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Book One

Cursed by Diamonds

“In this amazing world of ours, there are many different shades of love and hate. Take care, Brothers and Sisters, for it is a dreadfully fine line which separates them.”

JK Ensley






“People can start out one way, and when life gets done with them, they’re someone else. As I lay dying, those cautious words echoed through my subconscious mind as the dreams came again. Strange and terrible dreams, ripping me from the peaceful slumber I so desperately sought.”



~ Jenevier


Prologue

“I feel a great darkness approaching, Mother. Have you seen nothing? Not a single vision?”

“No, my son. I sense an entity, a ravenous soul, yet I see nothing clearly... not yet. Something dark approaches, but from whence it came and to what end it may go, I cannot tell.”

“Does it concern her?”

“I know not. It may well be within Ashgard, or even within her own family. Nothing has yet been made clear. Let us not guess. You will see trouble where none exists and miss the evil dancing within your grasp. When the time is right, I will see all.”

*****

The chill blew through Mangladune’s ancient trees the same as it did in the Thralldom Mountains. The unseen folk could feel the trembling elements and knew the tide of malice was fast approaching their lands. Even the animals bristled and hid their young. Ashgard would never be the same.

“Something wicked this way comes, Sire.”

“I felt it, Kias. My ancient bones rattle within me.”

“Can you tell what it is, Father?”

“Izadori, my child, I can tell who it is.”

“Who? You don’t mean...”

“Yes, dear one, he stirs. Revenge consumes him.”

“What shall we do? Send forth commands, Sire, before all hope drains from the land.”

“Nay, Kias. I will not move my hand against him. We will remain as we are.”

“But, Father!”

“No, Izadori. The Elves have withdrawn. We no longer interfere with the evils of man. We will observe and record, nothing more.”

“Then, what good do we serve? What is our purpose here if we no longer protect and teach? Are you content with our entire race growing old and fading away? We have stood idle for so many years, our kind is no longer even recorded within their manuscripts.”

“And, has that stopped your beating heart, my daughter? Have you lost the ability to draw air into your lungs because they no longer sing of your great beauty? No, dear one. They have their Guardians. We will not interfere.”

“But the Guardians move not.”

“They do not sleep. If their hand has been stayed in this matter, you would do well to remain far from it, my child.”

*****

The people of Ashgard had once known the warning signs, yes. Alas, their many years of ease had erased those darkened thoughts. Now, the cold wind only caused them to tighten their raiment. No one looked to the stars. The hand of death was upon them once more, and they noticed it not. 

Shibta had passed over Ashgard many years before. The demoness had brought with her a devastating plague. It was an epidemic, one which annihilated nearly half their population, leaving the decimated survivors roaming about in mournful despair.

The mighty Guardians eventually restrained the demoness of disease. Shibta had been cast into darkness and was bound there still. But her twin brother, Shabriri, now sought his pound of flesh as payment.

*****

“Ah, Varick, I see him.”

“Who is it, Mother?”

“The master of the true darkness.”

“No... Shabriri... anyone but him. Does the summons come? Is the time ripe?”

“Yes, my son. The summons is here. Call every warrior to your side.  If this chieftain of evil is allowed to touch even one—”

“I know, Mother. I know.”

The thunderous sound of wings filled the sky as the dogs of heaven gathered en masse, blotting out the very sun. Battle rage and blood lust consumed their every thought. As the cry went forth from each commander, legion upon legion disappeared into the swirling cloud bank.

The graceful seer emerged to stand next to her son as he made ready his generals.

“Fair news from blessed mother would go far to temper rising fears.” 

“A request I would gladly grant, but cannot.”

“He has taken her, hasn’t he? By all that’s holy! I vow to you now, Mother, no soul will rest until I have cast that demon into the pits of hell by mine own hand. If he has harmed but a single golden hair upon her fair head—”

“He will save her for last, to better savor her misery. Varick, he touched Marlise.”

“No...”

“Yes, my son. It has begun.”

*****

The majestic King of the Elven folk stood silent within their forest domain. The whispers and fears of his people circled about him.

“The summons has come down.”

“Do we join the Guardians once more?”

“Nay, Kias. We will not interfere.”

“Father, you diminish us all. Do not punish the whole of man for the acts of one. We are a blessed people for but one reason. If you withhold our purpose, you condemn us all.”

“Izadori, if you step one foot outside Mangladune, you will join your sister in exile.”

“How could exile be any worse than the forest cage you have locked us within?”

“You know the answer to that, my child. Removed from your brethren, you fade.”

“I fade with them as well. As do you, Father.”

The Beginning...


Chapter 1

Jenevier

(ZHEN-ah-veer)

Moonlight spread across her face, glistening off the beads of sweat covering her brow. She stirred, mumbling muffled words into her feather pillow. A creaking noise came from the adjacent hallway... then again. Her deep blue eyes sprang open, frantically searching the darkened room.

Is someone there? Where am I? Wha-what was I— Ugh... Not again.

She sat up, releasing a heavy sigh. 

Jenevier had always been a wildly vivid dreamer. But life, this life, her life, had transformed her sleeping mind into a tumultuous torrent of fear and panic.

Once, she had dreamt of enchanting, mythical creatures playing in the morning sunlight as it slipped through the tree tops to the dew-soaked glades below. Alas, those frolicking fairytale creatures from her youth had now been transformed into fanged demons and grotesque atrocities. Monsters—their wings dipped in blood, roaming the night, devouring all the innocence and bliss this world once held. She couldn’t quite grasp what had changed her lovely dreams so drastically. The answer seemed to be out there teetering on the very edge of consciousness, just beyond her reach.

Sweet rest shall not visit me this night, she thought. 

Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, she surveyed her quaint, moonlit room. Pillows were strewn about, covers mussed and partially off the bed. A book lay face down, its pages crumpled upon the floor—undeniable evidence of her restless mind.

Opening the tiny drawer in her nightstand, she drew out the matches and stumbled to the kitchen.

Her reflection appeared ghostly within those squared windowpanes. She stared absently out into the waning night as the first rays of the newly breaking dawn tried desperately to reach down and touch her peaceful little home.

The keen whistle from the boiling teapot snapped her mind from its nebulous roaming.

*****

Letting her head loll back, Jenevier looked up into the expansive canopy of the ancient winslet tree that all but covered her side lawn. Sunlight was dancing across the emerald leaves, playing peek-a-boo with the breeze. This was her heaven. She closed her eyes and listened... listened to the gentle melodic bubbling of the tiny trickling stream. Listened to the soft creaking sound of the old weathered ropes as her favorite chair swung back and forth, wearing a remembered path into those mighty limbs overhead. She smiled.

This is my favorite place in the whole world. My own little paradise.

She was constantly amazed at just how perfect this place truly was. The dainty little cottage was surrounded by a deliciously fragrant flower garden. She would sit amongst the many-blooming lilies at dusk, drink in their deliciously intoxicating scent. The elegant garden wound around the house and sloped down the rolling hill, almost touching the edge of her sleepy little stream. Ahh, that stream. She loved it. Loved wading through it, loved balancing atop the smooth stones peaking up through the surface, loved uncovering its tiny hidden secrets. Playing in that stream was her secret joy, her child-like moment of the day. It was clear—ice cold and filled with life—carrying little creatures along its gentle current as it slid lazily behind her modest stables. Who could argue? This was paradise. A secret little haven of rest encompassed about by a magical looking forest sworn to always guard this little gem of a home.

She was blessed, yes. Blessed with a peaceful happiness. Blessed with nature’s rare beauty. Blessed with calm, tranquil thoughts... until the dreams came.

Breathing in the floral aroma of her steaming tea, Jenevier was morbidly captivated with the first tiny ray of morning light as it touched her swinging toe—in and out of the light, back and forth. She watched absently as the determined little beam grew to touch the top of her foot and then started its slow ascent up her outstretched leg.

“In the light... in the darkness... in the day... in the night...”

She watched the hungry little ray grab for her foot only to lose it once more to the shadows.

“Horrid dreams,” she mumbled.

Relishing in the glorious morning glow now spreading across her face, she let its nurturing warmth cover her a few moments more before she stood, turning toward the stables.

Therein lives my heart.

Her golden curls lost their sunlit glow when she swung wide the old wooden doors and entered.

Raven was the first to respond. He ran toward her, anxiously awaiting her touch upon his majestic brow. This horse seemed always in tune with her emotions. She knew without knowing, their souls were connected in some strange way.

Her mare, Epona, was a stunning beauty. She sparkled like spun gold. Crowned with a ghostly white mane and luxurious tail that fell fluidly to the ground, Epona was powerful and alluring. Holding her head aloft, she seemed to look down upon all other creatures.

Jenevier loved Epona, yes, loved her madly. But for some odd reason, she didn’t share the same deep connection with the mare as she did with Raven.

Raven... he was a creature unlike any other. A huge stallion, he boasted hair darker than a moonless night. This enchanting beast claimed a silken mane and tail so black they flamed blue in the vibrant midday sun. He was a rare treasure indeed—ebony glory given breath by the gods.

In her dreams Raven often came to her rescue, protected her from the horrors rampaging ferociously through her once quiescent world. Jenevier often carried on entire conversations with the horse. And... he seemed to listen. She was all but certain his deep black eyes welled-up with compassion and understanding.

These majestic creatures were her life. They would never betray her, nor she them. She would protect them always... even unto death.

“Come. Walk with me.” 

The three friends strolled out into the breathtaking brilliance of another perfect day.

Epona immediately kicked up her heels, running large circles near the edge of the darkened tree line. Jenevier was captivated by the enchanting scene that golden horse made—shining wildly in the sun, shadowed by the forest. She smiled.

“I wish to play by the river, Raven.”

Placing her hand against his powerful neck, together they walked down the hill to the outmost edge of the western trees. 

As they strolled by the deep, still waters, she recounted what she could remember of her epically bizarre dreams.

“I cannot recall the whole of it. My surroundings were blurred. But the demons were real, Raven. Well, as real as you can get in a dream. They were horribly vivid—ravaging about, destroying all the things I loved, all the things I treasured.”

The horse snorted as he gently placed his forehead against her back, rubbing up and down her spine, nudging her along. She giggled.

*****

Jenevier spent the better part of that day soaking up the precious sun, tossing stones in the water. She would count the rolling ripples as they sloshed back against the bank, calling the numbers aloud as Raven tried to match them by tapping his hoof.

She hugged his powerful neck. “Silly boy,” she whispered. “I love you too much. Did you know that?”

Raven snorted in response, just like always.

Around dusk, Jenevier returned to the stables and began all the usual tasks of feeding, watering, and brushing her best friends. As she worked, she hummed some long forgotten tune remembered anew. It was a song from her youth, one about babes—lost in the woods, gently comforted by the worried forest animals, crying themselves to sleep as darkness found them before their parents did. 

Another day had slipped away before she even realized it. This seemed to be the pattern of her life—hours fleeting faster than the sand beneath your feet chasing the waves back out to sea.

She sat down upon the lounge in the hallway—exhausted, yawning.

“Perhaps I’ll rest for a bit. Just a bit, mind you.” She yawned again. “I need to go take a bath, I suppose. But I’ll rest first... just a teensy bit.”

She glanced at Epona. The mare was still. Her eyes, closed. When she looked over to Raven, he snorted softly. But his eyelids were drooping as well.

She smiled. “We had fun today. Didn’t we, boy? I love days like this—peaceful, quiet, so pleasant. I know tomorrow will bring the same. You’ll make sure of it. Right, boy?”

Her smile didn’t fade as she slowly slid down on the couch, curling up on her side in a little ball. Raven snorted once, she remembered that much... then sleep fell hard upon her.

*****

Jenevier woke with a jolt, landing hard upon the dusty ground.

“Wha- what was—”

She let out a shriek when the second terrifying clap of thunder sped up her already racing heart.

The almost constant lightning sent dancing flashes of the darkened stable to her blurry eyes. Getting to her feet, she stumbled through the shadows, feeling around for the lamp. Intermittent flashes illuminated the stables enough for her to see Epona, tossing about her snowy mane as she paced nervously within her confines.

Jenevier heard Raven before she could actually see him. He was dark, the shadows swallowed him. But when the lamplight sparkled in his eyes, she knew... he was terrified beyond controlling.

Something bad is coming this way, something powerful. I smell anger swirling about me. I taste it on the air.

She tried to coax the maddened horse with coos and clicks. The next crack of thunder sent him rushing toward her gentle voice like a needy child. Rubbing his brow with both hands, she kissed his nose, speaking sweetly as she shushed away his fears.

Raven calmed with her touch. She felt his pulse slow, his breathing steady. He stilled. Yet his eyes remained wild, haunted.

“What a good boy. Shhh, now. It is but a little storm. No harm. It will soon pass. I’m here, old friend. I won’t leave you.” 

She jumped when the raging wind rattled, banged, and then blew the stable doors open with a crash. Her sudden yelp caused Raven to jerk back his head.

A hauntingly familiar voice drifted down the hallway, swirling around her, rocking her already hazy mind. It mingled with a deep, hair-raising growl right before it was carried away by the wind. That strange growl left her frozen—frozen in shock, frozen in fear.

Raven jerked free, going mad within his stall. Epona kicked the walls, neighing loudly. Yet as quickly as it had rushed in, the wind died away, leaving an even eerier calmness hanging in the rain-soaked night air. She shuddered. Chills ran painfully down her spine.

She turned back to the horse. “R-Raven? Come here, boy.”

He only snorted, refusing her outstretched hand. She cautiously opened the stall door.

“Raven? It’s okay now, boy. I promise,” she coaxed.

When the terrified horse saw his glimpse of freedom, he bolted. Charging past her, Raven didn’t even notice when Jenevier grabbed his long mane. But the sheer force of this powerful steed slung his tiny owner half up on his back.

Managing to pull herself upright on the horrified beast, Jenevier wrapped her arms around his neck, closed her eyes, and held on for dear life. She could have jumped before he reached the now open barn doors, yes. But this was her beloved friend. She refused to let him experience this horrific fear alone.

The blinding rain felt like needles against her bare arms. She raised her head slightly, her sodden curls sticking to her face like a giant golden web. Seeing the western side of the forest fast approaching, Jenevier screamed out to Raven, pulling back hard on his mane. The placid lake lay just beyond that nearing tree line, but she knew the horse wouldn’t stop. He couldn’t hear her pleas. Couldn’t register her cries over the noise of thunder, and his own blind terror.

Mustering her courage, she laid her head upon his neck, wrapping her arms tightly around him. “Then, let it come swiftly,” she whispered. 

She felt the ground soften beneath his massive hooves, saw the moonlight dancing across the tiny ripples. Jenevier laced her fingers through his beautiful, wavy mane, forcing the tears to stream back from her tightly closed eyes. 

“I love you, Raven.” Desolate whispered words, sadly heard by no one, trailed off in the night air.

Her bitter tears mixed with the chilling rain, mingling sorrowfully together. There was a cold, wet rush.

Then... complete darkness.


Chapter 2

Alastyn

(ah-LASS-tin)

The slick black pants fit her well, melted over her curves. Her tailored coat was just long enough to touch the tops of her booted thighs. Those long golden locks hung over her shoulders and down her back, bouncing along to her womanly sway. Not exactly the look you should be going for if you wanted to remain unnoticed. But the shopping had been so much better on her last mission, she just couldn’t help herself. She was already looking forward to the next time she could make her way back to the place they called New York.

Yet, it was this particular job that truly made her mouth water. She savored the bittersweet delicious taste of satisfaction. This was what she lived for now. The much anticipated end to her weary quest was finally at hand. And it painted a lethally cold expression across her porcelain face.

A gust of stale smoke and the sour scent of ale filled her nostrils as she pushed open the battered wooden doors.

Ahh, and I have been told there is no heaven in Ashgard, she thought.

Picking a table in the corner—closest to the main door—she sat with her back against the wall, keeping to the shadows as much as possible. Old habits die hard. She scanned the dingy room, carefully surveying the dusty interior. Her sharp eyes meticulously catalogued everything. 

She hadn’t been back to this tiny village for well over ten years now. Much had changed, but much had remained the same.

The tavern was shabby and dark, severely unkempt. The walls were without paint. Floors, covered with dirt and grime. What little light there was came from the huge fireplace all but covering the wall opposite the bar. Every table had a candle burning openly, dripping hot wax onto the worn, wooden planks. There were several oil lanterns hanging from the ceiling and a few dusty rays of sunlight tried desperately to sneak through the filthy windowpanes. At its best, the tavern was grimy, gloomy, and reeked with the stench of the unwashed masses huddled within. 

At the round table nearest the bar sat some local hunters gambling away what little money they had and arguing incessantly. The long table in front of the fireplace was occupied by obvious newcomers brandishing loud accented voices much too jovial for such a dank place. All the other mundane tables were sprinkled about with loners or drifters. Some she may have even known once upon a time. Others she only recalled in passing.

The barkeep’s young son brought over her first pint. She watched as a slow trickle of foam slid down the chipped mug, disappearing into the dry, thirsty planks. Still staring at the fast-fading wet spot, she ordered some warm bread with honey. 

Aye, the bread will keep ye from getting too tipsy on the ale, Lass. An’ the honey will help keep some fight in yer gut. Cannae be getting drunk whilst on a summons, tiny warrior. She remembered her lessons well.

Her black-clad form sank further into the shadows as she made another quick scan of the tavern occupants. She was anxious to finally face the man she had spent her entire adult life hating. The secretly received cryptic word of his whereabouts had caused her to return to the very birth place of her immense pain. An infinite quest was finally coming to its deserved end. She relished the thought. 

As the ale warmed her body, easing her built-up tension, she allowed herself the luxury of spending a few precious moments in quiet remembrance. She tried hard to recall her childhood, her friends, her loved ones. That joy-filled life had been sadistically stolen the day she was forced upon the path she now trod. Sadly, no matter how hard she tried, Jenevier had long ago purged even the fondest memories of her forgotten life. The happiness she had once known here would have mixed too bitterly with the person she had been forced to become.

The boy soon returned with the warm bread and another pint.

So many things had irrevocably changed. Her dearest childhood friend was now considered a black witch of the worst kind, and Jenevier had personally shed more blood than most armies could even boast.

Alas, no matter how hard she fought, all that she had once loved... had been methodically wiped away. She now sat in this place, a mere stranger. This little village had unwittingly spawned the very birth of evil and vengeance. The man responsible for her current darkness was returning today, and she was prepared.

The bread wasn’t delicious, just adequate. She ate, drank, and remembered. The boy came once more with fresh ale accompanied by a note he quietly slid under the plate holding her remaining bread crumbs. It simply read... “Not much longer now.”

Jenevier scanned the tavern’s patrons once more. She saw none that even gave notice to her. No one that is, except for the hooded man sitting in the opposite corner. She couldn’t see his eyes, not clearly, but she felt them upon her. She studied him, took special notice of the blue-black locks now escaping their cloaked hiding place. 

Where have I seen those dark curls before? 

Her guard went up, but it was now useless. Something was fast claiming her consciousness. Jenevier silently cursed her negligence, too little far too late. She was getting so tired, so miserably tired. As her eyes began to betray her, flitting closed, her mind wandered back to Jezreel.

Jezreel had once been as beautiful and fair as Jenevier herself. They were beloved friends from their youth. But cruel Fate had flung them down the treacherous paths they now trod. The once young and carefree maidens were forever, horribly changed.

Her groggy mind searched desperately, urgently. But try as she might, she couldn’t recall even one happy moment.

There were happy times... I used to remember... I loved to smile... Perhaps... At least, I believe I did. 

Then, she slept.

But Alastyn could remember, and remember well. As he sat in the tavern watching over her now, he could remember exactly how she had once looked. He loved to think about her beautiful smile, her lovely hair, her dainty little bare feet. It warmed his heart to go back in time and see Jenevier and Jezreel in the village square together. He remembered how they sang, how they giggled, and how they danced barefoot in the grass. These memories made him long desperately for the coming day when their stolen lives would be returned to them, and their untarnished happiness right along with it.

Alastyn grew up in this village, the village of Tamar Broden. It lay just east of Jenevier and Jezreel’s childhood home of Moorglen. He had tirelessly searched over these last ten years just for the chance to look upon her beauty once more, to finally pick up where they’d left off that blissful, dreadful night. 

He had stumbled upon her by chance only a couple days past—covered in blood and (strangely enough) humming. He’d spoken her name before she disappeared. Yet her fierce red eyes gave no hint of recognition. Whoever or whatever she had become, he was certain she did not know the danger she now faced by returning to Tamar Broden.

Alastyn was but a couple months younger than Jenevier and Jezreel. He remembered their first meeting as if it were yesterday. He had fallen hopelessly in love the first moment he’d laid eyes upon her. That was the summer the two lighthearted maidens had come to Tamar Broden to care for Jenevier’s ailing aunt, Marlise. It was also the last summer he had seen Jenevier’s magical smile. It had vanished the same fated day her aunt had passed... and Prince Merodach had appeared.

Being so close to her now, after tirelessly searching through the mangled and forgotten places of this world, was intoxicating to Alastyn. The sheer closeness was almost unbearable. She was in the same room with him at last. He was shaking uncontrollably inside. It took every ounce of concentration just to keep the visible proof of his frenzied nerves at bay. He desperately longed to smell her lovely rose-scented hair, touch those silken ringlets, feel her gentle hands upon his face once more.

Alastyn finally caved, gave himself over to the potent moment. He allowed the luxury of his vivid memory to take him away, meticulously recounting their last few hours together. It felt amazing when all those butterflies began warring within his gut, the same as they had done that first night. The night he fell in love with a dream...

*****

Marlise was dying from an illness known only as The Quickening. Jenevier knew all too well what happened to the unfortunate women in her family as they slowly suffered and died from this horrid affliction. It had cursed many of her ancestors. This vile disease made the body reject its own blood, forcing it to seep from the eyes as tears.

Fated to cry out your own heart and soul daily, The Quickening could last for weeks, months, or even years. There was no known cure. And the sorrowful journey came to its bitter end only after the very last precious drop of life-force trickled down your hollow cheeks. Blessedly, the spirit would be released from its tormented home, freed to travel to the beyond places of the Otherworld. Then, the celebration would begin. The whole village joined the grand festivity. It was a sacred gathering to honor a blessed life, a cherished love, and the glorious end of an immeasurable suffering. It was a great tribute—a truly fond farewell for another amazing woman. 

It was at the celebration of Marlise’s life that Alastyn had first laid eyes upon Jenevier and Jezreel. The two were in the center of the dance circle, twirling around one another and laughing gaily. He would have sworn they were sisters. They both had long, golden hair with ribbons and flowers tied throughout. Jenevier had on a flowing purple and turquoise dress. It swayed freely with every enchanting move she made. She was barefoot, with beads laced around her ankles. Jezreel matched her perfectly, except all in pink.

To Alastyn, it was Jenevier’s smile that truly set the two maidens apart. Hers was filled with a pure innocence, a blissful glee.

Her soul must sparkle as brightly as that glorious grin, he thought. She seems so young, yet... ethereal at the same time.

And he was right. That wonder-filled smile remained vibrant at all times—when she danced, when she spoke, even when she cried. It was her angelic smile that entranced Alastyn upon sight. It seized his noble heart, captured it forever.

The two girls dancing in the center of that tiny village were like a magical vision of ancient Elven Princesses. Carefree Fairies—stepping down from their hiding place within the forest canopy to grace the multitude with their laughter and beauty. It seemed they were present only to lift the crowd’s weary hearts, raise their collective spirits to the level of joy and awe Marlise truly deserved. This they accomplished, and so much more. 

Alastyn not only noticed her hidden internal beauty, he also noticed what it was the fair maiden had yet to realize. Jenevier was oblivious to the fact she had not only caught the eye of an admiring young man, but also that of the malicious Prince of Wrothdem.

The city of Wrothdem was much farther north than any at this party cared to travel. But the future King and Queen of Wrothdem often came to Tamar Broden to purchase rare silks and odd trinkets.

These exceptional treasures were mysteriously acquired by the village’s own market keeper, Clive. He made at least two trips per year to parts unknown. And of course, Wrothdem’s royals were always granted a private showing before the wares were displayed on the open market in the village square.

Alastyn also saw clearly... with Jezreel’s first glimpse of the majestically handsome Prince, she was wholly lost to this man’s darkest of charms.

They knew it not. At least, they didn’t realize during the joyous celebration. But this same night, the night rejoicing Marlise’s end of suffering, this night would mark the beginning of the end of all happiness for Jezreel, Jenevier, and Alastyn.

*****

Prince Merodach was granted an honorable seat at the head of the feast table beside Marlise’s only niece, Jenevier. Lady Margareet was seated at her husband’s right hand, Jezreel upon Jenevier’s left. With the ringing of the memorial bells and eloquent toasts all around, the feast for Marlise began.

Alastyn wasn’t the only one to notice how entranced his new love’s dear friend was with the handsome, uninvited guest. The Prince knew all too well the look in Jezreel’s lovely eyes. He had seen it many times from many different women. It pleased his ego greatly, yes. Alas, he couldn’t manage to draw his attention away from Jenevier. It was her laughter, her smile, her naïve gaiety that seemed to taunt and tease his twisted mind.

He tried desperately to catch her gaze, hold it for more than just a fleeting glance. He could not. Why had the same spell he had so effortlessly cast upon so many other women, not worked on her? The thought tormented him.

She seems more interested in the many trinkets tied about her tiny wrists, the baubles draped around her dainty neck... than she does in my presence. How can this be? Is she simple?

He tried in vain many times throughout the evening to gently take her hand, draw her attention only to him. But she would casually remove it, reaching for her wine glass whilst laughing at another story being told about her beloved aunt. Jenevier gave the haughty Prince of Wrothdem not a single glance or a moment’s notice all evening. Her deviant behavior and obvious dismissal tore through Merodach’s blackened soul.

There was no man in all of Ashgard who could stand before the Prince’s striking features and powerful presence. He couldn’t possibly comprehend how this young maiden was so effortlessly impervious to the spell he was so desperately trying to cast upon her. These inexplicable thoughts possessed him, almost maddeningly so. He was wholly consumed by her. His tainted mind ran like wildfire.

The Prince determined he would have Jenevier in his bed, under his spell, and at his beck and call. It mattered not how hard she would fight him in this. In truth, that delicious little scene thrilled him—her futile resistance. His black eyes glistened as his mind raced through all the things he was willing to do, the lengths he would go to get what it was he wanted. He became obsessed in this madness. 

Thus, the evil began. First in his blackened heart. But soon, very soon, in reality itself.


Chapter 3

Dante

(DON-tay)

Jenevier bolted upright from the loud crack of thunder. Shrill screams still emanating from her throat, reverberating off the stable walls. She clamped her hands tightly over her mouth and waited for the silence to return. Frantically searching, she strained her eyes, trying anxiously to establish her location by her darkened surroundings. 

The stables? But... how?

Scrambling to her knees, she reached for the hanging lamp. She found only air. Stretching forth her arms, searching, she grasped blindly out into the darkness. It was several heartbeats later before she noticed the weight of wet clothes draped about her. 

Wet?

With this realization she spun around, checking to see if the stable doors were swinging open.

But, if they’re closed... how is it I am drenched? Oh, Raven!

She hastily made her way to the little office in the back of the stables. With a lamp finally glowing and an armful of blankets, she headed straight for her beloved horses.

The stall doors were yet bolted. Epona was fine. But she couldn’t see Raven.

She hurriedly slid back the stall latch, breaking off two nails down to the quick in the process.

“Crap...” She absently stuck the afflicted fingers in her mouth as she mumbled, “Dammit. That hurts.”

Slinging the door open wide, she slowly entered.

“Raven?” 

There was no response—no noise of any kind. She held the lamp up over her head. It shook with the action, causing her shadow to dance hauntingly across the planked wall.

“Raven?”

She found him lying on a pile of hay in the corner of his stall, wet and shivering. He looked up at her through helpless eyes. Otherwise, he did not move. She used the blankets to dry him off as best she could, then threw another one over his back.

“All is well, dear friend. I won’t leave you for long. Okay? I only need to run to the house real quick. I’ll be right back. Please, don’t try to get up.”

She yelped, cupping her ears when another crash of thunder deafened her anew.

What fresh hell is this?

She ran for the doors then. Swinging them wide, she determined to head out into the rain. Instead, her screams echoed through the barn and out onto the wind.

A dripping figure was standing in front of her, fist raised to knock. She instinctively assumed a defensive position. Crouching low, she tried to search the shadowy figure’s face, seeking to expose any unknown malice hidden within those cloaked eyes. It was an effort in futility.

“Apologies, it was not my intent to scare you, Milady.” He quickly pushed back his drenched hood. “I had been knocking at the house when I saw a light flicker on out here. Please forgive me. I seek only shelter from this storm.”

His voice was smooth and masculine, enticing even. Jenevier stood frozen. It would do no good to scream again. No one would hear her. She couldn’t remember even having a visitor before. Suddenly she was dreadfully uncomfortable in her secluded little paradise... with no one around to hear her screams.

“I-I’m not sure wh-what to say,” she stammered.

“Then say this... Yes. I would be more than happy to help a perfect stranger who is in dire need of my assistance.”

He smiled at her then, giving her a slight yet reassuring wink. His eyes glistened. Now, she felt foolish for leaving him out in the storm.

“You startled me. Yes, please come in.” She stepped back, clearing her throat. “Umm... why would you journey out on a night like this? No one comes out this far during the day, much less during a storm. Wh-who are you?”

“Apologies, once again.” He bowed slightly. “My name is Dr. Dante Clave. I was trying to make my way through the forest when the sky turned worse than I had expected. Now, here I stand.”

“Make yourself as comfortable as you can. There are some blankets in the tack room, there.” Jenevier pointed behind her towards the end of the hallway. “And I’ll bring back what towels I can carry.”

“Where are you going, Milady?”

“To the house.”

“In this downpour?” 

“I am currently minus a choice, good sir. I’ve got a sick horse.” She glanced over at Raven. “I will return with all haste.” 

Dashing out into the cold rain without another word, she ran as fast as she safely could with her head down and her visibility at zero. The grass was slick and the moon was hidden. If she weren’t careful, she could plow right into a rose bush, or perhaps worse. 

Once inside, she grabbed a large bag and wasted no time stuffing it full of blankets and dry clothes. She packed some socks, shirts, and towels before she remembered to grab the tea. Slinging the loaded bag over her back, she snatched up the teapot with one hand, the glass jar of leaves with the other, and headed back to the stables.

The rain was coming down in sheets, blowing in sideways. But there was simply no way she could run with the weight she now carried. Jenevier put her head down and stubbornly forged on, now thankful for the intermittent flashes of lightning giving her the clues she needed to keep on the right path.

Fear gripped her heart when strong hands seized her, throwing her into the air. She held her breath until she realized massive arms were carrying her through the storm. It was the stranger. She hid her face against him and held tightly to the teapot. He was speaking to her. She could feel the humming in his chest, but she couldn’t make out his words over the roaring wind.

She buried her nose against his neck and closed her eyes to the stinging rain. He smelled of moss and rowan and all things green. Without conscience intent, she inhaled deeply, rolled his scent around in her mind. Jenevier took special note of the hint of jasmine and something else she couldn’t quite make out.

Is that... patchouli? What a strange combination.

He stood her up in front of the door, steadying her, taking the heavy bag from her back. “So, you can understand why I’m not too awfully concerned.”

“No. I have no idea what you were saying.” She twisted her long curls around her fist, squeezing water unto the dusty floor. “I couldn’t hear for the wind.”

“Apologies, Milady. I was telling you not to worry. The horse will be fine. He hasn’t been injured and I see no signs of him being ill. He seems to be cold, wet, and a little scared. But that’s all.”

“Raven,” she muttered. 

He tilted his head to the side. “Pardon?”

She ignored his quizzical look, continuing to wring the cold rainwater from her hair. “His name is Raven.”

“I see. You are very fond of him.” Dr. Clave smiled, amused.

“Extremely! He is my best friend... my dearest companion.”

He used a single finger to pull a soaked curl loose from her forehead. “Well, as I said. Your best friend is going to be just fine.” 

He smiled reassuringly, but Jenevier didn’t notice. She hadn’t taken her eyes off of the dark lump lying still in the hay. Her stomach was twisting in knots as she moved slowly towards the horse.

“But, how do you know?” she whispered, mostly to herself. “How can you be sure?”

“As I said before, I am a doctor—an animal healer.”

“Oh, but you never actually said... My apologies... I wasn’t paying adequate attention to...”

Her words trailed off as she knelt down by the beautiful horse and gently laid her hand on his side. She felt the hot tears on her cheeks before she even realized she was crying. The stress, pent up anxiety, and pure adrenaline washed over her. She collapsed inside. Joy and relief had caused her tears and they would not so easily be stopped. The constant flowing drops burned her eyes as they healed her heart.

“I promise you now, lovely maid. He will be fine.” Dante tried to comfort her. “If it will make you feel better, I will examine him whilst you are here. Your obvious fears forced me to check him when you left in such a hurry.” He reached toward her trembling back, but thought better of it and withdrew. “First, you need to dry off and warm yourself. There’s no way you can take care of him if you let your precious health succumb to unnecessary fears. And the chill those wet clothes will leave in your bones, that’s just asking for misfortune.”

“Rain doesn’t make you sick,” she said absently.

He chuckled softly, placing his large hand upon her shoulder. “In this... you are correct, my dear. Alas, stubbornness has killed many a great warrior.”

She smiled at his strange diagnosis and turned to look at him, actually seeing his face for the first time. There, bathed in the soft lamp light, warmed by the gentle smile he wore for her comfort, she saw that this man was truly beautiful. 

Can a man be called beautiful? Are his eyes gray? She had never seen gray eyes before. What’s wrong with me? He is a complete stranger. Kind and gentle, yes. But a stranger nonetheless. She shook her head slightly, trying to erase her straying thoughts. “Well, we certainly don’t want my stubbornness to cease my breathing, now do we?”

“No, we do not. That would be an unforgivable waste.”

He softly ran his finger down her cheek. She didn’t flinch.

“Now, Milady. Go get yourself cleaned up. Fear not. I will stay right here with Raven.”

“You are wet as well, Milord. Perhaps you should take your own advice to heart.”

She smiled weakly at him before heading toward her little office, picking up the heavy bag as she went. 

“Here, let me carry this, Milady. And... I’ll heat the tea you brought whilst you’re dressing.”

Strangely, she let him help her. A rather unusual thing for her to do, to say the least.

I cannot remember a more bizarre day than this, she thought, shaking her head and trying to focus.

Jenevier took her time peeling off the wet clothes. Draping them over the eclectic mix of odd furniture she could barely remember acquiring. Weary and exhausted, she lethargically slipped into the old shirt and torn pair of riding pants she had thrown into the bag.

Wrapping one of the towels around her dripping hair, she smiled as she pulled on a warm pair of socks. Sighing as she closed her eyes, Jenevier rested just a moment before stepping into the floppy old work boots propped up beside her desk. She snatched up a couple more blankets before heading back out.

When she opened the door, the inviting fragrance of rose tea hit her with the first gush of air. She smiled as she wrapped one blanket around her shoulders and hung the other over her arm. But what she saw when she stepped out of that office halted her steps.

Dante had indeed taken his own advice. He was standing there with one towel wrapped around his waist, using a second to feverishly rub the excess water from his hair.

“The shoes complete the outfit.” He tried to muffle his laugh.

She looked down at herself and couldn’t help a faint smile. “I prefer barefoot. But I’m too cold.”

“Then come, lovely lady. Warm your shaky bones with some of this delicious tea.” He held a steamy cup out toward her. “Where in the world did you find it?”

“As for my world, you’re looking at it.” She held out both arms wide to signify her surroundings. “As for the tea, I made it.”

“Truly?”

“Truly.”

She smiled at the curious stranger.

“My compliments, Milady. Do you sell it?”

“No, I do not.” She quickly averted her eyes from the chiseled V shape of his lower abdomen... and the towel barely hanging there from his hip bones. “I can’t even remember the last time I was at market.”

She graciously took the dainty cup and smiled again as she sat down beside Raven.

Dante nodded towards the horse. “I gave him a little something to help him rest.”

“Gratitude.”

Hot tears began to trickle down her face.

“He really is going to be fine. I believe your nerves have reached their limit, Milady. You need rest.”

She took a long sip of tea and untied the towel from her hair. “I can’t figure out what happened.” She gazed at the sleeping horse as she spoke.

“Well, when you ride in a storm, this is what can happen.” He wrapped a blanket around his shoulders and sat down in front of her. “Perhaps the thunder and lightning is what spooked him so badly.”

“But that’s just it. We weren’t riding. I fell asleep there.” She pointed to the couch in the hallway. “And when I woke, we were both soaked and scared.”

“And you are certain you weren’t out in the storm?”

“Yes. No. I can’t remember, actually. Ouch!”

Jenevier absently reached up while she was talking and touched the back of her head. Her illuminated hand revealed a trace of blood.

“What is it? Let me see.” 

The doctor almost lunged for her as she bent her head towards him. 

“Hmm, that’s one nasty bump. The cut isn’t bad. You won’t require stitches. But you’ll have one serious headache tomorrow.” 

He reached into an old leather bag she hadn’t even noticed, and handed her a glass bottle half full of clear liquid.

“Put some of this in your tea now so the pain won’t be so bad when you wake.” He cocked one eyebrow and studied her for a moment. “In truth, you probably shouldn’t go to sleep for a while. Just to be certain you don’t have any serious injuries—internal ones.”

“How much?” She looked up at him, shaking the little bottle.

“Here, let me.” He took the medicine and skillfully added the required dosage. “Two drops should be plenty.” 

“Is this horse medicine?”

He laughed at the furrow now creasing her brow. “Yes, it’s the same thing. You simply change the dosage for people.”

She looked at him suspiciously.

“Fear not, Maiden. You’ll not neigh or grow a long tail. It’s only for pain. Promise.”

“And I was only teasing,” she said as she obediently drank her now spiked tea. 

“I still don’t understand what happened here.” The doctor flicked his finger, pointing toward Raven.

“I was thinking about, perhaps...” She paused, trying to sort out her foggy memory.  “Well, I had a strange dream.”

He chuckled again. “Dreams rarely leave you injured.”

“I know. But I can’t remember anything, not clearly.”

“Very well, then. Let’s start with your name.”

She blushed slightly and smiled as she extended him her hand. “Apologies. My name is Jenevier Embarr.”

“Hello, Lady Embarr. It is my honored pleasure.”

“Please, just Jenevier.”

“Very well, Jenevier. You may call me Dante, if you wish.”

She looked closely at her unexpected hero. Dante had chin length chestnut colored hair and his skin was tanned dark by too many hours in the sun. His shoulders were broad but his waist was thin. She already knew he was strong. He’d picked her up and tossed her in the air like she was a doll. When he smiled again, he displayed a whole mouth full of shiny white teeth. 

She could feel only warmth and kindness radiating from this stranger. He had put her at ease—effortlessly made her feel safe, almost serene. It was a warm feeling. That was one thing that didn’t come naturally for her, not at all. Actually, he made her feel so comfortable, she was becoming a bit uncomfortable.

“You really should try to relax. No sleep yet. But try to relax.”

She jumped at the sound of his voice, and then blushed at being caught staring so intently.

“Here, let me help.” He moved closer.

“No, really. I’m fine, Dante.” She could feel the heat radiating off her cheeks. Jeez... what’s wrong with me?

“I insist,” he whispered, restraining a snicker.

Only then did she realize he was enjoying her embarrassment. Enjoying what he knew he was doing to her, on the inside. He gently took her foot, removing the filthy boot and sliding off her sock.

Jenevier slowly leaned back against the sleeping horse’s side while the good doctor began massaging away her tension. She freely released it. Letting it melt away like hot candle wax streaming down a taper. His touch felt like heaven.

“As you begin to relax, let your mind go. Now, tell me everything you can remember about this dream.”

“But... you’ll just think I’m childish.”

“What I think does not matter.” 

She opened one eye and looked at him. He was staring intently at her. She smiled and closed her eyes. 

“What is the last thing you remember?” he whispered.

She cleared her mind, trying to concentrate. “The lake.”

“Why were you at the lake?”

“I’m not sure. Raven... he couldn’t hear me.”

“Why?”

“He was frightened.”

“Why?”

“I don’t remember.”

“Try harder.”

“I don’t... It was the storm.”

“What happened? Why were you out in the storm?”

“The wind blew open the stable doors... I heard a voice.”

That realization snapped her eyes open. Jenevier reflexively sat up. Their noses were nearly touching. His smile widened. His large gray eyes danced with the flickering lamplight. They looked so out of place paired with the reddish tones in his wavy hair, but his dark skin made them pop. Two sparkling stars in the evening sky. She couldn’t look away.

“Very good, Jenevier.” His voice was calm, gentle.

They were so close she could smell his sweet breath. The warmth of it upon her face made her whole body tingle.

He continued to speak without moving away. “What’s the next thing you remember?”

He moved his hands to cover hers. She realized hers were trembling. That caused her to blush again, but she didn’t retreat.

Why is it I chose to live out here, far away from all human contact?

Dante gently put his hand on the back of her head, drawing her even closer, slowly closing the couple of inches that still separated them.

“Ouch!” She gasped, wincing from the sudden pain.

Now she remembered why she preferred solitude... it was the pain. Humans always found a way to cause pain.

“Apologies, I completely forgot about your bump.”

Jenevier pulled back from his touch, leaning once again upon Raven.

“You,” she whispered.

“Me?”

“You were the next thing I remember. I woke up over there.” She pointed to the old leather lounge. “And when I opened the door... there you were. But I thought it was only a dream.”

“Who? Me?” His smile beamed, wickedness now flashing in those enchanting gray eyes. “Yes, fair maiden. Most women claim me to be but a dream.”

Jenevier stared at him for a moment, trying to maintain control. But she could no longer contain her laughter. It started out as a muffled giggle before turning into a soft laugh.

“What?” Dante exclaimed, feigning innocence.

“I am positively certain they do, kind sir. Yet, most men wouldn’t dare such a boast.”

“You do not think me a dream?” He pretended to pout.

Jenevier put her hand to the painful wound on the back of her head. “More like a nightmare.”

“I apologized for that,” he whispered.

“Yes, you did. Yet your apology erased not the pain.”

He moved closer. “Shall I try again?”

She put her arm up, blocking his advance. “Gratitude, Dante. But... I am weary.”

Jenevier tried to stand, but he was still too close for her to move. He waited a brief moment, let out a sigh, and then backed away.

She slipped her sock back on, kicked off her other boot, and began spreading the extra blankets on the floor of Raven’s stall.

“You’re not going back to your house? I’ll help you. The storm has nearly died away.” 

She nodded towards Raven. “No. I’m staying here until he wakes. You’re welcome to stay if you wish. You have done me a great service and I want to repay the favor properly.” She pointed to the couch in the hallway. “It’s not a feather bed. But it sleeps better than the floor.”

“Then you should sleep there, Milady.”

“I want to be near him. If I’m by his side, perhaps he won’t be too frightened when he wakes.”

“I would not advise sleeping here. When he does wake, he may be groggy from the medicine and accidentally step on you.” He raised one eyebrow, cocking his head to the side. “It would pain me to see further injury to such a lovely maid.”

She could tell he was enjoying teasing her, and she almost liked the playful repartee he was instigating. She wasn’t used to a two sided conversation. She liked it.

“You may be correct, good doctor. But we cannot both fit upon the lounge. There simply isn’t enough room.”

She saw the wicked glint in his eye and could no longer suppress her giggles. Jenevier knew he was playing. But the suggestive look now painted upon his handsome face gave her that light-headed twisty-tummy feeling.

She placed her fists on her hips. “Like I said, we both can’t sleep there. There’s only room enough for one.” 

His smile only widened. “Then we’ll just have to double up.”

“You would continue to tease an injured woman?” 

He chuckled. “It was but jest. I’ll not sleep this night. I will sit up with your stallion. And... I’ll keep a close eye on you as well, fair lady. You do have a head injury, after all.”

“But you’re not a healer. Not a people doctor.”

“Perhaps I’ll get some practice tonight.” He winked playfully.

Jenevier only smiled again and headed for the lounge. She was too exhausted to play anymore. As she walked by Dante he grabbed her arm. 

“Let me check you once more.” He gently put his fingers within her still damp hair, carefully examining her lump. “Hmm, the swelling hasn’t receded much. But the bleeding has stopped.” 

She stood still, nearly swaying. His tender touch made her almost forget the pain. Dante brushed her long hair back. Her breath hitched. He tugged slightly on her shirt sleeve, gently pulling the neck down so he could lightly kiss her bared shoulder. 

“Get some rest, Milady. I will not leave you.” His voice grew ever softer. “I have only just found you.” 

That sweet little kiss, paired with his warm breath tickling her ear as he whispered his instructions, caused a shiver to run up her spine. He noticed. She feared he would.

They remained frozen in that time-stopping magical moment, unable to separate. Neither was willing to break the closeness or the tension between them.

“You really do need to try and get some rest, my dear.”

She turned slightly towards his voice just as he moved to kiss her cheek, causing his lips to barely touch the outside corner of her mouth. A tiny gasp escaped her, unintentionally. He had turned to walk away, but the thrilling little noise was enough to stop him in his tracks. He seized her arms, pulling her close against his bared chest. Their twin heartbeats drummed in her ears. She melted... they melted together.

“Is there anything else you wish of me?” His voice was now raspy, labored with growing desire.

She couldn’t speak. Her mind swirled with all the things she wanted to say but never would. There was a strange, almost magical pull between them. It was equal parts haunting and thrilling. It was obvious something larger than the two of them was at play here. And neither wished to deny this rare enchantment.

“Did you cast a spell upon me?” Her words were shaky, but honest.

Dante bent down and lightly kiss her neck, tracing the tip of his sharp nose up to her ear. “I was about to ask you the same thing, Milady. What magic do you claim? How is it you are so different from the rest?”

His words sent an unsettling tremor through her soul, it rocked her core. “Different? Who do you compare me to?”

“Get some rest,” he whispered again. 

He held her a moment more before giving her a quick peck on the side of her head, then left to get the other blankets. 

