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From the beginning there was the sky god, Olluhm, who ruled the land during the daylight hours, and Cydia, goddess of the moon, who held sway over the night. Olluhm heard many tales of Cydia’s beauty, and while he desired to look upon her they were forever separate, for the sun may never share the sky with the moon. 

Once, during the moon’s dark time, Cydia grew bored of her palace in the sky and left it to walk upon the land, taking the form of a doe. After a time, she became weary and curled up in the soft grass to rest. As such the goddess slept overmuch and was still earthbound when the sun rose. Thus Olluhm beheld Cydia for the first time, bathed in his golden light. Her beauty overcame Olluhm, so much so that he left his journey across the sky incomplete as he took the form of a stag and sought to know her.

Cydia returned to her dance in the sky, and all the land watched her swell with Olluhm’s child. During the next dark time she birthed a son called Solon, who followed his father’s fiery path from dawn to dusk. The birth of their son did not slake the lovers’ thirst for one another. Such was their passion that each joining resulted in a child, all with the long limbed, ethereal beauty of their parents and the pointed ears and large eyes of a deer. 

In time, there were enough of the gods’ children to form a separate people. Olluhm named them the fair folk for their beauty; in time, they were called the fae. With a mother’s love, Cydia gifted her children the land where she and Olluhm had roamed as doe and stag and called it Parthalan. Olluhm crafted the fae’s first home, Teg’urnan, as a replica of Cydia’s home in the sky. The sun god placed it upon the meadow where he first lay with Cydia to remind his mate, and his children, of his eternal love.








  
  

Chapter One
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Hillel’s head bounced off the dirt floor as the guards tossed her into her cell like so much garbage. Her lip split and she tasted blood; she savored it, wishing the salty tang would overpower the rank stench of her captors that clung to her skin. She lay still as death until the door clanged shut behind her. 

The guards gone, Hillel rolled to her back and felt Torim draw her head onto her lap, her soft touch as she smoothed back her hair.  Torim wiped Hillel’s bloody lip with her thumb; they weren’t due their next ration of water for some days yet. Hillel’s eyes fluttered open, and she gazed up at her dearest, only friend.

“You must stop taking my place,” Torim whispered, lest the guards hear her and beat both of them. “You can’t endure this abuse alone. Next time, I will go.”

Hillel smiled, flinching as she stretched her bruised lip. She didn’t know how she’d endure the constant torture without Torim, yet Hillel couldn’t say how she knew her. She often wondered if Torim was her sister, or perhaps her child. The rational, whole part of Hillel’s mind, the portion the demons hadn’t yet destroyed, remembered the sky, and the stars, and small flashes of her childhood.  Yet, whenever she reached too far back in her memory she was confronted with the image of the mordeth dragging her away.

“They almost killed you last time,” Hillel whispered. “I can’t let them take you again.”

“And what good would come of them killing you?” Torim asked. She cradled Hillel against her chest and rocked her like a baby. “Remember, the Asherah will come for us.” Torim often told the story of Asherah, The Deliverer, who would someday come to free the fae from slavery and drive back the demons. 

“Yes,” Hillel murmured as she drifted from consciousness, “the Asherah will come for us, and we will all be free.”




      [image: ]Hillel slept, curled up on her side in the filthy straw. Torim sat beside her, shielding her from the door, as she stared out the tiny window toward the stars. In the low light Hillel looked almost peaceful, her white-blonde hair and pale skin glowing, but Torim knew better. Under Hillel’s meager shift she was torn and bloody. No matter how badly they brutalized her, Hillel never cried out, never gave their captors a glimpse of the agony they caused her; that was why they preferred Torim, for she had never been able to muffle her screams.  Torim wondered if Hillel’s pride would ultimately mean her death.

Torim remembered the last time the last time they’d made her scream and cry until her throat was raw. She had been chained face-down to the table, as she always was. Usually only one demon set upon her, which was awful enough, however, on that day she had the misfortune of being favored by three. Once the victor had destroyed his opponents, he wasted no time in claiming his prize. 

When they had finally returned Torim to her cell she bled and bled, so much so that Hillel ripped out handfuls of her own hair to pack the wounds, and shouted until a guard brought them bandages. That was why they had no water now; each slave received a single pail of water at the dark moon, not a drop more, and Hillel had used both of their rations for Torim’s care. The moon would not be dark again for some days yet. 

Torim noted the positions of the stars and knew that a certain guard would soon make his rounds. The guards were male slaves, enthralled to their demonic overlords to handle the females, keep them fed and quiet, and dispose of their bodies once they were no longer useful. Most of the guards were long since numb from witnessing the females’ torture and the squealing, ruined babies they bore, but one was strong, and Torim considered him one of her few comforts.

There was a scratching at the cell door, and Torim saw the guard waiting. She didn’t know his name, but that was just as well. Slaves never shared their names. He unbolted the cell door and opened it just wide enough to pass Torim a cup and a fabric-wrapped bundle.

“Here,” he grunted. “That’s all the water I could get, and there’s a pot of salve under the bandages.” He looked past Torim at Hillel’s ravaged form. “I didn’t think she’d last this time.” He met Torim’s eyes, and added, “They’re starting to wonder why the two of you never get with child.”

Torim knew exactly why. Whenever she or Hillel had the slightest fear that one of them was with child, they beat each other in the belly until they couldn’t stand. Torim and Hillel had made a pact long ago that they would sooner die than bear a demon’s whelp.

“I suppose it’s our only fortune,” was all Torim said as she held the water and bundle in the crook of her elbow. “You shouldn’t risk so much. If they caught you, they’d kill you.”

He snorted, and Torim saw a touch of arrogance in his brown eyes. “I have their rotation memorized, as well as the location of every entrance and exit. There is no way these vermin could catch me.”

“If you have such knowledge, why not free yourself?” she asked.

“The thrall,” he replied, and Torim asked nothing further. She had seen the magic handler many times, always with a collar and chain about his neck as he was led about by the mordeth. The handlers sole function was to enthrall the guards to neither act against the demons nor attempt escape. In many ways, the thrall was more of a torment than anything Torim need endure; while it kept the guards’ minds intact, it rendered their bodies captive to the mordeth, unable to help the women or themselves.

“If I can break the thrall, we will be free,” he said fervently. “We will all be free.”

“Do you think you can?” Torim asked. The guard began a reply, then he abruptly shut the cell door and left. Torim heard more of the demons approaching from further down the corridor. She held her breath and kept herself still, hoping the demons wouldn’t notice her. 

As soon as the footsteps faded, Torim returned to Hillel’s side and took a sip of water, grateful beyond measure for that small hint of coolness. Once Torim’s throat had gone from dry and cracked to merely parched, she propped up Hillel’s head and roused her.  

“Here,” Torim said. “Drink.”

“Where did you get water?” Hillel asked.

“The guard. He brought the water for you. And salve.” Hillel glanced in the cup, then pushed it toward Torim. “I’ve already had some. The rest is for you.” Hillel nodded and sipped the water as Torim unwrapped the bundle and set down the salve and bandages.

“Where would he have gotten these?” Hillel traced the metalwork on the pot of salve, then she fingered the soft bandages. “These items are fit for a king. What do you know of him?”

“Very little, other than he is kind and strong,” Torim admitted. “He told me he was a soldier before his capture. He claims to have the guards’ shifts memorized and knows every exit.” Torim dropped her gaze. “He mentioned that we may someday be free,” she murmured.

“We will,” Hillel promised, “we will.”


      [image: ]When the guard next made his rounds, he found Hillel waiting instead of Torim.

“I wish to thank you,” Hillel whispered. “But I must know how you came by those items. Surely these demons have no desire to see us cared for.” 

“My brother is the one who keeps us in thrall,” he replied. “On occasion, he will relax the hold and allow me to act on my own.”

“If he's your brother, why not relax the hold enough to let you escape?” Hillel asked. 

“I won’t let him,” he replied. “The mordeth has made it clear that if I escape, my brother will die. I cannot allow that.”

“How does the thrall work?” Hillel pressed. “Why can you talk with us now, and bring us water when you shouldn’t?”

“It keeps my body from disobeying the mordeth’s direct orders,” he explained. “I’ve never been ordered to not bring you bandages, so I may. I’ve also been ordered not to bring you your bucket of water until the next dark moon, but I was able to bring you that small cupful.”

“Have you also been ordered not to send a message to Teg’urnan for aid?” Hillel asked. 

The guard’s eyes darkened. “I thought you knew.” 

“Knew what?” Hillel demanded.

“It's the king who ordered us here,” he replied. Torim gasped so loudly that the guard motioned for them to be silent. He checked the corridor, only returning to their door once he was certain that her outburst went unheard.

“What you say is treason,” Hillel whispered. “Our king would not let us be enslaved by this vermin. How can you claim such things?”

“My brother says the king seeks to extend Parthalan’s borders,” the guard replied. “So he struck a deal with the mordeth-gall, Ehkron himself, to raise an army of demons loyal only to the king.” The guard fell silent for a moment, dark memories skating across his face. “First, the magic handlers were given over to the mordeths, then they put the legion under thrall, one contingent at a time. We were then ordered to capture women and bring them here.”

In the space of a few heartbeats Hillel went from shocked to angry to despairing. No one was coming for them, not the legion, and not a mythical warrior woman. One emotion, curiosity, overrode the rest, for Hillel was desperate to know something of her past.

“Did you bring me here?” Hillel asked.

“No,” he replied. “I remember when you arrived, but I was not the one who brought you.”

Hillel nodded. “Bring me a weapon.”

“I cannot,” he protested. 

“You can, and you will,” she hissed. “Bring me anything heavy or sharp, anything that could break or bruise their hides. Bring them in pieces if you have to. Enlist the other guards to help you, and keep away from those who would stop us.” The guard protested again, but Hillel raised her voice to a dangerous level. “I want you to learn how many slaves have enough wits to leave with us and how many we will need to silence,” she ordered, then continued in a quieter tone: “For those that wish to help us, get them weapons as well.” 

“I am in thrall—”

“Have you been ordered to not bring slaves sharp or heavy things?” Hillel demanded.

“No.”

“Then I say again, bring me a weapon!”

Hillel stared at the guard until he nodded and withdrew. Torim dragged Hillel away from the door and to the far corner of their cell.

“What are you doing?” Torim whispered. “If we’re caught with weapons, we’ll be killed!”

“If they catch me with a weapon, they won’t live long enough to speak of it,” Hillel declared. She turned Torim’s face to hers and softened her words. “You heard what he said; this is the king’s doing. No one is coming for us, not even the Asherah. We can’t wait for rescue any longer. We need to rescue ourselves.” 

Hillel stared into Torim’s brown eyes, and despite the cold knot of terror that had formed in her belly, she knew she was right. If the king had engineered their enslavement, they would be used until they were dead. Escape was their only hope. Torim nodded, and laced her fingers with Hillel’s. “Then rescue each other we shall.”








  
  

Chapter Two
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Caol’nir entered the Great Temple through the northern door, a small bundle held close to his body. He waited for his eyes to adjust to the dim interior, and smiled when he saw her.

Alluria was seated atop a bench in the rear of the central chamber, her face serene in quiet meditation. A single shaft of sunlight enveloped her, reflecting off her long chestnut hair. Although closed, Caol’nir knew Alluria’s eyes were a deep, stunning blue, so rich they made sapphires look like coals. As Alluria sat motionless in the morning light, Caol'nir thought she was more beautiful than any goddess.

Not wanting to disturb her morning ritual, Caol’nir sat on the floor before the priestess, his thoughts racing as he watched her contemplate the gods. He was hopelessly infatuated with this kind, witty, impossibly beautiful, and utterly unattainable woman. When a priestess took her vows she became Olluhm’s mate in the hopes he would visit her and beget a child. This meant that no priestess was to be touched by any man, for any reason, and the con’dehr protected the sisters’ virtue with their lives. Caol’nir was achingly aware that he couldn’t be with the one he loved, but still sought ways to be part of her life. While he pondered their situation, Alluria opened her eyes and smiled.

“My most attentive guard,” Alluria said. “What brings you to temple so early?” He rose and offered his hand, as custom dictated he should, which Alluria waved away, also per custom. Caol’nir knew she wouldn’t accept his help, but remained ever hopeful.

“I have the herbs you requested, my lady.” Caol’nir held out the bundle, bowing his head as he did so. 

“Such speed in your errands, warrior.” Alluria smiled. 

He returned a wide grin of his own, then quickly tried to regain his composure. Caol’nir knew he must look like a fool, always staring and grinning at her. 

As Alluria accepted the bundle her fingers lightly brushed his, sending a jolt through his body as if he’d been struck by lightning. She let her hand linger upon Caol’nir’s for the barest moment, the smile now gone from her face and replaced by…longing? He shook his head, for surely Alluria didn't feel any emotion toward him, surely not longing. If she wanted anything, it was a better supply of herbs, not to touch him in any way. Caol’nir realized she was thanking him and again bowed his head.

“I am here to serve,” he replied, then turned to exit the temple.

“Warrior?” Alluria called after him.

“Yes, my lady?” He turned back to the priestess, assuming that she must need something else for her work within the temple.

“If you care to, you may kiss me farewell. My hand!” she added, then she straightened her back as she extended a graceful arm toward him. “You may kiss my hand farewell.”

Caol’nir bowed low, his thick braid of sandy hair falling over his shoulder as he pressed Alluria’s fingers to his lips; he noticed that she smelled of wildflowers. “Farewell, my lady.” 




      [image: ]The priestess watched Caol’nir walk away from her, admiring his tall form and broad shoulders as she held her hand against her breast. It was a dangerous game Alluria was playing, inviting one of the con’dehr to not only touch her, but kiss her. While it was perfectly acceptable for a man to show respect to a priestess by kissing her hand, it was not acceptable for a priestess to invite such contact.

But Caol’nir was so kind to her, and she knew that he would never hurt her or breathe a word of this little indiscretion. As he’d grasped her hand and had looked up at her with his pale green eyes, Alluria had felt as if she were falling into his soul. She knew he loved her, it was written all over his face every time he looked at her; little did he know that she loved him as well. Soon after her arrival in Teg’urnan Alluria met the hotheaded young warrior, and it wasn’t long before she looked forward to Caol’nir’s morning visits to temple. In time, their awkward greetings had become a genuine friendship that strained the boundaries of ther stations.

I am a priestess; friends are forbidden, she thought bitterly. He was also quite young—Alluria had taken her vows well before Caol’nir had been born—and she suspected that a good deal of his infatuation was due to his youth. Yet she could not deny the way she felt when he was near, the way her heart pounded when she caught his eye and he smiled. Alluria sighed, and returned to her cell.  Of one thing she was certain: if she had known there was a man like Caol’nir in the world, she would not have taken her vows.

Alluria unfolded the bundle and spread the contents across her table, only to have her smile become a frown. The herbs Caol’nir had brought her were not what she requested. She wasn’t angry, for many herbs had similar names and appearances, but she was frustrated. Before she and her sister priestesses, Alyon and Atreynha, had been forcibly relocated to Teg’urnan, she had always gathered her own herbs and was certain she had the correct ingredients for her pastes and poultices. 

Those days were now in the past, for good King Sahlgren had decreed that it was unsafe for priestesses to roam the land. He had brought them all to the Great Temple in Teg’urnan on the pretense of protection; the king had gone so far as to make it a law of the realm. When Alluria first learned of the new law she scoffed. What sort of roaming did the king think went on in the outlying regions? To add further insult, priests were allowed to remain at their temples. The obvious inequity only added to Alluria’s anger. Atreynha had barely managed to calm her before Tor, Caol’nir’s father, arrived at their little temple and bore them away. She wondered if she would ever see her home again.

She picked through the plants and verified that none were of any use to her. Alluria contemplated asking one of the other priestesses if they had what she required, but changed her mind as Caol’nir’s face returned to her thoughts. If she explained, very carefully, what she needed she was sure he would obtain them for her. With that, she rolled up the bundle and set out to find her favorite guard.




      [image: ]After leaving the temple, Caol’nir joined his twin brother, Caol’non, and their eldest brother, Fiornacht, who also served as their father’s second, in the lesser hall for their morning meal. The three had just gotten their plates when Alluria entered the hall, unescorted and in direct violation of the king’s most recent edict: any priestess who ventured forth from the Great Temple was to be accompanied by a con’dehr at all times. Caol’nir’s gaze instantly went to the priestess, much to his brother’s annoyance.

“Stop staring,” growled Fiornacht. “Others are noticing your obsession.”

“I’m not obsessed,” he retorted. “I’m a guard, and I guard her. That’s the end of it.” Caol’nir would have said more but, much to the surprise of the brothers, Alluria approached their table. The three of them stood and bowed their heads in greeting.

“You may sit,” she said, her voice as light as chimes on the wind. They sat, and Alluria turned her attention to Caol’nir. “Warrior, may I speak with you about these wretched herbs?” she asked, indicating the bundle he had given her in the temple.

“Of course, my lady,” he replied. As he stood Fiornacht grabbed his arm, his eyes silently reminding his younger brother of the penalties for associating with the god’s women. Caol’nir glared at him in return, and muttered, “I know my place.”

“See that you keep to it,” Fiornacht hissed. Caol’nir scowled at his brother, then he followed Alluria into the corridor.

“These are all wrong,” she declared once they were alone. Alluria tried explaining the differences between what he had brought her and what she actually wanted, but each word confused Caol’nir more than the last. 

“My lady, I wish I understood you, but my skill lies in swordplay, not with sticks and leaves,” he said. “Let me speak to one of the healers, or maybe the saffira; perhaps they will be able to help you.” She nodded, and pursed her lips. “You don’t like that solution?”

“What? Oh, no, it is fine,” Alluria replied, not wanting Caol’nir to think that he was the cause of her exasperation. He was the only person helping her keep her sanity. “It’s just frustrating to have to send someone else, and a warrior at that, when I once obtained my supplies on my own.”

“I cannot picture you frequenting the apothecary,” Caol’nir said, recalling the dark, stinking hovel he had visited.

“I frequented no such place,” Alluria huffed. “I gathered them myself. It takes many years of study to become as adept as I.” She went on, detailing the minute differences of each petal she had committed to memory, when Caol’nir formed a plan.

“Do these plants you require grow near the palace?” 

“Why, yes,” she said. “I believe they do.” 

“What if I could help you gather them yourself?” Caol’nir asked quietly. 

“I…I would appreciate that,” Alluria replied.  Caol’nir smiled, and beckoned her to follow him. They made their way far from the hall and deep into the living quarters of the palace where Caol’nir opened an unmarked door and led Alluria into a small chamber. 

“Wait here,” Caol’nir said.

“What is this room?” she asked as she stepped across the threshold.

“It’s my chamber,” he replied. “Now be silent, and I’ll return in a moment.” 




      [image: ]With that, Caol’nir shut the door and left Alluria alone. She stared at the door, unsure how she had managed to get herself into such an improper situation. First, she invited a man to kiss her, now she was standing in his bedchamber, and all of it before noon. She covered her face with her hands, knowing that she would have to beg for her life, and Caol’nir’s, if word of this spread through the palace.

She decided that what was done was done, and looked around Caol’nir’s room. As inappropriate as it might be, she was curious about how her guard lived. Several swords leaned against a corner, and daggers and knives were spread upon a nearby table. He was, after all, a warrior, and only the best gained admittance to the con’dehr. The fact that he, his father, and his brothers were all members of the guard was a testament to their strong bloodline, rumored to reach back to Solon himself. Alluria traced the hilt of a sword with her slender fingers as she imagined Caol’nir wielding the weapon, only to feel her cheeks flush when she realized that, in her mind’s eye, he was shirtless.

Alluria dropped her hand as her gaze moved about the room. Much to her surprise, she saw that it was an orderly, well-kept space. Colorful tapestries hung on two of the walls, and tall windows let in vast amounts of sunlight. A set of chairs was arranged before the hearth, and the bed was piled high with furs and cushions. She approached his bed and tentatively stroked furs, noting that they were easily as fine as her own. She’d always imagined the guards sleeping on heaps of raw hides, nothing like this sumptuous pile of softness and comfort. Alluria sat on the edge of Caol’nir’s bed, at once excited and ashamed by the small thrill that coursed through her.




      [image: ]Caol’nir reentered his chamber, halting at the sight of Alluria on his bed. His voice caught in his throat, which was for the best. He couldn’t be sure that the words would have been appropriate for a priestess’s ears.

“I never imagined a warrior would recline in such comfort,” Alluria said as she rose. Caol’nir composed himself and approached Alluria, holding out a roughly woven dress. “What’s this for?”

“It’s a scullion’s dress,” he replied. “If you’re dressed as one of the saffira, I can bring you outside the walls, and you may gather your own herbs.”

Alluria stared from the dress to his face. “It’s forbidden for me to leave the palace,” she said. “You can be put to death for the mere suggestion.”

“It’s not forbidden for the saffira to leave the palace,” he corrected, “and I assure you, I’m well aware of the penalties for my actions. I only thought that it would be easier for you to pick the herbs yourself, rather than send me back and forth.” 

Alluria regarded him as her brows knit together, then dropped her gaze and fingered the edge of the dress. “I cannot ask this of you,” she murmured. “The danger is too great.”

