarah did not wish to give her mother too much time to think. “I don’t want you to stay here, Mother.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Ahuva disappointedly. The glimmer of hope she had experienced was quickly extinguished by Sarah.  
 
    “We’re fighting some wizards who want to destroy Tzeel. If you stay, I’ll become vulnerable, more than I already am. I can’t take that chance,” she explained. “I’ll meet you when this is all over,” she said firmly. 
 
    She had never been away from her mother this long, and now that Ahuva was there, it hurt having to ask her to go. But she knew it was the right thing to do. 
 
    Ahuva addressed Tzeel, who seemed somewhat shocked, “Can you please leave us alone?” 
 
    Tzeel looked at Sarah and left. He was trying to figure out what Sarah was doing. He knew she would not want Ahuva to stay because she had told him she wanted her mother to be free to go anywhere she wanted. But he never thought she would lie. Perhaps she had not lied about everything; maybe she did love him. Tzeel felt hopeful.    
 
    Ahuva stared at Sarah for a few minutes. Part of her sensed there was something wrong. “Why do I have the feeling that this will never be over?” 
 
    “Because you worry too much,” she gave Ahuva a faint smile. “Do you trust me, mother?” 
 
    Ahuva kissed Sarah’s forehead. “With my life. You’re everything to me. I love you.” 
 
    Sarah wanted to cry, but she controlled herself. She needed to be calm and collected for a few more minutes. “I love you too, mother, and I’ll meet you when this is over.” 
 
    Ahuva moved closer to her daughter. She did not want others to hear her. “Have you slept with him?” she asked. She knew Tzeel would have been the first.  
 
    “Yes,” she gasped. She did not imagine having that conversation with her mother.  
 
    But Ahuva wanted her daughter to speak. If Sarah were lying about her relationship with Tzeel, the more she said, the better the chances of getting caught. “How was it?” 
 
    Sarah focused on everything she had felt the first time they made love, trying her best to forget everything else that had happened. “Perfect.” 
 
    Ahuva did not expect that. Sarah had actually fallen in love with her abductor. “I see you have very strong feelings for him.” 
 
    “I do,” said Sarah trying to hide the repulse she felt for herself.  
 
    “He has strong feelings for you too. It’s in his eyes.” Ahuva looked again at her her daughter’s shoulders. Even loving Sarah, it was clear that Tzeel was not able to protect her.  
 
    Sarah controlled herself not to look away, or else her mother would suspect that there was something wrong. She needed to be firm. Afraid of exposing herself more than she should, Sarah changed the subject.  
 
    “Do you remember the city where we played with the Golden Sun? Don’t say names; the walls have ears,” she whispered. Ahuva just nodded. “Wait for me there. They’re good people. You’ll be safe. Tzeel will give you food, water, and a horse so that you can get there safely.” 
 
    Ahuva nodded. She would do what her daughter asked. But first she needed to tell Sarah what was happening back in the village. With any luck, Sarah would be able to help them.  
 
    “There’s something I need to tell you,” she said seriously. “Two days after you left, Yair died. He was the first. Others have died after him. When you left, it was as if what had been keeping them alive had been taken away,” said Ahuva secretively.  
 
    “Yair died of natural causes?” 
 
    “Yes, he and others.” 
 
    “Who else?” she asked cautiously. She feared that something might have happened to Amrath.  
 
    “Amasa, Yehosef, Moshe, and Nathan,” said Ahuva sadly. 
 
    Tears ran down Sarah’s face; she felt surrounded by tragedy. She stared at her mother. Ahuva had to leave as fast as possible; she was already exposing her to too many dangers. “You need to go now, mother,” she sadly informed as she got up and took Ahuva to the main hall. 
 
    Tzeel had decided to wait for Sarah in the main hall. When he saw her again, he noticed something different in the way she looked at him.  
 
    Tzeel asked a servant to bring a bag with food and some canteens of water. Sarah walked with Ahuva to the palace’s entrance. “See you soon, mother.” 
 
    “I’ll see you soon.” Ahuva got on the horse and looked at Sarah. She wished to believe her daughter, but she could not shake the feeling that she would never see Sarah again. 
 
    Sarah waved and smiled. Fearing that her mother would give up leaving, she turned around and got back to the palace. Hiding behind curtains, she watched Ahuva leave. Tzeel stood by her side. “I’ll never see her again,” she revealed.  
 
    “Why do you think that?” 
 
    She stared at him, “Because you have evil plans for me, Tzeel. I can tell.” 
 
    “I would never do anything to hurt you. What do I have to do, Sarah, for you to feel loved by me? For you to realize that I can’t live without you anymore?” 
 
    “Tell me the truth,” she begged.  
 
    He hesitated.  
 
    “You can’t do that, can you?” she asked. Saddened by his behavior, she left the main hall. 
 
      
 
    Seth watched everything from a distance. When Sarah left, he wanted to go after her, comfort her, hug her, but he could not be disloyal to his brother again. He had to help Tzeel face his feelings.  
 
    “Do you love her?” Seth asked Tzeel.  
 
    “Yes, brother,” Tzeel replied without flinching. 
 
    Not knowing his brother’s plans did not stop Seth from trying to dissuade him. “So, whatever it is that you’re planning to do, just don’t.” 
 
    Tzeel looked out the window. “I don’t know if I can. Look outside, brother. Totkan is much bigger than me, or you, or Sarah. My plans are for the city, not for myself.” 
 
    “Are they really?” asked Seth incredulously. “Because last time I checked the city was fine. We have never been this prosperous. Our enemies fear us. Food and water are abundant, people are happy, we haven’t gone to war in three years… Tzeel, what else can we possibly want?” 
 
    Tzeel pondered. Seth was right. His lust for power had blinded him. They needed nothing else. “Thanks, brother,” said Tzeel placing his hand on Seth’s shoulder.  
 
    Tzeel headed to Sarah’s room. He needed to make things right with her. He had to try. He was about to knock on her door when the guard let him know she was not in.   
 
     “Where’s she?” asked Tzeel.  
 
    “She went down that corridor.” 
 
    Tzeel could not think of any other place she would go but the garden. The day was beautiful and she was probably looking for peace and quiet.  
 
    He walked to the garden and slowly opened the door. Sarah was lying on the grass, her eyes closed.  
 
    Sarah could feel Tzeel looking at her. She wished he had changed his mind and was willing to tell her the truth.  
 
    “Forgive me, Sarah, for everything I’ve done,” said Tzeel truthfully. “I love you and I want you to have good reasons to love me. I can be a better man, I know it.”  
 
    Sarah opened her eyes. She touched his face. She would give him one more chance.  
 
    “Why am I here?” 
 
    Tzeel stared at her. He knew that nothing he said would convince her that he really loved her. Nothing, except for the truth. “Uno convinced me that, since my father had died, I had no more reasons to hide my skills. The only problem was that I was not skilled enough to build and rule an empire. He told me that no emperor should have to rely on his wizards when he’s a sorcerer himself. So, if I wanted to turn Totkan into an empire, if I wanted to conquer lands, overthrow kings, and leave my mark in history, I would have to become more powerful. He said that there was a spell that could do that for me if only we found someone from whom to take the power I needed.” 
 
    Sarah was not ready to hear that. “You brought me here to kill me?!”  
 
    “No! There was no killing involved!” 
 
    “No? How naive are you? What did you think would happen? Uno would take all my power from me, and I would live? How?! My power and I are the same thing. He can only get it from me if I die!” shouted Sarah. The astonishment on Tzeel’s face made the answer to her question clear, but she posed the question anyway. “You never thought about it, did you?” 
 
    “No. I had no reasons to care,” Tzeel swallowed hard. “But I do now. I won’t let anyone hurt you, Sarah. Please, believe me!” 
 
    “I need some time to mull things over before I decide whether I’m able to believe you or not.”  
 
    Sarah stood up and left the garden without looking at Tzeel. Knowing the truth made her even more afraid of being there. Tzeel had been played all along by Uno. No one would be safe if Uno and the other wizards got back to Totkan.  
 
    Tzeel kept his eyes down. It would be great if he could blame Uno for not telling him things clearly, but he could not. Even though Uno had never said that the spell would kill Sarah, he had never said it would not, and Tzeel had never asked. When he had gone to the village to get Sarah, he was not worried about her life. When things started to change, he had just told himself that he would be able to protect her, but he never asked Uno if there was a way to do so.  
 
    He did not want her powers anymore. He only wanted her, safe in his arms.  
 
      
 
    Sarah knocked on Seth’s door. She did not care if he thought it was inappropriate for the two of them to meet alone. She did not care about anything. She only wanted to talk to him.  
 
    Seth opened the door and was about to leave his room when Sarah pushed him back inside. 
 
    “Shh!” Sarah closed the door. 
 
    “Sarah–” 
 
    “I know what you think. But, right now, I don’t care, Seth. I respect you, but there are more important things going on than your fear of upsetting Tzeel.” Before Seth could oppose, she continued, “They plan to kill me.” 
 
    “What? Who?” asked Seth confused. 
 
    “Your brother and his wizards,” said Sarah between her teeth. 
 
    “Tzeel would never hurt you.” He had never seen his brother look at anyone as he looked as Sarah. There was no doubt that Tzeel was in love with her.  
 
    “Well, he did shoot me twice. I don’t know why you seem to ignore that,” she said bitterly. “He keeps telling me that he wouldn’t do anything to hurt me, but these wounds don’t lie.” 
 
    “Sarah, he killed Dionisius, whom we had known forever, simply because he punched you. Do you honestly think that he would let someone kill you?” 
 
    “He’s a fool then,” said Sarah bluntly. 
 
    When it came to Uno’s influence, Seth could not deny that his brother was not as independent as he wished. “Why? What was the plan?” 
 
    “They would take my powers from me and give it to your brother.”  
 
    Seth was truly shocked.  
 
    “It seems quite absurd to think that Tzeel didn’t consider the possibility that that would kill me, right?” she asked.  
 
    Seth swallowed hard. “Uno has a great influence on him, Sarah. Of course, when he went after you, he had no feelings for you. It didn’t matter for him whether you lived or died. Things have obviously changed.” 
 
    “You know what, Seth, I would never take you for a fool, but I guess I was wrong.” Seth raised his eyebrows. Sarah moved closer to him. “Your brother is playing us all. He’s putting on a show. I know where the other wizards went. I’m not silly. Uno realized that his tiny pathetic group of powerless wizards can’t handle me, so they went looking for more wizards, maybe some powerful ones to help them take me down. What’s Tzeel’s part in this? He needs to keep me here. He needs to keep me close. He needs to lie to me.” 
 
    Seth shook his head. He did not want to believe any of that. Tzeel was honest about his feelings for Sarah, he could tell.  
 
    “Are you playing the devil’s advocate or do you honestly believe that he has no feelings for you?” he asked her.  
 
    “I don’t know what to believe anymore, Seth.” Sarah looked away. She did not want to cry.  
 
    “You can leave if you want, Sarah. No one knows where your mother is. I’ll make sure your village is safe. Leave. Just go!” said Seth sharply. “Go!” he screamed. Tears ran down her face. “You can’t. You love him. You don’t want to leave,” growled Seth. “If you stay, you will stay with him. I won’t let you stay here and put him through misery. I’m done with your lack of trust. I understand where it comes from, but I cannot understand how everything he has done has not made you trust him more.”  
 
    Seth closed his eyes for a second. He took a deep breath.  
 
    “Listen, Sarah. I know my brother better than anyone. Trust me when I tell you that he loves you. There’s nothing he wouldn’t do for you, including tell you the truth. Please, don’t come into my room anymore,” hissed Seth. 
 
    Sarah was surprised at Seth’s outburst of anger. She had gone to his room in search of support, but all she got was an ultimatum. She was speechless. She left and went to her room. She had to think.  
 
    She stopped by the window and looked at Totkan. The city was growing on her. And the truth was that Seth was right: she didn’t want to leave Tzeel. The part of her that wished to believe him was screaming for attention. She knew that Seth did not want to see her with Tzeel, and, even so, he would still defend his brother. She doubted he would lie to her to convince her to give Tzeel a chance.  
 
    She decided to follow her heart. She went into Tzeel’s bedroom. He was lying on his bed, his eyes closed. She was not sure he was sleeping. She lay down beside him, her head on his chest.  
 
    “I love you,” he whispered. 
 
    “Forbid Uno and the others to ever set foot in Totkan again,” she demanded. 
 
    “Consider it done.” Tzeel hugged her. There was nothing he would not do to gain her trust, to be worthy of her love. 
 
    Sarah was tired of everything: the secrets, the insecurity, the fear, the hate, her incapacity to fight her feelings for him. She had no more strength to keep trying to push him away. And she believed that neither did he. “I believe you,” said Sarah giving him a kiss. 
 
    Tzeel never thought he would be able to love someone as much as he loved Sarah. The fact that she trusted him meant the world to him. She caressed the scars on his chest. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    Tzeel stared at her for a few seconds. He never talked about his scars. They reminded him of things he would like to forget. She saw pain in his eyes. She did not want to see him suffer. She caressed his face and kissed him again.  
 
    “You don’t need to tell me,” she said apologetically. 
 
    Tzeel held her hand and kissed it closing his eyes. He did not want them to have any secrets between them.  
 
    “When Seth and I were younger, our father used to take us to every single battle he fought. He wished to raise us to be great warriors, and there’s no better way to learn than being in the battlefield. What he didn’t see was that taking his sons with him gave his enemies an opportunity to defeat him outside the battlefield. All they had to do was kidnap one of us,” said Tzeel swallowing hard. “I was kidnapped by one of my father’s enemies, Efrain. I spent a year being tortured, having to fight with other warriors just to entertain him, having to kill other prisoners just so he would spare me. It was a year in hell. My father didn’t rescue me, though. He didn’t want to give in to Efrain’s demands,” said Tzeel sorrowfully.  
 
    “Did you escape?” asked Sarah caressing his hair and moving her body closer to his. 
 
    “Seth saved me. He risked his life moving to Efrain’s city. If anyone had recognized him, he would be dead. Luckily for both of us, that didn’t happen. Seth spent weeks trying to join Efrain’s army. When he finally did, he found out that he wouldn’t have access to me. Efrain had eight of his best soldiers watching me and he was not willing to put anyone else in that position. If Seth wanted to rescue me, he would have to come up with a better plan. That was when he found out that Efrain had a daughter, Esther, who was about Seth’s age. Well, Seth has his charms,” said Tzeel smiling. “It didn’t take him long to win Esther’s trust. One day, he convinced her to leave the city with him to visit the city where he was born. She had no idea he would take her to an enemy city. He brought her to Totkan and that gave our father a bargaining chip. Efrain didn’t hesitate to exchange me for his only child. Seth brought me back home,” said Tzeel gratefully.  
 
    “I’m glad he did,” said Sarah hugging Tzeel. She wished to comfort him. She imagined Tzeel’s disappointment at being abandoned by his own father and being left to fend for himself among enemies. She admired Seth even more for never turning his back on his brother.  
 
    Tzeel closed his eyes. The smell of her hair was inebriating. Tzeel felt connected to her in an inexplicable way. He would give everything up for her. He nibbled her ear, then slowly kissed her neck.  
 
    Sarah closed her eyes. She loved him even more now that he had opened up for her. She wanted him even more.  
 
    His hand lifted her dress slowly taking it off. He could feel Sarah’s desire for him. Tzeel admired her for a minute. He could see that she was eagerly waiting to feel him on top of her, his body pressed against hers. Tzeel smiled. He would delay that moment a bit. He wanted to drive her crazy.  
 
    Tzeel kissed her toes. Sarah moaned. He kissed her ankle, his hands slowly opening her legs. He went all the way up to her inner thighs and slowly kissed them. Sarah caressed his hair, pulling it a bit. She could not wait any longer. She pulled his hair harder. Tzeel didn’t go up. He gently touched her between her legs while kissing her stomach. Sarah couldn’t help reaching climax. “Kiss me!” she whispered. She wanted to feel him inside her. 
 
    Tzeel passionately kissed her. Sarah wrapped her legs around him and pushed him in. The fact that she had taken action almost took Tzeel to climax. He had to go slowly. He wanted that moment to last as much as possible.  
 
