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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      A Reign of Blood and Magic and the first book, The Scarlett Mark, began as a whisper in the summer of 2012—an abstract idea not yet formed, a flicker of a story waiting to take shape. At the time, I was working as a bookseller at Indigo Books & Music in Canada. Though I had written several manuscripts in the past, I wasn’t writing then. In truth, I had given up on the dream of writing a book, let alone publishing one.

      And yet, I was surrounded by books, by stories. I took part in midnight release parties for Harry Potter and Twilight, quietly hoping inspiration would return.

      Then came the first season of Game of Thrones. The world of Westeros captivated me so completely that I devoured George R. R. Martin’s novels—A Song of Ice and Fire. His character-driven storytelling inspired me, especially his willingness to write hard truths and emotional consequences. Some readers may lament a character’s death (I certainly did), but history reminds us that humanity can be unkind. George’s commitment to emotional and historical authenticity struck a chord.

      That’s when the seed of a story took root.

      The idea for A Reign of Blood and Magic (not the original series title) began with three names: Scarlett, Ruby, and Rose. I still remember sitting in the bookstore lunchroom when they came to me—vivid and certain. From the beginning, the color red pulsed through everything. Before long, I was writing again.

      My favorite character to write is Cynara. The series begins with her—and if she ever dies, the series will end with her too. I love her capacity for action, her refusal to accept injustice, and her fearless determination to go where no woman has gone before—consequences be damned. She acts where I once couldn’t. In many ways, she is me—braver, bolder, and unafraid to confront the darkness. Through her, I found the courage to face my own.

      I published the first edition of The Scarlett Mark in 2015. One early reviewer, a dear friend, told me it felt like it had been written from a childhood heart. I believe that’s true. In many ways, this book helped me begin to heal. Through fairy-tale threads and magical worlds, I found a path back to myself and the stories that live within me.

      The Ebony Queen followed, and I wrote The Immortal Blood during the pandemic, publishing it at the end of 2021. I won’t give too much away, but I will say this: writing the third book allowed me to explore the power of forgiveness. In releasing one character, I found peace.

      If you’ve picked up this boxset, thank you. I hope it entertains, inspires, and maybe—even heals.

      —Abby Lane

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRAISE FOR THE SCARLETT MARK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        “An imaginative fantasy that reprises beauty-and-the-beast themes with feisty characters and richly intriguing witchery. An entertaining romance for sword-and-sorcery fans.”

        KIRKUS REVIEWS

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Borrowing inspiration from modern and classic authors of the genre, yet creating a magnificent new world all her own, The Scarlett Mark is an impressive start to an immersive and lavishly written series.”

        SPR, THE REVIEW GROUP

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “This is a fabulous blend of romance and fantasy. Lane had it right calling it a Romantasy!”

        KATIE O’CONNOR

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Lane creates a colorful tapestry: a story of a cursed nobleman and exiled princess, of dark and light, good and evil; a tale in which many things are not as they seem at the first glance.”

        J.F. KAUFMANN

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Rich prose and intriguing characters make for an engaging story.”

        A.M. WESTERLING

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Makes me nostalgic for all those old epic fantasies that first got me interested in writing. It has strong ties to fairy tales that many readers will recognize, but it isn’t a strict retelling of any. Rather, it stands on its own, with a richer backstory than most fairy tale retellings and with powerful, fascinating characters.”

        JO NIEDERHOFF, MANHATTAN BOOK REVIEW

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE SCARLETT MARK

          

          A MEDIEVAL ROMANTASY

          ABBY LANE
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            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      The Scarlett Mark is dedicated to the memory of my grandparents, Ernest and Ellen Brewster, who shared many stories during my childhood. Perhaps my love of novel-length fiction first took root at their kitchen table—a place where Grandpa often told tales that brought joy and laughter to our family.

      They taught me that no matter the storm, hope is always waiting to be found.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          CYNARA
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      The eye of the storm circled toward Drum Manor, her resolve surrendering to wickedness. Gale force winds blew cold, threatening to topple the oak trees as if their brine-soaked trunks were no more than thin sticks. Lightning flashed white, rippling between gray clouds, and thunder roared and crackled. Mother Nature brewed a warning of evil entering the forest, but a witch’s wrath could not be stilled and the settling of scores persisted.

      Cynara Musadora conjured the storm.

      She’d prepared for this night and wore the ceremonial robes of her coven, a black cloak flecked with silver that swirled around her legs. The fabric itself seemed to breathe an insidious life. She didn’t care. It was her destiny to wield darker arts, but until this moment, she hadn’t used her gift for nefarious purposes; and no one, man, woman or child, had been hurt by her art, even so, no human had harmed her emotional well-being like Nicolai Graydon.

      In her life, she’d encountered many ignorant sards. Childhood friends, young adults, the odd household lord or lady, too. But after one cruel handling by a rake, she’d taken enough abuse and wasn’t suffering further exploitation. Not from anyone. There were consequences for manipulating a woman like her, and punishing the offender seemed appropriate.

      After all, Hell hath no fury like a woman’s scorn and Nicolai’s rejection had been the worst. The betrayal had weakened her, causing feelings of shame, sadness, and grief. Losing his love, or what had seemed like love, had broken her spirit. She couldn’t overcome her grief and like a weakened fool, for weeks, couldn’t stop crying.

      She’d loved the man!

      But his betrayal had crushed her heart and torn it into two bloody pieces. Where a heart muscle should beat strong, now, only sorrow, silent rage, and two black stones beat weakly inside her chest. As far as she was concerned, it wasn’t unreasonable that a man should suffer a similar fate and cry at sorrow’s door, too.

      Yet in light of new ambitions, she was calm. Peaceful. She stepped from behind a tree, finding the pathway that led to the mansion and the man who had hurt her, shunned her, and forced their relationship to end. She’d hiked this pathway so many times before, it almost disappointed her that this would be her last visit beneath these trees.

      The forest was full of old, gnarled oak. In the darkness, the trees were hauntingly beautiful and she treasured them. She swept aside their branches as if the limbs were her web, and she the spider skittering across the silk. Lord Nicolai, unaware of her pursuit, struggled on the line. She felt him. Heard him. The thrum of his heartbeat pulsed. Thump—Thump. She approached it, to wrap him within her curse to punish him for his crime, a love crime that drove her closer to his home.

      Long jet-black strands of hair whipped into her mint-green eyes, and though cold air spat against her face and nipped at her hands, her desire for revenge did not abate.

      “Soon, Nicolai,” she cackled. Lightning flashed and thunder boomed a second time. “Very soon, I will have your heart. Lady Alexandra cannot have what is mine.”

      If she could not have the man she loved—or rather, had loved—if Nicolai could not see she was his other half, his better half, then she’d curse the bastard to the Netherworld.

      As the forest gave way to a clearing, Cynara trudged through tall grasses that swished with the breeze, marching toward the ridge, whose rocky embankment traversed the path between the land and the sea. The tide was stronger than usual and though the waves crashed beneath the cliff, surging against the rocks, the ugly roil did not lessen her pursuit.

      Drum Manor waited on the other side of the meadowlands. Candlelight flickered on the other side of the dormer windows, drawing her closer. The light illuminating her footpath to the manor. Nicolai was inside that house and she knew where the lord entertained his company. In the great hall with his bride-to-be.

      Though the thought of the pair caused Cynara to scream with rage, amusement soon creased her face. A matrimonial affair was not happening. No woman would wear his ring, nor share in his impassioned bed. She would find them, curse their future, and snuff out their passionate flames forever.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Lord Nicolai Graydon

      

      

      Lord Nicolai stood near the banquet table, dressed in a rich black vest accentuated with silver brocade, holding a tankard of ale in his right hand. He grinned, swirling the amber fluid, acknowledging the fact he had reached a once unattainable goal—amassing his fortune through a betrothal commitment, and in so doing, returning his family name to its proper status. He considered this milestone while scrutinizing the gilt-edged hall. A windfall of capital presented itself in the form of wealthy guests. He contemplated men and women who were engaging in conversation, dancing to classical string music, feasting on finger foods, or stealing away to private chambers to share in more intimate pursuits. Drum Manor hosted the best of the best and he was grateful the wealthy were in attendance.

      He watched them. Counts and viscounts discussing parliamentary issues. The Lord High Marshall, in company with members of the king’s privy council, droning on about military matters to nattering diplomats and stewards. Lords and ladies presenting their stylish daughters in the hopes of finding a suitable husband. He watched the drama unfold with a keen intellect, understanding that everyone who could make a difference in his future was sharing his home at this betrothal celebration. Lord Nicolai Graydon had risen in status, too, and he felt like he’d won a lavish prize. Gratefully, his life goals could mature due to this makeshift measure.

      What more could a man do than celebrate his success and sip his ale? He supposed he could thank the woman who brought this influence into his life. Alexandra, the daughter of an earl; from the start he’d known she’d make the perfect wife. Yet, some aristocratic men considered their pairing a selfish pursuit of material gain, since her dowry advanced a required coin into his pocket.

      He didn’t care what anyone thought about his actions. His debtors had demanded their funds, a manor required refurbishment, and his life needed a face-lift. He couldn’t wait to be wed to realize the wealth. And her delicate features, blonde hair and celestial blue eyes, provided the perfect genetics should their union bear children. Dressed in a pale blue surcoat threaded with silver, she shimmered like the metal. He should probably love the woman for all she brought to his life, but what did Nicolai know about love?

      He had never considered the question of love until a hunting lad had enquired about his matrimonial motives, motives that could never define a lover’s true purpose. He had skirted the issue with a response long in coming.

      What is love, anyway?

      He sipped his drink and contemplated the question. The poets wrote about this notion of love as if its essence were a heady desire or a dark spell that squeezed at the victim’s heart, rendering them helpless. The minstrels sang of silly infatuations with high-pitched voices, imparting an intense lust and sudden couplings of the heart.

      “Huh,” Nicolai recalled, chuckling under his breath. He had a fondness for a good song, but felt that love was no more than an incurable malady, an arthritic condition; a chain that threatened to drag its victims into a life of servitude. He did not care for such an affliction, but he did covet the monetary elements that came with commitment—the money a marriage would bring.

      Someday, he might care for Alexandra, perhaps love her as well, but if not for his needs, he would never have chosen her for a bride. Despite her beauty, she feared his advances, shied away from conversation, and cringed at the slightest touch. Frankly, they entertained little chemistry. Bedding the woman might prove to be a chore.

      Lord Nicolai, or Nick, as the more brazen ladies chose to refer to him, was not accustomed to a shy lady like Alexandra. A daredevil of a woman had been more to his liking. He licked salty ale from his lips as Cyn came to mind—a dark-haired vixen who had joined him in raucous exploits. He heated, recalling their affair, but their sex-play had ended when the marriage banns were announced. Perhaps he could find her again, take her as his mistress, and enjoy seductive pleasures on the side.

      “I think not,” he whispered to himself, swallowing his ale in a choked gulp. Removing the woman from his life had been a wise decision, as their last encounter had ended horribly. Cynara had fought the news of his upcoming marriage. She chanced to be a take-all or take-naught sort of woman, a wanton warrior who would crush a man’s genitalia if he didn’t pay close attention to her needs. A regrettable cost he couldn’t afford to pay.

      The time had come to announce the engagement, so Nicolai placed his empty mug on the table and went in search of Alexandra, finding his betrothed where a dutiful daughter should reside; at her father’s side, behind her mother’s skirt.

      “There you are,” he acknowledged, reflecting on her beauty while crossing the space between them. “You’re dressed like an angel in your pale blue gown. Lady Alexandra, I swear, your eyes are glowing with an inner light.”

      She curtsied, dipping daintily. “Thank you for your kindness, my lord.”

      He extended his gloved hand toward her. “May I have your hand, my dear? It’s time to make the betrothal announcement.”

      Alexandra breathed deeply, sighed, then placed her petite hand atop his palm, lowering her gaze. “Yes, Lord Nicolai.”

      Gently, he pulled her to him. A tiny, fragile bird, she appeared ready to flee while flitting to his side. He felt the fright in her quivering hand.

      “Alexandra, my dear,” he whispered, ushering her away from her father, and escorting her toward a raised platform. “You must not quiver with fright. Soon, I will be your husband.”

      “I’m not frightened of you,” she mumbled, taking a deep breath. “Lord Nicolai, if I’m to be honest with you, I’m not ready for marriage, or this betrothal.”

      He studied her sedate expression, fingering her shoulder. “I know our engagement is sudden, but it’s a good match for our families. Surely a beauty, such as yourself, yearns for a husband? Isn’t that why your mother brought you to court a fortnight ago, to find you a suitable partner?”

      Unresponsive, the angelic woman glanced at his fingers. He listened to her stiff breathing and perceived a weak heartbeat pulsing beneath his touch. Her fear was obviously expressed. Was she concerning herself with the possibilities held within their bedchamber? He removed his hand.

      “I confess, I was excited to explore the idea of marriage,” she confided, nibbling at her lip. “Nevertheless, I didn’t imagine I’d find myself betrothed so quickly. And to—a rake of a man.”

