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      “That’s right Em, walk to Dada,” Queen Arteera told her young daughter as she toddled toward her father.

      Besmir watched his daughter concentrating on putting one foot before the other, her chubby little legs barely able to support her. She grinned at him, her lone tooth on display like a trophy, and an overwhelming sense of love hammered at his chest.

      “Come on Em, that’s it,” the king encouraged his daughter.

      A few wobbly steps later, Emmerlin’s legs failed her and she plopped to the floor, laughing and waving her arms at her father. She crawled the rest of the way across to him, where he caught her up in a tickling hug that made her squeal with delight.
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        * * *

      

      “Hello, papa!” Emmerlin called as she walked into her father’s state chambers, her five-year-old steps confident and bold.

      It looked gloomy inside and smelled like old men, all musty and dry. Papa sat with two other men; one short with a funny, tall hat, and the other as tall as her papa. The short one was from Ninse, and always seemed to be somewhere near, but the taller one was new.

      “Hello,” the princess said to the new man. “I’m Emmerlin. Who are you?”

      “Greetings, princess,” he said in a deep voice she liked. “I am Rontard Vespan from Waraval.”

      He bowed low to the princess, and she giggled. The Ninsian ambassador grunted and bit at the edge of his goblet before draining it.

      “I’m a little busy at the moment, Em,”  her papa said. “I’ll come find you soon.”

      “But you said we could go riding!” Emmerlin pouted, folding her arms.

      “And we will, but I have to sort some things out first.”

      Emmerlin was about to complain that it wasn’t fair when Papa held his hand up. “If you let me finish these trade agreements, you can ride Teghime.”

      Excitement bubbled up inside Emmerlin. Thoughts of the great cat her papa rode flooded her mind, and a squeal of pure delight exploded from her.

      “I’m going to go get changed now, Papa!” she chirped, bounding across to hug Besmir.

      The king kissed her on the cheek. “Run along now, like a good girl,” he said.

      Emmerlin trotted out of the chamber, leaving the musty smell of old men behind. Even though she was happy to finally be allowed to ride Teghime, something bothered her. Her young mind turned things over as she made her way back to her bedroom.

      Whatever was bothering her had to do with the little Ninsian man who had been with Papa. Emmerlin frowned, thinking back to how he had looked at her when she had walked in. His face had looked cross, and like her brother Joranas had when she had spilled her drink all over his leggings at an important dance they had held.

      “Well, I don’t like you either,” she said to her empty room.

      Emmerlin concentrated on one of her dolls, pretending it was the little man from Ninse, and watched as it flew across her room to smash into the stone wall on the opposite side.

      “And that’s what’s going to happen if you make me cross,” she told the doll with a little smile.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m going to get you!” Emmerlin’s older brother, Joranas, moaned in a silly voice.

      Emmerlin squealed, her chest filling with excitement as she pelted through the maze. Tall, tightly-trimmed hedges soared above her on either side, but she knew her way through to the middle almost automatically, and trusted her legs to guide her there.

      “Last one to the center is a rotten Corbondrasi egg!” Emmerlin cried as she sprinted past the point where her brother stood on the other side of a hedge.

      She screamed in laughter when she heard him growl, running headlong towards the middle of the maze.

      Joranas took the turns as he had for years, his knowledge of the maze a sure win in his mind. The thought of his sister’s face when she saw him in the middle drove him on.

      Her young eyes traced the lines of the elegant woman who stood eternally at the middle of the maze, water gushing from the mouth of the fish she held. Supposedly created in the image of Sharise, Goddess of the oceans, she was beautiful and voluptuous while still retaining an air of mystery.

      Emmerlin hid behind the low wall of the fountain a few seconds before Joranas entered the clearing, her heart pounding with excitement and adrenaline even though this was a game. She listened to his feet crunch across the gravel to the seat before the pool and heard him settle on the stone bench.

      Gingerly, she raised her head to peer over the rim of the fountain, her breath caught in her throat. Joranas sat with his back to her, unaware she was even there, his attention focused on the hedge he thought she would come through.

      I could kill him now, and he’d never know.

      The strange thought came to her young mind unbidden. She had no desire to kill Joranas; she loved her older brother. But the knowledge that she could do it sent a tremble of power through her young body, a desire she had to fight hard not to give in to.

      Using the stone wall for cover and sneaking as silently as a butterfly on the breeze, Emmerlin crept towards Joranas, who remained fixated on the maze. At just a few paces she pounced, leaping like a predator, to wrap her arms around his neck.

      Joranas grunted in shock and fright, his face paling as he swung to free himself of the attacker who had grabbed him. He twisted and threw Emmerlin to the ground, not realizing it was his sister until she squealed as the gravel bit into her skin.

      “Em?” he asked in a hushed voice. “What were you thinking?” Joranas knelt beside his sister, who was holding back her tears, and examined her grazes with an experienced eye.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, stroking her cheek gently. “But I’ve been trained to react if someone attacks me.”

      “I wanted to scare you,” Emmerlin said in a sulky voice as she peered at her red knees.

      “Well, you did that!” Joranas cried. “I nearly soiled myself!” he added with a grin.

      Emmerlin felt the laughter bubble up in her chest, and knew she couldn’t be mad at her brother for too long. Besides, the image of him soiling himself was too funny, and she began to chuckle. Joranas started to laugh as well, and the pair rolled on the gravel in hysterics for a long while.
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        * * *

      

      Emmerlin sat, surrounded by the crumbling remains of an old palace. Her mind whirled with the possibilities that came to her as she read the scroll before her. Written by one of her ancestors, a king called Tiernon, it detailed how he would take whatever he wanted by force.

      “Here you are!” her father boomed, making her jump. “What are you doing sitting in this dark, dusty library?”

      “Reading, Father,” she said, with a little edge to her voice.

      Besmir frowned, glancing at the scroll she had open before her. “Where did you get this?” he demanded, grabbing the scroll and screwing it up.

      “Father! It’s priceless, don’t!” Emmerlin wailed.

      She watched as her father crumpled the writings up into a large ball. He took them to the hearth and dropped them into the empty grate. Emmerlin grabbed his arm, trying to rescue the parchment, but he held her back, immensely strong even at his age. Fire burst from his fingers, engulfing the scroll and turning it to ash in a matter of minutes.

      “I don’t want you reading any of that kind of stuff,” her father said, his eyes blazing with anger and hurt. “Do you hear me?”

      “You’re hurting me!” Emmerlin cried.

      “Do you hear me?” Besmir shouted, shaking her arm hard.

      “Yes!” Emmerlin squeaked. “Yes, I hear you!”

      Her father let her arm go and she fell to the dusty floor, sobbing. Besmir looked down at her with sorrow in his face.

      “It’s for your own good, Em,” he said in the kind voice she had always known. “You’re fifteen. You should be out making friends and having fun, not stuck in some dusty library reading the words of a madman, Em!”

      Her father’s shout followed her as she pelted through the palace and out into the sunshine, running headlong through the abandoned gardens and out into the city of Morantine.

      Tiernon wouldn’t have been treated like this. She thought as she ran. He would have struck out.
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        * * *

      

      The deer’s head came up as Emmerlin approached. She sent out soothing, calming thoughts as she approached, her father’s affinity with animals transferring to her. The animal watched her with curiosity in its gaze as she silently walked through the grass towards it.

      She trailed her fingers gently along the doe’s flank, watching the twitch of muscles beneath her fur. The doe’s ears flicked, and she licked her nose with a long tongue as Emmerlin reached her head.

      The princess laid one hand on either side of the doe’s head and lowered her face to the deer until they stood with foreheads together. Emmerlin could smell the fear coming from the animal, sense the trembling that made her entire body twitch, but soothed it away with calming thoughts.

      The doe took a deep breath as Emmerlin stood up to stare into her eyes. She took her hands from the deer’s head and simply stood, looking at the creature. When it turned to leave, Emmerlin raised her hand as if to wave the doe farewell.

      Fire exploded from her hand, engulfing the startled creature and making her scream in agony. She bounded away, trying to escape the flames that boiled her skin and burned her fur off, but there was no way it was ever going to happen.

      Emmerlin walked through the scorched grass to where the deer lay, moaning in pain. She watched as the doe’s eyes rolled in their sockets, the stench of singed hair and cooked meat filling the air.

      Such pain, she thought. And I have the power to cause it.
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      “I still don’t see why it’s our problem,” Emmerlin said to her father. “The Ninse have been foolish enough to tunnel through that mountain they live under, and now it’s collapsed. How is that Gazluth’s problem?”

      Her father sighed, anticipating yet another argument with his daughter.

      “Ninse has been my ally for forty years, Emmerlin,” he explained patiently. “When I vanquished Tiernon and took the throne, they assisted. After the battle at Ursley mine, Gazluthian forces had been decimated. I had no army.

      “The Ninse could easily have marched in and taken over the whole country, but they didn’t; they sent aid and supplies.” Her father fixed her with a stern stare. “I won’t fail them in their time of need.”

      “So what are we supposed to do?” Emmerlin demanded, with her hands on her hips. “House them all for years, until they dig all their dead out?”

      Her father gaped at her with an expression of horror on his face, his skin pale. “Don’t you have any sympathy?” he asked in a shocked voice. “Hundreds of people have been killed in the worst landslide I’ve ever heard of!”

      Emmerlin shrugged. Ninsians. Does it even matter?

      Besmir swallowed, his expression changing, his face hardening as he stared at her. Something chilly grew in her chest, squeezing like a fist.

      “I don’t know what your problem is, Emmerlin,” he said in a cold voice. “I know you’ve had an easy life, never suffering the kind of hardship the Ninse are suffering now, but there must be something within you that cares.”

      “Of course I care,” she lied easily. “I care that Gazluth will suffer once she is full of creeping little Ninsians.” The princess folded her arms across her chest.

      “Get out!” Besmir said.

      “What?” Emmerlin demanded incredulously.

      “You heard me. Get out, and don’t let me see you for a long time, Emmerlin.”

      The king turned from his daughter, so he didn’t see the sneer that curled her lip.

      One day, old man, one day we’ll have a bigger problem than this.

      Emmerlin stormed from her father’s stateroom, slamming the door behind her and stalking through the corridors of his home. Her guard fell in behind her, and she could almost feel his disapproving eyes boring into her back.

      Senechul had been her guard since her teens. He had caught her eye while serving as her father’s royal guard, and she had recognized something within him. He was infatuated with her.

      At just short of six feet, slim but muscular, with the broad shoulders and narrow waist of a swordsman, Senechul was impressive to look upon. Moreover, Emmerlin took great pleasure in teasing him, dangling tantalizing morsels of information and whispered promises she would be his one day.

      “Leave me alone,” she said as she threw the doors to her father’s house open.

      Senechul slowed, but carried on following as the princess stalked out into the night. She could hear his soft footsteps a little ways behind her as she walked up King’s Avenue, darting behind one of the massive oak trees there and across between two buildings. Fleet of foot, the princess wove her way down dark alleyways, her eyesight easily able to pick out details in the low light that others could not.

      Trash and rotting debris littered these alleys in greater amounts as she approached the poorer area of the city, and the smell grew worse. With Senechul lost in the twisting maze of passages, Emmerlin darted across a wider, cobbled street and into another alley, this one surprisingly clean. Not until she reached the far end of the building to turn the corner did she understand why it was so clear of rubbish.

      Three men stood in the shadows at the back of the building she had been following. A fourth darted past her with a guilty look on his face, tucking something into his cloak as he passed her.

      “Well now, who’s this?” one of the men asked.

      All three were armed with nasty-looking rusty swords and wore leather clothing that stank of unwashed bodies and general filth.

      “You’re a pretty one, aren’t you?” the first said, as he approached Emmerlin.

      “You’re not,” the princess said, stopping the man in his tracks. He grinned, revealing gray teeth that made nausea creep up Emmerlin’s throat. His two lackeys laughed at her comment.

      “Feisty little one,” the first growled. “I like that. Like to break feisty little ones like you.”

      Emmerlin nodded, screwing her face up sarcastically. “Of course you do,” she said. “I bet you get a lot of opportunities to do so as well.”

      He grinned wider.

      “As long as you count goats and sheep among those you bed,” she added, leaning against the wall.

      His eyes went wide with anger, while the pair behind him guffawed with laughter. “She must know you well, Gimol,” one of them called to his back.

      Gimol, meanwhile, was staring at Emmerlin with a mixture of desire and torturous intent in his eyes, while she sneered back at him. He pulled his sword free with a metallic ring and pointed it at her.

      “You’ll pay for that, lassie,” he grunted.

      “No,” Emmerlin replied in a light voice.

      Her eyes locked onto the sword he held, and she watched as Gimol put the tip against his own throat. His eyes were massive with fright as she slowly pushed the blade up into the soft tissues of his neck with the power of her mind.

      Gimol grabbed at the sword with both hands, cutting his fingers and showering his clothes with blood. He cried out as the tip punctured his skin, cutting up through the bottom of his jaw and piercing his tongue.

      His two friends came closer at his cry, staring at him in horror as the sword rose slowly up through his mouth, splitting his lower jaw with an audible crack, and onward up into his brain.

      Gimol’s eyes rolled back into his head and his feet drummed on the floor as he died in searing agony, speared by his own sword. With a casual flick of her hand, Emmerlin sent his body crashing to the ground as his two friends stared in shock at his corpse.

      “W-who are you?” one of them finally managed to ask.

      “Me?” Emmerlin said in a girlish voice. “No one special.”

      The shorter of the pair turned to run, but she grabbed one of his legs with her power, lifting him into the air with ease.

      “Help!” he shrieked as he hung upside down, coins dropping from his clothing along with his sword. “Help me!”

      Emmerlin swung his leg savagely down, hammering his head at the ground. The force she used was already immense, but added to the centrifugal force that pulled him out straight like a puppet, he had no chance. His head hit the flagstone floor beside where Gimol lay, splitting open to spray his brains over the ground.

      The third man fell to his knees before her, his hands clasped before him in a pleading gesture as he begged for his life.

      “Please don’t,” he sobbed. “I wasn’t going to do anything to you. I don’t want any trouble. I’ll never tell anyone about this.”

      “No one?” Emmerlin asked.

      He stared up at her with hope in his eyes as he shook his head. “No. Never!” he vowed to her.

      Emmerlin scratched her cheek and pretended to think as the kneeling man watched her intently. “I don’t know,” she mused. “You might get drunk and blurt it all out.”

      “I won’t,” he sobbed, glancing back at the smashed remains of his friend’s head. “Please?”

      “Well, all right then, if you promise,” Emmerlin said.

      “Oh, I do! I promise!” he said, as relief changed his expression.

      “Up you get, then,” Emmerlin said in a light, friendly voice.

      The man who knelt before her started to gain his feet, smiling at her. “Thank you,” he said over and over. “Thank you.”

      “There is one thing, though,” Emmerlin said, approaching the man who was twice her size.

      “What?” he asked. “One thing?”

      “You’ve seen my face,” the princess said.

      Emmerlin slowly put pressure on his head and shoulders, making his knees buckle as he started to sob loudly, begging and screaming for his life. As soon as his knees hit the floor, his head snapped sideways with a sickening crunch, cutting off all his screaming.

      Emmerlin shuddered as the power flowed from her, crushing his body against the ground until she could hear his bones popping inside his body. The sounds of flatulence came to her ears, ending in a squelch as something wet gave out within his body.

      Eventually she stood there, panting with exertion as a long trail of blood rolled past her boot, gathering dirt from the floor as it went. Exhilaration flooded her own blood with chemicals, and the princess revelled in the feeling of power.

      Killing animals is one thing, but people?

      Emmerlin peered around the corner, making sure it was clear before leaving the three dead men behind. A little while later she returned to the modest house her father let her use and crept inside.

      “Where did you go?”  Senechul asked as she approached her bedchamber.

      “Never you mind,” she said, running a finger beneath his chin.

      Emmerlin yawned, abruptly tired. “I’m going to bed now. No peeking!” she added with a girlish chuckle.
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        * * *

      

      Petrified, Besmir could do nothing but watch as people disappeared into the black void that opened up. Flames belched forth, claiming the lives of innocent women and children as he stared helplessly at them. Arteera fell past him, somehow dragged towards the inky blackness that was gradually swallowing his world whole. He reached for his wife, but her fingers missed his, and she drifted towards her doom as he screamed her name.

      He found himself gasping for air then, trapped in the earth as if buried alive. Opening his mouth to gasp some air in only let in soil, cloying and dry. Besmir thrashed in his grave, kicking and screaming as he fought to dig his way out. Dirt and pebbles scratched his eyes, filled his mouth and nose robbing him of all breath.

      He woke to discover he was wrapped in his bedclothes, Arteera at his side, stroking his head gently. He was bathed in chilly sweat, and tears had dampened his pillows. The queen took him in her arms as he shook and tried to calm himself.

      “All a dream,” Arteera said gently. “Just a dream.”

      Besmir said nothing, not trusting himself to be able to speak. The nightmares had started to come a few years after he had battled Gratallach, the God who had taken human form to try to take revenge on Arteera.

      He had died during that conflict, actually been to the afterlife, and then been restored by the Gods. Yet it was the other things he had seen, the things he had been forced to do in that battle, that came to haunt him.

      Fire. It’s always fire.

      Besmir recalled his burning of a huge number of mercenaries at the battle, the flame he conjured so intense their armor had melted. Their screams echoed in his ears to this day.

      “I don’t know how much longer I can take this,” he said in a shaking voice.

      “You’re the strongest man I’ve ever met,” Arteera said, scratching his back gently. “You’ll get through it.”

      Besmir took a deep, shuddering breath and wondered. The nightmares, the visions were all driving him insane. Often he would turn, only to see someone who had been dead for years, their stare an accusation as they watched him.

      How long can one man be expected to carry on like this?

      Yet he still had a kingdom to care for, millions of lives dependent on the choices he made, the friendships and agreements.

      Abdicate! Let Joranas have the crown.

      The thought was incredibly attractive. He could be free to do almost anything, go anywhere, without having to consider how it would affect his land of Gazluth. Just he and Arteera, enjoying their final years together somewhere quiet.

      His wife’s breathing had deepened. Besmir knew she was asleep, so, gently, he unwound her arms from his body, covered her in their silken bed linen, and silently crept from his bed.

      In the corridor without he found his guards, chatting quietly, and nodded to them as he passed. One made a move as if to follow him, but he gestured that they should remain and padded along to his stateroom. The chill air bit into him as he entered, and he thought about abandoning this entire thing and returning to his bed, but something made him stay.

      He stirred the fire, poking at the embers and adding fresh wood, blowing flames into life before pouring himself a large goblet of spiced liquor. It burned its way down his throat and he drained the cup, pouring himself a second as he drew parchment and ink towards him.

      Besmir sat, quill poised above the fresh vellum, as he considered what he was about to do.

      You’ve given forty years to this country and her people; surely it’s time someone else took over?

      Yet the problem remained that he knew the stresses and strains, the sleepless nights and impossible decisions he was sometimes forced to make, and he didn’t want to put any of it on his son. The king’s hand shook as he sat there contemplating whether to write his abdication letter.
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      Prince Joranas sat behind an elegantly crafted desk, leather-topped and with matching chairs for him and two guests. His paneled study featured numerous pieces of artwork he had collected over the years, his patronage sought after by the finest painters and sculptors the city had to offer. Also on display were some careworn and simple items Joranas treasured above any of the artwork.

      A wooden bowl, woolen shirt, and simple knife were among the items that sat on plinths in his office. Each had been gifted to him by victims of a man he had slain, a mercenary and predator whose tastes had run to children. Joranas had not known any of this before he had burned him and eighty of his men as they had threatened him, his cousin and the woman he loved.

      The door opened and his younger sister strode in, bouncing across the room as if in a good mood, yet the expression on her face showed she was less than impressed with something. She flung herself into one of the chairs opposite and folded her arms across her chest.

      Joranas smirked. “Come in, have a seat,” he joked.

      Not a smile crossed her face, and he stared at her carefully. Her dark, curly hair fell limply about her shoulders, framing her pale but pretty face. Thick, almost mannish, leathers covered her feminine figure, flattening the curves and muting her womanliness.

      Joranas realized Emmerlin often dressed this way, and wondered why she did not favor the dresses and finery the other courtly ladies did. Heavy boots dragged her legs down, making it appear as if she were having difficulty in walking.

      “Go on then, what’s the matter?” he asked.

      “Father,” Emmerlin grunted sourly.

      “What about Father?” Joranas asked, when it became apparent she was not about to offer any more information.

      “He’s weak,” she said.

      Joranas felt his jaw drop at that comment, a cool wash dribbling through his chest. “He faced a God, Em,” Joranas said. “And died. There’s nothing weak about our father.”

      “This thing with the Ninse, though; he’s just going to open up the border and let them all in.”

      “They’ve lost everything, Em,” Joranas explained. “Lives, loved ones, homes; all gone, washed away in a flood of liquid mud. Of course Father’s going to aid them; I would too.”

      Joranas watched his sister frown. Despite his father doting on Emmerlin for years, something had driven a wedge between them recently. The prince put it down to the forty-year difference in age, Emmerlin having been born later in his father’s life. Now, sitting before him, it looked as if she had other problems.

      “Why don’t you like the Ninse?” he asked abruptly.

      Emmerlin glanced up as if guilty, her dark brown eyes searching his face for any hint of his usual sarcasm. When she found none, she started to explain.

      “Individuals are usually fine,” she said hesitantly. “Apart from their ambassador. But as a nation, I find them rude and quite selfish.” Emmerlin looked at him as if daring to contradict her.

      “What’s wrong with Xosux?” Joranas asked, referring to the Ninsian ambassador to Gazluth.

      Xosux Duntur had been a regular fixture in his father’s court for as long as Joranas could recall, and he had always found the good-natured little man to be an amusing and entertaining fellow.

      “When I was a child, he hated my interruptions,” Emmerlin explained. “Always giving me dirty looks and grunting if I dared to go see Father.” She looked straight at Joranas. “And then he tried to bed me.”

      Joranas nearly choked on that information, coughing when some of his own saliva filled his throat. “What?” he demanded. “When?”

      “On my fifteenth birthday,” Emmerlin revealed, casting her eyes away. “We had that ball, remember?”

      Joranas nodded.

      “So, late in the evening he came over, all smiles and happiness. I thought he was going to give me his wishes, or those of the Ninse, official things he has a duty to do. But he was obviously drunk, and told me I’d been a pain in his side when I was younger, but if I wanted to make it up to him, I could let him...”

      “Ah, ah, ah, enough, please,” Joranas said, flapping his hands before him and making a face. “You’re my younger sister; I don’t want to be thinking about that kind of thing.”

      He stared at her as she grinned. “Are you sure he wasn’t making a joke?” he asked carefully. “It’s not that I don’t believe you; it’s the fact that Ninsians are almost never attracted to anyone not of their kind. It’s considered … taboo in Ninse society,” he added.

      “Oh no, he was serious,” Emmerlin said. “I think he would have pressed the issue, if not for the fact I told him I would push him down the main stairs for all to see if he didn’t leave me alone.”

      “And you’ve kept this secret for four years?” he asked incredulously.

      Emmerlin nodded. “There’s quite a few more who’ve tried to lure me into their bedchambers,” she said. “Pretending to want me when I know all they want is the power being with me could bring.”

      Joranas felt something cold and hard grow in his chest. He had grown up in the Gazluthian court, and been subject to a few offers of friendship that had proved to be false, but to be treated like a whore to get closer to the crown must be hard for his little sister.

      That’s why she dresses like a man: to see people off before they start.

      Joranas stood and walked around the table while Emmerlin watched him with wary eyes. He grabbed her in a tight hug, pulling her up from the chair as he rocked her and stroked her hair.

      “I’m sorry, Em,” he said. “I never knew this kind of thing happened to you.”

      “Get off me, you great oaf!” his sister cried, laughing. “I’m fine. It’s not as if I’ve actually let any of them...”

      Joranas let her go, put his fingers in his ears, and hummed a tune.

      Emmerlin laughed again. “Prude,” she said. “You’ve got three children yourself, so you and Ranyeen must have some idea how it works.”

      “Even so,” Joranas muttered. “I still don’t want that image of my little sister in my head.” He took a breath. “So what about Father?” he asked.

      Emmerlin shook her head, her face clouding as soon as he mentioned the king. “I don’t know, Joranas, I really don’t. Sometimes I think I’d be better off just leaving, sometimes I...”

      She trailed off, but Joranas saw something in her expression that made his breath catch in his throat. Emmerlin’s eyes radiated seething anger, as if an uncontrollable rage threatened to explode from her and consume everything in its path. For a fleeting second, Joranas was actually frightened of his little sister.

      In the space of a heartbeat it was gone, and she smiled at him, her entire face lighting up and transforming her into the young woman he knew.

      It was there, though. I saw it.

      “Don’t do anything rash, Em, please,” Joranas begged. “I know Father loves you more than life itself. He’d do anything to make you happy.”

      Emmerlin looked at him skeptically, and Joranas chuckled.

      “No promises,” she said as she rose to leave
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        * * *

      

      Princess Emmerlin sat in the study of the small house her father had given her the use of. Before her lay a manuscript her father would probably not allow her to read, an account of his dealings with his uncle Tiernon and the final battle in which Besmir had burned and stabbed him.

      Her eyes crawled over the pages, absorbing the words there until she was almost able to experience the scene. Tiernon’s final words, and the actions of her father to end him, appeared in her mind, transporting her back through time as if she had been there.

      A few years earlier, she had visited the now-abandoned palace where her great-uncle had been killed. Though it was little more than a dusty ruin, the room in which her father had finally won had intrigued her more than an empty room should have. She had seated herself in Tiernon’s final resting place, the stone around her scarred and blackened by her father’s magic, and tried to connect to Tiernon’s spirit, tried to call to her relative … to no avail.

      A loud knock burst through her imaginings, bringing her back to the present with a jolt. Emmerlin frowned, not expecting anyone to disturb her. “Come,” she called, turning when the door opened.

      Senechul opened the portal to allow her father access, and she wondered if he would be cross that her guard had made him knock and wait before coming in. His expression revealed nothing, however, and she rose to greet him, tucking the book away as she did.

      “Father,” Emmerlin said, in as pleasant a voice as she could manage. “What brings you to my house?”

      Besmir frowned and stared at her as if determining whether she was being flippant before speaking his mind.

      “I have a task you’re not going to like much,” he said. “I think it would benefit you to accompany the aid convoy I plan to send to the Ninse, oversee the establishment of refugee camps, and get to know them better.”

      Emmerlin stared at her father with wide eyes that spoke volumes about what a bad idea she thought this was.

      “Are you insane?” she demanded, letting her temper flare. “Did you just ignore everything I said about the Ninse?”

      The princess leaned towards her father, hands on hips as she searched his face for any sign this might be a joke. Nowhere in his lined expression was there any hint of amusement, however, more a determination that she would do as he said.

      “You come into my house,” Emmerlin began, but her father held his hand up.

      “This is my house,” he said firmly. “I let you live here as a courtesy, but I could just as easily have you moved back into the main palace like a child.”

      “Do that!” Emmerlin spat. “Do it and see how it turns out!” Anger burned in her chest, as embarrassment at being treated like a child made her cheeks burn.

      “And while we’re at it, you can forget about sending me to the Ninse. There’s no way I’m going anywhere near them,” Emmerlin shouted, folding her arms and tapping her foot on the floor.

      Her father took a single step towards her, just one step, and seemed to grow before her eyes. Chill fear at what he might do gripped her lungs, robbing her of breath as she watched him tower above her. Images of what he had done to Tiernon flooded her mind, probably fueled by her reading material, and she cowered away from him.

      “You will do as I say!” her father growled. “You are not just my daughter, but my subject, and as your king I insist that you obey my orders. Make preparations to leave at first light tomorrow.”

      Her father returned to his normal size before her eyes, turned and exited the room, leaving Emmerlin shaken, yet angry.

      Should have burned him when you had the chance.

      The thought shocked her, especially as the voice that had delivered it sounded completely different from her own. Emmerlin paused, waiting to see if the voice had anything more to say, yet silence was the only thing that echoed in her head. Her anger at her father’s command returned and she paced about her small room, brooding.

      How dare he just come and command her to aid the Ninse? If he wanted to squander the country’s resources and end up waist deep in Ninsians, let him go and do it.

      Or make them suffer in his name.

      The suggestion came from that other voice again, and a smile crossed Emmerlin’s face as she considered the words. She would go — but on her own terms, and in spite of her father’s orders.

      Mind made up, the princess began gathering a few items and placing them in a chest. In addition to clothing, Emmerlin added a long dagger with a thin, curved blade, her eyes caressing the bright steel as she laid it atop one of her blouses.
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        * * *

      

      Besmir stared out of the window in his bedchamber as his daughter waited patiently in the saddle for the teamsters to bring their aggrieved oxen in line. The king sighed as he watched her speaking to her guard, Senechul, wondering where things had gone awry with her.

      They had been close for years, with him teaching her how to hunt, how to fight, and how to control the volatile power that ran through her veins. Recently, however, Emmerlin had become distant from him, questioning his decisions and making him second-guess himself.

      Slim arms snaked around his waist, making him jump, but he smiled when his wife pressed herself against his back.

      “Was I ever that young?” Besmir asked his queen.

      “I seem to recall you were in the middle of usurping the throne from Tiernon at her age,” Arteera said. “You’re a lot to live up to, you know?”

      “Meaning what?” Besmir frowned.

      “Meaning Emmerlin thinks she’s got something to prove,” his wife said. “By the time you were her age, you’d already made yourself the king of a whole country, love. Maybe she feels inferior.”

      “I’ve done everything for her,” Besmir said. “Given her everything.”

      “Maybe that’s the problem,” Arteera said. “Without anything to struggle for, she probably feels useless in comparison to you.”

      Besmir watched his daughter through different eyes. Did she feel inferior to him? If so, would sending her to aid the Ninse help her feel as if she were achieving something on her own, or just increase her resentment? Besmir sighed. Only time would tell if he had made the right choice in sending Emmerlin.

      Should have sent Merdon.

      Besmir felt the smile that spread across his face when he thought of his grandson. Just a few months younger than Emmerlin herself, Merdon was everything Besmir valued. Kind, funny, intelligent, strong and so similar to how Joranas had been at his age, it was like reliving his son’s childhood again.

      “And there’s another problem,” Arteera said as she moved around beside him.

      Besmir leaned back, frowning, to stare into her eyes. Still beautiful, his queen had retained her smooth skin even into her sixties; the black, silken hair he had caressed on a daily basis still shone without a hint of gray.

      “What problem?” Besmir asked. “You think you can read my mind?”

      “I can read your mind,” she said with a smile. “And the problem is your grandson.”

      “What’s wrong with Merdon?” the king asked, knowing what Arteera was about to say.

      “It’s nothing to do with him, King Besmir, and you know it. The problem is your attitude towards him. You lavish more attention on him than your own daughter, and she knows it. The gifts, the expeditions, the time you spend together...”

      “I know, I know,” Besmir said darkly. “But in my defense, I’ve done the same for Emmerlin as well,”

      “Maybe so, but it’s different and you know it.”

      Besmir nodded. “Maybe so,” he said.
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      Emmerlin rode at the head of the convoy her father had forced her to lead, rolling in the saddle as her horse plodded along beside the river Morantine. Floodwater from the intense rains that had collapsed the Ninsian capital rushed past her, brown and angry.

      Debris rolled in the flow, from logs, broken branches, and leaves ripped off by the current, to whole trees that fought to stay afloat in the roiling torrent. She watched as a tree was pulled below the surface, its roots clutching at the sky like fingers grasping for purchase.

      “Where did you go?”  Senechul asked from beside her.

      Emmerlin glanced at her sometimes taciturn guard, seeing the muscles that bulged as he moved, the easy way his body stayed in tandem with his horse, and the carefully neutral expression he had painted on his face.

      “What?” she asked. “When?”

      “A couple of weeks ago, when you gave me the slip and disappeared into the poor quarter,” Senechul said. “Where did you actually go?”

      I went and killed three men twice my size, Senechul, and I loved every minute.

      “I attended one of Lord Gerthion’s soirees,” she said, glancing sideways at her guard.

      Gerthion was famed in Morantine for holding parties that bordered on the debauched. Almost any fetish could be indulged for a price, and that high price included complete privacy. From naked masquerade balls to outright orgies and any number of entertainments in between, Gerthion’s parties had become legendary among the upper echelons of society — and completely out of bounds for someone in Emmerlin’s position.

      “Why?” she asked in a girlish voice. “Did you want to watch?”

      His face darkened. Emmerlin smirked, knowing his feelings for her and twisting the knife she had driven deep into his psyche.

      “You need to be careful,” he said gruffly. “They’re quite dangerous.”

      “That’s why I go,” she said with a chuckle. “Sometimes a girl needs a little danger in her life.”

      “There’s more than enough danger in life without adding to it by going to one of those places,” he said disapprovingly.

      Emmerlin chuckled again. “You’re such a prude,” she said. “They’re fun!”

      Senechul growled something under his breath and turned away, urging his horse forwards and away from her. Emmerlin laughed and turned to look at the long line of carts and wagons her father had provided to aid the Ninse.

      What a waste. They’ll probably steal what they can and try to sell it back to Gazluth. She sighed as she rode west, turning her back to the fast-flowing river.

      Two weeks passed in the same manner, days spent on the road, in the saddle, plodding at the slow pace set by the oxen. Occasionally, they passed caravans traveling in the opposite direction, wagons from Ninse, laden with anything they could scavenge from the dying city, on their way to Morantine and beyond to sell.

      Emmerlin sneered as they passed, her disdain obvious as she watched the little men and women wave to her countrymen, cheering them on towards the very hell they were fleeing.

      Eventually, the caravan crested a rise that overlooked the plain at the base of the mountain the Ninse had once lived in, and Emmerlin reined in, staring at the devastation.

      “By the Gods!” Senechul muttered from beside her.

      Emmerlin surveyed the mountain, most of which had been completely altered now, with uncaring eyes. Wet mud had slipped down from the higher elevations, filling the streets and engulfing the buildings that had once been a city at its base.

      Trees by the thousands lay flattened and half-buried, uprooted and killed by the mudslide. Further up, she could see where the underlying rock was now exposed, freshly open to the air after millions of years buried, as if the skeleton of the planet had been revealed.

      “Madness,” she said, shaking her head.

      “Yes,” Senechul agreed. “It must have been horrific.”

      Emmerlin turned to stare at her guard, a frown creasing her head as she considered his words. “No. I meant madness to undermine a mountain to the point it collapses on your head,” she explained.

      “Surely you don’t think the Ninse caused this?” he asked.

      Emmerlin pointed to several other peaks in the range that faded into the distance, mist and clouds flowing around their heads. “None of the others collapsed,” she said, as if speaking to a child. “So yes, I do think it was the Ninse that caused this.”

      Emmerlin turned from him and urged her horse down the shallow slope into the basin in which the Ninsian capital had once sat. As she approached the mass of people that milled around in the mire, her disgust rose. There seemed to be no order or structure to anything they had done so far; a few tents had been haphazardly erected without much attention to where they had been placed, and the survivors were packed into them. Trails had been cut into the sopping mud, laboriously tunneling back into the mountain, Emmerlin assumed to try and find any survivors.

      Futile.

      “Set up on the higher ground to the south,” she ordered. “Standard military layout.”

      “Yes, highness,” the head teamster said, before turning his wagon around.

      Meanwhile, the Ninse had caught wind that relief had arrived and had started slogging through the mud toward Emmerlin. She shivered as their grasping hands reached for her, their moans and cries grating on her ears as some of the women wailed about missing husbands and dead children.

      Emmerlin turned her horse, knocking one ancient woman over, and made to follow the convoy of Gazluthians moving southwards.
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        * * *

      

      Khendor Marall of the Ninsian High Council stood facing Emmerlin in the large tent she had commandeered for her personal use. She sat on a pile of cushions facing the small man as he pleaded his case.

      “I implore you, princess; we think there are hundreds of survivors still buried in the buildings that were set deeper into the mountain, and need Gazluthian help to dig them out.”

      Emmerlin stared at the mud-splattered clothing he sported; once dark green velvet, his expensive attire was now ruined and filthy. The man himself appeared far older than his hundred and six years, the recent tragedy taking its toll on him.

      “Here’s the problem,” Emmerlin said in a conversational tone, as if she were discussing the weather rather than human lives. “It was your digging that brought the mountain down on top of you in the first place.”

      She held her hand up as Khendor seemed about to protest. “Hear me out,” she added. “And now you want Gazluthians to risk their lives to go and dig about in there again? What’s to say the mountain won’t just collapse a second time?”

      “Highness, please,” Khendor said in a pained voice. “People are dying under all that mud.”

      “Then why are you standing here talking at me?” Emmerlin asked. “You could be over there now, digging them out.”

      Khendor’s mouth worked as if he were trying to speak, but no words formed on his lips. His expression grew angry, and he turned to storm from her tent.

      “How rude!” Emmerlin muttered to Senechul as he watched the little man leave.

      “Are you sure baiting them is the course your father wanted?” her guard asked.

      “If my father wanted this done a certain way, he should have come here himself and done it,” Emmerlin spat, rising and pacing. “I mean, look out there.”

      She flung her hand at the tent-flap. “Nothing but desperate people crowding round, sniffing out what they can get their hands on. And that smell!” she said. “What is that horrid stench?”

      “I’d imagine it’s the smell of the dead and dying, the mud and damp,” Senechul said. Emmerlin stared at him to see if he was being sarcastic, but saw he wore his usual, neutral expression, and ignored the comment. “May I ask if you plan to visit the ruins?” her guard asked.

      Emmerlin tapped her smooth chin with her fingertips as she thought. Going to see the destruction might give her a few opportunities to make her father look bad. A few words here, a badly placed comment there, would stir bad feeling and hatred against her father. A cruel smile spread across her face as she answered.

      “Oh yes, Senechul, I really should see what happened.”
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        * * *

      

      Dead men moaned his name. Their faces were burned horribly, beyond any recognition that they were even human, yet still they moaned his name. Besmir screamed at them, telling them he’d burned them because they were attacking him, killing his people, invading his lands for profit, but it made no difference.

      He turned to run, but found himself surrounded by the dead, arms reaching for him, hands grasping from every direction, pulling him down into a mass of scarred, burned, hot flesh. It filled his nostrils, robbing him of breath, and panic gripped his mind as he clawed at the boiling flesh he was drowning in.

      The king woke, clawing at his sheets and panting as if he had just run a league. Sweat bathed his body, as well as less pleasant liquids, and his face crumpled at the thought of soiling his bed.

      He rose and wiped his clammy skin with chilly water from a jug that sat beside the window. Peering out, Besmir could see the moon, bright and huge, in the sky. Lines and craters on her surface merged, sloughing into a liquid as he watched. A face grew there, distorted by heat and fire — his fire — and tears rolled down his face as the accusing moon glared down at him.

      “I had no choice,” he shouted. “You were trying to kill my wife!”

      “Besmir?” Arteera cried from behind him. “Who are you talking to?”

      “No one,” the king said sadly, as he turned to see her frightened face.

      Besmir knew she was worried, knew she would do anything to help him and needed his reassurance. His self-loathing told him she would be better off if he were gone, dead or lost, it didn’t matter which. He wrapped a robe around him and left the bedchamber, heading towards his stateroom.

      By the light of a single taper, King Besmir took out a silver flask filled with the strongest liquor his agents could find. He spluttered as it burned its way down his throat, lighting a fire in his stomach that made him retch. Regardless, he swallowed another mouthful of the dire brew, clamping his lips shut as the alcohol exploded into his system. He looked at the flask, the symbols and engravings appearing to dance before his eyes in the candlelight, and wondered what the ingredients were.

      Who cares; just drink it.

      Within minutes, his head swam pleasantly with the effects, and all thoughts of burning and death faded into the background. Besmir slumped back in his chair as the potent brew claimed his mind.
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        * * *

      

      Emmerlin didn’t try to keep the look of disgust from her face as the diminutive Ninsians led her on a tour of the devastated city. Smells she thought impossible to bear assaulted her nose, making her want to vomit. The heavy scent of decay hovered everywhere as things rotted from the wood they had built with to the inhabitants themselves, everything was gradually being broken down.

      Then there was the mud. Thick, sucking, brown and malodorous, it clung to everything as if it were alive. Every time Emmerlin put her foot down, it was gripped by the mud, pulled down and dragged in as if it were trying to claim more victims.

      “Why would you choose to live here?” she asked, holding her nose.

      “This has always been the capital of Ninse,” Khendor explained. “Everyone wished to live here before the accident.”

      Emmerlin stared about at the devastation nature had wrought. There wasn’t much her eye could recognize — a few shaped stones here, a piece of shaved wood there — but little remained of this section of the city. Yet still they toiled, digging bucket after bucket of wet mud out and carrying it away in a human chain.

      Futile. Nothing can have survived this.

      “As you can see, Your Highness,” Khendor explained, “we are making progress in clearing a path to the main city.”

      “Yes, but why?” Emmerlin asked. “Surely no one lived through that?” She flipped her hand at the mass of mud before them.

      Khendor looked less than pleased, his face reddening and teeth clenching. “If this had happened to your people, wouldn’t you keep looking?” he demanded. “Wouldn’t you want to be sure anyone left alive had the chance to survive?”

      Emmerlin shrugged.

      “There are buildings and chambers deep inside the mountain that could still be intact,” Khendor said. “They could be full of living people.”

      “They could be tombs,” Emmerlin countered.

      “Yet, if you could only aid us in the digging...” Khendor trailed off when Emmerlin held her hand up.

      “My father gave me strict instructions to bring aid to you,” she said. “That’s been done, and as he said, if those Ninse ask for anything else, you just tell them no.”

      Khendor gaped at her lack of tact and etiquette, his nostrils flaring and face going pale. “Well, if that’s how we’re to be treated,” he growled. “So be it!”

      “A nation that chooses to dig into the heart of a mountain should be prepared for that mountain to collapse on its head at some point,” Emmerlin observed politely.

      “We preserved the structure of Ashorn perfectly,” Khendor said through clenched teeth. “There was no way to predict this tragedy.”

      “So no one’s to blame, then?” Emmerlin asked with a glint of malice in her eye.

      Khendor Marall turned slowly from the sight of a young woman being pulled from the mud, her mouth, nose, and eyes filled with the stuff, to gape at Emmerlin. The princess, oblivious to his stare, watched as the woman was slowly dragged from the earth as if being born a second time.

      Her hair came free, gelled into a point by the sopping mud, which Emmerlin found funny for some reason she could not understand. She turned away as the corpse was carried away, hiding her amusement behind a frowning Senechul.

