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    Death wants his queen back. 
 
      
 
    After her two sisters are caught up by destiny’s call, Lamarra Stonemantle is the only one left to play the role of dutiful noble daughter. A task she embraces in an effort to hide the dark magic living inside her own soul. Now that power is whispering its seductive promises again, telling her only a long dead king can complete her soul. 
 
      
 
    That unknown being terrifies her, but when Lord Master Trensler orders his acolytes to capture Lamarra, she must flee her home. To her dismay, she is rescued by tomb guards sent by her dead king. 
 
      
 
    Lamarra soon learns her fate is just as terrible as she thought, but Dead King Soryn isn’t anything like she feared. He’s worse. Yet he’s also gentle and kind and he knows a way to track and destroy the acolytes’ evil god. 
 
      
 
    But Lord Master Trensler has his own plans. If he cannot match power with the Dead King, then he will go back in time and eradicate Soryn before he ever has the chance to become the Dead King. 
 
      
 
    There is one thing Trensler did not factor into his plan—Queen Lamarra and the protective instincts she feels towards her new king. 
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 Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In Sorrow, the city of the dead, far below the weight of its living twin, the absence of sound had become his near constant companion. Now it lay heavily upon dust and stone alike. Such would drive those of lesser fortitude to abandon their honor and duty long ago. But his Watchers of the Dead were not such weak-willed beings. 
 
    They waited now, as they had for uncounted time. Their expressions inscrutable under their tattooed and painted features. In times long ago, their names were revered by the living, but like many things in the long passage of time, their names had been forgotten by those above in the living city of Grey Spires. 
 
    His Watchers of the Dead awaited him with infinite patience. 
 
    Only the soft, flickering light of the mage globes moved, casting shifting shadows to flow across the carvings on the stone walls. At room’s center, surrounded by twelve radiant crystal pillars, rested two elegantly carved stone sarcophaguses. One depicted a tale of love and loss. The other a long life lived with honor, compassion, and wisdom. That one was now empty. Dead Queen Karneska—his last guide and mentor—had made her final journey to the spirit realm five centuries past. 
 
    In spirit form, he ghosted between the crystal pillars and the guards as he returned to his mortal shell after a lengthy commune in the Oracle Tower. Both dire and joyous tidings it had imparted, making clear what he’d already gleaned from his fellow ruler before she’d departed to rejoin her own beloved King—Soryn’s predecessor. 
 
    The soft rustling of his wing feathers drew his guards’ focus and betrayed his return. Time was something he had plenty of, but for once he found himself wishing for more so that he could mull over his own feelings on the subject of what the Oracle had revealed. He’d known the foretold events were approaching. The Twelve had been reborn. 
 
    And so had she. His beloved. 
 
    He knew what that meant. He would be reunited with her—only to be forced to make her his queen and then send her from his side to complete her task, her purpose. For the first time in all his long existence, he wasn’t sure if he could do what was asked of him. He wasn’t sure if he could part with her. Again. 
 
    Had he still been mortal, he would have sighed. Or fretted and paced. In truth, while he no longer had breath to sigh with, he still wanted to fret and pace. Instead, he merged his spirit with his body inside his tomb. 
 
    The stone sarcophagus, which acted as an anchor for his spirit when he was not in his body, still inspired a twist of dread deep in his avian soul and he forced his wings to still their restless shuddering. The millennia he’d spent in his current form had dulled almost all other instincts left over from a time when his heart still pulsed within his chest. Only the call of the open skies still existed deep in his phoenix soul. But it was useless to dream of the skies; his dry, lifeless feathers no longer able to carry him aloft. 
 
    He shoved aside that old mental longing. 
 
    Duty required him to act. There was no point withholding his orders from his guards. The path was clear. The future written in this one regard. 
 
    There must be a new queen to take up the mantle left by the old. 
 
    As his mind, spirit, and body aligned in agreement, the heavy stone lid of his sarcophagus moved with a scraping of stone on stone, the strength of his magic and will pushing it aside. Joy spiked through his spirit at the thought of escaping his stone confines. 
 
    Rising from his sarcophagus in a swirl of power, he looked to his guards. Even before he had fully descended the stairs to stand before them, they had all dropped to the ground in graceful bows. It was an honor he’d never truly grown accustomed too, even when he’d been a living king. Breaking them of the habit had proven frustrating, so he had given up long ago. 
 
    ‘Raikena, arise,’ he said in a voice both soft and hollow, one that had not known the constraints of mortal flesh for many centuries. ‘You shall convey my commands to your brothers and sisters of the order.’ 
 
    “My King, I listen and obey.” The gryphon folded her black and burgundy-hued wings tight to her back and raised her head from where it had brushed the cold stone of the floor. Her tufted ears swiveled forward and her eyes, shimmering pools of darkness, studied him with a predator’s intensity, missing nothing. 
 
    ‘I have been with the Oracle.” He paused, assessing their thoughts, learning what his guards had already discovered while he’d been within the tower. “As you have guessed, the Twelve have returned. The Destroyer, protector to the Twelve, is abroad in the land once again and she and her bondmate have been enslaved by his Larnkin, Itharann. But as dire as that would normally be, they are not my concern. There is another darkness sullying our land. A creature capable of devouring other forms of magic. Its most potent slave is a human by the name of Lord Master Trensler. The leader of the human acolytes.’ 
 
    Raikena tilted her head, her dark eyes knowing. “While you were within the Oracle’s Tower, the living queen and council ventured to Sorrow’s borders and requested your guidance. She asked if you knew what Trensler was. We said you were communing with the Oracle Tower.” 
 
    ‘If I was to tell the truth, even after all these centuries I still do not know what Trensler’s master is, but it is lethal to all living things—perhaps the greatest threat creation has ever faced. It is almost time to put into motion the Oracle’s plan that may allow us to track this deadly enemy, but first I must solidify my magic, and only with another queen at my side will that be possible.’ 
 
    “Your queen has been reborn at last, hasn’t she?” Raikena’s voice held a hint of joy. “Tell me where to find her and I shall bring her to you.” 
 
    ‘Yes. She has been reborn at last. And while I rejoice in that, I also despair that she will not know me, will not remember what we were to each other until long after her Larnkin awakes. Unfortunately, Lord Master Trensler will not give us the time needed for her to remember.’ Dead King Soryn turned from his guards and made his way across the vast chamber until he reached the first stair leading up to the two thrones. ‘She is already in danger. I shall protect and watch over her until you and your brothers and sisters of the order reach her. If she does not come willingly, then bring her by force, but she must come for her own protection. Once she is safe, I shall make her my queen.’ 
 
    “Force, my King?” Raikena stiffened, her shock evident in her raised crest. “To force one of our sovereigns….” 
 
    ‘If it will set your mind at ease, think of this as rescuing your king’s beloved. What Lord Master Trensler will do is more horrific than what the gods have planned for her.’ 
 
    Although he left it unsaid, her true fate was almost as terrible. Being bonded to him would be a living nightmare for any creature of flesh and blood. He couldn’t keep the horror from creeping into his own soul at the thought of bonding a warm, living being to his current form. How was his poor beloved supposed to accept him as her bondmate? 
 
    She didn’t have a choice—not if creation had a hope of survival. The only comfort he could take was in the knowledge that she’d always been strong—all heart and fire and steadfast determination. She would not fail. 
 
    “As my King commands.” Rising gracefully, the gryphon returned to her position among the other guards. With the surety of one who is ancient, she remained silent and waited for the rest of her orders. 
 
    ‘The Oracle told me Queen Lamarra is in the company of her youngest sister, Sorsha. They are both fleeing from acolytes. Go now. Make sure they both are safe, but only bring Lamarra to me.’ 
 
    “At once, my King. Would you have us tell her why?” Raikena, loyal as all her kind, would serve, but her tone said she would take no pleasure in this.  
 
    ‘No,’ Soryn said. If he was going to condemn her to a fate where she was bonded to the dead, where she would be helpless against the raw power of his Larnkin and the primal energies of the Spirit Realm, then the burden was his to explain. ‘I will explain her fate. That is my task.’ 
 
    “Very well, my King.” 
 
    Even though he wanted to rage at what fate required of him, he merely paused and then ordered, ‘Go, take a dozen other tomb guards and bring Lamarra to me as quickly as possible.’ 
 
    Raikena nodded, bowed once more, then turned and disappeared into the shadows to carry out his orders. The remaining guards neither moved nor betrayed their sorrow in any way. Yet he could feel what they felt. None deserved such a fate as what was about to be served to this human woman, but divine will must be served as it had for generations past. 
 
    Death would claim a new queen. It mattered not what he wanted. 
 
    Once again the chamber was quiet, no sounds invaded from the world above and deep in the heart of Sorrow, the city of the dead, its king settled upon his throne and awaited his queen’s return. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lamarra stumbled through the gray world, her path illuminated by two weak mage globes summoned by one of her captors. The globes floated a few paces ahead but did little to brighten her present location. In fact, the pale light seemed to leach all color from this new world she walked in. Her skin had the white pall of a corpse. The end of her braid, where it thumped against her breast with each step, looked a washed out gray instead of her normal dark brown. Even the rich blue of her riding cloak was muted and dulled as if some power was draining all life and color from her. 
 
    Mentally frowning at her fanciful thoughts, she shoved them aside. It was nothing more than her weak night vision and the strange glow of the mage globes that made her think such things. Her body and clothing had just as much color as they had this morning. Her life force wasn’t being sucked away by some dark magic—at least, not now that she was away from the acolytes. 
 
    This tunnel, steeper than the last, heralded her descent deeper underground. Even without the increased slope, the hint of staleness in the air would have told her as much. 
 
    Focusing on her surroundings was difficult since her head still reeled from the trip through the fiery magic portal her Larnkin called a Gate. When it had first happened, the ringing in her ears and the stabbing pain that started behind her eyes had encompassed her entire head with each beat of her pounding heart. She thought she’d come under attack from some new threat. 
 
    When none had presented itself, she’d understood her kidnapping might actually be a rescue attempt to save her from the pursuing acolytes. The sudden change in pressure caused by traveling through the Gate from the forests just outside of the port settlement of River’s Divide to this new location—wherever it was—must be the origin of the uncomfortable sensation stabbing into her brain. 
 
    Once these Elementals had forced her and two of her santhyrian companions through the Gate, her guards had immediately driven the santhyrians off while they herded Lamarra deeper down these tunnels. 
 
    Her youngest sister, Sorsha, and the stallion mage Shadowdancer had not made it through the Gate, and she worried what had become of them. Were they even now captured by the acolytes? No. Surely not. 
 
    Shadowdancer was the swiftest of the santhyrians and Sorsha had been drawing on power to form some kind of powerful spell. Lamarra had felt the power just before she had been forced through the Gate. 
 
    She prayed that her sister and the big santhyrian had been able to escape. Besides, Lamarra was certain she would have felt it if her sister had been killed. 
 
    Her magic had always been able to sense death. 
 
    Like now. Her magic stirred awake, sensing it near. 
 
    Lamarra shivered and rubbed her arms while she glanced ahead at the two guards in the lead. There were two more behind as well. But she didn’t turn around to stare at them. To be truthful with herself, she didn’t want to look upon their painted features again. 
 
    They had been painted up to look like the dead. Gray, charcoal and white paint covered their bodies. She knew they were called tomb guards because the santhyrian, Summer Flame, had shouted a warning into her mind before they were both captured. She didn’t really know the santhyrians that well, not having spent as much time with them as her two sisters had, but she’d come to trust the horse shapeshifters because her sisters trusted them. 
 
    Summer Flame had been greatly concerned by the tomb guards’ sudden appearance, and Lamarra was certain her life was about to get far more complicated. 
 
    Her magic had assured her these tomb guards were not evil—nothing like the acolytes and their master—but Lamarra had known all her life that she was fated for something dark and terrible. In her dreams, she’d seen tunnels very much like these and terrifying figures she’d always assumed were dead, but now she thought her visions might have shown her these tomb guards with their death paint. 
 
    There was something else in her dreams. A power. Vast. Old. Something with great patience and as unstoppable as the forward march of time. 
 
    And that power and presence was here in these tunnels. 
 
    It was building now, pressing against her shields. Even as she continued to walk surrounded by her four guards, the power probed at her mental barriers, seeking a way within. Her Larnkin seemed unconcerned by that other presence, or perhaps reassured was a better word. Lamarra wasn’t so trusting and tightened the bubble of impenetrable magic more securely around her body and mind. This new power didn’t feel like what her phoenix or gryphon guards used. This was a more intense magic—older perhaps, certainly stronger. 
 
    And she sensed it wanted her—mind, body, and soul. 
 
    Shivering, she wrapped her arms around herself and tightened her mental defenses another notch. That other power—a definite presence—wasn’t put off by her fortress-like defenses. It continued to flirt and dance across her shields, and then in a sudden, swift attack, it breached them as if they were no longer there. 
 
    ‘I mean you no harm,’ a hauntingly chilling voice whispered. Everywhere and nowhere at once. ‘You are here for your own protection. The acolytes cannot easily follow you here. Be at peace.’ 
 
    Lamarra froze in place as the unheard words flowed into her mind. She couldn’t stop them and was equally unable to form a response. 
 
    The presence lingered in her mind briefly before disengaging, slipping away again as fast as it had come. Her Larnkin reverberated in response, eager to follow in the wake of that other power. 
 
    Sharp cold reason held her feet rooted to the ground. Did she truly want to go running toward what her power told her was likely her death waiting for her? 
 
    Yes. No. 
 
    She needed to think. 
 
    To get her bearings. To shove useless emotion away for a time. 
 
    But clear, reasoning thought was so very difficult with her Larnkin clamoring for her to run toward that fierce dark power somewhere in the tunnels ahead. 
 
    Behind her, the magic of the two guards bringing up the rear of their little group drew nearer. The press of their power now added to what was already raising the hair on her arms and making gooseflesh race across her skin. 
 
    Before something else stirred her magic into greater disobedience, Lamarra started forward again. 
 
    Her captors seemed unaware of the invisible power swirling and eddying around them. Perhaps because they were surrounded by it all the time? 
 
    She slowed a second time, and the male phoenix in the lead glanced back at her and gestured for her to continue on down another corridor. 
 
    What would he do if she stopped again and refused to move? 
 
    Probably nothing good for her dignity. There were enough of them that even if they didn’t tower over her, they could truss her up and carry her where they wanted without breaking stride. 
 
    No, a physical fight was not one she could win. Also, as much as she didn’t want to admit it, she was curious about that voice in her mind. Him she wanted to know more about. 
 
    However, she still had her dignity and her Stonemantle stubbornness. She wasn’t going to just go meekly without some explanation. Although, the situation could be worse. They hadn’t tied her hands or otherwise manhandled her. In fact, they seemed to wish to treat her with as much respect as possible given the circumstances. Straightening her shoulders, she lengthened her stride to catch up with the two guards in the lead. 
 
    The male phoenix—she didn’t yet know his name—halted at an intersection and rested one hand against the lintel. He was presently shapeshifted into his hybrid form, with a body that was basically human-shaped, although far taller than one of her kind and he also had a crest, wings and a tail. Lamarra’s sister, Ashayna, was bonded to a phoenix so this tomb guard’s form wasn’t that foreign to her. 
 
    She couldn’t say the same about the other tomb guards. Two were the upright-walking, wolfish looking lupwyns and the last was a horse-sized beast of a creature that was pacing ahead of Lamarra on all fours. In body shape, it looked like a blending of lupwyn and phoenix. Its fur-covered muscular lower body gradually blended with the feathers of its head, wings, and tail. All-in-all—it was a lethal-looking package. Her imagination could picture clearly what that wickedly hooked beak and those massive talons could do to hapless prey. From the descriptions in her oldest sister’s letters, this creature must be a gryphon. 
 
    With a shudder, Lamarra turned her attention back to the phoenix guard. 
 
    His talons flicked across the surface of the lintel, reading the crevices in the stone. Leaning forward, he blew dust from the surface, revealing runes etched into the stone. As his talons followed the curving designs, the runes glowed like white stone in the moonlight. He again looked back at her and then, giving her a slight bow, gestured for her to proceed him down the tunnel. 
 
    They continued in silence for another length of the tunnel and then her magic snapped to attention as something new grabbed her Larnkin’s interest. 
 
    A deep throbbing issued from somewhere behind them. 
 
    The muscles along Lamarra’s back tensed but she managed to keep back any betraying sounds of alarm from escaping. 
 
    The phoenix didn’t break stride at the sudden noise; instead, he waved a hand at the darkness. Four more mage globes ignited, giving her better light to see by. 
 
    The brighter light didn’t really offer any more reassurance, though. Now she could see the phoenix’s appearance and color far more clearly. She transferred her gaze to the gryphon. 
 
    This Elemental had painted the longest wing and tail feathers in the same chalky whites, pale grays, and inky blacks as the phoenix, but the underlying natural color, a deep burgundy, showed through in a few places. 
 
    Tomb guards indeed. 
 
    Had it not been for the warmth of living flesh, she would have believed them to be dead. 
 
    This was not how she’d seen her day progressing when she and Sorsha fled the human settlement of River’s Divide at dawn in an attempt to escape Lord Master Trensler and his acolytes. As plans went, it had been hastily constructed, involving two horses, a mad ride into the forest and a meet up with their horse-like santhyrian allies. 
 
    They had escaped River’s Divide but never made it to their older sister’s location. Lord Master Trensler’s acolytes had picked up their trail. 
 
    While these subterranean tunnels were chilled and didn’t inspire an abundance of comfort, she was better off than if she’d gotten devoured by acolytes. An acolyte’s victim didn’t long survive having their magic and life energy stripped away. So unless whatever the tomb guards called master wanted to eat her, she supposed she was farther ahead. 
 
    For now. And Ashayna had mentioned getting lost in tunnels below Grey Spires, the Elemental’s city, so Lamarra was relatively certain that’s where her captors had brought her. If that was the case, there was still hope. 
 
    If she acted meekly, it might gain her a chance to escape later, and once she made it to the surface, she’d seek out Ashayna and Crown Prince Sorntar. With that bare-bones plan in place, hope kindled in her heart. The goal of escape gave her new purpose, and she felt stronger. 
 
    And if she remained calm and obedient, her captors or rescuers—she still wasn’t quite sure what to call them—might let slip some valuable information she could use later to her advantage. They might also have the means to learn what became of Sorsha. 
 
    Not that she would learn anything if she kept as silent as them, though. She spoke up, “While I do appreciate the rescue from Trensler’s acolytes, will you tell me why you brought me here?” 
 
    Silence and the heaviness of stone answered her. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” 
 
    Her captors—she was going with captors since rescuers would usually communicate with the person rescued—continued in silence. 
 
    “Then at least tell me who you are taking me to.” 
 
    Not so much as a glance in her direction. 
 
    Talkative bunch. 
 
    Lamarra sighed and studied her surroundings in more detail. Maybe she could learn something even if they chose not to talk. 
 
    The mage globes illuminated numerous rooms to her left and right. From the glimpses she caught, many had once been richly appointed, but now had the air of long abandonment. None offered anything she could use as a weapon. 
 
    A small part of her attention noted it might be possible to lose her captors in this rabbit warren of rooms. That unruly hint of Stonemantle stubbornness which always stirred at the worst times awoke now and demanded she escape when they rounded the next bend. If this one sloped back up to the surface, she should seize her chance, biting and kicking her way free of her captors if need be. 
 
    But then cold, logical reason returned, shoving the Stonemantle bravado back where it couldn’t get her into any more trouble. Likely, the only thing she would gain after a long struggle of stomping and punching would be numerous scratches and bruised pride for her attempt. 
 
    She refocused her attention back on her surroundings. No longer with thoughts of escape, but with speculation about the purpose of each side room. It helped keep the panic at bay. 
 
    They were just passing what might have been a great hall, its walls lined with beautiful murals. The toe of her boot caught the corner of a carpet, and she tripped. Had it not been for one of her captor’s quick reflexes, she would have pitched forward to her knees. Or worse, landed on her head. 
 
    After steadying her, Lamarra’s captor swiftly released her. A stinging along her forearm drew her attention down. Four long, bloody scratches marred her right arm from elbow to wrist. A few beads of blooded welled from the scratches. All in all, the deadly talons tipping each of his fingers could have inflicted much worse damage. 
 
    However, the sight of her bright red blood welling from the scratches had a strange effect on her captor. He stood frozen for a moment, transfixed almost, watching the thick drops of blood fall to the dusty ground. His mask of indifference changing to one of horror, he collapsed into a deep bow, prostrating himself full length on the floor in front of her. 
 
    After several heartbeats, he still made no move to stand. Lamarra cautiously took two steps back. He took no note. She took another few steps back, stopping only when she nearly collided with the gryphon. 
 
    Again she was reminded that she was standing in the company of a creature with the ability to both out-run and out-fly its prey. The thought sent a chill through her. 
 
    “Perhaps nature did give us an unfair advantage, yet we do not use it wantonly.”  The words had the slightest of hisses accenting them. Not realizing the gryphon could speak aloud, Lamarra was barely able to mask her surprise and ignorance in time. Somehow, she knew offending a creature with such a deadly hooked beak probably wasn’t in the best interest for her survival. 
 
    “Might I at least have your name?” She then gestured at the male prostrated on the ground. “And his as well.” And while you’re at it, if you could explain why there is a phoenix guard groveling at my feet… 
 
    That he wouldn’t get up hinted at some deep reverence she would very much prefer not be directed at her.   
 
    The gryphon canted her head in what Lamarra took as agreement. Though, she didn’t know if it was her plea or something else that made the gryphon answer. 
 
    “Raikena.” The gryphon bowed until her beak touched the ground. “I have been a tomb guard for more than three millennia, twice that which I have lived. For all that time I have been loyal to my king.” After she straightened, she circled around Lamarra and nudged the phoenix. “This is my apprentice. We are in Sorrow—the city below the Elemental’s grand capital of Grey Spires.”  
 
    The male still didn’t move, so Raikena focused on Lamarra instead. “There are things in this world more powerful than you can imagine, some are of the light while others are of the shadow. Some so beautiful to inspire awe, yet if you look with more than your eyes, you will see the dark tint of evil. While others, who would inspire fear at first glance, serve the light. My king is one such being. He wishes to speak to you. Know that you have nothing to fear from him.” 
 
    Lamarra was not in a position to argue with a gryphon easily five times her own weight, so she nodded in agreement, but wondered how terrible this king was that a loyal guard would give her a warning about his hideousness. 
 
    “My Order is ancient and has been known by many names throughout the ages of time—tomb guards, painted ones, watchers of the dead. The names are many and not important. Most do not call us anything for they would rather forget. Only the living rulers and the council still honor us.” She paused, perhaps remembering a time when that was not so. “But that matters not, for we serve our purpose regardless.”  
 
    The gryphon stopped and cocked her head to listen. In the distance there was another dull boom, and the ground shook from some great shock. “The Elementals know you are with us. They are young and persistent and want answers about what has befallen their crown prince. We must go. Once King Soryn has met you, he will tell them what he knows of Prince Sorntar and your oldest sister.” 
 
    “Something has befallen Ashayna and her bondmate?” Lamarra frowned, eyeing the gryphon with a hard look. “You know something. Tell me.” 
 
    The guard’s tufted ears tilted one way and then another, her feather ruff fluffing up around her head until it reminded Lamarra of a lion’s mane. 
 
    “I have already said more than I should. King Soryn will tell you the rest.” 
 
    Sensing the gryphon wasn’t going to say more on this particular topic, Lamarra tried another tactic. 
 
    “Very well. You aren’t permitted to tell me more about why I’m here. But what about him?”  She gestured at the male still prostrated on the ground. 
 
    “My apprentice?” The gryphon huffed, sounding mildly perturbed. “By spilling your blood, the boy broke his vow to do you no harm. While it was simply youth and clumsiness on his part, you are still within your rights to decide his punishment. But as his mentor, I would humbly request his punishment be transferred to me.” 
 
    Lamarra hadn’t realized that one of her guards was a youth. Being a phoenix, he towered over her. She glanced between the two, wondering why she, a prisoner, had so much power over them. Nervous sweat made its way in a thin trickle down her lower back. 
 
    Both her sisters were host to powerful Larnkins. She knew hers was equally powerful. Just what did fate have planned for her? 
 
    “It was an accident.” Lamarra didn’t want to defend one of her captors, but the minor wound had been caused by the tiniest miscalculation. There had been no hostility or wish to do harm behind the incident. “That doesn’t explain why his punishment would fall to me.” 
 
    “Simply put, we are yours to command.” The gryphon allowed empty silence to stretch for the length of ten heartbeats. “Because of that, you can offer forgiveness for his transgression.” 
 
    Hers to command? Her heart began to pound, cold fear mixing with the need to run. But the otherness living in her blood stirred. Lamarra kept her mind blank, allowing that other to impart information to her in its wordless way. As her Larnkin looked over the male prostrate on the floor, studying him, she shared bits of knowledge. 
 
    He was young as the gryphon had said, barely into adulthood, not much more than a boy for all his height and outward discipline. He had been born of two tomb guard parents and had grown up among the secrets and silence in this city they called Sorrow where it existed beneath the great capital of Grey Spires. Lamarra was more than a little horrified on his behalf. 
 
    Had he grown up never seeing the sun? What kind of monster would allow that? 
 
    At her thoughts her Larnkin stirred again, showing her a small mountain village where children played under the watchful gaze of far fewer adults. Narrowing her focus upon the adults, she scrutinized them. Within this small village, they did not wear the paint of the tomb guards, but they still bore the tattoos. 
 
    Was her Larnkin showing her how the tomb guards raised their young? It seemed so. 
 
    Still not sure if she was reassured, but not having the time to dwell on this new revelation, she looked down at the youth stretched out at her feet. 
 
    “His punishment is up to me? Very well.” She switched her focus to address the youth. “The time you have already spent laying on this cold floor is punishment enough. Speak your name and rise.” 
 
    There was a long pause, followed by a muffled, “I am Trissain.” 
 
    “Good. That’s a start. I am Lamarra. Now I order you to get off the floor.” 
 
    After a slight hesitation, the phoenix rose from his prone position to stand at her side. “My Queen, may I never fail you again in this life or the next.” 
 
    The youth stood ramrod straight, his gaze locked on her booted feet. 
 
    Ah. He was awaiting orders, Lamarra noted with one small part of her mind. 
 
    The rest of her awareness was consumed by what he’d called her. 
 
    Queen. Dread coiled in her stomach. By the light, what had she gotten herself into? 
 
    Since this day had just taken one turn for the worse after another, nothing should have surprised her at this point. Oh, but it did. It did indeed. A tomb guard now addressed her as his queen. 
 
    She knew what was to come next. It was the same in her dreams. A bride for Death himself. A sacrifice for the good of all creation. She, a human woman with a very powerful Larnkin, was to become a monster gifted with strength enough to defeat an even more terrible monster—Lord Master Trensler. 
 
    Her throat tightening with fear and the foolish urge to cry made swallowing hard. Lamarra supposed she had reason to thank the terrible nightmares which had plagued her since early childhood. They had given her some warning of her fate. Her Larnkin flooded her mind with sensations of warmth, belonging, acceptance, and…oh gods… love as she tried to console her host. 
 
    “Trissain has said far more than was his to share.” The gryphon glowered at the youth, but he remained silent now. “However, that does not change the facts and, regardless, all will be well young queen.” 
 
    Lamarra was far from reassured. 
 
    “Come now and trust to the will of the Creators,” Raikena added, her earlier commanding voice edged with compassion.  
 
    When the gryphon turned and vanished back down the dark corridor, Lamarra followed behind. It wasn’t like she really had a choice and dread still paced every step of the way with her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Time held no meaning in this place of gloom and shadows, where light never willingly ventured. Or so Lamarra thought until light in the distance drew her attention. The soft illumination, dim at first, grew brighter as they neared it. They entered a chamber where dozens of mage globes flickered and danced in some unfelt, unheard breeze, casting shifting shadows to flow across carvings on the dark stone columns and walls. 
 
    Up until that point, fear and curiosity had been evenly matched, but the deadlock vanished, and fear gained supremacy as her eyes ran over what rested in the chamber’s center. She took a hesitant step back and bumped into the doorway’s frame and then edged along it until she was blocked by the male phoenix and the gryphon. She paid them no mind. Her attention was all on the heavy power she sensed emanating from the twelve massive crystal pillars directly before her. Her sister, Ashayna, had told her about such things. But it wasn’t the pillars that made her fear spike. It was what they contained. 
 
    Even surrounded by twelve crystal pillars, the two immense sarcophaguses dominated the room. Each held images skillfully carved into the polished stone. Her magic stirred again. Descending the polished black stairs, she moved closer. Her Larnkin urged her onward until she eased between two of the tall crystal pillars. 
 
    They throbbed with a faint light at her passage. Her progress slowed as she neared the first sarcophagus. It depicted a lupwyn female carved with skillful and loving detail on the lid. Her power urged her on to the next. This one held the image of a male phoenix. The dead king of whom Raikena spoke? 
 
    She spun on her heels in a slow circle, and scanned the vast chamber, looking for she knew not what. When she found nothing, she looked to Raikena for some explanation. The gryphon stood behind her with head bowed low and offered no aid. The male phoenix was on his knees, chin touching his chest. No help there either. 
 
    On instinct, Lamarra called to her Larnkin. It answered her call, filling her with a warm power. She trailed the fingers of one hand across the lid of the sarcophagus with the carving of the female lupwyn. Nothing answered her gentle probe. This one had been long empty. She turned to the other and with only a slight hesitation, reached out to it. 
 
    Something within the stone answered her with a sympathetic vibration, stirring and eddying at her touch. A faint impression of another’s essence and power. A taste. Not the source. A nervous thrill shivered along her spine, jerking her to full attention. This tomb might be empty at the moment, but it hadn’t been for long. 
 
    If not within, then where might this body be, exactly? 
 
    She scanned the chamber a second time and increased the flow of power. The other was near, his power everywhere. Now that she had a taste of it, she would recognize it anywhere—an immense power from a vast source, both ancient and pure. 
 
    ‘Yes. The power is from a limitless spring. Creation itself was forged of this same energy, but its source is not mine to claim. I only wield a small portion of that magic.’ 
 
    The voice, low and serene, throbbed along every nerve in her body, causing the little hairs on her arms to stand on end. It took her a moment to realize the words were spoken in mind speech. His voice held the illusion of being vibrant and rich, but she knew on a deeper level of consciousness that the speaker had not known mortality for many thousands of years. 
 
    ‘In life, I was called Soryn.’  
 
    With each fear-driven heartbeat, her power stirred more strongly in answer. She knew that name. Impossible as it seemed, that name was familiar to her. 
 
    Soryn. 
 
    More mage globes burst into life all around her. Blinking back tears, she looked up to see a new section of chamber revealed. A set of stairs carved into the dark stone led to a small landing. Farther up, the stairs flared out at the base of two large thrones. 
 
    The throne to the right was empty. She barely gave it a glance. It was the second seat, with its cloaked and masked occupant, which held her attention. She took a half-step closer, both wanting to be near such power, yet fearing to come too close. At her slight hesitation, the cloaked figure held out one gloved hand and beckoned her closer. 
 
    ‘Welcome Lamarra. Come forward, and I will tell you of your destiny.’  He gestured again, this time one hand made a vague motion to the empty throne. 
 
    Of their own volition, her legs carried her up the first flight of stairs and crossed the small landing. Only then was she able to finally slow her Larnkin’s headlong flight towards the occupied throne. Even then, she could only slow her body’s progress. 
 
    Far too soon, she was just two stairs below him. She climbed the last steps and stopped in front of the robed figure. Or at least her Larnkin stopped her. Lamarra was fairly sure she would have tried to turn and run had she been given free will at this exact moment. Dreams and destiny be damned. 
 
    She did manage one small victory over her Larnkin’s sudden turn of manipulative notions. Kneeling, Lamarra refused the throne and all that it portrayed. It left her eye level with the throne’s armrests. 
 
    Well. She was here now, wasn’t she? Might as while look at the being on the throne. 
 
    Her eyes shifted from the throne’s arm to the figure sitting in it. 
 
    His appearance hidden by rich fabric and shadows, she peered closer hoping and dreading to see something more, but his entire form was draped with a cloak of velvet darkness. Only his gloved hands and masked face were visible. 
 
    She very much wanted to see some evidence that the being before her was a living male. Hmm, the mask wasn’t a good sign, not since the polished wooden surface was completely smooth. No slit for mouth or nose, as if the wearer wasn’t inconvenienced with something like the need to breathe. The mask did have a polished insert of some dark glass where the eyes would have been. Her reflection was staring back at her, pale and ghostly. 
 
    It wasn’t even clear if the polished glass was transparent enough to look through or if it was just decorative. Lamarra swallowed nervously. 
 
    ‘The mask is the mark of my office, and the shadows are an illusion, one I wasn’t certain would work. Hence the mask.’  His mind voice held little inflection this time. ‘I have no wish to frighten you, Lamarra.’ 
 
    Too late. 
 
    “You know my name, which means you know more than me. But one of your guards called me queen. Please explain that to me.”  Putting strength in her voice, she stood until she was level with the dark mask. She stared into the reflective glass eye holes. “I think I deserve that much. Nor am I naïve. I’ve had dreams warning me of this my entire life. What is my purpose here?” What am I to you? 
 
    A hushed silence stretched out in response to her words. So long that she began to fear she had spoken too boldly, much like Sorsha was known to do. She relaxed when he nodded and rose from his throne to gesture back down the stairs. 
 
    ‘This story is one better heard at rest. If you will not sit here, I will take you to a place where you may.’ 
 
    At his somber words, she allowed a sigh of relief to escape. Any place would be better than here, with the two sarcophaguses resting in the middle of the room. One of which she feared was intended for her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lamarra wrapped her arms around herself and stilled, listening for even the tiniest noise that would reassure her there were other living creatures somewhere near. Only the soft sound of her own breathing came to her ears. Even the tomb guards would have been a pleasant distraction, but they were absent. Or so well hidden she couldn’t sense them. 
 
    Looking into the deepest shadows of the surrounding garden, she shivered. Nothing moved. Even if a stray breeze had found its way down here, it wouldn’t have stirred the leaves in these trees or the delicate fern fronds to the left of the bench where she sat. Everything was carved of stone. Skillfully done, yes. Even beautiful in its own way, but utterly creepy. 
 
    Shuddering again, her eyes returned to the reflecting pool directly before her. The small rectangular pool was flanked on one side by tall rushes. Tiny birds were poised upon a few of the reeds, as if ready to drop down to the pool’s edge for a quick drink or a bath. 
 
    It was an excellent piece, one any lady would be pleased to have grace her garden. Perhaps the reason it so unsettled her was its location and its purpose. 
 
    She leaned closer to look into the pool and watched what was unfolding. Within its reflective depths, Lamarra witnessed when Crown Prince Sorntar’s corrupt Larnkin enslaved Ashayna. An earlier image had shown her when her other sister, Sorsha, had become trapped in the gray world of the Wild Path. Yes, both sisters were still alive, and that knowledge was a gift, but it was also a double-edged blade. 
 
    She could watch what unfolded but was helpless to stop it or offer them aid. 
 
    “There must be a way to help them.” She directed the words at the one sitting on the other end of the bench. He had made no comment, only showing her what each of her sisters was enduring. “Why do you say nothing?” 
 
    ‘Will my words give you comfort? Will words help to stop evil?’  His questions were said in a tone both slow and melodious. 
 
    She envied Dead King Soryn his calm. “No. I suppose they wouldn’t.” 
 
    ‘The dead learn patience. It has always been the living who rush from one destination to another with little thought to the outcome or a real sense of the whole. Both your sisters and their bondmates will have much to overcome. But they are strong and will be victorious. Shadowdancer and Sorsha will prove their worthiness. Ashayna and Sorntar will not destroy each other. And you and I, we have our own task to complete. Only if we all succeed can the Light have victory.’ 
 
    “And if we fail?”  Lamarra tilted her head and watched Soryn for a reaction. His posture gave nothing away. 
 
    ‘Then Trensler’s master, the Divine Speaker as he calls it, will devour all. However, I have faith in the Light. The Great Mother and the All Father have put into place all the keys we need to succeed. They do not wish to see any of their children fail, but at the beginning, the Creators foresaw that some would choose the Dark. The Twelve Talismans and their wielders were created to battle those who strayed from the Light. And should the Twelve fail in their task, our gods created other safeguards—the Oracles and the Rulers of the Dead.’ 
 
    Her mind’s eye flashed back to the two sarcophaguses in that other chamber. “You said rulers. Meaning there are supposed to be two, but I only sense you here.” 
 
    ‘Yes, the gods created two rulers, a king and a queen, to face threats that even the Twelve might find difficult. When something such as that arrives in our world, we exist to correct it, repel it, or destroy it.’   
 
    Dead King Soryn stood and reached out a hand to her. ‘But I am alone since the last dead queen, my mentor, made her final journey to the spirit realm to be with her beloved.’ 
 
    Lamarra stared at the gloved hand with a large amount of uncertainty. How did one politely say no thank you to a being with god-like powers without insulting him? Apparently, he expected her to take that hand. He held it out unwaveringly. 
 
    She stared at it for several more heartbeats, willing herself to take it of her own accord before the choice was taken from her. Still, it took every scrap of willpower she possessed to put her hand in his. 
 
    Surprisingly, it was warm and felt like a living hand under the glove. Was the dead king not actually dead as she’d first thought? Perhaps he just took on the persona of death, like the tomb guards painted themselves to look like a corpse. Glancing up from his gloved hand, she met his mask’s dark glass eyes. She swallowed, trying to combat the dryness in her mouth. 
 
    “I’m her replacement, aren’t I?” She could think of no proper words to phrase it. 
 
     ‘Yes.’ His fingers tightened around hers, and Lamarra was proud when she didn’t flinch. 
 
    He hadn’t lied to her. She was certain that he was powerful enough to speak a lie and make her believe it if he wanted to. 
 
    He pulled her right hand into his lap, his other coming to settle over hers in a gentle pat. She imagined it was supposed to be reassuring. It wasn’t. 
 
    Regardless of her discomfort, Soryn continued with his explanation. ‘Strange as it may be, even after the long years of waiting, I wish for there to be more time for us to get to know each other. Regretfully, Trensler’s master, the Divine Speaker, is not going to give us that time. You are intended to be my bondmate and queen. A co-ruler, one who is equal in power and authority to me.’ 
 
    “And if I become this…dead queen. Will I have power enough to help my sisters fight Trensler and his acolytes?” 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Giving her fingers another gentle squeeze, Dead King Soryn stood and tugged her up off the bench, tucked her arm through his in a gentlemanly manner and guided her away from the pool and on down the path. 
 
    “Forgive me if I am being rude, but are you….” Lamarra paused, eyeing him sideways. “That is…are you actually dead, or is it merely a title and these the trappings of your position that goes with it?” She gestured at his long robe and mask and then gave the arm she was holding a pat. “Because you feel warm, like a living man.” 
 
    ‘For your sake, I would do almost anything to become a living man once more, but I am not. This is all just an illusion to give you comfort and perhaps a touch of vanity on my part. I am sorry.’ His mask tilted away from her. Yet more than his body language spoke of his discomfort and shame. His thoughts were touched with it as well—and pity. He pitied her. ‘I know you do not deserve this fate.’ 
 
    Lamarra straightened to her full height. “I highly doubt you did anything to deserve your fate either, other than being loyal to the Light. I will try to equal your service to the gods and be worthy of being your bondmate and queen.” She’d always said that in her dreams to him, too. Her Larnkin seemed pleased with her words. 
 
    ‘To answer your earlier statement, I was offered this choice. I took it because I had reason to become what I am.’ He glanced down at her. ‘It wasn’t forced on me, and no matter how much you are needed, I will not force you to become the next dead queen. You must be willing.’ 
 
    They continued to walk down the path as it twisted its way through the strange garden. 
 
    Only after the third turn did she drum up the courage to ask the next question laying heavily on her heart and mind. It was one her dreams couldn’t tell her explicitly. “When I become your bondmate, will I die in truth, or…” 
 
    ‘Normally Sorrow’s monarchs are not bondmates, and when a new dead ruler is picked and accepts the heavy mantle of guardianship, a ritual is performed, and the chosen rises a ruler of the dead.’ 
 
    “Ah…thank you for your honesty.” 
 
    ‘Yet your task is greater than what is normal for one of our kind. You will be required to travel, and that is not something one of our kind can do, anchored to our sarcophagus as we are. So our task will require you to bond with me while you are still mortal, in order to unleash your powers as a dead queen.’ 
 
    While there were some concerning words in his statement, such as ‘unleash her power’, it didn’t sound like she would have to die. At least not right away. She might even be able to return to the world above while she completed whatever task her destiny required. That wasn’t quite as terrible as she first thought. She might even be able to seek out her sisters and help them.  
 
    Dead King Soryn stepped out in front of her and stopped in her path. There he stood, only looking down at her again. ‘A living soul bonding to one of the dead is not something to be taken lightly. The powers released during a traditional bonding ceremony are intense, but this will be much worse. I am ancient, and a Larnkin grows in power with each passing year.’ 
 
    “I understand. But it doesn’t really matter. Lord Master Trensler must be stopped. And if this will help ensure his defeat, then I will take you as my bondmate.” 
 
    Soryn nodded. ‘Still, as I said, it is not a decision to be made lightly. Go. Rest. Think upon it for a day or two—we have at least that long before Trensler makes his move. When you are ready, go to the throne room. I will be there.’ 
 
    King Soryn bowed over her hand and then released it and started away. 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    ‘My tomb guards will take you to a place to rest and bring you a warm meal. I remember that much of being a living male.’ He stopped to look over his shoulder at her. ‘Be well Lamarra.’ 
 
    True to his word, four tomb guards were already approaching to guide her away. Lamarra went with them, but as strange and illogical as it was, she already missed Dead King Soryn’s tranquil presence. 
 
    For the first time that she could remember, she had felt like she stood in the presence of the one being in all the worlds that was her perfect match. 
 
    And he was already long dead. 
 
    My usual luck. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As promised, the tomb guards led Lamarra to a lavish chamber with a large hearth—a fire already burning within. 
 
    “We will bring your meal shortly,” the gryphon Raikena said in her slight hissing speech. “If you would like, I can arrange for one of the other female guards to help you bathe.” 
 
    “Thank you, but that won’t be necessary.” In truth, Lamarra just wanted to be alone for a while, away from the watchful eyes of the tomb guards. 
 
    “Is there anything else you would like?” 
 
    “No. I am fine.” 
 
    After executing a deep bow, the large gryphon turned and led the other tomb guards from the chamber as quickly as they’d come. Sighing with relief, she allowed her eyes to take in more of the room. 
 
    Near the fire was a small bath, steam rising from its still surface. A screen for modesty was folded back at one end. There was also a small table with a mirror and brushes laid out at the ready. This room had been appointed with a human resident in mind. No Elemental would ever have fit in the bathing tub. The tomb guards were either exceedingly quick workers, or they had known she was coming long before today. 
 
    Her eyes continued to scan the chamber. A tall wooden wardrobe sat against one wall. When she walked over and investigated, she found it full of tops, skirts, and dresses of foreign design, but beautiful all the same. Marvel of marvels, they looked like they had been tailored for someone her size. Unless they’d been created by magic—which she couldn’t rule out—this reinforced her earlier thoughts about them knowing she was coming. 
 
    A large bed covered with warm blankets and a mountain of pillows took up a good amount of the floor space. What remained of the stone floor was covered in thick, exquisitely woven rugs. 
 
    Deciding the bath looked inviting, she started to unlace her riding boots. After quickly kicking them off, she stripped out of her other clothing and laid them out on the chair by the small table. She was just walking over to the tub when she halted. 
 
    For a moment there she’d thought she felt the presence of the dead king near. 
 
    She scanned the room again. It was empty. There wasn’t anyone else in the chamber. Her imagination was getting the better of her after all she’d learned today. For all she knew the dead king’s private chambers might be next to this one, and she was just sensing him going about his business—whatever business a holy corpse might have. 
 
    Still, she arranged the folding screen in front of the tub before she got in. 
 
    It might be foolish, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that Dead King Soryn was near. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Soryn hovered in one dark corner of Lamarra’s chambers and battled the mild shame that engulfed him. I am completely without honor. 
 
    He was certain she’d detected him when he’d first ghosted into her chamber in spirit form, but she hadn’t pinpointed his location either—so perhaps he hadn’t been found out. Not yet. Had he known she was about to bathe, he would have resisted the urge to look in upon her, but once he'd arrived, her presence filling that hollow void within him, he’d been unable to force himself to leave. 
 
    It wasn’t her physical body that drew him—although he still had many memories of enjoying the bounty of his mate’s body. She could have been eating or sleeping and he still wouldn’t have been able to pull himself away.  
 
    He had missed her so terribly much. 
 
    Unfortunately, as he’d expected, she didn’t remember him or their life together. Not yet at least. Perhaps after they bonded some of her memories would return. 
 
    “Dead King Soryn?” 
 
    The sound of her voice jarred him out of this thoughts only to find his spirit had drifted down from the corner he’d been hiding in and now stood just on the other side of the screen from her. Of all the foolish things to do. 
 
    “I can sense you near,” her voice held a note of unease. “At least I hope it’s you, and not something…else.” 
 
    ‘Lamarra,’ he began, deciding it would be best to put her mind at ease, at least about who was watching. ‘I am sorry if I frightened you.’ 
 
    Taking on a more solid form, one that she would be able to see, he glided around the ornate folding screen and stood with his back to her. From her vantage point, all she would be able to see would be the ghostly outline of his wings, crest, and tail. 
 
    “Oh.” The sound of sloshing water reached him. 
 
    ‘I did not intend to disturb your bath or to spy on you. I would not have come at this time if I’d known. I merely wished to see if you were settled in and if all was well.’ 
 
    And now he was babbling like a nervous youth. 
 
