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1

The Kingdom of Osyra


Eason





For weeks before we ever set foot on Osyra’s soil again, Venom and I carried a knot of dread that never loosened. We’d both been to this so-called “Kingdom” before—a glittering postcard on the outside, a pit of rot underneath. And at the center of it all sat King Mahir. A man so vicious, so violently unhinged, that decent men eventually stopped debating whether he deserved to die and simply accepted it as fact. 

Most of the world never saw the rot. They flocked to Osyra for the crystal-blue beaches, the gold-washed sunsets, the resorts that charged more per night than most families made in a month. Tourists danced, drank, and took selfies while rumors swirled of missing children—whispers swallowed by music and money. In Osyra, vice was just another attraction, and as long as the world kept indulging, no one asked what the king was hiding behind his palace walls.

But Venom and I had seen him. Mahir wasn’t merely corrupt; he was a predator draped in royal silk. He collected young girls the way other rulers collected art—his brides stolen, his wives put on display to be gawked at, others hidden away where no one dared look. His crimes were common knowledge among those who mattered, but knowledge meant nothing when the man wielded enough money and influence to suffocate the truth.

To the world, he was a generous monarch presiding over a kingdom dripping with wealth—shimmering coastlines, opulent markets, a hilltop castle that looked ripped from a fairy tale. But to those who’d witnessed the darkness beneath the gold veneer, he was something far worse. A self-made god. A monster ruling without consequence, without oversight, and without a shred of mercy.

Madison, or Mad as we usually called her, whose code name was Venom, was my partner for this mission. We had built a rapport with King Mahir on a prior trip, which is why we’d been chosen for the quest. This time, our objective was to lay the groundwork for his removal—removal by assassination, once new leadership that could be trusted was in place. 

The operation wouldn’t be completed on this trip, but we were tasked with setting the stage for a future transition of power. One that needed to transpire as quickly as possible, based on the way Mahir’s brutal tactics were escalating. 

One truth we’d learned long ago—if good men did not step into positions once they were vacant, evil men certainly would. Hence, the need to prepare for that inevitable day before we created the vacancy. It would do no good to oust one monster only to have another, possibly one far worse, to take his place.

The memories from my several encounters here in Osyra haunted me. The gross human suffering one had only to look a little way off the tourist path to see, stayed in my mind—not to mention the scar that reminded me each time I looked in the mirror. I shook my head to ease the ache that began in the pit of my stomach the moment our jet left U.S. soil. 

“You okay?” Mad asked me mid-flight. She was one of only a few who knew about my troubled past in the Kingdom of Osyra. 

“I’ll make it,” I replied with one of my usual short answer responses. “You?” I returned to her.

“I’ll be okay.” Neither of us was very chatty in the first place, which made us great travel companions. I had nothing against the others who loved talking the entire trip, but Mad and I had been on many missions over the years. We understood each other. We didn’t need to fill the void with idle chatter.

King Mahir was expecting us under the guise that we were here to benefit his kingdom, to implement more of the crimes he loved so well. He and Richard, the head of our group with The Firm, spoke at length about my supposed expertise in trafficking and weapon imports. The cover would make me privy to information we would need when the time came to dismantle his empire.

From experience, we knew Mahir would lay out the red carpet for us upon arrival. From the moment we stepped off our plane to the lavish dinners he would throw in our honor. His many wives would dance their Middle Eastern dances for us as we ate exquisite food and drank expensive wines. 

As per expectations, our arrival was met with great fanfare, trumpeters were lined on each side of the tarmac, drums in the near distance creating a mysterious aura, exotic flower petals in an array of colors were sprinkled on a carpet laid out for us to walk upon so our shoes never touched the asphalt of the runway. 

On the surface, it all looked impressive—grand, regal, like something out of a travel documentary. But knowing where Mahir got the money for this circus turned every bit of it rancid. The richness he flaunted wasn’t earned; it was stolen. And every ritual he demanded—every drumbeat, every flower petal, every overblown tradition—felt like a performance meant to distract the world from the truth. Mahir ruled as if he’d been born two centuries too late, clinging to a primitive fantasy while his people paid the price for it.

Honestly, the more I experienced the filthy rich, the less I respected money. I understood of course that all wealthy people did not hoard their money by taking from the poor and exploiting the weak, but the ones I usually encountered on our missions definitely fell into this category. They were the worst of the worst and reminded me of the scripture that Krista often quoted, “The love of money is the root of all evil.” Yes, the love of money indeed.

“King Mahir of Osyra welcomes you.” Mahir’s faithful pet met us with drinks on silver trays and smiles, announcing our arrival as if we were some consulate here to save the kingdom. If he only knew. Mad and I both played our parts, thanking him for his warm welcome and generous attention. He bowed as if we were royalty, and we nodded in return. A shiny black limousine awaited us nearby as if we were celebrities.

Because Mahir worshipped youth and despised the slightest hint of aging—ironically blind to his own sagging middle and map of wrinkles—I would be the one speaking for us. The king barely tolerated dealing with men; women were beneath his notice altogether unless they were young enough to be collected. 

Mad had just turned forty-five, though she looked a decade younger. Small, lithe, almost deceptively childlike in stature, she fell right into the demographic Mahir dismissed without a second thought. She’d pose as my business partner on this mission—quiet, observant, helping steer our fabricated proposal while I handled the talking that he’d actually listen to.

Mahir’s assistant, Jamal Darzi, led us to the limousine, which took us directly to the palace. 

“Our sovereign, King Mahir, requests your presence for dinner tonight. You’ll be escorted at seven sharp,” Jamal explained on the way. When King Mahir requested, it was understood it would be done. Mad and I both nodded and thanked Jamal for Mahir’s kind offer. 

Once we arrived, Jamal had one of the house servants take us to our rooms, which were both in the guest hall, although not close to one another with over thirty bedrooms on this wing alone.  

Mad and I both understood our roles as tonight’s guests. Only complimentary statements were allowed regardless of the inhuman treatment of the people around us, including Mahir’s young wives being put on display like merchandise. We were to act impressed by the gross display of wealth around us to stroke Mahir’s ego. I would take the lead in conversation since Mahir disliked communicating with a woman.

