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Prologue






The legends of that day are great and many, though most are false.

They say that on the Day of Sadness, Asherah’s dearest companion, Torim, and then her mate, Lormac, both gave their lives in the Battle for Teg’urnan. Tor, Parthalan’s Prelate and direct descendant of Solon, was also listed as having perished, as were his sons.  Asherah then captured the renegade king and beheaded him with one quick stroke. Asherah shed two tears, one for each of her loves, then as per Solon's edict she became Queen of Parthalan. Asherah still leads her people to this day.

As sometimes happens in the case of legends, the truth is somewhat different. Torim and Lormac did indeed perish, though neither death occurred during the battle. Tor survived, as did two of his sons; one son went to the south and the other west, though no one knew what became of Tor. And while Asherah had taken the old king’s head, it had taken many strokes to sever it. Either way, in the end the king’s blood had flowed down the palace steps.

The legend of Asherah shedding two tears is also false. The tear she shed were many, and occasionally some still fall.

Though bereft of her loves, Asherah went on to lead Parthalan. In the beginning, her only strength came from their memory; in time, she discovered her own. A new Prelate stepped into the place of the old, though no one replaced Asherah’s mate. In time, her lack of a king gave her a new title, that of the Virgin Queen of Parthalan.  Her people worshipped her, and celebrated the peaceful reign of Asherah the Ruthless in song and story.

Long may she reign!







Chapter One




Asherah held her hand against her brow, shading her eyes from the suns as she surveyed the carnage across the plain. There had been no warning of this attack, led by the mordeths Mersgoth and Esguth, no scouts had run to the gates alerting Teg’urnan that demons had been on the move near Teg’urnan; then again, the scouts probably had been the first to die. Yesterday had been a day like any other, almost boring in its sameness to the days that came before, until darkness fell. 

Shortly after the child sun went to rest, demons had amassed before the gates of Teg'urnan, an unusual and effective tactic for creatures who shunned the darkness. It was a force Asherah hadn’t seen the like of since her army of slaves and elves, the Ish h’ra hai led by herself, Lormac, Harek and Tor, had taken the palace from Sahlgren. Since that bloody, tragic day when both Asherah’s mate and dearest friend had perished, she had led Parthalan through nearly eight centuries of peace. 

Harek...the one time Teg’urnan was attacked since she took the throne, her Prelate, along with all of the con’dehr, had been away in the south. He’d been leaving the palace more often of late, and Asherah suspected that the mordeths had become aware of his frequent and extended absences. She also suspected that they’d waited until the Prelate and his guards hadn’t been in residence before they moved against the palace. She wondered if Harek had been attacked, and if he yet lived. She needed him alive, needed him to return, for she doubted she could set this mess to rights without him.

No, that’s not true. I just don’t want anyone else near me to die.

The queen shoved away her thoughts about Harek’s possible demise and brought her ruminations back to the prior evening. Upon the alarm’s sounding, the legion and hunters had scrambled to meet their attackers. Even the sola had emptied, with each and every nuvi grabbing the nearest weapon and mustering in defense of their home. Asherah and her First Hunter, Argent, had been the first outside the gates. As they had called out orders, one of the mordeths, Esguth, had taken notice of Argent. Esguth had baited the hunter while Asherah had shouted for Argent to keep his head, for he had been too canny a warrior to fall for a demon’s tricks. Or perhaps not. His body had yet to be found, but reports claimed that Esguth had ripped Argent to pieces. 

My Prelate is gone; my First Hunter is dead. Why am I left breathing? Why Esguth had bothered singling out Argent was a mystery. Argent was First Hunter, and therefore a target of all demons, but she could not recall Esguth having ever having had set eyes on him. Further, Argent had gone into battle clad in simple leather armor that in no way differentiated him from the rest of the hunters. She shuddered as she remembered the look in the mordeth’s eyes, as if Argent had been his intended prey. Even now, after all the death she had seen and all the demons and men she herself had killed, the malevolence in Esguth’s stare made her blood run cold.

A herald approached Asherah and confirmed what she had been dreading: none of the hunters could be found, and each was assumed dead. As queen, Asherah felt the loss of each and every Parthian deep within her being, but her hunters were as special to her as her Ish h’ra hai had once been. It had been Caol’nir’s idea to have a team of warriors specially trained to fight demons, in much the same way he had taught her and Torim the finer points of combat. She’d wanted Caol’nir to train them himself, but his main concern was to get his mate, Alluria, as far from Teg'urnan, and demons, as possible. Asherah understood, and honored their pact that his name be stricken from Teg’urnan’s records, and never had sought them out or spoke, their names. She never knew where Caol'nir and Alluria eventually made their home, but she never gave up hope that she would see them again.

Gods. If only they’d been here. Caol’nir had killed seventeen mordeths during the Battle for Teg’urnan, but the one who’d gotten away was Mersgoth.  Mersgoth, the beast who had marked Caol’nir’s mate and driven them into hiding, the same beast who had led yesterday’s charge alongside Esguth. What she wouldn’t give to see that creature’s head on a pike.

The battle had suddenly ended when the demons scattered, and it was later reported that the lessers had abandoned the fight when Esguth fell. No one knew who killed the mordeth, and there was no sign of the demon’s carcass near the gates. Asherah now wended her way down the Hill of Rahlle, named for the sorcerer who’d sacrificed his sight for its creation, and across the deathly stillness of the battlefield, desperate for any sign of her hunters. She forged ahead like one possessed, ignoring the sucking noise the blood-soaked ground made against her boots.

Lormac, if ever you wished to offer your wise counsel, now is the time. Lormac would have rallied the survivors, issued orders… he would have known what to do. He had always known the right word or action; he who had been her mate, he who she’d lived without for far too long. She sighed, and wondered when she would join him. On days like this, she hoped that day would be sooner rather than later.