      Surprised at her temerity, he grasped her hand and whispered words only she could hear. “A rake of a man?” Nicolai chortled, leaning closer, grazing her earlobe with his lips. “My reputation precedes me. I assure you, my dear, I am a gentleman, and as such will treat you with the utmost respect.”

      “I don’t doubt you will respect me, my lord. However, I’ve heard tell your standing rule with women is one of mutual affection.”

      “I’m uncertain as to what you imply, but I imagine in time you’ll assert your position.”

      “You know,” she said, blushing, “your clandestine relationships with the opposite sex.”

      Nicolai shook his head. “Will it go easier for you if I promise to love only you?”

      “Do you mock me? Am I wrong to want a loving commitment? A man who will share his flattery with only one woman. With me?”

      He broke their contact and faced her, assessing her expectant mien. One white lie; what did it matter if he shared a mistruth? “I see how this matter concerns you, so to aid in putting worry behind us, I promise to bestow my fragile heart upon your good graces. Perhaps, in time, some affection, too.”

      He studied her wary expression, then attempted to lead her toward the podium. She glanced at her parents and her former life with concern, then paused, seeking his observation again.

      “Are you toying with me?”

      “I assure you, where matters of the heart are concerned, my courtesy extends further than the physical pursuit of a gentle-born lady. I make you this promise: to take proper care and consideration of you. Come now, we have an announcement to make.”

      He extended his right hand toward Alexandra, and he watched her studying his palm, perhaps considering whether she should accept his offering. He worried when an awkward silence stretched. “Alexandra…”

      Nicolai winked when she placed her hand in his. “I’ll trust you then, my lord, to keep your word.”

      He squeezed her fingers, then commanded the orchestra to stop the music. The conversations drifted away to silence. “I am honored to announce my betrothal to Lady Alexandra von Kampen, the beloved daughter of the earl and countess, Lord Victor and Lady Anna von Kampen. We will be wed in the private gardens of her ancestral home in a fortnight’s time. We thank our friends and family for celebrating this occasion with us. All we ask is that you support us in our journey to the altar.”

      Lightning streaked white inside the great hall, and the thunder boomed so loud, the entire chamber quaked. A gust of wind struck the manor house with such force, the double doors at the end of the hall surged open and banged against the wall. The woman who had entertained Nicolai’s earlier thoughts stepped inside the room, dressed like a nymph risen wet from the sea.

      Nicolai cringed. Alexandra staggered backwards. The angry mien shadowing Cynara’s facial features caused his heart to skip a precious beat.

      “What do we have here, a party?” she hissed, assessing those assembled in the great hall. She swept a black hood from her head, detached her cape, then let the material slide from her shoulders to form a large stain on the floor. The fabric of her silver-patterned dress molded to her feminine figure and outlined the curvy hips Nicolai remembered well. She walked across the hall to meet him with the grace of a serpent accustomed to the constriction.

      “Rude of you not to include me, Nicolai.”

      He cleared his throat. “What has brought you to my home, Cynara? You’re no more than a lowly woman and have no right attending this celebration. Furthermore, you were not invited.”

      “I have every right to be here,” she rasped, pointing at him. “I should be standing beside you—not her!”

      “What do you insinuate? Accept your lot in life. You were not invited to stand anywhere near me, Madam.”

      Once quiet as a dormouse, Alexandra squeaked, “Nicolai, who is this woman?”

      He glowered at Cynara’s minty eyes, wishing he could answer that damnable question. For a certainty he knew her and remembered her, but after their last meeting, he had thought their paths would never cross again.

      “Her name is Cynara,” he growled, taking one uncertain step forward. “But the ‘Cyn’ nickname was more to my liking.”

      “Nicolai, you ignorant sard,” the witch spat. “I should have known you’d be a terrible life partner when you couldn’t appreciate my name. The ‘Cyn’ assertion is disrespectful. It gives the impression of a bad seed and I’m nothing of the sort. I promise you this, you’ll never forget the ring of Cynara again.”

      “Don’t throw your empty threats at me. You’re not an innocent in this affair. Surely you know, we were never meant to be more than bedmates,” he called out, unmindful of his guests. “I respect your lot in life. I do. A pity you can’t accept mine.”

      “That comment will cost you dearly.”

      “Cynara, my affairs no longer concern you. Our relationship is over. Accept it. Retrace your steps, collect your cloak, and leave my home.”

      Whatever her purpose, Nicolai’s demands did not deter her movement. She appeared to sadden at first, and he almost felt sorry for her, but then her face contorted with anger and she progressed closer. So close, he could see the fiery sparks in the whites of her eyes. Should he be afraid?

      She paused meaningfully. “Cynara, Nicolai. Always remember it was Cynara who put you in your place.”

      “What’s the meaning of this intrusion, Madam?” Alexandra’s father bellowed.

      Nicolai groaned, watching his soon to be father-in-law, a know-it-all blatherskite, pace forward across the hall. The blighter stepping into the fray wore a belt under his girth to hold an overly large tummy. No hope from this quarter—the man gave the impression of a fool as he slobbered further with his prattle.

      “Who are you to walk uninvited into this hall? This is my daughter’s day, Madam, and you will not dishonor it. Do what has been asked of you and leave this place.”

      “This should have been my day,” Cynara howled, waving his words away as if he were a fly, and turning her attention to Alexandra in an unnatural way. Nicolai saw the hate in Cynara’s expression as his fiancée stepped backward in response, toward the natural protection of her father.

      “Soon, your daughter will wish she had never been born,” Cynara spat, moving closer to the pair. “Perhaps she will also wish you had never sold her to this cat’s-paw.”

      “My guests and I have heard enough,” Nicolai raged, facing his former lover. He grabbed Cynara’s arm and attempted to escort her from the hall. But she pulled free of his embrace, broke their contact, and raised her hands against him in an unnatural manner.

      “Nicolai Graydon,” she shouted, “you have wronged me!”

      He tried to laugh, but the sound came out strangled. The situation grew more ludicrous as the minutes passed. At one time he had taken his pleasure from this woman, as most lords were inclined to do in the company of a common servant, but now she was embarrassing him in front of his guests.

      “Cynara,” he said, attempting to placate her. “A man cannot wrong a fallen woman. Saying anything more will only serve to embarrass you. You do not know your place and have entertained us long enough.”

      Nicolai searched the crowd of shocked guests until he saw his butler. “Bensen,” he called to him, “escort this woman from the hall and have her away.”

      Cynara’s face distorted and colored purple with rage. Her sudden scream echoed throughout the great hall. “I would ignore your master’s instructions, if I were you.”

      The butler was not deterred by her caustic tone, and had not advanced farther than a few steps before she raised her hand, splayed her fingers wide, and directed a current of energy at him. Lightning sizzled from her fingertips and surged across the room. The candlelight flickered; the thunder echoed her anger and raged aloud.

      Nicolai could not believe the scene he was witnessing. Black magic wrapped Bensen in a cocoon of light and lifted him off the floor as if he were no more than a rock, then catapulted him across the hall. He lay there like a beaten dog, whimpering, clutching the leg of a lounge chair. Helpless, all Nicolai could do was stare at him in shock.

      “Who’s next?” Cynara screamed, facing Nicolai while women cried in fright and ran from the hall in panic, with husbands, fathers, and servants following.

      Alexandra tried to flee the melee, too and attempted to reach her parents, but a force held her in place. “Mother?” she said, whimpering. Her face contorted in fear and tears filled her eyes. She reached for her mum, but Lady Anna could not free her daughter from the evil.

      Cynara’s eyes pierced Nicolai with white-hot anger. “I hate you, Nicolai. I abhor you for using me. I curse you to the blackest depths of the Netherworld for as long as you shall live.”

      He didn’t know how to respond. After witnessing her unnatural power against his butler, Nicolai didn’t know whether he should laugh or cry. For the first time in his life, he was frightened. His only thought was to protect Alexandra. He grabbed her hand and tried to escort her to safety, but she had become affixed, rooted to the floor like a statue.

      What in the sarding nether land was he supposed to do?

      “If you think to leave, my lord, you should be aware that a predator always gives chase.”

      Nicolai stepped away from his betrothed, sensing that standing near Alexandra would only threaten her further. He heard Cynara chanting in her witch’s voice, loud and shrill, speaking slowly at first and then so quickly he couldn’t understand the language.

      What in God’s bones was she muttering?

      Though he didn’t need to understand her foreign words to know lives were in danger. Cynara held all their fates in her hands.

      White light blinded him and the thunder boomed again as if the storm was churning inside the hall. Dark powers were consuming his home and he couldn’t protect himself, Alexandra, or any of the guests he had welcomed to Drum Manor.

      And then Cynara wailed: “Within this hour, I bind thy power. To be mine for eternity, cursed with black poverty.”

      A celestial body entered Nicolai’s chest and grasped his beating heart. Light energy squeezed his lifeblood and pulled him away from his betrothed.

      “Cynara, please don’t do this—” Nicolai begged of her, groaning in agony. He fought against the electric current burning him inside his chest. The powerful surge yanked him off his feet and slid him beneath her heated, maniacal gaze.

      Strange laughter filled his head and pressed against living tissues; the pain so intense, he curled into a fetal position, clutching at his chest and excreting urine inside his pants. He begged for mercy, moaning in pain, but he could see from her crazed expression that a merciful escape would not be possible.

      “You foolish man, I curse you to live in darkness for the rest of your miserable life. You have wronged me. And because of your ill-treatment, you will live in a black existence like a cat chasing a mouse, unable to hold the love you forfeited when you wounded me.”

      “Please, Cynara,” Nicolai cried, writhing… “Please, release me…”

      “Leave him alone, you monster,” Alexandra shrieked, finding her voice.

      Cynara shouted: “No more from you, little bird!”

      Lightning flashed quick and silver and enclosed Alexandra within a cloak of crimson flames. For an instant, a beautiful angel stood inside a hateful light, appealing for help. She screamed in terror, her hands clawing, trying to escape the heated barrier. The fire melted and destroyed her flesh. The heat burned her so efficiently, soon only flames surrounding a woman’s shape were visible. A million stars consumed her slender form and then simply burst apart like diamonds scattering in the air, falling to the ground, then dissipating. Soon, nothing remained. The space where Alexandra had stood was empty, not even an ash littered the planked floor.

      Nicolai’s betrothed was gone. Lady Anna screamed in horror. Cynara did not appear to hear the mother’s cries of distress.

      “Consider your betrothal broken, Nicolai.”

      Earl Victor von Kampen, undone, stepped backwards, tears leaking from his eyes as if he could not believe what had taken place. He beheld the spot where his daughter had fallen, wailing like a baby, then grasped his countess’s hand and rushed her away.

      “What have you done?” Nicolai asked, incredulous, feeling the weight of loss in the empty hall.

      “What have I done?” she said, pointing at him, “What have you done, Nicolai? You brought this storm upon yourself, not I.”

      She approached him where he lay, and he knew she felt joy in his suffering. He saw she was a witch and did not care about the lifeblood lost. She reached toward his chest and her fingers squeezed into a fist. White light formed the shape of a hand and tore inside his chest, to squeeze his heart. “Feel this,” she said, her tone calm and peaceful.

      Nicolai writhed in agony. Pain twisted like a knife inside his gut. His world shifted, setting in motion a transformation. The witch shrouded him in her dark magic, but he barely heard the conjuring.

      
        
        Make me strong where this man is weak, and give him little wisdom to seek.

        Twist his heart into cold black stone, never to love again, for the pursuit of love will capture him alone.

        Set on him a sharp ugly tooth—a black cat in the night, to feed on red ruins.

        Before me now let him cringe in pain, never to enjoy the fruits of life again.

      

      

      “Cynara,” Nicolai cried, trying to breathe, tears streaming down his face. “Please, I beg of you. Have mercy.”

      “Mutatio, mutatio—” She invocated her spell, then lifted him off the floor and spun him in a circular motion, rotating him, faster and faster.

      “Transform! Change! My will be done!”

      Pulled off the ground, Nicolai knew something was wrong. Liquid fire shot to his veins and flowed to the tips of his fingers and toes, burning his blood vessels. His insides pulled apart and then molded back together, a whir of cells and molecules, separating and reforming, while his mass spun in the air. He convulsed, twisted and flexed, but he did not catch fire. Human flesh softened to workable putty and reshaped into a new form. Cynara relinquished her hold. The spell loosened its grip, and he fell.

      He landed on the floor perfectly intact on his feet—on four feet—knowing a wicked event had occurred. Cynara towered above him. He tried to talk to her, but only a snarl emanated from his mouth.

      “Look at you, Nicolai,” she cackled with ill humor. The evil cadence ricocheted in his head. He watched as the minty color in the matrix of her eyes returned to normal. “You poor, furry creature. You don’t know what you’ve become.”

      He snarled again and leapt at her throat, swiping at the witch with thick black paws and extended claws, but she pushed him away as if he were no more than a gnat.