    “You’re not troubling me. I was just finishing up.” There was a slight hesitation in her voice, though. 
 
    Of course, he had disturbed her, likely on more than one level. ‘You were clearly settling in before I interrupted you. I shall go now. If you need anything else, only ask one of the tomb guards and they will see to it.’ 
 
    “Wait. Give me a moment to dress. I would like company. If you do not mind and have the time to spare, that is.” 
 
    Soryn didn’t know what inspired her to ask for his company, but a warmth bloomed deep in his spirit. Perhaps she was as drawn to him as he was to her. If that was the case, she was likely confused and conflicted. She had been born and raised as a human with no understanding of magic or the power the drove the worlds. He was also likely the first ghost she’d seen. 
 
    ‘I have nothing demanding my immediate attention.’ 
 
    “Good. I would like to see what you actually look like. I admit I am curious.” As she spoke, he could hear her drying herself. After a moment, the sound of bare feet padding on soft carpet reached him. She was now rummaging through the wardrobe, hunting for some item of clothing to her liking. He politely kept his back to her the entire time. Though he tracked her every move with his magic and could still ‘see’ her on a level that went beyond sight. 
 
    He remained with his back to her even as he heard her approach. Her footsteps halted, and he knew she reached out to touch his ghostly wings but stopped just short. After another long hesitation, she allowed her hand to fall back to her side. 
 
    She didn’t lose her nerve entirely and slowly paced around him until she stood directly in front of him. Her eyes had dropped down to stare at his feet as if she found it fascinating that he wasn’t really touching the ground. 
 
    Realizing she must find that disconcerting, he willed himself to ‘stand’ on the rug. 
 
    A delicate laugh escaped Lamarra, and she covered her mouth with a hand, seeming surprised by her little outburst. 
 
    ‘I sometimes forget that mortals walk instead of gliding or floating.’ 
 
    “A ghost.” Lamarra’s eyes darted up to meet his. 
 
    Hers reflected an open curiosity and … delight? 
 
    “I’ve never seen a ghost before.” 
 
    Soryn felt his earlier embarrassment melting away. ‘You’re taking this rather well. For all you know, I could be a lecherous old ghost.’ 
 
    “You’re not. I’ve always been able to sense intentions. Yours match your earlier words. Besides, my Larnkin trusts you.” Lamarra shrugged and glanced down at her hands. “And I feel like I’ve known you all my life.” 
 
    Did she remember him after all? 
 
    “I’m being foolish, aren’t I?” 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    Lamarra tilted her head and studied him. “I’ve never seen you before, but those eyes, your broad cheek bones, the sharp slope of your nose, even the line of your jaw. It’s all familiar like I’ve studied it at length and permanently stamped it into my memory. How is that possible?” 
 
    ‘Because you have.’ The words slipped past his control. He shouldn’t be telling her this, but he needed to tell her. 
 
    “I know other impossible things about you too.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, held it, and then slowly released it. “You ruled for a long time—a long, kind, just reign. You cared for your subjects. You courted your mate—your childhood sweetheart—for nearly a century before…” Lamarra flushed a pretty shade of pink and blinked down at her toes. “How could I possibly know all that about you? Am I somehow picking that information from your mind because we are destined to be bondmates?” 
 
    ‘No. I have been careful not to project my thoughts and emotions upon you. Those memories are yours.’ 
 
    “Your words are true, but how is that possible?” 
 
    ‘You were that most beloved mate. We were together for a very long time… until you were killed.’ Pain lanced through his soul, and he had to force himself to go on. ‘Your Larnkin was younger than mine, not yet strong enough back then to form the bond with me. Thus I survived your death. At least in body. I am more alive now than I was that first year after your death.’ 
 
    “I’m so sorry.”  
 
    ‘I was inconsolable until a dead queen came to me and told me my fate, but also that I would be reunited with my beloved in the future when she was reborn to be my queen. We would be bondmates as well and then nothing, not even death, could part us for long.’ 
 
    Lamarra started to reach out for him, hesitated, and then dropped her hand back to her side. 
 
    ‘It is all right. No harm will come to either of us if you touch me.’ And Soryn desperately craved touch after remembering her loss that first time. No matter how much time had passed, her loss was always like a lance to his guts. Not that he had those either anymore. But the phantom pain was always there, ready to rear up at a moment’s notice even after all this time. 
 
    She reached out again. This time running two fingers along the length of his arm. 
 
    Gods. He delighted in that first uncertain stroke, even though it was only the subtle tingling caress that registered as her soul brushed against his. It was enough that he wanted more. Being greatly daring, he reached up and pushed aside a curl of her hair and gently stroked his thumb along her throat. Her pulse picked up, though it wasn’t fear he sensed rising within her. 
 
    Her small, warm hands came to rest on his shoulders, and he could feel her living weight pressing against his spirit. Impossibly wanting to be completely enfolded in her life force, he stepped forward so he could press a kiss to her forehead. At that moment, he very much wished he had a flesh and blood body so he could fill that craving he felt in her as well. 
 
    She missed him, too. It was there in her thoughts, so clear now that they were touching in spirit. 
 
    “I’m sorry that I don’t remember more, that I’m not her.” 
 
    ‘You are very like her. Not in physical form, but in manner and spirit. You are her. My beloved queen returned to me at last.’ Soryn forced himself to step away from her beckoning warmth. He’d already told her far more than he had planned. Any more and he risked changing the past, present, and future. ‘I am pressuring you too much.’ 
 
    “No, you’re not. You’re giving me answers to questions I’ve always had, like little clues to a mystery that has plagued me all my life. At last, I’m starting to see the entire picture. Thank you.” 
 
    ‘Still, the choice to become my queen is not something to be taken lightly. I will go and allow you the time you need to think upon it.’ 
 
    Soryn was just gathering his magic to shift back into a less noticeable form to travel back to his body when a soft knock sounded at her door. 
 
    “That’s likely a tomb guard bringing my meal. Stay and talk to me while I eat.” Lamarra’s smile vanished for a moment. “Or is that terribly rude of me? You can’t eat, correct?” 
 
    ‘No. I have no need, nor desire to eat, but if my company is welcome, I will stay a while longer.’ 
 
    “Thank you.”  Lamarra went to the door, thanked the tomb guard and then carried the tray over to the fire. She settled into one of the chairs and motioned him over to the second. 
 
    Typically a phoenix couldn’t sit in a chair with a back, but his wings weren’t real, so he just folded them tight to his body and ‘sat’ in the chair opposite Lamarra’s. 
 
    “If it does not cause you pain, I would like to hear more about your mate. Who she was. How she lived. Your first meeting. Whatever happy memories you would willingly share. But if it is too personal or painful, I understand.” 
 
    ‘Very well. I will share some memories.’ 
 
    And they did talk, long after her meal was finished and deep into the night until his mind voice lulled her to sleep. Then he hovered over her just watching. Finally, it occurred to him that a chair wasn’t the most comfortable place to rest, so he went and retrieved his body and returned to Lamarra’s rooms. 
 
    She did not wake when he reentered the room, nor did she wake when he turned down the bed. It wasn’t until he gently scooped her from the chair that she stirred awake and put her arms around his neck, content to allow him to carry her to her bed. 
 
    When he lowered her down, her arms dropped away, and she curled on her side while he tucked the blankets back up around her shoulders. 
 
    “Goodnight, my King.” Her words were thick with sleep but clear. 
 
    Had he possessed tears, he would have wept at her trust and acceptance of him. 
 
    How was he ever going to bear sending her away to complete her task? 
 
    It had to be done. It was her fate, her destiny. His too. 
 
    Perhaps it would be easier once he had bonded her to him—that act was sure to destroy every last speck of trust she had for him. Afterward, she’d be ready to flee from him to complete her task. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning Lamarra awakened in her room to find Soryn absent. Just when she was about to exit her chamber to go looking for him, a tomb guard arrived with a meal of warm porridge and diced fruit. 
 
    She ate it heartily and then asked to be taken to King Soryn. 
 
    Now she found herself in the throne room again with the two massive—impossible-to-miss-even-when-she-wanted-to—sarcophaguses. Her fate really wouldn’t have been so bad if she’d just become a ghost like Soryn had last night. It was the stone crypts and the re-animated body she wasn’t so certain about. 
 
    But if that was what she had to become to save her sisters, the rest of River’s Divide and every other living being from Lord Master Trensler, then she would die. Better her alone, than allow all life to perish under the reign of the acolytes’ master. 
 
    And for her peace of mind, the sooner she could just get it over with the better. If she thought too long on it, she feared her nerve might snap. 
 
    Which was why she was looking for Soryn with a great deal of determination. 
 
    Her inner sense told her he was here, but the thrones were empty. A quick scan of the room didn’t show him in any of the dark corners or alcoves. A sudden thought had her eyes sliding back toward the one sarcophagus—the one she knew belonged to him. 
 
    Hmm. “Dead King Soryn, are you here?” 
 
    No reply came in answer to her summons. 
 
    Taking one slow step and then another, she made her way closer to the tomb. The heavy lid was in place. Still, she was sure he was in there. Resting? Rejuvenating? Or just storing his body until his spirit had use of it? 
 
    She glanced around at the tomb guards lining the walls, but they might as well have been statues for all the help they offered. Granted, she hadn’t actually asked any of them for help. She’d only asked the ones outside her room to take her to Soryn, and they’d led her here and then left to wait outside for her. 
 
    If she’d been thinking, she’d have asked them before walking over to the sarcophaguses. Now that she was here, all she could do was pretend she knew what she was doing. She mounted the stairs leading up one side. Once on the top step, she reached out and trailed her fingers along the lid. 
 
    It slid to the side. With a startled yelp, she jerked back, her foot looking for the step down, but found nothing but air. 
 
    In the same heartbeat, a gloved hand darted out of the still-opening sarcophagus, wrapped around her wrist and pulled her forward. For one horrifying moment, she was certain she was going to fall face first into his tomb, but the dead king was faster, taking her weight even as he rose from his tomb. 
 
    Without missing a beat, he tucked her one arm in his and guided her down the steps. 
 
    Heat burned across her cheeks when she saw that several tomb guards had broken their statue-like stances to rush forward and offer her aid. 
 
    Or defend their king from her clumsy assault, maybe. 
 
    Gods. She wanted to melt into the floor and disappear. 
 
    ‘You wished to speak with me?’ Humor could be heard in his tone. At least he was amused, not insulted by her antics. 
 
    “Yes. I am so sorry.” 
 
    ‘Do not be.’ Again the humor tinted his mind voice. ‘What was it you wished to speak of?’ 
 
    Lamarra wanted to slink off but instead soldiered on with what she’d intended to say from the beginning. “I’ll become your queen.” 
 
    ‘You…’ he started and then paused at length. She was sure she’d just surprised him. At last, he ventured a subdued, ‘You are certain?’ 
 
    “Yes. How soon can we perform the ritual? I do not trust Trensler. The acolytes are growing in number and becoming much bolder. I no longer think they care if other humans begin to suspect something is wrong. I think Trensler is planning to act soon.” 
 
    ‘I agree. But I will not force you into this.’ 
 
    “You’re not. This is my choice.” She glanced up at the tall, robed figure. He seemed so much more imposing than Soryn the gentle ghost. “How soon can the ritual be performed?” 
 
    ‘This day, if you are certain.’ 
 
    “I am.” And she was. This way she could finally do something to aid her sisters. “But I do not know what must be done, and I’m afraid I will do something wrong during the ceremony.” She whispered the admission, and by voicing it, a portion of her fear vanished. 
 
    This was where all her dreams led. No more could she deny what her Larnkin had been trying to tell her. “I will not fail, nor will I shame my family name.” Where before her voice had been strong, it dropped at the last. “I will die well when it is my time.” 
 
    ‘And I will make all this as easy for you as possible. As for the rest, your Larnkin knows what is at stake, and she will do what needs to be done,’ Soryn assured her. ‘You have always possessed great courage. You will in this, too. Fear not. But first, there is something I would show you now, so you are not surprised during the bonding ceremony.’ 
 
    She wondered what it was that he wished to show her. He did not give her time to dwell upon the thought, for he was up and moving away faster than any mortal would be able to move. She followed at a fast walk, almost a run, until he glanced back and saw how far behind she was. He slowed to wait for her to catch up and then maintained a slower pace for her. 
 
    Never in her life had Lamarra thought of herself as short, but now she wished to be a little taller, perhaps then he would seem less daunting. To have Ashayna’s iron certainty would have helped as well. She laughed. Now was hardly the time to worry about whether she was frightened of him. Only a fool wouldn’t fear bonding a creature that had been dead longer than she’d been alive. 
 
    He led her down a twisting corridor she’d never seen before. After the tenth sharp turn, they came to the end of the tunnel. Ahead, an opening where a blackness only a shade darker than the stone of the walls marked where a doorway was located. 
 
    While Soryn continued on through, she paused at the void long enough to take one deep breath. Then, with her courage still unbroken, she plunged into the dark abyss. 
 
    A tingling sensation assaulted her senses and she instinctively knew she’d passed through a shield. The eerie darkness gave way to a blinding, glorious light. She wiped her tearing eyes and found the world of the silent dead was gone, replaced by the sound of bubbling water. 
 
    They were in a chamber where a large underground lake occupied most of the room. It was fed by a small waterfall. Mist danced with golden light, where it caught and reflected, shimmering from hundreds of jagged crystals embedded in the cave walls. High overhead was a vast glass dome that allowed in the sun’s natural light. The gems reflected the warm glow across the walls of the chamber as well as the waters of the lake. “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    King Soryn walked to the edge of the crystalline lake where the stream flowed into it. He looked out over the waters for a moment before speaking. ‘The waterfall, known as the Mother’s Tears, is fed magic by the Oracle Stone in the tower high above. It can do many things. Such as healing a broken body and spirit.’ 
 
    Lamarra watched as King Soryn slowly pulled off one of his gloves. The hand underneath was the color of warm, living flesh. He passed his hand through the water’s silver surface to run his talons along the pebbled bottom. He absently shifted sand and stone back and forth as he gazed into the water’s depths before speaking. ‘Another of its powers is to show the truth of what is hidden.’ 
 
    He lifted his hand from the water and unclasped the concealing cloak. Where once illusion covered what lay beneath, the water had stripped that away to show dry skin stretched over bone, covered by ancient armor. One long-boned hand unclasped the mask. With a slow, smooth motion, he removed the dark mask, rustling the dry feathers of his crest as he moved. Dark skin, which once had been bronze with the flush of life, stretched over high, finely sculpted bones. 
 
    She was unable to keep herself from recoiling in horror. In life, he would have possessed a handsomeness to rival Crown Prince Sorntar, but now all that remained of that beauty was a mockery of what lay before. 
 
    He made no move to come closer, yet still, she drew one short, panicked breath and stepped away from him. The tall, desiccated figure allowed her to stumble backward towards the entrance. She made it no farther than a few steps before he spoke again, and his voice held her captive. ‘There can be no lies between us. You needed to see me for what I am. To know what you would be required to accept during the bonding ceremony.’ 
 
    No words formed in answer to his statement. Each time Lamarra tried, they lodged in her throat. She promised herself she wasn’t scared. It did little good. Only Stonemantle stubbornness kept the scream at bay and held her rooted in place. 
 
    Gradually her pulse slowed, and her breathing deepened from its shallow pants. A small bit at a time, she became accustomed to what stood before her. When she looked at him without eyes blinded by fear and prejudice, she began to see the spirit which lay within. His physical form was terrible to look upon, yet when she looked with her Larnkin, his true beauty lay deeper. His spirit shone with pure light. The same as it had when his ghost had come to see how she was settling in and then stayed to keep her company. 
 
    ‘A Servant of the gods in their Dark aspect, created to guard the Spirit Gate, a bridge to the spirit world but also a portal that transects Time.’ The startling words were whispered directly into her mind by her Larnkin. ‘It makes him no less noble or good than he was before you saw what lay beneath.’ 
 
    “Dead King Soryn, may I ask one thing of you?” 
 
    ‘Yes. Name it, and if it is within my power to grant, I shall.’  Point made, he pulled the cloak back over his shoulders and raised the mask to cover the ruin of his face. 
 
    “I want to know that my sisters are safe, and if possible to meet with them again before all this is over.” It was a small request, one she hoped he would grant. She chewed her lip and waited. 
 
    ‘They are safe enough for the time being, beyond that I can promise nothing. But if we are successful in defeating Trensler, I will do all in my power to assure that you can meet with your loved ones again.’ 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    He took a small vial from inside his cloak and dipped it into the silver waters. When no more bubbles swirled up, he lifted it out and held it out to her. 
 
    ‘You will need to drink this for us to begin the bonding, but only drink it after you have bathed in its waters and have the symbols of Power painted upon your skin, or you will find it difficult to concentrate. These same waters feed the two other springs where a pair ready to bond go to prepare. This water is much more potent, you may find it uncomfortable.’ 
 
    He fell silent, still holding the vial out towards her. He made no other move while he waited. So still did he hold himself, he may as well have been formed from the same rock which shaped the cavern around them. The distance between them was only a handful of paces, quickly covered but for the vast chasm of her fear. 
 
    With a hand that shook, she reached for the crystal vial with its beautiful and fearsome gift. The bottle was warm in her hand. When she closed her eyes and opened her mind, she could feel the power of the dead king upon it. Swallowing back her fear, she brought it to rest against her heart.  
 
    “I’ll do whatever I must to stop Trensler and help my family.” 
 
    After studying her intently, he nodded. ‘Once you are ready, come to my sarcophagus. I will be there waiting.’ He paused and then added. ‘Inside. The sarcophagus is my anchor to this world. You understand what I am asking?’ 
 
    She swallowed nervously. Was he telling her she would have to crawl into his tomb with him? Yes, she was afraid that’s what he was saying. Gods. That’s why he had revealed himself so she would know what to expect. She felt faint and mildly ill. But she was a Stonemantle and would not sully that name with cowardice.  
 
    He led her to another small chamber nearly identical to the one they had just left. Here, instead of a lake, a stream meandered through the center of the floor. It reflected silver and gold light the same way the lake did. 
 
    Inside, Raikena stood over a stout, unadorned table, sorting through an array of herbs and pots of paint. The gryphon stopped her work and turned to them. “My King, all is nearly ready.”  
 
    ‘Good, I shall leave you to prepare.’  He addressed them both, but the last was for Lamarra. ‘Do not be afraid to call me mind-to-mind if you have need.’ 
 
    Lamarra said nothing in return. She watched as he turned in a swirl of cloak and walked from the room. His illusions were back in place, and he moved with a grace that drew the eye, but no matter how pleasing he might make himself look, she would never forget what lay beneath. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The time with the gryphon sped past in a blur. Lamarra was deep in thought throughout most of the work and paid the gryphon no mind as intricate symbols were painted on her body. Finally, the last symbol was dry, and she stood with the glass vial clamped in one hand, the other securing her robe. When Raikena left, Lamarra found herself alone for the first time in many candlemarks.  
 
    It would be the last time she would ever be alone again in this life, and death as well, she amended with morbid humor. She took a deep breath and released it slowly. When she deemed herself as composed as she was going to get, she ventured out into the main chamber housing the lake.  
 
    Twelve tomb guards awaited her in a double line beside the main exit. She walked between them with her head held high, refusing to show fear. At least the many years of training to prepare her for the Emperor’s Court back in the human world had given her the skills she needed to handle this new situation with some semblance of grace. 
 
    As she passed each pair of guards, they fell smoothly in behind her. The pair closest to the archway stepped ahead of her a few paces to lead the way. A good thing indeed, for it would have been vastly embarrassing to lead the column of guards in circles. 
 
    Inside the throne room, another group of twelve guards stood with their backs to her in a half circle behind the two stone sarcophaguses. Five long strides took her within touching distance of the first. Her guards took their positions, closing the circle. 
 
    She turned her attention to the sarcophagus closest to her. This one’s lid was pushed back to reveal the smooth, clean walls of the newly created sarcophagus. As yet there were no spells etched into the stone. What looked like an equally new mask, dagger and robe lay within. The blade sent a chill along her spine. She made no move to touch it. 
 
    ‘Afterward, you will be expected to wear those items, but I swear to you, you will still be a living woman. I will not take your life.’ 
 
    “I know, and I am ready.” 
 
    She turned to the other sarcophagus to find its lid closed, but even with that barrier in place, her Larnkin told her Soryn rested within. 
 
    The vial was warmer in her hand now, as if the contents could somehow sense the nearness of the one she would bond with. This close, the pull of the dead king’s power was greater. Before, his power had been strong, but it was a power contained or controlled. Now it felt as if it was breaking beyond his ability to hold.  
 
    ‘Drink the liquid when you are ready.’  His thoughts were neither a demand nor a plea, but a statement of what must be done. ‘This bonding is not like others experience. There will be vast power which will threaten your very sanity. There is no way to make it easier for you. I am sorry.’ 
 
    “Do not be. You had no choice in your fate either.”  The dreams had shown her this as well. She uncorked the crystal vial with a twist. She only had to lift it to her lips to drink, and still, she hesitated. 
 
    ‘You are strong and will be victorious.’ 
 
    With shaking hands, she raised the liquid the rest of the way to her lips. Warm from her hand, the liquid felt nothing like water in her mouth. It was more the consistency and temperature of blood. Before her mind could think of anything worse to compare it to, she drained the vial. 
 
    She felt no different at first. Then, after several heartbeats, a warmth began to spread throughout her body, making each muscle want to relax and enjoy that glorious heat. Slowly the scents and sounds of the world around invaded her dream-dulled senses. 
 
    ‘Focus. There is little time,’ Soryn’s voice dragged her from her waking dream and reminded her of the danger Trensler represented. ‘You must join with me here. The wardspells link me to my sarcophagus, the source of my power in this world.’ 
 
    Her eyes looked to the stone sarcophagus before her. Large as it was, it could hold a creature four times the size of a human. There was room, and space besides, for her to lie down within in its length. The image of his face flashed through her memory. She took a step back pulling the robe closer around her body. 
 
    “I’m sorry….” The thought of being trapped alive inside a tomb… She looked at the circle of guards, thoughts of escape flashing through her mind faster than she could stomp them out of existence. “I just need a moment.” 
 
    ‘There is no more time.’ His hypnotic voice echoed all around her. ‘Come to me, my Queen.’ 
 
    She felt it then, a stirring inside as her Larnkin uncoiled. The power swelled outward, following a twisting path through her blood vessels, until it encountered the first symbol painted upon her body. Her Larnkin guided her feet to climb the four stairs. Once at the top, she reached out a hand to caress the warm stone. Magic dripped from her fingers and was absorbed by the rock. 
 
    With another slight brush, the lid slid back in a smooth motion. Radiant silver light was swirling within. The magic shifted and flowed like a river, but this wasn’t water at all. It was pure power, burning near as bright as the sun. 
 
    Tears blurred her vision, but they did not slow or soften her Larnkin’s resolve. With a soft rustle of fabric, her robe fell to the floor, and she stepped up onto the wide lip of the sarcophagus. She balanced on the edge for a time, watching the power swirling and churning below. 
 
    The power, perhaps sensing her proximity, climbed up the side to brush against her bare ankles, burning trails of energy into the nerves there. She hissed in surprise. 
 
    While not real pain, the sensation was still alarming. Fear broke free, but she was helpless to stop her Larnkin. It forced her breathing to calm and then guided first one foot and then the other into that swirling maelstrom.  
 
    Kneeling within the pool, she felt when the world beyond vanished, replaced by a wild power that beat all around her, demanding she join with it. Her Larnkin surrendered command back to Lamarra as the spirit creature erupted out the small gateways painted upon her body for that purpose. 
 
    Without her Larnkin to act as a buffer, the power turned into a biting cold. A killing cold. The rising power continued to swirl around her, sharp needles of pain. Magic probed at the painted gateways on her flesh, sinking deep. Harsh power threatened to freeze the blood in her veins. The lid of the sarcophagus was still open. If she fled now, she might still survive. 
 
    Fighting the solid, icy power, she forced her numb arms to reach blindly for the edge of the tomb. Fingers scraped against stone, but she managed to grip the top edge and started to drag herself up and out. The power curled around her body, wanting to pull her back. 
 
    She fought it and managed to haul her upper body over the side. Freedom was within reach when something stirred in the power behind her. 
 
    ‘Oh my beloved, I am sorry, but to leave now with kill us both.’ 
 
    Two slender arms, strong for all their lack of musculature, reached around her waist. A moment later boney fingers pried loose her desperate grip on the edge of the sarcophagus. She sobbed in terror when those same fingers wrapped around hers and crossed her arms over her breasts and pulled her back into the churning power. 
 
    Her mind registered the horror of feeling her bare legs tangle in the dry feathers of his tail as she struggled. Sharp hip bones dug into her lower back, but he forced her upper body to rest upon his chest as he enfolded them both in his wings. 
 
    She turned her head, instinctively trying to pull away from his morbid embrace only to have her cheek brush again skin that felt like leather. Venting her fear at last, she screamed long and loud.  
 
    Her cries echoed up from the darkness below the city, following the little-used corridors until they reached the surface. Those above in the living city stopped what they were doing and turn their heads in the direction of the wretched cries. 
 
    Long after the cries had come to an end, silence held the city of Sorrow in its sharp talons.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The chill of the spirit magic beat like a second heart within her chest as Lamarra weakly sipped at a bowl of broth, the first food or drink she’d consumed in three days. Day one of her new life had been a long, horrendous experience where alternating waves of blistering and wintry power had tried to rip her mind and body apart as they warred within her. The second day the icy power seemed to gain the upper hand over the scorching heat. This morning, if it was really morning, she’d come to consciousness to find the two powers had finally come to some kind of balance within her. 
 
    The internal battle had been the spirit magic altering the nature of her Larnkin, changing both spirit creature and host into King Soryn’s new queen. In the way of Larnkins, hers had simply placed that knowledge in her mind after the fact. 
 
    Staring at her shaking hands as she attempted to guide the simple wooden bowl to her lips without spilling the broth, she imagined she didn’t look too queenly at the moment. She certainly didn’t feel like it. 
 
    The internal war had had one benefit. With that power raging within her body and mind, she hadn’t been aware of her new bondmate lurking at the edges of her consciousness. She realized now that Soryn had been the one holding her powers in check, keeping the internal battle from bleeding out into the outer world and unleashing destructive waves of magic across the city of Sorrow. 
 
    But now that earlier wild power had calmed, and she could sense him. It hadn’t been a secret that her bondmate was ancient and powerful. Yet now that she could feel just how deep his strength and resources ran, she was certain it was pure cowardice that made her hesitate to open her mind to him. 
 
    Dead King Soryn seemed to understand her terror and respected her enough not to seek her out even though she was certain there was something more she was supposed to be doing. Yet even over the terror, she felt drawn to him. It was the spirit link caused by the bonding. It had to be, and while she didn’t know much about being a bondmate, she knew enough to know separation was an unnatural condition for a bonded pair. 
 
    Raikena had told her Dead King Soryn had been called back to his sarcophagus to commune with the gods, something Lamarra, as a mortal woman, could not survive. Thus, he’d been forced to keep shields up as a strong barrier between them. 
 
    Or so the gryphon had claimed. But Lamarra and her Larnkin could both sense Soryn on a soul-deep level now that they were bonded. It’s how she’d known when he’d severed the link to the spirit realm and left his sarcophagus earlier this morning. 
 
    He still hadn’t come to seek her out. 
 
    By this point, she was fairly sure her new bondmate was avoiding her. 
 
    Oh, he sent his tomb guards to see to her every need and they reported back to him on her condition—not that he didn’t already know everything there was to know about her now that they were bondmates. Still, she wanted to know if he was avoiding her to give her the time to master her fear of him or if he was horrified and ashamed to have her as a bondmate and now wanted to keep her at arm’s length. 
 
    She remembered well the moment he’d dragged her back into his sarcophagus when she’d panicked and put both their existences at risk. There had also been much screaming like a mindless ninny that was a great blow to her Stonemantle pride. 
 
    Worse, she was pretty sure it was pure cowardice that kept her from reaching out to him and finding out that he’d lost all respect for her. 
 
    Which is why she now turned to one of the ever-present tomb guards for a distraction. 
 
    “What news from the council?” Lamarra asked Raikena, though she would have been happy for anyone to answer. She wouldn’t even have minded if one of the aloof lupwyns had brought their fearsome presence before her small table in the center of the east dining hall. 
 
    “Nothing of note, my Queen.” 
 
    “Did the guards sent by High Queen Talnarra find the path Ashayna and Prince Sorntar took?” Frustration was nearly as concentrated as her fear, but she forced her voice into a more reasonable tone when she asked her next question. “What of Shadowdancer and Sorsha? Surely someone has found some sign of them?” 
 
    “The living queen and her councilors have found no sign of Ashayna or Crown Prince Sorntar. If King Soryn has learned something that will be for him to share. Of Sorsha and Shadowdancer, we have learned their quest has led them into the mountains on the other side of the Sea of Grass. They are strong and determined I was told. I have every confidence that they will overcome whatever task is set for them.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    ‘Raikena speaks the truth.’ King Soryn’s voice was suddenly in Lamarra’s mind, feeling closer and far more intimate than it had any time before. Her heart leaped into her throat, and she turned so fast she nearly spilled her broth. 
 
    Soryn was hovering half way across the small hall in spirit form. 
 
    Seeming uncertain of his welcome, he didn’t come any closer, just hovered there, looking forlorn. 
 
    Lamarra rose from her chair and set her bowl of broth aside. Standing frozen next to the small table, she must look as uncertain as the millenniums-old ghost across from her.  
 
    Well, she thought as she pulled her Stonemantle bravado around herself like a cloak, this just won’t do. 
 
    What had been done, was done. There was nothing she could do to take back her early embarrassing outburst during their bonding ceremony, but that did not mean she couldn’t still prove to him that she was a worthy bondmate and would do everything in her power to bring honor to her family name and to him. 
 
    Squaring her shoulders, Lamarra marched over to where Soryn’s ghost floated. She only halted when she was practically toe-to-toe with him—well if he’d been standing on the floor. 
 
    “Dead King Soryn, I must beg your forgiveness for my….’ 
 
    ‘You did nothing that requires forgiveness. You performed your duty admirably.’ Chilled, ghostly fingers brushed tentatively along the side of her face, caressing her cheek before dropping away. 
 
    That slight touch was enough to stir the magic in her blood. It reverberated in answer to the Dead King’s power, urging her to step closer and seek shelter in his limitless strength. It was beyond strange that one part of her felt safe with him, while her logical mind was terrified of his other aspect. How could one part of him represent safety and the other part deadly threat? 
 
    Safe. 
 
    That was a startling realization. She felt safe with him in his ghost form, even though he was the same being that would one day require her death. Lamarra glanced up into his dark eyes and studied his striking features. He must think her to be the shallowest of creatures—finding comfort in a handsome ghost while earlier bolting in terror at the feel of some dried feathers and skin. 
 
    “My cowardice put us both at risk.” 
 
    ‘You were very courageous. There are not many warriors who would willingly step into my sarcophagus even without my power burning with a fiery radiance. Never doubt your own worth or bravery.’ 
 
    Pressing her lips together in thought, Lamarra studied him. Perhaps he was correct, but still, some things would be harder to forget, or live down, than others. Like those moments after they’d completed the bond and he’d released her from his grasp. Her haste to flee had made her clumsy. 
 
    As a result, her escape had been far from elegant or queenly. She remembered accidentally hooking her foot on something—she feared it had been one of his ribs—as she half jumped, half fell out of the stone sarcophagus to land in a graceless, sobbing heap on the floor. 
 
    “Then I will take your word on that, I suppose.” Sighing heavily, she continued, “Now tell me what my first task is to be.” 
 
    ‘Actually, the gods have a task for Raikena first.’  
 
    The gryphon’s tufted ears quivered at the sound of her name, but she bowed before her king with hardly any pause. 
 
    ‘Raikena, you have long been in my service, and I am proud to call you my oldest friend.’ There was a strained tone in his voice and Lamarra would bet whatever he had to say caused him pain. ‘But now you have been called to serve another. You must act as both guide and protector to another of the Twelve. This one, a human male, is well into enemy territory far from the support of any of the other Twelve and he is about to be in grave danger.’ 
 
    “But my King, surely there is another who can offer aid to this young one. One better suited to guide him, a member of the Twelve perhaps?” Raikena spoke without looking up. 
 
    ‘No doubt there are others, but the gods have chosen you because they believe you are the best for the task. Would you challenge the judgment of our gods?’ 
 
    “No, my King.” The gryphon bowed deeply and remained down. Her mantled wings still looked huge from Lamarra’s perspective, but this was the gryphon’s attempt to look submissive and obedient. 
 
    If a ghost could sigh, Soryn just had. ‘I know this upsets you, but it may only be for a short time. Once you safeguard this human male from the acolytes hunting him, you can return to your role as captain of my tomb guards. The rest of the Twelve are still scattered. We don’t dare assume that this lone member, deep in the heart of acolyte territory, will survive long enough to take his place among them if help doesn’t reach him in time.’ 
 
    “I have not had many interactions up in the living world for a very long time…and diplomacy isn’t something I’ve ever excelled at.” 
 
    ‘I doubt very much you will need diplomacy in this task. Strength, both physical and magical, as well as cunning, will be what gets you through the danger I see ahead.’ 
 
    “Still, there are others.” 
 
    ‘None as old as you.’ 
 
    Lamarra glanced between them. The gryphon was old; she’d known that, felt that ancient power and seen what this gryphon had done to the acolytes hunting her. But just how old was she? 
 
    ‘Raikena is ancient,’ Soryn supplied, ‘Older than any other Elemental within this city. Older even than me.’ 
 
    She turned to the gryphon. “Does that mean you knew Soryn when he was…?” Not knowing how to politely word what she’d been going to ask, Lamarra let the sentence die. 
 
    ‘Alive?’ Soryn filled in. ‘Yes. Raikena was one of my personal guards when I was still a living king. This new task the gods have shown me can only be entrusted to one of Raikena’s age. Elementals grow more powerful with each passing year. And as a gryphon is a mix of lupwyn and phoenix heritage, she possesses the fast healing of the lupwyns and the fire magic of the phoenix. She is capable of outrunning anything upon the ground and outflying anything in the air. I can think of no better species for a covert rescue mission so deep in acolyte territory.’ 
 
    “Fine. I will go,” the gryphon said in a huff. “When must I leave?” 
 
    ‘As soon as you are prepared.’ Soryn reached out and ruffled the gryphon’s tufted ears with a ghostly touch, old affection evident in the softening of his expression. ‘Promise me you will be careful. This will be your most dangerous mission. And I mean more than just the acolytes. The youth is human and not likely to trust magic. In all likelihood, he will see you as an enemy, not an ally.’ 
 
    “Hah! A human boy will cause me no trouble. I’ll have him safe from the acolytes and back across the vast water before you even have a chance to miss me.” 
 
    ‘I don’t doubt it.’ 
 
    “If you have no more need of me, I shall go and prepare to leave this night.” 
 
    ‘Good. Be safe, my friend.’ 
 
    Raikena nodded once and then padded away. 
 
    Once she had exited the hall, Soryn turned to Lamarra with a flash of merriment in his eyes. 
 
    “There’s more you didn’t tell her, isn’t there?” 
 
    ‘Hmmm, yes.’ 
 
    Lamarra felt an answering grin touch her lips, his merriment was contagious. “What haven’t you told her? Tell me.” 
 
    ‘The human boy is actually a young man by human standards. Perhaps close to your age even. Although Raikena will consider him a child in comparison to her years, he is her bondmate in addition to being a member of the Twelve.’ 
 
    “Oh, my. But shouldn’t you have told her?” 
 
    ‘No. She is already nervous enough going out into the living world after all these millennia, it’s better she learn about her other half a little at a time.’ 
 
    “Maybe,” Lamarra laughed. “But I wouldn’t want to be you when she gets back here afterward and finds out you knew and didn’t tell her.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Within a candlemark’s time, Raikena had left by one of the fiery magic portals the Elementals called Gates. Lamarra was now walking back toward her rooms after her own ghostly bondmate said he had something he needed to retrieve. 
 
    When she reached her chambers at last, she sat at the small table and chair before a mirror where her brush, comb and hair pins were laid out. She focused on her hair, tidying it into tight, neat braids while she waited for Soryn to return from whatever errand he’d gone to accomplish. 
 
    She was still tucking in the odd stray piece of hair that didn’t want to behave when a knock sounded at the door of her chamber. 
 
    “Come,” she called aloud even though she could sense it was Soryn. 
 
    She watched in the mirror as Dead King Soryn entered the room. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry. Am I interrupting?’ 
 
    “No.” She stood and held out her hand, gesturing toward the long bench by her fire. 
 
    Nodding, Soryn came to her side and together they walked to the bench. A slight noise, the rustle of dry feathers that she had come to recognize as distinct to him, reached her ears as he moved to the far end of the bench. He wasn’t trying to hide what he was from her at the moment. 
 
    ‘I made something for you.’ 
 
    In one gloved hand, he held a small pouch made of soft leather. He held it out to her, and she probed it with power to try to sense what lay within. She wasn’t able to separate anything from the steady beating force of his power.  
 
    She opened her hand, and he placed it in her palm. It was light in physical weight, but hefty with power. When she glanced at his mask for a clue, he motioned for her to open it. With a shrug, she loosened the tie and emptied the contents into her palm. 
 
    A beautiful silver necklace spilled out onto her hand. It was exquisitely crafted with hundreds of tiny links arranged almost like metallic lace. It widened toward the middle where a long, thin crescent-shaped obsidian stone was housed in a heavier silver setting. 
 
    She ran a finger along the black stone and realized it came to a point at one end. 
 
    It wasn’t a stone at all. 
 
    “Oh Goddess.” The words slipped out before she could stop them. She glanced up at Soryn to see if he was offended only to remember he was wearing a mask. She swiftly turned her attention back to the silver necklace with its long black talon. 
 
    ‘I am sorry, but it will help protect you when we are separated.’ Soryn reached into his robe and pulled out another pouch and handed it to her. 
 
    She stared at the second ominous little bag longer than was polite and then opened it and upended the contents onto her palm. Three matching silver clasps with long sky blue feathers sat innocently in her hand. 
 
    “They’re yours, aren’t they?” 
 
    ‘Yes. Generally bondmates can’t be separated for any length of time without fatal consequences. But your task in hunting down the acolytes will require us to take different paths, and these gifts will protect you from the rigors of separation for a short time.’ 
 
    Eyeing the three soft sky blue feathers, she decided they were not so bad, but there were also three ivory-colored beads affixed by fine silver wires to each of the clasps. The beads made a dull sound when they struck each other. She was pretty sure they were made of old bone. 
 
    “The beads are a part of you as well, yes?” Gods, had she just asked him that? 
 
    He nodded silently. Cold sweat trickled down her back, but her hands were steady as she snapped the first of the feather clips into her hair. She affixed the second and third without comment. 
 
    ‘Had there been another way to safeguard you, I never would have given you such grisly bonding gifts.’ He made an unhappy, helpless gesture. ‘While the link we share is not what is normal for most other bondmates, it shares enough similarities to make long partings dangerous. For you to be permanently severed from me would prove fatal to you. Each bonding gift is endowed with my essence, and any one of them will maintain the link between us for a short time. You will be able to tap into my power and I yours for any reason.’ 
 
    A wave of shame and uncertainty washed over her, but for once, these weren’t her emotions. 
 
    “Soryn, do not be ashamed. You created these to protect me.” Lamarra reached out and took his gloved hand in hers as she stared down at the necklace. “Do you require something of mine in return?” 
 
    His mask tilted to watch her. ‘I took some of your blood during the bonding ceremony, but if you would part with a lock of your hair…’ 
 
    Nodding, she reached for her dagger and then paused. “Oh, is it taboo to use the ceremonial dagger?” 
 
    ‘No.’ Soryn said with a little shrug. ‘They exist for our use.’ 
 
    Good. Separating out a section of recently braided hair, she used the tip of the dagger to shave it away from her scalp. If she was going to be masked and hooded for the rest of her life, her hair was the least of her worries. Besides, she wanted something to at least feel like a sacrifice to match what he had given up for her. 
 
    “May I?” she asked as she reached for his right hand. He nodded, and she took that as permission to push up the long sleeve of his robe to expose his wrist. His illusions were back in place, and the skin felt warm and alive. It took a few tries, but she eventually managed to tie it in place. “There. That should hold. I will fashion something more permanent later.” 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    “You are welcome, my bondmate.” Then she half turned from him and held out the necklace while she lifted her hair from the back of her neck. After a long hesitation, he finally moved to take the necklace from her and fasten it around her neck. 
 
    It was one simple gesture but held a wealth of meaning in it as well, not the least of which was the beginning of true acceptance and trust between them—the most unusual of bondmates. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    On the fourth day after bonding to Soryn, Lamarra found herself once again sitting with him in the garden of stone. Strangely, she no longer found it as creepy. No ghosts haunted this place. Well, besides the one seated on the opposite end of the bench. 
 
    They’d talked for close to three candlemarks after she’d finished her breakfast and now sat in silence for a time. It was companionable, not awkward, and it occurred to Lamarra that perhaps her chosen fate wasn’t so terrible. Getting devoured by Trensler would certainly be worse than spending an eternity with this gentle ghost who was now her bondmate. 
 
    Turning to glance up at him, she was about to say as much when he broke the silence first. 
 
    ‘Your duty will require you to leave me soon.’ The hint of sorrow in his voice was impossible to miss and yet his resolve to see her fulfill her destiny was equally evident. 
 
    Her emotions in a tangle, Lamarra suddenly didn’t want to leave him even though she knew she must. “When must I leave and where am I required to go?” 
 
    ‘This day. And it will be when, not where.’ 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    ‘The so-called Divine Speaker knows it is not yet ready to face the full might of the Twelve Talismans and the Elementals. Thus Trensler has been ordered to escape to a place where no one knows what an acolyte is or that they serve a dark, magic-devouring master. He is seeking a fresh start.’ 
 
    Sudden understanding struck. “You said when. You mean Trensler is going to try to escape to another time—a place where his master, the Divine Speaker, can feed and grow, unhindered by those who would hunt him.” 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    “But how do you know this?” 
 
    ‘I know because I remember it happening.’ He shrugged in an offhand manner. 
 
    Lamarra narrowed her eyes thoughtfully. “Trensler somehow goes back in time…to a time earlier in your existence, doesn’t he?” 
 
    ‘Yes. He uses the Spirit Gate. It’s a sacred bridge to the spirit world, and as such it is designed to transport a soul from anywhere in time to the world beyond this one. However it can also be used to travel between times. As Trensler plans to do.’ 
 
    “By the gods. Is Trensler a threat to the afterlife?” 
 
    ‘No. Although the creators would very much like Trensler delivered into their keeping.’ 
 
    “That’s a relief, at least.” She stood, needing to move, to do something even if it was only to pace. “But no wonder you said we needed to bond quickly. If you had told me this from the start, I would have agreed to the bonding sooner.” 
 
    ‘Yes, but I needed to know it was your choice, not one I forced upon you.’ He paused and glanced down at his gloves. ‘There is so much more I would tell you, likely more than would be wise to share if I had time.’ 
 
    “You said I was the soul of your mate reborn.” 
 
    ‘And you are.’ 
 
    “But you also knew me in the past, as I am now as well?” 
 
    ‘Yes. In my memories, a dead queen from the future came back in time and warned me about Trensler and his acolytes.’ 
 
    “So this has already happened?” 
 
    ‘Yes, for me. But your journey is just beginning, and you will follow Trensler back through time to stop him from changing the past and our future.’ 
 
    “By the gods, you’re making my head spin. Has Trensler already gone back in time?” 
 
    ‘No. But I know it will be within the next candlemark that he makes the attempt.’ 
 
    “How do you know it will be that soon?” 
 
    ‘You told me when Trensler would come.’ 
 
    Lamarra rubbed her forehead, trying to smooth the deep frown lines. “What else can you tell me?” 
 
    ‘Very little without causing ripples that might change things here in this time. You must make your own decisions and find your own path.’ Dead King Soryn raised his hand and gestured toward the ceiling, an all-encompassing motion. ‘The Oracle will be a target in both times. Only fire and death magic can fully destroy an acolyte. Be certain the body of every acolyte victim is reduced to embers and ash.’ 
 
    Lamarra nodded. It made sense that the acolytes would target the Oracle—a creature of spirit and magic that guarded all the history and knowledge of the Elementals. Her oldest sister had told her a bit about her ordeal with this city’s Oracle. While the spirit creature was vast and powerful and could defend itself from most anything, it wouldn’t be able to defend itself against acolytes capable of devouring all types of magic including defensive spells. 
 
    If an acolyte were able to feed upon something as powerful as an Oracle, those soulless monsters would grow in strength and knowledge exponentially. She’d just have to see the acolytes destroyed before they had a chance to feed and become a greater threat. 
 
    Dead King Soryn stood so suddenly his cloak swirled around him for a moment before stilling. 
 
    Lamarra looked sideways at him to find him with his head tilted as if he was listening. 
 
    She felt him call power and she knew he did not listen with physical senses. 
 
    “It’s happening now, isn’t it?” Lamarra asked into the heavy silence, but even as she asked she thought she already knew. For she could hear the tomb guards running outside in the hall. 
 
    ‘Yes. Trensler comes as you said he would.’ 
 
    A moment later her chamber door crashed open and tomb guards flooded into the room to form a protective circle around them both. 
 
    Dead King Soryn held out one gloved hand towards her. After a moment’s hesitation, she took it and allowed herself to be led out of her chambers and down a side corridor even though her mind was whirling with a hundred other questions. 
 
    ‘Lord Master Trensler is breaching the city’s outer shields. We must protect the Oracle.’ 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Even as Lamarra and King Soryn hurried in the direction of the Oracle’s tower, more tomb guards appeared with every stride, coming to protect their sovereigns. 
 