Jenevier felt faint. She lay down on the couch, pulling the cover up to her neck as she curled into a ball.

She could still feel his deliciously warm breath on her ear, his soft lips tingling against her pale flesh. She was smiling as her eyelids grew heavier and heavier.


Chapter 4

Marlise

(marr-LEESE)

Marlise Rendola was a healer. Some feared her gift and named her witch. But even those naysayers came to her by cover of night seeking her amazing herbal remedies and alluring little potions. Marlise had a cure for nearly every ailment known to man, except The Quickening. 

She kept meticulous records of exact ingredients—when to harvest them for best results, at what temperature to properly preserve them, and all the different uses she had discovered for each new concoction she developed. 

Marlise had hoped her only niece would one day follow in her footsteps, take up the family’s gift of healing. She had all but insisted Jenevier come to Tamar Broden that final summer. Now that she was here, Marlise had fervently impressed upon the girl the importance of her work. She taught her how to properly heat the base ingredients and then how to precisely measure out the remaining ones—slowly adding them, continually stirring. 

“Never let it sit. It’ll turn bitter and foul,” she warned.

Jenevier heeded her every word, for she beheld her aunt with supreme awe and respect.

Jenevier’s mother, Alethia, was Marlise’s baby sister. Alethia was beautiful, fair, and free spirited. She never cared much for the family gift. She simply didn’t have the patience for it. Alethia much preferred spending the days of her youth reading or sitting at the feet of the old storytellers and ancient record keepers. She was blessed with a spectacular imagination coupled with a melodious, mesmerizing voice.

When she was old enough, Alethia began traveling with a band of storytellers from town to town, learning and perfecting their trade. While traveling through the small village of Moorglen, Alethia met and fell madly in love with the town Steward’s son, Ociel. He was completely entranced by her beauty and her voice. From the moment their eyes first met, they were inseparable. Alethia remained in Moorglen with Ociel, and soon they were happily married. She bore him but one child, Jenevier. 

Since her adoring parents traveled with the storytellers so much, Marlise’s tiny house and garden always seemed more like home. Jenevier loved her truly. It proved difficult for her to concentrate on her studies. Her mind was constantly on the fact her beloved aunt was dying, and soon, by the look of things. She would take the ailing woman’s precious journals to bed with her, intending to study. But most nights, she just softly cried herself to sleep.

Marlise would slip into the maiden’s room, light candles, sprinkle warding powders around her bed, and chant protective prayers over the sleeping girl. The older woman was a bit of a clairvoyant. And when she looked at Jenevier, she saw a blindingly beautiful light slowly being crushed by darkness. It worried her, preyed upon her ease.

From the first moment Marlise held Jenevier in her arms as a babe, she had claimed the child to be the purest soul born to walk this land since the ancient times. Now, she could see that same dazzling glow lessening. This strange darkness was encompassing her angelic niece, encircling her rare aura. And it was this eager darkness, above all things, which tormented Marlise the most. She wasn’t sure what the visions meant, but she knew something dire was going to happen in the young girl’s life. She also knew her own time was marked, shortened by The Quickening. She knew she wouldn’t be there to help at the very moment Jenevier would need her the most. So this exceptional healer secretly used a bit of forbidden magic. Just a touch, mind you. Only enough to ensure the maiden some small measure of peace. A bit of magical help she could obtain in the future... were the child to prove herself strong enough.

Jezreel came for many visits that summer. Mostly, she missed Jenevier. But Jezreel also looked up to her friend’s gentle aunt, placed her upon a pedestal in her mind. She wanted to be just like her one day.

Jezreel’s own family wasn’t blessed with the same healing talent in their bloodline. Yet, she proved to be an excellent student. Marlise often commented on how talented she was at mixing the potions precisely.

“Two healers working together are far stronger than ten healers working alone,” she would say. 

The girls seemed to each know exactly what the other was thinking. They worked as well together as if they shared the same mind.

Marlise would smile and tell them how their futures were hopelessly entangled. “No two people of different blood are as connected as you girls. Your destinies are as entwined as your whispers and giggles. Hold true to one another. For I should say, one shall fall or stand by the grace of the other.”

Jezreel was nearly as heartbroken as Jenevier when Marlise’s last bloody tear trickled down her pale, sunken cheek. The sad day her spirit was finally released from the plagued body imprisoning it.

*****

Jenevier literally felt her heart tear—a gaping wound that would never fully heal. Her mind swayed as the world around her slipped from its axis. Stability and certainty were now things of the past. Today... Jenevier first experienced the pain of death, the debilitating pain of epic loss. All she could do to release the wretched ache fast filling her chest was to scream.

Jezreel came running. When she made it into the room she froze—trembling, shocked. They had known the day was inevitably approaching. Yet, who can properly prepare for such a thing? She wrapped her arms around Jenevier. And together, all alone in that tiny cottage, they wept the bitter tears of agonizing loss.

When Jezreel left to inform the caretaker, Jenevier lovingly washed her aunt’s frail body. She softly hummed a poignant tune as she tenderly dressed Marlise in a long flowing gown lavishly decorated with hundreds of tiny beads. Jenevier had sewn on each one herself and had only finished it at the end of last week. This dress... it captured the very essence of her gentle aunt’s nature-loving personality.

She delicately removed the ornate golden key Marlise always wore about her neck.  It was to the lock upon her wooden chest wherein she kept all things dear to her. Jenevier slipped it on. She looked down upon the still woman and smiled lovingly, then walked outside to cry alone. Her heart was shattering. Never had she felt so tiny.

When Jezreel and the caretaker returned, they found Marlise’s body bathed and clothed.

The ushers gently placed her on a pink satin covered board. The burial board had golden rings mounted on each corner into which the ushers slid ornately carved golden rods, one on each side. Placing the rods upon their shoulders, they prepared to carry Marlise’s frail remains to the village burial grounds. 

“We’ll be waiting outside when you’re ready.” The caretaker solemnly bowed before he exited.

Jezreel found her dear friend on the back lawn. “It’s time.” 

She took Jenevier’s trembling hand and they leaned upon each other for support.

The Mourning Call was sent out. The low, hollow bells began to toll just as the girls had finished dressing. They each donned a long black dress with matching veil, completely covering their tear-stained faces and golden hair.

The custom of the after-death celebration in Tamar Broden was a beautiful tribute to the life of a fallen friend. Solemn time and thought would now be spent on the dearly departed. Later, the entire evening would be spent celebrating the life and deeds of the lost loved one. Tears would be shed now, yes. But the village would soon be filled with laughter, stories, and songs. All dedicated to memorializing the sacred gift of life.

When the Mourning Call went out, a somber silence fell over the village. A lone herald slowly walked the streets, proclaiming the sorrowful news. The bells tolled their bereaving lament... and the woeful procession began.

When Jenevier stepped over her threshold, the ushers started to move, slowly making their way down the cobbled streets. As each house was passed, the villagers filed out behind her, respectfully joining the mournful parade.

The ancient bells continued to echo their chilling tones across the hills until the entire party had reached the grassy little knoll. Here, under a flowering wisteria tree, Marlise would be ceremoniously interred.

A reverent prayer was sent up and a blessing was given. The burial board was placed on a marble pedestal before the weary mourners and beautiful pink lace was draped across Marlise’s body.

Jenevier stood behind the laden pedestal, facing each mourner as they passed by to pay their deepest respects. 

As was the custom, flowers had been gathered by the children and handed out amongst the mourners during the procession. Now, all who passed by sprinkled the petals upon her cold form, imparting their own blessing to aid her journey in rejoining her loved ones in the Otherworld.

When the last mourner had uttered their heartfelt condolences, Jenevier and Jezreel returned to the lonely little cottage.

The women of the village hurriedly began preparing for the feast that would end this evening’s traditional ceremonies. The young men silently strung lanterns in the trees while the children gathered decorations and the many flowers needed for tonight’s healing gala. Only the grieving family, only Jenevier and Jezreel were not expected to participate in the arrangements for the celebration that would soon be underway. Everyone else turned out to help in any way they could. The glowing lanterns and handmade decorations soon turned the center of Tamar Broden into a magical dreamland—a hallowed spot in which happiness would reign and sadness could never take hold. It was a truly enchanting place to celebrate life.

*****

“My mind is numb, Jezreel,” Jenevier whispered. “All my strength has been drained. I am hollow to my very core. I wish to go soak for a while. Silence my trembling heart. There I will remain until I can find some peace.”

“I’ll go get you some rosewater,” Jezreel said. “It’ll help soothe your weary soul.”

When Jenevier entered their bathhouse, she was delighted to find that one of the kind villagers had already drawn her bath and heated the water. It was still steaming. She let her dress fall to the floor, crumple around her ankles. She just stood there, staring blindly at the rising white vapors.

What am I to do now? How does life go on from here? I know not. Do I wake tomorrow the same as I did this morning? Do I still eat breakfast the same as normal? And tea... what of tea? Will I still drink my tea as the sun rises? How? How can I? How does life just keep going on like nothing happened?

She swayed slightly before numbly stepping into the luxurious warmth.

Jezreel entered, carrying the delicate little jar of fresh rosewater. “Marlise’s special blend.” She smiled kindly at her shattered friend as she generously poured it into the warm water and turned to go.

The beautifully intoxicating aroma filled her nostrils, eased her turbulent mind. She inhaled deeply. Slowly closing her eyes, Jenevier allowed the tiniest of smiles to gently turn up the corners of her mouth.

Marlise’s bathhouse was nothing short of incredible. It was Jenevier’s favorite spot in the entire world. She relished her bath time as much as her aunt once had.

“We must be part Mermaid. If we didn’t get a good soak every day, I fear we’d just dry out,” Marlise would say.

The tub was more like a bathpond than a bathtub. It was sunken into the floor and surrounded by tiny pieces of marble and shells that Marlise had collected through the years. She used them to form an intricate design along its rounded edge. The pond was about three feet deep and almost six feet across.

Jenevier smiled as she fondly remembered always wanting to swim in it as a child.

“You’re going to shrivel up and disappear if you don’t get out of there, girlie.”

She could hear the words as clearly as if Marlise were standing there now. And she was comforted. Comforted by the memory and comforted by the tears it caused.

When she entered the back door, she found Jezreel finishing up bathing from a pan of water she had heated on the old stove.

“Oh, Jezreel. I am thoughtless and cruel. Why did you not join me in the bathhouse?” 

“Don’t trouble yourself, Jenevier. I couldn’t have bathed in Marlise’s tub. Not today. But I see it’s done you a world of good.”

Jenevier spun around in a little circle, flashing a broad smile. “It was exactly what I needed, Jezreel. It was a cleansing—a divine cleansing of my body, my mind, and my soul. My spirits are heightened, old friend. I have found some of the peace Aunt Marlise wished upon me.”

“Wow. Perhaps she put a little something extra in that last brew.” Jezreel winked at her and giggled.

Both girls’ eyes widened as they came to the same conclusion.

“Yes... It must be. That’s why she insisted on making the fresh batch of rosewater herself, only a couple days ago.” Jenevier laughed at the memory.

“She knew you would take your rosewater bath. Knew you would have to wash it all away.” Jezreel smiled. “So, she spiced it up. Just for tonight.”

“Hurry, Jezreel. Run and jump in the tub while the water is yet warm.”

She laughed. “You don’t have to tell me twice.”

Jenevier couldn’t help but chuckle when Jezreel bolted through the back door. She was giggling with anticipation, trying in vain to hold her flapping robe closed as she hurriedly made her way to the small shed.

*****

Jenevier was busy tying flowers in her hair and humming gaily when Jezreel came back in and collapsed across the bed, sighing blissfully.

“Was Marlise not the greatest soul?”

“Yes, she is. I feel her all through the house, Jezreel. She is with us still.”

Jenevier dabbed on the precious Potion #4 her aunt had made especially for her on her sixteenth name day. Marlise had laughed when she explained the #4 part... “It took me that many tries to get it perfect for you, child.”

Their spirits were lifted to the clouds as they stepped onto the beautifully decorated lawn in the center of town.

As Jenevier entered, the party bells chimed and the children threw flowers upon the ground. The girls held hands as the blooming path led them to the center of the celebration dance circle. They raised their clasped hands in the air for one moment of solemn silence. Then the music began to play and a melodious tune wafted out into the darkening night sky. 

It was Jenevier’s honored duty to lead the first dance. She and Jezreel twirled around with glee as the many flower petals tickled their bare feet. When she broke away, grabbing the hand of the nearest child, pulling him into the dance circle... that sent out the signal to all. The celebration was now theirs to enjoy any way they wished.

Jenevier even found herself laughing on occasion. She danced mostly with the children and young people of the village. She would lift up the smaller ones, wrapping them in her arms and spinning around until they were both dizzy. This she did with an uninhibited smile upon her face, until the announcement came to begin the feast. 

Long tables had been placed end to end. An intricately designed cloth (used only for such occasions) had been draped down its entire length. A place had been lovingly set for each person there. No one was left out. Numerous bowls of food, platters of meat, and vases of flowers wove a beautifully delicious path down the center. This sight alone was heartwarming, heart healing.

A place of honor had been reserved at the head of the table for Jenevier. Her family’s story cloth had been carefully laid upon the seat. 

Each family had their own special cloth, passed down from generation to generation. Some were embroidered with the family’s crest. Others simply held the name of each passing ancestor. Jenevier’s family cloth was a heavily lined green silk. It displayed the honored emblem of the healer—an oval ring of flowers encompassing a single ornately tattooed hand reaching out, holding to that of a small child’s. This had been woven into the center. The ancestral names of the dearly departed were embroidered upon it. Marlise’s name had already been added by a thoughtful villager. Jenevier knew not by whom. 

She was seated first, and with the bowing of her head... all others took their places. This sacred ceremony was held for all who were from the village of Tamar Broden. From the oldest to the youngest, the richest to the poorest—all were honored by their loving neighbors.

When Jenevier raised her head, she wasn’t at all pleased to see that a stranger had been seated beside her at the head of the table.

That should have been Jezreel’s seat.

The feast was her favorite part of the celebration, mostly because of the story cloth. It was passed around the entire length of the table. Each person would stand and tell a delightful story about Marlise. About her lovely potions, her funny quotes, or her healing magic. Jenevier laughed merrily. Happy tears poured down her face as each person took up her cloth and shared a special moment in time they had spent with her beloved aunt. Her heart was filled with tremendous peace and love. Why? Because this village wasn’t simply comprised of neighbors, no, it was made up of friends—friends as precious as family.

She smiled. What could be any more respectful than remembrance?

When the celebration finally came to a close and almost all the lanterns had been blown out, Jenevier and Jezreel stood together as she graciously thanked the long line of villagers returning to their respective homes, families, and normal lives. A handsome young man approached her, bowing low as he reverently kissed her hand.

“How gracious and charming you are, good sir. I believe very soon, you will be the envy of the whole village.”

The young man smiled shyly as he raised his head to meet her gaze. “You are too kind, Milady.”

When their eyes met... it was pure enchantment. She was absolutely captivated by his radiant emerald stare. Time stood still as she floated within that fathomless depth of green, utterly lost in those magical looking eyes.

Without thought, she reached to touch his beautiful face. It was as if nothing and no one existed in the whole of the universe, save them. Her fingertips had barely grazed his ivory cheek when the charming young man was forcefully knocked to the ground.

The strange magical spell between them was broken. Leaving Jenevier stunned and disoriented.

She shook her head slightly and turned to see the ebony-eyed stranger who had been seated beside her at the feast.

“What are you doing? Did you push this young man?” Anger began to make her tremble. “You behave as a boorish pig. And you, sir, owe this noble young man your sincerest apologies.”

When she bent down to help the handsome young man up, the Prince of Wrothdem grabbed her. He smiled menacingly before forcefully kissing the back of her hand, pressing it hard against his firm lips. The pain was excruciating. It felt as if her hand were being held in the hottest part of a flame. 

She screamed, frantically trying to free herself from his vile grasp.

Upon releasing her, the Prince simply smiled, bowed slightly, and then walked away. 

Jenevier was left standing there, bewildered and shaken, staring blankly after the strange man. An elderly villager walked up to her, gently taking her by the shoulders, breaking her disoriented gaze.

There was immeasurable pity in the old woman’s cloudy eyes and in her voice as she spoke. 

“You have been marked, my dear child. Farewell.”


Chapter 5

Dante

(DON-tay)

The radiant morning light burned through her eyelids. But her head was throbbing so severely she dared not simply open them. Raising her hand to block the vicious little beam streaking its way through a crack in the barn, she cautiously opened one shaded eye. Wavy chestnut-colored hair lay sprawled out beside her. Dante was sitting on the floor, resting back against the couch. She gently ran her fingers through the unkempt mop.

“I’m up, I’m up,” he stammered, sleepily.

She smiled, sort of. “You are allowed your rest, Dr. Clave,” she whispered, terrified her normal voice would send tremors of pain shooting through her head. “My sincerest apologies for keeping you here all night. How’s Raven?”

“Ahh... well now, I must say he is doing a whole lot better than you look, Milady.”

She rolled her eyes. “Gratitude, that is incredibly reassuring.”

“Apologies.” He laughed. “I have some tea ready for you. I truly had just dozed off when you spoke. I’ve already added the two drops I knew you would definitely be needing this morning.”

“You are an angel.” She tried to sit up.

“How do you feel? How badly does it hurt?”

“Feels like horses danced on my brain.” She wanted to smile, but abandoned the effort.

“It grieves me to see you in pain.” Dante nodded toward Raven who was looking over the stall door at her. “He’s been up for a while now. I think he is worried about you.”

She lifted her gaze to meet that of her equine friend’s. “I am well, boy. Fret not... I’m fine.”

The horse snorted at her and went back to the fresh hay Dante had placed in his cleaned stall.

“I’ve already taken care of the horses.” He bowed low in front of her, gracefully waving his arm. “Now, tell me what you desire, oh loveliest of women.”

She half chuckled at his animated jest. “I desire only a hot bath and a cold glass of wine, good sir.”

“How about some breakfast instead?”

“You made breakfast?”

“Not yet. I was waiting on you, sleeping beauty.” He carefully brushed some of the curls back from her face.

“I’m certain I look about as beautiful as I feel right now.”

“Even more so, Milady.” He winked playfully. “Now, let me check your head.”

He placed the steaming cup in her shaky hands and sat down behind her on the lounge.

“Please, be careful. I do not relish the thought of crying in front of you, yet again.”

“As long as I am not the one to cause your tears, I will find the strength to bear them.” Ever so lightly, he kissed the painful lump. “The swelling has gone down considerably.”

His warm breath tickled. She smiled.

Sliding her long hair back to reveal her shoulder, Dante bent down to kiss her there, yet remained—his lips, hovering a mere fraction above her tingling skin. The sensation was electrifying—made her toes curl.

“You smile when you sleep,” he whispered.

She felt the familiar flush on her cheeks and tried hard to fight back the smile his words so effortlessly brought to her lips.

“It’s embarrassing to think someone is watching me as I sleep.”

“Not just someone... me.”

When he spoke, his lips lightly brushed against her skin, sending wave after wave of current through her body.

“It was like watching an Angel,” he said.

“Now you’re just making fun of me.” 

She tried to pull away but he held her firm.

“Why do you run from me?” He moved so that his cheek rested on the side of her head. He whispered directly into her ear, “Do I scare you?”

“No,” she lied. He terrified her. Well, the feelings he elicited within her were terrifying.

“Have I given you any indication I mean you harm?”

“No. But, I don’t truly know you.”

“Have I helped you this past night?”

“...Yes.”

“Are you grateful the storm led me to your door?”

“Yes.” She was no longer lying.

Her whispers were becoming weaker. Her resolve was fading. The hold this man’s words had over her was a terrifyingly glorious thing. As if... they were filled with rare magic.

“Do you wish me to go... or to stay?” He lightly ran his hands down her trembling arms.

“Stay.” Her voice quivered.

“I would very much like the chance to get to know you, Jenevier.”

She remained silent. The headache was easing off, but the man behind her was making it nearly impossible for her to concentrate. She could scarce remember anyone being so kind so quickly, especially after such a chance meeting as theirs. It was unnerving, to say the least. She took a deep, calming breath. Something was off. Perfect... but off.

“Why?’’ she whispered.

He hesitated before he answered.  It was only a fraction of a second, but it was long enough for her to take special notice.

“So I’d already know exactly what you wanted for breakfast without having to ask, lovely maid.”

Dante abruptly stood up, taking her empty cup and refilling it. She looked up at him, puzzled. She hated getting to know new people. Everyone was so different. 

I wish they could all be normal... like me. She snorted out a laugh. “But that would be horribly boring indeed,” she mumbled.

“What would be?” He cocked one eyebrow and looked at her curiously. “Knowing what you like to eat?”

“No, apologies. I was just thinking out loud. Actually, I’m not really all that hungry. Oh, but I do appreciate the gracious offer. I only wish for a hot, steamy bath and some clean clothes.”

“I will heat your bath while I’m making you a small breakfast, so you don’t get sick.” He pointed to the newly filled teacup in her hands and shook the little glass bottle.

“Oh, I forgot about that.”

She reached out to stop him as he headed for the door. 

“Yes, Milady?”

“Dante, I truly am grateful for your help and kindness. It wasn’t deserved, no. But it was definitely appreciated.”

He took her hand and gently kissed it. “I wouldn’t have wanted to stumble upon any other stable, Milady.” 

He flashed her that incredible smile of his and disappeared out the door while she fought a vicious internal battle to regain some semblance of self-control. 

“What is going on? This is all too good to be true, Raven. Wait. I’m dreaming, aren’t I? I’m probably still lying down there by the water’s edge, unconscious, and this is all in my mind. Yes, that must be it. Some mischievous little Pixie is whispering these enchanting words into my dying ear just to taunt me.”

She simply couldn’t understand how it was she’d become so comfortable and open with this man—a complete stranger. She was a closely guarded loner. She liked it that way. Now, this man (this strangely alluring man) had effortlessly walked into her life—popped in out of nowhere. And her heart... oh, her betraying heart was fast admitting him without reason or caution.

What... what the hell is wrong with me?

She felt as content with Dante as if they had been intimate friends for years. She found herself wondering what his chest looked like. She’d been too embarrassed to stare last night. But she definitely remembered how it felt—so hard and firm through his thin shirt. She wanted to touch his bare stomach, run her fingers up his tightly defined arms.

Jenevier tried to shake the deliciously intoxicating thoughts from her mind, but she only succeeded in causing little tremors of pain to flit through her aching head. She moaned.

But why? Why did I even let him in?

She knew why. It would have been heartless not to. She groaned aloud at the incessant ramblings in her mind. Nothing was making any sense.

“This is ridiculous, Raven. Dante has been nothing but kind to us. I mean, what would have happened to you if he hadn’t come along when he did?” 

She started picking up the blankets, straightening the little things left strewn here and there—busy work for her hands.

“Oh Raven, what am I doing? I do have a head injury. Perhaps that’s the whole of it. I know not. I really don’t like people. At least, I don’t believe I do. I can’t remember. Perhaps I’m simply weary, old friend. Weary of mind, and weary of heart as well.” 

She kissed the attentive horse on his nose, patting his neck before heading back to the house.

She jumped, startled when the back door swung open with her approach. Dante hurriedly unloaded her arms. 

“Don’t tire yourself out, Maiden. I was planning on cleaning up while you were in the bath.”

“Are you being for real? Hmm... you are too good to be true,” she said with a sigh. 

Jenevier looked closely at him—his enchanting gray eyes, thick wavy hair, strong shoulders, high cheek bones. Then he smiled at her.

Wow... This man is wholly blessed by the gods. No, he is no man. Normal men are not formed as rare as he is.

“What?” He furrowed his brow. “Why are you staring at me that way?”

“That’s it, isn’t it? You’re not... real.”

She walked over and poked him on the arm, hard.

He chuckled “You are one incredibly strange lady. You realize that, do you not?”

“Of course I do.” She jabbed him with her finger again. “It happens to be one of my many charms.”

“Or, perhaps you hit your head harder than I thought.” He put his hand to her forehead. “Are you well, truly?” 

She rolled her eyes. “Yes, Dante. I’m fine.”

He smiled. “Good, because your bath is ready. Now, if you will just tell me what it is you would like to eat—”

“Just surprise me,” she said, with a dismissive wave of her hand.

“Surprise you? Mmm... that could be dangerous, Milady, delightfully dangerous.” 

He winked and smiled again. The butterflies she had only just tamed sprang back to life. She tried to ignore them.

“None of this is really happening anyway. It is simply some bizarre yet lovely dream. I’ll probably wake up after the hot bath and you’ll be gone—disappeared.” She shrugged her shoulders. “So, do as you like.” 

She gave him a half-hearted smile before walking away.

Dante just stood there staring at the closed door now separating them. A gentle smile turned up one corner of his mouth.

The water had steamed up the little room. She swiped the mirror with her hand and stared at the obvious dark half-moons under her deep blue eyes. A slight movement at the edge of her vision caused her to turn. It was rose petals, floating and bobbing, entirely covering the water’s surface. 

“I know now that I am truly dead,” she called out through the closed door. “The gods have sent you here to escort my soul from this realm. Have they not? Yes. Yes, they must have.” She looked back to the lovely pink petals. “For there is no other way you are real,” she whispered.

Stepping into the water, Jenevier smiled as she inhaled her favorite enticing aroma. She sighed and then smiled, slowly sliding her aching head down into the blessed warmth.

Or perhaps I’m already in heaven... my heaven.

When she resurfaced, Dante was on his knees beside the tub. She let out a little scream, clutching at her chest.

“Are you a madman? Jeez... What’re you trying to do, cease my heart its beating?”

She let her head fall back against the tub, and winced from the pain of the forgotten lump. Dante didn’t speak.

She looked at him, confused, and then worried. “What’s wrong? What has happened? Are you well?” She grabbed his hand. “Is it Raven?”

“I was wondering...”

He gazed at her with a look so intense it caused her breath to catch in her throat.

“W-wondering about what?”

“About why is it you live out here all by yourself, all alone. Do you like it? Who helps you? Who takes care of you?” He glanced up at the room, motioning with a nod of his head. “Who tends to this place and makes sure you’re safe?”

“Umm... and you couldn’t wait until I got out of the bath to ask me that?”

“Please.” His voice carried a sense of anxiousness she hadn’t heard before. “Please tell me. I wish to know of your life.”

“What’s with this sudden curiosity, Dante?” She smirked teasingly, trying to lighten the strange heaviness now surrounding them. “Are you trying to determine who would avenge me if you suddenly decided to cleave my head from my shoulders?”

“I jest not, Jenevier. Tell me. I would know the truth of it. Who do you have in this world?”

Her powerful internal defenses instantly kicked into high gear. His lovely eyes were filled with curiosity and hope. But the urgency in his voice gave her pause... and pissed her off just a little.

“I have myself. Who else do I need?”

“What? But who—”

“I will never abandon myself, Dante. I will never hurt myself or let myself down in any way. Do you think me frail? Simple, perhaps? Can you not see that I am more than capable of taking care of a small home and a couple horses?”

“I do not doubt your strength, Milady. Nor did I mean to insinuate in any way that you were simple. No, far from it, Jenevier. You are a remarkable woman.” He smiled then, a warm gentleness softening his handsome features. “Ahh... can you not tell? Your lovely eyes alone make me weak. Yes, you are gifted with rare magic to be sure. But, tell me. Where are your friends, tiny Princess? Where are the ones you love?”

“In the stables,” she snapped.

“Come now...” He lightly touched her cheek. “Do not be cross with me. I truly wish to know. Tell me. Where are your human friends, Milady? The ones you laugh with. The ones you share your dreams with. What about the special one you share your heart with? Where are those friends, Princess?”

“I know not.” She looked away. “I cannot remember if ever I had someone such as that in my life. But I’m certain if I have managed to survive up until this point by myself—”

“It’s not about surviving,” he interrupted her, his voice barely above a whisper. “It’s about living.” 

Dante moved behind her as he spoke, taking the soap from off the shelf. He began to gently wash her hair, taking special care around the now diminishing bump.

She wanted to lash out at him not to touch her. But his hands felt sooo good in her hair. She closed her eyes, never wanted him to stop.

“I’m sorry I made you cry,” he whispered.

“I’m not crying,” she lied.

He smiled down at the back of her head. “Regardless... I am sorry if I hurt your feelings in any way. I guess you could say I am curious by nature. And nothing is more fascinating to me than human nature.”

She sort of grunted, rolled her eyes where he couldn’t see.

“But mostly... I was wondering if there was room in your life for me. I would very much like the opportunity to get to know you.”

A sardonic laugh escaped as she brushed away the tears, but salted her words with sarcasm. “And be my friend, my human friend?” 

“Yes... at first.” 

He poured clean water over her hair, making sure all the bubbles were gone before picking up her arm and gently washing it as well.

His touch left her as weak as a babe and his voice lovingly rocked her heart in its arms.

“I find you not only breathtakingly beautiful, but extraordinarily interesting as well. I am also keenly intrigued by your intelligence and sharp wit. I want to understand where it comes from. I wish to know you, Jenevier. Every hidden secret, every wandering thought—I want to know them all. What is your favorite flower? Your favorite food? Which type of wine do you prefer in the evening, sweet or dry? I wish to be able to see to your every need... before they even become needs.”

“Why? Why do you care?”

Now it was his turn to laugh. He picked up her other arm and continued bathing her. She had to demand her eyelids not to flutter. 

“Well, in truth, I have traveled to many places in this world. And... I have known many intriguing people, many women.”

He lifted her foot and squeezed bubbles between her toes. She almost giggled.

“Do that again.”

He smiled as he obeyed her adorable request.

“Yet never have I met one with such raw innocence... coupled with such fierce independence. And devotion—the unconditional love you show to your friends out there—never have I seen the like.” 

He placed her foot back in the water and gently picked up the other one, squeezing the bubbles between her toes again. She fought off her mounting giggles.

“Wait... Dante, are you mocking me?”

“No. I would never mock you. I do not yet trust your patience in my regard.” He smiled, but didn’t look up to meet her gaze. “I was referring to Raven. You love him ferociously, do you not?”

“Yes. That’s a rather odd way of putting it. But yes. I love him truly.”

“It’s as if you have been locked away from the world and all its influences. Yet you thrive—blissful and content.” He met her questioning gaze then. “Surely you can understand how amazing that is. How amazing you are. Jenevier, you are the rarest creature I have ever met. With but a look, I was enchanted. I know not if you charmed me, or if Fate decided to finally bless me. But I do know this. I never want to leave. You have piqued my curiosity, tiny lady. Does that scare you?”

“So... I am a merely a curiosity to you, am I? An enigma? A quest, perhaps?” 

“Not in the least. In truth, you are the very opposite. You’re not the challenge, my dear. You are the reward.”

“Reward?”

“Yes, reward. After my many years of searching, it is nearly impossible for me to believe I have finally found you.”

“Y-you were l-looking for me?”

“My whole life... yes.” He moved closer. “Does that scare you, Jenevier? Have I said too much too soon?”

“...N-no.”

She blushed and looked down. He gently lifted her chin.

“I have waited for you for so long, Milady.” He moved to kiss her, pausing just before their lips touched. “Please,” he whispered against her waiting mouth. “Give me the chance to know you.”

His kiss was... utter euphoria. She could feel the tingle all the way down to her toes. All those little electrical currents—the ones she had been desperately trying to suppress—exploded within her.

When Dante started to move away, she grabbed the back of his neck, pulling him to her. She wasn’t ready for this feeling, this magic, to end. When their lips finally parted, he rested their foreheads together.

“...Jenevier.”

She watched the rapid rise and fall of his perfect chest.

“I have never felt such undeniable passion from merely a kiss,” he whispered, breathlessly. 

She closed her eyes, holding back the burning tears. He lightly placed his lips to the top of her head, remaining there for several heartbeats.

She heard the soft click of the door as he left. Her heart wanted so badly to go along with this madness. She wanted to put aside her fears and that little lingering doubt running around in the back of her mind. If she were being honest with herself, she wanted to know love—wanted to know its glories, its pleasures, even its pain. She wanted it all. And she wanted it with Dante.

Ugh! Again I ask... What the hell is wrong with me? She blew out a long breath as she picked up one of the pretty pink rose petals. She smiled. Why is this happening to me? And so easily, at that. Who is this man? How is it he holds such sway over my heart? He makes me tremble inside—quiver from his mere touch. And I love it! By the gods... I love the way he makes me feel—giddy with euphoria, smiling ‘til my cheeks hurt. I cannot say if such a thing will lead to love, not truly. But this is definitely desire, true desire.

*****

An involuntary smile was spread across her face as she walked into the kitchen, twisting her curls up in a towel. When she noticed the note stuck under the edge of an empty plate, she released a long breath, blowing her joy out with it. 

Dante was gone.

She carefully unfolded the paper and read the scratchy handwriting... “Apologies, my love. I promise to return when I can.”

She sighed, disappointedly. “I knew I’d have to wake at some point... dammit.”

Tossing the note aside, she spread jam on a slice of bread, poured some tea, and walked out onto the patio. 

“This is one of the very reasons I don’t like people.” She spoke aloud to her steaming teacup. “If you have no one, then you have no one to miss. Remember how pleasant it was yesterday morning? Just you and me and the sunrise. Yesterday at this time I was happy and thankful. One single human later... I feel lonely and abandoned. What good are people anyway?” 

Jenevier was still talking away when she noticed a small package lying on the banister beside her.

“Here now, what’s this?” 

It was wrapped in brittle old brown paper and tied with a string. She blew the dust off and examined it closer. 

“What an odd way to wrap a gift,” she mumbled. 

Odd wouldn’t even begin to describe what she found inside.


Chapter 6

Alastyn

(ah-LASS-tin)

The handsome young man with the emerald eyes grabbed Jenevier as she began to swoon. He swept her up in his arms.

“I have you, Milady. Be calm. I will keep you safe.”

The remaining villagers looked sympathetically toward them. In their hearts they wanted to help, yet they knew better. Hurriedly gathering up their children, they headed for home. Leaving behind the three bewildered young people... standing beneath the last lit lantern remaining from the now forgotten celebration. 

“Help me get her back to her house,” he said.

“I-I’m okay now. A-all is well... I believe.” 

Jenevier’s mind was reeling from shock. She tried to slide from his arms, tried to stand on her own. She failed miserably.

“Please, let me help you.” Deep concern was obvious in Alastyn’s strong voice, but an even deeper fear was growing in his heart. “I should not be able to sleep this night if I knew not how you fared.”

“Gratitude, I will be forever in your debt.” 

She tried to manage a smile in return for his kindness. Instead, she simply gave in and laid her spinning head upon his shoulder.

“No need for your gratefulness, Milady. The need is on my part alone.”

“Apologies for not asking before,” she whispered. “Forgive me.”

“Forgive you for what, Milady?”

“Your name. I never asked. What’s your name?”

“Alastyn.”

She smiled. “Alastyn... I like it. It is an especially strong name. Did you know that? Ancient as an Olden, it is. Suits you well.” She gently fingered one of his long curls. “How is it you seem so resolute for one your age.”

He snorted. “I’m not much younger than you, Jenevier. Not more than a couple months, I should think.”

Jezreel smiled, teasingly. “And already such a man. Such a valiant gentleman, at that.”

Alastyn looked at her in obvious confusion. He didn’t know for sure if she was being mean, or if she was simply trying to lighten the weight of the moment.

“Don’t play with him so, Jezreel. I, for one, am truly grateful you were at my side this evening, Alastyn.” 

Jenevier managed to smile again, sweetly this time. Alastyn cleared his throat nervously. Just as they reached Marlise’s little cottage, she gently kissed his cheek.

“Gratitude, sweet prince.”

His face burned brightly. He tried to look away. And she found that endearing as well.

“Now, let’s have a look at that hand,” Jezreel said whilst lighting a few candles. 

Jenevier had kept her aching right hand clasped firmly within her left. She was actually too terrified to look at it. Alastyn was on his knees in front of her when Jezreel returned with the candles. Gently, he took her clenched hands in his.

She closed her eyes, turned her head, and ever so slowly, gave in.  When he carefully unclasped her tiny fingers, Jezreel gasped aloud at the scorched, blackened flesh now marring her dear friend.

“Oh dear stars! How in the world did that happen?”

Jenevier jerked her head around and stared in horror at her once fair skin. The gruesome black burn strangely resembled a twisted heart.

“W-what is it?”

“I know not,” Jezreel said. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“I have,” Alastyn whispered.

“You’ve seen this mark before?” Jenevier asked.

Jezreel gasped again. “Mark? That’s what the old woman said—that you’d been marked.”

All attention landed firmly upon Alastyn. Alastyn—the boy who now sat with his eyes closed, rocking back on his heels, lost within himself.

“What is it?” Jezreel demanded. “Tell me. You said you’d seen it before. Where? Where have you seen this?”

Jezreel was the one with the white hot temper and severe lack of patience during stressful situations. Jenevier tended to be on the stronger, more leveled side. But she was no calming saint by any stretch of the imagination. They fit well together.

“I-I don’t know what it is exactly. A m-mark,” he stuttered.

“A mark?” Jenevier felt nauseous and dizzy. “This much I already know.”

“Where have you seen it?” Jezreel’s voice was rising with each word.

Alastyn didn’t answer. He couldn’t. He was lost in horrible thought. Staring at Jenevier’s wounded little hand lying there in his, long forgotten memories began tormenting him anew.

Jenevier’s gaze remained firmly fixed upon the young man, awaiting his response. She noticed once again his fair and beautiful features. He was almost... pretty. Long black curls fell down around his face, framing his fair skin and strong jaw line. Yet, as quickly as this enchantment had filled her mind, it was washed away by a wave of panic. She grabbed those beautiful soft curls, jerking his head back.

“Tell me where you’ve seen this,” she said through gritted teeth.

Alastyn’s emerald eyes were tightly closed, bitter tears streaming down his handsome face.

Realizing how she was treating her valiant new friend, Jenevier’s terrified heart caved.

“Oh, Alastyn, I... apologies. Please forgive me.” She tenderly took his face in her hands, pulling him close as she softly kissed his forehead. “I never meant to hurt you.”

He relished the touch of her sweet lips upon him, her now gentle hands in his hair. His nose was so temptingly close to her neck. His lips, nearly touching her there. Her intoxicating scent filled his mind, fogging out the wretched memories within, replacing them with an almost unbearable desire to own her heart. As she now owned his. 

Jenevier kissed the top of his head many times, apologizing over and over. She leaned his head back and kissed both cheeks just under his closed eyelids, wiping away his tears with her tender lips. Touching their noses together, she began to rub them back and forth. Then, she giggled.

Alastyn slowly opened his eyes. He couldn’t help but return her smile. Never had he been so smitten. His heart swelled with the sight of her loving smile, her sparkling eyes.

“Hey, you okay now? I’m so sorry. That was my fear talking, Alastyn. Not me.”

“Do not take it on your heart, Milady.” His eyes glistened when he looked at her. “You did not cause my tears, Princess.”

“Then what, sweet prince? From whence comes your sorrow?”

“It comes from the painful recollection of long forgotten memories. Memories of seeing that same scar when I was but a small child.”

“Where, Alastyn?” Jenevier whispered. “Where did you see it?”

“The last time I saw that scar... was the last time I ever saw my precious mother.”

“Your mother?” Now, tears burned her eyes.

“Yes. I can remember it well now. I was still very small. Father was in a panic. I was scared because Mama was crying uncontrollably, screaming something about a mark. I remember him holding her so tightly—kissing her face, whispering in her ear. That’s the only time I ever saw my father cry. When he had calmed Mama down, she played games with me in our yard until bedtime. I remember her scooping me up in her arms, rocking me to sleep. I can still hear her sweet voice... singing to me as my lids grew heavier, finally closing.”

Alastyn smiled then, his eyes seemingly watching the cherished scenes from his past. The sight made Jenevier’s heart skip.

“That was the last time I ever saw my mother. When I woke the next day, she was gone. And Father was a broken man. No one ever told me what happened to Mama. Every time I asked anyone or mentioned it in any way, I was hushed and told to go play. So, I cannot tell you what the mark is or what it even means. I was never told myself.”

Jenevier and Jezreel sat in horrified amazement as they listened to Alastyn’s haunting tale.

“So... Jenevier will be gone in the morning? When we wake?” Jezreel numbly whispered to herself.

“No! I won’t let this happen,” Alastyn demanded. “Not again. I won’t let him take you too.”

Jenevier gasped. “Take me? Are you saying the Prince has marked me to be taken?”

“I cannot say for certain. I can only assume that’s what happened with my mother. He came in the night and took her away.”

“Or had her taken,” Jezreel said. “The Prince doesn’t strike me as the type of man who labors with his own hands.”

“There must be something I can do, anything,” Jenevier said through fresh tears. “Oh, I wish Marlise were here. She’d know what to do. I don’t want to be taken. I only wish to remain with my friends, in my home, tending to the village children. I want to be like Marlise.”

“Is there nothing she taught you?” Alastyn asked, desperately. “Nothing she ever mentioned about the mark?”

“No, nothing.” Jenevier stood, trembling. Her tears refused to stop. “I’m not ready, Alastyn. I’m not ready to fill Aunt Marlise’s shoes. And I’m certainly not ready to deal with some bizarre curse from some dark, twisted Prince.”

“If he or anyone else comes for you, they will have to kill me, Milady.” Alastyn stood, wrapping his strong arms around her trembling form. “No one’s leaving here with you, Jenevier... unless it’s me.” 

This may be an inexperienced youth before me, yet he is blessed with the mighty heart of a warrior.

Jezreel came into the room carrying a bunch of dusty old books. 

“Now, now. No one needs to die here tonight. Or any other night, as far as that goes. This house has known enough suffering and death as it is. Come. Let’s read through some of Marlise’s writings and see what we can glean.” 

Jenevier lit more candles. They each began studying from different manuscripts, scrolls, and various other books. 

As the night wore on, Jezreel stood and slammed shut an old shell-encrusted journal. “Well, I for one need some tea.”

“Sounds good to me.” Jenevier yawned. “How about you, Alastyn?”

“No thank you. I’m good,” he replied, absently.

Jenevier quietly stepped out the back door to drink in the night air while Jezreel heated the water. She loved the moon. It had always been her comforter, her glowing protector. The door’s hinges creaked as it opened behind her. Yet, she remained still—eyes closed, arms folded, face tilted toward the heavens. Smiling as she soaked up the cool night.

“You shouldn’t be out here all alone,” Alastyn whispered. “When I couldn’t find you, my heart skipped a few beats. Please, do not scare me so, Milady. Always stay where I can see you. Promise?”

She remained motionless, arms crossed over her chest. “How is it you are only seventeen?”

“I’m almost eighteen, Jenevier. I am not a child.” 

She smiled. “How is it you’re almost eighteen, yet you seem ancient to me?”

“How so?”

“I read it in your sparkling green eyes, when you first took my hand.”

“I felt a mysterious pull in my heart at that very moment,” he admitted. 

“Something happened...” She paused. “Well, something was trying to happen. Before we were interrupted.”

“Something did happen... in me,” he whispered.

His honest confession made her heart flutter.

“You make me feel secure, Alastyn... protected. Like it’s all going to be all right. How is that possible? How is it one still young carries such an old soul?”

He moved closer to her. Yet, she remained as she was. 

“I had no choice, Milady. I didn’t have a blessed childhood. My father is a kind man, yes. But he is not nurturing. Not as my mother was.” 

He cautiously reached out and lightly touched her hair. Most of the flowers and beads were still in it, but they were now wilting and loose. He stepped close enough to smell her again. He tried to breathe in her exquisite scent, lock it away deep inside, keep it with him forever. 

She leaned back, resting wearily against his firm chest. His heart beat wildly. She smiled when she heard the excitement pounding within his breast, felt the vibrations of it on the back of her head. He wrapped his arms around her waist, placing his chin atop her head.

“I am truly thankful you were sent into my life this night, Alastyn,” she whispered, still smiling.

“There is no other purpose for my being. Not anymore. I knew that the moment I first saw you in the dance circle. It was an enchanting vision. One I will carry with me and cherish always.” 

He gave her a tiny squeeze. Her heart leapt.

“Are you certain you’re only seventeen?”

“Almost eighteen.”

She smiled again. “And yet... so tall.” 

“Perhaps you’re just, well, not so tall,” he said teasingly. 

They shared a laugh as he squeezed her again, leaning down to smell her lovely rose-scented hair once more.

His long dark curls fell across her face, lightly brushing her cheek, causing her mind to fill with thoughts of passion. Jenevier was suddenly confused. She had never been this close to a boy before. Her heart raced and her knees felt weak. She feared she might be sick. She swallowed hard.

“...Alastyn?”

“Yes?”

She turned to face him and was immediately lost once more in those fascinating emerald eyes, completely enchanted by the sheer flawlessness of his lovely face. She had never felt such an intense attraction to anyone before. 

“I don’t understand what’s happening to me,” she confessed. 

“Is it a good thing?”

“I know not. But I like it.”

His dazzling smile nearly stopped her heart. She tenderly placed her hand upon his cheek. She couldn’t help it. She never wanted to move from this very spot. She was in awe of him.

“You are so beautiful,” she whispered.

He laughed softly, blushing. “I believe I’m the one who should be telling you that.”

“Tell me this, Alastyn. If I were allowed to stay here, would you visit me?”

“Every day.”

“Promise?”

He bent closer, whispering in her ear, “I have no choice, Milady. You have stolen my heart. I can no longer breathe on my own. Will you destroy me, or love me? I cannot prevent either. But I prefer love.” 

He brushed the tip of his nose lightly against her cheek and softly kissed her ear. It was the most magical feeling she had ever known. She very nearly swooned.

“I would never destroy you,” she whispered shakily.

He kissed her forehead. “So, you would love me, then?”

“I fear I am way past being able to stop,” she confessed, breathlessly. “It happened in but an instant. When I looked into your magical eyes, they pulled my soul into them. I was floating through the stars, Alastyn, floating within the heavens. And wishing only to remain there... always.”