      “Now you see,” Khendor said in a caring tone. “The cost of this tragedy.”

      Emmerlin felt her chest shaking as the realization hit that the idiot thought she was crying rather than suppressing her laughter. “Still,” she said in a tight voice. “King Besmir left instructions to bring aid and nothing more.”
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        * * *

      

      Besmir stared at the little Ninsian ambassador he had known for forty years with an expression of utter disbelief. Xosux Duntur wore the same floppy velvet hat that had graced his head for decades, the material shiny with wear in places. His black jacket and white shirt were of a similar age and both stained.

      Tight leggings graced his spindly legs, tucked into ancient leather boots that were probably older than Duntur himself. His overall appearance was nothing like what an ambassador to a foreign court should be, yet it never had been, and Besmir had come to accept the Ninsian’s sharp wit and friendship over the years.

      The news he brought this time, however, was as difficult to hear as it appeared to be to deliver.

      “Your cousin said what?” Besmir asked.

      “In his missive, sire,” Duntur said gently. “Khendor told me Princess Emmerlin is attempting to delay the potential rescue of our people.” The Ninsian spoke in surprisingly formal language. “In your name, sire.”

      Besmir sucked in a deep breath and blew it out as thoughts of his daughter filled his head. Why is she like this?

      His eyes fell back on the short man before him before he spoke. “Let me look into this matter,” he said. “If these claims are corroborated I will see her punished.”

      “As you say sire,” Duntur said. “If I may ask, what does her highness have against the Ninse?”

      Besmir frowned, peering at the ambassador before him to see if there was a hint of sarcasm. Seeing nothing in his expression, the king muttered, “I think we both know at least one reason.”

      Duntur held Besmir’s stare for a few heartbeats before looking away, embarrassment coloring his cheeks. “I was deep in my cups that night,” he said in a dark voice.

      “You’re always deep in your cups, man!” Besmir growled. “She’s my daughter! What possessed you?”

      To his credit, Xosux Duntur did nothing to try and defend his actions, nor did he attempt to evade his responsibility. “I was so drunk that night I truly believed she was of my people,” he said in a sick tone. “When I woke the following day, I recalled what I had done, and knew I’d failed both you and my country. That was the day I stopped drinking.”

      Besmir stared at him in surprise. He had not realized the little man had changed his habits; he still carried the silver flask he always had, sipping from it at regular intervals.

      “But you...” the king began.

      Duntur raised one hand, dipping the other into his vest and grabbing his flask. Sunlight glinted from its completely smooth surface, worn by the passage of time and decades of use. The Ninsian took a chair opposite Besmir, abruptly looking as if he were double his century in age. He sipped from the flask, screwing the lid back on and setting in on the table between them.

      “This is an herbal concoction,” he said, eyes fixed on the flask. “Just a few months after that incident, I took ill. If you recall, I returned to Ninse for a little while.” He looked at Besmir who nodded.

      “While I was there, I consulted out family’s physician, who concluded, without much care, that my years of drinking had damaged things vital inside me. This…” he tapped the flask with one finger. “Is the only thing that keeps me from unbearable agony.”

      Duntur sighed, rubbing his eyes. “Even so, the effects are becoming less with each sip,” he added.

      “You’ve been with me from the start,” Besmir said, misery crawling through him. “There must be something we can do.”

      “There isn’t,” Duntur said abruptly. “I assure you. My past has caught up with me. I’ll have to pay the Tollmaster before long,” he added, referring to the Ninse deity of the afterlife.

      Besmir shook his head slowly, as if this simple action, his denial, would make the difference, undoing any damage and restoring his friend.

      “How long have you known?” he asked.

      “About three years,” Duntur said. “This thing I have takes a while to kill you, but the end will come, soon, I think.” He swilled another mouthful of the concoction, grimacing at the taste.

      “Gods!” Besmir cried. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “So you didn’t look at me like that!” Duntur said, pointing at the king. “Like I’m some pitiful wretch, to be fawned over and commiserated.”

      Besmir swallowed the lump in his throat and tried to smile. “I’ve always pitied you,” he said.

      Duntur grinned. “That’s more like it,” he said. “You know, when I was sent here, I thought you’d be another hot-headed boy, playing at king.”

      He took another drink. “Turns out I was right!” he guffawed.

      Their laughter subsided and Besmir stood, rounding the table to grab his old friend in a hug. “I’m sorry,” he said in a shaken voice, before letting the Ninse ambassador go.

      Duntur turned his pale gray eyes up to Besmir’s, searching his face. “Me, too,” the Ninse said. “Especially to the princess.”

      With that final remark, he replaced his flask in the pocket it had sat in for years and walked slowly from the room.

      Besmir watched his friend leave, a feeling of utter loss and loneliness weighing him down. More friends destined to die.

      His mind shut thoughts of death and despair away for now, concentrating on his latest problem. Emmerlin was becoming an embarrassment to Gazluth, and he would have to rein her in before something went horribly wrong.

      Initially, he considered sending Merdon to see what was happening; he wouldn’t defer to Emmerlin if she was making bad decisions. The pair were more like brother and sister, and Merdon was possibly the only person Emmerlin might listen to.

      Anger took his thoughts in another direction as he stared from his stateroom window down at a pair of men attempting to calm a large horse that had been spooked by something. The beast reared, whinnying in fear as the pair gently tugged on ropes and called to the animal gently.

      Without thought, the king sent his consciousness flashing into the horse’s mind, taking control of him instantly. Besmir soothed the fearful creature, slowing his breathing and keeping his hooves on the ground as the pair of men stroked his flanks and rubbed the sensitive area between his eyes. His nose caught scent of the men, familiar and safe, part of his herd, and he looked at them, the horse’s love for them washing through him.

      He pulled away from the horse, watching as the men led the stallion away.

      If only I could do that with Emmerlin.

      The thought piqued his interest. Besmir had only ever attempted to influence a person once in his life. Decades ago, before he had even set foot in Gazluth he had been on a schooner, traveling here with his old friend Zaynorth. Thoughts of the old illusion mage brought a fresh lump to his bearded throat, but he swallowed it and thought back.

      He was just twenty, barely able to comprehend the powers that flowed through his veins, let alone use them, while being horribly seasick as well. Zaynorth had been trying to teach him something about how to project his mind, using his natural affinity with animals to sense and control a rat, when he had made one of the sailors drop a carving on their captain.

      Could I do it to my daughter? That was years ago, I’ve had some practice now.
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        * * *

      

      “I just don’t understand why you have to go,” Arteera said later that day.

      Besmir had spent his time since his meeting with Duntur making arrangements to travel to Ninse, and discover for himself if his daughter had been purposefully antagonizing their neighbors. His mood had darkened as reports had come to him from his own people that the princess had been prohibiting the Ninsian rescue attempts.

      “I should have gone in the first place,” he said in an angry voice. “I should have known Emmerlin would behave like this.” He slammed his fist down on the table, making everything on top of it jump.

      Arteera stared at him in surprise, and Besmir felt a flash of embarrassment mix in with his anger; this was not like him. He reached for the decanter that held his expensive liquor and poured a large goblet, sucking the fiery liquid down until his vision swam. Warmth and pleasure spread through his system, and he felt almost instantly relieved.

      “Are you alright?” his wife asked.

      “Oh yes,” Besmir said in a slurred voice. “Much better now.”

      “Where did you get this?” she asked, examining the decanter.

      “Hmm?” Besmir mumbled. “Oh, from Waraval somewhere, I think.”

      “What is it?” Arteera wondered, wrinkling her nose at the strength of the contents.

      “Happiness,” Besmir said, his eyes already half closed.

      Light trails seemed to follow his movements as Besmir’s hands waved before his eyes. Delight washed through him, pure euphoria that smashed through his troubles and woes, rendering them powerless against him. His mind seemed to float free of his body, flowing up through the ceiling and out into the starry night. He looked down at the twinkling lights of Morantine, his capital, and felt a wash of pride swell within his chest.

      Something shook him, grabbing his arm hard, and he came back to reality to see the face of his wife staring at him in concern. Besmir smiled. Arteera’s face seemed to waver and shift before him like the surface of water, and he found it extremely amusing.

      “Besmir!” Arteera cried, her voice sounded lower and slower than it should, making Besmir grin again. “Besmir, what is this stuff?”

      The king didn’t answer, slipping calmly into a deeply relaxed state of sleep, cocooned in the soft embrace of the drink’s effects.
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      Prince Merdon woke with a start, his senses coming awake as he threw back the covers and swung his legs from the bed. Padding across his bedchamber, he pressed his ear to the door at the same time as the gentle knock came again.

      Grabbing his slim-bladed dagger, the young prince silently grabbed the latch, ready to use his door as a shield should it be necessary, and cracked the door open to peer out.

      Dark brown eyes with honey flecks in them met his own, and he breathed a sigh of relief. “Grandmother!” he said, opening the door and sheathing his dagger. “What’s wrong?”

      Queen Arteera entered his room, her keen eyes roving over the few possessions Merdon had on display: a statue carved by a young sculptor who had impressed the prince and his father, a tapestry presented to him by children at the orphanage he sought donations for, and a few other pieces, all of low value, yet priceless to him.

      Merdon watched her face, the skin beginning to show the first signs of her age, her expression one of approval.

      She looks old.

      That thought struck Merdon as frightening. Both his grandparents had been such an influence in his life that the thought of losing either one brought despair crashing through him like a collapsing wall.

      “It’s late, so I’ll get straight to the point,” the queen said, seating herself in a chair. “I’m worried about your grandfather.”

      She paused to let her statement sink in. “He’s become...overly fond of a particular drink, one he’s being evasive about. I know it helps him sleep and takes the terrors away, but it takes him as well.”

      Her eyes met Merdon’s, and he swallowed at the look of loss in them. The prince stepped over and knelt before his grandmother, taking her hands and kissing her fingers. “How can I help?” he asked simply.

      Arteera smiled, stroking the side of his face with her soft hand. “Such a good man,” she said. “He’s going to Ninse. Emmerlin’s been stirring up trouble there, and he seems to think he has to go and sort it out himself. Go with him,” she begged. “Make sure he’s safe and doesn’t do something he’ll regret.”

      “Emmerlin,” Merdon hissed with anger.

      Arteera drew her hands away from him, staring in shock at his reaction.

      “Sorry, grandmother,” he said, rising to sit beside her in a matching chair. “I know she’s your daughter, and my aunt, but there’s something … just … wrong with her.”

      “What?” Arteera asked, leaning forward.

      Merdon thought, processing his feelings and experiences regarding his aunt. Similar in age, they had spent much time together as children, but he had realized even then that she was broken inside. She would be horribly cruel to other children they sometimes met, teasing them mercilessly until they cried or fled, then savored their pain.

      “It’s hard to say,” Merdon muttered cautiously.

      “This is just between you and me,” Arteera said gently. “Please, son, help me mend our family.”

      The prince felt shame and guilt hit him in the chest as he watched his grandmother struggle to control her tears. As his queen, she was well-loved, respected and powerful; as his grandmother, she was obviously afraid. Scared of what was happening to her daughter and husband, while being powerless to do anything about either.

      “It was little things, to begin with,” he said. “She used to pick on other children, make them cry, then laugh at them. Things like that.”

      He glanced at Arteera, seeing her knowledge of her daughter’s behavior already in her expression. “Later, she would get so angry at things, people … I don’t know. There’s just this … rage inside her.

      “It feels like a fire that’s out of control, consuming everything within her, and the brighter it burns, the more of her is...” Merdon stopped, looking at his grandmother’s expression of utter sadness. “You know, don’t you?” he asked.

      The queen nodded, grabbing her fingers and twisting them painfully. Her mouth opened as if to speak, but a low moan escaped her lips instead. “Yes,” she finally managed to say. “Yet still I couldn’t believe it. She’s my daughter … how am I supposed to believe she’s...” the queen paused again. “Evil?”

      Merdon’s grandmother swallowed, her eyes meeting his once more. “I … I had her followed once, a few years ago. She wasn’t as evasive then, and they followed her out into the woods north of the city.”

      Arteera wiped her eyes and continued. “She … burned things,” the queen said with an explosion of breath. “Animals … I just … don’t … can’t begin to understand what’s made her this way.”

      “Maybe nothing,” Merdon said, trying to comfort his grandmother. “Maybe she just is that way. But tell me, why didn’t you do anything about it then?”

      “Oh, I did,” Arteera said. “I spoke to your grandfather about it. He said he would take care of it, and that’s when they first fell out.” The queen looked away. “Sometimes I think he blames me for their arguments.”

      “I’m sure that’s not the case,” Merdon said in a comforting voice.

      “What worries me,” the queen said, wiping her eyes again, “is these murders the Watch have reported.”

      Merdon felt his eyes widen in shock. “You don’t think she...” he began.

      “I don’t know,” Arteera wailed. “It’s the last thing I want to think, but … well, you know her as well as I do.”

      Merdon nodded. He did know Emmerlin almost as well as his grandmother. Was she capable of killing people in such horrible ways? Merdon had no idea, but had to consider it as a possibility, especially now that he knew about her killing animals.

      His grandmother took in a huge breath, blowing it out slowly as she regained her composure, becoming the Queen of Gazluth once more. “It is set, then,” she said grimly. “You will accompany the king to Ninse, while I tackle things here.”

      Merdon nodded and hugged his grandmother before she left. The young prince swallowed as his seemingly immortal grandmother appeared to age before his eyes, becoming the old woman she actually was.
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        * * *

      

      Rain pelted Morantine, sluicing the accumulated dirt and soot produced by a million citizens down into the river. Besmir watched the heavy drops hammer against the expensive glass in his stateroom windows and sighed.

      A bad omen.

      For heavy rain to fall at the beginning of a trip to aid those killed by heavy rainfall felt as if the world were against his journey. Besmir shook his head, irritated by the weather. He turned to see Arteera standing beside the door, staring at him intently.

      “Still going?” she asked.

      “Of course,” Besmir said, with an edge to his voice. The king was about to push past his wife, leaving her without saying his goodbyes, but something deep within him slapped his conscious mind hard.

      What are you doing?

      In more than forty years of marriage to Arteera, they had barely ever argued, and even when a disagreement had come up they had easily resolved it. Recently, he had noticed she had begun second-guessing his decisions, questioning him about almost everything, and it angered him more than he could begin to understand.

      “You’re the most loving, supportive, loyal woman I’ve ever met,” he said, taking her in his arms. “Don’t start doubting me now.” He kissed her deeply. “Please?”

      Stepping back from her, Besmir saw the self-doubt and upset in her face. “Besmir…?” she started, but he opened the door and stepped out, leaving her in his stateroom.

      The king made his way through the halls and corridors of his expanded house before striding out into the stable yard attached to the side. He pulled up the hood on his oiled cloak, listening to the rain hiss and patter against the cloth. Chill bit at his exposed flesh, making him feel every one of his sixty years of life, and a sense of finality hit him from nowhere.

      I’m not coming back from this.

      Besmir paused, wondering where that thought had come from. Never before had doubts plagued him. He had always tackled his problems, no matter how insurmountable, with almost boundless spirit. Now, however, with the rain and Arteera’s doubts hovering in his mind, the king found it difficult to shake the feeling this venture was doomed to failure somehow.

      Stepping into the stables, Besmir took in the familiar, warm smell of horses and dry hay. He wandered past the stalls, each housing a different horse, rubbing noses as he went. His destination was the farthest pen from the doors, the largest and most well appointed stable, which housed his daasnu, Teghime.

      The great cat’s head came up as soon as his scent came to her, rolling to her feet to greet him. Besmir chuckled as she rubbed her leonine head against his chest, grumbling happily in her throat as she greeted him.

      “Hello old girl,” he said, rubbing her ears. “What do you say? One last ride?”

      Teghime raised her head, looking into his eyes for a moment as if she understood, before she reared up and put her massive paws on his shoulders, darting in to lick his face.

      Besmir dipped to one side, laughing as her rough tongue tugged at his beard, shoving the heavy cat off him. He led her outside, grabbing the thick blanket he used as a saddle on the big cat, with her leaping and frolicking the entire way.

      Some of the younger horses whinnied and reared as she passed them, the scent of a natural predator in their midst terrifying to them. Others had been brought up with the large cat, were used to her ways and completely secure in her presence.

      Back out in the rain, Besmir stared at his grandson, who waited with the other men in the small party that he had organized to accompany him. Merdon was wrapped in an oiled cloak that had sleeves sewn into it, the seams waterproofed with strips of leather and glue. A deep hood kept his head dry, and he had on long boots. His chestnut stallion dragged his hoof across the cobblestones, impatient to be off.

      “What are you doing here?” Besmir asked in pleasant surprise.

      “Thought I’d join you, my king,” Merdon said, bowing in his saddle. “With your permission, of course.”

      A wide grin split Besmir’s face at the thought of spending time with his grandson. “Of course, my boy, of course,” he said. “Though I don’t think we’re going to have as much fun as we used to.”

      Besmir swung his leg up and over Teghime’s back, settling himself on the already-soaked blanket with a grimace.

      “Right, lads,” he called to the six guardsmen and women who had gathered there. “We ride fast and hard for Ninse! Let’s go!”

      Taking the lead astride the back of the immense cat, Besmir trotted forth, heading north out of his city to the cheers of the few citizens abroad in the deluge.
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        * * *

      

      Emmerlin had been watching the slow progress at the dig site without much interest. They had pulled a few bodies from the mud, covering them with sheets to be taken to another area and buried. She shook her head.

      “What’s the point?” she asked Senechul one day. “They dig them out of one pile of mud to carry them over there and bury them again. It’s a complete waste of time and money.”

      “So they have a proper burial,” Senechul rumbled. He had been practicing for over an hour, keeping his muscles toned with brutal exercises, and now the pungent smell of his sweat filled her tent. Emmerlin wrinkled her nose and flapped her hands at him.

      “Wash!” she commanded. “Now, before I’m sick.”

      “It’s a good, masculine scent,” Senechul said, approaching her with a grin.

      Emmerlin sighed. Her guard was always more playful after he had put himself through some grueling physical ordeal. “More like cattle,” she said. “Get out!”

      Senechul’s laughter faded as he walked away, and Emmerlin smiled, liking this side of the often serious man. She turned, about to grab something to eat, when her eye fell on the small man who had entered her tent. Khendor stood there, still splattered in the mud that had buried his nation, with a murderous look in his eyes.

      “Did you cut your way in?” she asked, unconcerned with his anger.

      “Now your brute’s finally gone, I’m going to teach you a lesson in crossing the Ninse,” Khendor growled.

      The short man advanced, brandishing a knife that looked like a sword in his hands. Emmerlin smiled; he looked like a child approaching her. “I wouldn’t do anything you’ll regret,” Emmerlin told him.

      “Oh it’s you who will have regrets,” the Ninsian said, lunging. Emmerlin lashed out with her mind, turning his blade against him.

      Khendor staggered back, grabbing his own wrist as his arm seemed to be trying to kill him. Emmerlin walked calmly across to where the little man struggled not to stab himself in the throat, curling her hand in a fist to halt the blade’s progress.

      “Whoops,” she said in a bright voice. “Looks like something’s gone wrong, doesn’t it?”

      Khendor’s throat clicked as he tried to swallow, his own knife tip making it almost impossible. “H-how?” he whispered.

      “Now that would be telling,” Emmerlin murmured, using her power to force the small man back towards the cut he had made in her tent. “I’m afraid you’ll have to leave now,” she added, shoving him through the hole. “’Bye.”

      Emmerlin watched through the hole he had cut as she forced Khendor to his knees, drawing the blade across his own throat while other Ninse wailed, witnessing his suicide. Delight flooded her system as she watched him die, knowing it had been her that had killed him. His blood soaked the ground as his heart pumped, each arterial spurt a little weaker than the last until they ceased completely.

      The princess turned in a small circle, the rush of chemicals flooding her system almost addictive as she closed her eyes, reliving the Ninsian’s death at her hand.

      “Emmerlin?” Senechul asked from the front of her tent.

      She opened her eyes and let them flow across his naked torso. Droplets of water made their way down his chest, dipping between his thick muscles to run down between the well-defined muscles of his belly.

      Her gaze followed their passage ever lower until they disappeared in the swath of thick hair that grew there. She looked up into his eyes, seeing the pupils massive with desire, and something within her, fueled by her murder, snapped. Desire pooled deep in her belly, a hot and insatiable need.

      Emmerlin threw herself at Senechul, locking her mouth onto his and wrapping her legs about his waist as he staggered back a few steps. Within a heartbeat he was kissing her with a fervor and passion she had never experienced before.

      Unbeknownst to Senechul, the crowd that gathered about their dead chancellor heard the moans and cries from within the tent as they carried Khendor’s body from the place where he had apparently killed himself.
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        * * *

      

      “What are we actually doing in Ninse?” Merdon asked as he bit into a piece of roasted rabbit.

      Three days of hard riding had brought them to the border of Ninse, the unmarked line that separated Gazluth from its neighbor invisible but significant nonetheless. The small group had camped in a small grove of oak and willow beside a thin stream that flowed over rocks to eventually meet with the River Morantine.

      The guards that had accompanied the king and prince had quickly and efficiently set up a small camp with a cook fire and water supply from the stream. Two were currently tending the horses, and Besmir had freed Teghime to hunt, smiling as she lowered her graying muzzle to the ground and slunk off into the evening.

      The king glanced at his men, all engaged in simple but necessary tasks, before leaning in to his grandson and speaking in a low voice.

      “I sent Emmerlin with aid when the mountain collapsed on their heads,” he began, frowning. “Now she’s behaving like a spoiled child throwing a tantrum, spinning all manner of tales to spite me.”

      Merdon watched his grandfather shake his head, his fingers reaching for something inside his clothing before snatching away with an almost guilty glance at Merdon. The prince concentrated on his rabbit, sucking the meat from the bone.

      “Is there anything I can do?” he asked.

      Besmir smiled, shaking his head. “No, lad,” he said gratefully. “It’s enough that you’re here with me now. Tell me, how are your studies going?”

      Merdon felt the smile cross his own face as he thought of his time at the university in Morantine. So many scholars from such diverse backgrounds, all bringing their combined knowledge to one place, and such a wide range of different opinions on almost every subject.

      “Excellent, grandfather,” Merdon said. “I’ve even begun learning Corbondrasi.” The prince laughed at the king’s aghast expression.

      “By the Gods, boy, be careful,” Besmir moaned. “I tried once, and insulted their ambassador’s parental lineage by accident!”

      “I’ve got a very understanding and patient tutor,” Merdon said, laughing.

      This felt so much like times they had shared before, it was difficult to believe they were about to confront his young aunt. Another couple of days of riding would bring them to Ashorn, and then Merdon had no idea what might happen.

      “How have your other studies been going?” the king asked gently.

      Merdon knew by the accent his grandfather placed on that word he was referring to his training in the use of the magical power that ran through his veins. The young prince sighed and lay back, resting his head on his rolled up blankets.

      “I don’t think I have it in me,” he said, his voice muted and morose. “Father’s tried to help me understand, but no matter what I try, nothing happens.”

      “Joranas was a late bloomer,” Besmir said. “Maybe it’ll just take a little more time.”

      “Hmm,” Merdon murmured, unconvinced.

      None of the techniques his own father had taught him had yielded any results. At some point he would become king, but what manner of king could he be without the legendary Fringor family power? Generations of rulers had wielded the different forms of the power, bringing fire like his father and grandfather, lightning like his grandfather, and so many varieties of talents it was embarrassing not to be able to harness any of them.

      He couldn’t see in the dark as his father could, nor did he have the power to control animals, as Besmir could do with ease. Even his cousin, Collise, now Queen of Waraval, could bring fire, and she had some kind of explosive scream he had never witnessed.

      “Don’t fret so,” Besmir said. “The more you try and force these things, the less likely they are to come to you. What you must remember is that when they do come, your powers come from your life force. Use them sparingly, as it’s your very life they drain.”

      Merdon shivered, recalling his reading of his father’s account of when Besmir had faced a living God. The king had used so much of his power it had drained him to the point of death, killing him in Joranas’s arms.

      His father had been forced to choose between Merdon’s mother and Besmir by the other Gods before they decided to resurrect the king, repairing his prematurely-aged body and actually giving him some extra years. That was the reason that, at sixty, Besmir looked to be the same age as Merdon’s father, Joranas.

      Gentle music floated from the gathered guards, drawing their attention. One had a simple, stringed lyre which he plucked at with a deftness Merdon found difficult to believe from such a massive man. Herdin was a giant of a man, easily six feet tall, broad-shouldered and strong as an ox. His thick fingers seemed more suited to swinging the long halberd he carried than playing the gentle instrument he held. Another man produced a set of pipes, blowing a counterpoint to the lyre to produce a tune that was instantly recognizable as the Ballad of Ursley Mine.

      Lyeeta, the only woman in this particular group, stood, clasping her hands before her as she began singing the words they all knew. Merdon watched her lock eyes with the king as she retold his own story through the song, respect and gratitude echoing in every word.

      Silence lay heavy over the camp after she held the last note, the pipes and lyre falling quiet as they all looked at Besmir. Merdon could feel the heavy atmosphere in the camp. Thousands had died at Ursley mine, Besmir included, and virtually everyone alive today had a friend or relative that had given their life to defend Gazluth.

      “Was it magnificent, sire?” Herdin asked.

      “No,” Besmir grunted. “It was harrowing...” His eyes drifted away. “That song says nothing about the piles of burning bodies. It doesn’t mention the pain and suffering of a generation that lost husbands, wives, sons and daughters.”

      Merdon looked on as the guards turned away, embarrassed at upsetting their king. Lyeeta sat back down and began brushing her hair, pulling the strands across her face to hide her expression.

      “It doesn’t explain why I burned hundreds of men alive, melting their armor into their flesh and roasting them as they screamed, begging for mercy.” His grandfather stood, brushing twigs and dirt from his clothing.

      He fixed Herdin with a dire look that the guard bravely managed to hold. “There are many ways to describe what happened at Ursley,” he added darkly. “Magnificent is not one of them.”

      Besmir stared at his guards for a few seconds before walking off into the woods. Herdin received several nasty glances from his colleagues as they shoved him and commented on his lack of intelligence.

      Merdon followed his grandfather’s passage until the old man disappeared, blending with the trees. The prince released a breath he had not realized he had been holding. He jumped when he heard the voice.

      “Should we go after him, highness?” Lyeeta asked, her dark eyes wide as she searched his face.

      “No, no,” he said. “I’d leave the king to his own thoughts for a while.”

      “What if he’s attacked?” she asked.

      Merdon felt a smile curl his mouth at her naïveté. He looked at the woman, realizing she was quite young for a guard, similar to his own age. “You’re new, right?” he asked.

      Something in her blush called to him on a deeply animal level. She was pretty, but when her pale skin darkened with blood, her beauty shone forth. Merdon swallowed as she fought for composure.

      “Yes, highness,” she said. “I’ve been assigned to Herdin … for tuition,” she added, glancing back at the big man.

      “Looks like he’s doing a great job,” Merdon said sarcastically.

      He instantly regretted his comment, seeing her face fall as she hung her head.  “Sorry,” he said quickly. “All I meant was, he’s probably not the best teacher based on that comment about Ursley.”

      Merdon thought hard, searching for a change of subject. “You must be excellent with a sword,” he said. “They don’t usually let someone as young as you into the guards.”

      Merdon felt something tighten in his chest when she smiled. Her mouth curled slightly, but she tried to hide it, as if embarrassed by her pride. “Thank you, Your Highness,” she muttered. “I graduated a year early, winning the Silver Sword.”

      She pulled one corner of her cloak back to reveal the badge that graced her chest. Merdon felt his eyes linger there a little longer than they should, making her self-consciously wrap her cloak around her again.

      “Just like mother’s,” he said, before he had time to analyze that statement.

      “Yes,” Lyeeta said. “She’s a legend among students. Ranyeen, youngest woman to ever win the Sword...” Lyeeta trailed off, as if just realizing she was talking about his mother.

      “And the hardest teacher I had,” Merdon said without thinking.

      Lyeeta stared at him, eyes wide. “She trained you?” she asked. “In swordsmanship?”

      Merdon nodded slowly. “Oh, yes,” he said. “My mother put a sword in my hand not long after I could walk. I literally grew up holding one. Did me a favor, though,” he added. “I was offered a place in the Corbondrasi Palace Corps, learned to wield their short swords.”

      Merdon reached for the weapons he had strapped to his back, drawing the left-hand blade and offering it to her. Lyeeta took the handle, her soft fingers brushing his as she did so, sending an electric thrill up his arm. He gulped as the firelight reflected from the bright steel, lighting her face in orange flashes.

      “It’s beautiful,” she marveled, testing the blade for balance and weight. She rolled her wrist, flicking the blade through the air with practiced precision and even a little flair.

      “A gift from the Corbondrasi royal family I stayed with,” Merdon said. “Made by their master armorer, its twin is slightly heavier to compensate for my leading hand.” He passed his right-hand sword to her for comparison.

      Lyeeta weighted both blades, nodding when she noticed the difference. “It’s minor, though,” she said.

      “Completely,” Merdon agreed. “But get them the wrong way round, and it’s like waving bricks about.”

      Lyeeta smiled, handing his swords back. “Would you give us a demonstration?” she asked.

      “Now?” Merdon looked about at the fading light.

      Lyeeta nodded, looking toward her companions for support. “Yes, highness,” one said. “Show us what you can do.”

      Merdon thought for a second before a plan came to him. “I’ll need an opponent,” he said, drawing back and bowing to Lyetta.

      Lyeeta blushed again, but bowed her head in assent. Merdon rolled his shoulders to loosen the muscles as he reached back and drew both swords. “Come on, Silver Sword,” he taunted, pretending to lash at her face.

      Merdon managed to hide his surprise at her speed, watching her hand become a blur as her sword appeared in it. Her whole demeanor changed, from the timid girl she had been to an almost soulless killer.

      The tip of her sword weaved before his face, but he read the play of her muscles, her stance and breathing, relying on the lessons the Corbondrasi had taught him. When she moved, lancing a lightning fast blow at his chest, he blocked it almost contemptuously.

      The ring of steel on steel echoed through the small woods as the two young fighters battled. Lyeeta had added reach, with her sword being longer than his, yet Merdon had two, so could block with one while attacking with the other.

      Her fellow guards cheered and shouted encouragement, backing her up as she launched attack after attack at Merdon. His training, both by his mother and the Corbondrasi, made his defense impenetrable, however, and the prince was in no danger of her landing a blow.

      He smiled as she began to tire, speeding up his movements and beginning to execute the standard Corbondrasi set of exercises designed to build muscle memory and power. All the guards stood, watching their young prince, as he surrounded himself with a ring of flashing steel, an impassable barrier of whirling, whistling speed. He finished the set with a spinning leap that made him look as if the blades had sprouted from his very flesh.

      He landed just before Lyeeta, lashing both blades forth in a scissoring action, stopping at the exact moment their edges touched her soft skin. Both of them panted, her sweat dripping down onto his blades for a second before he withdrew them. Merdon put his right-hand sword up before his face in a salute to her before sheathing them both and stepping back.

      Lyeeta watched him back off as the other guards muttered in awe that they’d never seen anyone so fast, with admiration and something else in her expression … something Merdon had only seen a few times before.

      Desire.
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        * * *

      

      Besmir heard the sound of metal on metal from behind him, but couldn’t muster the desire to investigate. If there were trouble, his grandson and guards could handle it, while he sipped at the liquor that started to pull his senses down into a warm bed of happiness.

      What does a stupid song mean, anyway? Does any of it matter?

      The king leaned heavily against the rough bark of a tree, relishing the feeling of the wood scratching at his back as he slid down to sit on the ground. He lifted one hand in front of his eyes, grinning madly as the lights and colors started to dance before him.

      Pretty.

      “Grandfather?” a deep voice asked from his shoulder.

      Besmir looked up, his movements feeling almost infinitely slow, to see Merdon leaning down. His eyes sparkled, whirling spirals of pink lights that looked to spin in their sockets. He felt a laugh bubble up from his chest, saw the colors dancing as they left his mouth.

      “Merdon, my boy,” Besmir said. Fanfares sounded as he spoke, and another mad grin crossed his face.

      “Where have you been?” Merdon asked, his voice still slow and deep.

      “Here,” the king explained.

      “It’s been hours since you left!” Merdon cried.

      “Has it?” Besmir asked, unconcerned. “I didn’t realize.”

      “We should get you back to camp,” Merdon said. “Get some sleep.”

      Besmir struggled to his feet, his balance a difficult thing to find, and looked at Merdon. His grandson’s face seemed to melt, becoming liquid and morphing into the face of another.

      Eloren, the Waravalian Earl whom the God Gratallach had possessed during the horrific battle at Ursley mine, now stood before him. Fright, abrupt and savage, clamped bands of ice-cold steel around his heart, and Besmir felt the organ beating hard and fast, as if trying to escape from his chest.

      “Grandfather?” Eloren asked, puzzlement in his voice..

      “No!” Besmir screamed. “No, it can’t be!”

      Pressure started inside Besmir’s skull, incessant and dull. Pain brought flashes of light to life before his eyes, and the world seemed to tilt as he crashed to the floor at the feet of his enemy.
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      Queen Arteera sat in her husband’s stateroom, tapping the end of a quill pen against her cheek as she thought. Before her sat three large bottles filled with the rancid-smelling stuff Besmir had taken to drinking recently. Her thoughts were pulled from the bottles by a gentle knock at the door and the entrance of Branisi, their housecarl.

      Age had been kind to the woman, who was only slightly younger than the queen herself,  though life itself had not. Many of her family had been wiped out at the battle for Ursley, while her lover, the royal cook, had passed away just over a year ago, her heart failing catastrophically as she lay in Branisi’s arms. Now, in her late fifties, the woman had changed, becoming quiet and pensive where once she had been fiery and loud.

      Arteera stood, greeting the woman she had known for decades warmly, and asking her to sit. They took a pair of comfortable chairs facing the great hearth, even though no fire burned there, and the queen sighed.

      “How are you?” Arteera asked.

      “I am as always,” Branisi murmured. “And you, majesty?”

      “I’m concerned,”  the queen said. “For my husband. He’s taken to drink since these nightmares began,” she added, glancing at Branisi.

      “But I don’t know what this stuff is, or where he got it from. Is there any way to trace the source of it?” She handed over one of the bottles.

      Arteera watched her housecarl open the bottle, sniffing it and wrinkling her nose as soon as the noxious fumes hit her. “Why would anyone drink this?” she asked, corking the bottle quickly.

      “I think it takes the nightmares away,” Arteera said. “But it takes him away, too … makes him … not Besmir.”

      Branisi held the queen’s hand, gently rubbing her thumb over the backs of Arteera’s fingers while the other woman fought back her tears. “Let me look into this,” she said. “It’s quite a distinctive bottle, so someone should know where it came from. Can I take this?”

      Arteera nodded, dabbing at her eyes with a handkerchief. “Of course,” she said. “Thank you, Branisi, and please send for Joranas. I must speak with him as soon as possible.”

      Branisi bowed her head and sauntered across the room, her black cloak trailing behind her as she went. The queen climbed wearily to her feet and crossed to her husband’s large desk again, seating herself behind it and opening one of the drawers there. Her hand shook as she took out the sheet of beaten vellum, laying it on the desk before her as she had when she first found it.

      Some insane but optimistic part of her mind had hoped the letter would have disappeared, vanished into the ether, never to be seen again. Yet here it sat before her, penned in Besmir’s unmistakable handwriting.

      His abdication letter.

      And Joranas had signed it.

      Why would he not tell me?

      Arteera stood, pacing back and forth in exactly the same way as Besmir had done thousands of times before, worrying about her husband’s state of mind.

      Had I found this beforehand, I’d never have let him go alone. I hope you can keep him safe, Merdon.

      Joranas reached his mother a little time later, smiling widely as he entered. She watched her eldest child walk across to greet her, gauging his mood. He didn’t appear to be wary or upset in any way, making the queen wonder what his involvement might be.

      “Greetings, son,” she said frostily. “Come, have a seat.”

      Joranas looked puzzled at her tone, but pulled one of the chairs out by his father’s desk.

      “I’ve done something,” Joranas said lightly. “What is it?”

      “Have you had much to do with your father recently?” Arteera asked, folding her hands atop the letter and raising her eyebrows.

      “By recently, you mean..?” Joranas asked, becoming a little more serious.

      “The last month or so?”

      Arteera watched her son lean back in the chair, his expression thoughtful. “Just the normal things, as far as I recall,” Joranas said. “Meetings with dignitaries and members of the army regarding funding. I attended the dinner with the new Waravalian ambassador, but you were there too. Apart from that, I’ve only seen him in passing. Why?”

      As an answer, the queen slid the sheet of vellum across for her son to read for himself, watching his expression change as he did so. Almost immediately his face paled, becoming a sickly color. Hisbrows knitted, and he bit his bottom lip in the same way he had done when concentrating as a child.

      In the few seconds it took him to read the missive, his demeanor had completely changed, becoming nervous and on edge. “But this...” he searched her face for some sign of a clue.

      “Is his abdication letter,” she confirmed. “Signed by you.”

      “But I didn’t … I mean, I’ve never seen this before. I’d never have signed it without talking it over with you both first. When did he write this?”

      “I’ve no idea, son,” Arteera said wearily. “He hasn’t said anything to me about this. How did he get you to sign it?”

      Joranas examined the letter, his hands shaking as he read it again before examining his signature.

      “Maybe it’s a forgery,” Arteera suggested hopefully.

      Joranas shook his head, frowning deeply as he studied the writing. “I don’t think it is,” he said pensively. “I think he somehow got me to sign it without reading it first.”

      “Why would you do that?” Arteera demanded, slapping her hand on the desk. Disappointment and anger welled up inside her chest as she stared at her son. How careless and stupid can he be, to put his name to something without knowing what it is?

      “I have to sign my name and seal documents hundreds of times a day, Mother,” Joranas explained. “And I always make sure I know what every piece involves...”

      “Then how—?” Arteera interrupted.

      “If,” Joranas said, holding his hand up. “If Father asked for my signature, especially on a number of letters, I’d assume he’d have checked them first. I’ve had no reason not to trust him,” Joranas added, spreading his hands before clasping them before him.

      Arteera considered his words, seeing the truth in them. Yet it would be he who would ascend the throne, becoming the next King of Gazluth, should Besmir go through with his abdication.

      He’s never had any aspirations to the throne, though. “What do you think we should do?” she asked her son.

      “Burn it,” he said without hesitation.

      Relief flooded Arteera’s chest as soon as she heard the words. Now she knew Joranas had had nothing to do with this letter.

      “When he comes back from Ninse, we’ll sit and talk with him, see what’s going on inside his ancient brain.” Joranas smiled, his usual sarcastic side returning. “I can take on some more of his duties if the work is getting to him, but I don’t think abdication is the way forward here.”

      “Don’t you want to be king?” Arteera asked.

      “Gods, no!” Joranas said, aghast. “I’m blissfully happy as I am. I’ve got a gorgeous wife, three incredible children and, when it comes down to it, very few responsibilities.

      “Why would I want to throw all that away to take on the burden of a whole country?” The prince shivered. “No, Father can keep that as long as he lives.”
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        * * *

      

      Emmerlin woke with a start. Warmth surrounded her whole body from the six-foot guard who engulfed her in his arms. Her eyes widened for a second when she recalled what they had done.

      The rush of excitement and passion that had gripped her had been overwhelming, robbing her of all willpower. Now she felt embarrassed to have let Senechul see her like that, let alone…

      Slowly and carefully, she unwound his arms from her body and slipped from her bed, naked. Gods, why do I ache so much? People do this for fun?

      Yet despite the dull ache in her back and the initial stab of pain she had felt, Emmerlin turned to look at Senechul, realizing she wanted to feel the same way again.

      I suppose he’s nice enough to look at. In sleep, the guard’s expression was relaxed, a few strands of his black hair falling across his face, while his long eyelashes fanned out over his upper cheeks, making odd things happen in her lower belly.

      Quickly, Emmerlin dressed, slipping into her customary leathers, feeling protected by their snug embrace. Senechul stirred in her bed, mumbling something and breathing deeply in his sleep. The princess froze, not ready for him to wake yet.

      What am I going to say to him? What if he hated it? Without a second glance at her guard, Emmerlin bolted from the tent.

      Outside, Gazluthian and Ninse alike glanced at her as she passed, some giving her sly looks that said they knew exactly what had happened, while others just gazed at her in disapproval, looking away when she met their eyes.

      “Chancellor Khendor Marall took his own life yesterday, highness,” one of the Gazluthian teamsters told her as she made her way through the camp.

      “Well, that’s a selfish thing to do when his people are in need,” she replied, thinking back to when he had cut his way into her tent.

      The teamster looked as if he was about to say something more, but just worried at the hat he held and stayed silent as Emmerlin wandered aimlessly among the tents her people had erected. Ninse children frolicked between the ropes and sheets of canvas, hiding from each other and jumping out to frighten their playmates while their watchful parents kept them in eyeshot.

      All similarly diminutive in stature, the Ninse race favored dark-hued velvet as a material. Many women wore dark green dresses, with the men favoring black or dark blue. The occasional flash of maroon caught her eye as she wandered to the edge of the camp and looked over at Ashorn once more.

      Ninse workers had cut a tunnel into the mud, shoring the roof and sides up with planks and posts that made it look as if the base of the mountain were about to swallow them whole.

      I could collapse that while they venture inside.

      Her thoughts were dragged from the edge of murder when a loud cheer rose from the tents behind her. The princess turned, staring east and shielding her eyes from the morning sun, her stomach sinking when she saw the reason for their excitement.

      Despite the distance and the sun in her eyes, the distinctive form of her father’s daasnu, Teghime, was clearly visible, as was the shape of her father atop the great cat’s back.

      I didn’t think he’d come here!

      Emmerlin made her way back through the sea of tents and milling people to watch her father’s slow, deliberate ride down into the valley. She felt Senechul's presence before she heard his voice in her ear, knowing he had been woken by the cheering voices.

      “What’s he doing here?” her guard asked.

      “Playing the crowds,” Emmerlin said sarcastically. “He’s making sure as many people see him as possible, so they all know he came to free them from my harsh rule.”

      The princess turned and shoved her way through the throng of Ninsians and Gazluthians who had gathered to see the king arrive. Senechul followed her as she made her way back through to her tent, pausing to stare at the bed as she entered.

      “Emmerlin...” Senechul began.

      The princess held her hand up to silence him, turning to stare up into his eyes. His normally blank expression had concern carved into it, making her wonder what he was thinking.