      Her voice became serious, yet again. “You answer to me now, Black Panther, and though your teeth are sharp and your claws are deadly weapons, you cannot use them against me, for I am your keeper, the situation no different than how you kept me. You are cursed with black magic, Nicolai. Cursed.”

      He growled. He stalked around her, pacing back and forth, searching for possibilities to attack, his huge black paw swiping through the air. He wanted to lunge at her throat. The hatred inside himself raged to fight, to taste her blood, but he could not attack. He roared in frustration and jumped against an impenetrable barrier.

      Cynara returned to where her cape lay on the floor, picked it up, and swept the silvery blackness around her shoulders, attaching her ceremonial robe at her throat. The hall was empty and they were alone. His butler had managed to crawl to safety, but Nicolai was not safe. He’d lost everything.

      “It’s not as bad as it seems. You won’t hold this form for long. I promise you, you’ll be a man again, but you won’t enjoy the carnal pleasures of a woman beneath your loins,” she said, snickering. “I will satisfy myself knowing that this black transformation will make you miserable for the rest of your dying days.”

      Unable to reply, he watched her saunter toward the double doors at the end of the great hall.

      “Not that I care, but accept some words of advice. If you think to pursue sex-play with a woman, you will change into the panther, and when the darkness transforms you, I promise, carnal pleasure will not bring satisfaction. Your teeth are deadly sharp, your claws as well.”

      She grabbed one door and closed it, then paused while holding the other. “Good night, Nicolai,” she said with a satisfied grin, cackling with a shriek that grated his eardrum. “Black becomes you.”

      She slammed the door and escaped into the night. Nicolai wondered if he’d ever see her again.
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      The logs on the hearthstone had been licked clean by fire and diminished to ash; even so, molten embers still flickered beneath its grate, weaving a pattern like a dying snake. The boisterous events from the previous hours had quieted as well, yet the name day celebrations continued into the evening hours within the great hall of Camden Castle.

      King Rickard and Queen Cynara sat at the high table with their son, Prince Lowell, to proclaim his coming of age. They were not alone in their public declaration. Well-dressed courtiers attended the royal family from numerous territories in the Kingdom of Velez, and given the formidable history of this monarchy, a call to manhood was reason enough to throw caution to the wind. Laughter, raucous shouts, and tankards of ale slamming on tables resounded from blue-blooded nobles to lesser lords and ladies, who were already deep in their cups with drink. The only participants who gave pause to the occasion were Prince Lowell’s three half-sisters, Scarlett, Ruby, and Rose, who sat separate from the royal family at a lower secondary table.

      Scarlett didn’t appreciate this slight against their royal status, didn’t like it at all.

      “One would hardly know we share the same bloodline by comparing our wardrobe,” Scarlett whispered to her sister, Ruby. “Look at our father, the king. He wears his finest ceremonial attire, an elaborate royal blue surcoat embroidered with golden thread and an under-tunic of the finest silk weave, while we wear rags.”

      “Surely you wouldn’t describe your overdress in such a way, Scarlett?”

      “I would. It’s dull and old, and the white underlay is graying. It’s atrocious.”

      “But your hair is pretty,” Rose said.

      Scarlett offered a half-smile to her youngest sister, regarding her red strands, and reflecting on her own auburn hair bound under a modest snood with tiny seed pearls. A snake circlet lay beneath and wound its way around her forehead to rest behind her ear. Only she knew the trinket hid there.

      “Still,” she mused, observing her kingly father with his thinning black hair streaked with gray. “That middle-aged man is dressed far better than I.”

      “He is the king,” Ruby countered, as feelings of disappointment and jealousy creased Scarlett’s brow. “Despite how you feel about the man, he must dress the part.”

      Scarlett observed her father’s meaty hands, laden with grease and a huge sapphire ring, easing bite after bite of bird past his full lips, and washing the meat down with a jolly smile and more cups of wine than she could count. She supposed his girth could handle the excess.

      “I hate his expressions of joy. See how he nudges Lowell sportingly on the arm? He’s our father, too. I despise him for ignoring us.”

      Ruby sighed, taking a sip of her wine. “I understand your sadness, but we can’t alter the social issue at hand. Our lot in life is to sit beneath our father. We must accept the situation.”

      “I will do no such thing. I am the rightful princess. I should be sitting next to that man. King Rickard needs to take notice of his daughters, and I will help him recognize the error of his ways.”

      Huffing, Scarlett reflected that one possibility lay hidden in a velvet handbag at her feet. The creature within it was shifting, searching for warmth.

      Rose cleared her throat. “Sitting at a table higher than this one is unlikely while the witch occupies a seat beside our father. Be careful, Scarlett. She might hear you.”

      Scarlett contemplated Queen Cynara, ignoring the warning. “Look at her,” she said, whispering, angering further. “She sits at the right-hand side of the throne, acting as if she’s an extension of the king’s authority. I bet she impacts royal decisions, too.”

      “I don’t much care for her midnight hair or her dark clothing,” Ruby stated.

      “I’m frightened by the dark magic she weaves,” Rose shared, her lip quivering, staring.

      Scarlett gazed at Rose’s pale blue eyes. What visions did her sister see? She wouldn’t ask in case the information challenged her plan; instead, she returned her attention to the evil queen.

      Cynara wore a royal blue gown trimmed in the same dark fur as the king’s and a golden embroidered overdress with a gold snood spotted in white and black diamonds. “Behold her surcoat,” Scarlett observed. “Where our father’s surcoat appears as golden embroidery, Cynara’s fabric shimmers and glows as if it were alive. The molten hues dance with the candlelight but seem to escape the notice of others.”

      Rose gasped, nibbling at her lip. “She’s caught you staring.”

      Her statement forced Scarlett to look elsewhere. “I should have known better than to regard the mint-green spell of our stepmother’s eyes.”

      “It’s a rule not to take notice of the queen,” Ruby berated, shaking her head. “Surely you know better than to break Cynara’s rules.”

      “Do you think King Rickard has rules to follow as well?” Scarlett grumbled, staring at her empty plate. “Perhaps the queen is the reason for his negligence.”

      “Not that,” Ruby sighed, appearing sad. “He has the son he’s always wanted. We’re just girls.”

      Jealousy seeped through Scarlett as she studied her half-brother. Girls? If only she’d been born a boy. Prince Lowell sat on the left side of King Rickard, tall and slender for his age with a dark mop of shiny black hair and eyes the color of a storming blue sky.

      “He’s dressed in clothing too fine for a boy who has just become a man, but I envy Lowell’s royal position far more than his silver surcoat.”

      “I suppose if we had been born boys,” Ruby suggested, acknowledging the truth, “we might have celebrated our coming of age as well, but we had the misfortune to be born girls, and it appears to me that in our father’s opinion, girls matter not at all.”

      “Somehow,” Scarlett vexed, sipping her wine, “I will show this man that girls grow to be women—and women hold power, too.”

      Rose whimpered, nudging her head in the direction of the queen. “That woman certainly does.”

      Scarlett paused her conversation as the servants entered the great hall yet again, carrying platters laden with fine delicacies. Cynara had spared little expense in the celebration of her firstborn and only son. Dish upon dish arrived at the head table. Seventeen soups and pottages in the first course; twenty meat dishes, including stuffed quail, roasted duck, and venison in the second; and twenty-three sweet dishes in the last. Scarlett turned away many helpings, choosing to pass most delicacies on to the lesser lords with a forced smile, as if she wanted to share. She knew she should be happy for her younger sibling, but in truth, jealousy grew like a disease inside her heart. She kept her opinions to herself, but she disliked her half-brother. While their sibling relationship was limited, he appeared spoiled, manipulative, and sometimes cruel. Lowell enjoyed privileges she yearned for: a father, a mother, and every royal indulgence.

      When Scarlett had celebrated her fourteenth name day three years ago, the simple observance had occurred in the privacy of her bedchamber, with only her sisters and her lady servant in attendance. Without the recognition of her father, a mother, or even the court jester. She had felt like a peasant and had missed her father more than ever. The shun hurt now as much as it did then. She deserved more. She expected more.

      Watching Lowell receiving the accolades of maturity served only to rub salt in her wounds.

      How could she celebrate this name day, be happy, or proud of a brother she only viewed from a distance? He was more a stranger than a sibling. She sat beneath the head table, beneath the royal family, and the separation outraged her. Lowell had three half-sisters by the true queen, but as their blood by birth contained a different mix, they were raised separately.

      King Rickard held the blame, having chosen this woman as his mistress. What had happened to her mother, the true Queen Regana?

      When servants placed a dish of strawberry tarts in front of her, Scarlett couldn’t help herself. She selected a particularly plump pie and bit into the delicacy, enjoying the tangy sweet flavor as red juice exploded in her mouth.

      “At least the food is good,” Scarlett suggested. “We’ll probably not taste another sweet course in the near future.”

      “You speak true,” Ruby agreed. “The queen doesn’t often share simple pleasures with her subjects, and it’s best we understand this.”

      Rose’s eyes seemed to glaze over. “Oh no, trouble is coming,” she warned, staring fixedly at Scarlett. “Don’t do it.”

      Scarlett turned away from Rose, pretending she didn’t know what her sister was talking about.

      Two male heralds stepped forward onto the dais on either side of the head table and played their trumpeting horns. The musical notes delivered a sign for attendees to quiet their conversations.

      Once they completed their repertoire, the taller of the two spoke. “The people of Velez, all rise and hail for His Royal Majesty King Rickard, Her Royal Majesty Queen Cynara, and His Royal Highness Prince Lowell. Listen thee all now and heed the words of King Rickard.”

      The room quieted and chairs and benches slid backward. Men and women stood together, almost in unison. King Rickard slid his throne chair backward, stood, and addressed the royal assemblage.

      “My Court!” his voice boomed, “I welcome you. Tonight we celebrate my one true son, who yesteryear stood before you as a boy, but on this night his name day, he takes his place in this kingdom as a man and a royal prince.”

      King Rickard placed his hand on his son’s back and gripped his shoulders in a firm embrace. The sire appeared happy, proud. Lowell returned his father’s affection with a beaming smile. Scarlett forced her attention away, saddened, angry, knowing she would never receive such a touch or look of admiration. The bag shifted at her feet.

      “Now, let us stand together and raise our tankards high in tribute to His Royal Highness Prince Lowell and his beginning journey as a man. May he always feel the earth beneath his feet, the sun on his back, and the love of a good woman at his side,” he said, chuckling. “To my son— to Lowell.”

      “Cheers,” Scarlett toasted, glancing at her sisters who raised their wine goblets as well, freshly filled for their father’s tribute. Scarlett scrutinized her brother and took the tiniest sip. Lowell returned her interest with the strangest half-smile. She couldn’t be sure, but she thought Cynara herself appeared smug. The red wine tasted sour, almost bitter. The dryness puckered her tongue.

      “Ruby,” she whispered, nudging her sister gently in the side. “The wine tastes foul. Drink no more and tell Rose to do the same.”

      King Rickard’s brow wrinkled as he stared at his own cup, but he seemed to put whatever misgivings he had aside and continued with his speech.

      “A time of gift-giving will now take place. You may approach the head table in order of importance. We will begin with the presentation from the most honorable Marquess and Marchioness of Drury. The court may take their seats.”

      King Rickard returned to his throne chair and his people did the same as a robust man with balding hair approached the dais. The Marquess Fitzgibbon bowed to those seated at the royal head table and then passed a small package wrapped in burlap to a gentleman usher, who held it patiently, waiting until word was given to pass the gift to the prince.

      “Your Royal Highness,” Marquess Fitzgibbon said, “a wise man once said that like a bird of prey, a man must have a third eye and a keen sense for detail. This gift will help broaden your skills.”

      The king nodded, and the usher presented the gift to the prince. Lowell took the offering and unwrapped it with interest. It was a telescopic lens. He grasped the length and took a close-up look at the court, soon pointing the implement at Scarlett. She forced a smile in his direction.

      “Thank you, my Lord Fitzgibbon.”

      Viscount Ramsay approached the head table next, bending at the neck in respect. “I gave careful consideration to this gift to celebrate your name day, but I thought a fine young prince, such as you, ought to own one of these. Be careful unwrapping the package, Your Royal Highness.”

      Lowell was eager, and the excitement shone in his eyes, but he heeded the warning and carefully unwrapped the second gift. A beautiful dagger with a ruby-encrusted handle emerged from a leather sheath. Lowell smiled in contemplation and waved the precious metal back and forth as if he was already fighting an imaginary battle. “Thank you, Lord Ramsay.”

      “You must be cautious when using the blade, Your Royal Highness. It was forged by a well-regarded master craftsman, and the steel is deadly sharp.”

      Satisfied, Lowell carefully slid the blade inside its sheath, then placed it on the table.

      “Lord Ashburn,” King Rickard called. “What gift do you bring my son?”

      “Your Majesty, Your Royal Highness,” Lord Ashburn said, bowing to the king and the prince in turn. He met their questioning gazes squarely. “Such a fine upstanding prince should have the very best, but my gift is too large to be wrapped. In the royal stables you will find a Frisian stallion by the name of Drakones. He’s a rare beauty.”