He made a soft rumbling noise in his throat. It sounded like a growl or a raspy purr. “How is it you speak so openly? These same words were dancing about in my mind. Yet I had not the strength to give them a voice. You appear to me as an Angel. No, as a dream. I cannot pull my eyes from your enchanting face. I wish never again to take a single breath unless it is filled with your magical scent.”

He ran the backs of his fingers down her soft cheeks. Her whole body tingled, like countless little fireflies were lighting upon her skin. 

Alastyn’s hand was trembling slightly when he took her chin between his thumb and forefinger. “I freely admit to knowing nothing of love or magic. But they would fail in comparison to what you have done to me this day. I am forever changed. I haven’t even the words to describe it properly. Who are you, Milady? Did the heavens form you just for me? I feel I have captured a rare moonbeam—an ethereal treasure. I’m too terrified to relax my hold upon you for fear the heavens would fast reclaim you.” He tightened his embrace. “Leave me not, Maiden. You now hold my soul within your tiny hands. And a man will go mad if parted from his soul. Do not let me go mad with want for you.”

She watched as his lips moved closer to hers. Her heart started racing like the fluttering wings of a caged bird. She was terrified and thrilled. Countless butterflies were warring in her stomach, making her knees go weak. 

Alastyn did not close his eyes. He could not close them. They were magically locked with hers. To him, she was the only other beating heart within the whole of this vast universe.

Then... the teapot whistled loudly.

They both jumped nervously, each releasing a little sigh. Alastyn rested his chin atop her head, pressing her even closer. She melted against him.

“Tea’s ready,” Jezreel called out.

*****

After a long sip of the sweet hot nectar, Jenevier smiled and laid her head back on a pillow.

“Ahh... exactly what the doctor ordered. Jezreel, you are an Angel sent to guide me, my friend.”

“And you are my light in a dark place,” Jezreel replied. 

The girls looked at each other before bursting with laughter. These were the words they had used so many times in their lives, and they were the only words that could possibly ease the tension of this night.

“Very well, then. Now that I am refreshed, I shall start a new book,” Jenevier said with a smile.

She began fingering through the many books on the shelves when she stumbled upon an idea.

“Umm... I’ll be right back.”

She returned with a dull purple box covered all about with pieces of broken pottery, a few feathers, some shells, and lots of beads and colored stones.

“Aunt Marlise’s treasure box,” she announced.

Plopping down on a pillow beside Alastyn, she withdrew the golden key hanging from the chain hidden within her bodice. 

The odd little box caught everyone’s attention. Jezreel moved in to get a closer look. It was filled with old letters, mementos and other precious little things Marlise had prized. On top of it all was a dyed purple leather bound book. The writing on the front stated simply, ‘Hexes, Curses, Spells and Marks.’

“Spells? But I thought she told us she never...” Jezreel’s voice trailed off as she watched Jenevier open the aged cover.

Quickly flipping through the many hand written pages, she finally reached the section labeled Marks.

Looking up at Jezreel, Jenevier smiled. “I’m going to need more candles.”


Chapter 7

Jenevier

(ZHEN-ah-veer)

The eccentric little package held her full attention.

Where in the world did—

A slight shiver caressed her spine. She quickly glanced around. As usual, no one was there.

An eerie uneasiness began to grow in the pit of her stomach. She ran her finger across the thin frayed string and gently tugged at the end. A strangely familiar odor emanated from it, sending her mind into a slow spin. Jenevier tried to place the bizarre scent. But the answer remained just outside the brink of her memory. It was like... all she had to do was just reach out and take it. But her mind refused to let her, denied her the needed access.

I will not let such things as this master me. I’m being ridiculous. It is but a package, a gift.

She gently pulled back the ancient paper. There in her lap, lay the oldest book she had ever seen. Examining it closely, she flipped the edge of the pages in front of her face. The mesmerizing aroma captured her senses. A bright light shot through her head. Visions of the most familiar yet unknown faces flashed in and out of focus.

The book fell from her trembling hands. Her body rocked as her mind swayed. She collapsed. A peculiar darkness settled over her, claiming her conscious.

Tiny glass bottles emerged from the shadows, dancing and clinking together. Faces moved in and faded back away. Their lips were constantly moving, but she couldn’t make out their words. Their slow-motion speech refused to register in her addled mind.

“My dreams have finally taken me.” She spoke aloud, yet no voice came forth. “Please go away,” she cried out, in silence.

The face of a man sprang from the darkness. He was so close she could only see his eyes. Still, she couldn’t make out his muffled words.

“What do you want?” She tried to scream, but there was no sound, only silence.

The man’s face slowly moved away. But his eyes, his eyes were so sad they tore at her heart. She tried desperately to reach out and touch his face. Her arms wouldn’t obey her. Again he was speaking. She tried to focus only on his mouth and the words falling from it like leaden droplets.

“Who are you? Where are you?” she pleaded. “Just tell me where you are and I’ll come get you.”

His tormented face faded away.

“No. Don’t leave me. Please stay.” 

But the melancholy face had vanished. Her mind began to reel once more. A sharp pain ripped through her head when an old woman materialized. She was so pale and shadowed, she looked long dead.

“We need you.” The old woman’s voice was as fair as a young maiden’s. “We need you to wake.”

“I cannot,” Jenevier cried. “I try. But... I cannot.”

“We need you to wake.”

The beseeching words rang in her ears, echoing like the mournful prayer of a haunted choir.

“Please, help me wake. Help me remember.” She pleaded with the vision as the tears poured down her face. “Tell me what to do. Tell me how to find you.” 

She tried to reach out for the lady. A black gloved hand appeared, covering the old woman’s wrinkled face, pulling her back into the darkness.

“No! Don’t leave,” she cried. “You have to tell me!”

The clinking little bottles crashed to the ground. The jolt sent her mind spinning. It was as if she were caught up in a tumultuous whirlwind, spiraling around and around so fast the world blurred out of focus. Then everything stilled. Everything stopped. The darkness slowly lifted.

Jenevier found herself lying on the parlor floor, covered in sweat. Her chest heaved frantically, yet her limbs refused to obey her. When the strange paralysis slowly ebbed, she snatched the book up and ran into the bedroom. After bolting the lock, she rested back against the door.

Filled with raw terror, and an equally desperate need to know what just happened... Jenevier futilely fought with her unwilling memory. 

“What in the seven hells... This was no dream. No, this was definitely no dream. Not this time.”

She paced across the crimson rug—one hand running through her mussed hair, the other gripping tightly to the book. She stopped sharp in front of the large window and stared out at the waning light. 

“What the... How can it possibly be getting dark already?” She closed her eyes and tried to steady her chaotic mind. “No. It’s not possible.” She gazed out at the now setting sun. “It was only just morning, dammit... only just.” She banged her fist against the window frame. “It’s true then. I am losing my wretched mind, aren’t I?” 

Jenevier sighed wearily, wholly exhausted. Rolling her head from side to side, she popped the bones in her aching neck. When she again opened her eyes, she realized she must have dropped the ancient little book. It was now lying at her feet. She gave it a good kick, sending it sliding under the bed. 

“Who would have sent such a horrible gift? What vile little servant of hell dug that stupid thing up?” 

Her stomach roared. It actually ached.

“I have yet to eat.” She felt nauseous. “And now the day is spent.”

*****

She picked at a bowl of fresh strawberries, but couldn’t bring herself to swallow more than a few bites. When she realized she was absently drumming her fingers atop the table, she balled her hand into a fist.

“There must be some reasonable explanation. If only I could remember...” She pinched hard at the bridge of her nose, squinting tightly. “A bath. Yes. That will help. A bath always helps.”

Jenevier’s beloved bath time—a much needed luxurious escape. It was an escape from the wretched dreams. An escape from the ever present loneliness she constantly denied even feeling. And most of all, it was an escape from herself.

When she tried to remember her life, when she felt coherent enough to study upon it, all she could glean was the feeling of many different people waging war inside her. Only in her bath did she find inner tranquility. It was her happy place.

Ahh... I am only whole within these waters. I must be part Mermaid.

Feeling refreshed and whole again, she was daydreaming, tying her robe as she walked back into the bedroom.

“I was right. A bath does the trick, every time.”

Then she banged her toe. Hard. 

“Ouch! What the...”

The ancient book was lying in the middle of the floor.

“How in the world did you... Ugh, will you not leave me in peace? Have you been sent here to torture me, to haunt me?” 

For the first time, she noticed the faint, well-worn writing on the cover. Her brows furrowed as she tried to make out the faded words. 

“I am exhausted,” she whispered. “And as usual, time eludes me. My days are spent before they’ve even had a chance to start.”

It was true. For as long as Jenevier could remember, her days had escaped her as a thief in the night—one day running into the next with no real stopping point. It was like she lived in a completely obscure world. When lucidity tried to snap her back into focus, the day would be gone and sleep would consume her.

Then, the dreams would come—vivid and unforgiving. Mostly, she would lose all memory of them upon waking. Only a faint picture sometimes yet remained of a forgotten place she may have once been. On and on it went with no real ending place... one day bleeding into the next for the whole of her life. 

“Very well. I will succumb to your lore, you little demon.” Her words dripped with sarcasm as she climbed into bed and opened the faded cover. “Now, decipher your message for me. Spill forth your secrets and then leave me be.”

The ancient hand written pages looked as dark and crisp as the first day the ink was laid to the paper. There, within the opening pages of the book, was a folded piece of parchment. 

It read...

My Dearest Jenevier,

The time has now come when the putrid shadow I foresaw in my vision is closing in on you, crushing you. I knew I would not be there to help when you needed me the most. Please forgive me, my child.

Within the pages of this book I have written all that I’ve learned of the dark arts; of curses, of spells, and of marks scarce known throughout the world. I have no idea what you are up against, child. Yet I hope what is written here will touch on a way for you to defeat the evil I know is trying frantically to consume you.

I have placed a spell upon this book, one of rarest magic. It will come to you in your most needed hour—traveling through both time and space to find you.

My dear sweet Jenevier, if you do not yet fear the evil or even know it is near, let the appearance of this book be a warning unto you. All is not well, my child.

Please, look to these pages, look to the friends and allies you may have gained. I only pray you are not alone and unknowing of the craft herein when this fatefully reaches your hands. If that be the case, if you are all alone... then I pray now and forever that all the divine powers within the seen and unseen worlds come to your aid, my dear sweet precious child.

Blessed be, little one,

Marlise

Jenevier’s hands were shaking so badly she could barely hold the ancient paper still. 

When the sorrowful tears rolled down her face and dripped upon the open pages of the spell bound book, a hideous shriek sprang forth, piercing her ears. Fear engulfed her.

She flung the foul gift into the corner of her room. It landed in the shadows... just as her bedroom door was violently kicked in.


Chapter 8

Wraiths

(RAY-ths)

Jezreel had gathered as many candles as she could find while Jenevier began to read aloud from Marlise’s writings.

There are many marks you may encounter during your time and travels spent working in the craft. Be wary. Never disregard a mark until you have studied and recorded it properly. Each shape and each color may carry with it deeper implications. I have tried with all diligence to record all I have seen or heard of. This I have done for you, my dear sweet Jenevier. For if you are to remain in Tamar Broden and carry on my trade, the village will look to you for guidance. Whether you are reading these words for good or ill, my child, I hope they are of some use to you. I have arranged all marks in order by color and again by design.

My heart is ever with you, Jenevier. If I am departed, take comfort in the fact I am not far from you. Go forth in peace, knowing that your destiny is indeed a rare one. May the forces of time and Mother Nature be on your side... always.

Marlise

Jenevier felt the cold tears streaming down her face. Yet she refused to succumb to them—gaining needed strength from her cherished aunt’s parting words. Only when her vision began to blur did she wipe her eyes.

“Very well, then,” she whispered, flipping through the many pages. “Let’s find H for heart.”

“Oh dear... I’m worried now,” Jezreel mumbled. “If we don’t find the answers in this book, there’s probably nothing else in this house about it.”

“Got it.” Jenevier jabbed her finger into the book. “Let’s see here...”

She mumbled aloud as she skimmed over the different kinds of hearts, shapes of hearts, colors and brightness of the hearts.

Her hope was fading fast as she flipped to the last page.

The Twisted Black Heart of Wrothdem and under it in smaller letters read, I pray by all that is good in this world, Jenevier, this is NOT the mark you seek.

When she read those words written by her beloved aunt, it was as if all the wind had been knocked out of her. 

“No... I am doomed.”

“Never!” Alastyn tore the book from Jenevier’s clenched hands and began pacing, reading aloud. 

The black twisted heart of Wrothdem is bestowed upon a maiden by the Prince of Wrothdem himself. No one I have met can describe for certain what this mark means, for no woman having received it has ever returned to this village or been heard from again. So, in this case, firsthand knowledge of its ramifications simply does not exist. One thing I have found to be true, the only way to actually escape the curse of the Twisted Black Heart of Wrothdem is to prevent it.

Alastyn looked up to see Jenevier’s reaction thus far, and continued reading. 

This prevention can occur in only a few ways.

1) Never make direct eye contact with dark Prince Merodach.

2) Under no condition are you to ever willingly take the hand of the Prince, or allow him to take yours.

Lastly, 3) the best way to prevent this horrid curse from becoming your destiny, is to bestow upon the hand a rare and precious gift so that his mark will not take hold. This unique gift I speak of will be different for each maiden.

At the time of this writing, I cannot fully say what this gift would be for you, my child. Many people have anointed their hands with rare, exotic spices and herbs. Some women have even resorted to trusting in sacred family spells passed down thru their generations by an ancient Elven Princess who has long since passed.

We are not as fortunate in our family, Jenevier. Many of our ancestors chose to use our family’s gift to do ill unto others by practicing the darker arts. Thusly, we were not gifted with a protective family blessing I could pass on to you. Also, this ancestral fortification cannot be borrowed from another who is not of the same blood. The sanction is bound to protect their lineage, and their lineage alone.

Alastyn stopped pacing and sat down beside the still-frozen girl of his dreams.

“You okay?”

She only nodded, not actually making eye contact with him. “Please... go on,” she whispered.

He cleared his throat and continued.

To check this (or any other mark) for its permanence and lasting effect, wash your hands in an herbal potion called Wormwood, so named from the odor which arises from it. The concoction must be warm. And... it must be mixed only by the one who bears the cursed mark. 

It is to be made of four equal ingredients. You MUST add them in this order...

1 part — Rosemary, fresh

1 part — Dragon’s Blood, powdered

1 part — Mountain Laurel, fresh

1 part — Lock of hair from the marked woman

Heat them together, stirring continuously. When the potion is ready, wash your hands in it whilst repeating these words...

From the mark of the beast

Free my soul

Let the water of Wormwood

Make me whole

Vanquish this mark

From its master’s sight

Let it be seen only

With dawn’s first light

If you have been somehow protected, the mark will be gone forever. If not, then at least the mark will not be visible at night. From all I can glean, the marked maidens always vanish at night. This potion can, in the very least, postpone your capture by Prince Merodach’s minions. All accounts claim the maidens are stolen away by his loyal Shadow Wraiths.

This is all I can do for you, my child. Save for this, and use it only as your last resort...

If all else fails, find the man known only as Valadrog. He lives in the far Southern mountain range of Thralldom. Valadrog owes me a great favor for I once gave him a cure for his ailing daughter. Her life was spared, but only for a time. She disappeared in a foreign land. When whispers of the mark from the Prince of Wrothdem reached her father, he began his own research. Valadrog is an extremely powerful man. But at my last word from Thralldom, she had never been found.

If this is your only option, then go with all haste, my child. Tell him who you are and what has befallen you. Go alone. Valadrog may not help you, but he would never harm you. If he chooses to aid you in any way, do all he says, without question. If there is a man left in the whole of this realm who could possibly help you, it would be him.

God speed to you and may brightness lead your way. I love you as if you were my own daughter, Jenevier. Always have I loved you thus.

May the family powers keep you safe... now and always.

Marlise

Alastyn softly closed the book. “There are as many mysteries about this as there are clarities,” he murmured.

“She told us all she knew,” Jenevier said absently. “Our task will be to fit the pieces together.”

“And the first piece would be the potion. Shall we get started?” Jezreel jumped up. “It looks like this one is all on you, Milady.” She winked before disappearing into the kitchen.

Alastyn quickly stood, calling out to the departing girl. “For you to love Jenevier as a blood sister, you do not seem quite as upset as I should think.”

Jezreel spun around on the young man. Her eyes burned through him like hot coals.

“Then don’t think,” she snapped.

Jenevier placed her hand lightly upon Alastyn’s arm. “Come now. Jezreel and I have a special bond no one else can even conceive. She means no ill toward me. And I do not take it as such.”

Jezreel and Alastyn continued to glare at one another.

“Why are you even here, really? Is it your great love for the fair Jenevier?” Jezreel viciously taunted him. “Do you believe she returns this true love in such a short time?” 

“Perhaps you should admit to Jenevier how you truly feel about the Prince,” Alastyn retorted, determined not to back down. “Admit it, Jezreel. You couldn’t take your eyes off him the whole evening. You are smitten with him, are you not? Perhaps you’re jealous of his choice. Perhaps you secretly wish it was you.”

Jezreel held up her hands and began to chant, “Alois, Anaya, Abaric—”

“Stop it now!” Jenevier jumped in between the arguing duo, turning on her friend. “That is enough, Jezreel. What do you think you’re doing? You know such as that is forbidden. By the gods, girl! Where is your mind?”

“On Merodach,” Alastyn said sardonically.

“Enough! Both of you,” Jenevier yelled.

“Apologies, Jenevier.” Alastyn lowered his head. “Forgive me, Jezreel. I spoke out of place.” 

Jezreel stared coldly at him, then walked away. 

Jenevier followed her into the kitchen. “It is from lack of sleep and emotional drain. That’s all. He didn’t mean it.”

She smiled softly as she began picking the wilted flowers out of Jezreel’s hair.

“Perhaps... but he wasn’t entirely wrong.” Jezreel sighed. “It’s true. I was smitten wholly by the Prince. I longed for his undivided attention all during the celebration. But I didn’t wish for this, Jenevier. I swear it. I am not jealous. And I want nothing more than to help you through this trial.”

Jenevier kissed her friend on the forehead and embraced her. “I know, Jezreel, I know. Well... we better get started now. The Shadow Wraiths may soon be upon our doorstep.”

“I love you, Jenevier,” she whispered.

“I love you, too, Jezreel. I always will.”

Jezreel began heating the water while Jenevier collected the needed ingredients.

“Very well, then. I’m on my own this time, ‘tis true. Hmm... now let me see.” Jenevier tapped her finger against her cheek. “I wonder why it is most potions call for powdered dragon’s blood or dried dragon’s blood or crushed dragon’s blood?” she mused. “I mean, pretty soon all the Dragons will be dead and gone from all this bleeding. And then what shall we do?”

A muffled laugh came from the far side of the kitchen. “You tease, do you not?” Alastyn said with a huge smile.

Jenevier’s attention was on the prophetic recipe. “Hmm? Tease about what?”

“About the dragon’s blood. You don’t truly believe it comes from real Dragons, do you?”

He stepped further into the kitchen, leaning back against the wall as he watched her work.

“Well, where else would it come from?” she asked, innocently.

He smiled. “It is a beautiful red flower with talon-like thorns. It grows only in the deepest parts of an Elven forest in the outer lands. The plant is called Dragon’s Blood.”

“How do you know this?” Jezreel snapped.

He didn’t even glance toward the other girl. “I have seen it.”

“You have been to the outer lands?” Jenevier looked up at him then, suddenly curious.

“Many times.” He smiled again. “I used to go with my father and mother. She loved to travel and explore new places. But that was a long time ago now.”

“Why are you here, really?” Jezreel spat. “Everything we find strange or unusual, you seem to know all about it. Why is that? Huh? Truth be told, I’ve never even seen you in Tamar Broden before today. How is it you just appeared out of nowhere? Tell me.” She narrowed her hard glare. “I think it very strange indeed that the first time we ever saw you... was just as the Prince approached us. Perhaps you know him.” She continued to goad the young man. “Are you a friend of his? An ally? Perhaps a minion? Isn’t it true that you’ve actually come here to steal Jenevier away yourself—deliver her to your dark master?” 

“Hold your tongue, Witch. God forbid!” Alastyn yelled.

“Stop it, now!” Jenevier slammed the wooden spoon down against the stove. “First of all, Jezreel is not a witch.” She pointed back and forth between herself and her friend. “We are not witches.”

Alastyn blanched at her unusually sharp words. “Apologies, Jenevier. But... what am I to think? She was about to cast a spell upon me but a moment ago. And then your aunt’s writings all talk about your family powers...” He lowered his gaze. “I’m sorry.”

Jenevier was losing patience and what precious little time she had left. Her frustration was growing, quickly pushing her to the breaking point. 

“I don’t know why Jezreel said what she did a moment ago. Or how she even knew it, for that matter.” She turned and eyed her friend reproachfully. “But as far as our family’s powers go, they are in healing and medicines. Not witchcraft.”

“And just why is it you think we should answer you in our own home?” Jezreel hissed. “Perhaps it’s you who should answer a few of questions of mine, boy.”

“This is a discussion for another day. Please, the night is wearing on.” Jenevier sighed and glanced out the window. “If the Shadow Witches (or whatever they’re called) are coming for me, it won’t be much longer now.” 

She wanted and needed her friends here, yes. But the distraction they were now becoming was maddening. She needed a clear head if she hoped to find a way out of this mess. Thankfully, silence now ruled the room as she rubbed her temples, trying to recall her lessons... and erase all the bickering.

“The water’s ready,” Jezreel whispered.

Jenevier began adding the ingredients one at a time, continually stirring. “First is the fresh rosemary. Next is the powdered dragon’s blood, from the beautiful thorny red flower of a foreign land.”

She sent a quick smile toward Alastyn who took it as the peace offering she had meant it to be. He visibly relaxed. Jenevier crinkled up her nose at him then and he blushed. She almost giggled.

“Next, I add the lovely fresh mountain laurel.” She turned toward Jezreel. “It’s a good thing Aunt Marlise was such a wonderful gardener. Would you mind taking over that part? It seems every plant I touch, dies.”

Jezreel sort of snorted. “So much for your family’s powers of healing.”

The girls looked at one another and burst into laughter again. Jenevier knew they were two halves of the same person, and that knowledge gave her great comfort.

She slowly picked up the knife Jezreel had placed by the steaming pot. Sighing, she tried to steady her nerves.

“Okay, okay. Now for the hard part—my beautiful hair.”

Jenevier winced as she held out a curl, frowning at the very thought.

“Cut it from underneath,” Jezreel said. “That way, maybe no one will notice.”

As the golden curl fell into the pot, Jenevier continued stirring. She started to hum softly, just before she closed her eyes.

Plunging her hands into the still swirling potion, she began to wash them as she chanted over and over.

“From the mark of the beast

Free my soul,

Let the water of Wormwood

Make me whole.

Vanquish this mark

From its master’s sight,

Let it be seen only

With dawn’s first light.”

It seemed an eternity she chanted and washed. She wanted it to work so badly, she was undecided on when exactly she should stop.

“Is it working?” Jezreel whispered. “Can you feel a difference?”

Jenevier did not answer her, did not break her concentration. Her humming chant stayed constant, filling the entire room... as her friends held their breath and waited.

*****

At first, it sounded like the labored breathing of an injured beast. Fear gripped them as they looked up from the cauldron to one another.

A blood chilling shriek filled the air around them. A scream so shrill and deafening—it froze their feet to the floor.

The Shadow Wraiths were truly a haunting sight to behold. They were draped in dingy white rags. Not black, as Jenevier had imagined. Their hair was the color of the morning fog after a summer rain. Their skin, pale as death. And their eyes... their eyes were waxed white, as the blind.

There was no real contrast in the wraith’s ghostly features, save the gray hollow slashes of their cheek bones and the deep black pits beneath their eyes. Jenevier shivered. These creatures were terrifying beyond all reason.

“Ah, they’re awake,” one Shadow Wraith said to the other.

“Yesss. Perhaps they were expecting us,” hissed the second.

“Good, I like it when they know what’s going on.”

“Yesss. It makes their fear taste all the sweeter.”

Jenevier’s heart was racing so fast, she was certain it would explode within her chest. She felt the icy breathing of the wraith upon her neck. Her breath hitched—all but ceased—as the painful chill slowly slid up the side of her face.

“Let’s have a look at your hands, young maidens.”

“Yesss, let’s.”

The first Shadow Wraith took Jezreel’s dainty hands in hers. Tears poured down the terrified girl’s cheeks from the sheer pain caused by the icy touch.

“No. Not this one, Sister.”

The wraiths slowly moved to surround Jenevier.

“This must be the precious little thing our Prince demanded he have this very night.”

They played with her curls, teasing her, sniffing her hair and laughing. Jenevier could do little more than tremble.

“Yesss, little one. He is glorious. I remember well my first night with him. You should be grateful he chose you.”

“Oh, she will be. It is an awesome honor.”

“Yesss. To know the touch of our master is to be forever under his mesmerizing spell.”

“You will experience pure ecstasy this night, young maiden.”

“Yesss. We’ll enjoy your screams until the dawn.”

“Screams of pleasure. Well... mostly.”

The wraiths cackled out their evil howls. 

Jenevier felt she would surely fall over dead from the primal fear now invading every cell of her being. She could stand it no more, but she was powerless to even move. 

The wraiths stood on either side of her, their glacial breath painfully freezing her body and her mind. 

They smiled ghoulishly as each took hold of her arms, slowly pulling her hands from the still steamy cauldron.


Chapter 9

Merodach

(MHER-ah-doc)

Prince Merodach wanted Jenevier more than he had ever wanted any other woman. And there had been many. 

Something was different about her, something special. She had an enchanting spark of defiance which thrilled him. He believed with the right amount of prodding, he could witness her fiery temper first hand. The thought made his mouth water. He imagined her innocence and purity as being only a guise, a mask she used to hide the truth of her smoldering fire. The one he could sense burning white-hot... just beneath her untapped surface.

She turned on me once already. He chuckled. That tiny little thing had the nerve to stand in my face... demanding I apologize to some commoner. He snorted out another laugh. Ahh... such delicious fire. I love her already.

He knew for certain, this one would not beg for mercy, no. This tiny maiden wouldn’t simply fall down on her knees and plead for freedom. She would fight.

Like a feral cat, he thought.

She would be hard to tame once her fire had been released, yes. Ah, but the joy he would get in trying brought a wicked smile to his handsome face.

He mentally summoned two of his wraiths to go forth from the dark realm he had created to hold them. He bade them fetch this maiden with all haste. Not a single moment was to be wasted. He would have her, for the first time, before this night was over.

Merodach would reach his palace home about the same time his wraiths would reach Tamar Broden. And as such, he would have very little time to prepare for her arrival. The menacing thoughts he had for this fair maiden filled his wretched mind.

Is this truly as fast as this carriage can go? Dammit all. I need more time. I wish to do this properly. This maiden has managed to actually stir me. Such a thing should be rewarded, not rushed into. He smiled, closing his eyes. Ahh... such a rare find. And so close to home. I’m curious. How has this fiery little angel remained hidden from me for so long? He glanced out the carriage window then, not truly seeing anything, save Jenevier. Perhaps someone was protecting her—cloaking what they knew I most desired. He smiled again. Such a valiant effort... in futility.

When the carriage finally lurched to a stop in Wrothdem, the Prince sprang out—commanding the servants carry up his lovely wife’s many carefully wrapped packages.

Lady Margareet was a strikingly elegant creature. She wore her hair in curls piled neatly atop her head. She carried herself with such grace and ease it was hard not to stare. Her pearl white skin was flawless, stunning. And her dainty little hands and feet showed well the years of daily pampering and tender care.

She smiled sweetly at her husband as he took her outstretched hand, kissing it tenderly.

“You are a vision, Milady,” he whispered. “A goddess in living flesh.”

She returned his gentle smile. “You are too kind, Milord.”

Margareet curtsied before lifting her skirts, heading into the palace proper. Merodach silently watched her go, still wearing the smile she had gifted him.

The Prince counted Lady Margareet as his most precious possession, and left her wanting for nothing. She was treated like the Queen she would one day be. Alas, she was merely a possession—handled with gentle care, yes, but a possession all the same. Such was the way with all arranged royal marriages. He loved her the way he was supposed to love her. And she, him.

Her personal handmaid bowed as she neared. “Did you get a new ring, Milady?”

“Of course I did... silly girl.”

She lovingly tapped the young girl’s bent head as she passed. The girl giggled before filing instep behind her Lady’s flowing skirts.

When they entered her chambers, Lady Margareet all but collapsed atop her settee. “Ahh, my dear child, I am exhausted. Merodach demanded the driver go faster and faster. My bones are still rattling within me. Go, Rebecca. Fetch me some tea, child.”

“As you wish, Milady.”

Another maid began the task of removing her Lady’s jewelry, carefully placing it back within its velvet resting place.

“The new one is lovely, Princess.”

“Hmm?” Margareet turned toward the speaking girl, then glanced down at the ring. “Oh... Yes, it is.” She chuckled softly. “Merodach has looked for a pearl that size for years now. When word came of it, he demanded we go immediately.” She smiled. “And I am extremely glad we did. He loves me too much.” She sighed happily. “We didn’t return with the ring only, Constance. Charles will be along shortly with the other packages.”

“So the trip was worth more than you had planned, Your Highness?”

“Oh yes, much more. You’ll absolutely swoon when you see these new silks. And the shoes, Constance, ah... these shoes make my heart race.” She glanced sideways at the girl. “I also managed to find something special for you and Rebecca as well. I hope you like it.”

The girl’s smile absolutely beamed. “You are too kind, Milady.”

“Not at all, child. I wish you to be content in my service.” She returned the girl’s happy grin. “Oh, and the Prince even managed to find himself a new toy as well.”

Margareet knew little of her husband’s business, nor did she care. When he found a rare new maid, he was happy. And his happiness was what concerned her. Why? Because he took care of her, took care of her in every conceivable material way. He bought her anything her heart desired. She wore the most beautiful gowns, owned the finest silks in all the land, and flaunted the most expensive jewelry obtainable throughout the entire world. Prince Merodach granted her all she wished for and more. She was the happiest, most content woman in the kingdom. She had no need of additional love from her husband, for she had no desire to truly own his heart. She was happy with her current role. Even if she was as a possession, she was the most cherished.

Rebecca returned with the tea and little cakes just as Constance began to remove her Lady’s other rings.

Margareet looked down at her hands. Nearly every exquisite finger was adorned with a precious jewel, painstakingly collected from the four corners of the world. She glanced then to her brocade bodice, running her gloved hand up the many buttons. Her clothes were commissioned by master tailors to fit her tiny frame perfectly.

When she felt the gentle tug as Constance removed one of her jeweled hairpins, she turned toward her own glimmering reflection in the large beveled looking glass.

“You are breathtaking as always, Your Grace,” Rebecca whispered as she set out her tea. “You are the embodiment of the sun and stars, Milady.”

The girl was right. Lady Margareet was rare and beautiful by any standards—bred to be thus. And her crowning glory—the unique combination of her extraordinarily fiery red hair contrasted by her radiant azure eyes.

*****

Merodach hadn’t been taught how to love anyone but himself. So, no matter how he blessed his lovely wife with belongings, true love was one gift he could never grant, for he did not possess it himself. He simply had never learned how to love. He barely even remembered knowing it as a child.

Upon his birth, the Prince had been blessed by an ancient Elven Princess. She blessed him with a great and magical gift. You see, Merodach’s grandparents were the last ruling King and Queen of Wrothdem. They were honorable and just rulers. But his young parents did not remember how they had been raised. By the time Prince Merodach was to receive the throne, it represented little more than a family title and a kingly treasure. Oh yes, the money and the lands were all his. But who has time for such things as ruling when a man has all he wants, minus the strings of responsibility?

So it happened, when Prince Merodach was but a babe, the Elven Princess came to bestow upon him a great blessing—as was the custom for all offspring of good and just royalty. Merodach’s particular gift was to be a rarity indeed. The Elven Princess felt the child had already been blessed with such great beauty and wealth, all else she could offer him would pale in comparison. The Elves wished not to anger or slight the good King and Queen of Wrothdem. So, the Princess chose to bestow upon the babe an extraordinarily magical power such as those possessed only by her kind. This was meant to be a glorious gift for the kingdom of Wrothdem. With the excellent tutelage the Elven Princess was certain the wise King and Queen would provide the small child, this gift could be used to turn Wrothdem into a paradise for royalty and commoner alike.

But for a truly horrible thing... within only a few short years of the birth of the young Prince, a terrible plague swept across the land of Ashgard. It claimed countless lives, and left even more in miserable despair. By the end of those darkest of days, sadly, the good King and Queen of Wrothdem were tragically counted among the dead.

Prince Merodach’s mother and father were traveling the world enjoying their youth and their money. They hadn’t returned since first they’d left their beautiful new son in the loving care of the King and Queen when he was but an infant. The royal child was miraculously spared from the rampaging plague, but was left, for the most part, orphaned.

When word reached the Elven lands of all that had befallen the kingdom of Wrothdem, the Elven Princess went to retrieve the child. It was determined that Merodach should be raised in the magical forest with the wise Elven people. There, he could be taught properly how to use his rare talents. The Elves knew what could happen with a child as magically blessed as this young boy if he were raised by unfit and unknowing people. But the stewards of the kingdom refused her request, fearing what would befall them once the babe’s royal parents returned to assume their rightful place in the monarchy.

The Elven Princess could have taken the child by force. Alas, he had already become so powerful he was capable of resisting her. She was unable to safely remove him without causing him near fatal harm. 

Prince Merodach was so young, so terribly frightened. And that only proved to augment his growing magical abilities. His parents were absent, his devoted grandparents had been snatched from him, and he was left all alone. The tiny boy didn’t know the kind Princess. He was afraid to leave the only normal and constant thing he had left in this world—his palace home. The child’s fear-enhanced powers protected him from what his young mind viewed as harmful.

When the Elven Princess returned to her people—telling them the disturbing news of the child and how strong his powers had already grown—they took counsel against her. It was decided she had been rash and foolish in granting such a gift to one so small. “Many unknown events can change a man’s future,” was stated as they passed their absolute judgment upon her. The Princess was banished from her people, sentenced to an eternity of solitude and loneliness for her crime. It was an extremely harsh verdict, yes—one that could not be overturned. 

Young Merodach was sentenced (by the tragedies of life) to be raised by strangers. He was cared for by nannies, guards, servants—anyone who had free time was expected to watch over him. Thusly, he had no one to truly bond with.

From that sad day until this, his parents had never returned. No word ever arrived concerning the Prince and Princess, and no one has ever heard what befell them.

Now, since no one in the kingdom knew how to train the toddling Prince to control his powers, the Elven people decided it would be best to forever withdraw from the affairs of man. Let the humans deal with their own affairs from this point forth. So, Prince Merodach was left to teach himself as best he saw fit. And through the eyes of a child, that meant getting anything and everything he wanted. He answered to no one and was responsible for nothing.

When the young Prince came of age, a neighboring Lord sent his daughter, Margareet, to be Merodach’s bride. When the young girl arrived, he treated her as he had learned to treat himself—to her utmost heart’s desire. She was the first true friend he had ever known. They bonded—became each other’s only family. At the tender age of twelve, Margareet and Merodach became inseparable. The young nobles were simply innocent children. Innocent children spoiled by the excesses of their naïve young lives. And... these are the ways things have always been in Wrothdem, from that day unto this.

Alas, the world will not allow innocent pleasure to continue unaltered. So it was, when Merodach and Margareet decided upon traveling to see what else the world had to offer them, evil came along for the ride.

There was nothing they saw they could not possess. To Prince Merodach’s joy, this included beautifully exotic women the likes of which he had never dreamed of back in Wrothdem. Both young innocents were totally enthralled with their own individual explorations. And both were very busy enjoying all the new pleasures being lavishly heaped at their feet.

The evil started when Merodach grew tired of his new playthings. The women were completely under his control—no true will of their own. This was when he created the Dark Realm. There, he could store away his new toys as he tired of them—freed to continue on with his next pursuit. He drew out their life essence and bound them within the Dark Realm for all eternity. This realm served him two-fold. He could conquer the next woman, unhindered, while retaining possession of all the others. 

Alas, when Merodach discovered his dark realm drained his new loves of all their beauty—eventually turning these lovely women into mere shadows—he began calling them his Shadow Wraiths. They were deathly, hauntingly frail looking. But he would soon find an irreplaceable use for them. They were still his, no matter their form. They eagerly did his bidding—more loyal than any hired guard.

It was too easy for the handsome Prince. And since women eagerly flocked to his side, he soon found himself wanting a bit more of a challenge.

“There is nothing new under the sun. Only someone new to do it with,” he boasted.

This gorgeous young hunter became restless with his current prey. He needed a bigger thrill. That’s when he decided to create a mysterious mark and place it upon the desired maiden. He would then send his new wraiths by cover of night to kidnap the unsuspecting young lady and bring her to him. This made the game more interesting, added the delicious element of fear. But, this too soon changed.

The change came when he marked an enchanting young woman who was so terrified of his wraiths, her fragile heart gave way. She died there before him, collapsed lifeless at his feet. This was the first time he had witnessed true terror in a woman’s eyes—terror enough to extinguish life. It was a thrill like none other. The adrenaline caused by such a thing was euphoric and addicting. It aroused within him all new unimaginable lusts.

He soon added pain to the marking of the intended victim. Thus was born the idea of the scorched flesh and twisted black heart. With this new mark, their dread was increased by the long unknowing wait for his witches to come and snatch them away. Their horror aroused him in ways he had never anticipated, brought him to heights of pleasure he had not thought possible.

When news reached the Elven lands of how his powers were being used and how his horrific games had evolved, the elders sent for the banished Princess.

Being separated from her people, she had aged quickly. When she learned of the atrocities befalling the unsuspecting women of the world, she fell to her knees and wept bitterly. The feeble Princess spent the remainder of her days trying desperately to help as many women as she could by imparting a protective blessing on each worthy family she could reach. This blessing was intended for every female of their bloodline throughout their generations.

The Elven Princess faded all too soon, her life ceasing long before she had warned enough people of the evil she had unwittingly loosed upon their daughters.

The Elves sank even farther away from man. So far in fact... no one even speaks of their existence to this day. Save in the bedtime stories for young children, aptly called Fairytales.

Many years have passed, but the vast magic Merodach possesses keeps the Prince and his bride almost eternally youthful and beautiful.

*****

The excited Prince was busy in his preparations for Jenevier. Everything had to be perfect. This time was different. He could feel it, feel something changing. Merodach had never experienced this level of anticipation before. His skin tingled with the encompassing awareness. He smiled... he knew... an epic evolution was at hand. And it was thrilling.

“Not even the first one gave me this much pleasure. I can feel the approaching deluge within me. This maiden is the one. Jenevier will be the start of something new, something remarkable. She is blessed with such angelic beauty, such deliciously enticing innocence. But her smile... ahh, that inspiring smile. It could halt the forward march of a thousand blood thirsty warriors. And... she is mine.”

He heard the paralyzing shrieks approaching in the distance.

Ah, my Shadow Wraiths return. Come to me, my darlings. Bring me my prize. Oh how I long for her.


Chapter 10

Dante

(DON-tay)

The bloodcurdling screech which had emanated from the book had stunned Jenevier. But she screamed out with fresh terror when her bedroom door came crashing in—splintering nearly off its hinges. 

Dante exploded into the room, wild-eyed and terrified. “Are you okay? Jenevier! What happened?”

“By all that’s holy.” She gasped, clutching her chest. “What in the hell are you doing?”

She suddenly burst into tears, trembling uncontrollably. He ran to her, panic-stricken. She saw the concern in his lovely gray eyes as he sat down beside her on the bed, tenderly stroking her hair.

“What is it, my love? What has happened?” He glanced around the room. “Has someone harmed you?”

She collapsed against his chest, tears pouring forth as if a dam had burst within her. It was all the years of loneliness, all the sleepless dream-filled nights, all the heartache and disappointments she plainly felt but couldn’t clearly remember—it all cumulated into this single moment. Fear had rattled her inner barriers and she broke under the weight of it.

Dante tried to comfort her, tried to reassure her. Finally, he gave up and just held her, let her cry. Borrowed strength and compassion were what she needed right now. And he was more than willing to provide it.

When her tears began to slow, she laid her throbbing head back upon a pillow—trying to muffle her bitter sobs, yet failing miserably. 

“I’m going to get you a drink and a cold towel for your head.”

When he returned, she was sitting up in the middle of the bed, her head resting on her bent knees.

“Beautiful lady, are you feeling better?”

Dante’s brilliant smile lit up the room. She tried to smile back.

“Here you go, little one. Have a drink. Just a sip, mind you.”

He handed her some wine as he gently brushed back her mussed hair, tucking it behind her ear.

So delicate... so beautiful, he thought.

She looked at him then, truly looked at him.

“...Dante,” she whispered softly.

The fear and concern still racing through his veins was evident in those beautifully haunting eyes. Jenevier gazed deep into them.

“...Dante,” she whispered again.

When she lightly touched his brow, his dark pupils grew wide, drowning out the gray—swallowing it, leaving only a sparkling silver edging. Then she touched his cheek, running her fingertips across his soft, tanned flesh. Those large black centers continued to swell with each tender touch, almost obliterating the silvery gray ring. 

He cupped her hand in his—shaky, trembling fingers caressing hers. As he calmed, the darkness consuming his irises lessened. The true beauty of his mesmerizing eyes was now accentuated by the soft glow of the streaming moonlight.

Jenevier sucked in a quick breath, mesmerized.

How are eyes such as these even real?

Silver flecks highlighted the pale blue ones she could now see. Silver, blue, violet, black—all blending together, beautifully creating the enchanting gray that took her breath away. A vivid, ethereal color. One that held a strangely odd contrast to his dark skin and auburn hair. She smiled. As did he.

Tiny moonbeams played upon those wavy dark tresses. She couldn’t help but reach for them. Gently fingering a single lock, Jenevier wholly admired the rare beauty that was this man before her. She twisted the loose curl around her finger. Golden blonde strands mingled together with the brown, the burgundy, and bright red ones—blending perfectly into that lovely auburn color. A warm color, fondly bringing to mind the changing of leaves in autumn.

“Like... snowflakes and falling leaves,” she whispered, captivated. “You are a mixture of winter and fall, Milord. Hot and cold. Fire and ice.”

“And you, Milady, are sunshine and springtime.” He wrapped one of her curls around his finger. “A brilliant ray of the glorious sun—golden curls framing deep blue eyes of placid water. Ethereal beauty encompassed about with the enticing scent of rosebuds. You are as all things fresh and newly born.”

Oh god... he is perfect... too perfect. I have got to get away from this dangerously exquisite man. Yet, I don’t want to... I only want to get closer to him.

She rolled her eyes when her internal warning bells started clanging again. She was beginning to hate them.

“Are you ready to tell me what happened?” he softly said.

She took a long, eager drink of the sweet rich wine. “What happened? You mean you don’t remember?” She took another drink. “You kicked my door in, Dante. That’s what happened. You nearly scared the life right out of me.”

He chuckled as he gently placed the wet cloth across her forehead. “No, tiny angel. Before that. Why were you screaming? I’ve never heard anything quite like it before. My heart froze in my chest. I feared for you, Milady.”

She used the damp cloth to wipe the tear stains from her face. The cold water helped immensely.

She released a deep sigh. “Screaming?”

“Yes, Princess, before I burst through your door. I heard a shriek that made my blood run cold. Wild thoughts tore through my mind, Jenevier. I know not how I would handle it if something terrible were to happen to you, my love. I have only just found you.”

The concern in his steely eyes was evident. He was telling the truth. Anyone could plainly see that.

She looked at him, surprise tempered with a bit of joy. “You’re only trying to be sweet so I won’t be angry about the door.”

He smiled knowingly at her, realizing his openness had made her a tad bit uncomfortable. Gently taking her chin in his hand, he looked deep into her eyes.

“I didn’t even realize it myself... until I thought I might lose you. I never want to lose you, Jenevier. You have effortlessly captured my heart and the whole of my mind.”

“Kind sir, it has only been but a couple of days. Imagine how hard it will be for you if I were to vanish, say, a week from now.”

She chuckled lightly and took another sip of wine. He didn’t return her laugh or her smile. She noticed the firmness on his face.

“I love it when you tease me, fair lady. But I also want you to know when I’m being completely genuine as well.”

She had no witty comeback. She just held her breath. Sitting before her was an incredibly gorgeous man. He was in her room, on her bed, trying to tell her she meant something special to him. She wanted to freeze this moment in time so she could revisit it whenever she felt like having that butterflies-in-the-tummy joyous feeling again. He was looking into her eyes... and she couldn’t even find words to describe the war that was raging inside her. She was terrified and gloriously happy all wrapped up together.

“So, are you going to tell me?” he pressed.

Staring at him, thinking about him, consumed in her own thoughts... she had lost all track of the conversation. “Tell you what?”

“Were you dreaming again?” he whispered.

A terrible thought crossed her mind. Dreaming? That’s it. This is all a dream. I’m fast asleep and fantasizing this whole thing.

He placed his hands on her shoulders, squeezing lightly. “You were screaming, Jenevier. Were you truly just dreaming?”

She suddenly remembered the book. Glancing quickly toward the darkened corner and then back to him, she decided against mentioning it. Instead, she just smiled, innocently.

“Yes, apologies. Those wretched dreams are but one of my many flaws. Please, do not look upon me as spotless, Dante.” She looked away. “Pray tell. What blessing comes my way that I should find you in my home at such an hour?”

Now, he was the one smiling shyly. And oh, how handsome he was. Boyish features danced across his masculine face.

“I felt badly for having to leave so abruptly this morning. I didn’t even get to make you breakfast. I thought I’d try to make it up to you—sneak in and surprise you with wine and sweets. I was hoping that if I impressed you... you might invite me to stay.”

He paused, looking down, absently running his long elegant fingers along the wrinkles in the crumpled bed sheets. He desperately wanted an answer, yet feared that very thing.

Please say yes. No, you shouldn’t... But, please... Let me stay.

His thoughts were as jumbled as his racing heart. He wanted her, yes, more than anything. Yet was too terrified to even wish it.