      “What happened last night was a mistake,” she said seeing the flash of anguish in his face. “You took my maidenhood.”

      Senechul gaped, his skin paling as he stared at her. “But … Gerthion’s parties,” Senechul muttered. “You said...”

      “I lied, Senechul,” Emmerlin said. “I do that. Quite often. It amuses me to see your reaction.”

      “But I wasn’t gentle,” he moaned. “I thought...”

      “No, you were my first.”

      Emmerlin felt something warm grow inside her when she saw a ridiculous smile wriggle across his face. “Well, I was fantastic,” Senechul said, flexing his muscles. “A God-like performance.”

      Emmerlin chuckled at his antics despite herself. “You’re a fool,” she said.

      “For you,” Senechul replied, darting his head forward and pulling a kiss from her lips.

      “Stop!” Emmerlin barked. “If my father finds out what happened, he’ll probably exile us both.”

      “I doubt it,” her guard said. “He’ll forgive you anything.”

      Will he, Senechul? I doubt that.

      “Where is my daughter?”

      The king’s voice boomed through the camp, but Emmerlin felt no fear. Whether it was due to her experiences last night, or some other factor, the princess felt no concern whatsoever that her father was after her. A smirk curled her lips as she seated herself in a chair, grabbing a book and beginning to read.
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        * * *

      

      Merdon had galloped along behind his grandfather as they pounded through Ninse, staring at his back as the old man rode. The king had seemed perfectly normal in the couple of days since he had collapsed in the woods. Merdon had half-carried, half-dragged the king back to the camp, laying him beside the fire.

      He had hidden the king’s condition from the guards, not wanting word to spread that the king was ill. The prince had taken the opportunity to search his grandfather as he covered him in his blankets, finding the flask tucked beside his heart.

      Is this what grandmother spoke of?

      The acrid, noxious stench from the flask bit at the inside of his nose and back of his throat as soon as he had removed the lid.

      “Gods!” he spat, closing the flask and putting it back inside his grandfather’s clothing.

      He toyed with the idea of pouring the stuff away, ridding the king of it, but reasoned Besmir probably had a larger amount of the drink, and would just replace it. Yet he would then know Merdon knew about it, and might become even more secretive.

      The following morning, Besmir had said nothing about mistaking Merdon for someone long dead, and carried on as if nothing had happened. Merdon wondered if the vile brew took his memories, robbing his grandfather of the ability to recall the things that happened in his stupor. The prince vowed to monitor the situation, including his grandfather’s use of the drink

      Now he watched as people bowed to Besmir, Gazluthian and Ninse alike, greeting the king fondly as he jumped lithely from Teghime’s back. Merdon dismounted, handing his reins to a waiting Gazluthian before following his grandfather.

      “Greetings, your majesty,” a Ninsian woman said, approaching him. “I am Chancellor Xaurin of the Ninse High Council.” She offered her hand.

      “Well met,” Besmir said, taking her hand gently. “Might I ask where Khendor Motcall is?”

      Merdon saw the look of despair that crossed the small woman’s face at his grandfather’s question. Xaurin clasped her hands before her bosom, squeezing her fingers until the knuckles turned white.

      “Unfortunately my brother … took his own life late last night,” she said in a broken, pain-filled voice. Merdon saw a single tear roll down her cheek.

      “You have my condolences and my sympathy,” his grandfather said. “If there’s anything I or Gazluth can do to ease your pain, you need only ask.”

      The prince caught the look of gratitude that crossed her face then, and knew his grandfather’s reputation for diplomacy and tact was in play here. “It was his hope that your people would aid in the digging,” Xaurin said, pointing at the gaping hole at the base of Ashorn.

      Merdon stared at the devastated city, comparing it to the memories he had of the place from a few years back when he’d visited. The upper sections of the mountain had washed down, filling the city with wet mud and fallen trees. Boulders had smashed into some of the buildings that had existed outside of the actual mountain, shearing them off and letting the mud wash in.

      Here and there, the prince’s eyes picked out a recognizable shape, the outline of a broken wall or section of brickwork jutting from the mud. Sections of supporting beams as thick as his torso had been snapped in two like twigs, and he thought of the terror the small Ninse must have been in as the world swallowed them whole.

      “Of course,” his grandfather said. “Organize our people,” he said to Herdin. “Get them to the dig site as fast as possible.”

      Xaurin looked at the king with a mixture of gratitude and suspicion, her eyes narrowing as she spoke again. “I was under the impression your majesty was averse to risking Gazluthian lives to aid us in the excavation,” she said, with an edge to her voice.

      Besmir’s face darkened as he turned to her, standing up straight and raising his voice to be heard by the gathered people. “It was never my order to withhold support or aid in any way. That was a grave mistake on the part of my daughter, and as soon as your ambassador informed me of the situation here, I came to make sure Gazluth did all we could for our allies.”

      The king paused for his words to sink in. “To that end, I have arranged for another convoy of food, tents and workers to arrive within a few days.” He lowered his eyes and voice as he added, “Now, where is my daughter?”

      As Xaurin led them through the camp, Merdon saw the desperate state of the Ninse who had escaped the flood. They had virtually nothing, all possessions lost to the sucking wash of death that had claimed hundreds. He tried not to stare as his eyes gazed over the inside of Gazluthian military tents, each one housing at least one family, if not more. Dirty and mud splattered, weary-looking Ninse sat within each one, glazed expressions a telling sign of what they had been through.

      At the center, Xaurin led them to a pavilion, much larger and better appointed than any other tent here, and Merdon looked up to see his grandfather’s jaw tighten in anger as soon as his eyes lit on it.

      “I would like to thank you, Chancellor, for showing me to my daughter,” Besmir said. “Once I have had a brief word with her, I will come to the dig site and offer any aid I can.” He bowed to the leader of the Ninse, who returned his gesture and left.

      Merdon followed his grandfather into the tent, where his aunt Emmerlin sat with one leg cocked over the arm of a fairly comfortable chair, reading a book. An iron brazier warmed the air from the center of the room, and a curtained off-section had a large bed inside. A table with chairs had been placed in the middle of the pavilion, all of it newly made.

      “Hello, father,” Emmerlin said. “Nice of you to drop by.”
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      “It seems as though it will be a little more difficult to trace this liquor than I first thought,” Branisi told Arteera.

      The housecarl had scoured the royal ledgers pertaining to any purchases made, including any and all made by Besmir himself. Finding nothing, she had looked into anything he might have bought with the small amount of currency he carried but, again, nothing had surfaced. Branisi had then sent men and women out into Morantine, looking for anything resembling the brew, while she visited one of the most successful vintners the city had to offer.

      “Even the man who is responsible for importing gallons of wine from six countries doesn’t know exactly what it is,” Branisi said. “He did offer something disturbing, however.”

      Arteera stared at the woman she had known for more than three decades, her heart in her mouth. “Disturbing?” she asked in a worried tone.

      “Yes. He thinks this is tainted with narcotics,” Branisi said, turning the bottle in her hands.

      “Narcotics?” Arteera asked, her voice just a whisper.

      The queen sat heavily in a high-backed chair in her sitting room. Sunlight flooded the space, dust motes floating like miniature stars swirling in spirals with the slightest breath of air. She rubbed at her forehead, trying to ease the stabbing pain that had begun there, without success.

      Branisi nodded sadly.

      “He also told me that in higher doses, it could be fatal to the user, and I should dispose of it as soon as possible,”

      Arteera pinched her lips to contain her worry, holding back the outburst that threatened to explode from her. This was no time for histrionics; Besmir was in trouble and needed her.

      “Did he tell you anything else?”

      “Only that many different narcotics originate on the border between Corbondrasi and Waraval,” Branisi added.

      “Then I will see Ru Tarn and the new Waravalian ambassador,” Arteera said. “Separately, to begin with; let me see the Waravalian first,” she added.

      Branisi stood and crossed to the door, pausing before she left.

      “We will find out where this stuff comes from, Arteera,” she said, warmth in her voice. “And when we do, I’m going to put torch to the place.”

      Arteera cast a glance over her shoulder at her friend, smiling despite the anguish that rolled through her, grateful she was here.

      “Thank you, Branisi,” Arteera said. “It means a lot to have your support.”

      “After all you and Besmir have done for me, it’s the least I can offer,” Branisi said, before slipping from the room.

      Arteera watched dust motes play in the wake of her leaving, despairing over Besmir’s predicament.

      Oh Besmir, what have you got yourself into?
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        * * *

      

      Besmir felt his anger threaten to burst from him in a violent explosion of pure rage. Emmerlin’s attitude grated on his nerves, and the smug expression that her guard wore irritated him even more. He was about to give his daughter a piece of his mind when the ache began deep in his abdomen.

      Like some kind of creeping darkness making its way through his body, the need gripped him. Before he had had time to turn away, a low trembling had started in his deepest organs. It felt as if his teeth were itching, and something was trying to drill into the base of his skull.

      “Merdon, keep them here. I’m going to see if there’s anyone alive in that mountain,” he ordered.

      “Grandfather...” Merdon began as Besmir made to leave the pavilion, but the king ignored him, the incessant pull of his need growing by the second.

      Besmir stalked from his daughter’s large tent, his anger all but replaced by his need to take some of the drink. He ducked between some tents that had been a little more tightly pitched than the rest, his hand questing for the flask that would take the incessant nag away.

      His fingers wrapped around the cool silver, trembling even harder as soon as they touched it. Some deep part of his mind had said he’d lost it, and a momentary panic gripped his chest in a cold fist of fear. Yet here it was, in his hand, and he fumbled to unscrew the cap, desperate to get inside the flask, dropping the lid into the mud at his feet.

      Gods, I need this!

      Thick, warm and bitter, the liquid crawled to the back of his throat with almost deliberate slowness, drawing out his need and making him suffer longer. He gulped at the bitter brew, gagging as it clung to his teeth and tongue, as if unwilling to be swallowed. With a little effort, he managed to get it down his throat and dropped to his knees, searching in the mud for the cap.

      He found it as the drink started to take hold, the warmth and lights signaling that it was taking effect. The king stood, putting the dirty cap back on without caring that filth was getting into his flask, and stumbled onward toward where the Ninse were toiling, now alongside his Gazluthians.

      “Your majesty,” Chancellor Xaurin greeted him as he approached the dark tunnel, eyeing it warily.

      He looked down at Xaurin, smiling at the small woman as vines appeared to sprout from her head, curling down and around her shoulders until pink and cerise blooms budded at the tips, opening to release small creatures that drifted away on the breeze.

      “I came to see the digging,” Besmir managed to mumble.

      Something at the back of his mind, a tiny voice, was screaming at him that this was all wrong, that something in the drink was making him see all these strange visions. Yet he was powerless to heed it.

      “Ah, yes,” Xaurin said, staring at him oddly. “We haven’t found any survivors as yet, but hopes are high that some of our people managed to remain alive in the deepest chambers.”

      “Here’s hoping,” Besmir said.

      “Shall I have someone escort you inside?”

      “Inside … there?” Besmir asked, his voice a querulous tremble.

      “Well, yes,” Xaurin said, frowning at his strange tone. “You can’t see the rescue work from out here.”

      Besmir’s attention, however, was solely focused on the dark maw leading into the belly of the mountain. He watched in horror as Ninsians and Gazluthians alike entered the cave of mud and soil, their bodies crushed by the immense teeth that had appeared, framing the mouth that devoured them whole.

      “Gods!” he cried in horror, turning to Xaurin. “What have you done?”

      The short Ninse woman gave him a puzzled look, as her Gazluthian counterpart appeared terrified by something.

      “We’re searching for survivors we think are trapped within,” she replied hesitantly. “I can show you inside if you wish.”

      “We have to save them!” Besmir shouted, heading for the tunnel. “Before any more die!”

      Xaurin smiled at the king’s apparent eagerness to help her people in their hour of need, nodding and trotting along behind him as he stumbled and skidded across the mud towards where his people were being swallowed by the mountain.

      “Stop!” he screamed as he entered Asholt’s vast shadow, the temperature dropping to a  deep chill. “Stop, I say!”

      Ninsian and Gazluthian alike turned to look at the insane-looking king as he ran at them, waving his arms and shouting.

      Besmir reached one of his subjects, panting, with a sheen of greasy sweat covering his skin. The teamster looked at his king with frightened eyes, not knowing whether he should bow or offer a supporting hand to the man who looked about to collapse.

      “Get them out!” Besmir shouted into his face. “Save them!”

      “Who, majesty?” the Gazluthian asked in a trembling voice.

      “Them!” Besmir screamed, pointing at the immense mouth.

      The king looked again, turning from the teamster’s puzzled face to the tunnel they had been digging into the mud. His brows knitted as he looked at the motionless soil.

      There was no sign of the teeth and mouth that had been crushing people before, no sign anyone was in danger. All he saw was mud-covered men and women toiling in the tunnel they had been digging, bringing out barrows and buckets of mud while building the supports that would hold the mud at bay.

      “King Besmir,” Xaurin managed when she finally managed to catch up with him. “What is the matter?”

      “Nothing,” Besmir said, trying to hide his embarrassment at what he had thought he had seen. “I thought the hill was collapsing, that’s all. Carry on,” he added, clapping the worried teamster on the shoulder. “Good work.”

      “Maybe your days of hard travel have taken more of a toll than you knew,” Xaurin said gently. “We can postpone any visits within the mountain for now.”

      Gratitude flooded Besmir’s chest as he looked down at the Ninse leader. “Thank you, Chancellor,” he said. “It might benefit me to get some rest.”

      Am I losing my mind?

      Besmir felt the gnaw of worry in the back of his brain as he walked away, ignorant of the strange looks and whispered comments people gave him as he passed.
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        * * *

      

      Merdon looked from his aunt to Senechul. The large bodyguard seemed more protective of Emmerlin than usual, standing so he faced her, and with his eyes never far from her face. The prince knew the pair were close, but a suspicion began in his mind when he caught the furtive looks she was giving the man as well.

      “Did you have this built?” Merdon asked, pointing at the table and chairs she had graced her pavilion with.

      “Do you like it?” Emmerlin asked with a grin. “I can have the same built for you, if you like.” She arched one eyebrow inquisitively.

      “You realize people are dying, right?” Merdon asked. “Suffocating in mud, and you wasted time and resources having a dining room built?”

      Senechul glared at the prince with hate in his expression.

      “Ninse people, Merdon,” Emmerlin said, as if speaking to a child. “Who should have to face the consequences of digging into the heart of a mountain.”

      Merdon knew he would have to goad them into admitting what he suspected them of doing. “That’s an interesting phrase,” he said, perching on the edge of the table. “’Face the consequences.’ What do you think the consequences of bedding your ox are likely to be?” Merdon nodded at Senechul.

      Senechul leaped at him, bringing his face so close Merdon could feel his breath. To his credit, the young prince did not flinch, did not even turn his attention from Emmerlin, whose composure slipped for a second, a look of fear crossing her features for the shortest time.

      So you have been rolling with him.

      “Prince or not, I’ll beat you into the soil if you breathe a word of this to anyone,” Senechul growled, confirming Merdon’s suspicions completely.

      While physically intimidating, Senechul had not had the training and brutal regimes Merdon had volunteered for in the Corbondrasi capital. The Gazluthian guard relied on his physique, and Merdon knew all that bulk would make him slow to react.

      The prince turned his head slowly, staring unflinchingly into Senechul’s dark brown eyes, the tips of their noses half an inch apart.

      “It’s known as a Corbondrasi kiss,” Merdon said calmly.

      “What is?” Senechul asked, his eyebrows pulling down into a V of puzzlement.

      Merdon cannoned his head forward, smashing Senechul’s nose flat and snapping it with a loud, wet, popping sound. The guard fell back, grabbing at his face as blood dripped from his shattered nose.

      The prince followed him as he staggered back, trying to find his balance. Merdon knew his ears would be ringing, eyes watering, and he would be utterly unaware of what the prince was about to do next. He reached back for his right-hand sword, drawing the short blade and laying the cold steel against Senechul’s throat.

      “Don’t threaten me,” he said in the same, calm tone he’d been using.

      Senechul swallowed, his wide eyes flicking from Merdon’s face to the short sword at his throat, and became extremely still. Merdon held his gaze for a few seconds before standing back up and sheathing his sword.

      Emmerlin looked on, no emotions showing on her face as she stared at Merdon. “We used to be friends,” she said, attempting to use his emotions against him. “What happened?”

      You turned into a monster.

      “When I realized you enjoyed hurting people, I started to distance myself from you,” Merdon said truthfully.

      Emmerlin sneered, the expression changing her entire demeanor to one of cruelty and evil. “You’re as weak as him,” she spat. “He’s got powers he doesn’t use to get what he wants. What’s the point of having power if you don’t use it?”

      The princess cupped her hand before her, bright orange and yellow flame leaping to life in her palm. Merdon swallowed as she stared at him, her intent clear. A smirk crossed her face as she shifted her weight.

      “Stop!” his grandfather bellowed from behind him. “Douse that flame.”

      Merdon watched in surprise as Emmerlin did as she was told, lowering her arm and letting the flame putter out.

      “Father...” Emmerlin started, but Besmir was already making his way across to her, his movements deliberate, fueled by the obvious anger that pulled his lips into a snarl.

      Just as Merdon thought his grandfather was about to hit his own daughter, the king gripped the sides of Emmerlin’s head tightly. Her curls exploded from between his fingers, and Merdon could clearly see the outline of the king’s fingers in her skin. Her eyes locked onto her father’s, widening in utter fear as he bore into her with his own stare.

      “Father...” Emmerlin whimpered, her tiny voice a mixture of pain and fright.

      Merdon felt nausea tug at him as Emmerlin’s hands opened, her arms straightening and fingers rigid with whatever her father was doing to her. Tears sprang from her eyes and her mouth opened in a silent scream, yet only a cracked whisper came forth.

      What’s he doing to her?
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        * * *

      

      Pink-peach feathers oiled until they shone, ambassador Ru Tarn crossed Arteera’s room as gracefully as she always moved. She was as immaculate as usual, not a feather out of place, not a wrinkle in her robes, and not a muscle wrong as she lowered herself in a curtsy, her eyes dipping to the floor. Arteera nodded her head in response before smiling at the feathered Corbondrasi woman she had known for years.

      “Ru Tarn, how are you?” the queen asked warmly.

      “Ru Tarn is being well,” the other woman said. “And you?”

      “In truth I’ve been better,” Arteera said. “How’s your son?”

      The Corbondrasi beamed at mention of her son. “Dun Tarn is being very successful at his new posting,” she said with a mother’s pride. “He is being in command of whole squadron now,” she added. “But what is being wrong?” she asked in her birdlike voice.

      “My foolish husband’s gone and got himself into some trouble,” Arteera stated.

      “Nothing too bad, I am hoping,” the ambassador said. “What can Ru Tarn be doing?”

      “I’m not sure,” Arteera said. “But have you ever seen anything like this before?” She handed one of Besmir’s bottles to the woman.

      Ru Tarn took the bottle, stroking her feathered fingers over the bottle’s surface almost reverently. Her lavender eyes searched the queen’s face for a few seconds before she uncorked the bottle and sniffed the contents.

      “Where is Arteera getting this?” she asked.

      “You know what it is?”

      The Corbondrasi nodded, her feathers hissing as they rubbed against each other.

      “What? Please, tell me everything,” Arteera begged.

      Ru Tarn looked at the bottle again before screwing the cork back in and setting it gently on the table that sat between them. She sighed.

      “Ru Tarn was thinking this was over,” she muttered. “Done and gone.” Her head came up as she explained. “Most of Bornash is desert, things only be growing along banks of River Shull and coastline.”

      Arteera nodded, recalling the heat and oppressive atmosphere in the Corbondrasi homeland.

      “But in deep south, there is being another place where things can grow. It is being thought that water comes from underneath somehow, because there is being nothing on the surface.”

      The Corbondrasi made a face. “There is being something wrong with the soil or water or … something,” she continued. “Plants growing there are being strange and poisonous, but also growing there are plants that can change what people are seeing and hearing.”

      Arteera leaned forward, as if a few inches closer would mean she could understand her friend. The ambassador was struggling to find the words to explain what she was trying to say, slipping into the clucks and whistles of her native language every so often.

      “Narcotics,” Arteera said. “Is that what you mean?”

      “Yes!” Ru Tarn clapped. “They were being drugs. Someone started putting drugs into drink and selling it in Boranash,” she added. “Many people started to be having problems with this.”

      She shook the bottle. “Many army people started taking it, and royal guards.” She looked at the queen with a serious stare. “So king is being making this illegal. He sent army to go and burn all plants, arrest any people growing or making, and salt the ground so nothing grow there again. I was thinking this was over, but...”

      “What happened?” Arteera asked. “To the people drinking it, I mean?”

      “They were all dying,” Ru Tarn said, not realizing Besmir was the one taking the drink. “I am not remembering anyone surviving.”

      “How did it happen?” Arteera asked in a choked voice.

      Ru Tarn screwed up her face as she thought. “Some people were being poisoned, needing more all the time until dead. Some people, it … took them away,” she said. “It made them being gone, so then they not eating or cleaning themselves and wasting away.”

      The Corbondrasi looked pleased that she had managed to explain it all, until she saw Arteera’s expression. “Who is being drinking this?” she asked nervously.

      “B-Besmir,” Arteera said with a hitch in her voice.

      “No!” Ru Tarn gasped. “Where is he getting it from?”

      “I don’t know!” Arteera wailed.

      Ru Tarn took the sobbing queen in her feathered arms and rocked her gently, tweeting softly to calm her. “Ru Tarn will be sending riders to be looking for anyone making this poison again,” she said. “And telling Corbondrasi king, so he can be sending army again.”

      “But Besmir’s still going to die!” Arteera sniveled.

      “We are not knowing this,” Ru Tarn said. “All people dying before were Corbondrasi people. We are not knowing what it is doing to Gazluthian people; it might be being safe for them,” she added with a hopeful tweet.

      “Or it might kill them faster,” Arteera moaned.
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      Besmir tried to break into his daughter’s mind. Able to take control of animals and bend them to his will, he had assumed it would be the same with a person. Yet when he had cast his mind loose, heading for Emmerlin’s pavilion, he had not been able to penetrate her skull. Now that his hands were locked onto her head, he could feel the gentle pulse of her thoughts just a short way from his own.

      He pushed against the barrier her mind had around it, sharpening his thoughts until they were like needles trying to enter Emmerlin’s head. Vaguely aware of someone shouting, Besmir carried on his assault in an attempt to curb her volatile ways.

      Let me in.

      Something weakened around his daughter’s thoughts, and Besmir felt a savage victory as he managed to enter her mind. Anger burned around him, utter unflinching rage, powered by her feelings of negativity towards him.

      Flashes of her recent memories slammed into his mind, and he recoiled as he saw Senechul’s face loom close, felt the rush of lust that hammered through her. Then he watched as she took control of Khendor Marall, forcing him to his knees as he cut his own throat.

      No!

      Emmerlin bellowed inside his head as he tried to burrow deeper into her thoughts, tried to influence her and change her behavior. Yet his daughter was having none of it, and she soon discovered how to fight back, cutting off his assault and forcing him back out of her body.

      “What was that?” Emmerlin demanded as she stood, panting, before her father. “You were inside my head!”

      “You’ve gone too far, Emmerlin,” Besmir said. “I had to come and change your ways.”

      “Invade my brain, you mean!” she screeched. “How dare you?”

      “I dare because I must,” Besmir growled. “I’ve got responsibilities, some of which I thought you were mature enough to assist me with, but now I see you’re still a child with childish thoughts.”

      “And you’re a weak, old fool who can’t see how powerful I am!” Emmerlin raised both hands towards her father, flame erupting from both before he had a chance to put up any kind of barrier.

      “No!” Merdon shouted, throwing himself between them.

      Besmir watched as his daughter’s fire engulfed his grandson, surrounding him in a blazing orange light. The king flinched back from the searing heat as the pavilion around them caught light. Emmerlin’s guard, Senechul, grabbed her hand and pulled her from the flaming tent as Besmir reached for Merdon, hoping he still lived.

      Outside, people started to scream as the alarm was raised, and buckets of water were brought to douse the raging fire that threatened the other tents. Besmir ignored them, looking at Merdon, who stared back at his grandfather with surprised eyes.

      The king breathed a sigh of relief when he realized the lad was completely unharmed. He frowned, wondering if this had been another trick his mind was playing on him, but shook his head, knowing the boy had been bathed in fire.

      “You’re all right?” he asked in wonder.

      “Somehow, grandfather,” Merdon said, his eyes already searching for Emmerlin.

      Senechul was dragging her through the tents towards the horse corral, possibly intent on trying to escape. Emmerlin looked to be trying to pull away from him, but without much success.

      Besmir sent his mind lashing across the distance, crashing into the consciousness of a large stallion and making him rear. Through the horse’s eyes the king could see his daughter and her guard running towards him. A little farther back, he could see his grandson making for the corral too, royal guards in close pursuit.

      Besmir ripped his thoughts from the stallion, jumping into the nearest animal and spreading panic like wildfire. Moving from horse to horse, he put fear into each animal until they all started to whinny in terror, pulling at their tethers and kicking madly at the weak fences that held them.

      Pulling his mind back into his own body, the king bolted for the horse corral to try and stop Emmerlin from escaping.

      There’s no telling what she’ll do if she gets away.

      Despair seized his chest again as he saw Emmerlin turn and bathe the ground in flame, Merdon again taking the brunt of the fire. He watched his grandson completely engulfed in the flame, the guards behind him falling back from the intense heat as Senechul tried to catch one of the fleeing horses.
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        * * *

      

      Merdon knew something was different. He felt different inside. Something fundamental had changed within him.

      Utter fear and horror had gripped him when Emmerlin had covered him in flame in her pavilion. Yet even though he could feel heat, it was more like the warmth of a summer day. Some force from within him had somehow protected him from the intense flame and saved him from injury.

      He had left his grandfather, whose eyes had gone distant, and dashed through the camp after his aunt and her guard. It was plain to see they were heading for the horses, but there seemed to be a massive commotion in the corral, with rearing stallions and screaming mares. As Senechul reached for one massive horse, Emmerlin had turned, a snarl across her face, and lit the ground again.

      Merdon again felt the heat surround him like a warm blanket, but remained unharmed, even as he heard the screams from behind him. When the flames subsided, Emmerlin stared at him agape.

      “How..?” she managed.

      Merdon shrugged and drew his swords, advancing on the pair carefully. “Just stop this,” he said. “Come home, and we can work it all out.”

      “He tried to control my mind,” Emmerlin shouted. “Like one of his animals, he tried to get me to think differently. Invaded my brain.” She tapped the side of her head. “No, Merdon, there’s no working that out. He violated my mind!”

      Behind her, Senechul had finally managed to wrestle a mare into some semblance of control and the animal stood there, trembling and snorting, as he threw his leg over her back, reaching down for Emmerlin.

      Merdon leaped forward, trying to grab her hand or somehow stop her from leaving, when a sharpened wooden post rose before him. Originally part of the fence that held the horses, the pole had been shaved to a point to aid pounding it into the ground. That point was aimed directly at his chest, and it looked as if Emmerlin were in control of it.

      As Senechul pulled her up into the saddle before him, the post flew at Merdon, arrow-fast and deadly. The prince dropped, rolling out of the way, but still felt the post scrape down his side as it whipped past him.

      A thick crunch from behind drew his attention, and he turned to see Herdin grasping at the post where it jutted from his chest. Bloody smears stained the wood as his knees buckled, his eyes widening.

      That was meant for me!

      Merdon swallowed, leaping to his feet and turning back to where Emmerlin and Senechul were galloping across the grasslands of Ninse towards Gazluth. King Besmir pounded across to where he stood. Panting and sweaty, he looked as if his heart was about to give out, and Merdon gripped his elbow to steady the suddenly-old man.

      “Merdon, are you all right?” the king asked. “I saw you burned twice.”

      The prince held his hand out, turning it over as if seeing it for the first time. “I think I’ve just found out what my power might be,” he said.

      His grandfather grinned, but the expression fell away as he turned to see Herdin slump sideways into the arms of his fellows. Merdon and Besmir went to him.

      “S-sire,” Herdin said, with a dribble of red spittle.

      “Hush, lad,” Besmir said. “Save your strength for healing.”

      Herdin smiled, but only half his mouth turned up, the other half remaining slack as something vital in his brain stopped working.

      “Not … going to be on duty, sire,” Herdin said in a half whisper.

      Merdon watched his grandfather kneel beside his guard and take his arm in a warrior’s grip. “I’ll have to dock your wage,” Besmir said in a gentle voice.

      “Is it night … so … dark,” Herdin muttered.

      Merdon’s gaze flicked to Lyeeta, who cradled Herdin’s head in her lap, tears falling from her eyes as she watched her friend and mentor die. Anger and hate swelled in Merdon’s chest at the thought of what Emmerlin had done here. Not only killing Herdin and trying to kill Merdon himself, but hurting Lyeeta as well.

      Why does that matter so much?

      He put that question aside for later and turned to see his aunt’s horse disappearing over the crest of a hill. Disregarding his better judgment, Merdon started to move, running for the horses, even though they were scattered across the grasslands. Before he managed to take more than a step, however, he felt a tight grip around his wrist. He turned to see his grandfather staring into his eyes.

      “Not yet,” Besmir said. “We need a plan to tackle her. She’s too strong.”

      Torn between the need to obey his grandfather and king, and the need to rip his arm from the old man’s grasp and chase Emmerlin down, Merdon managed to nod at his grandfather, who returned the nod with a tightening of his eyes.

      “Let all here remember that this man, Herdin, died a hero,” Besmir cried. “Let none forget his name!”

      “Herdin!” the guards chanted, Merdon along with them.
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        * * *

      

      Queen Arteera had spent so much time in meetings with various people that time had passed without her knowing. Servants had come in and lit candles around her as she worked to draw up plans to search for the source of Besmir’s drug herself. The queen had finally admitted her husband was using a drug, rather than drink, to rid himself of his dreams and waking nightmares.

      She had spent hours writing letters to the Waravalian king, Vetrulian, husband to Besmir’s cousin Collise, telling him of her intent to pass through Waraval, heading for Boranash. She wrote to Merdon, keeping him abreast of her findings, and begging him to look after Besmir.

      And finally, she wrote to her husband. Tears streamed from her eyes as she wrote of her love, and how she missed him, but the kingdom was well in his absence. She left out her knowledge of his problem, not wanting him to know she knew about the drugs.

      “I just hope you were tricked into taking it,” she said aloud.

      Arteera looked up to see night had drawn in. Someone had left food for her, but she hadn’t noticed until now, and her stomach growled to tell her she was hungry. Rising, she grabbed a slab of bread and spread jam on it, savoring the sweetness.

      A weariness fell over her and she dragged herself into her bedchamber, struggling to climb onto the bed as her eyes closed and she fell into a deep sleep.

      Birdsong woke the queen, but she was nowhere near her own bed. Rather, she lay on a patch of the softest grass she had ever felt, the sweet smell of its leaves gracing her nose like perfume. Above her head she watched birds of every species flit from tree to tree, singing their hearts out.

      Arteera stood, her simple robe feeling silken against her skin as she looked about. A cloudless sky stretched off forever, broken only by the branches of trees that grew in every type, shape and form, some of which she had never seen before. She stood at the edge of an immense forest where squirrels jumped from tree to tree, while foxes trotted between the trunks, oblivious to her presence.

      To her other side, a vast grassland spread out like a lawn, verdant and lush. Herds of cattle and other beasts she had never seen munched on the grass as predatory cats crept among them. Unafraid, the cattle watched the deadly cats as they passed by, their teeth bared as they panted, but seemingly completely uninterested in the prey that stood feet from them.

      Arteera swallowed, recalling Besmir telling her of the beauty and diversity of animals in the afterlife when he had been brought here before. I’m dead!

      Panic crashed through the queen as the thought hit her. She couldn’t be dead. Not now. Not when Besmir needed her the most.

      You’re an old woman. Of course you can be dead.

      Part of her felt utter, blessed relief at being here; yet another part felt the pressure of guilt as soon as the relief washed through her.

      No! I don’t accept this. I can’t be dead.

      Arteera looked around, realizing only now that there was no sun in the sky, rather, the light seemed to come from everywhere. Her eyes lit on a figure walking slowly along the edge of the forest towards her, and she headed towards it.

      Now, let’s see…

      Arteera’s breath caught in her throat, a massive lump forming when she got close enough to see who it was. She ran, the grass whipping at her legs, tripping and stumbling towards the figure, halting a few feet away.

      As if she stood before a mirror, Arteera studied the woman before her to see if this were some kind of trick or dream. “M-m-mother?” she asked in a small voice.

      Emmerlin senior smiled warmly at her daughter and held her arms out. Arteera fell into her mother’s embrace, transported back through time to her childhood. Sobbing uncontrollably, the queen let her emotions all out, howling into her mother’s shoulder and releasing her pain.

      Eventually her mother turned, still with an arm around her daughter, and began to walk.

      “Come. There’s someone who would speak with you,” she said.

      Arteera looked at her mother’s face, something she had not seen for forty years, and felt the rush of maternal love that washed over her like a flood.

      “I’ve got so many questions,” Arteera said. “And so much to tell you.”

      Her mother smiled, but there was a pain in her smile. “Your questions will have to wait,” she said. “And I’ve been keeping an eye on you. You’ve done well, Queen Arteera.”

      The immense sound of pride rang from her every word, and Arteera felt her life had been worth something, if only to make her mother proud. “I’ve got children!” she said. “You’re a grandmother.”

      “Joranas and Emmerlin,” her mother said. “I know, and great-grandchildren, too. Plus that husband of yours; you’ve done well there.”

      “He’s in trouble,” Arteera moaned. “And I can’t help him,”

      “Maybe he can assist you,” her mother said, pointing to a strange-looking creature sitting beside a lake. “Now, go, with my love and blessing.”

      Her mother kissed her on the forehead, as she had done when Arteera was a child. “Oh, you’re not dead, either,” she added.

      Arteera watched her mother back away, fading into the perfect distance, but was unable to follow. She turned to look at the form on the edge of the lake, awe making her knees shake.

      A single antler erupted from his deer-like head, a silver ooze dripping from the stump of the other where it had been snapped off by his father. His body was a weird amalgamation of animals, hooves rather than hands, with numerous different types of fur. The huge, wet eyes of a deer regarded her kindly.

      Arteera dropped to her knees.

      “My Lord Cathantor,” she greeted the God, trembling.

      “Oh, there’s no need for all that, my child,” he said in the kindest, calmest voice she had ever heard. “Come, sit by me, and let’s talk.” He patted a mossy hump with one hoof and turned his attention back to the lake.

      A God wants to talk to me?

      Arteera struggled to her feet, her legs unwilling to work correctly, and managed to approach the God, who was peering down into the glass-clear water at several fish circling before him. Each one would swim in a complete circle before jumping from the water to get closer to the God, splashing him with water when they fell back in.

      Cathantor chuckled, wiping drops of water from his various hides. “I must apologize,” he said.

      Arteera gasped. Why would a God have to apologize? And to her?

      “Your daughter has powers beyond anything any human has wielded before,” Cathantor muttered. “And I think we gave them to her.”

      Arteera looked at the fish, wondering what to say.

      “When we brought your husband back from death,” Cathantor said, “we gave some of ourselves, our essence, to do so. We repaired his body, made him strong again, but something extra went into Besmir as well.”

      “Emmerlin,” Arteera whispered.

      “Quite,” Cathantor agreed. “Without our intervention, Joranas would be your only child, Emmerlin would not have existed, and Besmir would be here with me.” The God waved a hoof around to indicate the afterlife.

      “She’s … a mistake?” Arteera asked in shock. “You made a mistake?”

      “Worrying, is it not?” Cathantor asked sarcastically. “Yes, even we are fallible. And in this matter, we have failed on numerous occasions.”

      He held his hoof out, and Arteera took it without hesitation.

      The world tilted beneath her feet and she felt as if she were falling, colors swirling before her eyes, morphing, changing, until she stood in a tent. Besmir sat with his head in his hands, a silver flask before him, the cork removed and a cup tipped over beside it.

      “Besmir!” Arteera cried, running to him.

      Her hand passed through her husband as she tried to take him in her arms. She tried again, watching as her hand disappeared inside his head, and a chill crept through her chest.

      “My first mistake was favoring him,” Cathantor said. “Then we broke our own vow of non-interference to restore him, and now this.”

      The scene shifted again, men and women walking backwards before her eyes. Besmir rose and dashed from the tent as everything became a blur. Cathantor led her across to where Emmerlin was in the middle of burning Merdon alive.

      Arteera covered her mouth to keep from screaming as she watched the post fly at her grandson, narrowly missing him, but hammering into the chest of a royal guard who stood behind him. Besmir knelt at the man’s side, comforting him as her daughter rode away.

      “My daughter did this?” she asked as Herdin died again.

      “What she has become,” Cathantor said. “Besmir tried to force her to change, his reason flawed by the drugs he is taking.”

      The God took her hand, and she stood by the lake once more. “What can I do?” she begged. “How can I save my family?”

      “You may have to choose,” he said. “Between Besmir and Emmerlin.”

      “I want both!” she cried. “My husband and my little girl. If this is your mistake, then fix it!”

      Arteera raged at the impassive God as he stood there, looking at her with sympathy. “I cannot risk any further interference,” he said. “We have already brought a chaotic element into the world in Emmerlin.”

      Arteera stared at the God in disbelief. Besmir had always told her these creatures were fickle and prone to trickery, as fallible and flawed as humans, but she had never fully believed him. Now, however, standing in Cathantor’s presence as he admitted his mistake and refused to aid her, she realized Besmir had been right all along.

      “Can you tell me anything?” she asked angrily.

      Cathantor turned his great head, fixing her with a single, dark eye for a few seconds. “The root of Besmir’s problem lies with mercenaries,” he said.

      “Mercenaries?” she asked in disbelief. “We have never used them.”

      Cathantor reached into the lake, pulling a bright orange shell from the water. He turned, pressing the object into her hand as he laid her on the soft shore.

      “Sleep now, my child,” the God said, as Arteera’s sight dimmed.
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        * * *

      

      “Why didn’t her magic burn me to a crisp?” Merdon asked Besmir, as the pair stood outside the tent the king had claimed for them.

      His grandfather scratched at his beard, not entirely sure himself. Although his mind seemed to be playing tricks on him, showing him things that were not there, his memories remained intact, and he searched them for anything he had heard or read of similar to this.

      “Honestly, I don’t know, lad,” the king muttered as he watched a line of Ninse workers head for the mountain. “When I … looked inside her mind…” Besmir felt a flash of guilt smash into him then.

      Shouldn’t have done it. Worse than if I were to rape her. Nausea flooded his mouth with saliva, making him swallow.

      “I saw what she’s become,” Besmir continued. “Dangerous and volatile, and with more power than anyone I know.”

      “What did you see?” Merdon asked, intrigue written on his face.

      Besmir shook his head, unwilling to share. Yet the images would not leave him; the murders, the torture of animals, and the sick joy it brought her.

      A dull ache in his lower abdomen told Besmir he would need some of his special drink before long and he turned to enter the tent, Merdon following.

      Inside were a pair of simple cots, the exact model the army used, and their saddlebags, which held a few personal items and clothing. Besmir had not wanted to bathe himself in luxury as Emmerlin had, alienating the Ninse further. He had to try and repair the damage she’d done, at the same time as finding her before she did any more.

      “What did you feel when she burned you?” Besmir asked his grandson as he sat wearily on the edge of his bed.

      Without thinking about it, he reached in and took out his flask as Merdon spoke haltingly of his experience. “I could feel...warmth,” he said. “No heat or pain, just warmth. It was quite pleasant, actually.”

      “Did it feel like anything came from within you? Any pressure inside, that felt as if it burst out?”

      “No, nothing like that,” Merdon said. “What’s that, grandfather?”

      “Hmm?” Besmir sucked some of the disgusting, bitter, treacle-thick brew into his mouth, almost gagging on the stuff.

      Why do I do this?

      “Just a little pick-me-up,” he lied.

      “Can I try it?” Merdon asked.

      “What?” Besmir’s eyes snapped open. “No!”

      “Why not? I could do with a boost after this morning.”

      Something inside Besmir screamed that it was a bad idea, that he should never let Merdon anywhere near the stuff, but the colors had appeared and he smiled.

      “Just a little, then,” he said, slumping back on the bed.

      His eyes traced the path of the creature as it approached him. Six feet of hatred and rage boiled across the tent towards the king, making him flinch and squirm. Flames licked from its mouth, and midnight eyes bored into his very soul. Besmir tried to scream, but couldn’t. No sound came from his fear-locked throat.

      The monster reached down, lifting something before it turned, and left the king soiled in his own bodily fluids.
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        * * *

      

      “Are we being followed?” Emmerlin asked.

      She felt Senechul’s thick muscles shift against her back, and a flush of heat pulsed through her. Another feeling clawed its way past her lust, and she examined it.

      Gratitude? Am I thankful for him?

      The princess assumed she must be. After all, he had remained loyal to her when her own father and nephew hadn’t.

      What a pair they make!

      Emmerlin felt a boiling rage rise in her chest at the memory of what her father had tried to do; the feeling of his disjointed and chaotic mind inside her own made her feel sick, violated and used. Father or not, king or not, he had no right to try and force her to be something different, changing her fundamentally.

      “Doesn’t look like it,” Senechul rumbled. “Strange,” he added.

      “Why strange?” she asked.

      “You attacked another member of the royal family,” he said without judgment. “I’d have thought they’d be hunting us down like animals.”

      “There’s something wrong with my father,” Emmerlin told him. “Something in his mind is … off.”

      “Helps us,” Senechul said brutally. “What’s the plan?”

      “I haven’t really got one,” she admitted. “His appearance was a surprise I hadn’t bargained on.”

      “What’s the first thing that springs to mind?” he asked, guiding their horse expertly.

      “He’s not fit to lead anymore,” Emmerlin said.

      “So how do you get a king off the throne?” the guard asked.

      “Assassination, war,” Emmerlin mused.

      “So what’s the plan?” Senechul asked again.

      “Head south,” Emmerlin replied. “To Port Vartula.” A smirk crossed her face. “My troops are garrisoned there. But first…”

      She squeezed his solid thigh. Senechul chuckled. “There’ll be time for that later; we need to put some distance behind us.”

      Emmerlin sighed, wriggling into his firm body and relishing the feel of him against her back.

      “Prince Merdon,” her guard began.

      “Yes, that was strange,” Emmerlin mused. “I thought I’d missed him the first time, but the second...”