“You didn’t ask me,” he reminded her. “I give you my word that no one but you or I will ever know of this. However, if you would prefer not to go, I understand. I will escort you to the temple and never mention it again.”

Alluria stole a glance at his face, handsome and guileless, and considered his offer. She knew that Caol’nir was trustworthy; moreover, she knew he was only trying to help. Alluria sighed again, and placed herself in her guard’s hands. “I do miss being outside.” She ran her hands over the coarse fabric before holding it at arm’s length to assess the fit. “Where did you get this?”

“The laundry, where else?” he replied with an innocent smile. He indicated an alcove, and said, “I’ll wait in the corridor while you change.”

“You don’t need to leave,” she stated matter-of-factly, “just turn your back.”

Caol’nir turned to face the door, the rustling of her robes nearly drive him mad. In one day he had kissed a priestess, seen her on his bed, and now she was naked in his chamber. If he was not put to death for his actions, surely his heart would beat a hole his chest and kill him regardless.

“Um…I don’t think it fits.”

He turned back to Alluria and marveled that she would be beautiful no matter what she wore. The dress consisted of a dark green blouse and skirt, cinched at the waist with a brown belt. It was cut close to her body, unlike the loose blue robes of a priestess she typically wore.

“That’s how it’s supposed to fit,” Caol’nir affirmed, watching her tug at the tight bodice. He handed Alluria the soft leather shoes he remembered to snatch, for priestesses always went about barefoot, laughing as she awkwardly put them on.

“It is not funny,” she scolded, “I haven’t worn shoes in many winters.” She straightened herself, and smiled as she dipped into a curtsey. “Well? Am I fit to scrub floors?”

“You surely are,” he replied. Caol’nir drank in the sight of her, until his gaze settled on her bracelets. Alluria wore a golden cuff on each wrist, one set with a moonstone and the other with amber, and a jeweled clasp in her hair.

“My lady,” he began, as he took her wrist and removed the amber cuff, “forgive me, but saffira wear no such finery.” He set the cuffs upon the ledge above the hearth, and reached for her hair. “And they do not restrain their hair with adornments fit for a queen.” He slid the clasp free, and her hair fell in shining chestnut waves.  

“Those ‘adornments’ are markers of my rank and skill as a priestess,” she said by way of protest.

“This morning you’re a not a priestess,” Caol’nir reminded her with a grin. He led her into the corridor, stopping to grab his cloak on his way out the door; a priestess with a sunburned nose would surely be noticed. When they reached the stables Caol’nir requested two horses. When their mounts arrived Alluria recoiled at the sight of them.

“What do you expect me to do with this beast?” she asked as she glared at the horse's hooves. 

“Ride it,” Caol’nir replied, then he remembered that priestesses were carried everywhere in litters. “You’ve never ridden a horse, have you?”

“No,” she replied, “nor do I wish to.” 

With a mumbled apology, Caol’nir handed one set of reins back to the groom. “Well, then, you can ride this one with me.” She protested, but he held up his hand. “How else are we to get past the gates?” he whispered, and she nodded. He took a deep breath and placed his hands about her waist, trying not to notice her firm hips, and lifted her onto the saddle. He mounted up behind Alluria; no sooner was he seated than she leaned against him, avoiding contact with the horse as much as possible. 

“Pretend you’re shy, and hide your face against my neck.”

“I am shy,” she corrected. “We are trained to be demure.”

“I disagree, my lady,” he said, a smile creeping across his lips. “Remember, you disrobed in my chamber and wouldn’t let me leave the room.” 

Her cheeks were crimson as she glared at him, but before she could respond the horse stepped forward. Alluria threw her arms about Caol’nir’s waist, her frightened yelp muffled by his chest. He tried not to laugh, and draped his arm around her. No one paid them any heed until they reached the gate, when the guard inquired where Caol’nir and his passenger were off to.

“She wants to pick some flowers,” Caol’nir replied with a nod toward his passenger. “How could I refuse?”

“Flowers, eh?” the guard called back. “If she gets any closer on that saddle, she’ll be behind you.”

“That’s the idea,” Caol’nir answered with a wink. The guard cackled as they passed underneath the gate, and once again Alluria glared at her companion.

“Do you often ride off with one of the saffira? For flower picking?” she asked icily. Caol’nir looked down at her, enjoying her jealous tone.

“My lady, you are the first maiden I’ve even taken outside the walls,” he proclaimed. “Now, hold on to me.”

Caol’nir urged the horse to a trot as Alluria clutched his jerkin.  Once they were a short distance outside the walls, Alluria stole a glance toward the palace. “I cannot believe your plan worked.” 

“Neither can I,” Caol’nir replied.

They rode past the foothills toward the eastern forests, stopping at meadow that Alluria claimed might have the herbs she sought. Once Caol’nir dismounted he reached up to help Alluria from the saddle. She stumbled when her feet touched the ground, and caught herself against his chest. 

“The shoes,” she explained, “I’m not used to them.”

“Of course. The shoes.” Caol’nir kept his hands about her waist as she steadied herself. Alluria raised her head, and he realized that she was tall for a woman, nearly his own height. He only needed to lean forward to brush her lips with his…

Caol’nir dropped his hands, knowing that it was his duty to keep her body and her virtue intact from all predators, including himself. Alluria didn’t notice his inner struggle as she smiled, then stretched her arms up to the sky. Caol’nir thought she was a vision as she spun about, her skirts twirling about her legs. 

“It’s been so long since I was outside,” she said, “I was suffocating inside those stone walls.” 

“I’ll wait here,” Caol’nir sat against a tree trunk, intending to take a nap in the shade.

Alluria grabbed his hand. “Oh no you don’t,” she said, pulling him toward the meadow. “Come, warrior, you will help me find my herbs.” Caol’nir smiled, and followed.

They nosed about the field for the better part of the morning as Alluria taught Caol’nir the differences between this herb and that, until he felt like an herbalist himself. Once they had gathered a small mountain of plants Alluria spread his cloak out flat, and set about organizing the herbs into neat little piles. 

“What made you want a life in the temple?” Caol’nir asked. Alluria looked at him quizzically, so he elaborated. “You have such a talent with plants. I would think you’d want to work as an herbalist.”

“I was born in my little temple,” she replied, “and, being that I had no parents to care for me, I was raised by the priestesses. Once I grew to womanhood, I took my vows, as was expected of me.”

“That sounds like life in the con’dehr,” Caol’nir said. “From the time I could hold a sword I’ve been trained to serve the king. It’s what my family has always done; you can trace our bloodline back to the very origins of Parthalan, all the way to Solon.” All of Parthalan knew the legend well, that in their hour of need Solon had descended from the skies to defend his brethren and became the fae’s first warrior.

“I’ve wondered if that tale was true,” Alluria murmured.

“It is,” he replied. “At least, according to my father.” Alluria glanced up from her work and noted the wistful expression on Caol’nir’s face.

“You desired another life?” she asked.

“To serve the king is a noble calling, one that I am grateful to have,” he recited as if the words had been memorized long ago. “But to spend one’s days wielding a sword, killing the vermin that encroach upon our borders…it’s an empty life.” 

“Then tell me what a warrior would do with his life, if only he was given the chance?”

“He would take a mate, give her many children, and live out his days in happiness.”

“I miss the children from my temple,” Alluria said. “There were always so many running about, playing and laughing.” She laughed shortly. “No one laughs in this prison of a temple where I am now forced to reside.”

“You don’t like living in Teg’urnan?” Caol’nir asked.

“I do not,” she replied. “I hate being confined inside, surrounded by that horrendous cold stone and by pompous nobles who think the priesthood exists only to send their every vain request to the gods. Why anyone would desire to be here is a mystery to me.” Alluria went on to detail her many grievances concerning her relocation to the Great Temple, when she noticed that Caol’nir no longer met her eyes. “You’ve always lived in the palace, haven’t you?”

“Nearly all my life,” he confirmed with a tight smile. “I spent a few winters at the Southern Border, but otherwise I’ve always been at Teg’urnan.”

“Why did you go south?” 

“All of the con’dehr must first serve time in the legion, and that’s where Caol’non and I were sent.”

“Did you enjoy it?” Alluria asked.

“Mostly we just killed things.” Caol’nir tilted his head back toward the sky. “The Southern Border is constantly assaulted by demons.” He was silent for a few moments as he studied the clouds overhead. “I’ve never been so miserable in my life; all the bloodshed, nothing but violence, so violent we hardly dared to sleep. Every time I woke I was amazed to have survived the night.”

“I’m glad you did,” Alluria said. Caol’nir’s eyes lit up as his grin returned.

“Are you?” he asked, delighted as her cheeks turned crimson. 

Alluria ignored his question as she hurriedly asked another. “If you disliked it so much, why did you join the con’dehr upon your return?”

“I’m the Prelate’s son, what else was I to do?” 

“As I was expected to become a priestess.” Alluria looked up at Caol’nir, her gaze serious. “Sarelle has forbidden children from the Great Temple. She says they don’t understand boundaries and reach out to hold our hands or touch us when they shouldn’t. How can one chastise a child for wanting such contact?”

“I thought it was forbidden for anyone, young or old, to lay hands on a priestess,” Caol’nir said, acutely aware of his own transgressions.

“It is forbidden to lay hands upon a priestess if you hold ill intent in your heart,” she clarified. “But a simple gesture of friendship or comfort is another matter. Remember, my god is a god of love.” Alluria reached across the cloak and took Caol’nir’s hand, her smile warm. 

“And you can tell, just by a simple touch, that I harbor no such intent toward you?” he asked.

“No,” she replied softly, “I can see it in your eyes.” He tightened his grip on her fingers; Alluria looked away but did not withdraw her hand. “Sarelle is very strict, much stricter than Atreynha was at our temple. Atreynha believed that it was good for one to feel loved, be it an embrace or a helping hand. Sarelle has forbidden us from even comforting one another. We live in isolation, islands unto ourselves.”

“That sounds like a punishment,” Caol’nir observed.

“A punishment when we’ve done no wrong.” 

Caol’nir laughed to himself. “You’ve been forbidden from touching another, and I grab you about the waist and stick you on a horse. A thousand apologies, my lady,” he offered as he bowed his head.

“You are forgiven, warrior,” Alluria said. She watched his face for long moments, before releasing his hand to resume dividing the herbs. As Caol’nir watched her nimble fingers he saw her tie a neat bundle, only they hadn’t brought any string.

“How did you do that?” he asked, leaning close to investigate.

“With magic,” Alluria replied with a sly smile one could almost call coy. “You have to catch it in the wind, and stretch it between your fingers. Like this.” She made a catching motion with her hands, and then smoothed the air between her fingers while whispering a few words in the old language. In a few moments a red ribbon appeared. Caol’nir stared, awestruck, at what she had done, and she giggled. “It’s not so hard. Here, I will show you.”

First, she had Caol’nir repeat a few words, and when she was confident he had the order and cadence correct she showed him how to capture magic as it blew past on the wind. 

“Now think of a color,” she said in her soothing, musical voice. “Think of the most beautiful color you can imagine.” He stretched and smoothed until he held a silky sapphire blue ribbon, the exact color of Alluria’s eyes.

“An excellent effort, warrior,” Alluria said softly. “I’ll make a magic handler out of you, yet.” 

He smiled as he tied the ribbon about her wrist, his smile widening when she blushed. Alluria busied herself with her herbs, giving Caol’nir the opportunity to doze off against that inviting tree trunk. He slept contentedly until the elder sun crested the trees and shone directly on his face. He shifted against the bark, searching for another patch of shade, and felt the soft form leaning against him. 

Caol’nir opened his eyes, and saw Alluria napping beside him. Reasoning that he did not want her to be cold, he placed his arm around her shoulders and drew her close. Alluria sighed in her sleep as she settled into the crook of his arm, her own arm finding its way around his waist. Caol’nir stroked Alluria’s hair, and her eyes fluttered open. 

“Warrior?”

“Forgive me,” he said as withdrew his hand, “I meant no disrespect.”

“Calm yourself,” she said. “I’m not angry with you. And no one is here to inform Sarelle of our indiscretions.” He returned her smile, grateful she was not offended, and then looked to the sky.

“It’s past midday,” he informed her, “I must return you before you’re missed.”

“A little longer,” she said, leaning her head against his shoulder. “I may never get outside those infernal walls again. You don’t mind, do you, warrior?”

“Why do you only refer to me as ‘warrior’?”

“Would you rather I called you ‘guard’?”

“I’d rather you called me Caol’nir.”

“You’ve never addressed me be my name, only as ‘my lady’,” she countered.

“It’s not proper to address a priestess by her name.”

“I think we stopped being proper when you brought me to your chamber. And you yourself said that I’m not a priestess this morning.” 

“Very well, Alluria,” he conceded. “No matter what you’d like to be called, we need to return.”

“Very well, Caol’nir,” she said, not moving from her position. He resumed stroking her hair, enjoying the feel of the soft strands against his skin. Her form fit perfectly against him, her head neatly tucked against his neck. 

“I never thought two people could fit so well together,” she murmured. “I wish we could stay longer.”

Caol’nir squeezed his eyes shut as he clenched his fists. So many times he had dreamed of Alluria saying such words, but now that she had he thought only of his oath to protect her. “This outing was a bad idea,” he muttered as he stood. He grasped her hands with both of his as he pulled her upright, rather more roughly than he had intended. When Caol’nir refused to meet her eyes, she bowed her head. 

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “This is my fault.”

“Alluria, no,” he said, “this was my foolish notion. You’ve done nothing wrong.”

“No, I hold the blame,” she said as she stared at the ground. “I was far too critical of the herbs you brought me out of kindness.” She leaned her brow against his chest and Caol’nir wrapped his arms around her.

“But what I brought was wrong, remember?” he soothed as he stroked her hair. “Maybe if I’d paid better attention to what you needed we wouldn’t be here now.”

“I like being here now,” she said. “I’m so grateful that you cared enough to help me.”

“If you’d like I’ll bring you to gather herbs again, perhaps at the next full moon?” Caol’nir wanted to bite back his words for suggesting another of these forbidden ventures, but then Alluria smiled. He would take her anywhere just to see that smile again. 

“Inviting me on another outing? My, we are breaking all sorts of rules today, aren’t we?” she teased. She placed her fingertips on his face and traced the hard line of his jaw. “Does this mean you’ll continue toting me about on your stinking beast?”

“Would you prefer it if I carried you on my back?” he retorted, and she laughed, hiding her face against his chest. “My lady, as much as I would like to hold you all day, we must get back,” he said against her hair. 

Alluria nodded as she withdrew from his arms, and took his hand as they walked back to their horse. He squeezed her fingers, also sorry that their time together had ended.

“Caol’nir, do you promise to always be my guard?” 

“I swear it on my life.”








  
  

Chapter Three
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“Why are we going this way?” Alluria asked. Their return to the palace was taking much longer than their journey to the meadow, since Caol’nir decided to take the longer path around the foothills rather than over them. “At the meadow you made it seem as if time was of the essence.”

“You should familiarize yourself with the area,” he replied. “To know your way around, should you become lost.”

“As if that would ever happen,” she said. “Until the king rescinds his edict I’m a prisoner in that palace.”

“In that case,” Caol’nir began, then he flicked the reins and urged his horse to a full gallop. 

“Caol’nir,” Alluria shrieked. “Stop, please!”

“As you like,” Caol’nir said, and he slowed the horse. “Wasn’t that fun?” When Alluria only glared at him, he added, “Look, we’ve reached the royal road. Teg’urnan is just beyond that rise.” Hoof beats sounded behind them, and Caol’nir twisted about in the saddle to see who approached. Caol’nir abruptly pulled up on the reins and dismounted.

“What’s wrong?” Alluria asked as he helped her from the saddle.

“The king approaches,” he replied. Alluria looked behind them and saw the royal procession; it was quite a sight, with the king’s gold standard and streaming blue and red banners. King Sahlgren rode at the head, his guard fanned out behind him.

“I didn't realize he was away from the palace,” Alluria commented.

“He journeys to the south often,” Caol’nir explained. He noted that Alluria remained standing, and frowned. “Alluria, you must kneel beside me.”

“What? I kneel before no one but Olluhm.”

“Do you want the king and his guard to know that a priestess has left Teg’urnan against his edict?” he demanded. “Remember, you’re not a priestess this morning.” He grabbed her arm and held it in front of her, indicating her saffira’s dress. When she still didn’t move he pulled her to the ground.

“Be angry with me if you wish,” he hissed, “but you must kneel.” Alluria glared at him, but bowed her head. She had acquiesced none too quickly, for as soon as she bent her head King Sahlgren was before them.

“Good day, Prelate’s son,” the king stated as he motioned for them to rise. “Which are you?”

“Caol’nir, my lord, the youngest,” he replied. “I trust your journey was good?”

“Yes, yes it was. And who is your companion?” Sahlgren asked, gazing at Alluria as if she was a leg of mutton. 

Alluria scrutinized the king through her lashes; she’d never before been in close proximity to him. She noted that he was a small, dark man, with an almost oily sheen to his hair and skin. All of Parthalan knew the tales of Sahlgren driving the demons away from Teg’urnan as he reclaimed it for the fae, yet she could not reconcile that fantastic legend with the little man before her. 

“She’s from the kitchens,” Caol’nir explained. 

“Kitchens, eh? I assumed she was your latest from The Swan,” Sahlgren taunted. “What’s your name, girl?”

“Annalee, my lord,” Alluria replied. 

“Annalee.” The king rolled the false name about on his tongue. “Why haven’t I ever seen you?” Sahlgren probed. “A pretty thing like you would certainly stand out amongst those hags. Busy warming the con’dehr’s beds?” The king and his guard laughed while Alluria forced herself to remain calm. No one, not even the king, would dare to speak to a priestess in such a manner.

“I’ve only been in Teg’urnan a short time, my lord, and surely you have better things to do than frequent the hot, smelly kitchens,” she replied, daring to glance up at him.

“She’s a fiery one, boy,” the king said as he clapped Caol’nir’s shoulder. “I trust you’ll take full advantage of that?”

“My lord,” Caol’nir acknowledged.

“Don’t tire of her too quickly,” Sahlgren added with a lewd glance at Alluria. “Not that we wouldn’t take up your leftovers!” Alluria’s cheeks went scarlet as Sahlgren and his guard laughed. Somehow, she kept herself silent as the procession continued toward Teg’urnan. Once they were out of earshot Caol’nir turned to her.

“I’m sorry you had to endure that,” he said. “My lady, if I’d known that we might have encountered—”

“That horrible little creature is our king?” Alluria demanded. “The man who ordered our confinement to this stone prison, yet did not have the courage to attend us upon our arrival?” Alluria remembered well when she arrived at Teg’urnan, and Sarelle informing her that Sahlgren had sequestered himself in his chambers and was thus unable to welcome the priestesses.

“Yes, he is our king,” Caol’nir confirmed.

“The way his guard acted,” she continued. “They wouldn’t have dared laugh if I’d been wearing my robes. And the way he spoke to you, as if you were beneath him!”

“I am beneath him,” Caol’nir reminded her. He grasped her about the waist to help her into the saddle, but she placed her hand on his chest.

“He may be our king, but you are the better man,” she said softly. Caol’nir blinked, then he smiled.

“Up you go,” he said as he lifted her onto the saddle. “Let’s see if I can manage the rest of this journey without incident.” Caol’nir maintained a gentle walk as they approached the palace. Alluria leaned against his chest and mulled over her encounter with Sahlgren.

“Do you think I’m fiery?” she asked.

“You’re as fiery as the elder sun, my lady,” he replied. “The king was wrong. I don’t go to The Swan for women. Caol’non does, but I don’t.”

“Then where do you get your women?” Alluria asked. 

“I, um.” Caol’nir rubbed the back of his neck. “I think such acts are for mates, not for dalliances.”

“Oh.” After a moment, she added, “You didn’t have to tell me that. I wouldn’t think less of you if you went there for…that.”

“I want you to know the truth. Why did you say your name was Annalee?”

“That was my mother’s name.”

“Do you take after her?”

“I don’t remember her,” she replied in a small voice. “Do you look like your mother?”

“No, my brothers and I take after our father.”

“That is Solon’s legacy,” Alluria said. “His blood is strong within his descendants.”

“You think I look like a god?” Caol’nir asked. Alluria gave him the same coy glance she used on the king.

“Would you blush if I said yes?” she countered. Caol’nir said nothing but the color in his ears answered her. “I know you were trying to embarrass me,” she mumbled as she settled against his chest. 

“So you do think I look like a god,” Caol’nir said. 

“Caol’nir, you’re incorrigible.”

“Lord Caol’nir, to you,” he corrected, and Alluria laughed. Then she heard someone call out to them, and she realized it was the gatekeeper asking how their outing was.  The guards, impressed that Alluria still clung to Caol’nir so tightly, yelled out a few bawdy comments about what the pair had been doing all morning. 

“Does every man in the palace speak this way?” she asked as they passed through the gates. 

“They merely wonder why one as beautiful as you would allow a fool like me to tote her about on his stinking beast,” he replied. Alluria felt her cheeks warm, and hid her face against his chest.