When Mad joined me, she looked stunning. She’d chosen a spaghetti strapped, deep purple dress that hugged her toned frame just enough to catch the eye with its ribbed material accentuating every curve—vibrant, elegant, and respectful of the line we couldn’t afford to cross. Mahir loved bold colors, but too much exposed skin would’ve been an invitation. And being married wouldn’t deter him in the slightest if he wanted her. Fortunately, his ageist prejudice meant the odds of that were low.

Madison was beautiful in her own way—strong, confident, and with a bit of attitude. She rarely wore makeup, yet tonight she applied it expertly as per the traditions of Osyra—heavy makeup, accentuated clothing, and usually costumes on his wives. It was as if Mahir wanted to be surrounded by a theatre style ambiance.

I had chosen a formal tuxedo, simple black with a white shirt and black tie. It was the safer choice to fit in for the circus Mahir had planned for the evening. I’d always dressed nice so wearing a formal suit did not bother me like it did many men. I was as comfortable in it as I was in blue jeans and a waffle-knit Henley.

“Your dining hall is just as beautiful as I remember it,” Mad began laying the compliments on, a sure way to win Mahir. Mahir glanced at Mad, but didn’t respond, as was expected. 

“You will love the evening’s entertainment,” Mahir directed at me in his thick accent. He had been born and raised here, but by a twist of fate, came into a military victory, which led him to rule the country at a vulnerable time decades ago. 

The country revered him as a god at first, since his victory brought them independence from another stifling government. Soon, they came to realize it was all a facade. Whether Mahir’s power went to his head, or perhaps that was his strategy all along, would be left for historians to debate in the decades to follow. The end result, regardless of his motive, was that Mahir now ruled Osyra with an iron fist.

Only a few dozen miles away from this fortress Mahir referred to as a castle, a magnificent city abounded—filled with art, culture, festivals, and parties that lasted for days. It had become the hub in the Eastern world of where to go when you wanted to have fun and usually had something to hide. But on this hilltop, where the castle stood away from the city, Mahir ruled it like a medieval world.

“I’m sure we will,” Mad replied as if he’d spoken to her, possibly to antagonize him for his dismissive attitude toward her.

“Perhaps you could join my wives in their merriment,” he roared with laughter as if seeing Mad dance would be hysterical. He had no idea how lethal and quick her moves could be. Mad hid her fury well, with practiced discipline, knowing one tick in her cheek could cost the entire mission.

“Oh, you jest,” she said as she touched his arm, a gesture she was aware he detested from those he considered beneath him, which was everyone. I gave her a warning eye when he looked away in disgust, grabbing his napkin to wipe away her imaginary germs. 

The head server sat us on Mahir’s right; his latest wife was seated on his left. Mad looked at me as if it was all she could do to hold in her anger as we both saw his latest conquest for the first time. 

The new bride, a beautiful young girl, no more than twelve years old, sat quietly with her hands folded in her lap. We didn’t know how long they had been married, but it was long enough for this young child to learn to keep her mouth shut and her eyes down. Smart girl. Heartbreaking, all the same.

The ten-course dinner dragged on for hours—a dreary spectacle designed for no purpose other than flaunting Mahir’s obscene wealth. It opened with a parade of appetizers: foie gras, escargot, oysters Rockefeller, and a dozen others crowding the table. 

When the entrées began arriving, we were served roasted duck, a pit-smoked whole pig, massive crabs hauled straight from the nearby sea—each one big enough to feed five men—and more side dishes than anyone could reasonably sample. And of course, it all ended with an avalanche of cakes, pies, and puddings.

The wine flowed like water, each bottle costing thousands of dollars. More than a dozen servants scrambled back and forth from the kitchen to our table to keep more food coming. Men filled our wine goblets each time we took a sip. With each new course, our dish was taken away and a clean one put in its place. I looked into the faces of the servants. Everyone looked worn, tired, and completely exhausted.

It was during the first main course that Mahir’s first set of wives came out to dance. The girls in the groups were what Mahir called his ‘forsaken’ ones, a phrase Mahir coined to mean he had no use for them since they had been replaced. He housed them in a wing of the castle set aside only for them, yet rarely contacted them anymore. Their only use was to entertain him with their dancing when the mood struck him.

The usual term for them among the people was “the veiled queens”, a term slightly less offensive than Mahir’s yet still made my teeth itch every time I heard it. I wasn’t sure where that term originated, but the only time I’d seen them was at a dinner like this, and they were not allowed to show their faces, keeping them veiled, hence the name. 

Some parents—broken by decades of crushing poverty—surrendered their daughters to Mahir’s harem, believing it meant safety: education, food, shelter. I had to hope they didn’t truly grasp what they were handing their children over to. Maybe they told themselves it was the only choice. One less mouth to feed. One more chance that their sons might survive.

Traditionally, there were several groups of dancers. Mahir usually liked to start with the younger ones and finish the evening with the older ones, likely because by the time the older ones came to dance, he was too drunk to appreciate them. 

The first group looked to be preteen, not much older than his new bride. He was known to only keep them close for a short time before he ‘retired’ them to their wing. My stomach churned with nausea. I pushed the food from one side of my plate to the other and pretended to eat, all the while trying not to vomit as I watched Mahir’s open lustful gawking, grotesque fondling of his bride as the dancers excited him and overheard his crude comments.

By the eighth main course, the girls appeared to be close to twenty. Each girl was beautiful in her own way, some short, others tall, all with similar coloring—dark hair, eyes, and skin, which was so common for this country. Yet many possessed features that were clearly foreign, different from the locals. No doubt, they had likely been trafficked here from around the world. It was one of many of Mahir’s businesses.

I glanced at Mahir throughout the evening, his words becoming more slurred with each huge glass of wine and his food disgustingly dribbling from the corners of his mouth. The effects of overindulgence taking its toll on him.

Mad and I had the ability to communicate without speaking, a trait we’d learned both through working together and because of our close friendship for years. She was as repulsed as I was. We’d witnessed Mahir’s vulgar lifestyle before, but it was no less appalling to see again.