She gaped at him. “Stay? H-here? You mean... all night?”

He looked up in time to see the same glorious terror he was feeling, flash across her shocked face.

“I would never ask,” he whispered. “I simply said I was hoping for an invitation. My plan was to sweep you off your feet and you would beg me to stay.”

When he shot her a wickedly sweet smile, she scrunched up her nose at him.

“Then I heard this horrifying shriek and I completely lost my mind. I could only focus on getting to you, on saving you.” He dropped his head slightly, waiting for her response. 

She looked at him lovingly, admiringly. He was fast on his way to stealing her heart, and she knew it.

“Gratitude, dear friend,” she whispered.

“No thanks are needed, Milady. I would be honored to serve as your constant protector and loyal friend. Would you be kind enough to bestow this great gift upon me? It would at least be a start.”

He smirked, sarcastically. She couldn’t help but laugh.

“Why are we so much alike?” she said through a smile.

“Are you saying we’d be good together?”

She could hear hope screaming out through his words. She chuckled, softly. “I said we’re a lot alike. That’s not necessarily a good thing.”

He didn’t return her laugh. He simply looked at her, longingly.

“Apologies, Dante. I shouldn’t have teased you. You deserve a proper answer. I’m just a bit, well... uncomfortable talking like this.”

He chuckled. “You, Maiden? You’re at a loss for words? I can’t believe you just admitted that.”

She laughed with him. He leaned over and tickled her feet.

“Gratitude.” She smiled and laid her hand upon his arm.

“For what?”

“For lightening the moment. You know exactly what to say and when to say it. I believe we complement each other well. I feel safe with you, Dante... comfortable. Having you here puts me at ease.”

“So, what are you saying?”

“I’m saying... I think we would be good together. Dangerously so, I fear.” She blushed at own her admittance.

He grabbed her hands. “Are you being serious this time? I can’t tell anymore.”

Jenevier looked deep into his magical snowflake-colored eyes. “I can’t remember ever being more serious about anything in my entire life. At least, what I can recall of my life. And from the bits and pieces I can pull to mind, you have been my only bliss, Dante.”

The look on his face was sheer joy mingled with relief. He leaned over and kissed her, gently at first, but growing ever more passionate.

His touch melted her. She lost herself in him. Jenevier ran her hands up through his thick hair and rolled him over on his back. So many years of loneliness were weighing on her heart. The desires he had stirred within her were as a consuming fire. 

He sensed her intensity and gave in to her. 

She slowly unbuttoned his shirt. Kissing every inch of him, she grew heady with his intoxicating scent. She smiled as she ran her fingertips over the lines of his perfectly sculpted chest, feeling his taut muscles move just beneath the skin.

Oh dear stars... sooo sexy...

Dante shook off his shirt. The ripples of movement running across those same taut muscles caused her to moan. Unconsciously biting her lip, Jenevier took her time admiring his broad, strong shoulders. She was mesmerized by this sensual man. Lightly running her fingertips up the mountains that were his powerful arms, her captivating venture soon led her along the edge of his defined jaw line.

Wow... I could devour this incredible man... Utterly devour him.

Her exploration stopped only when she reached his soft lips, barely outlining their exquisite edge.

He saw the hunger in her eyes. “Do you approve?”

“Dante... You are like an ancient god—a grand warrior from times past. I am wholly captivated by you.”

“Does that mean yes?”

He smiled as he ran his arm around her waist, rolling her over. Looking down at her with those enchanting gray eyes, he mischievously flashed that teasing, smirking smile.

“My turn,” he half growled.

His first touch was like lightning shooting through her waiting body. His passionate caresses were more erotic than she could have ever possibly imagined. This enchanting man—ooh... he ignited a fervent spark within her, one that caused her budding desires to burst forth in full bloom. She moaned.

“...Dante.”

Jenevier felt his lips part into a smile against her tummy, then the warm feel of his soft tongue gliding along her tingling flesh—it left her breathless, trembling... submissive.

“...Dante.”

He pulled back, smiling softly as he gazed down into her longing eyes.

She blushed. “...What’s wrong?”

“Jenevier,” he whispered. “I don’t want you to show anyone else that face.”

“M-my face? What do you mean?”

“The look on your face right now...” He drew closer. “...I don’t want any other man to see what it is I see in you at this very moment.”

“...Dante...”

When his lips barely grazed across hers before sliding down to her neck, she softly moaned again. She couldn’t help it. He melted her.

Dante took as much sweet, sensual time exploring her as she had him. Jenevier saw the worship in his eyes, felt it in his touch.

When their lips finally met, when his tongue found hers... their mutual desire was so utterly intense, they both released what little control they still possessed.


Chapter 11

Jezreel

(zhez-REEL)

When the Shadow Wraiths pulled Jenevier’s hands from that still steaming cauldron, their howling shrieks terrified and deafened the three friends anew.

“What is this?” demanded the first.

“It cannot be,” hissed the second.

They released her trembling arms, turning their sights upon Alastyn.

“Could the master have changed his tastes so drastically?”

“Yesss, the boy is fair and beautiful. Let us see.”

If Alastyn had been able to move, he would have fought (or at the very least, ran screaming). Alas, he was just as frozen from their awful howls as were Jenevier and Jezreel.

This is how they are able to take you so easily, he thought. You can’t even move, much less resist.

They floated toward him—eyeing him greedily, displaying hideously ghoulish grins across their deathly pale faces. Each wraith took a hand but kept their eyes firmly fixed upon his.

“Are you scared, boy?” the first taunted. “Hmm? Not going to answer?”

“Yesss, that’s it. Fear has frozen his tongue.”

They cackled wildly as they looked down at the backs of Alastyn’s strong young hands.

“This cannot be. We are never wrong.”

“Yesss. Someone here is trying to deceive us. Why else would they not be sleeping soundly?” 

“What shall we do? Whom shall we choose to take back to the master? You felt his deliciously dark excitement, didn’t you? He will be vexed sore if we fail to bring him the young maiden he desires.”

“Yesss. His desire was nigh immeasurable. Thus, I fear his wrath will be even greater upon us if we return with the wrong one.”

“Then... we shall take them both.”

“Yesss. Both. The master should be quite happy with us if we bring him two beautiful young maidens.”

“And... you can barely tell them apart. They must be sisters.”

“Yesss. Sisters. Oh, such beautiful young sisters could serve the master’s dark desires well.”

“But we have never taken a maiden unless she bore the mark. Master prepares especially for the marked one. What if we’ve come to the wrong place? Master will punish us severely. We will burn for it, we will.”

“Yesss, but we’ve never failed to return without his desired maiden, either. He will surely bind us in the sun for that as well.”

“We’d best decide now. Soon it will be dawn.” The wraith shuddered. “The pain will be horrible.”

“Yesss. We’ll go back, tell Master what his fiendish little trophy has done to trick him. Perhaps he’ll be so angry with her he won’t bother with punishing us.”

“We will explain what has befallen us this night. Let him decide what we shall do next. If he wishes for one of these maidens, or both, we will return at the very moment of sunset.”

“Yesss. Let us hurry then, before it’s too late.”

The Shadow Wraiths flew out the door and disappeared into the waning night.

It was quite some time before the trio fully regained the use of their arms, legs, and will. Jenevier collapsed, bursting into tears. Alastyn ran to his new love, scooping her up in his arms.

“You are safe now, Milady. I have you.”

“It failed,” she whispered, shakily. “The spell didn’t work. What shall I do now?”

“It did not fail,” Jezreel said. “We’re still here, are we not? And look at your hand. The mark is gone. We have another full day to figure out what we’ll do next. Don’t give up hope, sweet sister. Marlise has the answer here, somewhere. Now we have the time we need to find it.”

“No,” Alastyn said. “If Marlise had known any more about this mark, she would have written it in the same journal. We need to spend this precious time looking elsewhere for answers.”

“You didn’t even know Marlise,” Jezreel snapped. “Now, we’re supposed to believe that you would be the one to best know how she conducted her business?”

“Enough, please.” Jenevier rubbed her temples and sighed. “The two of you are driving me mad.” 

Alastyn and Jezreel glared bitterly at one another, but spoke not another word. Jenevier went into the parlor, picked up Marlise’s purple book, and slammed the bedroom door before locking herself in.

*****

Jezreel stoked the oven and started making breakfast just as the first rays of the morning sun began to trickle into their tiny kitchen.

Alastyn kept busy—mumbling all the while—by putting away the many books, scrolls, and candles still littering the parlor floor. The preceding night had taken an extreme toll on them all. Sleep would have been the most desirable thing right now, but time wasn’t on their side. He decided to keep his distance from Jezreel while still helping as best he could. When he smelled the alluring aroma of hot sweet cakes, he determined to guard his tongue so that his hunger might be sated.

Bowing his head in defeat, Alastyn stepped back into the kitchen.

“You were right...” Jezreel whispered.

Alastyn sucked in a sharp breath. He dared not utter a sound.

Jezreel turned from the cakes, speaking to him in barely more than a whisper. “I was jealous. Am I not beautiful as well? Jenevier doesn’t even desire the attention she receives from men.” She blew out a sigh. “It’s not her fault though. She’s the most sincere, genuine, innocent person I have ever known. That’s why I love her so. And why everyone else does as well.” She quickly wiped away her silent tears. “But after this night, I no longer envy Jenevier the attention she always receives. Now... well, now I pity her. Now, I understand why her mother and aunt always tried to warn her... with great beauty comes an even greater curse.”

Alastyn stood, speechless, in the doorway.

Jezreel hadn’t wanted him to answer. She only needed to say what was on her heart and be done with it.

The sound of rattling plates caused him to jump slightly. His mind had been lost in her sad words.

“If you don’t mind...” she whispered. “...will you please go get Jenevier? I know she’s exhausted. How could she not be? But she’ll be needing food for strength more than sleep before this day is over.”

He softly pecked on the door, wiggling the knob. It was locked.

“Jenevier, Jezreel’s prepared something special. It will help build your strength, Princess. Will you not join us? Please, come eat.”

There was no answer, not even a stir. Alastyn returned to the kitchen where the other girl sat waiting. 

“Can we not give her a few more minutes, Jezreel? Fear has completely drained her.”

“I know. I was terrified but not worried, not for myself. I knew I didn’t have the mark.” Jezreel shuddered. “I can’t even begin to imagine what was going through her mind... when those witches pulled her hands from that cauldron.”

Alastyn sighed. “Gratitude to the gods, it was gone.”

“Did you notice if it returned with the dawning of the sun?”

“No, I didn’t.” He stared, unseeing, out the window as he spoke. “She was already in her room when the sun came up. Not that it would matter much now, anyway.”

“How so?”

“You heard those witches same as I, Jezreel. They’re coming back here tonight. They will take Jenevier with them... mark or no.”

They ate in silence. Jezreel knew what he said was true, but her mind fought wildly for another answer. When she couldn’t force down another bite, she let out a sigh and stood up.

“Well, better go wake sleeping beauty. Time is wasting.”

“I’ll get started on these dishes,” Alastyn said numbly.

“Well, now. We may end up getting along after all.” Jezreel smiled as she headed for the bedroom. “Wake up, Princess. Time to rise and shine, sleepy head,” she chimed, happily.

There was no response. She tried the knob. It was locked. 

“Jenevier you have to get up now. We haven’t been granted much time to figure this out.”

She knocked a little louder.

Alastyn walked up in time to see the worry beginning to show on Jezreel’s face.

“She’s not normally hard to wake. Not like this. She never shirks stuff off. I thought it was odd that she slept. I figured she just retreated to her room because she was angry and upset with our incessant bickering.” Jezreel was now pleading, “Jenevier, open this door right now. You’re scaring me.”

Alastyn began banging on the door and yelling as well. It was no use.

“She’s bolted it,” Jezreel said flatly. “There’ll be no getting in from this side.”

“Then...” Alastyn’s whisper was pained, worried. “...how else are we to get in?”

Her eyes widened. “The window.”

They ran around the house, smiling when they saw that the window had been left wide open. 

“Help me up,” Jezreel said, reaching for his shoulders. “I’ll unlock the door.”

Alastyn practically threw her through the window and ran back inside. When he swung the door open, Jezreel was standing in the middle of the room holding a quivering piece of parchment.

When she looked up, he saw the tears running down her face.

“She’s gone...”


Chapter 12

Merodach

(MHER-ah-doc)

Prince Merodach was anxious to get his hands on his new prize. He had heard the horrid shrieks of his wraiths in the distance. At the familiar sound of their howls, the Prince’s mouth began to water. His sadistic mind ran wild with erotic deviation. Such things he had in store for this young maiden, the likes of which she could never conceive. He wouldn’t take her immediately, no. He wanted to tease her. Perhaps he would even try to romance her for a time. He had yet to decide exactly what his first move would be. Merodach was leaving that deliciously epic little decision for the moment he laid eyes upon her lovely face again. Soon, she would be his... forever.

There was something he found intuitively arousing about this particular maiden. Strangely, the Prince found himself desperately wanting her to want to stay with him, to choose to be his. It wasn’t so much that her beauty surpassed all other women. She was quite lovely, yes. Alas, she wasn’t the fairest maiden he had ever seen. There was something else about her. Yes, her innocence was enchanting. Yet he had stolen innocence before. Yes, her smile put him in mind of the dawn of creation. But that wasn’t it either; he had been blessed to see many beautiful smiles during his adventurous games. Yes, he was definitely turned on by her complete lack of interest in him. He smiled at the memory of her defiant air at the Life Celebration.

He chuckled softly. Little does she know... I have taken women kicking and screaming many times before. I quite like it, actually. He sighed. But that’s not the whole of it either... not with this one. 

It wasn’t just one thing about this particular maiden, it was everything. Merodach could literally feel a different person lurking inside her. He imagined a wicked little demon hid just below her angelic façade, anxiously waiting for him to release her. This earth changing awakening would alter the course of their world—leave her begging for him as he already begged for her. Jenevier became to him as mystery incarnate. And his cruel black heart ached from that insatiable desire.

A nagging little thought crept into his mind. Maybe, just maybe, his infatuation for this maiden was simply born from his own vanity. She had no interest in him, it was true. Had she not made that painfully obvious at the celebration? But Merodach instantaneously crushed the vile little notion. From whatever beginning and to whatever end there was to be, this young maiden’s destiny was now and forever, changed.

“When my wraiths deliver her, she will still be frozen from their touch. Her skin will be icy, painful. Perhaps I should draw a luxurious bath for my new love. I will show great concern for her every comfort. Especially after those horribly nasty old witches just kidnapped her and all.” His smile was menacing as he spoke aloud the little games he would play with Jenevier. “No, that’s no good. Such amateur things will never work with her. I’ve already caused her great pain and worry. She may be innocent and childlike, yet she is no fool. No. I will have to be much more cunning with this delicious little angel.”

He heard the wraith’s howls drawing closer through the dark.

What are those vile witches doing? They will permanently deafen the girl. Those fools!

His anger was at full mast when the dark Prince reached the window, straining his eyes, trying to catch a glimpse of their approaching ghostly forms.

Their great fear had been what caused their sickening cries to rise, until they saw his imposing silhouette from afar.

“The master waits anxiously for our return.”

“Yesss. We have taken too long. His wrath is growing. I can feel it from here.”

When Merodach was satisfied the wraiths had sensed his extreme displeasure, he retreated from the window and went into his private quarters. He felt their ghostly auras finally enter the palace.

He took a deep breath, composing himself. He didn’t want the girl to see how anxious he was for her. He kept telling himself he must remain calm and distant, as always.

When the Prince was satisfied with his controlled demeanor, he swung both doors open wide. Entering with such grace and poise, his very essence filled the entire room.

It took a long moment for Merodach’s mind to become adjusted to what he was seeing... and what he was not. Only the two Shadow Wraiths’ tremulous forms knelt before him. There was no quivering, beautiful maiden to be found.

He anxiously scanned the plush room.

She cannot be hiding... she should still be frozen... terrified.

But for all of his searching and wanting, the maiden wasn’t there. His black heart sank. 

He noticed then that his wraiths were looking up at him, looking up in utter horror. They began spewing hideous pleas for mercy. He paid no regard to their piteous cries as he strode between them, on to the distant window. He did not flinch nor did he turn his gaze from the empty night, as they shrieked and screamed out all that had happened. 

They told him of the three friends, the cauldron, the absence of a mark. They recounted in detail about the handsome boy and how the two girls looked so very much alike.

After their ramblings had ceased, he bade them leave. He did not turn toward them. He simply waved his hand.

“Leave me now.”

They gratefully fled his presence, retreating back to the safe haven of their terrible Shadow Realm. 

Merodach remained still. The disheartened Prince absently reached up, touching a single tear that had begun its lonely journey down his perfect cheek. He looked at the moistened fingertip with astonishment, as if the tear itself was something strange and foreign. 

“What is this?”

Anger shook him. He spun around to face the empty room, chest heaving with fury. Yet, as quickly as rage had overtaken him, it slipped away. He knew somewhere deep inside his demented heart... it was breaking.

He hated this strange feeling. Alas, it was too powerful to be ignored—the feeling of loss. 

“What a wretched thing this is.”

This new sensation was bizarre yet intriguing. He gave in to it and let himself feel, just feel, for what was perhaps the first time since his youth. It wasn’t a pleasant experience, no, but it was a new experience. And he so loved new experiences.

Merodach numbly walked into his room, falling across the bed. He lay on his back, staring at the intricate mural of the heavens painted upon the domed ceiling. More tears came, slowly but steadily, until his vision was blurred. These salty drops of pain disgusted him, and yet comforted him at the same time.

The vast range of emotions he was swimming through filled him with everything—doubt, anger, longing, fury, loneliness, deceit, jealousy, abandonment. For one tiny instant, he even felt empathy toward the women he had taken, toward the families he had destroyed. The sheer trauma he realized he had put them through tore at his soul.

The tears they must have shed... the pain their hearts must have endured.

Then, he dashed the painfully disturbing thoughts of regret away. He would be consumed only by his own self-pity. All these troubling emotions, these wretched feelings, he would attribute them all to her and her spiteful deception. He was the only one hurting here. He was the one who was cheated, denied. He was the one who had been sorely wronged, grievously so. He alone, and no one else.

And she... has caused... it all.

He squeezed his eyelids tightly closed, forbidding the despicable flow to continue. 

“I will fix this. I will take care of that wicked little minx myself. Yes, she must pay for inflicting such an egregious wound as this. I will personally take care of her. Her added torment will be of her own doing. The additional pain she must now endure will be her fault. Not mine.” He sighed wearily, curling onto his side. “Yet, I will do it on the morrow.”

When the darkness of sleep finally came, it was a justly restless slumber which fell upon him.


Chapter 13

Wynford

(WIN-ford)

When Jenevier locked the door, she fell upon the bed and smothered her cries in a pillow. She lay there, staring up at the ceiling.

“What should I do, Aunt Marlise? What should I do?”

Tears silently poured from the corners of her eyes, trickling back to soak her tangled hair. She pulled herself upright in the middle of that big feather bed, looking so dainty and frail... so alone. And there, bathed in the glorious morning light, a fierce determination began growing in her sad eyes.

“It’s the only way,” she whispered. “My last chance. My only chance.”

Wiping her eyes, she sat down at the beautiful writing desk once gifted to her by her great grandmother, Bellevine.

Long before Jenevier was born, Bellevine had a vision in which she saw her great granddaughter being carried into the world upon the back of a great winged cat. This ferocious cat obsessively protected the small child until the day it was beckoned to return from whence it came. The moment the guardian cat left her alone, a huge troll sprang from the ground, grabbing the young maiden... and the vision ended.

Bellevine hadn’t lived to see Jenevier’s real birth. But she spoke often of the babe in her dreams and left her many wonderful treasures upon her passing. This beautiful writing desk was but one of them.

Jenevier sat down and began to write...

My Dearest Jezreel,

You are my faithful companion, twin sister of my heart, and the only true friend I have ever known.

I know not what will become of me once I leave this peaceful little haven of Tamar Broden, but I feel Aunt Marlise is with me. She is pleading with me to make haste toward the Mountains of Thralldom.

I wish for your company now more than I have at any other time in my life. Alas, this journey is one I must make alone.

I am leaving you one of the family pieces from my great grandmother. Your favorite—the jewel encrusted locket with the unknown ancient script engraved within. Please use it as best you see fit. It should bring an awesome price at the market. Mind the home for us, Jezreel. Sell what you must, but keep what you can.

You will be a great healer someday, dear friend. Continue on with Aunt Marlise’s work. Make the medicines and potions for the village. And don’t forget to tend the herb gardens. You will excel in the craft, I just know it.

I will return here as soon as I can obtain the cure I seek. Until then, I will be nothing but a curse upon you, upon Alastyn, and upon this whole village.

Do as you will, Jezreel, but I pray you do not spend this night here in our home, lest those Shadow Wraiths return and take you out of anger.

I miss you already, my dear sweet friend. My heart will be broken until I return here to you once again. 

Tell Alastyn, one day... I promise to return the great favor he bestowed upon me this past night. That young man stirred something unknown within me. His gentle touch and strong arms will remain on my mind until I can see him once more. Until we get to finish what was only just started between us, I will hold him as precious within my heart. I feel his bravery and valor will grow to Elven heights, as have other honorable warriors before him.

With Every Piece of My Breaking Heart,

~ Jenevier

She carefully placed the locket atop the letter and hurriedly began packing all she would need. She packed the book of spells and marks, a bottle of fresh rosewater, some clothing, and the potion #4. That little treasure was Marlise’s rarest magic indeed—painstakingly crafted to be perfect for her and her alone. Thus was the greatness of such a gift. 

She packed a few hair ribbons, all of the other heirloom jewels she had inherited, an old dagger Marlise kept hidden in a trunk, and what little money she had managed to save up. Jenevier wished desperately to pack some of the sweet cakes she could smell Jezreel making. The aroma alone made her tummy growl. But she knew they would never allow her to leave once they realized her intentions.

She stood, silently listening to the faint whispers coming from the kitchen. She wanted to give Jezreel a big hug. And the thought of kissing Alastyn goodbye caused a tingling quiver down deep within her. They had been denied their kiss. And the thought of what it would feel like—his perfect lips pressed against hers—left her a bit light-headed.

Perhaps, one day, my beautiful warrior, she thought.

Closing her eyes, Jenevier took a deep breath. Lightly placing her hand on the door, she sent up a small prayer for her two friends. 

Still wearing her party dress from the night before, she quietly raised the window and lowered her bag of treasures to the ground. As she climbed upon the sill, Jenevier looked back longingly just once more before slipping gracefully to the ground.

She froze when she heard a soft rap on her bedroom door. Her heart raced, fluttering like an injured butterfly. Back pressed firmly against the cold stone wall, she held her breath as Alastyn called out her name. Only when the quiet returned did she dare move.

Feeling the moist morning dew on the lush grass, she realized she’d forgotten to put on her shoes.

Aww... bloody hell. You can be such a twit sometimes.

She looked up at the open window. It was just too high to climb back in without making an awful lot of noise. Mentally punishing herself for being so foolish, she determined to face whatever perils her journey cast before her—bare feet or no.

The farm behind Marlise’s modest home belonged to Mr. and Mrs. Trinken. The kindly couple didn’t go out much. She didn’t know them very well at all, but they had always waved to her when she was outside playing.

Marlise had spoken well of the Trinkens. She had mentioned many times how Mrs. Margy had the gift of sight, but was far too timid to let it be known. Mr. Wynford Trinken took care of the farm and did all their regular shopping. Margy was rarely seen around the village. But if you ever happened upon her, she was a very pleasant lady. Always holding fast to her husband, as if she was to release his hand but for an instant, she would find herself forever lost.

Jenevier had only gone a few paces when she came to the Trinken’s barn. 

Thank goodness no one’s stirring yet.

As she passed by the half open barn door, her heart leapt at the sound of Mr. Trinken’s slow, drawing voice. 

“Leaving, are ya?”

He didn’t look up from his work as he spoke. After she caught her breath and steadied her nerves, she found her voice.

“I believe it would be best, yes,” she said, shakily.

“Hmm... reckon so.” 

Mr. Trinken was concentrating on the table in front of him, carving an intricate floral design into each corner. 

“And barefoot as well,” he added.

Jenevier looked down and softly laughed with embarrassment. “Yes, well, that was a bit foolish and hasty, I do admit. But I can’t go back now.”

She glanced over her shoulder at their little stone cottage.

“Nope, guess you can’t. Don’t reckon you’ll get very far like that, though.” 

She started feeling trapped, helpless. Mr. Trinken saw the doubt growing in her eyes. 

“Come on in, Miss Jenevier. Maybe I can help ya.” 

She took one step into the barn as the coming tears burned the backs of her eyes. She desperately tried to hold them in.

“I don’t know what else to do, Mr. Trinken. I cannot stay here. I know I am ill-prepared for the journey. But it seems that Fate’s left me alone in this trial... and I know not which way to turn.” 

The tears began to spill over then, rolling slowly down her cheeks. She felt her determination and resolve fleeing, seeping out along with her burning tears.

Mr. Trinken had walked into the shadows in the back of the barn while she’d been speaking. Hearing his footsteps returning, she strained to see him in the dim light of the clouding morning.

“This here’s Epona—fastest horse in the village. She’s a bit headstrong, to be sure, but she’s all I got.” 

Her tears now poured forth uncontrollably. She ran to Mr. Trinken and threw her arms around his neck. 

“Calm yerself now, Milady. Don’t let yer fears master ya so.”

Jenevier stepped back and hurriedly wiped her eyes. 

“I’ve already saddled her up for ya. Go ahead and pack yer stuff while I go fetch a little something from the house.” 

He handed her the reins and headed for the barn door.

She carefully wrapped all her fragile treasures up inside the few clothes she’d brought, securely packing them away in the roomy saddle bags. She kept out a single golden ring. She knew not its story nor to whom it had once belonged.

But does any of that really matter now?

Mr. Trinken returned with a mug of hot spice tea, a warm loaf of bread, and his arms loaded down with goodies. She smiled gratefully and ran to help him. He half smiled in return as he placed the tea and bread down on the same table where he’d only just been working.

“Sit down there and fill yer belly, Miss Jenevier. You’ll be needing more strength than this’ll provide before yer day is over.”

She thanked him and greedily began to eat. The hot tea felt incredible as it ran throughout her body, warming and rejuvenating every cell. She closed her eyes and smiled, enjoying it wholly. 

“The missus just took the loaves from the oven. She bakes ‘em with cinnamon and honey right inside.” The older man looked at Jenevier and winked. “I reckon I married the finest cook in the village.”

She laughed. “I reckon I agree with ya.”

She noticed then that he was tying a blue blanket to the back of Epona’s saddle. A large wine skin was already hanging from the horn. 

“Please, don’t trouble yourself so, Mr. Trinken.”

“No trouble a’ tall, Miss Jenevier. No trouble a’ tall.”

She finished up the tea and bread about the same time he finished packing up the horse.

“The missus said you’d need a good blanket and some wine along the way. She also sent enough bread to do ya a few days. She wrapped it up good so it’ll keep for quite some time—if’n yer careful with it. Mrs. Trinken saw ya coming this way... and how poorly prepared ya were. She saw ya mostly safe unto the hills of Thralldom. After that, twern’t nothing but blackness. Not real sure what that means.”

He looked at Jenevier then, worry in his eyes.

“Your kindness is more than I deserve, Mr. Trinken.”

“No, Ma’am, it ain’t. My Margy would’ve never made it through childbirth if’n it weren’t for yer Aunt Marlise. Nope, I reckon I owe ya a great deal more than this.”

“I beg you, Mr. Trinken. Please, take this as payment for use of your horse, then.” 

She held out the oversized golden ring. He took a step back.

“No, Ma’am, Miss Jenevier. No, Ma’am. I can’t take that.”

“But why, Mr. Trinken? I feel like such a burden to you already. If it were not for your incredible kindness this day, I would have surely perished on my journey. I owe you more than this old ring. I will owe you my life before this is done.”

“A life for a life then. I have my Margy’s life thanks to yer Aunt Marlise. And now ya have yer life thanks to my Margy. Debt’s all paid up and even as far as I can see.” 

The old man walked over to a trunk pushed up in the corner of the barn and pulled out a pair of hand-stitched boots. 

“They ain’t much, Miss Jenevier. But they’re warm, and better than nothing.”

Her broad smile sparkled. She gave him a big hug.

He blushed. “Go on now. Try’em on. Let’s see how they fit.”

She laced the soft leather up her legs, stood up and smiled.

“Well?”

She giggled. “They fit like they were made for me.”

“Well, maybe they were.” He winked at her then. “Ya can’t never tell.”

Wynford handed her Epona’s reins and she walked the horse out of the barn, silently thanking the gods for Margy’s gift of sight. Once outside, she took a deep cleansing breath and tried to prepare herself for the unknown path laid out before her.

“I can never thank you enough, Mr. Trinken.” 

She reached for the saddle horn to mount Epona when Wynford grabbed her arm and looked at her, deep pity in his eyes.

“We’re powerful glad ya made it through the night, Miss Jenevier, powerful glad. I should say yer the first. There must be something extra special in yer future, little lady. God give ya speed.”

And with that, he turned to the house and left her standing there. She watched silently until the back door closed behind him.

God be with you as well, old man.

Mounting up, she took one quick look back at her house, and then she was off.

She paced Epona and let her stop often to drink and graze. While the horse ate, Jenevier relaxed. She decided they should both rest as much as possible during the day and ride hard at night, when the wraiths would be out searching.

“I do not wish them to catch me unawares. And whilst sleeping, no less,” she told the horse. 

After traveling many miles from Tamar Broden, Jenevier realized that if she didn’t find sleep soon, she’d fall off Epona’s back. Satisfied she was far enough from her home so as not to be found by her friends any time soon, she pulled back on the reins and brought the horse to a stop under a couple small winslet trees near a stream. 

“Ahh... This looks perfect, girl.” 

She patted the mare’s neck while she secured the reins.

“Wow, you are a truly beautiful horse. But you already know that, don’t you, girl?” She chuckled softly. “I have never seen your equal, Epona. As majestic a creature as I have ever known.”

The horse snorted in response.

Jenevier took out a bit of bread before untying the blanket and spreading it out on the soft grass. After she had eaten a few bites and drank some wine, she laid down for some long overdue rest. 

Sleep fell upon her hard and fast. And with it, came the dreams.


Chapter 14

Dante

(DON-tay)

Dante broke their passionate kiss, pulling back to gaze upon her lovely face. He was entranced with the austere distinction of her fair ivory skin pressed against his sun-darkened abdomen. Mesmerized by how the soft moonlight seemed to blacken out his form while making hers glow all the brighter. He ran his finger down the edge of her face, just so he could clearly see the stark contrast between the two of them.

I am the night... She is the dawn.

He wanted to devour her, pull her so hard against him that only the color of their skin marked where they were two separate bodies.

“Do you truly think I could make you happy?” he whispered. “I would very much like the chance to try.”

Jenevier didn’t respond.

“Are you thinking about it?” He smiled teasingly down at her. “Or are you planning how best to dismiss me?”

She only gave him a faint smile. Admiring him, she ran her fingertips across his forehead and down the side of his face. 

What an incredible man, she thought.

She decided he was a gift, a blessed gift sent to her at the very moment she needed him. And that was what scared her. Trust had never been one of her stronger attributes, at least not where men were concerned. And this man... he terrified her. He was too perfect.

If you are a gift, Milord, from whence did you come? And to what end will you go? She sighed, brushing the troublesome thoughts aside.

“It’s as if... someone looked into my mind and found you there,” she whispered softly. “Digging deep within me, they withdrew my ultimate desires—pieced together all the things that stir me, and made you. Created you... just for me.”

“Is that so?” He gave her a smirking sort of smile. “Well, then. Do you accept me?”

Hearing those four little words made something inside her click. Something or someone was in her head screaming, Danger! Beware! Get away!

She pulled back, sitting up. “Wh-what did you say?”

“I said... Do you accept me? Is this what you want, Jenevier?”

He smiled playfully as he motioned toward his bare chest, moving ever closer to her. But she drew further away, startled, reaching blindly for her robe.

“A lovely wrapper does not guarantee a lovely gift, Milord. And I must admit, this has been one seriously strange day.” She slid off the bed. “My mind is spent, Dante. Perhaps it’s simply that the wine is getting to me. Apologies, but I feel I probably need rest more than I need company this night.”

Dante followed her into the kitchen. She was standing at the sink, looking out the window. He walked up behind her. 

“I should be the one apologizing, Milady,” he whispered. “I moved too fast. Tried too hard. I have spooked you—caused your guard to go up.” Pulling back her long golden curls, he lightly kissed her bared shoulder. “I never meant for that to happen.” 

She turned to him and spoke as honestly as she could. “I have tried to remember my life. No, wait. That sounds too strange. How can I put this?” She pressed against her temples. “My mind screams at me constantly of danger, caution, peril, deceit. I have tried desperately to recount why. Why all the warnings? And... where the hell are they coming from?” She slowly turned back to the window. “Alas, I cannot. All I can remember are the dreams, and only parts of them.”

Dante reached out to touch her, but she pulled away.

“I feel like this place, this paradise, this life—it isn’t all there is to me. I feel that what I am now, the woman you see before you—is not the whole of me. Nay, not even the smallest piece. But... the rest seems to be lost to me somehow. It’s as if my wits have been stolen.” 

She walked out onto the stone patio and breathed in the cool night air. Dante followed her, but stood at a distance. Running her hands along the rail of the banister, she gazed, unseeing, out into the darkness. He spoke not a word, only cautiously waited. 

“My life is seemingly perfect, is it not?”

He didn’t answer and she didn’t want him to.

“Well, it is perfect. At least, most of the time. I have a lovely place to live—peaceful and serene. I am blessed with loving animals, beautiful nature, and quiet days. And at the same time... I am cursed with dreadful, dream-filled nights. Demons, darkness, and blood... that’s what fills my sleeping mind.” She sat down in the swing, sighing wearily. “Why do I not have friends, Dante?” She looked back up at him. “I believe I used to. Yet, I cannot remember. Not for certain. Perhaps I didn’t. Perhaps I have always been alone.”

“Perhaps you are simply thinking too much,” he mumbled.

“And perhaps I do not think enough. Perhaps I just choose to let the peaceful days roll by, one right after the next, simply because that’s all I want—peace. Perhaps I don’t want to think too hard upon it because I do not truly want to remember.”

She collapsed back onto the cushions, pulling her feet up under her. Dante looked at her for a moment... then started toward to her, to comfort her. She quickly stood up. 

“I have a busy day ahead of me tomorrow. Please excuse me, Milord. I need to get some rest.”

“Busy day?” His eyes grew wide. “Tell me. What is it you have planned to do?”

Jenevier turned, carefully searching those haunting gray eyes—bells and warnings were ringing loud within her. 

“In truth, I wish to be alone. I want to read. I want to change the whole house around. I don’t know, Dante. I need to do something.” She blew out an exasperated sigh. “I only wish I could remember what it was. I feel it was extremely important.” 

He visibly relaxed at her answer. She wondered why. 

“So... you are feeling the need to change, are you?”

She saw his blatant smirk and rolled her eyes. “I’m not actually feeling the need to change as much as needing to feel the need to.”

“What?” He chuckled. “Now I don’t understand.”

She smiled and shrugged her shoulders. “I want the day alone for meditation. There’s an important answer lurking at the edge of my mind. I just need time to think; time to search out what is intentionally hiding from me.”

Dante seemed more than just a little surprised by her answer. That worried her as well. 

“I’m hearing only feeble excuses,” he said. “You desire me, this I know. I want to be near you.” He grabbed her hands. “Jenevier, my love, you have taken me hostage. You have teased me mercilessly, irrecoverably captured my trembling heart, and tilted my world completely off its axis. Now... now you want to withdraw, to run away? Why are you doing this? You say that I cannot even see you for more than a day. How could you think that would even be possible me? Tell me. What are you trying to hide?”

His desperate reaction—combined with the strange vibes she was getting on the inside—was starting to make her angry. She crossed her arms, waiting for his retraction. None came. Dante only stiffened, focusing on something unseen in the distant darkness.

Jenevier sighed and looked away. She didn’t want to fight, not truly. She was actually beginning to care about this man. She may not remember much of her life, but she knew what she was now feeling was a rare thing indeed. Such emotions should never be ignored... or toyed with.

“Dante, I promise I am not trying to be rude. Forgive me. I am extremely grateful for your concern. I truly appreciate the wine. It was exactly what I needed. And...” She blushed slightly. “...I especially liked the intimate time we shared together this evening.” 

When she gently placed her hands on his chest, he felt so tense, so stiff. At her tender touch, he turned his attention back to her. She smiled sweetly at him and he visibly relaxed, half smiling in return.

“I hope you understand, Dante. But... I’m not ready to take that next step. Not just yet. Not so soon.”

Tenderly brushing his silky hair back from his face, she tucked it behind his ear and stared into those mesmerizing eyes. He was so gorgeous. She loved touching him. It made her feel giddy, euphoric.

“Tell me, my unimaginably handsome protector.” She smiled, teasingly. “Why do you feel such a desperate need to have me so soon? Where is it you think I may run off to?”

He relaxed a bit then, smiling down at her, returning her tender touch. She nearly swooned.

“Now, that’s much better.” She leaned in, lightly kissing his chest, running her hands up to lock her fingers behind his neck.

Dante wrapped his strong arms around her, gave her a little squeeze, and sweetly kissed the top of her head, nuzzling her curls.

“My mind is so foggy,” she whispered. “I only want to finish what it was I feel I started. Then, I will be free to focus only on you.”

“You are so peculiar, tiny lady.” He chuckled softly. “But I must return to you. I have no other choice. Not anymore, my love. You made certain of that. You have, with ease, glided into my life and stolen my contemptuous heart. That was no easy task, little maiden. Now, tell me. What shall I do with tomorrow? Shall I cry for you? Is that what you want?” He lifted her chin. “Do you wish me on my knees with tears upon my cheeks? Will that make you happy? If so, I will do thus daily. Anything to make you smile. Anything to make you see only me. Tell me, Jenevier. Am I truly so hard to love? No, wait. Don’t answer that. I have determined to take only what you will freely give me, my love, nothing more. My one desire is to love you, and to feel your love in return.” 

When he held her close, she wanted to stay right there in his warm embrace, forever.

“Dante... my Guardian Angel,” she whispered.

As soon as the words slipped from her lips, an agonizing pain wrapped around her—consuming her troubled heart. She felt a dreadful panic creeping over her.

Pushing back from him, Jenevier tried to hide the increasingly anxious feeling that was quickly choking off her air. 

“I have much to think on, Milord. I must sleep now. I will see you again... when God has prepared me.”

Dante rocked back on his heels as if all the breath had been knocked out of him. He was visibly shaken, which only compounded her growing confusion. 

He gasped. “God? You know... God?”

“No. I don’t believe so.” She was shocked by her own words. “How does someone know God? I was filled with panic and the words fell out of my mouth, unheeded. I wasn’t thinking clearly. Remove troubled words from mind, Milord. Place them not upon your heart. I know not what I say. My wits have fled and left only confusion in their wake.”

Dante spoke not. He had grabbed her arms. Now he just held her, fiercely searching her terrified eyes.

Jenevier’s dread was escalating. She only wanted to get away from this horribly confusing situation. So—trying to lighten the tension—she smiled, stood on her tiptoes, and kissed his perfect cheek.

“Good night, sweet Prince. I shall see you on the morrow, then.” She swayed. Those words shook her as well.

Winking up at him, she quickly retreated into her home, leaving Dante standing on her porch, deep in thought.

She exhaled loudly. Her emotions were on fire, all of them. 

By the gods! What the hell was that? 

She had made her way through the kitchen before she heard the back door open and close. Turning toward the sound, she was startled to find Dante standing so close she almost bumped into him. She couldn’t read the look on his face. It was a mixture of lust, fear, panic, love, anger. When she opened her mouth to speak, he grabbed her, pulling her hard against him. He yanked her hair, jerking her head back so that she was left staring into his silvery gray eyes.

Holding her breath, fear fast replaced the panic she had felt earlier. Jenevier saw but a single wild glint in his eyes before his kiss fell hard upon her mouth, forcing her lips open and apart.

She fought against him at first. But soon, she was equally returning his fierce passion. This man consumed her wholly. She gave herself over to his touch as her resolve slowly vanished. She no longer wanted to fight against him, against his kiss, against his embrace. Now, she found herself desperately wanting to give in to his advances, to his desires.

Voices and warnings be damned! she thought.

As soon as Dante felt her pleasing surrender, he gently pulled away, smiling. “Just a little something to remember me by, Milady.” He bowed slightly, then turned and left.

Jenevier was left standing alone in her kitchen, dazed.

How very curious... and frustrating. My days are becoming stranger than my nights.

She tried to shake off the smoldering passion now running through her mind. Pouring a glass of the dark, sweet wine, she downed it in one gulp, trying to calm her racing heart. But the intense desires Dante had awakened within her still had her stomach tied in knots.

*****

After another luxuriously healing rose bath, peaceful sleep was all she needed. She blew out the candles and made her way to the inviting bed. Falling into the big feather mound was like falling into a cloud. Sleep came upon her in moments, but it was not the peaceful sleep she had hoped to enjoy. The dreams seemed to come at her from every angle—the voices, the faces, the little bottles, the chilling screams, and all the blood. So... much... blood. They tortured her mind for hours.

Late into the night she woke, more exhausted than rested. She roamed through the darkened house and out into the moonlit fields. Jenevier tried to force herself to focus on the answers she needed. Her futile efforts only managed to chase them further away. She felt them sinking down into the abyss of her mottled mind. 

When she wearily returned to her room, her eyes were nearly closed. If she but laid her head upon the fluffy pillow, it would effortlessly bring on the blissful peace she needed. She smiled at the thought.

A couple steps from the feathery world she wished to fall into, Jenevier banged her toe hard on something in the middle of the floor. Cursing out loud, she stumbled forward, reaching for the edge of the bed. Instead, she landed solidly on the hard wooden floor, with both knees.

Bloody hell...


Chapter 15

Jezreel

(zhez-REEL)

The tears ran down Jezreel’s reddened face as she read Jenevier’s farewell letter again and again.

“How can she have just left me like this?”

Alastyn couldn’t answer her. His stomach was twisting in on itself. He was fighting nausea, using all his strength just to hold back his own tears. They both sat numbly, staring into the distance, spinning awful pictures in their minds about the terrible misfortunes that may befall Jenevier upon her quest.

Jezreel finally broke the silence. “What if she never returns? What if this morning was the last time we ever see her?”

“Then the last thought she will have of us... would be the arguing.”

“Jenevier doesn’t hold such things on her heart. She left because of what Marlise wrote in that damn book. You saw her collapse onto the floor this morning. You ran to her yourself. You saw the look in her eyes, Alastyn. You heard the despair in her voice. She’s on her way to meet Valadrog—a man she knows absolutely nothing about. What if he hurts her, or sells her, or worse?”

“Calm yourself, Jezreel. Marlise made more than a few friends in her lifetime. There are people far and wide who owe a great deal to Jenevier’s family. We have to trust that Fate will deal kindly with her. Her family has dealt kindness to others, so may it now be returned.”

“But you were there reading those journals yourself last night, Alastyn. Remember? Not all her family has dealt so kindly with others. Some of her ancestors chose a darker path. If she is to be blessed because of the good, then she is also to be cursed for the bad. Fate never goes just one way.”

“Enough, Jezreel! You’re driving me mad. I was only trying to ease your mind, but you refuse to let it be so. One thing I do believe in all of this mess—you shouldn’t spend the night in this house. Have you nowhere else to go?”

Jezreel didn’t speak.

“You heard them, same as I, Jezreel. You heard those witches say they’d be back here tonight. They are capable of great evil and pain. If they return and find Jenevier gone, they will certainly make you accountable. Accountable either to them, or their dark master.”

“Then let them come,” she said dryly.

Alastyn sighed. “Suit yourself, Jezreel. I cannot make you go. But I can make sure you have somewhere else to sleep tonight, if you wish. It is but for one night, Jezreel, just one night. Jenevier even begged you not to stay in this house. If you’re not here when the wraiths return, you will remain safe. You’ll be of no use to Jenevier if you are taken. For good or ill, she’s depending on us to do whatever we can to aid her. I will go now and try to find out all I can about this whole affair. If you will not join me in this, then do what you feel is right in your own heart.”

Alastyn walked out the door and didn’t look back. He was determined to question every soul living in Tamar Broden. He would start first... with his father.

*****

Jezreel thought long and hard about Jenevier’s letter and Alastyn’s words. Neither one seemed to be the road her mind kept leading her down.

“Everyone else is so certain of what my path should be. Yet, they’re allowed to follow their own hearts.”

She straightened up the house, bolted all of the windows and doors, then packed herself a small bag—in case she changed her mind at the last moment and chose to run. But as for now, she was staying.

“If they return and find her gone, I’m almost certain they will take me in her place.” She half smiled at the thought. “What better way for me to help my dear friend than to take her place? If the Prince is content with me, he may give up his pursuit of Jenevier. Yes. Then she would have the time she needs to reach Valadrog. If that man truly can help women with the mark, then Jenevier should be able to bring me back as well.” Jezreel was slowly talking herself into strength she did not truly possess. “Yes. And if Merodach does take me... well then, I just may be able to find out some of his well-guarded secrets. I can be cunning, when need be.” She smiled, satisfied with her new plan.

Waiting for dusk, Jezreel busied herself by reading some of the ancient scrolls and journals Marlise had collected through the years. The old healer had written page after page of information pertinent to all her cures. She even had maps of strange locations marked with even stranger names.

Wow, I’ve never even heard of most of these places. She sighed. That amazing woman died with so many secrets still to tell.

It appeared the wise old healer had built an intricate network of people she trusted and new places she had discovered. From the looks of it, Marlise could readily obtain nearly all she needed without having to travel too far from her own front door.

Jezreel’s mind was alive, hungry for such knowledge, and she could actually understand it. She read on—journal after journal, scroll after scroll.

As she began to pull yet another ancient book from the old case, something caught her eye. Something she had never seen before.

“Here now. What’s this?”