After returning the horse to the stable, they walked to Caol’nir’s chamber. They didn’t encounter anyone who might recognize them, until they were within sight of his door. Caol’nir heard footsteps and pulled Alluria’s hood over her face and pushed her against the wall.

“What are you doing?” Alluria asked as Caol’nir trapped her with his body.

“Hiding you,” he whispered, sliding his hand to the nape of her neck.    

“Seems like something other than hiding,” Alluria breathed.  

“Don’t tempt me.” He traced her cheek with his thumb and leaned his forehead against hers. Alluria placed her hands on his chest, but before she spoke the owner of the footsteps hailed them.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

“Brother,” called Caol’non. “Where have you been all morning?” Caol’nir blew out a lungful of air, and hoped he could fool his brother as easily as he fooled the gatekeeper. He turned ever so slightly so his twin could see the female form pressed against him.

“She’s a little shy,” Caol’nir said with a sheepish grin. “I took her to pick some flowers.” Caol’non laughed and clapped his brother on the back.

“I told Fiornacht you weren’t besotted with any priestess,” he said. “Take your time, I’ll tell Father you’re busy.”

Caol’nir mumbled his appreciation and practically shoved Alluria into his chamber. She watched him close the heavy door and lean against it, wondering what they would have said or done if they were discovered. When he finally turned to Alluria, she caught him in her level gaze.

“A warrior besotted with a priestess?” she inquired. “Anyone I know?” 

“Yes,” he replied, his eyes not leaving hers. 








  
  

Chapter Four


Alluria speaks
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Gods, gods, gods, yesterday was both the best day I've had since I was dragged to this stone prison, and the worst day I’ve ever spent. I’ve always wondered how Caol’nir truly felt about me, if his silly grins were meant for me alone or if he flirted with any woman who crossed his path, and I believe I have my answer. To think that he would risk his very life to spirit me outside the palace, and for such a mundane reason as to gather herbs! 

And he was so wonderful while we were in the meadow, remaining ever honorable even as I leaned my head on his shoulder. And the way he helped me on and off the horse... He was so gentle, treating me as if I was made of glass and might crack at any moment. Then, while we rode back to the palace he said I was beautiful—me, beautiful!—and I couldn’t even thank him for his kind words. Caol’nir is everything I thought he was, and more.

Which is why yesterday was the worst day of my life, for I’ve never questioned my calling as a priestess so much as when Caol’nir held me. When he tried concealing me in the corridor I was shocked that he would pretend he was kissing me, only to be disappointed when he didn’t. He truly is the most honorable member of the con’dehr, and did nothing to endanger his oath or my vows. How I wish he had, how I wish he had.

Knowing that I had to purge these blasphemous thoughts from my mind, I rose as the elder sun did and made my way to Olluhm’s shrine. I knelt before his statue—after kneeling before our foul king yesterday I took another vow, to kneel before no one but the gods no matter what awful dress I’m wearing—and contemplated his stone face as I gathered my thoughts.

“My lord, why do I have these desires?” I asked. “I swear to you, I hold you in my heart above all others, but this warrior finds ways to sneak into my soul. Please, help me forget how he makes me feel.”

I stared at his unmoving visage for what seemed like eternity. I don’t know if I was expecting the statue to answer me or Olluhm himself to descend from the sky and sweep me away. As I knelt in prayer I remembered seeing Caol’non in the corridor, how he was so happy to see his brother with a saffira, thus proving he wasn’t besotted with any priestess. Yes, that was the very word Caol’non used, besotted! And here I thought I was the only one who couldn’t control her thoughts or deeds, but Caol’nir’s smiles must be meant for me alone, he must care for me if…

I caught myself and looked back to the statue’s face as shame overtook the joy in my heart. Here I was, begging the god who was also my mate to forgive my wayward impulses, and I still couldn’t get that man out of my mind. But then, Olluhm wasn’t yet my mate, and that was his doing.

“Why have you not claimed me?” I whispered. “I’ve always been an ideal priestess, I’ve followed all the customs…I have endeavored to welcome you to my bed…and you have never come.” 

The statue continued regarding me with his blank stare, and I thought I’d collapse into tears right there in the shrine. Most priestesses were claimed within a few moons of taking their vows, and he would return often to those he favored. Why, he had honored Atreynha many times, so many that I could no longer pretend to be happy for her. Olluhm didn’t want me, I had no idea why he didn’t want me, and if I couldn’t get Caol’nir out of my mind he surely never would. I would live out my days an unclaimed woman, alone.

I recited for the hundredth, maybe thousandth time the incantation to welcome Olluhm to my bed, laughing inwardly as I said my name the requisite seven times. ‘Servant of the gods’ my name meant, and here I was all but begging to serve Olluhm in the most basic way imaginable, yet he remained indifferent. Would I have to dance naked atop the altar in order to fulfill my vows?

“Alluria?”

The voice startled me, and for a moment I thought that Olluhm had finally come for me. But no, it was the newest novice, Sura, peeking her head into the shrine.

“Forgive me for disturbing your meditation,” she continued, “but a man is requesting to see you.”

“What man?” I asked as I rose. I hoped it wasn’t that annoying lord from the north who was pestering me for a spell to convince the neighboring lord to relinquish his lands, all over a few wayward sheep…

“It’s that warrior that always follows you about,” Sura replied. “I can tell him you’re attending to something far more important than dealing with him. Just because his father is Prelate he thinks you must appear at his command!”

“Sura, we’re all in service to the gods,” I said sternly. “No matter who requests me, I must hear them out on Olluhm’s behalf, regardless of their parentage.” I hoped my formal tone would overcome the fluttering of my heart.

“Yes, my lady,” Sura said as she bowed her head, sufficiently admonished. I murmured a quick blessing as I swept by her and nearly ran to the central chamber; I composed myself and slowed my gait before he saw me. I found Caol'nir waiting near the eastern door in a shaft of sunlight, and I wondered if he truly did look like Solon. His back was to me, and his blond hair, caught up as ever in that braid, was a river of sun coursing down his back.

“Again, such an early visit to temple,” I said, and he turned to face me. Caol’nir’s smile burnt away the lingering feelings of shame and abandonment I’d felt in the shrine. “To what do I owe the honor?”

“I have your herbs,” he replied, holding out the bundle I packed less than a day ago; we had agreed that he should bring me the herbs the following morning, lest others wonder how fresh plants appeared in my possession. “The correct herbs.”

“Many thanks, warrior.”

“Are we back to that, then?” he asked, and I laughed loudly enough for my sister priestesses to look over. I didn’t care; let them think Caol’nir made me happy, for it was the truth.

“For now,” I replied. Caol’nir made a show of bowing and handing me the bundle, I thought to appease those around me with nothing better to do that stare at us. What they did not see was how he grasped my hand, that gentle squeeze saying more than his words could while in the temple.

I was thanking him when his eldest brother, the Prelate’s second, appeared and started ordering him about. I wondered if Caol’non had recognized me and reported what he saw, but my fears were unfounded. Fiornacht is the type of man who enjoys having authority over others, and who better to use that authority on that your younger brother? Not having the slightest desire to listen to Fiornacht’s diatribe I took my leave of the two, intent upon working with the herbs.

“My lady?” Caol’nir called after me. I turned and saw that Fiornacht was gone, and that Caol’nir’s wide grin had returned.

“Yes, warrior?”

“May I say farewell?”

I knew he didn’t mean a farewell with words, and I extended my hand. “Yes, warrior, you may.”

As he pressed my fingers to his lips I thought of Olluhm, of how I’d lain awake all those nights hoping he would honor me, of all the rituals I had performed, all the incense I had burned, all for nothing. 

I gazed at the top of Caol’nir’s head as he kissed my hand, all the while telling myself that I needed to limit my contact with him, to not entertain these thoughts about him that I hardly admitted to having. Then Caol’nir straightened and I was again awash in the warmth and contentment that I only felt when Caol’nir was close to me, and… and I no longer cared if Olluhm honored me. In fact, I hoped he never would.








  
  

Chapter Five
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The guard brought Hillel small items that wouldn’t arouse their captors' suspicions, but were useful as weapons. On the first day, he also brought her a smooth piece of wood scored with marks denoting how many slaves were willing and able to join Hillel. She was disheartened by the small numbers; she knew of at least thirty women and twelve guards, but the wood bore a total of twenty-seven scratches. On the fifth day the guard smuggled only a small jar of powder. 

“What am I to do with this?” Hillel turned the pot over in her hands. “Throw it in their eyes and blind them?” 

“Everything I’ve obtained thus far has been spelled by my brother,” the guard stated. “When the time comes, assemble all I’ve brought you and sprinkle this powder over it.” 

Hillel received no further instruction, for at that moment several demons lumbered down the corridor and the guard slammed the cell door closed. She stared at the door and wondered where the guard’s brother’s true allegiance lay, then she shrugged. All would be revealed soon enough. 

Hillel turned toward the window; she and the guard had agreed to make their escape during the dark moon, three nights hence, and he had rearranged the lots to ensure that the slave taken that night was one of the women beyond help. Hillel hadn’t asked, but the guard shared that the woman, knowing she was unable to fight or flee, had volunteered for the right. Hillel silently thanked her for her sacrifice.

As Hillel pondered such a selfless act, her eyes settled on Torim. Even in the dim light, she was pale with fear. 

“We will soon be gone from here,” Hillel whispered as she pulled Torim into her arms. “I won’t let another demon harm you.” Torim nodded against Hillel’s shoulder, then she sank to the floor, cradling her friend against her breast.

“Promise me you won’t leave me,” Torim whispered. 

“We’re locked in a cell; neither of us is going anywhere.” 

“No, once we’ve gotten away.” Torim raised her wide, wet eyes to Hillel.  “Hillel, I cannot live without you.” 

Hillel smiled as she stroked Torim’s cheek. “What makes you think I could live without you? I’ll never leave you, Torim. You’ll never know what it’s like to live without me.” She drew Torim closer and kissed her forehead. “I will always be here for you.”

Torim twined Hillel’s pale hair about her fingers. “Promise to stay with me,” she insisted as she drew Hillel’s face close to hers. “Say it.”

“I promise,” Hillel swore, and she kissed Torim again to seal the vow. 
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“Assemble the pieces,” he hissed. Hillel and Torim scrambled to arrange the bits of wood and leather and rusted iron into some semblance of a weapon, then Torim dug the tiny jar from beneath the straw and flung a handful of powder over it. Before their eyes, the meaningless items melded into two shining, sharp swords. Hillel hefted one, and as she made a practice swing she realized that while her mind had no memory of wielding a sword, her arm seemed to remember the motions well. 

“And now, we go,” Hillel proclaimed, and she left her cell for the final time. 

“My brother,” said the guard, “we must free him first so he may break the guards from thrall.”

Hillel nodded, and the three of them crept down the corridor. The guards they passed turned away, some quivering with the effort of resisting the magical impetus to recapture them. 

They found their captor, the mordeth, where they had expected, in the sole room that could be loosely described as a bedchamber. His back was to the door, and he gnawed on a joint of meat while his slaves cowered in the corners. With hardly a thought Hillel strode up to the beast and plunged her sword into the back of his neck. Torim screamed as the mordeth lunged backward, trying to strike back at Hillel, but the killing blow was struck. Its great body fell with a thud, and black, caustic blood flowed around floor in small eddies.

Perhaps I was once a warrior. Hillel marveled at the ease with which she had killed the mordeth. The creature that had ripped her from her home and destroyed her life, the most fearsome of her captors, was now a corpse at her feet. Filled with newfound confidence, she spun about and grabbed Torim’s hand.

“We can do this,” Hillel whispered. Torim nodded, then turned her attention to the slaves in the corner. Hillel stripped the mordeth’s weapons and started speaking to the guard, when she realized he was no longer behind her. He crouched next to another man bound in chains.

“Your brother?” she asked, and the guard nodded. Hillel found a set of keys on the mordeth’s body and loosed the magic handler from his manacles. “Can you break the thrall?” she asked as they helped him to his feet.

“I can,” he affirmed as he slowly, stiffly crossed the room to what looked like the mordeth’s sleeping area. He grasped a red sphere, smooth and translucent as if made of glass, and threw to the stone floor. A wave of magic permeated the room, and Hillel saw the thrall fall away from the guard as if he’d cast off a dirty cloak. He looked at Hillel and nodded, her heart leaping at the fire in his eyes.

“Now, the others,” she said. When Hillel and the others emerged from the mordeth’s chamber, they found the other guards’ eyes darting about; not only did they feel the absence of the thrall, their free will was returned.

“The spell is ended,” Hillel proclaimed. Gods, how good it feels to be able to speak aloud without fear of a beating! “To me!” she cried, and the cell doors flew open at the magic handler’s command. Slaves and guards alike poured into the corridor, makeshift weapons in hand, slashing and stabbing at any demon who dared approach them.

Hillel did not join the melee in the corridor but instead ran to the chaining room. She wished to rescue the poor, wretched woman who had made their escape possible. Bursting through the door, she killed the one demon inside just as she had dispatched the mordeth. Hillel kicked the demon's body aside and began unshackling the woman, then noticed her limp limbs. She was already dead.

“Thank you.” Hillel closed the woman’s eyes, then she ran back to the fray.

The corridor was a mess of limbs and blood, but the liberated slaves and guards far outnumbered their captors. Quicker than Hillel would have thought possible the demons were subdued, their bodies thrown into a heap in the mordeth’s chamber. 

Once the last corpse was in the room, Hillel looked to the guard. “Now begins the task I most dread.” The guard accompanied her as she made her way to those who could not be rescued, whether they be ruined woman or demon whelp, and performed the ultimate act of mercy. 

After all were released, in one way or another, Hillel cast her gaze about the group, seeing some for the first time in her long incarceration. They were ragged and broken, but all stared at her with hope in their eyes. Hillel realized that their expectant gazes meant they were waiting for her instruction, so she straightened her back and moved toward the exit. 

“Come.” Hillel’s voice resonated off the stone walls. “Let us leave this hell.”

They took the time to lovingly construct a pyre so those who could not accompany them in body may leave in spirit, and once the pyres had burnt to the ground they set the prison alight. As the flames illuminated the night sky, Hillel looked around at her motley band of survivors. All told, only twenty-four had escaped. 

“Are other demons nearby?” Hillel asked the guard as she watched the billowing clouds of smoke.

“I have no idea,” the guard replied. “I’m of a mind to leave before we find out.”

They did, and it wasn’t long before they reached a stream. As the assembled slaves—No, thought Hillel, we will never be called slaves again!—drank the clear, cold water and washed away the grime of captivity, Hillel’s mind turned toward the future.

“Where are we to go now?” asked Torim, her words echoing Hillel’s thoughts. “I don’t even know where we are.”

“Teg’urnan is half a day to the south,” offered the guard. 

“We’re not going there,” Hillel said.

Twenty-three sets of eyes turned toward Hillel, all of them shocked that she didn’t want to seek asylum in Teg’urnan. 

“It’s the king who imprisoned us. If we go to Teg’urnan we will likely be recaptured. We must stay away, at least for the time being.” Hillel turned to the guard. “Do you know of somewhere we can rest, and regain our strength?” To her surprise, the guard’s brother answered.

“There is a cottage we can go to,” he said, his voice rusty with disuse. “If we walk through the night, we can be there by first dawn.” He pointed the way and offered a few rough directions, and then Hillel turned to the rest.

“You are all free,” she declared. “You may go wherever you wish.” As Hillel said the words she saw their faces clouded by fear, and she realized that they, like her, might not have anywhere to go. “If you wish to remain with us, you are welcome to do so,” she continued. “I don’t know what tomorrow will hold for us if we remain together. We may merely wander in the woods, starving and cold. What I can do for you, my friends, is give you my solemn oath that as long as you remain with me no demon will harm any of you, not ever again.”

Her impromptu speech ended, Hillel turned on her heel, not looking back as she made her way through the trees. Torim fell into step beside her, followed by the guard and his brother. By unanimous, although silent, vote, the rest decided that Hillel was their leader, whether she wanted them or not. When she glanced over her shoulder, she saw them following her.

After they had travelled in silence for nearly half the night, Torim approached the guard. “Thank you. We never would have been free without you, or you,” she added with a nod to his brother.

The guard bowed his head in acknowledgement. “We would not have gotten out without her,” he said, jerking his head toward Hillel. “We still don’t know what to call each other. I'm Harek. I was once a soldier in the king’s legion. My brother is called Sarfek.”

“I'm Torim,” she replied.

Harek indicated Hillel with his eyes. “Do you know her name?”

Torim smiled as she watched Hillel’s back. “She is the Asherah,” Torim proclaimed, “and she will save us all.”
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It was small, much too small for twenty-four adults, but to the survivors it was as fine as any palace. There were cots against the wall, chairs to sit upon instead of the floor, and several baskets of clothing off to the side. A wide wooden table, heaped with bread and fruit, took up most of the interior. Miraculously, the cottage held everything the survivors needed, but Hillel had stopped believing in miracles some time ago.

“How did you come by this cottage?” Hillel demanded of the magic handler, who she now knew was called Sarfek. “Is this some sort of a trap?” 

“This is a gift from Rahlle,” Sarfek replied. “He has seen that the king must be dethroned. He is hoping that you, Asherah, will accomplish this.”

Hillel glared at Torim; by the time she learned that Torim had named her Asherah, the entire group was calling her Asherah and there was no convincing them otherwise. She returned her attention to Sarfek, who shrank from her icy stare.

“You speak to Rahlle,” she stated. "The king's sorcerer."

“Rahlle speaks to me,” he corrected. “He is mad as they say, and I doubt he would notice me if I were standing in front of his nose.”

“If Rahlle spoke to you, why did he not free you?” Hillel pressed. “Why would he let us remain in our torment when he could just wave his mighty hand and end it?”

“Rahlle has sworn fealty to Sahlgren; he cannot act against him,” Sarfek replied. 

Hillel pursed her lips as she considered Sarfek’s answer; she knew, as did every Parthian, that Rahlle was an ancient and powerful sorcerer, one of Olluhm and Cydia’s original twelve children, each so great in their power that they were treated as gods themselves. Their divine parents feared what would happen when the orginal twelve mingled with their descendants, for gods were never meant to walk amongst those who were earthbound. As such, the children were bound to serve the rulers of Parthalan, and unable to act against them.

It seems they forgot to put such a restraint upon the kings, Hillel thought bitterly, then said, “You’re saying that Rahlle remains bound to the king, just as the gods decreed.” Sarfek nodded. “If he is, then why speak to you, why give us this cottage? Is that not acting against the king? His actions make no sense.”

“These are questions for Rahlle, not I,” Sarfek replied as he helped himself to the food. Hillel moved to continue her interrogation, but Torim stayed her with a hand on her elbow.

“Can we not just accept this small piece of fortune?” Torim asked. Hillel looked from Torim to the rest of the survivors, all of whom were watching her exchange with Sarfek; they’d gone so far as to put down their food.  She knew they were starved, weary, and possibly dying from their wounds, but still they waited on her word.  

“It must bode well that the Master Sorcerer favors us,” Hillel said, and the tension abated. Some descended upon the food, stuffing themselves until they could no longer speak or move, while others crawled on to the cots and succumbed to sleep untroubled by demons. Still more searched for clothing, rifling through the baskets as they searched for items untainted by their long imprisonment. Hillel looked at her slave’s garb: it was filthy and torn, caked with blood, and decided that she must shed her outer appearance before she slaked her hunger. 

As Hillel approached the baskets of clothing, the rest made way for her. This supposed leadership has its advantages, she mused as she selected a tunic and leggings, and sturdy leather boots. She was about to discard her ruined shift in favor of her new clothing, when she turned to Sarfek.

“Is there someplace to bathe?” Hillel asked Sarfek, and he replied through mouthfuls of food that there was a stream nearby.  Once he swallowed, he went on to say that it emptied into a pool just past the tree line. Armed with basic directions, Hillel found a cake of soap and left to have her first bath in longer than she cared to consider.

Sarfek’s directions left much to be desired; nevertheless, Hillel soon stood in upon the edge of the most inviting body of water she had ever seen. She shed her filthy dress, silently promising to burn it lest it disgrace her flesh again, and stuck a toe in the pool. It was cold, so cold she jumped back before gathering her resolve and flinging herself into the icy water. The small cuts on her feet and the larger wounds across her back and abdomen protested the cold, but her bruises and calluses welcomed it. Hillel made her way to the center of the pool where the water nearly reached her neck, then floated upon the surface, bobbing along with the water lilies.

“If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were a water sprite.”

Hillel opened her eyes as Torim entered the pool, showing none of the hesitation Hillel had as she submerged herself in the cold water. Torim surfaced and made her way to her friend, cake of soap in hand. 

“I brought more soap,” Torim said. “I fear we may be too filthy for just the one.” She swam toward the opposite edge of the pool. Torim climbed onto a boulder along the edge of the water, and with her golden brown hair plastered against her head and water droplets clinging to her thick lashes, she graced Hillel with a grin that shone like the suns. Hillel could not remember the last time she saw Torim smile—indeed, if she had ever seen her smile—and as the grin reached her eyes, Hillel thought that she had never beheld a lovelier sight. 