      Prince Lowell grinned with excitement. “Lord Ashburn, you have given me the best gift yet. Is this stallion sure of leg and fast on his feet?”

      “That he is, Your Royal Highness. Some say he runs so fast, he could almost fly. I’d wager that few horses could keep up to his stride. He’s magnificent. Strong enough to carry a knight into battle, and he stands nearly seventeen hands high.”

      Scarlett watched lords and ladies offering her brother the most extravagant gifts. She knew that gold chains, expensive tunics, and black stallions were meant to impress the king and to satisfy the black queen. Prince Lowell, his royal high-ass, did not deserve to receive a black stallion. She hoped he appreciated such a generous gift, but she imagined a horse like Drakones would be more valued by the lads who tended to him in the royal stables than by this unpleasant man-child. The stallion would be ridden hard to begin with, but a selfish boy would soon grow bored of the animal and move on to other games.

      Scarlett had debated giving Lowell a gift. She knew she should not test him or his queenly mother, but test him she would—and likely live to regret her decision. She kept the gift safely stowed by her feet and waited for the appropriate time.

      King Rickard interrupted her thoughts. “I have a gift for my son, a gift that will make him a man. Guards, open the doors. People of Velez, move aside and clear the floor for Mirabella the Lovely.”

      “What’s this nonsense?” Scarlett gaped as a scantily clad woman with chocolate hair rippling to her waist appeared at the entrance of the hall. She was dressed in a jade brassiere adorned with golden bells that trailed the line beneath her breasts. A sheer silk skirt flecked with gold matched the bandeau and fell to the floor at her feet. Wound around her tiny waist and wide hips, and tied into a dainty bow at the side, the fabric did little to hide her naked hips and legs. With a fan clutched in her hand, she caught the attention of the boy who would be king when she snapped the silken bands open.

      “My lady,” Lowell said, clapping his hands together twice as if he had known this gift would come. “Show me your pleasures,” he sniggered as drums and rhythmic music struck up a chord to play.

      “I’ll show you some pleasure,” Scarlett growled under her breath. “Later.”

      The seductress entertained a few steps toward him and waved her hand-fan back and forth, her gaze never leaving his face. Tiny feet and slim hips twisted and gyrated to the rhythm. Liquid amber-brown eyes only stared at Lowell, and her red-stained lips lifted into a sultry smile as she waved the fan to cover her near nakedness. Her free fingers slid across her breast as if she desired his attention. She pouted as if the act of touching herself was unsettling, but then she smiled again with seductive pleasure and peeled the bandeau away, tossing it to the floor, leaving only the jeweled bells, tiny golden crowns affixed to her nipples, and little else to cover her bare breasts.

      “Come to me, my lovely,” Lowell urged as her hips swayed to the sound of the music, her fan now in front of her face as she stepped closer to the head table and to Lowell.

      “She’ll soon have her breasts in his face!” Scarlett said, amazed at what she was witnessing.

      “He seems to be enjoying the entertainment,” Ruby agreed. “In a moment the lad will be on top of the table.”

      But when Mirabella handed Lowell an end of the bow from her skirt, requesting he unwrap the king’s gift, Scarlett was repulsed beyond good reason and understood the true nature of the present King Rickard had sent.

      Lowell indeed placed his hands on the table’s edge and propelled himself over the table in one full leap, apparently not caring that his red wine spilled and left behind a red stain.

      “Look how he kisses, full and sloppy on the mouth. Disgusting.”

      “He plays with her like a boy would play with his toy,” Ruby said, shaking her head. “Roughly.”

      He released her from his sticky fingers, pushed her away to drink in her full appearance with his greedy eyes, and then grabbed for the ribbon at her waist.

      “May I unwrap you?” he teased, grasping the bow. When Mirabella nodded yes, he pulled her close, then twirled her round and round, revealing more and more skin with each revolution and less and less skirt. Mirabella, for her part, merely winked, smiled, and giggled, permitting the fabric to flounce to the floor. Soon she stood before him and everyone else in the great hall with strung jewels beneath her navel and tiny gold crowns affixed to her nipples.

      Lowell laughed and brushed one crown with his thumb and index finger.

      “My lady—” he yelled so all could hear⏤ “I want to crown you, here and now!”

      Boisterous laughter erupted around the hall from the males, but Scarlett seemed certain that Queen Cynara was holding her tongue. If she didn’t know better—and she knew better—the queen was angry. Scarlett dared not look her way.

      “King Rickard, Father,” Prince Lowell wailed in wild abandon, pulling Mirabella into his arms. “May I crown this woman?”

      The king chuckled, and slammed his hand against the table in debauched merriment.

      “All men, even a king’s son, must learn to ride,” King Rickard grinned. “Save Drakones for another day and take this woman where you will. Mirabella, be kind to my son. He will one day rule Velez, and you will have danced with a king. Should you be doubly blessed, you will birth a king’s bastard.”

      Mirabella smiled and escaped Lowell’s arms to retrieve her jade fabric from the floor. She tied the silk around Lowell’s waist. He grinned and laughed when she gave a sudden tug and pulled him forward to greet her breasts. His head nuzzled between the mounds until she urged him upward to kiss at his blubbery lips. She rubbed the growing bulge beneath his surcoat, and Scarlett imagined the young man gave way right then. He was the type who would.

      “Would you look at that,” Scarlett gestured at Ruby. “Mirabella leads Lowell away from the hall as if he were a goat.”

      Scarlett tried to ignore the humor in the situation, but she couldn’t help herself from the hilarity of the scene. She giggled.

      “Scarlett,” Ruby whispered, giggling as well, “shh…”

      Cynara abruptly stood. She raised her hand and motioned toward her son. The room went silent.

      “Lowell, you are the Prince of Velez, and your tastes must be more discerning. You have had your fun. Now release the woman.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        King Rickard

      

      

      King Rickard faced his queen, anger wrinkling the lines on his forehead. “Cynara, you wound me in front of my son and my people. Woman, know your place.”

      At first he thought Cynara would listen to him as they were in the company of their court, but it did not surprise him when she stepped behind his person and placed her hands on his shoulders.

      “My place is at your side, husband and king. But if you think to dishonor our son in this manner, you will rue the day.” A sudden penetration of painful bee-like stings prickled his shoulders.

      “My queen,” he breathed, struggling to speak through the burning pain. “No harm can come to our son from Mirabella. Stop this enchantment you force on me.”

      She patted his shoulder; further pain shot to his nerves. “After all the years we have lived together,” Cynara spat, digging her nails into his skin. “You’d think a man could learn to curb his behavior.”

      “Cynara, our son is single. Our situation is not at all the same.”

      “It’s exactly the same, or will be, but I cannot fault you for your lesser values, husband, for the father before you taught you your careless ways. But you will not pass on your sexual misdeeds to our son. Lowell will learn to appreciate the fairer sex only when he takes a wife. He will never stray from her matrimonial bed, and no bastard lordlings shall be produced. And should his eye ever think to stray from responsibility, he will lose his sight!”

      “I don’t doubt you would harm him,” King Rickard growled, grasping the queen’s hands and pushing them away from his shoulders. “You selfish woman, you think only of yourself.”

      “I’m losing my patience with you, Rickard.”

      He could see the citizens of his court sensed her control. Defeated, he crumpled toward the table while his evil queen stood taller and stronger than him.

      “Cynara, were it not for this power you wield over me, I would kill you.”

      She smiled tightly, leaned toward him, and brushed her lips across the nape of his neck. “Don’t worry my love, my king. In this world mortal hearts and physical structures crumble with time, and I promise you this: our union and our suffering will one day end, too. Now speak the words that need to be spoken.”

      She released her hold on him. He saw an ugly satisfaction marred her features where she stood behind the throne. He had no choice, and so he rose to his feet. He was unsteady and his fingers trembled.

      “Lowell,” he offered weakly, his voice quivering. “I’m glad you enjoyed your gift, but it pains me to tell you I only engaged the dance. Further interaction with this woman would be improper. Mirabella must return from whence she came.”

      At first Lowell held tight to Mirabella, but then he released her from his grasp and approached the head table. “But Father, I want to engage this gift more fully.”

      King Rickard regarded his son, his focus solely on him. “Such gifts must wait until a lady wife dances for my son, and though Mirabella is lovely, she cannot serve in such a role.”

      Lowell pouted. He kicked his right foot against the floor to show his disappointment and then stepped toward his mother.

      “Mum, this is your doing. Why must you always interfere in my fun? I am a man full grown, and it is time you permitted me the rights of my adult life.”

      King Rickard knew this appeal would make no difference.

      “Lowell, I would have stopped this sordid affair and saved you from public humiliation had your father’s plans been known to me,” Cynara harangued. “You are the Prince of Velez, and though others may fornicate with whomever they please, my son will not stoop so low. You will wait on your future bride for such pleasures, and sons or daughters who come into your life will not be born bastards. Royal children will be brought into the Kingdom of Velez only by your wife’s royal hips. I apologize for your public disgrace, but the situation must be put right. Men must never ignore their responsibilities.”

      “But Mother,” he cried, “I wanted this gift.”

      Her voice softened. “And a gift you shall have, my son. As you have said, you are a man full grown, a prince, and we celebrate your name day, after all. Since the man who sired you is good at finding attractive trinkets, we will charge him with the task of finding you a wife.”

      King Rickard saw that Lowell looked to him for fatherly guidance, but he had none to give. Defeated, he returned to his throne chair. Equally beaten, his son sighed heavily before continuing.

      “Will she be pretty, Father, like Mirabella? And I insist she come wrapped as well.”

      “Indeed,” King Rickard agreed, reaching for his goblet and taking a slug of wine as if his thirst depended on the liquid. “Wrappings,” he muttered under his breath, “are the trappings of life.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Princess Scarlett

      

      

      After the confrontation, the party continued as if nothing unpleasant had taken place. But Scarlett wouldn’t forget the scene that had occurred between Queen Cynara and King Rickard. In fact, she knew she would talk about it later with her sisters in the privacy of their bedchamber, cuddled in their bed in their nightclothes. They would giggle and giggle over the gift that got away, but now the time had come to present her endowment.

      Scarlett waited patiently until the dancing seductress had left the room. When Lowell returned to his seat, she carefully reached for the handbag lying beside her feet. It was tied with a secure knot but the contents shifted when she lifted it into the air and slung it over her shoulder.

      Finally, the hour of reckoning had arrived.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          PRINCESS SCARLETT
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      A red velvet handbag, embroidered with golden thread, hung at Scarlett’s waist. She touched the frayed edges, her fingers massaging the piece as faint memories of her mother suffused her thoughts. The heirloom piece had been left to her by the former Queen Regana, and though the bag revealed its age, the inner lining offered more than bright stitches. The intricate mosaic represented her mother’s sigil, a golden vase with snake-like handles, holding sheaves of grass, daisies, and a sea of serpents portrayed as the ocean’s waves. Her mother might be horrified to learn she intended to bring the dramatic stitchery to life and Scarlett didn’t have to touch the outer layer to feel the life struggling inside the handbag.

      The cobra continually moved, prodding her waist. She felt its backbone flexing like the weighted pull of a metal trap, threatening to release, but the animal’s escape would not be permitted, and the conviction brought her a small measure of despair for the battle that must ensue.

      Evil must be fought with similar conduct, and demons, perhaps her own hidden monsters, must face the sting if change was to be effected. Scarlett understood the risks, the sacrifice she must take, and what could happen to her if she failed. Still, she was one with this animal and would be safe from harm as long as she kept the creature close.

      She took a deep breath for courage, stood, and shifted the bench backward. Once she presented the gift to Prince Lowell, her true strategy would begin. The circumstances could not be changed, and her life on the morrow would be different. But her mother would be proud, and King Rickard would understand his daughter would fight for her future.

      She grasped the table with her free hand, but Ruby placed her hand on her shoulder. “Scarlett, what are you doing?” she whispered. “What’s inside your bag? Surely you do not provide Lowell with a gift. The time for gift-giving is over. What would you give him?”

      Scarlett frowned. “I would give him a lesson that would make the gods smile. A gift, I hope, he will appreciate and remember for a long time.”

      Ruby reached for her sister and tried to grab her hand. “Scarlett, you must not. I don’t know what’s gotten into your fool head, but I beg of you, let our brother have his day, let us have ours.”

      Scarlett forced Ruby’s hand away. “This is our day, dear sister, and we must rise to it. Watch and learn, but be careful where you place your hand.”

      The shock in Ruby’s eyes reflected that she suspected what was hidden inside the handbag. “Scarlett,” she appealed one final time, “don’t do this.”

      “Listen to our sister,” Rose whimpered, tears welling in her eyes. “Our destiny will follow if you don’t change course.”

      The fear in Rose’s eyes should have cautioned her behavior, but a notable deed had already been set through her own blood; she only needed to put her feet in motion. “Our fate is in our hands, and we must act,” she remarked, taking a breath for courage, then stepped away from the table and approached the dais. King Rickard, Queen Cynara, and Prince Lowell barely took notice of her until she stopped in front of their high table and raised her hand.