    “I love you,” said Sarah looking into his eyes. Tzeel kissed her as he reached his climax.  
 
    “Say that again,” said Tzeel, still on top of her. 
 
    “I love you,” said Sarah. 
 
    “I love you too.” Tzeel kissed her once more and lay beside her. He hugged her. He was thankful for being blessed with her love.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    IX 
 
      
 
    Sarah and Tzeel spent the following two weeks completely entranced by each other. They spent most of their time either in their bedroom or in the garden talking to each other, or to Seth and Enoch. Tzeel had the happiest two weeks of his life. He had no worries whatsoever. His world revolved around Sarah. 
 
    Uno and the others had not attempted to come back. With any luck, they had died or found someone better to serve. Tzeel could not help wishing they would never try to go back. He looked at Sarah sleeping by his side. He caressed her hair and kissed the tip of her nose. She was perfection. He wanted to have her by his side for eternity. Sarah smiled and opened her eyes. The last two weeks had been heavenly.  
 
    “Come with me,” he said holding Sarah’s hand. 
 
    “Now?” she giggled.  
 
    “Yes.” He smiled and took her to the palace garden. He was determined to make that the best day of her life. 
 
    When she arrived in the garden, Adara was waiting for them. Sarah ran to her, giving her a hug. She had become Sarah’s friend and confidant.  
 
    “I’m glad you finally came visit me in the palace,” said Sarah to Adara. 
 
    “Haven’t you told her?” asked Adara to Tzeel.  
 
    Sarah was clearly confused.   
 
    “Told me what?” 
 
    “Adara is moving in!” said Tzeel beaming. 
 
    Sarah was radiant, jumping up and down with joy. “I can’t believe it!” She hugged Adara once more. “I’m so happy!” 
 
    “Me too.” Adara looked deep in Sarah’s eyes. Thanks to her, she would finally be able to be close to Tzeel and Seth again. “Thank you so much, Sarah, for everything.” 
 
    “Oh, please, don’t thank me. I am the one being blessed here.” 
 
    “I’ll let you two have breakfast and talk for a while. I need to see Seth.” said Tzeel leaving the garden.  
 
    He went straight to Seth’s room.  
 
    “I can’t believe you’re still sleeping,” said Tzeel jokingly. 
 
    “Not anymore,” said Seth grumpily.  
 
    “Come on, get up. There’s something I need to talk to you about.” He was anxious to share his plans with his brother.  
 
    “Can’t it be later?” 
 
    “Brother...” 
 
    “Okay, okay. What?” Seth sat up on his bed. The last weeks had been a bit hard on him. He was glad that Sarah and Tzeel were happy, and it was great to know that Uno was gone. On the other hand, Seth was struggling not to feel jealous all the time. He did not want to feel that way, but he could not help it. 
 
    Tzeel took out a piece of cloth and unrolled it. Seth saw their mother’s wedding ring. He felt a sharp pain in his chest. He knew Sarah would accept it.  
 
    “What do you think?” asked Tzeel smiling. 
 
    “Don’t you think it’s too soon?” asked Seth, feeling a profound repulse for himself even before the question ended. 
 
    Tzeel noticed the alteration in his brother’s tone. “Are you jealous, brother?” asked Tzeel worriedly. 
 
    Seth kept his head up, his eyes fixed on Tzeel’s. He would not answer that question. He could not stay there anymore. “I’m leaving Totkan.” 
 
    Tzeel was taken by surprise. “What?” he asked incredulously.  
 
    “I’m leaving at the end of this week. I just need to get a couple of things ready and I’ll be gone,” he said firmly. He could not keep living like that. It was not fair to him or to his brother.  
 
    Tzeel, who a few moments before had been all joy, now felt worried and unhappy.  
 
    “Where are you going, Seth?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet.” 
 
    “Please, don’t. I don’t want to lose my brother, my General, my friend. Totkan needs you, I need you. Please, reconsider.” 
 
    Seth looked down. Just the thought of leaving behind everything and everyone he loved brought him sadness.  
 
    Afraid of never seeing his brother again, but realizing he needed some time for himself, Tzeel came up with a solution.  
 
    “I owe my life to you, brother. I owe everything to you. Listen, I want things to be perfect for Sarah, so I am bringing Ahuva to Totkan. I don’t know where she is, but I’ll ask Sarah. Why don’t you go get her and use that time and distance to collect your thoughts?” 
 
    Seth stared at Tzeel. He knew Tzeel would do and say anything for him to stay. “I’ll do that,” said Seth. He did not want to disappoint his brother.  
 
    “I don’t want my happiness to be your misery. I would never be able to be fully happy knowing that you are miserable.” Tzeel touched Seth’s shoulder. They had always been so close. They had never disputed anything or anyone.  
 
    Seth could see that all excitement that Tzeel had in his eyes when he entered his room was gone. It had given place to sadness, frustration, and disappointment. “She’ll say yes,” said Seth giving a faint smile. He wanted to make things right between them. 
 
    Tzeel nodded and left Seth’s room. He was devastated. He went to his bedroom and looked at the ring for a while. He had been so anxious to see the look on Sarah’s face when he proposed that he ignored the suspicion that Seth felt something for her. In any case, he would not pass on the opportunity of being with the woman he loved. Seth would find a way to deal with his feelings.  
 
    Tzeel walked to the garden. Adara and Sarah were sitting on the grass laughing at something. He knew it was the right moment. 
 
    “Hey, you two,” said Tzeel smiling. Sarah and Adara looked at him. “Adara, could you give me some time with Sarah?” 
 
    “Sure, dear.” Adara stood up and touched his face. She was at peace. Things were better than ever for Tzeel and that filled her heart with joy.  
 
    Tzeel watched Adara leave the garden. After she was gone, he kneeled before Sarah.  
 
    Sarah’s heart skipped a beat.  
 
    “Would you marry me?” he asked with a smile. Sarah gave him the most loving look he had ever seen. 
 
    “Yes!” she exclaimed. “I love you more than anything. There’s nothing I want more than being with you until the day I die.” She got on her knees, held his face, and kissed him.  
 
    “I love you too,” he whispered. 
 
    “I can tell.” She smiled. “Why don’t we go to our room?” asked Sarah lustfully biting her lips. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say no to that,” he replied, grabbing her hand and walking with her to their room.  
 
    Sarah quickly closed the door, pushed him against the wall and kissed him. She took his shirt off and kissed his chest.  
 
    He took her in his arms and laid her down in bed. If he could, he would do nothing else in his life but kiss her.  
 
      
 
    After an hour of intense pleasure, Sarah gazed at Tzeel. There was so much love in his eyes, she could not believe how lucky she was for having him. She loved him so much that it hurt. 
 
    “I love you,” he said.     
 
    “I love you too,” she murmured. 
 
    He smiled and kissed her neck. “I know,” he whispered as he nibbled her ear lobe.  
 
    Sarah looked at the ring on her hand. It was the most beautiful she had ever seen.  
 
    “It belonged to my mother.” 
 
    “I want to show it to Adara,” she said.  
 
    “Sure. Now?” he asked caressing her back. His body asked for hers. 
 
    “Yes, now,” said Sarah getting up. “I’ll be back in a few. Save it for later,” she said  smiling. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t want to.” He got up and touched her thighs.  
 
    “Later,” she said biting her lips and pushing him away. “If I don’t go now, I won’t go anymore today.” She opened the door, looked at him and left. He would need a bath to calm himself down, she knew it.  
 
    She went into the kitchen and asked the servants to leave some buckets of cold water by the door. She was not sure in what room Adara was in, but she took a guess and went to her old room. There were no soldiers guarding the door. She knocked.  
 
    “Come in,” said Adara. 
 
    Sarah opened the door and walked into her old room. She was walking on air. She stretched her hand to show Adara the ring, but the look on Adara’s face took away all the joy that had filled her heart.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Sarah confused. 
 
    “It’s that ring. There have been many years since I last saw it.” 
 
    “Tzeel proposed,” she revealed, trying to relive her excitement at the proposal.   
 
    “I’m happy for you two, dear,” said Adara holding Sarah’s hand. “But that ring brings bad luck. Don’t wear it.” 
 
    “How am I not going to wear it?” 
 
    “It belonged to Hila, Tzeel’s mother.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “She was very unhappy, Sarah. I believe that our energy and fortune remain with our personal objects after we are gone. That ring cannot bring any good.”  
 
    Sarah felt like taking the ring off her hand. Adara’s tone of voice was deep and pleading, and it scared her. She touched the ring. Taking it off would hurt Tzeel, she knew it. She kept it. “Why was she unhappy?” she asked. 
 
    “She didn’t have the heart of the man she loved, Ezra. He was Seth and Tzeel’s father.” 
 
    “I don’t get it.” Sarah was confused.  
 
    “Ezra loved someone else. He was forced to marry Hila to please his father. She loved him so much that not having his love made her miserable and bitter.” 
 
    Sarah noticed that Adara was too emotional talking about Hila and Ezra.  
 
    “He loved you, didn’t he?” Sarah asked.  
 
    Sarah saw tears in Adara’s eyes. She could not hide it anymore.  
 
    “Yes,” she murmured. 
 
    “Why did he send you away when she died?” 
 
    “Even though he did not love her, he respected and admired her a lot. When she died, he blamed me for her death and turned his back on me.” 
 
    Sarah was afraid to ask the only question that came to her mind, but it was too late to ignore what seemed to be the obvious. “Was it your fault?” 
 
    “Yes, in a way,” Adara looked down.  
 
    “Adara, what did you do?” asked Sarah, anguished. 
 
    “He can never know, Sarah, please,” she begged. 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    “Hila was poisoned.” Sarah stepped back in shock. “I didn’t poison her!” she added, seeing the look on Sarah’s face. “But I may have helped without knowing what was about to happen.” 
 
    Sarah considered leaving the bedroom and not talking about any of that ever again. She did not want to have secrets from Tzeel, but she needed to know if Adara had to go or not. “How?” 
 
    “I gave Lavia the poison that killed her. I thought it was for Uno.” 
 
    “I still don’t get it. Why would Ezra ask you to leave and let Lavia continue living here?” 
 
    Adara knew she had already revealed more than she should, but she could not leave part of the story untold and lead Sarah to reach the wrong conclusion. “I couldn’t tell him that I had given Lavia the poison, so he thought I had poisoned Hila.” 
 
    “You couldn’t tell the man you loved that one of his witches had killed his wife? What did she have on you?” 
 
    “I would like you to leave,” said Adara sharply. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere, Adara. What did she have on you?” Sarah insisted. 
 
    “Tzeel is my son,” she revealed. 
 
    Sarah was silent for a few seconds. That explained Adara’s affection to Tzeel, but it did not fill in the blanks of Adara’s story. “Didn’t Ezra know?” 
 
    “No,” murmured Adara. 
 
    “No?! How’s that even possible?” 
 
    “We were both pregnant, but my son would be raised like a bastard. He would be an outcast,” she admitted bitterly.  
 
    “Please, don’t continue,” said Sarah urgently. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking. I didn’t kill their baby. It was born dead. The slave who helped Hila was a friend of mine and she switched the babies.”  
 
    Sarah was speechless.  
 
    “He cannot know!” Adara begged. 
 
    Sarah covered her face with her hands. She regretted having gone to Adara’ room. “I won’t tell. What good can come from knowing that?”  
 
    Sarah sat down on a chair. She touched the ring again. She felt bad for Hila. She put herself in Hila’s shoes. If Tzeel loved another woman, she would be devastated. “How could you do that to her? How could you live here while she was alive?” Sarah stood up. She was disgusted.  
 
    “She didn’t know I was the one he loved.” Adara could not face her, she felt guilty. “Please, Sarah, take off that ring.” 
 
    Sarah ignored Adara and left the room. She walked to the garden. She needed some time to think, to process everything, so Tzeel would not be able to tell something had happened. She would have to keep that secret from him forever. She would have to betray his trust. Again. She thought of the day she kissed Seth, and she took her hands to her eyes. She had demanded Tzeel to tell her the truth yet she kept hiding things from him. She felt horrible.  
 
    Sarah stared at the ring. She would give it a different energy, a different fortune. She felt as if she owed Hila that. 
 
    Sarah lay down on the grass, trying not to think about anything. The breeze was chilly. A sudden urge to leave the garden made her get up and open the door to the atrium. She was surprised to see Seth lying down on a bench, his eyes closed. He looked unhappy.  
 
    “Hey,” she said. 
 
    “Hey.”  
 
    Seth kept his eyes closed. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Seth opened his eyes and looked at her. “Yes. Are you?” 
 
    Sarah lied too, “Yes.” 
 
    “What’s troubling you? I expected to see you happier.”  
 
    “I’m happy.” 
 
    “Are we lying to each other now?” he asked disappointedly.  
 
    “You started.” 
 
    Seth sighed. She was right. “I don’t want to talk about it,” he said.  
 
    “Neither do I.”  
 
    Sarah’s eyes were fixed on his. She knew what was troubling him. She wanted to comfort him, but she could not take the risk of being misunderstood. “Time heals all wounds.” 
 
    Seth got up and moved closer to her. “Does it?” 
 
    They were closer than they should be. She could feel his warm breath on her face. She stepped back. “We can only hope it does.” 
 
    Seth was relieved that she quickly left the atrium. Had she stayed one more minute there, he might not have been able to control himself. He loathed himself for wanting her so badly. He hoped she had sent her mother to a very distant place, so it would take him a long time to be back. 
 
      
 
    Tzeel was in the balcony when Sarah entered the room. He gave her the sexiest smile she had ever seen. It was filled with desire and love. “What took you so long?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m here now,” she said sensually. He walked over to her and kissed her passionately. But there was something different in her kiss.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked frowning. 
 
    “I want my mother here.”  
 
    It was true that she wanted to have her mother around. But Sarah felt extreme sadness for having to lie to him.  
 
    “Seth will go pick her up tomorrow. Don’t be sad. I can’t bear it,” he pleaded.  
 
    She ran her finger through his hair. He was more than she had ever wanted. She kissed him. He ran his hands on her back. 
 
    “No,” she whispered. 
 
    He looked at her, confused. She took his hand and walked with him to bed. She gently pushed him and sat on top of him. He was relieved to see that she was not rejecting him.  
 
    She wanted to forget everything that Adara had told her. She wanted him to make her forget. 
 
    “I’m yours,” she whispered as she bit his ear lobe. 
 
    “I’m yours too.”  
 
    He held her face bringing her to his lips. She felt a sudden anguish. Tears came to her eyes. His kiss tasted like goodbye.  
 
    She broke the kiss. “Say you’ll never leave me,” she pleaded, her eyes fixed on his.  
 
    “I’ll never leave you. I promise.” He frowned. “What happened?” 
 
    “I can no longer live without you.” 
 
    “Me neither.” He kissed her gently as he slowly slid himself into her.  
 
      
 
    Tzeel was exhausted. He lay down beside her and hugged her. They were quietly savoring the moment. They were so relaxed that they were almost falling asleep. He wanted to look at her, but he could barely open his eyes. 
 
    Sarah caressed his chest. She was lucky to have his love. She watched him sleep for some time. 
 
    “I love you,” she whispered in Tzeel’s ear. She hoped her voice would reach his dreams, so even there he would know that she was his.  
 
    She was thirsty. She left the bed only to find out that they had no water left. She considered asking a soldier to get some water for her, but she could use a walk. Sarah left their room and walked down the corridor. When she got to the main hall, she felt the fresh air of the night on her face. She closed her eyes. She loved that sensation. 
 
    However, the atmosphere in the kitchen was quite different. It was heavier. Sarah had the feeling that someone was watching her. She quickly looked around, but she did not see anyone. She got a glass of water and hurried back to Tzeel’s room. Sarah felt an oppressive agony. Dark thoughts flooded her mind.  
 
      
 
    Uno waited for Sarah to leave and ran to the oval room. There were dead soldiers in the east wing corridor. Uno was furious that Tzeel had forbidden him and the others to enter Totkan, so they killed every single soldier that crossed their way. Even though he had brought eight more wizards with them, he was not so sure he would be able to get what he wanted anymore. Things had changed dramatically since he left.   
 