      “No, I saw him covered in fire,” Senechul growled. “Pity he didn’t burn,” he added.

      “Aww, did he bruise your pride?” Emmerlin teased.

      “No, my face!” Senechul snapped angrily.

      Emmerlin laughed. “’Corbondrasi kiss,’” she said, giggling. “That was good.”

      Behind her Senechul growled and sniffed. “I’m glad you find it amusing,” he said darkly.

      “Me too,” Emmerlin cried with another laugh. “What did you expect? Merdon’s been trained by the Corbondrasi royal guards. He’s fast and deadly. If it comes down to it, let me handle him.”

      Senechul snorted. “Like you did back there?” he asked sarcastically. “No, highness, it would be better if you leave him to me. He’ll not get the drop on me again.”

      Emmerlin turned in the saddle, looking up into Senechul’s bruised and bloodied face, his nose swelling, his lip split. His expression was one of hurt anger, and she bit her lips to hold in the laugh that threatened.

      “There’s a farm up ahead.” She pointed. “Let’s see what they can donate to the cause.”
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      Arteera’s eyes flickered open and she looked around her bedchamber, groggy and disoriented. A few deep breaths and stretches brought her fully awake, and she realized she still wore the clothes she'd had on the previous day.

      Must have been tired. Explains the dream.

      The queen stepped to the floor, preparing to disrobe and wash, when she opened the hand she had clamped shut.

      Nestled in her palm was a small, orange shell.

      She dropped the thing, trying to get away from it, a sliver of cold panic welling up inside her chest.

      Was that real? It can’t have been.

      Hands shaking, Arteera began rifling through Besmir’s possessions, pulling items out of chests and tipping drawers out on the floor. A lifetime of accumulated trinkets and gifts started to pile about her ankles, but still she searched. Eventually she found what she was looking for, but it took all her willpower to reach for the thing.

      Cushioned on a pillow of satin, and protected by a rosewood box he had bought for it, the red shell had lain here untouched for thirty years. Besmir had been pulled into the afterlife to speak to the Gods, and this had been in their bed the following day. No creature in the world had ever made a shell like this; Cathantor had brought it into existence for his own needs.

      It was cool and smooth to the touch as her fingers gripped the red shell. Arteera looked at it for a second before seeking the orange one she had been given.

      “It can’t be!” she cried,

      She brought the two shells together, watching as they fit perfectly against each other. A marriage or union created by the Gods themselves. With a soft click, the two halves locked together, creating a complete shell with one red side and one orange.

      “Majesty!” her handmaiden cried, when she saw the mess Arteera had made.

      The queen looked at the girl without much interest. “Send for General Khaleen,” she said, as Petrena started fussing over the mess.

      “I should clear up first, Mum,” the woman said, still using her odd form of address after years of service.

      “Now, girl!” Arteera screamed.

      Petrena stared at the queen with a shocked expression as she backed from the room.

      Arteera ignored her and donned a simple green dress, tied at the waist. Padding through to her sitting room, she considered what her next move might be.

      I need to get people into the mercenary camps.

      Halfway through writing further letters to various people, she heard a knock, and General Khaleen entered.

      Head of the Gazluthian army since the Battle of Ursley mine twenty years past, Khaleen leaned heavily on the thick cane that supported her. An arrow had taken her high in the thigh during the battle, and she had walked with a pronounced limp ever since. Thin to the point of emaciation and with sharp, hawkish features, she had proved invaluable on a number of occasions.

      Her uniform was immaculate; not a crease marred the crimson material, and every button and medal was polished until it shone, black, mirror-polished boots graced her feet, and her long hair had been twisted up atop her head.

      The general crossed to Arteera’s table and bowed low before standing at attention. “You can sit, Khaleen,” the queen said. Khaleen lowered herself into the chair opposite, perching on the edge with her back as straight as the cane she held.

      How do I keep Besmir’s secret?

      “It’s come to my attention that narcotics are being brought into Gazluth, general,” Arteera started, rising and pressing her hands together before her. “I want the source destroyed before any more damage is done.”

      “Where is the source?” Khaleen asked.

      “Mercenary camps,” Arteera said, not meeting the general’s eye.

      “May I see your intelligence documents?”

      “I don’t actually have any of those,” Arteera admitted.

      “No spy reports? No scouts?”

      The queen shook her head, and Khaleen sighed. “That presents a great difficulty, majesty,” the thin woman said. “Without evidence of illegalities, it is difficult to justify invading another country.”

      “I know, but...” Arteera felt the tears welling in her eyes as her failure stretched out before her.

      “What’s really going on?” Khaleen asked, with a tone far more gentle than her appearance suggested.

      Arteera searched her face through the shimmer of her tears, seeking reassurance that she could trust her. She’s been loyal to Besmir and Gazluth for more than twenty years. “Will you keep my secrets?” she asked.

      “Of course, majesty,” Khaleen said. “Always.”

      “The king has taken to using these drugs,” she finally admitted.

      Arteera felt the weight of her sentence press down on her. Now that it was in the open, now that she had said it aloud, it felt more real to her.

      “Unfortunate,” Khaleen said unfazed by the information. “And who told you it was something to do with the mercenaries?”

      Oh, just one of the Gods.

      “It was...” Arteera met Khaleen’s eyes. “Cathantor,” she added, waiting for the ridicule.

      Khaleen nodded thoughtfully, again not surprised by her words. “Waraval, then,” she said, almost as if thinking aloud. “King Vetrulian will have to be in complete agreement.”

      “I have forwarded letters to both him and Queen Collise,” Arteera said quietly. “Does this mean you believe me?”

      Khaleen blinked at her several times before tilting her head to one side. “Why wouldn’t I believe you, majesty?” she asked.

      “It sounds like madness even to me,” Arteera admitted. “A God told me where to attack.”

      Khaleen slid back in her chair and actually relaxed for the first time since entering. “I watched your husband die,” she said quietly. “And then watched the Gods resurrect him with my own eyes, restoring his body. This family has some connection to the Gods I can never hope to understand, but if you tell me Cathantor told you something, I know it to be true.”

      Gratitude sealed Arteera’s throat for a few seconds. “Thank you,” she finally managed, coughing.

      “Maybe Waraval can lend some troops to this venture too,” Khaleen mused.

      “Ru Tarn thinks the plants actually grow in Boranash,” Arteera said. “They had a similar problem, and destroyed the crops and land.”

      “So a three-pronged attack, then,” Khaleen said. “Waravalian mercenaries are taking narcotics from Boranash and selling them in Gazluth. It only seems right that all three countries intervene in this matter. I shall contact my counterparts in those countries and see what I can uncover.”

      “Don’t tell them about Besmir!” Arteera begged almost automatically.

      “I promise,” Khaleen said, pain passing over her face. “Is he well?”

      “I don’t know,” Arteera admitted. “I don’t think so.”

      “Maybe he should be home with his family,” Khaleen suggested in a gentle voice.

      “He’s dealing with Emmerlin at the moment.”

      “Ah,” Khaleen said in a knowing tone of voice.

      Does everyone but me know there’s some problem with her?

      “With your permission, majesty,” Khaleen asked.

      “Yes.” Arteera said flatly. “Go. And thank you again, General.”

      The queen watched the other woman as she hobbled across the room to the door, disappearing through it without a backward glance.
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        * * *

      

      Merdon left the tent he shared with his grandfather, nodding to the guards who stood outside as he went.

      “The king is sleeping,” he lied. “Let him rest.”

      They saluted, and the prince stalked through the tents towards a distant stream that cut through the valley. Afternoon warmth kissed his skin, the weather deceptively pleasant while the storm that raged within him threatened to explode. His thoughts turned to his grandfather, who now lay in his own urine.

      How did he become so pathetic?

      It’s that muck he drinks.

      His thoughts were colored by sympathy rather than disdain. The king had been subjected to torments during his lifetime that would have driven a lesser man insane. The memory of his grandfather’s utter fear as he’d approached his cot had been burned into Merdon’s mind.

      The king’s mouth stretched wide, eyes bulging as if they were about to burst, had cut Merdon deeply. His grandfather had always seemed immortal to his younger eyes, but now he seemed to be falling into a state of complete weakness.

      He could hear her footsteps behind him as he halted at the edge of the river, its waters swift and dark, swollen with rainwater and silt. He turned to watch Lyeeta approach, her eyes downcast and sad. He watched the play of light on her skin as her muscles bunched and flexed, arms bare to the shoulder.

      Gods, she’s young!

      As a member of the royal family, he had been surrounded by guards his entire life, and seen some who looked to be in their late teens. Lyeeta looked like a small, lost child as she stalked through the grass, slowing as she reached him. Her eyes flicked up to his, and he saw the complex play of emotions in them.

      Sorrow for the loss of Herdin, anger that he had been killed, pain, suffering, and loss all radiated from her. Looking into her eyes, he could see she was not a child, but rather a young woman with emotions she couldn’t deal with.

      “Highness,” she began in a hoarse voice. “Is there something amiss with the king?”

      Shock chilled his chest at her words. If the guards knew Besmir was having difficulties, it wouldn’t be long before word spread like wildfire. Supposedly able to keep any secrets, someone somewhere would let the rumor spread, and his grandfather’s reputation would be tainted.

      “Just the rigors of old age,” he said. “People forget his real age with his youthful appearance.”

      Lyeeta looked at him skeptically, appearing as if she were going to say more, but changed the subject.

      “I-I’ve never seen anyone … die before,” she said in a small voice. “No one I knew … like Herdin, at least,” she added, sniffing.

      Shoulders hunched forward and hands clasped before her, Lyeeta seemed to be protecting herself, curling inwards to shield herself from the world and its horrors.

      Wish I could do that too.

      Merdon felt the connection in his mind as if it were a physical blow, his head jerking as his thoughts whirled. He drew his right-hand sword, laying the razor-sharp edge against his forearm gently.

      “What are you doing?” Lyeeta asked in a panicked voice.

      Merdon felt the bite as the steel edge, created by one of the Corbondrasi master armorers, caught his skin. A thin line of red welled up across his arm, and he reversed the blade, offering it to Lyeeta.

      “Help me with a test,” he said as she took the weapon from him. “Now you cut me.”

      “Highness...” she started, but the prince cut her off gently.

      “I need you to cut me, Lyeeta,” he said, grinning at her expression. “Don’t worry, it’s not some odd fetish.” He held his arm out toward her.

      The young guard swallowed, obviously torn between her sworn duty to protect him and the obligation to obey his command. With infinite care and slowness, she brought his own sword towards his skin.

      Merdon held his position, unflinchingly, as she lowered the blade against his skin. Just before it made contact, cutting him again, something rose from within him, blocking the metal. Lyeeta stared at the sword, unable to touch him with it.

      “Harder,” he said.

      Lyeeta lifted the sword an inch above his arm and hesitated for a second before letting it drop against him. Again the blade stopped before any damage could be done, a force emerging from his skin to protect him.

      Like it did with Emmerlin’s fire!

      Two thoughts hit him then. One, that it had been this force that protected him and two, that he could have saved Herdin. Guilty sickness rolled through his stomach as that realization came to him. He could have stopped that post from killing Lyeeta’s friend. Yet how could he have known?

      “One more time, Lyeeta,” he said. “Stab here.” Merdon stared into her eyes as he laid his finger on his chest.

      Her head moved slowly from side to side, her wrist going limp, letting the sword droop. “That’s an order, guardswoman!” he barked, and she straightened, gripping the sword again.

      A single tear rolled down her face as she fought with herself, half of her conditioned to obey him, while the other half balked at the thought of stabbing her prince in the chest.

      “Trust me, Lyeeta,” he said gently.

      When it came, even Merdon was surprised. Lyeeta’s scream rolled out over the grass as she launched herself forward, his sword stabbing at his chest. So fast had her movement been, he barely had time to react, let alone stop himself from reacting. It took every ounce of willpower he possessed not to throw himself back, but to let her hit him.

      Lyeeta stood with his sword pressed against him, her expression a mixture of abject relief and utter bewilderment as she realized he was completely unharmed.

      “But … how?” she asked, standing straight again.

      Merdon blew out a deep breath, not realizing he had been holding it until then, and took his sword with trembling fingers. It had felt like something, someone, else reached from within his chest to stop the blade.

      So, is this my power?

      He didn’t know for certain, but a wild plan came into his mind. If he were impervious to magic and physical damage, there might be a way he could help his grandfather. He reached into the pouch that hung at his side and pulled his grandfather’s flask out.

      “What’s that?” Lyeeta asked, forgetting her place.

      Well, I did just ask her to stab me in the heart.

      Crouching by the dirty water, Merdon swilled the flask in the strong flow, rinsing the vile concoction from inside. He filled and emptied the flask several times as he spoke.

      “Swear to me you will not breathe a word of what I’m about to tell you to anyone.”

      “I swear it, my prince,” Lyeeta said seriously.

      A spike of desire stabbed through him with those words. Your prince? I like that.

      “King Besmir has taken to drinking … whatever this is,” he said. “Initially to soothe his mind at night, when the horrors of his life came to haunt him. Now … more so,” the prince added.

      He stood and sniffed the silver flask, smelling nothing of the bitter filth that had been inside. He cast the flask into the stream, watching it sink below the surface as Lyeeta gasped.

      “What are you going to do?” She asked.

      “I’m going to speak to Chancellor Xaurin,” he said, turning back towards the camp of tents. “Then I’m going to put the king in prison,” he added, with a frown at his own words.
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        * * *

      

      “I must confess I don’t understand, highness,” Xaurin said when Merdon approached her. “What possible use could you have for a dungeon?”

      “Unfortunately I can’t tell you, but the whole of Gazluth would be eternally grateful if you had such a facility I could use.”

      The diminutive Ninse leader stared at the prince for a few seconds as she thought. Merdon noticed a spot of mud high on her cheek, and felt guilty for asking more from her when she had already lost so much.

      “It’s not something we advertise,” Xaurin said in a hesitant voice. “But we have needed a place to keep the unruly, and those who come here thinking the Ninse are an easy target. It’s at the far side of Ashorn and might be buried, but I can have someone guide you there, if that would suit your needs.”

      “It would,” Merdon said. “Thank you, Chancellor. How does the rescue go?”

      “Slowly,” Xaurin said, leaning back in the chair she sat upon. “But some of the diggers have reported hearing knocking sounds from somewhere.”

      “So there are people still alive?” he asked incredulously.

      “So it would seem,” Xaurin said with a smile. “Is there really nothing you can tell me of your needs?”

      “If only I could, my lady, I’m sure my problems would melt as snow in your capable hands; yet these are my troubles, and I must deal with them alone.” Merdon caught her smirk at his honeyed words. “Might I see this jail soon?”
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        * * *

      

      Besmir felt hands shaking him and woke with a start. His mouth was dry, gritty, and his teeth were coated with a furry substance that made him gag. His tongue felt too big for his mouth, as if it were swollen. His arms and legs ached with deep pain in his shoulder joints nagging at him.

      “Grandfather?” The voice cut through the fog in his brain.

      Merdon! Merdon’s here with me.

      The thought lifted his spirits, and he rolled over in his cot, staring up into his grandchild’s eyes with a weak smile. The young prince looked harried and tired, as if something were draining him fast.

      “You alright, lad?” he asked, his voice sounding strange to his ears.

      Merdon nodded, his lips clamped tight together.

      “I am,” he muttered.

      Besmir’s fingers dipped inside his robes, searching for his flask. Finding nothing, he sat up straight, frowning as his surroundings came fully into view. Gray stone blocks, squared and fitted tightly together, formed the walls of a square room with a low ceiling. An impressive-looking iron door sealed one wall, and lamps provided light. A wooden bucket stood in one corner, telling Besmir exactly where he was.

      “What’s going on?” he asked, fingers still searching frantically. “Why are we in here, and where’s my flask?”

      Merdon stood, backing away a few paces as he stared at Besmir, concern and worry written across his face. “It’s gone, grandfather,” he said quietly.

      “Gone?” Besmir asked in panic. “What do you mean gone? Gone where? Who’s got it?”

      “I threw it in a river,” Merdon said.

      Besmir stood, slowly approaching his grandson, who at least had the grace to look sorry.

      “You did what?” Besmir asked, trembling inside his chest. It can’t be gone!

      “Whatever that stuff was, it was killing you, grandfather,” Merdon said. “I got rid of it.”

      “Idiot!” Besmir bellowed, making Merdon flinch. “That drink helped me get through life. I need it.”

      Thoughts whirled through Besmir as he started to pace, running his hands through his hair. “No matter,” he said. “No matter, my boy.” The king went to Merdon, laying one arm over his shoulder. “I’ve got some more in my pack.”

      Yet Merdon was shaking his head. “No, grandfather. I destroyed all of it.”

      Besmir shoved his grandson away from him. “Why did my son ever put you in your mother’s poisoned womb?” he spat nastily. “Let me from this room. Now!”

      Merdon stood before the door, impassively watching his every move as Besmir stared at him with hate.

      My favorite! And he’s betrayed me like this.

      “Treason!” Besmir shouted. “You’ll hang for this, boy!”

      Merdon folded his arms, and Besmir knew the prince knew it was a hollow threat. Need and fear gathered in his chest, the chilly pressure building.

      What happens when the pain comes?

      “Merdon, lad,” Besmir said in a deceptively pleasant voice. “You’ve made a mistake. Now, I know you think you’re helping me, but this is only going to cause pain and suffering. So just let me out, and we can go to see the men I got it from. Together, you’ll see it’s more like a medicine than anything … they’ll explain it to you … Merdon, please.”

      Terror ripped at Besmir as he realized his grandson was not about to move an inch. Fine! Then I’ll…

      No!

      What had he been thinking? This was his grandson, and he had been about to shock him with lightning to get past.

      No. I’ll never do that.

      Besmir stomped back across to the cot that had been brought in, throwing himself down onto it like a moody teenager. “I hope my misery and pain brings you joy,” he grunted.

      The King of Gazluth wrapped his robes around himself and waited for the pains to begin. Fright and misery made tears spring from his eyes. Arteera, I wish you were here.

      Yet even as he thought that, the king realized he never wanted his wife to see him in such a pathetic condition.
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      “Surely not, Majesty,” General Khaleen said, several days after their last meeting.

      Arteera stared at the other woman with a look that spoke volumes. The queen had been beside herself with worry and anticipation. With no word from Besmir or Merdon, let alone from any of the Ninse, she felt blind and helpless.

      “Oh, yes, General,” Arteera said seriously. “I will be coming with you.”

      Khaleen looked round at the other women in the queen’s sitting room, Arteera echoing her gesture. Branisi stood beside the door, eyes downcast and with her hands clasped before her. Petrena busied herself with various meaningless tasks and looked as if she would rather be anywhere else, embarrassment coloring her cheeks.

      “Might I suggest you remain here, Majesty?” Khaleen said in a calm voice. “We intend to ride hard in order to join forces with Waraval. There will be long days in the saddle and short nights sleeping on the ground.”

      “I won’t hold you up, General,” Arteera said.

      “And who will run the kingdom in your absence?” Khaleen asked.

      “Branisi can manage for a short time,” the queen replied.

      “I’m too old now, majesty,” Branisi muttered, her eyes still downcast.

      “Nonsense, you’re younger than me!” Arteera cried. “Why do you all want me to stay here?”

      “To begin with, to keep you safe,” Khaleen explained. “We go to face mercenaries. If they capture you, the whole mission will have been for naught.”

      “But...” Arteera began, tears threatening to come.

      “You need to stay, Mum,” Petrena piped up from behind the queen. “You’re too old to be riding off into war.”

      Arteera, Khaleen and Branisi all turned to stare at the woman, the queen openly agape at her tactless words. Petrena had originally been servant to Collise, but Arteera had taken the simple girl into her service when Besmir’s cousin had gone to join the king at Ursley Mine.

      Petrena seemed to realize what she had said, and slowed her pointless straightening and setting of the queen’s objects. The woman reddened, her cheeks turning bright crimson to the tips of her ears as she cast about with her eyes.

      “Thank you for that, Petrena,” Arteera said. “Nothing I need more right now than to be reminded I have one foot in my grave!”

      “I didn’t … what I meant … Mum...” Petrena stumbled over her words until the queen held her hand up.

      “You can leave now, Petrena,” Arteera said shortly.

      “She has a point, however,” Khaleen said as Petrena lifted the hem of her dress and slunk from the room. “Age is not on your side.”

      Arteera felt the weight of her years pressing down on her. Old and useless. She slumped into one of her chairs, depression clawing at her.

      How could she be of any use to Besmir when he was in another country and she was stuck at home? If she joined the fight, led the army, at least she’d feel as if she was making a difference.

      “We’re all here for you, Arteera,” Branisi said when Petrena had gone. “But with King Besmir away and unwell, Gazluth needs you here.” She hesitated. “And you are very old,” she added with a twitch of her lips.

      “Says the woman who is only a few years my junior!” the queen said with mock anger.

      In truth, she was just happy to see her friend smile, a rare treat since her lover had died. Arteera searched inside herself, realizing they were right. It would be a massive risk for her to leave for Waraval. If the trip didn’t kill her, she might be killed or taken in the fight.

      “Fine!” she said. “Fine. I shall remain here, like a weak woman, while you visit my wrath on these mercenaries.”

      She fixed Khaleen with a piercing glare. “But make sure they suffer, General. Take every man and woman you need, including royal guards.”

      “Majesty...” Khaleen began to protest, but Arteera cut her off.

      “I want this matter dealt with, Khaleen. My family is at risk. My husband. Take the guards.”

      General Khaleen nodded, snapping to attention and turning for the door, her cane tapping against the floor in a staccato beat.

      Arteera sighed, feeling useless and old, sadness and depression tugging her low. She rested her chin on one hand and stared into midair, her thoughts consumed by Besmir and what was happening to him.

      Is he still alive? Hurt? Should I go to him?

      “He’ll be fine,” Branisi said from behind her.

      “How can you even know that?” Arteera wailed. “Everyone else who’s taken this drug is dead!”

      Branisi folded her arms, perching on the edge of the queen’s desk. Her face looked troubled, brows furrowed as if in pain. “Because I know him,” the housecarl said. “Lived and worked with him for years, and I know he’s one of the strongest, toughest men alive.”

      Her eyes rolled to meet Arteera’s. “And you’d know if something had happened,” she added, laying her hand on her chest. “In here.”

      A pinch of guilt gripped Arteera as she considered how self-centered she was being. She was imagining the worst without cause, when Branisi had suffered through it, losing her family and lover.

      “How do you do it?” she asked. “Go on,  I mean, after...”

      Branisi’s dark eyes took on a haunted look, remembering the pain and loss she’d suffered. “Life goes on,” she said. “Whether you want it to or not.

      “The pain, the hollowness you feel, as if a piece of you is missing, lessens over time.” She paused. “Or maybe you just grow accustomed to it being there,” she added, almost to herself.

      I don’t want that!

      Arteera watched her sad friend leave her room. Alone and scared, the queen considered life without her husband for the first time. Panic threatened at the thought and she stood, crossing the room to enter the bedchamber she shared with him.

      Child-like, the Queen of Gazluth crawled into her bed, laying her head on Besmir’s pillow and curling one arm about it possessively. The smell of him filled her nose, and she wept.
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        * * *

      

      All the vile torments of hell had not been as dire as the ordeal Besmir endured now. His sojourn in hell had been harrowing, almost claiming his life once, with the very air he breathed there dangerous to life. The shredding, desiccating wind and diamond-sharp ash that had cut the soles of his bare feet, however, would be a pleasant relief compared to this torment.

      Things writhed in his guts, his intestines alive and jumping as if trying to escape through his skin. Heat cloaked his body like a shroud, yet he shivered and shook as if blasted by an arctic wind. Nausea pulled at his stomach, making him vomit until he was dry heaving endlessly, the pressure in his head and stomach intolerable.

      Yet even though the physical symptoms were bad, it was his mind that tortured him more. Squatting against one cold, stone wall, the king was visited by hundreds of dead men with melted faces, their bodies aflame with his fire. They moaned and writhed before him, begging to know why he had killed them so horribly.

      One man, the skin dripping from his face, even the droplets of fat aflame as they hit the floor, dragged himself across the cell to confront Besmir. “I had a wife,” he moaned as his eyeballs burst in their sockets. “Children.”

      Besmir gagged as the stranger’s tongue swelled in his mouth, his face crackling and turning black, the stench of burning flesh filling the king’s nostrils. Someone else approached next, a familiar face, but one he had not seen for years.

      “Keluse,” he groaned, throat hoarse from screaming and sickness.

      “Besmir,” she said, crouching before him. “You betrayed me.”

      His eyes rolled up to meet hers, and he felt his guts turn to water. Keluse had been gentle and kind when she had been his apprentice, his friend. Now her eyes were red orbs, dripping black tears down her face as she sneered at him cruelly.

      Besmir shook his head. “No,” he whispered. “Porantillia took you.”

      “She did, but you let me die. I trusted you, Besmir, followed you to another country, and died so you could save your son.”

      “It wasn’t like that!” the king screamed, his words echoing around the empty room.

      Keluse leaned in close. The stench of death and putrefaction crept up his nose like a sweet wind. He recoiled sharply, smashing his head against the granite wall behind him.

      His vision swam with the blow, and Keluse began to rot before his very eyes. Dark patches appeared in her sagging cheeks. Her inhuman eyeballs shriveled and sank back into her skull. Rents appeared in her skin, sections of it ripping and raining down on Besmir, slapping wetly against his own skin.

      His screams rent the air as he tried to free himself from the chilly gobbets of his best friend’s skin.

      “No!” he bellowed. “I’m sorry!”

      When Keluse had completely disintegrated, her bones becoming a fine powder that coated his nose and throat, like a thick paste he could not swallow, Besmir was visited by another.

      Gratallach appeared before him. Not Gratallach in his human form, as Sir Eloren, but as an unfettered, raw, God-spirit. As he had at the conclusion of the battle at Urlsey, the God towered over him, a dark vortex of constantly shifting matter. Eyes and hands formed, peering and grasping for Besmir, before being sucked back into his main body.

      Fear grabbed Besmir’s chest in a vice-tight grip when he saw his greatest foe reborn. “I am eternal,” Gratallach said, his voice a million throats speaking in unison. “Your life is as nothing to me, and now I come for your very soul.”

      A scaled, clawed hand, double the size of anything human, grew from the vortex and snaked across toward Besmir. Its flexing, questing fingers dipped into his chest, stopping his lungs as the God rummaged around his innards. Without warning, the hand jerked backwards, and Besmir screamed again, expecting to see his soul being sucked out and taken into the God’s body.

      “You have no soul,” Gratallach moaned. “A fitting fate for one as cruel as I am.”

      Besmir curled up in a fetal ball of his own waste as he sobbed and screamed for hours on end.
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        * * *

      

      Prince Merdon listened to the soul-wrenching screams his grandfather was making in the cell. Gods! Have I done the right thing?

      It had been days since he had put his grandfather in a cell, incarcerating the King of Gazluth. Since then, he had been screaming incoherently, as if in torment and agony. He begged and pleaded with people who were not there, people long dead, telling them he was sorry.

      In the quiet periods, when Besmir was unconscious or delirious, Merdon had entered the cell, cleaning the filth and human waste from his grandfather’s skin with tenderness and warm water.

      Only once had his grandfather spoken to him as if aware he was present. He had washed and dried the king, helping him to the cot and putting a cup of fresh water to his lips. Besmir had been shaking, his body covered in greasy sweat despite Merdon’s ministrations.

      The king had sipped some of the water, gagging and choking on the liquid that was the only thing he could sometimes keep down. His grandfather had turned slowly, his eyes bloodshot and haunted by the horrific memories that had plagued him for days, to stare at Merdon, as if only just realizing it was him that was there.

      “You’re killing me,” he had whispered. “Gods, Merdon, you’re killing me.”

      The prince felt as if a knife had been slammed into his guts and twisted. “I’m doing this for your own good,” he said in a hurt tone.

      “Let me die,” Besmir had muttered as he slumped down on the bed, his consciousness fleeing.

      The other time they had interacted had been on the day after Merdon had locked Besmir in the cell, standing by the door as the king raged and railed against his treatment. He was in obvious pain, hunched over and holding his belly with one arm, suffering occasional muscle spasms that made his whole body clench and him moan.

      His grandfather, one of the men Merdon had looked up to, his hero and incredible influence on his life, had looked at him with pure hate in his glare. Without warning, the king had lashed out at Merdon, fire washing over and around him as he stood impassively by the door. Once the flame had subsided and Besmir stared at him in utter surprise, Merdon had spoken, his voice filled with a sadness he could never voice.

      “You can’t burn me, grandfather. You can’t shock me, stab me, or hit me, either, so you might as well give up. You’re going to have to stay in here until that poison is out of your body.”

      The prince had turned and left the room, barring the door from the outside and walking up the corridor to the small guard’s room there, his grandfather’s shouts and screams of hate and rage following him.

      Now he stood outside that same door again, days later. He was unwashed and had not eaten much in the time he had been there. In order to protect his grandfather’s reputation, he had left strict orders not to be approached, as the king was suffering with an illness he had already suffered himself. The only person Merdon had seen for days was his delirious, screaming grandfather.

      I can’t do this anymore.

      Doubts had plagued the young prince from the moment he had dragged his grandfather into this cell, sealing him inside to suffer. Was this the right thing to do? Should he send for some healers, who could give the old man something to ease the pain and chase away the nightmares?

      Or would that just be swapping one problem for a different one? He had no idea.

      From inside the cell, a low moan became a shriek as his grandfather began another day of screaming and moaning. Merdon rested his hand on the door, unable to enter, unable to watch the great king reduced to a sniveling wreck, sobbing at his feet again. He leaned his head against the thick wood and listened to the king mutter and whine within.

      “I can’t do this,” he said aloud.

      “You don’t need to do it alone.”

      The voice was close and familiar. Merdon peered into the darkness of the guard’s room, whence the voice had come.

      Did I imagine it? Am I losing my mind too?

      Lyeeta stepped into the weak glow of his lantern, her eyes sparkling in the light it cast. She was dressed in dark clothing, her curves covered by a thick, heavy cloak, and not a sign of her uniform could be seen.

      Panic and relief dribbled through Merdon in equal measure as soon as he realized she was actually here. Panic at the thought she might have either been followed, or brought other guards with her, and relief that he was no longer alone.

      “Lyeeta...” Merdon said, his voice breaking.

      “Hush,” the young woman said, taking him in her arms. “Hush now, my prince.”

      The young guard stroked the back of his head and neck as he sobbed into her shoulder. Infusing her person, her hair and clothing, was a smell. Pleasant and fresh, reminiscent of home, it calmed Merdon’s thoughts and soothed him.

      “When did you eat last?” she asked when he stood up again.

      Merdon shrugged. “No idea,” he admitted. “It’s difficult to eat with him screaming in there.”

      Besmir’s cries had subsided into a whimpering, and so Lyeeta took Merdon’s hand, leading him back to the guard’s room, where a satchel lay on the small table in the middle. She had already rekindled the fire that burned in the hearth, and a warm glow suffused the room, sapping his will.

      I’m so tired.

      He sat on one of the tiny chairs, barely big enough for him as it had been built for Ninse bottoms, his eyes drooping as she opened the satchel and laid out bread, fruit and meat on the table.

      “You have to eat,” she said. “If you don’t look after yourself, you can’t care for him,” she added, handing him an apple.

      Merdon saw her fingers were long and slim. He imagined them intertwined with his as they walked somewhere in the sun. Within minutes, he was asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Merdon woke with a start. From the door to his right sunlight flooded down the stone steps and into the guard’s room. He yawned and stretched, the heavy cloak falling off as he moved. The prince frowned, looking at the cloak.

      That’s not mine. She was really here!

      Jumping up, Merdon caught the edge of the table, knocking the food to the floor, but not caring as he looked for the young guard.

      “Lyeeta?” he called gently.

      If she went to see to Grandfather, he might have burned her to a crisp.

      He bolted down the short corridor to where his grandfather was, expecting to see the cell open and him gone, with her remains a smoking mess on the floor. Rather, the door remained firmly shut, his grandfather inside and apparently sleeping peacefully.

      He drew back the heavy bolts and entered, crossing to the cot. His grandfather was asleep, his chest rising and falling easily. His skin was dry and looked a little more pink than it had before.

      Hope welled in his chest as he realized there was no filth in the cell.

      Is it over? Finally over?

      He toyed with the idea of waking the old king, but reasoned if he was sleeping this peacefully, he must need it, and backed from the cell after covering him with fresh blankets. Merdon bolted the door again, not wanting to, but not able to trust the old man fully yet, and padded back to look for Lyeeta.

      A warm breeze kissed his cheek, ruffling his hair as he opened the door to the outside world for the first time in more than a week. A small flock of birds flew overhead, chattering and tweeting as they passed, and Merdon watched them land in a small grove of trees to the north.

      He scanned the area, seeing nothing but grass and shrubs stretching off into the distance. At his back, the broken form of Ashorn loomed like a dying giant, her head sagging on rocky shoulders. Lyeeta was nowhere to be found.

      Disappointed, Merdon returned to the guard’s room, righting the table and picking up the food he had spilled. He brushed off the worst of the dust and dirt, his stomach growling. Many people, on seeing dirty food on the floor, might have balked at eating it, but Merdon had spent time with the Corbondrasi, training in the harsh deserts of Boranash.

      A little dust made no difference to him, and he started to stuff his face with as much food as he could, chewing without tasting much of what he ate, but needing the sustenance.

      Save some for grandfather.

      As his thoughts turned to the king incarcerated in the far cell, the door opened to the outside world, and Lyeeta stepped down the stairs with a large container of water.

      “Morning, Highness,” she said formally. “I took the opportunity to get some fresh water to heat so you might freshen yourself and the king.”

      The guard stirred the ashes of the fire with a piece of kindling, blowing gently on the few embers that came to life. Within seconds, a curl of smoke arose, flames soon following, and she added thin sticks as the blaze grew steadily. She filled the kettle hanging from a pot hook and swung it into the fire.

      Standing, she turned to see him staring at her, and a shy smile crossed her face. Merdon felt heat creep up his face at being caught watching her, and turned away quickly.

      “How’s your grandfather?” Lyeeta asked.

      Merdon felt a rush of gratitude that she had used that form of address, rather than referring to him as the king or King Besmir.

      “He’s sleeping at the moment,” he said. “I’m hoping the worst of whatever it was is over.”

      “Thank the Gods!” she said. “Oh! I have a letter from the queen for you.” She rummaged about in a pouch at her side. “A rider brought several missives last night.”

      She handed him a folded and sealed parchment, looking up into his eyes as her fingers caressed his.

      

      Dear Merdon,

      Horrid news, my grandson; that which the king has become fond of turns out to be a deathly narcotic poisonous to life. Please, my love, do all you can to ease his time in this world, and try to make his final transition as comfortable as possible.

      Know you have my support and love in this matter, and send my love to your grandfather, whatever condition he may be in.

      All my love, your grandmother,

      Queen Arteera

      

      Drugs, grandfather? What were you were thinking?

      Merdon crumpled the parchment, throwing it in the fire to destroy any trace of Besmir’s addiction to narcotics. Worry gripped him, now he knew the substance was deadly, especially as his grandfather lay asleep in the cell.

      He turned and ran along the short corridor, wrenching the bolts back and throwing open the door as Lyeeta trotted along behind him. The prince turned and shook his head at the woman, who stopped and backed off a few steps before returning along the corridor.

      The King of Gazluth sat up, staring at him with a puzzled expression on his face, appearing lucid and normal.

      “Merdon,” he said, with more authority in his voice than the prince had heard for days. “What in the name of all the Gods is going on?”
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      Emmerlin looked down at the town of Port Vartula, where Besmir had taken his first steps in the land he would eventually become king of. It was a sprawling mess of buildings and streets comprised mainly of stone, the only material hardy enough to stand against the sea and salt winds.

      Her eyes grazed over the citadel that loomed over the town. Built into the side of a hill that led up and out of the port, Vartula citadel was a brooding, gray hulk filled with soldiers all carrying her insignia.

      Garrison to the Princess of Gazluth regiment, and comprising up to five thousand active personnel, the citadel was one of the first lines of defense from any sea invasion. Soldiers from the citadel also policed the town, keeping the peace and running the local watch.

      The princess also cast her gaze at the forest of masts in the harbor, a confusing maze of uprights and crossbeams connected by ropes. Men scurried about in the rigging as some ships prepared to leave the port and others prepared to take their place, ready to load and unload cargoes from all over the world.

      She turned to see Senechul sleeping soundly, and smiled as she recalled their first night after fleeing her father. Her guard had piled up a small fire in a pit he had dug and sat staring into the flames and grunting.

      “What is wrong with you?” Emmerlin had finally asked, annoyed by his constant griping.

      “My nose is broken, remember?” he had answered, sarcastically.

      She had looked at him in the firelight and noticed the guard’s nose had been sitting at an unusual angle. Reaching out, she had tugged at his nose, pulling it down and out as he squirmed and puffed hot breath against her hand. With a deep crunch of cartilage and bone, his nose had seated back into place, and she let go as Senechul wiped the tears from his face.

      He sat in silence for a while, his hands cupped protectively about his nose while letting the pain subside. When he finally let his hands drop, he had a smile on his lips.

      “By the Gods, that feels better!” he said.

      “Maybe you’ll be silent now and let me think,” Emmerlin replied.

      “What are you thinking about?”

      “How to overthrow the king and take the throne without having to kill my whole family,” she said bluntly.

      Senechul gaped at her, and she wondered just how good she had been at keeping secrets, if her closest companion had no idea this was her plan.

      “Emmerlin...” he started in a worried voice.

      The princess had held her hand up, silencing him effectively. “You’ve got a choice to make, Senechul,” she said. “Swear obedience to me, here and now, promising to obey any and every order I give you, or return to my father and throw yourself at his mercy.”

      “I have been your servant from the first moment we met,” he said without hesitation. “I’m yours to command, and always will be.”

      “Good,” she had said with a little smirk. “Then get over here and please me.”

      Their journey had been almost like a holiday. Careless days spent in the saddle, chatting and joking, with nights spent entwined beneath the stars.

      She trotted back to the camp they had made the night before and kicked Senechul’s backside as he slept.

      “Hey!” Senechul cried, rolling over.

      “Rouse yourself, man!” she growled. “Today we’re going to take command of Port Vartula. Get up!”

      Senechul sprang to his feet in a fluid move that was surprising for a man of his size. He stood before her, naked in the morning sun, to let her gaze rake over his body. One aspect of his physique was more than pleased to see her, and hot lust burned through her belly.

      “It’d be a shame to waste that, however,” she said. “Maybe Vartula can wait for a little while.”

      “Come here,” Senechul growled, his voice low with desire. “Your Highness.”
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        * * *

      

      The road leading into Vartula was full of heavily-laden wagons and caravans, being pulled up the hill into Gazluth by snorting, panting oxen, with the same going down into the port. Emmerlin and Senechul lost themselves in the crowds of people entering the port and passed through the northern gate without incident. Emmerlin stared at the town, not having been here for years, and saw how different it was from Morantine.

      The capital featured numerous buildings that were architecturally pleasing, with marble facades and decorative features that demonstrated the wealth and status of the owner. Vartula, in comparison, was uniformly functional. From the gray cobblestones to the gray stone blocks in the walls of the buildings, the whole town lacked character.

      To compensate for the utilitarian nature of their town, the citizens of Vartula were almost all dressed in outrageously bright colors. With easy access to the imported silks and dyes from abroad, tailors here had allowed their imaginations free reign to design and create clashing, jarring color combinations that lifted the depressive atmosphere in the streets.

      Emmerlin spotted a group of soldiers in her colors standing almost idly at a crossroads and made for them.

      “You there,” she commanded, pointing at them. “Take me to the citadel.”

      “Who do you think you’re talking to?” one asked, stepping forward.

      His uniform was stained and wrinkled, he had not bothered to shave properly for days, and Emmerlin could smell the drink on his breath from the back of her horse. “I’m talking to the one who’s soon to be tied to the garrison whipping post having the skin removed from his back,” she said in a deceptively calm tone.

      While the apparent leader of the squad was sealing his fate, one of the others had taken a closer look at Emmerlin and then stared at Senechul who peeled back his cloak to free his sword and reveal his royal colors. Trembling and pale, he dropped to one knee as his companions turned to stare at him in astonishment.

      “What’s up with you?” the first one asked him.

      “P-p-princess Emmerlin,” he said in a shaken voice. “How can I serve, your Highness?”

      “Oh, I like this one, Senechul,” Emmerlin said. “He can live.”

      Meanwhile, the leader was laughing. “She’s as much a princess as I am!” he jeered. “Look at her. Dirty clothes and muck smeared on her face; she’s more likely a good time girl!”

      Senechul leaped from his horse, about to smash the life from the man, but Emmerlin stopped him, gripping his shoulder tightly and feeling the tense muscles there. The second man still knelt as the others in the group began to realize who she was, probably having seen portraits or statues in the citadel, and dropped to their knees as well.

      A group of brightly-dressed people had gathered about to see why soldiers were kneeling in the street, and Emmerlin smiled sweetly at them as she dismounted and approached the leader.

      Still not convinced of her identity, he watched her come towards him, yellow and black teeth bared in a grin. “You might have these feeble-minded whelps fooled, but I know there’s no way Princess Emmerlin would arrive unannounced, dirty, and with one guard,” he said. “Now sling your hook, before I arrest the pair of you.”

      Without saying another word, Emmerlin held her hand out, palm up, and jerked her hand sharply upwards. Gasps and screams of terror erupted around her when the leader exploded up into the air, as if fired from a catapult. The princess watched him disappear up into the sky, his scream fading as he faded from sight.

      Around them people scattered, the street emptying within the space of a few heartbeats as people dashed for the nearest building or ran down the road, screaming. The remainder of the squadron still knelt before her, eyes downcast.

      “Up you get, gentlemen,” she said, sweetly. “Now, where was the citadel?”

      Just as the first to kneel was rising and pointing towards the best way to get to their base, they all looked skyward when a howling sound came to their ears, growing louder by the second.

      The leader streaked back down to earth, screaming all the way until his abrupt collision with the ground. His body struck the cobblestone street with such force that his head detached, rolling down the street as the rest of him bounced. He hit with a sickening crunch and wet slapping sound.

      Emmerlin looked to where his body had come to rest, his arms out and legs crossed at the ankles, as if relaxing. In fact if not for the blood and lack of head, he could have been having a rest on the ground.

      “Citadel,” Emmerlin said, as she remounted her horse. “Now!”

      The new leader of the squad stood up, trying to avoid the gory sight of his former senior’s corpse, a small dribble of blood rolling down the hill towards the sea.