The queen wandered on, picking her way among the dead as the sharp incline of the Hill of Rahlle gradually leveled out to the flatness of the plain. She hadn’t realized the distance she’d covered from the palace until she spied an individual kneeling before the rocky outcrop on the far side of the plain.

Is that a survivor, or yet another demon? As she got closer she saw that it was a faerie man, kneeling with his head bent forward as if in prayer.  Scattered around him, as if they’d been flung from a great sack, were the limbs and heads of demons. His back was to Asherah, but as she approached she noted his long chestnut hair, and that his jerkin looked to be blue underneath the gore...

“Aeolmar!” Asherah cried as she threw her arms around the hunter. “Aeolmar, Aeolmar, Aeolmar, I thought those beasts had killed every last hunter.” She felt his arms and back for wounds. “Are you all right?” 

Aeolmar nodded slightly; Asherah assumed he was in shock. Still searching for wounds, she grabbed his hands, pausing when she saw the sword he held in a white-knuckled grip.

“This is… Is that Esguth’s weapon?” she asked incredulously. While she was aware of Aeolmar’s excellent swordsmanship, the taking a mordeth’s sword was nearly unheard of. Not even Caol’nir, arguably the greatest warrior she had ever known, had managed such a feat. She looked again at the heaps of demon limbs, and noted how one arm was so much larger than the rest. No, he couldn’t have, not alone…

“Did you kill Esguth?” Asherah asked. Aeolmar finally met the queen’s gaze, his face as unmoving as stone.

“Yes.” He glanced at the destruction he’d caused. “I killed them all.”

Asherah stood, awed and slightly frightened of this man who was able to dispatch at least a dozen lesser demons as well as the mordeth on his own. In all her days she’d only known a handful of people capable of such a feat, herself being one of them. She pulled Aeolmar to his feet, and hunter and queen began the long walk back to Teg’urnan. Aeolmar kept his free hand on the queen’s elbow as he led her around the bodies, his other hand clutching the mordeth’s sword as if one of the corpses may rear up and attack. After a time, they came upon a man’s arm clad in dark green leather, and that was the last either of them saw of Argent. Once they reached the gates, they were told that the other mordeth, Mersgoth, fled the battle shortly after Esguth fell, the suspicion now confirmed by a sighting of him east of Teg’urnan. Once again, the demon escaped with his hide intact.

The queen nodded, hardly hearing the detailed account of the demon’s whereabouts. Instead, she contemplated the statues of the stag and doe as they leapt toward each other over the dark iron gates of Teg’urnan. Sculpted as representations of Olluhm and Cydia, gods of the sun and moon who were parents to the Fair Folk, they were meant to honor her kind’s origin. To Asherah, the statues went far beyond a mere reminder. Olluhm was strong and his justice swift; indeed, tales were told of him setting entire realms ablaze to ensure the safety of his mate and progeny. Cydia, the calm mother goddess, tempered her fiery mate with the compassion that only a mother could possess.

For this offense there will be justice, swift and sure. Compassion be damned.

“Aeolmar, you are now my First Hunter,” Asherah proclaimed. “What is your first command?”

“Find Mersgoth and kill him,” Aeolmar replied through clenched teeth. 

Asherah laced her fingers with the new First Hunter’s. This new threat would be dealt with, and Asherah wouldn’t need Harek’s help. No, she and Aeolmar—she and her First Hunter—would have their vengeance.

“As you wish.”

###

Harek stood in front of the large window, his hands braced on the ledge. He surveyed the valley before him as if it were his own private kingdom. Indeed, these past few winters he’d spent far more time at this southern residence than in the palace, so much so that he’d had a full manor built to accommodate himself and his con’dehr. They’d spent much of the cold season at this home away from home, he and his warriors and no others. There was the occasional complaint over the lack of women, but generally the men bore their isolation well, and Harek needed no reminders of Asherah.

Many speculated as to why Parthalan’s Prelate took such frequent leaves from Teg’urnan, though few dared to ask him directly. Officially, he stated that since the old king had hidden away in the south while plotting with the mordeth-gall, there was a dire need to secure the region against further threats. That had been reason enough for his presence, but then a routine sweep had revealed a fissure at the desert’s edge, belching the all-too-familiar stench of demons. It wasn’t large, perhaps the length of three horses standing nose to tail, but its small size had mattered not. Whether by accident or design, there had been a crack in the very fabric of Parthalan that lead directly to the underworld.

“So this is why he went south,” Asherah had said when she was told of the fissure, assuming that the source of Sahlgren’s betrayal had been at last revealed. Against Harek’s advice, she had gone to look at it with her own eyes, though he hadn’t let her get too close to the edge. Back then, in the early days of Asherah’s reign, she still had worn the Sala, the armband given to her by Lormac that marked her as Lady of Tingu. The four green stones of the Sala had glowed an ominous red to warn her away from the evil sludge that oozed from the crack. Trust the elves to make an object that warned you of impending evil when you were right in front of said evil, not when you were still a league or two off. Foolish, foolish creatures.

No matter, Harek would worry about the elves another day. It had taken nearly a full turn of the seasons to close the fissure, which had first been first packed with rock and assorted rubble, and then with dressed stone as masons fit together an impenetrable wall of granite. Once the masons had completed their work, the royal sorcerers, under Sarfek’s direction, had woven a net of spells tightly around the stones. When all was said and done, the area looked like an ordinary hillside, not a gaping chasm where evil once spilled forth. 