    That included her, Lamarra realized, as a sickening curl of nausea twisted through her stomach. I’m their queen. 
 
    Somehow, that knowledge seemed far more real now that she had subjects to protect from the acolytes. She glanced sideways at Soryn as they hurried toward their destination. 
 
    “Can you sense how many acolytes are here?” 
 
    ‘No, not until they draw nearer.’ 
 
    Lamarra nodded and followed the dead king as he led her through vaguely familiar tunnels. It wasn’t until they came to the chamber with the waterfall that she recognized where she was. The room where Soryn had first revealed his true self looked the same as it had that day. Even as her mind shied away from that memory, she stiffened her spine, driving back the fear with firm purpose. 
 
    Dead King Soryn halted at the edge of the pool, so close the mist rising from the waters curled around the hem of his cloak. He paused there for a moment and then raised his arms, holding his palms out as he bowed his head. Power rose to the surface of the water to swirl and dance above its surface. More flashes of magic raced down the stairs circling the base of the Oracle’s tower, lighting the entire chamber with fire and magic and radiance. 
 
    Lamarra sucked in a breath of surprise and tasted the sharp edge in the air with the sudden surge of power. The fine hair on her arms rose to attention even as sweat beaded upon her skin before making its way down her back. 
 
    “What can I do to help?” Lamarra asked, even knowing she hadn’t yet mastered her magic and likely wouldn’t be much help. But her Larnkin was stirring within her. All she had to do was release control. 
 
    ‘Take half the tomb guards and go to the Oracle’s tower. Lord Master Trensler and his acolytes plan to drain the Oracle’s power before coming for the Spirit Gate. Your Larnkin will know what to do. Trust her and the Oracle.’ 
 
    “You are not coming with us?” 
 
    ‘Not yet. I must set a trap to slow Trensler while the Oracle puts the finishing touches on its plan. Go.’ 
 
    Lamarra nodded but still would have stayed behind had her own Larnkin not stirred and urged her on towards the Oracle’s tower. Even with her guidance, it seemed wrong to leave the dead king behind. But both he and her Larnkin were ancient, who was she to question their combined wisdom? 
 
    Unhappy but resigned, she started up the long spiraling staircase to the right of the underground lake. One last glance over her shoulder showed Soryn wading deeper into the pool, his cloak floating out around him. A figure of shadow and light. One part bright soul and compassionate spirit, the other part forged in ritual and death magic. But he was her bondmate and if he could face the tasks set them without fear, so too would she. 
 
    With a determined step, she lifted her long dress and the hem of her cloak and took the stairs three at a time, her guards racing along with her. Magic sparked and flashed along the walls, the light chasing away the darkness and allowing her to see. She was panting from exertion and sweat was trickling down her back by the time she made it to the top flight of stairs. Ahead, several members of her tomb guard escort had already reached a wide, unadorned wooden door. As they wrestled it partway open, it creaked and groaned in loud complaint. 
 
    From inside, a pale blue flickering light leaked around the door, seeping across the floor as the tomb guards pushed the wooden door further inward. Soon the entire stairwell was bathed in dim light. To her other senses, it registered as a cold and harsh power, not unlike what she now possessed herself. The strength of the power was reassuring. It told her Lord Master Trensler and his acolytes had not made it here ahead of her. 
 
    Her tomb guards weren’t as easily reassured and entered first. After a few heartbeats, the last to enter—a giant of a lupwyn—returned, but the slight flash of white fangs hinted at his unease. 
 
    “My Queen, the chamber is secure, but the Oracle is working some great spell. Take care.” 
 
    “Thank you for the warning.” Squaring her shoulders, she swept into the chamber and locked eyes on a massive crystal pillar. Her breath caught. She hadn’t known what to expect but this great behemoth made of crystal and magic that was easily twice as wide at its base as the span of her outstretched arms wasn’t it. She had expected something…smaller. 
 
    The pillar tapered to a peak well above her head, and as she studied it, bits of magic and light broke away from the crystal’s surface and floated through the air, swirling and dancing in unseen eddies. 
 
    Losing patience, her Larnkin urged her forward. Her own body no longer hers to control, her right hand rose up, the palm facing out as if she was preparing to touch the crystal’s surface. While Lamarra was willing to serve the Light in whatever capacity was required, that didn’t mean she would willingly be demoted to a slave. Exerting her will upon her Larnkin in turn, Lamarra took back enough control to stop and get her bearings. 
 
    “I know time is short, and Trensler is the most deadly of enemies, but I would appreciate a brief explanation all the same.” 
 
    However, it wasn’t her Larnkin who answered. 
 
    “That is a reasonable request, young queen, and I shall share my plan with you, but first I would say it is good you have rejoined your beloved king.” The magic of the pillar pulsed with each word and its strangely hollow ‘voice’ managed to be both whispery and loud at the same time. Eerie. Haunting. Almost beautiful in a chillingly non-human way. “Together you have always been a formidable pair.” 
 
    Did everyone except her know that she and Soryn had been together in a previous life? 
 
    She pushed aside that idle thought for later and addressed the pillar before her. “King Soryn sent me. He will set a trap to slow Lord Master Trensler to give you time to finish preparing your plan. My Larnkin is to aid you.” 
 
    “Your king evaded the truth. Lord Master Trensler isn’t coming for me. Even if he did, he would find that I am no easy meal.” Light flashed through the pillar, and its tone held a hint of arrogance to it. One Lamarra doubted was misplaced, but Trensler was an enemy none of the magic wielders had ever faced before. 
 
    “But why—” 
 
    “Trensler’s goal is the Spirit Gate. Dead King Soryn knows this. He and his guards will face the acolytes as is destined. Many will die—no one can prevent that. We can only strive to prevent an even greater disaster.” 
 
    “Then I should be with my king!” 
 
    “At this exact moment in time, Dead King Soryn is where he needs to be to fulfill his destiny, and you are where you need to be. Come. Let us finish my work so that we have a way to track and kill Trensler’s Divine Speaker at last.” 
 
    Behind her, she heard a grating sound as the door started to slide shut. The tomb guards already in the chamber with her rushed towards the door to try to prevent its closure but weren’t fast enough. The door sealed itself with a resounding thud. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lamarra studied the closed door for a moment, ordering her breathing and her pounding heart to calm. The sooner she and the Oracle finished whatever it had planned, the sooner she could aid Soryn in battling the acolytes. 
 
    “Come. There is work to be done before you can follow Trensler back in time.” 
 
    “But he hasn’t even gone back in time yet. Why don’t we just destroy him before he has the chance to change the past?” 
 
    “You only see the immediate danger, not the many other layers to the situation. Dead King Soryn and I both remember you going back in time because that is a choice you already made once—or many times as time circles back on itself—and you must go back again this time, or else this future will be no more.” 
 
    Lamarra started to question the Oracle but was cut short again. 
 
    “I shall state it plainly. By going back in time, you have the chance to prevent Trensler from re-shaping the future, but you will also be given the opportunity to save other lives while you are there, lives that would be snuffed out without your protection. What would happen if one of Crown Prince Sorntar’s ancestors died because you were not there to save them? Without Sorntar in her life, what would become of your sister Ashayna?” 
 
    Her stomach tightening with dread, Lamarra began to understand. “Ashayna would eventually die at the hands of the acolytes, so to would my sister Sorsha, and likely myself as well. Gods.” 
 
    “Yes. That is why you must go back because you already have and by not following that same path, you risk changing our time thread.” The light deep in the heart of the pillar flared darker, tinting a cobalt hue. “We must make sacrifices in this lifetime for the survival of all, and this is our best chance to track Trensler’s Divine Speaker before it knows it has been discovered.” 
 
    “I’m not even going to pretend to understand. Only tell me what to do.” 
 
    More magic flickered along the crystal pillar, dancing along it. Some of that bled off into the air where it misted away. But behind that flickering cloud of magic, the pillar’s surface looked different. Blinking, she studied it for a moment in surprise. A fissure was opening in the pillar, where there had only been smooth surface before. 
 
    “Reach within and take my greatest weapon. Bury this deep within Lord Master Trensler’s chest when fate crosses your paths next and strike a blow for all his many victims.” 
 
    Still staring at the gap in the crystal that hadn’t been there earlier, Lamarra gave a mental shrug. She’d already done and would likely do far worse things than blindly reach into a crystal pillar at the behest of an ancient spirit with unimaginable powers. 
 
    Lamarra shoved her loosely clenched fist within the opening. Fiery heat and pressure wrapped around her hand and tendrils of magic wiggled between her fingers, prying them open while simultaneously dragging her hand deeper into the pillar’s interior. 
 
    Clenching her jaw, she felt around inside until the back of her hand brushed against something solid. Still unable to see beyond the burning power, she relied on her fingers to form a picture. A hilt. Cross piece. The flat surface of a blade. Even as she tightened her grip on the hilt and drew it from the pillar, she already knew it was a sword. 
 
    The cobalt fire dimmed marginally once she had the blade free of the pillar. Still, it glowed with an internal power hemorrhaging up from within, illuminating Lamarra’s skin in its harsh light. She hadn’t expected the weight either and had to switch to a two-handed hold. 
 
    Blinking furiously, her vision finally cleared enough to see the sword she held. It wasn’t forged of metal like a regular sword. This sword was made of the same strange crystal as the Oracle stone. It had sheared off a piece of itself.  
 
    But what was she supposed to do with the Oracle’s sacrifice? She wasn’t a warrior trained like her sisters. She didn’t know how to wield a sword. 
 
    But she didn’t have time to worry about that new hurdle. Soryn might be facing acolytes at any moment and would have need of her. 
 
    “Even though this looks like a sword, I can feel that it is far more. How do I use this weapon?” She knew acolytes didn’t die by mortal injury. Their master’s power could reanimate them once killed. Only fire could destroy them. Hand-to-hand combat was a bad idea as an acolyte didn’t have to be in touching distance to feed. Line of sight seemed to work for them.  
 
    “You need only be close enough to pierce your target with the blade, and the spell within will release its magic. Even as he is destroyed by the power of this sword, his nature will force him to transfer this power to his master. He will be unable to stop it. And once that power reaches Trensler’s Divine Speaker, it will bind with that other monstrosity and tag it for me to track.” 
 
    “But I thought Trensler and his master devoured all magic.” 
 
    “Yes. That is why this will work as a way to track it. Time leaves its mark upon all things, even magic. The magic carried within the sword is from this time and for those who know how to track such things, this magic will have a different essence to it—a strange taste and scent as it were. When one knows to look for that foreign magic, it is easy enough to track.” 
 
    “You mean that once Trensler’s master eats a part of your essence, you will be able to track its location.” Lamarra felt queasy even thinking about that kind of sacrifice. 
 
    “Yes. But it must be Trensler. He is a primary—one of the first and most powerful acolytes created. He alone will be powerful enough to transfer the spell without being incinerated too quickly by the fire magic used to create it.”  
 
    “I understand.” Although I don’t know if I’m strong enough to succeed. Or to survive the attempt. 
 
    “Good. Go now and meet your fate. Your king requires your aid.” 
 
    Spurred by the Oracle’s words, Lamarra opened the shields on her mind and instinctively reached for Soryn. He was no longer in the lake chamber at the foot of the tower. After a moment she also realized the magic within the lake was gone. Soryn must have absorbed it so Trensler or his other acolytes could not draw strength from the pool if they passed that way. 
 
    She continued to seek him in her mind, following him along the link that bound them together as bondmates. In the darkness of her mind’s eye, she found him in his throne room. He stood midway between the two sarcophaguses and the stairs leading up to the thrones. Around him were the bodies of many acolytes. He fought with two great swords, flames dancing along their lengths. His lethal fire magic had already destroyed several of the acolytes, judging by the piles of ash and smoldering carcasses left in his wake. 
 
    But he was outnumbered. Already three of his tomb guards had fallen to the enemy. Her king had need of her. For once she and her Larnkin were in complete agreement, and the ever-present spirit magic answered her call in a joyous cold rush as she released the bounds she placed upon it. 
 
    Silver radiance flowed across her body, rising like mist from warm ground on an early fall morning. Her spirit magic continued to grow, racing down her arms and fingers until she concentrated it into silver flames that spread and danced along the sword’s blade. 
 
    “Have a care. These acolytes have fed upon Elementals in the city above and now possess greater power and knowledge,” the Oracle said in its whispery inhuman voice. 
 
    “I am more than I was,” Lamarra said with growing confidence. “This time I am not helpless against them as they will discover.” 
 
    “Your power is great but also lethal to more than your enemies. Spirit magic belongs to the dead and will take a toll on a living body. Be warned there is a limit to how much your mortal body can withstand.” 
 
    Lamarra nodded in acknowledgment of the Oracle’s warning. 
 
    When the heavy wooden door swung open, she raced from the chamber without a backward glance. Her tomb guards fell in around her. Nothing else mattered to her at that moment, only reaching her destination in time to save her bondmate. Even as she ran, she continued to track his situation with her magic. 
 
    Ancient knowledge rose within her as she darted down seldom-used hallways and dusty corridors. Even though she was making quick time and knew the fastest route thanks to her Larnkin, Lamarra still feared she would not be in time. She could feel Dead King Soryn weakening. 
 
    Her link to him expanded and suddenly she was watching through his eyes as two of the acolytes sacrificed themselves upon his swords, momentarily surprising him. A third acolyte lunged across the distance staggering all three and sending them sprawling. 
 
    She felt the waning of her dead king’s power as the acolytes began to feed, but a heartbeat later fire magic raced up all around him burning two of the acolytes to ash where they touched him. While Soryn was regaining his feet, another acolyte sprinted past and on up the long black stairs and between two thrones. 
 
    Through their link Soryn’s rage and anguish battered at her mind. 
 
    Between the thrones, a shimmering in the air caught her attention. An acolyte was feeding upon a shield protecting the Spirit Gate. Soryn’s rage was so focused upon that one acolyte that he was ignoring the others in the room. Soryn’s thoughts still made no sense to her. Hate. Anguish. Grief over something that happened long ago, but he was reliving now—at this moment. 
 
    The knowledge came clear as her Larnkin shared a piece of the puzzle with her. That acolyte was the one responsible for the death of Soryn’s mate. 
 
    He was presently reliving the most horrible moment in his existence, and it made him vulnerable for the first time since he’d become a dead king all those millennia ago. 
 
    ‘Soryn, my King. Fight,’ Lamarra called across their mental link, praying that she reached him. ‘You must fight. I can’t defeat them without you. Fight for me now.’ 
 
    ‘I have already failed you once,’ Soryn said as he blasted an approaching acolyte with fire magic, incinerating his enemy. ‘I won’t fail you a second time.’ 
 
    Lamarra continued to run, her own heart pounding with fear for Soryn while she still watched what was going on in the throne room. Three surviving tomb guards converged upon King Soryn’s attackers while a fourth—she recognized the young apprentice tomb guard Trissain—sprinted toward the acolyte by the portal. 
 
    One moment the acolyte was standing by the Spirit Gate, the next he was gone, winking out of existence as he passed through it to some other time. Because of what her Larnkin had shown her, she now knew that acolyte would emerge at some point in the far reaches of history, to a time where Soryn, a living man, would watch his mate die at the hands of a creature he’d never seen before: an acolyte. 
 
    Throughout the fight, Trensler had been standing off to one side with five other acolytes, a wall of dark magic between them and the tomb guards. Trensler tilted his head as if listening for something. A message from the first acolyte through the portal perhaps? 
 
    Whatever he’d been waiting for, after a few heartbeats he and his acolyte bodyguards moved away from the wall and started for the open gate. He skirted around the primary fight where King Soryn was fighting two more acolytes. Piles of cinders marked what had become of his other opponents. 
 
    Her lips thinning at the sight of the empty husks of his slain tomb guard protectors, Lamarra turned her attention to where Trensler was approaching young Trissain. There had been too much death. Trensler wasn’t going to take such a young life. She wouldn’t let him. 
 
    Directly ahead was the archway marking the entrance to the throne room. She ducked under the entrance and raced forward into the chamber, her crystalline blade held out before her.  
 
    Her strange vision had not lied. The throne room looked like it had seen a battle. Scorch marks marred the walls and floor, tapestries burned, and the smoke-filled air choked her, but her Larnkin ignored all of it and flooded Lamarra with more power. A bright ball of magic shone like a small sun between her fingers. When the chill of the power reached a point where it threatened to sap all the heat from her body, she flung it at Trensler where he’d started to feed upon the apprentice. 
 
    Her magic struck the shield of his dark magic with a physical force behind it, knocking Trensler from his feet. He rolled down a half dozen stairs before he halted his downward momentum. As she expected, her magic hadn’t done him much damage. She narrowed her eyes. In fact, it hadn’t even penetrated Trensler’s shields, but it did cling to the surface, spreading in an ever-enlarging area as she watched. 
 
    Looking up at her, both the time portal and his young victim temporarily forgotten, Trensler studied Lamarra as if seeing something of interest for the first time. 
 
    Surprising the acolyte leader could only be a good thing. 
 
    A quick glance around showed her King Soryn had lost one of his flaming swords and even though he was not a living man, the way he stood with his head bowed and one arm braced against his sarcophagus, spoke of his great exhaustion or damage. 
 
    Her tomb guards spread out to either side, three of them closing rank in front of her while others rushed forward to protect Soryn. 
 
    Torn, she wanted to go to her bondmate’s side, but she also knew the fewer acolytes that made it through the time portal, the better for all. But Soryn was dangerously drained. 
 
    Her Larnkin’s every instinct was urging her to go to him, to share power, to strengthen the bonds between them that had been frayed from Trensler’s feeding. Could Dead King Soryn perish a second time? She knew he was already dead, but that didn’t mean his Larnkin and spirit couldn’t sustain damage. She wouldn’t, couldn’t let that happen. 
 
    There was one way to end the feeding. Lamarra narrowed her eyes upon Trensler and his acolytes as she started toward them with her sword’s point before her. 
 
    He was making his way back up the stairs. As she took a few steps closer, his shield expanded and flickered with evil intent, telling her he was aware of her approach. Her Larnkin strengthened her own shield to slow the acolyte’s feeding. 
 
    Trensler glanced over his shoulder at her and then to the other tomb guards and finally to Dead King Soryn. With a small bob of his head and a bitter little smile, he acknowledged their presence. “With a one-on-one fight, I might hold my own against one of your kind for a time, but two dead rulers is one too many for me. Although my master did learn that the same power that makes one of your kind more immune to feeding also traps them to their sarcophagus. You cannot follow me. It’s been very…educational…but now I must go.” 
 
    Before Lamarra could launch another attack, Trensler and his five acolyte bodyguards darted through the time portal. There was a rippling in the velvet blue darkness and then they were gone from her senses, just like the first acolyte. 
 
    The need to follow Trensler and finish him off was temporally overridden by the need to see to her bondmate’s injuries. He was still leaning against his sarcophagus. 
 
    “Soryn, how badly are you injured?” 
 
    She’d only known him for a short while, but the thought of losing him sent such a lance of dread through her middle. She refused to chase Trensler until she knew Soryn’s condition. Her Larnkin seemed similarly concerned. 
 
    ‘It will take many days’ rest within my sarcophagus, but I will rise restored.’ 
 
    His words caused an intense sense of relief within her, but there was more he wasn’t saying as well. She waited. Her patience was rewarded a few moments later. 
 
    ‘While I will recover, you will not be here to see it.’ Soryn reached out with an uncoordinated gloved hand and managed to rest it on Lamarra’s shoulder. ‘Trensler already has a head start. You must go after him now before it is too late.’ 
 
    “Soryn, I can’t leave you like this.” 
 
    ‘You must. Or I and everyone else will die. You have one advantage. While Trensler was correct about how one of my kind can’t leave our sarcophagus for any significant length of time, he was wrong about you. Your spirit is still housed within your body, not tied to any single location in time. He will not expect you to follow him back. Once there, you will not be alone. A young version of me will be there to take up your bond. You must share with me all you know about Trensler, and together we will hunt him down and prevent him from creating more acolytes and spreading his master’s evil.’ 
 
    Lamarra frowned unhappily. “You knew this would happen. That’s why you gave me the necklace and feather clips. You knew we’d be separated until I found and bonded the younger version of you. But what happens to you. Now. In this time?” 
 
    ‘Usually, separation kills a bonded pair. But I am already dead, and while I will miss you savagely, that separation cannot kill me like it would a normal bondmate. However, even with the gifts I’ve given you, you will only have one of your candlemarks to reestablish the bond. This will be a very dangerous time for you, but once my younger self recognizes who and what you are, I will accept you as my bondmate.’ 
 
    Lamarra swallowed hard, cold sweat running down her back. She’d always known sacrifice might be required to save those she loved. But then in the last few days, she’d gotten to know King Soryn, his gentle spirit and steady reassurance calming many of her earlier fears. 
 
    Now he asked her to leave, to go to a different time entirely. 
 
    She might never see her friends or family again. 
 
    But if going to the past was the only way to safeguard the future, she would do it. 
 
    ‘The Oracle gave you its sword. Did it explain how the sword works?’ 
 
    Lamarra nodded. 
 
    ‘Then it is time. You will not find your task an easy one. The transition back in time will weaken our bond, and there will be other obstacles you must overcome in your hunt for Trensler. But I have faith in you, my Queen.’ 
 
    Soryn reached out one gloved hand, pushing back her hood and then carefully removing her mask. To her absolute astonishment, he gently tucked her hair back behind her ear, the gesture clearly a romantic one. He continued to study her in silence. And she thought he was memorizing her features so that he would remember her. 
 
    The thought of leaving him to his lonely existence saddened her more than a little. Yes, he was horrible in physical form, but he had a kindness of spirit that was a rare treasure. If she’d met him when he had been mortal, a flesh and blood man, she could’ve easily loved him. 
 
    “What will become of you while I’m gone?” 
 
    ‘I will endure as I have endured all these many long millennia awaiting you. I can wait a little while longer for you to return and take your rightful throne.’ 
 
    Ah, so she was expected to return. 
 
    She felt a surprising—and likely illogical—flood of relief at his words. But as far as she was concerned, this was the bondmate the gods had blessed her with. If he was good enough for them, he was certainly good enough for her. 
 
    “I will do all in my power to return. You have my word.” 
 
    ‘I will hold your words close, then, until you are once again at my side. Be safe, my Queen.’ 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Side by side, they made their slow way up the stairs to the thrones. Soryn could barely move, his body uncoordinated and slow to follow the commands of his spirit. He refused to quit, though. It might only be as far as the thrones, but he would stay with Lamarra for as long as possible. When they at last made it to the top and the portal hovering between the two thrones, he gestured her closer. 
 
    Sending her from his side was the hardest thing he’d ever done. He knew he had no choice. It was in his memories. This was how it all unfolded. A dead queen from the future, his beloved, had walked back into his life after he’d thought he’d lost her forever. Yes, he was sending her back to his earlier self, but that didn’t make it any easier at this moment. 
 
    ‘Go.’ Soryn gestured her towards the portal. ‘Your destiny awaits. I will still be here once you have fulfilled it.’ 
 
    Lamarra hesitated. He could see it in her eyes. Her body language communicated her considerable uncertainty. But she was brave and obedient. His bondmate knew that Lord Master Trensler had to be destroyed. She simply didn’t want to leave him to do it. 
 
    He handed back her mask, and she secured it in place and pulled her hood up. “I won’t disappoint you. And we will meet again. Until then, goodbye, my king.” 
 
    With that Lamarra stepped through the portal, vanishing from his thoughts, taking all her living warmth and vitality with her. 
 
    The bonds linking them weakened and frayed, but they did not break even over all that great distance. Lamarra was forever and always his bondmate. No time or distance could ever change that. However, his joy was muted. The effects of separation would be far worse on her. While he no longer suffered any physical symptoms, she would, her spirit still housed in a living body. It was why he urged her to find his younger self and reform the bond quickly. 
 
    He felt mildly guilty for not clarifying that when she went back in time, it would be to a time long before he’d been a dead king. However, Lamarra needed to discover that duty and her heart’s desire did not have to live in conflict and she needed to do it on her own. 
 
    He made his slow and steady way back to his sarcophagus, his tomb guards helping him when his body stopped obeying commands. Once within its magic-enriched stone walls, he allowed his mind and spirit to drift, turning inward to rest after one final look around his kingdom. There were no other acolytes in this time, not upon Elemental lands at least.  
 
    Now he would rest, regain his strength and await the moment his beloved had need of his aid once again. 
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 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The ache in his knees reminded Soryn he’d neglected his kingdom for the better part of a day. Sighing heavily, he rose to his feet. His knees gave another half-hearted throb of complaint at having rested upon the cold stone floor, which he ignored. Such a minor ache was nothing compared to the ocean of pain he suffered daily since his mate’s death. 
 
    Soryn laid a hand on the stone likeness of his beloved carved into the cover stone of her tomb. The artist hadn’t quite gotten the feathers of her crest just right. In life, she’d always had a small kink in one of the long crest feathers that caused it to curve up under her jaw instead of hanging straight like the rest. He’d thought the slight imperfection had only added to her beauty, but she’d always found it annoying.  
 
    In a hundred years, would he remember that little detail? Or would it fade? A thousand years? 
 
    He didn’t know that answer and honestly didn’t want to think about the next hundred years without her, let alone a thousand. But he would strive to remember every memory they’d created together. 
 
    With a new flood of sadness engulfing him, he caressed a stone cheek. “I don’t know when I will be able to return for another visit. My guards will be doubly watchful in the future to be certain I don’t escape them again.” 
 
    Out-maneuvering his personal guards wasn’t something easily done, and he likely wouldn’t manage it again for some days. It had been nearly a moon’s cycle since he’d last managed to visit his queen here in the city of Sorrow. He knew his guards would even now be pacing at the edge of the invisible, mostly unmarked border that marked where the city of Grey Spires ended and where the city of the dead began.  
 
    The magic of the dead wouldn’t let his personal guards pass that point. By the same token the macabre and silent tomb guards, with their somber bearing and gray body paint, were always there to be certain none of the living ventured into the realm of the dead. 
 
    It was forbidden. Every young Elemental learned that at an early age. Only the dead, their Rulers, and the tomb guards were ever allowed deeper than the preparation rooms a few levels above where Soryn now stood. It was said that should someone be foolish enough to break that most sacred law they would become a tomb guard themselves.  
 
    He didn’t know why the silent tomb guards allowed him to come and go freely through their domain when he was alone, but they did, and he was grateful. The only times they prevented him from coming was when he was in the company of his personal guards. 
 
    After the death of his queen, his guards now shadowed him every waking and sleeping moment unless, like today, he was able to give them the slip. A council meeting had just been concluding when he’d seen his chance to escape. While the other councilors were milling around talking after the meeting was over, he’d made his way over to one of the large windows overlooking the gardens as if to gaze out. He’d slipped open the casing and dropped the short distance to the ground before anyone saw. 
 
    He did not know why the tomb guards allowed him passage into their domain when he was alone, but he had a theory. 
 
    The dead belonged here, and surely he could be no more dead than if his two hearts stopped beating in the next moment. Heart, soul, and Larnkin, he’d been mortally wounded by the same creature which had killed his mate. Soryn took some comfort in the likelihood that his Larnkin would depart for the spirit world one day in the not too distant future and he would be reunited with his beloved. 
 
    But he still drew breath, so he supposed he still had an obligation to oversee his city. 
 
    Soryn took slow steps away from his mate’s tomb. “Goodbye my beloved, until we meet again.” 
 
    The endless ache rose within him and threatened to choke him, but he started away, back in the direction of his duty and his personal bodyguards. He turned into the wide, spiraling corridor that gradually angled back up towards the world above. He’d only made it three steps when the first shouts of alarm echoed down the hallway. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The world faded, blurring and shifting around Lamarra. A wave of dizziness assaulted her the moment she stepped between the two thrones and crossed the portal’s chilled border, leaving her own time. Between one step and the next she also left something far more vital behind. The sudden, sharp fading of her link to her bondmate stole her breath as their bond stretched to a frail and pale tether. 
 
    In the depths of her mind, her Larnkin moaned in pain and emotional anguish at the loss. It took every bit of Lamarra’s willpower and Stonemantle stubbornness to stop herself from fleeing back the way she’d come. She held her ground. The fate of the future was in the balance, and she would be strong for her Larnkin. Even without Soryn’s parting words of warning, she knew she didn’t have long to establish their bond again in this time, not if her Larnkin’s distress was anything to judge by. 
 
    Instead of focusing on her fears, she studied the world around her and found she stood within the throne room. Had it not been for the weakening of her bond and her Larnkin’s obvious torment, she would have thought she’d gone nowhere at all.  
 
    This throne room looked the same, or at least similar to the one she’d left. There were two sarcophaguses in the center of the chamber, and tapestries on the wall. Both tombs were empty, but the wall coverings were undamaged by fire, unlike the throne room in her own time. 
 
    Her Larnkin reached out with tendrils of power, scanning the room. But she knew she’d come back to the correct time. The fading barren scent of an acolyte prickled along her senses. Oh, yes. She was in the right place. 
 
    Lamarra darted down the stairs. As she rounded the first sarcophagus, she had to leap over a fallen tomb guard in her path. She paused to examine the guard. This one, an unknown lupwyn female, was far beyond Lamarra’s ability to help, her chest no longer rising and falling. 
 
    A cursory scan of the corpse turned up none of the acolyte taint. Her Larnkin rallied enough to confirm the acolytes had only fed and killed this poor soul, not planted the spark of evil that would grow into a new acolyte. The body should be burned just to be safe, but she didn’t have the time, nor did she want to waste a drop of magic that might be needed in the fight with Trensler. 
 
    Tightening her fingers around her sword’s hilt, she eased past the second sarcophagus, looking for other surprises. 
 
    The room was otherwise empty of both the living and the dead. Moving forward, she advanced out into the corridor and spotted another tomb guard’s body about twenty paces down the hallway on her right. There was nothing she could do for him either, but she knew she was on the correct path and began to run. 
 
    As she continued farther down the path, the sounds of distant battle reached her ears. Unfortunately, it wasn’t the only battle being waged. Lamarra’s head started to pound, and she found focusing on objects difficult as if her eyes had forgotten how they worked. 
 
    These new symptoms could only be caused by the damage to her bond and would only progress if she didn’t find Soryn. She shoved the weakness aside and turned her attention back to the danger she could fight. One problem at a time. Find the location of the battle and see if she could destroy Trensler before he escaped or killed even more innocents. 
 
    Undoubtedly the enemy had caught the tomb guards of this world by surprise, and the Elementals would not know that the acolytes couldn’t be destroyed by magic. 
 
    She sprinted down another corridor and soon encountered more bodies. There was a stronger trace of acolyte taint here and smoldering marks upon the walls, floor, and ceiling where fire magic had raced down the hallway. The nearest bodies were untouched by flames or other wounds. Characteristic of an acolyte’s feeding. 
 
    These guards were a mix of lupwyn, phoenix and gryphon. Eying them, something nagged at her consciousness. 
 
    Ah. 
 
    They weren’t painted with the grays, blacks, and whites of tomb guards. No, these were regular Elementals. Her adrenaline-fueled run must have pushed her faster and further than she’d thought and she’d crossed some invisible boundary between Sorrow and the living city of Grey Spires. 
 
    If the acolytes made it to the surface… 
 
    Lamarra broke into a run. Coming to a branch in the tunnel, she slowed until her Larnkin urged her up the left-hand fork. A handful of strides farther down the corridor, she spotted more fallen guards. 
 
    Halting beside the substantial body of a gryphon, she was shocked to see an Elemental she recognized. Raikena. She was still alive. As was a second unknown guard with her. Lamarra didn’t know the male lupwyn, but she paused long enough for her Larnkin to confirm that both had been fed upon by acolytes and wouldn’t live for much longer without immediate and intensive healing. 
 
    She needed to find Trensler. That was her duty. Anything else was a distraction she couldn’t afford. But she couldn’t just leave Raikena. Besides what happened if she didn’t stop and heal this gryphon? What if she never became a tomb guard? 
 
    ‘The future will change in ways even I cannot comprehend,’ her Larnkin whispered. Lamarra felt relief that her Larnkin seemed recovered enough to speak coherently. 
 
    Seeing no other options, she knelt down between the gryphon and the lupwyn. Hunting down Trensler and the other acolytes would have to wait a little longer. Gently, she reached out and laid her hands upon the two Elementals. The lupwyn was unconscious, but the gryphon started to thrash at her touch. 
 
    “Easy, Raikena. My Larnkin will try to heal you.” She closed her eyes and ignored her own pounding headache, and her body’s growing weakness as her Larnkin channeled magic into the two fallen guards. Her magic rose to dance along her skin and as she watched, an observer in her own body, her Larnkin began repairing the damage done to the other two Larnkins. 
 
    Slowly, after what she judged to be a quarter of a candlemark, the ragged spiritual wounds were mended and the other Larnkins, while nowhere near as strong as they once were, would survive. 
 
    Rising to her feet, she fought off a wave of dizziness and started away, back on the hunt for Trensler. 
 
    ‘I know you.’ 
 
    The words whispered directly into her mind were weak, but audible. Glancing behind, she watched as the gryphon blinked open her eyes and squinted at her. After another moment, Raikena rolled to her feet and wobbled unsteadily. But that didn’t deter the gryphon from her questions. 
 
    ‘I know your Larnkin’s power. How is it possible that I know a dead queen?’ 
 
    That’s when Lamarra realized Raikena wasn’t painted. She wasn’t a tomb guard in this life. Not yet at least. 
 
    Lamarra swallowed that bit of knowledge to digest later. 
 
    “You did know me once. I can only tell you that I have followed a great evil back in time. These creatures are like nothing the Elementals have ever faced. They do not belong here, and I intend to hunt these acolytes down and destroy every last drop of their taint.” 
 
    ‘You saved my life.’ 
 
    “And you once saved mine.” Lamarra looked back toward the sounds of fighting. “I must go, but know you are safe. Once I’m able, I will send others to help you.” With that, Lamarra started down the hall, her swift pace slightly slower than it had been at first. Already lethargy was spreading throughout her body, and she knew she was running out of time to heal the taint she could already feel growing in this time.  
 
    Trensler was fleeing towards the surface, likely trying to escape the Elementals and perhaps the city itself. She couldn’t allow him to make it outside the walls. There was no telling where he would go if he did. There was also the danger that he would taint others, creating more acolytes. Putting on a burst of speed, she drew closer to the shouts of warning ahead. 
 
    Lamarra paused when the corridor she’d been following intersected with another, wider one. The distant sounds of battle, of sword on sword, echoed along the tunnel, making it nearly impossible to determine where it originated. But this new pathway looked less abandoned than the ones she’d been running down. She recognized the beautifully painted motifs on the walls here. Even the elegant statues lining the walkway were the same as in her own time. Stepping into the new corridor, she started up the gentle slope, already knowing this had to be the way Trensler had gone. 
 
    She hadn’t even made the first curve of the wide sweeping spiral of the corridor when a sudden flare of agony brushed across her mind, causing her to stumble to a stop. Another mind and Larnkin connected with her for the briefest of moments and then was gone almost as quickly. The links to her bondmate flared with agony. 
 
    What, by the Light, was happening now? 
 
    Was that Dead King Soryn attempting to reach her? 
 
    The only certainty was that his Larnkin had reached for her because he was in desperate need of help and hers was wild with panic. A chaotic mix of emotions rolled off her Larnkin, and it took Lamarra longer than it should to understand Soryn was dying. 
 
    Her stomach dropped to her toes and cold fear sliced through her soul. Soryn from her own time had been hard-pressed to overpower the acolytes. In this time the dead king had no warning at all. 
 
    Larnkin and host reacted as one, breaking into another all-out run. Her blind, terror-filled dash brought her to some kind of hall with polished stone floors and filled with a group of shouting, panicked guards. 
 
    Her Larnkin’s mad rush nearly landed Lamarra on the sharp point of a sword. Only a tomb guard’s fast reflexes knocked the point away at the last moment. With a growl of warning, the lupwyn tomb guard stepped between her and the other Elemental. 
 
    She took in the scene swiftly, stepping out around the tomb guard protecting her—apparently tomb guards would protect any dead ruler without question or comment. The guard opposite, the one who had nearly impaled her, wasn’t a tomb guard at all. He wore the colors of a Grey Spires garrison guard. Presently he was eying her nervously but held his ground. Other guards flanked him, forming a protective circle around a hive of activity at its center. 
 
    “The King needs a healer now,” an unknown male voice shouted. 
 
     Those words jarred her back into motion. She stepped forward, causing sword tips to flick back up defensively. 
 
    There were more shouts. Orders issued. Calls for something to carry the King on. 
 
    “Get out of my way!” Lamarra yelled, feeding power into her limbs to strengthen them and force the other guards to the side so she could pass. She needed to see with her eyes what her Larnkin was telling her. 
 
    It was true. However surprising and impossible she found this new revelation, she couldn’t mistake her bondmate. 
 
    That was King Soryn there on the cold stone floor, circled by an ever growing pool of his own bright red blood. A living Soryn, or actually a dying one. 
 
    The sound of pounding feet on the stone floor would have had her turning to face a new threat under normal circumstances, but as of this moment, the only thing that existed in her world was Soryn and the way he labored for life and his next breath. 
 
    Lamarra dropped the crystalline sword and rushed the second group circling King Soryn protectively. Like the first tomb guard, the others instantly recognized and acknowledged her as a dead queen even if she was not their own. However, the other Elementals—King Soryn’s personal bodyguards she would guess—tightened their hold on their weapons and called magic to them. 
 
    Ignoring their protective posturing, she knelt beside Soryn. She and her Larnkin disregarded everything around them even as more guards and what must be elders rushed into the room. Her Larnkin only had one focus. King Soryn. Lamarra reached out to her bondmate, magic already flowing between them, allowing her to learn more about his condition. The news wasn’t good. 
 
    He was dying. She could feel it. Worse, she wasn’t sure if her Larnkin had strength enough to heal what the acolytes had done to him. She couldn’t lose him, not to Trensler’s deceitful, underhanded manipulations. 
 
    From the shadows, two robed and masked figures stepped forth, surprising Lamarra. Her Larnkin recognized them, though and wasn’t concerned by their arrival. Ah, the dead rulers of this time. After giving them a quick glance, she turned her attention back to Soryn as her Larnkin continued to feed power to him.  
 
    There was a frantic desperation behind the fast-flowing magic. When her Larnkin expanded her awareness further afield, beyond this tunnel, Lamarra came to understand she was looking for aid, the healers that had undoubtedly been summoned. 
 
    “Get healers here now. Use a Gate.” Lamarra barked out the order. 
 
    ‘Defensive magic protects against a Gate being summoned within these corridors.’ It was one of the dead rulers, the queen, who answered. ‘But I feel the healers approaching. Keep your king alive until they get here and all will be well.’ 
 
    Lamarra wasn’t certain if anything would be ‘well’ again, but didn’t utter that thought aloud. 
 
    Again the dull ache of her frayed bonds set up a steady pounding in her skull that threatened to disorient her. Yet her Larnkin was like a wolfhound with its jaws locked around its prey. She and the spirit creature were in agreement in that at least. 
 
    Neither of them would give up. 
 
    Soryn would live. 
 
    They wouldn’t accept any other outcome. 
 
    “My Larnkin doesn’t have the strength to heal his physical wounds,” Lamarra said, dread growing in her chest. “It’s all she can do to keep his Larnkin from returning to the spirit world. What can I do?” 
 
    ‘Bind him to you now. Bond with him. It will give both Larnkin and host the incentive they need to hold on.’ This time the hollow-sounding words belonged to the dead king. ‘If you do not, Soryn will die, and he has not yet undergone the rituals that will ensure he’ll rise a dead king.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bond with him? She only had a rudimentary understanding of how the bonding ceremony was performed since she’d completed it but one time. Cold dread continued to swirl in her chest. She’d barely survived her first bonding ceremony and that time she’d had Dead King Soryn to guide her. 
 
    Her eyes flitting over Soryn’s form, the ugly stomach wound, lacerated forearms where he’d tried to defend himself when his magic had been ineffective, and there was a nasty-looking contusion on his forehead. Any one of those individual injuries could have been fatal, but what Trensler had done to his Larnkin was what might yet kill him. 
 
    Yes, the dead king of this time was correct on one point. Soryn didn’t have much time. She and her Larnkin moved as one, swift and decisive. Lamarra helped the tomb guard bind his wounds to slow the bleeding while her Larnkin continued to feed him power. 
 
    Her basic healing knowledge told her that he’d already lost a great deal of blood. Likely more than a mortal would have been able to survive. Lamarra withdrew her knife and started slicing pieces from her robe. 
 
    Her Larnkin continued her work, healing the fissures torn into the other spirit creature. Lamarra watched with her mage sight as the two magics worked in tandem to fix what the acolytes had inflicted. At least spiritually. Physically Soryn was still growing weaker.  
 
    His skin was cold and clammy, something likely truly unnatural for a phoenix, Fire Elemental that he was. “Get blankets to keep him warm. He’s going into shock.” Lamarra glanced around at the assembled group. “Where, by the gods, are the healers?!” 
 
    One of the tomb guards, a female lupwyn that was working on staunching the flow of blood from one of Soryn’s many wounds, looked up at her. “They are coming, my Queen.” The lupwyn tilted her muzzle toward the corridor to her left. “See, they come.” 
 
    Lamarra followed where the lupwyn’s gaze led and sure enough, a group of five Elementals came rushing to her side. The guards surrounding Soryn moved aside to allow the healers room to work. No one was stupid enough to ask her to move. Besides, her Larnkin was still feeding Soryn’s, and nothing short of an earthquake would shift her from her work. 
 
    The healers swiftly uncovered the wounds and then laid their hands over the worst of Soryn’s injuries as they called on their power. From her close vantage point and her Larnkin’s mental and spiritual link to Soryn, Lamarra could both ‘see’ and ‘feel’ the physical wounds being healed. His injuries would take longer than this one session to completely mend, but the worst of the bleeding slowed and then finally stopped. Thank the Light. 
 
    Once the gaping wounds closed, and she started to believe he might actually survive this day, she looked at him. Truly looked at him as a whole, not just the physical and spiritual wounds that needed tending. He was slumped on his side. One wing sprawled out behind him while the other one had collapsed at an awkward angle under his body. The thick crest of plumage that covered his scalp had fallen across his face, hiding some of his features from her. 
 
    When the flow of power coming from the healers’ Larnkins lessened at last, they drew back and started discussing if Soryn was strong enough to be moved. 
 
    ‘King Soryn must remain here,’ the dead king of this time said in his softly hollow voice. 
 
    “Our King needs rest, care, and very careful watching. He’ll receive better care in the healers’ quarters.” It was one of the healers that spoke, a gryphon. The other Elemental eyed the dead king and seemed to notice the tall masked figure for the first time and shifted away. Her wing tips flicked against each other, and the slight quiver of her tufted ears hinted at the depth of the big Elemental’s unease. Not that Lamarra could blame the female. “If he remains here, his life will be at risk.” 
 
    ‘The young king will remain where he is until the apprentice queen completes the bond with him.’ 
 
    At the dead king’s words, the tomb guards edged closer while King Soryn’s personal guards grew edgier in turn. Two of the other healers took up where the gryphon had left off, but Lamarra didn’t pay them any more attention. Instead, she took the opportunity to gently arrange Soryn’s wings into a more comfortable-looking angle. Only then did she study her bondmate in more detail. He looked just like her ghostly bondmate but seemed bigger or maybe it was because he was more substantial in the flesh. 
 
    A new batch of guards emerged around the bend in the tunnel on the heels of the dead king’s order and seeing him, none came closer. 
 
    Had she not been wearing the garb of a dead ruler, she likely would’ve been challenged long since. That was one benefit to her new station in life, she supposed. None dared question her. 
 
    Which was good since the headache stabbing through her brain was threatening to render her witless. And it wasn’t going to get any better until she re-established the bond. 
 
    “Bring me what I need for the bonding ceremony.” 
 
    She hadn’t issued the order to anyone in particular, so was pleased to see three tomb guards run off to get what she needed. 
 
    While she waited, her Larnkin continued to feed power to Soryn. He looked so pale and weak, so fragile. Yes, the healers had done what they could to seal the wounds, but shock was still a very real possibility. Had her own survival and all the future not been in the balance, she would have waited to re-establish the bond until he was stronger. But she didn’t dare risk the wait. 
 
    ‘Are you sure he’s strong enough to complete the bond?’ she asked her Larnkin. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ her Larnkin whispered back into the privacy of her own mind. ‘Once you are bonded, he will be able to draw strength from me much easier. Our bondmate will be well again, and together we will undo whatever taint Trensler has managed to plant in this time.’ 
 
    Her heart hammering in her chest, Lamarra offered heartfelt thanks to her Larnkin. Rarely did the spirit creature speak so openly. Lamarra was grateful for the reassurance. 
 
    A shifting in the ranks around her heralded the return of the tomb guards. They carried two great urns full of the magic-laced water from the pool at the base of the Oracle Tower and pots of the herb paint used to paint the symbols of bonding upon the hosts’ flesh. 
 
    Silently they placed their items within arm’s reach of her and then bowed and backed away. That’s when she noticed the dead rulers were forcibly escorting everyone else from the immediate area. 
 
    Was she supposed to bond with an unconscious Soryn here on the floor in the middle of this chamber? 
 
    As if the other dead queen could read her thoughts, she came closer. ‘I am Karneska. My king is called Narin. We will erect shields around this area to protect you and your king from any threat and to protect the others from the dangerous power given off during the bonding ceremony. Fear not, your Larnkin is strong and can finish healing Soryn’s during the bonding. We will aid you in whatever way we can.’ 
 
    True to their word, the dead rulers summoned powerful shields and anchored them to the walls, floor, and ceiling of the chamber. 
 
    Lamarra glanced down at Soryn. Her memory of the first bonding was spotty and full of holes. But she did remember great waves of power circling and churning around them. But that time Dead King Soryn had been the one in control, directing the energy that escaped their Larnkins’ control while they were distracted by bonding. Lamarra feared this time that role would fall to her and she didn’t have the first idea how to go about it. 
 