      “This way, highness,” he said, sprinting off down one of the roads.
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        * * *

      

      General Khaleen reigned in her horse at the top of a rise, dismounting and handing her horse to one of her soldiers. Looking down through the trees into the valley below, she cast her eyes across the mercenary camp.

      They look surprisingly organized.

      Laid out in neat rows that made streets in the camp were hundreds of tents and log cabins with wide spaces around them. Wood strips and sticks had been laid in the roads to keep mud to a minimum, reminding Khaleen more of one of their military camps than a ragtag band of sell-swords.

      The perimeter had been fortified with a palisade wall, thick trees driven deep into the ground and sharpened, limiting access to one main gate that looked to be heavily reinforced. Much of the outer wall and reinforcements, including wooden watchtowers at regular intervals, looked freshly built and newly installed.

      Men marched about purposefully, carrying supplies around and building various things. At least two smiths were in operation, their forges belching smoke out into the air as ghostly hammers pounded endlessly against metal.

      Khaleen stood behind the tree, watching the mercenaries scurry about for a while before turning to the scout who stood by. “Start estimating numbers,” she commanded. “I need a full breakdown of any force inside that camp.”

      The Gazluthian scout nodded, not wanting to salute her and give away her rank if they were being watched, and turned away as the general returned to her horse, leaning on her cane as she went. Mounting easily, Khaleen steered the beast down through the trees and onto the road that would lead her back to her army. Flanked by several soldiers, she urged her mount into a gallop, thundering through the Waravalian countryside.

      Rounding the southern edge of a dense pine woodland, she watched the Gazluthian army come into view and grow before her eyes. Similar to the mercenary camp, the Gazluthian army had spread their tents and temporary buildings out along straight roads. There was a main street that ran up the center and numerous side streets.

      Khaleen had not bothered with the outer fortification walls on this occasion, as they were not expecting any kind of attack. She thought on the vulnerability of the camp as she rode in and made a note to have the wall dug, especially now that she had seen how organized these mercenaries had become.

      At the command tent, she entered and started to issue orders for the earthworks to be dug when one of the lookouts dashed in, saluting and breathing heavily.

      “General,” he said between gulps of breath. “The Waravalian army approaches.”

      A little tremble of fright wobbled within Khaleen then. The last time she had been near the Waravalian army, they had been trying to kill her and wipe out her troops.

      Get a grip, woman! We’re allies now.

      “Prepare a welcome fit for royalty,” Khaleen ordered. “Erect another pavilion and furnish it. Have food and drinks on standby.”

      Men and women saluted her before dashing off to carry out her orders, while the general herself stepped into the small curtained area set aside for her and started to change into a clean and pressed uniform. Handing her travel clothes to her valet, she made sure her insignia and medals were aligned perfectly before leaving the tent.

      She limped her way to the edge of the camp at almost the exact same time as the King of Waraval reigned in his massive charger.

      Surrounded by a small honor guard, King Vetrulian had not changed all that much since she had seen him at the conclusion of the Battle of Ursley. Still whip-thin and appearing not to have aged all that much, even though he was in his forties now, the king smiled pleasantly as he dismounted and crossed to greet her.

      “General Khaleen,” Vetrulian said as she bowed low. “Good to see you again.”

      “I am honored you remember me, sire,” Khaleen said.

      “Of course I remember you, general,” the king said, smiling. “How could I forget the woman who led Besmir’s armies against my brother?”

      “Easily, I would imagine, sire,” Khaleen said modestly. “I’m quite forgettable.”

      “Nonsense, general; you were instrumental in Dronsad’s defeat.”

      “Thank you, majesty,” Khaleen said proudly. “If you would care to follow me, I have had facilities prepared while your army sets up camp.

      “Lead on, general,” Vetrulian said.

      Khaleen watched the eyes of her soldiers as they passed, each one snapping to attention. Vetrulian nodded to them, smiling and offering the occasional word or sly joke as he walked.

      “Are we expecting trouble, then, Khaleen?” the Waravalian king asked from the side of his mouth, nodding at the earthworks that were being dug and thrown up.

      “Just a precaution, sire,” Khaleen replied. “The mercenaries seem to be a great deal more organized than I expected.”

      “More organized?” Vetrulian asked, scratching at his beard. “We had intelligence that led us to believe someone had proclaimed himself leader, but after many of the mercenaries were wiped out at Ursley, we didn’t think there was much of a threat. Has that changed?”

      Khaleen nodded as she limped along. “One of my best scouts is estimating numbers as we speak, but from what I could see the camp has been fortified recently, and they seem to be making weapons.”

      Vetrulian frowned and gestured for one of his men to approach. Obviously self-important, and dressed in more expensive clothing than Vetrulian himself, the older man crossed to his king. “Sire?” he asked.

      “Lord Marunchet, take a small force and see that you disrupt any supply lines entering the mercenary camp. Make sure you’re not seen by any within the walls, but cut off and seize any goods headed there and redirect them here for our use.”

      He turned back to Khaleen. “We’ll see how organized they are without food and wine,” he added with a grin.

      Khaleen found herself warming to the Waravalian king. He appeared to be intelligent and treated those around him with respect, even down to her foot soldiers, whom he greeted warmly, shaking hands and asking their names.

      As a people, especially during the Battle of Ursley mine, Waravalians had been superior and rude, believing themselves to be above other nationalities. Their defeat at Ursley, and their new, half-Gazluthian king looked to have changed their attitudes a little.

      Khaleen knew Vetrulian had shaken the nobility to its core once he had been crowned, culling massive estates and dividing them up into smaller holdings that he gave to those he found more deserving. There had been rumors of civil war, the noble houses banding together against the new king, but he had the support of the main population, who outnumbered the nobles by thousands, so they eventually had to grin and bear it.

      “How fares Queen Collise?” Khaleen asked, when they had arrived at the tent she had ordered. She lowered herself into one of the basic chairs, relief lighting her soul as the pain in her thigh subsided.

      The arrow that had struck her would have killed her if removed, and so the healers decided to cut off what they could and seal the remainder inside her leg. The result was a large chunk of metal that ground and bit at her when she walked too far.

      Khaleen wrapped both hands around her cane, squeezing tightly to stop herself from rubbing at her leg. Bitter experience told her that just made the pain worse.

      “Wonderful,” Vetrulian said, his eyes going distant for a moment. “She should be here soon, and you can see for yourself.”

      “You brought the queen here?” Khaleen asked, her surprise and pain making her forget her etiquette.

      Vetrulian laughed and shook his head. He accepted a cup of wine one of her aides brought him and sipped at it. “There is no bringing or leaving Collise,” he said. “If she decides to come, she comes; there’s nothing I can do to stop her. Besides which, I’m more than happy to have my wife close, especially with her particular abilities.”

      As a member of the Gazluthian royal family, Collise being Besmir’s cousin, she had Fringor blood in her veins and could use the power it brought with it. Khaleen thought for a second, recalling the horrors she had seen at Ursley, when Besmir had used his power to burn hundreds of men alive, cooking some in their armor.

      She might be a useful asset.

      “Have you had word from the Corbondrasi?” Khaleen asked.

      Vetrulian’s expression darkened, and he frowned. “No, and I assume you haven’t either.” Khaleen shook her head.

      “Vi Rhane is old, even by Corbondrasi standards,” Vetrulian said. “My man there thinks he may be a little senile, but that’s unsubstantiated and goes no further. Why, were you expecting support from the feathered?”

      “Permission, at least,” Khaleen said, treading carefully around the subject. “Queen Arteera discovered that the drugs being brought into Gazluth originate in Boranash, but I can’t go stamping about in another country without the consent of their king; it might be construed as an invasion.”

      “I doubt the Corbondrasi would believe that, even if Vi Rhane started barking at the moon,” Vetrulian said. “But I get your point. I’ll send a message to my ambassador there, see if I can get him to stir some kind of response up.”

      Vetrulian peered through the opening of the tent, smiling and rising as Khaleen heard a commotion outside. Pain throbbed in her leg, halting her from going to look herself, but she heard voices and laughter, and a rare smile crossed her lined face.

      Collise, Queen of Waraval, walked into the tent on the arm of her husband. Khaleen made to rise, wincing as white pain flashed up her thigh and into her back. Collise shook her head and motioned for Khaleen to stay seated.

      “Most gracious, majesty,” Khaleen grunted through gritted teeth.

      “No need for all that, Khaleen,” Collise said, her voice high and friendly. “You were my commanding officer once.” The queen stepped over and hugged the old general’s thin frame tightly. “It’s good to see you,” she muttered, her voice thick.

      Utter surprise and warmth flooded Khaleen’s chest at the queen’s reaction. They had never been close — in fact, Khaleen barely knew the woman — but Collise obviously felt differently.

      Maybe it’s because of Ursley. As many bonds had been formed as people had died in the aftermath of the Battle of Ursley mine. Gazluth and Waraval had settled differences, while the royal families had been united by the marriage of Vetrulian and Collise.

      “Now, what are we going to do about these filthy mercenaries?” Collise asked, looking between her husband and Khaleen.
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        * * *

      

      Besmir ripped into the dry meat his grandson had brought in, barely chewing the salty, tough jerky before gulping it down, as if he had been starved for a month. Flavor burst over his tongue as soon as he bit into the apple Merdon handed him, the sweet, tangy flavor almost painful at the back of his jaw. He sucked the juice down, belching loudly when the apple had gone.

      “How do you feel?” Merdon asked tentatively.

      Gods be damned awful!

      Besmir thought back to the savage agony and madness he had just been through. He knew his grandson had imprisoned him in order to purge the drink from his system, and his now-clearer thoughts told him that was a good thing. Whatever that vile stuff had been, it had changed him, skewed his perception of the world badly.

      “Honestly,” he said, “I don’t know. I feel better than I have done for a while, but…” He looked into his grandson’s eyes. “There’s a bit of me that still needs that drink,” he admitted.

      Merdon stared at the floor, and Besmir could see the sadness on his face. Guilt thumped him in the chest at the thought that he had caused this sadness. Memories of the last few days surfaced with the guilt: the awful things he had said, and the names he had called Merdon.

      “I love you more than my own life,” Besmir said, his voice thick. “Thank you for ridding me of that poison. It can’t have been easy.”

      Merdon shook his head, still staring at the floor. “I have to ask, grandfather,” he started, his voice small. “Where did you get it?”

      Besmir sighed, knowing he would have to revisit some of the horrors that had driven him to take the stuff in the first place. “A merchant came to me,” he said. “What, two years ago, maybe?

      “He was offering a range of wines from Waraval and Boranash, wanted royal approval, the usual kind of thing.” Besmir leaned back against the cold stone wall and stretched his aching legs out before him. “He arranged a tasting session, and must have mixed a little Pariah into my drink.”

      “Pariah?” Merdon wondered.

      “That’s what they called it. I found out later … too late,” Besmir admitted. “Anyway, I managed to sleep that night, deep dreamless sleep, like I hadn’t had for years.”

      He hesitated. “I was having … nightmares,” he said, embarrassed. “Even when I was awake, sometimes. A shout or sound would take me right back there...”

      “Ursley,” Merdon said.

      “Yes! How did you know that?”

      “You thought I was Eloren when we were coming to Ninse,” Merdon said quietly. “And in here, you were … speaking to the ghosts of the men you burned.”

      The king listened for any judgment in his grandson’s voice, any hint he thought less of him for killing hundreds with fire. He could not hear any, and relief eased his tense chest.

      “So I went looking for this merchant, got him to send me some Pariah, and … well, you know the rest.”

      “Did you know it was a narcotic?” Merdon asked seriously.

      “Not to start with,” Besmir said. “By the time I realized what I was really taking, it had me enthralled. I knew it was dangerous and stupid, but there was no way I could stop.”

      The king folded his arms across himself, self-loathing and misery mixing in a dark cloud that hung over his psyche.

      Pariah would get rid of that.

      The tug of need that pulled at him was so strong he almost bolted for the open cell door, running for Gazluth to seek out the man he had bought the drug from.

      “I’m scared,” he admitted. Merdon stared at him in utter shock, and he grinned. “I am still human, the same as you,” he said. “I still feel fear.”

      “But you’re Besmir,” Merdon said. “Slayer of Gods and...”

      Besmir held his hand up. “I never slew any Gods,” he said. “What do they teach you at that university?” He grinned, but the expression fell from his face quickly. “I’m going to need your help, lad.”

      “You’re my grandfather and king,” Merdon said. “You’ve got my support, sire, always.”

      “Good,” Besmir said. “Because I can feel it tugging at me, pulling me to go and get some more, and I need you to stop me if you think I’m about to slip backwards.”

      Merdon nodded his understanding. “I will, but you don’t have to worry; Grandmother is sending the army to wipe out those who produce this Pariah.”

      Besmir felt a hollow open in his chest. So Arteera knows of the drug, too. “We should return to Gazluth,” he said. “I’ve got a lot of apologies to make.”

      The king got to his feet, unsteady. “What about Emmerlin?” Merdon asked.

      Flashes of memory came back, thoughts he had gleaned from within her mind when he had tried to coerce her into changing. Some of the things she had been considering had been unthinkable.

      An image came to him; Arteera and Joranas both dead, the son in his mother’s arms, while Besmir himself, along with Merdon, were suspended before Emmerlin somehow. Wounds had riddled both of them, and as he watched, Merdon had died, dropping to the floor along with his father. Besmir alone had remained, hanging in the air, in the old palace where Tiernon had ruled so long ago.

      “You’re right,” he said in a small voice. “I’ve got to stop her. It’s my fault she’s as she is.”

      “No, grandfather.” Merdon stood as well. “Emmerlin has always had a cruel streak inside her, even when we were children.”

      “Still, she’s my daughter, and I have to stop her from doing something awful.” He looked at Merdon. “Where are we?” he asked.

      “Prison,” Merdon said with a chuckle. “I told everyone you had Spurgon fever and needed time to get over it.”

      Gratitude filled Besmir’s heart with love and pride as he realized his grandson had been trying to preserve his reputation, even while being abused and called horrific names. He reached out and gripped Merdon’s shoulder.

      “You’ll make an excellent king one day,” he said. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      Lyeeta stood at the top of the stairs when Merdon led his grandfather out toward the guard’s room. She snapped to attention as soon as the king appeared, and Merdon felt a flash of desire ripple through him when he looked at her.

      “Guard Lyeeta.” Besmir said suspiciously. “So you know about me?”

      “Of course, sire,” Lyeeta said, making Merdon’s heart sink. “Has your fever left you?”

      “Yes,” Besmir said, the relief in his voice obvious. “Thank you for asking.”

      Thank you. Merdon mouthed the words to Lyeeta as he passed the woman, heading outside with his grandfather. She winked cheekily at him, a little smile playing about her lips, and he felt a grin spread across his face.

      “What are you beaming at, lad?” Besmir asked.

      “It’s a beautiful day, is all,” Merdon said quickly.

      “Oh very good, Highness,” Lyeeta whispered.

      Besmir looked from Merdon to Lyeeta, who was scanning the horizon for possible threats, a knowing expression on his face.

      The prince walked over to the trio of horses that were happily munching on grass nearby, untying one and leading him to his grandfather. Besmir looked at the horse as if offended for a second.

      “My apologies, majesty,” Lyeeta said. “I couldn’t find Teghime for you.”

      Merdon watched his grandfather’s eye go distant for a few seconds, and knew he was looking for the massive daasnu he rode. “She’s out there,” Besmir said. “But frightened to come back.

      “I’ve never known her scared of anything,” he added, mounting the horse with difficulty. “I didn’t think she felt any.”

      “What’s she scared of, grandfather?” Merdon asked.

      “Me,” Besmir said, with a note of despair. “But I don’t know why.”

      “I’m sure she’ll come back,” Merdon said, hoping he was right. “Let’s head back to the Ninse camp.”

      His grandfather nodded, and they set off for the far side of Ashorn, sun warm on Merdon’s skin as he rode.
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      Commander Ronistar was nothing like the rabble Emmerlin had first encountered in Port Vartula. Impeccably presented, uniform with buttons polished, and hat sitting at the perfect angle, the man was the epitome of a Gazluthian officer, and one she actually felt a little proud to be associated with.

      He had welcomed them into his office, saluting her and offering refreshments as well as accommodation. “You must have my room,” Ronistar said. “It would be my honor, Highness. I will have my possessions removed immediately.”

      “You’re too kind, Commander,” Emmerlin had said with a demure little smile.

      “The least I can do, highness,” Ronistar said. “And your guard can bunk with my men and me.”

      “Senechul stays with me,” Emmerlin said.

      She watched his eyebrows flick down into a slight frown. Just a quick change in expression, but she had seen it before the commander managed to hide his opinions. “He guards you as you sleep, your highness?” Ronistar asked.

      “Something like that,” Emmerlin purred, grinning when he swallowed nervously. “Tell me, Commander; how defensible is this fortress of yours?”

      “E-extremely,” Ronistar replied with uncertainty..

      “And if I said my father had lost his mind and was on his way here to try and kill me, what would you say?”

      Ronistar spluttered, obviously confused and worried that his king might make an appearance, especially to kill her.

      Emmerlin stood and walked around Ronistar’s simple desk. She trailed her fingers along the edge as she passed, disturbing his neatly stacked and ordered piles of parchment, spilling some to the floor. Ronistar looked up into her eyes when she reached him, his own wide with uncertainty and fright.

      “He taught me this,” Emmerlin said, grabbing Ronistar’s head in both hands.

      Ronistar’s eyes rolled back into his head as she invaded his mind, planting thoughts and feelings that had never existed there, his heels drumming on the flagstone floor when his legs started to tremble. Emmerlin broke the contact and let the commander go, watching as he slumped back into his chair, unconscious.

      “There we go,” she said brightly to Senechul. “All done. We can leave now.”

      “Leave?” Senechul asked. “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see,” she said, tickling his chin with one finger. “You’ll see.”

      Senechul shrugged and followed her back out into the main citadel.

      “You!” Emmerlin caught the attention of one of the men who scurried about like mice at her appearance. “We need food, provisions, and fresh horses, now.” Her tone left no doubt what the consequence would be if he did not carry her orders out.

      “At once, Highness,” he said, saluting before dashing off.

      Emmerlin walked outside into the salty air, ignoring the salutes she got from any and all who passed her, and crossed to sit on a wooden bench facing the posts that several men had been tied to.

      Nodding to another soldier, she watched with delight as he lashed the backs of the men who had led her here with a bullwhip, their screams a sick aphrodisiac to her. Lust and desire grew hot inside her as she watched the welts and blood appear across their backs.

      “Harder, Captain,” she called to the whip man. “If they can’t wear my colors with pride,  they’ll not wear them at all. Take the skin from them.”

      “Highness!” the man barked, lashing the whip at the closest man. Emmerlin listened to the loud crack as the whip did its vicious work, the victim’s scream rolling out across the parade ground.

      “Beautiful day, eh, Senechul?” she asked between whip-cracks.

      “Lovely,” he agreed, wincing with each scream.

      Emmerlin chuckled at his expression. “Are you worried it might be you one day?” she asked.

      The big guard’s eyes rolled down to meet hers, and she could see a little fear in them. Good, you should fear me. “You’ve got nothing to worry about, Senechul,” she said, walking her fingers up his thigh. “As long as you keep me happy, that is,” she added with a chuckle.

      Before them, one of the whipped men had either died or lost consciousness, and Emmerlin felt a lick of boredom cross her mind. “We should go and see the commander’s quarters,” she said eagerly. “It’d be rude not to use his bed, when he’s going to the trouble of clearing the place out.”

      Senechul nodded and stood up, but looked a little less enthusiastic at the prospect of tumbling her again. A ripple of displeasure broke inside her.

      “If you can’t be bothered, I’ll find someone else to share my bed!” she shouted before storming off towards the citadel once more.

      Emmerlin could feel her face flaming as she entered the cool interior, embarrassment at his reaction coloring her cheeks. Has he tired of me already?

      Emmerlin had listened to the servants and maids talking about their men and how many of them had wandering eyes, always looking for a younger, prettier girl to bed. Am I ugly?

      Disdain made her lip curl as she looked out at Senechul, who was helping untie the unconscious man from the whipping post. Was that the reason he did not want to bed her? Because of the whipping?

      I’d never do that to him, though. Yet as she looked on, Emmerlin realized Senechul did not know that.

      The clatter of hooves drew her attention, and she saw three horses being led across the yard. Leading them was the soldier she had demanded them from, still pale and shaking from the sight and sounds of his comrades being whipped.

      “Highness,” he stammered, bowing as she walked back outside. “The horses and items you requested. I-I couldn’t find any female clothing inside the barracks, so I put some of the smaller uniforms in for you, Princess.” He stared at the floor, unwilling to meet her gaze.

      Emmerlin smiled at his fear. Younger than she was, by the looks of him, the lad trembled as she stood there in silence, waiting to see what he would do. After what felt like an eternity, the boy looked up, flicking his eyes swiftly away when he saw she was watching him.

      Emmerlin giggled almost girlishly and reached out to stroke his furry cheek gently. “Good job,” she said. “And thank you for the clothing. I’m all sweaty and hot from travel.”

      Emboldened by her words, the young soldier spoke again, “There’s a bath house, highness,” he said eagerly. “If you wanted to wash.”

      Emmerlin gave a mock gasp, as if shocked by his suggestion. “What? So you can spy on me naked?” she demanded in a tone of outrage.

      His face changed from the red of embarrassment to ghostly white, his lips thin and pale as he struggled to speak to her. “No!” he blurted, pleading with his eyes. “No, I’d never do anything like tha...”

      “Why not?” Emmerlin cried, putting her fists on her hips. “Is there something wrong with me?”

      Mirth rolled through her as she watched the youngster squirm, his eyes flicking to the bloodied mess on the ground by the whipping posts. Tears formed at the corners of his eyes as he stood there, sending a wave of contempt up through her.

      What kind of man was this to be part of her troops? Bored, she dismissed the lad and swung up in the saddle, steering her new horse across to where Senechul stood watching her.

      “Coming?” she asked, dropping his reins and riding off without waiting for an answer.

      Behind her, Emmerlin heard him mount up, the additional hoof beats clattering and echoing from the walls as he trotted to catch up with her. A smile spread across her face as she rode through the gates and back out into Port Vartula.
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        * * *

      

      Merdon watched his grandfather as he almost effortlessly explained to the Ninse chancellor why he would now have to leave.

      “I must apologize,” he said. “This fever has taken a greater toll than I first thought. I have, however, left instructions to give you any help and support you may need. Can I also say how happy I am to hear you’ve managed to rescue so many of your countrymen and women?”

      Xaurin smiled, obviously proud they’d saved as many Ninse as they had. Merdon had heard the story from one of the Gazluthians who had been there when they had made the breakthrough.

      “We’d been digging for ages,” he said, when the prince had asked him about it. “Honestly, I never thought we was going to find anyone alive under all that mud. Especially when we’d been pulling nothing but dead bodies out since we got here,” he  said bluntly.

      “But then I heard this great big cheer come from inside the tunnel, and all these little Ninse came running out. I went forward to see if I could help, and they were crawling out through this hole in a stone wall that had been uncovered.”

      Merdon could tell the man was becoming emotional and thanked him, patting him on the shoulder.

      “Thank you King Besmir,” Xaurin said. “It’s a far better result than any of us believed possible, and some of the royal family managed to escape as well.” Her voice was a mixture of relief and happiness.

      “What’s the next stage?” Besmir asked, even though Merdon knew he was desperate to leave.

      “Keep digging, I suppose,” the little chancellor said. “We have to get everyone out before even thinking about rebuilding or moving.”

      “Surely you’re not going to live beneath Ashorn again?” Merdon asked in surprise.

      His grandfather gave him a warning look that Xaurin caught. She smiled bitterly. “No, young Prince,” she said.

      “Ashorn is naught but a grave now. I imagine we will relocate to some new place and set up there.” She examined the backs of her fingers, as if the answers were there.

      “Still, I am glad you are well, Majesty.” her eyes rolled up to meet Besmir’s. “And sad you must leave, but grateful you came in the first place.” She smiled warmly.

      “Ninse has been an ally to Gazluth, and to me personally, for years,” Besmir said. “If there is anything more I can do to aid your recovery, you have but to ask.” He stood, offering his hand to the smaller woman.

      Xaurin ignored his gesture, darting in and hugging the king around his waist briefly before leaving the tent. Merdon looked at his grandfather, who was already reading the letter the queen had sent him for a second time. He reached for quill, ink and parchment as he spoke to Merdon.

      “I want to leave here by noon, I have to write to your grandmother, and see if I can get Teghime to come back before we leave, but I need you to get a pair of good horses and a few supplies for travel. I want to travel light, so stick to the basics,” the king began to write.

      “Sire,” Merdon said. “Where are we actually going?”

      Besmir looked up, his sharp eyes fixing on Merdon’s and holding his gaze as easily as a fish in a net. “Emmerlin is going to Port Vartula to gather her troops and try to overthrow me.”

      Merdon saw a flash of pain as if the admission hurt his grandfather, and his anger at Emmerlin increased. I’m going to end you, witch!

      Merdon nodded and reached for the tent-flap but Besmir stopped him again. “You can bring your little guard, if you want, but no more than her.”

      Merdon paused in the doorway, his eyes flicking over the ground outside. After a few seconds, he carried on without turning and left for the center of the camp.

      Lyeeta. Should I bring her, or will she get hurt?

      Her large, dark-brown eyes appeared in his mind, framed with her auburn hair and pale skin, the dusting of freckles on her cheeks and upturned nose. Something inside him ached, and he knew he wanted her close to him. He felt oddly protective when it came to Lyeeta, even though it was her job to protect him.

      At the horse corral in the middle of the camp, repairs had been made and the horses long since rounded up again. Merdon went to the chestnut mare he had ridden here, the horse turning to nuzzle at him when she recognized his scent.

      “Hey, girl,” he said softly. “Ready for another long trip?”

      The prince grabbed a handful of oats from a sack and held them out for the mare, smiling as she nibbled at them with her thick lips. Another tent sat beside the corral, the oiled canvas keeping the worst of the weather from the saddles and tack. Merdon ducked inside and grabbed his saddle, stepping back out to put it on his horse. Lyeeta stood there, dark eyes watching him.

      “Going somewhere, Highness?” she asked with raised eyebrows.

      “My grandfather thinks Emmerlin is going to the south of Gazluth and plans to follow,” Merdon said, torn as to whether he should tell her to come along.

      “I see,” Lyeeta said, helping him cinch the straps that would hold his saddle in place. “Shall I rouse the guards?”

      Merdon paused, his fingers shaking as he tried to thread the buckle he held. “No,” he said after a few seconds. “The king wants to travel as fast as possible, so the guards are to return to Morantine.”

      He shoved the strap through the buckle so hard the leather made a slapping sound. Far better she stays safe.

      The prince felt an anger inside him he was at a loss to explain, and grabbed a saddle for his grandfather in case he could not get Teghime to return. Lyeeta followed him, grabbing a third saddle and tack.

      “What are you doing?” he asked in confusion.

      “Coming with you,” Lyeeta said. “What’s it look like?”

      Merdon draped the saddle he held over a railing beside the tent and pushed Lyeeta back into the tack tent. In the small confines, he could smell the lavender and mint she used in her hair and on her skin.

      “It’s going to be dangerous,” he said, reaching for her, but stopping before he touched her.

      “That’s why I’m going, Highness,” Lyeeta said in a frustratingly calm voice. “I’m a royal guard. It’s my duty to protect the king.”

      The young woman pleaded with her eyes. Merdon touched her cheek gently, running his thumb across her lips as she pressed herself against him. “Merdon,” she breathed, and something hot and hard grew between his lungs.

      “I can’t see you hurt,” the prince whispered, pain already in his eyes.

      “I won’t get hurt,” Lyeeta said. “Please don’t send me away.”

      Precious seconds passed with the pair looking into each other’s eyes as Merdon fought internally. Common sense told him she would be better off returning to Morantine, as far away from Emmerlin as possible.

      Yet there was an aching need to have her with him, a deep desire to see her and share everything he experienced with her. Her appearance at the jail where he had imprisoned his grandfather had been an overwhelming relief. To see her and hold her, be held by her, had made the ordeal more bearable.

      Merdon wound her silken hair around his fingers, relishing the way it felt in his hand. Tugging gently, he tilted her face up towards his until their lips were an inch apart.

      “Promise me,” he said. “Promise me you’ll do anything I say to keep you safe.”

      Lyeeta nodded eagerly, a soft noise escaping her throat when Merdon pressed his lips to hers.
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        * * *

      

      Khaleen looked down into the mercenary camp again. Beside her stood the Waravalian king, Queen Collise not far behind. Vetrulian had insisted on seeing the camp for himself, despite Khaleen’s scout’s estimate of their numbers.

      “Approximately six thousand, General,” her man had said. “And they are building something under a cover. I can’t see what it might be, but supplies go in and nothing comes out, so unless it’s a storage area, I’d say they’re building something.”

      Dismissing him, Khaleen had considered his words. Six thousand!

      Even though the Gazluthian and Waravalian armies outnumbered the mercenaries almost two to one, the enemy was entrenched, surrounded by the palisade wall and other fortifications. It would be costly to have to siege them out of there, and even with their supply lines cut, they had animals and crops inside the walls. It might take months, and that would be if they won.

      Khaleen did not like the odds.

      “Where is this building supposed to be going on?” Vetrulian asked, as he peered around the tree he hid behind.

      Khaleen looked down into the camp, locating the large sail that had been stretched over a frame to conceal whatever they were building. “There, Sire.” She pointed.

      “If they have it covered, does that mean they know we’re watching them, do you think?” Vetrulian asked the question she had been posing to herself for a few days now.

      “Hopefully it’s just to keep the weather off,” Khaleen said. She leaned heavily against the trunk of a pine tree, the rough bark against her arm a distraction from the pain in her thigh.

      So much worse now.

      The days of riding and walking had exacerbated her leg wound, moving the arrowhead around inside her muscle, grinding and cutting. Khaleen panted as a fresh wave of pain rippled up through her body, making her feel instantly sick when it reached her stomach. Vetrulian looked at her and pursed his lips, about to speak, when Collise crested the rise.

      “Khaleen,” she said. “You need to rest that leg.”

      “No need, Majesty,” the general hissed through clenched teeth. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Nonsense,” Collise said. “We need your tactical skills here, so I forbid you to get ill. Go and rest.”

      Khaleen smiled, dragging herself upright against the pine again. “You do realize, Majesty, that I don’t actually work for you?” she joked.

      “You’re my cousin’s general,” Collise muttered as she frowned at the camp. “I’m sure he’d lend you to me.”

      Khaleen was about to reply when a sound came to her ears from the camp. It was a regular tapping sound, one of hundreds coming from down there, but one she had heard before. A chill settled in her chest.

      “Run!” she barked, limping away.

      “What … is that?” Vetrulian asked.

      Without thinking, Khaleen grabbed his arm and tried to pull him away. From down in the camp, she saw the sail rise into the air, bulging upward in the middle as something lifted it from underneath. A darker patch appeared in the center before the canvas sheet burst into flames.

      “Move, Sire!” Khaleen shouted as she pulled at Vetrulian.

      The king seemed to realize what was happening when the dull thump of the catapult firing arm reached their ears. Yet it seemed too late by then; like a trailing comet, the flaming sail and whatever else they had fired was making a slow but deadly arc towards them.

      They don’t even have to be that accurate!

      Khaleen hobbled along behind Vetrulian as he almost threw himself down the slope and out of the trees. Soldiers ran past her, understanding the danger as well. Khaleen turned to look behind her as she reached the top of the hill and started to make her way down.

      A flaming ball of sailcloth streaked down towards her, and she screamed in agony when her leg failed, folding beneath her and throwing her down the hill. The world tilted around Khaleen, time slowing as she heavily fell to the stone- and wood-covered land. Sky and ground flashed before her eyes as she rolled to a painful halt at the base of a tree, her hip slamming into the wood.

      Tears blurred her eyes, but she could still see the ball of flame lancing towards her as she lay and stared up through the pines.

      Ah, well, at least the pain will be gone.

      Khaleen shut her eyes and waited for the flaming death that was about to smash the life from her. When it came, it felt more like a wind that exploded from down the hill, combined with a loud screaming sound that pressed on her ears painfully.

      Khaleen opened her eyes to see a cloud of dust and debris sweeping up the slope. Some immense force snapped the pine she rested against, rocking the roots beneath her as the bole broke, shredding branches as it was hurled into the air. The flaming sail was caught and thrown back towards the camp, exploding in a ball of fire when it hit a sheared-off tree stump at the top of the hill.

      Khaleen heard the gasps and cries from behind her as the dust and stones started to rain back down. Turning painfully from the sight before her, she looked back down the remainder of the slope.

      Queen Collise stood bent at the waist. It looked, for a split second, as if her bottom jaw had dislocated, her mouth open far too wide, like a snake that can eat something twice its size. Her eyes locked with Khaleen’s as her mouth returned to its normal size and shape.

      She smiled at the older woman and ordered a pair of soldiers to come and assist the general. As the pair helped her down the hill, she heard cheers and whistles, all aimed at her.

      “We’d have been killed if not for your warning,” Vetrulian said. “How did you know?”

      Khaleen sat on a log one of the soldiers brought, stretching her leg out. “Heard the same sound too many times at Ursley,” she said, her eyes going distant.

      She looked back up the slope, which had a wide strip of trees ripped from it now. From the tree she had laid against upwards, all that remained of the vegetation were a few shredded stumps. “I guess that answers the question of whether they knew we were watching or not,” Khaleen said.

      She turned back, the world around her suddenly bright, as if someone had added fuel to the sun. She rested her hand in her lap, feeling the cool wetness there. Red blood had stained her trousers, spreading from the arrow wound.

      “Oh, look at that...” Khaleen muttered as she fell back off the log.

      The shouts and screams sounded distant as the world faded around her. It felt as if hands shook her, but she was powerless to respond. Besides, the pain had stopped, and that felt nice.
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        * * *

      

      To my eternal love,

      

      My heart aches to be close to yours once more. I long to stare into the depths of your eyes and hold you in my arms again.

      Understand, dearest heart, I have erred gravely, and vow to make this up to you if you give me the chance. Merdon has saved me from myself. My madness is gone, and I expect I have you to thank for his inclusion on this trip.

      Yet even though I want nothing more than to be beside you for the rest of our days, I fear I must pursue our daughter, who has plans to take the throne by force. I know I am at least partially to blame for her attitude; our constant fights were brought about by the poison I was freely ingesting, and for that I have to make amends. I must speak to her, lay out the reasons I was a bad father, and throw myself at her mercy. Maybe then she will be able to forgive me.

      Should I not see you again in this life, know I love you with all my heart and soul and will wait for you in the Endless Hunting Grounds.

      

      All my love,

      

      Your husband, Besmir

      

      The king folded the parchment up after shaking the drying sand from it and pulled his seal from within a pouch by his heart. Wrapped in a silk and leather packet, the royal seal of Gazluth was accompanied by a chunk of purple wax.

      Besmir grabbed a piece of smoldering wood from the fire and blew on the end, bringing bright orange fire to life in the blackened tip. Carefully, he dripped molten wax onto the parchment, affixing his letter with the royal seal before wrapping it up once more and burying it deep in the things that were being returned to Morantine.

      “Make sure the queen gets this as soon as you return,” he said to one of his guards, handing the letter to him.

      The guard saluted, tucking the letter inside his armor, where Besmir knew it would be safe, if a little sweaty. Returning inside, Besmir felt his legs and stomach tremble as the need took hold of him again. He gritted his teeth and fell to the cot, letting his mind fly free.

      His consciousness drifted up through the tent, swooping out in ever growing circles as he searched for Teghime in the forests and grasslands of Ninse. She was not far from the camp, and Besmir knew she wanted to return, but feared the sudden change in him. He drifted close, burrowing into the familiar thoughts inside her mind.

      His image was imprinted on her mind, a warm and safe place that brought love and protectiveness to her. He was her cub as well as her sire, her need to obey him as well as protect him almost second nature to the great cat. Yet something else encroached on her thoughts regarding him. He pressed deeper into the cat’s basic memories, recalling her playing with feathers, and running fast through grass that bent as it hit her chest.

      Something dark had reached out to her, pulling her to the far side of the mountain, and she had been frightened but had gone there. He had been in a box beneath the earth, but his smell had been wrong. She had smelled Merdon there, too, and the female that had marked him as hers. But Besmir’s smell had been wrong. It had smelled like him, but not like him as well, and the not-him smell had made her back off and run away.

      Besmir hated that his most loyal friend had been turned against him by his own use of Pariah. Gently, the king pulled his mind out of the great cat as she lay on the bank of a small stream, dipping her muzzle into the flow to drink.

      Farewell, old friend.

      Besmir drew his thoughts back, not willing to force himself on the cat as he had tried to do with Emmerlin. Shame burned inside him as he recalled her reaction.

      Utter shock and revulsion had exploded through her at the invasion of her mind, and he had known as soon as he did it it was a completely unwarranted act. There had been no justification or explanation he could give that would excuse his actions that day. Misery and self-hatred burned through him as he streaked back towards the camp.

      Besmir returned to his body and the need for Pariah that made his limbs shake and guts writhe inside his belly.
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      “Why are we heading north?” Senechul asked.

      Emmerlin ignored him, riding up a small hill to survey the road ahead. They had been riding for hours in almost complete silence. Senechul had been sulking the whole way since they left the port.

      Now he wants to talk?

      She dismounted and tied her horse to a tree, collecting wood for a fire and piling it beside a pit someone had already dug when they had camped here previously. Almost casually, she pulsed a flame into the center of the pile, lighting the fire easily. Untying her saddlebags, she rolled her bedding out beside the flames and sat on a log someone had dragged there before.

      Senechul watched her as she worked, his expression one of disagreement and confusion. “Are you going to tell me?” he asked, while unpacking their cooking utensils.

      “What for?” Emmerlin asked. “You’ve been acting like a child all day, ignoring me and riding off on your own.”

      “You said you were going to bed someone else!” he growled at her, his tone hurt and possessive. The guard thrust out his jaw, planted his fists on his hips, and glared at her.

      His pose looked so ridiculous that she grinned, a little giggle escaping her. His brows fell, and he turned to stomp from the clearing when four men appeared in the firelight.

      “What we got here, then?” the first asked. His teeth were black and rotten, his clothing dirty and ripped, with patches crudely tied on to cover holes that had worn through.

      His boots, however, were polished and new, as well as being too small. The long sword that had appeared in his hand was similarly well cared for, and Emmerlin knew they were stolen, their owners probably dead.

      “Nothing you want to tangle with,” Emmerlin said darkly. Even so, she felt the desperate need to see these men die painfully, and hoped they were going to attack.

      “Is that so?” the leader asked, his eyebrows rising. He turned to examine Senechul, looking him up and down as if he were a horse.

      “Want to count my teeth?” Senechul asked in a deep growl.

      “Once they’re all on the floor, maybe,” one of the other men said, following his comment with a hissing laugh.

      Emmerlin leaned back on the log and crossed her ankles comfortably. She ran her eyes from one poorly-dressed robber to the next without much interest.

      “I’ll tell you what’s going to happen,” the toothless leader said. “The ox here’s going to drop his sword and stand real still while we go through your stuff. We’re taking the horses and anything else we want, and if you’re lucky you’ll live through it.”

      “I get the impression this tactic has worked on the weak and innocent locals you normally prey on,” Emmerlin said, flicking her hair back and fixing the leader with an amused look. “Unfortunately for you, this prey bites back.”

      “Good,” the leader said with a nasty grin. “Now, when we’ve finished stealing your things, we’re going to have our way with you as well.”

      “Bored now,” Emmerlin said with a sigh. “Kill them, Senechul.”

      The guard had been waiting for just that order, and a sword appeared in his hand, whistling through the air to bite into the collarbone of the nearest man with a sickening crunch. The man fell with a scream, rolling about in a spreading pool of his own blood, hands clamped to the wound.

      Senechul turned to the next man in line, teeth peeled back in a grimace of pure rage. “Stay back!” the man squeaked, his eyes flicking to his rapidly-dying friend.

      The guard lashed out, the blow a powerful slash that might have cut his opponent in half had it hit him. Emmerlin heard the blade whoosh through the air, its song a low hum. Senechul’s opponent danced backwards, stumbling over his own feet and falling to the ground, throwing his arm up in a vain attempt to halt the angry onslaught.

      “Help!” he shrieked, as Senechul hammered a final blow down at his chest. Luckily, the man rolled to one side, the massive blow missing him and digging into the earth inches from his ribs.

      One of the other men launched an attack at Senechul, a clumsy blow that the guard deflected easily, the clash of swords loud in Emmerlin’s ears. The princess watched her guard, the play of his thick muscles as he dealt death to these idiots, heat spreading inside her belly.

      Such rage!

      Senechul was a joy to watch as he almost effortlessly beat his attackers back. Both men had cuts all over them, bleeding from numerous wounds Senechul had inflicted. Their ragged clothing had been split and slashed and they were gasping with the effort, their teeth bared and eyes wide.

      Emmerlin felt herself hauled up by the leader, his filthy fingers around her throat. “Stop!” he bellowed.

      Senechul turned to stare at him, shaking, his chest heaving. His two opponents lowered their swords with relief on their faces, bending at the waist and breathing hard.

      “Please don’t hurt me,” Emmerlin begged, in a ridiculously false voice.

      At her throat was the ragged blade of a rusty knife, one that would end her life if she allowed it. Her eyes focused on Senechul’s, a smirk playing about her lips when he grinned at her. She flicked her gaze at the two men he had been attacking, and he nodded almost imperceptibly.

      The guard lashed around, his blade a low arc that exploded into the lower belly of the nearest man. His scream rent the night air as his entrails hit the ground, his legs buckling with the pain and shock. He knelt, trying to gather his innards as the loops and whorls burst through his fingers.

      “That’s done it!” the leader bellowed from behind Emmerlin. She gripped the knife at her throat, wrapping it in a blanket of pure power before pulling it aside and stepping away from him.

      “What..?” the leader gasped in astonishment. Emmerlin could feel him trying to move but tightened her grip, pinning him in place, as Senechul advanced on the remaining man. He stomped on the puddle of guts the other man was still trying to repair, bringing a moan of despair from him.

      “No, please!” the final man begged, dropping his sword. “Arcen made me do it!”

      He held his hands out before him in supplication, a pointless gesture that Senechul destroyed with a flick of his wrist, severing most of his fingers. He screamed, pulling his ruined hands back into his belly and sobbing.