Harek had never doubted Sarfek’s abilities, and had been confident that the seal was sound.  Life had gone on in Teg’urnan, and as time wore on the queen wore the Sala less and less. Eventually the fog of despair had lifted from Asherah’s sparkling black eyes, and those dark gems had settled upon a man. His name had been Brendan, and he was one of the warriors who’d fought in the Battle for Teg’urnan. He had been a kind man, strong and swift and handsome, a man who made Asherah smile again. 

A man who wasn’t Harek.

Unable to voice his despair, Harek had made up the excuse of ensuring that the fissure hadn’t reopened and fled Teg’urnan before the sight of Asherah in Brendan’s arms drove him mad. As time continued to flow, Harek stopped citing the fissure as the reason for his long absences, and Asherah stopped questioning him. He wondered if she noticed when he wasn’t there.

Soon, things will be different. Soon, Asherah and I will be close like we once were, and—

A commotion in the courtyard below interrupted Harek’s thoughts. It was a messenger wearing Teg’urnan’s silver and blue colors tumbling off a horse that looked as if it would collapse in the next moment. The messenger gasped his missive between breaths, then crumpled to the ground. Harek turned from the window and rushed toward the stairs; his warriors were already running to fetch him. It was Olwynn who spoke, his face bloodless.

“Teg’urnan has been attacked!”







Chapter Two




Hardly a sennight had passed from what was already immortalized in song and verse as the Battle of Esguth when Harek and the con’dehr made their return to Teg’urnan. The warriors gaped at the devastated landscape. What had once been the well-manicured royal concourse was scarred and bloodied, which shocked and unsettled the con'dehr. Most had been born during Asherah’s peaceful reign, and the stories of the epic battle that marked her taking of the throne were just that: stories, not the daily matter of living. The Battle of Esguth had been the first time a demon had been within view of Teg’urnan since Sahlgren lost his head, and many feared that Asherah’s era of peace was finally at its end.

Asherah observed Harek and the con’dehr’s approach from the balcony overlooking the great square, Aeolmar standing at her shoulder. The new First Hunter had hardly left his queen’s side since she found him out on the battlefield, and Asherah couldn’t decide if she was comforted or irritated by his presence. It wasn’t that she minded his closeness. As First Hunter Aeolmar should attend her often, and if Mersgoth and his beasts attacked again, she’d like to be near a man capable of killing a mordeth. However, she found his constant silence more than a bit unnerving. That, coupled with his tall frame and broad shoulders made Aeolmar seem more like a statue than a man. Asherah sighed, and wished he’d go loom over someone else.

Harek met Asherah’s eyes as he passed under the gates, and raised his arm in salute. The queen held his gaze, stone-faced, until he looked elsewhere. The queen was not pleased about this most recent journey south, and her cold gaze made her displeasure with the Prelate plain for all to see. Harek barked a few orders to the con’dehr, and entered the palace. Asherah moved to enter her chamber and wait for him—and almost bumped into Aeolmar.

“Come, we’ll tell Harek of our plans to capture Mersgoth,” Asherah said, slightly annoyed as she stepped around the immobile Aeolmar. They entered the chamber as Harek did, flanked as always by several members of the con’dehr. I remember when their sole purpose was to guard the temple, Asherah mused as they filed into the room. Like Tor and the Prelates before him, Harek had hand-picked the warriors for the temple guard.  Over time, the con’dehr had somehow left off guarding the Great Temple and had become the Prelate’s personal retinue. She always had wondered if Harek’s acquisition of the con’dehr had been his response to Asherah’s hunters, of which he had wanted no part. Asherah remembered that argument well…

“You don’t think a warrior trained in engaging demons is a good idea?” she had asked so long ago. They had that argument many times over the winters, yet Asherah had always hoped Harek would at least concede that her reasoning was sound. 

“We had no such training,” Harek had reminded her. “Anyone with a sharp blade or heavy cudgel can defeat a demon.” Asherah gave him a look that told him how ridiculous she found that statement.

“When one is fighting for one’s life, one tends to learn the basics of combat rather quickly,” Asherah had stated. “Remember our first bumbling efforts? I feel that training accomplished in the sola is much more desirable than the haphazard way Torim and I learned. If not for the training Caol’nir gave me, I’d be long since dead.” Harek had snorted in reply, but Asherah was undeterred. “Speak your mind, Prelate. Why don't you want me to do this?”

“What do you mean to do with these hunters?” Harek demanded in turn. “Run off and track demons on your own?”

Asherah pursed her lips as she recalled that old dispute. None of those arguments had swayed Harek, but she’d established her band of hunters nonetheless. It had been a slow process, made all the slower by Harek’s lack of help. She’d begun by filling the sola with the best instructors—one came from as far as the mortal realm, and another was rumored to be from Ysr—then Asherah had extended personal invitations to the finest, most accomplished warriors in Teg’urnan’s legions, asking them to join in her new endeavor. 

Many warriors ignored the invitation, while others refused outright. Asherah understood their reticence; one who has devoted one’s life to killing demonic vermin constantly seeping up from the underworld usually was not the most refined sort, and warriors did tend to be a prideful lot.  Asherah suspected that the problem was her, and her lack of royal blood. Many saw her as a mere usurper, a semi-redeemed slave who should have remained in the north, far from Teg’urnan. 

I am no longer just Hillel, she’d told herself. I am queen, and I will protect my people.

Asherah had persevered, and in time, her hunters not only had resided in Teg’urnan, but four full contingents had created outposts at Parthalan’s borders. Still, the hunters had been laughed at—and not always behind the queen’s back. That laughter had died off when fewer villages were attacked, when crops stayed in the field long enough to reach harvest and livestock wasn’t stolen from the pasture. The people of Parthalan had then lauded the queen’s demon-catching warriors, and these long centuries of calm and serenity owed her hunters no small debt.

That peaceful era had ended abruptly, shattering to pieces as Esguth led his attack. And now Asherah would do exactly what Harek feared: deal with the mordeth without him.