    A greater surge of power welled up from deep within her body, and she found her hand grasping the small pot of herb paint sitting between the two urns. Stirring the paste-like mixture with one finger, her Larnkin tested its consistency. 
 
    Ah, perhaps Lamarra need not worry about being in control at all since it seemed like her Larnkin had no qualms about taking command of her host’s body. 
 
    Ironically, she actually did know what her Larnkin was doing. This she could have performed on her own. Back in her own time, when Raikena had been helping her prepare for her first bonding ceremony with Dead King Soryn, she had the entire process explained to her—the regular bonding ceremony as well as the slightly varied version used by dead rulers to link them to their sarcophaguses. 
 
    This time, from the somewhat disconcerting viewpoint of an onlooker in her own body, she watched as her Larnkin stripped away the decorative bejeweled torque encircling Soryn’s neck. Next, she loosened the belt securing the paneled skirt-like garment favored by the phoenix. Apparently, phoenix fashion hadn’t changed much over the eons. 
 
    Lamarra was glad for the mask she still wore. It hid the fiery blush burning up her cheeks. It didn’t matter that no one else was watching. She was here and staring at a naked, unconscious and vulnerable phoenix who was, in truth, a stranger. This wasn’t the Soryn she knew. 
 
    Gods. What would the poor male think when he woke up to find himself bonded to a dead queen? She’d at least had a choice in the matter. He would have none. 
 
    Her Larnkin either did not care or knew personal wishes must come second when the fate of the future was at stake, for Lamarra’s hand reached out and painted the first symbol of the Larranyn—the Servants of Creation—upon Soryn’s forehead. Next, her hand moved to his chest where she made the second symbol with a few swift swipes of a paint-covered finger. 
 
    She’d moved to his abdomen, her finger just starting the more complex pattern there when, between one breath and the next, an answering power reached out to her from Soryn. His Larnkin was responding, answering her unvoiced summons even before all seven symbols had been painted on him. 
 
    King Soryn groaned and jerked, his hands lashing out at her with the talons flexed. His struggles were still weak, tangling uselessly in her robes instead of inflicting the damage his panicked actions had intended.  
 
    “Easy.” Lamarra captured his nearest wrist. “The one that attacked you is gone. I mean you no harm, Soryn.” 
 
    Gasping, he coughed and dragged in a deep breath but did not try to fight her. After blinking furiously, he focused on her. 
 
    “My Larnkin is healing what was done to yours.” Lamarra kept her voice low and soothing, for what little good it would do. “She says if we do not bond, you will die.” 
 
    Soryn’s gaze flicked from her mask to her cowl, to the great black cloak shrouding her from head to foot, and back to her mask. She saw his dawning horror reflected in his eyes. He moaned out a weak denial and jerked his wrist from her grasp. 
 
    Yet even as he fought to crawl away from her, his Larnkin understood who she was and why she’d come. The other spirit creature reached out to hers. At the first eager brush, relief flooded her body and soul. His Larnkin had enough awareness to complete the bonding ceremony. 
 
    Only the fear and rejection in Soryn’s expression held her back. If she was honest, the look of horror he was giving her hurt far more than she’d expected. 
 
    But nothing slowed her Larnkin’s dogged determination to see them bonded and again she guided Lamarra’s hand to the pot of paint. Once her fingers were wet with the paste, she covered the small distance Soryn had managed to crawl. He now slumped against the wall, unable to move, with fear and horror still clear in his expression. Ignoring his distress, her Larnkin returned to painting the symbol on his abdomen. 
 
    “No. Please. Let me die.” While Soryn’s voice still had some strength to it, his body seemed too weak to fight her off, or maybe his Larnkin simply was not letting him. 
 
    ‘The Light needs you. Once we are bonded, you will understand.’ Lamarra winced at her Larnkin’s indifference. 
 
    “No.” Soryn shook his head in denial. “I can’t spend an eternity separated from my beloved. If you have any compassion, let me join her in the spirit world. Please.” 
 
    The pure agony in his voice tugged at Lamarra’s heart and brought tears to her eyes. 
 
    When her Larnkin made to reach for him again, Lamarra turned her thoughts inward and communicated silently with the Larnkin. 
 
    ‘Let me try to reason with him,’ she beseeched. 
 
    The spirit creature paused, seeming to consider her plea. Although the Larnkin did not answer in words, she relinquished control back to Lamarra. 
 
    Now Lamarra just had to convince King Soryn that bonding with a complete stranger, who just happened to be a dead queen in training, was the best case scenario for the Light to win the coming war and safeguard the future. 
 
    “My name is Lamarra, and I came back in time to stop a great evil from taking root here in your kingdom.” Her voice came out sounding muffled by the mask she wore. 
 
    Perhaps if he saw she was a flesh and blood female, it would alleviate some of Soryn’s fear. She reached up and pushed her hood back and then unhooked her mask and slowly lowered it to her lap. 
 
    “Traveling to this time was not without its cost. Coming here severed my bond to the dead king from my own time. If I do not re-establish the bond, I will die, and the evil I hunt will be free to do as it wants. All the future hangs in the balance.” Lamarra still didn’t look up at Soryn, too afraid if she did, she would still see horror in his eyes. “Had I a choice, I would give you one. But my task—our task—is too important.” 
 
    Finally, she chanced a glance up. His expression was one of stunned disbelief, but she didn’t see revulsion there, so that was an improvement surely. Slowly she lifted her right hand from her lap and reached out towards him. 
 
    He did not flinch away, merely transferring his shocked gaze from her face to the outstretched hand. 
 
    “Please,” she whispered. “I need your help.” 
 
    Soryn’s lips parted, and he tried to form words. It took him a few tries. But in the end, he managed to spit out two words. 
 
    “You live?” 
 
    Lamarra blinked at him. Was he asking if she was alive? 
 
    “Yes. I’m flesh and blood.” She shoved back her robe’s billowing sleeve and showed him her right hand, then she turned it palm up and wiggled her fingers. Soryn slowly sat up, still staring at her hand in shocked silence. 
 
    He dragged in a great shuddering breath. “How?” 
 
    “I am not yet a true dead queen. For this task, it required a queen who was not tied to a sarcophagus as is normal. I wouldn’t have been able to follow the enemy back in time…” 
 
    “Beloved? Is it really you?” 
 
    She’d barely registered his questions before Soryn heaved himself to his knees and then launched himself at her. Strong arms and enormous wings with sky blue feathers suddenly closed around her, blocking out the world until only he existed. He buried his face in the curve of her neck as his broad shoulders started to shake. 
 
    Not knowing what to do or what had caused the strange behavior, Lamarra merely held him and soothed him with gentle strokes along his back. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Soryn woke partway through his healing, he thought he was still in the midst of a nightmare. At first, he had not understood what he was seeing. But to judge by his Larnkin’s growing strength, he’d quickly guessed that this dead queen had been trying to save his life. Then it became all too clear. One of the dead rulers was kneeling beside him, painting the symbols of bonding upon his flesh.  
 
    She hadn’t come to save him. She’d come to claim him. 
 
    His horror grew tenfold when his Larnkin reached out eagerly for hers. And, for the first time in his life, his courage deserted him. There were few fates that were worse than death, but he was certain he was staring at one. 
 
    She tried to reassure him, her voice gentle and compassionate, but he didn’t want to hear her words, unwilling to let them in by uttering his own denials. The only coherent thought that surfaced in all the churning dread was the knowledge that if this dead queen bonded with him, he would be forced to exist in a place between life and death for eons. During that time he would remain separated, unable to join his beloved in the afterlife. 
 
    Panic and fear urged him to flee as far from this monstrosity as he could. Yet movement was almost impossible, his body heavy and uncoordinated. It was more than just weakness. His Larnkin wanted him to stay. 
 
    That knowledge only increased his terror. While he panicked like a youth facing his first battle, the dead queen simply sat there shrouded in her cloak and mask as she studied him. 
 
    When she moved again, she brushed back the hood of her cloak. He watched in horrid fascination as thick braids, woven of hair so sleek a brown it almost looked like polished wood, were revealed. 
 
    Frozen in place, he watched as she unhooked her mask and put it on the floor next to her right knee. Suddenly he was looking into her eyes. They were brown and full of compassion…and something else. A soul he knew. One he’d lost a year before. 
 
    “You live.” His breath caught, too choked by emotion to say more, even her name. He settled for simply drinking in her new appearance. 
 
    Her spirit was now housed in one of those short-lived nomadic creatures that lived on the land across the ocean. His people had studied them a couple thousand years ago and found them capable of producing offspring with his own people and a few of the other Elementals, but most humans were too fearful and hostile. Besides, there were only a few bloodlines with a strong tendency toward producing young capable of using magic. Overall, they’d proven interesting enough that his ancestor had deemed them worthy of a revisit in another few thousand years or so. 
 
    Yet here one sat across from him, speaking in her native tongue, the tone soothing. His Larnkin translated her words for him. 
 
    Finally, he remembered what they were called. 
 
    Humans. 
 
    Finding a human here was a surprise, but not the greatest one. 
 
    He knew this human’s soul. He’d know it anywhere. 
 
    “Beloved? Is it really you?” 
 
    Although he already knew the answer to his questions. He knew this female was his beloved mate reborn. Both the soul and Larnkin were as familiar to him as his own. 
 
    It was impossible. At least it should have been. Yet as she talked, he found himself starting to listen. She spoke of coming from the future to stop a great evil. His Larnkin’s joy and eagerness only reinforced what his soul already knew. 
 
    A human female, yes. And a dead queen as well. But there wasn’t a doubt in his mind, she was also his beloved mate returned to him. 
 
    She was kneeling so close he could reach out and touch her. 
 
    He wanted to touch her—needed to with every fiber of his being. 
 
    In an uncoordinated tangle of limbs, he came to his knees, which was a victory in itself, considering how weak his body felt. Pure determination drove him the rest of the way up, and then he lunged forward, colliding with her. Only after she was wrapped in the protection of his arms and wings, and he knew she was real, did the icy fear release its claws from his heart and mind. 
 
    Instinctively, he buried his nose against her neck and pressed his lips against her braided hair. His arms locked around her waist and he just knelt there, holding her. She didn’t struggle or reject him, only whispered more of her soothing words in her native tongue. 
 
    She was real. She was here, returned to him in what could only be called an act of Divine will. He tightened his hold on her waist as tears came unbidden to his eyes. His chest shook with silent sobs that wouldn’t be denied. 
 
    Slowly, other details seeped into his awareness. Both her skin and hair smelled nothing like his mate, but she was human now, not phoenix, so he supposed that was to be expected. And her magic, although still familiar to him, now held the scent of spirit magic overlaying it. Cold and sharp and clear, like a glacier-fed stream. It was wholly foreign to his phoenix fire magic, but he still liked the refreshing taste. 
 
    It didn’t matter that she was a dead queen who had come to claim him. 
 
    That thought no longer held any horror for him. Not when it was his lost love that wanted to bond with him. 
 
    “You recognize me now, don’t you?” she asked in a soft voice. 
 
    “Yes. Of course. Even reborn in a new body, I know my soul mate.” 
 
    Her gaze met his and then darted away. A moment later a bright blush colored her pale skin. She cleared her throat and turned her head to the side, apparently faking interest in one of the chamber’s wall hangings. Her reactions said she was embarrassed.  
 
    “I’m sorry about taking liberties,” she said as she sat back on her haunches, forcing him to release his tight hold on her waist or be overbalanced. 
 
    Still needing to touch her, he rested his hands on her shoulders. “You were going to say more, go on.” 
 
    “Earlier my Larnkin was in a hurry and wasn’t even going to ask.” She gestured at his nudity and the first symbols already painted upon his flesh. “She was desperate to bond, still is. Yet you deserve a choice.” 
 
    Choice? There was no choice. His beloved needed him. At that moment it didn’t matter to him if she had come to claim him as her dead king. She needed to establish the bonds with him. Hers had been ripped away or drastically weakened by her trip back in time. He didn’t know any Elemental who could survive that. She was far stronger than her small human body. At this exact moment, it didn’t matter the cause. He would take her bond. 
 
    “I am sorry for the haste,” she said and finally looked up at him. “But I do not have much time left and each moment we wait, gives the acolytes’ leader, Lord Trensler, a better chance to escape and begin anew.”  
 
    Acolytes? Ah, he had a name for the enemy now. 
 
    “You agree to bond with me?” 
 
    He nodded in silent agreement, not trusting his voice. He loosened his hold on her shoulders enough to lean back and take stock of his location. They were in one of the mourning halls, where Elementals came to say their final goodbyes to loved ones before the tomb guards took the dead down into the city of Sorrow. Powerful shields lined the ceiling, floor, and walls. 
 
    Soryn pulled himself up until he was standing, a task of no small feat considering his weak, shaking limbs. Lamarra came with him, still in the circle of his arms and wings. He’d been healed physically, but no amount of magic could replenish his lost blood. Lightheadedness swamped him for several moments, and he had to blink spots from his vision. He wasn’t about to pass out on her, not when she needed him. 
 
    Reaching out a shaky hand, he cupped the side of her face. It may have been taking liberties, as she’d called it earlier, but he didn’t care and leaned down to press his lips against her cheek. No, she most certainly wasn’t some ghost returned from the afterlife. She was flesh and blood, a living warmth against his skin. 
 
    Her lips parted in surprise, and her eyes darted up to meet his. There were many questions there. 
 
    “We need to talk,” he agreed, but his Larnkin flared again, reminding him that there was a task to be completed. He tapped the symbol painted on his chest. “But there seems to be a more pressing issue that needs attending to.” 
 
    If she would’ve said something in return, her comment was forestalled by a wince of pain crossing her expression. Reaching up, she touched her temple, wincing a second time. When her expression relaxed, she nodded. 
 
    The knowledge that his beloved was mere moments away from death spurred him into action. Gripping her shoulder, he guided her back over to the center of the room where the supplies needed to bond still sat. Wordlessly, he began to divest her of her layers of clothing. First, the robe went, and then the belt around her waist. A sheathed dagger joined the robe.  
 
    Lamarra began working at the laces of her dress, but her fingers shook, and she seemed unable to loosen the knot. Or perhaps she couldn’t even see it. Her brows were furrowed in pain again. Knowing she didn’t have much time, Soryn used his talons and cut the laces. 
 
    With a muttered thanks, she wasted no time and quickly shed her dress, pushing it down to her waist and over her hips. There was a soft chemise underneath. She made equally quick work of that. 
 
    Usually a bonded pair would follow a strict ritual. One which involved painting the seven symbols of bonding, bathing in the magic waters beneath the Oracle Tower, prayers to the divine and at last drinking some of the magic water as well. Then the pair would enter the bonding chamber where twelve massive crystal wardstones would absorb the magic given off during the bonding ceremony and siphon it safely away to be used in other parts of the city’s defenses. 
 
    But they were nowhere near the bonding chamber, and they didn’t have time to go to it. 
 
    Their Larnkins would just have to make do. 
 
    Lamarra seemed to know his thoughts for she gestured around at the hall. “The other dead rulers safeguarded this room to withstand the power given off during bonding. They knew we wouldn’t have much time.” 
 
    To reinforce her words, she reached out with one delicate hand and gently dipped her fingers in the pot of paint. When she glanced at his abdomen and the symbol half-finished there, she hesitated. 
 
    Soryn reached out and laid a hand on her shoulder, urging her to kneel. Still facing her, he dropped down to his knees as well. “It was easier when I was unconscious, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes. No.” Lamarra shook her head and then squared her shoulders. “I’m being a ninny.” 
 
    He didn’t know what a ‘ninny’ was, but she reached out to him again and leaned forward to continue her earlier work, so whatever it meant, she was proceeding with the ceremony regardless. Her face held a fierce look of determination. 
 
    He held himself still while she finished the third symbol. Although, holding himself still wasn’t an easy task, not with his hearts pounding and adrenaline rushing through his blood. She finished with that symbol and wordlessly began to paint the next one on his right thigh. 
 
    While she worked on that one, he reached down and dipped his own fingers in the pot. He knew what was required, and even if he could not remember the exact patterns for the symbols, his Larnkin would guide him if his memory failed. In his defense, it had been many seasons since he sat before his mentor and learned his lessons. 
 
    It didn’t matter that he was close to three centuries in age. When he started the first design on her forehead, he felt like an uncertain, frightened youngling experiencing a waking Larnkin for the first time. 
 
    Ordering his nerves to calm, he finished his first symbol and then moved on to the second one upon her throat. She flinched at the touch of his talons. He muttered an apology. Time passed. His world narrowed down to just the two of them. 
 
    Soon they both had the seven symbols painted on their bodies. Already he could feel his Larnkin stirring within, reaching out for those conduits. It was an unusual sensation, not one that he had ever felt before. After a moment longer, feeling it reach and probe at those gateways, he decided it was a very unpleasant sensation. Opposite him, Lamarra uttered a sound of surprise. 
 
    “I didn’t like this part last time,” she said with a grimace. “And this time I won’t have my dead king to help hold back the death magic while my Larnkin is out of my body bonding with yours.” 
 
    The dose of worry in her tone had him reaching out to hug her, but he remembered the painted symbols and stopped before he could smear them. He settled for resting his hands on her shoulders again. “Everything will be fine. We’ll bond, regain our strength and then together we’ll hunt this new enemy you speak of.” 
 
    But first, they needed to complete the bond. Normally at this stage, they would swim in the small underground lake at the foot of the Oracle Tower and the magic-laced waters would activate the painted symbols, allowing the Larnkins to escape their hosts for a short time. 
 
    Soryn dipped his hands in the nearest urn of water. Almost immediately, the symbols painted on his palms began to glow. He gestured for Lamarra to do the same. Once those gateways were activated, he no longer needed to worry about smearing the symbols and could safely handle the urn and dipper. 
 
    In unison, he and Lamarra swiftly splashed the water upon the other painted symbols. Even before they’d finished, the glowing intensified as the power of their Larnkins began to rush through the active gateways. His Larnkin twisted free of his body with a near violence that left Soryn shaking. 
 
    Across from him Lamarra fisted her hands and closed her eyes as if struggling to control the flow of magic. Briefly, he wondered how destructive that death magic was. Would the shields around them be enough to prevent its escape? He had no answer to those questions and could only watch as Lamarra silently battled her own magic. 
 
    Above them, the power of the two Larnkins continued to dance and flare, forming a great vortex of shifting and shimmering silver and blue light. He blinked against the ever-brightening magic until it became too much and he shielded his eyes with a shaking hand. Even closing his eyes did little to block out the brilliance. 
 
    “It’s so cold,” Lamarra whispered. 
 
    Cold? With that fiery power churning just above their heads? 
 
    Then he remembered about her other power, the chilled death magic. Studying her, he noted with alarm that her skin was paler than before, with a grayish tinge. Her lips were taking on a bluish tone. Shivers rocked her much smaller body, and he remembered she was human, a species much frailer than his own. 
 
    Ignoring his own light-headedness, he crawled to her. It wasn’t until he was touching her again that he noticed parts of her skin covered in ice from where the water they’d used to activate the symbols had frozen. 
 
    Gods. She’d said her death magic wasn’t fatal, but seeing what it was doing to her body, he wasn’t so sure. There was no rule that said the hosts couldn’t touch during the bonding ceremony, so he gathered her cold body against his. 
 
    Hissing at the chill of her skin, Soryn dragged her unresisting body closer to his and wrapped his wings around them both. Lamarra was barely conscious. He didn’t like the idea of laying her on the floor where the chilled stone might steal even more warmth from her, so he flattened his tail against the back of his legs and settled cross-legged upon his own feathers, using them to insulate Lamarra from direct contact with the floor. 
 
    It was every bit as uncomfortable as he’d imagined, but Lamarra seemed to come to consciousness with a shudder and crawled into his lap, burrowing into his warmth. Her arms darted under his and circled his torso, and she pressed the rest of her body tight against his. 
 
    His own arms encircled her shoulders and held her tight to him even as his wings stretched out to cocoon her, his feathers acting like a tent to trap their body heat inside. 
 
    Holding Lamarra was a little like hugging a chunk of winter in his arms, but he was content for the first time since she’d died and left him behind. Now that she’d returned to him, it felt so good Soryn knew he would never let her leave him again. 
 
    A smile spread across his lips. They were bondmates now. Their spirits and Larnkins interweaved to such an extent, not even death would part them. Lamarra continued to shiver and shake, though her skin was beginning to warm under his hands. He kept rubbing and stroking warmth back into her muscles. 
 
    She sighed as she snuggled her face into the curve of his neck. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re most welcome, my bondmate.” He bent his head and pressed a kiss to her hair. 
 
    He did not know how long the two Larnkins swirled and danced above them, casting off fiery power as they formed the spiritual link between them, but it was long enough that Lamarra’s body had warmed enough she no longer shivered with cold. 
 
    His own body was warm and heavy. Sleep was the only thing he craved now besides Lamarra’s gentle touch. By the time the shimmer of the bonding Larnkins had started to fade, he discovered his body was regaining some of its strength. 
 
    When the shimmering faded enough to a manageable brightness, he blinked open his eyes. It took a few heartbeats for him to focus on his bondmate, but when he did, he smiled. 
 
    As he watched, the Larnkins began to separate. The harsh, wild currents twisting above his head slowed as they continued to divide and the power which had glowed so brightly was almost entirely gone. Two heartbeats later both spirit creatures rushed back to their hosts. For their part, they had no trouble finding their way back into each hosts’ body. 
 
    His Larnkin returned faster than it had left and in moments had vanished back into the gateways painted on his skin. Lamarra’s did the same. Already he could feel the bonds between them, her thoughts a reassurance deep in his mind. 
 
    Glancing at her mask, robe, and knife where they were scattered around them, he accepted their meaning. His bondmate was going to be a dead queen one day. He’d better learn as much about that fate as he could since he didn’t actually know how the next dead ruler took up the mantle of leadership from the old. When higher order magic was involved, ignorance was the fastest way to get oneself killed. 
 
    But that was a task for later. Now, with his new bondmate tucked against him, a warm, living armful that housed the spirit of his beloved, he simply needed to adjust to the changes in his life. One thing was certain. He’d already lost his beloved once. If that dead king from the future thought Lamarra was ever coming back, he would be sorely disappointed. Lamarra was Soryn’s bondmate. Not even death could part them now. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Soryn wasn’t certain how much time had passed while he sat holding Lamarra in his arms. She’d warmed back up to a healthier temperature and was now slumped against his chest in an exhausted sleep. He knew his own body needed rest, but his mind couldn’t stop replaying events. So much had happened in such a short time. Even though he knew she needed the rest, a selfish part of him wanted to shake her awake so she could answer his many questions. 
 
    Now that his shock over the attack and then the rushed bonding ceremony was beginning to dissipate, something else was becoming evident. From what Lamarra had already told him, he knew she’d been bonded to a dead king in the future. Since Soryn was now bonded to Lamarra, logic dictated that he was likely that dead king. 
 
    That thought likely should have reaped a healthy dose of panic, but it didn’t. Spending an eternity with her at his side serving the Light didn’t seem like such a dark future. 
 
    Footsteps approached, and he knew his inner musing would have to wait until later. A dozen guards halted just beyond the temporary shield that still blocked the entrance. He eyed the newcomers. They were a mix of his personal guards as well as the gray-painted warriors that protected the city of the dead. 
 
    The tomb guards seemed the calmer of the two groups, but neither looked particularly friendly towards the other. While tomb guards were usually something to be greatly concerned about, they were not what held his attention.  
 
    Making their way forward from the lines of guards were two tall figures in dark robes. They were undoubtedly the dead rulers. Even though he’d ventured deeper into Sorrow than anyone from Grey Spires, he’d never actually laid his eyes on the rulers of this underground city before. 
 
    The most noticeable thing about them was how they moved—an impossibly smooth gait, like they didn’t walk at all, but glided above the ground. Their faces were covered by masks of dark, polished wood with equally dark glass shielding the eye holes. 
 
    The slightly taller of the two raised one gloved hand and touched the shield blocking their passage. It shimmered for a moment and then snapped out of existence. When the two robed figures stepped forward, Soryn’s guards shifted nervously, and many tightened their holds on their weapons. 
 
    ‘Calm,’ the taller being ordered. ‘We are here to help, not harm.’ 
 
    This was the dead queen to judge by the feminine tone in her haunting voice. 
 
    ‘I am Karneska. My king is Narin’ She turned her head to look back at the two sets of guards. ‘There has been enough death and chaos here this day. Peace.’ 
 
    Had this dead queen come to take Lamarra? He eyed his own personal guard, and they began creeping closer at his silent command, but he already knew they would be no match for the dead rulers if they’d come to take Lamarra from him. 
 
    Again the old dead queen glanced between him and his soldiers. Finally, her mask settled on Soryn. ‘No one will take the female from you. The separation now would kill you both. And it is not your time.’ 
 
    While the dead queen’s words certainly held an ominous tone, Soryn chose to take the overall meaning as a reassurance. They weren’t planning on separating him from his newly found bondmate. 
 
    After another stretch of silence, it was the dead king who tilted his mask in Soryn’s direction and continued the conversation. ‘My queen is correct. Both you and your young bondmate need rest and healing. Six of the intruders have been destroyed. Be assured we will seek out any other enemies that might still be within this city or the one above. We will destroy them and report all that we’ve learned to your Council. Even now we have sent tomb guards to make them aware of what has transpired. Both cities will remain on high alert until we deem it safe.’ 
 
    “Thank you,” Soryn replied. Honestly, what else did one say to a millenniums-old scarred corpse who likely had more power in the tiniest of feathers than Soryn had in his entire body? 
 
    The dead king continued forward and then knelt down next to Soryn. ‘Will you allow us to examine you and your bondmate? There are healers from the world above here as well, waiting their turn.’ 
 
    He was surprised he was being given a choice. The hum of power rolling off the being kneeling next to him was greater than anything he’d felt in his life. Even if he’d been at full strength, he doubted he could hold his own for long against one such as this. And at the moment, Soryn wasn’t even sure if he could stand without aid. 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    ‘Good. I would study the female first. Hers is a wild power nearly equal to my own, even untrained. But, for all that, she is still mortal, with all the weaknesses that go along with being flesh and blood. Pass her to me for a short time and I will be able to determine her condition for you.’ 
 
    Reluctantly, Soryn allowed the other king to lift Lamarra from his lap. Before Soryn could gain his feet, the dead queen settled on his other side and began to scan him with her magic. 
 
    It was cold and uncomfortable, the power seeming to crawl deep inside where it felt like it hunted for his soul. Had he not been so exhausted he might have been able to summon a bit of healthy fear. As it was, the only thing that still mattered to him was learning if his reborn beloved was unharmed. He kept his attention on the dead king. 
 
    Sooner than he thought, the examinations were over. 
 
    ‘It is as I expected,’ Dead King Narin said. ‘Her body is merely in shock from the host having to retain her grip on the death magic while her Larnkin was completing the bond. She will be weakened for a few days and will need careful watching. But she should recover fully.’ 
 
    To his right, the dead queen’s hands dropped away and she stood. ‘As for you, I find nothing wrong that rest and nourishment won’t fix in a few days. Go now, have the healers finish treating your physical injuries and then rest. We will meet with the Council of Elders and discuss what we have learned.’ 
 
    “Will you tell me what you already know?” 
 
    ‘Sadly, what we have learned is a pitiful amount. We do know that your bondmate traveled back in time to stop a great evil. Those men she’s hunting, they are the same type of creature that killed your mate last year.’ Dead Queen Karneska tilted her head, studying him in that careful way that made him profoundly uncomfortable. ‘We think they somehow used the Spirit Gate to travel from the future to this point in time. It also seems likely all did not go as they planned; that navigating the Spirit Gate proved harder than they anticipated and the first through the portal accidentally arrived in this time many seasons before the ones that came today.’ 
 
    The dead queen folded her gloved hands before her and fell silent, but the dead king merely picked up where she’d stopped like they shared one mind. ‘We are hopeful that the arrival of your bondmate means no more will come through, but we will guard it carefully regardless.’ Dead King Narin paused and glanced sidelong at his queen before continuing. ‘One thing we know for certain is that whatever else these creatures are, they are capable of feeding upon Larnkins. Never in all our long history have we encountered such an ability.’ 
 
    Soryn swallowed, his mouth dry with nerves. “She called them acolytes and said they are a risk to this time and her own.” 
 
    ‘I don’t doubt that for one moment. Moreover, her words can be trusted because she is one of us.’ 
 
    With that, the Rulers of the Dead turned and departed. Soryn watched numbly as half the tomb guards fell into line and followed close at their sovereigns’ heels.  
 
    As if it was an agreed upon signal, three healers descended upon where Soryn sat with Lamarra cradled in his arms. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After the healers had each taken a turn at poking and prodding him, Soryn had chased them off and adjusted his bondmate in his arms as he stood. He exited the chamber and followed the tunnel’s gentle curve back towards the surface. His brisk walk soon transformed into a tired shuffle, but he refused to allow either his guards or the healers to take his bondmate from him. 
 
    Before he’d struck out for his chambers, he’d had the wherewithal to order his people to collect Lamarra’s robes of office, dagger, and the strange crystal sword that hummed with the Oracle’s power. Having to carry the trappings of a dead ruler had silenced the healers. 
 
    By the time he reached his suite, the three healers had already gotten there first and were lying in wait for him. He ignored their orders and their hovering as he gently placed his bondmate on his sleeping platform. 
 
    Then he sat heavily next to her and simply marveled that she was alive and here with him. It didn’t seem real. 
 
    “My King, please let us see to you,” the gryphon healer said. “When we first found you, your Larnkin was nearly dead.” 
 
    “He’s better now.” Soryn leaned forward and tucked a curl of Lamarra’s hair behind her small round ear. She was so tiny and delicate and yet possessed a will of iron. “See to her first.” 
 
    When it became clear he planned to be stubborn, they attended to Lamarra as ordered, but were cautious and guarded in their movements. But the healers soon lost their fear of this strangely pale, but very much living, dead queen and attended to her, scanning her for other injuries using both physical and magical means. 
 
    Soryn refused to move from her side, forcing the healers to move around him as he sat next to her. 
 
    They worked in silence as they hunted for other hidden traumas. As he watched and waited the angle of the sunlight slanting in the window slowly changed. At last, the healers stepped away. 
 
    “She is well, my King,” the eldest of the healers announced. “She is merely exhausted from her ordeal. After she’s rested and has a meal or two, she should be well enough to resume her duties.” 
 
    The healer’s tone was clearly asking what those duties would entail. Soryn didn’t have an answer, as much as he would have liked to have had one. Still, he was relieved that the healers confirmed what the dead rulers had already told him. 
 
    “It’s a miracle she’s alive at all,” the gryphon healer continued. “We found signs of physical, emotional, and magical trauma usually only sustained when one’s bondmate is killed and the link is severed. I can’t even imagine what it must have felt like. If her Larnkin hadn’t been…compatible…with yours, she likely would already be dead now.” 
 
    Soryn listened, frozen and speechless, as they told him how close he’d come to watching his beloved die in his arms a second time. 
 
    “Our Larnkins would not say who she was bonded to before, only that it was a powerful link forged of death magic. That must mean she was bound to a dead king while she was still alive…” 
 
    “Get out.” Soryn stood and swept out an arm, indicating the door. 
 
    “But my King, we haven’t examined you…” 
 
    “I’ve been examined enough.” 
 
    “That may be true however…” 
 
    “Out. That’s an order.” 
 
    The eldest healer looked like she was going to dig her talons in and argue, but didn’t. 
 
    “Very well. Is there anything you would like the servants to bring?” 
 
    “Water for washing and perhaps some broth for my bondmate when she wakes.” 
 
    The gryphon bowed and then left, her two younger apprentices following close on her heels, glad to escape his growing anger. 
 
    He huffed and stared at his sleeping bondmate. “I suppose I should have been more biddable, but all I could hear echoing in my mind was how close you’d come to death. I already lost you once a year ago. It nearly destroyed me. I can’t lose you again.” 
 
    His soul shivered at the thought. 
 
    Before he had himself composed, four very nervous apprentices arrived. The first two carried large bowls of steaming water, while a third held a basket full of scented soaps and cloths from the bathing chamber. The last servant balanced a tray heaped with enough food to feed a small army. 
 
    With a sigh, he directed them to place what would fit on the side tables and everything else on the chest at the end of his bed. The apprentices were only second-year novices he noted with mild interest. He’d thought for sure the Council would have tried to get their own spies inside his chambers, but perhaps they were still waylaid by the dead rulers. One did not simply brush off those fearsome two. 
 
    Soryn looked back toward the four youths standing at attention along the east wall. They were not looking at him. Each pair of wide eyes were aimed at the human sleeping on his bed. As he watched, a few cast quick glances at the end of the bed were her robe and mask sat. 
 
    The longer they looked, the paler they got. Those looks proved they were far enough along in their education to have learned a little about the dead rulers. At least enough to recognize one. Best he send these younglings away before they fainted before his eyes. 
 
    “Thank you for your service. You may go now.” 
 
    They each gave a respectful bow and exited the room with a little more haste than was polite. Not that Soryn cared, his attention already stealing back toward the female curled on her side, fast asleep. 
 
    Strange as it was having a dead queen in his bed, it still seemed a much brighter future than the life he’d been living since the death of his mate. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The damp swipe of a rag across her forehead woke Lamarra. She blinked her eyes open to see Soryn turning to reach into a bowl of steaming water where he wrung out his washing cloth. Her new bondmate was sitting perched on the side of the bed. 
 
    One leg was folded under him, and the other was hanging off the edge of the bed in a relaxed, informal pose. At the moment, his upper body was turned away, but she still found even that profile and the broad width of his well-muscled shoulders far too distracting. The phoenix in their human-like hybrid forms were strikingly pleasing to the eye and Soryn was no exception. 
 
    It took her befuddled mind a moment to realize she was naked from the waist up and Soryn was washing the residue of herb and paint mix off her skin. It was the only physical marker that the male sitting calmly next to her was now her bondmate. 
 
    She glanced down the length of her body to find her lower half covered by the feathers of his spread tail. Ah. He was keeping her warm. 
 
    A blanket would have served her modesty better, but she was laying on top of the covers with no way to hide. She knew on a logical level that she had nothing to fear from this male and had already bared all to his view during the bonding ceremony. So the maidenly modesty that was tinting her cheeks was misplaced, but she still couldn’t control it. 
 
    Besides, it just felt different now without life or death hanging in the balance. 
 
    While he was still turned away, soaping the bit of cloth, Lamarra closed her eyes and breathed deeply, pretending sleep. It was equal parts foolish and cowardly, but she simply wasn’t ready to face anything more at the moment. She wanted time to herself so she could think. 
 
    “I know you’re only pretending to sleep. Your breathing changed when you first awoke.” There was a long pause, and then when he spoke again humor tinted his tone. “And we are bondmates now. I can feel your thoughts in the back of my mind.” 
 
    Lamarra swallowed and blinked open her eyes. 
 
    Unlike before, he was now leaning over her, one arm braced on the opposite side of her body. His eyes were intense and his thoughts now felt so close she imagined she could just reach out and pull them around her like a blanket. Her breath caught and fear stirred in her belly. 
 
    When she’d bonded with him as the dead king, he must have been holding back the true weight of his power, keeping himself somewhat distant even though they were bondmates. This new, younger version of Soryn didn’t seem interested in holding anything back. There was an entire world of emotion in his eyes: uncertainty, love, fear, need but the most prevalent was hope. 
 
    He looked at her as if she was his reason for living. 
 
    That realization unsettled her more than a little. 
 
    What could she offer him in return? Death? 
 
    “Your spirit is beautiful no matter what body clothes it.” 
 
    Oh by the gods. Lamarra felt her face flame. There wasn’t much clothing of any kind in evidence. Couldn’t he have chosen better wording? 
 
    He grinned, the look of delight transforming his striking features into something truly breathtaking. “Might I have the honor of hearing the lovely sound of my bondmate’s voice again? You call yourself Lamarra now, correct?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Lamarra—a beautiful name.” He rolled it on his tongue as if testing the sound. “I would like to hear you tell me more about us. How you came to be here with me.” 
 
    “You are Soryn.” 
 
    He grinned. “I know who I am.” 
 
    What was safe to tell him? What had the dead rulers of this time already said? Had there been more discussion while she had been unconscious? 
 
    Gentle talons were suddenly brushing her hair away from where it fell across her forehead. “You know my name, but do you know me?” 
 
    There was an undertone of deep yearning in his words. She couldn’t keep silent. Her Larnkin wouldn’t let her. “I do know you, but not as you are now.” 
 
    There. That was the truth. Starting to sit up, she aborted the movement when she remembered she was naked. Wanting a distraction, she turned her thoughts to more important problems. How long had she been unconscious? Were there other acolytes even now escaping the city? 
 
    “Not as I am now?” King Soryn made a humming sound in the back of his throat. “I suppose not. The dead rulers confirmed you are not from this time. My Larnkin also tells me as much, but he’s been closemouthed about the details. But I have eyes. You are a dead queen. You sought me out to reform your severed bonds. I am your dead king, aren’t I? You know me, but not as I am now.” He repeated her words, clear understanding in his voice. 
 
    Lamarra didn’t know how much she should tell him. Wasn’t she risking his future enough even by being here? Yet he was astute enough to piece together much of the truth without her even opening her mouth. 
 
    Then something much more fearsome in spirit occurred to her. 
 
    One day she would have to return to her own time, where her dead king was waiting for her. She’d given that lonely soul her word she’d return. And there was much for her still to do in her own time. 
 
    But what would happen to this living Soryn when she finished her mission and returned? 
 
    Oh, dear gods. He would die. A severed bond was fatal, and there would be no one to save him as he had just saved her only a few candlemarks earlier. 
 
    Was this always how he’d come to be a dead king. Had she been the one to first trick him into that role? Gods. No. Please not like this. 
 
    “You’re not very outspoken, are you? You are safe with me. Although, if you are being trained by the dead rulers, I imagine I am not very scary in comparison.” 
 
    Lamarra blinked at his words. Not knowing what she was permitted to say, she said the only safe thing that came to her mind. “I must speak with the other dead rulers. There is a great danger threatening this time.” 
 
    Soryn sighed but nodded in agreement. “I guessed as much. But perhaps you would like to dress first? And the healers said you would need nourishment and more rest. My senior councilors and the dead rulers are in talks at the moment; they will share everything they have learned shortly. Will you not rest and tell me how you came here?” 
 
    Lamarra shook her head. “No, I must speak with the other dead rulers. Lord Master Trensler may even now be escaping the city.” 
 
    “Dead Queen Karneska and Dead King Narin informed me that the invaders you called acolytes have been destroyed. But they are even now searching with the council’s help for any that might have escaped.” 
 
    “How many acolytes were killed?” 
 
    “Six, I was told.” 
 
    She seemed to relax somewhat. “I still must speak with them.” 
 
    “Very well.” Soryn glanced sideways at her, and he brought the damp bit of cloth back to her forehead and dabbed at the symbol painted there. “But at least let me finish this. As for the rest, I suppose it would be easier to tell your story just once, and I would know more about you and this Lord Master Trensler you speak of.” 
 
    Lamarra held herself immobile for long moments as Soryn moved from the mark on her forehead, to the one painted on her throat. When he finished with it, he moved to the one over her heart next. The touch of the cloth. The feel of Soryn’s warm fingers and his intense gaze against her skin, it was all too much. Too intimate. 
 
    “I’ll finish this,” she choked out. “And then I must speak with the dead rulers and your Council as well. We may not have much time, and I only want to tell my story once.” 
 
    Soryn’s gaze met hers, but she couldn’t read the flicker of emotion that flashed through his expression before he looked back to the bowl and she wasn’t about to reach out to his mind to find out. 
 
    “Very well,” he said in equally neutral tones that revealed even less than his eyes had. “If you start feeling weak or dizzy, I will be close.” 
 
    After placing a large drying towel next to her, Soryn stood and folded the feathers of his long fan-shaped tail tight until they were again lying flat against his legs. He gave his wings a little shake as well, smoothing any stray feathers into place. Then he turned and picked up a second bowl of steaming water before he walked over to the fire where two benches sat. 
 
    When she’d first met her sister’s bondmate, she’d always marveled at how birdlike the Crown Prince of the Phoenix had looked from behind. Soryn was no different. His high crest, broad wings, and fan-shaped tail completely hid his human-like body from her view. At least until he turned to the side and he straddled the bench. Dragging the bowl of water closer, he started scrubbing his body clean of any leftover residue from his own painted symbols. 
 
    There was something almost hypnotic about the slow, graceful glide of the cloth over his deep brown skin and the flex of well-toned muscle underneath. The soft, raspy sound of his wing feathers shifting as he moved added to the deeply unsettling sense of familiarity. 
 
    ‘Long ago, we enjoyed watching our mate preen for us,’ her Larnkin whispered into Lamarra’s thoughts. 
 
    As surprising as she always found her Larnkin’s random interjections, she couldn’t deny the truth in the words. It also explained why Soryn’s actions seemed so very familiar. And if she was truthful with herself, she would surely enjoy watching Soryn for entire candlemarks if he’d permit it. 
 
    And that way led to pain and heartbreak for them both. It was best if she maintained a professional relationship with her living bondmate since once her task was complete, she would have to go back to her own time and take the battle to the acolytes. 
 
    Looking away, Lamarra sat up in bed and swiftly washed while Soryn was distracted. Finishing in record time, she looked around for something to wear and spotted her mask, robe, and cloak laying neatly stacked on top of a wooden chest at the foot of the bed. 
 
    She dressed swiftly, and when she was hoisting the heavy cloak back around her shoulders, she chanced a glance in Soryn’s direction. He was now wearing a more ornate version of the paneled skirt favored by the phoenix. The dark leather was inlaid with gold and the wide belt cinching it in place was made of hammered gold discs with polished blue stones mounted in the center. Matching ankle, wrist, and upper arm bands added to the exotic decadence of his appearance. 
 
    There was no crown to mark his status. 
 
    He needed none. 
 
    Before her, standing straight and tall and regal was a king confident in his power. 
 
    “If you are ready, I will take you before the Council.” 
 
    Lamarra fingered her mask, wondering if she should leave it behind, to show them that she was like them, a living being. Or would the Council add more weight to the word of a dead queen? 
 
    She was sure she knew the answer but glanced up at King Soryn, the question already on her lips. 
 
    “Hide your youth behind a mask. Be a fierce dead queen who has sacrificed much to come back in time to warn them of a great danger.” 
 
    “A wise idea.” She decided she should add astute and sensitive to his list of characteristics. 
 
    King Soryn rested one hand on her shoulder. 
 
    For a moment she thought he was going to say or do something else, but he didn’t, so Lamarra raised the mask back to her face. 
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    It was a strange thing, walking side by side with King Soryn and still feeling completely isolated. She knew no one in this time. Not even her bondmate. She sensed his thoughts just beyond the barrier she’d erected in her mind. It would be so easy to reach out to him. If she wasn’t mistaken, he was waiting for exactly that. 
 
    King Soryn had been nothing but kind, but the fact remained she knew him no better than anyone else in this time. And this Soryn, although familiar and her new bondmate, was nothing like the dead king she’d left behind in her own time. 
 
    There was an expectancy in his looks and behavior toward her that hinted he would not be satisfied with what she was willing to offer. And she’d have to be blind not to see he viewed her as some miracle whereby the fates had returned his lost mate to him. Yet she wasn’t his mate. She did not have those memories. But he didn’t seem to care about that fact. 
 
    He was obviously looking forward to a second chance at a life with his beloved.  
 
    Even a person with the observation skills of a rock could see that. 
 
    If he’d been a human male, she might have felt a spike of fear, but from her sister’s letters and the few awkward short talks they’d shared, she’d learned that in phoenix relationships, the female led the courtship. 
 
    Lamarra feared the only courtship she’d lead would be one which ended in his death and rising as a dead king. Was that the secret her ghostly bondmate in the future had been hiding from her? Was she to be the instrument of his demise? He’d said he’d gone willing to his fate but was that because she’d led him there? 
 
    Had she used his love against him? 
 
    Gods. 
 
    “Lamarra, what’s wrong?” King Soryn halted and pulled her to a stop. “Look at me. Talk to me. I can feel your emotional turmoil even when you try to block me.” 
 
    She met his gaze through the dark glass of her mask. His hard look softened, and he reached out and took her gloved hand in his. It would be so easy to toss aside duty and accept what he offered. Belonging. Something her heart craved. Lamarra closed her eyes. 
 
    His thumb stroked across the back of her hand. “I am here for you. As long as I draw breath I will always be here for you to confide in.” 
 
    As long as he drew breath. That was the issue. She wasn’t ready to talk about his fate so instead focused on what was of greater concern for all the rest of the world. 
 
    “You said the first acolyte arrived a year ago, and that one killed your mate. I’m sorry to dig up painful memories, but what happened to that one acolyte? They can infect others, and only fire can destroy the host body and the taint controlling them. If that first one managed to infect another before he was destroyed…” 
 
    Soryn stiffened, drawing up to his full height. “That acolyte died in flames. He wasn’t given a chance to infect another. I arrived too late to save you, but even as the monster started to feed on me, my Larnkin lashed out with its full strength and destroyed the acolyte.” 
 
    “That is good.” Lamarra couldn’t ignore his emotional pain and gave his hand a squeeze. “You likely saved your people great pain.” 
 
    “My Larnkin mortally drained himself to try to save yours.” There was no accusation in his tone, just painful truth. “He wasn’t able to keep her anchored to this world. I held you as you died in my arms.” 
 
    Gods. Lamarra cleared her throat. “He did save her. You both did. If the acolyte had finished feeding, there would have been nothing left of the Larnkin I now host. She would have blinked out of existence. Never think you failed her.” 
 