      “Your Royal Majesty, Queen Cynara, Prince Lowell of Velez, I would like to offer my gift as well. It would be impudent of me to forget myself and not celebrate your name day. I am King Rickard’s first-born daughter. I am the Honorable Princess Scarlett and a half-sister to the prince by Her Royal Majesty Queen Regana. I have learned difficult lessons in my life. Permit me to share one with you.”

      Cynara appeared annoyed, but she watched with a keen, dark interest. King Rickard, his patience sorely tested, grew quick to anger. He struck his fist against the table and bellowed a warning.

      “Who gave you counsel to approach? You will return to your seat.”

      Scarlett disregarded her father as he had always disregarded her and kept her focus on Lowell, who surprisingly seemed eager for his gift, but kept quiet, patiently waiting for the offering.

      “I will never be queen, brother Lowell, so it serves you little to pretend we are not related.”

      “I know who you are, lowly sister. Don’t bore me or the court with your history lesson. Get on with the show.”

      “Someday,” Scarlett said, “you will be king, and in this role will face obstacles, perhaps courtiers will plot against you. Some agendas will be easy to thwart and others more deadly. You must be ready to face the trials and tribulations and act swiftly when they arrive. I give you this offering to remind you of the dangers.”

      Prince Lowell searched her expression. He leaned forward and placed his chin on his hand in consideration. “A sixth sense tells me, sister Scarlett, that with your history, with your poorer breeding, this gift will not please me as the others have. Still, I am ready.”

      “Don’t do it,” Rose screeched, rising to her feet.

      Scarlett ignored her sister and stepped closer to her brother. She opened the bag, and in one swift pull, brought the king cobra wriggling forth. Lowell’s eyes widened in interest. She held the muddy green animal tight at his head so it could not bite her—yet. She held its tail in her other hand so its length could not twist in protest.

      “My spoiled younger brother, this serpent is a king. You may call him Cobra.”

      King Rickard rose upward and backed away from the table. He pointed at her while his queen remained in her chair. “You will remove that serpent from the hall at once. Should harm come to my son…”

      Scarlett snorted and stepped closer to the table, so close she could see the fear and an undercurrent of warning within the king’s pressing glare. She enjoyed seeing an emotion other than neglect in his eyes.

      “Father, these are the most words I have heard from you since I was a young girl sitting in your lap. Since that time your guidance has proven false, so forgive me if I don’t heed your advice now.”

      Ruby called from their table, her voice hysterically high. “Perhaps you should listen, Scarlett. We don’t want anyone to get hurt, least of all ourselves.”

      Scarlett raised the cobra away from herself, her concentration on the snake. Unafraid, she knew what she must do. “Don’t we, Ruby? Don’t we want someone to get hurt?”

      Scarlett wanted to listen to her sister, but magic more powerful than her spirit controlled her motion and compelled her to step forward. Struggling, she attempted to forestall her movement, but her footsteps were forced onward into battle. Somewhere inside her head, she could hear the witch, Queen Cynara, laughing.

      Queen Cynara chided: “I warn you, Scarlett, if harm should come to my son, to His Royal Highness Prince Lowell, you shall die inside the belly of the snake you hold.”

      Scarlett peered at Lowell. She spoke, but the voice was not her own. Somehow, the plot had shifted. “This is a king cobra, Your Royal Highness. You must charm him, fight him, kill him, or die yourself. This is my gift to you, my brother. Happy Name Day.”

      Scarlett threw the cobra on the table among the dishes, and her voice lifted into a song she had never sung before.

      
        
        
        Rise, rise, rise, Naja Colubra,

        Bend your neck toward the sky.

        Rise, rise, rise, Kyning,

        Lean this way lest we die.

      

      

      

      The snake stiffened to alertness. Yet as Scarlett sang, it rose high on its slithering torso. Its neck flattened, its hood expanded, and it swayed back and forth. Lowell watched the snake carefully and kept his gaze on the cobra’s eyes as if he knew he must. He cautiously reached for his new dagger, never losing eye contact with the serpent.

      “This is an interesting obstacle you have forced on me, sister. It’s true, I will be king someday, and kings need to kill. If I survive this creature, mayhap I will kill you.”

      King Rickard pushed his son aside and reached for the dagger, too, but his hand never grasped the blade. The commotion startled the snake and it struck, thrusting forward.

      Rose screamed when the snake sank its fangs in her father’s wrist. King Rickard yelped from the pain.

      Lowell did not waste a minute. He grabbed his ruby-encrusted sheath, pulled the blade forth and drove the silver dagger through the serpent, slamming the animal against the table, crushing it among the trenchers, and soon holding the dead king cobra for the court to see. He raised it above his head, clutching it in his hands, staring at the prized animal, sneering. Then he pulled the blade from its flesh and threw the animal at Scarlett. The lifeless cobra lay at her feet while King Rickard, her father, stumbled backward and collapsed on his throne chair. She could only gawk at the animal in disbelief.

      Prince Lowell leaned forward, clutching the dagger in his hand. Red serpent blood dripped from the metal. One hand broached the table while the other stabbed the ruby knife in her direction.

      “What have you done?” Lowell screamed. “Are you happy with your lesson, daughter of a serpent, for you knew the dangers when you flung the snake on the table. You have killed our father. Murderer!”

      Shocked, Scarlett stared at her father. Clearly in pain, he held his arm at his wrist.

      Cynara’s face went purple with rage. She rested both hands on the table and sat up, tall and straight of back. “Guards! Seize this woman and take her to the dungeons. And fetch the physician. Quickly.”

      Scarlett could see her father’s demeanor changing, his blood likely a stinging fire, his breathing accelerated. She held the bag that had contained the cobra, but the folds were as empty as she felt inside.

      “It’s over,” she breathed. The king cobra lay limp at her feet, her father was dying, and strangely she felt more compassion for the dead snake.

      Scarlett’s eyes filled with tears as confusion took hold. She didn’t understand what had happened, nor did she understand the distressing emotion.

      “I’m sorry, Father,” she appealed. Two burly wardens grasped her arms and bound her hands behind her back, causing her to screech from the pain. She stumbled as they led her away.

      King Rickard reached toward Scarlett with an injured, quivering hand, his expression a painful message she could not read. Already he struggled to breathe. She watched Lowell move toward their father with concern written on his face. He took the injured limb into his grip. She could hear Ruby wailing, and Rose crying. The people of Velez were silent. Some opened their mouths in shock; others looked away not wishing to see what they knew would come.

      Cynara seized the throne. “Take her away. Get this filth out of my sight. Now!”

      The last Scarlett saw was the queen kneeling before her husband, but King Rickard’s perusal seemed to follow her as she was escorted from the great hall. She knew she’d never see her father again.

      “Goodbye,” she said, calling to him. “We will meet again in another life.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          PRINCESS SCARLETT
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      “What have I done?” Scarlett lamented as the wardens, Garrett Morris and Theodore Wilkins, removed her from the hall. Garrett held one arm above her left elbow and Theodore squeezed the other, their grip firm as they manhandled her from the great hall. She tried to understand her actions as her heart’s blood thrummed in her ears. Fear registered in shocked waves, and she tried to move her feet in rhythm to her wardens’ larger steps. Her shorter legs danced of their own volition, sometimes being swept along to match their longer strides as if she were a broom.

      She couldn’t escape from the nasty scene, too fresh to put out of her mind. The attack had happened so fast. She could almost feel the sharp sting of fangs as the reptile drove its venom deep beneath her father’s flesh. Even so, King Rickard was never meant to be the victim.

      Scarlett never intended to attack her father with the snake, but the hour grew late to correct her imperfect strategy. She had only wanted to challenge Lowell and through this action force her father to notice his daughter in the most dramatic way possible.

      Why had she thrown the animal on the table?

      Where had the song come from?

      When she had begun to sing, she thought the cobra would succumb to the pleasure of her song and steal away in another direction. Snakes only wanted to escape their fear, but this serpent rose upward and attacked in an unplanned direction. The venom was now spreading throughout her father’s system to halt his breathing. What would her fate be when his breathing stopped? What would happen to Ruby and Rose, her beloved sisters, once she had met with Cynara’s justice? Scarlett had no doubt what the judgment would be, and her stomach churned at the bite she must face. The bite she should already have faced.

      Why hadn’t she listened to Rose’s warning?

      And now Garrett and Theodore, whom she had once teased as a girl, held an angry and wounded air in their facial expressions. They handled her roughly and shoved her at times to keep up with their manly strides. Where were they taking her? Would they usher her to the deepest, darkest, and most vile dungeon in the castle? Perhaps throw her into a horrible hole she could never escape from or be heard from again? Knowing Cynara, she wouldn’t like her coming fate.

      Cynara doled out cruel punishments. The witch found pleasure in letting her citizens die hungry or thirsty, to suffer an agonizing death, screaming for a savior’s helping hand that never arrived. The cobra’s strike would mete a more honorable end, because in that bite, death came quickly. Maybe such an option could still find a way.

      At the end of the corridor, Garrett pushed open a large wooden door. A violent wind whistled on the other side. Scarlett lowered her head in shame as he forced the door against the weather, pushing with all his strength. The three of them walked outside, bracing themselves against the elements as they made their way across the inner ward.

      A strong and bitter wind mixed with a gust of rain bit at Scarlett’s face and caused her eyes to tear. The brittle cold seemed to seep into her bones and she hunched her shoulders forward as she strained against the elements. When she tripped amid the cobblestones, the resultant pain stimulated her fragile emotions to tears. But she suppressed her feelings, ignored the liquid running from her eyes, and kept walking.

      Garrett nudged her this way, Theodore forced her that way, and with each step she came closer to her grim fate. They walked for some time until Garrett reached the tower door and pulled it open.

      She sighed when Theodore’s grip slackened. “This way,” he bellowed, ushering her inside the southern prison tower, a place that respected her royal position, which gave her some relief, but there were still stairs to climb. The turret passage bound them together in a tight circular quarter, and they would have to climb the stone steps separately.

      Garrett released his grip on her arm before he took the first step upward, but then he turned a half-circle to face his lady prisoner. His sea-blue eyes imparted a dire chill before his voice bellowed a gruff baritone. “Now follow me up, Princess Scarlett. Don’t try anything. You know I would never want to hurt you.”

      Scarlett was trying to pull away from the hurtful pressure on her arm when Theodore roughly drove her toward the stairs. She struggled to find her footing. Her leather slipper caught in her dress and she stumbled, losing her balance. As she fell forward, the fabric tore. She scraped her cheek against the rugged stones. She wasn’t sure what struck first, her knee or her head, but they both hurt.

      “Why did you do that?” She wailed, slumped on the stairs. “Have you no mercy?”

      “You don’t deserve mercy after what you did,” Theodore lectured.

      Her forehead rested on a stone pillow and tears welled in her eyes. “I didn’t mean to do it,” she said, considering her grazed cheek and throbbing knee.

      “That’s a cock and bull story if I ever heard one. Lies from the mouth of the woman who held the serpent.”

      She broke in that moment and openly cried.

      “I’m sorry, Princess Scarlett,” Garrett fumed indignantly. He grasped her bound hands, supported her upper arms, and none too gently assisted her to her feet. “We did not mean to hurt you, did we, Theo?”

      “But of course he meant to hurt me,” Scarlett cried, gulping her sobs. “He pushed me.”

      Pain and worry creased her forehead as she squinted at the stone staircase; she had no choice but to climb. She would have dusted herself off if she could have. Instead, she appealed to both men in equal measure, silently accusing them of mistreatment.

      “I am a princess,” Scarlett stated, trying to calm her fragile nerves while taking shallow breaths. “I don’t deserve this rough handling.”

      “Humph,” Theodore huffed. “You deserve this and worse.”

      “This and worse?” Scarlett blurted, attempting to regain her composure. “What could be worse?”

      “You’re soon to find out,” he grated, prodding her toward the stone stairs.

      Scarlett didn’t know what to say as she climbed. Each step upward challenged her throbbing knee, but although the injury produced a searing pain, the aching was less worrisome than the judgment to come. Inexplicably, a line of poetry came to mind:

      
        
        A bleeding red sky, held hostage within a black night of horrors, had broken through the flesh. Soon she would feel the sharp sting.

      

      

      “I have never seen the like,” Garrett whispered. “When a daughter would act with reckless madness, and you, the daughter of a king.”

      He paused on the stairway and shifted his position to face her, glaring, scrutinizing her expression. The condemnation in his perusal judged her actions, and the resultant disappointment wrinkled the skin between his bushy brows. Scarlett considered his oppressive stance while searching for signs of compassion. He was a handsome man and his reddish-brown hair was curled from the moisture, and his beard gave that messy disarray character. She saw he was waiting for answers, answers she could not provide. He appeared grave. The guilt caused Scarlett to turn away from him. The silence only made her burden more difficult to bear.