“Where is Argent?” Harek demanded.

“Dead,” Asherah replied. She had long ago grown accustomed to Harek’s moods; normally they bothered her a great deal, but she wasn’t going to let him affect her. Not today. “You’ve been away for three moons,” she continued. “Why so long?”

“We had matters to attend to,” Harek replied. “The dark fae—”

“Are leagues away from where you were,” Asherah finished. Her gaze flicked toward the far wall, on which hung a map of Parthalan and the surrounding kingdoms; the map was spelled to represent the true borders of the realm and would instantly reflect the slightest change, be it the result of battle or politics. In fact, it was the only way Asherah learned that Leran had reclaimed Nugt for Tingu. 

“Have our dark brothers managed to extend their kingdom without my or Leran’s knowledge?” Asherah approached the map and traced the edge of the dark fae’s lands. “No, it appears to be where it has always been.” She gazed thoughtfully at the map, then turned to capture Harek and all the con’dehr in her royal glower. “While you fools were attending to some matter leagues away from Teg’urnan, we were attacked by two mordeths and scores of lessers. All of the hunters are dead, save Aeolmar. All of the nuvi perished, and more than half of the soldiers.” Asherah went on to give Harek the horrible, soul-numbing details of the attack. Normally, she would have omitted certain facts, such as how the gatekeeper’s mate, heavy with child, had been found without her head or her babe, or how the girls who’d left to pick brambleberries the afternoon prior to the attack had been discovered partially eaten but alive, though they’d been driven to madness by their ordeal and would likely be sent to asylum. No, Asherah spared him nothing, just as her people hadn’t been spared.

“We will set out after the escaped mordeth,” Asherah concluded. “I mean to send a clear message to Asgeloth. We fae have enjoyed peace, yes, but it has not made us soft, and I will not abide an attack upon my home.”

Harek nodded; since Ehkron’s whelp came of age they had waited for the new mordeth-gall to show his hand. “We will be ready by morning.”

“No.” 

Harek glared at the queen. “No to what, Asherah?”

“I need you and the con’dehr to remain here as Teg’urnan’s defense. Aeolmar and I will track the mordeth.” 

Harek’s gaze settled upon Aeolmar, the first time he had acknowledged the man’s presence. “Aeolmar?” Harek stared at the hunter, who didn’t flinch under the Prelate’s icy glare. “You now prefer to hunt demons with this Aeolmar?” Asherah’s conviction wavered briefly; had it not been for Harek and his arrogance toward their captors, might have died a slave. Since that fateful day when he brought salve and bandages for her, and water for Torim, Harek had been her most loyal supporter…until a few winters past, when his brother died.

No, it was long before Sarfek’s death. She recalled Harek’s face when he had learned that she’d taken Argent as her lover, how he had set his jaw and turned away as if her words stung him. While Harek never had spoken against Argent, it had been plain that he had not approved of Asherah’s choice—not that he’d approved of those before Argent, either.  But then, Asherah hadn’t been making these choices to please anyone but herself, and her choice had never—and would never—be Harek. She’d made that plain long ago, not that Harek had chosen to hear her.

Asherah had lived like a spinster after Lormac died, so much so that songs were still sung about the Virgin Queen of Parthalan, and it had taken her many winters to invite a man to her bed. Harek hadn’t liked that first man, Brendan, either, and when he had eventually tired of the queen and left Teg’urnan without so much as a farewell, Asherah had wondered if Harek had given him a fat purse and had sent him on his way.  She’d never asked, not knowing if it would make her feel better knowing that Brendan had left because he was unsatisfied with her, or worse, because his affection could be so easily bought and sold. 

Other men had come into her life; one by one, they had all left and Asherah had been alone again. Then Argent arrived at Teg’urnan with his arrogant tongue and brash swagger, and Asherah immediately had been drawn to him. She never loved him, but she had found a measure of comfort in his arms. 

Shortly before Harek had learned about Asherah and Argent, his brother Sarfek had been ambushed by a band of rogue sorcerers in the western region of Parthalan.  Harek had been close to tears as he recounted the tale of Sarfek’s death, and Asherah immediately had granted him the resources necessary to avenge his brother. The con’dehr had managed to locate and execute those responsible, but instead of expressing gratitude for her support, Harek had begun spending more and more time away from Teg’urnan. She and Harek had once discussed every aspect of their lives, yet within a few seasons of Sarfek’s demise the distance between them had become as vast as the whole of Parthalan.

Asherah hadn’t confronted Harek over his frequent journeys to the south or called him on his excuses, which ranged from watching over the long-sealed fissure to pursuing the dark fae. Instead, she’d assumed that he needed both time and space to properly grieve for his brother, however long that might take. She understood well how grief could sink its talons deep into one’s being, but he had been gone when Esguth and Mersgoth attacked.

And Aeolmar was here. Asherah didn't know if she could forgive Harek’s for his absence—or if she wanted to. No, I don’t think this is the time for forgiveness. The time has come for Harek to respect his queen. With that, Asherah squared her shoulders and faced the Prelate. “Aeolmar is now my First Hunter,” Asherah informed Harek. “It is a hunter’s place to track a demon, not a soldier’s.”

“What?” Harek shouted as he leapt to his feet. “Why him?”

“He killed Esguth,” Asherah said flatly. An interested murmur rolled over the con’dehr; if not the Prelate himself, then his men were certainly impressed by Aeolmar’s actions.

“You appointed him as First because he is the only hunter left alive,” Harek yelled.

“I am queen, and I will appoint whomever I wish,” Asherah shouted, slamming her hands on the table so hard an inkpot tipped over and created a sea of black upon a map of the eastern border. “Or have you forgotten who rules Parthalan from stars to sea?”