    A shiver coursed through his body at her words but his voice was strong. “Since the moment you died, I kept waiting for my Larnkin to shed this host body and take my soul back to the spirit world so that we could rejoin with our beloved mate. He never did. Now I know why.” 
 
    Soryn leaned down and kissed her masked forehead. 
 
    The moment was shattered as a guard came running up to them. It was one of Soryn’s personal guards, not a tomb guard.  
 
    “My King, I have word. We have confirmation that according to the number reported by the tomb guards, the remains of the invaders and all their victims have been destroyed in fire. The Dead Sovereigns confirm no taint survived.” 
 
    Lamarra knew she should have felt relief, but she didn’t. On the one hand, she’d failed in her task set by the Oracle, but on the other, she succeeded in saving Soryn, and it had just been confirmed that all the acolytes were indeed destroyed. 
 
    If she was to believe that. 
 
    And it wasn’t that she didn’t believe the guard. After all, the Elementals were not easy prey, and the number of acolytes that had come through the portal had been small. Still. She didn’t trust that all the acolytes were truly dead. Trensler was too powerful. Too cunning. There was always the possibility of a spreading taint. Something the others had missed. That might have been the Divine Speaker’s plan from the very start. 
 
    “You don’t think these acolytes are truly gone, do you?” King Soryn asked quietly after the guard had taken his place among the others. 
 
    Lamarra didn’t know what to say to him, but she wouldn’t lie to him either. 
 
    “Until I can confirm it myself, I don’t dare believe it. Too much is at risk.” 
 
    He only nodded and gently urged her back into motion. They continued on their way to the council chamber. At last, she and Soryn turned a corner, and the guards in the lead slowed enough that others stationed at a set of great double doors had time to shove them wide. 
 
    The king’s entourage didn’t pause and swept into the chamber beyond. 
 
    Voices rose and fell in the heat of a debate that was already in full swing. Upon entering the room, the voices fell silent mid-word. She didn’t know if it was the sight of King Soryn or if it was Lamarra herself, in her persona of dead queen that silenced them so thoroughly. 
 
    Then, almost in a synchronized movement, the five councilors rose from their seats and performed elegant bows. 
 
    She noted with an arched brow that King Soryn was quick to take advantage of the silence. 
 
    “I assume my order to search the city was carried out?” 
 
    Soryn’s question, or perhaps it was his sudden appearance, had the councilors off guard. They glanced at each other, undecided as to who should answer. Lamarra counted twelve seats lining one side of a crescent-shaped table but only five councilors. There were other Elementals in the room as well that she labeled as attendants or servants, for they lacked the vast power of the elders. 
 
    She could only assume the rest of the council was away from the city or still out helping hunt for any trace of acolyte taint. Of the five that were present, one was a massive, tawny-colored gryphon, two were phoenixes with near-matching cream and gray plumage, and rounding out the group was a black-furred lupwyn female and a strangely human-looking male. Or perhaps he looked more like a phoenix without the wings and feathers. 
 
    ‘He is a santhyrian stallion mage shapeshifted to walk on two legs.’ 
 
    She was surprised by her Larnkin’s thoughts, but thankful for them, too. 
 
    ‘News of this day’s events will have spread, and the other council members will be on their way back to the city. Only the dragons no longer come to council as they still sleep deep in their mountains.’ 
 
    She felt one eyebrow arch up. Ashayna had never mentioned dragons in her letters. Lamarra was just forming a question when she realized her Larnkin studied each of the unknown Elementals with more than passing interest. 
 
    ‘What do you sense?’ she asked the spirit creature. 
 
    ‘They are each powerful, and their magic bleeds together, blurring any one essence. While I do not sense any of the acolytes’ taint here, we will need to scan each council member separately.’ 
 
    ‘Then we shall do that.’ 
 
    While Lamarra had talked with her Larnkin, one of the council members had stepped forward to answer King Soryn’s earlier question.  
 
    “Of course we would act on your last command to us.” It was the female phoenix who answered King Soryn’s earlier question. There was a hint of an inquiry in the councilor’s tone, and her eyes kept darting between King Soryn and Lamarra. 
 
    “My last command, Khaynara?” King Soryn grunted. “I’m not dead. I assure you I still have a heartbeat and I am still your King.” 
 
    As if to add emphasis to his words, Soryn strode to the center of the great stone council table and took a seat. 
 
    It wasn’t lost on her that now the councilors had to divide their attention between their king and his new queen. Lamarra held her silence and her ground. And while she hadn’t been around other types of Elementals long enough to truly master the meaning of all their varied body language, even she could see her silence and aloof, self-assured stance was making the councilors very uncomfortable. 
 
    ‘Play along, my Queen. Together we will keep the council unbalanced,” Soryn whispered into her mind. ‘My Council and I have not seen eye to eye in many moons. Perhaps you will be the influence that I need to get them to trust in my leadership again.’ 
 
    ‘I will try.’ From his cryptic statement, she now knew there was something going on beyond what had happened this day with the arrival of the acolytes. 
 
    ‘The female who just spoke is Khaynara. The male is her bondmate, Tralorn. The gryphon is a male by the name of Sakkaron.’ 
 
    Lamarra glanced sideways at Soryn. ‘The others?’ 
 
    ‘The lupwyn is Queen Nalunnwyn, and the santhyrian is called Stormwind.’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t aware santhyrians could shapeshift.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a rare gift, but Stormwind is a stallion mage. He lost his beloved Herd Mistress a century past in a mountain avalanche. He was brought here to heal, but he stayed and has served on the Council from that point forward.’ 
 
    ‘I’m glad there are only the five names to remember.’ Lamarra was again thankful for her mother’s rigorous training and already had the new names memorized. 
 
    ‘My Queen, explain to these five what an acolyte is and convince them that even though the six that came here are destroyed, there is still a threat in the future and that they should remain vigilant.’ 
 
    Perhaps with some well-played moves, the council members would fall in line as quickly as King Soryn’s personal guards. Those brave souls had accepted both her and the complement of tomb guards that shadowed her every step. Of course, Soryn’s guards had had the benefit of seeing that she was flesh and blood under her cloak. Apparently, they hadn’t shared that bit of information with the Council. Lamarra was impressed by the guards’ loyalty to their king. 
 
    She also knew how hard it was to keep a secret from a court of any size. It was only a matter of time before the council members learned there was a living woman under the cloak and mask. Once they learned she was human, untrained and very young, Lamarra would lose her advantage. But for now, she’d use her station in whatever way best advanced her plans. 
 
    If the councilors did not do as Soryn asked, she would scare them into doing what needed doing. 
 
    King Soryn seemed to be in silent agreement, for he was no longer openly showing her any affection or exhibiting protective instincts toward her. Interesting. 
 
    Tralorn, the male phoenix bonded to Khaynara, stepped forward and gave Lamarra a little bow before addressing King Soryn. 
 
    “Forgive us. We heard that the dead queen had bonded with you. Was the information…in error?” He cleared his throat and studied the hem of Lamarra’s robe while he spoke like it was the most riveting thing he’d ever seen. 
 
    King Soryn accepted a goblet a servant brought him. He sipped at it while staring down his councilors. Trying to prove to them he was still among the living? Perhaps. By their looks, Lamarra doubted it would help much. They seemed to watch Soryn with as much unease and uncertainty as they watched her. 
 
    The female phoenix picked up where her bondmate had left off. “Having never witnessed one of the dead rulers venture up into the living city before, we believed it was for the purpose of claiming her new king. Yet you are saying she did not choose you? But how is that possible? We can sense you are now a bonded pair.” 
 
    King Soryn formed a steeple with his fingers and looked at each of his councilors in turn. 
 
    “Yes. I am bonded to her. Yes, she is a dead queen. Just not one from this time.” 
 
    As if they had been waiting for Soryn’s words, the two dead sovereigns entered the Council chambers from a side door, followed by a dozen tomb guards. 
 
    ‘She comes from the future to warn us,’ Dead King Narin said. ‘You would be wise to hear her words.’ 
 
    The room, which had seemed large and spacious before, now felt confining and oppressive with the power bleeding off the two dead rulers. 
 
    The taller of the two robed beings, the one Lamarra remembered was the queen, spoke next. ‘Dead Queen Lamarra was not the only creature to journey back in time from that future. She comes hunting a great danger, a threat to both our present and her future. Speak young queen and share with these mortal councilors what we have already learned from you.’ 
 
    Lamarra frowned, but at least her mask hid the betraying emotions that would have otherwise been evident on her face. She hadn’t been aware that her counterparts from this time had already searched her. Soryn hadn’t mentioned that. 
 
    But the others were waiting for her to speak, so she did, trying to sound both knowledgeable and competent and much older than her twenty-two years as she explained what they needed to know about the acolytes. 
 
    She did not tell them everything though, choosing to keep the purpose of the Oracle’s sword a secret. She also did not mention that the threat came from the human lands across the water for fear the Elementals might go seek it out and wake it early. If it fed on Elementals in this time and learned about the wealth of food here, it might make the living city its new feeding ground. And without the Twelve born into the world to wield their Talismans, there would be no hope of defeating the Divine Speaker, either here in this time period, or her own. 
 
    No. She would have to be very careful what she revealed to this council. 
 
    To drive home how dangerous the acolyte threat was, she revealed that the Light’s greatest champions had been reborn into her time. The councilors were knowledgeable about the history of the Twelve Talismans and their mortal wielders. That stopped their bickering amongst each other and from that point on, Lamarra had their full attention. 
 
    She didn’t share anything beyond the most ambiguous details, so as not to risk changing the future, but she touched on everything else her Larnkin deemed safe, including how the acolytes could create more of themselves by feeding on a Larnkin while enslaving the host. She then added that the dark power controlling the acolytes could even go so far as to reanimate dead flesh so its puppets could complete whatever other tasks it required. 
 
    When the councilors learned what the acolytes fed upon, they broke out in a debate about the impossibilities. 
 
    Lamarra silenced them with a wave of her hand. “A year ago you saw what the first acolyte through the portal did to Soryn’s Queen, and now you have the proof provided by those killed in this second attack. The acolytes are more than capable of feeding upon a Larnkin until they kill it, or enslave it.” 
 
    They fell silent as what she’d been saying all along finally sunk in at last. 
 
    The gryphon, Sakkaron, who had been silent up until now, tilted his head and clapped his beak together before formulating words. “You will have the Council’s full cooperation as you continue to hunt for any possible remaining traces of these acolytes.” The gryphon’s tufted ears rose and fell slightly. The feathers fluffing. “How would you have us proceed, Dead Queen Lamarra?” 
 
    “There is only one way to be sure that no trace of the acolytes remain. We must search every living soul within the cities of Sorrow and Grey Spires to be certain we have annihilated every last seed of darkness.” Lamarra turned in a half circle, folding her hands in front of her as she began to pace.  
 
    “It will not be an easy task if the acolytes can hide as thoroughly as you say.” Nalunnwyn, Queen of the Lupwyns, huffed out a growl. “At least we already issued orders not to allow anyone to leave the city. It would be best to have those already outside the walls form a barricade to prevent anyone from trying to escape.” 
 
    The dead rulers had been silent up until now, but Dead King Narin stepped forward. ‘Now that we’ve been within Lamarra’s mind, we know the barren scent of our enemy and will be able to detect it in others. To start, Queen Lamarra will scan us, and we will scan her and her bondmate. Once we have vetted each other, we will broaden our search to include this council and then those that had first contact with the enemy and then move outward to test everyone within the city. We will make sure every soul is clean.’ 
 
    Ah. That contingency hadn’t occurred to her, but if the acolytes’ master could reanimate dead flesh, she couldn’t rule out the possibility that it might be able to inhabit dead bodies just as easily. 
 
    Dead Queen Karneska offered herself up first for Lamarra to search. After a long search, her Larnkin found no sign of taint. Lamarra sighed in relief. Next, she allowed Dead King Narin to search her while Karneska moved on to Soryn. They continued exchanging pairs like they were part of some strange dance. But at last, every being in the room from dead ruler right down to the servant who had offered Soryn a drink were all searched and declared free of taint. 
 
    Lamarra had lost track of how much time had slipped by, but weariness told her it was many candlemarks later by the time everyone in the room had been searched. The exhaustion really shouldn’t have come as any great surprise. Both she and her Larnkin were weakened from all the magic work, plus completing two bonding ceremonies within days of each other had surely not helped. Not to mention everything else that had happened. 
 
    She was so tired, her vision was starting to blur, and she was absolutely ravenous. But her senses weren’t so dull that she missed the hint of animosity flowing between King Soryn and Councilor Khaynara. At least the rest of the council had mellowed its previous hostilities. But she would ask what caused the divide between Soryn and this councilor later when they were alone. 
 
    At last Soryn took her hand and guided her from the chamber to seek much-needed food and rest. Yet even through the veil of exhaustion, worry still nagged at her. Trensler was too powerful to be defeated so easily. Somewhere in this vast city she feared Trensler or his evil still festered. 
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    Lamarra didn’t complain when King Soryn hooked an arm through hers and guided her out into the corridor leading back to his quarters. She’d known better than to show weakness in front of the hostile councilors, but now they were alone with their guards, so she figured the mask and robe should be enough to maintain her foreboding aura. 
 
    Down the hall, they were joined by more tomb guards. The newcomers fell in line with the others without a word. Lamarra envied them their calm demeanor. She wished she was half so confident in her own ability to carry out her responsibilities which seemed to be piling up fast and deep. 
 
    She glanced sideways at King Soryn. She had a duty to her own time and her ghostly bondmate who was waiting for her return. But now she also had a living bondmate who clearly had expectations as well. 
 
    And just what might those expectations involve? 
 
    Unfortunately, she had a very good idea. 
 
    He hadn’t been shy about calling her his beloved returned to him, and her Larnkin seemed to agree with that sentiment. 
 
    Why were destinies always so complicated? 
 
    Well, as far as she was concerned, her immediate destiny involved food, a bath, and a nice warm bed. The thought of a long, hot bath won out over all of her needs for top priority. 
 
    Never one to be timid, she cleared her throat and touched Soryn’s arm. It was less intimate than communicating by touching his thoughts. 
 
    He blinked at her, his mind snapping back from wherever it had been. “My Queen?” 
 
    His choice of words still startled her. Even though she was of high ranking noble blood, she’d never thought to be anyone’s queen. “I don’t know what you have planned for the next few candlemarks, but I would love the chance to bathe and partake of a warm meal.” 
 
    Studying her shrouded form, Soryn cleared his throat and then nodded. “I’m sorry. The council meeting went longer than I thought it would. You must be tired after all you’ve been through. The baths are this way.” 
 
    Ahead the corridor forked, and they took the left branch. She tried to memorize the route for future reference. It was only after traveling in silence for a time that she realized he wasn’t his usual talkative self. But then again, perhaps what he wished to talk about were not the kinds of things spoken of in spacious halls. 
 
    Corridors could have many ears. She remembered that from her childhood when her father had once taken her to the homeland to visit the emperor’s court. 
 
    Her mother had been endlessly watchful. 
 
    This new court was even more fraught with danger than the one she’d visited as a child. Here ancient beings were capable of wielding power that could obliterate their enemies with a flexing of their will. 
 
    Who would’ve thought her mother’s training would be beneficial in the court of the Elementals? Yet it seemed politics were much the same no matter where one found oneself. 
 
    At last, the scent of water and the clean fragrance of soap caressed her senses. They turned another corner, and Lamarra found herself walking toward a wide, ornately carved archway. Beyond was a world of greenery, blue water and the gentle swirl of mist. 
 
    Errant rays of sunlight shone through the high windows that lined the distant walls and mist swirled among screens of foliage to dance in the sunlight. 
 
    Was this the same bathing chamber her sister had told her about? It must be. Much of the city was carved from the mountain and strengthened by magic, built to endure for thousands of years. But without having actually seen the bathing chamber her sister had spoken of, Lamarra couldn’t say if there had been many changes. 
 
    Regardless. It was splendid as it was. 
 
    “My sister told me about this place in one of her letters.” 
 
    “You have never been here in person?” His surprise leaked through his earlier controlled tones. 
 
    He hadn’t known that detail? She’d assumed that during the bonding ceremony he had learned a great deal about her. Was it possible he was stumbling as blindly as she? 
 
    If so, that was reassuring and put them on a somewhat more even footing. 
 
    She tilted her head to look up at him, and his expression showed his surprise. 
 
    “Lamarra, how long were you with…your dead king in your own time?” 
 
    “That is a long story,” she gestured at the room beyond. “Why don’t I explain while you show me around?” 
 
    He nodded in agreement, but his expression had changed from surprised to something more thoughtful. 
 
    As Soryn led her deeper into the bathing chamber, she took in the screens and the potted plants. Some of the plants were large enough to be considered small trees. There were even hanging walls of artfully arranged vines around the separate bathing pools to give an occupant some privacy. 
 
    Tiny waterfalls and small streams crisscrossed the vast room. Actually, the entire room was built on a slight slant to allow the water to be carried away through drains in one far corner. It was a marvel of architecture, one she found both pleasing and functional. 
 
    She noticed something else. The room was empty. No one was presently using the vast chamber. 
 
    “I ordered the guards to send everyone away,” Soryn said with a shrug. 
 
    Ah. That was why it was empty. Well, she might have felt sorry for those Elementals King Soryn had had displaced, if she hadn’t had such a harrowing few days. Now as King Soryn led her deeper into the bathing chamber she felt she deserved a little pampering. 
 
    Besides, she was grateful for the chance to get rid of her mask of office for a little while. She understood the need to be seen as foreboding. It would certainly help keep the Council in line, but she wouldn’t pass up the chance to simply be herself for a few candlemarks. 
 
    Soryn skirted past some smaller bathing pools. All of them looked lovely to Lamarra, but he ignored them and forged deeper into the chamber. 
 
    “You said you were going to explain your story about how you are a dead queen in training and yet had to read about this place in a letter. And there are other small details. For one, you don’t know your way around. This city has existed for eons, I doubt it would have changed to such a degree that you would not recognize it in this time period. It’s almost as if you’ve never laid eyes on this city in person. But how can that be?” 
 
    Lamarra shrugged and decided she might as well start at the beginning. “You can’t reveal what I say to another living soul. It could change the future in unfathomable ways.” 
 
    Soryn nodded and then ordered his guards to take up positions at the edge of the chamber, far enough away that the soft splash of water generated by the tiny waterfalls was enough to disguise her voice. 
 
    “In my own time, the humans from the land across the ocean—my people—had crossed the vast expanse of water years before I was born. The human emperor established a small port settlement. It was the first of many planned, but he had no idea this land already had its own people.” 
 
    Beside her Soryn stopped and nodded to the pool, indicating this was a good one. To Lamarra, it looked much the same as the last three. 
 
    “This one is hotter and has a ledge cut into one side that will be a good height for you,” he explained as he made his way over to a stone bench flanking the pool. “Continue with your story.” 
 
    Lamarra smiled at his forethought. Some of the other pools had looked deep enough she might have had to swim. “Years before when I was still a child, the Elementals met with my people to negotiate. There was much hostility and distrust since my kind had been raised to fear all forms of magic. My father was the general responsible for overseeing the port settlement of River’s Divide. My elder sister, Ashayna, was a scout in our father’s army.” 
 
    “Come, join me.” Soryn patted the bench next to him. “You briefly mentioned to the Council that the Twelve Talismans and their wielders had returned to the world again in your time to fight the acolytes. I admit to having picked up a few things from your thoughts that you didn’t share with them. Like this sister is also one of the leaders of the Twelve, correct?” 
 
    Lamarra frowned behind her mask. She’d thought she’d shielded Soryn from her mind better than that during the council meeting. Well, there was no point in lying to him now. “Yes. She was returning to our father’s military camp when a delegation of Elementals arrived to make a second attempt at peace between their member races and the human nation. There she met Sorntar...” Lamarra halted mid-sentence when Soryn started to remove his wrist and armbands. 
 
    Next, he went for his wide belt. 
 
    “I should find my own pool.” She rushed her words together a little too quickly. “I’ll finish the story later.” 
 
    Soryn cast her a surprised look, but it shifted to bemusement a moment later. “Since you were already a bondmate before bonding with me, I assumed you’d be familiar with the limitations imposed by the link, but perhaps the bond functions differently with one of the dead rulers.” 
 
    “Of course I’m familiar with the side effects of bonding. I just didn’t think…” 
 
    “Good,” he said and stripped off his belt and the paneled garment that had covered him from waist to knees. 
 
    Her face flamed under her mask but her eyes still tracked him as he entered the pool and waded over to the opposite side, his every movement graceful and relaxed. He didn’t seem to care that she was watching him. 
 
    Why am I watching him? 
 
    ‘Because you are female,’ came her Larnkin’s sleepy thoughts. ‘And he is pleasantly male. And he is ours.’ 
 
    Lamarra’s embarrassment tripled, and she hoped Soryn hadn’t caught her Larnkin’s words. She looked around for a distraction. Finding none, she decided to continue with her story. 
 
    “Ashayna and Sorntar turned out to be bondmates.” 
 
    “Sorntar? That is a name from the royal bloodline. One of my ancient ancestors shared it as well.” 
 
    “Perhaps Crown Prince Sorntar is one of your descendants.” Lamarra glanced sideways at him, a new thought occurring to her. “Soryn, do you have children? 
 
    Pain entered his gaze, and she regretted her hasty words. 
 
    He’d lost his mate. Had he lost other members of his family? Had there been a son or daughter that had died alongside their mother? 
 
    Her normally ‘talkative’ Larnkin was annoyingly silent on this subject. 
 
    Dread flowed through her body. If there had been a child killed by that first acolyte, the future might already have changed. 
 
    “Soryn, I know this is hard for you, but I need to know if you and your mate had any young.” 
 
    Unable to hold her gaze, he glanced down at his empty hands and whispered softly, “Yes. You don’t remember even that?” 
 
    Lamarra’s stomach quivered unhappily. 
 
    They’d had children. She’d seen no sign of them, and he hadn’t spoken of them until now. Her throat tightened, and her heart ached for him. 
 
    “Did they…. did they die with their mother?” 
 
    He forced his fingers to uncurl and gripped the pool’s stone edge instead. “It’s so strange hearing you talk about yourself and my mate as if you are two separate beings.” 
 
    It wasn’t an answer to her question and only raised more. How did she tell him she had no memories of him or their life together without causing him more grief? 
 
    Although he was still familiar to her on a soul-deep level and she was certain if they’d been born at the same time and met under different circumstances, she would quickly come to love him. Could still come to love him if she wasn’t careful. 
 
    But that wasn’t her mission. Her task was to safeguard the future, not fall in love with the living Soryn of the past. Besides, she had her own ghostly bondmate waiting back in her own time.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I know on a fundamental level she and I are the same being, but I do not have her memories. I do not remember if we had children. If we did and they died, then I have failed. The future has already changed in ways I cannot fix.” 
 
    “Raynan—that was your name as I knew you before—had wanted to raise our young in our true forms, nesting high up on the cliffs above the city as was traditional. I agreed because I could deny you nothing, but incubating the eggs required one of us to be on the nest at all times while the other saw to the rule of the kingdom.” 
 
    Lamarra had seen her sister’s bondmate shapeshift into a giant bird, big enough to carry Ashayna on his back. Of course, Soryn could take on the same giant bird form. 
 
    “Raynan was overseeing the city while I was on the nest that day the first acolyte arrived. At the time of your death, we already had a clutch of five eggs less than two moon cycles from hatching. They are…” He paused, seeming to search for the proper words, “not in danger. I placed a spell upon them to keep them safe and dormant until they can receive the love they deserve.” 
 
    She was certain her expression showed more than it should. Relief that the acolyte hadn’t gotten them. Surprised that Soryn was a father. Shocked to realize she was a mother after a fashion and had not known it. 
 
    Now that was something her damned meddling Larnkin should have told her about! 
 
    But all those thoughts were overshadowed by the mild horror that Soryn had just tossed a spell over his unborn children and then shut them away somewhere deep and dark where he would not have to look at them. Yes, they may be unhatched eggs, but they were living souls. 
 
    She’d never have guessed Soryn could be so very callous. 
 
    ‘And what do you know about phoenix customs and nesting habits?’ Her Larnkin asked. 
 
    Lamarra frowned at her Larnkin’s biting remark. It was true. She knew nothing. Maybe there was a good reason Soryn did what he did. And apparently Soryn’s offspring were still alive and safe. Given everything that had happened, that was a blessing. 
 
    Before she returned to her own time, she would make sure those little ones would be allowed to hatch and know a mother’s love even if she couldn’t be that mother. 
 
    When she glanced towards Soryn, his back was turned, and he was sorting through a basket that sat at the water’s edge. Inside were bottles and jars and triangular shaped cloths to wash with, but Lamarra knew from the tangle of emotion bleeding through their mental link, he wasn’t focused on his task in the least. He’d gone back to dark places in his memories. 
 
    While her mission didn’t involve falling in love with Soryn, he was her bondmate, and she was only now coming to understand there might be an emotional component she had overlooked. The Elementals needed their king strong and whole and emotionally balanced. Perhaps helping Soryn heal from his grief was part of her mission. 
 
    Giving him back his little ones might be a good place to start, but first, she needed to get Soryn talking, to confide in her and share all the pain now swirling just under the surface. Only then could this poor wounded man begin to heal. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Lamarra kicked off her boots and unhooked her mask and shed her cloak and robe. She stood and shimmied out of her underthings. Back in her home of River’s Divide, she’d had maids to prepare her baths and lace her into her dresses, so she hadn’t considered herself body shy. But stepping down onto the first stair cut into the stone pool took more discipline than she thought it would. 
 
    Distantly it registered on her senses that the water was gloriously hot and deep enough to cover the top of her shoulders, but her attention was all for Soryn. He still had not looked in her direction, so she waded across the pool to his side. 
 
    Lamarra reached out and rested her hand on his arm. “I know this hurts, but share your pain with me.” 
 
    Soryn was stiff and rigid beside her. “You think I’m a monster.” 
 
    Lamarra felt her stomach plummet to her toes. “Soryn, no…” 
 
    “Yes, you do. I caught your thoughts when I told you about our clutch. It’s true. It was heartless of me to not even allow the other Elders to try to free them. Councilor Khaynara and her bondmate are more than willing to raise them and give them the love they deserve.” He looked down at his hands. “A worthy father would have found a way to release his unhatched little ones from their protective spell even with a crippled Larnkin. I failed them even as I failed you.” 
 
    By the Light, there was so much she didn’t know, but Soryn needed comfort. She might not remember their life together, and she couldn’t allow herself to fall in love with him and hurt him more, but she could show him compassion. 
 
    “My poor bondmate,” Lamarra whispered as she stepped around one wing and tucked herself closer to his side. Her arms slid naturally around his waist, and she pressed her cheek against the skin of his chest. He was hot, his muscles firm. She loved the duel thump of his two hearts. 
 
    He stiffened with surprise, but after a moment he relaxed and hugged her in return, his face lowering to nuzzle her hair. 
 
    “Lamarra.” There was a wealth of emotion and love in that one word. He shifted his stance and pressed his lips against the side of her neck. 
 
    “Tomorrow I would like to see our eggs.” It felt so natural to hold him and say the next words. “Together we will free our little ones from the protective spell and allow them to hatch. Everything will be fine. You’ll see.” 
 
    At her words, an intense spike of joy washed across their mental link. 
 
    “Yes. Now that you have been returned to me, we will set things right.” His lips brushed her skin as he talked. She didn’t think it was intentional, but it was still wonderfully distracting. 
 
    “Soryn…you realize…” She let the sentence die and tried a more direct line. “I bring a dark destiny with me.” 
 
    He pulled away enough that he could glance down at her, his dark eyes solemn and peaceful. “Yes, I realize that I’m your dead king in the future and will one day be required to die for you. I figured that out just after you bonded with me. I will embrace my fate gladly for it means we will be together for eternity.” 
 
    Lamarra frowned. A long dark eternity that might be coming for him sooner than he might think, but she wouldn’t tell him that now. She loosened her hold on him and stepped away. At least her earlier words had swelled the mental link between them with his longing instead of his pain. 
 
    Soryn seemed wise enough to know not to push for more than what she could give.  
 
    “Here,” he said handing her a small bottle. “This is what lupwyns like to use in their fur. I imagine it will work well enough on yours.” 
 
    Lamarra grinned. “We call it hair.” 
 
    “Ah. I’d forgotten.” He reached out and fingered a few strands. “It’s very soft. I like it.” 
 
    Lamarra nodded, not knowing how to respond. She eyed his crest, which was thick and seemed composed of several different types of feathers. Some feathers were long and ridged while others looked no thicker than hair and just as soft. Not that she was going to stroke them to find out. 
 
    While she studied his crest, Soryn went ahead and started to work soap into the feathers of one wing. The mesmerizing shift and ripple of muscles below his dark skin wasn’t lost on her. 
 
    Perhaps that’s why she hadn’t expected his next question. 
 
    “What was it like? Being bonded to my future self? How horrible was it for you?” 
 
    Lamarra knew he would sense a lie through their mental link and then he would just be more determined to know the truth. 
 
    Her Larnkin stirred again. ‘Tell him the truth. It will put his mind at ease.’ 
 
    Perhaps it would. 
 
    “Once the bonding ceremony was over, the rest wasn’t horrible or terrible.” She paused. “And in truth, I don’t remember much of the actual bonding ceremony, but before and afterward, you were nothing but kind. Dead King Soryn even took to his ghost form and would sit with me to offer comfort and companionship. His kindness made me less scared of my future.” She swallowed back the memories before they could bleed across the link. She didn’t think Soryn was emotionally ready to witness them just yet. “Being bonded to one of the dead rulers was…” 
 
    “A horror you won’t have to deal with again for a long time.” His words were spoken with equal parts sympathy and confident assurance. “I am your bondmate now and will do all in my power to make your present and future easier.” 
 
    If only he could. But someday she would have to go back to her own time where her lonely dead king awaited her. And…and then the Soryn of this time would die, rising the new dead king. 
 
    Swallowing back the wave of emotion that thought inspired, she looked across the short expanse of the pool to where he stood rinsing suds from his feathers. How could she even possibly betray him in such a way? She’d be dooming him to die. 
 
    But what if she didn’t have a choice? 
 
    What if to save the future she had to sacrifice this Soryn? 
 
    “Lamarra, how old are you?” 
 
    Again, his question caught her off guard, but she was more than happy for a distraction from her dark thoughts. “I’m twenty-two-years-old.” 
 
    “So young.” He nodded thoughtfully as if that confirmed something he’d been curious about. “That explains why you don’t remember me. You’re too young. Under normal circumstances, your Larnkin would barely be awakening. Often it takes years before a host starts to remember things from past lives.” 
 
    “My Larnkin shares memories and details with me. I know you.” 
 
    “But,” Soryn looked down at her, his expression wistful, “you don’t remember me.” 
 
    “What makes you so certain of that?” 
 
    Soryn huffed out a short bark of laughter. “Because if you remembered me, we would even now be making love instead of having this conversation.” 
 
    Lamarra’s heart kicked into a furious pounding, and she felt a flush crawling across her face. “But…but from what my sister told me, phoenixes mate for life and only after a long courtship. Unlike humans, they don’t…change partners…casually.” 
 
    Soryn grinned. He actually had the nerve to chuckle at her bout of nerves. 
 
    “As far as my mind, body, and Larnkin are concerned, we are already mates.” He held up a hand to forestall her from speaking. “Do not be alarmed, I now understand why you have been so solemn towards me. I had thought it was your training as a future dead queen, that you were trying to keep me at arm’s length. But that is not the case at all. You simply do not remember me, and that gladdens my heart.” 
 
    “It does?” Not remembering him was better? How odd. 
 
    “Yes, because this way you will one day remember me, remember the ancient love we share and come to love me again.” 
 
    “I…” Lamarra didn’t even know what to say to that. 
 
    “Say nothing. Nothing needs to be said.” Soryn waded over to her and brushed a lock of damp hair from her cheek. Strangely, she didn’t feel threatened or vulnerable even though a very naked stranger who had just been talking about mating was standing over her. “You never have to fear a phoenix. Among my kind, the female is the one who decides when it is time to mate. Although males are known for being equal parts patient and persistent.” The pad of his thumb stroked across her cheek. “Last time I courted you close to a century before we became true mates.” 
 
    Lamarra’s lips parted in shock, but no words exited her mouth, which was good because at this exact moment, with him standing so close, his spicy mellow scent wrapping around her, she had no idea what she would have said. 
 
    Soryn leaned closer and stroked his thumb along her lower lip. “We’re bondmates now. Somehow I imagine this courtship will be shorter.” 
 
    Her heart was pounding, and her Larnkin was stirring with interest. Suddenly she didn’t want her Larnkin to intervene. It wouldn’t help Lamarra’s present situation at all. 
 
    “I can’t stay here with you.” Lamarra looked away and studied one of the potted plants. 
 
    I can’t stay even if that is what I want. 
 
    Aloud, she continued in a firmer voice. “The future is clear in this.” 
 
    He jerked like she’d slapped him. 
 
    “Soryn, I am sorry.” 
 
    Sighing, his expression softened. “Don’t be. You were only trying to warn me.” 
 
    “The last thing I want to do is hurt you.” 
 
    Tucking the same stubborn lock of hair behind her ear a second time, he smiled. “There are many things in this world that can harm me, but your love isn’t one of them. As I said before, phoenix males are persistent. I plan on courting you and winning your love again one day soon.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Soryn had been true to his word. While he’d returned to his bath and Lamarra had returned to scrubbing her own body with vigor, she couldn’t shake the feeling he was already courting her in subtle ways. 
 
    A look here. A glance there. Softly spoken words that were innocent on the surface, but laced with a seductive rumble that held her enchanted. And she’d shamelessly watched him as he exited the pool and went over to sit on the stone bench where he started to oil and groom his feathers.  
 
    Lamarra swiftly finished her bath and emerged to wrap the largest towel she could find around her body. Then she perched on the far end of the bench and started teasing knots from her hair. She glanced in Soryn’s direction to find him watching her while he oiled one of his long primary flight feathers. 
 
    “I could help you with that,” he said and gestured at her wild mass of hair. “And if you’d like to learn about feather care, I could show you the basics. We enjoy mutual grooming.” 
 
    His expression was pure innocence, but Lamarra didn’t believe it for a moment. She was certain if she scooted closer to him they would end up doing more than grooming. 
 
    She couldn’t accept or welcome any of his advances. Not if she wanted to avoid a broken heart. As she’d told him, her future was clear. While she hadn’t come out and said it in so many words, she was certain that once the threat of the acolytes was removed from this time, she would be forced to return to her own to continue the battle with the enemy there. 
 
    Once there, she expected she would then take up all the duties of a normal dead queen—ones which a living body could not survive. 
 
    She had no idea when or where that fate would find her, but she would have to be ready to take up the mantle of leadership when it did. If she allowed herself to fall in love with the Soryn of this time, it would just lead to more heartbreak for both of them. 
 
    Sighing, she reflected it was lucky she didn’t remember her past life with him. If she did, this task of remaining aloof would be impossible. 
 
    So she would not love him. 
 
    It was that simple. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Back in his chambers, Soryn paced around the perimeter of his receiving room while Lamarra watched him from a bench near the hearth. She sipped at a goblet of wine and was using the fire’s heat to dry her hair. Dinner had been laid out on a small table beside the bench. It was a perfectly intimate scene, one he would have enjoyed exploring if he’d thought he could manage to behave in a manner suitable for one of his rank. 
 
    So far this evening he’d been far from the powerful and competent ruler. No. Instead, he felt more like an untried, bumbling youth, courting a female for the first time—a female that kept rebuffing his advances. 
 
    She was completely within her rights to refuse him when he’d been acting like a love-struck fool. 
 
    However, logic didn’t make her rejection feel any less painful. 
 
    “Come. Sit. Your dinner grows cold.” 
 
    Lamarra’s voice wrapped around him, soothing, mellow. The mental link between their Larnkins was stronger than it had been all day and he wanted to enfold himself in her thoughts and share his memories with her. But he couldn’t reach out to her like that; he couldn’t even sit with her at the moment. He didn’t trust himself not to do something stupid that would drive a wedge between them greater than the one he’d already created during their bath. 
 
    He’d caught her thoughts there at the end. 
 
    She was afraid of him. Oh not physically. Emotionally. His bondmate was afraid to fall in love with him. Afraid of the heartache she would suffer later when she had to leave him at some future time. 
 
    If that had been the sum of it, he was certain he could soften her over time until her heart opened to him. 
 
    But there was more. Terror and guilt. 
 
    He’d seen them in her mind. She was terrified she’d already doomed him by coming here and bonding with him. Soryn knew the rules surrounding a bonded pair, and it was equally obvious that one day Lamarra would have to return to her own time and take up her role as dead queen. When she did, he would die. 
 
    And Lamarra was the type to carry that guilt with her for all eternity. 
 
    By the Light, what a tangled mess his future was. But Lamarra would be part of it so he would embrace whatever fate had planned for him. He just had to convince his beloved that he was happier with her in his life, even if she was the cause of his death. As long as they were still together, he would be content to exist as a ghost or sacred corpse or whatever the dead rulers were. 
 
    However, why should he and Lamarra stop living now, simply because they would die in the future? 
 
    If his time as a flesh and blood male was limited, he’d much rather spend what time they had left creating memories now. His eyes narrowed, and his crest fluffed at the thought of creating memories of a more intimate variety. He’d spoken the truth earlier when he’d said her human form did not displease him. 
 
    With a phoenix, the body and heart went together, and while he sensed Lamarra was not immune to his physical form, she was determined to keep her heart safe. He drummed his fingers against his thigh while he thought about how to overcome her resistance without making a complete idiot out of himself and driving a bigger gap between them. 
 
    Hmmm. Perhaps he was looking at it wrong. What if he didn’t openly court her? But instead gave her another reason to stay with him—five reasons to be more precise. She’d already showed a spark of maternal instinct when he’d first told her about their unhatched eggs.  
 
    Yes. After they ate, perhaps he would introduce Lamarra to her young. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s going through that mind of yours, but my Larnkin seems to know, and you have her curiosity piqued.” She grinned. “That’s not usually a good thing as fire and magic and destruction usually follows.” 
 
    “Nothing so dire,” he assured her. “I just thought that I should show you around the city tomorrow since you are unfamiliar with it.” 
 
     “My Larnkin says that’s an evasion.” Lamarra stood, leaving her seat by the fire and coming over to him. 
 
    Her expression was soft, not confrontational, so he smiled playfully. “I’ll tell you later if you’ll tell me more about yourself first. You started to in the bath, but seemed to get distracted and never finished.” 
 
    Lamarra blushed but gave him a nod. “Where should I start?” 
 
    Soryn felt himself relax. Perhaps Lamarra’s resistance to him wouldn’t be so terribly hard to overcome after all. He took her hand and led her over to the small table where dinner was spread out. 
 
    “The beginning is usually a good place.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    They talked while they ate. Lamarra told him of her childhood, growing up as the middle daughter of a human general. She told him of how her older sister met the Crown Prince of the Phoenix. How the leader of the acolytes had tried to capture Lamarra and her youngest sister. She went on to tell him about how she’d been rescued by tomb guards and met Dead King Soryn for the first time. 
 
    If he was honest with himself, hearing Lamarra speak the title disturbed him more than a little. But then Lamarra had given his fingers a tender squeeze and told him about her gentle, ghostly bondmate. 
 
    The softening of her expression and the tone of her voice gave her away. He wasn’t even sure if Lamarra realized it herself, but it was easy for him to read. She’d started to fall in love with his ghost self, far away in the future. 
 
    Disgruntled, Soryn admitted in the depths of his own mind that he might be jealous of a ghost. It certainly seemed like his ghostly self had managed to gain ground where Soryn’s attempts at courtship had only gotten rejected. 
 
    ‘You’re old enough to know better than to be jealous of our future self,’ his Larnkin said with a healthy dose of dry humor. ‘She’s only been back a day. Stop pushing so hard. Do I really need to give you guidance in matters of love, host?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Soryn snapped back. ‘Yes. Maybe. I’ll try to be patient.’ 
 
    ‘Good,’ his Larnkin said. ‘Your plan to show her the nest is a good one.’ 
 
    Soryn grunted. 
 
    “Is there something wrong? You went silent suddenly.” Lamarra was looking at him, a hint of concern in her eyes. 
 
    “I was remembering back to that day the first acolyte arrived.” 
 
    Lamarra set her drink down and met his gaze. “You’ve told me enough. If you don’t wish to tell me more, you don’t have too.” 
 
    “Talking with you…helps.” Soryn glanced down at his hands, his talons had curled into his palm. He flattened them against his thighs and continued his story. “After I placed the spell of protection around our nest, I flew down to the city in time to have my mate die in my arms. I went berserk and called elemental fire even as the acolyte fed from me. While I was physically unharmed, my Larnkin had sustained near mortal damage.” 
 
    “I wish I could have come back sooner to save your mate.” 
 
    “I wish that too, but I am glad you are here with me now.” Soryn wanted to walk around the small table and take Lamarra in his arms, but he remembered his Larnkin’s advice. “Losing my mate was a great blow. But my Larnkin was so damaged by the acolyte’s feeding, I expected that I would soon die and join my beloved in the spirit realm. But my Larnkin held on, and I lived. When I rose from my sickbed, I found another horror. With my weakened Larnkin, I couldn’t unmake the powerful spell I’d cast over my eggs to protect them. They were safe but also stuck in a place between life and death. In the days following that realization, I wished myself dead more than once. If I had died, the spell would have unraveled. Another mated pair could have raised the little ones as their own.” 
 
    “Soryn, I may not remember who I was before, but from the moment we met I knew you were a pivotal part of my being.” She stood and came around the table. Stopping beside him, she reached out a hand and cupped his cheek. Then she tilted his head up, so he was looking at her. “I would not have wanted you to follow me to the spirit realm. I would have wanted you to live, to love again, and to raise our unhatched eggs.”  
 
    “Find love again? Never.” He brought his hand up and flattened it over hers. Closing his eyes, he rubbed his cheek against her hand. “I am a phoenix. We only mate after a long courtship and once mated, we remain mated in both life and death. My hearts. This body. It is, and will only ever be, yours.” 
 
    When he blinked open his eyes again, he could see his words had shocked her. He should berate himself for his impulsive words, but he couldn’t find it in him to regret what he’d said. It was important Lamarra know what she meant to him. 
 
    Before she could pull away or speak, he continued his tale. “I would have raised our chicks and made you proud. Holding those small bodies after they hatched would have gone a long way to filling the hole within me. Unable to call on my Larnkin’s power, I had no way to undo the powerful spell. The councilors offered to try and remove the spell, but I wouldn’t risk it. They did not like my decision.” 
 
    “That was the cause of the animosity I felt between you and the two phoenix councilors.” 
 
    “It was,” he said. “But that’s not why I brought this up. Earlier, when you said you’d like to try to break the spell and see our little ones hatched, did you mean it?” 
 
    “I did,” Lamarra said with a vigorous nod as if reaffirming her own words in her heart. “Although I know almost nothing about how to go about it.” 
 
    Soryn nodded, feeling the tight knot of tension between his wings ease. “A female phoenix can choose to carry a single offspring in the womb like a human, or she can take on her true form and lay a clutch of eggs. Since I was an only child, my mate chose to lay a clutch of eggs and secure the phoenix royal line. Before the acolyte’s attack, we both possessed powerful Larnkins, so feeding our eggs the fire magic they needed to develop was not a great chore.” 
 
    Lamarra looked thoughtful. “I once saw my sister’s bondmate take on his bird form. He was massive. The power he gave off during his shift was breathtaking. Is that the same fire magic a phoenix parent feeds the young?” 
 
    “In smaller amounts, but yes. That magic nourishes both the chicks and their developing Larnkins. The power-sharing also causes the chicks to imprint upon their parents even before they hatch. Had I allowed the council to risk freeing the chicks, I still wouldn’t have had enough magic to feed them after what the acolyte did to my Larnkin. I should have abandoned them so another pair could imprint and raise them, but I was too selfish to give up that last link I had to you.” 
 
    “Soryn, no child wants to be given up, to not know their true parents. In time you would have regained enough strength to raise them.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But they would still have needed a surrogate mother to help provide for them. I wasn’t ready for that.” 
 
    Small frown lines marred the skin between her eyebrows as she mulled over some internal thought. At last she spoke. “Soryn, I cannot stay—not forever, but my mission was to prevent the acolytes from changing the future. If these chicks do not hatch, then the future changes. I will stay as long as I am allowed—as least to see them hatch.” 
 
    Such fierce happiness gripped Soryn’s soul that he didn’t trust his voice so settled on mind speech. 
 
    ‘Lamarra, would you like to see them?’ 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “Yes.” He cleared his throat to speak aloud again. “It would give me great pleasure to have all of us together in one spot.” 
 
    “Then I would like to see them.” 
 
    Soryn stood and took Lamarra’s hand as he led her out of his receiving room and deeper into his suite. They eventually made it to his sleeping chamber, but he kept hold of her hand and walked to the east corner of that room. They stopped at a door that had a wardspell of protection blocking the way, but when King Soryn reached out and touched it, the spell shimmered bright green and allowed him to step through. 
 
    “The wardspell is cast to recognize me, but it will also recognize your Larnkin. Only touch it and walk through.”  
 
    He waited while she did as instructed and followed close on his heels. 
 
    Her surprised gasp told him the moment she stepped out from behind his wings and laid eyes upon the nest. 
 
    When he’d first created the spell of protection, the nest had been high up in the mountains, anchored to the rock itself. The only way to bring it down to this room had been to cut away part of the mountain base and transport it all down here, rock, nest and eggs all in one unit. “The other elders helped with the relocation.” 
 
    “How did they get a slab of the cliff this deep in the city? Why, the corridors wouldn’t even be wide enough.” 
 
    “They used magic to transport it here. A Gate. You are familiar with those transportation spells, yes?” 
 