They remained at the pool until the child sun rose, scraping away untold moons of grime, then they set about tending each other’s wounds. Hillel thought it odd that none of the others came to the pool to wash, to which Torim offered the answer.

“Harek sent them to wash downstream,” Torim explained. “He wanted you to have your privacy.” 

Hillel laughed; after what the demons had done to her she felt that modesty was a luxury she could no longer afford. “And you just barged in on me,” Hillel teased while she gently tugged at a knot in Torim’s hair. They sat upon the grassy shore, trying to salvage as much of their tangled tresses as they could. Luckily, the cottage had been stocked with combs as well as with food and clothing.

“Someone had to wash your back,” Torim answered. She grimaced as Hillel raked the comb through her hair, only to snap off a few of its teeth. Hillel sighed and began to cut the out the snarl.

Now clean, Torim’s golden tresses reflected the light as if they had been polished, and had dried against her back in heavy waves. Hillel regretted every strand she cut as if she was severing rays from the sun. “It’s a shame to have to cut this.”

“Worry not about something as insignificant as hair,” Torim chided as she turned to face her friend. “You did it. You freed us all.”

“I didn’t do it alone,” Hillel reminded her. “I couldn’t have done it without you.” She grasped Torim’s hand and held it against her heart. “I mean it, Torim. If you hadn’t befriended Harek, if he hadn’t taken pity on us…” Hillel’s voice trailed off as she recalled their too-recent torment. “I shudder to think what would have become of us.”

Torim’s only answer was to nestle herself against Hillel’s shoulder, and for a time the two sat together as they had on many occasions. “It is unusual, isn’t it?” Torim asked after a time.

“What is?”

“This lack of fear,” Torim answered. “Fear has been my constant companion for so long, I almost feel for its loss.”

“I don't,” Hillel proclaimed. “Now that we know we can kill the demons, I'll never fear them again.”

 








  
  

Chapter Six
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Two days after their outing to the meadow Caol’nir woke with a smile on his face, having dreamt of a pair of deep blue eyes. At length he rose, and made his way to the hearth. Once the fire was blazing, Caol’nir sat back in his chair and rubbed the bruises on his arms, evidence of Alluria’s slender fingers gripping him, and wondered if he could spirit her from the palace a second time. When he raised his head, a sparkling object caught his eye; it was Alluria’s jeweled barrette, resting on the ledge where he’d placed it two short days ago. 

He picked up the clasp and held it for a moment; then he remembered the prior morning, when he had given the herbs to Alluria.  Nothing had been amiss in her appearance, and her hair was restrained as always, however he had only seen her for a brief moment before Fiornacht appeared and gave him a new assignment. Caol’nir had wondered if his brother suspected their venture, but dismissed the thought. Fiornacht liked nothing more than the sound of his own voice, and that was likely all there was to it.

Caol’nir dressed quickly, worried that Alluria might be reprimanded for not wearing the proper attire. As he made his way across the palace, he was pleased to see his brothers enter the Prelate’s chamber. While they were occupied with their father, he could hope for a few moments alone with Alluria. He was so intent on his journey he mistakenly entered the temple from the eastern door used for the binding ceremony, which unites those in love.

“Sometimes the heart makes itself known when the head would quiet it.”

Caol’nir spun around to the source of the voice, and found the king’s sorcerer, Rahlle. As the last of the original fae, first born of the gods and far older than even King Sahlgren, his great power and prophetic visions were balanced by the occasional bout of madness.

“My lord?” Caol’nir inquired, unsure if Rahlle was speaking to him or just walking about the palace rambling away as he was wont to do.

“Your heart, boy,” Rahlle replied, “it’s trying to get you to come to your senses. All you need do is listen.” With that, the sorcerer turned and left, fading to nothingness as he hobbled down the corridor.

Caol’nir shook his head, unsure if he'd had a brush with greatness or lunacy. He looked about the temple, grateful that no one else had witnessed his entrance, and found Alluria in the central chamber, quietly sorting herbs with her sister priestesses. Caol’nir caught her eye and she motioned for him to follow her to the small rooms at the rear of the temple, which was reserved for patrons requiring private counsel. Once inside the room, Alluria knelt on the floor and gestured for Caol’nir to take the chair before her. 

“What brings my herb-gathering warrior to temple this day?” she asked brightly. 

“The plants you were sorting, are they the ones I brought you?”

“Yes,” she replied. “I must say, the others are quite impressed by the quality of the herbs you obtained for me. You may receive more requests for your services—however, please try not to crush them so badly,” she added with a smile. 

“My companion, she wasn’t accustomed to being on horseback,” he explained, grinning as he remembered how she had clung to him while the bundle rested on her lap. “She didn’t mean to damage your sticks and leaves.”

“Perhaps, if you take her to gather herbs again, she’ll be more cautious.”

“Perhaps,” he replied, enjoying their gentle banter. He then remembered the object in his hand.

“I came to return this to you,” he said as he held out the clasp. “I found it in my chamber.” Alluria’s gaze settled on the object, and she drew free the ribbon from her hair.  Caol’nir saw that the ribbon was the one he had created and tied about her wrist.

“Thank you, for bringing this to me” she said softly. "I'd thought I'd lost it." She looked at him with an expression he couldn’t quite place, a mixture of gratitude and longing that made Caol’nir’s heart ache. He became acutely aware of the fact that they were alone, that it was forbidden for any man to look upon one of Olluhm’s women with lust in his heart, and that he could not deny how he yearned for her.

“I should go,” he said suddenly as he rose to his feet. Alluria also moved to rise, and Caol’nir offered his hand. To his surprise she accepted it, and once she had pulled herself up she stood a mere finger’s breadth from him, her eyes staring into his. He snatched away his hand.

“You cannot be so casual with me,” he hissed. “I won’t risk you being reprimanded, or worse, because of my foolishness!” 

Alluria shrank back and bent her head. “I’m sorry,” she said, staring at the floor. “I think…I think I became accustomed to you, after being with you at the meadow. Forgive me.”

“Please don’t be sad,” he said softly, “I’m not angry with you, only with myself for putting you in such a situation. Alluria, look at me.” Her gaze remained on the floor, so he tilted her chin upward. Unable to resist her soft skin, he traced her cheekbone with his thumb.

“You may touch me, but I cannot touch you?” she asked, arching her brows. “What rules do you abide by, warrior?”

“If I’m seen touching you, it’s my head that will roll, not yours,” he replied. He'd meant to comfort her, and reassure her that he would not let her shoulder any of the blame for their encounters. Instead, her eyes hardened as she grabbed the front of his jerkin with such force she pulled it open, and dragged his face close to hers.

“They will not harm you,” she said, her fierceness taking them both by surprise. “I would not allow it.” Alluria twined her fingers in the thick cords that fastened his jerkin and leaned her forehead against his chest. Caol’nir, far more distraught at the thought of Alluria being upset than any possible punishments, placed his arms about her shoulders. She sobbed, and he stroked her hair.

“Hush,” He said, his face buried in her shining hair. “No one will harm either of us, you have my word.” Alluria clutched Caol’nir’s arms, and he felt tears against his skin. “Dea comora, don’t cry. You know you’re safe with me.” 

“I don’t know why I’m weeping,” she whispered. “I was so happy to see you this morning, happy to have you return my clasp to me….” They held each other for long moments before she raised her head. Her eyes shone as if ablaze with blue fire, her cheeks wet with tears. “I must look like a fool,” she said as she dabbed at her eyes.

“If you weren’t a priestess, I’d kiss your tears away.” He wiped her cheek with his thumb.

“Then for the second time in as many days, I regret taking my vows,” she said, holding his gaze until he could no longer bear it. Caol’nir drew her back to his chest, this time holding her as tightly as he dared while he wished they were somewhere, anywhere but in the Great Temple of Teg’urnan.

“How long before you’re missed?” he asked, at length.

“Not long,” she replied. “Why? Are we off to the meadow again?”

“Not today, but hopefully soon,” he replied. He didn’t tell her that he needed to be close to her, more so since they had been to the meadow. In truth, he would have taken her that instant if Fiornacht hadn’t already suspected them.

“Maybe you’ll teach me to ride a horse.”

“The most patient horse master in Parthalan couldn’t teach you to ride,” he retorted. He felt her laugh against his chest, and smiled as he wound his fingers into her hair. “My lady, you may always ride with me.”

Alluria raised her head and smiled, then she wiped her eyes and straightened her robes. “I must return,” she apologized. “Do I look like I’ve been crying?”

“You’re beautiful, as always,” he replied, and to his great delight she blushed. Caol’nir realized that he still clutched her clasp, so he pulled back her hair and fastened the jeweled bar at the crown of her head. “I regret to tell you, I may not be able to see you for a time.” He drew her hair between his fingers. “My brother, he suspects there is something between us.”

“Why ever would he think that?” she asked. “Fiornacht is more bother than brother, if you ask me,” Alluria observed as she tied the blue ribbon about his wrist. “So you will think of me whenever you see it.” 

Caol’nir took both her hands in his and kissed her knuckles, then turned them over and kissed her wrists. “Be assured, my lady, I am always thinking of you.” Before Alluria could speak someone called her name, and she frantically looked to him. “Go,” he whispered, and Alluria darted from the room. Caol’nir leaned against the doorframe as he watched her bare feet disappear around a corner, and then he turned to exit in the other direction. Once Caol’nir was outside the temple, he almost bumped into Rahlle.

“The heart knows,” intoned the sorcerer, once more fading into the mist.

“The heart knows what?” 

Caol’nir turned and saw Fiornacht glowering at him. “What did he mean, little brother?” Fiornacht demanded.

“Rahlle himself doesn’t know what he means,” Caol’nir mumbled. “He wanders the palace, rambling on to whoever will listen to him.”

Fiornacht glared at his brother, his gaze settling on Caol’nir’s open jerkin and tear-stained chest. “I’ve seen you look at her. I’ll not have you disgrace our family.”

Caol’nir opened his mouth to reply, then closed it. If he tried disputing Fiornacht’s words the two of them would end up in an argument, and he knew their voices would carry into the temple. Where Alluria would hear them.

“Yes, brother. I won’t.” With that, Caol’nir bowed his head and walked away, leaving Fiornacht alone before the temple door.








  
  

Chapter Seven


Alluria speaks
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Gods, what is wrong with me? All Caol’nir said was that he would not let me be punished if we were seen, and in the next instant I became a raving madwoman, only to cry in his arms the next. He must think I’ve gone mad, running the extent of emotions in the space of a few heartbeats. 

I must say, I thought I was insane the way I grabbed his shirt and pulled him toward me. I cannot explain why I did it, other than I have never felt so…strongly. And then these ridiculous emotions overwhelmed me and I wept like a baby. If any other man had seen me cry I would have fled from the room to wallow in shame, for what priestess would ever allow herself to be so vulnerable before a man? But the way Caol’nir held me, the way he stroked my hair and told me that we would both be safe…well, I’ve never felt as safe in all my life as when he holds me.

Then he called me sweetheart and my heart sang, and he said that he wanted to kiss my tears away and I so desperately wanted to let him. Just once, I would like to have the luxury of being a normal woman, with normal desires, who may kiss whomever she wished. Of course, I would only wish for Caol’nir.

I shook my head, confused and irritated by the thoughts that coursed through it. I set out to locate the one sister who would understand my plight: Alyon. She made no secret of the fact that she had taken lovers, and yet she had escaped all punishment. I found her alone in her cell, and she smiled as I explained my dilemma. 

“Little Alluria, caught up in love’s web,” she said, not unkindly. “So Caol’nir is as smitten as the rumors say.”

I glanced sharply at her, then relaxed my gaze. I could deny that it was Caol’nir of whom I spoke, but to what end? “Yes, and I may have become smitten in return.” She was silent, and I asked her my real question. “How is it that you may take lovers without fear of being chastised?”

“Ah, an accident of fate,” she replied. “I was born barren, so Olluhm wouldn’t accept me as his mate. That's why I was always called upon to perform the fertility rites; my coupling with a priest meant that no other sister need break her vows.” She laughed shortly. “A barren woman, ensuring the lands fecundity! It’s a wonder we haven’t starved!”

I smiled at her self-depreciating comment, but she hadn’t answered my questions. “So Atreynha allowed your encounters?”

“She had no choice. I’m not the god’s mate; I may lie with whomever I choose.” She regarded me for a moment, and her nature became grave. “It will be different for you, since you were accepted.”

“But Olluhm hasn’t claimed me,” I protested. “You know that. I'm no one’s mate.” I looked at my hands and wondered if it was my destiny to be forgotten, forsaken Alluria. Alyon took pity on me, and offered what advice she could.

“I will tell you this, little sister,” she began, “many, many priestesses take lovers, not just those of us who are barren. And no, Olluhm won’t strike you or Caol’nir dead if he touches you, but then I assume you’ve already learned that.” I protested but she held up her hand. “Say what you’d like, but I know enough of these matters to realize he’s touched you somewhat more than is proper.” Sufficiently abashed, I shut my mouth and let her continue. “Also realize that if you decide to pursue something with him, he has his own oaths to consider.”

“And his oaths were sworn to the Prelate,” I finished. Caol’nir’s father, whom I could never ask him to betray. “What should I do?” 

Alyon grasped my hand, and smiled at me. “I think you should be careful. You may just be infatuated with him, or with the idea of taking a lover, as he may be with you. Do not throw away all you’ve learned for this man unless you’re sure that what you feel is real. Remember, if you choose to leave the temple you cannot return.” I was acutely aware of that, and it was one of my fears. What if I did leave the only life I'd ever known expecting Caol’nir to love me and me alone, and I was wrong?  

“And…if it is real?” I asked, for I so desperately wanted it to be.

“Then you should speak with Atreynha. She would help you in anything you wanted to accomplish, even leaving the temple.”

I thanked Alyon, and assured her that I would wait at least a moon, maybe more, before I made up my mind about Caol’nir. In that time, we will have gone to the meadow again; well, if he keeps his word we will go again. I hoped he would.

We began to speak of lighter topics when a new question came to the forefront of my mind. “Will you perform the fertility rites here?”

“Sarelle has decreed them unnecessary, since there are no crops grown nearby. And there are no priests in the Great Temple, anyway.” Alyon eyed me for a moment, then asked a question of her own. “Do you find it odd that while all the priestesses were relocated to Teg’urnan, the men were left behind?”

“Yes. It is passing strange.”








  
  

Chapter Eight


Hillel speaks
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I may as well call myself Asherah now. It’s what everyone else is calling me, thanks to Torim. When I try to correct them, they just smile and say I’m being modest, calling myself by such a mundane name as Hillel (after all, Hillel means cloud, and one can hardly be more common than that), and they go on about their way.

We spent our first free day, and the next, at the tiny cottage, which retained its palatial feel compared to the tiny, filthy cells we were used to. On the third morning, Harek and I climbed a nearby hill to survey the area. While we couldn't find evidence of us being pursued, we still made the decision to move on. North was our chosen direction, for no better reason than we were already north of Teg’urnan and it somehow made sense to continue on that path. We descended and informed the others, and after we had packed up every morsel of food and item that could be carried, we left Rahlle’s most generous gift behind.

Our journey north was neither calm nor swift, and we continued our nomadic existence for nearly three seasons. I had been amazed to learn that there were more such slave camps (Harek later told me they were called dojas). My amazement was quickly replaced by determination to burn them all to the ground. We rescued nearly all of the slaves from the first two; sadly, the third camp we encountered held less than twenty women, all of them used without care or mercy. By their leave, I slit their throats and burned them with what dignity we could manage. After the nightmare that was the third doja, the others began calling me Asherah the Ruthless.

The fourth doja was the largest yet, with more than one hundred fae enslaved to vermin. It was also the most difficult fight we'd yet encountered, and we liberated only thirty. Our bittersweet victory was tempered by the fifth doja, where we rescued all sixty of the captive fae. The seventh and the eighth were much the same, as was the next, and the next, until they formed a blur across my memory. While each and every individual was offered the opportunity to take what provisions they needed and a map to their home, invariably they chose to remain with us. In time, our ranks swelled from twenty-four bedraggled survivors to hundreds of rescued fae. 

Now, as the lot of us trudged northward, the question remained: where in the north were we ultimately going? Rahlle still left gifts of cottages along our path, filled with food and supplies in quantities that always matched our ever-growing ranks, but I wondered how long his generosity would last. I considered heading to the north and west to the land of the dark fae, our brethren. Yet (if such tales were to be believed) our great and noble King Sahlgren, the very bastard who had ordered our enslavement, was of the dark fae. 

That was reason enough to avoid them, for who knew if this demonic pact wasn’t a means for the dark fae to usurp Parthalan for themselves? The legends say that Nibika’al, the goddess of night, had grown jealous of Cydia’s beauty, and the beauty of her children, and conspired to seduce Olluhm away from Cydia’s bed. Nibika’al succeeded, and thus the dark fae were born of night’s union with the sun. Some said that the dark fae had inherited their mother’s jealous tendencies and coveted all that Parthalan held dear. Rather than attempting to seek refuge with our distant cousins we continued northward, guided by Harek’s excellent navigational skills and maps that Rahlle thoughtfully provided, only veering off course to burn more of those cursed dojas to the ground. 

Winter fast approached, we were so far to the north I worried that we would not be able to find adequate shelter for our ever-growing numbers. Some of the survivors were still healing from their torture and couldn’t camp outdoors, and I didn’t want to rely on Rahlle’s generosity to feed and shelter us all. What if we suddenly fell from his favor?

Yet another reason made me want to find my own solution instead of continuing to rely on our benefactor; no longer merely the survivors, the rescued had become my people. While I will never understand why they saw me as their leader in the first place, I had nevertheless accepted the charge, and I was now honor-bound to guide them safely through this land.

 One morning I watched as the elder sun greeted the earth, and wondered aloud where we were to find shelter before the cold season found us.

“Why don’t we go to the elves?” Harek asked. I hadn’t realized he was standing there, and I wondered how much of my disjointed rambling he had been privy to.

“Elves?”

“Yes,” he replied. He crouched low and drew a crude map of Parthalan’s northern border in the dirt with a stick. “The elflands are just beyond this valley. Here is the Seat of the elf king, and here is the southern keep,” he added, using small stones to mark their locations. “While the elves are allies with Sahlgren, I doubt they’re involved in the dojas.”

I studied the faint scratches and considered his words. We had nothing to lose by approaching the elves for asylum; the worst they could do was turn us away.  If they did, we could continue north and leave behind the lands of elf and fae alike. However, I suspected Harek’s true motivation.

“You mean to ask the elf king to rally against Sahlgren?” I asked. The elves were renowned as warriors, their skill and cunning making them so formidable that would-be opponents usually surrendered rather than engaged. As such, their borders had never been breached by the mordeth-gall, a fact the elves were more than proud of.

“Have you a better plan?” Harek countered. 

“Why would the elves bother to get involved in fae business?” I pressed. “It would be wiser for them to remain safe behind their borders.”

“Do you think Ehkron cares where the border lies?” Harek retorted. “Elves can be enslaved just as fae can, and the horrors no less wretched.”

“Very well,” I said. “We go to the elves.”

Onward we went, burning more and more dojas until I wondered if any fae were left at liberty in Parthalan. As our numbers continued to swell, another phenomenon occurred, one that always happens when a large number of people spend their days together: the former slaves began to pair off and seek cozy, secluded spots to while away the night. 

At first, I was shocked that they would be so bold, then amazed that these women wanted to engage in the act of love at all. I couldn’t imagine a man’s skin against mine—the very thought turned my skin cold and clammy—yet these women practically leapt into bed with whatever warm man would have them. I confided my thoughts to Torim, and she laughed at me.

“They're reminding themselves that they're alive,” she replied softly, “in the simplest way possible.” We were nestled deep within our bedroll; her touch I did not mind. Rather, I welcomed it as one parched would welcome a rainstorm.

“But how can they want that?” I asked. “Inviting a man’s touch after what was done to us…” My voice trailed off as I spied a solitary figure across the fire. “Harek remains alone.”

“I believe there is a special reason for that,” Torim whispered, her eyes glinting. “I’ve spoken with some of the other women, and it seems that our captors went to great lengths to make sure we only bore their whelps.”

“What do you mean?” I could not imagine what she was hinting at. What did they need to do other than confine us in a tiny cell and chain us to the floor as they violated us?

“Many of the guards were unmanned,” Torim replied. “Not all, but a fair few.”

“Ah.” My gaze returned to the lone silhouette of Harek as I considered this revelation. “That certainly explains a few things.”

Torim grabbed a section of my hair and twined it with hers. “You as pale as the stars, I as golden as the sun,” she murmured in a singsong voice. It had a familiar feel to it, as if it was a song I’d learned long ago…meaning in that hazy time before I was captured, when I imagined that I had a family who cared about me and wondered if I still lived.

Or, maybe I’d never been anything but a slave.

“Hillel.”

Torim’s soft voice snapped me free of my reverie, and as my memories faded away I was met by her soft brown gaze. In that moment she reminded me of nothing so much as a fawn, with her large, innocent brown eyes and golden hair, and I wanted nothing more than to protect her. That overwhelming protectiveness is what made me wonder if I had known Torim before our enslavement; at times, it even made me wonder if she was my child. 