The last group of girls came to dance during our third dessert course, signaling the end of the evening. I relaxed somewhat, belly satisfied enough and exhausted from the day. I was ready to put the night to rest. Then I saw him. The face I would never forget, regardless of how many years had passed.

“What is it?” Mad whispered to me when I went stiff as guards escorted the last group of girls out to the dance floor. She knew me well. I shook my head, not able to tell her in the company we had. “Get it together then.” She admonished, knowing any tiny infraction could mean the total loss of the mission.

I barely watched the girls as they swirled in circles, swishing their translucent gowns back and forth, contorting their bodies in shapes that only years of discipline allowed. But my eyes were fixed on one soldier, who now stood by the door, waiting for their dance to be over so he could escort them back to their chambers.

Mad nudged me under the table, and I realized I was openly gawking at him.

“He’s the one,” I whispered back to her, feeling I owed her an explanation for my behavior. Her face went white. No more words were needed. Mad didn’t know the entire story, but she knew enough. She squeezed my hand under the table. I squeezed back, trying to let her know I was strong enough to handle it. Was I? 

I’d seen his face many times in my dreams, but never in real life—not since that day. I forced myself to look elsewhere before I drew his attention. I scanned the art on the walls, the food still on my plate, then my eyes diverted to the dancers.

That’s when I saw her. She danced in the last row, almost hidden by the young women in front of her, yet she stood out like a real queen—her rich brown skin, wide smile, and vibrant gold costume. Her almost black eyes were staring back at me. I watched—frozen in time, in a moment like I’d never experienced in my life.

Her long, glossy hair—falling nearly to her knees, as Mahir forbade his wives from cutting their hair— swayed with the rhythm of her hips, a hypnotic dance of defiance and elegance. Her belly, clear through the sheer costume, curled with each beat of the drums; her hips gyrated quickly when the beat picked up.

She looked older than most of the girls in her group, and I wondered how long ago Mahir had imprisoned her. 

She carried herself gracefully, as they all did, yet with a dignified pride rarely seen in this country of abused children. My heart stopped as I watched her. Her eyes, still locked on mine, fastened my attention with a desperate intensity that felt like both plea and promise, as if I were the only life preserver she had. I couldn’t look away, didn’t want to. Mad’s pinch under the table jolted me back to reality.

I nodded, turning my attention to my plate to avoid staring at this angel. Yet, in only seconds, I found myself lost in her beauty once again—no, not only her beauty, but her spirit, which radiated purity despite her circumstances. I glanced at Mahir to ensure I had not drawn attention to this woman who danced now for my eyes only. His punishment for such an infraction would be geared towards her, and it would be severe.

His eyes sank deeply into his skull, dipping with each sip he continued to guzzle. His speech had become so slurred that I could no longer understand him. He sloppily caressed his young child bride, telling me he would not notice another thing tonight.

If his young bride were lucky, he wouldn’t make it to his chamber awake. Just imagining what this young girl and all the others who came before her had endured made me sick to my stomach all over again. I prayed Mahir would pass out from the wine to give her a break tonight. Watching her cower beside him made me want to snap his neck right here. 

Knowing Mahir was almost unconscious, I returned my eyes to the feast before me. The woman—and I call her that because there was no girl left in her despite her young age, likely from all she had endured—watched me with such force that I felt my cheeks burn hot. I swallowed with difficulty, my mouth falling open in open awe of her. 

She smiled at me then, and I found I responded without thinking, smiling back at her, which made her blush. She could have been a runway model, a beauty so ethereal and unique that the eyes of the world would have fixed on her. 

Yet here, her life had been decided for her. Fury almost overwhelmed the newfound ache that began in my soul—to know this woman. God help me, I wanted to possess her. Was I no better than Mahir?

Mad, once again, poked me under the table, harder this time. I blinked once, twice, then turned my attention to Madison, almost pleading with her to help me. My spirit had been enraptured by this lady, this dancing angel who appeared to be as caught up with me as I was with her.

“Watch yourself,” Mad whispered for my ears only. “You’re drawing the attention of the guards, if not Mahir.” She was right. I nodded once again, trying to ignore the vision before me, trying to act like this was just another mission, willing myself to put up the facade of my role in this mission.

I’d been in dire circumstances many times before where my life depended on my acting skills. Why couldn’t I pull my attention from her? Something shifted in the universe the moment our eyes met, and somehow the realization hit me that nothing would ever be the same in my life. Somehow, this woman, who had captured me without saying a word, would change everything.

I didn’t know her name. I had no idea how long she had been one of Mahir’s royal wives. I didn’t even know if she spoke my language, although I spoke hers. But I knew I had to find out who she was. If she were going to possess my soul, I must know the name of my captor. I must know everything about her.

I had to know this lady who I’d searched for my entire life and who, by the way she watched me in return, had been waiting and hoping for me to rescue her.
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The Queen


Brinca





His eyes held me captive—not in the way my husband stole innocents, but with a hypnotic depth that drew me in. Something about him caught my attention, even before he noticed me. My king had guests almost nightly, many handsome and rich, some even famous, but none had ever tempted me to look at him. The punishment was too great to be caught looking at another man. 

Yet, this stranger. It wasn’t his rugged handsomeness, or his nice clothes. I’d seen that a hundred times in this dining hall. It wasn’t even the scar on his face, although I wondered who would dare to harm him. Even from a distance, he looked as if he could be lethal. There was some indistinguishable, exquisite, magnetic aura about him that pulled me in.

Then, I felt him. His eyes saw me, and instantly I knew—his soul had found mine. Despite so many whose eyes lustfully took in our seductive dance, his looked beyond—deep into my depths, looking for something, finding it even though I had no idea what it was. 

My sharp intake of breath at that moment did not go unnoticed by Yasmin, who danced beside me and perceived everything and everyone. She immediately saw my eyes watching this man. I tried desperately to avoid his stare, but he drew me in, like a moth to a flame. Even knowing any attention I gave to an outsider could mean my death, I was unable to look away.