    Lamarra merely nodded. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    When the acolytes had been chasing her and her younger sister, the tomb guards had used a Gate to transport her to safety. Still, Lamarra had trouble imagining how King Soryn’s councilors had managed to move such a large piece of the mountain down here. 
 
    But they had. For here sat the biggest nest she’d ever seen. Complete with five massive eggs. Even excluding its size, the nest didn’t look much like that of any other bird she’d ever seen. This nest looked carved from the rock of the mountain. The dish-shaped hollow was lined with the fluffy down of what could only be phoenix feathers. She started toward it, her Larnkin mesmerized by the five waist-high eggs. 
 
    She only made it a half dozen paces before a restraining hand on her arm brought her up short. 
 
    “Easy,” Soryn said as he reached out with his other hand and tapped a talon against an invisible but very solid surface. “The wardspells won’t attack you; they will recognize your Larnkin, but until we remove the spell, it will be like trying to walk through a stone wall.” 
 
    Lamarra would have heeded Soryn’s warning for caution, but her Larnkin seemed to have only one focus—reaching her eggs. The strength of the Larnkin’s maternal instincts surprised Lamarra. 
 
    While the spirit creature had shown interest in mortal affairs before, it had never been with this much focus. Power rolled through Lamarra’s body, and her hand reached out and touched the shield that now shimmered with fierce power she could see with her naked eye. 
 
    The power rising within her stole her breath and then two large hands landed on her shoulders and seemed to calm and steady the fluctuating power. 
 
    “I should have warned you,” Soryn’s mellow voice filled her head and she wasn’t sure for a moment if he’d spoken aloud or in mind speech. Then his warm breath brushed across her neck as he spoke a second time. “Our Larnkins are an ancient pair and have been reborn in many hosts throughout the ages, but this life time and these eggs represent our Larnkins’ first batch of young.” 
 
    Lamarra was drawing breath to ask for clarification when Soryn continued. 
 
    “They had mated before being reborn in us. The female half of the Larnkin pair was carrying five new sparks of life within her, and when my mate had this clutch of eggs, your Larnkin transferred the tiny spark into the eggs. Each egg shelters a phoenix embryo and a new young Larnkin.” 
 
    Speechless, Lamarra could only watch as her Larnkin made quick work of the protective spell. But at least now she understood the spirit creature’s determination. 
 
    When the spell-dome rolled back upon itself and vanished into an iridescent oval burned into the stone that spanned the circumference of the nest, Lamarra stepped closer to the eggs. Soryn was faster and had already moved to check each egg. 
 
    The shells were dark and glossy but glowed from within, a fine network of bright magic spun across the surface almost like lace. The colors reminded her of a fire’s embers, and she wondered if she blew across the eggs if they would brighten as real embers did. She shoved aside the whimsical thought and focused on the task at hand. The shells had a high gloss to them, and when she reached out a finger to touch the nearest one, it was smooth as glass, rock hard, and warmer than her own body temperature. 
 
    Deep in her mind, her Larnkin crooned to the souls within the eggs. Lamarra jumped when five bright essences answered her back. 
 
    “Oh, Bright Light. They are aware.” 
 
    “Of course. All life is aware to varying degrees,” Soryn replied as he continued to examine the last two eggs. Then he stepped back with a smile, apparently satisfied that they were unharmed by everything that had happened to them. “Would you like to help fire the nest?” 
 
    Fire? Even knowing they were Elementals and having Soryn’s earlier explanation to solidify that knowledge, his words still made her want to fidget with a bout of nerves. Forcing herself to answer, she nodded her head. “But I’m not a phoenix and my Larnkin was changed when I became a dead queen. What if it isn’t safe for them?” 
 
    “I will do it then, and your Larnkin can strengthen mine. It will be fine, though. Your Larnkin wouldn’t have offered if she wasn’t able.” 
 
    Lamarra would have commented upon the danger of a fire in the middle of the room, but her thoughts kept snapping back to the fact that the eggs were hers. She’d been a giant bird in her last life. She’d known it on one level but seeing the proof…. 
 
    Soryn reached out and took her hand, laying it on his arm. She allowed him to pull her closer until she stepped up onto the narrow platform of rock. From there, it was only natural to allow her bondmate to draw her closer and curve a wing around her shoulders. 
 
    His warm spicy scent engulfed her as she studied the waist-high, strangely colored eggs. His equally warm voice flowed over her. 
 
    “The shells normally absorb heat and magic from the parents,” Soryn explained at her startled expression, “Then it feeds it to the unhatched chick within. But since I cannot incubate them as would be natural, a fire spell serves the same purpose. It is not the first time my species has had to do such.” 
 
    “How long before they hatch?” 
 
    “If we wake them now, they will hatch in about two moon cycles.” 
 
    Was she ready to be a mother? By the Light. How could she possibly be that? She was destined to become the next dead queen. Her fate was a dark one, decided long ago. She’d accepted that. 
 
    Never in all her youthful yearnings had she imagined herself as a mother. Her dreams and visions had shown a much darker path, full of tombs and crypts and the raw creeping power of death. Was it possible she was meant for more light than darkness? She’d already found a deep sense of purpose and belonging. Dare she hope for more? 
 
    Barely daring to breathe, she stroked one of the eggs as she mulled over Soryn’s words. But how could she possibly be ready to be a mother? It had never even entered her thoughts. 
 
    These chicks were part of the future. Could she trust another to raise them? 
 
    ‘Naïve host, do you really believe you could sit back and watch another female raise our chicks and take our place at Soryn’s side?’ 
 
    No. She couldn’t. Soryn was her bondmate. Her King. 
 
    He was simply hers. 
 
    Her Larnkin vibrated with happy agreement. 
 
    “I don’t know the first thing about being a mother,” she said, glancing up to meet his gaze, “but I think I could learn.” 
 
    “From all that you’ve told me, you’re a quick study.” He bent forward and placed a kiss on her forehead. “You will adapt to this as well.” 
 
    The sensation of warm lips against her skin only lasted a moment, and then he pulled away. But she’d seen that look of male amusement on his face before he turned away. 
 
    Ah, by the Light, had he picked up on her earlier thoughts? 
 
    She wasn’t the type to succumb to maidenly blushes but of late, she’d felt that rising heat in her cheeks more than once. 
 
    “Keep skin contact with me,” Soryn whispered, a seductive tone to his words. “Your Larnkin will share power with mine and mine, in turn, will share power with our little ones.” 
 
    Lamarra only bobbed her head in agreement and stood facing him, her hands resting on his shoulders. 
 
    Soryn summoned elemental fire and the flow of magic from her Larnkin replenished what he lost. After a moment, his thoughts wrapped around hers, sharing the shape of the spell he used to feed and nourish the eggs. 
 
    Ah. It was familiar to her—her Larnkin knew this spell. She had shared power with these eggs in the distant past. 
 
    It was all so strange. Experiencing the past, but having it feel like it was her present. 
 
    Shaking off the confusion, she focused all of her attention upon what Soryn was doing. He continued feeding the eggs with his fire and magic. A ring of fire now circled the nest, hovering above the rock and keeping the eggs the proper temperature for a phoenix. After half a candlemark, Soryn lowered his arms. It was only natural to allow her hand to slide down his wrist until her fingers intertwined with his. 
 
    Soryn glanced down at her, a new heat visible in his eyes. “Our little ones are safe, warm, and fed.”  
 
    He wanted to say more. She could see it, but she also felt his uncertainty. His emotions were running high. Not that she could blame him. Hers were as well. 
 
    “It’s alright, Soryn. Speak what’s on your mind.” 
 
    He didn’t speak aloud, though. Instead, he tugged her hand until she stepped down off the side of the nest. Once they were both down, he gestured with his free hand and the dome spell, which had earlier vanished into the stone until all that remained had been a glowing ring spanning the nest, flared back to life and reformed its protective shield. 
 
    That done, Soryn retreated, pulling Lamarra long with him. 
 
    It wasn’t until they were back in his bedchamber that he spoke. “I know you must be tired, but will you sit with me by the fire for a while?” 
 
    Below his words and his neutral tone, there was a great yearning. And even though Lamarra had promised to try to keep herself aloof so he wouldn’t come to depend on her in any way, she found she couldn’t deny him. In answer, she turned and hugged him fiercely. “Of course, my bondmate.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    At first, not trusting the change in her demeanor, he was slow to return her embrace, fearing she would remember her vow to resist him. He eased his arms around her shoulders, and when she didn’t stiffen or pull away, he gripped her with more confidence. After a time, he broke the hug and guided her to the bench. 
 
    There they sat and talked for the better part of a candlemark. She somehow ended up more in his lap than on the bench, with her head pressed against his chest, listening to his two hearts along with his voice as he talked. 
 
    “Tell me more about what I was like when I was a phoenix.” Her voice was edged with sleep, but she continued. “I would like to hear tales of happier times.” 
 
    To his surprise the burden he’d been carrying for so long lessened. He could even recall memories of his mate without the sharp edge of pain accompanying them. Having Lamarra in his lap made the difference. 
 
    As the moon rose higher in the night sky, Soryn told Lamarra of a love that had spanned ages. Finally, her head slumped and her breath deepened in sleep. Rising from the bench, he carried her to his sleeping platform. To his relief, she didn’t wake when he set her down. 
 
    He started to peel away the outer layers of her clothing when he remembered she might get cold, no longer being a fire Elemental. Usually his own wings and tail were cover enough, but he gathered up the blanket the servants had left on the chest at the foot of his sleeping platform.  
 
    After removing the rest of her clothing, he tucked the blanket around her and then tossed his own garment across the chest at the end of the bed. His torque, armbands and other jewelry landed on top of the discarded clothing. Then being careful not to wake her, he crawled under the blanket until it covered his lower body and laid on his side, one wing curving over them both. The fabric of the blanket dragged against the feathers of his tail, but it was a small discomfort to suffer to hold his bondmate in his arms. 
 
    He shifted closer to Lamarra until her back was pressed against his front. She awoke just as his arms settled around her waist. Holding his breath, he waited for her to wake fully and move away from him. 
 
    She shifted slightly under his wing, and then the warmth of one of her smaller hands touched his arm. With a pat, she muttered his name in a sleepy, slurred tone. 
 
    “You’re safe with me.” 
 
    Her breath soon evened out in sleep again. 
 
    Exhaustion made his limbs feel heavy, but his hearts were overjoyed, and he fought his own battle with sleep, wanting to savor holding Lamarra in his arms for a few moments more. Nuzzling her hair out of the way, he sought the back of her neck and kissed his way down to her shoulder. It entered into his mind to wonder if her human body would welcome him even if her mind still hadn’t regained all her lost memories. 
 
    ‘Host. Your thoughts are dishonorable, and if you are not careful, you will destroy all that you’ve gained this day. Did I not tell you to learn patience? Don’t make me intervene.’ 
 
    Soryn flushed in shame. His Larnkin was correct. While he and Lamarra had come to an understanding, that didn’t mean it couldn’t vanish just as quickly. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lamarra came awake slowly. Blinking, she tried to dispel the darkness, but it didn’t help. The only light came from the dying embers in the hearth and the distant pinpoints of stars seen through one of the windows. The moon must have already set. But she didn’t need light to tell her she was in Soryn’s arms, his body curved around hers. 
 
    It was strange and yet not really surprising. They were bondmates, and Soryn hadn’t made it a secret that he craved closeness. Besides, being surrounded by his warmth and his scent soothed her Larnkin. Waking up naked in his arms wasn’t bothering her nearly as much as it should, especially since she was certain he was dreaming about his lost mate. Either that, or he was just reacting to the warmth of a female body next to his. But whatever the cause, she trusted Soryn. He was more than her bondmate—he was her soulmate. 
 
    She knew him even if she couldn’t remember him. 
 
    His grip on her tightened, and he whispered her name. 
 
    That surprised her. She would have expected the name on his lips to be his dead mate’s. 
 
    ‘Why does that surprise you, host? Does a new body change the essence of our spirit?” 
 
    “No it doesn’t,” she answered in a soft voice. “I just hadn’t expected to hear my name on his lips.” 
 
    ‘Better on his lips than some other male’s.’ 
 
    There was a judgmental tone behind those words, but before she could confirm the reason, the arm around her waist shifted and his hand came up to cup a breast. Well, then, a phoenix and a human male must not be so different after all. 
 
    Soryn gave her breast a gentle squeeze and then shifted against her. 
 
    If she had thought they might have a normal future ahead of them, she would have let this follow its natural progression, but then Soryn would be even more devastated when she had to return to her own time. 
 
    Better to stop this before it went farther. 
 
    She shifted, turning in his arms until she could see his face. 
 
    It was important that he not think this a rejection. It wasn’t. Not of him. There was just a line that couldn’t be crossed. 
 
    “Soryn,” she called and reached out to stroke his jaw. 
 
    He pressed his face against her hand but didn’t wake. 
 
    Grinning, she leaned forward and blew softly in his ear. 
 
    As she had hoped he grunted in surprise and came awake almost in the same motion. 
 
    His eyes took a moment to focus on her, but they did. The dying embers from the fire reflected in his dark eyes. 
 
    “Hello.” Lamarra stroked a hand down his chest. “While this is an interesting way to wake up and has great possibilities I might like to explore one day, I don’t think we are emotionally ready for what our bodies seem interested in.” 
 
    Soryn shifted away just enough that he wasn’t pressing against her, but she could still feel his heat all along her body. He reached out to brush a stray lock of hair over her shoulder and then leaned in to press a kiss against the skin he’d just exposed. Her breath hitched. Perhaps he hadn’t heard her? 
 
    “Hmm, I heard you. When we are this close, I can hear all your thoughts,” he chuckled deep in his throat. “But there’s something I should mention. Phoenix males can be opportunists when the mood hits us.” 
 
    She saw the flash of his white teeth contrasted against the darkness. He shifted a bit farther from her and then levered himself up on an elbow to look down at her. He folded his wing back in place, but a blanket still draped their lower bodies, preventing him from seeing all of her. 
 
    Even just facing each other in silence like this would have been enough to destroy her reputation back home, had she ever been concerned about such things. Even with all her mother’s teachings about the value of a lady’s virtue, Lamarra had never been worried about saving herself for a husband. Mainly because she’d never thought to live long enough to have a husband. But she seemed to have one now. Perhaps they’d never spoken sacred words in a formal ceremony, but it didn’t matter. They were bondmates. And in a strange twisted kind of logic, she realized if she’d been free to love Soryn, she would have liked for him to be her first. 
 
    Not that it mattered. She couldn’t have him at all. 
 
    “What is this strange concept of ‘keeping a lady’s virtue for a husband’ you’re thinking of?” Soryn sounded puzzled. 
 
    “Human males prefer virgins for brides. And we ladies of noble upbringing are expected to keep ourselves pure for a husband. If we do not, we have ‘ruined’ our reputation in the eyes of society. Men, of course, are not held to the same restrictions and are expected to be ‘worldly’ in such areas.” 
 
    “How strange. Lupwyns and santhyrians often take more than one mate during a lifetime, but they do not expect their new mate to be a virgin. If human males themselves do not mate for life, what care would they have if their wife was ‘pure’ as you say?” 
 
    “Pride.” 
 
    Soryn huffed. “Stupidity.” 
 
    “That too.” 
 
    “Yes.” His expression lost its earlier merriment. “You don’t have a husband, do you? I never saw a hint of the possibility in any of your thoughts, and it never occurred to me to ask before.” 
 
    “I have no husband,” Lamarra swallowed. What she was going to say next was deeply personal and not something she’d ever shared with another living being. But Soryn was her bondmate, a part of her soul. Perhaps she could finally tell someone. “But I was secretly engaged for a short time when I was seventeen.” 
 
    “That’s far too young, surely? I confess my ignorance, but is even a short-lived species like a human wholly developed emotionally and physically at that age?” 
 
    “I’ve never really thought about it. It probably is too young, but many women are married at that age or even younger.” 
 
    Her bondmate looked somewhat ill, so she tried to put him at ease. 
 
    “Some would consider me an old maiden at twenty-two-years-old.” 
 
    “My Larnkin isn’t one of them.” Soryn relaxed slightly. “He thinks I should give you at least a decade of light courtship before allowing anything to become more serious.” 
 
    “You consider this ‘light’ courtship?” Lamarra motioned at her own nudity and started to laugh. “As I recall I was wearing clothing when I fell asleep last night.” 
 
    “He’s somewhat displeased with my behavior and thinks I lack patience.” 
 
    “Well, ten years might be a little longer than needed.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t encourage me.” 
 
     “No. Perhaps not.” Slowly her grin melted away. “I told the truth when I said I’d never had a husband. Instead, I took a lover.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “I’ve never told anyone. If you do not wish to hear about this tale, I understand, but I don’t want there to be lies between us either.” 
 
    “Go on.” Soryn reached up and stroked the pads of his fingers along the side of her face. “I would hear about this other, so I can know if he’s competition I should concern myself with.” 
 
    “You need not worry about that. He isn’t and never would have been competition for you.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Not even my sisters know about this.” She cleared her throat and continued in a stronger voice. “There was a young nobleman I’d known since childhood. He was loyal and kind, and I knew that he loved me. Back then my Larnkin hadn’t awakened yet, and I only had snippets of memories and visions. I didn’t yet know that my heart and soul already belonged to you.” 
 
    Soryn leaned forward and pressed a kiss to her cheek. She was tempted to turn her face enough that their lips would brush but that would lead to outcomes better avoided. 
 
    “You were saying.” 
 
    “At seventeen I was of an age where my parents were searching for a suitable match, which to their way of thinking meant someone years and years older than me as well as being rich and powerful. Marriage among nobility is almost always for political reasons.” 
 
    “I have a sudden and profound urge to raise my armies and fly across the ocean and teach these human males that it is not their gods-given right to own or possess other beings like property.” 
 
    “Perhaps later?” 
 
    “Yes. Go on. I’m sorry. I won’t interrupt again.” 
 
    Lamarra drew in another deep breath and then continued. “I knew I had a fate elsewhere, but I didn’t know when that would come to pass. But my mother would likely marry me off before then, so when the young nobleman, his name was Brant, asked me to marry him, I agreed. I decided I wanted a kind husband even if I didn’t love him. But we both knew my parents would never agree. Brant was a nobleman, but one from a lesser family and he had two older brothers, so wouldn’t have inherited his family lands or titles. Because of that, he never would have been a good enough match in the eyes of my mother.” 
 
    Dawn was starting to lighten the sky, and she could now see Soryn’s expression more clearly. It was a mix of shock, horror, and disbelief. 
 
    “I was a pragmatic young woman. I told Brant if I became his lover my parents would have to agree to the marriage. If I’d gotten pregnant out of wedlock, that would have destroyed my reputation and the Stonemantle name. From the start of my plan, I knew my parents wouldn’t be happy with me and fully expected my mother to scream at me for days. But they would agree to the wedding. They wouldn’t have had a choice.”  
 
    She sighed unhappily. “I knew I was abusing Brant’s blind devotion and I knew I would leave him one day. I felt some guilt over that. But I reasoned if I was going to be forced to marry, I wanted some choice in the matter. Someone that I could respect, but not risk my heart on. By that time, I was already having dreams and visions. Enough to know I would no longer be among my people. So I convinced a gullible young nobleman to be my lover with the intention he become my husband for as long as I needed him for that purpose.” 
 
    Lamarra glanced at Soryn, but his expression was schooled and gave nothing away about what he was feeling. She wished she knew what was concealed behind those dark, slanted eyes. “This all happened years ago.” 
 
    “It happened in but a blink of an eye as a phoenix counts time. I feel your guilt and pain. And as you said you had no husband, there is more to your story.” 
 
    “On the second night Brant visited me, he was mistaken for a thief trying to sneak into the Stonemantle residence and was killed by a guard,” Lamarra said the words without as much as a hitch in her voice. Didn’t the poor young man deserve a few more tears even now? But her eyes remained dry. “General Stonemantle was away, and the incident was reported to my mother. Lady Stonemantle is astute, and she recognized Brant and was quick to realize what was going on. Before anyone else understood the truth, she acted to protect my reputation.” 
 
    Lamarra glanced away from Soryn. Guilt and shame made it too hard to maintain his steady gaze.  “My mother told the commander of the guard to take the body and dump it outside a brothel and make it look like a robbery.” 
 
    “I am sorry,” Soryn said as he drew her back into his arms. 
 
    Lamarra closed her eyes and inhaled his warm, male scent. “I only found out about the incident the next day. That morning I’d woken up from a nightmare vision showing me how he died.” 
 
    Soryn rubbed his cheek against the top of her head as his hands stroked slowly up and down her back. 
 
    “I confronted my mother with the truth. She was self-righteous at first, but did tell me the truth in the end and that she didn’t have another choice. Brant’s body couldn’t be found on Stonemantle lands without raising questions.” Lamarra sighed bitterly. “You know what I feel the most guilt about?” 
 
    “Yes,” Soryn said. Now that they were touching it was as if they were connected, one mind. “He was a noble soul, and you thought he deserved a better fate, free of the stigma of dying like that and being tossed in a gutter.” 
 
    “Yes. He deserved better than that, better from me.” Lamarra’s throat tightened as tears began to trickle from the corners of her eyes. “I should never have made him think he had a chance. It was cruel.” 
 
    “I doubt he thought so. I’m certain he died thinking of you and the happiness you gave him.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” Lamarra forced herself to swallow. “Had I known you were waiting for me, I would have made different decisions.” 
 
    “Beloved, do not blame yourself for your decisions or the acts of others.” 
 
    “It is not so easy.” Bitterness overflowed in her voice. 
 
    “No,” Soryn lowered his head so he could place a kiss on her forehead. “But it does get easier, and one day you will find you’ve forgiven yourself.” 
 
    “Thank you, Soryn. For so many things. For existing. For being my bondmate and the father of my newfound little ones.” 
 
    Soryn snorted, his breath tickling in her hair. “And mate. I plan on being your mate again sometime in the years ahead. Let me assure you, my skills are much more advanced than what that fumbling youth possessed.” 
 
    Lamarra’s heart ached for the promise of love she heard in his voice, but she knew—they both knew—their futures would not be filled with love and passion. Still, it was tempting to take what he was clearly offering her just so she would know what it would be like. 
 
    She wished for her Larnkin’s guidance and directed her next thought inward. ‘Soryn is vulnerable right now, and if I accept what he’s offering, I’d be using him just like I used Brant, wouldn’t I?’ 
 
    Lamarra half expected to hear denials from the spirit creature, but she was quiet. 
 
    Which was telling in its own way. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Soryn knew he’d made a misstep as soon as he’d said that part about being a better mate. Lamarra’s expression lost its animation, and an emotionless mask seemed to leach all the softness from her face. A dead queen looked back at him. 
 
    “Lamarra, I shouldn’t have—” 
 
    Loud, heavy pounding rattled the door to his bedchamber, and Soryn bolted upright. 
 
    “Come!” 
 
    Shadowhunter, a lupwyn guard Soryn had known most of his life, entered and then after a swift bow, shifted over to allow her bondmate to enter. Hanlyn was the younger of the two, but also a full-blooded phoenix so tended to be more outspoken. However, this time Hanlyn seemed too shaken up to speak, and it was his stoic lupwyn mate who answered. 
 
    “My King, there is a report that an Elemental has been found with the taint of these acolytes upon her. We have sent runners to find the other two dead rulers, but you and Dead Queen Lamarra are closer. Time is of the essence. We don’t know if other patients in the healers’ quarters have been tainted as well or if it is just her.” 
 
    “It is one of the injured?” Lamarra asked even as she pulled on her robe and cloak. “Dead Queen Karneska searched each of them and found nothing.” 
 
    “Yes. I don’t understand how it was missed,” Shadowhunter said in her gruff voice. 
 
    Her furry ears swiveled toward Lamarra and then settled back in Soryn’s direction in a nervous manner. Her unease was so very plain to see, he feared he already knew what the lupwyn was going to say. 
 
    “The taint was found in Raikena.” 
 
    Soryn heard Lamarra’s gasp of surprise and a soft ‘that’s not possible.’ He wanted to agree. Raikena was his oldest friend; she’d started out as his mentor when he’d been a youth. 
 
    “I want as many guards as you can gather stationed around the healers’ quarters.” 
 
    This new enemy couldn’t have his oldest friend. He wouldn’t allow it, but he needed more information if he was going to win this battle. “How did she react once the taint was discovered? What is she trying to do now?” 
 
     “We’ve already called for reinforcements. They should be in place by the time we get there.” Shadowhunter tilted her head as if listening. “The other guards report that Raikena claims to be unaware of the taint, but she is acting agitated and doesn’t want to remain in the healers’ quarters.” 
 
    Soryn finished belting on his own garment and then grabbed his sword. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Lamarra unsheathe her own sword with its strange crystalline blade. She ran a finger down its length and the magic within flared brighter. 
 
    “Lamarra…you can’t mean to—” 
 
    “I am a dead queen, and I will fulfill my duty.” 
 
    He couldn’t see her expression behind the mask, but her power reached out to him, and her voice was in his mind. 
 
    ‘I am sorry. This isn’t how it was supposed to be. Raikena was one of the tomb guards who rescued me from the acolytes. But if she is tainted, it won’t be long before she’s an acolyte and an Elemental acolyte is not something any of us wants to face.’ 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    They hurried to the healers’ quarters, more guards joining them as they made their way to their destination. By the time they arrived, it had looked like Soryn’s guards were preparing for an epic battle. She hoped that it didn’t come down to that. If the taint had spread that far… 
 
    No. Lamarra refused to believe all was lost. Even if the acolytes had managed to corrupt some of the Elementals, they wouldn’t be able to escape the city with its defenses in place. She would do whatever she had to do to protect those she loved in both times. 
 
    “The guards will go first,” Soryn said. 
 
    Lamarra shook her head. “No. I’ll go first. You follow close behind. I’ll be able to detect if other Elementals have been contaminated.” 
 
    Soryn radiated displeasure at her plan, but he merely nodded and then turned to his guards. “Stay close but allow Queen Lamarra to do what she must.” 
 
    The hilt of her sword in her hand, Lamarra stepped under the archway and into the room. Inside, guards were at the ready, armed with arrows, oil, and torches. Rows of cots had been shoved aside, and a golden cage took up a large area, its bars made out of ropes of magic. Inside an angry gryphon paced from one side to the other. 
 
    “Let me out you fools! I’m not the one you need to worry about.” Raikena reared up on her hind legs and slammed her massive paws against the bars. She raked her claws along the ropes of magic and started to shred them, her own power working to counter the spell holding her. 
 
    Seeing that, Lamarra knew they’d been tricked and called on the chill of her death magic, releasing it in a wave. It washed against the cage and extinguished the magic holding Raikena. A huff of surprise escaped the gryphon when she hit the ground after the bars she’d been leaning on vanished. 
 
    “Do not harm her,” Lamarra ordered, stepping between Raikena and the guards with their arrows. 
 
    “Lamarra!” Soryn shouted with concern as he and his bodyguards followed her. 
 
    Glancing sideways to Soryn, she explained, “Raikena was using her magic to combat the spell entrapping her. An acolyte would simply have devoured the magic used to create and form the cage.” 
 
    Her Larnkin sent a secondary spell to examine the gryphon in more detail. 
 
    “You’re certain?” There was hope and relief in Soryn’s tone even though his face was expressionless. 
 
    “Yes,” Lamarra said even as her Larnkin confirmed it. “My Larnkin just scanned Raikena again. She’s clean.” 
 
    “But what did the healer find?” 
 
    Lamarra arched an eyebrow. “The healer found nothing. I believe she was trying to hide something. Or lure us here for some other purpose.” 
 
    Soryn’s face no longer lacked expression, unease now showed in his eyes. “You think the healer is the acolyte.” 
 
    It was a statement, not a question, but she answered anyway. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And she lured us here for some purpose.” 
 
    Lamarra frowned. “It has to be, but I don’t know why. There’s no trap here and why else would an acolyte wish to draw attention?” 
 
    “A distraction to lure us away from where we were,” Soryn stated with growing horror. 
 
    Lamarra understood his meaning the same moment he used mind speech to call out to the guards who had stayed behind to watch his chambers, and more importantly, to guard the unhatched eggs. 
 
    But there was no response from the ones left behind. 
 
    Raikena raced past them both with a snarl. Soryn and his other guards were swift on her heels. Lamarra had never considered herself a good runner, but fear for the vulnerable eggs and the five lives within them spurred her onward. Her Larnkin’s rage and the chill of death magic added fuel to her own efforts, and she soon caught up with the others.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Soryn raced toward his vulnerable eggs and cursed the fact that he couldn’t simply Gate directly into his chambers, but his suite and the halls around it were protected by powerful wardspells to prevent an enemy from doing the same. 
 
    Ahead his guards slowed and then stopped, forcing him to halt his mindless, fury-filled run. Instinct still screamed at him to keep going, to get to his nest, to shelter his eggs with wings of fire, but he forced himself to calm and think. Shifting to his true form wouldn’t be beneficial in the confined space of the hall.  However, fire might be just the thing. 
 
    He was still summoning Elemental fire when Lamarra halted at his side a moment later. She was breathing hard but seemed ready for a fight. 
 
    ‘I can feel the acolyte taint from here,’ Lamarra whispered into his thoughts, emotion bleeding along their mental link. She was terrified for the little ones, and it was enough to send him back into motion. His Elemental fire spread from his hands to crawl up into his wings and crest. He would burn all the acolytes to ash before he allowed harm to come to his loved ones. 
 
    No more. They wouldn’t take anyone else from him. 
 
    “My King, wait. There are bodies ahead.” 
 
    It took Soryn long moments to realize one of his guards had spoken, but once the words sank in, he calmed the raging need to kill. 
 
    Lamarra stepped out around him and looked between two broad-shouldered lupwyn guards. Soryn joined her. 
 
    His guards had misspoken. They’d said bodies, but these were nothing more than three piles of ash, heat still swirling up from them. He detected the earth and spice scent of Raikena’s magic. The gryphon had already been here. 
 
    Lamarra skirted the first pile and continued past it to another before coming to a halt. “Whoever these once were, there is acolyte taint here. The first body was clean.” Lamarra gestured down at her feet. “This one was not, but without a viable host, the unnatural magic disintegrated back into raw, untainted power.” 
 
    “Raikena burned them all because she didn’t know which ones were tainted,” Soryn hedged a guess. 
 
    From somewhere ahead, a gryphon’s enraged scream echoed back down the corridor. 
 
    Soryn broke into a run; Lamarra a step ahead, her sword at the ready. 
 
    They’d almost reached the chamber that housed his nest when a juvenile lupwyn bolted through the open door. Seeing them, the lupwyn changed directions and tried to escape down another hallway but only managed to run directly into the path of the fiery ball of magic. 
 
    Devouring flames engulfed the lupwyn’s entire body and mere heartbeats later, she was only so much ash fluttering through the air. The lupwyn hadn’t made so much as a sound as her young life was snuffed out of existence. 
 
    The swiftness of a life vanishing should have horrified him more than it did, but death was probably a relief for the poor creature. Now, he had other concerns. Mainly his nest. 
 
    He hadn’t even taken three steps in that direction when Raikena padded from his chambers on silent paws. Her head was held high, feather-tufted ears perked and alert, and even her beak gaped in threat as she scanned her surroundings for more danger. Her huge wings were half spread, the fire licking through the deep burgundy primary feathers showing her half-phoenix heritage as clearly as if she’d shapeshifted into one. 
 
    Seeing no new threats, she lowered her head and relaxed her ears. With a shake, she extinguished the Elemental fire as if it had never been and folded her wings tight. Then she started over to them. 
 
    “Halt,” Lamarra ordered. 
 
    Soryn’s eyes narrowed, and his Larnkin flooded him with more magic, ready for battle should it be needed. 
 
    “I destroyed the tainted one before she reached the eggs. She still got too close,” Raikena said in a hissing voice that showed the depths of her anger. In all the years that he’d known the gryphon, he hadn’t heard her hiss in battle rage before. 
 
    “I know,” Lamarra said in a soothing tone. “But I must make sure you are not now tainted.” 
 
    “I understand.” Raikena bobbed her head and then sat on her haunches to wait. 
 
    Again Soryn found himself blocked by his guards. 
 
    He almost hissed himself in his anger but held his place until Lamarra scanned the gryphon. At last, she gave a slight nod of her head. Soryn nodded in acknowledgment as he sidestepped them both and hurried into his chamber, nearly running through the different rooms until he came to his bedchamber and the room beyond. 
 
    The wardspell over the door had been devoured; there wasn’t so much as a hint of that magic left. But on the far side of the chamber, the wardspell protecting his nest was still intact. Damaged and drained. But still whole. 
 
    The eggs were behind their protective shield just as he’d left them. 
 
    Relief flooded his body, his wings and crest quivering in reaction.  
 
    By the damage to the shield, he could only guess that an acolyte had been within moments of reaching them. Knowing just how close he’d come to losing them caused his mind to flood with panic as his heart pounded with a cold, fierce fear. 
 
    Instinct urged him to shapeshift into his true form. 
 
    Only the slight weight of a delicate hand coming to rest on his forearm stopped him. 
 
    “Soryn,” Lamarra called softly. “They are well, unharmed and free of taint.”  
 
    He closed his eyes and took three deep breaths. 
 
    Light be merciful. 
 
    Opening his eyes again, he advanced farther into the chamber and extinguished what remained of the protective wardspell around the nest. With Lamarra at his side, he checked over the eggs. She was correct. The wardspell had protected his young from his enemies. 
 
    This time. 
 
    And by all that was good, no acolyte would ever be allowed to get so close to them again. 
 
    “I want the guard doubled. Those godless creatures do not get to threaten my children a second time, understood?” Soryn narrowed his eyes at his most senior guardsmen. 
 
    “Yes, my King.” 
 
    “Clearly my queen’s concerns about the acolytes being a hard enemy to kill weren’t misplaced. If there was one that had managed to survive and hide in our presence, there could be more. Find them. Find how and when that poor young lupwyn was corrupted.” 
 
    “I am going to scan everyone in this city.” Lamarra’s voice came out harsh, the keen edge of death magic clinging to each word and radiating off her in response to her growing anger. “If there are any more acolytes within either Sorrow or Grey Spires, I will hunt them down.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They’d spent two full days hunting for signs of acolyte taint, but so far had returned each night unsuccessful from their hunt. Soryn didn’t know if he should be relieved that they’d possibly weeded out the last of that evil taint, or if he should be worried that it had found a way to hide from all three dead rulers. 
 
    In the end, he’d settled for being watchfully alert. He was too tired for anything else. The deep scans used to cover the entire city plus all the citizens within required a vast amount of power. 
 
    Last night they’d returned to his chambers, fed and examined each egg again just to reassure themselves, and then collapsed onto his sleeping platform fully clothed. He had tried to remain awake for a few moments so he could enjoy the feeling of having his beloved in his arms but he’d lost the battle with sleep and went under not long after Lamarra. 
 
    This morning when he woke it was to find Lamarra already up before him. She’d been checking on the nest and was now resetting the wardspell shield on the door. 
 
    Servants were already moving around within his chambers, laying out a large meal for Lamarra and him. After he had dismissed the servants, his gaze slid toward Lamarra where she was adding a final layer of protection to the chamber housing their nest. 
 
    It had been a harrowing couple of days, and he simply wanted to spend some time alone with his family. Unfortunately, he also knew now wasn’t the time for courtship. Yet after how he’d held her in his arms at times yesterday and the day before to share power with her while she weaved the hunting spells that allowed her to scan the city and its people, he was afraid he’d become accustomed to the act of two Larnkin’s sharing power. Now he craved it. 
 
    The only thing that stopped him from stepping up behind her and enfolding her in his arms was how formal she’d been the entire time. She’d been the epitome of a dead queen—cold and controlled. 
 
    But was that simply an act for others? Was she still blaming herself for not having found Trensler? Or was it something else? 
 
    Lamarra finished up with the wardspell on the door and turned to him. 
 
    “The servants said they left some clothing for me to change into.” Lamarra’s masked face tilted up to meet his gaze. “They also said there is food and drink in the chamber beyond. Why don’t you go pour us some drinks while I change?” 
 
    Ah. Lamarra was very politely asking him to leave. It hurt more than he’d thought it would. 
 
    “Of course.” He gave her a swift bow and then straightened and left his bedchamber for the receiving room. There he began to pace around the table laden with food. 
 
    He knew he’d been overly eager to reestablish their previous relationship. It ate at his inner peace to know his own actions three nights ago might have been what caused this new aloofness in her. 
 
    How could he get her to relax and enjoy his company if he didn’t know what was setting her on edge? Huh. Perhaps if he was more attentive to her emotional state instead of his own, he’d have a better idea how to handle this new situation.  
 
    He knew he hadn’t done a particularly good job of easing Lamarra’s transition into newly made bondmate and queen. He’d have to do better. First, he needed to regain her trust and then get her to let down her guard in his presence. 
 
    Continuing to pace, he circled the room another two times. 
 
    ‘If you keep that up, you will make me nervous.’ 
 
    His Larnkin’s thoughts were suddenly in his mind, and Soryn stumbled over his own feet as his talons caught at the edge of a rug. 
 
    ‘Well, you’ve almost stumbled upon the correct path. Let me offer a bit of advice. Stop thinking of her solely as a dead queen or your lost mate. She is more than that. You do her a disservice by not seeing her for who she truly is. She is the woman you formed the Bond with—a human woman far out of her element. Talk to her. Get to know her, not her titles.’ 
 
    With those few mildly scornful words, Soryn felt his Larnkin drift away again. He had to admit his Larnkin’s advice was wise if somewhat scathing in delivery. Soryn knew he could do worse than follow his Larnkin’s suggestions. 
 
    Soryn was still deep in thought when the door opened behind him. He turned to find Lamarra hovering uncertainly at the threshold. 
 
    “I hope the owner of this dress doesn’t mind me borrowing it.” She smoothed her palms down her thighs. 
 
    He took in the dress with its long flowing skirt and its delicate top that left one shoulder bare and most of the back as well. The gossamer fabric was a deep burgundy with many tiny black beads sewn around the neckline, waist, and hem. 
 
    It had been refitted for her smaller frame, but the dress still triggered recognition within him. No, the owner would not mind her wearing the dress. It had, after all, been made for her even though she’d never worn it. 
 
    Something in his expression must have revealed his thoughts for Lamarra’s expression lost all warmth. 
 
    “I’m wearing a dead woman’s dress, aren’t I?” 
 
    Soryn drew a short, quick breath. “No.” 
 
    Lamarra’s eyebrow arched up, clearly saying she didn’t believe him. 
 
    “It was made for you, although you never wore this one. I will have another wardrobe made up for you if wearing this one bothers you.” 
 
    Lamarra sighed and touched the fabric of the skirt in a small fidgety manner. “No. It doesn’t bother me, but if it brings up memories you would rather not revisit, I will have a tomb guard bring me new robes.” 
 
    Soryn shook his head. “No need. The Larnkin and soul of my beloved mate now reside in a new body. A dress bothers me not at all.” 
 
    “But seeing me bothers you, doesn’t it? This must all be so strange to you. How can you not fear me?” 
 
    That wasn’t what he’d meant. At all. Seeing the deeply troubled look, he couldn’t stand there and do nothing. His long strides covered the distance, and before Lamarra could react, he had wrapped her in his embrace. 
 
    “Seeing you, I can assure you it is not fear I’m feeling.” He pressed a kiss to the top of her head and then loosened his hold. “However, that’s part of the problem as my Larnkin so wisely pointed out.” 
 
    Lamarra stepped back until she could look up at him. Her raised eyebrow asked a question she hadn’t yet voiced. 
 
    “Lamarra, when I looked at you and recognized my lost mate, I did not look beyond that fact. Yes, you are her born again, and for the first time we are also bondmates, but my Larnkin pointed out that you are more than my lost mate, your title, and your duty. You are Lady Lamarra, human noblewoman. I would like to get to know who you are now if you will let me.” 
 
    Lamarra’s expression warmed, and the impenetrable wall around her emotions weakened enough that he could feel the flickering of high emotions below her mental shields. 
 
    “I think I would like that. And I would like to get to know Soryn the man versus the King of the Phoenix.” 
 
    “Ah, in that case, I think a walk in the gardens would be an excellent place to start after our meal.” 
 
    Lamarra nodded her agreement. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Later, their guards trailing them like determined shadows, Soryn silently led Lamarra out onto the balcony and on down the wide stairs that meandered their way through a terraced slope and the rest of the gardens beyond. 
 
    They talked as they made their way around the gardens. Lamarra shared stories of her childhood. He liked those, they gave him insight into how she came to possess her unwavering determination to do what was morally right. 
 
    The more he got to know Lamarra, the more he wanted to know about her. 
 
    His Larnkin had been correct; he had been doing Lamarra an injustice by thinking of her only as his lost love, his bondmate or the new dead queen. 
 
    Lamarra was more than those things. She was a woman who possessed a great sense of duty and equally deep wellspring of compassion. She’d felt pity for her dead king of the future when she first met him, but that had changed to admiration and caring. 
 
    If one were to judge by her outwardly cold demeanor, they would never know her nearly immeasurable capacity to love. The more he learned, the more he wanted her to turn that love upon him, and he wanted her to accept his in return. 
 
    There was only one problem—she still felt duty-bound to return to his future self—a corpse that had died long ago and was now only a husk that his spirit still haunted. 
 
    It seemed he would have to compete with himself. 
 
    That was not a future the flesh and blood woman standing at his side deserved. She deserved a warm, loving mate. One who would remain at her side for a thousand years. 
 
    Soryn would do all in his power to give Lamarra the future she deserved. 
 
    ‘And if you change the future in the process?’ his Larnkin asked. 
 
    ‘The gods have given her back to me so as far as I’m concerned they are giving me their blessing. Lamarra is mine. I plan to win her heart for all eternity.’ 
 
    Soryn decided he would even fight the dead king of the future to keep Lamarra here in this time. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lamarra enjoyed their afternoon together. It almost allowed her to think she had a chance at happiness. But she knew her fate, and there was no escaping it. 
 
    But this distraction? These few moments of happiness? Surely she was allowed that much? 
 
    So when Soryn got up from the bench they were sharing and held out a hand, she was mildly disappointed. She would have liked to stay a few more candlemarks beneath the shade of the flowering tree they sheltered under. 
 
    Here in this quiet garden, the worries of the world seemed far away even though she knew that to be a lie. 
 
    While they might have defeated Trensler, somewhere out there his master still existed. 
 
    Lamarra just had to find him, if she hadn’t already missed her chance. 
 
    It was possible it was like Dead Queen Karneska said. That Trensler hadn’t been able to escape the youngling before she was destroyed and thus his taint had died with the lupwyn, unable to create another acolyte. That might be true. But she wasn’t going to stake the future on only that hope. 
 
    “Lamarra,” Soryn’s voice reached out and caressed her senses. “Sometimes your mind is very far from me even though we are bonded.” 
 
    There was a question there, but he didn’t press the issue by reading her mind, so she smiled and shrugged. 
 
    “Lost in thought. I have much to think about after these last few days.” 
 
    For a time this afternoon, Lamarra had been able to pretend she was walking through a garden with an attentive suitor, just the two of them enjoying a simple walk. 
 
    She knew it wasn’t real. She was a dead queen; he was her future dead king. An ordinary life filled with long romantic walks was far from her reality.  Still, she liked the illusion of intimacy it created. It was something she craved but could never have. 
 
    “We should return and tend to our nest.” Soryn shrugged almost helplessly. “I know when you came back in time you weren’t expecting to be thrust into the role of mother to my children, but all the same, you are proving to be a good mother.” 
 
    “I barely do anything, only share a bit of my power with them.” Lamarra was certain there was a flush creeping up her pale cheeks. 
 
    “You tend to each one with thoroughness, gentleness and a mother’s fierce protectiveness. I haven’t missed how you’ve added more layers to the spell each time you reset it.” 
 
    Lamarra slowed and cleared her throat. “The thought of an acolyte ever touching those small bright souls…” 
 
    She shivered in disgust. In what was likely an instinctive response, Soryn curved one wing around her shoulders and started to urge her closer. She stiffened in surprise, at first undecided what to do. Her hesitation wasn’t missed by Soryn, and a flash of pain showed in his eyes before he folded his wing tight to his back. 
 
    His pain was the last thing she wanted. She hadn’t meant to reject him. Again. 
 
    Two options presented themselves. She could step to the side, farther from his heat, or she could slide in closer to the source of all that delicious warmth.  
 
    Lamarra stepped in closer to his side, one hand coming to rest on his forearm while the other threaded underneath his wings. The feathers closer to his body were smaller and fluffier than his long flight feathers, and they tickled her skin where her dress left her shoulder and arm bare. 
 
    ‘Phoenix like to have the area where their wings join their bodies massaged.’ 
 
    Lamarra arched an eyebrow at her Larnkin’s words, wondering about the spirit creature’s sudden interest. But Soryn’s skin, hotter to the touch than hers, was a temptation her curiosity couldn’t resist. 
 
    Against her better judgment, she allowed her fingers to explore his back, following his spine up to where his mighty wings merged with his back and shoulder blades. Using her thumb and fingers, she massaged him there. 
 
    “Lamarra? What…?” It was his turn to stiffen in surprise, but after a moment he pressed closer to her and buried his face against her shoulder. 
 
    His chest vibrated with a deep rolling sound. It was something like a cat’s purr but deeper and more crooning in tone. His arms circled her waist and both his wings now enfolded them in a warm, blue blanket. 
 
    She frowned, wondering if her Larnkin had suggested something that was entirely too forward. Likely. She should probably stop. Oh, but the sounds he was making were too titillating to halt just yet. 
 
    “Oh, my beloved,” he groaned, his voice coming out deep and hoarse. “I have missed this.” 
 
    His warm breath brushed across her shoulder a moment before he brushed his lips along the slope of her neck. 
 