“If you question the state of Harek’s manhood, I’m sure he’d oblige you with an answer,” Torim said, loudly enough for Harek to look towards us. 

“I’d like nothing less,” I murmured. Torim sat up and stretched, the blankets falling away from her torso as she arched her back. The moonlight outlined her small waist and taut breasts, and I felt a familiar warmth in my belly. 

No, not my child, I thought as I wrapped my arms around her. Torim was pliant in my arms and let me drag her deeply into the blankets.

“What are you thinking?” she asked softly.

“About the elves,” I replied. “What do you think we’ll find there?”

“Help,” she replied confidently. “Help, and hope.

 








  
  

Chapter Nine
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Despite his misgivings, Caol’nir was true to his word. He took Alluria to the meadow so often the palace buzzed with gossip concerning the Prelate’s son and his mysterious saffira. Caol’nir did nothing to stem the flow of rumors, and to those who dared to ask him the name of his lover he demurred, claiming that she was modest and wouldn’t like such attention. What no one realized was the truth of his words.

Summer’s heat gave way to autumn’s chill, and still no one knew the identity of Caol’nir’s saffira, least of all his brothers. Caol’nir contemplated this fact as he watched Alluria sort the few herbs they had gathered that day.

“We collected very little today,” Caol’nir observed as he helped her organize the meager pile.

“Yes, they typically die back as autumn approaches.” Caol’nir almost asked her why they had bothered to take such risks when she might not even obtain what she needed, when Alluria looked up from her work. “I would have told you, but I’ve so come to enjoy these outings. As soon as you return me to the temple, I find myself looking forward to the next.” Caol’nir reached across the mound of plants and gently squeezed her fingers.

“Then we will continue to comb this meadow for your plants, and once we have rendered it barren we will move on to the next.” She returned his smile, and Caol’nir silently thanked the gods for bringing Alluria into his life. After long moments, she withdrew her hand and resumed sorting their measly haul.

“Fiornacht seems to be harassing you less and less,” she mentioned, if only to fill the silence. “Has he finally decided that you won’t disgrace him?”

“Thanks to your lovely dress he thinks I’m bedding one saffira after the other,” he replied, nodding at the garment Alluria donned for their outings, “and while he still finds that disgraceful, it’s much more acceptable than spending time with a priestess.”

“Your brother doesn’t even know you. You would never harm one you’re sworn to protect,” Alluria muttered. “Why is he so hard on you?”

“He misses our mother, and he blames Caol’non and me for her death.” Alluria said nothing aloud, but her compassionate, inquisitive eyes made him continue. “When my brother and I were born it was hard on her; she was a small woman, and my father says she never properly recovered. A few winters later, the spring thaw came late and Teg’urnan saw snow for the first time in centuries. She was too frail to withstand the cold, and the healers couldn’t save her.” His voice trailed off. Alluria put down her bundles of herbs and took Caol’nir’s hand in both of hers. 

“Do you remember her?” she asked softly as she traced patterns across his palm. 

“I do,” Caol’nir replied. “She was kind and generous, and she smiled often.”

“I’d smile often as well, if I was blessed with a son like you.” Caol’nir nodded, but still didn’t meet her eyes. “How was she called?”

“Iseult,” he replied.

“Meadow,” Alluria stated, translating his mother’s name from the old language. “Then it is fitting that we speak of her here, now.”

“Her eyes were green like a meadow in spring,” he explained. 

“Like yours?”

“Like mine.”

“I would have described them as leaf green,” she said, but Caol’nir didn’t acknowledge her remark. “You cannot hold yourself responsible for something the gods chose to do. To call your mother home was their choice, no one else’s.”

 He nodded slightly. “My head realizes this. My heart…my heart just knows that she’s gone.” 

Alluria pushed the herbs aside and knelt in front of Caol’nir, placing her palms against his cheeks. “It’s one thing to grieve, another to shoulder blame when you’ve done no wrong. I absolve you of your guilt, Caol’nir.” She held his gaze, and again he felt himself falling into her endless blue eyes. “Your mother smiles upon you still, and she wants your heart to be light.” 

Caol’nir drew Alluria against his chest, and she melted into his arms. It was the first time he held her since the day he returned her jeweled hair clasp. She knew that Fiornacht watched the both of them closely, and that Caol’nir didn’t want to give his brother any cause to suspect Alluria of compromising her vows. Now, as he took her into his arms, she wondered if he could ever let go.

Indeed, Caol’nir held her so tightly she could hardly breathe, and as Alluria shifted against him he fell backward to the ground. They laughed as the grass in the once-lush meadow, now brown thanks to autumn’s chill, crunched beneath them. 

“Dea comora,” he said as he tucked her hair behind her ear, “she who knocks me to the ground with her embrace.”

“I suppose I don’t know my own strength,” Alluria said as she pillowed her head on Caol’nir’s chest and gazed up at him.

“You’re so lovely,” he murmured as he stroked her hair. Alluria looked away, hiding against his jerkin. 

“I look like every other priestess,” she began, but Caol’nir hushed her as he tilted her chin up to face him.

“No, you don’t,” he said. “The rest all look the same but you…I could look at you until the end of time.”

“Is that why you continue to put up with me?” Alluria asked in a small voice.

“Rihka, all this time I thought you were putting up with me!” Alluria laughed, and tucked her face against his neck. Caol’nir ran his hands down her back, pausing when he reached the curve of her hips. His hands were on her waist often—for how else was he to get her on and off the horse?—but now that she was lying atop his chest… Caol’nir kept one hand at the small of her back while he brought the other up to cradle her head as he rolled to his side. 

“You never pull away,” he murmured as he wound his fingers into her hair. 

“I like it when you hold me,” she said softly. “You haven’t in so long...I thought you couldn’t, because of your oath.”

“I know better,” he admitted. “Somehow, you make me forget.” The thick braid of Caol’nir’s hair had fallen over his shoulder, and Alluria busied herself with studying the tufted end when she spoke.

“I forget, as well.” She hid her face against the hollow of his throat. 

“What would Sarelle say if she caught us?” Caol’nir asked at length.

“I don’t care,” Alluria proclaimed, her voice muffled by his chest. “Let her be indignant and cruel and miserable. I know the truth, and that’s all that matters to me.”

“And what is that truth?”

“That when you hold me, I wish I wasn't a priestess.” 

Caol’nir shut his eyes as he buried his face in her hair. “You make me wish I wasn’t sworn to keep you chaste.” Alluria’s breath caught in her throat. “I’m sorry,” he said as he withdrew from her. “I shouldn’t say such things.” He stood and walked a few paces from her in a futile attempt to clear his head as Alluria gathered the herbs into a sack. Wordlessly they walked to their horse; once Caol’nir had stowed the herbs, he turned to lift her onto the saddle.

“I need to teach you how to mount a horse,” he said as he put his hands on her waist.

“What’s wrong with mounting this way?” Alluria asked as she draped her arms around his neck. Caol’nir did not respond, and gently placed her upon the saddle. As he took his seat behind her, she settled her body against him.

“Caol’nir?”

“Mmm?”

“Thank you.” She didn’t elaborate, and Caol’nir didn’t ask what specifically she was thanking him for. Instead, he wrapped his arm about her as he coaxed the horse to a gentle trot.

“You are very welcome, rihka.”




      [image: ]Once they were within the palace walls, they swiftly made their way to Caol’nir’s chamber. It was by far the riskiest part of their outings, but it was as necessary as it was dangerous. Alluria could not keep the scullion’s dress and shoes in her cell, nor could she just appear in the temple with a bundle of freshly gathered herbs. Therefore, Caol’nir always kept the herbs and brought them to temple the next morning. 

Alluria was thoughtful as she donned her sacred robes, her mind centered on her growing affection for Caol’nir. She had always assumed that he would eventually lose interest in her and move on to one he could openly love, but he was nothing if not loyal to his priestess. In fact, the only talk about the palace concerning Caol’nir and a woman was speculation as to which saffira he was constantly riding off with. 

That news had made her heart light, so light that she had finally garnered enough courage to ask him why he bothered with her; when he replied, he made it seem as if she was doing Caol’nir the favor. Then he admitted his inner thoughts, and Alluria wondered if she had not acted so shocked if he would have gone on to say that he loved her…

She laughed silently, for here she was assuming that Caol’nir loved her when neither had spoken the word aloud. Yet she knew she loved him, and the notion filled her as much with sadness as happiness. Her frustration nearly got the better of her, and she had half a mind to leave her robes where they lay and throw herself at Caol’nir, to declare her love for him and demand that he claim her. 

Caol’nir would never do that, she thought as she fastened her robe, he values his oath too highly. Alluria sighed, for his sense of honor was one of the aspects she loved best about him, and she resolved to remain silent. She cleared her throat, thus letting Caol’nir know that she was attired. He turned around as she pulled her hair back.

“Wait,” he said, “I have something for you.” He retreated to the rear of his chamber, and returned with a mirror he placed on the ledge above the hearth. “For your hair, when comb it,” he said by way of explanation.

“Thank you,” she said, “you’re very kind to me.” She beamed at him, appreciating the many ways he sought ways to make her happy. Caol’nir merely nodded as he retrieved her scullion’s dress.

“I’ll need to get you a warmer dress for the winter,” he said almost to himself, “and a woolen cloak.”

“I always wear your cloak.”

“Then what am I to wear?” he asked, and she laughed. “You’ll need boots, as well.” Caol’nir retrieved a knotted cord and a scrap of parchment, then he knelt on the floor and took one of Alluria’s bare feet in his lap. He proceeded to measure its length and width, then he wrapped the cord about her ankle and then her calf, all the while making careful notes on the parchment. She watched in mute fascination as he measured first one foot, and then picked up the other.

“Are boots so specific to their owners?” she asked, for she had assumed he would merely filch a pair as he had done with her dress.

“Good boots are,” he replied. “I’ll have these specially made for you.”

“Won’t that be costly?”

“I receive a stipend from the king,” he answered. “As do all of the con’dehr.”

“Caol’nir, no,” she protested, and he looked up from his task. “You’ve earned your coin; don’t waste it on me.” 

“If I’ve earned it, I will spend it where I wish,” he replied as he stroked her ankle. “And, I can’t return you to temple with frostbitten toes.” She smiled, and Caol’nir resumed measuring her foot. Caol’nir remarked that her feet were cold, and mumbled that he would get the kindling, when Alluria raised her hand and uttered a few words. Before Caol’nir’s eyes, a fire sprang to life in the hearth.

“Is there no limit to your talents?” he asked.

“It’s not so hard,” Alluria replied. She always said that when she did something amazing. “I can teach you, if you’d like.” 

“Then instead of gathering herbs we can sit before the fire and you will teach me spells,” he said as he resumed measuring her foot. “A pleasant way to spend the winter.”

“It will take all winter to teach a warrior the finer points of magic.” 

Caol’nir grinned, then he gripped her ankle and tickled her foot. 

“Stop!” she shouted as she tried to yank her foot away, but she was no match for Caol’nir’s strength. “Caol’nir, no more!” Finally, he heeded her words and ended her torment, but did not release her ankle.

“That will teach you to tease a warrior,” he said as he rubbed her sole. Alluria laughed again, her flushed cheeks scarlet in the firelight. He moved to measure her calf but his light touch made her jump.

“Try it again and you’ll be sorry,” she said as she jerked back her leg, but to no avail. Caol’nir pulled her toward him, sliding her across the smooth stone floor until he loomed over her.

“What will you do, tie me up in pretty ribbons?” he challenged, glowering down at her. Alluria’s elbow slipped but Caol’nir thrust his hand underneath her back, and she grabbed the front of his jerkin. Once Alluria realized she was steady, she let him guide her to a sitting position.

“Thank you, for catching me,” she said softly.  

“I'll never let anything hurt you,” he said as he squeezed her hand. 

“Do you promise?” Alluria asked, her eyes wide as a child’s.

“I do,” he proclaimed as he pressed her fingers to his lips. “No one in Parthalan is as safe as you.” He reached out to embrace her, then let his hands fall to his sides. 

“I need to return you to temple,” he said, getting to his feet. “We’ve stayed here too long.” Alluria nodded, and rose as well. Caol’nir carefully folded the parchment with her measurements and said he would speak with the cobbler later that day.

“Caol’nir, I’m serious,” she said. “I don’t want you to waste what you’ve earned on me.”

“You'll need the boots, so it’s not a waste,” he said firmly. She crossed her arms over her chest and pursed her lips. “Alluria, just let me do this for you,” he implored. “I only want you to be warm. Is that so wrong?”

“I suppose not,” she replied. She watched the emotions play across his face, and knew he wanted to do so much for her, so much more than their situation would allow. “Why do you always go out of your way for me?” she asked. Caol’nir stroked her cheek before he replied.

“I think you know why.”




      [image: ]The next morning Caol’nir arrived at the Great Temple shortly after the child sun rose, only staying long enough to hand over the bundle of herbs to Alluria. He made a point of apologizing for the small amount of plants, then flashed her that grin of his as he mentioned that he had found a new meadow that teemed with everything she sought. 

Alluria hid her smile as she brought the herbs to the sorting table, remembering how Caol’nir had gently stroked her hair, his arms about her as they lay together in the meadow. She knew that the entire temple wondered why she let him dote on her, but she no longer cared what the others thought. Further, she had long since grown tired of the constant staring she had endured since she arrived at this wretched palace, and hoped her sisters would grow weary of her presence and petition Sarelle to send her back east.

And Caol’nir would accompany me as my guard… She smiled as she carefully emptied the bundle onto the table and set about examining the plants. 

“Would you like some help?”

Alluria turned to see one of the younger priestesses, a shy girl called Keena, approach her. Alluria nodded, grateful for the companionship. As Keena set about sorting and organizing the plants, Alluria could not tear her eyes from her midsection.

“Do you know, yet?” Alluria asked; Olluhm had honored Keena at the last dark moon. Yet another priestess honored within a few moons of being accepted, Alluria thought bitterly.

“I carry no child,” Keena replied with a sigh of relief, which Alluria found odd. Normally, a priestess was saddened when Olluhm’s visit didn't result in a child. Keena glanced up at Alluria, and asked, “May I speak freely to you, sister?”

“Of course.”

Keena looked about, ensuring that they were alone before she continued. “When he came to me…I don't think it was a god, but a man.”

“What?” Alluria demanded. “Keena, if this has happened—”

“I know, I should have spoken sooner,” Keena said as she watched her hands, “but in truth I didn’t think anyone would believe me. I only know what we’ve been instructed, and Olluhm had never honored me before.” 

“Why do you think it wasn’t the god?” Alluria asked.

“The cruel way he spoke to me…his voice was gruff, like an angry man, not at all how Olluhm should sound. He wouldn’t let me look at him, and he was…rougher than I expected.” Keena went on, and described in detail the night that left her in such pain she could hardly move from her bed. “In truth I’m glad my womb is still, for I don’t know if it would be the god’s child or a man’s that I bore,” she concluded, her hand resting on her flat belly.  

Alluria managed a few words of comfort for Keena, then sent her to rest in her cell. Horrified that a man might have breached the sanctity of the Great Temple, Alluria left in a flurry, her bare feet slapping against the stone floor, to find the one person who would hear her. 

She found Caol’nir soon enough, sparring with his twin in the practice field behind the sola. They were quite a sight with their flashing silver blades and a blur of wheat blond hair as they circled one another. Caol’non noticed her first, lowering his sword as he nodded to his brother. Caol’nir grinned at the sight of Alluria, and motioned for her to wait on a bench while he whispered something to his twin.

“In need of more herbs so soon, my lady?” he asked once he approached. “You shouldn’t be about unescorted.”

“The ones you brought are quite fine, as usual,” she replied, ignoring his reprimand while marveling at how easy it was for them to slip into their usual banter. “What is Caol’non doing?” He was a short distance away, busying himself with a great heap of practice swords.

“I asked him to stay near. It’s better if we’re not alone.” Alluria nodded, then pursed her lips. 

Caol’nir noticed her hands trembling, and knelt before her.  “Tell me,” he implored. Alluria carefully relayed all that Keena had told her, expecting that Caol’nir would to leap to his feet and capture whoever had done harm to her sister priestess. Instead, Caol’nir all but dismissed her fears.

“Did you consider that Keena is an inexperienced girl, and was thus unprepared for the act of lying with another?” he asked gently.

“We are prepared!” Alluria said indignantly.

“How?” Caol’nir demanded.

“We are shown a statue of a man, and instructed on what to do,” she replied, her fury growing as Caol’nir tried not to laugh.

“Alluria, look at my hands,” Caol’nir implored as he held both out for her to examine. “My hands are quite different than those of a statue, are they not?”

“Yes,” she agreed, “but when I was at my temple in the east and I cared for the children, there were boys among them.” She would have continued, but had no desire to talk over his laughter.

“Again, my lady, I assure you that my body is quite different from that of a child’s.” Alluria felt her cheeks grow hot and she turned away, furious with both Caol’nir and herself.

“You are making me feel like a fool,” she said softly.

“No, no, that’s not my intent,” he said, taking her hands in his. “I don’t think you’re foolish. I think you’re a wonderful, compassionate soul who would do anything to ensure the safety of her temple and that of her sisters.” She glanced at his warm smile, and felt the redness fading from her cheeks. “I only want you to understand that there may be a simple explanation, and Keena may not have been prepared for what it is truly like to lie with another.” 

“We think we are prepared,” she murmured. “We are taught that it is a beautiful, uplifting experience.”

“I’m sure it is,” he said, caressing her wrists with his thumbs. “Also, the doors to the temple are sealed every night, and can only be reopened by a priestess. What man could have entered?”

“I don’t know,” she answered, thoroughly exasperated and wishing she had not sought him. “But Keena said it was a man that took her, not a god! Surely even we inexperienced girls can tell the difference betwixt the two!”

“If I was a god and sought to lie with a woman, I would take the form of a man,” Caol’nir pointed out. Alluria looked away, unsure if she was angry with herself for overreacting, or with Caol’nir for so quickly denouncing her fears. 

Caol’nir glanced over his shoulder, noting that Caol’non’s back was to them, then he sat next to her on the bench, one hand holding hers while the other went to the nape of her neck.

“I will say this: if any man has violated Keena, I will kill him myself.” Alluria’s eyes widened, but he continued. “And if anyone so much as lays a finger on you, I’ll kill him as well.”

“Anyone, save you?” she asked, a hint of a smile returning to her face.

“Anyone, save me,” he repeated. “Mea nalla, you have my word.” He realized what he’d said too late, but Alluria had already heard.

“What did you call me?” she asked as Caol’nir dropped his gaze from hers.

“Something I should not.” He tried withdrawing his hand, but she held on to him.

“I know what the words mean,” she said, now speaking in the old language for he had called her his beloved in ahm’ri, the language of the gods. “Why did you call me that?”

“Because I’m a fool, because when I’m near you I cannot control what comes out of my mouth,” he muttered. Alluria ducked her head so she could see his eyes, and once again her gentle gaze drew the truth from him. “Because I can think of no better words to describe you. Forgive me, my lady.”

“You are not forgiven, warrior,” she said firmly. 

Caol’nir bent his head. “Alluria, please don’t be angry with me,” Caol’nir said. “I mean you no disrespect, and I truly want nothing more than to guard you and your vows…” His voice trailed off at Alluria’s gentle laugh.

“You are to call me that often, do you understand?” she said as she pushed a stray piece of hair from his brow. Caol’nir smiled one of his wide, unpretentious grins that Alluria adored. 

“Your mate won’t strike me dead for speaking of you in such a way?”

“He didn’t a moment ago,” she replied. “If I thought he would, I wouldn’t be sitting next to you.”

“Mea nalla, mea nalla, mea nalla,” he said as she laughed. He studied her slender fingers nestled in his palm when he continued. “Nalla, am I right in thinking that Olluhm has not honored you?”

“He has not,” Alluria said softly; if anyone else had dared to ask about such a private matter she would have stalked off, as much to save her pride as hide her shame. It was unusual for a priestess of her years to not be visited by the god, so much so that Alluria worried that she had somehow displeased him. Atreynha had tried calming her time and again, but those assurances hardly placated her. Until the god claimed her, Alluria was not truly his mate.

As the thought crossed her mind she glanced up at Caol’nir, his face split by a grin, and realized that he also knew she wasn’t the god’s full mate. Caol’nir didn’t try hiding that he was glad she remained unclaimed, and, for the first time, Alluria wondered if her status meant that she could choose another. 

“It pleases you that my god has overlooked me?” Alluria asked.

“Your happiness is what pleases me,” Caol’nir replied as he squeezed her hand.

“It seems my destiny is to wander this land unclaimed by god or man,” she said harshly, no longer trying for the appearance of a complacent priestess. “Alluria: the child no one wanted, grown to a woman no one wants.”

“Nalla, don’t think that,” he said as his hand returned to her neck, “not for a moment. You’re beautiful, and kind, and… and any man would be a fool to not want you.”

“Do you mean that?” she asked without raising her head. He murmured that he did, and she made a soft, frustrated sound that was intended to be a laugh. “Sometimes, I wish I was free to choose my mate the way others do.” 