      “I didn’t know,” she heard herself whisper. “I never foresaw the cobra would strike.”

      “That’s the problem, Princess. Women of your nature don’t consider the consequences of their behavior. You’ve caused unimaginable horror against your father and this kingdom, but you will have time to think now that you’ll be locked in a tower cell.”

      Theodore Wilkins grew quieter still; he searched their perimeter as if contemplating who might be listening. “I fear for you, Princess Scarlett. This is an awful risk you have taken; one we can’t save you from. God knows, your father would want us to try.”

      Scarlett was careful to keep her balance while considering what Theodore had said. His quiet concern, perhaps anxiety parallel to her own, and something else entirely unreadable, stilled her tears and gave her pause to state the obvious.

      “Surely you understand, my father had no care for me.”

      But then Scarlett remembered that last glance her father had given her as she left the great hall. She wondered about the recollection.

      “My father did not love me,” she whimpered, her voice breaking while remembering their last eye contact.

      Theodore peered at the staircase as if the devil might rise from beneath the stones. Garrett scanned the upper stairs and perused the lower area, too, and each man searched the space together before they bridged the gap and enclosed her between their solid strength. Garrett whispered in her ear.

      “Princess, these stones cannot hold their tongues. Neither are we safe from the rats and vermin that might be hiding on the other side of the wall, so we must be cautious with our words. But I will not see you go to your death believing that a father did not care for his daughter.”

      “Sirs,” Scarlett whispered, “I have killed my father.”

      “You have, but you have also released him from his prison to a better place,” Theodore offered. “And we will speak of it no more.”

      But Scarlett couldn’t be silent. “I don’t understand. He’s avoided me for years.”

      Garrett leaned in closer still. Scarlett felt his warm breath against her cheek. “He’s kept you safe through his avoidance, but he can’t protect you, or your sisters, any longer. Now, no more talk. We must take you to your tower cell.”

      They led her to the top landing. Scarlett trudged into a circular room, hardly recognizing when Garrett unbound her hands. She rubbed the raw skin while studying the room. A small bed with draperies of black gave her some comfort. A desk with a candle would be her friend. She walked to the window and regarded the lawn below. There would be no escape from this prison and she felt like a tiny bird trapped in a cage.

      “What have I done?” Scarlett cried, swallowing. “Who will protect me now? Cynara will take my life. Who will watch over Ruby and Rose?”

      Theodore responded. “We’re sorry, Princess Scarlett, but death comes to us all, and you should know better than most that sometimes we must die before we can live. Otherworld help us, gods protect us all.”

      An ominous light seemed to radiate from the gray of his eyes, and Scarlett wondered about the scar beneath his right eye. In particular, how had the blemish formed? Did he know her secret? Because this secret she must carry to her grave, and the grave might still come first.

      “Yeoman warders, should I perish from my sins, will you protect my sisters?”

      Garrett shook his head with a grim foreboding. “I’m sorry, but your actions were foolhardy. Look out your window to the northern tower above the kitchens to learn what we already know, that saving the three of you will be next to impossible. From the moment you sipped your wine, I suspect the witch cursed your actions, but death called on your door when the serpent bit your father. Your sisters’ future will stare at you from beyond.”

      Scarlett rushed to the window, her own mistakes forgotten as she sighted the northern tower. Ruby and Rose, two small but distinguishable figures, stared at her. She noticed the sheer terror chiseled into their facial expressions. Regardless of the distance between them, she felt their fear.

      Ruby’s demeanor exuded bleakness. Her youngest sister, Rose, appeared to have bruised and swollen lips, and her pale blue eyes were red from crying.

      “Ruby! Rose!” she called to her sisters, gripping the window ledge of her prison cell, feeling helpless when Rose screamed.

      “Aah!” Scarlett gasped, as each cry ripped through the night and stabbed her deep inside her chest. She squeezed her hands into fists, and her fingernails pierced through the flesh of her palms. She had initiated this horror, and now her two sisters were suffering for her actions.

      “What have I done?” Scarlett wept, hanging her head. “Why didn’t I listen to them when I had the chance?”

      She had caused Ruby to weep and had affected Rose to scream. She alone had contorted their faces with terror and had placed this black fear in their hearts. Understanding their predicament made her breathing labored. She couldn’t bear to witness her sisters’ dire situation, so she lowered her head, her eyes searching the dust on the ground. Her fingers relaxed somewhat, sparing her palms, but she held tight to the windowsill, her nails digging a new trench in the casement.

      Finally, Scarlett turned away from her sisters’ plight, unable to behold what her actions had wrought. She hit the casement with her fist and screamed in frustration, her desperate tone rending from a place inside her soul.

      Sorrow took her guilt to a new level within her mind, because she realized that none of their lives would be the same again. As she leaned against the ledge with her heart beating a sick staccato rhythm, and quick tears streaming down her face, she tried to control her emotions. She wiped at her eyes, took a deep breath, and twisted toward the northern tower, searching for her sisters across the distance. She grabbed the bars, waiting for them to come into view, but her sisters had left the window and the tower to the north seemed oddly quiet and empty.

      Scarlett called their names again. “Ruby! Rose!”

      Perhaps they might hear her calling and return to the window. She waited and counted the seconds as tears coursed down her cheeks. But no matter how long she watched, the window in the opposite tower remained empty.

      Losing hope, she twisted around and pressed her back against the wall, soon sliding along the stone until she sat on the whitewashed floor. What would happen next? Garrett and Theodore had quietly left the room. She had not heard them leave.

      Scarlett reached for the red velvet handbag, and her fingers, wet with her tears, moved across the fabric that had once belonged to her mother. Deep inside the folds, a secret pocket held a message that might yet bring hope. Perhaps Cynara did not yet realize Scarlett’s true motive, although presently, Scarlett could not conceive a positive ending to her circumstances.

      Scarlett pulled the handbag closer to her, carefully unsealed a hidden compartment beneath the fabric folds, and removed a paper scroll. Sighing, she unrolled the parchment and stretched the sheath wide to reveal a stylish script, written in her mother’s practiced hand. She had read this note before and had pondered its message each time. She read the missive again, no longer questioning the hidden meaning.

      
        
        
        Royal blood flows inside the princess’s veins, poisonous matter blights the Cobra, and you are my eldest child. When the day dwells long and evil bids you black, bind the two together and accept the mark, the sting, and birth the destiny of your own Blood Royal. This sacrifice is the only way to guard your shield. The queen finds this message too late, but her royal seed can still endure.

        IN THIS I PRAY, HRM REGANA

      

      

      

      Scarlett rolled up the parchment, tucked the message inside the secret compartment and resealed the hidden panel. She closed the bag and placed the fabric close to her heart, as if the proximity would somehow keep the message safe. In spite of this, the day had turned long and evil had bid her black. She must accept she had failed to take the cobra’s sting. It seemed the Scarlett Mark had failed.
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          KING RICKARD
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      The wind settled into a light rain, a thick mist of a million tears that pooled in large puddles in the kingdom’s courtyard. And inside a royal chamber, the king waited.

      If King Rickard had had the freedom to select his own dying place, his death would have taken place far beyond this bedchamber and the wickedness rooting inside its space. If his legs were stronger, he’d walk beyond this misery to the calm of the garden, where Regana used to walk among a sea of roses. This floral bed would be the perfect place to die, though thorns and ravens would ravage him. The rain would wash away his tears, cleanse his sins, and baptize him whole into a new life. If only he could escape this chamber and go outside. He was ready to leave this life, more than ready for this laboring to end.

      Time and circumstance had left him helpless. At this late hour, when he had reached his end, he couldn’t help thinking about his sins, the hurt he had caused and the life he had lived. He could neither apologize nor atone for his wrongdoings, any more than he could change his life actions now. He didn’t think about the consequences of his death to the Kingdom of Velez, his seed left behind, or what would happen to his people. On his deathbed, surrounded by a frame of carved red wood and floral forget-me-nots trimmed in gold, he worried about the afterlife, and the judgments he would face because of his crimes.

      He tried to remember what his beloved had looked like, but her image blurred into a sea of sorrow. Regana, she had been his true queen. He could see this now, but when he was young, virile, and wanton with his affairs, he had not known the importance of commitment and the value of a woman who stood beside her king like a strong mast on a ship at sea. He had not known the simple grace of beholding the one you loved and the fulfilled desire of only coming into her port.

      “Sorry, Regana,” he moaned, panting like a dog into the madness of the night.

      On their wedding night, he had come to her to consummate their marriage. He remembered her being frightened by his approach, but she had accepted him well. Likely that very eve he had planted a seed in her garden. If only he had known one little seed would grow into the daughter who would kill him.

      “Aah,” he moaned. His mind shifted from fear of his impending death to rage at Scarlett’s mindless provocation. Although, he admired her courage, and had already forgiven her trespasses against him, but saving her life would be impossible. Should a dwelling place exist where peaceful waters flow, he would meet her again on that distant shore. He hoped Cynara would be more merciful to Ruby and Rose.

      Regana had birthed two more daughters for him. Ruby was born on a bright morning with the sun shining like amethyst jewels through thick panes of glass, the babe falling into the waiting hands of a midwife. He had fallen into the arms of a courtly whore, and that warm bed was where the Lord Chamberlain had found him when he came to share the news of the child. The report brought disappointment. A king had responsibilities. A king required a son for the kingdom, and Queen Regana had birthed another girl. He had released his frustration by ramming his cock into the chit beneath him, and the woman had taken his sex in good form. Tears had fallen after the coupling, but he had not cared one bit. After all, rain fell during foul weather.

      And then Rose had come into the world. He had waited at the door for her birth, certain that after the labor he would finally have his son. He had walked into his wife’s bedchamber high with hope, and her smile had been disarming. In her arms had been a child wrapped in swaddling clothes. He could still see his wife’s smile and hear the sound of the child’s suckling noises.

      “I’ve begotten you a daughter, and I have named her Rose. A precious Rose from my garden for my husband.”

      He should have appreciated all that his wife had labored to give him. Now, in the hour of his death, he wished he could return to that day and behold the babe, a precious flower with a swath of red hair. How he desired to hold her tiny fingers again, but he had failed her, too. It wasn’t long after her birth that Cynara had become his mistress.

      If he had loved his wife, he became a sexual victim to his mistress, a slave with a chain attached to his cock. She consumed him until he could pay court to no other woman but her. For a time, he believed love ruled their sun and stars, but love did not bruise a man’s balls. She held his jewels in her hands like no other woman before her, and if he dared to let another profit in her place, she inflicted her punishment. He decided she was more a witch than a woman. If anyone could save him from this snake attack, Cynara could, but she would not come to his aid when another man could do her bidding, and that man was the son a king had always wanted. Prince Lowell.

      “Oh yes,” King Rickard mused aloud. He knew what this situation was really about.

      When Cynara had birthed Lowell, King Rickard had been inside the room, not content to wait outside the door. The witch made certain that he watched her labor and that he held his son soon after the birth.

      Hah! That’s how she had trapped him. While the newborn cried his first breaths and stretched his naked limbs from the cold, she made her demands.

      “I present you with a son. I have provided an heir to your throne, and one day this royal boy shall rule your kingdom. Your queen, your Regana, what has she given you? I shall tell you: three weak girls who will drop your throne at another man’s feet. If you desire this gift I have placed in your hands, you must honor my sacrifice by making your son’s birth legitimate. Meet me at the altar and place a crown on my head. Call me your queen and say goodbye to Regana. Send her to a nunnery or a far-off land, or to the dungeons for all I care. Do this, or I shall deny you of your only begotten son!”

      King Rickard’s wisdom had weakened in that moment. He had held the future of Velez in the palm of his hands, a tiny crying babe he had long waited to arrive. But still, he had hesitated, questioning her honesty.

      “Is this boy my son, Cynara?” he had asked. “He doesn’t have my eyes.”

      She had laughed in good humor and had not seemed offended. “My lord, my king. He is your image—he is your son.”

      King Rickard would never know if this assertion was true, but as he lay on his bed dying, he hoped he had left a male heir behind, because his son’s sacrificial cost had been great. On Lowell’s first name day he had made a pact with a she-devil and cast his family aside, relegating them to a separate portion of the castle. He prayed a day might come when his son would see the error in his mother’s ways, and hoped the boy would rule the kingdom with a steadfast and honest hand.

      That day had come too soon. Surely the queen had planned it this way.

      Oh, but then his thoughts returned to his present circumstances and the true cause for his pain. Cynara. She sat on a lounge chair at the side of the king’s bed. King Rickard sensed her presence as his breath rattled in and out of his chest.

      “I could end your suffering,” she whispered.

      If only she would, but King Rickard knew Cynara too well. She found enjoyment in suffering. “Take me,” he tried to speak, “to the garden, to Regana…”

      She snickered with ill humor, rose from the armchair and ambled to the bed. She grasped the huge wooden post and leaned into his death chamber. An unearthly power waged war against him. He sensed her cold fingers, like icicles of death, long before they rearranged his clothing. Her nearness stifled his breathing, and he shivered.