His firm jaw and intense eyes drew me first. With each glance his way, I memorized his features so I could remember him later. I’d likely never see him again. I did not want to forget any facet of his beauty. His eyes, almost as dark as mine, showed wisdom beyond his years. The scar that tried to mar his left eyebrow only accentuated his masculine energy.

I couldn’t see his entire body since he was seated at the long table spread before us. Yet, from the size of his arms and the thickness of his neck, I knew he was no stranger to either hard work or disciplined practice. The woman at his side—was she his wife? She did not take kindly to his noticing me. I smiled at the interest he honored me with, despite knowing she would likely reprimand him later.

With each glance between us, I found my motions became more seductive without conscious effort. My body seemed to take on a life of its own, as if it had only just become awakened to that innate pull from within. I’d never met a man I fancied before. Most men I came in contact with, the guards who kept the king’s orders to hold us hostage, were as brutal as he. 

I’d decided long ago that men had no place in my life, despite the stories my mother read to me as a young child of princes rescuing their loves. I used to dream of my rescue, of being carried from the castle on a white horse, letting my long hair down for him to climb up on. But my favorite was Cinderella. I’d never had evil stepsisters or a true stepmother, yet I connected most with this princess. I wasn’t sure why.

My mother meant no harm when she read me those fairy tales. I’m sure it was only a childhood ritual to pass the time. Yet, having stored each story away, I’d clung to the hope that some perfect man out there in the world would rescue me one day. Those daydreams gave me hope to hold on. I’d held those dreams for years until—well, until one day I began to give up.

At least I thought I had. As my body took on its own ancient persuasive dance, unfolding before this man who I couldn’t stop watching despite my best effort, I realized—I hadn’t given up. That desire, that need, had only lain dormant. Whatever magic this man had brought with him and sprinkled in the air, infusing with my spirit, had awakened something in me. Something I never realized even existed.

I flitted my chiffon skirt of gold, twisting my wrist with a snap to keep his attention and lifting it a measure above what was necessary for the steps to this dance. I surprised myself by flirting openly, gracing him with a smile. When he returned it, my face reddened and my cheeks turned hot. If I didn’t get hold of myself, I would draw the attention of a guard, the king, or someone who wished to see a public hanging. My only hope was that the veil draped across my face would mask my shame.

The many jewels I donned clinked with each sway, and although each of us dancers kept our charms rhythmically jingling to the music, I tried to make my slightly louder to reach this man’s ear, to please him. To please a man I’d never meet. Had I completely lost my mind? 

As I turned in my circular motions, I used the miniscule moment to clear my head. My own life was not worth saving should I be caught looking at a man, but the people of the village depended upon me. Who would bring them the scraps from the king’s table that helped them survive? I must learn to hide my emotions better. For their sake. Yet, these emotions I had never felt took me by surprise. It would take all my discipline to rein them in.

At last, the dance was completed. King Mahir, my husband, sat in his usual stupor, almost asleep already. I said a silent prayer for Hadine, his latest child bride, that this would be a night when his guards would need to assist him to bed, that she would be able to sleep in the queen’s quarters away from him.

Silas, the guard assigned to us for the evening, motioned for us to exit immediately after our dance was complete, a time I usually relished, to be back in my quarters. Tonight, my spirit sank into a depth of despair, knowing I’d not see this man, this angel who had beckoned me without words, ever again. Just before walking out the door, I stole one last glance, one last memory to etch into my mind to last me forever.

Because the king did not allow his wives to speak in public, Yasmin waited until we were secured in our private quarters and the door completely closed behind us.

“What is wrong with you?” she started, bringing the attention from the other four girls who were my roommates. 

“Shh,” I chided her, knowing full well she would ignore my plea. “I did nothing,” I lied.

“You know if our husband had so much as seen the way you looked at that man, much less how you danced for him, you would be dead tomorrow. Why would you take a risk for someone you will never know?” It was a fair question and one I’d already asked, yet I felt the need to defend myself.

“I did not! I mean, yes, I noticed him, but didn’t you?” I tried to turn my defense into the strongest offense I could think of.

“Of course,” she agreed. “He is handsome, but Brinca, seriously.” She shook her head in disgust as she undressed, carefully putting her costume away as we knew to do. Despite King Mahir’s wealth, he allotted his wives only one costume a year. Because most of his wives were so young, we would pass them down once we outgrew them so the younger ones at least would have a variety.

I was among the older ones; I almost always received my choice of color. I usually choose gold, my favorite color, and one I understood brought out my dark features. Choosing the color of our costumes was one of the few options we were allowed, only because our husband had no interest in us any longer and did not want to be bothered with such intricate details.

By now, the other girls were interested in our conversation and began asking questions.

“Do you mean the guest of honor?” Nahla asked. “Yes, he was handsome. How could you not notice him?” Nahla’s usual demure personality changed before my eyes. That she dared to even speak this aloud surprised us all, and we each stopped undressing to eye her, causing us all to laugh in unison.

“Okay. Okay. I get it. He was absurdly gorgeous,” Yasmin conceded. “But you really took a chance. That’s all I’m saying.”

“Yes, but you saw King Mahir’s visage,” my best friend, Samira, spoke up in my defense. “Brinca could have walked up and kissed the man, and he might not have noticed.” We gasped at Samira’s straightforward talk. Even in the privacy of our chambers, we dared not be so bold.

“Samira!” Ko almost yelled, and we all shushed her. “Watch your mouth. Even speaking of such could get you killed and the rest of us punished.” She was right, although it would be doubtful the guards had not retired for the evening.

“I get it was dangerous,” I conceded before this became a full-on dispute. “I’m sorry. I would never intentionally put you in danger through my actions. I just,” my mind wandered back to the man’s confident, intense gaze. “I lost myself in his eyes,” I admitted. As if practiced, all six of us swooned aloud. It was rare for us to talk of men, love, or even happiness.

Our days were filled with studies, dance practices, and etiquette lessons. Our schedules were strictly monitored from the first day we were brought to the palace. The king, despite his slothful and gluttonous ways, demanded excellence from those he called his. Each wife kept polished, both mind and body, beginning with a weeklong ‘cleansing’ when we first arrived.