Caol’nir shut his eyes, and asked, “What sort of man would you choose?”

“A warrior,” she said softly, “with kind eyes and callused hands, who took needless risks to make me smile.” Alluria rubbed the calluses that marred Caol’nir’s palm, not daring to look at his face. “I would choose him in a heartbeat, if I thought he wanted me.” 

Caol’nir stroked her wrist with one hand while the other drew her face close to his. “You know I want things to be different.” He leaned his forehead against hers. “Alluria, there is so much I want to—”

“Your brother,” she whispered as she straightened her back. Caol’nir withdrew his hands and watched Caol’non’s approach.

“Others are coming,” Caol’non said, as if he regretted the intrusion. “You should return her to the temple.”

“Alluria has cause to think that the temple is not secure at night,” Caol’nir stated as he rose. “Will you accompany us and help me see to the sisters’ safety?”

Caol’non agreed, and as the twins escorted Alluria through the palace complex they discussed the various points of entry to the Great Temple, and how one or all could be breached. Alluria noted that they took her request seriously, and realized that Caol’nir had been attempting to calm her fears earlier, not treat her as a silly girl. Then he had called her his beloved…

She glanced over her shoulder, pleased that she caught his eye almost immediately. He flashed her a quick smile before resuming his discussion with Caol’non, and Alluria looked ahead with the austere mask worn by all those in service to the gods. If only I wasn't a priestess, then everything really would be different. She knew Caol’nir would never break his oath, and she would never ask him to do so. They returned to the temple through the northern entrance, the symbol of Parthalan’s strength, and as they passed through the carved stone doors Alluria decided that she would find a way to undo the vow she’d sworn those many winters ago.




      [image: ]The brothers examined every entrance to the temple, and spoke with each member of the con’dehr currently on duty. They even spoke with the High Priestess, who denied that any of her priestesses claimed to have been taken by a man. To their credit, the brothers did not divulge Alluria or Keena’s identity to Sarelle, stating that they wanted to preserve the privacy of the girl in question. Sarelle, who believed that as High Priestess she was privy to all information, didn’t care for such a response and threatened to go to the Prelate. Caol'nit said she was welcome to do so.

Once Sarelle had been calmed and the entrances were verified secure, Caol’nir found Alluria alone in her cell.  

“My lady, we can find no signs of an intrusion,” he said. “Of course, if it happened at the last dark moon such evidence could have been hidden by now. I will speak with my father about adding additional guards.” 

“I’m sorry I was angry with you earlier,” Alluria said, staring at the floor. “I know you were only trying to be kind to me. I should not have bothered you.”

Caol’nir knelt in front of her and took her hands. “I’m glad you came to me. If you ever suspect that you, or anyone, are in danger I want you to come to me.” 

Alluria nodded, then said, “But this turned out to be nothing, and I took you away from your duties just to quell my fears. I wasted your time.”

“My duty is to keep you safe, nothing more or less.” He looked toward the door, and noted that Caol’non remained just outside; his brother would alert them if anyone approached. “Alluria,” he murmured, “promise me you’ll come to me if you’re frightened. Even if you think it’s nothing, even if you worry it’s a waste of time.” 

“Caol’nir,” she began, “what if something really did happen to Keena?”

“You think I’m giving up just because my father and Sarelle ordered it?” he countered. “You know I’m more stubborn than that.” When Alluria smiled, he continued, “We’re posting extra guards, and I’ll press Father to investigate further. We will keep you safe.” Caol’nir kissed her hand. “I’m always here for you, all of you, you have my word.” With that, he stood and walked toward her door.

“Nall?”

She said the word so quietly Caol’nir almost didn’t hear her, then assumed he merely imagined it. He slowly turned to her, perched on the edge of her cot as if she wished to ask him something. He crouched before her and took her hands in his. “What is it, mea nalla?”

“In the arena,” she began, “you started to say something, then your brother interrupted. What did you want to say?”

Caol’nir wondered if anyone could look into those sapphire eyes and tell a lie. “That there is much I wish I could tell you, and do for you, and…there is just so much.” Alluria placed her palm on his face and ran her thumb over his cheekbone.

“I know,” she whispered. She smoothed the hair from his brow, and then straightened the collar of his jerkin. “You had better go, before your brother knows as well.”

“I’ll be back before nightfall,” he promised. Alluria nodded as she turned away, hiding the single tear that escaped her lashes. Caol’nir moved to wipe her cheek with his thumb, then changed his mind and kissed it away. “Just so much,” he murmured against her skin.

He left her cell without another word, and rejoined Caol’non in the corridor. Caol’nir was silent as he and his brother made their way to the Prelate’s chamber, his mind churning with Alluria’s fears. What if someone had violated the temple, what if Keena really was in danger? Caol’nir wouldn’t be able to live with himself if any of the sisters were hurt. He would request—no, he would demand—additional guards be placed outside the temple at night, and perhaps one of the con’dehr should remain within in case of—

“She is your saffira,” Caol’non said, rousing Caol’nir from his thoughts.

“Yes,” Caol’nir admitted. 

“Where do you take her?”

“Past the eastern hills, to gather herbs.” Caol’nir stepped in front of his brother. “We do not…I don’t take her outside the palace for any other reason. She is untouched.”

“I believe you,” Caol’non said, more than a little taken aback. “I know you too well to think otherwise.” Thus satisfied, Caol’nir moved aside and the two resumed walking down the corridor.

“You love her,” Caol’non observed.

“More than I can describe.”

“You should find a way to be with her.”

“What way is there? She’s the god’s woman, if I do more than touch her hand he’ll strike us both dead.”

“He didn’t smite you while you were on horseback,” Caol’non said with a sidelong glance at his twin. “You forget, I’ve seen you two ride off with your arms around each other. Not to mention the time outside your chamber door, when you tried hiding her face from me.”

“I didn’t want to lie to you. I just…I don’t want Alluria hurt. She doesn’t know how to ride, and the horses scare her. That’s the only reason she holds on to me.”

“She holds you because she returns your feelings.” Caol’nir opened his mouth, but Caol’non continued. “Why else would she put up with a lovesick guard? Any other man who behaved in such a way would have been turned over to Father by now.” 

Caol’nir grumbled, then remained silent until they arrived before the Prelate’s door. Before Caol’nir could enter his brother placed his hand on the door, and offered his last piece of advice.

“If you have the chance to be together, you should take it. Love is a gift to make you happy, not a curse to make you miserable.”

“But she is—”

“Do you think Father would have let a god stand in his way?” Caol’non asked. Caol’nir remembered his early years, how even as a small child he could look at his parents and see the great love they shared. In the many decades since his mother’s death Tor had only lived for her memory, never once seeking the companionship of another as he kept his mate alive in his heart.

“No.”

“Then neither should you.”








  
  

Chapter Ten
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Lormac shifted upon the wooden throne, which had been crafted for a much shorter man than he. It wasn't a throne in the strictest sense of the word, but more of a large chair that was dragged atop the dais whenever Lormac held court at his keep, which was rare. He much preferred the Seat of Tingu—the lavish palace that sat atop his ancestors’ birthplace— to the damp and drafty keep, which was little more than a military outpost. Lormac only went to the keep to handle matters that occurred near Tingu’s southern border, and only when no one else could handle things. 

This trip had come about after Lormac was advised of unrest in Parthalan, and he found the lack of suitable information infuriating. All his advisors had gleaned from passing rumors and gossip was that the strife centered on a revolt against the king. Furthermore, this revolt was supposedly led by a band of renegade fae who were determined to burn out Parthalan’s legion, one encampment at a time. Lormac didn't believe any of those reports, for in his dealings with Sahlgren he had always found him to be fair and just. Why any of the fae would seek to dethrone their king was a mystery.

Indeed, the meek fae involved in any sort of an uprising was a mystery in and of itself. Faeries certainly weren't fighters, not like his strong elfin warriors. They were a peaceful race, devoted to their gods of the moon and sky, and content to putter around their temples. Such an existence would drive Lormac mad, for he loved nothing more than the military campaigns he had embarked on since he was a small boy. Lormac’s father, the quasi-legendary L’hirre, had expanded Tingu’s borders far to the north and west, and had eventually become lord over all seven of the elfin kingdoms. While Lormac hadn't needed to personally engage in a battle in well over a century, he still regularly travelled about his lands. As his father had often said, a show of force now and then went a long way toward keeping his subjects compliant.

If Sahlgren did the same, there wouldn't be such unrest now. Lormac had no sooner formed the thought than his saffira-nell, Aldo, advised him that the leaders of this band of faerie rebels wished an audience with him. The king considered having them wait until tomorrow, for he did not want to give the impression that the Lord of Tingu had time to waste upon the fae, but agreed to see them regardless. As he shifted again on the uncomfortable chair, he imagined what sort of throne he would request for the keep; possibly one of stone, a mirror image of his throne at the Seat, or perhaps polished metal encrusted with gemstones to match his crown and the Sala.

He absently touched the Sala, the heavy metal band he always wore upon his left forearm. It was the legacy of the first elf, Nexa, whose power over the earth was said to be so great that the stones leapt into the metalwork at her bidding. Lormac’s own power was not as strong, yet it was stronger than his father’s had been. Lormac decided that when he returned to the Seat he would test his own power by willing stone to reshape itself into a throne, imagining himself as a stone carver who needed no tools. 

He had become quite lost in his plans when four of the most wretched faeries he had ever set eyes on were ushered into his presence; to call them bedraggled would have been a kindness. Lormac thought to himself that he had never seen the fair and proper fae looking anything less than pristine, even during the heat of battle. These four, however, looked as if they had been living in a rubbish pit.

The first to enter his hall was a woman with golden hair that must have shone like the sun when it wasn't dusty from the road. The two men who followed her were just as filthy, with dirt caked into the creases of their ill-fitting gear. Lormac realized that none of their clothing fit correctly; in fact, they looked as if they had happened upon a pile of cast-offs and each had put on whatever was closest. Then the fourth faerie, also a woman, began to speak, and she so absorbed his attention that Lormac didn't think of the men or the golden-haired woman again.

She must be their leader, he realized, and while she was just as grimy as her companions her pale hair reflected the light and her eyes sparkled despite her weariness. She stepped forward and told his court an unbelievable tale of faerie slaves and demon masters. Lormac noted that her dignified bearing and manner of speech marked her as one of noble breeding, regardless of her tattered garments. Her charisma drew glances from across the hall, and she held his court in the palm of her hand. When she concluded by implicating Sahlgren in a plot with the mordeth-gall, many called out for the faerie king’s punishment.

Lormac looked pointedly at Aldo, who had the source of the outbursts silenced. No matter how lovely she was, Lormac didn't need a wayward faerie inciting his men to violence. He turned back to the pale-haired woman and watched her while he mulled over her words. Surprisingly, she did not flinch under the royal gaze.

“How are you called?” Lormac asked. The leader cast a quick glance toward the golden-haired woman before she replied.

“Asherah, my lord.”

“Asherah,” he repeated. Lormac stood, startling the faeries as he rose to his full height. “Very well, Asherah, come with me so we may speak in private.” The four of them followed Aldo when Lormac pointed at Asherah. “You. Alone.” Asherah remained rooted to the floor and nervously looked to her companions, the first time her composure had faltered. “Your companions will be well cared for,” Lormac assured her. “You have nothing to fear in my court.”

The golden-haired woman whispered something to Asherah. Whatever passed between them boosted Asherah’s confidence, and she strode toward the elf king. They didn’t speak as Asherah followed Lormac and Aldo to a private room, then the saffira-nell shut the door and left the two of them alone. Lormac removed his heavy gold crown and hooked it on the back of chair, then he poured two goblets of strong northern brandy and sat in that same chair, indicating that Asherah should sit across from him.

“Drink,” he said as he handed her the goblet, “you look as though you could use it.” Asherah nodded her thanks as she took the goblet and rolled it between her hands, staring at the liquid within.

“Ish h’ra,” Lormac said, accenting her name with archaic ahm’ri. “The Deliverer.” Confusion crossed Asherah’s face, and Lormac was in turn confused; surely, this woman knew the meaning of her own name. “Well? Would you call yourself a sort of savior?”

“Yes, I suppose so.” Asherah said nothing further, and Lormac was torn between frustration and curiosity. While he wanted to know what was happening to the south, this disheveled faerie seemed intent upon wasting his time.

“You were so eloquent in my hall, only to fall silent when you have my full attention,” Lormac commented. “I give private audiences to very few, and never to travelers without title or lands to their name.” 

“Forgive me, my lord,” Asherah apologized. “I wasn't prepared to speak privately with you.” Asherah looked up, and Lormac realized that she was hardly a woman; in fact, her youthful face made him wonder if she was a maiden still living under her father’s roof. Lormac smiled at her, clearly not what she had expected from the king, and Asherah’s shoulders visibly relaxed.

“You’ve made serious accusations against your king,” Lormac continued, “if such things were said about me I would have the treasonous bastards flayed and hanged. What proof do you have?”

“I am proof,” Asherah replied softly. Lormac’s brows knit together, and he examined her appearance more closely. She was grimy, yes, but that could be due to travel, nothing more. As Lormac’s eyes moved over her, he noted horrible, healing wounds that were just visible on her neck and forearms. He returned his eyes to her face and considered the defiant set of her jaw, how her black eyes shone.

“You were one of the slaves,” Lormac concluded, and Asherah nodded. “As were your companions?”

“Yes, but there are many more of us, more survivors,” she replied. “We are now over five hundred strong.”

“If what you say is true,” Lormac asked carefully, “how did you escape?”

“I always thought that we would be rescued, that our imprisonment was only temporary,” Asherah began, once more staring into her goblet. “When I learned that it was the king himself who ordered our enslavement…enslavement to demons! The vilest of creatures, who used us for their vile purposes.” She again fell silent; this time, Lormac did not prompt her to speak before she was ready. 

“Our king was supposed to protect us as if we were all his children, but instead he sent us to lie with monsters,” Asherah continued, then raised her head and faced Lormac. “So I rallied my wretched companions, we killed our captors and ran out into the night. We’ve been running ever since, only pausing now and again to burn a doja to the ground.”

“Then the targets are not the legion,” Lormac said. Asherah asked what he meant, but he waved away her question. Lormac now had bigger items to sort through than a few faerie rumors. “You’ve killed what, scores of demons over the past few seasons?” he asked.

“Yes.”

Lormac leaned back in his chair and emptied his goblet. The maiden before him, with her slender, delicate limbs and soft voice, expected him to believe that she and her companions had killed more demons in so many seasons that his entire legion had killed in the past decade. That, coupled with her charges against Sahlgren, made him suspect she was mad.

But fae never turn against one of their own, he mused. Fae also never turned elsewhere for help; the significance of the fact that she had come to Tingu, rather than the dark fae, to seek help was not lost on Lormac.

“Why are you here?” Lormac pressed. “What do you expect me to do for you? Sahlgren has never caused any strife among the elves. He has always been my ally.”

“I’m begging for your help,” she replied. “When we escaped I thought all of the enslaved fae were free, but we’ve liberated twelve dojas since then. Twelve! And these were only what we encountered on our way north; I’ve been told that Parthalan is now littered with these prisons. I cannot allow the fae to become subservient to demons!” Asherah, having realized that she was shouting, lowered her voice as she continued, her black eyes gleaming. “I cannot allow Sahlgren to do this.”

“Again, my lady, I ask why I should help you. No elf has been so enslaved.”

“Not yet,” she replied, “but if Ehkron gains a strong enough foothold in Parthalan, who’s to say he won’t look north to Tingu? Elfin women can be enslaved just as easily as faeries.”

Lormac moved to drink from his goblet, realized it was empty, and ran a hand through his hair instead. He rose and crossed the short distance to where Asherah sat. “May I?” he asked, indicating her hand. She nodded and he took it, then he pushed up her sleeve as he examined the wounds on her forearm. “Did you sustain these wounds as you liberated a doja?”

“This is from the most recent,” Asherah replied, indicating a raw burn, then turned her hand over to expose a badly healed abrasion. “This is from the second.”

“And this?” Lormac asked as he traced a jagged scar on her inner wrist.

“That is from…earlier,” she replied. By her reticence, Lormac understood that she had gotten that wound during her captivity.

“Do you have many such injuries?” he asked gently, to which she nodded. Lormac rose and went to the door, where he instructed Aldo to fetch salve and bandages for Asherah and her companions, and to make rooms ready for them.

“You'll help us?” Asherah blurted out.

“I did not say that,” Lormac stated. “You will mark on a map where these dojas are located, and I will send rangers to verify your words. If it appears that what you have told me is true, we will speak again. Until that is done, I cannot have you skulking around my keep like a filthy urchin, and while I’m sure you have tended your injuries as well as you are able, my elfin healers are without equal.”

“My lord, words cannot express my gratitude,” Asherah said as she rose. 

As hope burned away some of the weariness in Asherah’s eyes, Lormac realized she was beautiful. Not only in face and form, for that had been apparent the moment she entered his hall, but in character as well. To have endured such torment without breaking was achievement enough, but most would have taken their freedom and been done with it. Not Asherah, for she had made it plain that she would not be content until every faerie was free, and the king made to answer for his crimes. She was a delicate beauty with the soul of a warrior, the kind of woman Lormac had ever hoped to meet.

“The way you’re looking at me is thanks enough for now,” Lormac said. Asherah’s cheeks darkened, but her happy glow remained. “Once we have word from the riders, we will discuss what is to be done. Now gather your companions and rest while I find lodging for a half thousand fae.”










  
  

Chapter Eleven


Asherah speaks
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I'd initially refused Lormac’s gift of lodging. I attempted to convince him that it wasn’t right for the four of us to sleep indoors while the rest remained out in their bedrolls, but the man was stubborn (Torim said he was almost as stubborn as I) and insistent. He claimed that once his rangers returned he would want to speak with us immediately and didn’t want the inconvenience of slogging through the mud in order to do so. To my surprise Torim also sided with the king, claiming that since we had asked for Lormac’s help the least we could do was accept what we were offered. 

I was again surprised when Lormac’s own saffira-nell was tasked with finding each one of us a private chamber; even so, I elected to remain in Torim’s for the time being. And what well-appointed rooms they were! Lormac’s well-trained saffira drew us a bath, the first bath, both hot and indoors, that we’d had in longer than either of us cared to dwell on. They politely acquiesced when I refused their assistance, for as a grown woman I was quite capable of bathing myself. Even so, they shook their heads while murmuring about this strange faerie as they left us to our bath.

“Hillel, the elfin custom is to have attendants,” Torim soothed once we were submerged in the enormous tub. The saffira had strewn flowers across the surface of the water, and Torim batted them toward me.

“It’s different for you,” I murmured as I scooped up the petals. “Your wounds healed cleanly.” I glanced at the unmarred skin of her breast, now pink from the water’s heat. My own breasts were crisscrossed with scars, some silvery pale while others remained red and thickened, like blood soaked twine against my flesh. My disfigurement didn’t end there, as my belly and thighs also bore similar marks of cruelty. Torim leaned forward and traced a silvery line that followed my collarbone.

“All gotten on my behalf,” Torim murmured. I protested but Torim hushed me. After I had begged to take Torim’s place in the doja, the mordeth punished me for my kindness by slicing first my flesh and then his own, letting his caustic blood drip into my wounds.

“And I’d get them all again,” I affirmed as I leaned back and closed my eyes, and let myself succumb to the small luxury of the steaming water. Our repose ended all too quickly, and when I allowed the saffira back into our chamber they brought with them armloads of clothing, more clothing than Torim and I ever could have imagined, all of it in more colors and fabrics than we had thought possible. Torim was drawn to the fine silks and deep colors of the dresses, but I, not wishing to take advantage of our host's generosity, was only interested in basic leggings and tunics. Torim laughed as I proclaimed my feeling, and assured me that Lormac wouldn’t have sent the items if he didn’t want them worn.

I suspected that Torim’s assurances were driven by a motive other than her quest to not offend our host, and she flitted from one lovely dress to the next like a hummingbird unsure of which flower to alight upon. The saffira fawned over her, draping her in one vibrant color after the other, and it warmed my heart to see her so enjoy herself. While I gazed upon Torim’s loveliness, the saffira-nell gently suggested that I might want to choose at least one dress. No sooner had she laid out a few perfectly awful creations than there was a knock at our door, announcing Aldo’s return. He advised us that Lormac had requested our presence in the hall that evening, thus damning me to a night spent wrapped in finery and lace.

The invitation surprised me, since I’d gotten the impression that the elf king wouldn’t suffer our presence again until he verified our tales as true. I also couldn’t comprehend why Lormac was treating us as if we were visiting nobility rather than the fugitives we were. Before I could share my feelings with Torim, the saffira-nell proclaimed us suitably attired to appear before the king and we were whisked back to his hall.

So there we were, standing in the entrance of the hall and being stared at by every elf in Tingu. I imagined them wondering if we were the same filthy faeries that had shown up on the king’s doorstep earlier that day. Torim was resplendent in pale orange silk edged with blue. Against her golden hair, it made her resemble a midsummer sunset. Lormac (or the saffira-nell he sent) had thought to bring jewelry along with the clothes, and sparkling blue drops dangled from her ears. As Torim moved through the hall all eyes turned to her and the assembled guests murmured of how lovely she was.