    “We need to cast the spell now,” said Uno to the others. 
 
    “We’re not ready. We will need a few hours,” said Liora confused. 
 
    “We can’t take any chances. She knows there’s something wrong. She can feel it,” urged Uno. He approached Liora. “She’s pregnant and more powerful.” 
 
    “What?!” asked Liora in shock. Sarah had stolen everything that was supposed to be hers.  
 
    “She’s bearing his child; a sorcerer just like them. When Tzeel finds out, he will hunt all of us down to make sure we never come back,” growled Uno.  
 
    “Make sure she dies,” said Liora acidly.  
 
    Uno smiled. Liora would not have to ask twice. “Come with me, Liora. The others, get things ready. We will be back shortly,” said Uno leaving the room. 
 
      
 
    Sarah got back to their room and quickly closed the door. She shook Tzeel. “Tzeel, wake up!” said Sarah nervously. 
 
    “What happened?” asked Tzeel opening his eyes. He could hear something different in Sarah’s voice. 
 
    “I think Uno and the others are back,” she said worriedly. 
 
    “What? But they can’t get in!” he said sitting up. All the soldiers knew that Uno and the other wizards were not allowed to enter Totkan again.  
 
    “I went to the kitchen and I had this terrible feeling that someone was watching me. I feel something bad is about to happen,” said Sarah desperately. 
 
     “Hey, I won’t let anything happen, okay?” Even though he was worried, he tried to comfort Sarah. 
 
    “Ask the soldiers to make sure they’re not here,” begged Sarah. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Now!” she urged. There was no other explanation for the dread she felt. Their lives were at risk, and she did not imagine anything else that could put them in danger except for Uno’s return.  
 
    “Okay.” He got up. “I’ll be right back. Don’t leave the room!” He put his clothes on and left. He would ask his brother for help.  
 
    He was walking to Seth’s room when he heard Uno whisper his name. He looked at his left and saw Uno inside a room. Tzeel’s blood ran cold. Sarah was right. 
 
    “When did you get back?” asked Tzeel. 
 
    “We just did. Only to find out that you no longer want us here,” said Uno bitterly. “I treated you like a son, Tzeel. And you were ready to let me rot out there because of a woman?” 
 
    “I changed my mind,” he revealed. He looked around, but he did not see any guards. Something was wrong. To defend himself, he cast a protective spell.  
 
    “Couldn’t you simply have told me that?” asked Uno coldly. 
 
    Tzeel’s eyes were fixed on Uno’s. He would not apologize. He did not want Uno there. “You’re no longer welcome here, Uno,” he said sharply. 
 
    “I can see that. Do you actually think that protective spell of yours can stop me?” asked Uno venomously. 
 
    Tzeel could only think of Sarah. He had to get back to her. He was a few steps from Uno, so he would try to take Uno down without magic. But before he could make any move, Uno threw him against a wall. 
 
    Tzeel closed his eyes. He knew he was stronger than Uno had ever told him, he just needed to focus. He looked at Uno and watched him take his hands to his head.  
 
    Tzeel got on his feet and ran toward the door. He had to get to Sarah before anyone else.  
 
    Suddenly, he felt a sting in his neck. He touched it, there was a bit of blood. He felt dizzy. He saw Liora walking toward him. 
 
    “I’m sorry. You didn’t give us any other choice,” she said sadly. 
 
    “Liora,” said Tzeel as he fainted.  
 
    “What are we going to do now?” she asked Uno. 
 
    Uno looked at Tzeel. He would not be an obstacle anymore. A few more minutes and Uno would finally get the power he had always craved.  
 
    “We need to get her, Liora. Have you taken care of the soldiers guarding his room?” 
 
    “I did that the moment he stepped out of his room,” she said. She looked at Tzeel. She hated herself for having hurt him, but Sarah had to go. She could not allow her to live. 
 
    “Good. Just knock, then. When she opens, she’ll get a taste of your poison, just like Tzeel did,” said Uno maliciously. 
 
      
 
      Sarah kept walking around the room. She was tense. She wanted to hide, but she did not even know why. Someone knocked on the door, startling her. Tears came to her eyes, there was something wrong. Tzeel was taking longer than expected.  
 
    She did not open the door. Instead, she walked over to the balcony. She was desperate to leave the palace. Her instincts were telling her to jump and escape Totkan, but she could not leave Tzeel behind. 
 
    Without an answer, Liora opened the door. “Sarah?” 
 
    Sarah recognized Liora’s voice. If she was back, so was Uno. She had to protect herself. 
 
    Liora fell down. She could not feel her legs anymore. Sarah walked over to her.  
 
    “Where’s Tzeel?” she asked harshly.  
 
    Sarah felt a sting in her neck. She looked back and saw Uno. He smiled. Sarah would have killed him if she had had the opportunity, but she fainted.  
 
    “Undo her magic, Uno,” begged Liora, unable to stand.  
 
    “I would if I could. Too strong. We’ll have to carry you, but don’t worry. When she’s gone, her magic will be gone too,” said Uno smiling. Things had been easier than he had expected. “I’ll be back with the others.”  
 
    Uno left Liora and Sarah alone. He would ask for some of the wizards to get them and take them to the oval room. The poison was strong. Uno doubted any of them would ever open their eyes again. 
 
    To Uno’s surprise, Adara was in the east wing corridor.  
 
    “Uno,” she said between her teeth. Her heart was telling her that the time to intervene had finally arrived. She feared for Tzeel safety.  
 
    “Adara! Back at the palace? I suppose Tzeel does not know you killed his mother. Oh, no wait. She was not his real mother. Yes, he’s just a bastard, Ezra’s illegitimate child, the son of a servant, a slave,” said Uno with disdain. 
 
    Adara threw a sharp blade in his direction. Uno dodged. 
 
    “Well, well, it’s been too long since you last tried to kill me. Haven’t you missed me?” asked Uno maliciously. “I still remember the way you taste.” 
 
    Disgusted with the memory of being violated by Uno, Adara tried to cast a spell on him, but nothing happened. 
 
    “Oh, dear. I’m much stronger today than I was back then. See,” he picked up the blade from the floor and walked toward her. Adara felt an acute pain and collapsed on the floor. “All these years, I could have gone over to your house and just killed you. But I let you live. Do you know why, Adara?” He touched her face. “Because you are nothing,” he said viciously. 
 
    Adara tried to scream, but no sound came out. Uno moved the sharp blade over her neck, slitting her throat. He watched her take giant gasping breaths while gargling blood and coughing. Watching her die did not please him as much as he thought it would. He was sure that the feeling would be much better when it came to Sarah.  
 
    He walked to the oval room leaving Adara’s inert body in the corridor. 
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     Vincent looked at Adam. He had not joined them to kill an innocent baby. He knew his brother did not agree with that either.  
 
    “We can’t leave,” whispered Adam reading Vincent’s thoughts.  
 
    “I know,” Vincent whispered. Those people were crazy. However, they were about to be burned alive when Uno found them. They either accepted to cooperate or became ashes.  
 
    “We can interfere,” Vincent suggested. They were not strong enough to fight so many wizards, but they could try to help the woman and the baby in some way.   
 
    Adam simply nodded. They could not call anyone’s attention. Adam knew what Vincent had in mind. Whatever happened, they would protect the woman named Sarah.  
 
    Uno opened the door. He was triumphant. “I need help bringing some people here,” said Uno smiling at the others. 
 
    “I’ll help,” said Vincent. That was the opportunity he needed to try and help Sarah.  
 
    Adam followed his brother and volunteered too. They left the room with Uno and three more men, and walked to the west wing of the palace.  
 
    When they arrived, they saw a man lying on the floor.  
 
    “Take him,” said Uno pointing to Tzeel. 
 
    Vincent and Adam did not move. They needed to be responsible for carrying Sarah if they wanted a chance of helping her. Two of the other men took Tzeel. 
 
    Uno took Vincent and Adam to Tzeel’s bedroom. Liora was on the floor and near her was another woman. They approached Sarah and picked her up. 
 
    “You go first,” said Uno to them. Another wizard carried Liora.  
 
    Vincent tried to walk a little faster, so no one would hear him and Adam murmuring a spell their mother had taught them. The spell would not let Sarah’s energy leave her body, thus not allowing her to die. Whatever Uno did, she would survive. Vincent only hoped that the same was true for the baby.  
 
      
 
    Seth woke up frightened. He had had a terrible nightmare. He feared for Sarah’s and Tzeel’s lives.  
 
    He ran to their room. The guards lay dead on the ground. The door was open.  
 
    “Tzeel?” shouted Seth. “Sarah?” Despair consumed him. “Darius, Victor?” shouted Seth as he ran to the main hall. There was something wrong, and he decided to pick up a sword.  
 
    When he arrived at the corridor that led to the east wing, he saw Adara’s body.  
 
    “Adara!” he murmured.  
 
    Tears ran down his face. He looked around, searching for the murderer, but he did not see anyone. He was sure there was only one person who could have done it: Uno.  
 
    He shouted for Darius and Victor once more as he knocked on their bedroom doors. 
 
    Victor jumped out of bed and opened the door. Seeing Seth holding a sword in the middle of the night startled him. 
 
    Darius left his room and ran to Seth.  
 
    “Tzeel’s guards are dead. I can’t find him or Sarah. We’re under attack. Call the others,” ordered Seth. He ran to the oval room. There was no doubt that was Uno’s work.  
 
    Seth tried to open the door, but it was closed. He started to kick it as hard as he could, but the door would not even move.  
 
    “Uno! Open the door!” shouted Seth. He could hear whispers coming from the room.  
 
    Seth felt impotent. Tzeel and Sarah needed him. He had to do something. He ran back to the main hall. “Victor! Darius!” he shouted. They ran into the main hall. They seemed shocked.  
 
    “I need help! Where are the others?” asked Seth.  
 
    “They’re dead,” said Victor. 
 
    Seth looked down. He should have killed Uno as soon as he left Totkan. “All of them?”  
 
    “All palace soldiers. We’ll go to the city to get others,” said Darius. 
 
    “I’m afraid there’s not enough time,” said Seth in anguish. “We have to stop them now. Follow me!” Seth ran back to the oval room and got back to kicking the door. The chant inside got louder. Darius and Victor joined Seth. They would have to take the door down if they wanted Tzeel and Sarah to live. 
 
      
 
    Sarah opened her eyes. She heard whispers. She was lying down chained to what seemed to be an altar. She was too dizzy. She closed and opened her eyes several times, but her vision was still blurred. She saw a circle of witches and wizards. They had their eyes closed. 
 
    Sarah looked at the two wizards closer to her. They seemed to cast a different spell. They were trying to protect her, she could tell. She tried to break the chains, but she was weak.  
 
    She looked to her left side and saw Tzeel chained to a table. He was having a seizure. Tears ran down Sarah’s face.  
 
    “Stop it!” screamed Sarah. “You’re killing him!”  
 
    Liora opened her eyes and looked at Tzeel. Sarah was right. Liora tried to move, she wanted to run to him, but she was still under Sarah’s spell. She started murmuring a protective spell. She could not let him die. She loved him.  
 
    Being completely focused on Tzeel, Liora did not see Uno approach. She felt a cold blade penetrating her skin; her lungs filled with blood. She looked back.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Liora. He has to go,” said Uno flatly. “Carry on,” commanded Uno to the others.  
 
    Sarah gathered all the energy she still had and broke the chains. She had to save Tzeel. She tried getting up, but she could not feel her legs. She threw herself on the floor. She would crawl up to Tzeel.  
 
    She felt a sting in her neck again. Uno was poisoning her once more. Aiken, Caleb and Elias got her back to the altar and chained her.  
 
      
 
    Tzeel knew he was going to die, there was nothing he could do. He was too weak to fight back. The poison Liora had injected in him still had him groggy. He looked at Sarah. 
 
    “Sarah,” murmured Tzeel. Her eyes were fixed on his. He did not want their last words to be uttered in pain.  
 
    He thought of the touch of her skin, her smile, the times she had told him she loved him, and those things brought him comfort.  
 
    “I love you,” he murmured, the last breath of air leaving his body. 
 
    “Tzeel!” shouted Sarah. His eyes were motionless. She cried helplessly. Chunks of the walls started to fall.  
 
    “Don’t stop!” Uno shouted to the others.  
 
    Sarah could not stop crying. She did not even have time to tell him that she loved him back. 
 
    The poison Uno had injected in her made her close her eyes. With any luck, she would be dead soon and reunited with Tzeel.  
 
      
 
    Sarah felt the warmth of the Sun on her face. She was glad that it had all been a bad dream and that she was finally awake. She was in the garden; she could smell the flowers. She tried, with no success, to remember how she had gotten there.  
 
    When she opened her eyes, Tzeel was right in front of her.  
 
    She threw herself in his arms and passionately kissed him. She touched his face, his hair, his chest. She wanted to make sure he was really there. 
 
    Remorse consumed Tzeel. He gave her a sad smile. “I’m sorry,” said Tzeel. 
 
    “I thought I had lost you,” said Sarah, relieved to have him before her, safe and sound.  
 
    He looked down for a second before staring at her again. “You did,” he said deeply. 
 
    Sarah was confused. He was wrong! She was touching him! They had just kissed!  
 
    “This is all in your head. I’m gone. We’re gone,” he said caressing her belly. Tears streamed down her face.  
 
    Sarah shook her head in denial. She looked down. She suspected she was pregnant, but she was not sure. She could not help crying. The pain she felt was indescribable. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Sarah. This is all my fault. I should have done things differently. I deeply regret all the decisions I made that brought us to this,” he said unhappily.  
 
    “We’re dead, is that what you’re saying?” she asked hesitantly. She feared the answer.  
 
    “You aren’t,” he said. He touched her hair. “I love you. I’ll wait for you. Forever.” 
 
    “No! Please! Take me with you. I don’t want to live without you,” begged Sarah.  
 
    “I can’t.” She looked down. She was sobbing. “You need to be strong, Sarah. Look at me,” he said touching her chin. “You’re the best thing that could have happened to me. Never forget that.” 
 
    She placed her hand in her belly. She had lost everything. 
 
    “When you get back, you must make sure Uno does not live, do you hear me?” he asked incisively.  
 
    “Yes,” she said firmly. She had no intention whatsoever to let Uno or any of the other wizards live. She would kill them all. “Come with me,” whimpered Sarah.  
 
    Tzeel gently kissed her. “You need to be strong. Things will get worse,” he said worriedly. 
 
    “What can possibly be worse than this?” she shouted. The pain was unbearable.  
 
    “You’ll see.” He caressed her face. 
 
    Sarah was dragged from the garden. She stretched her hands to Tzeel. He did not move.  
 
    “No!” she shouted.  
 
      
 
    “There’s something wrong,” said Uno harshly. “I can feel Tzeel’s power in me, but I don’t feel hers. Is she dead?” he asked Vincent.  
 
    Vincent did not understand how the spell had not worked. He was sure Adam and he had said the right words. He did not want to touch her. Adam put his hands on her chest. Her heart was not beating. 
 
    “She’s dead,” said Adam sadly. They had killed an innocent child. Adam looked down.  
 
    Uno stared at her corpse. Her power was still in her, that was the only explanation he could find. When Tzeel died, Uno had immediately absorbed his power, but not Sarah’s. He asked himself how she could be holding on to her power. He moved closer to Sarah. “I’m taking what I want from you,” hissed Uno. He picked up a dagger and stabbed her uterus.  
 
    Sarah opened her eyes and screamed, breaking the door into pieces. She grabbed Uno’s hands. He started mumbling some words. For some reason, she knew there was no spell he could possibly do that would be able to stop her. She had never felt that powerful before. She was in control. She was indestructible. 
 
    She could hear Uno’s heart beating fast. She could hear all their hearts beat. The smell of their blood was driving her crazy. She sat up and sank her teeth in Uno’s neck, sucking him dry. The others tried to leave the room, but they could not. Her magic was not allowing them to leave. She would drink them all.  
 
    Sarah bit Adam’s neck and pushed him away. He was the one doing the protective spell, she remembered. She would let him live.  
 
    Someone hit her head. Sarah quickly turned and bit the man’s neck. 
 