The wall behind the bookshelf looked oddly different from the rest. After carefully removing the remaining contents, she brought some more candles. Examining it closely, Jezreel ran her fingers along the surface, knocking around on the wall in different places. Her curiosity was more than just a little piqued.

“Too bad Alastyn left already. I could really use a strong back and a broad set of shoulders right about now.”

Struggling to move the large case far enough away from the wall to stand behind it comfortably, it didn’t take her long to locate the small latch.

“There you are. Now, let’s see what happens when I do this. No? How’s about—”

When the latch popped, she gasped. Her heart started racing.

“Too bad Jenevier’s not here.” She giggled. “She loves stuff like this—curiosities and the unknown.”

Cautiously opening the door, Jezreel lifted the candle over her head and brushed away the many cobwebs. Her eyes grew wide when the flickering candlelight revealed a tiny room. It was lined with ancient shelves full of dusty old jars, decaying books, and many oddly shaped candles. Raising her light higher, she noticed a small wooden stool in the corner sitting alongside a large black cauldron.

“What is this place? Jenevier never mentioned it, and she is horrible at keeping secrets. Well, at least from me she is.” She smiled. “I was right; she didn’t know about it. Perhaps Marlise didn’t even know about this room. This house has been in their family for generations. It may yet hold many secrets.”

She picked up a dust-covered book and carefully began turning the brittle pages.

A loud knock on the front door caused her heart to skip precious beats. When she peered out, she realized darkness had fallen. Now, Fate awaited her just outside.

Backing into the tiny room, she pulled the door closed, cursing her vile arrogance.

You should have listened to Jenevier. You should have left with Alastyn. She sighed, blowing out a nervous breath. What were you hoping to accomplish? Huh? You are one giant fool, little girl.

The knock came again, louder and harder.

Jezreel let out a tiny scream... cringing back into the darkened corner just as the front door was violently kicked in.


Chapter 16

Markus

(MARR-kuss)

When Alastyn returned home, his father was sitting in his chair, staring quietly into the burning logs of their modest fireplace.

“Hello, my son. How did your lovely friend fare last night? Better than your dear mother, I hope.”

Alastyn didn’t respond.

“I was weak. Much has changed in me since I lost your mom. But the change in you, my son, has been far greater. I haven’t been a good father to you, not even remotely.” 

Alastyn stood silently by the door and waited. His father had never spoken to him of such things. His chest tightened and his tongue lay frozen behind his clenched teeth.

“I’ve asked myself over and over every night since your mother was taken. Was there anything differently I could have done?  Was there something I could’ve used to stop them? Alas, all I can do now is live with the guilt of my failure. My failure to your mother, yes, and my epic failure to you as well, my son.”

His father began weeping then. Alastyn felt his bitter pain more than the other man could ever imagine. In that bittersweet moment, he finally opened his heart. Alastyn released the hatred he had carried around with him for so long, let it escape from the fortress he’d built around it. Blessedly, it was caught up in the air and blew away, forever.

Alastyn knew full well what the wraiths could do. Had he not just experienced the same thing for himself? He could no longer harbor ill feelings toward the broken man sitting in front of him. His resentment had been unjustified. He only felt pity now—pity and empathy.

His father spoke slowly as he stared blankly into the fire. “I saw it in your eyes at the celebration yesterday. I saw you lose yourself in that lovely young lady. I was so happy for you, so proud. Then I saw the Prince gaze upon her with those treacherous black eyes of his. I knew in that moment I would be forced to have this wretched conversation with you this very morning. I’ve been sitting here all night praying for the right words to best comfort you. Alas, my brave boy, there are no words in mortal tongue that can ease your bitter pain.”

Alastyn stood perfectly still, waiting.

“What words can one bestow upon a man who has lost his first love so violently and suddenly? There are none. Nay, they do not exist. But know this, my son. There is nothing you could have done to stop those vile witches.”

He looked up and caught his father’s stern but loving gaze.

“Yes, my son. I have seen them as well. They came for your mother that horrible night. Their ghastly shrieks froze me where I stood. All I could do was watch and listen.” He visibly shuddered. “I still have nightmares about those hideous wails, those hissing voices. I can see clearly, my boy. Your eyes are full of understanding, not confusion. You’ve seen them yourself this past night, have you not?” 

Alastyn barely nodded as he held his father’s inquiring gaze.

“Come. I have something to show you.”

He followed his father into the familiar room his mother had always used. Her treasured quilt chest sat in the far corner... a silent, painful reminder of what once had been. 

Alastyn stood in the doorway as his father knelt before the intricately engraved, dark cherry trunk.

He hadn’t stepped foot in this room since his mother had disappeared. He couldn’t bear the pain of her absence. So, Alastyn chose to do the same thing he had learned to do concerning all things difficult—he locked it away. He built an impenetrable wall around his pain, left it there to rot.

His father, Markus, was once a strong and respected man in Tamar Broden...before his mother had been taken. Since then, Markus had become a mere shell of his former self. 

Alastyn’s mother, Alissa, was a tall, elegant woman with long flowing raven hair. Her eyes were as sparkling emeralds. She captivated all who knew her, lit up every room she entered. Everything about Alissa was stunning. She fascinated people with her quirky sense of humor and soothing laughter. His mother was light and love personified, especially where Alastyn was concerned. He was the very center of her universe. Although he had been young when she was taken, her unconditional love had shaped that happy little boy into the caring, protective man he was fast becoming.

Markus held a painted tin box. Alastyn couldn’t remember ever seeing it before. He suddenly wanted to run away from the unknown pain he knew the box would hold. But he also wanted to know, finally, just to know. 

Markus whispered as he passed by the terrified young man, “No more secrets, my son. No more secrets.”

Alastyn’s mind was swirling with a cascade of fear, grief, longing, loneliness. He stood motionless, staring into a deep abyss of misery. It terrified him, yet drew him. 

Markus took his seat in front of the dying fire and quietly waited for his son to join him.


Chapter 17

Merodach

(MHER-ah-doc)

Prince Merodach was mortified at the weakness he allowed himself to show. He grumbled aloud as he made his way to his dressing room.

“No mere woman shall ever defeat me. I’ll take care of this one the hard way. If she wants to play rough, well now, that’s just my game. I will certainly enjoy myself.”

His brutal smile was blood-stopping. Gazing at his cold reflection in the beveled mirror, he actually admired the evil glint sparkling brightly in his brooding eyes.

“Yes. This one will be different. This tricky little maiden will reach the utmost pinnacle of fear and pain. My poor lost wraiths will even mourn her torture. Her misery will be epic. Her pain, devastating. She will rue the day she sought to spurn me. Throughout the ages, none will forget the mighty suffering heaped upon this wretched maiden.”

The Prince’s wrath continued to grow as he spoke aloud to his handsome, intimidating reflection.

“I will have her. No matter how long it takes, no matter where I have to travel, no matter whom or what is put before me, she will be mine. I will obliterate all that stands between her and me. In the bitter end, she will beg for me, plead for my heart, for my love. I will win her over completely. Then, I will ultimately destroy her. The rest of the world be damned; this maiden is mine. I own her... and she knows it not.”

*****

He summoned forth the entrance to his Dark Realm and to the lost souls therein. As the portal appeared, spilling its magical, otherworldly light out into the palace, the terrified screams of his Shadow Wraiths rang about him. 

“Calm yourselves, my loves. Come to me. Be not afraid. I will harm none of you. Come to your master, your perfect lover.” 

Their perverse Prince held his arms out wide as the terrified wraiths slowly drifted toward his cruel embrace. 

“I know you are terribly lonely and tormented in this place, unforgivably so.”

His black eyes glowed purple within their magical realm. The ghostly shadows of lost maidens knelt at his feet, gazing longingly toward him. He smiled genuinely at each of them. 

“I am deeply sorry to have neglected you for so long, my loves. I vow to you now, this day will be only for you. I shall hold each of you in my arms. If you will but give me the chance to listen to your heart’s desire, I will grant you one favored wish. This I will do to beg your forgiveness for my absence, my neglect. And also, let it serve as a small payment for your eternally loyal service.”

The wraiths turned their eerie faces toward him, proudly displaying their twisted smiles and haunting white eyes.

Merodach knew each devoted wraith would journey to the ends of the earth—in the searing brightness of day—if he were but to ask it of her. The sun burned through the mists of what was now their being. The pain was beyond comprehension. But they would lovingly bear it all at a single word from their torturous master and loving King.

He had been known to use the vibrant sunlight to punish a rebellious wraith from time to time. The light didn’t kill them, no. Only he could do that. But it could certainly make them beg for blessed sweet death.

These poor wraiths knew full well what their dark master was capable of. But the longing they held for him far outweighed the pain they knew it would cause them. They feared him and worshipped him in the same breath.

The sadistic Prince of Wrothdem reached out toward the Shadow Wraith nearest him. She flinched, jerking back in fear. 

“Come, my love. Let me grant your wish. As I said before, this day I will make your fondest dreams come true. All you have to do is but speak it. I vow to make it so.”

The terrified wraith looked around at her lost and damned sisters as they slowly moved away from their demented master. 

“Come, my dear,” he cooed. “You shall be the first.”

Taking her hand, Merodach pulled her close to him, running his fingers through her glistening white hair. 

“What is it you dream of, my love? You have but to say the word. Name it, and it will be yours.”

He smiled at her, caressing her hollow cheek with the back of his hand. The remaining wraiths trembled, holding their breath, waiting for the inevitable screams and torture to begin.

All was silent when the chosen maid slowly opened her mouth, letting only a raspy whisper escape. 

“Chocolates, dear heart,” she said. “It has been so many years since I have known the euphoric pleasure of that sweetest of luxuries. Divine decadence—melting in my mouth, caressing my parched throat. Above all the things I have lost, I miss chocolate the most.”

The Prince threw his head back and roared with boisterous laughter. It echoed throughout their realm, causing the remaining wraiths to huddle together—trembling, completely petrified.

“Chocolates? If chocolates are the only thing you wish for, little one, then I shall bestow upon you more chocolate than you could eat in a lifetime.” He turned to the remaining wraiths. “My loves, wait patiently for me. I will soon return. For now, I go to fulfill this lovely lady’s deliciously sweet dreams.” 

He held out his bent arm to the astonished wraith. When her shaky, pale hand latched on to him, they left the Dark Realm together.

*****

Merodach summoned the palace chef and commanded him create every delicious chocolate known throughout the kingdom.

“Prepare your finest. Make all haste, but not at the sacrifice of perfection. They must each be as tiny masterpieces. Deliver them in paramount grandeur to the south parlor. Summon a maid to stand by her side, seeing to this lovely lady’s every whim.”

The Prince led the giddy wraith to the plush southern room and bade her wait there for her delicious wish to arrive. 

“Stay as long as it pleases you, my love. Eat all the chocolate you can possibly hold. Return to your realm only when your desires have been fully sated.”

“Gratitude, Master.” She bowed before him. “Whatever you may wish of me, that will I do, always.”

He gently kissed her hand and left the parlor. The wraith drifted to an overstuffed lounge and allowed her misty form to lie upon it while she waited patiently for her sweet wish to be granted.

The Prince knew each wraith’s existence was tied solely to him. He knew in his twisted, cold heart their requests would only consist of small favors or trinkets, like chocolate. The thought of the simple wish made him chuckle as he stepped back into the Dark Realm and greeted his former lovers. Each wraith came to him and made her request, and each wish was granted with the utmost of care. 

Their desires ranged from rare gems to fragrant perfumes, from fancy dresses to shoes and the like. One wraith asked to leave the Dark Realm and be allowed to live in a room in the palace. Her master bade her walk the halls, take her pick of any room she favored—save for Lady Margareet’s. If it happened to be occupied, he would remove the unlucky tenant... personally.

Two other wraiths wished for various freedoms to leave the Dark Realm and roam the castle grounds as they pleased. All their pitiable requests were freely granted. 

One brave wraith asked that her mortal body be returned to her once per month. She begged to spend her magical day lying within her master’s passionate embrace. 

All that was asked of the wicked Prince, he freely granted. Nothing was beyond Merodach’s power. When he returned once more to the Dark Realm, there was but one wraith left.

He was extremely pleased with himself. He had found a new way to control and manipulate all the women in his life. The wraiths no longer feared him as they once had. Now, they ran to him, kissed his royal feet, begged to do his bidding in all things. 

Merodach learned a valuable lesson that day. Sometimes, gentleness and kindness—even if insincere—could take you much farther than could torture and pain.

“A valuable lesson indeed...” He chuckled. “...flies to honey and all.”

*****

The last wraith slowly walked into her master’s outstretched arms, softly whimpering.

“Ahh now, tremble not, my love. I will not harm you.”

“Gratitude, Master,” she whispered.

He embraced her withered form, lightly kissing her pale cheek. “And what is it you would ask of me, my love? Tell me your greatest fantasy and I will command it be truth. Make it as grand as you can possibly imagine. I will deny you nothing.”

The lone wraith withdrew and knelt before him. “Master, the wish I have is a great one, yes. But not beyond your awesome power.”

“You have only but to speak it and consider it done.”

Kneeling down beside her, Prince Merodach took his frail former lover’s dainty hands in his and waited, a charming smile painted across his handsome face. 

She looked into his gleaming black eyes, blessed hope swelling within her tightening chest.

“I-I wish to be restored to m-my former existence, Milord. I wish t-to return to m-my beloved husband and precious little boy.”

Her request visibly stunned the Prince. He waited a brief moment, certain he must have heard incorrectly. Then, he snatched his hands from hers, staring in amazement. Such a thing had never crossed his mind. How could one of his marked maidens ever wish to leave him? They were tied to him forever, fatefully so. There was no going back from that bond.

“Once you are marked, you cannot be unmarked,” he snarled.

The wraith summoned forth her resolute will. “Can my master not grant my wish as he has done with all the others?” She swallowed hard, daring to push even further. “Is it beyond your power, Sire?”

“Mind your tongue, Crone, or this day will be your last.” His maleficent voice oozed hatred. “Very well. I will grant your wish, as promised. I will restore your body. But as for your beloved family, you will have to find your own way back. Run to them.” He chuckled coolly. “If they’ll even have you, that is.”

The wraith began to feel her flesh warming around her bones. Her cloudy vision cleared. She reached up to touch her soft cheeks, amazed. Merodach grabbed her snowy hair in his fist, dragging her out of the Dark Realm. 

The pain and hatred on her master’s face was almost more than the stunned wraith could bear. She tried to turn from his acidic glare. Yet he grabbed her chin and stared directly into her awakening eyes.

“I never wished for your hatred, Milord.”

“Then you should be more careful what you wish for, Witch.”

The enflamed Prince grabbed her once withered throat, jerking her upright onto her trembling, unsteady new legs.

“You could have had anything, anything you so desired—gold, jewels, land, power, kingdoms. Yet, you chose my wrath. You fool. Know you not? You are bound to me, eternally. A magical bond that cannot be broken.” His smile was cold, feral. “If you are wise, Crone, you will spend the rest of your miserable existence hiding from me, living in the dirtiest holes dug deep within the ground. Your prayers should now and forever be... that I do not happen upon you, ever again.”

“Apologies, Milord. Forgive me. Please, let me live out my days here, as a servant,” she pleaded. “I cannot bear your hatred. I beg you, Milord, please. Do not send me away cursed.”

Prince Merodach dragged the pleading woman through the palace halls, ignoring her miserable cries. He swung open the castle doors and threw her out onto the expansive lawn. 

“I have granted your wish, Milady. Now, pray to the gods I never see your treacherous face again, or those of your beloved family.”

He slammed the palace doors, leaving her crumpled upon the finely manicured royal grass.

“Wraiths, come to me now,” he bellowed.

The Prince’s enraged cries echoed through those pristine halls. His shadowy witches hurried to his side, ever ready to do his bidding. 

“At first twilight, two of you will wing me to the marked maiden’s door with all haste.”

Each wraith vied eagerly to be chosen to obey his command. 

“When you have delivered me, you will return here. Now, listen well, for I shall not repeat myself in this. After I have gone, you are to remain hidden from me for seven full days, all of you. Lest my swollen wrath consume me and I destroy you in a blind rage.”

They answered in unison. “As you say, Master.”

Two wraiths stepped forward then.

“We have been there, Master. We have seen the rosy cottage of which you speak. We will take you.”

“Very well. Be in my chambers at the appointed time. Fail me again, and you will both burn in the sun for those seven full days.”

They bowed low. “Yes, Master.”

The Prince ignored their whispered words of praise and adoration as he stormed past the gathered wraith’s prostrate forms and on through the palace halls.

When I get my hands on that troublesome little girl... He roared loudly, slamming his chamber door. I swear... When I get my hands on her I will...

*****

As promised, the chosen wraiths were waiting on his window sill at first twilight. Taking hold of their master’s hands, they swiftly flew to the village of Tamar Broden. After gently sitting their Prince down upon the doorstep of that modest little rose-covered cottage, they quickly fled his presence.

The future King of Wrothdem took a deep breath, regained his composure, and then politely knocked on the door. When no one appeared, he banged a little louder. Still, his knocks remained unanswered. 

Fury pulsed through him then. With one swift kick, the ancient wooden door crashed open and the fiercely cruel Prince entered Marlise’s humble little home.


Chapter 18

Jenevier

(ZHEN-ah-veer)

Jenevier blinked twice before she could focus. Rubbing her eyes, she sat up, yawning and stretching.

“Epona?” 

The horse answered her with an impatient snort.

“The sun’s near to setting, girl.” 

She yawned again as she rolled up the blanket which had served as her recent bed. Taking the old book from the saddle bag, she once again read the cryptic information concerning Valadrog. When she pulled out the lovingly wrapped little loaves of bread, an old piece of parchment fell out—an ancient map of the Thralldom Mountains. 

I wonder just how much Mrs. Trinken actually saw?

Jenevier could tell by the path of the sun she was headed in the right general direction. Finishing her sparse meal of bread and wine, she pulled out what few garments she’d taken the time to pack. Laying out some clean clothes, she yawned again before heading down to the rushing little stream. 

The water was cold and refreshing. She’d only dipped one toe in before she heard the eerie howl of an unknown creature. Goose bumps ran over her pale flesh. Opting to forego the bath, she hurriedly packed up her meager belongings and headed south just as the sun began to slowly sink below the horizon.

There are no established villages south of Tamar Broden. Well, nothing in the direction she was headed. The land is all but deserted until you reach the base of the mountains of Thralldom. Because of this, Jenevier knew she’d be able to travel swiftly. The tradeoff? No real shelter and definitely no protection. She nudged Epona into high gear and let her have the reins.

The seasons are pretty much set in the land of Ashgard. The weather doesn’t travel, you do. The winds and rains may come and go, yes, but that’s about all. The temperature remains basically the same with only a slight cooling or warming to mark the lunar time of the year. If you wanted to see snow, you had to travel to the extreme northern parts. There were a few villages in the far north and several more in the extreme south. Most people chose to live somewhere in the middle, like the villages of Moorglen and Tamar Broden. 

Jenevier had gone with her parents once to visit the northern village of Ousten. It lay just east of a town called Haven. When she was young, her mother dragged her along to a few different story telling festivals every year. One of these festivals had been in Ousten. She remembered well the bitter cold and would never forget the magic of snow—running around with all the other children, trying to catch snowflakes on her tongue, the occasional snowball fights, and the deliciously warm spicy cider drinks. She had never been to the extreme south, however. Those villages were located past the mountains to which she now rode.

“Just a couple good nights riding like this and we should be there, girl.”

The moon was nearly full and the night was cool and bright. The two companions traveled on as Jenevier’s mind raced through a myriad of scenes and emotions brought on by the last twenty-four hours. She let her tears flow freely down her fair cheeks. The fear now twisting her stomach was not fear for herself, no. She was already resigned to the fact that if the Prince or his wraiths caught her out here, then at least no one she loved would have to suffer in the process. These tears were for Jezreel and Jezreel alone.

Jezreel had been the only true friend Jenevier had ever known. They were inseparable. The two girls connected the first moment their hands clasped during a hide-n-seek game at school. Jezreel grabbed hers and led her to the best hiding spot on the whole playground, a giant hollowed out old winslet tree on the far left side of the yard. They were fast friends from that day forth. They could finish each other’s sentences, always packed the same thing for lunch, and most days they wore the same color—without even planning it. The girls giggled at the same times, thought the same boys were cute, and constantly drove their parents mad wanting to spend every waking moment together. Those were all the reasons Jenevier now cried.

“I know her, Epona. We are the same, she and I. She stayed. I know she stayed. I know because I would’ve done the same thing. I would have remained in that house, determined to face the evil alone. Anything to protect her.” She sighed, wearily. “I only hope Alastyn was able to convince her to leave, just for this one night. But my heart knows better.”

She lifted her dress tail, wiping away her mounting tears. With her vision cleared, she tried to focus on something odd gleaming in the distance. The night sky had begun to lighten ever so slightly. She gently nudged the horse onward. 

“Is that a light? Out here?” she whispered absently. “It’s way too small for a campfire.”

The horse seemed to snort in response.

She glanced at the horizon. “It’ll be dawn in little more than an hour, I should think.”

Epona stumbled slightly, slowing her steps. Jenevier patted her gently, encouragingly.

I can’t believe we’ve ridden all night. “Come on, girl,” she said, raising the reins.

The weary horse picked up her pace, heading straight for the tiny light in the waning darkness.


Chapter 19

Wraith

(RAY-th)

The shattered wraith made her way through the courtyard and down a dusty old hunting trail, leading into the nearby woods. She knew the sun could no longer burn her, but her newly regained eyes were still sensitive to its brilliance. She made her way deep into the forest, stopping only when she came to a clear running stream. 

The frail woman dropped to her knees beside the water and wept bitterly. She wept for the life she had once known. She wept for the family she had mercilessly lost. And, damn it all, she wept for the Prince to whom her heart still belonged... whether she willed it or no. 

He had spoken the truth. The magical tie binding the two of them could not and would not be broken. The further she traveled from the castle, the more hollow and empty she became.

Cupping her hands in the cool water, she washed the tears from her face. Glancing down, she let out a little gasp. The wraith’s hand automatically went to her mouth. The woman watching her from inside the water put her hand to her mouth as well. The wraith saw that the water-woman was fair and beautiful. She had high cheek bones and smooth skin. Her full lips spread into a broad smile across her lovely face. Yet, the most peculiar thing about the lady in the water was how her youthful features were framed with long flowing hair—hair the color of morning fog or the mists after the summer rains. The wraith reached down to touch the woman’s unusual tresses just as the water-woman reached for her.

When the wraith’s fingers breached the cold surface, ripples flitted across her reflection. A small sad cry escaped her lips as realization washed over her.

“Are you okay, Ma’am?”

The man’s voice startled the wraith. Turning, she saw the stranger was quite close to her.

How did he... She began to scoot away. 

The man held up his hands. “Whoa now. I’m real sorry I frightened you. Be calm. I mean you no harm.”

He was standing only about ten feet away from her. She was terrified.

“Did you not hear me?” He remained perfectly still, hands upraised. “I mean you no harm, Ma’am. I heard you scream, that’s all. I came to see if you were all right. Are you hurt?” 

“I-I’m not sure,” she mumbled.

He took one step toward her. She scrambled backwards. 

“Please, Ma’am. I won’t hurt you. I promise. Just let me see if you’re injured, okay?” 

He removed his hunting bow and nearly full quiver, slowly laying them on the ground alongside the two knives he wore in the belt that hung just below his waist. 

“See there? I’d never harm you. Now, do you need help?”

The wraith looked at the gentle man. There was something familiar about his broad shoulders and scruffy, unkempt hair. Realization sparkled in her eyes.

“The master’s hunter,” she whispered.

“Excuse me, Ma’am? Did you say something? Will you let me help you now?”

She remembered seeing this man many times before. He always came to the back of the castle, delivering his game to the cooks. She’d never been this close to him—only ever having seen him from a high window in the dusk of the evening—but she was certain his was the same bow and quiver she’d seen strapped across those same broad shoulders.

“I-I’m fine. Forgive me. You caught me a little off guard. I fear my mind was elsewhere.”

She stood, dusting off her soiled dress.

“Apologies. It wasn’t my intent to startle you. In truth, I didn’t expect to happen up on anyone all the way out here. Are you certain you’re well?” 

He took one step forward. She didn’t spook or try to run this time. The wraith woman just looked over her shoulder at the gentle waters.

“I’m lost,” she whispered.

“Ma’am? Did you say you were lost?”

“I-I’m not sure... not sure which... which way I should...” 

She began to panic, looking in every direction. He moved swiftly, closing off the last few paces still separating them and gently took hold of her arm.

“Ma’am, it’s okay now. Try to calm yourself down a bit. I know these woods like the back of my hand. If you’re lost, I can help you.”

The banished wraith looked at him, tears welling up in her eyes. She felt like a rabbit caught in a snare. She could smell the sweat and dirt from his hair, the gamey stench of his clothing. But she calmed when she saw the gentle kindness in his warm eyes.

“Where is it you’re trying to get to, Milady?” His smile was soft, timid. “Where are you trying to go? Or, from whence did you come?”

She looked toward the castle she’d just been exiled from, and then back to the kindly man holding her arm. When she glanced down at the hunter’s hand upon her, he quickly released her, hastily stepping back.

He blushed crimson. “Apologies, Ma’am.” 

The misty-haired woman looked back up to meet his earthy brown eyes, but he was now staring at the ground, digging one booted toe into the dirt.

When she didn’t speak, he slowly lifted his head and met her softly smiling gaze. 

“Please let me help you. Tell me. Where were you trying to go?”

Confusion furrowed her brow, then. The wraith studied the hunter’s troubled eyes, unsure of what to say. 

“Ta-Tamar Broden.” The words fell as an icy whisper from her cracked, bleeding lips. “I wish to go to Tamar Broden.”


Chapter 20

Jezreel

(zhez-REEL)

Jezreel couldn’t help but squeak out a little scream when the door came crashing in. She immediately clasped her hand over her mouth, but it was too late. The enraged intruder had heard her cries, she was sure of it. She stumbled as far back into the hidden room as she could. With her hand still clamped firmly over her mouth, she sat down on the tiny stool and waited... horror stricken.

It was apparent—albeit way too late—she had been a fool to stay. She could’ve left with Alastyn, but she’d been too stubborn and headstrong, like always. Oh, how she regretted her rash behavior now. She could literally hear her own heartbeat echoing in the darkness.

The angry voice tore through the house, rumbling. She frantically blew out the candle and waited, listening for approaching footsteps. All was quiet, deathly so. Until the closeness of that deep voice snatched her breath from her lungs, causing her next yelp of fear.

“What are you doing in there, my young love?”

She didn’t answer him, even tried to hold her breath.

“Please do not hide from me, tiny angel.” His voice was soft now, almost gentle. “I mean you no harm, my love.”

Jezreel whimpered softly when she heard the large bookcase being pulled further away from her secret hiding place. Hot tears burned the backs of her eyes. A choking lump grew in her throat.

“Is this where you’ve been hiding, little one?”

The irritated Prince opened wide the creaky, ancient door. He held a lamp high in the room. The flickering light spread out, illuminating the corners, revealing a trembling Jezreel sitting on a little stool by a rusty old cauldron.

“Oh. Apologies, young maiden. Did I frighten you?”

His surprised smile was radiant, mesmerizing.

She didn’t answer him; her words wouldn’t come. Her body was betraying her. She had no control. The Prince stepped closer. Jezreel’s eyelids fluttered. She felt faint. Quickly jumping up, her world began to spin out of focus. She felt the Prince’s arms around her just as everything went black.

*****

The backs of her eyelids were red and painful. Slowly opening only one, she peered through her lashes.

The sun?

Light was beaming through the delicate curtains draped loosely over the old window. Slowly taking in her surroundings, she kept only one eye open as she scanned the familiar room. She was definitely lying on Jenevier’s big feather bed, bathed in the warmth of the rising sun. 

“Thank the gods,” she whispered. “It was only a dream.”

“Was it a good dream?”

Jezreel jerked up with a scream, crawling back until the headboard halted her desperate escape. Pulling her knees up to her chest, she tried to blink her pooling tears away while staring at the handsomely terrifying man sitting on the edge of the bed.

“Well? Have you lost your tongue, girl? Would you like to tell me about your dream?” He stood then, moving closer, looming over the petrified maiden. “Or would you rather answer a few questions for me? Since I was kind enough to sit here all night whilst you slept, the least you could do is entertain me with a few polite words. Wouldn’t you agree?” He didn’t wait for her to answer. “Come. Join me in the other room for some tea.” He headed for the door but looked back. “There will be no more screaming. And there will most definitely be no more passing out. Now come, child. We have much to discuss.”

Jezreel cautiously crawled to the edge of the bed and slowly slid down until her toes finally touched the cold floor. She obediently followed Prince Merodach as he led the way into the tiny kitchen.

The table had already been set with two dainty teacups on saucers, a sugar bowl, some fresh cream, and Marlise’s aged teapot as the centerpiece.

“Come. Sit with me.” 

The Prince motioned for her to take the chair opposite where he now stood. After she was seated, Jezreel looked up at Merodach. He coldly met her terrified stare, locking their gazes, and graciously seated himself without breaking his intimidating glare.

Taking Jezreel’s cup, he spoke politely, “Cream or sugar?”

“Both please.”

A warming melodious laughter escaped him. “Ahh, the young.” 

When the Prince returned her steaming teacup, she eagerly wrapped her trembling hands around it and took her first long sip. Merodach served himself—one lump of sugar and no sweet cream at all. After Jezreel had greedily swallowed about half her tea, the gorgeous man began to speak.

“Where is your lovely friend?”

He smiled, tilting his head to the side expectantly.

Jezreel didn’t feel alarmed or defensive at his questioning. In fact, she was amazingly calm, too calm. She had felt nothing but eerie peace since her first sip of tea. 

“Did you drug me?”

He gave her a lazy smile, his eyes half closed. “Of course I did, my child.”

She felt no panic at his disturbing answer. Her heartbeat was steady. Her body, relaxed. She felt only dutiful loyalty to the Prince.

He softly cleared his throat. “Now, shall we continue?”

“Yes, Milord.”

He gracefully crossed his long legs and continued, “Where is your lovely friend? Where is Jenevier?”

“I’m not certain, Milord,” Jezreel said as she took another sip.

“Truly?”

“Yes, Your Highness. Truly.”

“Do you know anything of her absence?”

“Some, Milord.”

“Then tell me all you know. Start from the beginning and leave nothing out.”

“Yes, Milord.”

“How was it my wraiths could not find her? Was she not here?”

Jezreel swallowed, her cup clinking back against the little saucer. “She was here, Milord.”

“Indeed.” He narrowed his eyes. “Then please, gentle maid, be so kind as to explain how it was she managed to escape them.”

“We found an ancient, yet temporary, remedy for your mark.”

He raised one perfectly groomed eyebrow. “Is that so?”

“Yes.”

“Clever girl.” He chuckled. “Seems the maiden is just as resourceful as she is enchanting.”

Jezreel didn’t speak again until the Prince asked her another question. She was unwillingly compelled to answer.

“So, tell me. Did my tiny new love run away as soon as my wraiths left?”

“No, Milord.”

“No? Hmm... Interesting. Was she not terrified?”

“We all were, Milord.”

“All? Who else was here with you?”

“A boy.”

He unexpectedly slammed his hand down on the table. Jezreel jumped.

“Did this boy run away with her?” Bitter jealously was obvious in his deepening voice.

“N-no, Milord.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes, Milord.”

“Very well. Then tell me. How is it she was allowed to leave without protest from her friends? She left and yet you remained.”

“She left secretly while I was making breakfast and arguing with the boy. After the wraiths, well... she locked herself up in her room.”

“Because?”

Jezreel rolled her eyes. “Because she was exhausted.”

“From?” he continued to coax.

“From?” Jezreel snorted, shaking her head in disbelief. “You tell me, Sire. Only yesterday Jenevier was forced to bury her beloved aunt, host the Life Celebration, fall in love, get marked with a curse, and then figure how to keep from getting kidnapped during the night. Pick one. I’m certain you would agree that any one of those would be utterly exhausting, in and of itself.”

“Firstly, she could not have fallen in love yesterday. She missed our date. And, since she is destined to love only me, you, little girl... are mistaken. Secondly.” His black eyes sparkled. “Mind your tongue, child. Unless you wish for this to become extremely painful. I’m almost certain, you do not.” He sipped a fresh cup of tea. “Now, continue. Properly this time.”

She shuddered. “S-so, when we went to get her, she was gone.”

“How so? Did she simply disappear?”

“Out the window, I believe.”

“Is there anything else?” He sighed. “You try my patience, girl.”

“She left a note.”

He closed his eyes, rubbing his temples. “And... may I see it?” 

Jezreel dutifully retrieved Jenevier’s farewell letter. She handed it to the curious Prince and reclaimed her place across from him. 

He made her a fresh cup of tea. “Drink.” 

She obeyed.

Merodach read it several times, inhaling her alluring scent still there upon the paper. Finally, he folded it, placing it in the center of the table.

“Who is this Alastyn?” He didn’t try to hide the venom in his voice as it dripped over the boy’s name.

She finished her second cup of tea. “The boy.”

“...And? Spit it out, girl. Where is he now?”

Jezreel’s hands trembled. “I know not, Milord.”

Merodach glared at her. “Did he follow her?”

“No. I-I mean... I don’t believe so.”

“Did he run to her and take her in his inept childish arms. Did he clumsily try to claim her innocence for himself?”

“I-I don’t understand wh-what you’re talking abo—”

“Did he touch her?” His voice was icy, terrifyingly cold. “Did he kiss her fair lips, touch her delicate breast? Did he lay with her, Jezreel? Does she yet remain pure or shall I hunt this boy down and claim not only his life but his soul as well?”

“We were all together, Milord. I didn’t see—” 

“Why didn’t you take your friend’s advice and leave this place?”

“I was foolish,” she whispered.

He smiled then. “Indeed you are. Tell me. Why the Mountains of Thralldom?”

“All I know is what’s in the letter. Same as you now know.”

“Truly?”

“Truly, Your Grace.”

“I see. So my delicate little Princess departed on her own. Hmm... About this time yesterday? Headed south?”

“I can only assume so, yes.”

“Does she own a horse?”

“No, Milord.”

“Then, she travels by foot?”

“Yes, Milord, barefoot.”

He gasped. “What?”

“Her shoes remain by the door, there.” Jezreel pointed.

Merodach chuckled. “The girl must be foolhardy.”

“Not so. She is faithful, self-sacrificing. She wished me no harm... left the only way she could.”

Silent tears streaked down her face.

“Meaning?” He huffed, crossing his arms over his chest.

“Meaning... if she had come for her shoes, I never would have let her go alone.”

Merodach’s eyes narrowed. “So, you’re saying... she would risk death and peril, barefoot, for your comfort and peace?”

“Yes.”

Jezreel sniffed, absently wiping her wet cheeks.

“Would you be so gracious a friend, were the tables turned?”

“Yes, Milord.”

“Truly? Why?”

“...Love.”

With Jezreel’s answer still ringing in the air, Prince Merodach snorted, pushed back from the table, and left her sitting there alone, drinking her third cup of tea. 

She smiled as she swallowed down the last sip, relishing in her own determined thoughts... Now I know what I must do. Today’s the beginning of my path.


Chapter 21

Alastyn

(ah-LASS-tin)

Alastyn numbly took a seat facing the lonely, broken man. Markus sat the box on the small table between them, sighing. It contained various trinkets and memories their once happy life together had produced—a lace handkerchief from Markus and Alissa’s wedding, a broken piece of a saucer from their first set of dishes, a golden pendant holding Markus’s family seal: two facing falcons grasping a now unrecognizable object. There was also an engraved golden band identical to the one Markus still wore. A tiny ebony baby curl and an embroidered blue piece of cloth acknowledged Alastyn’s name and birth date. Markus laid all of these precious items and more out on the table. Then, he held up a worn leather diary and handed it to his son.

“This was your mother’s.”

Alastyn took the book and lovingly stroked the soft binding.

“She used the last few hours she had with us to write down everything she might want to tell you or teach you. She was terrified you would forget her. You were so young and the two of you were so amazingly close.” He smiled at the memory. “It broke her precious heart to think the bond you shared would be lost with time.”

“How could I ever forget her?” he whispered, mostly to himself.

“Real or not, it was her greatest fear. That diary is for you alone, son. I never opened it. It’s between you and your mother. All she told me was to make sure I gave it to you when I felt the time was right.” He sighed, wearily. “I know now, that dreaded time has come.”

Alastyn felt the burn of tears pooling in his unblinking eyes.

“The diary and all your mother’s precious things are yours now. They were preserved here by Alissa until you became a man. That diary you hold there is not for today, my son. Today... today is for other things.”

Markus fell silent, his gaze glassing over with a far-away look.

Alastyn furrowed his brow. “I don’t understand, Father. What else is there?”

“The story of your mother’s last day.”

He tried to swallow back the lump growing in his throat. “But, I’m not ready.”

“Yes, you are, my son. You have grown into a fine young man. Perhaps your mother’s story may help you find a way to cope with your own recent loss. My hope for you now, Alastyn, is that you can somehow find the peace that has so long eluded me. I want you to move forward with your life. Fulfill whatever destiny Fate has set for you.”

“But... Father.” His voice trembled. “I can’t do this right now.”

Markus continued, “We each have our own way, our own path we must follow. Each man must face it or it will ultimately destroy him. I don’t know your destiny, my son. Every man must find his own. You’ve tried in vain for many years to live in the past. I wish now only to set you free from those invisible chains.”

“But, Father, I need more time. I have something extremely important I must tend to now.”

Markus smiled faintly. “It can wait a few moments more.”

“All these years,” Alastyn whispered. “I have longed to know. But, after last night...”

Markus stared at the crackling fire as his words began to flow. “We were on our way back from a trip up north. We’d gone to the storyteller’s festival. Do you remember that?”

“Vaguely... perhaps... I don’t recall,” Alastyn said absently.

“Your mother always loved to hear the tales of those wandering storytellers. She could just imagine all of the wonderful places they had seen, marvel in the stories they’d collected. Can you remember the way her beautiful green eyes would sparkle with such vivid imagination?”

“Yes.” Alastyn smiled at the vision his father’s words had conjured within his mind. “She was incredibly captivating.” 

“Ah, that she was, and so much more.” He sighed. “You’d fallen asleep on our journey home.” He fondly patted his son’s hand. “The wagon always was the best way to rock you to sleep.”

He matched his father’s smile at these fond memories.

“We were about halfway back when Alissa spotted a quaint little market, just up ahead of the turn we normally took coming home. I could never deny your mother her quest for the eclectic and unusual. Her amazing spirit was an odd mix of that of a child and that of an explorer.” Markus paused, struggling to hold in the swelling pain. “I stayed with you and the horses as I watched her disappear through the brightly colored veils hanging in the doorway. It wasn’t long before she came hurrying back to the wagon carrying that ancient looking diary you now hold.”

Alastyn’s gaze fell upon the book in his hands.

“I jumped down to help her, but she’d already scaled up the side. She was sitting in her seat, staring straight ahead, trembling.” 

Markus broke off, giving in to his bitter tears. Tears forged by pain and rage. Alastyn waited quietly for his father to regain his composure. His heart was breaking for this man and the excruciating story he knew would soon continue.

“I begged her to tell me what was wrong, what had happened. She only said she wanted to go home as fast as possible. We’d traveled nearly an hour more before she could finally bring herself to speak.”

Alastyn held his breath, bracing against the words he knew were coming.

“The Prince had been in the market. She was so excited over finding such a marvelous little treasure, she hadn’t paid much attention to anyone or anything else. After paying, she reached for the diary. A man appeared beside her, grabbed hold of her hand, and kissed it.”

Alastyn’s held breath forcefully escaped. He felt dizzy. He imagined his mother with that same terrified look Jenevier had worn.

“She said the pain was immense. She wasn’t sure exactly what was happening. Then, the Prince simply turned and walked away. She said a beautiful woman with long red curls approached her, smiling. The woman simply said, You have been marked.”

Pain tightened Alastyn’s chest. The dreadfully recognizable story was becoming almost unbearable. 

His father continued, “When the lovely red-haired lady left, your mother reached with trembling hands to retrieve her diary from the sympathetic merchant. He spoke some unfamiliar words over her scorched flesh and then blew upon it. We had hoped at the time it was some sort of blessing meant to save her.”

“What did you do, Father? How did you feel?”

Markus looked at his son, sorrowfully. “I think you know all too well how I was feeling, Alastyn. As for what I did, I hurried the horses along and prayed the wicked Prince wouldn’t know where to find us. I had no idea what we were actually up against at the time. Your mother began writing in that diary before we even made it back. When we got home, she woke you up and played with you all day. Anything you wanted to do, she happily did.” Markus smiled at the memory. “When she finally sang you to sleep, she sat by your bed, writing in that diary until...” 

Grief washed over his father. He couldn’t go on.

“Until the wraiths came and took her.” Alastyn finished the sad tale for him.

Markus cleared his throat and took a deep breath. “Yes, until then.” 

Both men sat staring into the dying flames as the overwhelming memories, haunting and beautiful, danced in the air about them.

“Come,” Markus finally said. “Help me fix us something proper to eat.”

*****

Father and son made small talk right along with the bread and stew they were preparing. The atmosphere in their home seemed much clearer now. The tension and dark clouds of their past were gradually dissipating. 

Alastyn would catch his father staring at him. They would smile, not joyously, but lovingly. 

As the new friends carried their meal back into the den to enjoy in front of the freshly stoked fire, their door latch popped.

Both men watched, curiously, as it slowly creaked open.

A frail old woman with long white hair timidly stepped inside. Her skin was too pale to be human. More like... death. Her tattered clothes and torn feet were filthy, bloodied. 

All attention was fixed on this bizarre stranger when she finally raised her bowed head, gazing at them through piercing emerald eyes.


Chapter 22

Vareen

(vah-REEN)

Jenevier pulled back on Epona’s reins as she neared the dim little shack in the middle of the open field. A single candle burned in the window, glowing to reveal an interior as drab and lifeless as the outside boasted.

With curiosity being more alive in her than it should be, she dismounted and secured the reins. A polite rap at the door and a gentle hello brought a creaking of the hinges.

“You may enter, my child.”

Placing her palm upon the door, she carefully pushed it open. Her eyes focused first on the small fireplace, then on the window candle that had heralded her. Her searching gaze finally came to rest on a tiny, silver-haired woman. She was sitting in a rocking chair, stoking the dying flames. The woman didn’t turn, only motioned with a withered hand toward a matching seat beside her.

Jenevier could feel great warmth and love radiating within this little shack. She had absolutely no fear as she happily crossed the threshold and took the proffered rocker.

“Has your journey been well thus far?”

“Yes, Ma’am, it has.” She smiled then. “Rather pleasant, actually.”

The old woman laughed softly. “You are an incredibly brave young woman, Jenevier.”

Her brows furrowed as she studied the older woman’s withered profile. “Apologies, do I know you?”

She couldn’t imagine how she could possibly know this odd little woman, but felt it would be rude to just blurt out such a thing.

“I know your Aunt Marlise.”

“Oh. I am very sorry to have to tell you this... but, she recently passed away.”

The old lady nodded her head. “Yes, child. She suffered long.”

“I loved her so very much.” Jenevier’s whisper was pained, sorrowful. She stared blindly at the dancing little flames.

“And she treasured you as well,” the old woman assured.

“Were you very close? Why have I never—”

“Yes, we were very close. In our own way.”

The tiny woman turned to meet Jenevier’s questioning gaze with milky-white eyes.

“Oh, apologies. I didn’t realize you were...” She paused.

“Blind?” The old woman smiled as she spoke.

Jenevier blushed. “Yes.”

The woman laughed softly again. “I am not blind, child. I see many things.”

“Forgive me. I was being inconsiderate.”

“Do not trouble yourself, Maiden.” She patted Jenevier’s hand. “I am a seer for my people. We are indebted to your aunt for her talented gifts, as well as her magnificent heart.”

Jenevier didn’t speak. She only stared at the woman’s lovely silver hair and listened to her melodious voice. It reminded her of delicate wind chimes tinkling on a cool summer evening.

“My people are small in number and this land has ever grown more evil. To save but one of ours is a tremendous deed.”

“...Valadrog’s daughter.” The words fell from Jenevier’s lips before she even truly thought them. 

A smile spread across the older woman’s knowing face. “Yes.  Valencia.”

“That is an unusually beautiful name,” Jenevier said.

“Yes. She was an unusually beautiful young woman. A bit headstrong at times.” She chuckled. “But... she once owned a fair and pure spirit.”

“So, Aunt Marlise couldn’t fully cure her?”

Jenevier’s hopes were slowly fading.

“Your aunt’s cure was supremely effective. Alas, Valencia is a story for another time.” She clapped her aged hands together. “Now is the time for your story, my child. You wish to meet Valadrog?”

“Yes. I suppose,” she answered, unsure.

“He awaits you.” 

The older woman stood. Jenevier respectfully mirrored her.

“I have seen your plight, dear one. My people know Marlise has suffered through The Quickening. We also know Prince Merodach’s evil heart well, and that he wishes now only for you.” The silver-haired woman toddled, making her way to the door of the shack. “My people have made ready for your arrival.”

“Do you believe Valadrog will be willing to help me?”

“Valadrog can be a rather difficult man at times. But he is not heartless. It won’t be easy, no. I fear your journey has spent all the peace it held for you, my child. From this point forward, your path will be trying and difficult at best. But the goal you seek is attainable. You must prepare yourself. You must gather all your strength, muster up your courage. Try to focus only on the blissful outcome, not the journey itself.”

The woman opened the door and motioned for Jenevier to exit before her. As she stepped across the worn threshold and into the growing light, she turned, holding out her hand to help the aged blind woman. A faint smile flickered across the woman’s wrinkled face so fast, Jenevier wasn’t even certain she saw it at all. 

As the ancient seer stepped through the doorway, she grew to a height that towered over Jenevier’s petite stature. Stumbling backwards, she tried to regain her balance, but landed solidly on her backside.