The cleansing, as it was known, comprised a strict diet, excessive exercise, daily body scrubs, hair treatments, facials, hand and foot treatments, and lessons on how to behave. The regiment’s sole purpose was to make the new bride presentable to the pathetic and grotesque king, to show herself worthy of his presence. It was the first of many expectations a king’s bride would have to adjust to.

As soon as the others slept, I dressed in the garb I kept to disguise myself. I’d made the outfit I’d arrived in to grow with me so that I could go unnoticed when I snuck out of the palace. I braided my impossibly long hair, which fell to my knees when not put up. Once braided, I pushed it into my shirt to further disguise myself.

Samira was the only one who knew of my secret activities, although the others suspected. She was my best friend and had proven trustworthy over the years. We, all the veiled queens, maintained a facade of sisterhood, although in truth, there was much drama among us. Our secrets were dangerous gossip.

If the wrong person found them out, and had a reason to report us, our future and perhaps even our very lives could be taken. Some of the girls somehow had the ridiculous misgiving that they might receive more favor or benefits if another of us received less. It was a notion I couldn’t grasp. There was no reason to give any one of them leverage to use against me. So, I kept my secret, only venturing out after they slept.

A few times a week, I’d slip out of our room and dart down the hall after the guards retired to their quarters. I used the hidden subterranean tunnels that threaded beneath our wing, weaving my way to the grand kitchen on the lower level. There, I filled sacks with food for the poor who gathered beyond the castle gates. Then I slipped out through the servants’ entrance—the one reserved for those who didn’t reside within the palace walls.

I’d begun this activity only months after King Mahir stole me from my parents and then had them killed for trying to hide me. Once he had retired me to the Queen’s Hall, where the discarded brides were housed, it was the only way I could think of to honor their memory and the only activity that brought me true joy, despite the consequences of death if I were to get caught. Perhaps the danger of getting caught was part of what brought me excitement from our otherwise dreary life.

Regardless, tonight would be a perfect night to slip out. The king was not the only one who overindulged when we had a large banquet. As I snuck into the kitchen, something felt off. I’d honed my senses to listen more carefully, to pay attention to goose bumps that rose for no apparent reason. So, I hid behind the massive pans, which hung from their hooks, waiting until my nerves settled.

After a moment, I peeked around. No one was there. I then slid to the side where the extra bags were kept. Once at the pantry, I filled it with potatoes, onions, and several other vegetables. Then I went to one of the massive refrigerators and tossed in a small carton of milk, a block of cheese, and a fine goose that was wrapped. The villagers would eat well the next day.

“What are you doing?” a deep voice said behind me. I froze. Too frightened to turn around and unsure of how to get away. I’d never been approached in the years I’d done this. I’d grown too lax in my activities; too sure I’d get away with it. If I survived tonight, I’d need to adjust my attitude. 

As if I already felt the hangman’s noose around my neck, I put my hand to my throat. “Are you hungry?” The man added, since I did not answer his first question. I made a split-second decision to go with his assumption.

Without turning around, I answered. “Yes, my lord. Very. Please do not report me,” I said in my most submissive voice. That a guard would dare to even speak to me, knowing the punishment, made me wonder who this man could be. Surely not a guard.

“Report you? I wouldn’t do that,” he said. Although he spoke my language, his accent was off. He wasn’t a native of Osyra. He didn’t seem to understand the consequences of my actions, which could only mean one thing. He was not from here at all. 

With courage I didn’t know I had, I turned slightly, too cowardly to face him outright, too scared to hope I might get away with my thievery. As I finally, slowly made my way around enough to see his face, I froze. It was him.

“You,” I whispered. His stare told me he hadn’t realized it was me he was speaking to. His eyes swept over my features, and recognition struck.

“You,” he answered. We stood, both of us too alarmed to move.

“Why are you here?” I finally asked, knowing I must convince him not to report me. Perhaps if he were here under suspicious circumstances, he might rethink reporting me.

“Thirsty. I don’t usually overindulge in alcohol.” His eyes held mine. We stood timelessly. I realized I was standing in his way of the water in the refrigerator, so I stepped aside. Rather than grab a bottle, he turned with me, now facing me. “And you? Hungry?” He appeared to speak in clipped sentences. I thought perhaps he didn’t speak my language well, so I spoke English for his benefit.

“No,” I said before remembering the lie I’d planned to convince him of. “I mean, yes.” I corrected myself. Instinctively, I looked at my heavy-laden bag, which was already tiring my arm. He looked down at it then as if just noticing it.

“Very hungry, I see,” he said, his voice breaking somewhat, and even still speaking in short sentences despite using English. I never lied. The only deceit in me was feeding the hungry outside of the palace, which I did out of compassion. And pretending to dote on my husband when he rarely ventured to glance at me, which I did to survive. I wasn’t surprised then when this man who stood taller than I’d realized at dinner, raised his non-scarred eyebrow at me. Questioning my integrity.

With no experience to rely upon, the heat rose on my face immediately. Despite the low light from the refrigerator, I knew he noticed. He appeared to notice everything. I had no choice but to hope he did not enjoy seeing pretty young ladies hanged for public pleasure.

“Mister, please,” I begged, knowing it was the only prayer I had to survive this exposure. “I only feed the poor. It is not for me.” Perhaps he would be more understanding if he knew why I stole the food. My eyes, always very expressive, grew wider to show him my fear. Did he have any idea what would happen if he reported me? “I will be executed if I’m found out.” I added, in case he didn’t. 

“Then why do it?” His countenance showed curiosity, yet something else. Like at dinner, he appeared to look into my soul. His own eyes gave me pause for only a second. He was good. I could tell. I decided to be truthful.

“At first, I only sought to help my sister, Selene, left an orphan after King Mahir had our parents killed.” Would he believe me? “Then, I guess, word got out that I came sometimes. People began to gather.”

“You risk your own life?” It was likely the longest sentence he’s used with me. I only nodded. “Why?”

“My life is over, sir,” I answered honestly. “My only prayer is to help others who might survive.”

“I’ll help,” he stated matter of fact. I shook my head quickly. This was unacceptable. He took the bag from me without asking and began throwing more food in, not even noticing that the bag grew heavier.