“If not for me, you wouldn't have this throne,” Harek growled. Asherah’s black eyes flamed like coals; nothing incensed her more than when Harek belittled her in front of the con’dehr. Before she could lash out, Aeolmar spoke.

“Why she rules is not in question,” Aeolmar said. “What matters is that she is our queen, and you are beholden to follow her.”

For the first time since Asherah had met him, Harek was speechless. He twisted the heavy gold ring he wore on his left hand. While Harek would never admit to a weakness, he was the only Prelate in Parthalan’s long history who wasn’t descended from Solon, and his lack of a blood affinity with the god made him feel more than a little inadequate. That, and other things, Asherah had remarked to herself when he first showed her the ring, struck with an image of the child sun as if Solon himself had approved of the new Prelate.  

That ring hadn’t made Harek’s tongue any more eloquent, and for a moment, he was too furious to respond. When at last he spoke, his words were dark and clipped.

“You dare to speak to me so?” Harek demanded, his low voice rumbling across the room. “You, naught but a hunter?”

“First Hunter,” Aeolmar corrected. He took a step toward Harek, putting his body between the queen and Prelate, “and I will speak to you however I wish.”

“I am Prelate,” Harek shouted, but Aeolmar spoke over him.

“What you are is a little man disrespecting our queen,” Aeolmar said. “Now go, and do not return unless you mean to beg the queen’s forgiveness.” Aeolmar looked down at the much shorter Prelate. Harek opened his mouth, then clamped it shut as he turned on his heel and left. 

Asherah dismissed the con’dehr with a gesture; each bore a look of utter befuddlement since no one, not even the queen, had ever chastised Harek in such a manner. Once they were gone, the exhausted queen sank into a chair, and Aeolmar strode to the door. Asherah assumed he meant to follow Harek, but Aeolmar merely threw the bolt before returning to her side.

“Why did you do that?” Asherah asked.

“So he won’t come back before you're ready,” Aeolmar replied. Asherah sighed as she propped her elbows on the table, narrowly avoiding the spilled ink, and rested her forehead on her palms. She doubted a season’s preparations could ready one for Harek on a rampage.

“You shouldn't speak to him so,” Asherah admonished. “He does outrank you.”

“I care not for ranks and titles,” Aeolmar snapped, then softened his voice as he took in Asherah’s bowed head, the tired slant of her shoulders. “Forgive me my outburst. I don’t have the best control of my temper.”

Asherah nodded, then looked toward to her bolted door. “It matters not that you locked the door. There's another entrance in my private rooms, of which Harek is well aware.” Aeolmar raised an eyebrow, but Asherah waved away his insinuation. “Not like that, you fool. On occasion, we discussed strategy and matters of the land late at night.”

Aeolmar frowned at her explanation, but accepted it. “If you’d like, I’ll charm the door so he cannot enter on his own.”

It was Asherah’s turn to arch her brow. “You’re a sorcerer as well as hunter?”

“Sorcerer, no,” he replied, “But my mother taught me a few tricks.”

“She was a magic handler?” Asherah asked as she rose and led him through the rooms in which she conducted what passed for a private life, hidden away from the eyes and ears of the court. First they traversed her sitting room, of which an entire wall was occupied by an imposing green marble hearth. Before the hearth was arranged sumptuous furniture in which no one ever sat. The wall opposite was comprised of arched glass doors that led to her private garden. Asherah glimpsed her pale hair and skin reflected in the rippling glass; her coloring was unusual for a faerie, and coupled with her inkblack eyes and ruby lips, she had quite a striking appearance. 

Asherah glanced at Aeolmar, who’d hardly acknowledged the trappings of royalty as he followed Asherah into her bedchamber. The first thing she’d noticed about him was his eyes, deep blue like sapphires heated in a forge, more than able to pierce one’s soul. He wore his chestnut hair long, rarely restrained by thong or braid, and it gleamed like a shining fall of light. That, coupled with his tall, well-muscled frame and features worthy of a god, made Asherah suspect that Aeolmar received no small amount of invitations to bedchambers, and was thus uninterested in hers.

Like as not, he’s the last man that will see this room for a time, Asherah mused, then shoved away the rising tide of guilt and pain. Argent had been her lover, but not her love. Even so, she did not relish the thought of beginning again with yet another man who would only leave her, by death or other means.

“Here is the doorway,” Asherah said once they reached the far side of her bedchamber. Aeolmar laid his hand upon the pale wood for the barest moment, then he straightened and proclaimed the task complete. “That’s it?” she asked dubiously.

“What had you been expecting?” he asked.

“Something more,” Asherah murmured, unsure if that something more was as simple as a mere ripple of magic or if she’d expected sparks to fly from Aeolmar’s fingertips. “Now, it will only open for me?”

“And myself,” Aeolmar said. “I don’t know how to cast the charm without allowing myself admittance.”

“I suppose I can live with that,” Asherah said, appreciating his honesty. “Speaking of which, there's something else I wish to show you,” she said, pitching her voice low. The queen led Aeolmar up the steps to her bed and drew back the silk curtains, but he remained on the floor as she maneuvered around the many cushions.

“My lady,” Aeolmar protested, but fell silent when she drew back the tapestry behind her bed and revealed yet another door.

“Now, don’t dawdle,” she called over her shoulder as she plunged into corridor, the darkness hiding her smile. Leading Aeolmar toward her bed in such a manner was a cruel jest, but she had so few opportunities for games. Argent had never appreciated her playful nature, and Harek was as humorless as stone.

If Aeolmar was offended he made no mention, not that she expected anything from him other than silence, and they soon emerged in a set of apartments easily as large as Asherah’s own. “I would like you to have these rooms,” she said with a sweeping gesture.