    “He’s my brother. We were protecting you!” whispered Adam. Sarah stopped. She would not hurt the ones who tried to protect her.  
 
    Seth watched Sarah’s rage perform a true bloodbath. There was blood everywhere. She disemboweled some of the wizards and ate their insides. 
 
    Darius and Victor watched with Seth everything from the corridor. They were about to run when she looked at them. Sarah jumped on Victor and bit him. Darius tried to push her away, but without success. She grabbed him and sunk her teeth in his neck. She would tear their heads off.  
 
    Seth watched everything paralyzed. He was in shock. He knew he had to do something or else she would kill Darius and Victor. He composed himself. He ran into her, pushing her away.  
 
    She looked at him. Her eyes were silver. She threw him against a wall.  
 
    “How dare you try to stop me?” she screamed. She walked over to him. The smell of his blood was inebriating. She just wanted a taste of it. She would never do anything to harm him.  
 
    She bit his neck. He tasted delicious. She closed her eyes.  
 
    “Stop, Sarah,” said Seth almost inaudibly. She licked her lips.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Seth,” she said getting back to the oval room. There was no one else alive there, but Vincent and Adam who were agonizing. 
 
    Sarah looked at herself. She was completely covered in blood. She looked at Tzeel. He still had his eyes open. She shook him. 
 
    “Wake up!” she cried. “Come on, you can’t leave me!” she screamed. “Please, come back, please. Don’t leave me, Tzeel!” begged Sarah caressing his face. She fell on her knees, her head in her hands. 
 
    She got up, placed her hands on his chest and directed all her energy to him. She would try to bring him back. She repeated the process for several minutes, but Tzeel continued motionless, his heart dead. She put her head on his chest. “Come back,” whimpered Sarah. 
 
    Seth walked over to them. Sorrow filled his heart. He remembered the last time he had talked to his brother. The last words he had said to him had been filled with jealousy and selfishness.  
 
    “He’s gone,” he said, touching her shoulder. He had to be strong for Sarah. He owed that to Tzeel.  
 
    “Help me release him from these chains. They are hurting him,” begged Sarah. 
 
    “I can’t. I can’t feel my hands,” said Seth confused. He felt completely numb. Seth fell on the ground. An acute pain took over his body. He screamed. 
 
    “Seth!” Sarah kneeled beside him. “Look at me. What’s going on?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” He touched his neck, it was burning.  
 
    “My bite poisoned you,” said Sarah apologetically. “There must be a way of reversing it.” Sarah placed her hand on Seth’s neck and murmured some words. She waited for a few seconds, but nothing happened. She could hear Seth’s heart starting to fail. Sarah closed her eyes. She had to connect to her energy if she wanted to save Seth. She believed her body would tell her what to do. 
 
    Sarah felt the blood in her veins burn. She bit her wrist and placed it on Seth’s lips. 
 
    “Drink it,” she said. 
 
    “No,” he protested, pushing her hand away. 
 
    “Please, Seth. It will save you.” Seeing that he hesitated, she insisted, “I can’t lose you too,” she said sadly.  
 
    Seth’s lips touched her wrist. Her blood was hot and sweet. He loved the taste of it. He would drink her until the last drop, if she let him.  
 
    “Enough,” she said.  
 
    Seth touched his lips. He wanted more. He savored each drop of her. 
 
    The way he looked at her made her uncomfortable. She quickly got up and moved closer to Tzeel as if he could protect her from any harm. Seth seemed ready to attack her.  
 
    Seth saw her fear and was ashamed of himself. He looked down. 
 
    “Darius and Victor may be dying too. You need to help them,” he said. 
 
    Before helping Darius and Victor, Sarah helped Adam and Vincent. They had been the first one to be bitten and they were almost dead. She repeated the process with them and then with Victor and Darius.  
 
    “What’s going on?” asked Enoch running to the oval room. 
 
    “Not now, Enoch. Please, don’t come closer,” said Seth. He did not wish to involve his friend in all that.  
 
    Enoch stopped walking. Seth was clearly altered. There was blood in the corridor and the atmosphere was sinister. Enoch slowly started walking back, one step at a time. Seth’s eyes became silver, and so did Darius’s and Victor’s. 
 
    Much to Enoch’s despair, he felt someone behind him. Before he could turn around, Adam bit his neck. Seth wanted to run to help Enoch, but he was not sure he would be able to resist the temptation of drinking some of his blood.  
 
    “Sarah!” screamed Seth, hoping she could help.  
 
    “Stop!” she said firmly. 
 
    Adam stopped immediately. He felt an ultimate respect for Sarah and a strong will to obey her. 
 
    Enoch fell to the ground, unconscious. Sarah got to him and gave him her blood. 
 
    “My dear friend, you’ll be joining us,” she whispered to him. Sarah stood up and looked at the others. “We all share the same curse now,” she said bitterly. “Seth, I need help to take Tzeel to his room.”  
 
    Without saying a word, Seth took his brother in his arms and walked with Sarah to Tzeel’s room. His body was cold, his eyes still open. Seth laid him in bed and closed his eyes. Sarah lay down beside him, her head on his shoulder. She cried, her hand on Tzeel’s neck pulling him to her in a desperate attempt to get him to come back to life. 
 
    Seth left the room. He was having a hard time accepting Tzeel’s death as well, but he needed to figure out what had happened to them. Maybe there was a way to bring his brother back to life. He went to the main hall. 
 
    “Who are you?” asked Seth to Adam and Vincent. 
 
    “I’m Adam and this is my brother Vincent,” said Adam. 
 
    “I don’t know why Sarah spared you, but I’m not willing to be so merciful,” threatened Seth, his eyes turning to silver.  
 
    “We tried to protect her and the baby!” protested Vincent. 
 
    “Baby?” asked Seth. Tears were coming to his eyes. 
 
    “Yes. I’m afraid she didn’t know it,” said Adam sadly.  
 
    Seth took his hand to his eyes and pressed them. Under no circumstance did Sarah deserve so much suffering. 
 
    “Why would you care about her and her baby?” asked Seth sharply. He could barely control his anger.  
 
    “We only joined Uno because we had no option. It was either joining him or being burned alive. I don’t know about you, but we were not eager to turn into ashes,” said Vincent coldly. 
 
    Seeing Seth’s anger, Adam tried to soften things a bit. “When we heard that we were going to kill a woman and a baby, we wanted to give up, but we couldn’t leave. So, we used a protective spell to save her and the baby.” 
 
    “Are you saying that we are like this because of you?” growled Seth. 
 
    “No. There’s no spell to do what has just been done. Something else happened. We don’t know what,” said Adam. He feared Seth. He was strong, imponent, and, most importantly, he was full of hate. “That’s why she spared us. She knew we were trying to help.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call it help,” said Seth bitterly. He hoped Sarah did not know about the baby. That would just make things much more difficult for her. Seth was about to leave the main hall when he saw Enoch sitting in a dark corner.  
 
    “Are you okay?” asked Seth. 
 
    “How can I be okay? Tzeel is dead, I’m starving, all I can think about is blood… I don’t know what’s going on!” said Enoch grimly. “I had a bad feeling, so I came here to check on you all. Much to my regret.” Tears ran down Enoch’s face. “I’ll never be able to be with my daughter again, Seth.” 
 
    “Why don’t you come with me? We’ll talk to Sarah,” said Seth trying to comfort Enoch. 
 
    “Sarah? That’s not Sarah. That’s something else, Seth.” 
 
    Seth saw fear in Enoch’s eyes. There was a chance Enoch was right, but Seth could not accept that. “You’re wrong, you’ll see,” he said, trying to convince himself that his words were true. 
 
    Victor approached Seth on his way to Tzeel’s bedroom. He needed help.  
 
    “I’m starving, Seth,” said Victor. “I ate about ten fruits and I’m still starving. I’m craving for something else. What’s happening?”  
 
    Seth was ravenous too. “I don’t know. I’ll be back in a few minutes. Don’t leave. Don’t let anyone leave,” ordered Seth. Victor nodded.  
 
    Seth knew he could trust Victor. He was one of his most loyal men. With any luck, the hunger they felt would not change that.  
 
    Seth got to Tzeel’s room. He took a deep breath. He would give anything to change places with his brother.  
 
    He walked in. Sarah was still lying by Tzeel’s side. Her eyes closed.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Sarah, but we need to talk,” said Seth gently. 
 
    “What do you want to talk about?” asked Sarah severely. 
 
    “What happened to us?” asked Seth. 
 
    “I don’t know. I got no instructions,” snarled Sarah. 
 
    “We’re friends, remember?” asked Seth kindly. He knew the moment was bad, but they could not ignore that they were all thirsty for blood.  
 
    Sarah got up and walked to him. “I don’t know what happened, Seth. I don’t know what we’ve become, but I feel an insatiable hunger. I’m trying my best not to focus on it. I drank up half of the people in that room and I’m still famished. I want more.”  
 
    Sarah’s eyes were fixed on Seth’s. She knew he understood how she felt. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Seth shyly. 
 
    “Drink me,” said Sarah stretching her wrist to him. Seth was confused for a moment, but he was so hungry that he could not turn that offer down. He sank his teeth into Sarah’s skin. 
 
    Sarah immediately felt lustful. There was something wrong in his bite. Seth let go off her wrist and bit her neck. Sarah couldn’t help moaning. She felt disgusted. She pushed him, throwing him against a wall on the other side of the room. 
 
    Seth was as confused as Sarah. Drinking her made him forget about everything else. Drinking her was heavenly.  
 
    Sarah did not seem to hold the same opinion, though. There was repulsion on her face. She stormed out of the room. They would have to feed some other way.  
 
    “Who’s hungry?” asked Sarah cruelly to the others in the main hall. Nobody answered. “Let’s grab a bite!” said Sarah opening the palace door. Enoch ran to her. 
 
    “Please! My daughter! Don’t touch her!” begged Enoch. 
 
    “Send her away,” ordered Sarah. “Feed first or else you will end up feeding on her,” said Sarah coldly. “The others follow me!” Sarah looked at the city. Even though it was still dark, she could see things better than ever. She felt a voracious appetite. She wanted carnage. 
 
      
 
    Sarah and the others spent three days in the city. Only Seth remained in the palace. He wanted to get them back to the palace, but he was afraid he would hurt someone if he left. He did not want to become a monster.  
 
    Seth spent those three days mourning Tzeel’s death. When Sarah and the others came back to the palace in the evening of the third day, not a single heart beat could be heard in the city.   
 
    Sarah went straight to Tzeel’s room and lay beside him. “Please, wake up,” she murmured. 
 
    She closed her eyes. She knew she would never need to sleep again, but she wanted to wander in her memories.  
 
    More than three days went by without Sarah leaving the room. The others started to become impatient. They were starving and they wanted to leave Totkan. There was nothing left for them there.  
 
    Since no one else had the guts to confront her, Seth went to her. He could barely walk. He had not fed in seven days.  
 
    When he walked in, he saw Sarah still by Tzeel’s side. The room had a putrid smell.  
 
    “Sarah?” Seth asked gently. “Sarah, we have to leave. We’re all starving.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere. I want to be here when he wakes up,” she said.  
 
    Seth felt sorry for her. “He’s not waking up, Sarah. Look at him.” 
 
    “No!” whimpered Sarah. “He’s waking up,” she held Tzeel more tightly. 
 
    “Look at him,” insisted Seth.  
 
    “No!” she shouted. 
 
    “You need to face this, Sarah. Look at him,” he said getting close to her. Sarah started crying noisily. She looked at Tzeel. He was decomposing. Her tears splashed on his face as she kissed his lips.  
 
    Seth touched her shoulder. “Come here,” he said, stretching his hand to her. Sarah got up. Seth hugged her. “You’re not alone, Sarah.” 
 
    “Are you hungry?” asked Sarah. 
 
    “Yes,” murmured Seth. 
 
    Sarah inclined her head moving her neck closer to Seth’s lips. He nibbled her skin. The lust that consumed him when he touched her made him feel horrible about himself. He sank his teeth into her neck.  
 
    She tried to fight against the lust that was sweeping her, but she did not succeed. She moaned. He was ravenous, she could tell. She pushed him.  
 
    “Get the others. Now!” commanded Sarah.  
 
    Seth quickly left the room. He hated himself for desiring her like that. What’s the matter with me?  
 
    “She wants to see you all,” said Seth to the others. “Follow me.” He took them to Tzeel’s room.  
 
    Sarah was looking over the balcony at the city below. The sunset was beautiful. It brought darkness to the dead city. She wondered if its souls were resting in peace. She went back to the room; the others patiently waited for her.  
 
    “Feed,” she said stretching her wrist. “All at the same time,” she said firmly. She wanted them to suck her dry. She wanted to die. 
 
    Victor and Darius went straight to her neck while the others went for her arms. Seth watched from a distance. Unlike what had happened when Seth bit her, she felt no lust while the others fed on her. She looked at Seth. She wanted him there.  
 
    “Come,” she whispered to him. 
 
    He wanted to resist, but the temptation was stronger. Seth moved closer to her and pushed Darius and Victor away. His fingers went through her hair. He kissed her neck before biting it.  
 
    Seth felt Sarah’s body relax. She was weaker, he could tell.  
 
    “Enough,” hissed Seth pushing the others. He took Sarah in his arms and laid her on the divan. 
 
    “Kill me,” she whispered.  
 
    “I can’t,” said Seth apologetically. 
 
    Sarah looked at Enoch. She knew he hated her for everything that had happened. He hated her for having to send his daughter away. He hated her for making it impossible for him to ever be with his daughter again. “Enoch, kill me!” she said pointing at a sword near Tzeel’s bed. She pushed Seth and paralyzed him and the others. She would not let anyone stop Enoch.  
 
    “Why do you think I am willing to do you any favors?” asked Enoch bitterly. 
 
    “Because deep inside you know I’ve never wanted any of this for any of us,” she said sadly. 
 
    Enoch pondered. If she died, maybe he would go back to normal. He picked up the sword and walked over to her. 
 
    “No!” screamed Seth. “Stop!” He could not lose her.  
 
    Enoch did not hesitate. He plunged the sword into her heart.  
 
    “Is she dead?” asked Adam.  
 
    “I don’t know,” said Enoch. 
 
    “We’re still paralyzed. She’s coming back,” affirmed Vincent. 
 
    Sarah took a deep breath and removed the sword from her chest. “No!” she shouted. She gave the sword to Enoch. “Take my head off!” 
 
    “Sarah, I’m afraid that won’t change anything,” said Enoch starting to believe that they were doomed to live forever. He felt bad for her for a moment. She wanted to die so badly, yet she could not. 
 
    “Do it!” she ordered. 
 
    Enoch decapitated Sarah in one swing of the sword. Her head rolled down on the floor. Her body dropped dead on the divan.  
 
    Seth and the others were not paralyzed anymore. Seth was crying. 
 
    Adam put a hand on the general’s shoulder. “I’m sorry,” he said. 
 
    “What’s happening?” asked Darius, his eyes fixed on Sarah. Her body and head had turned into ashes. However, in a matter of seconds, the ashes had gathered together and burst into flames, leaving Sarah’s body completely intact on the floor. She sat down. She was breathing fast. The awareness that she was immortal filled her heart with darkness. The others were quiet, perplexed. She stood up and walked to Tzeel.  
 
    “He’ll wait for me forever. He said he would.” Sarah caressed Tzeel’s hair. “He knew I couldn’t die,” she cried helplessly. “We will never, ever be together again. What could I possibly have done to deserve this? What have we done to deserve this?”  
 
    Seth wanted to comfort Sarah, but he found no words. Adam approached Sarah. “We’ll find a way, Sarah,” he said gently. 
 
    “Don’t make promises you won’t be able to keep,” she said wiping her tears. “We’re leaving Totkan. Get us some horses and wait for me outside,” she said sharply.  
 
    They left her alone with Tzeel’s body.  
 
    “I love you,” she whispered. “My heart and soul will always be with you.” She kissed Tzeel’s lips for the last time. 
 
    When she left the palace, the others were waiting for her. She got on her horse. Seth was beside her. She turned around and looked at the palace one last time.  
 