      Senechul lanced a stab at his shoulder, plunging his sword deep into the muscle there. He rolled his wrist and wrenched it back, inflicting maximum damage before hacking at the man again. This time, he smashed his blade down in an arc that split the other man’s skull with a thump. The would-be thief slammed forward, face hitting the ground, as his brains started to ooze from the hole in his head.

      Emmerlin turned to Arcen, whose face was an ashy color in the firelight. His hand still held the knife he’d been about to kill her with, but he was powerless to use it. His eyes rolled madly around from one dead comrade to the next, watching as Senechul dispatched the man whose guts he had spilled with a chop to the back of his neck.

      “Told you,” Emmerlin said. “Didn’t I?”

      “Who are you?” Arcen asked in horror.

      “Well, he’s called Senechul.” Emmerlin pointed at her guard. “And I’m a little girl who bested you easily.”

      She grinned at him as Senechul approached. “Now I’m going to have you cut out your eyes,” she added sweetly.

      “What? No!” Arcen howled as he watched the tip of his own knife turn towards him and slowly creep forward.

      Vainly he struggled to stop the blade, panting hard with the effort, but nothing he did had any effect. The weapon crept inexorably towards his right eye as Senechul stacked more wood on the fire.

      When Emmerlin finally brought the blade against his soft orbit, his scream rolled out of the clearing and into the night.
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        * * *

      

      Voices came to her as she floated in a void of nothing. Darkness surrounded her mind, and movement was impossible. Still the voices whispered into her ears. Sometimes she thought they were familiar, people she had known, while others sounded completely alien to her.

      “...healing well..”

      “...infection...”

      Time passed as she floated, visited by the ghosts of family and friends, all with a kind word or smile for her.

      Dark green canvas flapped over her head when her eyes finally flicked open. A gentle, warm breeze sent ripples and waves through the cloth, mesmeric and soothing. She watched the cloth as it danced before her eyes, smiling at the simple beauty of the display.

      Her pleasure was disturbed by a face that hove into view above her, a young and kind face with a smile. “Afternoon, General,” the woman said.

      Khaleen turned to see she was in a field hospital, empty of patients at the moment apart from herself. Rows of cots had been laid out neatly, with bandages and various general healing items beside each one. She tried to sit up, but her vision swam and she laid back down.

      “Careful, General,” the woman said, propping Khaleen up with an extra pillow she grabbed from the next bed. “You’ve had quite a shock to the system.”

      “What happened?” Khaleen whispered, struggling to recall why she would be injured.

      The nurse nodded to someone Khaleen could not see and perched on the edge of the next bed. “The story I heard was that you fell and dislodged the arrowhead in your leg. That cut its way out, doing horrible damage.

      “There’s a Waravalian doctor here who’s developed some amazing techniques to actually sew up wounds inside the body. He removed the arrowhead and repaired the muscle damage with strands of your own hair.”

      “Removed it?” Khaleen gasped. “They told me I’d die if they took it out.”

      “That was a long time ago, General,” another voice said from behind her.

      When he came into view, the round-faced Waravalian looked at her, taking her wrist and concentrating. He wore tight-fitting white clothes and a bandanna that pulled his long hair back. Kind eyes radiated intelligence as they locked onto her own.

      “Years of damage had caused the arrowhead to become encased in scar tissue,” the doctor said. “So when you fell, it was forced to the surface. I took it out and put you back together. Slevward’s the name,” he added.

      Khaleen felt the expression of astonishment on her face at the thought of the arrowhead being gone. The pain? The limp? Gone?

      A lump grew in her throat, and tears blurred her vision as a tsunami of emotion threatened to overwhelm her. Years of pain and disability had isolated her from having many friends, and never allowed a partner. Who would want her?

      Now, in her late fifties, she had a second lease on life, thanks to this Waravalian doctor. “Water, please,” she begged hoarsely.

      The nurse rose and left to get her a drink as Slevward moved before her. “You need rest and nourishment,” he said gently. “Your body needs time and energy to heal.”

      “Thank you, Doctor,” Khaleen managed, regaining her composure. “For everything.”

      “My pleasure entirely, Madam,” Slevward said with a beaming smile. “I thought you might like this.”

      He handed her a small box. Khaleen opened it, peering inside to see a chunk of rusted iron, twisted and worn. Its sharpened edges had been blunted over time, and its pitted surface was stained with her blood.

      “I can dispose of it if you’d prefer,” he said. “But I thought you might want to keep something that had been part of you for so long.”

      Khaleen looked up from the arrowhead that had made her suffer for so many years to the Waravalian who had removed it.

      “Yes,” she said. “I’ll keep this, Doctor. Thank you again.”

      “I can’t guarantee this operation will restore full function to your leg. Years of damage from it cutting and grinding in there may have rendered it useless. Only time will tell. Hopefully, it will take away any pain you’ve been in.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” Khaleen admitted, her emotions threatening to overwhelm her again.

      “Then say nothing,” Slevward said, his eyes cutting away almost shyly. “Ah, my king approaches.”

      Khaleen turned to follow his gaze, watching as Vetrulian and Collise dodged through the beds towards her.

      “How are you feeling?” Collise asked, concern plainly written on her features.

      “Like I almost died, Highness,” Khaleen replied, taking the offered cup of water.

      “As I said, I forbid you from doing that, General,” the queen said kindly.

      “What news from the camp?” Khaleen asked, turning to Vetrulian.

      “As soon as you’re well, we’ll talk about that,” the king said, frustrating Khaleen. She needed to know the situation within the mercenary camp, needed to know if they had attacked again, the potential range of that catapult, what they might be about to do.

      Any lapse now might give the mercenaries the advantage, letting them get away with drug smuggling and attacking the Waravalian royal family. There was no way she was about to let Queen Arteera down, either.

      “I’ll be up and about soon,” Khaleen said, frowning as doctor Slevward shook his head slightly, directing his gaze at the king.

      The general gritted her teeth before she said something unfortunate to the doctor who had possibly given her her life back, and forced a smile as she lay back on the cot. “I’ll see you soon,” she said again.
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        * * *

      

      Besmir almost instantly regretted his decision to follow Emmerlin. His body ached from the effects of Pariah and the days he had spent vomiting and howling in madness.

      Lack of food and drink had weakened his body, to the point where he had to concentrate just to stay in the saddle. He was panting and exhausted by the end of the day and all but fell from the horse when he finally called a halt.

      “Let’s camp here for the night,” he wheezed, as Merdon shot him a worried look.

      Besmir grinned at the expression. “Not dead yet, lad,” he said. “Not far off, maybe, but not yet.” He perched on a fallen tree, resting his back on the roots that had been pulled out of the ground. “You two get a camp set up, and I’ll bring in dinner,” he added, closing his eyes.

      His mind flew free of his weary body, flashing through the forest at the speed of thought, Life glowed around him in a million different forms, from the smallest insect to the deer that walked through the undergrowth. Besmir watched the stag protecting his pair of females while they grazed. Floating closer, he saw one of the does was pregnant, and smiled.

      With far too much meat here for the three of them, the king darted on, following the trail of a fox as he trotted through the forest. Soon enough, the fox entered a clearing where Besmir saw a number of holes had been dug. He darted down the first and straight into the mind of a rabbit.

      The animal, with Besmir in control, crept to the edge of the burrow and peered out, looking for the fox. Seeing the red animal dart off after another rabbit, Besmir dashed for the forest and headed towards their camp.

      Besmir guided the rabbit back towards where his body sat against the tree, darting past Merdon, who blew life into a small fire, and Lyeeta, who was watching him with love in her doe-like eyes. The king sprang up and into his own lap, exiting the rabbit and returning to his own body in an instant. He grabbed the animal by the ears and chopped the blade of his hand across the back of its neck, ending it quickly.

      “Thank you, little one,” he muttered.

      Lyeeta gaped at him openly, and he realized she had never seen him use any of his powers, especially as she was new to the service. He grinned and held the rabbit out to her. The young guard took it and Besmir closed his eyes, dashing back to the warren for another rabbit.

      By the time he had the third animal in his hand, Merdon had cleaned and skinned the first two, filling the clearing with the aroma of roasting rabbit.

      “This is exactly how it was at the beginning,” the king said a little later. They had gorged themselves on rabbit, washing it down with wine the Ninse had provided them, and now sat warm and with full bellies beside the crackling fire.

      Lyeeta had cared for the horses with a deftness and compassion that endeared her to Besmir. She spoke to them almost constantly as she brushed their coats and made sure they were secure, fed and watered.

      “She’s sweet,” Besmir had murmured to his grandson.

      Merdon had wrenched his gaze from where Lyeeta was with the horses and stared at him. “Yes,” he’d said. “She is. But how did you know I liked her?”

      Besmir grunted a laugh and flicked a twig into the fire. “I’ve been watching men and women look at each other for years,” he said. “And the look you get in your eye when you watch her tells me everything I need to know.”

      He smiled. “It’s the same look your father gets when your mother enters a room.”

      Merdon nodded and went back to staring at the young guard. Now, they all reclined around the fire. “What do you mean, Grandfather?” Merdon asked.

      “All this.” He gestured to the forest. “Living off the land and just scraping by. When I first met your grandmother, she was living in a dirty tent with barely a change of clothes to her name.”

      “Really?” Merdon asked with surprise. “That’s not in any of the histories.”

      “No one wants to read that we met in a tent not long after her mother was killed and sister kidnapped,” Besmir said. “But that’s what happened. I collapsed from exhaustion, and hers was the closest tent to dump me in.”

      He spread his hands, smiling wryly. “It was a lifetime ago, but I remember it like yesterday. I’d brought a stag into the camp as a symbol of my commitment to rid Gazluth of Tiernon, and your grandmother was embroidering it into all my clothes while I recovered.”

      “What was she like back then?” Merdon asked as Lyeeta listened, rapt.

      “Half starved, dirty, poor and grieving,” Besmir said. “But she saw something in me, something she could believe in, and has stuck by my side through thick and thin ever since.” Besmir felt a pressure well up inside his chest. “Gods, I love her for that!”

      “This reminds me of the trips we used to take when I was a boy,” Merdon said, changing the subject. “I used to get on mother’s nerves the whole time leading up to it, and the night before we went, I never got any sleep.”

      Merdon grinned. “To go hunting with the king! Just the two of us in the forest; it felt like such an adventure, back then.”

      Besmir smiled at the young prince’s admission. He had not known at the time just how important those little trips had been, but was glad he had made time for them now.

      “I never got the chance to go with your father,” Besmir said. “He was never one for sleeping on the ground and living in forests. Always preferred his home comforts. And who can blame him, after what happened?”

      At Lyeeta’s frown, Besmir realized she had no idea about his son being kidnapped by a God and held captive by a demon in a desert.

      “Merdon can tell you the story,” Besmir told her. “I need to sleep.”  He climbed wearily to his feet. “Don’t be up all night, you two,” he said, wagging a finger at them but smiling.

      The King of Gazluth stepped across to the pile of blankets on the ground and unrolled them, kneeling before climbing in. Merdon’s hushed voice lulled him into a dreamless slumber, the only image in his mind before he slept fully the face of his wife.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Emmerlin woke wrapped in the hot embrace of a royal guard. The sun had already begun its climb into the sky, and the day was wasting away. Senechul moaned when she pushed her way out of his arms, but rolled over and carried on sleeping.

      Unbelievable!

      He could be up and ready to fight in a second if he heard a strange sound in the night, sword in hand, facing anything that might threaten. Yet she could shove and push, kick and pinch him, and he never woke, just carried on snoring.

      Emmerlin shook her head but smiled. He does look peaceful.

      The mutilated corpse not far away was a different matter. Emmerlin had made him scream until he was hoarse, his throat no longer capable of making a sound as she stripped his skin off and held burning wood against the flesh beneath. She had left him one eye to see what she was about to do; the remains of the other had slowly dribbled down his cheek as the evening progressed.

      Eventually, she had grown tired of listening to him wheeze and moan, crushing his throat and breaking his neck with a blast of raw power. Within seconds, she had thrown herself at Senechul, adding the pleasures he could bring to the pleasures of killing and torture.

      “Wake up, lazy!” she shouted now, dragging the blankets off his body.

      “Really?” Senechul whined. “I’m still tired.”

      “Up! It’s late.”

      She watched his muscular frame as he rose, naked, from the bed they had shared. He was powerful and strong, but she could easily destroy him with a thought if she wanted to.

      Abruptly, something exploded inside her mind. A vision of her father, his face a terrible mask of rage and retribution, stalking her. Panic grabbed her chest, robbing her breath as she backed away.

      His eyes burned into hers, judging and condemning her as he advanced inexorably towards her. One of his hands rose slowly before him, and flames leaped towards her, bathing her in fire and agony. Emmerlin screamed, falling to the floor and thrashing.

      “Emmerlin!” someone cried. “Princess, what’s wrong?”

      Strong hands shook her, the pain bringing her back from the illusion to stare up into Senechul’s worried face. “He’s coming,” she said, in a sickly, scared voice. “Coming to get me.”

      “Who?” Senechul asked.

      “My father,” Emmerlin said, shaking. “The king. Besmir.”

      “Well … yes,” Senechul said. “You thought he would. I thought you wanted him to come, you know, so you could...” The guard glanced at the mutilated body covered in flies a few feet away.

      He doesn’t understand.

      Had her father planted something in her mind when he had forced himself in? Emmerlin had no idea, but the thought of facing her father suddenly filled her with utter terror, and for a split second she considered abandoning her plan and running away.

      I could be happy with Senechul, couldn’t I?

      No. There was no way she could just abandon all her plans. She would be Queen of Gazluth and see her father dead at her feet.

      Emmerlin took in a deep breath and sat up, taking Senechul’s hand to help her to her feet. “I don’t know what that was,” she said. “I’m better now. Let’s go.”

      Yet while she helped him pack up their supplies, and used her power to throw the four corpses into the woods behind the clearing, she could not shake the image of her father’s face from her mind.

      He faced a God and lived. What chance have I got?
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      Khaleen winced as she tried to roll out of the cot, her right leg apparently unwilling to obey her commands. She managed to sit up and then swing both legs around until she was perched on the edge of the simple bed.

      The outside world was tantalizingly close; bright sun shone down on green fields where her army was camped. She had to get there and see what was happening.

      A dull, general ache with occasional flashes of pure pain set up in her thigh, and Khaleen doubled over in an attempt to make it stop. I thought the pain was supposed to have gone.

      She looked down at the bandage on her leg; fresh blooms of red blood dotted it like flowers. Curious, she started to unwrap the bandage, winding it around and around her leg until her leg was bare. Horror and revulsion made her gasp when she saw what the doctor had done to her.

      The wound ran almost all the way from her knee to her groin. Puckered and bright red, hundreds of small knots were tied in the skin, strands of her hair that were holding the wound closed.

      Why did he cut me more?

      Her original wound had been quite small, just a puckered hole where the arrow had gone in. Now she had a massive gash in her leg, and it was bleeding. Pus and scabs had formed, breaking when she moved and leaking out over her skin, to be followed by her blood.

      “Going somewhere?” Doctor Slevward asked, making her jump.

      “Out!” Khaleen barked. “I’m leaving. Now,” she added.

      “Fine!” He barked back at her. “Let’s hope you bleed to death before infection takes you!”

      Shock chilled Khaleen’s chest. No one ever spoke to her like that, not even royalty, and she would be damned if this jumped-up Waravalian quack took such a tone with her. “Now you listen to me,” she began, turning to look at him.

      “No you listen to me, General,” he shouted, silencing her. “When they dragged you in here, you were that close to dying.” He held his hand up, thumb and finger a fraction of an inch apart.

      “Your femoral artery had been cut, and you were squirting blood everywhere. I had to hack you open and grab the artery in my hands, holding it closed with one hand while I tried to sew it shut with the other. I got the arrow out and repaired the muscle there, cleaned and sealed the wound and even bandaged it myself.

      “Six hours it took! Six hours of being covered in your ungrateful blood, and you can’t do me the courtesy of staying in bed until I say it’s safe?” He glared at her, and she felt a flash of shame. “So go if you want, but don’t expect me to patch you up again. I’ll let you die.”

      Khaleen gasped at his outright threat, angered at his attitude and words. “How dare you, Sir? I am the Commanding General of the Armies of Gazluth, second only to King Besmir himself, and you will give me the respect I am due.”

      “Respect is earned, Madam,” Slevward said. “And so far, you’ve done precious little to earn mine. Now are you going to return to bed so I can dress that wound, or are you leaving, to bleed out as soon as you exit the hospital?”

      Khaleen opened her mouth as if to speak, but nothing came out and she clamped her jaw shut again. She lifted her right leg with both hands and swung herself back into the bed, trying to cover her exposed privates as she did so.

      Slevward moved off to get some fresh bandages and a large earthenware jar with something inside, returning to her bedside and throwing the covers back, exposing her again.

      Khaleen felt her cheeks redden with embarrassment as his eyes roved over her thigh, examining the wound.

      “Looks as if it’s actually doing very well,” he said, lifting his eyes to her for a second.

      Khaleen felt as if she had been punched in the stomach. His eyes were the deepest blue she had ever seen, like a pair of dark sapphires in his face. How she had not noticed them before was beyond her, but now that she had seen them, she wanted nothing more than to stare into them for hours.

      “Did you really sew the artery back together?” she asked as his deft fingers spread the contents of the jar on her leg painlessly.

      “This helps stop infection, and with the pain,” he said gently. “And yes, I did.”

      “How is that possible?” she asked in awe. “I’ve seen arteries cut before, and people always die from it.”

      “Yes, well, I look at it this way,” Slevward muttered. “If one of my patients is about to die anyway, what harm can it do for me to try and sew them up?”

      He started wrapping a fresh length of bandage around her upper thigh, starting in the crease of her groin. “You were lucky. It was only nicked a little, if that arrowhead had cut it all the way through, you’d never have even made it here to me.”

      Slevward carried on with his bandaging as she watched, flicking her gaze between his beautiful eyes and his deft fingers as he worked.

      “I’m sorry,” Khaleen said, surprising herself. “I’m not a good patient, and I’m no good to my men in here.”

      “You’re no good to them dead, either, Khaleen,” Slevward said in a gentle voice. “Give me two days,” he added. “Just two days, and I’ll escort you out of here myself.”

      Khaleen nodded, surprised at the warm feeling that had bubbled up inside her at his use of her name. It sounded exotic in his mouth, exciting and strange rather than boring and ordinary.

      Get a grip, woman. “As you instruct, Doctor,” she said.

      “Meanwhile, I’ll see about having your bed moved nearer the entrance. Fresh air is a good thing for anyone, and don’t forget you can send for anyone you like. Bring them here, general, rather than going to them.”

      He smiled, his dark blue eyes fixing on hers. Khaleen’s abdomen turned to water, and she swallowed.
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        * * *

      

      Merdon woke on the third day out from Ninse to see his grandfather talking to Lyeeta. The pair sat beside the small fire with their heads together conspiratorially, and Merdon wondered what the old man was telling her.

      His grandfather had been slowly coming back to his astute and intelligent self on this ride, clean living and hard riding purging the drug from his system. Merdon knew it was still hard for the king. He shivered during warm weather, sweat breaking across his brow as he huddled beneath a cloak.

      Merdon sometimes caught him staring off into the distance as well, eyes glazed over, as if recalling how good he’d felt when in the grip of Pariah. While he never looked guilty when he had been caught in this reverie, Merdon sensed that was the case, and tried not to let his own gaze hover on his grandfather at such times.

      He watched as Lyeeta giggled at something the king said and rolled from his blankets into the morning, stretching as he padded across to them. “What’s so funny?” he asked.

      “I was just telling Lyeeta here about the time you got stuck in the palace chimney, looking for treasure,” his grandfather said, bringing another laugh from the young guard.

      “And who was it who told me it was up there?” Merdon asked archly.

      “Do you know, I can’t remember,” Besmir answered with a grin. The king heaved himself up and turned to walk into the woods a little way, his hands dropping to the front of his trousers.

      “I must see an old friend,” he said, making them chuckle.

      Merdon smiled, thanking all the Gods his grandfather was returning to his old self. “Was he really telling you about the chimney incident?” Merdon asked Lyeeta.

      “No.” She shook her head, sending waves of light flashing through her hair. “The king was asking if I thought he still looked like the image of him on the coins in circulation.” She grinned. “But I want to hear more about this incident.”

      Merdon’s face twisted as he recalled his grandfather telling him one of the old kings of Gazluth had hidden some treasure up there, but no one could reach it. “I’m sure it was some test of my intelligence,” he admitted. “One I failed miserably.”

      “Failed? Why?” Lyeeta asked.

      “Firstly, because he knew I was gullible enough to believe anything he told me back then, and secondly, because he built that palace. No other Gazluthian king ever saw it.”

      Lyeeta covered her mouth to hold her laugh in.

      “So there I was, stuck up a chimney in my grandfather’s study until they got workmen in to bash the stonework apart to get me out!” Merdon explained.

      A thought tickled at the back of his brain and he turned, frowning into the forest. “How long does it take to drain a bladder?” he asked.

      “A few minutes at most, why?”

      “Because grandfather’s been gone for too long,” Merdon said, panic grabbing at his chest. “Grandfather!” he called into the woods.

      “Majesty!” Lyeeta shouted as they both ran toward where they’d last seen him.

      Merdon followed the footsteps and trail his grandfather had left, reaching a tree that was wet at the base. Frantically, he looked about for any sign of the Gazluthian king, or anyone else who might have been there, but could not see anything at all.

      “Majesty!” Lyeeta cried as she reached the same spot.

      “It’s no good,” Merdon said miserably. “He’s gone.”

      “What do you mean he’s gone? Gone where?”

      “Gone to stop Emmerlin,” Merdon said. “Alone. I can almost guarantee it.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “When he asked you if he still looked like the coins, what did you say?” Merdon asked her, a sick certainty in his chest.

      “I said no,” Lyeeta said. “Because he didn’t.”

      “He can move freely about the country, then,” Merdon said. “We must be near the Gazluthian border, and he’s ditched us.”

      “But he can’t get far on foot, can he?” Lyeeta asked. “I mean, the horses are back there…” She trailed off as Merdon stared at her with wide eyes.

      The prince dashed back towards the camp, dodging trees and ducking beneath branches as he went, Lyeeta running along behind him. When they reached the camp they had spent the night in, he swore. One of the horses had been taken, but the saddle straps and tack had been cut on the other two, making it impossible to ride them without extensive and time-consuming repairs.

      Smeared in mud on the flank of Merdon’s mare was a single word: Sorry.
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        * * *

      

      Besmir linked with the mind of his horse as he charged through the rolling grasslands of west Gazluth. Ninse was but a memory now, his thoughts all centered on finding his daughter and trying to bring her around. He had to apologize, make her see he knew he was wrong for trying to coerce her into complying with his thoughts.

      Yet he knew she was dangerous, knew she had killed people for fun, and could not, would not, risk his grandson and the young guard, Lyeeta, while he repaired his own mistakes.

      Guilt made his chest heavy as he thought about Merdon, but his decision had been for the best. Now, the young lad would have no choice but to return to Morantine and safety. Slowly. Until he found somewhere to have the saddles repaired.

      Besmir forced Merdon from his thoughts and concentrated on navigating the sea of green grass before him. Riding on a roughly southeast path, he switched off his swirling thoughts and tried to enjoy the ride. He could feel the wind in his human hair and the horse’s mane, reveling in the feel of the cool air and smell of fresh grass broken by his mount’s hooves.

      In the distance, his eyes picked out a massive herd of cattle being driven north by a few horseback riders. Besmir pulled his thoughts out of the horse, who gave a little lurch, probably surprised at being ridden at speed, and made for the riders.

      Drawing near, he saw they were barely more than boys, all riding their horses bareback, and all staring at him warily. Besmir realized he must look a little intimidating, bearing down on them with a large bow slung over his shoulder and a large sword at his side.

      Without benefit of a mirror in the past month, he had no real idea what he looked like, but imagined his beard was a mess and his face was thinner than it had been in years after his stay in the cell. The king slowed his horse to a trot and approached the boys a little more calmly, smiling and making sure his hands stayed away from his weapons.

      “Ho!” he called. “How fares the drive?”

      “Well enough, sir!” the eldest lad called back.

      Besmir assumed these were brothers, or two brothers and a cousin, the younger generation often sent on these long rides not only to keep the cattle safe, but to keep them out from under the feet of the adults.

      “No sign of wolves to the northwest,” Besmir added as he drew close.

      “Good news, thank you, Sir,” the eldest replied.

      “How far to Port Vartula?” Besmir asked.

      “The port?” one of the others asked in surprise. “Days and days off.”

      Besmir’s heart sank and he stared at the ground for a second, knowing that every moment he spent catching up with Emmerlin gave her an advantage in time to prepare her forces against him.

      “Don’t listen to Gren,” the eldest said. “It’s two days’ hard ride, maybe less if you stop at our farm and buy your oats.”

      Besmir grinned before laughing out loud. “Just for that sales pitch, I’ll do just that,” he said, asking for directions and whom to speak with.

      Two more hours brought him to the farm, a well-kept group of buildings in the middle of acres of cultivated fields. Men and women waved as he passed before going back to pulling weeds or tilling soil, and Besmir felt a lump rise in his throat at seeing his people happy and prosperous.

      This was what he had striven for for years, to be able to ride out into the country and not see any poverty or hardship among the common citizens. He trotted into the farmyard and dismounted, waiting for someone to emerge.

      It was not too long before a dark-haired head appeared in one of the doorways, eyeing him as he stood beside his horse.

      “Good day,” he called. “A group of young men driving cattle north advised me to come here to get my horse some oats.”

      A diminutive woman, not much taller than the average Ninsian, emerged from the main house and hobbled over to squint at him. Around forty, she had obviously poor eyesight, and Besmir gave thanks for that little blessing.

      “They did, did they?” she asked in a cracked voice.

      “Yes,” Besmir said. “So … can I have some?”

      “This way,” she said, stomping off toward a large barn without waiting to see if he followed.

      Besmir shook his head and started after her, smiling as he did so. She ducked inside a small door, returning a minute later with a canvas feed bag which she handed to him.

      “One copper for the feed, leave the bag inside the door when you’re done,” she said, squinting at his face again. “What’s your name?”

      “Dariaan,” Besmir said, quickly using his grandfather’s name.

      “Hm,” she grunted. “You look familiar, you from round here?”

      “No, I came from the northwest, right on the Ninse border,” Besmir lied easily.

      “Oh,” she said as if that was enough explanation for her. “Kettle’s on the boil if you want some tea while yer mount eats,” she added. “Weapons have to stay out here, though.”

      Besmir followed her into the small house, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the darker interior. Three smaller children stared up at his intrusion, eyes wide as they examined him in the way only young children can.

      “Have a seat,” the woman said. “If you can find one clean, that is.”

      She shooed one of the staring children off a chair and handed her a wooden toy that the girl immediately started to gnaw, still staring at him, drool falling down the front of her knitted dress.

      Besmir sat on the cleared chair and surveyed the simple house as the woman busied herself pouring and brewing a massive pot of tea.

      “Noon meal be served soon,” she said. “Join us if ye feel like.”

      Besmir had sat on the throne of Gazluth for forty years, and in that time had received priceless gifts, and witnessed processions in his honor that rivaled any the world had seen. Yet this simple offering of a meal and tea with her family meant more to him than any of those other gifts ever had.

      He turned and watched the young girl as she gnawed at the wooden animal, her eyes glued to his face.

      “Gah,” she said abruptly, thrusting the animal towards him.

      “Cow,” Besmir said.

      “Gah!” she repeated, seriously.

      Besmir smiled, remembering his own children and grandchildren at the same age. I can’t risk another civil war.

      That thought brought him up sharply as he considered it. Gazluth and her people had suffered so many times during his rein. Wars with evil kings, wars with Gods, and other countries if it came down to it this time. If Emmerlin raised an army against him, he would surrender, and let her do as she would with his life.

      But what if she turns out like Tiernon?

      Besmir did not know how to answer that and looked to the woman, who was staring at him again. “You sure you not from around these parts?” she asked again. “You certainly look familiar.”

      Besmir shook his head and rose, reaching into the pouch at his belt for a number of coins. “This is for the oats,” he said, handing her a copper coin. “These are for the cowherds when they come back.”

      He gave over three of the valuable tokens featuring the White Stag, his royal insignia. “And this is for you to spend on the little ones,” he added, giving her another token.

      The woman gaped at the small fortune in her hand, more than she might see in a good year with plentiful harvest. Her eyes rolled up to meet his, and she gasped as the full impact of who he was hit her. She tried to kneel, but Besmir stopped her.

      “There’s no need, good woman,” he said. “Especially in your own home. It’s me who should kneel to you. You have shown kindness to a stranger, and reminded me of the family values I wanted for this country.”

      “M-majesty,” she started. “I-I-I...”

      Besmir smiled and turned to leave. “Gah!” the child said again.

      “Gah,” Besmir agreed, stepping outside.

      He crossed back to the barn, where his horse had finished the oats. As instructed, he put the bag back inside, hanging it on a wooden peg and closing the door behind him.

      The King of Gazluth swung his leg over the saddle and settled in the leather, turning the horse for the road. He turned in the saddle as he left, waving to the stunned woman as the rest of the farm workers started to arrive on the back of a wagon, throwing curious glances in his direction.
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        * * *

      

      Khaleen studied the reports from her scouts, quizzing them over and over from her bed in the hospital. She had become increasingly annoyed at the lack of activity on the part on the Waravalian king, and was almost ready to leap up and take control of the situation. Her promise to the blue-eyed doctor, however, kept her in place.

      One more day.

      Her heartbeat sped up during the afternoon, when several soldiers arrived at the hospital, wounded and bleeding. It’s started! They’ve attacked!

      Desperate for any news, she called the men over. “What happened? Report!”

      Sheepishly, and with no little embarrassment, one of the men explained how a game of chance had gotten out of hand, resulting in a fight between them. Khaleen listened to his explanation before slumping back into her pillow, sickened by their actions.

      Feathers poked her in the neck and head from the pillow, and the blanket was rough and scratchy. Her leg ached interminably, worse than when the arrow had been in. And that itching! Endless itching along the wound. Khaleen found her fingers roaming towards it to see if she could get a little relief from the torturous sensation.

      “No scratching!” Slevward ordered, appearing from nowhere.

      How does he do that?

      Khaleen turned a sour look at the doctor, who wore a set of dark clothes today. As usual, her eyes sought his almost automatically, bringing the rush of feeling that dribbled through her delightfully.

      “It’s driving me insane!” she moaned.

      “If it itches, it’s healing,” he said, walking around the bed to her right side. “It means the feeling’s coming back, too. That’s a good thing,” he added with a pointed gaze. “Shall we have a look?”

      Slevward started peeling her bandages back, easing the parts that had stuck together with a gentle touch that thrilled Khaleen for some reason she could not understand. He took care and time to make sure her modesty was preserved before the other people that had come in, and she wondered about the man.

      He could be abrupt and rude, but as gentle as a butterfly in the next moment. There was an attractive air of confidence about him, but none of the arrogance some older generation Waravalians still had. And those eyes! Khaleen still found herself drawn to his gaze, seeking the deep blue orbs out as he worked.

      “Excellent!” he exclaimed, bringing her out of her thoughts. “You heal well, and as a reward for being such an excellent patient, I’ll allow you to stand for a little while,”

      Khaleen ignored his sarcastic tone in favor of being upright for the first time in days, and swung her legs out of the bed as fast as she could. Leaning forward, she suddenly realized there was no way she could do this alone.

      Even though she had been eating everything they had put before her, she still felt weak, and her right leg remained virtually useless. The general sat back, a mixture of annoyance, fright and despair rolling around in her chest.

      Slevward leaned down and grabbed her arm, throwing it over his shoulder and hauling her up slowly. Khaleen grabbed his other arm to steady herself as the world swam around her.

      She could feel his strong body pressed against her, warm and vital. Even in his fifties, Slevward was impressively built, muscular and fit. Khaleen felt strangely protected by him, the feeling fleeting as he stepped away from her, slowly unwinding her arm from across his shoulders and letting her stand on her own.

      Khaleen concentrated on balancing on her left leg, the right an apparent dead weight, immobile and useless.

      “I think something’s wrong,” she said, holding her arms out for balance. “My leg … it’s useless.”

      “It’s not,” Slevward said immediately. “It’s all in your mind. Come on, stand!”

      “I can’t!” Khaleen shouted back, anger and fear at the failure of her leg mixing to make her lash out.

      Her left leg started to ache, having to take the weight her right would not, and she started to wobble, almost falling back on the cot before Slevward caught her, his face a mask of disappointment.

      “I’m crippled,” Khaleen said as he helped her back into the bed.

      “Nonsense!” Slevward snapped, standing up. “Your problem is up here.” He tapped his head. “I would have thought the Commander General of the Gazluthian army would be mentally stronger than this.”

      Slevward grunted and stalked off, leaving Khaleen to stew in her misery. What kind of doctor can’t see my leg’s useless?

      The general felt something tickle her cheek as it rolled down her face.
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      Besmir felt the pull of exhaustion; his body ached for so many reasons, and all he wanted was to ride down into Port Vartula and find an inn to sleep in. Unfortunately, there was no time to rest. He had to get to the garrison here and try to make things right with Emmerlin.

      He urged the horse forward, but at a walk, as the animal was spent too, having given his all in the mad dash to get here.

      “Good lad.” He patted the horse’s neck, watching the stallion’s ears rotate to listen to him. “Get you some rest soon.”

      As soon as he was inside the citadel, he would have someone take care of his horse. Feed, water and a good rub down would go a long way to restoring the loyal creature. Besmir ignored the occasional stare as he made his way through the gray streets towards the brooding citadel overlooking the town.

      Morning sun warmed his back as he rode in through the main gate. It was eerily quiet for a military outpost, but the king reasoned it was still early. A thunderous crash from behind him made him jump, his horse skittering sideways as the animal tried to turn to see what was going on.

      In the gap he had just ridden through, Besmir saw two massive, iron-bound, oak gates had been slammed shut. A frown furrowed his brow.

      “Besmir Fringor!” someone shouted. “Dismount and throw down your weapons!”

      The king turned to see a small group of men cowering behind shields as they approached him. In the center was the man who had shouted — Commander Ronistar, Besmir recalled. He thought it odd that the image he had formed of the man, from reading his reports, was nothing like the reality that approached him.

      “Where’s Emmerlin?” Besmir called back. “I must speak to her.”

      “That might be possible,” Ronistar shouted. “When you relinquish your weapons and surrender.”

      Besmir knew something was amiss here; Ronistar was not behaving as he should. Even if he felt a loyalty to Emmerlin, he should follow protocol, deferring to Besmir as king. Slowly, Besmir dismounted, keeping an eye on Ronistar for betrayal.

      What is going on here?

      “Throw your sword and bow away!” the commander repeated.

      “There’s no need for all this,” Besmir said. “I’m not going to hurt anyone.”

      “Liar!” Ronistar spat. “Murderer!” he added. “Princess Emmerlin told me how you killed the queen in her sleep, cutting her throat so deeply her head was almost severed, Cathantor take her soul!”

      Besmir’s heart sank at the man’s words, and the utter belief he had blazing from his eyes. In that moment, Besmir knew Emmerlin was long gone, leaving this trap behind her.

      “I never killed the queen,” Besmir shouted to everyone there, hoping to persuade at least one of the soldiers he was telling the truth. “Arteera sits on the throne in Morantine, awaiting my return.”

      “More lies!” Ronistar screamed, sycophantic rage fueling his words. “The princess told me how you killed Prince Joranas, using your foul magic to burn him alive in his own house.”

      The commander actually seemed to be upset, making Besmir wonder exactly what Emmerlin had done to him. His voice trembled as he continued listing all the fictitious murders Besmir had committed.

      “Princess Ranyeen and her children were imprisoned and tortured using methods first designed by the vile Tiernon! How could you?” he asked in horror. “Your own grandchildren!”

      “None of these deaths have happened!” Besmir called to the soldiers who were rapidly gathering about him. “My family is safe and well in Morantine. You can send for word of them!”

      “Surrender now, or we will take you by force!” Ronistar screamed.

      Several things clicked into place inside Besmir’s mind then. Emmerlin must have used the same method he had tried on her to program Ronistar to believe all this.

      Even so, it would have taken too long to do the same to everyone here. That she was gone was a given, and Besmir felt an anger tinged with disappointment ripple through him.

      Sneaky girl.

      Emmerlin also knew he could not fight all these men. Using his power against them and burning innocent men had never been something he was capable of.

      Even when he had burned hundreds at Ursley, the guilt and shame had eaten at him for years, and those men had been his enemies. He reasoned he had more chance to escape later than now, and his best course of action was to surrender.

      Wearily, he un-slung his bow and threw it to one side, wincing as the priceless weapon clattered against the cobbles. He drew his sword with his left hand, tossing it aside after the bow with a loud clang that echoed from the walls.

      “Kneel!” Ronistar called.

      Besmir sighed and knelt, feeling the rush of hands and feet as soldiers dashed forward to be the first to claim the king. He was knocked to the ground, his hands tied, and someone knelt on his back, grinding his chest painfully into the cobblestones.

      Eventually, someone wrapped a gag around his mouth and blindfolded him. He was dragged to his feet and marched to somewhere cool. The temperature dropped considerably as he stumbled down a flight of stairs; the sounds of feet echoing from walls sounded close, and he knew he was in some kind of tunnel or corridor.

      After what felt like a lifetime of walking, Besmir heard keys clinking together and a lock being opened. Hinges screamed and he was shoved roughly forward, the door slamming behind him as he fell to his knees.

      Imprisoned. Again!
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        * * *

      

      Three days of walking brought them to the border of Gazluth, although neither of them knew it, as the land looked exactly the same. Merdon had tried to ride the horses bareback, but it had confused and frightened his mare to the point that she tried to buck him off, and he had to throw himself clear before she hurt herself. So he and Lyeeta had resorted to leading the horses by the small lengths of leather his grandfather had left them.

      Anger fueled his footsteps for the first day, thoughts of treason flying around his head as he set a grueling pace. Sorrow tugged at him on the second day. Sorrow at losing his grandfather and potentially never seeing him again. By the end of the third day, he had forgiven Besmir for leaving them, believing his grandfather had done it to protect them.

      Lyeeta stumbled, her eyes half closed in the dusk, and Merdon realized she was exhausted.

      “Come, we’ll camp over here,” he said, pointing to a grove of willow trees brushing the ground with their branches. Under the canopy of the trees was a surprisingly private area, the thick branches making a cave.

      Merdon tied the horses to a nearby tree, where they immediately started to graze, while Lyeeta slowly cleared a section of dirt with her foot, piling dry sticks up for a small fire. She blew life into the twigs and sat back, leaning against one of the willows and staring into the flames.

      “Are you sure it’s Port Vartula he was heading for?” she asked in a worn voice.

      Merdon nodded, handing her some food from their packs. He sat beside her as they ate, watching the flames dance.

      “Yes. Grandfather thought that was where Emmerlin was heading, to where her troops are housed...”

      Merdon trailed off as Lyeeta leaned against his chest, snuggling into him automatically. He lifted his arm over her and she moaned softly, asleep already. Merdon looked down, seeing how perfectly she fit in the space beside him, as if she was supposed to be there. It felt right, too, and he let his head rest on the willow at his back.

      Sleep claimed the prince easily as the fire burned low, a deep, healing sleep that masked all approach of the creature that stalked them in the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Arteera grilled the royal guards who came back from Ninse without their king, demanding where he was and why they had let him go alone.

      “With all due respect, my queen,” one said. “He’s the king; I’m honor bound to obey him, and he said to come back and deliver this to your hands.” The guard handed her a letter sealed with Besmir’s seal.

      She had dismissed them, and read the letter three times before it had sunk in fully. He’s well? No longer taking that...poison?

      Tears streamed down her face, some of relief that he had been cured of the drug he had been taking, and some of fear that she would never see him again if he was going after Emmerlin alone.

      The days had seemed twice as long as usual with no news from Besmir or Merdon. There seemed little information from Khaleen, either, and Arteera started to become waspish, snapping at Petrena for no reason and chasing the simple woman away. Even the stoic and unflappable Branisi began to find reasons not to be in her presence.

      Days turned into weeks, and Arteera was on the brink of madness when she heard a commotion from outside her sitting room. A loud crash and squeal of fright echoed through the corridor outside.

      “What has that half-brained simpleton broken this time?” Arteera whispered as she walked across to the door. “Petrena...” she started.

      The queen’s voice caught in her throat when she saw what was happening outside. Part of her regretted sending the guards to fight with the army, while the other half was thankful; they might survive, now that they were gone.

      Branisi lay on the floor, surrounded by a shattered vase that had been given to Besmir by the Corbondrasi king and queen, a trickle of blood from her head staining the floor. Petrena was in the grasp of a giant whose arm bulged at her throat, cutting off her air and making her face beet-red.

      Her panic-filled eyes, bulging and massive, fixed on Arteera’s own as she struggled fruitlessly against him.

      Her attention was drawn to the young woman, however, her curly hair longer than she had seen it for a while. Dressed in a simple uniform that had been adapted to fit her slight form, she was almost unrecognizable.

      “Hello, Mother,” Emmerlin said conversationally.
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        * * *

      

      “Get out,” Slevward said.

      “What?” Khaleen asked, surprised at his silent approach again.

      “We’re going to need the bed. You’ll have to go somewhere else.” The doctor folded his arms and stared off into the distance as she squinted up at him.

      What’s this now? “Why will you need the beds?” she asked.

      “My king has decided to begin attacking the camp,” the doctor said. “So I’m sure this place will be full soon. Up! Up!”

      Khaleen stared at him with a mixture of fear and hate. “You know I can’t walk!” she said.

      “No, I know you can walk,” he said. “But you’re scared, so your brain’s telling you you can’t. Now get up!”

      “What’s going on here?” Vetrulian asked, arriving with Collise.

      “This patient is ready to leave but refusing to walk,” Slevward grunted. “I’m going to need the bed soon, so she needs to leave.”

      Vetrulian looked at Khaleen, shock and surprise on his face. “I can’t walk, Majesty,” Khaleen said. “My leg’s useless.”

      “Rubbish!” Slevward said, reaching down and pinching her toe.

      “Ow!” Khaleen squealed.

      “See? There’s feeling there! The leg works. It’s in her mind!”

      Khaleen felt a lump forming in her throat as the doctor who had saved her now spoke as if she was just one body part to him. Just a leg, a wound to be healed and passed on. She knew she couldn’t walk, even if she could feel her toes. She had tried and failed; that was it.

      “Well if she won’t walk, I’ll have to carry her,” Slevward said.