“You shouldn’t.” I put my hand on his muscular forearm instinctively to stop him. Our touch sent a pleasant zing throughout my body, which he must have felt as well because he stopped and stared at me. It was the first time since I’d been brought to the palace that I’d touched a man except for my husband. My heart raced with excitement, and something else—heat? 

“Why can you and not me?” he asked pointedly.

“Sir, I will be killed if I’m caught even speaking to you, much less working with you. God forbid anyone find out I just touched you.”

“So—what? They can’t kill you twice.” He made the statement so matter-of-factly that it took me aback. “Hurry,” he said, drawing me out of my stupor. “No one is killing you tonight. How much?” He added after throwing several more items in.

“That’s more than I usually take. The bag gets heavy.” He threw half a dozen bottles of water in and twisted the top of the bag.

“What is your name?” he asked me, stopping his rushed activity for a moment. We stood face-to-face, only a foot apart. For a moment, we gazed at each other. Then I realized he’d asked me a question.

“Brinca. Brinca Dirr.”

“Eason,” he answered my unasked question. Eason. I repeated his name in my head. The sensation that filled me was foreign. Like a spirit possessing me, my body tingled from deep within my groin. My mind filled with such sensual thoughts that I blushed, which only made the heat that rose from within me more intense as he scrutinized my countenance. I tried to rein in my feelings, I did.

Yet, the more I tried, the stronger my imagination took over. I envisioned him bending to kiss me. I imagined what his arms, so muscular and strong, would feel like wrapped around me. For a moment, I allowed myself the savoring sensation of the safety of his embrace. I realized my breath had become erratic even though I exerted no exercise. I heard my breath escape in one quick puff. Had he heard it too? 

His eyes took in every part of my face, as if he, too, was trying to memorize the details. I didn’t have to ask, didn’t have to wonder. I knew. He felt the same charge that I did. Whatever had transpired between us—whatever this pull was that almost brought me to my knees—was stronger than either of us. 

When I’d seen him for the first time earlier at dinner, I’d tried to commit his face to my memory for fear that I’d never see him again. Now that I’d seen him up close, had heard his voice, knew his name—I knew. I would never be able to live without him.

“Which way?” he ordered. I thought of arguing with him but knew from the keen look he gave me that he was determined. I turned and headed toward the door—him right behind me.
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Torn Between Missions


Eason





Seeing this woman, who I now knew as Brinca, risk her life to provide for her family outside the palace walls broke something in me. My instincts pushed me to help. How could anyone with any measure of human compassion turn a blind eye to such need, especially when that need could so easily be fulfilled? The overabundance of the castle alone would be enough to feed every villager who starved beyond. 

I stared at Brinca standing before me. She looked different without the heavy makeup and glittery gold that she wore as part of her costume from her dancing routine. Her hair was braided and wrapped up on her head, which made her look somehow—lighter, refreshed, younger, better. I hadn’t recognized her as the dancer who had mesmerized me until she turned to face me. Her eyes let me know who she was immediately.

The gray gown she donned, the complete opposite from the opulent wealth that surrounded us, looked too small, pushing her breasts to swell above the neckline and fitting her bodice tightly. The worn thin material was not fit to wear within a palace of this magnitude. I wondered where she had gotten it. 

The style looked as if it belonged to a younger girl, not this woman who stood before me. Was this perhaps the dress she had originally come to the palace in? That must have been years ago. How would she even still have possession of it? So many thoughts ran through my mind, as if trying to answer every question I wanted to ask her.

That she trusted me enough to speak to me, to allow me to help, and then to accompany her made me feel like a knight coming to her rescue. And like a knight, I would gladly lay down my life for her despite having only just met her. I followed her lead as she navigated leaving the kitchen and through one of many gardens to the gate that led beyond the castle.

Once we were outside of the wall that surrounded the fortress, a wall that King Mahir built to keep from having to look at the masses of society beyond, people were lined up as if it was a food line. I looked at the bag and back at the people. There was not nearly enough for each of them to have even a small portion, much less a meal.

“Mianna, come here,” Brinca spoke to one of the women in line. The women exchanged pleasantries, with Brinca asking how her children were and if one of them was feeling better. The woman wept, saying that her baby was near death from starvation. Brinca gave her water and milk and a block of cheese, much to the other’s vexation who watched on salivating. I was glad I was with her, so they didn’t harm her to take her bag.

Distributing the food took only a moment, the people eagerly crowding around us. Some were demanding, although most were shyly grateful for whatever morsel we handed to them. I thought we were done, but Brinca announced quietly that she would return in a moment. On our way up the hill towards the gate in the wall, I forced myself to ask her questions.

“How often do you do this?” I asked. She looked at me with amazement, and something else—a smirk. “What?” I asked, incredulous about what her expression meant.

“Only that I am surprised you can speak in complete sentences,” she giggled. She had the most breath-taking laugh I’d ever heard. Her teasing made me smile in return. Then, as if trying to reign in her merriment at my expense, she answered my question. “As often as I can, but only when I know it will be safe. Or rather, as safe as possible. Perhaps two to three times a week.” I was amazed.

“And how many trips do you take to the gate each visit?” I attempted to speak more thoroughly since it had made her happy. She nodded with her appreciation.

“Until all have at least some foods for their bellies. Many times, there are longer lines, like tonight. Then, I make as many trips as I can. I must, for the sake of my friends. But always there are many—hoping, waiting.” 

“And you take this risk time after time.” I said rather than asked. “How?” I asked, unsure of exactly which question I needed answered most of the many that were burning in my mind. Brinca looked up at me, inquisition written all over her face. “I mean, these people. You know them. You call them your friends. Yet, you’ve been at the palace for what, ten years? More?”

She watched my face, as if trying to read my motivation behind my words, measuring whether to trust me. Or perhaps wondering why I cared at all. It must be a rare thing for anyone to take an interest in what she did. In fact, I doubted anyone knew of her activities, much less appreciated them, except of course the villagers. They mumbled their thanks, although few dared to look at her and fewer still actually saw her.