    “Never could I have imagined that this would be the place where I would be the happiest and yet the most miserable I’ve ever been,” said Sarah, lost in her thoughts. “Burn!” she commanded. Flames covered the palace instantaneously. She started trotting down the hill. As they walked toward the city gate, the city started to burn. It was the end of Totkan. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    XI 
 
      
 
    Sarah saw her village in the distance. It was time she got her revenge. There was no room for forgiveness in her heart. She wanted pain, death, fear.  
 
    “Sarah!” shouted Aatami as he ran toward her. 
 
    Sarah smiled and got off her horse. “Good to see you, Aatami.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re alive,” said Aatami smiling. 
 
    “I wouldn’t put it that way,” she said flatly. Aatami was clearly confused. “Never mind.” 
 
    Aatami stared at the knights with Sarah. They did not look friendly at all. He recognized Victor and Darius. Aatami gave a step back.  
 
    “What are they doing here?” Aatami asked frightened. 
 
    “Where’s Sami?” she asked. 
 
    “Sarah, please, let’s forget that. You’re safe. He regrets what he has done,” said Aatami trying to intercede on the behalf of Sami. 
 
    “Listen, Aatami, we can do this the easy way or the hard way. I don’t want to hurt anyone but Sami. Let’s keep it that way, shall we?” she asked cruelly. 
 
    “I’m here,” said Sami leaving a house. 
 
    “Good,” said Sarah, smiling.  
 
    “You know what, Sami, I’m grateful for your lack of scruples. Because of it, I had the most perfect weeks of my life. However, I’m completely repulsed by betrayal.” She looked at Seth and the others. “Are you hungry, boys?” she asked maliciously. “Help yourself!” 
 
    Vincent did not think twice. Not only was he starving, but he also agreed that traitors should die. He got to Sami quickly, sinking his teeth into Sami’s neck so voraciously that he took his head off. “Oops!” said Vincent jokingly. “I’m sorry, guys,” he apologized to the others, who seemed a bit upset to have lost the opportunity to feed. 
 
    “Where’s Amrath?” asked Sarah to the villagers who watched everything in shock. 
 
    “He’s sick,” said Geula, an old woman.  
 
    “That does not answer my question,” said Sarah harshly. 
 
    “He’s in his house,” said Geula pointing at Amrath’s house. 
 
    “Thanks. I still know where that is. Behave, boys,” said Sarah to the others.  
 
    “I can’t promise anything,” said Vincent jokingly. He was still starving. Sarah gave him a cold look. “Okay, okay. I’ll behave,” he said. He could not understand why Sarah would care about the villagers. They were no longer her people; he and the others were.  
 
    Sarah walked into Amrath’s house. He was in bed. His heart was beating weakly. He did not have much time.  
 
    Sarah sat beside him. She touched his forehead. He was burning in fever. Amrath opened his eyes. 
 
    “Sarah,” he murmured. He gave her a faint smile. It was the best he could do, she knew it. 
 
    “Hey. I’m sorry, Amrath.” 
 
    “Not your fault. I’m glad you’re okay.” He held her hand. 
 
    “I’m not okay, but I can help you. You just need to tell me whether you’d rather die or live forever,” she said. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” He frowned. 
 
    “Die or become immortal. Choose. I want it to be your decision, not mine.” It would be nice to know that at least one of them had a choice. “Which one do you prefer?” 
 
    Amrath was confused. He knew Sarah was powerful, but making him immortal seemed beyond anyone’s ability. She was too serious, though. He stared at her. She meant it. He pondered for a few seconds. 
 
    “Are you immortal?” he asked.  
 
    “Yes,” she said sadly. “But it was not my choice.” 
 
    “I can see that. I’ll keep you company, Sarah.” 
 
    Sarah stared at him. She admired her friend’s loyalty and this was one more reason to be completely frank with him. “There’s a price, Amrath.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “You’ll feed on other people. You’ll become a monster,” she replied.  
 
    Amrath did not hesitate. “If you can do it, so can I,” he said firmly.  
 
    Sarah leaned into him, pushed his head a little and bit his neck. Amrath felt a sudden but quick pain. Sarah stopped. She bit her wrist and gave him her blood. He drank as much as she let him.  
 
    After a few seconds, Amrath felt as if he had never been sick in his life. He was strong and full of energy. 
 
    “Let’s go,” she said walking toward the door. “This is no longer your home.”  
 
    Seth was mad. He could see Sarah coming towards them, followed by Amrath. He could not believe she had given that curse to someone else. He decided he would not keep his thoughts to himself. He moved closer to her as she was getting on her horse.  
 
    “What are you doing?” asked Seth reprimanding Sarah. 
 
    “I saved a friend,” she replied remorselessly. “He had a choice, Seth.” 
 
    “Lucky him,” said Seth bitterly. He turned around and trotted out of the city.  
 
    Sarah did not let those words get to her. “Get a horse, Amrath,” she said. 
 
    Amrath looked at the others. He remembered having seen two of them before. He saw Sami’s head on the ground. He wanted to feel sad, but he only felt hungry.  
 
    “We’ll get you something to eat soon,” said Sarah to Amrath. “We’re all starving.” She started trotting to leave the city.  
 
    “Where are we going?” asked Adam. 
 
    “To the North. Let’s conquer.” She smiled. The others followed her without questioning. They felt bonded to her in a way that seemed unbreakable.  
 
      
 
    Sarah and her knights trotted for a day until seeing the gates to a new city.  
 
    “Let’s wait for the night to fall,” she said.  
 
    “Why?” asked Seth.  
 
    “Because I want to surprise them. Relax, Seth.” She got off her horse. “I see a shepherd some miles away, boys. Who is the hungriest?” 
 
    “Probably the new guy,” said Victor. 
 
    “My name’s Amrath,” he said between his teeth. Hunger had made him irritable and sour.  
 
    Victor ignored Amrath’s tone. He knew how hard the first moments of that new life could be. “I’m Victor. If you don’t run to feed, I’ll go, man. I’m starving!” 
 
    “Do you want company?” asked Sarah gently. 
 
    “No, I can do this,” said Amrath trotting toward the shepherd. 
 
    Sarah smiled. Amrath was dealing with feeding better than Seth. She looked at Seth. He was probably starving. He had fed only on her, and there had been days since the last time. She wondered how much longer he would be able to go without feeding. 
 
    Seth was completely disgusted. He did not recognize Sarah anymore. Even Enoch was changed. The truth was that the others had let the curse corrupt them. Seth got off his horse, sat on the ground and closed his eyes. He did not want to talk to anyone. 
 
      
 
    Amrath saw the shepherd stop to drink water. The man seemed old and tired. Amrath was ravenous.  
 
    The man’s blood ran cold when he saw Amrath. There was something evil in the way the young man looked at him. 
 
    Amrath could feel the shepherd’s fear, and that gave him a rush of adrenaline. He got off the horse and slowly walked toward the man.  
 
    “Good afternoon,” said the shepherd giving a step back. 
 
    “Great!” said Amrath running to the man at a speed he did not believe possible. Unable to control his strength, Amrath threw the shepherd on the ground. He heard a bone breaking. The shepherd screamed.  
 
    Amrath looked at the shepherd’s leg. The bone had torn the man’s skin and was exposed. The vivid red blood oozing from the wound made Amrath’s eyes turn silver. He bit the shepherd’s neck and drained him. The sensation was sublime. Amrath would not have any problems doing that for eternity. He got on his horse and went back to the others. 
 
    “Still hungry?” asked Enoch. He knew the hunger of the first days was simply insatiable.  
 
    “Yes,” replied Amrath. 
 
    “A feast awaits us, boys. Be patient.” Sarah smiled. They would wait a few hours for darkness.  
 
      
 
    “Leave the horses here,” she said. “We’re going on foot. Don’t let anyone see you.” Sarah was discovering the beauty of the moment of the hunt. The anxiety she felt, the fear running through the prey’s veins, the adrenaline that took over, the sensation of power – all that seduced her.  
 
    The city had high walls, but Sarah slowly and silently opened the gate with her magic. The soldiers guarding the gate were not fast enough to warn about the intrusion. Victor was the first to feed, followed by Amrath and Vincent. Soon they all had fed on the soldiers. All, except for Seth.  
 
    They sneaked into the palace. Darius and Victor took care of the soldiers guarding the entrance. Enoch, Vincent, and Adam killed the soldiers in the main hall. Killing had become too easy for them. They could kill an entire army within minutes. Quickly and with no remorse.  
 
    “Well done,” complimented Sarah. “Find their rulers,” she said to Victor, Vincent, Enoch, and Adam. “Get three peasants, a man and two women,” she said to Seth, Amrath, and Darius. 
 
    Seth did not move. It was clear that he did not want to participate in any of it.  
 
    “You will have to feed eventually,” she said.  
 
    He did not say anything. He did not even look at her. If it were possible, he would never feed again.  
 
    Victor quickly came back with an old man and a woman. They were frightened.  
 
    “On your knees,” he said harshly. The man and the woman obeyed.  
 
    “Please, don’t hurt us,” begged the woman who was probably the queen.  
 
    “Well, we’re not the ones deciding that,” said Sarah maliciously. 
 
    Enoch came back with a young man who was probably about Sarah’s age. Vincent and Adam also brought a man each. They were lined up in a row. Amrath and Darius got back with two women and a man, just as Sarah had asked. 
 
    “I am Sarah. A very common name. But, you see, I want to be remembered, so I need a new name. What do people call the bird that dies, turns into ashes, and then gets back to life?” asked Sarah. 
 
    “That would be the phoenix,” answered Enoch. 
 
    “I like that! From now on, I’ll call myself Sarah, the Phoenix.” She smiled cruelly. “And you boys will be my knights. The Knights of the Phoenix. What do you think?” 
 
    “I like it,” said Vincent smiling.  
 
    “It’s settled then. I’ll introduce myself again. I’m the Phoenix and these are my Knights,” said Sarah triumphantly.  
 
    Seth was abhorred by Sarah’s behavior. He looked down.  
 
    “Now, let’s get to business. Tell me,” she addressed the peasants, “what kind of rulers are they?” 
 
    “Evil,” said a middle-aged woman.  
 
    “Is that right?” asked Sarah sarcastically.  
 
    “Yes. They rape, torture, humiliate, kidnap, force us to do all sort of things,” said a younger woman. 
 
    “Wow, you are lucky we’re here. Let’s finish this tyranny, shall we boys?” 
 
    They all smiled but Seth. He watched the others kill everyone but the peasants, who watched everything in shock.  
 
    Sarah did not feed. She walked over to the peasants. “Tell your people you have a new ruler. Any evil action will be punished with death. No more rapes, tortures, thefts, or any kind of dishonesty or cruelty. We will take care of you. If you do not behave properly, you’ll become food. Have I made myself clear?” asked Sarah coldly. 
 
    “Yes,” said the man tremulously. 
 
    “Good. Now, tell me, what’s the name of this city?” asked Sarah. 
 
    “Gannan,” said the young woman. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of it before. What enemies do you have?” asked Sarah. 
 
    “Zuvia and Oren,” said the man.  
 
    “Your enemies, our enemies. Two cities to feed on. What do you say, boys? Sounds appetizing, doesn’t it?” said Sarah, smiling evilly, and so did the others. “Thanks. I appreciate all your help. You can go,” she said to the town dwellers. “Oh, one last thing. Trying to escape will also be punished with death.” She smiled. She patiently waited for them to leave.  
 
    “Are you satisfied?” asked Sarah to her Knights. They nodded. “Good. You heard the rules. Rapists, thieves, executioners, murderers, and any other bad people can be killed. Let’s try to make things work here for some time.” 
 
      
 
    Sarah spent over an hour walking around the palace. She found a huge room that faced the city. She would make that her room. She waited by the window.  
 
    Seth would probably walk into her room any time soon. He had been following her since she left the main hall. It did not take him long to knock on the door. He was still a gentleman! 
 
    “Come in.” She smiled.  
 
    Seth walked in and closed the door. He was disappointed and furious. He had always been against carnage. “Is this really necessary?” he asked in outrage.  
 
    “How would you like things to be, Seth?” She raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “We are better than this. You are better than this,” he said gloomily. 
 
    “I have no intention whatsoever of getting back to being who I was. Our goodness got us here. Being merciful and kind made us weak. This is who I am now, Seth. If you’re not pleased, you can leave,” she said sharply. She did not want him to go, but if he stayed he had to be with them, and not against them.  
 
    Seth hesitated. Sarah realized the true reason for his hesitation. 
 
    “I see. You don’t want to stay because of me, Enoch, Darius or Victor. You want to stay for yourself, so you can feed on me and not have to kill anyone,” she said moving closer to him. Seth looked down. She was right. “You’ll starve then,” she said bitterly. She stormed out of the room. 
 
    Seth sat down on the bed. He was not only afraid of killing someone; he was afraid of killing someone and liking it. He could only hope Sarah changed her mind.  
 
      
 
    Sarah left the palace and walked around the city. There was no one on the streets. People were probably too frightened to leave their homes. That was good; she preferred to be alone.  
 
    The houses were small and dirty. The city smelled bad. The cry of a baby made her immediately place her hand on her belly. A tear ran down her face. Connecting to her deepest feelings made her regret having been so hard on Seth. He was holding on to his essence, unlike her and the others who had succumbed to evil. No matter what happened, Seth never let her down. He was always giving her reasons to admire him.  
 
    She rushed to her room. Hopefully, he would still be there. 
 
    Sarah was glad to see that Seth was in her room standing by the window. 
 
    “Seth,” she said sweetly. He recognized the Sarah he had always admired in her tone of voice.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t want you to leave,” she said walking over to him. “I can’t do this without you.” 
 
    “I won’t go anywhere.” He stared at her. She was more gorgeous than ever. 
 
    “You can drink my blood.” 
 
    They were so close that Seth could feel her breath on his face. He touched her face, and she leaned her head a bit. His hand touched the nape of her neck. His fingers went through her hair. He sank his teeth into her skin. She could not help desiring him. His bite was poisonous. It was filled with lust, and that was the only explanation she found for that insane desire she felt only when he bit her. Unable to fight back, she bit him. 
 
    Seth pulled her closer, sinking his teeth deeper into her vein. Sarah did not object; his blood tasted marvelously. He held her waist tightly and pulled her against him. She pulled his hair and kissed his lips. She immediately thought of how Tzeel’s kisses tasted heavenly.  
 
    Thinking of Tzeel brought her back to reality. The sensation she was experiencing with Seth was not real. It was a consequence of his bite. Her feelings for Tzeel were real. 
 
    Seth was already back on her neck, nibbling it, then sinking his teeth into it. She tried pushing him, but he would not stop feeding on her. 
 
    “Let go of me,” she growled. 
 
    He heard her, but he did not process the words. He wanted every drop of her. His hand held her even more tightly. He dug his fingers on her waist. 
 
    She felt violated. “Seth, stop!” she yelled. She did not want to hurt him, but she would do so, if he did not let go.  
 
    He stepped back. His eyes were an intense silver. “I’m sorry,” he said looking down. 
 
    “This will never happen again,” she said between her teeth. “Find someone who deserves to die to feed on.”  
 
    She stormed out of the room. She still felt a rush of desire burn her skin. She stopped walking. She wanted him so badly that it hurt.  
 
    She reminded herself that she would never see Tzeel again. She had no one to apologize to anymore. She walked back to her room. Seth was in the same place she had left him. His eyes were still an intense silver. 
 
    “I want you,” she said. 
 
    Even though he knew their actions were dishonorable, he walked over to her and kissed her passionately. She kissed him back with an intensity that surprised him. He pushed her gently against the wall. He wanted to go as slowly and gently as possible, but she seemed to have different plans.  
 
    She ripped his shirt off exposing his perfect body. She felt even more lascivious. She pulled him close and pressed her pelvis against his. 
 
    “Bite me,” she whispered, her eyes fixed on his. 
 
    When he sank his teeth into her skin, she could think of nothing else. She wanted to devour him.  
 
    He ran his fingers up her thighs, taking her dress off. He stepped back to admire her. He had waited for that moment for so long, he wanted to savor it. Every inch of her was perfect. 
 
