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Prologue






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

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

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

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







Chapter One




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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Here,” Torim said. “Drink.”

“Where did you get water?” Hillel asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Knew what?” Hillel demanded.

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

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

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

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

“Did you bring me here?” Hillel asked.

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

Hillel nodded. “Bring me a weapon.”

“I cannot,” he protested. 

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

“I am in thrall—”

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

“No.”

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

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

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

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

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







Chapter Two






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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Warrior?” Alluria called after him.

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Wait here,” Caol’nir said.

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

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



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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Um…I don’t think it fits.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Neither can I,” Caol’nir replied.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You desired another life?” she asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Why did you go south?” 

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

“Did you enjoy it?” Alluria asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Warrior?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’d rather you called me Caol’nir.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I swear it on my life.”







Chapter Three






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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Annalee, my lord,” Alluria replied. 

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

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

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

“My lord,” Caol’nir acknowledged.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Do you think I’m fiery?” she asked.

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

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

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

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

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

“That was my mother’s name.”

“Do you take after her?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Caol’nir, you’re incorrigible.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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








Chapter Four


Alluria speaks





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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Alluria?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Many thanks, warrior.”

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

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

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

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

“Yes, warrior?”

“May I say farewell?”

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

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

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