      Before any of them could react, he reached down and hauled Khaleen up, dragging her awkwardly outside, the general hopping on her left leg at his side.

      “Slevward!” Vetrulian shouted.

      “Walk!” the doctor shouted at Khaleen.

      “I can’t!” she squealed in fright.

      Agony throbbed up from her right thigh, and she clung to his arms for support as he tried to unwind his fingers from her grip.

      “You can. Walk, General.”

      Fine. I’ll show him I can’t do it! Khaleen toppled, her right leg folding as soon as she shifted. Slevward caught her beneath the arms and stood her up again.

      “Pathetic!” he barked into her face. “Walk!”

      “Now see here, Slevward...” King Vetrulian started.

      “Hush, Vetrulian,” Collise said in a small voice.

      Tears of frustration flowed from Khaleen’s eyes as she stared at Slevward. Why was he being like this? Why was she? Crying and carrying on like a child. She was the leader of the Gazluthian army, and there was no place for this kind of behavior.

      Yet there was a part of her that just wanted to hide, to cower away and nurse her useless leg, lick her wounds and wallow in self pity.

      The slap was an utter shock when it came. Her head snapped to one side, and her cheek stung. The gasp that came from behind her was nothing compared to the embarrassment and outright rage she felt at being slapped.

      Flame exploded in her chest and she stabbed a finger forward at Slevward. “How dare you?” she exploded, her battlefield voice tearing from her throat.

      “What are you smiling at?” she demanded the next moment, annoyed by his ridiculous grin.

      Slevward said nothing, just made a face, raised his eyebrows and looked down pointedly. Khaleen followed his gaze and felt a wobble of fright when she saw she had taken a step towards him on her right leg. In fact, all her weight was on her right leg.

      I can walk!

      Clapping from behind her made her turn to see Collise, with tears of delight streaming down her face, and Vetrulian grinning at her. She looked back at Slevward who was beckoning her forwards, taking a step back.

      Slowly, awkwardly, Khaleen swung her left leg forward and took a step. Slevward stepped back again.

      “Come on,” he said. “That’s it!”

      Tears of joy rolled down her face this time as she felt the ground beneath her right foot, the grass poking into the sole and a stone in her heel. She took another step towards the doctor, who stopped and took her in his arms this time.

      “I knew it,” he said, stroking her hair and back. “I knew you could do it.”

      He pulled back, staring into her eyes. “Now you can go kill people,” he said, letting go and walking back into the hospital.

      Khaleen watched him go, turning in a slow circle as he walked away from her. Confusion and sadness vied for attention as she watched him go, the feeling of his arms around her still fresh, his smell in her nose.

      Yet she knew he was right. She was a general in the army, responsible for dealing death, and he had vowed to end as much suffering as he could. They could never be friends, let alone anything else.

      Khaleen turned and limped slowly towards her army, her ears full of their roars and cheers when her soldiers saw her coming.
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        * * *

      

      Damp and cold seeped into his very skin and bones as he lay there. Minutes only did he endure it before he released his mind to search for a way out. Besmir rose, looking down at his own body on the stone floor, to float in the middle of the cell.

      Fairly standard, it was a small square, underground, stone-built with an iron door. Can’t burn my way out.

      Floating around the room like a wraith, Besmir discovered there was a bucket beside the door and a pile of moldy straw in one corner, presumably what served as a bed. The king hoped this place had not been used for a long time, as it was horrific to think anyone else had suffered in here.

      He spent a few seconds looking for anything sharp he could use to cut the bindings on his wrists, but found none, so streaked out through the wall into the surrounding areas. More cells, but these were used for storage. Old barrels and broken furniture had been stacked in one, while another was full of empty grain sacks, chewed and colonized by a family of brown rats.

      Besmir dived into one of the bigger rats and scurried back towards his own body, using the drainage pipes underneath the cells to get there. There was a blockage before he could get through to his own cell, and he knew he was going to have to start chewing at whatever this was to get it out of the way.

      Whatever it had been was rotten and bitter to the taste, but he locked the rat’s powerful jaws about it and started to tug. A section of it came free and he clambered over it to tug another section free. It was some kind of cloth, with something wrapped inside, but he did not want to consider what.

      Eventually, the king managed to squeeze his rat body through the pipe and up to where a grate blocked his way. Again he got to chewing, the rat capable of loosening the mortar that held the grate in place until he could push it up with his head.

      Claws skittering against the stonework, Besmir hauled himself up into his cell and scampered across to his body. Carefully he gnawed through the rope holding his wrists, watching them fall apart and the color come back to his skin.

      Before returning to his body, he also used the rat to chew through the blindfold and gag that had been put around his face. He guided the rat back into the drain and let her go, flowing back to his body and sitting up to rub his wrists and pull the cloth off his face.

      He stood and went to the door, searching the edge for any weakness he might be able to exploit. It looked to be a new door, and well-fitted too, but he did see the bolt on the outside through a tiny gap between the door and the frame.

      Besmir considered how best to approach this. He needed a concentrated stream of flame to heat the iron until it melted. Kneeling, he put his little finger to the sliver of space, forcing it into the gap, focusing on the thick bolt, and tried to send a small jet of flame out.

      The massive force that burst from him lit the walls and floor outside, and he stopped. This was harder than he had believed possible. The sheer concentration needed to hold back the flame that wanted to burst forth took almost everything he had.

      Eventually, however, Besmir managed to get a small, hot stream of flame to burn from his little finger, heating the iron bolt slowly from dull gray to dark red, through bright red to orange, and finally yellow.

      Sweat poured from Besmir, not due to the hot metal, but from the intensity of the concentration needed to maintain the flame. When the bolt started to turn to liquid, molten drips pouring to the floor, he knew he was almost out, and a savage joy filled his heart.

      With a final few drips, the door gave way, the molten bolt stretching and separating as he leaned on it. Within hours of being interred, he was free. The king made his way along the stone corridor without, the darkness barely chased away by the torch at the end of the hall. He slowed to a crawl and hesitated, sending his thoughts into the room ahead.

      Two soldiers lounged beside a table, talking about him. Besmir assumed there would be more further up.

      “...can’t believe we have the king locked up down there!” one said.

      “Did you hear what he’s done, though?” the other asked, making a protective signal to Cathantor. “Killed his whole family.”

      “Do you think he really did that?” the first asked. “Everything I ever heard about him said he was a family man.”

      “Can’t see why Commander Ronistar would lie, can you?”

      Besmir pulled back and tried to formulate a plan to escape without hurting these men. Ducking back into one of the cells, he started looking through the barrels and furniture, arranging it all to his liking. Opening the door to his original cell and then this one, he climbed inside one of the huge, empty barrels, screaming at the top of his voice before ducking below the rim.

      Footsteps pounded past. Voices echoed from the stone and torches flickered as Besmir controlled his breathing, hoping they fell for his trap.

      “We’re in for it if we can’t find him!” one of the soldiers whined, his voice high and panicked.

      “Go tell the captain while I search.”

      “No chance!” the other man cried. “I’m not reporting this; you go!”

      “Hold up! This door weren’t open before; he must have gone in here.”

      “Go on, then,” the first said.

      “But … he might burn me!”

      “I might go report to the captain, after all,” the first man said.

      “Not likely!” his friend squealed. “Get in here with me!”

      Besmir smiled as he listened to the men trying to creep into the room. Even though it was small, the clutter inside meant there were a number of places he might have hidden. Beneath a table, behind a stack of broken chairs, or behind a large board that had been dumped in here.

      The king waited until the pair had passed him before standing up. Both men were gingerly peering into the hiding spaces he had purposely built for them to search. As quietly as he could, Besmir stepped from the barrel and backed towards the open door. Not until the hinges squealed did either man realize what was happening, and by that time it was too late.

      They turned and ran for the door just as Besmir slammed it shut, sliding the bolt across to seal them inside. One of them peered through the grill that had been set in this wooden door, his eyes pleading with Besmir.

      “Let us out, Majesty,” he moaned. “Please?”

      The other man shoved his companion aside and pressed his own face to the grill. “Open this door!” he shouted.

      “Sorry, lads,” Besmir said calmly. “Someone will be down to let you out sooner or later.”

      Besmir left them calling to him as he disappeared along the corridor and slipped through the door.
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        * * *

      

      Merdon snapped awake, his eyes darting about the wooden cage of branches they were in. Beside him, Lyeeta made a contented sound and wriggled herself closer. The prince wanted nothing more than to wrap her in his arms and go back to sleep, but his senses told him something was wrong.

      Gently, he unwrapped the sleeping guard from his side and rolled to his feet, drawing both swords with a soft hiss. The fire had burned low, nothing more than a dull orange glow covered with dark ash that gave out no light at all. The cage of willow branches and leaves effectively cut off all light from the stars, leaving Merdon in utter darkness.

      A gentle breeze wafted the willow leaves about him, bringing an eerie sound to his ears. Merdon tilted his head, trying to hear if there was anything else out there that was about to leap at him from the darkness. He found he had been holding his breath, and his lungs began to burn with the need to breathe.

      As he let the air from his lungs as quietly as possible, the sound of twigs and branches rattling came to him as something entered the shelter of the willow trees. Merdon reached down, his hand tangling in Lyeeta’s hair and tugging gently.

      “Hnn...Merdo..”

      “Shh,” he hissed, keeping his right-hand sword pointed in the direction of whatever was stalking them.

      He felt Lyeeta get to her feet beside him, pressing herself against his body she breathed in his ear. “What’s wrong?”

      “Breathing,” he said, his voice as silent as a butterfly wing. “Listen.”

      She fell silent, her breath tickling his neck as she exhaled gently. Even so, he could hear a deep whistle as something else breathed near them. He tightened his grip on his swords, running through a number of combinations that he could use to surround them in a ring of steel.

      When he was just about to launch an attack, the massive creature leaned in close, its hot breath puffing over his hand. The lick was unexpected, the animal’s rough tongue lifting his cheek as it lapped at him, purring.

      “Teghime!” he cried in surprise. “Teghime is that you, girl?”

      The great cat nudged him in the chest, growling low in her throat as he buried his fingers in her warm fur. The pressure that had been building in his chest dissipated, flushed out by warm relief.

      “She came to you,” Lyeeta whispered, still feeling the need to be silent.

      “Grandfather said she was scared of him … after I locked him up,” Merdon said, ruffling Teghime’s fur. “I thought she’d just run off, but she must have tracked us.”

      Happiness at the cat finding them, coming to him, warmed his chest. He smiled when Lyeeta blew life back into the fire, adding a few sticks that started to crackle, lighting the daasnu’s face. Merdon had forgotten just how old the cat was; his father had found her thirty years ago, and there was no telling how old she had been then. Her muzzle sprouted gray fur, and some of her whiskers were ghost white. Scars crossed her face and forelegs, evidence of her loyalty to Besmir in battle.

      “We can catch up with Grandfather now,” Merdon said. “Follow him to Port Vartula.”

      Lyeeta added more wood to their little fire, warming the air beneath the willows as Teghime curled up on the ground, head on paws, and promptly closed her eyes.

      “I wish I could fall asleep that easily,” Merdon said with a smile.

      “I could,” Lyeeta said, folding herself back up beside the willow trunk.

      She looked up at Merdon, inviting him down with her eyes. Hot pressure built inside his chest as he stared at her, holding her gaze just long enough to make her smirk and look away.

      The prince squatted beside her, stretching his legs out and sliding his back down the tree until he sat beside her. The length of her leg pressed against his, firm and warm through their clothing, and his skin tingled from the contact.

      Wordlessly, Lyeeta leaned her head back on Merdon’s chest, grabbing his hand and throwing it over her shoulders. She intertwined her fingers with his and sighed.

      Merdon paused for a second before lifting her face gently towards his. Her eyes searched his face for any sign as to what he wanted, her lips parting as he leaned down. He caught her plump lower lip between his own, massaging it gently.
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      “You have your orders, gentlemen. Carry them out,” Khaleen said to the commanders of the Gazluthian army. Saluting her respectfully, they turned to file out and begin the march towards the mercenary camp. She had spent the past day planning and strategizing, compiling reports and coming up with a three-pronged attack that should disable and defeat the men inside the camp.

      Their main force was to attack the front gate, smashing through and pouring inside. Meanwhile, two smaller forces were to scale the walls using ladders, taking control of the camp and grinding the mercenaries between the three forces.

      Simple, but effective.

      Khaleen massaged her leg, stretching the muscles and relieving the ache that was almost always there now. Slevward had sent over some packets of herbs with a letter that explained their use for pain relief. Her aide placed a cup of the vile brew before her, a curl of steam rising from the hot water.

      “Drink up while it’s hot,General,” he said.

      Khaleen glared at the man, shooting daggers into him with her eyes. Even though she could not see a smile on his face, Khaleen knew the whole situation was amusing to the man she had known for years. The earwax-bitter tea did seem to make the pain easier to bear, but she could not decide if it was worth enduring the taste of the vile liquid to be free of it.

      Knowing Slevward, it’s a trick.

      Thoughts of the Waravalian doctor and his volatile mood swings started to make Khaleen feel down, so she put him from her mind and struggled to her feet, limping outside to where a cart waited to take her to the staging area.

      Slowly, she climbed into the back and settled herself in the large chair that had been hastily constructed for her. No sooner was she in place than the teamster flicked his reins, driving the horses on.

      Khaleen watched the landscape flow by, her eyes locking onto the mass of tree stumps, evidence of the amount of building that had taken place in and around the camp. Minutes passed before she got her first glimpse of the palisade wall they had built at ground level.

      A trench had been dug around the camp; then the excavated earth had been piled up, compacted, and the entire thing lined with sharpened stakes. Driven deep into the top and strapped tightly together sat a row of dressed and prepared logs that fit so closely they had become a ten-foot wall.

      Impressive.

      Her driver made sure to stay well out of the range of any archers as they trotted along the length of the camp.

      It’s bigger than it looked from above.

      Several mercenaries called obscenities at her as she passed, making lewd gestures and exposing themselves from the top of the wall.

      Animals.

      The staging area before the main gates was a hive of activity, with both the Gazluthian and Waravalian armies forming up and preparing to attack. Khaleen stood up in the back of the cart and surveyed the area. Atop the wall, directly over the gates they were about to breach, a huge number of large boulders had been stacked. Massive pots were also being boiled, full of either oil or water to pour on her soldiers.

      People are going to suffer today.

      King Vetrulian approached with Collise at his side. He was dressed in full armor, polished to a mirror sheen, while she wore a white blouse, green skirt, and tight-fitting leather waistcoat. Both were armed.

      “How do you fare?” Vetrulian asked.

      “Well now, thank you, Sire,” Khaleen replied. “Are you planning to take part in the assault?”

      “Oh, yes,” Vetrulian said, scratching his cheek. “It’s more or less expected, really. Can’t ask the lads to risk their lives if I won’t, eh?” He grinned.

      Khaleen looked down, knowing she should be in the thick of things with her own troops, especially as King Besmir would be if he were here. The injury to her leg, however, made it impossible.

      “No one’s expecting the same of you, Khaleen,” Collise said, with a pointed look at her husband.

      “Are you going to offer them terms?” Khaleen asked, ignoring the comment.

      “I suppose I should,” Vetrulian said, reluctantly. “Don’t especially want to, though.”

      The king marched off toward the camp to give them the chance to surrender as Collise leaned against the cart and watched him go.

      “So how is the leg, really?” she asked.

      “Agony,” Khaleen replied. “It feels worse than when the arrow was in there.”

      “Sorry to hear that,” Collise muttered as she watched Vetrulian march forward. “Maybe you need to go back and see Slevward again.”

      “After the way he treated me? The way he spoke to me?” Khaleen cried. “Not likely!”

      “He’s fond of you,” the queen said, with a sly smile on her face.

      Khaleen fell silent, contemplating what Collise had just said. How could it be possible that the doctor was fond of her, when he had been so rude and dismissive? “Unlikely,” she muttered. “He certainly disapproves of my career choice.”

      “Well, I saw the way you were looking at him, all moon-eyed and wistful,” Collise said.  “And he was really impressed that you managed to walk again. There’s something there, I think.” Collise peered at Khaleen from the corner of her eyes.

      “Hm,” Khaleen muttered. “Here goes nothing,” she added, nodding at the king, who was about to speak.

      “Let it be known to all within these walls,” the king bellowed up at the men atop the gate. “That I, King Vetrulian of Waraval, hereby declare that any who surrender without conflict will be treated fairly by trial and sentenced according to current law!”

      “We obey no king, and follow our own laws!” someone yelled back.

      Khaleen watched as a space was made for him and she squinted up to see the man who had apparently amalgamated the mercenary bands into a cohesive force. He did not look particularly impressive, from her vantage point. Silvery hair flowed around his shoulders, and he wore the same ragged armor the rest did, with nothing to show he was running things.

      “Do you accept these terms as offered?”

      “Shove them up your royal backside!” the leader yelled, bringing calls and jeers from the men beside him.

      “Glad you said that,” Vetrulian responded, retreating to the front ranks. “Archers!” he called.

      Five hundred bowmen and women readied their bows at once, all waiting for Vetrulian’s signal. The king raised his arm, locking eyes with the man atop the wall, before dropping it.

      Khaleen heard the combined whooshing twang of five hundred bowstrings firing simultaneously, watched as the dark cloud of buzzing arrows arced up over the wall and fell like deadly rain behind it. Within seconds, screams reached her ears as people beyond the palisade were pierced through.

      “Shields!” Vetrulian barked.

      Soldiers brought their shields to bear, covering their comrades as the men atop the wall struggled to return fire. Khaleen saw they did not work as a cohesive unit, individuals and groups firing at different times with no real leadership.

      Might not be too bad once we get inside.

      Thuds and metallic clangs rang out across the Waravalian army as the mercenaries’ arrows bounced harmlessly from, or stuck into, the shields. Vetrulian waited until the man on top of the wall had managed to get them to stop wasting arrows before ordering another salvo.

      While archers rained death down on the defenders within the walls, Vetrulian ordered the rolling tunnel forward. Long, wet logs had been fastened together and had large cart wheels attached. Filled with brave soldiers who would try and breach the wall, it was supposed to be protection from the horrific things that would be thrown at them from above.

      Khaleen watched as the ungainly thing started forward, like a blind tortoise. The men inside shoved and pushed the heavy thing until it started rolling. They had it going at a good pace when Khaleen heard a thunderous boom from inside the camp. A deep hollow opened up in her chest when she remembered the last time she had heard that sound.

      A flaming ball shot into the air, trailing fire behind it. Comet-like, it soared over the heads of the men on the wall in a low arc. Her eyes followed the thing until it hammered into the middle of the Waravalians, exploding and covering them in living flame.

      Screams and cries erupted from the army as cheers started from the mercenaries. A second boom told Khaleen they had two of the catapults, at least. A boulder the size of a horse came flying over the wall this time, smashing men and their mounts as it hit the army. A red mist rose from the impact, and Khaleen felt the first stirrings of horror rising inside her.

      “I have to go!” Collise said, before dashing off towards her husband.

      Several men trotted after her, trying to keep up with their queen. Khaleen turned to one of the young men who had gathered beside her cart.

      “Left flank, attack!” she told the runner. “Right flank, attack!” she told another lad, as the first sprinted off to alert the Gazluthians, who lay in wait with scaling ladders.

      With a hollow thump, the rolling shield slammed into the main gates, iron spikes set into the front piercing the wood and helping to anchor it in place. Khaleen knew the men inside would be frantically chopping at the gates with axes, while others would be smashing the wheels and driving spikes into the ground to fix the thing in place.

      Khaleen sent a prayer to any of the Gods when she saw a massive pot of boiling water being wrestled into place above where the soldiers worked. Screams rolled back from inside the tortoise as the water ran through the wood, scalding and burning the men inside as they toiled to breach the gates.

      Burning oil followed, adding to the general confusion and terror. Khaleen saw the shield had been hastily constructed, and something had been missed, as liquid fire had flowed through and was killing everyone inside.

      Screaming fireballs ran from inside, falling to the ground, where they thrashed for a few seconds before lying still. Khaleen knew the shield was lost, and that Vetrulian would have to pull his forces back or risk wasting lives for nothing.

      A third hollow boom echoed from within the camp, and Khaleen’s heart skipped a beat when she saw the size of the missile that was sailing up and out. Twice the size of the previous projectiles and burning, it seemed, brighter than the sun, it soared almost vertically up and out, rising to an impressive height before dropping out of the sky.

      Men scattered, running in all directions to get out from beneath the rain of death, but Khaleen knew they would never be fast enough, and watched as the burning orb fell onto the Waravalian army.

      Incredibly, Khaleen saw the thing fly off towards the camp, as if batted away like a fly. It exploded against the top of the wall, half of whatever was inside raining down inside the camp, while the rest dripped down the wood, burning and blackening it.

      Khaleen’s eyes searched the Waravalian ranks, lighting on the queen, who was bent at the waist and staring at the wall. An explosive scream reached Khaleen’s ears, and she knew it had come from Collise.

      A cheer erupted from the Waravalians, soon becoming a chant of their queen’s name. “Col-lise! Col-lise!”

      As Vetrulian shouted for men to protect his wife, she stood upright and held out one hand. A jet of white flame spewed from it, bathing the top of the wall above the gates in hot death. Khaleen recalled hearing about Collise when, in her youth, she had been forced to try and usurp the throne from Besmir, and had burned a number of people in the process.

      The army carried on chanting her name as she put her hands on her hips and drew a breath in. Khaleen watched her bend at the waist, power rippling from somewhere inside her to swell her throat and burst out in another ear-shattering scream. Aimed at the gates this time, Khaleen gaped as the tree trunks that had formed the turtle flew up into the gate, smashing through it and throwing them open.

      “Charge!” Vetrulian yelled.
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        * * *

      

      Besmir approached the outer door of the dungeon, peering through a small hole that let light in where a knot in the wood had fallen out years ago. With such a poor vantage point, he could only make out the uniformed arm of a soldier on either side of the door. The outer yard stretched away from him, towards the main gate and freedom.

      How am I supposed to get there without hurting anyone?

      One plan presented itself to the king; he drew himself up, throwing the door open and marching outside into the warm sun.

      “Halt!” one of the guards cried.

      He looked nervous and uncertain, and Besmir knew he had to take advantage of that.

      “Look, lad,” Besmir said, in a kind but firm voice. “I know you’ve been told I’ve done some horrific things, but it’s just not true. Queen Arteera really does sit on the throne back in Morantine, supported by my son, Prince Joranas.

      “None of them are dead. Especially not by my hand.” He stared into the younger man’s eyes, watching the guard wanting to believe him.

      “Commander Ronistar...”

      “Has been manipulated by my daughter,” Besmir said with a little more force. “Tell me this, then: if I’m such a cold-blooded killer, why haven’t I burned you where you stand? Why, if I’m capable of killing my own wife and son, did I go to the lengths of trapping your comrades down there, rather than killing them?”

      Besmir looked at the other guard there, an even younger man who looked as if he wanted to be anywhere else, and Besmir gestured to the door. “See for yourself,” he said, stepping to the side.

      The younger man looked to his older counterpart, who nodded, before disappearing through the door and down into the bowels of the citadel.

      “Lovely day,” Besmir said.

      “Yes, Sire,” the guard said.

      To his credit, the man did not lower his weapon, nor take his eyes off Besmir’s own, until his colleague returned with the two Besmir had locked up, looking sheepish and embarrassed.

      “See?” Besmir spread his hands. “Now I need your help, lads, to save the kingdom!”

      He looked at them in turn. “It’s Emmerlin who is the threat. She plans to take the throne from me, and it is she who is a threat to my family.”

      “She did have Norris whipped to death,” one of the men said.

      “I’m afraid there’s something badly wrong with my daughter,” Besmir said, almost to himself. Sorrow and guilt nagged at him any time he thought of Emmerlin, sorrow at what she had become, and guilt that he had somehow caused her to go this way.

      “What do you want us to do, Majesty?”

      Besmir clapped the man on the back. “First off, we need to get to Ronistar and undo whatever she’s done to him,” the king said. “Then I need to figure out where Emmerlin is.”

      “I overheard her saying they were headed north, Sire,” the youngest of the guards said, reddening at speaking before his king.

      Besmir’s stomach felt as if a boulder had been dropped inside it. Arteera! That could be the only reason for her going north — to go back and cause havoc in Morantine!

      “How long ago did she leave?” he demanded.

      “Th-three days, Sire!” the younger man squeaked in fright.

      Besmir swore, stalking off towards the main building of the citadel, the four guards following him in a ragged, confused line.
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        * * *

      

      Merdon felt the wind in his hair as Teghime loped along the road towards Port Vartula. The big cat carried both of them tirelessly, despite her age, and the prince revelled in the feeling of Lyeeta pressed against his back, arms wrapped tightly around his waist as they rode.

      The sun hung high in the sky as Teghime ran down a hill into a small dip, the road lined with trees. Merdon’s attention was centered on the feeling of the guard’s warm body against his, so he was unprepared for the attack that dragged him from the back of the daasnu.

      Something heavy but soft clamped around him, pulling him down to the ground and smashing the wind from his lungs. A scream rang out, and Teghime growled low in her throat.

      “Hold!” a voice called out.

      Merdon looked through the dust to see a scar-faced man holding Lyeeta by the throat, a dagger to her artery. The prince rose slowly, scanning the area for anyone else. He caught sight of a flash of metal from behind one of the trees lining the road. Someone else coughed from behind him, and he sneered.

      Idiots!

      “We’ll be taking any gold you have,” Scar-face growled. “Weapons, too.” He nodded to Merdon’s swords.

      The prince reached back and drew both swords slowly.

      “Come get them,” he said.

      “I’ll kill her!” Scar-face shouted.

      Merdon shrugged, as if unconcerned. “Plenty more where I got her,” he said casually.

      He saw Scar-face’s eyes flick from his face to whoever had coughed behind him and spun, bringing his right-hand sword up. An arrow glanced from the blade, the shaft exploding inches from his face. The bowman gasped at the apparent feat, and Merdon covered his own shock at the luck as he turned back to Scar-face.

      “Impossible!” the man growled.

      Merdon shrugged again, glancing at Lyeeta, who was watching him with awe on her face. Even so, Merdon saw she had retained her wits enough to be slowly reaching for her sword.

      “She’s not dead yet,” Merdon called, hoping to distract the man while Lyeeta armed herself.

      “Reconsidered that. I’ll need some distraction later,” Scar-face said with a nasty grin.

      Hope this works.

      “Why not have her…” Merdon locked eyes with Lyeeta. “Now!”

      Lyeeta drew her sword with her left hand, throwing herself backwards as she slashed the blade back and into Scar-face’s head. He yelled and fell back as she twisted from his grip and switched hands, carving into him with her deadly blade.

      Merdon spun back to see the archer was drawing his bow again, and threw his right-hand sword at the man, following it as it flew. Piercing the man’s lower belly, the sword sank in deep.

      The archer released the bowstring, the arrow whistling off into the air. Merdon reached him and wrenched his sword free, slashing his left-hand sword across the man’s throat in a bloody spray.

      Screams of utter fright exploded from the bushes and undergrowth when Teghime leaped in, chasing anyone else hiding there. Merdon saw the trees shiver as she passed, branches snapping with her bulk. The prince scanned the area before him, but could not see anyone else on this side of the road.

      He turned and sprinted back to where Lyeeta had her sword buried in Scar-face’s chest, panting hard and swallowing over and over again.

      “Lyeeta?” he asked gently.

      “I’m sorry,” she said in a half whisper. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

      “What for?” Merdon wondered, laying his hand on her shoulder.

      As if his touch unlocked something within her, the young guard let go of her sword and turned to him, her hands shaking violently. A loud scream from the trees told him Teghime had found another bandit, but he did not care at the moment. Lyeeta needed him. He took her hands, feeling them shake.

      “I-I’ve n-never...n-never...” she tried to explain, glancing back at the man she had killed.

      Merdon pulled her into him, wrapping her trembling body in his arms as she howled and begged for forgiveness. Teghime returned from the trees, blood covering her face and paws, to curl up in the dusty road and begin cleaning herself.

      Merdon rocked Lyeeta as if she were a child, stroking her back and making soothing noises as she calmed down. “I didn’t mean any of what I said, by the way,” he explained when her breathing had returned to almost normal.

      “I know,” she said in a small voice.

      “It was just to...”

      “I know,” she repeated, pulling back and looking up at him.

      Merdon stared into her red eyes, eyes he had come to love over this insane trip they had been on, and saw the pain in them.

      “He would have killed you,” he said gently. “Eventually.”

      “I know,” she said, turning.

      Merdon grabbed her chin and pulled it back so she faced him again. “Don’t look,” he said.

      “I have to,” she said. “I killed him, and I need to face that.”

      Reluctantly, Merdon released her and watched as she turned to look down at the man who had been alive and holding her not long ago. He had a fresh wound running up his forehead, beginning just above the bridge of his nose and running up and right. His skin had split, and his skull was clearly visible inside where she had lashed back with her sword. Lyeeta gingerly took hold of her sword handle, pulling it out of his chest.

      “I could feel his heartbeat,” she said in a sick tone.

      Merdon said nothing as she knelt beside the dead man and gently closed his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Arteera staggered back from whatever her daughter was hammering at her. Something in her chest snapped painfully, stabbing into her with every breath. Emmerlin and Senechul followed her into her sitting room, the big guard still choking Petrena, who flopped like a rag doll in his arms.

      Arteera watched as he dumped her maid in a chair and stood by the door, unconcerned whether she was alive or dead. Petrena never moved, and the queen could not see if her chest rose and fell or not.

      “Where are all the guards?” Emmerlin asked, running her finger down the side of a sculpture Arteera valued.

      “Joined the army,” Arteera panted painfully. “In Waraval.”

      “We’re at war with Waraval?” Emmerlin asked, with a little surprise. “What fun!”

      “What happened to you, Emmerlin?” Arteera wheezed. “You used to be such a nice, polite young lady.”

      “I discovered the joys of torture and murder, Mother,” Emmerlin replied with a chuckle. “It’s … liberating, squeezing the life from a man as he begs for it.” She glanced at the big guard. “Almost as fun as some other things I squeeze from a man.”

      Surprise and shock chilled Arteera at her daughter’s casual admission. That she was a murderer, and that she was bedding her guard, showed she had fallen farther from grace than the queen had first thought.

      Arteera struggled to her feet, holding her ribs with her left hand and leaning on a chair with her right. She seated herself in her favorite chair and fixed her daughter with a withering look.

      “Pitiful,” she spat, filling her voice with contempt. “To think you came from within me, and now you spend your time cavorting with guards and murdering.”

      Emmerlin laughed, a derisory sound that brought heat to Arteera’s cheeks. “Oh, Mother, how you amuse me,” Emmerlin said. “With your attempts to make me cross.

      “What do you think will happen then?” she asked. “I’ll realize my life has been one huge mistake, and go back to living under your iron rule?”

      “What ‘iron rule’?” Arteera demanded with wide eyes. “You could have had the world...”

      “I will have the world, mother!” Emmerlin yelled. “On my terms, not as your slave!”

      Arteera wondered at her daughter’s words. Had she and Besmir been too hard on the princess? Had his expectations been too high? Yet this business of her being their slave was confusing, and Arteera shook her head.

      “I never saw you as a slave,” she muttered. “That’s utter madness.”

      Emmerlin walked around to stand before her mother, a look of abject rage on her face. Arteera felt her throat close as if something heavy had been laid on it. Her lungs jerked, trying to take a breath, but there was no chance, and panic started to grip her.

      Hold on! Don’t give her the satisfaction.

      The queen felt her fingers begin to tingle as she struggled to breathe. Darkness started to creep in at the edges of her vision, and her chest and stomach ached with the effort of trying to draw air into her starved lungs.

      “Emmerlin,” Senechul said from the door. “You wanted her alive, remember?”

      “I’m not going to kill her yet,” her daughter said, releasing whatever power she had around her throat. “Not quite yet,” she added.

      Stepping to Petrena, she slapped and shook the woman until she roused her from her stupor. “You! Fetch my brother and his family, now!”

      Petrena rose on shaking legs and tottered towards the door as Arteera shook her head at the terrified woman. Simple and slow, Petrena dashed from the room, and Arteera felt her heart racing at the thought Joranas might become involved.

      “You’ll regret this,” Arteera panted. “When your father gets home.”

      “My father!” Emmerlin screamed. “The great and powerful King Besmir? What a joke! What’s he going to do, talk me into submission?”

      Arteera had no idea where her husband was, what he was doing, or when he might arrive. What she did know, what she had just seen, written plain as day on her daughter’s face, was that Emmerlin was afraid of him.
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      Waravalian troops swarmed inside the gates their queen had shattered with her power. Khaleen stood up in the back of her cart to try and get a better look at their progress. Above the gates, men toiled to extinguish the flames Collise had raked the wall with.

      From here, the Gazluthian general could barely see anything that was going on at such a distance, and frustration started to nag at her. Taking care not to pull her stitches, Khaleen stepped gently down from the back of the cart.

      Pain lanced up from her thigh with every step, but she carried on towards the gates, desperate to get a look inside. It felt as if it took forever to cross the fairly short distance, and by the time she reached the tall logs that made up the wall, she was panting and doubled over in pain.

      “General,” one Waravalian soldier said. “Do you need help?”

      “No, I’m fine. Get in there,” Khaleen said, pointing into the camp.

      Behind her, the dead and dying lay side by side, stretcher bearers trotting between them, checking for any that might survive. Smoke darkened the air as it drifted across the field, acrid with the stench of burning flesh.

      Khaleen threw her arm across her face, sucking in a deep breath as she stood upright again. Tilting her head back, she looked up to see a pillar of red smoke rising into the air from somewhere above the gates. A frown pulled her brows together as she watched the odd smoke curl off towards the north.

      Strange color.

      Horror grabbed at her when she realized what was going on, and she limped forward as fast as possible, trying to alert someone to the danger. In the confusion of noise and smoke, she stumbled over the sprawled body of a dead soldier, screaming when the pain in her thigh grabbed at her, stealing her breath and stopping her in her tracks. Cold and nausea welled up inside her and she doubled over, vomiting on the floor.

      Panic and urgency wrapped tight arms around her brain, shaking it violently. Her eyes blurred and ears rang as she tried to get the attention of anyone inside. A dark-clad arm appeared before her and she reached for it, grabbing on for dear life.

      “Re...in...forcements!” she panted. “They’ve got re...inforcements.”

      “Oh, I know,” the mercenary said, dragging her painfully inside the gates and towards a building.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s that?” Merdon asked, tilting his head.

      Lyeeta stood slowly up, listening carefully. From somewhere to the west of them, Merdon could hear a faint sound. A plaintive cry he could not ignore.

      Reaching for Lyeeta, he crept with her into the woodland at the side of the road. He had to pause as soon as they entered the dimmer area below the trees, letting his eyes adjust. The boles thickened as they stretched away into the distance, hiding whatever might be there.

      Weapons ready, they crept towards the sound, past the remains of three bandits that Teghime had killed, throats torn open and eyes wide with fright. Merdon’s eyes darted about, searching for any further enemies that might be lurking in the woods.

      Before long, it became obvious the sounds they had been hearing were voices — high-pitched, frightened voices calling for help. Merdon grabbed Lyeeta’s arm gently when she looked about to run towards the women.

      “Might be a trap,” he said quietly.

      Lyeeta nodded, her face a mask of worry and stress. Merdon took her hand and led her into the woods, reaching the edge of a clearing where the bandits had obviously made their camp.

      Hundreds of items that had been plundered from people on the road lay in discarded piles, from clothing to plates to weapons to children’s toys. At the farthest reach, a crude structure had been erected, and this was the source of the voices.

      As he approached, Merdon saw it was little more than a wooden cage with a roof that had been attached to the trees with rope and rough nails. It was held shut with a massive lock that would not have looked out of place securing a castle gate, rusted and filthy, but serviceable. The bars of the cage consisted of thick branches and sections of trees that had been lashed together with some driven into the ground.

      “Oh.” Lyeeta covered her mouth when she saw and smelled what was inside.

      A woman, heavily pregnant, and girl of around twelve peered out of the cage with haunted, pitiful eyes. Filthy and emaciated from starvation, they looked out with hopeless expressions.

      “Help us,” the woman said, without much force.

      Lyeeta started forward immediately, but Merdon grabbed her again, holding her back while he assessed the situation. With no obvious traps in place, he could be sure these had been prisoners of the bandit gang, rather than part of it.

      “How many were there?” Merdon asked the woman.

      “Six that lived here,” she said. “Sometimes others came too...” She looked away and ran her hand over her distended belly.

      “They’re all dead now,” he said, watching her.

      Hope lit her face, and he saw she would have been pretty once, before being used by this gang and whomever they brought here, starved and probably beaten. “Good,” she said. “My name’s Keris, and this is Neira.” She laid a protective hand on the girl beside her.

      “I’m Merdon, and this is Lyeeta,” the prince said. “Let’s see if we can get you out of there, shall we?”

      Merdon went to the pile of weapons, searching through until he found an ax. Pitted and rusty, it was hardly in the best condition, but would probably be enough to chop into the wood.

      “Where’s the key?” Lyeeta asked Keris. Merdon felt the heat of embarrassment rise in his cheeks that he had not thought to ask.

      “Dorden wears it around his neck,” Keris said. “He’s the scar-faced one,” she added, when it became apparent they had no idea who Dorden was.

      “I’ll go get the key,” Merdon said to Lyeeta. “See if you can find them some food and something else to wear.”

      Lyeeta nodded as he turned to exit the clearing. The two captives started screaming again as Teghime emerged from the forest.

      “Look out!” Keris cried. “What is that?” Neira made simple grunting sounds in the back of her throat, cowering as far away from Teghime as the cage would allow.

      “Hey, it’s fine,” Merdon said in a soothing voice. “She’s with us.”

      Neira watched him intently as he scratched Teghime’s warm ears, making her eyes close. The big cat dropped to the ground and rolled on her side as Merdon carried on scratching and stroking her flanks and belly.

      When he looked again, Neira had come forward and was staring at the big daasnu with longing in her eyes. An idea flashed into Merdon’s mind, and he got the pair to step back from the front of the cage.

      If only grandfather were here. The king could use the massive cat to destroy the cage easily, but Merdon had to try and get her to understand what he wanted her to do.

      “Teghime,” he said. “Like this.”

      Merdon gripped one of the bars and pulled at it, surprised at how solid it actually was. He hammered his hands against the wood, while exhorting the cat to do the same but although she watched him, the big cat did nothing to help.

      “Worth a try,” he muttered at last. “I’ll get that key.”

      He turned to sprint for the road and the man Lyeeta had killed, but had only reached the first trees when he heard the high-pitched squeal of wood separating. Turning, he saw that Teghime had grabbed one of the bars in her massive teeth and was dragging most of the front of the cage across the clearing.

      Merdon trotted back to the daasnu. “Good job, girl,” he said. “Good job.”

      Teghime sat on her haunches, purring loudly, while he scratched her chest. Behind him, Keris had stepped carefully out of the cage and was looking around with slightly wild eyes. Neira had retreated to the back of the cage again, and Merdon frowned.

      “Come on, honey,” Keris cooed. You can come out.”

      “What’s the problem?” Merdon asked gently.

      Keris sighed and looked at the prince. The sorrow and misery in her eyes made him regret ever asking, and he abruptly wanted not to know.

      “She was born in there,” Keris said. “They never let her out.” She looked at the child who must have been her daughter with love. “It’s all she’s ever known.”

      Lyeeta made a soft sound in her throat, turning away from them. In the light, Merdon could see Keris was covered in sores, and the rags she had been allowed did not cover much of her modesty.

      Sick anger rose in Merdon at the filth that had done this to them. Scar-faced Dorden and the others had deserved to die for what they had done to these two.

      Neira was making strange sounds in the back of her throat again, and Merdon wondered if she had ever spoken at all. Keris had managed to coax her forward and taken her hand, leading her from the remains of the cage and into the clearing. The girl stood there for a moment, as if unsure what to do. She stared at her feet, feeling the earth and leaves beneath them for the first time, before turning her face up to the sun.

      Merdon saw a ray of light enter the clearing, as if sent by Cathantor himself, lighting her young face with its warmth as she stood there with her eyes closed. Any urgency Merdon felt to get to his grandfather dissipated in that one pure moment of bliss. The expression of wonder and joy on Neira’s young face, just from being touched by sunlight, would warn his thoughts for years.

      Keris led her daughter through the clearing to where Lyeeta had sorted some more suitable clothing for them, and Merdon averted his eyes as they stripped the rotting rags off before putting on the simple clothing she had found. Keris’ belly still protruded from the layers Lyeeta had wrapped around her, but she looked better already.

      Neira, meanwhile, had crossed the clearing to the massive cat, who was watching her with curious eyes. The girl reached her hand out to touch Teghime’s side, watching as her fur twitched. Neiris stepped in and wrapped her arms around the daasnu’s right foreleg, burying her face in her fur.

      Teghime lowered her head to the girl and sniffed her as if deciding what she was. In the next second, she reached out with her rough tongue and licked Neira from chin to temple. Peals of laughter exploded from the child as Teghime licked and lapped at her, and Merdon saw her mother had tears rolling down her face.

      “I’ve never heard her laugh,” she said when he went to her. “Not once.”
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        * * *

      

      Besmir strode into the main citadel building and paused, looking around. A life-sized statue of Emmerlin stood in the main entrance hall, and he wanted to smash the thing to pieces, destroy the image of his own daughter, and erase her from the place. Instead, he turned to the growing crowd of soldiers at his back.

      “Where’s the commander?” he demanded shortly.

      “This way, Sire,” one told him, leading the way.

      Besmir followed him down a set of stairs, along a chilly corridor and into another hallway that had numerous doors leading from it. The soldier pointed to one and Besmir went to it, throwing it open, to the shock of the man inside.

      Ronistar slammed his hands down on his desk as soon as his wide eyes saw who stood there. “Traitors!” he bellowed at the men behind Besmir. “I’ll see every one of you hanged for this!”

      The commander leaped forward, sword drawn to attack Besmir, but the soldiers at his back threw themselves forward, deflecting his blade,

      “Don’t harm him!” Besmir called as they tried to subdue him.

      One man screamed and fell back, blood welling up from a deep cut in his arm. Another managed to wrap himself around Ronistar’s arm like a snake, wrestling the sword down. Someone grabbed his other arm and both legs as the commander struggled madly, his eyes rolling to stare at each of them, teeth bared.

      “Hold him still,” Besmir commanded.

      Although he had promised he would never do this to anyone again, Besmir reached out to touch either side of Commander Ronistar’s head. “Get your filthy, murdering hands off me!” the man screamed, back arching and muscles straining as he fought against his men.