    “You’re stunning!” He could not take his eyes off her. He took her hands and held them above her head. He nibbled her left arm and watched a drop of blood run to her shoulder. Under no circumstance would he allow himself to waste a drop of her. He licked her shoulder all the way back to the mark of his bite.  
 
    “Don’t stop,” she whispered. She would not have to ask twice, he had no intention of stopping. He wanted to make the moment last as much as she allowed him to. He nibbled her entire arm sipping her blood, licking her skin. 
 
    Sarah tried to bring logic to her mind, but there was no logic in any of that. He had only nibbled her arm and was on his way to her breasts when she climaxed for the first time. He felt her body shiver with pleasure. He could not help grinning. All he wanted was to please her. He did with her breasts and legs the same thing he had done with her arms. She could barely stand on her feet; she had reached one climax after the other. She ran her hand through his hair and kissed him. She was starving. She broke the kiss and sank her teeth into his neck. He tasted delicious.  
 
    “Easy,” he said. She heard him, but she could not control herself. She sank her teeth deeper into his veins. He felt dizzy. “Sarah…” he murmured, “I’m going to faint.” He felt her stop. 
 
    “I’m sorry. Come.” She took his hand and walked with him to bed. “Why don’t you lie down?” She pushed him kindly. “Drink me, you’ll feel better.” She gave him her wrist. She wanted more of that insane lust that consumed her when he drank her blood.  
 
    She got on top of him. Even though he was still dizzy, he kept his eyes open to watch her move slowly as he continued to taste her. The more he sucked her blood out of her, the more lascivious she felt.  
 
    He sat up and kissed her as they spun, getting him on top of her. She wrapped her legs around him pushing him closer. He wanted to keep the pace slow, but she forced a faster rhythm.  
 
    “On your stomach,” he said pulling himself out of her. She was clearly confused. He kissed her earlobe and insisted, “On your stomach.” 
 
    She lay on her belly. He wanted to prolong things. He kissed the nape of her neck, gently nibbling it. She thought he would do the same thing with her back, but instead of nibbling, he simply sank his teeth giving her a mix of pain and pleasure. She clenched the sheets and whimpered. His hands caressed her in her most intimate parts while he continued to bite her back and suck her blood several times. She lost count of how many times she had reached climax.  
 
    “Seth!” she murmured. He knew what she wanted. He wanted it too.  
 
    “On your back,” he said in a deep way. She did not hesitate.  
 
    “Please!” she begged. 
 
    He penetrated her, making her scream with pleasure. Again, she wanted to dictate the rhythm, but he did not let her. He stopped moving and kissed her lips. He started moving slowly as he continued kissing her. Her hands caressed his face, her fingers ran through his hair. He had never felt so much love and pleasure in his life. She scratched his back and bit his wrist, swigging his blood. He groaned as he reached his climax. He kissed her and crumpled on his back beside her. 
 
    “Sarah!” he whispered. 
 
    She hesitated. It was all too intense, she feared looking at him and feeling more than she should. 
 
    He insisted, “Sarah?” 
 
    She looked at him. 
 
    Seth decided he would take advantage of the moment to utter for the first time the words he had repressed for so long. “I love you,” he said, his eyes fixed on hers.  
 
    Tears ran down her face. She felt horrible.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Seth.” She got up and started looking for something she could wear. 
 
    He closed his eyes. The pain he felt was devastating. 
 
    “Tzeel will never forgive me.” She started crying helplessly.  
 
    “You’ll never know,” he said bitterly. 
 
    She gave him a cold look. She hated him for reminding her that she would never be with Tzeel again.  
 
    “There’s something different in your bite. It induces lust, an uncontrollable sexual desire.” 
 
    “What?” he exclaimed, feeling his world crumble. 
 
    “You heard me. I didn’t feel anything like it when the others bit me. Only you.” 
 
    “Are you saying that all this happened because you were poisoned by my bite? Is that it?” He was outraged.  
 
    “What other reason could I possibly have?” She regretted each of her words as soon as she finished the sentence. “I don’t want to hurt you. I’m sorry,” she walked closer to him, but he stepped back. The hatred in his eyes made her furious. “What did you think? That I had forgotten your brother? It has been less than a month that he’s been gone, Seth. What did you expect from me? Love?”  
 
    There was an awkward silence between them. He looked down. She was right, he knew it. All the good feelings being with her had brought him were overshadowed by sorrow. He did not want to think of a word she had said. 
 
    “Are you going to see your mother?” he asked trying to break the silence. 
 
    “Never again,” she said sadly. She had lost the love of her life, the fruit of that love and the chance of one day being reunited with her mother. The curse went beyond a lust for blood.  
 
    Seth wanted to focus on her mother, on her pain, but he could not. He did not want to believe that she had felt nothing but lust.  
 
    “You don’t feel anything for me now?” he asked.  
 
    She looked away.  
 
    “Look at me!” he said between his teeth. “Answer me!” he shouted. 
 
    Sarah stared at him. She was the only person to blame for his suffering, but it was too late to regret having returned to the room. All she could do was tell the truth. “Seth, we are friends. I love you, but not like you love me.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be your friend. I don’t want that kind of love from you.” He walked to her. “Sarah,” he touched the nape of her neck and clenched his fingers in her hair. Before she could say anything, he pulled her hair and bit her neck. This time he would not let himself get lost in her. He wanted to analyze the way her body responded to his bite. He felt her relax and her skin burn with desire. When he looked at her, her eyes were an intense silver. She turned her back to him.  
 
    “Is it that bad?” he asked sadly. 
 
    “It’s nearly uncontrollable.” She clenched her fists. He saw her body contort in an attempt to control her desire. “Please, leave. Go feed. If you continue relying on my blood, you’ll starve.” 
 
    Seth stormed out of the room. He was sad and furious. What had been the best moment of his life had turned into a mere side effect of his own bite. Nothing but that.  
 
    He saw a soldier walking in the corridor. 
 
    “Take me to your dungeon,” Seth commanded. His eyes were an intense silver. The soldier was petrified in fear. “Now!” he shouted. 
 
    The soldier walked as fast as he could. With any luck, he would be far from that evil creature as soon as possible.  
 
    The huge size of the dungeon amazed Seth. “How many criminals can you possibly have inside your walls?” He was perplexed to see so many prisoners.  
 
    “Many,” said the soldier. 
 
    “Are there any women?” 
 
    “Two.” 
 
    “Take me to them.” Seth saw that the soldier was confused, but he did not think he had to explain his reasons. He desperately hoped that neither of them would feel anything but pain when he bit them. He wanted Sarah to be the only one to want him because of his bite. “What have they done?”  
 
    “The first one killed her child, and the second one killed her husband.” 
 
    “Great.” Seth was relieved; there was no need for remorse for killing two murderers. 
 
    The soldier took him to the first woman. Seth stared at her for some minutes. She was hurt. She had been beaten. 
 
    “Who hit her?” he asked ferociously.  
 
    “Mydian, our general.” 
 
    “Bring him here.” She had been beaten up so badly that her face was deformed. She could not even open her eyes. 
 
    The soldier came back with a tall strong man who had an arrogant look in his eyes.  
 
    “Would you like to see me?” Mydian asked.  
 
    “Are you responsible for this?” asked Seth pointing at the woman. 
 
    “That and other things you may not be able to tell just by looking at her,” said Mydian smiling.  
 
    “I see. Where I come from, rape is punishable by death,” said Seth. 
 
    “This is not the place you come from,” Mydian said harshly. 
 
    “You’re right, it isn’t. But here I am and we’ll play by my rules now. Your sword, soldier.”  
 
    “You don’t want to fight me,” said Mydian maliciously.  
 
    “Please, don’t make me laugh.” Seth picked up the sword and in less than a second Mydian’s head was rolling on the ground.  
 
    “Thanks,” said Seth giving the soldier his sword back. 
 
    All soldiers in the dungeon were motionless and speechless. They did not even know what had just happened. It was all too fast! The man standing before them could not be human. He was something else! 
 
    “Sarah has already said it, but I believe it may need to be reinforced. Any crime committed inside Gannan’s walls will be punishable by death. Make sure everyone knows that. Mercy is not our strongest suit, as you’ll see.” The soldiers in the dungeon just nodded. Seth walked to the woman. He put his hand on her face and something unexpected happened. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she shouted at a young boy. 
 
    “Mother, please, let him stay,” the small boy begged. 
 
    “I want him out!” she continued shouting. The boy opened the door and pushed a piglet out of the house. When he closed the door, a piece of wood hit the back of his head. 
 
    “Now you won’t disobey me anymore,” growled the woman.  
 
    Seth took his hand of her face. He had no idea he could do anything like that. It was the first time he touched a mortal after he had become immortal. He moved closer to the woman. He felt nothing but repulse. Perhaps he should not kill her; she deserved a lifetime of sorrow. He doubted he would find anyone better in the dungeon, though.  
 
    He did not hesitate any longer. He sank his teeth into her neck, but instead of getting any reluctance or pain, her body relaxed, and she moaned. He stopped. Sarah was not the only one.  
 
    Anguish overshadowed the goodness that still inhabited his heart. He felt ravenous. He got back to the woman’s neck, lacerating it. He looked at her dress soaked in blood, her neck hanging by a piece of skin, and he felt disgusted at himself. But he was still hungry. He wanted to drink them all up, and so he did. Not a single prisoner was left alive. The dungeon was all covered in blood, just like Seth. Each and every prisoner desired him ardently before dying, men and women. His bite was the problem. 
 
    Seth took deep breaths trying to calm himself down. He wanted to see Sarah. He walked to her room; he did not knock this time. She was standing by the window, lost in her thoughts. When she looked at him she was shocked to see that he was covered in blood. 
 
    “I did what you told me to do,” he said. “You were right. I’m sorry, I had no idea.” There was so much sympathy in her eyes that he could not hold back his tears. 
 
    Sarah walked over to him and hugged him. She looked him in the eye. She did not want him to suffer. “It meant something; it was not only lust,” she revealed.  
 
    He frowned, he was not expecting that. He felt a burst of joy which he tried to conceal.  
 
    “But I’ll always love your brother. And I can’t do this to me, to you, or to him,” she added. 
 
    He caressed her hair. “I want to know what it feels like to have you without the lust caused by the poison in my bite, or without the anger of an argument with Tzeel. I don’t want your pity either.” 
 
    “I’d never kiss you out of pity,” she protested. 
 
    “I’ve loved you ever since the first time I laid eyes on you. There hasn’t been a single day that I haven’t wanted you.” 
 
    Their foreheads touched. She admitted to herself that she wanted that kiss as much as he did. She held his face and kissed him with passion. The sensation he felt was indescribable. She was giving herself to him in that kiss, he could feel it. His fingers went through her hair, causing her body to shiver. It was a long kiss and it would have been longer had she not broken it.  
 
    “I can’t,” she murmured looking down. 
 
    “You’ll not surrender to your feelings for me, will you?” he asked, frustrated. For a moment, he had had a glimmer of hope. 
 
    “No. Not today, not tomorrow, not ever!” she said firmly, her eyes fixed on his. “Please, leave!” she yelled, turning around to stare at the city.  
 
    As soon as she was alone, she started crying. “I’m sorry, Tzeel,” she whispered. “It’ll never happen again. I promise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    XII 
 
      
 
    Seth closed his eyes for a while. The carnage they had been responsible for in Zuvia was far worse than any blood bath he had ever witnessed. But he couldn’t deny that the hunting, the rush of adrenaline, the hot sweet blood running down his throat brought with them a different sensation, one of power and of connection with the others like him. A monster like him was unworthy of being loved by Sarah and it was easier to deal with that than with her rejection. 
 
    “I guess Gannan doesn’t need to worry about Zuvia anymore,” said Vincent triumphantly. 
 
    “I guess not,” Seth replied. He looked at Vincent who did not seem to feel any remorse for killing so many people. “I hope you understand we are not going to turn annihilating entire cities into a habit.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Because I can see Sarah asking us to do that more frequently than you would probably like her to.” 
 
    Seth turned his back at Vincent and got on his horse. Vincent was most likely right. Sarah needed a distraction, something to keep her away from killing. She needed a purpose. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” said Adam as he approached. 
 
    Seth was taken aback. “Excuse me?” he asked as he continued trotting. 
 
    “You’ve heard me. I’ve been thinking about it too, you know,” said Adam. 
 
    “No, I don’t know. I have no idea of what you are talking about. Perhaps, you should make yourself clearer,” said Seth unwilling to let anyone know about his concerns. 
 
    “See, this curse, because that is what this is – a curse, has brought to the surface the worst in each of us, but that does not mean that we’ve become completely evil. I don’t approve of everything we’ve been doing. Yet I’ve been having a hard time controlling myself,” he fixed his eyes on Seth’s for a second. He knew they were in the same boat. “I believe it will be easier to keep our darkest instincts under control if she encourages and supports a more restrained behavior from us.” Adam stopped talking, hoping Seth would react to his words. However, not even a slight sign of agreement was visible. Certain that he had nothing to lose, Adam continued, “I come from a family of witches and wizards. Both Vincent and I have been taught a few dark magic spells and we’ve heard a fair share of sinister stories about evil witches and wizards. Since humans have always been afraid of dying, some of those stories were about the never-ending search for immortality.” 
 
    “Is that related to the spell you cast on Sarah in Totkan?” asked Seth curiously. It seemed to him that Adam was about to reveal some important information about what had happened, but he was wrong. 
 
    “No. No one could ever predict the outcome of the combination of that spell and Sarah’s abilities. I’m not even able to tell if the spell Uno and his cohorts were casting had anything to do with this curse.” 
 
    Seth was growing impatient. He had too much going on in his mind to waste his time with nonsense. “Is there anything useful you would like to tell me?” he asked threateningly. 
 
    “There is no need for hostility. I’m not your enemy.” Adam gave a short pause. “There was a story about a stone that was a portal to the other side. The portal would allow a living person in, and more importantly, it would allow the person to come back to our world bringing someone else from the afterlife.” 
 
    “A stone?” Seth could not hide his incredulity. 
 
    “Yes, a stone,” Adam answered firmly. 
 
    “Have you ever heard anyone else telling that story?” 
 
    “Does that matter?” 
 
    Seth stared at Adam. “I don’t want to give her false hopes.” The truth was that, for him, her feelings were what mattered the most. 
 
    “Well, we’ll only know if the story is true if we go after the stone. That would give Sarah a new purpose and it would, for sure, spare thousands of lives, for she would not be focused on wars for territory anymore.” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell her the story yourself?” 
 
    “I can do that, but I thought that maybe you would like to do it yourself.” 
 
    Seth didn’t look at Adam. “I’ll do it,” he said. It would be better if he was the one to reveal the possible existence of the stone. He was not sure how Sarah would react, and he wanted to be around if she needed him. 
 
    It took them a couple of days to get back to Gannan. When they entered the city, fear took over the dwellers, which only made it harder for Seth and the others to control themselves. 
 
    “No feeding in Gannan,” Seth commanded. 
 
    Darius was about to protest, but Enoch held him back. “We don’t want to start a fight amongst ourselves,” Enoch whispered. 
 
    “We mercilessly killed every single person in Totkan. People we had known our entire lives. Why are we sparing people we don’t know?” asked Darius between his teeth. 
 
    Enoch was about to answer when Victor interrupted him. “You can ask Sarah that. Meanwhile, you follow orders,” he said severely. If there was something Victor had always hated was insubordination. 
 
    Aware of Victor’s lack of tolerance towards disobedience, Darius didn’t say another word. He took a deep breath instead. Along with Seth, Victor was the only friend he still had, and he didn’t want to get into a fight with either of them. 
 
    When they arrived in Gannan, Seth expected to see Sarah in the main hall, but she was not there. Maybe she was not as eager to see them as he thought she would be. He considered asking the soldiers where she was, but quickly changed his mind. Sarah’s whereabouts were none of their business.  
 
    Without saying a word to the other knights, Seth walked over to Sarah’s bedroom. The huge wooden door was closed. For the first time, Seth paid attention to the engravings on it. They depicted a fight between a warrior and a monster. There were some animals near the warrior. They fought by his side against the evil creature. Curious to know how the story ended, Seth searched for the last engraving, but it had been scratched and was no longer visible. The door suddenly opened, startling Seth, who had been completely absorbed in the story. 
 