    Tilting her head to the side, she stepped in closer, pressing into his solid frame. His heat was intoxicating. The way his powerful muscles tensed under her hands stirred an answering fire in her own body. When he pressed a kiss to the underside of her jaw, it was only natural to dip her head and meet his lips in a kiss. 
 
    He sighed in pleasure at her acceptance, his arms tightening around her and dragging her even closer. She stretched up on her toes and threaded one arm around his neck while the other continued to stroke the joint of his wings. 
 
    Encouraged, he deepened the kiss as his hands dropped to rest on her hips. His fingers massaged in small circles and then moved lower, stroking and cupping her buttocks before moving back up to caress the small of her back. 
 
    She turned her head, breaking the kiss. Her breath came in ragged puffs as if she’d just run up the side of a mountain. 
 
    Reason slowly returned. 
 
    What was she doing? 
 
    “Soryn, this isn’t wise.” 
 
    He buried his face in her hair. ‘No, not likely, but this probably isn’t either. So we’ll be even.’ 
 
    Hoisting her up in his arms, he turned and took three long strides to the nearby tree and braced her weight against the trunk. Then using her gasp of surprise as an excuse, he kissed her again, his caresses full of fire and yearning. 
 
    There was just enough restraint in his touch that she knew he’d stop if she asked even though his lips and body were demanding. She should tell him to put her down.  
 
    Instead, she wrapped her legs around his hips and returned his caresses, a fierce passion equal to his slipping free of her control. Kicking off her slippers, she curled her toes into the feathers of his tail, delighting in the contrast of hard muscles under her thighs and soft downy feathers brushing her legs. 
 
    He hoisted her higher, his firm lips trailing along her collar bone and then lower. His warm moist breath caressed the upper swell of her breast. The delicate fabric of her dress was no hindrance to him as he stroked her with his lips and warm breath. Lamarra sank her fingers into his crest, holding his head against her, encouraging him with soft groans. Eventually, he lifted his head and sealed their lips together again. 
 
    Deep inside, her Larnkin stirred, magic flaring and shifting under her skin. Soryn’s passion grew as both spirit creatures fed off each other, sharing and amplifying their strength. She no longer knew where her desire ended and her Larnkin’s began. 
 
    At least Soryn seemed just as lost, his magic snapping and flaring along her senses. She broke the kiss a second time and dragged in a surprised breath when she realized his power had escaped his control and was now dancing along his feathers with a bright blue radiance. 
 
    The magic flame gave off heat but did not burn her. 
 
    But seeing that fiery magic jolted Lamarra back to reality. 
 
    ‘Soryn, this has gone too far.’ 
 
    ‘My fire will not burn my bondmate. Let me take care of you.’ 
 
    She turned her head away, but he just sought her lips again. 
 
    ‘Stop. I’m sorry. My Larnkin said a phoenix likes to have his wing joints rubbed. I didn’t mean for this to happen.’ 
 
    ‘Your Larnkin?’ With a huff of what might have been a hint of humor, Soryn broke the kiss. 
 
    ‘Soryn, did my Larnkin just trick me into seducing you?’ 
 
    He laughed. “Yes, beloved. I would say that’s a good way to phrase it.” 
 
    “I am truly sorry. I wasn’t trying to…to…” 
 
    He nipped her shoulder as he lowered her back to the ground. Lamarra’s hands naturally slid down his muscular chest, and she wasn’t strong enough to completely sever her connection with all his power, passion and heat, not just yet. 
 
    “Nothing to be sorry for; I welcome your courtship,” Soryn said, sounding equal parts hopeful and playful as he looked her in the eye. “You didn’t have to stop, though.” 
 
    “Somehow I imagine it was best we stopped when we did.” 
 
    To her Larnkin she added, ‘Just what were you up to, anyway?’ 
 
    As expected, she received no response. Larnkins never doled out advice or answers when a host actually wanted some. 
 
    Gods, she’d been far too close to giving in and causing irrevocable damage. He thought she was courting him. And she wasn’t sure if she wasn’t. 
 
    Everything about Soryn felt right. 
 
    Why did fate have to be so cruel? 
 
    Even though she’d put a little space between them, Soryn seemed content to simply curve one wing around her shoulders in a companionable way as they started to walk again. They made the rest of the way to his chambers in silence, but surprisingly it was a comfortable silence, not an awkward one. 
 
    Lamarra would just have to make Soryn understand that she would be a supportive bondmate, helping him raise his young and rule his kingdom until she was recalled to her own time, but she could not become his beloved mate a second time. 
 
    There was no way she wanted to leave him with a heart broken in more pieces than it already was. One day Soryn would become the next dead king, that burden was great enough. 
 
    No, she would not add to his grief by allowing him to fall in love with her a second time. 
 
    And she would grant herself the same mercy and avoid becoming anymore…emotionally invested in her bondmate than she already was. She would not—could not— fall in love with him. 
 
    ‘How do you plan to accomplish that impossible feat, my host?’ Her Larnkin’s voice held an incredulous note. 
 
    ‘I have no idea, but I have never failed to complete a task I’ve set my mind to.’ 
 
    Her Larnkin began to laugh. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun rose and sank three more times with no new signs of Trensler or the acolytes’ taint. By the fourth day after the death of the tainted young healer, Lamarra started to think they might have been successful at eradicating the threat. While she did feel joy, it was offset by the gnawing guilt for failing to fulfill the Oracle’s task. Her crystalline sword still hung at her side unused. 
 
    But only Lamarra seemed affected by her misgivings. For its part, the city of Grey Spires was returning to what it had been like before she’d come. When King Soryn took up the responsibilities of his kingship, Lamarra had shadowed him as the bond required although she remained a silent shadow at his side in an attempt to avoid undue notice and appear non-threatening—as much as that was possible with a masked and robed death’s specter following the king of the Elementals. 
 
    And for the first time since Lamarra had started her quest, she’d felt adrift with no goal. But her bondmate was astute. During a break at midday meal that first day, he’d been quick to tell her about his other duties and to give her a few lessons in Elemental history and politics. Learning about her bondmate’s kingdom gave her new purpose, and she was soon listening and taking part in council meetings and various other Elemental functions. 
 
    In between attending to his duties, King Soryn would walk with her in the gardens that dotted Grey Spires’ terraced slopes. Today was no different. She was very much enjoying her walk through the gardens with a quiet and reflective Soryn for a companion. 
 
    Even though they were walking a secluded path, their guards just out of sight in either direction, Soryn wasn’t pressing his courtship. In fact, he hadn’t tried at all after that first ‘garden incident’ where her Larnkin had tricked her into seducing her bondmate. Somewhat sourly, Lamarra admitted to herself she wasn’t sure if she was disappointed or relieved that Soryn hadn’t tried to resume their courtship. 
 
    “We should return to our quarters and feed the eggs before the council session resumes, but if you are hungry, it can wait until after we eat.” 
 
    Lamarra was drawing breath to answer when Soryn suddenly rested a hand on her shoulder. Glancing up at him, she saw he wasn’t looking at her. His gaze was locked on the path ahead. Their personal guards, who had been silent and unobserved until now, emerged from their sentry stations, coming forward to meet the approaching tomb guards. 
 
    Even though the tomb guards were a more regular sight in Grey Spires now that Lamarra was spending more time in the city, it was still odd to see them in such numbers. There were at least twenty of them. And they weren’t alone. Several more of Soryn’s personal guards were with them. 
 
    She sensed no alarm or fear in them—not that those two emotions were frequently found in tomb guards—but she didn’t think they brought news of acolytes. When the two Grey Spire garrison guards in the lead, the lupwyn and phoenix bonded pair she’d met before, reached her location, they bowed to Lamarra, but it was King Soryn that Hanlyn addressed. 
 
    “Dead King Narin would speak with you.” 
 
    King Soryn nodded. “Of course. We will come at once.” 
 
    He glanced sideways at Lamarra. Although his emotions flowed swiftly through their link, she didn’t need to read his mind to feel Soryn’s concern. 
 
    With deep bows, Shadowhunter and Hanlyn stepped back and allowed Lamarra and Soryn to pass between them. Both the king’s personal guard and those that watched the dead merged flawlessly into one protective unit. 
 
    King Soryn did not speak as they descended deeper into the city and Lamarra didn’t try to fill the silence with useless speculation; although, she did wonder if some sign of the acolytes’ taint had surfaced after all. If so, her task wasn’t yet complete. She mulled over that possibility as her feet carried her deeper into the cavernous realm of the dead. 
 
    The stone garden and murmurs of the stream were familiar from the time in the future when she’d spent several days in the quiet realm of the dead. Strange how it was almost easier to deal with the revelations she learned in her own time than this present time where she was thrust into the role of Soryn’s Queen and mother to the clutch of unhatched eggs. 
 
    They approached the great triple archway and passed beneath it, entering the heart of Sorrow, the throne room of the dead rulers. Lamarra was halfway down the stairs when her eyes locked on a new object sitting squarely between the other two sarcophaguses in the center of the polished stone floor. 
 
    The third sarcophagus belonged here in this time no more than she did. The last time she’d laid eyes on it had been in her own time, anchoring Dead King Soryn’s soul and Larnkin to this world. 
 
    Unpleasant memories of the time she’d been inside it surfaced. Shuddering, she tried to block the memory of skeletal arms wrapping around her from behind and pulling her bodily back into the seething raw power of two Larnkins bonding. 
 
    How did this sarcophagus come to be here? 
 
    A warm hand latched onto her arm, and she jumped, a small sound of fear escaping her. But the hand was flesh and blood and familiar. Living Soryn. Her bondmate. 
 
    “Lamarra are you all right? Is that yours?” He asked calmly, but she could hear the tension in his voice, his concern for her and what the new sarcophagus might mean. 
 
    And it was new she discovered as her Larnkin examined it with magic. Without conscious thought, Lamarra ran down the rest of the stairs and crossed the distance to the new sarcophagus at the center of the hall. 
 
    Reaching out, she laid a hand on the heavy lid, its carvings familiar under her fingers. 
 
    There was no answering throb of power, so it did not yet belong to the dead king of the future, but it soon would. 
 
    “Soryn,” she said his name even as her heart broke. “This one is not mine.” 
 
    It was newly made, waiting for its king. 
 
    Lamarra tried to hide her pain and growing horror from her bondmate, but she knew she’d failed by his somber expression. 
 
    Soryn glanced from her to the sarcophagus, and then back to her before finally uttering, “Ah. It’s for me, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Even as he said the words, he wanted her to deny them, but Lamarra wouldn’t lie to him, and the truth was evident in her eyes. Not so long ago he had not known how to go on without his mate. Now he had her back, his future had looked brighter with the possibility of his unhatched chicks knowing the love of two parents. Then fate had decided to be cruel, to take all his foolish dreams away in a blink of an eye. 
 
    He wasn’t naïve. He’d known what his fate was the moment a dead queen had bonded him. Yet he’d thought it would be some years from now after he had a chance to raise his young and enjoy his mate. 
 
    But death had come for him. Now. Sooner than he’d thought. 
 
    And how he wanted to run from his fate. 
 
    ‘Host, how better to protect all those you love than to be one of the most powerful creatures in existence.’ His Larnkin’s thoughts didn’t give Soryn the comfort they usually did, but the spirit creature told the truth. 
 
    He would not run from the one thing that might save all he loved. Drawing his resolve around himself like a cloak, he ran one long talon across the carved lid of the sarcophagus and nodded to himself. “I will accept this fate.” 
 
    Lamarra came alive, snatching his hand and pulling him a few steps away from the sarcophagus. “No. You can’t. Not yet. You have so much yet to live for. Your little ones will need their father. Your kingdom needs you still.” 
 
    Soryn glanced down at his bondmate, feeling his heart swell with love for her. 
 
    But, dear Lamarra, what of you? Do you need me? 
 
    She froze, and he knew his private thoughts had reached her over their link. Then in a burst of motion, she tore off her hood and mask and met his stare, her eyes bright with unshed tears. Otherwise, her expression was hard, determined to fight. 
 
    “You mean everything to me. I love you,” she whispered with a fierce passion. “I can’t stand here and allow this to happen.” 
 
    Soryn reached out and stroked a tear from her cheek. “Your very presence here means it already has happened. While I wish with all my heart I could have been a real mate to you and raised our little ones, it seems that fate is not for me. Though, if it allows me to safeguard them in another way, then I will not fight this.” 
 
    Lamarra drew a short, jagged breath. “Soryn, I did not know it would be so soon. I swear.” 
 
    “I know. I’ve been in your thoughts enough times to know you were not privy to this. It makes sense that my older self would keep this from you. I don’t know how much becoming a dead king will affect me, but I know I would never change so much as to wish to see you suffer, my beloved.” 
 
    She leaned closer, stretching up on her toes to kiss him gently. Her lips were warm and soft under his. The kiss was sweet and slow, and he wanted to drink in her love forever, but his love soon morphed into passion, and he deepened the kiss. She matched him fire for fire. 
 
    At last, she broke away and blinked up at him. “Had I known, I would have made my feelings clearer much sooner.” 
 
    She fell silent, and he did as well. 
 
    There were no words to describe the depth of his love for her. Unable to help himself, he reached out and placed a final kiss upon her forehead. He’d thought she might cry then, but she schooled her expression, smoothing it into something stoic. Only the slow leak of tears showed the turmoil boiling below the surface of his beautiful bondmate. 
 
    She did not speak, though. He was certain if she had, her voice would have broken. 
 
    Regret that they had never given in to that love flooded his heart. Now he would never know what it was like to make love to her, his human bondmate. At least he could take comfort in the knowledge she would still be in his life, or death, as it were. That was better than losing her to the acolytes. 
 
    He was still drinking in the warmth in his bondmate’s eyes when Queen Karneska circled the sarcophagus and came to stand next to Lamarra. “Come, this ritual is between the old King and the new.” 
 
    Reluctance in every line of her body, Lamarra allowed herself to be herded off to one side of the room. He could feel her anger, helplessness, and guilt. And that she had only now come to understand how much she loved him. 
 
    The realization warmed his heart and chased some of the chill from it. The fear was still there, and strong, but he would be brave for Lamarra and face this trial with dignity. 
 
    “Young Soryn,” King Narin said, drawing his attention away from Lamarra, “We have seen the destruction just a few of these acolytes can cause. By Lamarra’s own words and memories, we know there are many hundreds more in the future. If they were to send more back now, in greater numbers, I cannot guarantee we could kill them all before they escaped to the surface. Once outside this city, they would be beyond our power. But four dead rulers instead of two will significantly increase the chances we will vanquish them long before they can escape our domain.” 
 
    “No,” Soryn agreed with all his heart. “We cannot allow those monsters a chance to destroy this, or any, time.” 
 
    “Then you know and accept your fate?” The old king asked. “This ritual cannot be forced upon the chosen one.” 
 
    Nodding, Soryn answered that ancient king, “This will make me stronger, give me a way to protect my loved ones. Yes, I am willing and ready.” 
 
    That other masked and robed figure reached out with power, searching, seeking. Judging. 
 
    After many moments King Narin nodded. “You are willing.” 
 
    A tremor rolled through Soryn’s body as Dead King Narin called for his tomb guards to attend him. They came forward, each guard reverently carrying the items needed for the ritual. Soryn spotted the pots and pastes used to paint the symbols of bonding upon the flesh of the host during the bonding ceremonies. It seemed the death ritual used to bind a Larnkin and soul to their mortal host also used magic similar to the sacred bonding ceremonies. 
 
    Soryn’s stomach twisted uneasily. 
 
    More guards came forward. He spotted a death mask, its wood grain carved into features vaguely similar to his own. Seeing it increased his pounding hearts to new speeds. Next came a guard carrying a long dagger, sheath, and belt. The last guard in line carried a pristinely folded ebony cloak. 
 
    More tomb guards arrayed themselves around the sarcophagus, silently waiting until they were needed. 
 
    Were they here to hold him down in case his courage broke? 
 
    They would not need to do that. He wouldn’t make this any harder on Lamarra than it needed be. 
 
    Turning to glance at her, he noticed she was standing stiffly, one fist wrapped around the hilt of her dagger. 
 
    Ah. The tomb guards were not here to prevent him from running. They were here to stop Lamarra from interfering. His poor beloved. He’d already failed in his promise to be the loving mate she deserved. 
 
    “Lamarra, you do not need to watch. And I shall do my utmost to shield my thoughts to make this easier for you.” 
 
    She blinked at him and then her gaze sharpened. “You think I’m not strong enough to watch? I am your bondmate and queen, in this life and the next. I will stand with you.” 
 
    Dead King Narin glanced up, his mask turning toward Lamarra before glancing back at Soryn. Though, with the dark wood mask in place, it was impossible to know what he was thinking. 
 
    “Well,” the ancient king drawled, his thoughts edged with humor. “It seems your Larnkins have been far too closemouthed and perhaps have not mentioned that this first rite is not fatal.” 
 
    “You mean all this,” Soryn gestured at the mask, robe and dagger, “doesn’t end in my death?” Just yet, at least. 
 
    Dead King Narin set aside his herbs and paint. This time his mask turned to Soryn. “When you leave here today, you will be much the same as Lamarra is now. Only a little farther along the path to becoming a future dead king. Once bonded to your sarcophagus, you will be far more powerful than you are now, but still flesh and blood, still mortal. Your kingdom still has need of you, and your future remains there.” One narrow, gloved hand emerged from his robes and pointed above them, to the city far overhead. “But know, from the moment I bind your essence to the stone of your final resting place, you will then walk two worlds and have double the responsibilities.” 
 
    The tension in Soryn’s chest eased a little more. Had his own execution just been halted for a time? How long? Would it be long enough to raise his young and be the loving mate Lamarra deserved? 
 
    Dare he hope for so much? 
 
    “You mean he…he will not die?” Lamarra’s voice had broken on a sob before she got it under control. Soryn’s heart surged with the need to comfort her, but there was a ritual to perform. He glanced at the paint the dead king was preparing. 
 
    “So this binding ritual will anchor my soul and Larnkin to this world at the time of my death?” 
 
    “Yes. It is similar to a bonding ritual. You will be required to do this once each year to renew the bonds, but otherwise, you will be normal enough once you’ve mastered the magic released the first time.” 
 
    Soryn took a step closer to Dead King Narin. “I am ready.” 
 
    “No. You are not. But you are strong and will master the power before it has a chance to do you any lasting harm. Besides, your queen will be near to aid you.” 
 
    That sounded ominous, and Soryn’s confidence wavered a bit, but he merely nodded his head. 
 
    Without further comment, Dead King Narin began to paint symbols upon Soryn’s forehead. Finishing one, he moved to the next. While Narin focused on his task, Soryn glanced at Lamarra again. She was still alert, but no longer had a death grip upon her dagger. 
 
    When the last of the seven symbols glistened wetly upon his body, he felt his Larnkin begin to stir, reaching out for those spirit portals like this ritual was some twisted form of a bonding ceremony. He supposed it was. 
 
    “Step inside the sarcophagus. You will find it more comfortable as the power begins to build within you. The stone will absorb your magic and begin the binding. Simply stop fighting it and let go.” 
 
    Dead King Narin made it sound easier than it was. It took far more willpower than Soryn had thought it would just to step into the sarcophagus. Calming his breath, he dropped to his knees and then stretched out inside his future tomb. 
 
    By the gods. The walls were too high to see over, and the space was far too confining. But he would do this. 
 
    “Drift within your own mind for a few long slow heartbeats. When it is time, you will battle the wild magic about to overrun you. You will rise victorious. I have confidence in you young one.” 
 
    Soryn hadn’t considered himself a youngling in over two centuries, but he supposed in comparison to Dead King Narin, he was young. 
 
    His Larnkin’s power surged up another notch, distracting him from the discomfort of laying on his wings and tail. Not knowing what to do with his hands, he folded them upon his chest. As an afterthought, he closed his eyes. 
 
    Which was a mistake, he realized at once. It only increased his awareness of every unpleasant thing that was unfolding inside and outside his own body. Power flowed under his skin, uncoiling as his Larnkin stretched deep within. A few tendrils at a time, it reached out for the symbols painted upon his flesh, seeking escape. 
 
    Swallowing convulsively, he forced his ragged breathing to calm. 
 
    This was nothing like bonding with Lamarra. There was no warmth to distract him. No delight in finding his other half once more. 
 
    A chant reached his ears. It was equal parts spell and prayer to the gods. The melody wrapped around him, invading him with a cold foreign power. Spirit magic. Death magic. He’d heard it called both. 
 
    Neither name fit the destructive, raw power that was presently sliding its cold essence along his body, chilling his skin. A moment more and that power came to the first of the symbols painted on his body. Using that mark as a gateway, it sank deep, seeping into his body and moving through his blood stream even as his Larnkin continued to expand outward toward those same symbols. 
 
    The tingling in Soryn’s body increased to a sharper sensation, and then greater still, more like a hundred tiny daggers piercing his flesh. He jerked and twisted and hissed in pain, but there was no escaping the gnawing power. 
 
    Inside, his Larnkin churned, shifting and flowing relentlessly until it heaved itself out of the marks and free of his body. His eyes snapped open in time to see his Larnkin rise above him, a churning bright nebulous. 
 
    Without his Larnkin holding the death magic at bay, it rushed forward to fill the void left by his Larnkin. As more of that cold power flowed across his skin, it sank deep when it found one of the portals painted on his flesh. Soryn shuddered in pain and fear.  
 
    His lungs ached, each breath came slow and labored. The chilled power seemed to paralyze them. His pounding hearts started to falter. His vision grayed at the edges. Panic beat at his mind, and with the last of his coordination, he weakly clawed at the sides of the sarcophagus, trying and failing to drag his unresponsive body from his tomb. 
 
    They had lied to him. 
 
    Fate required his death after all. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lamarra stood rooted to the spot and gripped the edge of Soryn’s sarcophagus. She didn’t think he even knew she was still here with him. His breathing came in slow gasps. He struggled feebly as if trying to crawl from his tomb. 
 
    She remembered what it had felt like. The panic, the fear that she was dying, the sensation of her life and soul being drained and replaced by a colder, harsher power. 
 
    ‘Can I touch him?’ Lamarra asked of her Larnkin. ‘Will it interfere with the binding if I do?’ 
 
    ‘We are his match, his other half. Our power will aid, not harm, the binding.’ 
 
    That was answer enough for Lamarra. 
 
    Uncaring if she was breaking the rules of some archaic ceremony, she hiked up her long robes and walked up the stairs. At the top, she paused at the edge of his Larnkin’s power. Death magic now mixed with the spirit creature’s power, crawling around her ankle, and then higher up to pluck at her robes and long skirt. An unseen breeze tugged at her hair and tossed back her hood. 
 
    Within, Soryn lay on his back. Looking up, his wide, unseeing eyes shimmered with the same cold power that was shifting, flickering and snapping in the air around her. Ignoring the turbulent power swirling inside the sarcophagus, she reached down and grasped the hand closest to her. 
 
    Soryn uttered a soft cry, and his other hand locked around hers as well. 
 
    “I’m here. You’re not alone. You will not die—you cannot die. I need you.” 
 
    Soryn’s struggles slowed, but he didn’t otherwise answer her. 
 
    Reaching up with her free hand, she unhooked the clasps that held her cloak in place and let it drop away. 
 
    “Soryn, I’m here for you. I won’t leave you. Fight for me. Fight for your unhatched little ones. We are your family, and we need you to live.” She stepped down into the sarcophagus and knelt, a knee to each side of his hips. 
 
    “Lamarra? You didn’t leave me?” 
 
    His question brought tears to her eyes. “No, my King. And I would never knowingly betray you or harm you.” She leaned down and pressed a kiss to his forehead. Both the mask and the body behind her own were cold to the touch, but she didn’t care. She sensed he took great emotional comfort from her presence. “It will be over soon, my beloved.” 
 
    Soryn caressed the side of her face with one shaking hand. “I would have died for you if that had been required.” 
 
    Lamarra pressed her warm hand over his ice cold one and allowed the tears to flow freely. “I don’t want you to die for me. I want you to live for me.” 
 
    “That sounds like a nicer outcome.” 
 
    “Good,” Lamarra whispered as she laid down next to him. There wasn’t really room for them both and Soryn had to take most of her weight, but he didn’t complain.  He merely wrapped her tightly in his arms. 
 
    Together they silently watched the dual powers merge together, both growing stronger and flaring brighter. When the magic was too bright to look upon directly, she shifted her attention to the four smooth stone walls around her. Glowing symbols had been cut into the stone—were still being etched into the surface as she watched. More symbols formed as the churning mass of fiery blue and icy green magic shifted and flowed over every surface. 
 
    Mesmerized by the magic dancing along the stone, Lamarra lost track of time, but at last the bright glow of power dimmed, and Soryn’s Larnkin returned to him. 
 
    Blinking back spots, Lamarra raised her head and looked around, taking in the fading symbols now etched into the stone, the silent guards arrayed around the chamber, and the two stoic robed figures standing at either end of the sarcophagus. 
 
    Her Larnkin confirmed that the binding ritual was both complete and successful. 
 
    “Soryn,” she called softly. “It’s over. Can you hear me? Please say something.” 
 
    “That was more terrible than I expected.” He shifted against her but didn’t try to get up. “But you made it bearable. Thank you. I’m sorry that I panicked.” 
 
    She heard the humiliation in his voice, and her heart ached to give him comfort. 
 
    “Come,” she said and disentangled herself from him. “Can you stand?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think I can.” 
 
    Motioning over the nearest guards, she shifted out of the way while they lifted Soryn out of his sarcophagus and placed him on his feet. More guards came forward, dressing him in the paneled kilt, but this one was black beads and black stitching on black leather. A heavy dark cloak went over top, covering his bright blue wings and tail. Before they raised the cowl, Soryn’s new wooden death mask was fixed in place. 
 
    Once he was dressed, the guards stepped away. Soryn swayed ever so slightly, but he regained his balance, and then he squared his shoulders and faced Dead King Narin. 
 
    If Soryn was going to say something to the ancient king, Narin never gave him a chance. ‘Go and rest. You will find that your body and Larnkin will need a few days to recover fully from the binding. But when you do, you will be much stronger than you were before. The power you now possess will require many seasons of training—I will be your mentor, even as my queen is mentor to yours. We will begin your training once you are recovered. For now, enjoy this time with your mate.’ 
 
    Soryn gave Narin a deep bow. 
 
    Lamarra marveled that King Soryn managed not to fall flat on his face. His bone-deep weariness leached across their mental link even though she was sure he was trying to hide his weakness from both her and the dead rulers. 
 
    He wasn’t fooling any of them, although he kept up the pretense of strength until he was up the stone stairs that lead out of the great hall and on past the wide archway and out into the corridor. Halfway down its length, he stumbled. A tomb guard to his left had caught the king before he collapsed. 
 
    Stepping in next to Soryn’s other side, she took his arm and hoisted it around her shoulders. Her other arm went under his wings and around his waist. If Soryn was going to be too stubborn to allow himself to be carried, she would be there for him the next time he stumbled. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ he whispered into her mind. 
 
    “We’ll get you to your chambers, and you’ll be able to rest and recover.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Soryn chuckled weakly. “Because as it is now, I’m feeling rather too much like a reanimated corpse. Are you sure I didn’t die back there in that tomb?” 
 
    Lamarra gave his waist a squeeze and pressed her cheek into his shoulder. “You feel like a living man to me.” 
 
    “Ah. Good. I’ll trust your judgment in this.” 
 
    She tried to wrap his humor around her heart and mind and forget that one day she would have to leave him and return to her own dead king in the future. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The walk back to Soryn’s quarters felt like half a lifetime. It wasn’t his physical weight that was a burden, since his guard supported most of her bondmate’s weight, leaving Lamarra to merely steer and steady Soryn’s staggering gait. No, it wasn’t the physical strain of his bigger body that taxed her, it was his pain. 
 
    She felt each of his aches as if they were her own. Her poor beloved was in a wretched state, his Larnkin too exhausted to repair what the death magic had done to his body. His spirit felt just as battered and frail to her. Helpless to do anything for him emotionally or spiritually, she settled on a plan to tend his physical needs. 
 
    Ahead, guards were already opening the great double doors to the king’s suite to usher them inside. By some miracle, she hadn’t seen so much as a servant in any of the corridors. She assumed the guards had been clearing a path. 
 
    It was for the best. She didn’t want gossip to reach the council just yet. Soryn needed to rest and recover from the power that had ravaged his body before he faced his councilors. A new surge of protectiveness rose within her. 
 
    ‘We will see to his needs and provide him with the power to make him healthy once more and then when he is ready to take up the mantle of kingship again, we will stand with him against all enemies.’ 
 
    There was a note of finality to her Larnkin’s thoughts. That’s when it occurred to her that the spirit creature hadn’t liked seeing their other half in pain any more than Lamarra had. She’d also come to another conclusion. 
 
    She didn’t want to return to her own time and not ever know what it was like to love Soryn while he was still a flesh and blood man. He certainly hadn’t been shy about making his feelings and wishes clear. Didn’t she owe it to herself to follow her heart and try to find happiness even if it was short-lived? 
 
    All she had to do was accept the intimacy he wanted to give. 
 
    ‘Simply allow him into your heart, my host. You will have no regrets. I promise.’ 
 
    While she doubted her Larnkin could keep that promise, Lamarra was equally certain, if she did not follow the spirit creature’s advice, she would very much regret denying herself the warmth of Soryn’s love. 
 
    Just as they were crossing the threshold into Soryn’s chambers, Lamarra pressed herself closer to him, a gentle squeeze that was also a promise. He sighed in pleasure, and his warm breath tickled the side of her face. “Thank you for your steadfast support.” 
 
    There was a wealth of meaning behind those simple words, and Lamarra smiled. 
 
    Together, she and the guard helped King Soryn through his outer receiving rooms and into his inner chambers. When they started toward his bed, Soryn shook his head. 
 
    “No. I don’t want to lay down. The bench by the fire.” I need the fire. Although I don’t know if I’ll ever be warm again. 
 
    Lamarra was certain she wasn’t supposed to hear his internal thoughts, but they came unbidden along the link, which seemed stronger now that he was like her. But that gift was double-edged. His memories and his fear washed over her anew. 
 
    She understood his fear, though. The first time she’d been inside that sarcophagus still haunted her dreams. For a phoenix, a creature of air and light and fire, the cold magic of the grave and the tight confines of the tomb must seem far worse. 
 
    When they reached the padded bench in front of the large hearth, Soryn collapsed more than sat. Swiftly taking a seat next to him, she threaded her arm under his wings and urged him to lean into her. He did, and when she was certain he wasn’t going to fall forward or backward off the bench, she glanced up at the guard. 
 
    “Go find a servant and tell them I need a large bowl and hot water for washing. And then have them bring food—soup or broth.” 
 
    “No servants.” Soryn’s voice sounded mildly stronger, but that might just have been because he was resting his head on her shoulder. 
 
    She reached up with her free hand and pushed back the deep hood that hid him from view. Next, she undid the mask’s side ties and laid it aside. Underneath she saw the thin-lipped look of suffering and hollowed cheeks and sunken eyes. It almost looked as if he’d been ravaged by starvation for days upon days. Had she looked this terrible after she’d first bonded Dead King Soryn? 
 
    He closed his eyes and pressed his face into her neck. At the skin on skin contact, she felt some of her power start to flow into him. 
 
    “As you wish.” She looked up at the guard again. “No servants, but bring me the items I’ll need.” 
 
    He nodded and then backed away to do her bidding. Two other guards started forward to take his place, but she shook her head, and they returned to their positions. She sensed Soryn wished to be alone as much as was possible with a bondmate and guards watching his every move. 
 
    As unobtrusively as possible, she unclasped his cloak and pushed it off his shoulders. Freed, his wings unfolded slightly, and he flicked his tail to realign any out of place feathers. Lamarra wasn’t surprised when one wing curled around her shoulders like a silky blanket. Smiling, she gently stroked a hand down the feathers in a soothing caress. 
 
    When the first guards returned with a steaming bowl of soapy water, Lamarra shifted on the bench enough that she could dab at the symbols painted upon Soryn’s skin. He watched her while she worked to remove the mark on his chest, but soon his eyes drifted closed in pleasure at her gentle ministrations. 
 
    His thoughts were unguarded, and other things flowed down the mental link to her. He loved the feel of her tucked under his wing, how her small fingers sometimes brushed against his skin instead of the cloth. Actually, he wanted her to discard the material altogether and just use her hands. 
 
    She grinned at his far from subtle thoughts. 
 
    Finishing the one on his chest, she dipped the rag lower. He reclined back on the thickly padded bench and allowed Lamarra easier access to the rest of the symbols. When the last of the paint had been washed away, she set aside the damp cloth and replaced it with a warm, dry one. Again she started at his throat and worked her way down the entire expanse of his chest. 
 
    ‘Greater skin on skin contact will allow me to share power with our bondmate more efficiently. It will speed his recovery.’ 
 
    It would also lead to other things, but Lamarra did not mind. Besides, it had become important to her that Soryn know he was loved, cherished, and needed. That he wasn’t just a convenient way for her to survive in the past long enough for her to complete her mission. 
 
    Following her Larnkin’s guidance, she did away with the towel altogether, molding her palms to his warm skin and tense muscles. As promised her Larnkin shared a greater flow of her magic with him. 
 
    Soryn hissed out a heated sound and dragged her closer, reaching to stroke his hands along her back. She continued to trace the contours of his body with her bare hands, her palms and fingers digging in and massaging away his tension. Lamarra also hoped she made him think of more pleasant things than his exhaustion and pain. 
 
    When her hands traveled lower, her thumbs stroking playfully along his belt, Soryn’s eyes snapped open at last. The heat reflected there brought a flush to her cheeks, but she merely brought her lips to his in a gentle kiss. 
 
    After a slow, thorough caress, she leaned back enough to break the contact. “How do you feel?” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Soryn swallowed hard and debated what to say. Everything that came to mind was inappropriate, so he just closed his eyes and said something that wasn’t a lie. “It’s helping. Thank you.” 
 
    To his great pleasure, she continued. 
 
    As Lamarra worked on a particularly stubborn knot of muscle in his shoulder, she leaned forward, her hair brushing across his chest, adding a pleasant, almost ticklish sensation in counterpoint to her firm caresses. Soft puffs of her warm breath caressed him, ghost-like touches tickling across his bare skin. 
 
    He fought back the groan that was trying to break free of his throat and betray just how much he was enjoying Lamarra’s touch. In the past, she’d always stopped and pulled away when things grew too heated.  
 
    If she took her delicious warmth away now, he thought he might actually beg her to return. 
 
    “I would never make you beg.” 
 
    Lamarra stood, but before he could utter a protest at the loss of her heat, she returned, this time straddling his hips as she sat in his lap. Soryn’s eyes widened, and his lips parted. Hers came down against his, and he completely forgot what he’d been about to ask. 
 
    Then she began to work lose the belt holding his long paneled skirt in place, and a groan broke past his control. In his mind he already saw them together, could imagine what it would feel like to have her strong fingers massage a particular part of him. 
 
    “Oh,” Lamarra said as a delightful blush spread across her face. “I see.” 
 
    And it seemed she did see everything that was in his mind. Not to mention the bulge under the fan of feathers that shielded his groin. The feathers normally acted as a shield, but this position and the feel of her small fingers working lose his belt would soon have the feathers folding back in eager defeat. 
 
    ‘Order the guards to give us privacy,’ Soryn whispered into her mind. 
 
    Startled, she glanced up and around, her already flushed cheeks going a darker shade of crimson. The color was very becoming against her usually pale skin. 
 
    He left it up to Lamarra whether she chose to issue that order or get up off his lap. It would give her a moment to sober up from the heat of power flaring between their bond. A lot had happened, and while he was more than ready to take the next step, she might not be ready to become his mate in truth. If she wasn’t, he would survive a case of lust. Besides, as a phoenix, he was long-lived and very patient. And phoenix were known to enjoy a good hunt. 
 
    “Leave us,” Lamarra ordered the guards still in the room. 
 
    Once they had retreated to the outer chambers, she glanced back at him, but couldn’t hold his gaze and looked toward the fire. 
 
    Her sudden shyness reminded him that she wasn’t as experienced as her normal confidence would have had him think, nor had her Larnkin shared memories of their last life together so she couldn’t fall back upon those memories for guidance. 
 
    He thought he knew why her Larnkin hadn’t shared that knowledge. The spirit creature wanted to give Lamarra a chance to fall in love with him naturally. The tenderness of that gesture warmed his heart. 
 
    “Lamarra, we can take this slower….” 
 
    She pressed a finger to his lips and then slipped off his lap to loosen the laces of her dress. It was soon laying on the floor, and she reached for the hem of her chemise. She shimmied it up over her hips, slowly exposing her body to the fire’s light and his eager gaze. Once she’d freed herself completely, she tossed the chemise in the general direction her robe had gone. Now wearing only her long dark hair as cover, she stepped closer and started to work at his belt’s buckle again. 
 
    Ah. It seemed this particular hunt already had a forgone conclusion. 
 
    Soryn reached up and pulled her closer, drawing her flush against him until their lips met. He kept his kiss gentle at first, but it soon turned to something more demanding. Lamarra, the most perfect match for him in all the world, rubbed herself against him and returned his kiss with a passion to equal the fire in his own soul. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Morning came and so too did servants with their morning meal. After the night they’d shared, Lamarra didn’t want to leave the warm cocoon of Soryn’s silken wings and strong arms, but there was a city to run. And word that Soryn was now, in fact, a dead king had likely reached his council, or soon would. 
 
    For his part, Soryn seemed disinclined to leave their bed, instead much more interested in kissing his way down to her shoulder where he rubbed his cheek before playfully nipping the flesh there. 
 
    “We should get up before we get sidetracked and the food gets cold.” 
 
    ‘Mmmm…’ Soryn whispered into her thoughts as he tightened his hold on her. ‘I would much rather make love to you again, but I suppose duty calls.’ 
 
    Lamarra arched her back, rubbing along Soryn’s length as she stretched. 
 
    It was much later when they finally went in search of sustenance. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lamarra was just raising a goblet to her lips when a knock sounded at the main door to the king’s chambers. 
 
    Council business already? 
 
    It was still early, but Soryn had warned her most of the council members got up before the sun and tended to their various daily duties not long after. 
 
    Hmmm, they’d likely learned that Soryn had completed the binding ritual and wanted to see for themselves if he was truly still their living king, or if they could try to wrestle more power from him. 
 
    Lamarra groaned inwardly at what was sure to be a day full of politics and other such pleasantries. 
 
    “Beloved, did you not know politics are part of the package when you mate a king?” Soryn chuckled, merriment dancing in his gaze. 
 
    A grin tugged at her lips. “Well yes, I guess it’s good that I’m well-pleased with the entire package.” 
 
    There was more noise from the outer chamber, and Lamarra glanced at the door. It sounded like more people had arrived. Soryn stood just as a loud exclamation rose above everything else. 
 
    “Get out of my way! Where’s the king? Why aren’t you mobilizing? Did the other messengers not arrive?” The last word ended on a familiar hissing growl that sounded a lot like the gryphon Raikena. 
 
    Lamarra came to her feet just as the door to their inner chamber crashed open. 
 
    Raikena and several tomb guards rushed into the room. 
 
    Already knowing it couldn’t be good, Lamarra circled the small table and stood at her bondmate’s side to await the dire news. 
 
    “King Soryn. Queen Lamarra,” Raikena acknowledged them both with firm eye contact but forged ahead without her usual bows. “Tomb guards say Queen Karneska and King Narin discovered traces of acolyte taint in the tombs, in the Garden of Eternity, where there had been none before. They think an acolyte, perhaps the one called Trensler even, was using one of the ancient bodies there to hide.” 
 
    “What?” Lamarra questioned. “But we searched that area along with the rest of the city.” 
 
    “I know.” The gryphon turned her beak in Lamarra’s direction. “Apparently the other dead rulers think that after I killed that young healer, the taint inside her fled into the stone of the city, deep into the tombs.” 
 
    Soryn frowned. “We would have felt something.” 
 
    Raikena paced back and forth in front of the hearth, her tufted ears pinned flat to her head and her wings rustling uneasily. The big gryphon must have realized she was acting in an unbecoming manner and suddenly halted and calmly settled on her haunches to report the rest of her message. “There are powerful artifacts down in the tombs. Some of them might have been strong enough to hide the faint trace of an acolyte’s taint. At least until the enemy started to feed and grew strong again. However, at this exact moment, I’m more concerned about what happened to the four runners I sent on ahead. Two were to come here, and two were to go to the council and warn them as well.” 
 
    “You should have mind-called me,” Soryn said as he started to strap on his sword harness and various other weaponry. 
 
    “Dead King Narin didn’t want to risk warning the acolytes since he wasn’t sure that they wouldn’t be able to sense and listen in on the mental links. I stayed long enough to hear out Dead King Narin and Dead Queen Karneska. They’ll join us in Grey Spires once they’ve triggered the city’s defenses and locked down Sorrow and the Spirit Gate to prevent the acolytes from escaping that way.” 
 
    “Good, good. We’ll raise this city’s defensive shield as well, effectively trapping them between those two powerful shields. We will know at once if they try to feed and breach those barriers.” 
 
    “We have a greater problem,” Raikena said. “Those other runners should already have arrived and informed you of the new danger. I was just told they never made it. Considering where we were in Sorrow, they would have come up in Grey Spires near the council chamber first.” 
 
    Raikena stood and flexed her claws, digging deep furrows in the rugs covering the floor. “We have to assume the council may have been corrupted.” 
 
    Soryn stilled, surprise and fear flashing across his features before he managed to school his expression into something more neutral. “Mobilize the guard and every other fully trained Elemental you can find. Get word to the dead rulers. We meet in the corridor west of the council chambers in a quarter candlemark.” 
 
    “As you command,” Raikena said as she rose to all fours and waited with a quivering intensity. 
 
    “This threat to my city ends this day.” Soryn drew his swords from their scabbards and summoned his fire magic. Bright blue flames leaped from his hands onto the hilts, growing in strength and heat and brightness until the entire length of the blades were covered. “Inform any Elemental you meet to arm themselves with non-magical weapons and natural fire—no magic will protect them from these acolytes for long. Go.” 
 
    Given her order and dismissed, the gryphon rushed from the room in a burst of lethal speed and grace. 
 
    Lamarra had already started to don her robe and mask when Soryn approached the door leading to the separate chamber which housed his nest. While he put a final layer of protection on those already formidable defenses, Lamarra went to the large chest along the north wall and flung back its lid. Inside was the long, cloth-wrapped length of the Oracle’s crystalline sword. 
 
    Gripping the hilt, she lifted the sword free of its wrappings and felt her magic resonate with that of the Oracle back in her own time. 
 
    ‘Soon,’ it whispered back along the ages that separated them. ‘Soon we shall take the hunt to Trensler’s master and banish that blight from the universe forever.’ 
 
    Lamarra nodded, hoping the hunt went their way, but not feeling confident in the least. 
 
    What if Trensler, or another of his ilk, had managed to overpower an Elemental as old and as powerful as a council member…. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lamarra marched down the hall with the crystalline sword strapped to her belt. She wanted to say it was impossible, that the entire council couldn’t possibly have been corrupted so fast—not in the space of a few candlemarks. But the first reports of fighting just outside the council chambers had already reached them. 
 
    If she’d been Trensler, she couldn’t have picked a better time to make a move then while all the Rulers of the Dead were distracted with Soryn’s binding ceremony. And then afterward, she’d been so distracted by Soryn’s condition that she might very well have walked right past an acolyte and never have known it. 
 
    Stupid! It was so very stupid and foolish to let her guard down and ignore her duty. She knew how persistent and hard to kill an acolyte was. She should have been more vigilant. 
 
    Had she just allowed love to distract her enough to doom her mission? 
 
    “Do not blame yourself,” Soryn’s blank expression was back in place, but she heard the pain in his voice. “The blame is mine. If I’d simply let you complete your task instead of trying to seduce you at every turn, you wouldn’t have been distracted last night. You might have felt when the acolyte first made his move. The blame for this falls entirely upon me.” 
 
    Lamarra hadn’t meant for Soryn to hear those words. She didn’t want to hurt him, never him. But there wasn’t time to soothe ruffled feathers. After the danger was past, they would talk. But now wasn’t the time for personal issues. 
 
    More guards joined them, pouring in from a side corridor. Soryn issued silent orders to his guards approaching their location from the north and east. ‘Do not engage, try not to give away your position at all.’ 
 
    ‘Understood,’ came the soft dutiful reply of some unseen guard. 
 
    Lamarra realized Soryn had erected his personal shields around them both using his newly gained Death Magic. 
 
    ‘You have shared much with me, but one thing you haven’t shown is what these acolytes become when they are created from Elementals instead of humans. Dare I assume this has never happened before?’ 
 
    Soryn’s question settled in her stomach like a leaden weight. Cold sweat beaded up on her skin, and her heart fluttered in her chest. 
 
    By the Light. 
 
    An all-powerful Elemental Elder made into an acolyte. 
 
    The Light be merciful. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Soryn arrived at the corridor just west of the council chambers, it was to find Raikena already there. Close to fifty tomb guards lined the walls, with more in the intersecting corridors along the way. Queen Karneska and King Narin were approaching from the opposite direction. 
 
    “Do we know how many or which councilors have been corrupted?” Soryn asked. 
 
    Karneska inclined her head, the dark glass eyeholes of her mask reflecting the non-magical firelight from the many torches and lanterns the guards carried. ‘We can only assume all of them. The taint emanating from that chamber is great. If the enemy had planned to remain in hiding until he was able to escape, we wouldn’t be sensing the threat so strongly. This is an invasion.’ 
 
    Frowning, Soryn glanced in the direction of the council chamber. He could not see through walls, but he could feel the dark void of which the dead queen spoke. 
 
    “Is there any hope for the hosts?” He asked though he was certain he already knew the answer. 
 
    Lamarra placed her hand on his arm. When he glanced down at her, she shook her head. 
 