      Besmir closed his eyes and let his consciousness flow down and into his fingers. Crossing the barrier into Ronistar’s mind was far easier for him than it had been for Emmerlin, as he had no defenses with which to try and halt the king. She had scrambled his mind to such an extent that Besmir could never hope to repair all the damage, and he had to satisfy himself with just calming the man and removing the thoughts that Besmir had killed his family.

      He felt the commander’s mind relax around him and returned to his own body, opening his eyes to see they had released the man, who now sat on the floor, looking up with curious eyes.

      “It seems my daughter has destroyed his mind,” Besmir said. “I can’t get him back.”

      Commander Ronistar stood up, staring about with the wide eyes of a child. He reached out to touch one of the soldiers’ polished buttons, smiling inanely. “Pretty,” he said.

      Besmir looked away, catching sight of one of the men who had been assigned to guard him. “We’ll take care of him, sire,” the soldier assured him. “What can we do to help you?”

      Besmir shook his head, despair rolling through him. “I need to get to Morantine,” he said. “And fast.”

      “Is she there?” someone asked. Besmir nodded. “Are you going to stop her?”

      “That’s the plan, lads,” he said. No idea how, though.

      “We’ll escort you,” the guard said. “We have horses and can swap them out on the way; we can get you home in three days.”

      Three days! What will she have done in three days?

      Bone weariness grabbed at Besmir then, and the first edges of need he had felt for days started to creep in. Deep, nagging aches pulled at his intestines, making him grunt and double over. Concerned faces surrounded him, but Besmir fought against the pain, straightening again.

      “Prepare some horses,” he said. “It’s my only option, apparently.”

      Several men saluted and left as Besmir wandered along the hall, looking into the other doors. One was a mess hall, with benches on either side of long tables and a serving area at the far end.

      Another was filled with bunks, simple cots that had been stacked one atop the other, each with a blanket folded neatly at one end. The king paused there, longing for nothing more than sleep.

      Arteera needs you!

      The thought drove Besmir on, and he leaned against the cool wall beside the next door, staring in awe as the God Cathantor looked back at him. The king smiled at his own stupidity when he realized it was nothing more than a statue in the citadel chapel.

      I must be tired.
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        * * *

      

      Khaleen panted through the searing pain that lanced up from her thigh. She had been roughly dragged through building after building, each one connected to the next to make a warren of maze-like proportions.

      She staggered and stumbled as the man dragged her along without a word. He had already stripped her of her weapons and tied her hands behind her with some twine he had found, and now her fingers were cold and numb as well.

      Some of the buildings were filled with boxes and barrels, sacks of grain and other food, while others were empty apart from a few broken handles and other items that indicated they had been weapons caches. Screams and the clash of metal from outside told her the battle was raging all around them, and she hoped someone would break into one of the buildings as she was dragged through it, saving her.

      That did not happen. The mercenary pulled her into a stone-built room and threw her into one corner. She screamed when her leg hit the wall, blinding flashes of white in her vision. Eventually she could see again, and watched him pace up and down as if unsure what to do.

      “What’s your plan?” she asked.

      “Shut up!” he said as he walked the few paces the room allowed.

      “Now you’ve got me, what are you going to do?” she pressed.

      “Shut your mouth!” he screamed.

      Now that she had the chance, Khaleen could see he was quite young, in his early twenties perhaps, with a shock of greasy black hair and the pale skin that marked him as a Gazluthian.

      “It wasn’t supposed to go like this,” he said. “Mallon said we was going to win. The others was going to come when he sent the signal, and crush everyone against the walls.”

      “Ah,” Khaleen muttered. “The best-laid plans always seem to go awry. What part of Gazluth are you from?” she asked.

      The mercenary strode across and squatted before her, staring into her eyes with a crazy anger. “I was born here,” he snarled. “In this camp. So you can forget trying to get inside my head!”

      He stood back up and resumed his pacing. “Is Mallon the one with the silver hair?” Khaleen asked. “Your leader?”

      “He’s no leader!” her captor spat. “He promised us we was going to win, going to be free. If we just stuck together.” His voice was filled with the pain of broken promises and unfulfilled hopes.

      “So what is your plan now?” Khaleen asked again.

      “I’m going to keep you till they come in here; then it’s your life for mine,” he said with conviction.

      “You’ll never get away,” Khaleen said. “They’ll kill you as soon as they open the door.”

      The young man pursed his lips and shook his head.

      “No. Not the king’s men,” he said. “They’ll let me go if I got you.”

      “They won’t, lad,” Khaleen said, trying to act like a matronly figure to the young man. “Your only chance is to let me get you out of here. Let me go, and I can get you out safely.”

      He tilted his head to one side, his face a mask of disbelief. “So you can stab me in the back as soon as I let you go?” he said with contempt. “I don’t think so, General.”
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        * * *

      

      Merdon and Lyeeta sat on Teghime’s back, riding at the head of a caravan that they had met with on emerging back onto the road with Keris and Neira in tow. The guards had halted the caravan when they had seen the corpses in the road. It had taken some fast talking and a thorough explanation from Merdon, until Teghime had appeared.

      “Highness,” one of the guards had said, kneeling. “I didn’t realize it was you until … I used to be in the army, until I was injured. I saw the king riding this beast once. Howdid you come to have her with you?”

      From then on, the caravan owner, who had been on his way to Port Vartula with goods for overseas, could not do enough for the prince and his guests. Keris and Neira were given into the care of the man’s wife, who immediately ordered water to be heated for bathing, especially when Merdon told their story. Several of the guards, hardened men who dealt death for a living, had tears in their eyes as they watched the wordless girl play with Teghime.

      Merdon had ordered the bodies burned, and Keris had watched as the guards unceremoniously dumped Scar-face’s corpse on the fire. “Wave goodbye to Dada,” she said to Neira as the girl pressed up against her side.

      As nightfall had drawn in, Lyeeta had sought him out and taken his hand, leading him aside. “What’s going to happen to them?” she asked.

      “I don’t know, really,” he admitted. “If she has any family, they might take her in, but that’s something that can be sorted out later. They’re safe for now,” he added.

      “But she can’t make any money. How is she going to survive?” Lyeeta wondered.

      “Oh,” Merdon said with a wry smile. “I suppose, as I helped to rescue her, I’m responsible for her?”

      As a reply, Lyeeta had reached up and wrapped her arms about his neck, dragging his face down for a passionate kiss.

      Now she rode before him as he guided Teghime down into the streets of Port Vartula, heading for the citadel in the hopes his grandfather was there.

      And alive.
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        * * *

      

      Besmir staggered inside the chapel to try and get a little privacy while he struggled to control the nagging need inside him. Built from the same gray stone as the rest of Port Vartula, it consisted of several rows of simple benches, facing the statue that looked down benignly from the far end of the room.

      Sunlight shone through a high window, illuminating the statue. The artist had caught the God’s features quite well, Besmir thought, although his eyes were larger in life than this representation.

      The king lowered himself wearily onto the front bench, facing the statue, and sighed, looking up at the immobile God. “I don’t suppose you’re going to help me, are you?” he asked the silent form.

      “No, but I might,” someone said from behind him.

      Besmir jumped up, spinning to see who had spoken. A grin split his face when he saw Merdon standing in the doorway. “How did you—?” Besmir asked, skirting the benches and trotting for the door.

      “Well, despite your best efforts to ditch us, your ever-faithful daasnu came and found us, so … cutting the hose tack and saddle straps didn’t stop me from getting to you.”

      “Teghime?” Besmir cried, happiness lighting his chest. “She’s with you?”

      “What were you thinking?” Merdon asked. “Leaving us like that?”

      Besmir reached out and laid his hands on his grandson’s shoulders, gripping them solidly. “Honestly, I don’t know,” he admitted. “Emmerlin’s dangerous, and I suppose I wanted to see you safely home … if she’s going to kill me, I...”

      “Grandfather, she’s not going to kill you, and she can’t kill me.”

      “You don’t know that!” Besmir cried. “What happens if...”

      “Lyeeta?” Merdon said. Besmir watched as the young woman appeared behind his grandson. Her eyes were different somehow.

      “Highness?” she asked.

      “Stab me,” Merdon said.

      “Wait!” Besmir cried. His words came too late, however, as the guard had her sword in her hand faster than his eyes could follow. She lashed out at his grandson, who kept his gaze locked onto Besmir’s own as she attacked.

      “No!” Besmir felt the word leave him in an explosion as Lyeeta’s sword smashed into his grandson’s back.

      Merdon spread his arms, turning in a circle to show he was fine, as Besmir examined his back for any sign of the cut that should be streaming blood. His eyes rolled up to Merdon’s in wonder.

      “I thought I dreamed it,” Besmir said in a tone of wonder. “When I … in the cell.”

      He trailed off as the reality of the situation hit him. I tried to burn Merdon!

      “No, that happened,” Merdon said calmly.

      Besmir followed his grandson into the chapel, sitting beside him and wanting nothing more than to pull him in for a hug. “I’m sorry for that,” he said, as Lyeeta closed the chapel door behind them.

      “You were ill, Grandfather,” Merdon told him. “There’s nothing to apologize for.” Besmir smiled at the incredible man his grandson had become, pride swelling his chest.

      “I need to speak to you,” Cathantor said from behind him.
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      Arteera watched her daughter wander around her sitting room, touching various items as if she had never seen them before.

      “You know,” she said, “it’s going to be really nice to have the family back together. I can’t wait to see my big brother and his wife.” Emmerlin looked at her with a dead-eyed stare. “And those adorable children of theirs.”

      “Me either,” Arteera replied. “Hopefully, Joranas will see the sense in burning you alive as soon as he gets here.”

      “Doubtful, when I have his little wife and offspring by the throat,” Emmerlin said. “He’ll do as he’s told.”

      Arteera felt a gnawing sensation in her chest, like rats burrowing out through her stomach and wriggling about in her lungs. It was the awful certainty her daughter spoke with that frightened her the most. The way that she believed everything that came from her twisted mind, and spoke about hurting children with ease.

      The door to her sitting room opened and Joranas entered, his face a mask of anger as he stared at his sister. “What in the name of the Gods are you playing at, Em?” he demanded, his eyes flicking to Senechul as he came over towards the queen.

      “It’s no game, Joranas,” Emmerlin said. “Where’s Ranyeen and your children?”

      “Gone,” Joranas said, turning Arteera’s face in his hands. “If you think I was about to bring them here after what Petrena told me, you’ve lost your mind!”

      Relief dripped into Arteera’s chest at the thought her granddaughters would be safe, but it was quickly replaced by more fright when she saw Emmerlin’s expression. “Joranas,” Arteera started, but her daughter had other plans.

      The prince’s eyes went wide as he was jerked into the air and his body slammed into the ceiling. From there, Emmerlin smashed her brother towards the floor, crashing him through Arteera’s writing desk on the way.

      “Pity you didn’t bring them to the reunion,” Emmerlin said. “I had such fun planned.”

      Joranas gasped a deep breath in as Emmerlin gripped him with some other force, his hands shooting out towards her and flames bursting forth.

      Arteera felt the wind of Senechul’s passing as the guard dived at her daughter, knocking her to the floor, Joranas’ fire lancing over her head. The queen felt the heat of his power dry her skin as she sat, powerless to help.

      Emmerlin screamed wordlessly as she scrambled to free herself from beneath her guard, throwing his body across the room with her vast power. Arteera leaped at her when she saw her focus go back to Joranas with a murderous intent in her eyes. Pain flared in her ribs with her movement, but she managed to hammer her fist into her daughter’s jaw as hard as Besmir had taught her to hit.

      Emmerlin’s head flew back and sideways, blood flying from her bottom lip where Arteera's wedding ring had cut in deeply. The princess staggered and tripped over her brother’s foot, falling hard and catching her temple on the front of a wooden chair.

      Arteera panted, the sudden silence in her room stark and somehow frightening. She dropped to her knees beside Joranas and shook him gently.

      “Joranas,” she whispered. “Joranas, we have to leave.”

      The queen glanced over her shoulder at the muscled form of Senechul, who lay still in the opposite corner of the room from Emmerlin.

      “Mother,” Joranas croaked. “Emmerlin might have gone a little insane,” he added, turning his head to look at her.

      Relief washed through her as soon as she heard his sarcastic tone. Gently, she tried to help him up, but he managed without too much aid, and the pair stumbled to the door together.

      “I know she’s my sister and all,” Joranas said, as he helped her through the door, “but I hope she’s dead.”

      “Let’s just get out of here,” Arteera muttered. “With any luck, we can get away from her until your father comes back. Wherever he is,” she added with a frown.

      Arteera threw Joranas’ arm over her shoulders and wrapped her arm around his waist, supporting him as best she could. Flashes of pain ripped through her with every breath, but she carried on relentlessly.

      Sorrow and hate welled inside her when she saw Branisi’s body, broken, with her head at an awkward angle. A sob tore from her throat as she walked past the body.

      Find peace, my friend.

      “Going somewhere?” Emmerlin asked from behind them.

      Arteera felt a hot blast of something slam into her back, throwing both her and Joranas to the floor. Something snapped in her shoulder, sending agony throbbing into her throat, neck and chest.
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        * * *

      

      Khaleen heard the sounds of battle quieting outside, and knew this was probably her only chance to escape.

      “We could just leave,” she said. “Now.”

      “I told you to keep qui—”

      Before the young mercenary could finish his sentence, however, a group of Gazluthian infantry kicked in the door and flooded the room, bristling with arms. Wild-eyed and crazed with battle lust, their eyes fixed on her before falling on the mercenary with hate.

      “Wait!” Khaleen shouted, but it was too late.

      With horrid vengeance, they fell on the young mercenary, cutting and stabbing his body. With a gargling scream he fell, blood pumping from his wounds, his eyes on hers, pleading as he died.

      “General,” one man said, reaching down to help her up.

      Her bindings were cut, the circulation returning to her hands painfully. Khaleen stumbled over to where the boy lay, appearing even younger than he had in life. She knelt beside him, straightening his clothing and closing his eyes as the soldiers shuffled nervously beside her.

      “Did we do the wrong thing, General?” the one that had cut her free asked.

      Khaleen looked up at him, his face flushed red with battle lust and restless with the need to fight. Sickened by the sight and the violence around her, she wiped the tears from her face.

      “Technically, he was our enemy,” she said. “But the truth is, I really don’t know anymore.” She stood awkwardly, flapping at his hands when he offered them to her. “We need to get out there,” she said, pointing. “They’ve got reinforcements on the way.”

      “They’re already here, General,” he said. “The fighting is intense.”

      “So what are you doing in here?” she started to ask, but his guilty glance at his comrades told her everything. “Looting.” she concluded.

      “Looting, when your comrades are out there fighting.” she sighed. “Get out of my sight.”

      The men trotted out and Khaleen followed, grabbing a sword from a dead mercenary as she passed, leaning on the outside of the buildings for support. Above her, Gazluthian forces battled atop the wall, frantically forcing the mercenaries back. She made her way through the makeshift streets, pausing as the occasional body rained down from above.

      Her ears picked up the roar of battle sooner than she’d believed possible, and upon rounding the building she was currently next to, she encountered madness.

      Men and women battled against each other in a chaotic dance. Blood sprayed and screams rang out as mercenaries and soldiers hacked at each other. It was obvious to the general the reinforcements had turned the tide of the battle in their favor, and the combined Gazluthian and Waravalian forces were being chopped to pieces.

      Despite her sickness at the horror about her and the pain in her thigh, Khaleen knew she had a duty to her army, country and crown, so, ignoring the stench of blood, feces and urine, she dragged in a huge breath.

      “Gazluth! To me!” she bellowed.

      Several of her soldiers turned to the sound of her voice. Unfortunately, so did several of the enemy. Khaleen lashed her sword across the face of the first, her arm lightning-fast. The blade bit deep into his cheek, smashing the bones beneath and severing a portion of his nose. He fell with a scream, trampled beneath the feet of her troops as they fought to reach her.

      Another man appeared before Khaleen, teeth bared in a grin of rage. Blood covered his face and hands as if he had been rolling in the stuff, and his armor had darkened with it. A yell of pure, animal fury tore from him as he hammered his sword against her.

      Khaleen blocked the blow, turning his blade, but the sheer force of it jarred her arm, numbing her fingers, and she almost dropped her own sword. The mercenary, fueled by adrenaline, drew his arm up for an overhead strike that would split her skull.

      Time seemed to slow and Khaleen watched as a ray of sun glanced off the blade, lighting the mercenary’s face for a second. A drop of spittle flew from his mouth and she noticed he had something lodged between his teeth. Unable to lift her arm with enough speed to save herself, Khaleen waited for the blow that would end her life.
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        * * *

      

      Merdon threw himself to the floor of the chapel as soon as he saw the God. Awe pulled at his mind, making him tremble.

      “There’s no need for all that, young prince,” the God said, in a voice that sounded like a million throats singing in harmony. “Please get up.”

      Merdon climbed nervously to his feet and slowly forced his eyes to look at the God. Cathantor was staring at him with an amused smile on his deer-like face, his massive eyes filled with mirth, and joy filled Merdon’s soul to see it. The prince felt a ridiculous grin split his face as he stared at the God.

      “Ah,” Cathantor said. “One of those.”

      The God stood from where he had been sitting on the bench and approached the statue, turning to face them as he matched the pose.

      “What do you think?” He asked, conversationally. “Did they get me right?”

      Merdon gaped at the similarity between the God and his idol, although the actual God had had one of his antlers snapped off, letting silver ichor dribble from the stump. The eyes were different, not just in shape, but in terms of what they conveyed.

      Merdon could see the light of eternity in Cathantor’s eyes, the limitless intelligence and compassion, as well as love, that radiated from him. A lump rose in his throat as he watched the God walk over to his grandfather.

      “Well, old friend,” the God said. “You know I can’t do anything to help, don’t you?”

      Merdon watched as his grandfather sighed and scratched his beard. “Thought as much,” Besmir said. “You Gods are still as weak and powerless as ever, then?”

      Merdon gaped at the old man’s attitude, but Cathantor guffawed, his laughter lighting Merdon’s soul, and shook his head. “Ah, Besmir,” the God said. “How I love you!”

      Merdon looked across to Lyeeta, who was openly staring at the God with the same expression he felt on his own face. Her eyes met his, and something passed between them, a communication of support and love so powerful and strong Merdon felt his knees weaken. Her small smile echoed his, and he walked across to her, Cathantor forgotten for a second.
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        * * *

      

      Cathantor sat beside Besmir as the king followed him with his eyes. He had been surprised when the God made an appearance, not expecting even that, but to hear he could not, would not do anything to help cemented his feelings towards the Gods.

      They’re cruel.

      Throughout his whole life, they had brought nothing but danger, depression and misery to him. Even when they had chosen to resurrect him at the Battle of Ursley, it had been almost a cruelty, extending his life so he could sire a daughter so damaged and powerful…

      Wait!

      “It’s your fault!” Besmir cried, when the truth hit him. “Emmerlin’s extra powers came from you when you brought me back, didn’t they?” he demanded of the God.

      Cathantor nodded. “We think so,” he admitted.

      “And now you won’t help me when my family’s at risk!” Besmir spat, fury rising in his chest. “You—”

      Besmir felt the hot pressure building inside him, powerless to stop it and, in truth, not wanting to. His arm rose almost as if controlled by someone else, fire and lightning exploding from his fingers and engulfing Cathantor completely.
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        * * *

      

      Khaleen saw the bloody tip of a sword appear from the right side of the mercenary’s chest as someone ran him through from behind. His eyes widened in agony, and his whole body stiffened before her. The sword that had been about to hack the life from her fell from his fingers as the blade in his chest disappeared, as did his body, crumpling at her feet.

      “Orders, general?” one of her troops asked, fending off a blow from someone else.

      Confusion and indecision made Khaleen wonder about her entire life. What had she been thinking, choosing to do this to other people? The death and misery she had brought about in her lifetime weighed down on her.

      No wonder Slevward hates me. Misery and self-loathing gripped her, and she turned away from the soldiers who had gathered there.

      “General!” someone cried as the sounds of fighting drew closer again.

      Get a grip, woman! Whether she had spent her life bringing misery to others or not, whether she would spend eternity paying for it or not, these men and women would suffer if she did nothing.

      “Fighting wedge!” she barked, straightening. “On me!”

      A growing number of Gazluthian troops joined her, and she scanned the larger battle, watching the ebb and flow, pinpointing where they would be most effective. Her eyes showed her the battle as if it was an ever-shifting pattern, allowing her to predict where troops would be needed.

      Choice made, she lifted her sword painfully and pointed at an area that looked almost peaceful.

      “Charge!” she cried, seeing the concerned looks of the men and women around her.

      Nevertheless, they started forward, swords out and shields locked. Khaleen trotted across the broken, scarred ground within the camp with them, watching as a huge number of mercenaries were forced back before the gates.

      Encouraged by their appearance, the soldiers around her charged faster, almost carrying her along when her leg failed her. The Gazluthian wedge smashed into the mercenaries as if driven in by a massive hammer behind them, cutting through the block of defenders, killing them and separating them from their comrades.

      It was so effective that Khaleen found herself in the middle of the Waravalian army that had been forcing the mercenaries back.

      “Khaleen?” King Vetrulian asked in shock when he saw her. The king had seen some fighting, his bright armor now scarred and covered in blood, and the white cloak he had worn ripped and stained.

      “We can’t get trapped in here,” Khaleen said, reading the patterns flowing around her. “There are too many of them.”

      Her eyes wandered to the gates they had destroyed, where hundreds more mercenaries were pouring in to hack and slash at the combined armies without end.

      We’re done for. Where did they get so many men?

      “What can we do?” Vetrulian asked.

      Khaleen racked her brains for a solution, but could not think of one until she turned to look at the gates again. “Up!” she said. “We go up, get on top of the walls, and funnel them up a narrow ramp. If they want us, they’ll have to pay dearly.”

      Vetrulian nodded. “Fall back!” he bellowed.
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        * * *

      

      Blinded by anger and despair, Besmir lashed at Cathantor with fire and lightning, his power exploding outwards to engulf the statue of the God as well as several of the benches in the chapel.

      When he finally felt the flow of power drain off, he looked to see that Merdon had thrown himself before Cathantor. His grandson was staring at him in horror, as if unable to believe he had attacked the God.

      “You don’t understand, Merdon,” he said. “The Gods have brought me nothing but misery.”

      “Still!” Merdon gasped in a shocked voice. “Still!”

      Behind him, Cathantor stood with a look of surprise on his deer-like face. You didn’t expect that, did you?

      The God looked from the burned benches to the statue of himself, now disfigured and with a curl of smoke rising from one nostril. “Well,” he said with an air of sadness. “I think that concludes our business here.”

      The God stretched one arm out, indicating the door, leaving no confusion as to his wishes. Besmir was more than happy to comply. He would never set foot in one of these chapels again. In fact, he had the sudden and insane urge to have as many of them destroyed as he could.

      He stormed across to the door, throwing it open and stepping back down into the citadel hallway, turning to stare at Cathantor as Merdon and Lyeeta followed him. He shook his head in disgust as the God smiled at him and reached to slam the door shut.

      Merdon gasped behind him, and Besmir turned to see Arteera and Joranas hit the floor at his feet, his wife moaning in agony as something broke. His eyes rolled around, recognizing his own home.

      He helped!

      The king looked back down at his wife and son as Merdon crouched beside his father, then along the corridor to where Emmerlin stood, her mouth open in shock at the sight of him.

      “Emmerlin!” he cried.
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        * * *

      

      “Emmerlin!” Besmir bellowed, his anger incandescent.

      The door behind her opened and Senechul appeared, his eyes searching for her. Fright clamped bands of ice-cold iron around her chest at the sight of her father.

      How did he get here?

      The King of Gazluth started towards her and Emmerlin felt her insides liquefy. He was going to burn her, burn her like he had done to Tiernon. Forgetting her immense powers, she turned and darted up the corridor, leaving her guard behind.
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        * * *

      

      Merdon looked up from his father’s face to see the massive guard, Senechul, blocking his grandfather’s way. How they had been brought three days north in the blink of an eye was beyond his capability to understand, and thinking about it made his headache. Yet he had to believe the evidence his eyes told him; this was his grandfather’s palace, and his father was here, injured, with his grandmother.

      “Take care of them,” he said to Lyeeta. “I have to help Grandfather.”

      Without time to even check if his father was alive, Merdon sprinted up the hallway after Besmir, drawing his swords as he went.

      Senechul stood in the middle of the corridor, a door of flesh and blood that sealed Emmerlin’s escape. Merdon watched Besmir raise his hand, then let it drop, and could guess at his thoughts.

      He had tried to burn a God. A God that had then helped them.

      Merdon darted past his grandfather and launched an attack against the guard, who somehow managed to parry and dodge every thrust and cut his lightning-fast blades rained down.

      Senechul grinned at Merdon’s surprise and tried to throw a blow at Besmir as the king walked past them, but Merdon lashed his right-hand blade out, drawing a red line down Senechul’s arm. He hissed, snatching it back.

      “How’s the nose?” Merdon asked as the pair faced each other.

      Senechul drew a long dagger and kissed the flat of the blade. “Going to cut your liver out with this,” he growled.

      “You realize she’s left you to die, right?” Merdon asked.

      Nothing changed in the big guard’s eyes; there was no epiphany, no understanding that he had been used and now sacrificed. He believed he could win against Merdon and then go join her. The prince shook his head.

      Then attacked.
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        * * *

      

      The walkway atop the walls was about three feet wide, and slippery with blood and guts as Khaleen hauled herself up towards the top. Once there, she made her way towards the area above the gates, a wider platform that allowed her to see the whole battle.

      The Gazluthian and Waravalian armies were fighting a retreat as they got the command to climb the ramps to the top of the walls. Arrows rained on them from mercenary bowmen, felling them as they fought to escape, and Khaleen called for shields to be raised. Those who had managed to get up the ramps threw any shields they had remaining over those who did not, and managed to protect those defending the ramps.

      Khaleen saw her tactic had worked. The combined armies could hold off the attacking mercenaries on the narrow ramp, as they could only come up two at time, facing two of her troops. She turned to look over the wall and down, to where the mercenary force was still trying to enter the camp, and felt her heart sink. There were still too many.

      Turning, she saw Vetrulian had come to the same conclusion and watched a wry smile twist his lips.

      “It might take a while, but we’ve lost haven’t we?” he asked. Khaleen nodded sadly.

      “Glad I sent Collise away, now,” he said. “But I’d have liked to speak to her one last time.”

      Vetrulian put his helmet back on and fixed his eyes on her through the slit. Wordlessly, he raised his sword in salute before turning and shoving his way to the top of the ramp to fight alongside his men.

      Despair rolled though Khaleen as she watched men and women die at the end of the mercenaries’ swords. Almost as many mercenaries died trying to take the ramps as they killed of her army, but the tide had turned in their favor. The combined armies knew they had lost.

      Screams from behind her made her spin to see mercenaries scaling the walls from the outside.

      They’re using our ladders!

      “Reinforcements!” she bellowed. “North wall!”

      Khaleen made her way over with the few Gazluthians who had heard her and stabbed at the faces that appeared over the top of the wall. Men screamed and died, falling back down into the sea of mercenaries, only to be replaced with others.

      Her arm ached, her thigh ached, and still she fought on, side by side with Waravalian men and Gazluthian women as the mercenaries came over the top of the wall, killing and maiming everyone in sight.

      To begin with, she thought the incessant thumping was the sound of her heart beating, but it was too slow and regular to be her, and she actually paused for a second, the remembrance of something from years before triggering hope inside her.

      “Vetrulian!” she screamed, forcing her way through the fighting men and women. “King Vetrulian!”

      A blood-covered form detached from the fighting and turned. King Vetrulian raised his helm and looked over at her.

      “The Corbondrasi are here!” Khaleen screamed. “We’re saved!”

      She turned to look over the wall, where, a massive force of brightly-colored, feathered soldiers approached, marching to the rhythmic beat of war drums
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      Panic drove Emmerlin to flee the house she had grown up in. Her only thought was that her father was coming, and he was going to burn her. She slammed through the door and out onto Kings Avenue, turning toward the old palace.

      Yes. There.

      She sprinted across the cobbles towards the crumbling building, getting halfway there before she heard his bellow from behind her. “Emmerlin, wait!”

      Her father’s command was a snarled grunt, and she ran faster from him. Tiernon will help me if I can get in there.

      The princess ran on, slipping through a hole in the wall and into the overgrown gardens. She blasted a tunnel through the clutching hedges, tripping over the stumps of shrubs in her haste to get inside.
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        * * *

      

      Merdon danced back from the blow Senechul aimed at him, his training making him do so even though he could not be hit. Both men were panting heavily, the fight evenly matched between them despite being different in size and speed.

      “You’re good,” Senechul said. “Fast,” he added.

      “And you’ve got the strength of about six men,” Merdon replied.

      “I’ll kill them quick,” Senechul said, flicking his eyes over Merdon’s shoulder.

      “No,” the prince said. “You won’t.”

      He brought his left-hand sword about in a low arc, aimed at Senechul’s stomach. The guard caught the blade on his dagger and aimed a lunge at Merdon’s throat. Merdon should have deflected the sword with his right-hand blade, and everything in him wanted to do exactly that, but he managed to overcome his training and dropped his blade low.

      Senechul’s eyes bulged when his sword tip stopped against Merdon’s throat, slamming shut in agony as the prince buried his other sword deep in his chest. Merdon dropped his left-hand sword and grabbed his other blade in both hands driving the bright steel up into his lungs.

      Senechul looked down at the sword jutting from his abdomen as if he could not believe it was there. “Emmerlin,” he said, collapsing to his knees.

      Merdon helped him to the floor as he died.

      “Son?” Joranas asked from behind.

      Merdon leaped up, hugging his father, as Lyeeta helped the queen over to where they were.

      “How did you get here?” his grandmother asked. “This one makes no sense.” She pointed to Lyeeta.

      “I’ll try and explain later,” Merdon said. “Now I have to help Grandfather.”

      He grabbed his sword from the floor, pulling the other from inside Senechul with a wet sound, and started up the hallway.

      “Merdon!” Lyeeta cried from behind him.

      The prince turned to see his father and grandmother looking from the young guard to him with knowing looks on their faces.

      “Be careful,” she said, redness coloring her cheeks.

      “I will,” Merdon said. “My love.”
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        * * *

      

      “Emmerlin, wait!” Besmir called after his daughter. “I just want to talk to you.”

      She slipped into the old palace through a hole in the crumbling wall, however, and he had to follow her if he hoped to make her see he was sorry for invading her mind. Sorry for forcing her to aid the Ninse. Sorry for everything.

      Arriving at the hole she had entered through, he saw it was nowhere big enough for him to fit, so he trotted around to the gate. The hinges screamed their protest when he shoved the rotting gate open, a cloud of rust-red dust erupting from them.

      The courtyard within had been cleared to allow access to this section of the palace, where hundreds of documents and books pertaining to the Fringor royal family had been stored. The only section Besmir permitted anyone to enter, and the only area of the building to be maintained, the library sat still and silent as he padded through it. Memories flooded him as he smelled the musty air, feeling the weight of years pressing down on him.

      The door to the main palace had been barred decades before, but the years had been unkind to the stone and metalwork holding it in place, and he managed to lever the thick wooden plank off with an iron candelabra, throwing it aside with a clang.

      “Emmerlin!” he called, moving inside the door.
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        * * *

      

      Emmerlin stumbled through the dusty, abandoned palace in a mad attempt to get to where Tiernon had died. If she could get there, she would be safe from her father’s wrath, safe from the flames he would surely bathe her in. Tiernon would help her. If she could just get there.

      The throne room had once been a beauty of marble architecture, Emmerlin knew. Now it was as much a crumbling ruin as the rest of the building. The ceiling had collapsed in the center, leaving a pile of rubble in the middle that she skirted around, crossing the room to get to the corridor at the back.

      Eyes followed her as she walked along the Hall of Ancestors. Statues of her long-dead relatives, kings who had ruled before even Tiernon.

      She would be there soon, Emmerlin knew, just at the end of this hall.

      A massive pile of stone and rubble blocked her way. Immense slabs of stone from the roof and buildings above had filled the corridor, preventing her from reaching the spot she had to get to.

      The princess turned, panic gripping her again. If she could not get to the spot Tiernon had died in, there was no way he could help her. She stopped when she saw Besmir approaching in the gloom, vengeance written across his face.
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        * * *

      

      “Emmerlin,” Besmir said gently as he walked past the statues of his great-grandfather and other ancestors.

      The paint had long since faded, the clothing they had once been dressed in rotted and in heaps at their feet, yet he always felt in good company in this part of the palace. As if they were here in spirit, with him when he battled Tiernon and ended his violent rule, and with him now as he tried to save his daughter.

      She was huddled at the far end of the corridor, almost trying to disappear into the rubble so he could not find her.

      “Stay back!” she cried, the fear in her voice tangible.

      Why’s she scared of me? “I just want to talk,” he said. “To tell you why I did what I did. Will you come out?”

      He waited as Emmerlin took a few steps forward until she could stand upright at least, but still remained as far away from him as she could.

      “First,” he said, “I was wrong and I’m sorry. I should never have tried to alter your mind. I was … unwell, and...”

      Running footsteps from behind drew Besmir’s attention for a second, and he smiled as Merdon appeared.
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        * * *

      

      Merdon caught up with his grandfather in the Hall of Ancestors, standing beside a stone carving of a bearded man with a sword pointed at the crumbling roof. Beyond Besmir, his Aunt Emmerlin stood with a victorious grin on her face.

      The prince approached his grandfather, who turned back towards Emmerlin at the same time as the statue beside him moved.

      “Grandfather!” Merdon shouted, seeing what was about to happen and throwing himself at the king.

      His cry came too late, however, as Emmerlin tried to slam the statue into Besmir using her powers. The point of the sword screamed as it scraped along the roof, the whole statue flying towards his grandfather with deadly force.

      Merdon felt the impact of the statue against his back as he threw himself between it and the king. Aging marble crumbled when it slammed into the shield his body produced, but the old king’s sword hissed past his arm and lanced into Besmir’s abdomen, snapping off inside him.

      Emmerling screamed in triumph when he saw her father fall and took a step towards them both. Merdon flicked his left arm up almost contemptuously, launching his sword towards her as he knelt beside his grandfather.
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        * * *

      

      Emmerlin saw Merdon’s arm move, but did not realize he had ended her until her breath would not come. Somehow a sword had appeared in her throat, cutting off her air and making pain explode in her neck.

      Abruptly, she could no longer feel her body, and saw the world shift around her as she collapsed. Spite drove her on and with her last seconds of life she wrapped her fading power around the crumbling ceiling above them all.

      The roof of the old palace caved in, dropping tons of stone on Besmir, Emmerling and Merdon.
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      Khaleen limped through the camp of tents, exchanging nods and greetings with her troops as she went. A warm wind tousled her hair and flapped the light blouse she wore. Khaleen had folded her uniforms up, taking the medals off and storing them, before placing the heavy cloth in a trunk she then had sealed.

      She had written her letter of resignation on the same afternoon after the Corbondrasi had accepted the unconditional surrender of every mercenary in the camp. King Vi Rhane had sent them when he had received word of the combined attack, but the harsh, dry landscape in Boranash meant they had taken longer than planned to arrive in order to procure enough water to make the journey.

      A great moan had run through the mercenary army as soon as it became clear they were outnumbered, many of them throwing their weapons down right then.

      Khaleen reached her destination and swallowed, suddenly nervous, but entered the large tent to see the Waravalian king, Vetrulian, walking between the beds, speaking to the wounded. Collise looked up and saw her, smiling as she skirted over to speak to her.

      “General,” she greeted.

      “General no longer,” Khaleen said. “I sent my resignation to your family yesterday,” she explained.

      “So it’s true,” the queen said. “I’d heard rumors you were quitting. What will you do?”

      “I have absolutely no idea,” Khaleen admitted, shrugging. “For the first time in years, I’ve got no clue as to what’s about to happen. And I love it.”

      “Come home with us,” Collise said. “See what Vetrulian and I have done in Waraval.”

      “I might just do that,” Khaleen said, smiling.

      Queen Collise nodded, turning back towards her husband as Khaleen searched for the man she had come to see. Her eyes found Slevward at the back of the hospital, talking to one of the injured soldiers he had been treating.

      “You’re perfectly able to look after yourself,” Slevward was telling the man. “So long as you keep the wound clean and covered, there’s no need for you to be under my feet any longer, so up and out, man!”

      Khaleen smiled at his rude bedside manner as the Waravalian soldier limped past her and out of the hospital tent.

      “General Khaleen,” Slevward said. “Glad you dropped by.”

      “Really?” Khaleen asked, her heart beating fast. “Why?”

      “You left this behind,” he said, holding out the box that housed the arrowhead.

      “Oh,” Khaleen muttered, taking the box.

      “How’s the leg?” he asked as he checked the dressing on another patient.

      “Better,” she said. “Thank you, again.”

      Slevward looked up, captivating her with his dark blue eyes, when he heard her tone. “What plans have you now?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” she muttered. “Queen Collise suggested I visit her in the capital, so I may take her up on the offer.”

      “A good idea,” the doctor agreed. “Might I catch up with you there, possibly show you around?”

      Khaleen smiled at him. “That would be nice,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      Besmir rolled over and leaned up on his elbow watching his wife sleep. Although her arm was still heavily bandaged and strapped in place as it healed, she looked peaceful in her slumber. Her mouth curled in a smile and she spoke without moving her lips.

      “I know you’re watching me,” she said.

      “I’m wondering if this is real,” he said.

      Arteera rolled on her side, facing him. She reached out and ran her good hand down his cheek and rested it on his throat. “It’s real, love,” she said. “I’m real.”

      Besmir gathered her gently in his arms and buried his face in her hair, thinking back to the day he had been in the old palace.

      Merdon had knocked him to the trembling, shaking floor, covering him with his own body as the building crumbled around them. Besmir had watched his daughter disappear in a shower of stones and falling masonry.

      Eventually the rumbling had stopped, followed only by the sound of hissing as dust and sand shifted around. Clouds of dust had made both he and Merdon cough until they hid their faces inside their clothing.

      “Are you alright?” Merdon asked, on all fours above him.

      Besmir had felt a sharp pain in his left ankle and looked to see it was trapped beneath a huge chunk of sandstone. It felt as if someone had lit a small fire in his side, too, and Besmir winced when his fingers crept over the stone sword tip that had pierced him.

      “I think so,” he had said. “You?”

      Merdon nodded his head, looking around. With a great heave, Besmir’s grandson sat up, throwing huge chunks of masonry from his back. Besmir realized the young man had saved his life yet again, and felt a hot rush of love for the lad.

      Merdon grabbed a length of wood and jammed it beneath the boulder trapping Besmir’s ankle, levering it up so he could pull it out.

      From there they had hobbled, arm in arm, out of the ruined palace, crossing to where Arteera had been waiting with Joranas and Lyeeta.

      “Thoughts?” Arteera asked, pulling Besmir back into the present.

      The king had been thinking about the speech he was about to give today. Although they had not been able to find her body, today was Emmerlin’s funeral, and he had been struggling with what to say. Many people knew of the things she had done, yet not the part the Gods had played in the whole affair, and he had been troubled as to whether to reveal it or not.

      “Wondering where we should go once Joranas is crowned,” he said.

      “I thought you wanted to go back to the land you grew up in,” she said, rolling from their bed.

      “I want to go back there,” he said. “I was just considering where we would go after that, you know, to live out our days?”

      “It’s going to be here,” Arteera said. “With family and friends close, and you know it.”

      Besmir smiled, knowing she was right.
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        * * *

      

      Khaleen stood in the large pavilion alongside the Waravalian king and queen and several of the army’s leading officers. Her eyes fell on the silver-haired leader of the mercenaries, bound and kneeling in the center of them. Even close up, she had no recognition of the man.

      “Who are you?” Vetrulian asked him.

      “Mallon,” he spat, his hate-filled eyes rolling up to meet Vetrulian’s. “Yours?” Mallon asked with a sneer.

      “Why were you involved in delivering Pariah into Gazluth?” Vetrulian asked.

      “Profit,” Mallon replied shortly.

      Vetrulian looked around the tent, meeting the eyes of his advisers and staff, including Khaleen.

      “And the Gazluthian king?” Vetrulian pressed.

      “What of him?” the kneeling man asked.

      “Why was he targeted?”

      “You both were,” Mallon said. “You and him both. You managed to dodge it somehow.”

      “Why?” Vetrulian asked.

      “I was at Ursley!” Mallon screamed. “I was there when our forces were decimated. My brothers killed by Besmir and his army!”

      Things fell into place in Khaleen’s mind then. Mallon had lost everything he had at the Battle of Ursley mine, and held a grudge for the last twenty years, biding his time until the drug Pariah had presented itself.

      “So what have you got against me?” Vetrulian asked.

      “Your brother promised us riches beyond compare!” Mallon screamed at the Waravalian king. “But we ended up with nothing! Nothing!”

      “I’ve heard enough,” Vetrulian said. “Get him out of my sight.”

      Mallon screamed wordlessly as he was dragged away, cursing Besmir and Vetrulian as well as the Corbondrasi.

      “What will you do to him?” Khaleen asked Vetrulian when the noise had died down.

      “Let me worry about that, Khaleen,” Vetrulian said.
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        * * *

      

      “Lyeeta,” Merdon said.

      She turned, looking radiant in a white dress, with her hair braided, and smiled up at him.

      “Your Highness” She executed a graceful curtsy. “How may I serve?”

      “So many ways,” he said, thrilling when she reddened. “You may begin by accompanying me to the ball this evening, if you would do me the honor?”

      “Of course,” she said, obviously happy he had asked.

      “I received word from Keris,” he said.

      “Tell me everything!” Lyeeta chirped happily.

      “Neira has a brother now,” he said. “And she’s started to speak. Apparently, one of her first words was Teghime,” he added.

      Lyeeta grinned at the thought of the girl they had rescued. “What’s Keris going to call her baby?” she asked as he took her arm, walking her through the new palace.

      “Something dull,” he replied, pretending to think. “Merdon, I think it was,” he added with a growing smile.
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      Check out Book 1 of the Huntsman’s Fate Series, Heart Of A Huntsman. Click Here for more information!
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      Get your free prequel to the Huntsman’s Fate Series sent straight to your email inbox. Just click here.
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      Thank you so much for reading my book! Because reviews are so important to spreading the word and helping me expand my audience, please consider leaving a review on Amazon or Goodreads if you enjoyed, Raising Evil.
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