    “They got the ending wrong,” said Sarah calmly. “We don’t want future generations to think they can defeat dark creatures like us. They can’t.” 
 
    Seth was going to disagree, but that seemed pointless. Sarah would probably end up burning Gannan down as she had done to Totkan. No future generation would see any of those engravings. 
 
    “Zuvia?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “It no longer exists.” 
 
    “That’s good news. Have you fed?” 
 
    “Yes. Have you?” 
 
    “Of course. This filthy city is full of murderers, rapists, thieves. A feast!” She smiled. “I doubt you came here to ask me that, though.” 
 
    “May I come in?” Seeing her hesitation, he added. “I just need to talk to you. I’ll keep my distance.” 
 
    Sarah stared at him for a second before walking back into her room. As she had not opposed his presence, he followed her. She walked to the window and kept her eyes on the landscape around the city. The least she looked at Seth, the better. 
 
    “Adam said that there is a stone that is a portal to the other side,” he said cautiously, afraid of how she would react to that new piece of information. 
 
    She turned around to look at him. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “The stone allows a living person to go to the other side and come back with someone who no longer belongs to this world.” 
 
    Sarah’s expression immediately changed from confusion to hope and excitement. “Where can we find it?” 
 
    “He doesn’t know.” Even though he believed he was doing the right thing, Seth could not stop extreme sadness from taking over his heart. He felt guilty for the part of him that envied Tzeel’s having Sarah’s love. He did want to have his brother’s back, though, and he was willing to help her find the stone. 
 
    “Tell Adam to come see me, please.” 
 
    Sarah watched Seth nod and leave. Her heart was racing, her hands were shaking. She closed her eyes and took several deep breaths trying to calm herself down. Not even once had she questioned herself if there was a way of bringing Tzeel back. She had focused on her immortality and on how she could get rid of it, which she couldn’t. But the words that came out of Seth’s mouth had turned the darkness in her heart into a glimmer of hope. When Adam knocked on the door, Sarah had to refrain from running to open it. 
 
    “Come in,” she said. 
 
    “Did you want to see me?” 
 
    “Yes. Seth told me about the stone. Who told you about it?” she asked. 
 
    “My parents. A lot of wizards have heard stories about it, but I haven’t met anyone who has actually seen it,” he said calmly. Adam wanted to change Sarah’s focus from exterminating entire cities to searching for salvation. However, lying was not part of his plans. The truth was that he could not guarantee the existence of such a stone. 
 
    “I see,” she murmured. “Suppose the stone is real and we find it. Can I go get Tzeel?” 
 
    “Theoretically, no. The legend says that only a living being can cross to the other side. We watched you die.” Adam kept his eyes fixed on Sarah’s. He didn’t want his words to hurt her, but he believed that it was crucial that they were honest with each other. 
 
    “Do you think Seth can go?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But I don’t think that should be our main concern.” 
 
    Sarah was intrigued. She wondered what could be more worrisome than the possibility that none of them could go to the other side to look for Tzeel. 
 
    “You burned Tzeel’s body,” he stated. “His soul needs a body.” 
 
    Sarah looked away. She had indeed burned Tzeel’s corpse. It had never crossed her mind that she could need it. “Can’t we use someone else’s?” 
 
    “For that, we would need a very powerful spell.” He gave a step forward before he continued, “In the absence of the soul’s original body, a replacement can be found within the same bloodline.” 
 
    Sarah felt her blood freeze. Her knees weakened. “There is no one,” she mumbled, “No one, but Seth.” 
 
    “Would you do it?” Adam stared at her. 
 
    Sarah looked at him viciously. “How dare you?” 
 
    The fear Adam felt did not stop him from confronting her. “If it came to it, would you do it?” 
 
    Sarah could feel warm tears running down her face. She had no answer to that question. “There must be another way.” 
 
    “Maybe. Kings are known to be unfaithful. Their father may have had other children.” 
 
    “And how am I going to find them?” she asked in desperation. 
 
    “We can start by talking with Seth, Darius, Victor and Enoch. Maybe they know something.” 
 
    Sarah walked to the window. “I need some time alone.” Not only would she have to find a stone Adam was not even sure was real, but she would also have to find a bastard child – or sacrifice Seth – so that she could have Tzeel back. How would she live knowing that she had condemned Seth to spend eternity roaming the world without a body, without being seen, touched or heard? She buried her head in her hands and cried. 
 
    A few hours had gone by before Sarah left her room. The night was chilly and the palace was completely silent. She went straight to Enoch’s room. He had been the royal family doctor for some time. So, if the King had had a bastard son, Enoch might know about it. 
 
    She stared at his door for several minutes. She knew he blamed her for what had happened to him, and hate could be an obstacle to getting him to talk. However, since she had nothing else to lose, she knocked. 
 
    “May I come in?” she asked sweetly. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied harshly. 
 
    When she walked in, Enoch was standing in the middle of the small, simple room he had chosen to be his. Sarah was surprised to see that there were only two pieces of furniture in Enoch’s bedroom: a bed and a chair. Unlike her room, his room had dark walls and smelled foul. 
 
    “Why have you chosen this room?” she asked curiously, but he remained silent. She realized that he would not answer any questions she asked. So, she decided not to avoid the elephant in the room. “Enoch, have I let you down? Before the curse, had I ever disappointed you? Had I hurt you in any way?” Even though he didn’t answer, Sarah noticed a slight change in his expression. She continued, “Do you think I chose to have the love of my life taken away from me right before my eyes? Or that I chose to have the child of that love murdered in my womb? Or that I ever wanted to be immortal and never again be with the ones I love? Is that what you think?”  
 
    Enoch looked down; he couldn’t face her. He felt ashamed for having been selfish and unfair. 
 
    She walked over to him. “Look at me, Enoch.” As he obeyed, she continued, “I’ve never wanted any of this and there isn’t a single second I don’t wish things were different. I hope one day we find a way out of this.” 
 
    “How can I help you?” he asked calmly. 
 
    “Did Tzeel’s father have any other children?” 
 
    Enoch frowned. That was not a question he would expect to be asked. “Why… I… Yes.” 
 
    Sarah’s heart skipped a beat. “Yes?” 
 
    “Yes. He had a son with a woman from Zahora.” 
 
    “Zahora? Where is that?” she asked excitedly. 
 
    “Several miles away from here. Why?” Enoch could no longer hide his curiosity. 
 
    Sarah ignored his question. “Do you know who the woman is?” 
 
    “I don’t remember her first name, but I do remember her last. It was quite different from the names we have here.”  
 
    Sarah expected him to continue, but he didn’t. She knew why. “Adam said there is a stone that can open a portal to the other side. The portal allows a soul to come back to the world of the living. As we no longer have Tzeel’s body, I need to provide him with one. It has to be someone from the same bloodline.” 
 
    “So, we are going to kill Tzeel’s brother.” A few months ago, Enoch would have felt horrible at the thought of murdering someone, but not anymore. After all the lives he had taken with his bare hands, he could not judge Sarah for choosing to kill Tzeel’s brother. He would not be a hypocrite.  
 
    “Only when we find the stone.” She smiled. “I’m relieved to know Tzeel has another brother. We’ll go looking for him when we find the stone.” 
 
    “We should do it now,” said Enoch firmly. 
 
    “He has no use for us now.” 
 
    “I know. But he has no use for us if he’s dead – and people die too easily. We can keep him here under our watch so that we make sure he is alive and well.” 
 
    Sarah nodded. Enoch was right; she could not take any chances. “What was her last name?” 
 
    “Gilligan.” 
 
    “That’s an unusual family name. I think I’ve never heard anything like it before.” 
 
    “Yes, but that’s good for us. It will make it easier to find them. How many Gilligans are there in these lands?” 
 
    “I doubt there are any Gilligans other than them.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “How far is Zahora?” 
 
    “A seven-day journey.” 
 
    “We will leave in the morning,” she said firmly. 
 
    “We could leave now,” he suggested. It seemed pointless to waste time. 
 
    “No, I need to do a few things first. We will leave at sunrise.” She placed her hand on his shoulder. “Thank you, my friend.” 
 
    “I apologize for the way I behaved, Sarah. I’m sorry for everything you’ve been through.” 
 
    “Thank you for saying that. Hopefully, we will have better days.” She gave him a sweet smile and left his room. 
 
    Sarah went to Seth’s room, but he was not there. Not far from his bedroom door, there was a soldier guarding another door. Sarah found that rather strange since none of her knights were staying in that room. She walked over to the soldier. 
 
    “What are you doing here, soldier?” she asked threateningly. 
 
    “General Seth asked me to guard the room.” 
 
    “Step aside.” The soldier immediately obeyed. Sarah was about to open the door when she heard a very low moan. She gave a step back and looked at the soldier. “Walk in and tell General Seth to meet me in my room now,” she said between her teeth. 
 
    A strong wind invaded the room, and before the soldier walked in, Seth already knew Sarah had been there. She was angry; jealous, perhaps. 
 
    When the soldier walked in, an unconscious woman was lying on the bed. He was intrigued to see that she was dressed and so was Seth. 
 
    “The Queen wants to see you, General.” 
 
    Seth walked over to Sarah’s room. A smile played at the corner of his mouth. For a fraction of a second, he wished Sarah would fail to bring Tzeel back. He sent that thought away. He wanted her to be his because she loved him, and not because she couldn’t be with Tzeel. 
 
    Sarah had left her door to her room open. She tried to conceal her anger, but Seth could clearly see that she was mad. Seth smiled. Little did she know that feeding was all he had done. 
 
    Sarah was displeased with his behavior. The smile playing on his lips was driving her crazy. She doubted he would be smiling after she told him what she had discovered. 
 
    “You have another brother,” she revealed. “Your father had a son with a woman from Zahora.” Sarah was glad to see the change in Seth’s expression. The smile was gone. A severe look darkened his face. 
 
    “Who told you that?” he asked, unsure of whether he believed or doubted the veracity of that information. 
 
    “Enoch,” she answered bluntly. “That’s good news, though.” 
 
    “And why is that?” he asked sharply. 
 
    Sarah hadn’t foreseen that reaction. “Why are you so upset?” 
 
    “Are you done?” Seth kept his eyes fixed on Sarah’s. That was a conversation he was not willing to have, not with her, not with anyone else. His father’s disrespect for his mother was outrageous, and he despised him for that. 
 
    Sarah was shocked and confused. She was not used to being treated like that by Seth. “No, I’m not.” 
 
    “Finish, then.” 
 
    “If we find the stone, and we are able to bring Tzeel back, we will need a body for his soul.” 
 
    Before Sarah could continue, Seth’s eyes changed to silver exposing all his rage. “Tzeel will not possess the body of a bastard!” 
 
    Sarah had to bite her tongue not to tell Seth that Tzeel himself was an illegitimate child. “Seth, there is no other way.” 
 
    “Can’t we use anyone else?” he asked in a loud voice. 
 
    “It has to be someone from the same bloodline,” she explained, but Seth didn’t seem any calmer. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” he said impetuously. 
 
    Sarah walked over to him. “Seth, please! It cannot be you!” 
 
    “Why? Why do you care? You will have him back. Isn’t that the only concern you have? Isn’t that the only thing you want? No, it isn’t,” he said cruelly. “You also want me, but you lack the courage to accept that. In the end, it will be like a bonus for you. You’ll get him back and whenever you kiss him, touch him, make love to him, you will be kissing, touching and having sex with me.” 
 
    Sarah couldn’t control herself. Her eyes filled with tears. She hadn’t thought of any of that. “That would be torture,” she murmured. 
 
    He got closer to her and caressed her face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” 
 
    “Please, Seth, we need your other brother.” 
 
    “There is nothing I wouldn’t do for you.” He turned his back at her and walked towards the door. “Let me know when you are ready to go,” he said before leaving her room. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    XIII 
 
      
 
    Before sunrise, Sarah and her knights were ready to leave Gannan. 
 
    “Are you sure one of us shouldn’t stay to make sure these people don’t run away?” asked Amrath. He enjoyed having a place to call home, and Gannan was a place he had learned to like. 
 
    “We can always conquer other cities, my friend. Besides that, I doubt these people are going anywhere. They are safe here. We have destroyed Zuvia, one of their greatest enemies, and soon we will defeat their other enemy. Why would they leave?” 
 
    “Because they fear us.” 
 
    “One more reason to stay. They don’t want to make us mad. There is nowhere to hide, and they know that. Wherever they go, we will find them. Now, it’s time to go.” 
 
    They trotted their way out of Gannan. Enoch led the group. According to him, it would take them about seven days to arrive in Zahora. Sarah wondered what those days would be like. The first time they had traveled together, they were struggling to deal with what they had become. They were also learning how to deal with their hunger. At that time, things were different. They had accepted their fate, some of them, completely; others, partially. Either way, they were more mature now, and Sarah didn’t know how they would behave during their journey. 
 
    After a few hours, Sarah was bothered that no one had said a word. There was no way they would travel for seven days without talking. That was not what she wanted. If they were going to spend eternity together, she wanted to know more about them. 
 
    “Adam, Vincent, why don’t you tell us a little about yourselves? We know almost nothing about your story before Totkan,” she said nicely. 
 
    Vincent gave her a broad smile. “Finally, we’re having a conversation! I thought we were going to travel in total silence,” he winked at her. 
 
    Sarah couldn’t help giggling. She liked the fact that Vincent did not fear her. 
 
    “My brother and I come from a family of wizards and witches. So, we learned magic before we learned how to walk,” said Vincent. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Adam smiled. “That’s a bit of exaggeration.” 
 
    “A bit?” asked Darius, jokingly. 
 
    Sarah was glad about the playful tone the conversation had taken. She smiled. 
 
    “Well, maybe we learned both at the same time,” Vincent explained. “Unfortunately, my brother and I made some bad choices. Probably because, well, our family was not a very good role model. They were a bit corrupt.” 
 
    “A bit?” asked Adam seriously. “They used magic to deceive people and steal their money and possessions.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, there was that,” said Vincent humorously. “So, Adam and I followed in their steps. Not very wise, I know, but we did not know better.” He gave a short pause. “Maybe Adam did. He was always the better man.” 
 
    “We both were,” Adam corrected his brother. 
 
    “That is not true, brother. If it were not for you, I would have done a lot worse, but you were always there to guide me and make sure I didn’t become utterly evil. I guess you lost that battle now.” 
 
    Adam halted. “Don’t you ever say that again.” 
 
    Sarah analyzed every movement of Vincent, every tiny change in his expression. And there it was: the respect for his brother. He didn’t say out loud that he would do as Adam had asked, but it was clear in the way Vincent looked at Adam that he would never repeat those words. Adam started trotting again. 
 
    “How did you meet Uno?” asked Seth, curiously. 
 
    “We got caught by a family who we had tried to deceive. Uno saved us from being burned alive,” said Vincent. 
 
    “How did you get caught?” asked Sarah curiously. Vincent was cunning, and it didn’t seem likely that he would be easily caught tricking people. 
 
    “Well, we made a mistake and trusted the wrong person,” he glanced at Adam. His brother’s romantic aspirations had gotten them in that situation, but Vincent didn’t resent his brother; he felt bad for him. Adam would carry the guilt of what had happened to them for eternity. Vincent realized that he had just reinforced his brother’s belief that he was the one to blame. So, he tried to make things better. “You know, I believe that we would have gotten here either way.” 
 
    “Why is that?” asked Victor. 
 
    “If it’s meant to be, it’ll be. I don’t believe in coincidences or chance. This is our fate. There is no way out of it.” He looked at Sarah. She was gorgeous, and apparently unhappy with how the conversation ended. It was clear she wanted a lighter topic. He would give her that. “How about you, Amrath? Why don’t you tell us a little about how you and Sarah met?” 
 
    Amrath smiled at Sarah. “We first met about a couple of years ago when she arrived in the village. Sarah was very quiet and shy.” 
 
    “Are you sure? She doesn’t seem shy,” joked Vincent. 
 
    “Oh, she was.” 
 