Aeolmar looked about the well-appointed chambers; a crofter’s cottage, and a wealthy one at that, would have fit inside with room to spare. Three sides of the chamber were a solid expanse of the smooth gray stones ubiquitous to Teg’urnan, as were the steps leading to a sleeping platform that rivaled the queen’s in luxury. The chamber was on the far side of the tower and therefore did not overlook the courtyard, so there was no balcony. Instead, the fourth wall was glass surrounded by an ornate fretwork of carved wood, and offered an expansive view the southern plain. 

“Why give me such chambers?” Aeolmar asked, his eyes settling on the passage that emerged next to what would become his bed. “These were not Argent’s rooms.”

“They were not,” Asherah agreed. She did not mention that the rooms were meant to house the queen’s mate, the king she had long ago resigned herself to living without. “I feel…” She fell silent, remembering Lormac’s chamber at the Seat. These rooms had always reminded her of his, but that was something else she wasn’t mentioning. “The Prelate and I have grown distant of late, and if I need to discuss a matter of some import in the small hours of the night it should be with my First Hunter, not my saffira-nell.”

“Then I am most honored,” Aeolmar said with a bow of his head. Asherah smiled at her First Hunter, then reentered the passageway with Aeolmar following close behind. Mostly to fill the silence, she prattled on about his belongings, first saying that they should be relocated by nightfall, then deciding that the task should wait until they returned from tracking (and, hopefully killing) Mersgoth. Finally, she asked Aeolmar when he would prefer to move into the chamber.

“Whenever you wish it done is fine with me,” Aeolmar replied as they emerged in the queen’s bedchamber. His eyes moved about the chamber and settled upon the hearth; it was also carved from green marble, the smaller twin to the one in the outer chamber. Asherah fell silent as Aeolmar approached the small niche above the hearth, his attention having been drawn by her most prized possessions.

“This is the Sala?” he asked, overlooking the golden cuff that lay beside it, the cuff once worn by Torim. But then, he wouldn’t know it was hers. To him, it’s just a piece of metal.

“It is,” Asherah affirmed, reaching out to stroke the heartstone. It had remained a deep red, even these many centuries since Lormac’s death. And I don’t love you any less, she silently proclaimed as she remembered her mate. “It marks me as Lady of Tingu.”

“Why don’t you wear it?” Aeolmar asked. 

Asherah sighed; for her to explain why she refused to wear the Sala would require her to not only bare her soul to Aeolmar, but also be honest with herself, and she wasn’t of a mind to do either. Tingu hadn't fared well in the years following Lormac’s death, and by the time his son, Leran, came of age, the elf kingdom had fractured into seven distinct lands. All the work Lormac’s father, and then Lormac himself, had done to keep Tingu’s borders strong seemed to have been for naught. 

But Leran was nothing if not his father’s son, and he kept Tingu, itself, free from invaders, not only from the neighboring elf lands who wished to claim it for themselves, but also from the dark fae’s continuous attempts to visit retribution against the grandson of their conqueror. Leran had been tenacious, even ruthless at times, and had gone so far as to reclaim two kingdoms as his own. She hoped that he would be able to reunite the elf lands under Tingu’s banner and preserve Lormac’s legacy.

Asherah had sent him the aid of her legion many times. Each time they had returned without engaging in battle, Leran having refused their assistance without so much as an explanation. Asherah knew exactly why. Leran still blamed her for his father’s death. What Leran did not realize was that Asherah blamed herself, as well.

“I leave the elves to manage their own affairs, as I manage mine,” was Asherah’s reply. Aeolmar didn't press her for details, for which she was grateful. “Come, let us finalize our plans to track this beast.”







Chapter Three




As Aeolmar had suspected and Asherah had known, Harek returned to the queen’s chambers later that evening, sulking like a dog with his tail between his legs. It had ever been this way with them, even during their long-ago closeness; Harek would lose his temper and storm off, while Asherah patiently waited for his apology. 

When Harek found the queen she was sitting on the clipped grass in her garden, drinking the strong elfin brandy that Lormac had been so fond of. She had never much cared for it, preferring instead the cool sweetness of wine, but as it burned a path to her belly she imagined that the ensuing warmth was created by Lormac’s touch. That made her miss Lormac all the more, so she had the Sala laid before her, her lone companion in the garden. The armband, and his bones, were all that remained of her mate. 

Harek grunted at the queen drinking alone as he took an uninvited seat on the grass. “You mourn him still,” he observed.

How did he get in? Asherah wondered, then remembered that Attia, her saffira-nell, had retired a short time ago, and Asherah hadn’t bothered to bolt the door behind her. “Of course I mourn him still,” Asherah said bitterly. “He was my mate, my love. I’ll mourn him until I join him in death.” Asherah threw back more of the brandy, then stroked the edge of the Sala. 

“I ran after Tor,” she said quietly. “I was so intent on capturing Sahlgren that I ran blindly after Tor, and Lormac died behind me. If I'd stayed with him, he would have lived.”

“Asherah, there’s no way to know if he would have survived,” Harek soothed. “What if the demon that killed him had killed you as well?”

“Then we would be dead together,” Asherah said blandly.  

“It was not for you to die that day,” Harek insisted, reaching for her hand. She evaded him, spilling brandy on her lap in the process.

“How can you know that?” Asherah railed. “How can you be so sure that Lormac was meant to die? Run through like a…like a…” She covered her face with her hands as she remembered Lormac’s body on his funeral pyre, wrapped in that brown cloak she hated so. It had been unevenly woven and longer on one side than the other, but he’d always insisted upon it and no other, all because his son made it for him. “You forget, on that day I lost not only my mate but my son as well.”

“You weren’t bound to him,” Harek stated. “You could take another mate.”

“I want no other,” she said wearily. “No one will ever compare to Lormac.”