“Per the king’s command, each girl must be brought to the palace upon her twelfth birthday for his inspection. Those he favors, basically anyone who is attractive, he keeps. Some consider it an honor to be ‘chosen by the king.’” She put her fingers up in air quotes, and it surprised me that this was a social cue she was aware of. “Those of us who’ve been chosen realized it is a curse, not a blessing.” 

This wasn’t at all the question I’d meant to ask; yet I allowed her to speak—both so I could hear her voice and to know her story. Her features turned to a more troubled expression. I realized that whatever she was about to say, struggled to say, would be difficult for her. 

I wanted to reach out to her—to assure her she was in a safe place, to squeeze her shoulder for comfort to protect her from all she had lived through. Yet, I dared not. And how could I lie to her and tell her she was in a safe place when she clearly was not?

“My parents knew of the life his wives led, so they kept me hidden. This they managed to do until I was sixteen. When King Mahir found out, he had them publicly executed as an example to all. He took me. The only thing that saved Selene, my sister, was her young age, only eight at the time. My aunt, who lives close to the outskirts of the forest, took Selene in, but they are destitute. At first, I took food only to them. Then, I guess word got out, and the line began to form.”

The picture she painted so clearly did not need further explanation. Brinca risked her life to help her aunt and sister survive, knowing that if she were caught, it would mean sure death. When she witnessed the destitution surrounding her, her heart forced her to act—to help. 

Whatever physical fascination I’d originally seen in her dimmed in comparison to the character I now saw within her.

“When I saw the magnificent waste of the palace feedings, I had to find a way to get some of it to Selene and Aunt Maris. So, my plan formed. The first dozen times I executed it, I was terrified. Yet in all these six years, I’ve only had two near exposures. I truly feel God is with me.”

“Many in your position would feel that God had abandoned them,” I stated. Why was it easier to talk to her than to most other people? She nodded in agreement.

“My mother taught me that God’s plans are above our plans. Perhaps I’m like Ester in the Bible. Maybe God planted me here for such a time as this to help save my people. Now, not only do I get to help my sister and aunt, but many village people as well.” Who was this woman?

“You’re,” I searched for the right word to express my awe of her, “amazing.” She smiled shyly and I had to remind myself this lady had likely not been given a compliment since her parents were murdered. We were almost at the palace again when I paused. Brinca followed suit. We faced each other. I reached up and pushed a stranded hair from her braid and pushed it behind her ear.

She jerked away forcefully, startled. I realized my error. “Please forgive me,” I begged, removing my hand from hers quickly. “I’m from America, and we do not live by the strict rules you have here. I simply got caught up in the moment, and in your beauty, and forgot myself.” She dipped her head, although her eyes still looked warily at me, acknowledging her forgiveness. Pay attention, Eason. You’ll scare her away before you even know her, not to mention, you’ll get both of us killed.

“You don’t sound like you’re from America.” She broke the awkward moment. “Your accent. I thought you were English? Or Irish. I don’t know. I haven’t heard many accents.” I appreciated her not lingering on my faux pas. Her grace, once again, astounded me. She lived a sheltered life, I reminded myself. It was highly likely they were allowed no communication with the outside world, which explained both her lack of bitterness toward outsiders and her interest in my accent.

“You’re correct. My mother was English, and we lived in England throughout most of my childhood.” I would not tell her I used to be a citizen of the Kingdom of Osyra.

“Ah! So I was right? Good guess,” she smiled again, proud of herself. She looked so young, well, not young as in a teen, but so innocent despite what she’d lived through. We’d stood on the outside of the kitchen entrance talking as if I were taking her home after a nice date. The moon was full, and I could see her eyes as they gazed into mine. They shone like sparkles of gold, shiny and clear and hypnotizing, especially against the moonlight. 

Neither of us spoke. My eyes moved to her full lips. I hadn’t meant to stare, but oh my soul, her mouth beckoned me to kiss it. My mind’s eye envisioned leaning down towards her, and it took great strength to continue standing upright. She jumped as if I had acted upon my impulse, grabbing the door to enter—to escape me.

“Let me,” I stopped her. I glimpsed into the kitchen to make sure it was clear. Then we entered together.

“It is rare for anyone to come to the kitchen after they shut down for the evening.” She provided information once again, allowing my mistake of staring at her to go without reprimand.

“Best to be sure though,” I whispered. She nodded. We gathered another bag of food in silence. She found three more bags, apparently taking advantage of my presence to help her carry them. We quickly filled them, returning to the small crowd that waited. 

“Aunt Maris,” Brinca said as an elderly woman wobbled up at last. Brinca hugged her. “Where is Selene?” She begged her aunt. Her aunt’s eyes withered with years of hard living, only blinking weakly. “Is she sick again?” 

“Yes, dear, but not as frail as before. I think she will come out of this soon.” Her aunt lifted her hand and cupped Brinca’s perfect face. “Don’t you worry. You already do so much.”

“I’ll try to get her medicine. Will you be able to make it back again tomorrow?”

“I can try,” her aunt responded. 

“Perhaps I could take it to her?” I asked, interrupting their conversation. Aunt Maris turned to me then as if only realizing they had company. 

“Who is this young man?” she asked Brinca as if I couldn’t hear her. Her brow crinkled out of concern, and she eyed me as if I were one of the king’s guards.

“He is a guest of the palace, but he has helped tonight. You can trust him.” Brinca seemed so sure. I wondered how she had so much confidence in me, having only just met me and not knowing anything about me. “I’ll get it to you, one way or another.” She assured her aunt. Aunt Maris hugged Brinca and nodded in affirmation before she turned to walk home with her few food items.

As Brinca and I walked the long steep trail up to the palace kitchen door once again, our conversation turned to her sister.

“What’s wrong with Selene?” I asked, not caring about proper etiquette. Brinca glanced at me but must have decided I was safe to speak with about it.

“She gets terrible headaches, blinding really. I’ve researched the medical journals we have access to in the library and as best as I can guess, it’s likely migraine disorder.” Brinca and I talked at length about it as we walked slowly, neither wanting our time to come to an end. I’d heard of migraines and knew that they could be brought on by stress, poor living conditions, poor quality food, or even dehydration. 