“Do not fear me, little one. My name is Vareen. As I have told you, I am the seer for my people, the Vanir. I appeared to you in a form and in a place that would comfort you, ease your troubled mind. Now you see me as I truly am. Be not afraid for I am the same as when you sat with me by the fire.”

“B-but you must be n-nearly eight f-feet tall.”

Vareen gracefully inclined her head, smiling. “Yes... nearly.”

Jenevier gasped. “And y-your hair... it really is silver.”

“Yes. Such is the mark of my people.”

“Wow... You’re so beautiful, so magical looking. I’ve never seen anyone like you before. Ohh... may I touch your hair?” 

Vareen chuckled. “The valiant determination of a warrior.” She lightly touched Jenevier’s cheek. “And the innocent heart of a child.” 

The giant Vanir bent down so the tiny maiden could reach her ethereal locks, and released the doorknob. The dingy shack vanished, leaving only the two women alone in the open field with Epona. 

“I came here to welcome you, little one, and point you in the way you must go. No one can enter our city without an invitation and a trial of the heart.”

“A trial?”

Vareen smiled. “Yes, my child. One must be pure of heart and intention for the way to be made clear.”

“...But...”

Vareen rubbed Epona’s neck. “A truly magnificent creature, isn’t she? I’m afraid she will have to come with me.”

“Epona? But, then how will I—”

“Be calm, tiny Princess. This journey is not one for a horse. Fear not. If you fail, Epona will find you. I promise to take excellent care of her.”

Jenevier’s bewilderment and confusion now mingled with a hint of doubt and fear. She looked up, meeting the giant woman’s gentle gaze. 

“Have I done something to anger you? Did I offend you?”

“No, my child. This is the way. You are on the right path. Alas, your journey isn’t over. The only way to enter Vanahirdem is by trial. We are an ancient, powerful people. Many there are who seek us with ill intentions and blackened hearts. We do not wish always to be at war. We admit only those who are proven worthy.”

Jenevier ran her fingers through her tangled curls. “But, I fear.”

“That is only natural, child. And yet, I see great courage within you. Now, eat. Fill your belly with the strength you will soon need.” 

Vareen waved her hand, motioning toward a blanket Jenevier had not yet noticed. It was spread out as a proper picnic, with the sweet cakes and tea she had smelled upon entering the shack. There was meat and bread aplenty.

“Epona has already been tended to. Eat your fill. But do not tarry. He who seeks you is diligent.” Vareen took the horse’s reins and headed out into the open field. “When your appetite is sated and your strength renewed, walk between those winslet trees and the way will be opened unto you.”

Jenevier’s gaze followed the direction Vareen’s slender finger was pointing. Were those trees there before? 

Not fifty paces from where they now stood were two gigantic, intertwined ancient trees forming the resemblance of an arch. Vareen lead Epona towards the entrance.

“What about my bag?” she called out. “I’ll need clothing.”

“Worldly possessions will only slow your journey. I will keep it all safe for you. Do not burden your heart, little one. Focus on your quest. Prepare for the trial that awaits you.” 

With these final words, Vareen and Epona walked between the enormous trees... and were gone.


Chapter 23

Mordon

(MOOR-don)

The hunter stopped in at the Broken Wheel Tavern on the outskirts of Tamar Broden. He needed sustenance for the journey back to Wrothdem. 

The strange woman he’d found in the forest spoke not a word, but she broke into a full sprint at the first glimpse of the little village. He saw no reason to stop her or give chase. His deed was done.

As he entered the tavern, his eyes quickly adjusted to the dimly lit, smoky interior. This place—as with all others like it—boasted nearly bare, unpainted walls, creaky plank floors, and dusty, splintered tables. 

“Mutton pie and a pint, sir,” he said.

The wrinkled old man behind the bar walked into the back without a word.

“Mordon, I didn’t expect to see you here.”

The deep voice came from the hunter’s right. He was surprised to find his honorable Prince sitting alone in this dingy tavern.

“Sire, what brings you all the way down here?”

“I had some unfinished business I was forced to attend to personally. Come. Join me.” 

The hunter seated himself beside his royal monarch. 

“So, Mordon. What brings you all the way down to Tamar Broden? Game getting scarce in Wrothdem?”

“No, Milord. I was helping out a foreign traveler. That’s all.”

“Lost in the woods?”

“I believe so, Milord.”

He shrugged his shoulders and chuckled, thinking of how strange the maiden had acted, so confused.

Prince Merodach slapped him on the back. “You’re a good man, Mordon. A damn fine hunter and tracker as well. Fortune smiles upon me that I’ve met you here this day.”

“Do you have a problem, Your Grace?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact, I do. I have reached an impasse, my good man. An ancient spell blocks me from the treasure I seek.” He winked conspiratorially at the hunter.

Mordon shook his head and grunted. “Old magic shouldn’t be toyed with, Sire. How may I be of service?”

The malevolent Prince laughed. “The maiden whom I seek has proven to be rather clever. It seems she has allied herself magically against me.”

“Your skills in such matters far exceed mine own, Sire.”

The Prince laughed again. “That is true, yes. But now I am in need of a tracker. I’ve already found her house, spoken with her friend, and picked up her scent. Yet I can find no trace of her past a few paces from her home.”

“Do you know where she’s headed?”

The Prince took a drink of ale. “The Thralldom Mountains.”

“But, Sire. There’s nothing there. The legends and storytellers be damned. There’s nothing in those forsaken hills but wild animals and beasts the likes of which few men have ever seen and lived to tell the tale.”

Merodach smiled, coolly. “This I know.” 

“How long since she left?”

“Nearly two full days now.” He emptied his pint. “By all accounts, she left sometime around sunrise yesterday.”

“Sire, if she’s headed south at all, she’d be nigh to that haunted place as we speak.”

“Yes, that would be true. Save for the fact she is barefoot, and alone.”

“I don’t believe so, Sire.”

Prince Merodach looked hard at his hunter as the barkeep delivered Mordon’s humble meal.

“If you lost her scent not far from her home, she’s on horseback. Or at the very least, booted.”

Merodach pondered this. “True...”

“If she now wears boots but travels by foot, I’ll have little trouble finding her. But if she acquired a steed, then I’m afraid she’d be past helping by the time I could reach her.”

“Irrelevant.” He rested his elbows on the table, leaning toward the hunter. “I wish you to track her, even if it’s only to retrieve her remains.”

“Yes, Sire. As you wish.”

“This man’s meal is on me.” Merodach yelled to the barkeep, who only slightly nodded in return. The Prince placed a soft leather pouch in the hunter’s hand. “Here’s some gold. Acquire the best horse you can find, along with all else you will need. Bring me back the girl or proof of her demise. Hers is the small rose-covered cottage at the nearest end of the town’s square. Her aunt was the healer here. The maiden left through the back window of the house and headed south. That’s all I know.”

“Was she a witch?”

“The girl?”

“No, Sire, the aunt.”

“I have never heard such. A healer only. Why?”

“The old witches have ways even I cannot follow. You said before, you felt a spell was blocking you?”

“Yes.”

“This does little to ease my mind, Sire. I’ll do all that I can to find her. Alas, I fear this young maiden may no longer be of this world.”

“Dead? You believe her dead?”

“No, I don’t believe so. Well, perhaps not yet dead.”

“Then what, Mordon? What’s on your mind?”

“Taken, Sire,” Mordon whispered.

“Taken? By whom?”

“By whom, I know not. Normally, it’s as payment, Sire.”

The Prince glared at the hunter. This possibility had not yet crossed his mind.

It could very well be true, he thought. Perhaps the maiden never actually started on her journey, but was taken instead. It’s true no one witnessed her departure... and all magic comes at a high price.

Mordon continued his reasoning, “Payment for the spell which hides her from you, payment for safe passage south. I know not. Witches only look out for themselves, Sire. If she sought the aid of a witch, payment is usually extracted immediately.”

“Hmm... Perhaps that’s why her delicious scent disappeared.”

The hunter shrugged his shoulders. “Could be. Who knows? There’s power at work in this world, Sire, powers you couldn’t even begin to imagine.”

A wicked look flashed across his perverted royal face. Laying his hand upon the hunter’s shoulder, Merodach rose to leave.

“Oh, I bet I could imagine, Mordon.” He laughed, sardonically. “I have an especially vivid imagination.”

*****

The hunter acquired all he needed with minimal effort, and headed out in search of the little rose-covered cottage. He caught the ethereal scent of magic while he was still a good twenty paces from the modest house. It wasn’t the bitter, stifling smell he’d encountered around most witches. But the odd aroma was definitely not of this world.

This house is protected by something very old and very strong.

He sniffed the air once more and headed around to the back window. Mordon easily picked up Jenevier’s unusually arousing scent upon the windowsill. Just as his Prince had said, it simply disappeared not far from the house.

“Someone’s covered it,” he whispered.

Feeling eyes upon him, Mordon realized he was being watched. Looking up, he saw a woman watching him through a window of the house behind the maiden’s. He matched her gaze. She never wavered, didn’t even flinch.

The hunter easily found the hoof prints leading away from Tamar Broden. He headed south from the village, tracking the horse step for step. His eyelids fluttered when he picked up the girl’s enticing scent on the grass near a deep running stream.

“Ahh... This is where you slept, Milady. I can see why a great man such as the Prince seeks you. Your lingering scent is angelically divine. I dare say I shouldn’t trust myself were I to meet you in person. You’ve stolen my unworthy heart by smell alone.” He rode on, intent upon the solitary trail. “You’re a long way from anyone or anything, young maid. You must be either terribly brave, or horribly scared.”

Mordon had heard the whispering tales of his Prince’s almost morbid obsession with young women. He’d even heard the occasional scream from the palace towers himself. Yet, he judged not his Lord. All the maids who attended Prince Merodach seemed loving and willing. None seemed anxious to be rid of their handsome master. Even the Princess, Lady Margareet, seemed truly smitten with her glorious husband, happy in her castle home. So, Mordon chose to ignore the perverted rumors and gossip. The Prince had always treated him honorably and fairly, a true gentleman. 

Still, he couldn’t quite shake the nagging feeling that this particular young lady was trying desperately to escape Merodach, and the Prince was just as desperately seeking her.

It must be fear, he thought.

The trail abruptly ended in the middle of a wide open field. He could tell the horse had been tethered to something. That was obvious from the print pattern. But there was nothing present upon which to tie the animal. The maiden had most definitely sat upon the ground, had eaten there. Her alluring aroma was still strong enough to raise the little hairs on the back of his neck, and there yet remained some small evidence of her meal sprinkled about.

Hmm... Sweet crumbs with cinnamon.

The hoof prints led away from her resting place for several paces, then abruptly disappeared. The horse’s tracks weren’t nearly as deep and defined as they had previously been. 

“She dismounted,” he whispered. “The horse walked alone.”

Searching the maiden’s resting place closer, he happened upon an extremely light, nearly un-noticeable footprint.

“She’s awfully light-footed. Her shoes aren’t very defined. Hmm... soft bottoms, no real sole. Well, she won’t get far in the mountains with shoes such as those.” 

Mordon continued his search, following the girl’s prints along roughly the same path the solitary horse had taken.

“She’s certainly not leading it. Nor is she chasing it. It’s almost as if... they’re just two casual beings, strolling across a field. The only ones around, but not together. Strange.” 

Just as the last word slipped from the hunter’s lips, the maiden’s delicate prints disappeared, same as the horse’s had. 

“Here now. How can this be? There’s nothing here. Not a tree, not a stream, not a rock... just... nothing.”

Mordon continued to look around, frustration setting in. There was only open field to the North, East, and West of him. To the South, in the distance, was the outline of the Thralldom Mountain Range. 

“You didn’t even make it to the mountains, did you? Poor little thing. Your lonely journey ended where I stand. What has befallen you, tiny Princess? How is it you came to simply vanish?”

He looked up. There was nothing but open sky. A faint breeze blew his coarse hair as he stood, silent, face towards the clouds, eyes closed. Hard as he tried, Mordon couldn’t pick up even the faintest scent on the gentle breeze.

He pressed on southward for several more yards, but failed to find a single trace of the maiden or her horse. He turned, heading north for the long journey back to Wrothdem. 

He would return to his Prince, tell him of all he had found... and of all he had not.


Chapter 24

Alissa

(ah-LISS-ah)

Alastyn and his father were frozen, mouths agape. 

The strange creature spoke with a raspy, almost parched sounding voice. “Please, don’t throw me out. I am weary. I beg you. Let me rest here this night. I promise to stay by the corner, minus noise entirely.”

She dropped her eyes, unable to hold their stares. Markus willed his words to come forth. The pale lady met his questioning gaze.

“Are you a ghost? Has he slain you? Have you returned here only to haunt me now that my son is returned?”

The eerie woman’s piercing green eyes shot over to the raven-haired young man standing, still frozen in the middle of the room, holding his bowl of stew. Tears spilled down the ghostly woman’s pale cheeks.

“Alastyn?” she rasped.

Alastyn began to tremble, his bowl crashing against the hard floor. 

“Alissa? Is it truly you?” Markus gasped. “How can this be? It’s a trick. I won’t believe. I refuse to take up false hope. I can’t. I won’t.”

The woman’s emerald gaze never left Alastyn. “He let me leave.”

“But, how? Why? After all these years, it simply cannot be.” Markus was fighting the shock he could feel creeping over him. He collapsed into his chair, trying desperately to shake himself back to reality. “Wait, this is but a dream. Our fond memories and laughter this day, they have served to invoke your spirit. That’s all. It’s not real.”

As Markus spoke, he glanced back to the frail creature just as she took a step towards Alastyn, and the boy took a step back. He jumped out of his chair, positioning himself between the strange wraith-like creature and his son.

“Who are you?” he demanded.

The woman focused then on the man, but didn’t speak.

Markus sighed. “Only this day, my son and I have come to a place in our unfortunate lives where we can finally grieve for his mother. The pain of this great loss has torn our weary souls apart. We barely speak to one another. And we never eat together.” He motioned toward the table holding his now cooling stew, no longer able to restrain his tears. “And but a few short hours ago, did we again bond. I told him all that his mother wished me to. We poured our grief and our guilt out upon the wind, letting it blow far away from here. This meager meal was to be the tie that bound us, finally bound us as father and son again. But now, that godforsaken Prince would steal this away from me as well? Can he not be satisfied with my precious wife? Must he also destroy my only son for his own twisted pleasure?”

The great strain of his grief overtook Markus. Alastyn caught hold of his father before the swaying man hit the stone floor. 

“Father, no!”

The wraith woman turned to leave.

“Wait,” Alastyn cried.

He eased the crumbling man down into a chair as the wraith waited silently by the door, eyes downcast.

“Who are you, Ma’am? Are you Alissa? Are you my mother?”

“I used to be.”

“So, you are a spirit, then.”

“No,” she whispered.

“I don’t understand. How is it you’re here now? What is it you want from us?”

Alastyn approached her, reaching with trembling fingers.

“I don’t know,” she whispered. “I didn’t have anywhere else to go. My one wish, my only wish, was to come home to my beloved husband and little boy.”

“I still don’t understand.” Alastyn lightly grazed her sunken cheek with the back of his hand. She felt so cold. “Tell me. Did Merodach send you to Tamar Broden... to retrieve a young maiden?”

Tears filled her eyes. “Apologies. I have troubled you so much already. Yet, I am weary and I thirst.”

“Alastyn, go,” Markus whispered. “Make the lady some hot tea.”

“Yes, of course, Father.”

He bowed to the odd woman before heading to the kitchen.

Her lovely eyes are so sad, so lost.

When he returned, his father was staring blindly into the fire. The wraith woman was still standing by the door looking down at her feet... her bare, bloody, bruised feet.

“Deepest apologies, Ma’am. You have obviously been through a terrible ordeal. Our own emotional turmoil has caused us to treat you unkindly. I wasn’t taught to act thusly. I humbly beg your forgiveness.” Alastyn placed the steaming tea on the small table beside his father’s now cold stew and motioned for the stranger to take the chair opposite him by the fire. “You must be freezing. How is it you come to be traveling with no wrap and no shoes? Are you lost? Perhaps a bit confused?”

For the first time, Markus’s gaze fell upon the woman’s mangled feet. He felt shame, and then anger.

“Alastyn, son.”

“Yes, Father. I will see to it.”

The woman greedily took the tea, wasting no time in emptying the entire cup.

“I’ll bring the pot as well.” Alastyn smiled softly as he spoke.

“Son, please. Check and see if there’s any stew left.”

“Yes, Father.”

He returned with a large pan of warm water and set it at the woman’s feet before he brought out a tray containing the pot of tea, another cup, and the cream and sugar bowls. Removing his father’s untouched dinner, he placed the tray on the table separating the bizarre couple. His heart sighed as he stared at them.

The woman hadn’t placed her feet in the water. She was intent on the tea alone. Alastyn gently eased her torn feet into the warm bath. As he rose, he met her beautiful emerald gaze. Immediately, his heart was lifted.

While he hurriedly prepared a warm meal, Alastyn listened intently for any conversation coming from the other room. All was silent. When he returned with the fresh stew, warm bread, hot cider, and a hastily prepared batch of custard, the two strangers were still staring into the fire. Not a word had passed between them. 

Placing his hand upon his father’s shoulder, Alastyn gave him a little squeeze.

“Father, you must eat.”

He tenderly patted his son’s large hand. “I don’t deserve you. You have spared me the embarrassment of mistreating our guest. You grow more a gentleman with each passing day.”

“Father, don’t go on so. It’s only stew.” He handed a bowl to his father and one to the peculiar woman sitting beside him. “You must be famished, Ma’am. May I?”

Kneeling in front of their pale guest, Alastyn began washing and bandaging her mangled feet. She remained silent, but he saw the tears pool in her lovely eyes as her cheeks slowly took on a warm, pinkish glow.

The awkward couple eagerly devoured their humble meal. As they began to eat their custard dessert, Alastyn noticed a faint flush returning to the wraith woman’s death-like pallor. When they were finished, the odd threesome warmed silently by the fire.

“Are you feeling better now, Ma’am?”

“Yes, Alastyn. Gratitude. You are too kind.”

He blushed. “Not so. Are you feeling more like yourself now?”

“Yes, I am. And I owe you thanks for that as well.”

He smiled, tilting his head to the side, gazing at her. “Now that you’re on the mend, would you mind sharing with us your story?” 

Markus perked up then. The two men sat silently, waiting for her haunting words to begin.

“I must warn you,” she whispered. “There is no happiness or joy in this tale.”

The frail creature began her story at almost the same place Markus had left off only a few hours before. She skipped over the more painful parts and ended with her recent banishment.

*****

“The Prince was so angry I feared he would kill me. Instead, he granted my begged freedom. But he kept me bound to him in spirit... as punishment. I soon felt the firmness of my body returning. My heart leapt at the thought of being able to rock my little boy to sleep again.” The woman turned her bright green gaze toward Alastyn. “There’s no sense of time or space in the Shadow Realm. Apologies, I had no idea...” She dried her eyes and continued with the tormented account of her recent years. “When my body had fully returned, I realized the immense emptiness he had cursed me with by restoring only a portion of my soul. He kept the rest so he could retain power over me and my life. My master grabbed me by my hair, drug me through the castle, screaming out curses and hexes all the while. He jerked the door open wide and threw me out upon the ground.”

Alastyn’s muscles visibly tensed and flexed. By the gods... he thought, as he continued to listen—hearing and feeling the great pain still evident in the ethereal woman’s voice. He swallowed hard, trying to fend off the rising bile.

“When he slammed that door, it felt as if a giant part of me had been violently ripped away. I guess, in a sense, it had. He claimed the largest portion of my soul for himself.” She paused and tried to push the painful memory aside. “I found myself wandering, lost in the woods, hopeless. A gentle man appeared from the trees and I followed him here. When I saw the village, the home of my family, I ran as an animal unleashed. I didn’t stop until I reached your front door. I didn’t even thank the man. That was terrible of me. But I was home, and that was all that mattered.”

Silence hung in the room like a heavy veil. Mixed emotions swirled through the air about them. Markus was too terrified to hope, yet too desperate to renounce.

“So, you are my Alissa, then? Returned to me at last?”

Her vivid green eyes met his. “Only in part, my dear sweet husband.”

“How so? You sit here with me now, do you not? He has freed you to return to me, to return to us.”

“I have physically changed forever. My body was all but dead these many years. My hair is as the Northern snow and my skin is as death. Merodach yet holds a great part of my spirit, so my will may not be my own.”

“But you chose us, Alissa. That very will you now question—your will, your spirit—it led you home, my dear.”

Alastyn’s heart was breaking all over again, but for horribly different reasons. His father was crumbling before him as his mother remained distant, scared. 

“Alissa, you are now as you were then,” Markus said. “The most beautiful woman I have ever known. My heart will never change toward you, my love.”

For the first time since this tormented woman entered their home, Alissa smiled. Alastyn’s breath caught in his throat. He knew that smile. Those captivating eyes were the same as he had always remembered them... Mama’s.

“Father, I’m certain she is weary.” He timidly touched her gossamer locks then quickly withdrew. “Darkness has fallen. We could all use some rest.”

“Will you stay, Alissa?” Markus pleaded. “Will you stay with us and never leave?”

“If you welcome me home, dear husband, Dragons couldn’t tear me away.”

“I know for certain my Alissa would never entertain the thought, no. But... if your resolve isn’t strong enough, if your will is not your own—I won’t live through losing you again.”

“My love, my Markus, if you turned me out of this house... my heart would cease to beat in that same moment. My life would end there upon your threshold.”

“Can you choose to stay with us no matter how much of your soul that venomous Prince possesses?”

“Yes, I can now. If you still love me, and my son accepts me... I know I will be whole again. Your love and approval will be more than enough to fill this void the Prince has cursed me with.”

Alastyn smiled. “Then come. Your room is as you left it.”

Alissa quietly followed her family to the familiar old door.

All was as she remembered—the curtains, the bed, the dressing table. This was her home, and she never wanted to leave again. No matter what.

After a few more words, winks, and hugs, she collapsed onto the warm familiar bedding. 

Her eyes were already closed. She’d almost given in to the blissfulness of sleep when she felt soft lips upon her forehead and a melodious whisper in her ear.

“Welcome home, Mother.”

Alissa fell asleep, a smile on her face and peace in her heart.


Chapter 25

Jezreel

(zhez-REEL)

The excited knock came early that morning. Jezreel made her way to the battered door, cracking it open. There stood Alastyn with the biggest, whitest smile she’d ever seen.

“What’re you doing here so early?”

“Jezreel, I have incredible news.”

He burst inside. Grabbing her by the waist, he lifted her into the air and spun around happily.

“You found Jenevier?” she asked excitedly, almost squealing.

His countenance deflated. Alastyn lowered Jezreel back to the floor. “No, I haven’t. Apologies, Jezreel. You’ve heard nothing?”

“Not a word.”

Both stood in silence, lost in their own tormented thoughts.

Jezreel finally spoke, “So, what was your incredible news?”

His eyes sparkled. “My mother has returned to us.”

“Wha— H-how is that even possible?”

“I don’t know everything yet. She was weary and sleeps still. All she said last night was that Prince Merodach granted each wraith a wish. Hers was to return home.”

“And... he just let her go? Just like that?” Jezreel raised an eyebrow, leveling her glare.

“Well, not really just like that. He was extremely angry. He cursed her, literally threw her out of the palace.”

“Wow, that’s... that’s great.” She lightly touched his curls as she spoke, “So, how is she? How does she look? Tell me. Is she acting all right?”

Alastyn fell silent.

“Oh... I see. Apologies,” she whispered.

“She is weak.” He looked away, swallowing hard before turning back. “But I’m sure she’ll be more like her old self once she gets some rest.” He smiled. “Yes. I’m all but certain of it.”

Jezreel placed her hand on his arm, squeezing gently. “I truly hope so. Alas, be wary of strangers bearing gifts.”

“What’s your intent with such words? What are you saying?”

“Just worrisome, I suppose. Seems rather strange. That’s all,” she mumbled. “And the timing, well, the timing’s just too perfect.”

“Same old Jezreel.” Alastyn rolled his eyes. “I was actually surprised to see you still here. I figured if you stayed here last night, those terrifying wraiths would’ve taken you. I thought, perhaps, even the Prince himself would have shown up.” Alastyn half laughed at the thought. “Kicked down your door, even.”

“He did,” Jezreel said as she walked into the kitchen, Alastyn following her. “Please, don’t get upset. I truly am happy your mother has returned. That means all hope is not lost for Jenevier. It just seems strange to me. You know? The fact that your mother returned to you at almost the same moment the dark Prince was here, kicking in my door.”

They seated themselves at the table as Jezreel told him everything—all about the secret room, her fainting, the drugged tea, the sinister Prince’s many questions. She left out nothing, not a word. Alastyn just sat there, staring into the distance.

“So, the Prince of Wrothdem was in Tamar Broden last night,” he whispered, mostly to himself.

“Not only that, he spent the whole night here.” She tapped her finger on the old table for emphasis. “Left only a couple hours before you showed up.”

“Thank the gods Mama didn’t know. That would have ended her for sure.”

“How did she get here? Did she tell you?”

Alastyn nodded as he spoke, eyes downcast. “A stranger found her in the woods. She didn’t say his name... if she even knew it.”

“I see.” Jezreel was growing ever more suspicious. “Can I meet your mother? I mean, when she’s rested and feels up to it?”

He eyed her cautiously. “I suppose so. Why?”

“The secret room I was telling you about earlier.” She shrugged her shoulders, fiddling with her teacup. “It’s dark. As in... dark magic.”

“Yes, I remember Jenevier reading something Marlise had written... something about dark magic and their ancestors. Isn’t that the reason her family had no protective blessing from the Elves?”

“That’s what the book said, yes.”

“So... Tell me, Jezreel. What are you not saying?”

“Yes, well, I was studying hard on it.” She nervously refilled her teacup. “And, well... I was just wondering if maybe your mother might know something. I mean, anything I might find useful in helping me defeat him. She was with him a long time, after all. And I just thou—”

“Defeat him? Dark magic? Jezreel, have you gone completely mad? Seriously, have you lost your wits?”

“No, I lost my best friend,” she spat. “That seemed to matter to you yesterday. Or have you forgotten your true love so quickly?”

“Jezreel, that’s not fair. Of course I haven’t forgotten Jenevier. Are you implying that I shouldn’t feel joy over my mother’s return because Jenevier is absent? She escaped. She’s safe... somewhere.”

“Are you deaf? Have you heard nothing I just said? That vile man knows where she’s going, when she left, and by what means she travels. Hell, he probably already has her—caged her up like an animal, shackled—while we sit here, enjoying our tea and little chats about our loved ones.”

Alastyn fell silent. He wanted to be elated over his mother’s glorious salvation. Yet, his joy would always be tempered by the loss of his beloved Jenevier.

“The Prince himself is tracking her down, Alastyn. There’ll be no more mistakes. He knows her. He knows Jenevier and he won’t be looking for any damn mark.”

“But, what can we do?” He was almost pleading.

“I, for one, will not rest until I know for certain she is safe.” Jezreel left the room. Alastyn followed her into the parlor. “I refuse to let Jenevier become like your mother. If there’s anything she knows or anything she can remember, please let me know.”

Alastyn had the painful vision of seeing Jenevier as a pale, deathly shadow—completely contrast to the way she had looked only yesterday morning—her beauty gone, her innocence lost, her captivating smile erased forever. 

“Very well, Jezreel. As soon as she regains her strength, I will talk to her. There’s no way she would wish the horrors she spoke of last night to befall any other woman. Especially the one her only son is in love with.”

Jezreel placed her hand on Alastyn’s cheek. She wasn’t particularly fond of him, but his feelings toward Jenevier seemed real. 

“Anything she can do or anything she can remember, I would truly appreciate.”

He helped pull the bookcase out, revealing the hidden room.

“I will return your mother’s gracious favor with whatever I find in there that could be of help to her as well.” 

“Jezreel...” A painful knot formed in the back of his throat. “What if he already has her?” 

“I only pray he does not. Alas, I refuse to stop until I have the answer to her rescue. And hopefully... a way to stop him from ever doing this again.”

She stepped into the darkness and began lighting the many candles she had already placed around the room.

“If he finds out what you’re doing, Jezreel, he’ll kill you,” Alastyn yelled into the tiny glowing room. “You know that, right?”

Jezreel stuck her head back out as she reached for the small door. She looked directly into his eyes and smiled with only one corner of her mouth.

“I am no longer afraid of him, Alastyn. He is mean, yes. There’s no doubt about that. But so is every other bully I’ve ever come across. I will not back down. I care not what he does to me. I will stand in his face; fight him any way I possibly can.”

“As you say, Jezreel.” He half chuckled. “Merodach has no idea he met his match in this tiny little cottage. You can count on me as well. I will do everything I can. Let me know what you need. I’ll come daily with supplies and any news my mother may provide.”

“Gratitude,” she said with a half-smile.

“But he will find out one day, Jezreel. And on that day, he will come for you.”

“Then, let him come.” 

Jezreel slammed the tiny door behind her. Alastyn only snorted as he turned to leave.

Taking on that girl... would be like trying to tame a wildcat—hopeless.


Chapter 26

Jenevier

(ZHEN-ah-veer)

Jenevier stepped between the trees and had to shield her eyes from the radiance of the dazzling sun.

“What is this place?”

All around her was summer—the warmth, the butterflies, and the most beautiful flowers she had ever seen. Their intoxicating aroma wafted through the clean, crisp air.

When her hand started to burn, she looked down to see her cursed mark was as black and fresh as the moment it had been so violently placed there. A blue and orange butterfly landed softly upon the scorched flesh, tickling her, then flitted away. She watched it’s beautifully hypnotic dance until it disappeared, and then hurriedly followed after it.

As she neared a small stream, she heard a raspy voice screech out at her.

“Watch where you’re going, you giant foolish pig. Care you not where you step?”

She looked down to find the ugliest old dog she had ever seen piled in the mud by the rushing little rivulet.

“Did you just speak?” She gazed at the dirty mutt, wide-eyed.

“Did I just speak? Well of course I spoke. Are you as witless as you are hideous?”

She was completely taken aback. This obviously magical place was simply too amazing for reality. She had stepped through ancient trees—that had just appeared out of thin air—and into this strangest of all wonderlands. Now she was being confronted by talking animals, and foul talking animals at that. She determined it must be a dream. 

The little old lady in that disappearing shack must have been a witch. Perhaps she cast a spell upon the food she prepared for me. Or, perhaps I simply ate too much and I’m now lying upon that blanket, fast asleep and dreaming. She sighed and glanced around. Although... as far as dreams go, I must admit this one is rather entertaining. Perhaps I’ll play along for a bit. What could it hurt? She glanced back down at the growling dog. I mean, a fun dream every once in a while has got to be a good sign. Right?

“Hey!” the dog snapped. “Are you even listening to me?”

She smiled and curtsied to the strange animal. “Apologies, good sir. I have yet to meet a talking dog, much less break words with one. Forgive me. I am obviously unlearned in such matters and not yet familiar with the proper etiquette needed for such a thing.”

“What thing?” he huffed.

“You know... etiquette towards speaking canines.”

“Hmpf.” The dog snorted. “Simple, ugly, and clumsy to boot. You nearly trampled me where I lay.”

“I have obviously grieved you, good sir.” She couldn’t hide her smirk... well, didn’t try to. “And yet, if I am so giant and hideous, why did you not move when first you saw my enormous form headed your way? Why did you simply lie there?”

She batted her lashes. He growled.

“Because I cannot move. You stupid, wretched girl.”

She tilted her head to the side. “And why is that? Hmm? Do your legs not work? Or are you diseased?”

“Yes. I am most certainly diseased.”

If a dog can smirk, he just did, she thought.

“You’re quite dumb for a human, aren’t you?” He leaned to the side, looking around her. “And... you appear to be strolling around out here all on your own. Why is that, Maiden? It seems rather curious that one so small should be left unattended. What happened? Are you too ugly for friends? Hmm? Can’t even manage to scrounge up a few false acquaintances?”

“For someone as vile as you appear to be, sir, I assume finding help from friends would be a trying thing indeed.” She clasped her hands in front of her and innocently rocked from her toes back to her heels. “Or, mayhap, it was your friends who drug you out here to die in the mud. A bit of a courtesy to the rest of us—letting you die.”

The dog laughed a weird coughing bark-laugh. “You have a sharp tongue, tiny lady. If one does not possess kind looks, then one must at least possess kind words. Wouldn’t you agree?”

“Oh yes, I do, very much so. Gratitude, oh wise one. I thank you for granting one as unworthy as myself such an honorable lesson concerning proper manners.” She sighed. “Alas, it is quite obvious I am making your impending death even worse for you. I do not wish to make your passing even more painful. Such a thing would be an unforgivable tragedy. So, if you don’t mind, good sir, I will be on my way now. Good luck in the Otherworld. May you receive as good as you gave.” 

She politely stepped around him, meaning to cross the stream.

“Oh, but I do mind.” He snapped at her ankles. “Blatant sarcasm is one of my favorite games. I wish to play a bit more, Milady.”

She spun on him then, anger springing to life, showing plainly in her burning eyes.

“Pardon me, sir! Did you just try to bite me?”

“I wasn’t left here to die, you lumbering ox. I was drinking from that stream...” He motioned with his head. “...when I was bitten by an asp.” He did that weird dog-smirk thing again. “And... if I had wanted to bite you, I would have.”

“Is that so?” She eyed him coolly. “Well then, tell me. Just why did the asp bite you? Hmm? Did you carelessly step upon him? Or was he simply tired of hearing your vile tongue prattle on?”

The dog laughed again. “You are a spirited little mink, aren’t you? Stupid, yes. But chocked full of spit and fire... I like it. Alas, such ignorance will get you killed out here. If I had been able to move, I would be picking my teeth with your bones right now.”

“Oh, I see. Well then, I must remember to thank the asp, if ever we should meet. Now then, good day to you, sir.”

She winked at him as she turned to leave.

“What? You’re really just going to leave me here?”

“And what is it you wish me to do? Hmm? You seem quite satisfied with your approaching doom. Why should someone as hideous and oafish as me, deprive you of its coming joy?”

“You shouldn’t, you repulsive girl.” He growled then, showing off most of his sharp teeth. “Just go! Leave me in peace.”

Jenevier smiled sweetly. “As you wish. I hope you enjoy yourself.” She nodded and turned to go. “Merry meet and merry part, I always say. Good day then.”

“What?” He tried to stand. “Are you truly so heartless as to just leave me here... to die?”

She sighed, rolling her eyes as she turned back to face him. “This is turning into a grand old play of ridiculousness,” she grumbled under her breath. “Tell me, hound. Is this not what you want—to be rid of me so you can die in peace?” She put her fists on her hips. “Well? Make up your mind. I grow tired of your whining drivel. Die or speak up. Some of us have things to do and places to go.”

He chuckled. “Testy, testy. Keep up that snippy little sass, Maiden, and I might just take a liking to you yet.”

Jenevier rolled her eyes again.

“Oh, stop acting like you wouldn’t love it.” The foul beast chuckled again as he rolled over, exposing his swollen, mud-caked shoulder. “Here’s the wound, Sassy. Now, just extract the venom.”

“And why should I? You ask me for help. Yet you said you would have eaten me were you but whole.”

“And... if you save me, I may eat you yet.”

“Ugh. That doesn’t really prove a very convincing case for my help, you know.”

The dog just laughed again. She walked closer to the creature, scrutinizing the swollen snake bite. Cupping some water from the stream, she tried to wash off the mud.

“Careful, you fool!” the dog hissed. “That hurts!”

“Oh hush, you big baby. You were ready to die valiantly in the mud only a moment ago. And now you cry because I but touch you.”

“Stupid girl.”

“Smelly dog.” 

The dog just laughed. 

Jenevier carefully cleaned away all the mud until she found the two small puncture wounds.

“Here it is!”

“Of course it’s there, you enormous dumb troll. Now, extract the poison.”

She snorted. “The poison in your tongue? Or what the snake left in your shoulder?”

The dog turned his gleaming golden gaze back toward her. “You tell me, Sassy. Which do you think would be easier for you?” 

“Shoulder it is, then. But... I don’t have a blade.”

She looked around for something sharp with which to puncture his tough hide.

“You don’t need a knife, you lame pig. Just bite through the skin where the wound is and suck out the venom.”

“I don’t think I can do that.” She gagged a little. “Disgusting.”

The dog chuckled. “Yes, it is. And not only that, Madam Sass. When you withdraw the poison, it will make you gravely ill. That cannot be helped. But if you swallow any of it, even the tiniest drop, you will surely die.” He chuckled again. “And that cannot be helped either. Are you ready then?”

“Are you trying to convince me to help you, or to leave you?”

“Your decision, Troll,” he replied, nonchalantly.

She leaned down as close to his head as she dared to get. “Just so you know... I do not like you, Hound. Not even a little bit.”

He snorted. “As if I care what my supper thinks of me.”

Jenevier tried hard to swallow back her last meal—which was desperately seeking escape. The stench from this decrepit creature was gut-wrenching.

She mustered up her nerve and bit down, hard. The sound of the tearing flesh, mixed with the hound’s howls, almost made her stop. Then her mouth filled with the fiery venom. She spat it out and went back to the wound.

As she continued to suck out the poison, she began to feel dizzy and nauseous. 

“More, Sassy!” he yelled. “There is yet more.”

When she finally withdrew the last remaining drop, she collapsed in the mud beside the dog and began throwing up her stomach’s entire contents.

“Wretched human,” he growled. “What took you so long?”

She felt like she would soon pass out—die right there in the mud and filth—if her near constant retching hadn’t been keeping her conscious. She tried to rise, catch her breath. Instead, she caught a glimpse of the putrid dog as it ran toward her, snarling. She saw his enormous fangs part wide then snap shut—biting down, sharp teeth piercing the twisted black heart on her hand.

...Bloody dog...

She didn’t even possess the strength to scream. She could feel the wretched canine dragging her through the mud. But her eyes were fast closing for what she knew would be the last time. She felt the icy cold water on her face and arm.

“Drink, you idiot. Drink!” the dog demanded.

She opened her eyes just enough to see she was half lying in the little stream.

“Drink now!”

The dog bit down again, this time through her left forearm. 

She opened her mouth, weakly, letting the water gush in. She drank as fully as she could. With every swallow, her senses were slowly returning. And with every tiny ounce of strength she regained, she vowed to choke the very life out of the vile creature she had only just saved.

Bloody dog!

When she had recovered most of her faculties, Jenevier sat up, looking around for the hound. He was gone. She was all alone.

Crawling out of the water, she collapsed onto the soft grass on the other side—more than just a little thankful for the warm sun beating down on her ice cold body. Her breathing was slowly returning to normal. The dizziness started to dissipate.

Ugh... bloody dog. The next time I see you I swear I—

She felt a sharp prick on the tip of her finger, as that of a thorn. Jenevier barely opened her weary eyes.

What now?

Before she could even register what was going on, her hair was violently pulled—several strands ripped clean out of her head. 

She heard the faint buzzing near her ear before she actually saw the tiny pink and purple creatures flying around her.

“You shouldn’t rest here.” 

The gentle voice was so beautiful, smooth as the finest music. It seemed more like a warm purr than a voice. It made her smile.

“The Pixies will make sure you’re bald and full of pinholes if you remain there.”

Jenevier turned her head to see an extremely handsome, extremely naked man kneeling beside her. His chest and neck bore strange markings the likes of which she had never seen before.

“It’s not really their fault, you know.” He was still speaking. “I mean, you are lying on the entrance to their Queen’s lodgings.”

She sat up quickly, just as a few more strands were torn from her scalp and yet another thorn was jabbed into her calf. 

“None of this is real,” she whispered. “None of this can possibly be real. I ate something that didn’t agree with me. That’s all. Or, perhaps I’m hallucinating from the venom. Yes, that would explain it—I’ve been poisoned. One thing’s for certain—this isn’t real.”

“Oh, it’s real, all right. I mean, they can’t kill you or anything like that. But Pixies can pester you half to death.” He gently touched her hair as he spoke. “And from the looks of it, you’re almost half way there as it is.” 

She looked back to the odd man and then quickly averted her gaze. Standing up slowly, numbly, Jenevier heard the tiny little tinkling voices cursing at her. 

“That’s better. Wow. You’re just a little thing, aren’t you?” He chuckled softly. “Why are you so short? Here, let me help you. That’s right. Come along now. It’s this way.”

The young man carefully took her by the arm, leading her toward the nearby forest, talking all the while.

Yes... a most curious dream indeed... 

She couldn’t help but look back at the colorful little Pixies as they hurriedly dug out their Queen. It put her in mind of ants tending their anthill. She half giggled.

Huh... strange. I cannot recall ever having such a dream. I mean... how can one dream of things they have never seen before? Odd... truly odd...


Chapter 27

Alissa

(ah-LISS-ah)

Alissa slept through the day and well into the cool evening. After he returned from telling Jezreel the great news, Alastyn sat by her bed and never left her side. It was almost like he was afraid she would disappear if he took his eyes off her for even a moment. She was still so beautiful to him. All he saw lying there was his beloved mother, as elegant and radiant as were his memories.

When her eyes fluttered open, Alastyn’s warm smile was the first thing she saw.

“Am I dreaming, my dear son?”

“Only if I am as well, Mother. Let us not wake, then.”

She returned his warm smile as she sat up, stretching her arms. “I haven’t slept like that in years,” she yawned.

“Do you thirst? Are you hungry?”

She reached over and placed her hand upon his, squeezing. “Both. What say we make some breakfast?”

Alastyn chuckled. “But it’s well into the evening now.”

She smiled. “Breakfast is good no matter where the sun is.”

They both laughed in agreement.

“I’ll leave you to dress and wait for you in the kitchen then. Be ready to cook.” He winked playfully. “The stove is already warm.”

Alissa looked around her familiar room. It was as if she had never left. Wrapping the covers around her shoulders, she sat cross-legged in the middle of her cozy bed—breathing in all the familiar smells, listening to all the familiar noises. She sent up a little prayer of thanks for her unbelievably good fortune. 

There was a soft rap at the door and Markus peeped in.

“Rest well, my dear?”

“Oh yes, very well. Thank you, Markus.”

“This is your home, Alissa. As it was then, so it remained. We’ve only been waiting on you to return and make it whole again.”

“I’m sorry I left you. I feared you had found another.”

“You didn’t leave me, my sweet. You didn’t leave Alastyn. And, I could never replace you, my love. Neither of us had a choice in the tragedy that befell our little family. I’m only sorry I couldn’t protect you... it caused you such great suffering.” 

He sat down on the bed and gently brushed back her snow white hair, tucking it behind her ear to better see the face he loved so true. This enchanting woman was the most precious thing in the world to him. She always had been.

“Alissa, you are so beautiful. Never has a woman been as you, my love... never.”

“I am not the same woman you fell in love with, Markus.”

He leaned in and kissed her cheek. “You are exactly the same woman.” 

Tears filled her eyes. “I am used... dirty.”

“You are as pure and beautiful as the first enchanting day I laid eyes upon you. My heart now races... same as it did then.”

His nose brushed her ear as he whispered to her.  She turned to him, nuzzling his neck.

“May I kiss you, my lovely Alissa?”

“I have dreamt of nothing but your lips upon me the whole night through. I feared you wouldn’t want to touch me, Markus.”

“If my touch would bring you harm in any way, I will forever restrain myself. As long as you remain at my side, I will be happy.”

“Kiss me, please,” she whispered.

Markus pulled the love of his life close to his chest and kissed her as if it were the first time. Their undying passion rekindled with their first touch. Magic grew in their hearts once more.

“I have missed your arms about me, my love.” She smiled as she kissed him again. “But it’s your enormous heart I have missed most of all.”

“I do not wish to hurt you, beautiful lady.” His voice was heavy with want, weighted with deep desire. “But if you do not cease your play, my love, I will lose what little control I yet cling to.” 

She giggled, kissing his nose and then his forehead. “So... you desire me still?”

He pushed her back upon the bed. “You are my wife and the only woman I have ever desired.”

“I love you, Markus.” She blushed. “Do not think ill of me, dear one. But... I want to feel you move within me.”

She spoke not another word. Passionate moans were all she could manage. The man she had desired from her youth was making the sweetest love to her she could possibly imagine. She had to keep telling herself over and over that this was her beloved husband, not just a dream.

He brought her to ecstasy twice before he finally collapsed beside her, a blissful smile across his face.

“Never has there been a woman such as you.” He kissed her hand. “I still cannot believe you agreed to marry me.”

“I am but a pale shadow of her now. I look more like the corpse of your beloved wife, than the vessel herself.”

He gently squeezed her hand. “Is that so? Then, how is it you now blush, Milady?” 

She quickly sat up, looking toward her reflection in the mirror of her dressing table. She nearly knocked Markus off the bed as she leapt to her feet, running to get a closer look.

He walked up behind her, placing his gentle hands upon her trembling shoulders, caressing her soft skin.

“How can this be?” she whispered. “I feared I was colorless forever.”

“You are home, my dear. You are in your husband’s arms now, not those of a tyrant. You have returned to where you belong, Alissa, to where you are loved, where you are happy.”

She giggled like a small girl, clapping her hands before throwing her arms around his strong neck. Markus held her to him.

Alastyn came to fetch his mother. Upon seeing their happy embrace, he quietly closed the door and returned to the kitchen.

“I was so afraid you wouldn’t take me back, Markus. I had visions of you throwing me out into the street.”

“I was so afraid you were dead for so very long, my dear. I felt like only half a man for all those years. I was powerless to save you, and completely lost without you.”

“...You never even looked at another woman?”

“What other woman? I cannot recall ever seeing another.”

“Oh Markus, you are the only genuine man I have ever known. You are kind and loving, strong and valiant. I still can’t believe you chose me. You—the bravest warrior in the village.”

“Brave? Not that night.”

“Shhh, now.” She kissed him. “Nothing could have stopped what happened that night. Every soul in this realm knows the truth of that. My dear Markus, I have never felt safe with anyone else, only you. And, I have never felt safer in my whole life... than I do right now.” 

They held each other tightly for one long blissful moment.

“As much as I wish this would never end... your son awaits his mother.”