“That is just as well,” Harek said. 

Asherah dropped her hands from her face; she’d gotten brandy on her cheek as well, and her hair stuck to the sticky liquid. “You really believe that?”

“You are too long in your reign to take a mate,” Harek replied. This was yet another subject they had discussed often. Harek believed that Asherah should remain a solitary ruler, strong in her own right and needing no king. Only, I'm not strong, Asherah lamented. I need someone to lean upon, and that someone is not Harek.

“Why you still bother with Leran is beyond me,” Harek continued.

“He's all the family I have,” Asherah mumbled. “He may hate me, and rightly so, but I can’t think of him as anything other than my boy.” She poured herself another measure of brandy, but her gut lurched and she offered it to Harek instead.

“You have your people,” Harek said. “We still see you as our savior.” He drank the proffered brandy, then reached for Asherah’s hand. “Deliverer.” 

She snatched her hand away. “Don’t call me that,” Asherah snapped. She stumbled to her feet and moved a few paces away from Harek, whom she had once considered her dearest and only friend. Without his support, she doubted she would have survived those first few days as queen, so soon after Torim and Lormac were both taken from her. Then the days became years, and the years had stretched into decades. Somewhere along the way Harek, once her stoic pillar, became her petulant child, always pouting when he didn’t have Asherah’s full attention. 

In fact, she was well aware that his last journey south was born of Harek’s jealousy over her relationship with Argent. She had elected to spend that day outside the palace with her hunter rather than cloistered in her chambers while Harek rattled on about the growing, and mostly imagined, threats to Parthalan’s safety. Harek and the con’dehr had left before she returned, and Argent dead before Harek again passed through Teg’urnan’s gates.

“Do you even care that Argent is gone?” Asherah demanded. “Or does it please you that you no longer need to vie with him for my attention?”

“Asherah.” Harek approached her, standing so close she could feel his breath on her neck. “I only want you to be happy.”

Asherah laughed. The first time he’d claimed to want her happiness was when she caught him spying on her and Lormac making love. Harek had pledged himself to Asherah on that day and had kissed her before melting back into the trees. For not for the first time, she wondered at Harek’s true motives.

“What is your definition of happy?” she spat. “Are you happy, Prelate?”

“You know what would make me happy,” Harek replied. “I wish we were close, like we once were.”

“When was that? While you watched demons destroy my body? Or later, when you skulked around after Lormac and me?” she demanded. “Or later yet, on those nights you tried to garner an invitation to my bed?”

“After Sahlgren was dead, and Tor and his boys left, and it was just you and me in Teg’urnan,” Harek said. “I wish we could return to those times, when you and I looked after the good of Parthalan together.”

“Those days were the worst of my life,” Asherah said hoarsely. “I would spend the rest of my days in a doja, just for one more night in my mate’s arms.” Or to hear Leran call me Mama once more.

“Asherah, you cannot live in the past,” Harek began, but her mirthless laughter drowned out his words.

“I do not live in the past,” Asherah said. “You live in the past, still harboring the misconception that there is something between us.”

“We had—”

“We had nothing!” Asherah shouted. “Get out of my garden!”

“Asherah,” Harek pleaded, “please listen to me!”

“I have heard enough. Leave, or I will remove you myself.” Asherah grabbed the Sala before walking deeper into her garden, and did not watch her Prelate’s exit.








Chapter Four


Asherah speaks





The day after I threw Harek out of my garden, Elkin, commander of the Northern Contingent of hunters, arrived with five hunters to assist Aeolmar and me in the pursuit of Mersgoth. Riding at Elkin’s side was an unfamiliar woman, and I assumed she was a prospective hunter. At least, I hoped she was a prospective hunter. if Elkin had brought her along for any other reason, I would wear his skin as a hat.

I said as much to Aeolmar, who remained silent. That in itself was not unusual, since the man seemed determined to utter as few words as possible, but his tense shoulders became markedly tighter when I mentioned Elkin’s name. At this rate, he’d snap his own spine. “Have you had occasion to meet the Northern Commander?” I inquired.

“Elkin and I are well acquainted,” Aeolmar replied, his words clipped, then delved back into silence. Well, that was unproductive. Perhaps he’d taken a vow of silence or an oath to continually behave in the most infuriating manner possible. I was thinking the latter. 

We watched the hunters dismount, and Elkin was clearly surprised and pleased to see Aeolmar standing beside me. I couldn't fathom when the two of them had met, since the last time Elkin had come to Teg’urnan was while Aeolmar had been assigned to the Eastern Border, and the time before that was long before Aeolmar had first arrived at the palace. Could they have known one another in their youth?

I must admit, I was intrigued at the prospect of learning more about Aeolmar. Twelve winters past he had arrived in Teg’urnan with nothing more than the gear on his back and two swords, one so battered I had feared it would crumble at any moment, the other wrapped in oilcloth and hidden from the eyes of others. He had demanded an audience with me and Argent, his tone so urgent we had hurried to the great hall to hear his plea. I remember well the first time I set eyes upon Aeolmar, with his fine features and length of shining hair in stark contrast to his dusty and well-worn leathers. He’d claimed to have spent the last few decades tracking demons and had boasted in excess of one thousand kills, and he had the unprecedented audacity to demand that I name him a hunter. Argent nearly had driven him from the palace, but I appreciated the fire in Aeolmar’s eyes; it had reminded me of myself before I became queen, when the tracking and killing of vermin had been my only joy. So I had acquiesced to this strange man’s request, and Aeolmar was promptly sent to the Eastern Border, where he proved his claims many times over.