When we arrived back at the kitchen. I asked Brinca if the food would be missed, worried an investigation might lead to her discovery. She simply shrugged her shoulders. 

“You’re incredible. You know that?” I asked her, every muscle in my body aching to touch her, even if only in some small way. She blushed for the hundredth time. “How can I get the medicine to your aunt?” I asked. 

“I’ll feign a migraine tomorrow. I can meet you here tomorrow night, with the medicine they give me. I’ll write directions to my aunt’s house.” I didn’t like this arrangement.

“Doesn’t she need the medicine now?”

“Yes. Of course. But this is the only way I’ve found to get her what she needs.” I nodded, although my brain was already trying to figure out a way to get the medicine to her more quickly. I hesitated to let her go, not knowing when I might see her again despite our plans. In this strange country that was ruled only by one man’s whim, each day was unpredictable.

If the king awoke with an urge for blood, there could be a public execution. If he awoke feeling generous, he might throw a feast for his elite guests. To be at another’s manipulative mood was surely one of the most unstable states someone could live in, never knowing from one day to the next—or even from one minute to the next—what would set them off. 

How could any assurance of stability remain steady in such an environment? How could anyone thrive when every breath they took could be hijacked by an unstable man? My heart hurt for these people. I’d seen many wives, children, and homes wrecked by less brutal men—men who lead their families with such callous disregard of their true welfare. Here was an entire country in the grips of a madman while the entire world watched, and few reached out to help.

I looked at Brinca’s face, her smooth complexion, her bright eyes, her shiny hair, and perfect mouth. Despite all this man who dishonored her had done, her spirit remained intact—still believing in good, continuing to have faith, putting her hope in a future that appeared so unsure, and making herself useful to those even less fortunate than herself. My heart ached for the want of her.

“Well, good night then,” I whispered, as if anyone else were present who might overhear us. She only nodded, then turned and fled to the door on the opposite end of the kitchen from where I’d entered. I stood dazed, with my heart feeling elated and watched as the enormous door closed behind her. Even after it closed, I looked at it, hoping she might forget something and come back. Hoping she might run back in and kiss my cheek to encourage my interest. As if it needed encouragement. But the door remained closed.

After a moment, the trance-like state that bound me to the floor subsided. The thirst that had pulled me to the kitchen in the middle of the night suddenly returned. I’d forgotten to drink the water I’d come for when I first came in. I grabbed a bottle and returned to my room, taking the long way back, no longer sleepy, yet dreaming all the same.

The next morning, I went to the medical office at the palace and told them I had a migraine disorder and had forgotten my prescription. As a guest of King Mahir, I was given royal treatment with enough medicine to last a week. Then the doctor told me if I needed more, all I had to do was ask. It was clear—not only were food and water in short supply for most of the citizens outside the elite circle, but basic healthcare as well, despite being plenteous within the castle walls. One thin wall separated death from life.

I just had to figure out how to reach Brinca, get her aunt’s address, and get the medicine she needed. Reaching Brinca would be an impossible task for a man. No visitors were allowed on the Queen’s Hall, much less men, much less strange men of the palace. Perhaps Madison might be able to get to her. I sought her out at breakfast. 

“Mad, I need your help,” I began as soon as we sat down to eat. I needed to be careful. There were always spies in a fortress like this.

“I need to speak with you in private,” I told her once we’d eaten. As if she read my mind, her countenance turned from refreshed for the morning to frowning at my uncustomary cheerfulness. 

“What is it?” she asked with all the wary suspicion of a military policeman at a murder scene. 

“Not here. The garden.” I ate quickly, yet Mad continued to take her time, enjoying the many courses laid out for our breakfast—fresh fruits, sweet cakes, hearty eggs made to order, three meats cooked in various ways, many types of juices to choose from, and several flavors of coffee. The smorgasbord infuriated me more than usual after having seen the dozens of villagers starving the night before.

At last, Madison stopped feeding her face, and we were able to exit to the outdoor garden, where it was less likely to be overheard, although not entirely sheltered. Regardless of where you were while here, it was safe to assume there might be ears listening. 

“What is it, Eason?” Mad appeared irritated with me.

“What is wrong, my friend?”

“You. Eason, your behavior last night at dinner was reprehensible. You know firsthand the danger you put, not only us, but that poor girl in just by staring at her?” She was correct, of course. Yet her irritation wore on my nerves. Rather than taking the scolding, I rebutted with my defense. If she was upset that I’d stared, she was going to be downright livid when I told her about the rest of our night.

“Listen. You are right. But there is more. Will you at least hear me out before interrupting?” She nodded, though I could tell it took an effort. She crossed her arms across her chest, her mouth forced into a tight position. But she was listening. 

I explained the situation to her, her interruptions coming every few minutes. I listened as she ranted about how dangerous what I was doing was for Brinca and even for us. “I agree. But what are we supposed to do? Stand by while families starve outside the palace walls, while those inside—and in the glittering city beyond—live like there’s no tomorrow?” Mad stared at me, and I wondered if it was because of my incredulous idea or because I was actually speaking in paragraphs.

“Eason, I get it. And I love your compassion, but I’m worried about you. This could have blowback like you’ve never seen.” My gaze into her eyes let her know her discouragement would not deter me. She turned as if to walk away. I stood my ground, not following, but not giving up either, just allowing her a moment to surmise the situation and all its possible consequences.

“Okay, okay.” She turned and walked back to me after pacing for several minutes. “What do you need me to do?” Then she stood erect, pointing her finger right at my face. “But Eason, I’m telling you—shut this down. Get the medicine to her sister. Then, return to the palace as soon as possible. Then leave this poor girl alone. Do you hear me?” 

Madison had the stern voice like a strict mother. I understood it was purely out of concern. But I smiled, throwing all caution to the wind for the moment and only wanting to celebrate my victory. I would be able to help this woman who had captured my heart.

Despite Mad whispering, she was forceful and sure. I understood with every fiber of my body that she was absolutely correct. Any entanglement Brinca and I had would only put us both in danger. My mission could be aborted, and Mad and I banished from the kingdom. But if we were caught? Brinca would be murdered as an example to the rest.
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