She giggled again. “Yes, you’re right. Will you please tell him I’ll be right out?”

“Of course, my love.” He started to leave, but turned back and pointed to a chest in the corner. “All your things are still there. I packed them well and checked them often. A few of them even still smell like you,” he whispered to himself.

As the door clicked shut, a lone tear streaked its mournful path down her once lovely face.

I love you, Markus. More than I can ever possibly show you in but a single lifetime. You are my world.

*****

When Alissa entered the kitchen, everyone froze. She had brushed out her snow white locks and pulled them back into a long braid. She was wearing her favorite comfy dress and was barefoot with but a tiny strand of beads around one ankle. 

She held that favorite old dress out with both hands and twirled around like a little girl.

“So, what do you think?”

Markus gasped. “Alissa, you are so beautiful—a vision from the heavens. You take my breath away.”

“Mama!”

Alastyn ran to her, throwing his arms around her. He was her baby boy all over again. He could finally release all the heartbreaking tears that little lost boy had held inside for so many years. And... that’s exactly what he did.


Chapter 28

Alzeen

(al-ZEEN)

Jenevier looked down and realized—to her embarrassment—the naked man was still holding her arm. Gently pulling free, she stepped a comfortable distance from her unusual savior. She noticed then that his peculiar markings were not only upon his chest and neck, but his arms, abdomen, and temples as well.

They are the same odd color as his hair.

“Are you feeling better, tiny lady?”

She blushed and lowered her eyes. “Somewhat, yes.”

“So, you are Jenevier, I presume?”

“Yes. And may I have the pleasure of your name, sir?”

“My apologies.” The stranger stopped walking and made a low, dramatic bow in front of her. “I... am Alzeen. Pleased to make your acquaintance, Milady.”

She couldn’t help but snicker. He seemed so young and, well, sweet. As he rose, she quickly turned her head.

“Umm, Alzeen. Where are your clothes?”

He looked down at himself, and then back at her.

“Apologies. Does the natural state of humans make you uncomfortable?”

“Well, I have never really thought about it before I suppose. But, yes. Yes it does.”

“My apologies once again, tiny Princess. My intention was never to make you feel uncomfortable, no. I wish only for your complete and utter happiness, Milady. May I?”

Jenevier looked down just in time to see him reach over and rip one of the layers from her once lovely party dress. 

“I beg your pardon!”

She grabbed her skirt, checking to make sure she was still properly covered.

“How dare you!”

“What? It was all mussed and beyond repair.” Alzeen sort of rolled his eyes and snorted. “I was only considering your comfort. Where else am I to get clothing in the middle of the forest?” 

He hurriedly wrapped the torn garment around his chest and shoulders. When Jenevier looked back at him, she closed her eyes and turned away once more. She couldn’t help but stifle a giggle.

“What now?” he demanded.

“I wasn’t bothered by your bare chest, Alzeen. You need to cover your bottom part.”

She was blindly pointing toward him as she spoke. He looked down. 

“Ahh... and yet another mistake.” He quickly tied the torn cloth around his waist. “Better?”

She slowly turned toward him, barely opening one eye to get a quick peek.

“Yes, much better. Gratitude, Alzeen.”

She smiled at him then. His face lit up with joy.

“Good.” He puffed his chest out, standing at attention. “Now, am I acceptable?”

“Yes, Alzeen.” She continued smiling, nodding her head slightly. “You are acceptable.”

“So... you accept me, then?”

He seemed overly surprised. She couldn’t help but laugh. Even though he was obviously a few years older than she was, he reminded her of a small child seeking his mother’s approval. 

“Yes, Alzeen, I accept you.” 

“Wow... you really accepted me,” he whispered, amazed. “I can hardly believe it. Someone like you... accepted me...”

“Alzeeeen... stop.” Her smile was so big her cheeks hurt. “You’re teasing, are you not?”

“No.” He furrowed his brow. “Why would I tease you? Do you want me to?”

“No, it’s not that. I mean, of course I accepted you. How could I not?”

“Because, you are so beautiful. And I’m... well, I’m just me, just Alzeen.”

She took a moment to actually look at this curious man, study him. Now that he was clothed, sort of, Jenevier marveled at his ornate markings and odd skin coloring. She liked the sharp tip to his nose and the way his stomach sank in at his hip bones, forming a tantalizing V shape, the bottom of which was now hidden beneath his makeshift covering. Her eyes lingered there a bit longer than she had intended as her mind played upon strange thoughts—thoughts she didn’t even fully understand. 

“But... you are you, and I am me,” she mumbled to herself. “Why would I not accept you? You are... exquisite...”

She was mulling over why just the look of him had caused a stifling tightness in her chest, when his sudden cheerful words pulled her back from the dangerous path her mind was wandering down.

“That’s funny.” He snorted as he spoke.

She jumped a little, startled. “What?” She blushed. “What’s funny?”

“The fact this dirty piece of torn cloth made such a difference. I am the same Alzeen who rescued you from those nasty Pixies. But only now do you smile. I like it when you smile.” He looked down at his ridiculous purple garb. “Hey... Is it magic?”

She furrowed her brows and almost giggled. “Is what magic?”

“The cloth, does it contain magic?”

“Well, I guess in its own way, it does.”

“Truly?” He gasped loudly. “There’s magic within these threads?”

Jenevier couldn’t help but giggle when he began examining the torn skirt now wrapped about his waist.

“Well, you tell me, Alzeen. You made certain parts of yourself disappear. And at the same time, you made this huge smile magically appear upon my face.” She giggled and pointed toward her mouth. “What do you think, Alzeen? Sure sounds like magic to me.”

He looked up at her. “Wow... that is a magical smile.” He excitingly went back to examining his new clothing. “I’ve never had magic clothes before,” he whispered.

She watched him a while longer. He seemed so young, so innocent

“So, Alzeen?”

“Yes?”

He looked back at her as if he had forgotten she was still standing there.

“Tell me.” She crinkled up her nose at him. “What were your intentions?”

He tilted his head to the side. “My intentions?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

He cocked one eyebrow. “Umm... I don’t under—”

“You said earlier it wasn’t your intention to offend me. Right?”

“...Yes.”

“So, tell me. What were your intentions?”

“Oh, yes.” He smiled brightly, speaking as if reading from an official invitation. “I was sent here to make sure you made it safely to the village.” 

“I see. Well that was very kind of you, I suppose. Tell me. Who sent you?”

“The chief.” He dramatically deepened his voice to mimic the chief’s words. “Alzeen, go and collect the maiden. Bring her to me.”

Jenevier chuckled. “Indeed. Well that was very kind of you both. Odd you didn’t take the time to dress, but kind all the same.”

“Then, you’ll go with me?” he asked excitedly, clapping.

She inclined her head toward him. “As you wish. Lead the way, good sir.” 

Jenevier made a sweeping movement with her injured arm and fell in step behind this strange child-like man. She took the opportunity to examine him more closely. He was lean but muscular. His skin was not tanned by the sun, but he was definitely not as fair-complected as she was. He had an odd tint to his skin. 

“Olive perhaps,” she said absently.

“What did you say?” 

Alzeen stopped so quickly she almost bumped into him.

“Umm. I was just noticing how beautiful the color of your hair is,” she lied.

“Gratitude. Thank you very much.” He smiled happily. “Yours is golden. I’ve never seen golden hair before. It kind of looks like sunshine. I like it.” He touched a single curl, admiring it. “So... tell me what you think of mine. It’s poor manners not to return a compliment, don’t you think?”

“Indeed I do.” She tilted her head slightly. “Your hair is... umm... lovely.”

He gave her a satisfied smile before turning and continuing on.

Alzeen’s hair was different from any she had ever seen in Ashgard. It wasn’t really brown and it wasn’t really red. It reminded her of the color of dried blood. It was extremely thick and probably long, but she couldn’t be sure. It stuck out all about his head with not much rhyme or reason to it.

“Must never brush it,” she mumbled, louder than she meant to.

He sighed loudly and tossed his hands in the air.

“What are you saying now? If you want me to hear you, you’ll have to speak up.”

Jenevier was ready for his abrupt stop this time and kept her distance. 

“Brush—I said the brush was getting thicker here.”

He smiled proudly. “Yes. That means we’re getting closer.”

“Closer to where?”

He casually shrugged his shoulders. “To the village.”

“So... what was the test?”

“Test?”

Alzeen stopped again, standing way too close for her comfort as he peered directly into her blushing face.

“Y-yes, what was the test I had to pass?”

“I know nothing of a test.” He cocked his head to the side and raised one eyebrow. “Do you like me? Would you like to lay with me?”

“Alzeen! What? Just... what?”

“Lay with me—would you like to mate with me now? Or would you rather wait a while?” He wrapped one of her curls around his finger. “You are quite lovely. I’ve never seen a real girl before. I think I like them.”

“What are you talking about, Alzeen?”

She had been stepping back from him as he spoke. Now, panic was washing over her.

“Girls—I think I like them. When I look at you, I get a funny feeling.” He pointed to his belly. “Right in there. It feels good. Makes my heart race, too.”

Jenevier swallowed hard and looked around. There was nowhere to run.

“There’s never been a human girl here before. Well, not since I’ve lived here. When we heard the news about you, the chief said I could have you if you accepted me. You’ve already accepted me. You said so.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I was just wondering if you wanted to lay with me now or wait until later. Or... we can do both.”

“W-wait. Umm, wait just a minute, Alzeen.”

“Wait? For what?” He gently placed his hands on her shoulders. “Don’t be scared. I won’t hurt you.”

She jumped slightly. “Oh my. Oh, umm... Tell me. What is your chief’s name?”

“Barachna. He’s very old and very wise. He told me what to say to you, and if you accepted me, we would be mates.”

He smiled again and clasped his hands behind his back, proudly.

“I-I see. Well... Alzeen, I am terribly sorry if I have misled you. Alas, I fear I am on a different quest. My apologies, but I must go meet a different chief. I cannot go with you to your village. Not right now.”

“Oh, but you must.” 

He grabbed her arm and held tightly. When she visibly winced from the pain of the recent dog bite he was now squeezing, he quickly released her and stepped back. 

“I didn’t mean to hurt you.” His cheeks flushed, he lowered his head. “I said I wouldn’t hurt you. Please forgive me. I just didn’t realize how fragile girls are.”

Seeing him standing there like that made her heart ache. She suddenly felt the need to protect him.

“Fear not, Alzeen. You didn’t hurt me. A disgusting old dog bit me before you came to my rescue.”

He suddenly perked up. “Oh, well, that’s no problem.” 

Jenevier watched as he quickly ran off into the forest.

“...Alzeen?”

She jumped when he popped out of the brush carrying some unusual rust-colored leaves. 

“Here, these will heal that right up.” 

He swiftly went to work wrapping her arm, intricately lacing the leaves together. She was in awe of his handiwork. She smiled as she admiringly touched the neatly secured bandage.

“Oh dear, another one.”

He grabbed her cursed hand and made quick work of the bite there as well.

“Is this medicine?” She gasped. “Alzeen, my arm is already feeling better.”

He shrugged his shoulders. “It makes the pain go away. That’s all I know. But touch it not for three days, or it won’t heal right.”

“What’s it called?”

“The leaf?”

“Yes.” She nodded as she spoke.

“I know not what it truly is. I happened to sit down in a pile of them one day after I’d made the Pixies rather angry with me. And, well... the pain just went away.”

“That is the way most medicines are discovered—by accident.” She smiled, still admiring it. “Yet, how did you learn to tie them like this? It’s lovely.”

He chuckled. “I didn’t learn that.” He shrugged his shoulders. “It only seemed to make sense... so they wouldn’t fall off. You know—if I tied them like that.”

She smiled at him. “You are a natural healer, Alzeen. I am blessed you were my savior. Because of you—no more Pixies, no more dog—and now, no more pain.” 

Jenevier leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. His beautiful olive skin turned bright red.

“Will you go with me now?” he begged.

“I cannot, Alzeen.” She lightly tapped his nose. “I told you. I have to go a different way.”

She saw pure panic suddenly amplified in his rust-colored eyes. 

“But, you must come with me.” He grabbed her hands. “I never want you to go a different way than me. You’re my own little drop of sunshine. Remember? Besides, if I go back without you... they’ll beat me.”

He lowered his head... and very nearly stole her heart. She stroked his tangled hair. He sniffed.

“Shhh, now. Tell me, Alzeen. Who will beat you?”

“Our council. They don’t like me because I’m different from them. Barachna is kind to me. But if I disobey him—” His words broke off. “Just come and meet them. Please? They won’t harm you. I promise. They only want to look at you. I’m sure it won’t take too long. And then, perhaps they’ll let us go your way for a while.”

“I am on an extremely important mission right now, Alzeen. I simply do not have time to visit your chief. Not today. I don’t want to go a different way than you, either. Come with me the way I have to go for a while.” She took hold of his hand, tugging gently. “Were you told to return by a certain time?”

“No, just to return when you had accepted me... and we’d become mates.”

“Well, I did indeed accept you, Alzeen. But since we have not yet mated, there’s really no need for you to hurry back. Right?”

“...I suppose so.”

“Come, Alzeen. Walk with me for a while.” She tugged a little harder on his hand. “Don’t go a different way than me.”

He smiled. “If I do this, will you lay with me?”

“Umm... probably not.”

“But maybe?”

“No, not maybe.”

“You smiled when you said that. I saw you.”

She chuckled. “Are you coming, or not? Do you wish us to be parted? What if we never meet again?”

His eyes widened. “No, promise me that will never happen. I don’t ever want to go a different way than you.”

Jenevier smiled as she squeezed Alzeen’s hand. And with no resistance at all, he let her lead him back toward the stream.


Chapter 29

Margy

(MARR-jee)

Jezreel had been cooped up in that little musty old room for days. She stepped back into the parlor and stretched her arms. 

She yawned. “Ugh, I starve.”

While waiting for the oven to heat, she decided to look through the herbal recipes in the little rusted box Marlise kept in the cabinet. 

“Let’s see here... for fever, for warts, foot tonic, bellyache, true love. Now, that one sounds interesting.” She chuckled. “What else have we got? Here’s one for toothache, headache, rose water, Potion #4...”

Jezreel swallowed hard, staring blindly at the crackling fire in the old stove while her tears dripped from her chin as rain.

...Potion #4... damn.

With no word back from Alastyn, and no progress to be found in the secret room, Jezreel could see only darkness and doom ahead for Jenevier... and she was powerless to stop it. 

“What use am I, truly?” 

She thought about trying to make the precious Potion #4, just so she could smell the glorious fragrance of her absent friend. In the end, she decided it would just be too painful. 

I’ll soon go mad if I just sit here, dwelling upon horrid things.

She put the old stained recipe cards back in the box and gazed out the window. Even though the seasons only vary slightly in Ashgard, she could tell the change was fast approaching. All of nature seemed to be busily preparing for the tapering temperatures soon to come.

Jezreel walked out the back door and breathed in the deliciously crisp, cooling air. Marlise’s herb garden caught her eye. It was suffering terribly from lack of attention. 

“Well... I did make a promise, after all.” She sighed. “Best get to it then. No point in just moping about uselessly.” She half chuckled to herself. “Might as well work while I mope.”

After pulling weeds for a while, she stood up to stretch her back and noticed Mrs. Trinken was standing at the end of the row, quietly watching her.

“Well, hello there, Mrs. Trinken,” she said through a smile.

The silent woman did not respond. 

Jezreel dropped the weeds, dusted off her hands, and headed over to speak with her unexpected visitor.

“Beautiful day, is it not?” 

Still, the older lady did not speak.

“Are you well, Mrs. Trinken?” She furrowed her brow. “Is something wrong?”

When Jezreel reached the edge of the garden, Margy grabbed both her hands and held tightly. 

“Child, don’t go. Terrible things will happen to you if you go.”

“Go where?”

“To the mountains in the south. You won’t find your friend,” she warned. “And you’ll never return here.”

“But I wasn’t—”

“I don’t see it unless you’ve decided it,” she interrupted.

“But, Mrs. Trinken... I’m useless here. There’s nothing I can do to help.” She tossed her hands up in the air. “I feel futile, helpless, ineffectual, a waste of a good friend. Just choose one. It’ll apply.”

“There’s so much you can do right here. You just need guidance, child.” Margy quickly looked around to see if anyone was there. “You found the room already. You simply don’t know how to use it yet. That’s all.”

“But how did you—”

“That’s not important. Listen now. Jenevier’s safe. I still see her light. It glows as bright as ever. But, I have this gnawing feeling she won’t be returning here for quite some time. I didn’t see that just yet. Only felt it.”

“So what am I supposed to do until then? Wait and wonder?”

“That would be wisest, yes. The evil Prince of Wrothdem can never reach her where she is now. That much I do know. He can’t go there.” Margy winked and shrugged her shoulders. “He’d never even make it through the gate.”

“So, she made it to Valadrog?” It wasn’t truly meant to be a question; she was just thinking aloud. “She actually did it. Wow...” She smiled. “All on her own—all the way to the Thralldom Mountains.”

“She’s not there yet. Well, at least I don’t think so. She hasn’t met Valadrog. But she’s beyond Merodach’s reach. That’s for certain.”

“Ugh. I can’t sit here idle, doing nothing,” Jezreel moaned.

“You should. But I know you won’t. I think your handsome young friend is getting ready to go on a long journey of his own real soon. The thing for you to do now, child, is to take over for Marlise. I’ll tell you if ever I see a change. The whole village needs you to stay right where you are. And, since it really is Jenevier’s responsibility to carry on the craft, you’re helping her most by taking up her part here.”

“Mrs. Trinken, I can’t do that. No matter how much sense it makes, I just can’t.”

“Tamar Broden desperately needs a healer, child. I can see clearly. This is your path. Yet, I can also see you in putrid darkness. The choice will be yours. But know this. If you follow your friend, your light goes out.”

“So, either I try to help and die in the process. Or I do nothing to help and live? There has to be another way.”

“The darkness I see doesn’t necessarily mean you die. It could mean your pure light turns to shadows. But you don’t want that either, child. Stay here or turn to darkness, but the choice is yours alone to make. One thing’s for certain. If you go to the south, whether you live or die, you’ll never see Jenevier again.”

“So, my only option is to sit here and wait? That’s the only way I will ever get to see her again?”

“No. That is but one option. There’s also another. But it will change you, child,” Margy warned.

“Will I be able to help Jenevier?”

“Possibly.”

“Will I get to see her again?”

“Yes. But you’ll get to see her if you take the path of a healer, too. And that path won’t change you.”

“Then I choose the second option. I care not how it changes me. I have to do something.”

“Be very careful what you wish upon yourself, child.”

“I do so hate when people say such things. I care not for myself. Tell me. Please.”

Margy scanned the area once more to make sure no one was within hearing distance, then she moved closer to Jezreel.

“There’s a woman what lives up on Waverly Ridge. She knows about the secret room, she does. She’s blessed with vast knowledge in the dark side of the craft. She can tell you how to use what it is you’ve found.”

“Who is she? What’s her name?”

“Halora.”

“And, will she help me?”

“I didn’t say that, child. I can’t see Halora. The whole top of that ridge is dark to me. She’s extremely powerful. And she won’t do nothing for free. You’ll have to pay whatever price she sets. Her wages are high, unimaginably so.”

“I care not the cost. Just tell me how to find her.”

“Very foolish, child.” Margy tsked. “Very foolish indeed.”

“Then why did you even tell me about her if she won’t help?”

“I didn’t say she would, and I didn’t say she wouldn’t. I told you where she lives. I told you what her name is. And I warned you she’d demand payment. The rest is up to you.” She squeezed Jezreel’s hands and moved to whisper in her ear. “She’s a witch. She can teach you the dark craft if you pay her well enough. But you’ll no longer be Jezreel. You’ll no longer be the beloved friend Jenevier wishes to return to.” The older lady stepped back and once again checked to see if anyone else was around. “If you do this thing, child, you’ll sacrifice your whole future and your most treasured friendship. That, in itself, is too high a price.”

“But... you said I’d see her again,” she whispered, despondently.

“I said you’d see her, yes. I never said if you chose the dark path that you girls would be as you were. You’ll be changed, Jezreel. You’ll lose what makes you, well, you. But, I just don’t know. Jenevier’s lovely face keeps wavering in front of me. Like I’m seeing her through running waters.” Margy’s soft eyes were focused on nothing. She spoke as if deep in thought. “Mayhap she’ll be changed as well. I can’t say for sure. Not just yet.” She focused back on Jezreel. “Either way, you’ll not be as you were. Plain as that.”

Jezreel couldn’t speak.

“You know all I know now, child. Choose wisely. Good things come to those who wait.”

The older woman hurried back home, leaving Jezreel standing at the edge of the herb garden, more confused than ever.


Chapter 30

Alzeen

(al-ZEEN)

When Jenevier and Alzeen again reached the rippling stream, the colorful little Pixies were still busy flitting in and out of the ground.

“I hate I damaged their home so.”

“Oh, worry not about them. They always act like that. Pixies can always find something to be mad about and they seem to always be zipping out of the ground like that.”

Jenevier smiled and squeezed his hand. “Never let go of me,” she whispered.

His eyes were wide and innocent when he turned toward her. “I never will. No matter what.” He gave her a quick nod of determination.

“Promise?”

“Promise.” He smiled and held fast to her.

“Well then, let’s see. Before you rescued me, I was heading in that direction.” She pointed past the Pixies and up the nearing hills.

“Is that the way to your chief?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “I’m not certain. I just had a feeling it was the right way to go.”

“Then let’s go.”

Alzeen started on ahead, pulling her hand along with him. He made sure to stay clear of the angry Pixies.

“Best not to let them see us again so soon,” he whispered.

She was staring at them, nodding. “I agree.”

The new friends cut through a small patch of trees and started their climb up the hill.

“It’s much steeper than it looks,” she said, kicking leaves aside.

“Yes, it is. I’ve never been up this way before.”

“Never? Why?”

“No. Never had a need to, I suppose.”

“How odd.”

“You think so? Hmm... Why would that seem odd?”

She sort of snorted. “My curiosity would have had me all over this place.”

He chuckled. “Now, that seems odd.”

“How long have you lived here?”

“Why all the questions?”

“Curiosity.” She crinkled up her nose at him. “Tell me. Please.”

This strange, innocent man had not only piqued her rabid curiosity, but had melted her heart as well. She wanted to know more about him, everything about him.

“I can’t remember. Not exactly. Since I was too small to work.”

“Where are you from?”

“I don’t know that either.” He blushed when he caught her intense gaze. “It makes me feel funny when you look at me like that.”

“Does your chief know? Does he know how you came to be here?”

“I should think so. But I’ve never asked him.”

“Why not?”

“Why would I?” He bumped his shoulder with hers as they walked. “Who cares where they used to be? Now’s all that matters.”

She playfully bumped him back. “Don’t you wish to know where you came from, where you belong, who your people are?”

“No. I belong here and I’m happy. Why would I want to leave?”

“But... they beat you.”

“Only when I disobey. And I don’t do that anymore. Not since I was very small.”

Alzeen had stopped walking. Jenevier could see the pain of those memories clearly written across his face. He was the purest, most angelic person she had ever met. He was like a big, beautiful, trusting child. And she wanted, with all her heart, just to protect him.

“I wish I had known you were here, Alzeen.”

“Why’s that?” He focused back on her face.

“I would have found you. I would have been your friend. And, I would never have let anyone hurt you. No matter what.”

She touched his face and smiled lovingly at him. He vibrantly mirrored her expression.

“Well, you’re here now.” He beamed with pure joy. “So it was all worth it.” 

Jenevier’s heart swelled. She instantly loved this curious man as if she’d known him her whole life. It was like a magical kind of just knowing. His frank honesty and unadulterated innocence filled a void inside her she didn’t even know was there. She knew in this very moment, Alzeen would be her dear friend, forever. She could never let him go back where he came from. She felt this beautiful, strange man had been sent to her so that he could finally know a truly perfect and loving friendship, one as pure as she had known with Jezreel her whole life. For the first time, she didn’t mind being cursed by the demented Prince. That black mark had brought her to Alzeen. And she realized she would have suffered through anything just to know him.

“Can I kiss you?”

“No, Alzeen.” She sighed, holding in a snicker.

“But I think you like me.” He yanked playfully on one of her curls. “You keep looking at me all dreamy like.”

She lightly pinched his side in retaliation. “I do like you. And don’t pull my hair.”

“So, can I kiss you?”

“No.”

“Do you think perhaps one day you will lay with me?”

“No.” She laughed at his honest, simple question.

“Maybe?” he pressed.

“No, Alzeen, not maybe.”

“How do you know?” He crossed his arms and pouted. “Perhaps one day you will love me.”

Jenevier laughed. “It’s too late for that. Besides, I can love you and still not lay with you. There are all different kinds of love.”

“I love you,” he whispered.

Alzeen had stopped walking again and was holding fast to her hand, forcing her to stop as well.

She turned to him and touched his cheek. “Alzeen, you are one of the purest, most blameless people I have ever met. I never knew there were souls as perfect as yours roaming about Ashgard. You make me smile and feel alive inside. You are as handsome as any royal Prince and as brave as any majestic knight. I would never do anything to hurt you. I’ve only just met you, but I already treasure you in my heart. And...” She smiled softly. “I know I always will.”

“So, you love me.” He smiled proudly.

Jenevier laughed. “I suppose in a way... yes, I do.”

“I knew it! Perhaps one day you will ask me to lay with you.”

“We shall see, Alzeen. We’ll just have to wait and see.”

The smile that lit up his face made her heart flutter. 

Oh dear, this may not be as easy as I had thought. Especially if he keeps smiling like that. He is absolutely adorable.

She took in their surroundings while still smiling, musing at the abnormal conversation she was having with her new friend.

“Does it ever get dark here?” she wondered aloud. “Does the sun never set?”

“No. There’s no darkness here,” he said casually.

Jenevier was astonished. “B-but when do you sleep?”

“When I get tired. Why? Are you tired?”

“I could use a little rest, yes. Especially by the time we get up to the top of this,” she said, pointing up ahead.

*****

The two companions had trudged on until they came to the crest of the hill. All that lay out before them, were more hills. 

Jenevier laughed. He looked at her curiously.

“What’s funny?”

“This.” She waved her arms out at the many rolling hills.

He tilted his head to the side, quizzically. “Why is that funny?”

“It just is, Alzeen. I don’t know. My luck would have it no other way. Fate wishes me upon a laborious path, I suppose.”

He cocked one eyebrow up and twisted his mouth to the side. “I don’t understand.”

“Neither do I.” She sighed. “Fate hates me. Or, perhaps I am just weary.”

Alzeen pointed down below them. “When we reach the valley, there’ll be shade. You can rest there.”

She snorted. “Wonderful. Now, if I could but roll down there.”

“Why? Why would you want to roll? You’ll muss your hair.”

She laughed again at his childlike perceptions. She could tell he didn’t understand her sarcasm.

“Because, Alzeen, my weary legs may not carry me all the way.”

“Then I will.”

He quickly scooped her up in his arms and started down the steep slope.

“Alzeen! Put me down. I was only teasing. It was but jest.”

“But... you’re tired. Right?”

“Yes, but I can walk.” She squirmed in his arms.

“And I can carry you as well.”

“I’m too heavy to carry all that way. You’ll be exhausted.”

“No, you’re not. It’s like carrying a baby lamb. Besides, you smell really good, too. I wanna just take a big bite out of you.”

He smiled and playfully snapped his teeth at her.

“Someone has already done that to me today. I do not wish for another one, thank you kindly.”

“Oh, beautiful lady, you would enjoy my bite very much. I promise. Let me just nibble you a little. Hmm?” He winked at her. “I won’t leave marks. That is, unless you want me to.”

Jenevier giggled and then gave up. She sighed as she laid her head on his chest and closed her eyes. She wasn’t going to argue with him. She truly was exhausted. The long night of riding, the horrible old dog, the nausea—it had all been so draining.

“...Alzeen,” she whispered softly.

She was asleep before they even reached the valley.


Chapter 31

Alastyn

(ah-LASS-tin)

When Alastyn finally broke his adoring embrace, his mother wiped away his tears.

“I missed you so much, Mama.”

“I missed you so much, too.” She sighed. “My precious little boy has grown into such a handsome young man. And I missed it all.”

“I thought about you every day.”

“And I you, my beautiful son. Nothing can shatter a mother’s heart like the loss of a child, especially one such as you.” She kissed his forehead and then both cheeks. “You’ve done well with him Markus, quite well indeed.”

“I’m ashamed to say that isn’t so, Alissa. I have been a terribly selfish father. I was so wrapped up in my own grief... I never took the time to see his pain. I didn’t notice that my only son was suffering even more than I was. How could I be so blind?”

“Come now, Father. All things are well with us again... Mother has been miraculously returned to us.”

Alastyn’s constant tears were burning his eyes. He swallowed hard, turning away.

“Enough tears. Let us enjoy now what has been stolen from our past.” Alissa smiled happily. “I haven’t cooked in ages. Let’s see if I still know how.”

She giggled, clapping her hands together before reaching for her apron. Their mingled laughter and love could easily be heard outside the now happy little home. They all joined in with the cooking, the eating, and the wonderful conversation. No bad memories were dredged up and no lost moments interfered with their present joy.

Alissa leaned over and bumped her shoulder against Alastyn’s. “So, my ferociously handsome son, is there but one special lady claiming that brave heart of yours?” She winked at him as she took another sip of tea. “Or are there many?” 

The laughter instantly died away.

“What?” She looked to Markus and then quickly back to her son. “What’s wrong? What has happened?” She ran her fingers through his long raven curls. “Tell me, my son. Let me into that big, beautiful heart of yours.”

Alastyn remained speechless. Alissa turned her questioning gaze to Markus.

“...Husband?”

“The pain is too fresh, dear wife. The wound, too new.”

Alissa turned back to her son and placed her gentle, loving hand upon his. He was trembling. 

“Alastyn, I know you have been deprived of the kind of love and experience only a mother can provide. But I’m here now, son. This is the very type of thing mothers can fix.”

“I truly hope so, Mama.” Alastyn started out slowly. “I had only just met her at the death celebration. The one held for her Aunt Marlise... but a couple nights ago.”

Alissa abruptly turned to Markus. “Marlise is dead?”

“The Quickening,” he softly replied.

Alastyn sniffed before continuing with his sorrowful tale.

“She was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. Well, besides you, Mama.”

Mother and son shared a quick, tender smile. 

“Oh, Mama, she took my breath away—made my heart race.”

“She was the first?”

He blushed. “Yes.”

“She was Marlise’s niece,” Markus added. “From over in Moorglen. She came to tend her in her last days.”

“You mean, her little sister? Alethia’s baby girl? Wow, all grown up already.”

Alissa was lost in remembrance for one single precious moment. Then she jerked her attention back to Markus.

“Wait... Was? You said the girl was her niece.” 

All were silent then. She was frantically searching their moistened eyes for a clue. 

Markus broke the silence. “Merodach was here.” 

Alissa visibly tensed at the name. “No,” she whispered.

“Yes. Oh, Mama, she was so beautiful—dancing there with all those flowers in her hair. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. She looked so happy, so free.”

His favorite kind, she thought.

“I watched her all night. Her smile was like the sunrise and her hair was as spun gold. I loved her immediately, Mama. When we could finally talk, when I could finally touch her... her scent nearly drove me mad.” He sighed. “I will never again be so intoxicated by a mere aroma, an enchantingly delicious aroma. When I but touched her, lightning shot through my veins. I wanted to kiss her so badly.  She told me that when she first looked into my eyes, I stole her soul away and she floated amongst the stars. She was so free with her thoughts and feelings. She gave me her heart, entrusted me with its care. I can scarce breathe now just thinking about it. My soul shattered within me when I opened that door... and found her gone.”

Alissa lovingly rubbed her son’s arm as he recounted the vision of his first love. Her heart was breaking with his. She knew all too well what the young maiden was going through while her son sat here and mourned her. What she witnessed now was but a tiny glimpse of the pain and heartbreak Markus had suffered all those years ago. 

She looked at her husband and mouthed the words, “I love you.”

“So, at the end of the evening, when everyone was bidding Jenevier best wishes...” He paused.

“He kissed her hand,” Alissa said.

Alastyn nodded. “Yes.”

“Jenevier is a lovely name. I would very much like to meet the enchanting maiden who stole my dazzling son’s heart so completely. Perhaps one day she will be allowed to return to you. Don’t give up hope, dear one. He let me go.”

“No,” Alastyn whispered. “He didn’t take her.”

Alissa gasped. “What? But how?”

“She was terrified, Mama. We all were. I stayed with her and her friend, Jezreel. We looked through all of Marlise’s things just to find out what that scorched, painful mark even was. What it even meant.”

“You knew not what it meant?” Alissa looked in amazement toward her husband.

“Forgive me, my love. I just... I could never speak the words.”

She smiled sadly at her trembling husband, still in so much obvious pain.

“Go on, my son. Tell me. What happened to your lovely Jenevier? I wish to know the whole of it.”

“Well... Marlise had written some kind of hiding spell or something. I know not for certain. None of us did. Not truly. We followed her instructions precisely. And when the wraiths came...” 

Alissa shuddered at the very mention of the word. 

“The mark was... gone or invisible or something. I know not. But they didn’t take her.”

“Wait...” Alissa furrowed her brow. “You said this happened but a couple nights ago?”

“Yes.”

She fell back in her chair. “That has never happened before. That must be why he came to us, for comfort. She’s the reason he granted all those gracious wishes—Jenevier. That’s when I asked to... No, when I begged to leave.” She grabbed Alastyn’s arm. “Son, take me to your fair Jenevier. I am only here with you now because of her. She was the first—the first maiden to defy him. The first to win. Come, Alastyn. I must speak with her, now. Please. We owe her more thanks than can ever be given.”

“I cannot,” he whispered through his sobs. “...She is gone.”

“Gone? But I thought you said—”

“Marlise had also written about a man named Valadrog who lives in the Thralldom Mountains. Jenevier has gone there, alone. She means to seek his help, lest the Prince come and steal her away himself.”

“What? Alone? To the Southern mountains?” Alissa gasped, placing her hand upon her chest. “Oh, dear me. Markus...” She looked pleadingly toward her husband. “...that’s no place for even an armed man to go alone, much less a fair innocent maid.”

“I know, my love. I know.”

“She slipped out the window while Jezreel and I were in the kitchen. She just left.”

Alastyn gave himself over to his tears then. No one spoke as the tragic story sank firmly into their weeping hearts.

“I was wondering...”

“Yes, my son?”

“Do you know anything? I mean, anything at all that could be used to help Jenevier? Did Prince Merodach ever mention a way around the mark or some hidden secret for defeating it? Jenevier’s friend—Jezreel—she is trying to find anything else Marlise might have made reference to.” He wiped his eyes. “We couldn’t follow after her. Valadrog would only see her if she went alone. But I can’t just sit here, dying inside, if there’s anything else I could possibly do to help her.”

“No, my son. I am very sorry. He never disclosed any way around the bonded curse he places upon you. It is for all eternity. I know that to be true.” She placed her frail hand upon her emaciated chest. “I feel it still... within my soul.” 

“How?” Alastyn cried. “How can a mere man curse you with just his lips? How is such a thing even possible?” 

Alissa’s eyes widened as her son’s pleading words touched on her most painful memories.

“...The Elves,” she whispered.

“What?” Alastyn and Markus asked in unison as all eyes were fixed on the beautiful broken woman they loved more than life itself.

“The Elves. There were whisperings within the castle. I often heard the older servants speak of an Elven Princess. One who blessed Merodach with great magic when he was but a babe.”

“But... this is no Elven magic he uses,” Markus said. “The Elves would never harm thusly.”

“This I know. And that is precisely why I never gave much credit to the stories. Elves were not created to harm, only to heal.”

“Where is this Elven Princess?” Alastyn asked.

Alissa looked down at her cooling tea. “I know not.”

He then looked to his well-traveled father. “Father, tell me. Where do the Elves live?”

“No one knows for sure, my son. They haven’t been seen by man for more years than I have even been alive.”

“But... someone must know!” he pleaded. 

Alissa slowly stood, taking her teacup as she crossed the room. She stared blindly out their little window as her mind vividly replayed the wretched memory. 

“Far to the north...” she quietly said. “...in a town called Haven. I was sent there to retrieve a young maiden who cried endlessly about the magical Elven protection she was supposed to have received through her family... or something of the like. Alas, it must not have been true. I was able to take her.” Alissa’s tears fell into the sink as she spoke. “I had no choice. I had to do what was commanded me.”

Markus placed his hands upon her shoulders and kissed the side of her head.

“No one blames you, my love,” he whispered.

“They do not have to. I carry the blame within me... always.”

She smiled softly at the loving man and turned back to her trembling, despondent son. 

“That is the only other place—outside the castle walls—I have ever heard anyone speak of the Elves in conjunction with the Prince.”

Alastyn stood. “Then, I must leave for Haven.”


Chapter 32

Jenevier

(ZHEN-ah-veer)

When Jenevier’s weary eyes fluttered open, she focused on Alzeen’s handsome face.

“Hello there, sleepy head.” 

He was leaning against a tree, smiling sweetly, still holding her in his arms.

“Hello.” She smiled back. “What happened?”

He laughed softly. “Well, seems you were right. You couldn’t reach the valley on your own. You fell asleep before we made it to the shade. You looked so beautiful, so peaceful. I couldn’t bear to lay you down. I wish you never to be parted from my arms.”

“Gratitude, Alzeen. You have a kind heart.” She kissed him on the cheek and stood, stretching her arms and yawning. “How long did I sleep?”

“I don’t know.” He popped the bones in his neck. “A long time.”

She turned back to look at him. “Apologies, did you not rest?”

“I sat here and held you. I watched you sleep. You are so beautiful. I bet Angels are too jealous to look upon your sleeping face.”

Jenevier blushed brightly. “You’re too kind. Did I snore?”

“Only a little.” He shot her a mischievous smile.

She laughed. “I cannot call to mind the last time I slept so well. Not one single dream.”

“The best sleep you ever had?” His words sounded hopeful.

She sat down beside him, leaning against him, smiling happily. “Yes, Alzeen, I do believe it was.”

“Good. Now, you hold me while I sleep.”

She chuckled and put her arm around his shoulders, pulling him towards her. “Here, lean on me, anytime, always.”

He grabbed her around the waist and pulled her back onto his lap. “But I like it so much better like this.”

She giggled as she protested. “Alzeen, do not play so. You need your rest as well. I have stolen enough from you already.”

“You have stolen much more than my rest, beautiful lady.” He nuzzled her neck, pulling her even closer. “You have stolen my heart as well.”

“Is that so? You can say that after only a few hours? Truly?” She tapped the tip of his nose. “Well now, if this rare love continues to grow exponentially, how shall the world be able to contain it?”

He furrowed his brow, pouting, hurt. “Why do you tease me so?” His voice trembled. “Do you take pleasure in hurting me?”

“Apologies, my friend.” She held his face in her hands. “It was meant in jest only. Never to be hurtful. Will you forgive me?”

She lightly kissed both his cheeks. But Alzeen’s sparkling eyes dimmed as his countenance fell. 

She studied him closely. His wild, unruly hair was like bloody flames. And, strangely enough, his eyes seemed to match it. They were a mossy green in the center, with rusty brown flames lapping around the edges. Those features, coupled with his lovely olive skin, struck upon a uniquely beautiful combination. Yet it was his purely innocent heart that had drawn her undying loyalty almost immediately. She gently stroked his cheeks with the tips of her fingers.

“How did a creature as beautiful and pure as you come to be?” she whispered.

“I wasn’t here, and then I was.”

“What?” She giggled at his simple answer. “I don’t understand.”

Alzeen laughed and his eyes brightened once more. “I guess I was here to help you. I had no real idea when you would come. But I always knew you’d need me. I didn’t know what you would look like, not exactly. But I knew I loved you, and I knew you needed me. You always will.”

She rubbed their noses together. “I would love to be so wonderfully flattered. Yet, there is much more to you, Alzeen. I can see it. Your eyes betray you, dear friend.”

“How so?”

“I see an ancient soul dwelling behind those intriguing little windows in your head.” She placed a finger to his forehead. “And your riddling answers do not dissuade that. You are a mystery, my friend.”

“A mystery?”

“Yes. And a tempting one at that.”

“Well, I am older than you. That’s mysterious in and of itself, is it not?” He tickled her ribs and the giggling began. “Come. Turn this way, Milady. Face me proper.”

He moved one of her legs to his other side. She now sat straddling his lap, leaning back against his bent knees as she sighed happily, releasing the last of her laughter.

“By not more than six or seven years, I would guess. You are far from ancient, my friend. And... you know that’s not what I was talking about.”

The look on his face was sincere, serious. “I am here because you needed me, Jenevier. It’s all I’ve ever known. I have waited on you for a very long time.”

“My ears fail me. I hear the words yet conceive not their meaning, Alzeen.” She leaned in closer to gaze directly into his eyes. “Where did you come from, my enchanting knight? From what forgotten kingdom did you flee?”

“I understand your questions, Milady. I just cannot answer them. Not wholly.” He sighed and reached for one of her curls. “I was here for you. I came when you needed me and I came as you needed me. That’s all I can tell you.”

She studied him a bit longer. Long enough for him to start to feel uncomfortable under her intense gaze.

“Milady?”

“Hmm... I believe you,” she finally said.

He chuckled. “Well, you should.”

“Why?”

“It is not within my nature to lie.” He yanked on the curl he had been playing with. “A wonderful trait to possess, I should think. Alas, some people become real offended when you tell them the truth all the time.”

“I find that particular trait to be endearing and refreshing.” She nuzzled his nose again. “I wish more people were like you.”

“How terribly boring it would be—if everyone were like me.” He lightly pinched her cheek. “So you see, tiny lady. I have always waited for you to find me, to see me. That’s why I loved you so soon and so easily. Because I always have. You just didn’t know it yet.”

She laughed. “I won’t pretend to understand your logic, Alzeen. Yet... I have definitely witnessed stranger things recently. A talking dog, purple Pixies—”

“And pink ones,” he added.

She smiled. “Yes. And pink ones.” Her smile faded. “And a man who can burn your skin, change your whole life... with merely a kiss.”

She looked at her expertly bandaged hand and tried hard to block the memory and all the painful losses she had been forced to experience because of this twisted, black curse. Alzeen sensed her pain and drew her chin up so he could look into her eyes.

“Not all kisses are painful.”

Her mind drifted back to Alastyn and the kiss that had been stolen away by that whistling teapot.

“I wouldn’t know,” she whispered, absently.

“Of course you wouldn’t know. That’s because it is my place to teach you this. It has always been my place... not his.”

“Not whose?” She cocked her head to the side. “Merodach? Or Alastyn?”

He growled. Only then did she realize how inappropriate her question must have been.

“You are mine. They have no right to touch you, Jenevier. You should never have allowed it.”

“Allowed it? You think I allowed this?” She held up her marked hand.

“No!” He looked away. “Yet... you allowed that boy many freedoms with you, did you not? Don’t try to deny it. I watched your eyes light up when you said his name. Only just, Jenevier... only just.”

“Wait...” She lightly touched his chin, turning him back to face her. “Alzeen, are you jealous?”

“...Yes.”

“Of someone you don’t even know?”

He furrowed his brow. “It matters not if I know them. I know you. And the thought of someone else touching you, playing with your curls, kissing you...”

She stared at his pouty expression as he spoke. 

“How would you feel if I let just any old girl who traipsed through here sit upon my lap, sleep within my arms? Whether you knew them or not, would it not bother you?”

“Yes. I suppose it would. Forgive me.” She gently touched his cheek. “Tell me, my intriguing, noble rescuer. How is it you are so innocent and child-like, yet in the next breath... you seem old, wise beyond your years?” She leaned her forehead against his. “Hmm? And don’t you try and deny it. As I said before, I can see it in your eyes. So, can you not answer me just this one question?”

“I don’t know how to answer you, Jenevier. I am only made up of the things you needed. The things you treasure in your heart. The things that compliment you—make you whole. As you should be.”

While he was speaking, Jenevier began to trace the outline of his tattooed skin with the tips of her fingers. She was captivated by his strange markings.

Never have I seen their like.

She had heard stories of how the people of the South marked their skin to record their life, their accomplishments. Some even had their sins recorded thusly. For all eyes to see.

I wonder if he even knows what his represent.

When she finished tracing the ones at his temple, she moved down to the ones upon his neck. The slight ripple of muscle under his skin—caused by her admiring touch—made her heart skip a beat.

“Soooo beautiful,” she whispered.

“...Jenevier.”

She didn’t notice his strained whisper. Her full attention was now drawn to the foreign symbols across his smooth chest. When she laced their edges, she was startled to hear his sharp intake of breath. Jenevier slowly lifted her gaze until it met his. Alzeen was staring fixedly at her, a look upon his face she could not read.

Is that... hunger? She quickly withdrew. “Apologies, Alzeen. I forgot my manners. I should never have touched you like that. Not without your permission. I was entranced by your strange...” She paused, feeling the bright red heat that now flushed across her pale cheeks. “Then, well, I couldn’t stop my hand... It’s just, I never... But your skin is like... I mean, I was so curious...” She bit her lip, trying to stop her stammering. “You’re just too beautiful.” 

The look in his rusty green eyes was so soft, so loving upon her. Then she saw the desire burning deep within them. Her breath hitched. Her heart began racing wildly. It felt like a frightened butterfly was trapped inside her chest, desperately seeking escape. 

He leaned in to kiss her but withdrew slightly, stroking the edge of her lips with his thumb, gazing deep into her eyes.

Oh dear gods, she thought.

She was terrified, thrilled, curious. She had never been kissed before. Not a real kiss with a grown man. She held her breath, silently praying that he wouldn’t stop.

Alzeen smiled just before his soft, warm lips covered hers. This unknown sensation was absolutely mind reeling. He kissed her slowly, gently—rocking her to her core.

Oh... dear... gods.

Her body tingled all over. The only thing she could think about was this man, this moment, this sensation. It was an enchanting dream. One she never wished to wake from.

She loved the way his sharp nose brushed against her cheek with his gentle movements—the tender feel of his strong hands cupping her face, holding her to him. And his lips...