      “You seemed so regal tonight, Rickard, in your royal blue. Such a pity your rotting corpse will lay waste to your handsome clothing. But not to worry, I have the power within my fingers to keep you looking well and young for a long time. I don’t like the idea of maggots feeding on you. Not yet.”

      He wheezed. “Enough. Let me die, Cynara.”

      She stroked his face. She dared to come close and stare at his eyes. “I see how worry mars your forehead, but you should only have one regret, my lion. You should have chosen this woman before your first. ‘Tis your own fault that worries crease your brow. You could have had four sons. Instead, you worry over the one daughter who sends you to your grave.”

      “Evil!” He spat. “Deliver me from this Netherworld. I know what you did.”

      She seemed to contemplate his statement before stretching beside him like a cat; her voice purring as her fingers trailed across his chest. She laid her hand across his throat and circled his Adam’s apple with her index finger.

      “Evil,” she whispered, continuing her circles. “Such a strong word, and yet, what does evil mean? Some define villainy as a force that causes harm, and others liken the disagreeable taste to criminal justice. When you were younger, you enjoyed the power held within these fingers. Don’t you remember? You liked the way I affected your manly desires, and I liked the taste of your skin on my lips. I could still make you want for sexual hunger, even now when you struggle to breathe, for old time’s sake, my pet.”

      It was as if her hand held his breath. He felt the power above his throat. He was frightened. What would happen when she lifted her twisted fingers? “You have no heart. I am a man, not a pet.”

      “‘Tis true,” she said, shifting closer to his head. She nuzzled her lips against his ear and he felt a nether heat graze his lobe. A deadly kiss, the lingering whisper wandered to his mouth.

      “Once upon a time I gave my heart to another man, and he thanked me by turning it to stone. You should blame Nicolai for my wicked ways. But I could save you still—a cobra is no match for my magic.”

      “I knew you were responsible for the bite.”

      She tittered again, seized his earlobe with her teeth and nibbled. Helpless, he could not stop her bite from spilling his blood.

      The queen tittered with amusement. “Scarlett believes she is responsible for your demise. Between you and me, I find the situation amusing. But I do admire the girl’s spirit. ‘Tis sad a woman with such strength will die.”

      “Please, Cynara, punish me, but let my daughter live.”

      “I think not. A lioness must kill the cubs of her opposing pride, or the cubs will grow into lionesses with teeth and claws of their own. I must protect my son, and my throne. You see my difficulty, Rickard?”

      “You bitch!” He grasped her throat and she responded to his slight by lifting her finger away from his Adam’s apple.

      He gasped for his next breath, relaxing his hold on her neck. The pathway between his mouth and his lungs became a living straw. He struggled, sucking oxygen through the thin airway. His heart raced, his head felt like it would burst and his ears rang in perilous alarm. He tasted blood at the base of his throat as he came closer to blackness. He tried to cry out. He wheezed; he sucked for life and fought to the end a hopeless battle.

      “It’s painful at first,” she whispered, frowning, placing his hand alongside his frozen body, “but don’t worry, sweet king, I won’t see you suffer. Breathe deeply, Your Majesty, my sweet pet, and die.”

      Cynara lifted her fingers away from his throat, her index finger circling in the air as it rose above his chest. And then as his life slipped away along an invisible thread, the painful struggle to breathe began again. He so badly wanted to live, to take one more breath.

      Breathe, he told himself, counting: One breath, two breaths, three… The desire to live was so strong that he struggled for a time. But as in all living complications, the labor became too much, and he let go. One single tear slipped from his right eye.

      He floated above his human form for a time, but when he heard his name called, he moved toward the magical sound that led him to the tranquility of Regana’s garden. He searched among the roses for his lady wife, but she could not be found. Laughter ricocheted in the corners of his mind, but even in death’s garden, Cynara would not leave him alone.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Queen Cynara

      

      

      Cynara watched King Rickard resting peacefully for a long time. She lay beside his still form, searching for some sentiment, some emotion in a quiet sea that would cause her to react to his passing. Her heart was aggrieved, yet she had little response to the outcome—neither joy, nor sorrow. Even so, she did understand the regret to see this handsome man with his high cheekbones wearing a pinched and blue expression. She wasn’t sure why one single tear escaped her eyes. That was odd. She wasn’t the type of woman to succumb to emotion when saying goodbye. Saying goodbye simply closed a door and permitted oneself to move on to experience new possibilities. When it came to making decisions, sentiment had no place.

      King Rickard had to die.

      The man had not fit with her plans. Lowell must assume his rightful place, and she would help him sit on the throne, regardless of what she had to do to see him there. Cynara would call her son His Royal Majesty King Lowell on his name day. King Lowell, this title was the greatest and best gift of all the treasures he had received.

      “Happy name day, my son. Long may you live—long may you rule.”

      The kingdom had seen King Rickard as a sovereign lord, and they had bowed to him as if he held the scepter of a god in his right hand, but she had known better. King Rickard had simply been a mortal man and, to her, a faithful pet. She supposed that’s where her regret came from; she couldn’t play with him any longer. She’d miss stroking his skin and punishing him when he was difficult. It was always fun to watch him sizzle when she shot him a current of light. She rarely moderated her plans, but perhaps she would grant him one last request and permit him to rest in the garden. After all, he had gained her the one gift she most cherished—a prince, her son.

      “Oh dear, Rickard,” she whispered, shaking her head. “I don’t like seeing you like this.”

      She sighed, then lifted herself into a sitting position, still watching his frozen face, tapping her fingers against his royal blue surcoat. Perhaps she would turn him into a statue and place him in a prominent location in the royal garden, where the people could visit him. And with her magic dancing in his heart, he could watch as his court came to pay homage, but he would not be able to respond. The thought of him watching, but unable to make contact or break free of his stone shell, amused her. She chuckled.

      What not test the limits of possibility. A touch of life couldn’t hurt a queen.

      “Sorry, Rickard, but I’m not ready for you to leave my life, and maybe I can still stroke your back after all.”

      Cynara closed her eyes, placed her hand above his chest and concentrated. Soon a warm electric current travelled from her fingers directly inside his heart.

      “Novo, recro, vivere! Renew, restore, live!”

      King Rickard vibrated at first and then convulsed on the bed. Cynara grinned with amusement when she felt his weakened heart beating beneath her palm, but she wouldn’t burden him with the difficulty of breathing. Giving this man a voice again would not suit her plans, but she knew he could hear her now. She leaned close to his frozen emerald eyes and kissed him on the bridge of his nose.

      “Sorry, Rickard, I know this spell comes as a surprise, but I wasn’t ready to say goodbye to you. Regardless, I promise you’ll have time to ponder your sins before I lay you to rest.”

      Cynara inched backwards, away from his corpse. It amused her to think that thanks to her magic, life still whispered inside a human shell, but it was time to report a king’s death. Another king waited to rule.

      Cynara straightened her skirts, composed her sadness, and walked to the outside chambers where she knew she’d find Thomas Pell, the dutiful and ever-worrying Lord Chamberlain. When she found him, she matched his grave expression.

      “The king is dead. He is gone to his afterlife,” she explained, sighing. “It was a dreadful passing, but he did not suffer overly long. We will peal the bells at the first light of dawn to announce to the kingdom their king has gone to join the gods in the Otherworld.”

      Thomas Pell wasn’t as strong as she; tears pooled in his eyes, and she braced herself for the spillage. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty. This is a sadness. Such ill fate and unfortunate events.”

      “‘Tis all right,” she said, groaning. “I expected your fragile nature, but Thomas, we must soldier on. The king must be prepared for the viewing. He loved his royal blue, and he wouldn’t want to be seen in vestiture less than perfect. A string of gold around his neck with matching sapphire stones if you please.”

      “Will His Royal Highness, Prince Lowell, visit his father?”

      She thought about her son, viewing what he would think was his father’s corpse. Her son had the stillness of his mother but somehow had adopted Rickard’s fragile human nature. Sadly, her enchantments had not been passed on.

      “He will see his father when the court and kingdom view his father. Until that hour, he has a duty to begin, and I don’t want him burdened with sentiment. You will arrange for Lowell to take his oath.”

      Cynara contemplated the large wooden bed where King Rickard lay. “It is what His Royal Majesty, King Rickard, would have wanted for his only true born son.”

      Thomas Pell glanced at his feet. “And what about the princesses locked in the tower?”

      While the cobra had not been part of her plans, Cynara had taken advantage of the situation. She knew Scarlett held no blame for the bite, but she must be punished for the situation all the same. She scrutinized Lord Thomas with a dark air that would not tolerate misunderstandings.

      “Scarlett must die for her treason against the throne. The princesses, Ruby and Rose, must leave the kingdom or die with their sister. But don’t worry yourself, Thomas. Once His Royal Highness is crowned, he will determine their fates.”

      She paused, sighing for effect. “A sad stillness lives in this room tonight. In the morning, after the bells toll, the servants should prepare their sovereign master for his final rest.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

          PRINCESS SCARLETT
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      Bong. Somewhere beyond Scarlett’s tower cell, a church bell tolled. Its metallic sound struck then rolled away into a silvery void, disrupting her nightmarish rest. She groaned and wiped the sleep from her eyes as the second swell overtook her. Bong.

      Tired, she opened her eyes to a chamber suffused with gray and found herself searching in the direction of the sound. Pressing her hands to her aching temples, she ran her fingers through her hair, nearly jumping when the bell lamented again.

      “Please stop,” she moaned, awakening to the realization that the ringing announced a death. King Rickard had passed away.

      She shifted the bed curtains aside, slipped from her sheets and stumbled toward the window, where she held the ledge for support. Searching the eastern horizon, she hoped the rising sun might promise more than a church bell hammering. The light, though beautiful, was far away, and she knew the prisms radiating in a perfect half-circle couldn’t promise warmth or hope. Not yet.

      She shivered when the bell pealed again. “The king is dead,” Scarlett whispered, counting the strikes. Bong, the bell tolled, followed by a silent pause. Bong, the bell cried, shivering away to another gap. The fateful hammer struck again.

      “Long live His Royal Majesty King Lowell,” Scarlett murmured. He was the king now, and the thought of her half-brother taking the throne left a bitter taste in her mouth. She disowned the new morning, denying her guilt, denying the death of a king, and leaned against the window ledge holding her head in her hands.

      “What will I do now?” She screamed at the rising sun.

      The bell struck again, tolling her guilt. She counted the continual strikes, each one heavier than the last, her right index finger tapping the advancing numbers. Ten, eleven, twelve—bong, bong, bong—until the toll reached forty-seven.

      “Forty-seven,” she sighed, accepting the news and her part in it. “I didn’t know you were of that age, Father, and now you’re dead. My mother, your true queen, dead before you. I don’t recall the bell tolling for Her Majesty, but surely it mourned all the same.”

      When the bell’s pealing stilled to silence, Scarlett breathed a sigh of relief and returned to her prison bed. But a sudden cry from the inner ward alarmed her and she hurried to the window to witness the cacophony. Far beneath her prison, a woman shrouded in black knelt on the ground. She rocked back and forth, her hands on the earth, her figure consumed in emotion and grief. Sorrowful wails tore from the woman’s lungs and vented into the morning air. Scarlett watched her hands slapping the ground, repeatedly striking the earth. She couldn’t bear to watch it and turned away from the sight.

      “I can’t listen to this,” Scarlett fretted, covering her ears with her hands, but she couldn’t escape the wailing. The broken sobs penetrated her head, worse than the ringing of the bell. She crept to her bed, climbed atop the mattress, and pulled the tufted quilt close to her ears.

      “Please stop,” she called out, but the sobs continued nevertheless, consuming her with guilt.

      What have I done⁠—

      Scarlett knew she had caused the bell to toll forty-seven times. Forty-seven times! She had also triggered this woman’s grief, a grief so compelling the woman wailed for the entire kingdom to hear. What did the people of Velez, rising from their beds, think about what had happened? Were they silent with their emotions, choosing to bury their grief? Or did they mourn with the sound of tears but were too far away for Scarlett to hear?

      Would the kingdom forgive her? And why did she care if they reflected on her absolution anyway?

      Scarlett had known hours ago that the king would die. She lay on her bed, contemplating the other woman’s sorrow. Why were her own emotions empty? She felt responsible, since she had carried the snake to the celebration, but she felt no need to cry. Where were her tears? Perhaps if she had enjoyed a closer relationship with her father, a reason might have presented to shed tears.

      “It’s your own fault, Father, that my emotion is lacking. You never gave me anything; no paternal support, no tender care, not so much as a rag doll. Not one item I would feel sad to lose; I don’t even own a miniature of your image. You placed me beneath you and pretended I didn’t exist…”

      She felt as if someone she had once known, who had a significant name attached to their person, had perished. A royal man with the name “Father” was dead. She knew sadness should have consumed her due to the paternal attachment alone, but if such a bond had once existed, the familial link had been severed.