I, however, felt (and looked!) like a fool. The kindly saffira-nell insisted that my pale coloring meant I was suited for darker hues, and she ended up stuffing me into a heavy velvet gown dyed such a dark purple it was nearly black. The bodice was cut so low that I worried my scars would be visible, but she brushed off my concerns and quickly stitched in a lace edging, black and stiff and impossibly scratchy for such a small bit of fabric. The saffira-nell had then taken it upon herself to select further adornments for me in the form of ruby eardrops and a matching pendant, which felt cold and alien nestled in my cleavage.

At least Torim is enjoying herself. It gave me such joy to see my dear friend happy. As she laughed and shyly offered thanks for the many compliments she garnered, I could have believed that Torim had never been a slave. I scanned the room and found Harek near the center of the hall, Sarfek close beside him, speaking with the commanders of Tingu’s legion. I wondered if the rumors were true, since Harek certainly seemed destined to avoid women for the rest of his days. I wondered if a similar fate had also been thrust upon his brother.

Satisfied that they were suitably entertained, I turned my attention back to Torim, intent upon following her to the women’s hearth. I didn’t understand why elves would divide genders within the hall, since faeries did not view women and men as anything but equals, but I was in no position to question our host’s customs. As we neared the hearth, I saw that all of the women in attendance were bedecked in finery that matched our own, and I later learned that elfin women were always expected to dress as if the gods themselves may appear at their table. How glad I was to have been born a faerie and not need to concern myself with such foolish customs.








  
  

Chapter Twelve
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“And you believe her?” 

Lormac glanced at his second, Balthus, who withered under the king’s icy glare. 

“I believe I should at least look into her claims,” Lormac replied. “What if they prove true? I’d prefer engaging Ehkron in Parthalan instead of risking our own lands.”

Balthus began to voice his agreement, but something at the far end of the hall distracted him. Lormac followed his gaze, and saw that the fae women’s entrance was the cause of the disruption. While Asherah and Torim had been attractive when they first arrived, now that they were bathed and attired as women should be, they were radiant. Most of the whispers centered on Torim, but Lormac’s attention was fixed upon Asherah as she crossed the room with her back straight and head held high.

Lormac left Balthus and strode toward the women’s hearth, causing a few confused murmurs. Men didn’t approach the women’s hearth until after the meal, and even then, the king would never deign to do so. Many eyes watched in amazement as Lormac approached this taboo portion of his hall, not to speak with a lady born of a strong elfin bloodline, but a homeless faerie in a borrowed dress.

“My lady,” Lormac said. Asherah glanced behind her. “Yes, I’m speaking to you.”

“Forgive me,” she said hurriedly, bowing her head, “I’m not accustomed to being referred to as a lady.” 

“Surely I’m not the first to address you as such,” Lormac commented, noting her formal language and dignified gait. “Your bearing marks you as one with noble blood. But then, all you fae think you’re nobility, don’t you?”

Asherah’s head snapped up, only to relax once she saw his teasing smile. “If you say so, my lord,” she replied, and moved toward the smaller hearth.

“Lormac,” he corrected, “and as my guest, you’ll sit to my right.” 

“What of Torim?” Asherah asked.

“She is welcome at my table as well,” Lormac assured. “Come, my lady.” He extended his arm and Asherah took it, glancing at their many observers.

“Should a king have a slave on his arm?” Asherah whispered.

“Afraid you’ll sully my honor? I’m told I have very little of that left.” Lormac’s merry eyes once again put her at ease. He leaned close to her ear and murmured, “I told no one what you shared with me in my chambers. I thought you’d prefer that.” 

“Thank you, my lord,” Asherah said. “Again, I am indebted to you.”

As they crossed the hall to the main hearth and the king’s table Lormac got Aldo's attention, and jerked his head toward Asherah. Aldo, long accustomed to Lormac’s ever-changing temperament, set a chair and plate beside the king’s. Lormac nodded to his thanks to Aldo, and as he and Asherah took their places he informed her of the state of her followers. Harek had led Balthus to their encampment, and five hundred faeries were now camped upon the plain before the keep. Before Lormac could continue, Balthus took his place at the king’s left, intent upon discussing a matter concerning the trolls. 

After a time, Torim took her seat next to Asherah, and Lormac noticed how Asherah calmed. He also noticed that the women had managed to captivate every man in his hall; even Balthus commented on Torim’s lovely golden hair. He also noted that Asherah had only consumed a bit of bread, and none of the meat.

Once the meal was complete and the platters had been removed, dancers and musicians came forth to entertain those seated with the king. Lormac ignored them and turned again to his guests.

“Have a look at this.” Lormac placed a map in front of Asherah and Torim. “Harek has marked the locations of the dojas. Does this seem accurate?” Asherah nodded as she traced their route with her fingertips, lingering over the southernmost mark.

“This is where we were held,” she murmured, mostly to Torim, “and this was the next to burn.” Asherah touched each mark in turn, explaining to Lormac how they had lived since their escape, until she settled on a mark close to Tingu’s border. 

“That was the most recent?” Lormac asked, and she nodded. “How long did it take you to reach my keep after you burned it?”

“Ten days,” Asherah replied. Lormac leaned back in his chair and pressed his fingers together; if it had taken hundreds of faeries ten days walking to reach the keep, a host of demons could be upon them at any moment.

“Very well.” Lormac rolled up the map and handed it to Balthus. “Riders will leave on the morrow, and we should have confirmation of your claims shortly.” Asherah thanked him again, when one of Lormac’s commanders begged the king’s attention. 

“My lord,” began Belenos, “by your leave, I would like to ask your guest to a dance.” Lormac’s temper flared, for how dare he ask to take Asherah from his side, when he realized that Belenos’s gaze rested on Torim. 

“That leave is not mine to grant,” Lormac said with a sidelong glance at Torim. Belenos looked expectantly at Torim, who ignored him and whispered in Asherah’s ear. Lormac chuckled softly; Belenos was counted amongst the most powerful of his warriors, and yet he seemed unable to find his tongue.

“My lady?” Belenos asked awkwardly. Torim finally looked at him, then smiled coyly and followed him before the musicians. Asherah and Lormac watched the two for a time, graceful Torim trying to navigate around Belenos’s awkward movements. Eventually, Lormac leaned close to Asherah.

“My lady, if you would accompany me, there are things I must discuss with you,” Lormac said as he rose. 

“What sort of things?” Asherah asked as she took his arm.

“Things you have kept from me.” 

“I have kept nothing from you,” she said tightly, her fingers tightening on his forearm. 

Lormac said nothing as he led her amongst the assembled elves, most of whom bowed to the king as he passed while others just stared at the faerie on his arm. He ignored them all and did not speak again until he and Asherah were atop the battlement.

“My lord.” Asherah spoke louder now that they were alone. “I have done nothing to—”

“Hush.” Lormac swept his free arm toward the plain. Asherah looked over the edge of the battlement and saw her followers camped before the keep; not the muddy, disorganized camp they usually set up but an orderly affair with rows of tents and fires.

“Oh,” Asherah gasped at the hundreds of tents and small cooking braziers that occupied the plain. She reached out as if to touch one of the tents, then let it fall to her side. “My lord, you are a kind and generous man.” 

“What you kept from me,” Lormac began as he moved to stand next to her, “is that they call themselves Ish h’ra hai. The Delivered Ones.”

“Do they?” Asherah asked. “I had no idea.” Lormac explained that many were sleeping three and four to a tent, for they only had so many stored at the keep, when Asherah shook her head. “This is more than they have had in a long, long time,” she whispered, her voice low with emotion. “In giving them this, a warm place to sleep, you’ve shown them more care than our own king.”

“And me, nothing but an elf.”

“Why do you make such comments?”

“You fae are full of yourselves. ‘Born of gods’, you claim, and remind all within your hearing.”

“We are born of gods. Olluhm—”

“I am aware of the tale,” Lormac interrupted with a dismissive gesture, “and I do not dispute. However, being born of the earth has its own merits.”

“By your actions this day, you have shown that to be true.” Asherah turned to Lormac, her black eyes shining in the ruddy moonlight, and Lormac was unprepared for the effect her gaze had upon him. For the first time that evening, he allowed himself to look at her. Seeing her freshly washed hair and ornate gown, he felt something stir within him.

“Come.” Lormac took her arm, this time not waiting for her to accept his invitation. “I'll see you to your chamber.”

“Does the king often escort his subjects?”

“Only my honored guests,” he replied. “I must say, you look like an elf in that dress.” Asherah pursed her lips. “You don’t like the compliment?”

“No, no, I appreciate your words. The dress is just heavy, and dark… I’m not used to such a garment. I will, of course, return the jewels.” Asherah moved to unclasp the pendant, but Lormac stayed her hand.

“Keep them,” he said. “At the Seat of Tingu there are rooms full of jewels with no one to wear them. Would you like me to send you a dressmaker?”

“Again, your generosity knows no bounds, but I have little use for dresses.”

“Then what will you wear when you sit beside me?” 

Asherah looked at her hands. “I will sit beside you often?”

“As often as you wish.” Lormac’s eyes moved to the pale skin of her breast, and an even paler line beneath her collarbone. “Do not misinterpret my words, but I hope your claims about Sahlgren prove false. Going to war on a beauty’s whim never ends well.” 

“They won’t,” she whispered. She turned her face up to his, but before Lormac could speak again, there was the sound of movement inside Asherah’s chamber.

“Who waits for you?” he demanded. “Harek?”

“No, it's Torim.” 

“My instructions were for you to have a private room,” Lormac stated.

“Oh, I always sleep with Torim,” Asherah replied. Lormac’s expression told her that he was not satisfied with her answer, so she elaborated. “We shared a cell in the doja.”

“Ah.” Lormac stepped back. “We will speak again in the morning.” With that, the elf king turned on his heel and left. He resisted the urge to look back at Asherah, and didn’t know that she watched him until he disappeared from her sight.










  
  

Chapter Thirteen
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Alluria woke with a start, unsure why. Then she heard it again. Terrified cries emanated from the cell beside hers. 

He has come, she thought dejectedly as she shrank back in her cot. Knowing that cowering would accomplish nothing, she rose and threw on her robes. Swiftly and silently, she made her way across the darkened temple. At the northern entrance, she whispered the words to unseal the door—if only Sarelle knew how many were aware of her spell—and ran down the corridor. After a frantic search, she reached Caol’nir’s chamber. 

“He will help,” Alluria whispered as she soundlessly opened his door with her magic. “Caol’nir will help.”

Alluria eased the door shut, her hand remaining on it for an extra moment as she cast a simple charm; now, the door would only open for her and Caol’nir. As Alluria approached the bed, she saw his sleeping form and was grateful beyond reckoning that he was in his room alone. She knelt next to him and whispered his name, only to jump when his eyes snapped open and he sat straight up.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.  “Alluria, you’re shaking.”

“He has come,” she whispered, her eyes wide with terror. 

“For you?” Caol’nir asked, his voice betraying that his heart had fallen.  He reached out to her then let his hand fall. They both knew that if she was now the god’s full mate he would never be able to touch her again.

“No. For another,” she replied softly. “I heard her scream.”

“If he's with another, why did you run?” Alluria didn't answer, preferring to study her hands. “I thought he only came to one woman each moon.”

“That's how it's always been,” she conceded, “but…” Alluria fell silent as she gathered both her thoughts and her courage. “Caol’nir, I don’t think it is Olluhm that visited the temple tonight.”

“Alluria, how can you know it's not Olluhm that honors your sister? He won’t be pleased if his priestess runs from him.” 

She covered her face with her hands, her shoulders shaking. “It’s not him,” she whispered. “I don’t know how to explain it, but it’s not my god. I’ve asked Atreynha what it was like when Olluhm honored her. She said it was like a beautiful, loving light filled her with happiness. Before, when Olluhm attended one of us, we could all feel such contentment. Now, it’s as if a pall hangs over the temple, and not one of us welcomes his touch.” Caol’nir took her hands, but remained silent.

“I know you think I’m mistaken,” she murmured, having discerned Caol’nir’s thoughts from his pained expression. “I wish you could believe me.”

“It’s not that I don’t trust you,” Caol’nir said. He brushed her chestnut waves back from her eyes; in her haste to reach him she had forgotten to tie back her hair. “Rihka, I do believe you, and I’m glad you came to me. You can always come to me.” Caol’nir fell silent, but Alluria already knew what he wanted to say.

“Caol’nir, I cannot go back to my cell.” 

“It isn’t safe for you to be here,” he continued. “If you’d been seen leaving the temple, or entering my chamber, I fear for what your punishment would be. Even my father might not be able to intercede.” Caol’nir stroked her wrist with his thumb. “I must return you.”

“Please, don’t.” Alluria’s voice cracked as her tears fell anew. “Even if it really is Olluhm, I don’t want to go back.”

“Alluria, you cannot hide from—”

“I don’t care if he’s displeased with me,” she said. “I don’t want to bear his child! Nall, please hide me from him, whoever he is!”

Nall. The word halted Caol’nir as surely as a stone wall, and he gathered her beneath the sleeping furs, cradling her against his chest. “Hush, nalla,” Caol’nir soothed as he stroked her hair. “Don’t cry. Stay as long as you wish, and I’ll watch over you. No man or god will find you here.” 

Alluria pressed her face against his chest and realized he was bare. She hesitantly moved her hand down his side and felt nothing but skin as she reached his hip. Caol’nir remembered his nakedness, and mumbled that he would rise and put something on.

“I don’t care about that,” she said as she gripped his arms, “just hold me.” 




      [image: ]Caol’nir wrapped his arms around Alluria, murmuring that she was safe. He noticed how Alluria trembled, and he silently berated himself for attempting to return her to her cell. Whatever she had heard had frightened her enough to make her flee the temple in the dead of night. 

There must be something in the temple; the question is what. Whatever it was had thrown her into a panicked state, and Caol’nir couldn’t fathom what had caused such terror.

But she came to me. Alluria should have gone to Atreynha, or even the High Priestess, with such fears, but she’d come to Caol’nir instead. The idea filled him with a sort of grim happiness.  She cares for me, she must. She would only have risked so much if she cares for me, as I care for her.

Then, she called him nall. Beloved. Alluria had called him that only once before, and Caol’nir hadn’t realized how desperately he’d wanted to hear it again. After the word had been spoken, it no longer mattered to him who or what was in the temple, only that his beloved needed him.

He wrapped the furs around her, nestling her against him. After a time, her shoulders ceased shaking and her breath came evenly, and he knew she was asleep. Caol’nir removed his arms from her now quiet form, pausing to touch her cheek before he left the bed to pull on his clothes. He needed to think, and he could not do so while in bed with Alluria.

The fire had burned low, so he grabbed a poker and stabbed at the embers. Alluria’s words bothered him. I do not think it is Olluhm that visited the temple tonight. While he and Caol’non had verified that the temple entrances were secure and Sarelle assured them that she sealed the doors every night, he was not so naïve as to discount some sort of magical influence. Yet, he had no means to combat a foe who wielded sorcery. His whole purpose in life had been to ensure that only the god had access to the priestesses, and if they were somehow being violated, then the entire con’dehr had failed.

He turned in his chair and watched Alluria, peaceful as she slept in his bed. Caol’nir smiled as he watched her, content in her slumber, and he resolved to eradicate the source of her fear, whatever it was. His life had had a new purpose, one greater than anything the con’dehr or even the king could devise for him: that of keeping Alluria safe.

Caol’nir turned back to the fire; it had reduced itself to glowing coals, and he retrieved a fresh log. As flames licked the wood, he considered what Alluria had told him. The priestess who Olluhm honored had cried out, and no priestess now wanted to suffer the god’s presence. In times past, when Olluhm had come, there were no screams. In fact, when Caol’nir had seen the priestesses in question, they were invariably ecstatic from the experience, hoping that they carried the god’s child. Something must have changed if the coming of Olluhm was now heralded with fear rather than joy. 

Caol’nir knew of the many gods that vied for Parthalan and wondered if one of those gods had somehow usurped Olluhm’s place in the Great Temple. Caol’nir rubbed his forehead, then jabbed his sword into the fire. If another god truly was the source of Alluria’s fears, he might as well walk away from Teg’urnan and never look back. He had no idea of how to fight a divine battle, but for Alluria he would.




      [image: ]Alluria woke in the twilight before first dawn, alone in the furs. She opened her eyes, fearful that Caol’nir had returned her to her cell while she slept. It would be for the best, she thought as her heart sank, I don’t want him punished for my actions. Then she recognized his chamber wall and the cheerful tapestry that hung near his bed, and relief washed over her.

“You woke quite early,” she said when she joined Caol’nir before the hearth.

“I didn’t sleep.” Caol’nir stared at the fire, his fingers pressed together beneath his chin. Alluria knelt before him.

“Whoever was in the temple didn’t find me,” Alluria said, gazing up at Caol’nir. “I knew you would protect me.” Caol’nir offered her a small smile, but said nothing as he stared into the flames. 

“Forgive me,” she said, her eyes downcast, “I shouldn’t have come. It was foolish of me to risk leaving my cell.” She rose and moved to leave, but Caol’nir caught her wrist. 

“I’m glad you came. I only wish you hadn’t felt the need.” He nodded to the chair opposite his, but Alluria knelt at his feet instead, just as a priestess would do when counseling a patron. Caol’nir shook his head and sat beside her on the floor.

“You say you heard screams last night?” he asked, and she nodded. “Alluria, I need you to tell me everything, everything Atreynha told you about her encounters with Olluhm, everything you’ve been taught about being honored by him, and tell me again what happened to Keena.”

Alluria recounted as best she could, beginning with what every priestess learns about giving herself over to Olluhm, body and soul. Atreynha’s experiences closely matched this description, for the Mother Priestess claimed that each visit filled her with a loving presence that permeated her soul and left her in a dazed, ecstatic state. Keena’s experience was markedly different, having left her bloody and unable to leave her bed. Alluria’s voice faltered as she spoke of Keena’s nightmarish encounter, and she turned away, not wanting to weep again after the tears she shed the night before.

“Rihka, don’t be upset when I ask you this, but I need to know,” Caol’nir said gently as he stroked Alluria’s wrist. “How do you know it wasn't Olluhm that came to the temple last night?”

“It may have been a god, but it wasn't my god,” Alluria replied, her voice hardly more than a whisper. “My god is of love and happiness, and would never hurt those sworn to him. If you had heard her last night, the way she screamed…” 

Caol’nir took her hands in his. “I don’t understand what could have breached the temple. Could it have been a sorcerer, or another god?”

“I don’t know,” she choked out. “I only know that whatever it is chills me to my soul.” Caol’nir wiped her cheek with his thumb, then took her hands.

“I'll find out what's happening,” he vowed. “Whether this is a god or a man, I won't let it harm you. Rihka, you have my word.” Alluria smiled at the endearment; “beauty”, he had called her. Add that to the list of pet names he had for her: sweetheart, darling, and her favorite, my beloved. Since that first secret outing to gather herbs, whenever Alluria was distraught Caol’nir would call her affectionate names in the old language. It was one of the many ways Caol’nir sought to make her happy, and one of the many reasons she felt so strongly for him, why she looked forward to seeing him every day.

Alluria stared at her hands, noticing how small they seemed in Caol’nir’s, before raising her eyes to his face. His eyes weren't their usual pale green, but had darkened to the color of pine boughs. Alluria reached out to touch his sandy hair, bound as always in a tight braid. While the texture was much rougher than hers, it was pleasant against her skin, much as Caol’nir appeared to be a hardened warrior but was truly a gentle soul. Alluria gazed into his eyes and put words to a choice she made long ago.

“Caol’nir,” she began, “I'm going to break my vows, but before I do, I want you to know that it's not your fault. They are mine alone to break.” Caol’nir began speaking, but Alluria leaned forward and caught his lips with hers. 

“I love you, Caol’nir,” Alluria whispered as she leaned her forehead against his cheek. “I know it's foolish of me to say so, for I’ve hardly spent a good deal of time with any man, save you. But I’ve met many men, and none pull at my heart as you do, or make me smile just to be in their presence, or make me feel as if the most horrible things in this land cannot harm me. If that isn't love, then I don’t know what is.” Caol’nir remained silent. “And I don’t want you to concern yourself with my vows,” she continued hurriedly. “If they’re broken, they’re broken, and I won’t let you suffer for my actions.”

Caol’nir hadn't moved or spoken, and Alluria’s throat burned with unshed tears. He doesn’t love me. He's only protecting me because it’s his duty, and I’m a fool. Her back straightened as she gathered what pride she had left. Before she could pull away, Caol’nir drew her face to his, and kissed her so tenderly he took her breath away. He kissed her cheeks next, then her forehead, and gently brushed his lips against her eyelids before returning his mouth to hers.

“I’ve loved you long,” Caol’nir murmured. “I never thought you’d love me in return.” His lips traveled to her neck, eliciting her soft laughter. “Why tell me now?”