Oh sweet heavens, she thought. His lips are a gift from the gods. He is a gift from the gods.

She nearly swooned, had to force herself to remain cognizant. Alzeen had spoken rightly. Everything about him was exactly what she would have picked if she were given the chance—his child-like innocence, his unfettered heart, his complete honesty, his endearing emotions. All these amazing qualities were wrapped neatly inside a distinctively attractive package.

“...A gift.”

The words escaped her lips as he slowly released them. She opened her eyes to see his smiling face.

“So, my love, now you understand.”

“N-not really.” Her voice came out as barely a whisper. She was having a hard time catching her breath. “But, I don’t have to understand everything about you, Alzeen. I believe in you. And... I trust you.”

When next he smiled, she melted.

“That’ll do for now, then.”

“Tell me true, Alzeen. Did that vile dog kill me down by that trickling stream? Am I not now dead and simply passing through the Otherworld? A perfect Otherworld.”

He chuckled. “No, my love, you yet live. And as long as there remains breath in these lungs, nothing and no one will ever be able to harm you again. I promise.” 

He wrapped his arms around her waist, pressing her ever closer.

“...Alzeen.”

“Yes... my love.”

His soft kisses rained down like a sweet summer storm. She held him tightly, feared he would stop.

Alzeen now owned a huge piece of her heart. Jenevier knew somehow, in some way, he would always be with her. She could no longer imagine a world without him in it. She just wasn’t certain which role it was he would play in the theatre her life had become.

“Jenevier?” 

His gentle voice startled her out of the dreamy state in which his kiss had only just left her.

“Yes?”

“After you meet your chief, will you leave here? Will you leave me and go back from whence you came?”

“I’m not sure what my chief will ask of me, or where he will command me go. But know this, Alzeen. I will never leave you. Never.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

“What if we chose to just stay here?” He brushed a loose curl back and tucked it behind her ear. “What if I never return to my chief and you didn’t continue the search for yours? Would you be content to just stay here with me, forever?”

“I can answer without reservation—staying here with you would be the most perfect life I could possibly imagine. But as long as this mark remains upon me...” She held up her hand. “...I will always be looking over my shoulder in fear. That’s not fair. To you or to me.”

“I would protect you always.”

He kissed her neck. She shuddered and closed her eyes.

“I know you would, Alzeen. I know you would. But if I find Valadrog, then we won’t have to worry. He can remove the cursed bond another man has forced upon me.”

“I don’t like that.”

His lips tickled the base of her throat when he spoke. She giggled softly before pulling back.

“Don’t like what, Alzeen?”

“The fact another man has placed a claim upon you and is seeking you now.” He tightened his embrace. “I won’t share you. Not with anyone. Not ever.”

She smiled. “I won’t share you, either. I will admit. I was a bit leery of searching out Valadrog and asking for his help. But look at what I would have missed. Had I not journeyed here, I would never have found you. You, Alzeen, have given me strength I did not possess on my own. Strength I needed to finish my quest. The strength I lacked to be free. Free to follow my own destiny. Not one forced upon me by another.”

“Please stay with me.” He hugged her again.

“I will always stay with you, Alzeen. You were made just for me, remember?”

One corner of his mouth turned up in a smirking smile.

“Or perhaps, you were made just for me.”

“Perhaps.” She absently began tracing his marks again. “I can live with that. You won’t ever leave me, right?”

“Right.”

“Then I refuse to throw away something as perfect as you and what you have come to mean to me. You are a rare and precious gift, Alzeen. But I can only truly be with you after my journey to meet Valadrog.”

“Well, we’re not there yet. Perhaps you’ll change your mind.”

She softly laughed. “Very well, we shall see. You need rest, my enchanting friend. Lie down. I will not leave you.”

“Only if you lay with me.” 

His lips found hers once more. This man—everything about him—made her mind spin, removed all trace of worry and doubt. She needed him fiercely. She always would. This she knew, minus any hesitation.

“Of course I will rest with you, Alzeen. I never wish to be parted from you. Sleep now and be at ease. I will be here when you wake.”

Alzeen lay upon his side and reached for her. Jenevier smiled as she curled up against his warm chest. He was soon fast asleep and she spent the passing hours gazing lovingly at her new friend. 

She couldn’t help but kiss his smooth forehead and whisper softly, “You are the true other half of my soul.” 


Chapter 33

Jezreel

(zhez-REEL)

“There is nothing in this world that could make Jenevier quit being my friend,” Jezreel mumbled. “Crazy old lady’s lost her wits.”

She knew all too well the trouble her stubbornness had gotten her into in the past. So, she sat down in the shade and thought hard.

“If I stay here and try my best to be the village healer, then one day, a very long time from now... Jenevier will return and we will be happy again.” 

She knew this was the most sensible and truest option. But she was choking on the very thought of it. 

“Halora is a dark witch, and she lives right up there on that ridge. She can teach me what it is I need to know, if I’m willing to pay the price.”

She remembered Mrs. Trinken’s warning... If you do this, you will sacrifice your future and your friendship.

“Ugh!”

Jezreel yelled out in frustration and stormed back into the house. She was pacing, fuming over the part she was being forced to play in this monumental drama, when something clicked.

“Wait. What handsome friend? Alastyn?” 

She was out of the house and down the street without another thought.

*****

Alastyn casually answered the frantic banging, sighing as he opened the door.

“...Jezreel.”

“Where are you going? What have you found out? You never came back. Are you hiding something from me?” 

He totally ignored her crass behavior. He was now familiar with her unpolished demeanor.

“Jezreel, would you like to come in?” He called back over his shoulder. “Mother, Father, we have a guest.” 

When his parents entered the room, Jezreel grabbed Alastyn’s arm and hid partially behind him. He ignored her once again. 

“Alissa, Markus, this is the young lady I was telling you about, Jenevier’s friend. Jezreel, these are my parents.” 

He stepped from in front of her and nudged her in the back as Alissa approached—smiling, hands extended. 

“Jezreel, I have heard a great deal about you. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Alissa reached back and took her husband’s arm. “This is Markus, my husband and Alastyn’s father.”

Jezreel politely shook his hand. “It’s very nice to meet you both.”

“To what do we owe this pleasure?” Alissa said, her warm smile lighting up her face. 

Alastyn placed his hands on Jezreel’s shoulders. “It seems Jezreel is full of questions today, Mother. I will speak with her outside. Then, we would love to have tea with you.”

“That would be exquisite, my son.” She turned to Jezreel. “Do you have a preference, little one?”

“Anything is fine, Ma’am. Rose, if you have it.”

“Very well, then. Rose it is.”

Jezreel smiled and gestured with a tiny bow, as Alastyn led her back through the front door.

“I see your manners haven’t improved in the last few days.” He scowled and jerked her arm. “I’m almost positive you were raised better than you let on.”

“Apologies, Alastyn. It’s just... I feel like I’m swaying in the wind out here with nothing at all to anchor me.” She looked down. “I have no good excuse for my behavior. I will make amends, truly.”

“Umm hmm.” He couldn’t hide the smirk he now wore. “So tell me, calmly now. How did you know I was leaving?”

“So, it’s true, then?”

“Yes.”

“Mrs. Trinken.”

“Who?”

“Margy Trinken, the lady who lives behind Marlise.”

“And just how did she know?”

“I’m not certain. She’s a bit of a hermit, actually. But she’s a seer, and gifted at that. She told me you were going on a long journey.”

“What else did she say?”

“Just that Jenevier had made it to the mountains safely.”

“Then, he didn’t catch up to her...” Alastyn’s voice trailed off as relief washed over him. “So, she found Valadrog, did she?”

“No, not yet. But she did say Jenevier is somewhere Prince Merodach can’t go. So, I know she’s safe.”

Alastyn looked hard at the fidgeting girl.

“Is that all she said?”

“No,” Jezreel murmured.

“I thought not.” He rolled his eyes. “Speak, Jezreel. What are you not saying?”

“She said Jenevier is safe. That much is true. But then she told me that Jenevier wouldn’t be returning here for a very long time.”

A stabbing pain shot through Alastyn’s heart. He swallowed hard, holding back the coming tears.

“Is that all, Jezreel?”

“No. She also said that if I followed her, I would die.”

“Of course you would. It doesn’t take a seer to divine that, Jezreel. The southern stretch of wilderness is far too dangerous a place to go, even if you think you know what you’re doing.”

“But... Jenevier made it.”

“Yes, she did, thus the extreme relief upon hearing fair news of her arrival. Ugh, Jezreel. I swear... you can be so thick sometimes.”

She looked down at her feet, mumbling.

“What else is there, Jezreel?” Alastyn’s nerves were wearing thin with his exasperating guest. “Tell me. What are you hiding?”

Jezreel bit her lip and glanced around. “Mrs. Trinken said there was a woman who might help me understand how to use the secret room I found.”

“Who?” Alastyn narrowed his eyes, studying her closely.

“Her name is Halora,” Jezreel whispered.

“Halora?” Alissa had come to announce their tea was ready. “Child, don’t use her name so carelessly.” She looked around to see if anyone had overheard them. “Come inside, both of you. We’ll finish this conversation away from itchy ears.” 

Alissa served the tea as uneasy glances were shared by all. She turned to Jezreel.

“Now, child, tell me. How is it you know Halora?”

“I don’t, actually. Do you know her?”

“By name and deed only.” Alissa chuckled softly. “Let’s just say... she and I have never sat down to tea.”

Jezreel relaxed a little, but wasn’t sure how much of Mrs. Trinken’s words she should divulge.

“I have never met her either. I only learned today that...” She paused.

“Go on, child,” Alissa prodded.

Jezreel looked closely at the other woman’s stunning emerald eyes and saw only deep concern. She told Alissa the whole story—starting with Marlise’s death and ending with Mrs. Trinken’s recent revelations.

*****

Alissa gently sat her teacup down. “And... you were considering the worst option available to you besides death?”

Jezreel bowed her head. “I was considering it, yes.”

“Some things are far worse than death, child.” Tears filled Alissa’s sad eyes. “You can live through such things... such horrid things. Things that can make you beg for death’s sweet release.”

Jezreel looked at the woman’s ghostly white hair, understanding exactly where her tormented advice was coming from. 

“You are young and naïve, little one. You think yourself invincible... as does my son.” 

Alastyn lowered his head at his mother’s lovingly cautious warning. 

“But you, fair maiden, you have been given assurance from an extraordinarily gifted seer. Your dear friend, my son’s first love, she will return to you one day. When that day comes, all will be well again. So, tell me. Explain to me why it is you choose to tempt Fate, little one?”

Jezreel couldn’t answer the older, much wiser woman, for she did not truly understand why herself. Everything Alissa said made perfect sense. Yet, Jezreel was impatient by nature. She wanted things done now. Not sometime in the far distant future.

Markus cleared his throat. “Jenevier has made her choice. It must have been her true path, for Fate has given her safe passage for now. Alastyn has made his choice and now prepares to leave for Haven and chase after the mythical Elven people. If the seer gave you no warning for him, then I must assume this to be his fated path as well. But you alone, Jezreel, have been given other options. Two apparent roads lay out before you, child. Which will you choose?”

She didn’t speak, but turned her full attention to the sensible man sitting across from her as Markus tried ardently to open her naïve young eyes.

“One choice will be made from your heart, the other from your head. Which do you trust? For it only appears Fate has given you two clear paths to follow. It is an illusion, little one—a test, one there is no going back from. Do you understand that?”

Jezreel didn’t speak.

He smiled and refilled her empty teacup. “You have already been granted the results of your decisions. I should think you are an incredibly lucky young lady—to be given the answers in advance of your exam. You see it, do you not? You have been told that if you choose the path of a healer, all things will eventually work themselves out with love and happiness in abundance. And... you have also been told that if you choose the path of magic, dark magic, your lovely radiant light will go out. Is this not all true?”

“...Yes,” she whispered.

“Well now, this seems to me a remarkably generous look into your future, Jezreel. You have already been blessed with the answers. So, what will you decide? How much are you willing to pay? Is no price too high for your impatience?”

Jezreel bit her lip, keeping her gaze fixed on the dainty teacup in front of her, not the gentle man who was speaking.

“How your future will turn out is completely in your own, well-informed hands. You have been given a grand opportunity, my child. A rare gift—one that men for centuries have longed for. You have been blessed with a coveted thing known as... a clear choice. No guessing. No mistakes. No worries.”

She furrowed her brow and met his kind gaze.

Markus smiled. “You have been told exactly how you will fare upon each path. Be thankful for your exceptionally good fortune, little one. It is worth more than gold.”

Alissa took her hand, squeezing gently. “Which path will you take, child? Remember this. Fate can be an exquisitely demented mistress. Don’t think she’ll change her mind to suit your desires. She cares not.”

“I-I’m not certain.”

“Jezreel!” Alastyn was furious, trembling. “I cannot believe how thick you are. You have been plainly told... do this certain thing and you will be happy, or do this other thing and you will lose all. And you’re not certain? How dare you! Jenevier loves you and is doing all she can for both your sakes. Not just hers alone.” He slammed his hand down on the table. “You are selfish! It matters not what Jenevier does for you or how much she loves you. You are out to please Jezreel and Jezreel alone.”

“Don’t you dare yell at me, Alastyn! You get to actually do something to help Jenevier. Or at the very least, you get to try. I have been told to do nothing. Did you hear me? Nothing! And for my best friend, no less... my precious sister.”

“Your best friend, your sister, she will return to you one day, Jezreel—happy and free. Knowing this... if you go to Halora, you do so for your own selfish reasons. You may try to make it look admirable by sticking Jenevier’s name upon it, but it’s all about you. You are a bitter, jealous person, Jezreel. What you choose to do will be to benefit yourself. This you know. This I know. You want to see how far you can go for Jezreel. What you can accomplish for Jezreel. To hell with the rest of the world, Jenevier included.”

“That’s not fair! How dare you condemn me?”

“You condemn yourself, Jezreel.”

“You know nothing of me or your precious Jenevier!”

“Calm down, both of you.” Markus’s voice halted their heated words, momentarily. “Alastyn, no one else can choose Jezreel’s path for her. It is her decision alone to make.”

Alastyn stood. He was finished trying to reason with a totally unreasonable person. 

“Very well. I must make ready for my journey to Haven. Jezreel, you are welcome to accompany me, if you wish. At least you may feel as if you’re trying. I will leave at first light tomorrow.”

“But I was not told my path lay with you on your journey,” she quipped. “What if my presence changes Fate’s mind concerning you? What if having me tagging along puts you in great danger?”

“Ugh, I want to choke you!” he yelled.

Jezreel only smiled, childishly. “Gratitude for your gracious invitation, Alastyn. But my path lies here, somewhere.”

Alastyn shook his head and stared at her for a moment, frustrated beyond reason. He finally just sighed and turned to leave.

“Very well. Suit yourself, Jezreel. You always do.”


Chapter 34

Jenevier

(ZHEN-ah-veer)

“You snore a little, too.”

He smiled a sleepy, lazy smile. “As long as you promise to always lie beside me, I care not what embarrassing thing I may do in my sleep.”

He closed his eyes again and snuggled closer to her. Jenevier gently touched his face.

“You are so beautiful, Alzeen. I wish we had been childhood friends.”

“I would have much preferred we were childhood sweethearts.”

He nuzzled his face against her neck and she giggled.

“Are you ready to continue my quest now?”

He reached out, grabbing her in a big bear hug, pulling her even closer.

“No. Let’s simply remain here—holding one another for the rest of all time.”

“As badly as I wish it, I cannot. Come on, Alzeen. Is it not enough that we travel together on this wondrous adventure?”

His breath tickled her neck when he spoke.

“Yes. ...For now.”

He slid his hand from her waist down around to the base of her spine, pulling her hips into him. Her wide, questioning gaze brought a mischievous smile to his perfect lips.

“Kiss me,” he whispered. “You do it this time.”

Jenevier was trembling inside as she lightly touched his marked temples, slowly tracing the intricate pattern down his strong jaw line. When she reached the edge of his waiting lips, they parted, just barely. His tongue grazed the tip of her finger. She gasped. It felt like fire shot through her body. Looking into his rare eyes, she cautiously, tenderly kissed him. He smiled and then licked her, gently parting her lips with his tongue. She made a noise then she had never made before—a soft, trembling moan. The unexpectedly desirous sound fueled Alzeen’s passionate endeavors. He pulled her partially under him, placing his hand behind her neck, locking her to him. She didn’t resist. She didn’t want to. Jenevier melted against him. They melted, together.

She forgot about her curse. She no longer remembered her quest. The only thing in the world was this man and this moment. She tingled all over. Never had she felt such stirrings in so many different places at once. She cleaved to him, pulling him closer. When he moaned and rocked against her, Jenevier forced herself to pull back before she completely lost her mind.

His breathing was labored. He didn’t release her. Alzeen pulled her under him fully, pressing his weight down upon her. His eyelids were heavy with want when his lips next found hers.

Oh god, she thought. 

Jenevier wanted him badly, all of him. The weight of his body upon hers was maddening. Pressing her inner thighs tight against his lean sides, she ran her fingers into his thick hair. When her tongue parted his lips, a deep growl rolled within his chest. He cupped her breast, squeezing gently. Tiny waves of pulsing current spread across her soft skin, rippling throughout her body.

“Stay here with me. I taste your desire, Milady. I share in it with you. Stay with me. Let me love you.”

He spoke into her mouth as he slid his hand down her stomach, between her legs. Jenevier regrettably placed her hands against his warm chest and gently pushed him back, ceasing his advance.

“Alzeen, we cannot,” she whispered.

He let out a small sigh, resting his forehead to hers, eyes closed.

“Please, Jenevier. Just stay here with me.”

“But, Alzeen... my quest.”

“Please stay. You don’t even know what’s out there. You have no idea what your next step will bring. Stay with me, here. I will protect you. I swear it. I won’t let that damn Prince have you, and no one else will ever come near you. You are mine, remember? You promised never to leave me. So stay, Jenevier. Stay with me and let me hold you like this, love you... save you.”

She watched as tiny tears formed in the corners of his tightly closed lids. She kissed them away.

“I’m not going anywhere, Alzeen.”

“You are going to Valadrog.”

“Yes, and you know the reasons. I am yours, Alzeen. Of course I am. Have I not already sworn to stay by your side? Never will I go back on that promise. Tell me, my love. Where is it you think I may run off to? Nothing can hurt me because you are right here, ready to protect me. Let’s just consider this a mere stroll through a magical land—hand in hand, destination be damned.”

He rolled onto his side and exhaled deeply. “True, all true. But I don’t wish it to see its end. I mean, the further you go, the closer your destination becomes.”

“Of course it does.” She giggled. “That’s the main purpose of a quest, is it not?”

“But... I don’t want that.”

“And why is that? Do you plan on disappearing when we finally reach their city? Are you going to up and desert me once we reach our destination?”

“Perhaps.” He half smirked. “Tell me. What would happen if I did? What would you do if I simply disappeared?”

Jenevier grabbed his arms, forcing him to look her in the eye.

“Do not say such things, Alzeen. Do not tease me in this.”

When he saw that terrified yet determined look in her eyes, his soul trembled.

“Know this, Alzeen. If you disappeared, it would utterly destroy me. Tiny little pieces of my heart would litter their city’s streets. I would cry bitterest tears, continually. I would pray daily for my light to be mercifully snuffed out, or that you would be returned to me.”

“...Jenevier.”

“I do not play in this, Alzeen, not ever. If you were forced to leave me, even for a day, you would have to return to me, Alzeen. Swear it now. Swear you will always return to me.”

“And bring back all the tiny little pieces of your heart?”

“Yes, Alzeen.” She smiled then. “Only you could ever put the pieces back together.”

He was entranced by the fire burning wildly in her deep blue eyes. How can I not wholly love this woman?

“Very well, Milady. As you say. But you have no need to worry. I will never leave you. Not even for a day.”

He kissed her forehead and held her there for one tender moment—savoring their precious time together before they headed back out to once again search for Valadrog.

“Have I told you that I love you?” he whispered.

“Not nearly as many times as I would like to hear it, no.”

“Hmm... I think, perhaps... you may be a very easy woman to spoil, my love.” He chuckled. “I best take care around you, tiny lady. Lest you take me for granted and demand my love.”

“No, you mustn’t.” She smiled up at him. “Please spoil me, Alzeen. Please?”

He gently yanked on one of her curls. “As you wish, Milady. It would be my honor.”

*****

Feeling more refreshed and alive than ever, their journey took on a much different tone from here on out. Jenevier wanted to be free from her curse, yes. But she no longer considered it to be her only mission. Nay, not even the greatest part. Saving Alzeen and what he now meant to her, that was foremost in her mind. She had only just awakened from a short nap—a nap filled with dreams of his childhood screams, images of his described torment. No, she could never let him return from whence he came. He was with her now, and she would die before letting him go.

Alzeen took her hand as the cheerful duo continued on her quest, laughter and smiles now accompanying their way. They journeyed far that day without noticing much else around them, save each other’s stories and smiles. 

Jenevier tried to determine the hour.

If you consider when we woke as morning, then it must be getting close to nightfall back in Ashgard.

But here, nothing seemed to change.

“Ugh! This constant sunshine has completely destroyed my sense of time. Have we been walking for days or hours?”

“Why, my love? Are you weary?”

“I believe perhaps I should be. But for some reason, I’m not.”

He glanced down at her from the corner of his eye. “It’s because you travel with such interesting and entertaining company.” 

“Yes, I absolutely agree.” She squeezed his hand and giggled. “Yet... there’s no real sense of time in this bizarre place, is there?”

“What do you mean?”

“No real sense of time or how much has passed.”

He shrugged his shoulders. “No real need for it, if you ask me. The present is the only thing you can enjoy and live in anyway. You’ll get old and wrinkled if you constantly dwell on the past or worry about the future. I just live right now. That’s all I can do.”

When Jenevier suddenly stopped walking, Alzeen turned back to fetch her. 

“You truly are an amazing man,” she said, awe in her eyes.

“I knew you’d see that, sooner or later.”

He winked at her, flashing his stunning smile. It melted her anew.

“So, my lovely little golden-haired Princess, how much further do you wish to travel today?”

“Umm... I’m not certain.” She looked around and up to the hill ahead of them. “We’ll rest at the top, there.” She pointed.

“Very well. But the valley is always cooler than the crest. More trees,” he said with a wink.

“Yes, true. But something’s telling me to go up there. I just want to make it to the top before we quit moving. We can reach the next valley easily enough if we want. Is that okay with you?”

“Anything you want to do is fine with me.” 

Alzeen grabbed her shoulders as she moved to pass him, pulling her against his bare chest. She opened her mouth to speak but his unexpected kiss found her lips. This kiss was filled with desire and trepidation. His hands explored her body yet kept her pressed hard against him. He released her only when she felt she would soon faint. He didn’t speak. He just held her until her breathing returned to normal and she was once again steady on her feet.

“Wait.” She wrapped her arms around his neck. “What was that, Alzeen? It felt like goodbye. Calm my racing heart and vow to remain at my side, always.”

He kissed her forehead. “You never even had to ask.”

Clasping hands, they made their way through the trees and upward. Smiling happily, Alzeen made a game of picking flowers and sticking them in her curls.

“When we reach the crest, there should be a meadow. I’ll be able to find tons more there. Would you like that, Milady? Me lacing tons of flowers through your curls?”

“Nothing would make me happier.”

“Careful, my love,” he whispered. “Careful you don’t spoil me along our way.”

Jenevier giggled. She had never been happier.

I was meant to find this man. I just know it. He is my future, my friend and partner in all things.

When they crested the hill, an unbelievable sight came into view.

*****

A breathtakingly spectacular gate stood there before them, arching almost to the treetops. It towered over them, glittering brilliantly in the ever-present sun.

Jenevier gasped. By the gods... Is this the gateway to the Otherworld?

It looked to be masterfully carved from a single giant crystal. Every color imaginable danced upon its faceted surface. Two majestic trees—the likes of which she had never laid eyes upon before—perfectly framed the glorious structure. Their silvery leaves kissed the edges of the crystal gate as they playfully danced on the gentle breeze.

“What do you think it is, Alzeen?” she whispered, amazed.

He pointed. “Perhaps you should be asking him.”

Guarding the magical looking entryway, standing within, was a giant of a man. He was easily over eight feet tall, and his hair was like liquid silver falling freely down his back. The soft breeze caused those ethereal silver strands to wisp across his elegantly chiseled face, the features of which, were nothing short of sheer perfection.

“Wooow. Alzeen, is he... is he an Angel?”

Alzeen only snorted in response.

The towering sentinel’s high cheek bones looked to be sculpted by a master artisan. He blinked, and his radiant azure eyes sparkled like stardust from the heavens.

“Alzeen, have you ever seen anything so beautiful?”

He gazed at her from the corner of his eye, grasping her hand ever tighter. “...Yes, I have,” he whispered.

“Look at his body. Look at the way he stands. Is he real? I don’t think he’s real. A statue, perhaps. I mean... look at his arms.” She pointed. “Normal people could never have arms such as those.”

The warrior’s extremely masculine build was beautifully complimented by his sparkling, flawless skin. It glowed from within, strangely matching the shining crystal entryway he stood sentinel over.

“Wow. What I would give to have skin like that.”

Alzeen wrapped his arm around her waist. “Your fair flesh is far lovelier, Princess.”

“Now you’re just teasing me.” She chuckled. “Oh, Alzeen, look at that. There.” She pointed. “At his waist.”

The angelic sentry was girded about his loins with a jewel-encrusted, golden-hilted sword. The blade alone dwarfed Jenevier’s full height.

“He isn’t real. I am certain of it. I mean, there’s no way. Look at him. He is truly, enchantingly... magical even.”

“He’s not all that magical,” Alzeen grumbled.

“Come, Jenevier.” The sentinel’s deep voice echoed across the hills, vibrated within her chest. “Come. Enter the hallowed grounds of Vanahirdem. Valadrog eagerly awaits your arrival.” 

The glowing man with the booming voice made a deep bow as he stepped aside from the gated entrance, gesturing with a sweeping movement of his impeccably sculpted arm. 

“Ahh, Alzeen... it spoke. Did you hear him speak?”

“How could I not?” he mumbled. “I am all but certain even the moon heard his ridiculous bellowing.”

Jenevier didn’t respond. She was in awe.

“What is that about his shoulders? Is that... armor? Wow, I want to touch it.”

She gazed at the large, intricately designed metal plates wrapped around each of the glowing man’s massive shoulders. They sparkled, reflecting the sunlight with his graceful movements.

Alzeen yanked hard on one of her curls. “I’m certain he would be more than happy to let you. Why don’t you go ask him?”

“Did you not hear me, Maiden?” the giant man called out. “Come. Enter.”

Jenevier swallowed hard. Her feet felt like she was dragging boulders along with her as she tried to proceed. Still holding firmly to Alzeen, she took but one step within the grandiose gateway when the massive Guardian drew his giant sword from its sheath.

“Jenevier must enter alone,” he bellowed.

His voice was so deep, so ethereal, it made her very soul tremble within. Then, she realized the giant sentinel was pointing his monstrous blade at Alzeen. Her beautiful new friend had frozen in his tracks. Only his hand, still entwined with hers, had made it through the heavenly entrance.

“Wait. You mean... Alzeen can’t come with me?”

The colossal Guardian’s spectacular blue eyes blazed a steely gray when he turned to face her. A shiver ran up her spine.

“You must go to Valadrog alone, Maiden. This you knew.”

“Yes, I do know that. But Alzeen is from here. I only just met him here, in this place. I brought no one with me.”

He flashed a ferocious smile, letting his sharp, pointed teeth shimmer in the gleaming sunlight. 

“Look at him,” he spat.

She turned to face Alzeen.

“Does he look Vanir to you? No, of course not. He is not from here. He cannot enter.”

“But... but I promised him,” she whispered. “He’s my friend.”

Jenevier heard the rumbling start deep within the sentry’s chest. It was as if fire spewed forth with his words. 

“Jenevier must go to Valadrog alone!”

Every cell within her trembled before this terrifying, ethereal giant. She felt faint. Alzeen released her hand, his words ripping back her full attention. 

“All is well, Jenevier. This is your quest, my sweet. This is what you’ve been searching for. This is why you traveled so far from your home.” He smiled softly. “Fear not, my love. You now stand at the very threshold of obtaining your most ardent desires. You have earned your reward at last. This is for all you have gone through, all you’ve sacrificed. You have paid the price well, Princess. Now, take what is rightfully due you. Don’t worry about me.” He winked at her. “Besides, I’ve lived here for as long as I can remember. I can take care of myself. I promise to wait for you, right here, as long as it takes. I will not forsake you, Jenevier. And I will never leave you. I have only just found you. Remember?”

She literally felt her heart shattering. She turned to face the giant sentinel towering over her. 

“Very well,” she hissed, anger swelling within her. “If this consecrated place is too good for someone as pure and honest as Alzeen, then it’s far too sacred for the likes of me. I am not worthy to enter Vanahirdem before Alzeen, much less minus him entirely. You can tell Valadrog I no longer desire his help.”

She pushed past the fierce warrior, ignoring his still drawn blade, and returned to stand hand in hand with her beloved Alzeen.

“Foolish human!”

“Self-righteous brute!”

The sentinel snarled. “You have given up everything in your life just to reach this gate. You have traveled through lonely, untold perils to gain entrance here and seek help, help you obviously need and greatly desire. Yet you would hastily throw it all away? And at the very threshold, no less. Un... be... lievable.”

“Is that so? Well, perhaps I have already found what I was looking for, what I truly needed.” She held up her seared hand before the incensed Guardian. “This will not define me. I refuse to let it. If I must fight Prince Merodach every day for the rest of my life, then so be it. One thing’s for certain. I refuse to relinquish one more friend. I refuse to dispose of one more piece of my heart just to gain my own miserable, selfish freedom. What good is freedom if you sacrifice everything worth keeping in obtaining it? Tell me. What does that leave you with, Guardian? Freedom for freedom’s sake? By the gods! If I give up all I love to be free of this curse, what have I accomplished? Why not run willingly to that vile Prince with open arms? Would I not be lost and alone either way? If Alzeen cannot walk through that majestic gate with me, then you can tell this Valadrog, his help is worthless and a lie. Tell him I no longer wish for the type of assistance the honorably sanctified Vanir have to offer.”

The Guardian just laughed. “Tell him yourself, fiery little maiden.”

He stepped from the center of the ethereal gate to reveal a growing crowd standing within. Each person looked almost exactly like him. The Gate Guardian bowed low as a distinguished looking man stepped from the throng and approached her.

This man looked like all of the others around him. Perfect in every way, save for the distinctive silver hair. He was flawless beyond description, yes. But where all other Vanir boasted a flowing silver mane cascading well below their waists, this man had not one single hair upon his head. No liquid silver trademarked him except for the extremely long mustache falling from either side of his pursed mouth.

A graceful woman glided forward and stood by the bald warrior. Jenevier recognized her immediately.

“Vareen,” she whispered.

“What say you?” bellowed the man.

“You are the chief,” Vareen answered. “It is your decision alone to make.”

“She has fire in her tongue.”

“And in her heart as well,” Vareen added.

“Who will stand up for this defiant young maiden?” he called out. “Who among you tested her?”

The murmuring crowd slowly parted. Jenevier recognized the repugnant dog coming toward her, the one she had saved by the stream.

She growled under her breath. “...You.”

As the hideous creature drew closer, its body shifted and blurred. The revolting animal transformed into an almost identical duplicate of the colossal Gate Guardian.

“Wha—”

He winked at her. “How goes it, Sassy?”

“You owe me a great debt,” she hissed. “And the day I come to demand payment, is a day you will never forget. This I vow.”

He smiled. “As you say, Maiden.”

“Valen, report,” Valadrog demanded. “Tell us how this fiery young woman fared.”

The dog-man spoke of the trial he had presented her with. He spoke the truth, recounted every word that passed between them. When he had meticulously reported all that’d happened, he stepped aside.

Vareen smiled. “Three tests of the heart have been given to this fair maiden and three tests she did pass.” 

All present were respectfully silent as the revered oracle spoke with great authority to her people.

“First. She saved someone who did not deserve saving. She did so without recompense or expectation, receiving only injury in return.” 

The dog-man bowed his head slightly, secretly flashing a wicked smile intended for Jenevier’s eyes alone. She believed she just may hate him.

“Second. She loved someone she did not know. She trusted blindly and faithfully, without question.”

All eyes fell on Alzeen. He spoke not. Nor did he acknowledge he was even referred to. Jenevier opened her mouth, but he quickly and silently hushed her coming words with a tiny squeeze to her hand.

“And lastly...” Vareen continued.

Jenevier’s attention was now riveted on the exquisite speaker before her. 

“She sacrificed her one true desire—her own freedom. This she did to uphold a sworn promise made to a friend. This selfless act, we all bore witness to.”

Jenevier looked to the Gate Guardian. He was smirking back at her, silently mouthing something in her direction. She cared not what it was. He had intentionally and purposefully riled up her temper. It did not surface often. It was taking a great deal of her composure just to restrain herself. All she truly wanted to do was scratch his exquisitely radiant eyes out.

“So, what say you?” yelled Valadrog.

A thunderous roar went up from the devoted multitude of iridescent Vanir.

“It is agreed by all, then. Miss Jenevier Embarr, I would like to humbly offer you whatever assistance my people can provide. We are honored to have one such as you amongst us. We humbly ask you to be our guest here in Vanahirdem. Please, enter our gates, valiant maiden.”

Jenevier looked around at all of the beautiful, shimmering Vanir, but held fast to Alzeen’s hand.

“Did you not hear me, good sir? If Alzeen cannot pass through your hallowed gates, then I refuse to.”

“Of course I heard you. We all heard you,” Valadrog answered, as the adjudicating crowd muffled their laughter. “I knew your unwavering condition when I bade you enter. Alzeen is respectfully welcome within our city as well.”

As the trembling couple passed through the elaborate gateway, Jenevier whispered to the smirking majestic sentinel to her right.

“Smile now, Gate Guardian. But I will demand payment from you one day. One day soon you will wish you had held your arrogant tongue still within your vile mouth. This I vow.”

The spectacular sentry peered down at her. “Truly? I would see words forged into action, tiny maiden. You are but knee high at best.” He glanced over at the dog-man Vanir. “What say you, Valen? Think she can best me?”

Valen only snorted out a chuckle.

Jenevier rolled her eyes. “Ask him once I have extracted the debt he owes. I feel certain he won’t be laughing then.”

Valen winked down at her. “I will hold my breath and count the days, Sassy. I look forward to it. More than you can possibly imagine.”

The Gate Guardian laughed aloud when she hissed at his brother Vanir.

“Well now, isn’t that just the cutest thing you’ve ever seen?” He yanked one of her curls.

Valen snorted. “Watch out. She’s got one hell of a bite.” He rubbed his shoulder and winked again.

“Is that so?” The Gate Guardian chuckled. “She reminds me of an adorable little kitten—full of spit and plenty of sass. Shall I pet your head, little kitty? Oh wait, I know. I shall buy you a diamond collar. Yes, that’s it. Oh, and I’ll shackle you with a matching leash—lead you about, always. You will take long naps curled upon my lap, and drink warm milk from your very own designer bowl.” He sucked air in through his sharp teeth. “Mmm... You will purr for me, Maiden. This I vow.”

His incredible blue eyes sparkled wildly with the thoughts of her promised punishment, causing Jenevier to swallow hard.

Ugh... Giant freaks. She tried to suppress her coming shiver.

Jenevier snarled as she pushed past the Gate Guardian, but the colossal warrior only laughed heartily. The deep, echoing sound made her stomach turn within her. She bit her bottom lip, strengthening her resolve as she finally made her way through the shimmering crowd to the regal Vanir known only... as Valadrog.


Chapter 35

Alastyn

(ah-LASS-tin)

Alastyn stormed out of the kitchen, leaving Jezreel alone with his inquisitive parents.

“Apologies, my dear,” Alissa said. “You have both been through a rough couple of days. Please don’t hold his words against him. You, of all people, know how shock and loss can rip away patience and sharpen words.”

“Yes, I’m afraid I do know better than most.” She stood and gave a slight nod to the hospitable couple. “Well, I must be on my way. I have much to think about. I truly appreciate your gracious hospitality and your kind words of wisdom. Please forgive my wretched manners this day. I’m not usually quite so vile. It was a pleasure meeting both of you. I pray everything goes well with your beautiful family for the rest of your days.”

Jezreel bowed properly and left Alastyn’s home. She headed straight for Waverly Ridge.

*****

The first sparkling rays of a new dawn danced across Alastyn’s back as he left in search of a fairytale land which may not even exist. His horse was not as fast or as grand as Epona, but he traveled along at a steady pace. He had journeyed many days before he came to the outskirts of the booming northern town of Ousten. Haven was still a couple days west of here and he was nearly numb to the bone from the much colder temperatures and the long ride.

The sign outside read... Fuzzy Muzzle Restaurant and Inn. 

I certainly hope the name refers to the hairy yak I’ve seen folks using for labor around these parts.

Across the bottom... The happiest place you’ll ever sleep.

Alastyn paid to board his gelding and went inside. He was exhausted and famished. He didn’t know which to do first—eat or sleep. The delicious aroma emanating from the open kitchen doors made his decision for him. He waited for the keys to his room and then hurried to find a table and cure his watering mouth. 

“I will seat you, sir.” 

The sweet twangy voice came from the cutest little fair-haired girl he’d ever seen. She couldn’t have been more than six or seven years old. When she smiled, the cheerful little girl showed off more teeth than he thought was possible to squeeze into such a tiny mouth.

“That would be very kind of you, little lady. Hey, has anyone ever told you, you have a beautiful smile?”

“Yep, all the time.” She beamed again.

“Wow, you’re going to absolutely blind me if you keep on smiling like that.”

The delightful little girl giggled blissfully and tried to smile wider and wider as Alastyn shielded his eyes and begged for mercy.

“I like you,” she said.

“I like you, too.” He playfully poked her in the tummy and the frantic giggling started anew. “What’s your name?”

“Floria.”

“Floria, that’s a very lovely name for a very lovely little lady. My name is Alastyn.”

“Alastyn... I like your name, too. It sounds funny.”

“Funny?”

He poked her tummy again, causing the infectious giggles to pour forth as she tried to poke him back in spite of his playful pretend protests.

“Floria, did you say you were the beautiful young lady who could show me where to sit?”

“Uh huh.”

She took him by the hand, leading him to the empty table right beside her tiny hostess chair.

“Thank you so very much, Miss Floria.”

“You’re quite welcome.” She curtsied like a little princess.

“Can you tell me what tastes the best here? Hmm? What’s your favorite, little lady?”

“Everything tastes yummy. My mama does all the cooking here. My favorite is the sugared apples.”

“Sugared apples?”

“Yeah. Mama heats up the sugar with some dried fruits and then rolls the apples in it. It tastes the best when the sugar stuff gets real hard and you gotta crunch through it to get to the apple.”

“Wow, that does sound delicious. Is there anything else you like? Anything your mama makes you eat?”

“She tries to make me eat the green beans.” Floria glanced around cautiously. “But I usually just hide them out back under the bushes,” she whispered.

“I promise not to tell,” he whispered back.

“What would you like to drink, sir?”

The gingerly sweet voice came from a rather voluptuous young maiden approaching the table. Her hair was tied back with a shiny red ribbon and the full thick ponytail fell all the way down to the top of her perky bottom. Alastyn couldn’t help but smile. She returned the favor with a familiar broad grin, proudly boasting what looked like twice as many teeth as any normal person.

“That’s my sister,” Floria whispered.

“I can see that,” Alastyn whispered back.

The smaller girl giggled and spun around to assume her hostess throne.

“What do you suggest, Milady?”

“Well, the spiced cider is absolutely addictive, and the house special will keep you coming back day after day. Tonight our delicious meal is finished off with a delectable blackberry cobbler—the biggest, juiciest berries you ever saw. They arrived just this morning in from Wrothdem.”

Alastyn couldn’t help but stare at the friendly waitress. “How could I possibly withstand such an enticing description? I’ll have the cider as well.”

“Perfect choice. My name is Willow and I’ll be taking care of you this evening.”

When Willow had returned to the kitchen, the tiny version of the attractive young maiden popped up beside Alastyn’s chair. 

“She likes you. She always flips her hair like that when she likes somebody.”

“She is very pretty, I’ll have to admit. But she’s not nearly as pretty as you.” 

He poked her tummy once again. Her ceaseless giggles kept him company until Willow returned with the steaming cider. He was amazed at just how much the two girls favored each other. They would easily have passed for twins, except Willow was about ten years older than her little sister.

Alastyn motioned for Floria to come closer. “I know what you’re going to look like when you get older.”

“Except prettier?” Floria whispered.

He chuckled. “Yes, much prettier.”


Chapter 36

Valadrog

(vah-LAH-drog)

Valadrog’s commanding presence was as strong as his handshake. Jenevier was in awe of the mighty warrior. Even the air about him seemed to quiver. His aura was electrifying. She knew instantly he wasn’t merely an extremely tall, glowing human. He radiated magic. It pulsed within him—exploded from every pore. This honorable Vanir was a master, a leader in every imaginable sense of the word. She felt horribly insignificant in his presence.

The curious procession of sparkling people headed for the very center of the breathtaking city.

“Alzeen, look at that,” she whispered. “Have you ever seen anything like it?”

He glanced at the house she was pointing toward, but just squeezed her hand and pulled her closer.

The homes were more than glamorous. They were much larger than Aunt Marlise’s cottage, but the Vanir were much larger people as well. All the houses were meticulously carved from the same strange, ethereal stone as the enchanting gate she’d just passed through. The vibrant sunlight slammed into their domed shapes, causing an explosion of sparkling rainbows dancing from house to house.

“The whole place must be magic,” she whispered, absently.

“Welcome to Vanahirdem, my child. Well done.” Vareen smiled as she inclined her head toward the gaping young maiden. “I knew I would see you here. I never had a doubt.”

“Vareen, I have no idea what happened or what it was I did to gain entrance. The trials, I mean. I don’t understand them. How did I pass a trial if I had no idea what I was doing?” She shrugged her shoulders. “I only did what anybody else would have done. And I’m not entirely certain why fighting with that giant at the gate was a good thing.” She leaned in closer to the revered seer. “He literally could have crushed me,” she whispered.

Vareen chuckled. “Child, you are more than precious. The purpose of each trial was to determine what you would do, what your heart would tell you to do. And trust me, tiny Angel. Anybody most certainly would not have done the same things as you. But that’s also what makes you special. You honestly believe they would.” She lightly touched Jenevier’s cheek. “You proved that your heart and your intentions are pure. That was how you passed each test. Oh, and the giant at the gate... he was supposed to tempt you to betray someone. But...” She glanced toward the Vanir in question. “I do believe he enjoyed himself a bit too much.”

“You mean to say... he enjoyed that? That is what he calls fun?”

“Yes, little one. As is the same with most of the warriors here.” She smiled softly. “Fear not. It only served to prove just how brave and fearless you are when it comes to what truly matters. You stood up to a vicious giant, my dear. And you did it to protect someone you had only just met. You stood up for someone who could not stand for them self. It was truly amazing. I was so proud of you.”

Jenevier was even more confused than ever. Her rambling thoughts were interrupted when Valadrog’s voice boomed over the masses. All fell silent.

“We know well what has befallen you, young maiden. We mourned at the suffering and loss of your revered aunt. We were aware the very moment you were cursed. And... we also knew you would make it safely to the Southern mountains. Vareen has heralded us your every move. We are sorry for your terrible losses and great misfortunes. But we are blessed this day, as a people, by your uniquely courageous heart. You have restored our hope, little one. Hope in all mankind.”

Alzeen squeezed her hand and kissed the side of her head. She leaned against him to steady her wobbly knees. 

“Umm... Mr. Valadrog... sir? Are you willing to remove the mark now?”

“I cannot remove your curse, Jenevier. Only you can do that.”

“But... I don’t understand. Aunt Marlise said only you could rid me of this scorched curse.”

“And so I can,” he said, smiling. 

“But I thought you just said... I mean, Aunt Marlise wrote... But if you can’t...” She sighed. “I don’t understand.”

Valadrog laughed. “Be calm now. All will be revealed to you. It is true that I cannot erase the mark. Yet, it is also true I can help rid you of that twisted black heart.”

She could only stand and dumbly stare at the iridescent giant while his confusing words bounced around inside her head.

“No living being can remove the curse, Jenevier... save the one who placed it upon you. Yet, I can show you what you must do to destroy this mark yourself.”

Her eyes brightened as understanding and realization finally began to form.

“If you accept our invitation, the Vanir can train you in their ways. Listen well, little one, and take heed. There are but a handful who have begun this training. And many less who have actually completed it. The reward is not easy, no. But it is attainable. You have already proven you have the pure heart of a warrior. Now, you must master the warrior’s ways. That is what we can teach you—the way of the Vanir. To be rid of this curse, my child, you must take what you will learn here, temper it with a righteous heart, strengthen it with an iron will, and wield it with the knowledge of the ancients. Only then will you be truly free.”

“What? A warrior?” She looked to Alzeen and then back to Valadrog. “But... how in the world?”

Vareen put her graceful arm around the stunned girl, kissed her forehead and then her scorched hand.

“You will do well, my child. Trust me. I have great faith in your determination. I see a spark of heaven within your soul. You may well be the one. Come, Alzeen.” She held out her hand. “I will show you to your living quarters. I am certain you must be weary, my child, weary and starving.”

The elegant Vanir woman spoke to Alzeen as one with great love and affection, taking him by the arm and leading him away.

Jenevier lunged for them. “No, wait!”

Valadrog placed an enormous hand upon her shoulder, ceasing her advance. She struggled, but it was no use.

“Alzeen! You promised never to leave me,” she yelled, weeping bitterly, openly.

Her heartbreaking plea sent him running into her outstretched arms, his tears matching her own.

“Oh, my love, I will never leave you, never. But you have to go now and do what your chief asks. Don’t worry, Princess. I vow not to leave this city until I do so with you. Be strong, beautiful lady, for you hold my heart in your precious little hands.”
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