      Nevertheless, she pondered Garrett and Theodore’s statement, confided to her in the tower: that her father had cared enough for his daughter that he had tried to protect her, and now with his death, he could no longer be that shield. This news had earned her a night of insufferable dreams, worrying and wondering about the disclosure and the fate of her sisters. Throughout the night she had rolled on a bed better suited for a child than a grown woman. She couldn’t remember the night terrors, but she had been mindful of Cynara’s wickedness in the hours before dawn. And now that daylight had arrived and she was alert, her anxiety had not lessened. Her head pounded in time to the cries from below.

      What would happen next? She’d committed a crime of treason. A steep price must be paid and she knew her time was short.

      When the door opened, Scarlett was relieved the warden brought her breakfast. He could have escorted her to the scaffold, where an executioner would wreak havoc with an axe. She ate little as the image burned a hole in her mind. She forced herself to nibble at the bread and cheese, and sip at her ale, as the grieving in the courtyard mercifully fell silent.

      In the hours that followed, she paced her prison cell, still wearing last night’s kirtle and surcoat. She looked out the window often, searching for her sisters in the opposite tower, but no matter how often she stared at the distant space, Ruby and Rose did not appear. She remembered her last sighting. When she closed her eyes, they were in the tower beyond, with fear and confusion drawn on their expressions.

      She had written the sorrow in their eyes. She alone was responsible for Rose’s screams. Yes, if she focused, she could still hear them lingering in her head. Why hadn’t she listened to Rose?

      Scarlett no longer understood what her plan had been when she carried the cobra into the great hall, but with a certainty she knew she had failed.

      The snake fiasco needed to happen, but not in the manner in which the incident had occurred. The situation was upside down and downside right. She couldn’t change the outcome. She paced her prison cell, clutching her mother’s purse with her message buried inside, knowing she had ruined this test. Once again, an enchantress had prevailed. Cynara and her son held the kingdom.

      “Long live King Lowell.”

      Her breath left her in a huge sigh, and she knew without a doubt she would not disappear like her mother. Her hand went to her throat. The executioner’s blade would come for her. She had failed in her quest—the mark inside her royal blood—and the promise of a new reign was lost.

      The never-ending hours carried on into another sleepless night and another day of pacing. A day of looking out the window and searching for a familial face that couldn’t be found. Garrett and Theodore brought Scarlett sustenance, and she wore the same crumpled gown, only having removed the surcoat to sleep. She held tight to her mother’s purse, as if the bag could protect her, however foolish that might be.

      Eventually, voices drifted to her window, and she observed the courtyard below, where a trail of mourners waited. When the trumpets blasted, Scarlett knew the time had come for the people to view their dead king for the last time.

      King Rickard, by now cold and hard with rigor mortis, lay on a slab in the royal hall, where knights guarded his eternal rest. He would be dressed in his finest royal blue and laid on a bed of spun satin in a gold-plated casket. On his head a golden crown, adorned with rubies and his favorite sapphire stones. Wrapped around his shoulders and chest a shimmering gold necklet adorned with matching blue gemstones.

      What would his people think as they filed past?

      Would they believe they had lost a true and loving servant of the gods, sent to rule over them? Would they weep as they paid their final respects, or would they file by in silent repose? Would the woman who had mourned aloud in the courtyard wear her grief as visibly when she walked past? Would she create a scene there, too?

      Scarlett didn’t know how she would act if she could offer her final respects. She knew that only the responsibility of being a princess would compel her to witness her father’s still form. The grandeur of his adornments would escape her notice, for jewels and gold did not a man make. Instead, she might marvel at his life and wonder what it was about him that the gods so loved this man that they had made him a king in the first place. For how could such a man serve a kingdom and not serve his own children, or protect his true wife?

      “Balatron,” Scarlett cussed, watching the mourners. The only respect a daughter would pay his due was silence.

      The next morning, the sun threaded its way into her tower cell with a vibrancy that forced Scarlett awake. In the distance, she heard the lilting melody of a male choir singing. She did not have to rise from her bed to know what this mournful song imparted. The choir sang a haunting hymn, their voices lifting and falling in sad unison as soulfully as a harvest moon on a cold autumn night. She strained to hear the words. She closed her eyes and let the peace of Mary come to her.

      
        
        
        Dies irae, dies illa,

        Solvet saeclum in favilla:

        Teste David cum Sybilla.

        Quantus tremor est futurus,

        Quando judex est venturus,

        Cuncta stricte discussurus!

      

      

      

      “Let the wisdom of the gods come to me and surround me,” she whispered, hoping that a stronger force in this kingdom might save her. She meditated, praying to the God of War as the hymn bathed her with song. She barely heard the words of “Dies Irae,” but she knew the song all the same.

      King Rickard’s funeral mass had begun. The final celebration of his life’s journey. Soon the priests would place him inside the crypt. The chorus sang of a human will that in death would dissolve to ashes, or so these spiritual men believed.

      
        
        
        The day of wrath,

        that day will dissolve the world in ashes.

        As foretold by David and the Sibyl!

        How much tremor there will be,

        When the judge will come,

        investigating everything strictly!

      

      

      

      Scarlett didn’t know the meaning of the hymn, but she understood King Rickard had reached his judgment day. If Valhalla existed, he was approaching the gates. Soon he would meet with their God Odin, and face his sins and be judged for them.

      Scarlett folded her hands and prayed for her father:

      “Grant King Rickard a peaceful and eternal rest. Bless this man, my Father, with a vision of the spiritual Otherworld that surpasses human will and understanding, where pain and suffering do not exist and life is everlasting. My God, Odin, have mercy on this man’s soul, and teach him the lessons in death he never learned in life. Forgive this soul, his daughter, for her part in his death.”

      The choir members sang again, but this time the hymn was more chant than lyrical melody. Somber, Scarlett returned to the window and listened.

      
        
        
        Take the last kiss, the last forever!

        Yet render thanks amidst your gloom:

        He, severed from his home and kindred,

        is passing onward to the tomb.⁠1

      

      

      

      The people of the Kingdom of Velez were kissing their dead king goodbye. Scarlett raised her hand and blew a kiss, permitting a mixed message of lost love and heartache to carry on the breeze toward the chapel. Then she turned away from this part of her life forever.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 The Stichera of the Last Kiss by S. John Damascene.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

          KING RICKARD
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      King Rickard couldn’t recall a moment in his life when trials and tribulations had dropped him so low. He felt like a sculpture, a corpse buried in a frightening dream with no way of escaping the outcome of Cynara’s evil. It was an impossible situation he had not anticipated. Hope slipped away into a rotten seed so horribly black, the dead cells couldn’t support anything more than a stiff shell. He would lie or stand in a manner that suited the witch’s fancy for an eternity, with frozen eyes watching the horror unfold. Minutes would stretch into hours, and hours into long empty days, while he waited for the years to pass.

      On this day, he lay stretched out on a cold marble slab, listening to the chanting of holy men. He wished Cynara had let him die. He had considered many methods the witch could have used to hurt him. He never foresaw the evil woman turning him into a living statue. Black magic made such evil possible.

      Cynara’s spell had stimulated hurt and pain; he’d suffered injuries by royal servants who had believed him dead. If he had been a whole man with air in his lungs, blood flowing through his veins and the strength to command, he would have chopped off their heads for their maltreatment. It was unthinkable, the indignities they had caused.

      God’s nails, he had been cut and bled. The piercing of his flesh had stung; the worst pain and unbearable suffering⏤to stifle his voice, to eliminate him from the kingdom—but the sharp knife had not ended his life. Neither had the loss of blood. The peasant women had scoured his flesh with lye and scalding hot water, raking and burning him. Sin and damnation, what stain did they think to scrape and wash away? His actions against others could not be so easily dismissed, and you couldn’t rid death’s stink, no matter how hard a servant scrubbed or how hot they made the water.

      A maiden had been surprised when his skin colored a bright pink, but that didn’t stop the bitch from spilling scalding-hot water on his flesh. He couldn’t scream for the pain.

      He could not smell the alcohol or the cinnamon-scented abramelin oil, but he liked the way it felt when one woman massaged the oil onto his skin. In his previous life, he would have risen up and demanded her cunny. In this new life, he listened to her preach about his less-than-perfect attributes while she worked his skin like other women kneaded their bread.

      “You’ll be losing this middle, King Rickard,” she had whispered while massaging from his upper chest to his private quarters. “I’ve never touched a dead king before, but you’re no different than other naked men. Fancy that. With all the attention paid in your bed, I’d have thought your jewels richer. My husband has a firmer shaft. It’s a fancy the queen got a son from you.”

      She rambled on and on, and he couldn’t tell her to shut her mouth or slap her hands away from his lower extremities. He wanted to kill her with his bare hands for the insults, but in this state, he couldn’t command the guards to take her away.

      “Although dull and lifeless, your eyes are still the most beautiful green, but I never liked the way you used this emerald sea to gain your pleasure. You should have had more manners. You might have controlled your temper, too. God sakes, you were a king.”

      “I’m still a king! God damn you, woman,” he yelled—but his voice, his fitful anger, was only heard in his own head. How dare a woman of her rank talk to her sire in this way!

      Gods help him; Gods grant him courage. King Rickard didn’t know how to bear this new existence. In this funereal state, he was laid out in a golden box contemplating his own mass. Stiff as a statue and listening to the monks chanting, he was helpless but to endure whatever cruelty came next.

      He, the king, would be buried alive in a tomb, waiting and wondering if death would ever arrive. God’s bells, the witch Cynara could discard him on a bed of tree limbs and burn him alive. No one would know. If he broke free of this curse, the woman would pay for his suffering. Somehow, he’d see her head on a platter to feed to his pigs.

      Cynara, that heathen, brazenfaced witch, held more evil inside herself than he had ever thought possible. She had stolen his breath from his lungs. The bloody whoresbane had robbed him of his manliness. He was paralyzed. Although the tiniest heartbeat fluttered inside his chest and he could hear beyond himself in a diminutive fashion, no one knew he was alive. No help could support his rescue; even a god was beyond his reach.

      It brought him no comfort that he could hear the sounds around him in the church hall. Angels singing in all their glory brought him no closer to the Otherworld or the Netherworld, and if he could have laughed when the monks started to sing, “Dies Irae,” he would have, with tears streaming down his face. A king would not shed his skin to ashes. Judgment Day had arrived, that was a surety; he faced the gates as bravely as he could.

      As each person filed past to impart a last kiss goodbye, he gazed at a ceiling painted with angels. This dwelling place was the closest he would come to divine creatures, but he found no hope in the fresco with frozen eyes. He couldn’t blink to suspend the drought. A fly could crawl up his nostril to lay its eggs and he would be helpless to prevent the indignity.

      A golden crucifix lay on his belly, and his hands were placed on top. Some people who filed past commented on his appearance; he disregarded their statements. Others made the sign of the cross. Some planted a kiss on his hand or his cheek. Some touches were more fleeting than others. He imagined most people did not wish to kiss death.

      One particular young girl stopped before him, stretched her small arms upward, and took his hand, holding it within her smaller one.

      “Mama,” she asked, “is the king dead?”

      “Yes, child,” the woman whispered. “But we must move along.”

      “No, Mama,” she protested, standing her ground. “He doesn’t look dead. Look, he’s watching the angels.”

      King Richard couldn’t see the mother or the child, but the young girl’s voice gave him a measure of hope, as bleak as that hope might be. He tried to move his finger, so the young girl would know she spoke the truth, but his finger remained frozen.

      “He’s with the gods, Sibyl. His Majesty King Rickard is in the Otherworld. Now come, we must move on and give others their chance to say goodbye.”

      The girl stood her ground. She pulled on her mother’s hand until her tiny fingers slipped free. King Rickard felt her climb onto his stone shelf where he lay, her fingers grabbing his neck and holding on tight until her ear rested near his chest. He heard others yelp in disbelief.

      “Sibyl,” the girl’s mother scolded, grabbing the child and removing her from his shroud. “Have you forgotten your manners? We must respect the dead.”

      “I wanted to see if I could hear his heart. Mama, it’s quiet.”

      King Rickard listened to the mother and child leave, but when the next person kissed his hand, hope left with their company.

      Someone stopped and stood beside him but whoever it was did not touch him. “I wish you a peaceful and eternal rest, Father. Be with the angels.”

      It was his son, Prince Lowell. When Lowell spoke to him, King Rickard didn’t know what to think. Surely Lowell didn’t know his father heard his voice. Would his mother be so brazen as to reveal this indignity to her son?

      Before he could consider the possibility further, a cold hand grasped his arm and leaned in to kiss his cheek. He knew Cynara held him.

      “This is your last kiss, Your Majesty—the last stichera you shall ever receive. I leave you now to your blessed sleep.”

      It was a cruel twist of fate that Cynara brought his Dies Irae—his last judgment in this miserable world. It was laughable that a child, a flower yet to bloom in the desert, appeared to be his last hope.

      What other form of treachery did Cynara have in store for him?

      When the church became silent and the men, women, and children had left, someone approached him, perhaps an attendant or some other grim reaper, to collect him. Within the confines of his head, he screamed and screamed and screamed⁠—
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