I glanced at him as we entered the chamber, marveling that so little had changed. He had a new sword and better gear, but he still kept that other sword hidden from view; the commander of the Eastern Contingent once told me that Aeolmar had nearly come to blows when another hunter dared to touch his secret weapon. I knew almost nothing about him, and other than our shared hatred of the mordeth-gall we didn’t seem to have a thing in common. Although, few have anything in common with me, what with me being a former slave girl turned queen. I am somewhat unique in that respect.

While I considered Aeolmar’s life before Teg’urnan, and our lack of common ground, we settled at my map table and I selected a depiction of the western region. Aeolmar’s gaze darted to the map but (of course!) he remained silent. If I remembered correctly, he hailed from the west. Then Elkin made his entrance, and I wondered if he held a few of the answers I sought about my First Hunter.  

“Aeolmar, old friend,” Elkin greeted upon seeing the new First Hunter; yes, apparently they did know one another. Elkin gave me a formal if belated greeting, which I didn’t mind. I’d rather he kept on questioning Aeolmar. 

“When the messenger told me the new First Hunter’s name, I hardly dared hope it would be you. When did you come to Teg’urnan?” Elkin grinned as he clapped Aeolmar on the back.

“Twelve winters past,” Aeolmar replied, “but I’ve been at the border until recently.” 

Elkin seemed unaware of Aeolmar’s reticence to speak, or perhaps he was accustomed to his long silences, and went on asking after Aeolmar’s family.

“You two knew each other as boys?” I inquired during a rare lull in Elkin’s chatter.

“Aeolmar’s father taught me to handle a sword,” Elkin replied. “He taught every child within three day’s walk, such was his skill.”

“Your father was a warrior?” I asked. 

“A farmer,” Aeolmar answered, his tone making it clear that he would speak no further on the matter. Elkin was a bit confounded, but decided to leave it for another time and turned his attention to the task at hand.

“My lady, it has grieved us all to learn of Argent’s demise,” he said gravely. “I pledge to you that we will avenge his death and the deaths of all who fell at the Battle of Esguth. To that end I have brought you Innetha, the greatest tracker in Parthalan.”

With a grand sweep of his arm, Elkin indicated the unknown woman—well, now known to be Innetha—and she halfheartedly bowed in my direction. In spite of her doe eyes, she was most certainly not a faerie; based on her golden complexion and sturdy yet voluptuous form I assumed she was a sylph, or maybe a nymph. When Elkin introduced her to Aeolmar her eyes lingered on him for far longer than was polite, and I felt an absurd pang of jealousy. Not only was Aeolmar not mine to be jealous over, Argent had perished less than a moon past. 

I sighed as I thought of Argent, his placating smile and his rough voice, and I recalled that I had never once felt jealous over him. He had always made a polite effort to hide his drinking and whoring, and I pretended not to listen to the rumors about his latest conquests. He and I were a match of convenience, nothing more, and I daresay we both wished to find our comfort elsewhere.

Aeolmar finally noticed Innetha’s heavy gaze and deliberately shoved back from the table as he avoided her eyes. I felt a small triumph; even though my First Hunter had not chosen me, neither had he chosen her.

Our meeting with Elkin and Innetha was brief because we had already decided to leave on the morrow and follow Mersgoth eastward. Innetha was confident to the point of arrogance as she described her tracking skills, and she stated that the mordeth would not long be ahead of us. Luckily, she had arrived on her own horse and our plans did not need to be altered for her presence; little did she know that if she or Elkin had exaggerated her skills I had no qualms about leaving her behind. Or him, for that matter. Once she and Elkin departed, I bade Aeolmar linger for a few moments.

“Tell me again how you are acquainted with Elkin,” I said when he asked why I wanted him to remain.

“I don't like to speak of my past,” Aeolmar said. 

“Then speak of Elkin’s,” I suggested. I retrieved two cups and my flagon of elfin brandy—my, but the level had gotten low of late—and poured two measures. “To loosen your tongue,” I said, sliding the cup toward him. He wasn’t pleased with me, but he accepted the cup regardless as he told me of Elkin’s youth.

“Elkin’s father was a cobbler,” he began. “As far back as I can remember, Elkin did everything he could to avoid learning the craft. It wasn’t that he found such things beneath him, but he had a wanderlust that was difficult to ignore.”

“Did you also feel your feet itch and burn with the desire to see all the realm?” I asked.

“No,” he replied, staring at the amber liquid. “I loved my home.”

Well and so, we weren’t going any farther down that path. I smiled at him, an apology for pushing him. Then I pushed in a different direction. “You must have lived in a large village for it to have its own cobbler,” I observed.

“Elkin and I are not from the same village,” Aeolmar clarified as he glared at me, well aware of my tricks to extract information from him. By way of a second apology, I refilled his cup; I assumed the smile would only work the one time. “His village was a day’s walk from my home.”

“So he was one of the children who ranged far and wide to learn swordplay at your father’s knee,” I surmised, and Aeolmar nodded. “Perhaps your father should teach in the sola. If your skill is any indicator, he is an excellent teacher.”

“Yes.” Aeolmar now stared toward something in the far reaches of his memory. His wistful expression of pain and longing squeezed my heart, and I regretted my attempts to pry.

“Forgive me,” I said. “I'm only curious. I don’t wish for you to think on things you’d rather not.” 

Aeolmar smiled tightly. “I think on them all the time,” he said quietly. “It’s a wonder they haven’t driven me mad.” 

I knew well the madness he spoke of, for I had been trying not to succumb to it for nearly all of my life. “May I help?” I reached across the table and squeezed his forearm, and he covered my hand with his own.

“Help me find Mersgoth,” he said fiercely. “Help me kill him. Once he's dead, I'll be able to breathe again.” His deep blue eyes, bluer that the priceless gems mined in the north, shone with fury and hurt, and something in his voice touched me on a primal level.

“We will,” I promised. “We will.”
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