“I needed to, though I can’t say exactly why.” She leaned her head against his shoulder and toyed with the end of his braid. “I tried not to love you, believe me, I tried. I told myself that you weren’t worth breaking my vows, that my one mate was Olluhm and no other, but I cannot deny the hold you have over me. Even after I accepted that it was love, I still assumed that you would lose interest in me after a time, and that once you moved on from me, I would return to my quiet life in the temple.”

“How could I lose interest in you?” Caol’nir asked.

“You’re so young, Caol’nir, hardly more than a boy,” Alluria replied. “Someone like you should be with one he can love openly, not one he needs to sneak out of the palace just to hold her hand.” 

Caol’nir chuckled at her assessment. “I may be young, and foolish,” he began, pausing to silence her with a kiss, “but my heart wants you alone. Besides, our little outings were fun.”

“Caol’nir, my selfish needs could have gotten you killed!”

“A risk I gladly took, and I would take a thousand more just to see you smile. Dea comora, I’ve always been happy just to be in your presence. I would have warded you until the end of time, never having felt your touch, and it would have been enough. I’ll never forsake you.”

“I know that now,” Alluria said, smiling at her warrior. “I daresay, I’ve known for some time.” 

Caol’nir tucked her head against his neck, much as he had during that first morning at the meadow. “I need to ask you something,” Alluria said after a time. 

“Ask me anything.”

“Why do you always have your hair in this braid? I’ve never seen men with such braids, save you, your brothers and the Prelate.” She ran her fingers over the length of it, marveling that it was woven as tight as a rope.

“It’s an old legend,” he replied. Alluria unwound the leather thong that tied off the end of his braid, noting how he watched her hands. “It says that a warrior’s strength in battle can be measured by the length of his hair.”

“And you believe that?”

“My father believes it, so my brothers and I have always worn our hair long.” He watched her slender fingers unraveling the braid. “What are you doing?”

“I’ve never seen your hair loose,” she replied, “and I think it will be lovely, long and pale as it is.”

 Caol’nir stayed her hand. “The legend also says that a warrior’s hair is unbound for only one act.”

“What act is that? Bathing?”

“Well, that, and another we’re not likely to engage in.” 

Alluria smiled tightly, for he had reminded her that as long as she remained Olluhm’s unclaimed mate she could not truly be his. “Well, now you know not to place such faith in stories.” His hair now unbound, she ran her fingers through the long strands. “What will happen when we leave this room?” 

Caol’nir smoothed back her hair and drew her against his chest. “I'll escort you to the temple.”

“You mean you'll walk two paces behind me, and I may only touch you on pain of death,” Alluria said bitterly. Caol’nir tightened his embrace but said nothing, while she imagined a life of clandestine meetings and stolen kisses. “Do you remember the day I found you in the arena?”

“Of course I do.”

“What…what were you really going to say?” When he pursed his lips, she added, “You can tell me, now.”

Caol’nir was silent for long moments, and Alluria didn't rush him. She understood that it was no easy task to bare one’s heart. “I asked you what kind of man you would take as a mate, and you described me,” he began. “At least, I hoped you described me.” He caressed her cheek, bringing her face close to his. “I want things to be different; I wish I had never sworn this accursed oath that keeps me from you… Say the words, nalla, and I'll leave the con’dehr behind and bind myself to you.”

“You would do that?” she asked incredulously. “But your father, and brothers… What would they do if you left?”

“They would get over it,” he said, though she didn’t believe that for a moment. “If I’m with you that’s all that matters.”

Alluria nearly wept as he said the words; all her life she had wanted to be mated, to have someone to wake up with, share her thoughts with, watch the suns rise and set. She realized that she was wrong to take her vows as a priestess. Olluhm wasn’t her true mate. He never had been.

But, she had taken those vows. 

“Nall, I would still be a priestess,” she pointed out. “Another’s mate.”

“Another’s mate,” he repeated. A god’s mate. Caol’nir kissed her forehead and said nothing, for he had long ago accepted that she would never be his.

“What if I left the Great Temple?” Alluria asked.

“Where would you go?” he asked. “Would you return to your temple in the east?”

“I would stay with you.” She placed her hands against his cheeks, and looked deeply into his eyes. “By leave, I mean renounce my vows.”

“Can that even be done?”

“There must be a way,” she replied. “I’ve been trying to learn how to leave for some time now.”

“Alluria, I don’t want you to give up your life for me,” he began, but she pressed her lips to his.

“I’ll give up nothing but that which keeps us apart,” she murmured against his lips. “Do you not want me to do so?”

“Dea comora, all I desire is you.” Caol’nir nestled her against his chest. “Have you never noticed how well you fit in my arms, how you are the perfect height for me to kiss, how my hands fit around your waist? I wonder if you weren’t made for me.” He stroked her hair for a moment, smoothing down the soft strands. “You were meant to be mine. I’ve thought that from the first moment I saw you. I will stand by your side, no matter what sort of life you choose.”

Alluria smiled. “I chose you long ago.”








  
  

Chapter Fourteen
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Caol’nir and Alluria left his chamber after the child sun rose. With Alluria walking a few paces ahead of Caol’nir it looked as if he was merely escorting her though the palace, not returning her to the temple after a night spent in his chambers. As they approached the temple’s northern entrance, they encountered a flurry of activity, and Caol’nir stepped in front of Alluria. 

“What happened?” he demanded of the con’dehr at the door. The guard indicated the cells and stated that the god had come, but that things had gone…badly. Caol’nir strode toward the cells, ignoring the pleas of others to keep back. When he entered the tiny room, he covered his mouth as his stomach heaved.

Whatever had been with the priestess had ripped the girl to pieces, most of which were smeared across the walls. The girl’s cot was demolished, the sleeping furs rent apart and so blood-soaked it looked as if dead animals littered the floor. Caol’nir could only stare, unable to comprehend what could have caused such carnage, when he heard Alluria’s stifled scream.

“I told you to stay back,” he snapped, regretting his harsh words when he saw her terrified eyes. “I need to get you out of here.” He grabbed her elbow and guided her out of the cell lest her bare feet touch what was left of the girl.

“Ethnia,” Alluria murmured.

“What?”

“Ethnia,” she repeated. “Her name was Ethnia.”

Caol’nir frowned, then turned to the con’dehr he’d last spoken to. “Who else knows about this?”

“Only the two of us,” he replied. “I was waiting for another guard to arrive before I advised your father.”

“Bar the room, and keep all others from entering until me or my father declare otherwise,” Caol’nir ordered.  The guard assented, and Caol’nir added, “I’ll see Alluria to her cell.”  Once they were inside, Caol’nir pulled her into his arms and carried her to her cot as she collapsed in sobs.

“Is this to be my fate as well?” she wailed. “Murdered within my own temple?” Caol’nir hushed her and stroked her back.

“I'll find you a safe temple,” he promised. “I'll take you away from here.”

“I don’t want another temple,” she said, her voice hoarse with sobs. “I want to be released from this servitude.” Alluria raised her eyes to his, and he was struck by their beauty, even swollen and streaked with tears. “I want you to be with you.”

“I don’t know what to do,” he whispered. “Nalla, I only want you to be safe.”

“Just claim me and end this nightmare,” Alluria said bitterly. “Olluhm hasn’t only forsaken me, he has forsaken us all.”

Caol’nir drew Alluria against his chest and kissed her hair. He wanted her as well, but had no idea how he was supposed to claim a priestess, or a former priestess for that matter. “Before we do anything, we need to go to my father,” he murmured against her neck. “He needs to know what's really happening here.”




      [image: ]Once Alluria had progressed from hysterical to despondent, the priestess and her guard went to the Prelate’s chambers. They came across Caol’non on the way; somehow, the brothers were never far from one another. Caol’non asked why Alluria was so distressed, but his twin replied he would tell him and their father together.

Upon entering the chamber they found Tor, the Prelate of Parthalan, speaking with Fiornacht. The two fell silent when they saw the twins, one grim-faced and the other confused, and a priestess who had obviously been crying. 

“Has something happened in the temple?” demanded Tor.

“Have you heard what befell a priestess last night?” countered Caol’nir.

“I know that Olluhm came. Is she with child?”

“She’s dead.”

Caol’nir’s father and brothers were stunned, and Alluria whimpered as she covered her face with her hands. Tor told her to sit and she obeyed; as Prelate, he held more authority that the High Priestess and was second only to the king.

“How did she die?” Tor asked.

“She was ripped apart by whatever came to her last night,” Caol’nir replied.

“Why am I just learning this now?” Tor demanded.

“Because the fool you assigned to the morning watch decided to wait before informing you,” Caol’nir shot back. “I’ve seen the priestess's cell. There is very little left of her.” Alluria’s shuddered, and Caol’nir whispered, “Be strong, this will be done soon.”

“Why are you in the company of a priestess?” demanded Fiornacht.

“Alluria heard the girl screaming last night, and came to me for protection,” Caol’nir replied.

“Came to you in your chamber? And you’re calling that protection? ”sneered Fiornacht.

“It’s my duty to protect all of the priestesses!”

“Then why didn’t you seek out the one who was screaming? Too busy ‘protecting’ this one?”

“Maybe if she’d come to me as well, this wouldn’t have happened!”

“Enough,” shouted Alluria. “She has a name. Her name is Ethnia!” She glared from Caol’nir to Fiornacht, before approaching the elder. “Do not fault Caol’nir for his actions. He is right; I went to him. Ethnia’s screams terrified me, and I didn’t know where else to turn. I surely couldn’t have gone to you, Fiornacht. You would have just as likely taken me as sent me back to my death.”

Caol’non laughed and Fiornacht blanched, for once with no rebuttal, and Alluria turned to Tor.

“Prelate, I beg you not to hold my actions against Caol’nir. I was frightened, and acted foolishly. I can assure you that he remained honorable while I was with him.” Tor regarded the priestess and his son, his eyes hard.

“I have no doubt that my son is honorable. A priestess should feel free to approach any member of the con’dehr, at any time, for any reason; therefore you, Alluria, have done nothing wrong.” He leaned back in his chair and rubbed his chin. “Now, on to Ethnia…Alluria, would you like to step away as we discuss this?”

“No,” she stated firmly. “I will hear you out, my lord, in the hopes that none of my other sisters are so harmed.” With that, Alluria went to Caol’nir’s side and stared defiantly at Fiornacht.

The discussion was swift. Tor gave Fiornacht the assignment of speaking with Rahlle’s apprentices in order to learn what, if anything, could have breached the sealed temple doors and done harm to a priestess, and gave instructions for additional guards to be posted in and around the temple. However, he declined to have the guard stay in the temple at night, after the doors were sealed.

Alluria disagreed. “My lord, I believe I speak for all of my sisters when I say that we no longer feel safe in the temple at night. May we be moved to rooms in the palace until whoever has breached our sacred space has been dealt with?”

Tor rubbed his chin as he regarded the priestess. “Your words have merit,” he said at length. “I know I wouldn’t sleep a stone’s throw from a recent murder. Caol’nir, can you see to finding accommodations for the sisters who wish for such?”

Caol’nir bowed his head as he agreed to his father’s request. Fiornacht glared at Caol’nir, but held his tongue after a quick look at Alluria’s face. As the two left the Prelate’s chamber, Caol’nir did not remain two paces behind Alluria but walked at her side.

“You know something of my brother and a priestess?” Caol’nir quietly inquired.

“I know nothing at all,” Alluria replied with a knowing smile. “I only wanted him to stop shouting at you. His reaction was interesting, wasn’t it?” Her innocent eyes gazed into his, and he fought the urge to wrap her in his arms right there in the main concourse.

“I’ve been trying to quiet him for years without success, and you do it with a few words. My lady, I could not love you more.”

Caol’nir walked with Alluria back to the temple, and as she gathered her things, he spoke with the High Priestess, Sarelle. She was not pleased to hear that the Prelate had decreed that her priestesses could sleep outside the Great Temple, if they chose.  She insisted that removing them would only anger Olluhm. Caol’nir placated her as best he could, but in the end, Sarelle had no choice but to concede to the Prelate’s authority.

Once his conversation with Sarelle had reached its inevitable conclusion, the High Priestess stalked off to give Tor a thorough tongue-lashing. Caol’nir found Alluria in her cell, her belongings neatly packed.

“I’ll put these in your new chamber,” Caol’nir said, taking the satchel.

“What part of the palace will I be in?” she asked.

“You’ll stay with me,” he replied. “Once the suns go to rest, you will not leave my sight.”




      [image: ]With that, Caol’nir had bowed his head and left the temple, promising to return before nightfall. For the remainder of the day, Alluria performed her duties as best she could, all the while shadowed by Caol’non. She appreciated that Caol’nir had sent his brother to watch over her, but being followed about by the twin of the man she loved was quite unsettling. To distract herself from Caol’non, She wondered where Caol’nir and his father were. Maybe Caol’nir was trying to learn what had befallen Ethnia, Tor was speaking with Rahlle, and Fiornacht…

 Alluria laughed inwardly as she looked at her fellow priestesses, wondering whom Fiornacht had bedded. She was well acquainted with men like him, who thought the rules did not apply to those in such high positions. The way he belittled Caol’nir, only to disguise his own indiscretions…yes, she knew the type. Now, she just needed to know the girl in question.

As the elder sun went to rest, Caol’nir reentered the temple, speaking with his twin for a few moments before he motioned Alluria toward him. Wordlessly she followed, her heart in her throat as they traversed the long corridor to his chamber. She didn’t know how to tell him what she had learned when she had spoken first with Atreynha, and then with Sarelle, or how he would react to hearing it.




      [image: ]Caol’nir opened the heavy chamber door for Alluria, frowning as he scanned the room. “I don’t know how to do this,” he confessed. “I know we should just act as we always do, but I’ve never been faced with the possibility of having you for the entire night.” He squeezed his eyes shut. “Forgive me, I didn’t mean that I would have you, I meant…” Caol’nir shook his head. “Gods, I sound like a fool.”

“It’s fine,” Alluria mumbled. “I’m just so glad I’m here, not where…” She cleared her throat. “Thank you, for allowing me to stay.”

“Of course,” he said. “It’s just that no woman has ever spent the night here; well, except for you.”

“I promise I won’t try to seduce you.”

Caol’nir shook his head at her candor. “I should be making you comfortable, not the other way ‘round.” He kissed her forehead and led Alluria to the hearth, but as he sat in a chair she again sat on the floor. Caol’nir smiled as he got down on the floor across from her, watching her as she stretched out on the thick rug. “How is it that you always go about barefoot, yet your feet are always pristine and white?”

“I practice an ancient art,” Alluria said.

“Is it some sort of a spell?” Caol’nir asked

“It's called bathing,” she replied, nudging him with her foot. “You should try it, warrior. It will work for your feet as well.” Alluria laughed at his indignant face.

“Exactly how often do you wash your feet?”

“Obviously more than you do.”

“You enjoy teasing me, priestess.” Caol’nir moved toward her on his hands and knees, not stopping until an arm was on each side of her hips and his mouth was a hair’s breadth from hers. “I thought you were trained to be demure.”

“I never claimed to be a good student.”  Caol’nir brushed his lips against hers; Alluria wound her arms around his neck and kissed him.

A knock at the door roused them. “I expect that will be our supper,” Caol’nir said; he had spoken with the kitchens earlier in the day, knowing that the sight of him and Alluria dining together in the hall would cause rumors neither wanted to deal with. Even so, Caol’nir grabbed his cloak and draped it around Alluria’s shoulders, hiding her priestess robes. Fortunately, the saffira who attended them that evening was polite enough to not stare at the woman reclined before his hearth. After she left, they shared a simple meal of bread and stew. Afterward, Caol’nir poured two measures of wine. He had no sooner handed it off to Alluria than he caught her smiling into her goblet.

“Does wine always make you smile?” Caol’nir asked.

“I was remembering the first time you brought me wine. I’d just come to Teg’urnan, and I was miserable. Everyone kept saying that I should be glad to be here, that it is a privilege to serve the Great Temple, and that I didn’t know how lucky I was. I just wanted to go home.” She stared into her goblet for a moment, swirling the wine. “I even hated my cell, barren and cold and without a single window. My prior cell had beautiful, wide windows, and I could always see the sky.”

Caol’nir tucked Alluria’s hair behind her ear. “I had no idea you were so sad. If I’d known, I would have tried to help you.”

Alluria turned to kiss his open palm. “You did. It was my fourth morning in Teg’urnan, and as I lit the censers a warrior had the audacity to approach me, his face split by a silly grin.”

Caol’nir laughed softly, remembering their awkward first conversation. “I was afraid you’d shout at me, and send me away.”

“I nearly did! But then you held out a jug of golden eastern wine, not the horrible red wine they have here in the palace, and said you thought I might like something of home.” She looked at the pale liquid in her goblet as she smiled. “You were the only one who understood that I might be homesick, and I had never even spoken to you. How did you know?”

“I didn’t. I only knew that if I was suddenly taken away from the only home I’d ever known, I'd miss it terribly.” Caol’nir dipped his finger in his goblet and stroked Alluria’s lower lip with his damp fingertip, then bent to kiss her. “All I knew of the east was that their grapes are white, not red. If I had to do it again, I would bring you herbs.”

“The wine was perfect,” she said as she stifled a yawn.

“Are you tired?” he asked, and she nodded. “You may have the bed. I’ll stay here.”

Alluria raised her head, her brows peaked. “You don’t want to share your bed with me?”

“I didn’t think you’d want that.”

“Well, now you know better,” she said as she rose. Caol’nir quickly stood behind her, and then he carried her to the mound of furs. Alluria squealed as she twined her arms around his neck, and he murmured for her to be silent lest someone come to her rescue. Caol’nir sat on the edge of the sleeping platform, holding Alluria in his lap while avoiding her eyes.

“Is it true?” He asked; tradition dictated that if a man was so bold as to claim a priestess Olluhm would strike him dead before he completed the act. 

“While I personally do not know, I can tell you that most priestesses are not nearly as chaste as they pretend to be.” Caol’nir raised an eyebrow, and she giggled. “Many here in Teg’urnan certainly aren't virgins, regardless of whether they've been honored by our god.”

“You mean to tell me that I, and my father and brothers, have dedicated our lives to keeping you women untouched, and we're failing miserably?”

Alluria nestled herself against his chest. “The incidents I know of have not happened here, under your watchful eye, but at the outlying temples. Why, Alyon has had many lovers.”

“And you, fair maiden?”

“No man but you has ever interested me.” She pulled the thick cable of hair over his shoulder and fingered the leather thong that bound it. “Do you not believe me?”

“I believe you,” he replied softly, “I love you, and I cherish you.” Caol’nir kissed the top of her head and rubbed his cheek against her soft hair, drinking in her sweet, wildflower scent. Alluria’s fingers traveled to the neck of his jerkin and traced the edge of the thick leather.

“Are you…going to…?” Her voice trailed off, leaving the question unfinished but her meaning clear.

“I can sleep in my clothing,” he replied.

“Won’t you be uncomfortable?”

“I’ll be fine.” Alluria tugged at the laces of his jerkin, twining the cords around her fingers.

“I liked the feel of your skin against mine.” Alluria turned her face up to his as he kissed her, Caol’nir forgetting that she was a priestess, only recognizing her as the woman he loved. He lay back on the furs as Alluria drew the cords free and parted the heavy leather.

“I wish…I wish I could share one night with you.  Just one perfect night...”  As Alluria’s voice trailed off she touched his chest, then let her fingers travel to the hard muscles of his abdomen.  Caol’nir arched his neck as he moaned; she had no idea that her gentle touch was driving him mad.

“I wish for the same,” he said, his voice hoarse with wanting her. Emboldened by her words, Caol’nir ran his hands down her back, pausing to squeeze the swell of her hips. “You say Alyon has had many lovers?”

“And none are dead.”  Alluria placed her cheek against his chest and took a deep breath. “I’ve spoken to the High Priestess.”

“About what, nalla?”

“About being released from my vows.”

Caol’nir rubbed his eyes as he imagined Sarelle’s stern, judgmental face as Alluria sought guidance. “What did she say?”

“That it can be done honorably.”

He raised himself up on his elbows, his shock nearly outweighing his joy. “How?”

“I don’t know yet. I'm to go into the vaults; the information is contained within.” She dropped her gaze. “I’ll be sequestered for five days and five nights, beginning at second dawn.”

“Tomorrow?” Caol’nir had seen and spoken to Alluria every day since she arrived in Teg’urnan. Now, when he finally knew that she loved him, he wouldn’t see her for a small eternity.

“Tomorrow,” Alluria confirmed.

“Why will it take you five days to find your answer? I thought the vaults were a sort of library, full of scrolls and such.”

“One cannot just enter the vaults. I must be purified before I enter, and again after I leave.” Alluria wrapped her arms around Caol’nir. “If I present my question, and the answer is no…”

“What will they do to you?”

“I may never petition to be released again.”

“But you won’t be harmed?” he asked, tracing her cheekbone with his thumb. “Tell me you’ll be safe.”

“Of course they won’t harm me,” she replied. “I’m still the god’s mate. To harm me would mean their deaths.”

“Then this is not so bad,” he said. “I’ll be lost without you for five days, but you’ll be returned to me soon enough. If the answer is no, we will remain as we have been, and I’ll guard your sacred chastity until the end of my days.”

“And… if it is yes?”

“Then you’re mine.”
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