    “I’m right here,” she said playfully. 
 
    “We can see you. Don’t worry,” Vincent winked at her. 
 
    “At first, despite her mom’s efforts, Sarah didn’t mingle. She would spend most of her days at home and we rarely saw her. Later I found out that she was just trying to keep her mom and herself safe. The less contact we had with her, the less likely we were to discover that she had very special skills. But I’m nosy. So, I knocked on their door and invited her to harvest with me.” 
 
    “You invited a woman to harvest? I hope that’s not your idea of a date,” Vincent remarked. 
 
    “It was never a date. It was harvest and we all had to collect crops. I just wanted to talk to her and know more about her.” 
 
    “I believe she accepted your flattering invitation,” mocked Vincent. 
 
    “You can’t keep your mouth shut, can you?” asked Adam playfully. 
 
    “Never,” Vincent replied. 
 
    “I was tired of being stuck at home and Amrath has such a good energy that I couldn’t say no,” Sarah revealed. 
 
    “So, that was the first time we talked. Since then, we have spent a lot of time together and we have become great friends,” said Amrath. That was all he was willing to say. Sarah and he shared a lot of secrets that he would not disclose. 
 
    “Wow, you cut the story short, didn’t you? I was expecting a lot of details and side stories, and that’s all you are going to give us?” asked Vincent incredulously. If they continued like that, they wouldn’t have enough conversation for a day. 
 
    “That’s all I’ve got to say,” said Amrath coldly. 
 
    “Well, maybe I can tell my story,” said Seth calmly. 
 
    Seth talked about his childhood, the military training he received, the battles he fought along his father and Tzeel. He also talked about the time Tzeel was captured and how he rescued his brother. Vincent, Darius and Enoch added some information every now and then, which made the story quite long. They spent hours talking about Totkan and the places they had visited. The day quickly went by and so did the night. They didn’t stop to eat. They all wanted to know more about Seth’s adventures. Sarah was surprised to see Seth so relaxed. He, Victor, Adam, and Enoch were very good friends and they were all comfortable talking about their past. 
 
    In the end, it was easy to keep the conversation going for seven days. They talked, laughed and bonded like they had not done before. The night before their arrival at Zahora they stopped to feed in a village. 
 
    For Vincent, hunting was the best part of his new life. He loved the thrill of the chase. He silently went to a dark alley and waited. It didn’t take more than a minute for a tall man to turn at the corner and walk in the narrow path. Vincent made a low noise to startle the man. 
 
    The villager didn’t take another step; a bad omen invaded him causing his feet to desperately want to run. When the man turned around to exit the alley, he saw the most frightening thing he had ever seen. A creature with silver eyes and long teeth. He would have run if he had had time to do so, but Vincent was extremely fast. He held the man and sank his teeth in his neck gulping down huge amounts of blood. The truth was that he usually liked to enjoy the moment, but as he was starving he decided he would slowly savor the next prey, not that one. 
 
    But the feeling of being watched made Vincent stop. He looked back at her; she was stunning, as always. 
 
    “Would you like some?” he asked showing the man’s neck. 
 
    “No, thanks,” said Sarah politely. 
 
    Vincent quickly finished sucking the man dry so that he could talk to Sarah and discover what she was doing there. “Aren’t you hungry?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    Vincent got closer to her. Seth definitely should be more assertive instead of retreating and leaving her to Tzeel. She was certainly worth fighting for. 
 
    “Who did Adam trust?” she asked curiously. 
 
    Vincent was surprised that she had waited all those days to ask that. “Very thoughtful of you.” 
 
    “There was no need to bring that up in front of Adam; he seemed regretful. But I must admit that I am curious, and I would like to know more about what happened.” 
 
    Vincent’s eyes gained a sweeter light. “We were conning a man out of his life savings, and Adam fell in love with his daughter. He ended up confessing to her more than he should. And even though he told her we would stop, she betrayed him.” 
 
    “She told her father.” 
 
    “Oh, not only that. She invited Adam to her room one night, she kissed him, she made love with him and then she poisoned him. He didn’t die, but they kept him chained in a chamber. I tried everything to rescue him, but without success. However, one night, the soldiers seemed to be distracted; they were talking more than usual. I should have been more suspicious of their behavior, but I was desperate to save Adam and that clouded my judgment. It was a trap. A young sorceress helped them get me. She was skilled; more than Adam and I were back then. The next day, they were about to burn us alive when Uno showed up with an offer we couldn’t refuse. It was either join him or die. And dying sounded bad then, and it sounds bad now. Immortality suits me; I’m loving it.” 
 
    “I can tell,” Sarah smiled. “Thanks for telling me your story.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” he smiled back. 
 
    “What about you? Have you ever fallen in love?” 
 
    “No, I’m not that type of guy. Love is not my thing,” he said wittily. 
 
    Sarah giggled. 
 
    “Would you like to prove me wrong?” he teased. 
 
    “You are bold.” Sarah kept her voice firm and serious. She didn’t want him to think she was flirting with him. 
 
    “I apologize if I sounded disrespectful. That was not my intention,” he looked down to show her his submission and subservience. 
 
    Sarah didn’t say anything; she just stared at him. She was amused by him and attracted to how different he was from the others in the group. 
 
    “Would you like to hunt?” he asked. 
 
    “I’d love to.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    XIV 
 
      
 
    Sarah could not be more pleased; Vincent had proved to be a great hunting partner. When they met the others, they had all fed and were ready to find Tzeel’s brother. Luckily, they would be able to find him quickly. They walked to a tavern and waited outside while Enoch entered to question about the whereabouts of the Gilligans. 
 
    “What is taking him so long?” asked Vincent, impatient. 
 
    “Let’s wait a few more minutes,” said Victor, calmly. One thing he had learned in the battle field was that strategy played a major role in one’s victory. And patience was the mother of strategy. 
 
    “Maybe someone should check if everything is fine,” said Amrath. He had to agree that Enoch had been inside for too long. 
 
    “Have a little bit of faith,” asked Seth. 
 
    They waited for ten more minutes until Enoch finally left the tavern. He seemed worried. 
 
    “What happened?” asked Seth. 
 
    “There’s something wrong. We should consider going back to Gannan,” said Enoch. 
 
    “Excuse me? I’m not leaving without Tzeel’s brother,” said Sarah between her teeth. “Why on Earth would you suggest that?” 
 
    “It’s just a feeling. I… I was under the impression they were expecting us to come,” said Enoch hesitantly. He was not sure of how to interpret the way the people in the tavern had behaved, the fear they were all obviously feeling, and the way his questions had been answered as if the answers had been memorized. 
 
    Sarah immediately looked at Adam. “If, by any chance, I come to think you have betrayed us, I will make your immortality miserable.” 
 
    “Hey, there is no need for that,” Vincent intervened. 
 
    Sarah’s eyes became silver; she stared at Vincent. He didn’t look away; he didn’t move. Sarah composed herself. She didn’t want to get into a fight with her knights. 
 
    “What did they tell you?” she asked Enoch. 
 
    “The Gilligans moved two days ago to a house in the outskirts. Doesn’t anyone find that a bit odd?” he asked. 
 
    “Suppose they knew we were on our way here, why would they isolate themselves? That doesn’t seem very clever,” concluded Victor. 
 
    Seth looked at Sarah. She was tense, on the verge of desperation. He knew she would do anything to grab the chance of bringing Tzeel back to life, and she would have his support. 
 
    “There is only one way to find out.” Seth started trotting. Without any hesitation, Victor and Darius followed him. 
 
    Sarah didn’t expect much from Adam and Vincent. They had recently met, and she was not sure they understood what it meant for her to bring Tzeel back, but Amrath and Enoch knew better. She looked at them. “Are you coming?” 
 
    Barely had she finished her question, Vincent started trotting. He was part of the group and he wouldn’t walk out on them. Adam followed his brother and so did Amrath and Enoch. Sarah gazed at the moon. There was indeed a different energy in the air, one that told her she would not succeed in her endeavor. Soon, she would know why. 
 
    It took them about fifteen minutes to get to the Gilligans. The house was big for a family of villagers. 
 
    “What’s his name?” Sarah asked Enoch. 
 
    “Julian,” he answered. 
 
    Sarah got off the horse. “I’m going alone,” she said. 
 
    Seth frowned. “Sarah, this is reckless! We don’t know who these people are. I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “Reckless? I can’t die. What should I fear? They can’t even touch me unless I allow them to,” she said, outraged. Seeing that Seth was disappointed at her, she took a deep breath, and added as sweetly as she could, “I want to go alone. Please, Seth, stay here.” 
 
    He acquiesced. “We should hide,” he told the others. “We cannot know for sure that they are expecting us. If they are not, they may find it weird to see seven knights standing in front of their house.” 
 
    There was a barn beside the main house. They hid behind it. They would wait there. If Sarah needed any help, it would take them no more than a couple of seconds to be with her. 
 
    Sarah knocked on the door. A woman in her forties opened it. 
 
    “We’ve been expecting you,” she said firmly. 
 
    Sarah was surprised to see that Enoch was right. No one knew they were heading to Zahora; no one but her knights. She would have to deal with that later. “Where’s Julian?” 
 
    “Why don’t you come inside?” The woman stepped aside so that Sarah could come in. 
 
    Sarah hesitated for a second. The Gilligans had a plan and the woman seemed overly confident they would succeed. Sarah told herself that nothing they had planned could possibly be a threat to her. So, she walked in. 
 
    There were four men in the living room; one of them resembled Tzeel a little. It had to be Julian. 
 
    “I believe you came here because you want to take Julian, my son, with you,” said the woman as she walked to the side of the young man. 
 
    “And how do you know that?” asked Sarah curiously. 
 
    “We have always kept our eyes on Totkan. When Ezra died, I traveled for days to pay my respects to him. Then Tzeel became king and I thought it would be a good opportunity for him and Julian to meet. But Tzeel was surrounded by evil, and I didn’t want my boy near cruel wizards. As Uno seemed to have his own agenda, we decided to keep an eye on him. After all, Totkan could clearly use a wiser king. And, if Tzeel and Seth were out of the way, Julian could claim the throne.” 
 
    Those words made Sarah’s blood boil. She would kill them all. 
 
    “If I were you, I would stay right where you are because Julian is not the only thing we have that interests you,” said the woman. She picked up a wooden box full of engravings. “Inside this box is the stone that you desire so badly. However, the box is protected by a spell that can only be broken by a Gilligan. Unfortunately for you, not all Gilligans have special skills, so it is better to make sure that the ones that do keep breathing. Oh, there is one more thing I should add, the spell must be cast willingly.” The woman took a step forward. “My son will not be Tzeel’s vessel.” 
 
    Sarah had no words. She hadn’t seen that coming. The stone and the Gilligan in the same place at the same time, both completely inaccessible to her. Sarah considered slaughtering them all, but that wouldn’t do her any good. She needed them alive. She stared at the woman. 
 
    “One day, a Gilligan will not know about what happened today. He will not know about the stone or the spell. Tzeel’s name will mean nothing to him. When that day comes, and it will come, I will be still breathing, unlike you,” said Sarah. 
 
    She turned around and left the house. Tears rolled down her face as she got on her horse and started trotting back to Gannan. 
 
    “Is she leaving without us?” asked Vincent to the others. 
 
    “So it seems,” answered Darius. 
 
    Seth got on his horse and went to Sarah. Something was seriously wrong. “What happened?” 
 
    “We will have to wait,” she murmured. She felt weak and hopeless. She had been defeated in the only way possible, emotionally. “I lack the strength to repeat what happened in there, Seth. I need to be alone. Please… Ask Adam to stay and keep an eye on the Gilligans. I need them alive and well. Tell Vincent he can stay too if he wants. I’ll see you in Gannan.” 
 
    Seth watched her leave. He wished she had chosen to be with him so that he could comfort her. The others approached him. 
 
    “What did she say? What happened in there?” asked Adam. 
 
    “I don’t know. She didn’t say,” answered Seth in a low voice. “She asked you to stay here, Adam. Keep an eye on the Gilligans. She needs them safe and sound. You can stay too if you wish, Vincent.” 
 
    Vincent simply nodded. He would rather annihilate their enemies than to be stuck in a city, but he wouldn’t leave Adam alone. “How long will we have to stay?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I hope not long. I think it’s better if we all stay together. I’ll talk to her in Gannan.” 
 
    “It’s okay. We will stay for as long as she wants us to,” said Adam calmly. He thought it would be good for him and Vincent to stay away from the others for a while. They were vicious, and he believed he and Vincent could be better people if they were on their own. 
 
    Seth and the others left Zahora a few minutes later. The seven days that followed were of total silence. They didn’t know what was going on, but it certainly couldn’t be good. When they arrived in Gannan, Amrath was glad to see that the dwellers hadn’t left the city. Strangely, they seemed happy to see that the knights were back. Little did they know that they would probably be slaughtered when Sarah got tired of Gannan. Amrath smiled; maybe they could have a better fate. 
 
    “Victor, check if there were any problems during our absence,” Seth commanded. “The others walk around the city and see if there are any matters that deserve our attention.” Seth went into the palace and straight to Sarah’s room. He knocked. 
 
    “Come in,” she said sweetly. 
 
    He walked to her. She had been crying. 
 
    “Sarah…” Seth held her in his arms. She cried helplessly. Seth hugged her more tightly. It was devastating to see her suffer. “Tell me what happened.” 
 
    She looked at him. “Do you think he will forget me?” she sobbed. 
 
    “It is not possible to forget you,” he said as he gently caressed her hair. 
 
    Sarah looked down. “They had the stone.” She looked into Seth’s eyes. Just like her, he was surprised to know that the stone was in Zahora with the Gilligans. “They locked it in a box that can only be opened by a Gilligan.” 
 
    “We can make them cast the spell,” he suggested. 
 
    “We can’t. The person who casts the spell needs to do it willingly. I guess torture won’t do the trick.” 
 
    “We will have to wait…” 
 
    “Yes,” she mumbled. “How long will we have to wait?” she asked loudly in a sudden change of behavior. There was rage in her eyes. “A decade? A century? A millennium? They will tell this story to every skilled Gilligan! Protecting the stone will become their single purpose in life. But that’s not the only problem. What if something happens to them? What if they all die? What then? How doomed can my love for Tzeel be? What can I possibly have done to deserve this?” 
 
    “We will find a way,” he held her face and leaned his head against hers. “You are not alone. It doesn’t matter how long it will take, we will get a Gilligan to cast the spell. You have my word.” 
 
    Sarah closed her eyes. She feared Tzeel’s love for her would fade away. She had no idea for how long someone could keep their memories alive on the other side. If it took her too long to bring him back, he may not even remember who she was anymore, and she would have lost him forever. 
 
    She opened her eyes and looked at Seth. “Thank you.” She turned her back at him and left the room. She left the palace, got on a horse and traveled to Totkan. The city was covered in ashes. She trotted to the ruins of the palace. The pain was unbearable. She was the only one to blame for not having Tzeel’s body. If only she had known… 
 
    She went to his room and lay down beside what was left of him. “Please, forgive me…” Sarah closed her eyes and silently cried. 
 
      
 
    Two weeks later, Sarah returned to Gannan. She was done mourning. She needed to keep herself busy or else she would go crazy. She met Darius near the palace. “Gather the others,” she ordered. Sarah looked around. The villagers were gathering to see her, their Queen. “We are conquering Zuvia today,” she announced. They cheered. 
 
    Seth and the others got on their horses and trotted with her towards Zahora. 
 
    “I thought we were going to Zuvia,” asked Victor, intrigued. 
 
    “We are taking Adam and Vincent with us,” she explained. “We can’t spend centuries apart. We’re stronger together. The time will come when nothing will stop me from bringing Tzeel back. Meanwhile, we will conquer.” 
 
      
 
    END OF BOOK 1 
 
      
 
    CLICK THE LINK BELOW TO READ THE PROLOGUE TO BOOK 2 AND RECEIVE THE FIRST CHAPTER BEFORE THE CHIMERA COMES OUT 
 
    READ THE PROLOGUE NOW! 
 
    Because reviews are vital in spreading the words about books, please leave a review on Amazon if you enjoyed reading The Phoenix. 
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