    Pain lanced through his being. He might not have seen eye to eye with his council on every topic, but they had shared in the protection and governing of his people. He’d known many of them all his life. Some had been ancient friends. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Soryn. But when a human becomes an acolyte, it traps and warps the soul. Only a clean death can free it from that taint. Some don’t even survive the process of becoming an acolyte and are reanimated flesh controlled by Trensler’s master.” She slid her hand down to enfold his fingers in hers. “I don’t know if an Elemental elder has any better chance. It matters little how powerful they are when a creature like an acolyte can just drain it all away. But for the council’s sake, I hope they died before being enslaved.” 
 
    As morbid as the thought was, Soryn hoped they had died quickly. 
 
    ‘Once we go into that chamber, you can no longer think of them as your council.’ Lamarra’s voice whispered in his mind. ‘They are acolytes now.’ 
 
    He nodded at her words. “Dead King Narin, can you tell if the acolytes know they have been discovered?” 
 
    ‘No. They are but a void—an absence of life and magic. I can sense nothing else. Nothing that I can read.’ 
 
    It didn’t really surprise Soryn—the memories he’d gained from Lamarra about their foe had hinted at as much. “Very well. We’ll prepare for a siege if we must. Those acolytes and their taint do not escape that chamber.” 
 
    Lamarra cleared her throat. “I need to find which one is host to Trensler—the Oracle from my time gave me explicit instructions. The only way I can do that is if I get close enough to the councilors to locate which one is host to Trensler.” 
 
    “It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    “If I don’t find Trensler and tag him with the Oracle’s magic before he’s killed a second time, we might miss our chance to learn valuable information about the so-called Divine Speaker. And more importantly, how to kill it at last.” 
 
    Soryn frowned. “Your mission is secondary now. I must ensure that the taint in that chamber doesn’t escape into this land and time. I can’t risk my city or the rest of the world being exposed to that.” 
 
    “If I fail, Trensler’s master might win in the future. If that happens, he will eventually run out of magic to feed upon. Where do you think he’ll look next? I must complete my mission.” 
 
    ‘The young queen is correct. This is her task. We are merely aiding her,’ Dead King Narin’s mind voice echoed hollowly. ‘I have sent soldiers to the main doors to create a distraction while we breach from the side entrance. Our enemy will be on guard, but the distraction might allow us the few moments of surprise our young queen needs to discover which one is host to Trensler. Once we know for sure, we can kill the others swiftly and leave Trensler for Queen Lamarra.’ 
 
    Soryn hissed in annoyance. What Lamarra and the old king said might be true, but he didn’t want her getting within striking distance of Trensler with that fragile looking crystalline sword. What if the Oracle is wrong and Lamarra dies trying to fulfill her duty? 
 
    He couldn’t watch his mate die a second time. Gazing sidelong at her crystalline sword, another option presented itself. No one said it had to be Lamarra that drove the sword home. 
 
    “The Oracle gave me this task,” Lamarra answered his unvoiced thought. 
 
    Damn the bond. He’d forgotten she could read his every thought now that their Larnkins were even more closely bound by yesterday’s death ritual. 
 
    “Very well.” He couldn’t keep the unhappy tone from his voice. “But I will be with you the whole time.” 
 
    “Of course you will. We’re bondmates,” Lamarra said in a lighter tone as she started to follow the two dark-robed figures ahead of her. 
 
    Soryn and his guards followed close behind. 
 
    After casting one more look at his beloved, he started issuing silent orders for the guards to move forward. Soryn didn’t have to be happy about it, though. 
 
    He’d only made it halfway down the hall when the door which was their target blew off its hinges and disintegrated before it hit the opposite wall. More blinding power shot out from the entrance to the room. 
 
    “Shields!” Soryn shouted a moment before the fierce power expanded outward, racing down the length of the corridor toward them. The guards in the lead may have had their personal shields in place, but they still burned to ash in the time between heartbeats. 
 
    The power—a twisted kind of fire magic, he noted with one part of his consciousness—raced over more hapless guards before it washed against one of the dead ruler’s shields. That shield held under the onslaught, saving a good number of lives. 
 
    Soryn scanned the shield and spotted stress lines in the outer shell. The twisted magic of the acolytes had nearly penetrated it. Rage ignited in his soul, burning as brightly as his flickering swords. He added his own power to Dead King Narin’s shield, and together they paced forward. 
 
    Lamarra slid up next to him, her sword at the ready. 
 
    “Once we’re inside, stay close to me,” Soryn said even as he lengthened his stride to come in behind the other two dead rulers. “I will act as your shield while you find your target. Once we know which one is Trensler, we’ll work together with the others to separate him from the rest of his acolytes.” 
 
    She swept her hand out gesturing him to take the lead. “You lead. But Trensler is mine.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    Queen Karneska glanced back at them. ‘The guards at the main entrance have the oil and fire arrows at the ready. We need to move now.’ 
 
    Together the four of them fed power into the shield and forced it out before them. Soryn felt the pressure, the opposing power trying to resist them, to keep them from entering the council chambers. With an immense push that was more mental than physical, their shield crossed the threshold into the room. Tomb guards darted in behind with fire arrows and oil poised to ravage and burn. 
 
    Just as Soryn stepped into the room, the massive double doors on the opposite side burst open as more tomb guards and soldiers of the royal guard breached the room. A rain of arrows filled the air. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, a good half of the arrows burst into flames and then ash without finding their mark. Of the rest, many were deflected by spells. Although two that he saw made it past the defensive magic erected by the newly made acolytes. 
 
    The rest struck the large stone council table where it had been flipped on its side, its wide expanse now protecting the councilors from the non-magical weapons. That was all Soryn could take in before the air rippled as the acolytes conjured another raw wave of destructive magic. 
 
    Tossing more power into his shields to meet the wave, he braced himself and rode out the vicious assault. The wave parted around his shield and slammed into the wall behind. Stone shattered and cracks formed, lacing their way across the surface. Sparks of magic, stone dust, and burning embers floated through the air. But he, Lamarra, and their accompanying guards were unharmed. 
 
    Raikena shook her wings and glowered at the enemy. Already sparks of red flames danced among the plumage of her wings and tail as she prepared for a full assault using her magic. Glancing over her shoulder at him, she snapped her beak. “That was a powerful blast. Yet unfocused like they don’t have the control or the knowledge to harness that power effectively.” 
 
    Soryn silently agreed with the gryphon’s assessment. “Then let’s destroy them before they master the elders’ full power, shall we?” 
 
    Swiftly taking in the scene, Soryn darted along the side of the wall, dragging Lamarra behind a pillar with him. Narin and Karneska circled around to the opposite wall in a flanking maneuver, also using the large pillars as cover. Both groups were now drawing magical fire from the five newly made acolytes. 
 
    The lupwyn, Nalunnwyn, leaped over the table in a burst of speed, catching two of the tomb guards by surprise. One was dead of a snapped neck while the other was simply tossed back, out of her way.  
 
    The shield of power Soryn had erected fluctuated as the lupwyn acolyte bound across the distance toward them. 
 
    “Ready! She’s going to sacrifice herself for the others,” Lamarra screamed over the roar of magic and battle. 
 
    Even without looking, Soryn would have known the exact moment the lupwyn crashed against his shield. Nalunnwyn’s feeding weakened the barrier, and Soryn himself. Sensing weakness, the other four acolytes renewed their attack. 
 
    Soryn lost three more guards to another destructive wave before he managed to stabilize his shield. It was still weakening and would only last a few heartbeats more at most. While he was distracted, Lamarra darted past him and between two startled guards. She reached the outer edge of the energy dome to stand face to face with the acolyte. 
 
    Cursing, Soryn rushed forward to join Lamarra. He snapped a wing out, blocking Lamarra from touching the shield as he scolded her in mind speech. ‘The shield is about to collapse. Get back.’ 
 
    ‘Not yet. We need to know if this one is host to Trensler.’ 
 
    “The shield is buckling!” He dragged Lamarra farther back, as newly arrived guards swarmed into the room from behind. 
 
    Knowing his first shield was failing, he hastily summoned a second into being just inside the first. The outer one might last just long enough to protect the inner for the few moments Lamarra needed. It wouldn’t last long. These Elemental acolytes were much stronger than the earlier human variety. 
 
    Soryn didn’t plan to stand around and watch both shields fail. 
 
    ‘She’s not Trensler,’ Lamarra sent along their mental link. 
 
    ‘Good.’ Aloud he shouted to be heard over the crash of battle and the roar of fire magic. “Destroy the acolyte. Burn the corpse.” 
 
    His soldiers rushed to do his bidding. 
 
    Fires raged in the vast chamber. Smoke and magic swirled up high overhead. Both tomb and city guards fought side by side, neither withstanding the fierce dark power the Elemental acolytes commanded. 
 
    But even amid all the horror, hope still grew. The lupwyn who had attacked his shield had fallen to his guards, her body already alight. Soon it would be destroyed. At least they could be killed. 
 
    Later, he would say a prayer for Nalunnwyn’s spirit. But for now, as her body burned, he forged ahead, pushing closer to the four remaining acolytes hidden behind the table and among the tall column at the back of the chamber. 
 
    “Soryn,” Lamarra grasped his wrist. “From this distance, I can’t differentiate Trensler from the others. They all feel the same—cold, empty and twisted. We need to get closer.” 
 
    “We will. But are you even certain he is here, among these four?” 
 
    Lamarra nodded her head. “He’s here. The Oracle’s sword senses him nearby, but it can’t pinpoint which body he’s using to hide. I need to get closer.” 
 
    Another volley of magic raced toward Soryn’s shield. Shoving Lamarra to the ground, he mantled his wings around her as he fed more strength into the faltering dome of energy. Lamarra didn’t fight him, adding her own power to his. Their combined power withstood that of the acolytes, but only barely. 
 
    ‘There’s no way we’re getting any closer. We’re going to have to kill them all from a distance and worry about Trensler’s so-called Divine Speaker later.’ 
 
    Lamarra reached out to his mind and shoved all her thoughts and emotions at him in one spear of determination. ‘We can’t! If we don’t kill Trensler with the sword, he’ll just snatch another host and begin again! Stop trying to protect me. You’re allowing your love to blind you.’ 
 
    Soryn winced at the throb in his head as Lamarra’s anger continued to flood along the link. Grudgingly, he admitted she was correct. ‘Fine. We’ll do this your way.’ 
 
    While the acolytes readied their next destructive spells—which he noticed were getting more focused than the earlier attempts—Soryn urged Lamarra back to her feet and together they darted forward, using the next pillar in line for a bit of physical shelter from the acolytes’ attack. 
 
    Nearer now, he felt something else, a powerful shift in the dynamic of magic in the room. The power was less wild, more focused and it was contracting inward, toward the back of the room behind the acolytes. 
 
    This wasn’t an attack. It was a Gate. 
 
    While the power felt different than a normal Gate being summoned, there was no way to mistake the twin pillars of fire presently crawling up the wall behind the acolytes for anything other than the beginnings of a Gate spell. 
 
    “Gate. They’re summoning a Gate!” Soryn bellowed over the noise of battle as the muddy gray magic continued to expand and obscure the colorful mosaic behind it. 
 
    Dead Queen Karneska darted forward, a spear composed of icy death magic held before her. Turning the acolytes own move against them, she rushed the defensive shield and burned a hole through it, her magic canceling out the fire and air magic of the energy shield. 
 
    She hurled her spear at the nearest acolyte. It caught Stormwind full in the chest. The santhyrian mage stumbled back and started to shapeshift, the acolyte taint controlling the body trying to combat the death magic in order to survive. 
 
    Two of the other acolytes blasted Karneska with enough power to shatter her personal shield, and the dead queen dropped like a puppet with its strings cut. While Soryn was concerned for her, Narin had extended his shields around her once more and was dragging her backward out of the room.  
 
    Soryn turned his attention back to the acolyte she’d attacked. Stormwind was still standing, but the newly made acolyte was losing the battle against the potent death magic. As he watched, the acolyte was devoured from within, vanishing in a shimmer of frosty mist and bright motes of power. 
 
    Taking his cue from Karneska, Soryn summoned another spell, but this one was forged primarily of his new death magic instead of his fire magic. He didn’t really know how to control his new power yet, but they were out of choices, so he simply visualized a spell similar to a mage bolt, but on a much larger scale and composed of that deadly cold magic instead of the fiery power he’d normally use. 
 
    As the lance of dark flame grew longer in his hands, the temperature in the room swiftly plummeted. He ignored the growing chill and continued to shove more magic into the shadow fire, fueling it to a greater size. When it had expanded to resemble a battering ram, he flung it towards the acolytes. 
 
    His spell shattered the dome protecting the acolytes and then raced on toward its target—the Gate spell. When the death magic collided with the fire magic of the still forming Gate, both types of magic winked out of existence with a loud roar. 
 
    The backlash of power crushed his personal shields and punched him with enough force to knock him off his feet. It sent him careening into what he thought was a wall. He crashed to the ground and slumped helplessly on the floor. 
 
    Stunned, he was momentarily blinded and unable to move. Before he could even contemplate his own death, a slight weight landed on top of him. A moment later a crackle of raw power sizzled through the air just above his head, deflected by a defensive shield. 
 
    The weight on top of him shifted. The soft brush of a braid against his arm told him Lamarra had just saved his life. 
 
    “Are you alright?” she asked. 
 
    He blinked up at the image of Lamarra’s mask as she hovered over him protectively. Distantly he felt his guards closing in around them. Slowly, his senses sharpened once more. Lamarra had erected another shield as well. 
 
    It was the only reason any of them were still alive. 
 
    Beyond Lamarra and the shield she’d hastily summoned, the acolyte elders were moving out from behind the great upturned stone table. With their only escape destroyed, he’d just forced them to change tactics. As he watched, the two tomb guards Nalunnwyn had killed earlier, started to move. 
 
    Gathering their limbs under them, they came to their feet to flank the three remaining elders protectively. 
 
    Even as Soryn struggled to regain his feet, more of the dead began to rise, and he felt despair. Gods. May the Light show his people mercy. He didn’t know how to destroy this enemy. 
 
    “Fall back. We need another plan,” Soryn managed to cough out even though his lungs didn’t seem to know how to breathe normally yet. 
 
    ‘Fall back? No, I disagree,’ said a strangely haunting and yet familiar mind voice. ‘But, yes, another plan is needed. Herd the acolytes back toward the Spirit Gate, but let them think they are escaping under their own power. The Oracle and I will be waiting with a surprise for the acolytes.’ 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ He whispered in his mind, fearing he already knew for his Larnkin just found another source of power to draw upon from outside Soryn’s body. Another shield formed around them, protecting them from the acolytes’ attack.   
 
    ‘You know who I am.’ The voice held a hint of exasperation. ‘I am you. Now bring me my queen and together we will rid our kingdom of these acolytes.’ 
 
    His future self was here. In this time. Gods. He wanted his queen returned to him. 
 
    Even if they managed to destroy every last fragment of the acolytes’ taint, he was still going to lose Lamarra after all. 
 
    The future he’d imagined with her died. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lamarra knew her mission was on the cusp of succeeding or failing, and that the next candlemark would determine the fate of the future. She’d been starting to think she would fail in her task and doom all she loved when a familiar voice had reached out to her and rekindled her hope. 
 
    ‘Greetings, beloved queen. I am here now, and together we will defeat these acolytes,’ Dead King Soryn’s mellow voice echoed in the depths of her mind. 
 
    ‘How are you even here? I am glad beyond telling. But how?’ 
 
    ‘I will explain how I came here and my plan in a moment, but first I must talk to my much younger self.’ 
 
    It was beyond strange feeling them both in her mind like she had two bondmates. She supposed she did. 
 
    Her living bondmate’s surprise and dread flowed down the link to her. He was too taken aback by the arrival of his ghostly future-self to hide his emotions. Like a distant conversation overheard on a breeze, she caught some of what Dead King Soryn said to his younger self. 
 
    The exchange was short, only a few words. But she saw the devastation on her living bondmate’s face. 
 
    Yes, duty had come calling. 
 
    ‘You came back in time for me, didn’t you?’ It was more statement than question. 
 
    ‘Yes. I missed you more than simple words can explain. However, worry not over our future. I would never force a soul-destroying choice upon you. Now come to me, and together the three of us will deal with these new threats.’ 
 
    And as simply as that, she remembered why she’d first trusted her dead king. Beneath the cold horror of what he was, he was a bright spirit full of infinite patience, kindness, understanding, and nobility. 
 
    She realized she missed his ancient surety and warm soul. 
 
    ‘Hurry, my Queen. Bring my younger self.’ There was determination and great longing mixed together in his voice. ‘As much as I enjoy this moment with you, our adversaries are on the run.’ 
 
    She jerked her attention from her internal conversation to see Dead King Narin driving the acolytes back. As she watched, they sprinted through a gaping hole in the side wall of the council chambers. 
 
    Lamarra gathered a lance of power, prepared to bring more of the wall down upon the last three acolytes when Dead King Soryn whispered into her mind, ‘No, let them all meet their doom together. Then we will be certain to destroy Trensler.’ 
 
    ‘You are certain about this? Letting them get near the Spirit Gate?’ Lamarra asked. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Very well.’ She grasped her living bondmate by the hand and dragged him to his feet. Clearly, he was still stunned by the backlash of magic, but with a shake of his head and a curse, he started after the retreating acolytes. Their remaining guards kept pace with them. 
 
    Lamarra was pleased to see Raikena still among the living. After a quick glance, she spotted the lupwyn, Shadowhunter, and her phoenix bondmate Hanlyn. The male phoenix looked unharmed, but Shadowhunter was covered in burns. The fur along her right side was singed. Even with the lupwyn’s natural healing gifts, Lamarra winced at how painful it must be. But the guard showed only determination to run down the enemy. 
 
    They darted down empty tunnels, twisting their way through sharp turns and long corridors as they made their way deeper, following the trail of the acolytes. 
 
    ‘The lupwyn is free of taint and will heal. She is one of the lucky ones. As for the others, we will avenge them.’ 
 
    Again, Lamarra silently agreed with her ghostly bondmate as she focused on the task at hand—destroying the acolytes. They were just ahead, out of sight, already running down another side corridor where it branched off the main, but she could track them easily now. How was that even possible? Before the acolytes had been able to hide their presence. 
 
    ‘You are able to draw from my strength now that I am with you.’ 
 
    ‘How are you even here? I thought you could not come back in time.’ 
 
    A tendril of chilled power reached out and caressed her soul. It wasn’t terrible or repulsive; it was purifying—an invigorating energy. 
 
    ‘I could not—not until the moment my younger self was bound by the first of the death rituals. From that moment forward I, too, became bound to that sarcophagus—my tomb. I am bound to that until I am released from my service by the gods themselves. As such, I can exist in any time my sarcophagus exists in.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ Lamarra didn’t know what to say to that. 
 
    ‘I can answer all your questions later after Trensler is destroyed.’ 
 
    ‘My King,’ Lamarra said, deciding to be blunt. ‘Last time Trensler alone managed to grievously wound you. If anything, that monster is far stronger now than before. How can you face him and win?’ 
 
    ‘Now I have two living hosts—two bondmates as it were—to draw additional strength and power from. As you both will draw strength from me. If five dead rulers cannot destroy Trensler and his new acolytes, then all the realms throughout time are doomed.’ A deep echoing laugh floated through her thoughts. ‘I do not plan to be the dead king who allowed Trensler’s master to devour all the world on my watch.’ 
 
    Lamarra and Soryn raced forward, their guards keeping pace. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The scene spreading out before him was not one Soryn had expected when he and Lamarra burst into Sorrow’s throne room. Twelve crystal pillars now rose from floor to ceiling in a circle of protection around the sarcophaguses. Magic snapped and flared from within their crystalline hearts. When one of the two acolytes ventured too close to a pillar, it would lash out with tendrils of power that burned like a true flame. 
 
    No doubt the acolytes could still feed from a distance, but the pillars weren’t going to be easy victims to overcome. He sensed an Oracle’s power behind this trap and hope rekindled. Perhaps his future-self was correct, and they could defeat Trensler. 
 
    Though the acolytes were far from defeated just yet. 
 
    Outside of the dome created by the pillars, two separate battles were waging. One was composed of guards and the two older rulers. Karneska was back on her feet, weapons of both magical fire and cold steel flashed in her gloved hands. Narin, too, was similarly armed as he battled against a group of reanimated tomb guard acolytes. 
 
    Soryn descended the stairs in long strides, in time to see Queen Karneska hew down another acolyte. Her co-ruler finished off his own enemy with a strong blast of fire magic. 
 
    He left them to finish with their group. The second battle’s odds looked far less favorable. Soryn’s future-self was locked in a physical and magical battle with the gryphon Sakkaron, while the two phoenix elders, Tralorn and Khaynara, were circling the other two combatants, looking for an opening to take down the dead king. 
 
    “We’ll take Khaynara first,” Lamarra shouted as she rushed past Soryn and darted toward the group of acolytes. 
 
    Cursing, Soryn put on a burst of speed to outpace Lamarra. With a blast of magic, he slammed the phoenix councilor off her feet and deflected the magical attack she’d been about to launch at Lamarra. 
 
    His bondmate started forward again, but Tralorn intercepted her.  
 
    Elder Khaynara regained her feet and narrowed her eyes at him as if seeing him for the first time. Soryn’s breath caught. Was that recognition in her eyes? If the Elder’s consciousness was still buried somewhere under the acolyte’s control, he would do all in his power to destroy the body and free her spirit.   
 
    “My King, there is so much I need to tell you.” 
 
    She surprised him by speaking. Acolytes had never bothered to communicate before. 
 
    “Join with us. It is not a death sentence as you fear. It is, in fact, something more—a joining, a sense of belonging to the infinite.” 
 
    “Lies.” Soryn preferred his acolytes silent, not talkative. 
 
    “Not a lie,” she continued. “Instead another form of truth. You do not have to lose your beloved mate to the old king from the future. We can save her from that. She can be yours for eternity.” 
 
    While the acolyte’s words were about joining and belonging and keeping Lamarra with him for an eternity, it didn’t stop Khaynara from feeding upon them both. 
 
    “Lamarra and I already have an eternity stretching before us. I will be content with what the Light has chosen for me.” 
 
    “Yet you will have to endure an eternity of pain and separation first.” 
 
    Growling, Soryn called fire, ready to burn her to ash. Only the need to know if this was Trensler stopped him from releasing the churning orb of fire magic he barely held in check.  
 
    Glancing toward where his future-self fought with two swords, Soryn reached across their mental link. “Is she the one?” 
 
    The dark-robed figure whirled, impaling his gryphon opponent in the side and then sidestepped Elder Tralorn’s lunge. The blow caused the gryphon to stumble and collapse onto his side. The damage wouldn’t keep an acolyte down long. But it was enough that his future-self was able to disengage from the fight. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he answered before he returned to his own battle. ‘If Lamarra destroys that acolyte with her sword, we destroy Trensler and land a great blow against his master.’  
 
    Lamarra glanced at him and nodded. She’d heard the exchange along their link. 
 
    Tralorn might have heard the thought as well, for he broke away from the battle between the gryphon and Soryn’s future-self, and ran towards Lamarra. 
 
    Ah. That undead monstrosity would never reach Lamarra. 
 
    She might have to deal with Trensler, but Tralorn was Soryn’s prey. 
 
    Stepping in the acolyte’s path, Soryn grinned fiercely and blocked Tralorn’s attack with twin swords flickering with Elemental fire. In retaliation, the acolyte attacked with lances of magic. Some pierced Soryn’s personal shields. 
 
    Pain blossomed along his side and abdomen. While he was distracted, the acolyte ducked in close and landed a vicious strike to Soryn’s unprotected shoulder and neck. Talons tore deep. A wave of hot blood poured down his chest. 
 
    Roaring in pain and rage, he plunged his swords into the acolyte and called more of his Elemental fire, driving it down the length of both blades and into the acolyte’s body. 
 
    His enemy froze in place, trying to devour the magic before the fire could devour him. Soryn felt a draining of his power and narrowed his eyes. This acolyte didn’t understand that he was supposed to die and needed a little more convincing. Soryn knew just the thing. Calling on a stronger flow of both fire and death magic, he weaved the two together and shoved another wave of power down the length of his swords. 
 
    Fire won in the end, driving back the cold chill of an acolyte’s feeding, replacing it with purifying heat. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Trensler backed away from the twelve pillars circling the sarcophaguses, retracing his steps. Clearly, he was thinking to escape back the way he’d come. Lamarra followed, her hands tightening on her sword’s hilt. 
 
    There was nowhere Trensler could run that she wouldn’t follow. 
 
    ‘I can think of a better way than chasing this piece of unclean waste across half the length of Sorrow,’ her Larnkin growled into her mind. 
 
    Somewhat taken aback by the venom in the words, Lamarra halted. Her Larnkin took that as permission and unleashed a great wave of death magic. The cold power burned along her senses, its chill painful. 
 
    The magic raced down both her arms to pool upon the polished stone beneath her feet. There it flashed across the floor, a bright cold lightning. Her Larnkin’s will shaped it into a dome of cold, hard magic, trapping the body of Khaynara-Trensler within it. 
 
    ‘Better,’ her Larnkin hissed. ‘I’ve been waiting a very long time for this moment. It took me close to three thousand years to recover enough to avenge my last host.’ 
 
    Understanding dawned, and Lamarra asked in mind speech. ‘Do you want full control of my body? As much as I want to kill Trensler for all the harm he’s inflicted upon the world, your claim predates mine, and I would gladly let you have this kill.’ 
 
    ‘We were together then; we’ll do this together now.’ 
 
    Decision made, Lamarra circled the energy dome, watching Khaynara-Trensler as the shield of power contracted down upon itself. She dragged the tip of her crystalline sword against the magic barrier, feeding more power into the circle of death magic her Larnkin had summoned. 
 
    She and her Larnkin both studied their adversary. Oh, there were no outward physical signs or mannerisms that hinted this acolyte was their target, but now, as the other acolytes in the room were destroyed, she was able to pick out the familiar numbing buzz that always accompanied Lord Master Trensler. 
 
    After her bondmates—both versions of him—finished off their own acolytes, they came forward and flanked her protectively. The living version was puffing with exertion and holding a hand pressed to his neck to staunch a bleeding wound. Through their mental link, she could feel where his Larnkin was already knitting the edges back together and slowing the bleeding. Though she worried about him, she would see to his injuries immediately upon Trensler’s demise. 
 
    She couldn’t afford distraction to allow Trensler a third chance at escape. 
 
    To her left Dead King Soryn remained motionless as only one not needing to breathe could. She quickly scanned him for signs of weakness or damage. The only difference she noted was that his own crystalline sword no longer glowed with power. He must have been forced to use it on the gryphon Sakkaron. 
 
    Not that it mattered. Hers still glowed brightly with power, and there was only one acolyte left now that Dead King Narin and Dead Queen Karneska had finished with their own opponents. 
 
    “Trensler, it is time you return to your master,’ Lamarra said as she swung the sword in a slow, lazy arc. “There will be no escape this time.” 
 
    Khaynara-Trensler’s gaze followed the sword. “I can sense what that sword is and what it does. It might even do what it was designed to do.” While the feminine voice was not Trensler’s, the softly spoken tone and words were his. “I am but one servant. You will find my master is not so easily defeated. He has already escaped the prison Dakdamon created. If the god of Mists and Time cannot hold my master, nothing you do will ever—” 
 
    Lamarra struck without warning, her sword’s tip striking the acolyte dead center in his chest. Her Larnkin and the Oracle’s sword joined magic and shoved everything they had into one last spell. The glow of the crystalline blade flared brighter, throbbing with power. A rush of cold magic, more bitter than the coldest day of winter flowed through her body. It arced out from the sword’s blade and into the acolyte, biting deep, flowing into every cell in the acolyte’s body at the same time. 
 
    One moment Trensler stood before her, the next, light and fire and death’s cold magic destroyed every last part of him. 
 
    Her sword fell from numb fingers, and she stumbled, her body suddenly drained and stiff with cold. Off balance and dizzy, she might have joined the sword on the floor had Dead King Soryn not reached out and wrapped a steadying arm around her shoulders. 
 
    “Did it work?” she asked. Please let it have worked. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Dead King Soryn replied, tilting his head as if listening. ‘As planned, Trensler devoured all that magic and sent it to his master in a last act of servitude. He couldn’t stop the exchange. The Oracle says that as expected, while the Divine Speaker was able to devour magic from a future time, the essence doesn’t match the magic of this current time and creates a disturbance in the energy flows. The Oracle of the future can now track those discrepancies, thus tracking the Divine Speaker. You did well, my Queen.’ 
 
    She didn’t pull away from her dead king, although despair rose up within her. It didn’t matter that Trensler was destroyed, that her mission was successful. She couldn’t take joy in the victory. 
 
    It meant her mission had come to a close. 
 
    Yet her duty to Dead King Soryn was clearly far from finished. Where would that duty lead now? The future? Her death? 
 
    Her living bondmate was fearing the same thing. 
 
    Clearing her throat, she asked what needed to be asked. 
 
    “What becomes of us now?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The arm around her shoulders dropped away as Dead King Soryn turned to face the others in the room. Lamarra looked beyond him to see more guards—both those garrisoned at Grey Spires and those belonging to Sorrow. The two groups were intermixed somewhat uneasily, neither group seeming to know who had authority, but all were waiting patiently for their rulers to sort everything out. 
 
    Yes. Lamarra wanted everything sorted out too so it would be over. 
 
    Dead King Soryn walked toward the nearest of the crystal pillars. And then, like he was discarding a suit of body armor, his nebulous spirit form flowed out and away from his enrobed body. 
 
    Beside her, the living Soryn uttered a strangled exclamation. 
 
    Hmmm. It wasn’t every day someone saw one’s own ghost, Lamarra supposed. 
 
    Reaching out in a smooth motion, the ghostly Soryn waved one hand at the energy shield, and it bled back into the pillars and vanished. 
 
    “My King?” Lamarra addressed her dead king. 
 
    ‘Well, since you asked. I think victory celebrations might be in order,’ he said with a hint of humor. ‘We did just save this time and all the ages that stretch between now and our future.’ 
 
    Lamarra licked her lips, barely daring to breathe. “That’s not what I meant, my King.” 
 
    ‘No?’ 
 
    Now he was just obtuse. 
 
    Must I choose between duty and love? She did not ask it aloud and tried to keep that thought from leaking across their bond. He had been nothing but kind and noble. She loved him, she realized, even before she’d met his living self. 
 
    In no way did she want to hurt this gentle, lonely spirit, who was, in fact, her beloved. But the fact remained that she couldn’t return to the future without dire consequences in this time. 
 
    She glanced over at her living bondmate, her lover. 
 
    How could she be the one to cause his death? If she returned to the future, it would kill him. One bondmate couldn’t live without the other. 
 
    Oh. Would she die too and rise the dead queen in her own time? 
 
    ‘Why must you choose between duty and love,’ Dead King Soryn said with another hint of humor coloring his mind voice. ‘I, for one, think we deserve a little love for serving our duty.’ 
 
    “But…don’t you have to return to the future and I with you?” 
 
    ‘Yes. But I can now travel between time and our bond allows you to aid me as needed from this time. Or you and my living self can come forward in time to aid me with the more demanding spell work. Since I am already long dead, being separated from you, while unpleasant, isn’t fatal to me as it would be to my younger self.’ 
 
    The vice around Lamarra’s heart began to loosen. 
 
    ‘You will need to perform the Death Ritual here in this time to bind yourself to your sarcophagus.’ He glided—half floating backward through the air—and waved her forward between two of the crystal pillars. 
 
    Within was a fourth sarcophagus that hadn’t been here the last time she’d stood in the center of this chamber. Now the four sarcophaguses were arranged in a circle. While three of them glowed with power to her mage sight, the fourth was still dormant, not yet bound to its person—her, she realized. 
 
    This one was as lavishly carved as the other three and upon the heavy lid was a full sized replica of her. Lamarra swallowed hard, in awe of the artistic skill required to carve such a lifelike resemblance but at the same time repulsed at seeing her own grave. 
 
    “It…it is…hmm...that is I...” 
 
    ‘A rather grim wedding gift, yes. But if you are to remain here with my mortal self and raise our little ones, you will need something that will act as an anchor for your powers as a dead queen. They will grow with each passing year.’ He paused and glanced at his living self. ‘You both will find that out. But this way you will live full long lives, blessed with the gift of seeing our young grow up and have little ones of their own. Yes, you will both die at some point and rise again as I am now. And Lamarra will come forward in time to take her place as my queen, and you will rule as the new dead king in your present time.’ 
 
    “So we will be separated?” Soryn asked. 
 
    Lamarra couldn’t see his expression behind the mask he wore, but his tone was clear. 
 
    ‘Yes. The future must remain as I remember it. We do not have the right to risk changing all futures that flow out from this point simply because of our love. Sometimes duty must come first.’ 
 
    “I understand,” her bondmate whispered, and Lamarra thought she did too. 
 
    There would come a time when duty would require them to part, but they would be reunited again. And when that time came, they would have all the memories of their love to keep them strong. She could live with that and be content. 
 
    ‘I assure you, it is not so terrible a fate when you know your beloved will be with you again.’ 
 
    “Thank you,” Lamarra said as she approached her ghostly king. She stopped when she was directly in front of him and then stretched up on her toes to place a kiss upon his chilled lips. “For allowing us to have our time together as mortals.” 
 
    Warm humor washed over her, and ghostly fingers caressed her cheek. ‘There are a few benefits in it for me as well. Foremost among them is seeing you happy.’ 
 
    King Soryn joined them and looked at his older self. “How long will Lamarra and I have together as I am now?” 
 
    The ghost laughed. ‘There must be some mystery in the future, so you two do not get bored. Be happy in the knowledge you both live full long lives together.’ 
 
    “That is all I have ever wanted.” Lamarra looked upon her two bondmates with a bemused sensation. “My mother would be appalled to know I have two husbands.” 
 
    ‘Both kings, though. That must count for something.’ 
 
    Lamarra’s grin faltered as she realized something else. “I’m not ever going to see my family again, am I?” 
 
    ‘Hmmm,’ the ghost said as he looked around. ‘We have a few things to deal with here first.’ He gestured at the carnage of the battle. ‘And perhaps heal my mortal self before the stoic fool bleeds to death and rises a dead king prematurely. But once all that is seen to I don’t see why you both can’t come forward and visit your family in my time.’ 
 
    “Thank you.” Lamarra would have hugged him if that was possible, so instead, she settled for hugging her living husband close only to get smeared with blood. “Your older and wiser self has a point. It’s off to the healers with you. The others can deal with this mess.” 
 
    Her living bondmate nodded meekly. Guards came forward at her gesture and helped her with Soryn’s weight. The ghost had been correct. Her mate was swaying on his feet from exhaustion and blood loss. Thankfully they hadn’t even made it halfway up the steps when the first healers rushed forward and started to attend to the injured. 
 
    While the healers did their work, Lamarra glanced back toward Dead King Soryn where he was talking with his fellow rulers. Reaching out with her magic, she examined him in detail. ‘You’re alright?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Do not worry about me. Once everything is settled, I will join you.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you. There is still so much I want to say.’ 
 
    ‘You will have a lifetime to say it all, and I will be more than happy to listen. But for now, go and rest. You both need it.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Back in his inner chamber, Soryn rested on his favorite padded bench, curled on his side so he could face the fire. His one arm acted as a pillow, and the other was wrapped around Lamarra’s waist. This bench hadn’t always had the distinction of being his favorite but had gained that title after the first time he and Lamarra had made love by the fire. His foolish body warmed at the thought, although he knew he wasn’t up to the task at the moment. 
 
    Instead, he shifted closer to Lamarra, savoring her soft curves and warmth pressing against his body. Hmmm, he was stronger, maybe after another short rest. 
 
    ‘I’m your bondmate. I know what you’re thinking. Go back to sleep. The healers said you need your rest.’ Lamarra’s voice held mild amusement as she snuggled closer to him on the bench. 
 
    ‘I’m not tired.’ 
 
    ‘Liar. You’re exhausted. Just close your eyes. Sleep will come.’ 
 
    It was true. He’d been so tired that the bench was as far as he’d made it. The padded bench wasn’t actually meant for two. But humans were tiny creatures, so earlier he’d pulled Lamarra down upon it after they’d discard their robes, masks, and daggers of office. It was nice to pretend for a while that they were just a normal mated pair. 
 
    He propped his elbow against the bench and hoisted himself up enough that he could look down upon her. She mumbled under her breath and turned in his arms, tucking her face against his chest. Her hand snaked around his side to stroke his back. Eventually, her fingers found their way to his wing joints. A grin tugged at his lips. For a human, she’d been quick to learn the places that gave a phoenix the most pleasure. 
 
    “Are you trying to soothe me to sleep or inspire me to other activities? I’m truly not sure.” 
 
    Again Lamarra grumbled something under her breath which sounded like infuriating males. “Soothe you back to sleep, of course.” 
 
     “Ah.” Her fingers continued to massage his back, rhythmic and firm. He wasn’t sure if he believed her words. 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t believe that either.’ 
 
    Soryn jerked in surprise, nearly falling off the bench. Lamarra sat up, too. Although she was much more composed about it. 
 
    “Welcome, Dead King Soryn,” Lamarra said in a pleasant voice, her expression void of even a hint of embarrassment. 
 
    ‘You may call me Ryn if you prefer, to differentiate us.’ 
 
    “Ryn, I like that.” Lamarra smiled and held out a hand to the ghost. 
 
    Soryn wasn’t certain he liked having a ghost that could simply pop in and out of existence and ignore all forms of wards and defenses. 
 
    ‘Well, I am you. The defensive spells of the city do not differentiate between us.’ 
 
    Soryn grunted but decided he was appreciative of this particular ghost. He did have him to thank for sending Lamarra into the past and into his life. And he supposed he owed the ghost for that. 
 
    “You desire something. I can sense it through our bond.” And that is so very strange. Everything about this situation is odd, Soryn thought to himself. 
 
    The nebulous magic composing Ryn’s ‘body’ shifted and flickered, not unlike a flame disturbed by a breeze. Soryn watched and waited for the ghost to speak. After another long awkward silence, he did. 
 
    ‘I would like to touch my beloved. Truly touch her for the first time in an eternity.’ 
 
    “A touch?” 
 
    ‘A simple kiss is all I ask.’ 
 
    Soryn frowned, not because he was upset, but because he didn’t know why Ryn was asking him. “That would be up to Lamarra.” 
 
    His human bondmate glanced between them both. Her expression was calm, not fearful or uneasy. The thought of kissing a ghost likely didn’t bother her at all considering some of the things she’d already been through. 
 
    Lamarra held out a hand toward the ghost. 
 
    ‘Good.’ Ryn turned his attention toward Soryn again. 
 
    “Yes?” he prodded, but he thought he knew where this was leading. 
 
    ‘Might I use your body to partake of the kiss? It’s the only way I’ll truly be able to touch her with more than a caress of power.’ 
 
    “Just a kiss?” Soryn felt his jaw flex as a flush crawled across his face. 
 
    Lamarra started to laugh, great belly chuckles the likes of which he’d never heard her make. Once she had them under control again, she reached out and wiped at the tears rolling down her face. 
 
    “Oh my dear beloved bondmate, you looked as shaken as if one of your male guards had asked to kiss you.” 
 
    “I did not.” 
 
    Her grin stretched farther as she glanced over to Ryn. 
 
    ‘You did,’ the ghost confirmed. ‘I understand if you find acting as a host to me in my present form…distasteful.’ 
 
    Soryn mulled that over for a moment. He hadn’t even thought of Ryn being able to merge with his body. But why shouldn’t he? He’s me. Still my soul and my Larnkin. Just much older. And if I allow this, perhaps I’ll get a brief glimpse of my future with Lamarra. 
 
    “The request surprised me,” Soryn said in a smooth, confident voice. “That is all. You have my permission to borrow my body.” 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    Soryn forced himself to remain relaxed as the ghost glided closer. Lamarra watched attentively but made no other comment, humorous or otherwise. Sadly, he wouldn’t have minded a distraction. 
 
    At Ryn’s first chilled touch, the symbols that had once been painted on his body during his earlier bonding ceremony with Lamarra flared to life and began glowing with rich blue power. Soryn marveled at the ghost’s ability to simply summon them without having to first paint them and perform the various rites. 
 
    But then again, Ryn had been around for a very long time and likely had learned a few tricks mortals were completely unaware existed. Once all the symbols glowed with equal brightness, his ghost self simply touched one and vanished. 
 
    Vanished from the physical world. 
 
    But was far from gone. 
 
    Ryn’s chilled power was now burrowing deep inside Soryn. He waited for something else to happen. Nothing did at first. But slowly it warmed. That was all. He wouldn’t have even known he shared his body with another. At least until he suddenly found his arm lifting and his fingers brushing a curl of hair behind Lamarra’s ear. 
 
    Seeing his body move without his will behind it was…odd, but not half as concerning as he’d thought it would be to surrender to another. Ryn was him. Same thoughts. Same actions. Same deep love for Lamarra. 
 
    Yes, he could feel Ryn’s vast age and great knowledge—that, unfortunately, was locked away from Soryn—but he and Ryn truly were the same being. 
 
    ‘What? You couldn’t even let me have a peek into your memories of our future while you are distracted by our queen?’ 
 
    Ryn chuckled. ‘No. There shall be no changing or influencing the future beyond what has already occurred.’ 
 
    ‘Well, fine. Go kiss our queen so I can go back to resting.’ 
 
    ‘Resting? Your activities when I first came in didn’t look like they would lead to rest.’ 
 
    ‘Weren’t you going to kiss our queen?’ 
 
    Humor flashed through Soryn’s mind. ‘Do you mind if I steal more than a single kiss?’ 
 
    ‘Fine go ahead and borrow the body for a little while,’ Soryn huffed. ‘Just make sure you leave it in the same condition you got it in.’ 
 
    ‘So you don’t wish me to heal the last of your aches and pains while I’m here?’ 
 
    ‘If you would like.’ Soryn’s thoughts shifted to things other than rest. 
 
    Lamarra looked at him. “Which one of you is preening like a well-fed cat?” 
 
    ‘That would be Soryn after I told him I could heal him of the last of his wariness.’ 
 
    A twinkle sparked in Lamarra’s eyes. “Ah, that sounds beneficial. But didn’t you say you wanted a kiss to start? We can see where things lead after that.” 
 
    Lamarra leaned forward eagerly and pressed a feathery kiss on his lips. Then she deepened the kiss and both Soryn and Ryn were content to see where Lamarra might lead them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lamarra concentrated on the spell she was working upon her sarcophagus, etching the tiny filaments of power into the stone like Ryn had shown her. He’d said it would be some months before it was finished at the rate she was working, but she’d wanted to do this herself. So he’d left her to it and returned to his own time earlier this morning to see to things there like he had for the last moon cycle. 
 
    Soryn was sitting across from her, perched—somewhat sacrilegiously—upon his own sarcophagus while he read reports about the day to day running of Grey Spires. The city of Sorrow might seem to run itself on the surface, but she’d soon learned it was the tomb guards themselves that oversaw to its repair and needs, leaving the dead rulers to deal with more important, less mortal concerns. Like watching for any more acolytes from the future that might try to escape into the past. 
 
    Returning to the spell work, she began to hum a jaunty little tune to herself to pass the time. She’d discarded her mask so she could better see her work. This particular spell didn’t require a great deal of power and wasn’t particularly difficult, just intricate and slow going and required her attention for those reasons. 
 
    It wasn’t until the Spirit Gate activated that she realized she must have spent a lot longer working the spell than she thought if Ryn was already returning. 
 
    “I swear upon the Light! If that undead, black-robed, mask-wearing, decrepit monstrosity—” 
 
    “Ashayna!” 
 
    “—has turned Lamarra into some kind of—” 
 
    “Ash. Please, I’ve explained—” 
 
    “—holy corpse, I’m going to show him the full might of the Destroyer.” 
 
    Lamarra dropped the fine tendrils of magic she’d been weaving together, uncaring if all her work unraveled. Spinning around, hardly daring to believe her ears, she locked eyes on the newcomers who were suddenly deep within Sorrow’s inner sanctuary. 
 
    The tall robed figure of Ryn made his unhurried way to the stairs leading from the Spirit Gate. 
 
    He had returned early. 
 
    And he hadn’t come alone. 
 
    “Ash! Sorsha!” Lamarra left dignity by the wayside and ran toward her sisters, her cloak flapping behind her. 
 
    They called her name, rushing toward her until they met in a tangle of arms and hugs and uncharacteristic girlish shouts of joy. There was much talking at once and rushing of words, and even a few tears. Although she knew her eldest sister would deny the tears. A warrior-scout in their father’s army did not shed tears. 
 
    Lamarra couldn’t stop grinning but managed long enough to speak. “I can’t believe you’re here.” 
 
    Her youngest sister, Sorsha, snorted. “It took us too damn long to get here. And I swear that great silent hulk over there in the black robes was going to deny us passage at first. Some horseshit about the sanctity of Sorrow and attending to the proper ‘rites’ since there had already been ‘enough disturbances for the dead’ or some such. Ash said he could take us to you or she’d start to toss magic around, and you know how much she hates her magic. Then that fellow,” Sorsha gestured at Ryn again, “said if we harmed him, we’d be harming you as well.” 
 
    “You would. Thank you for not getting into a fight.” She turned from her baffled sisters and made her way over to Ryn to stretch up on her toes and kiss his mask. “And thank you for not harming my sisters.” 
 
    ‘I would never harm those that serve the Light.’ 
 
    Turning back to Ash and Sorsha, Lamarra smiled softly and gestured Soryn over. He’d tucked his reports under one arm to watch as everything had unfolded, but he came to her side now quickly enough. 
 
    “This is my bondmate Soryn; King of the Phoenix in this time and also future Dead King. And this,” Lamarra turned to Ryn and held out a hand, “is Dead King Soryn from our time. My bondmate also. He allows me to call him Ryn to make things simpler.” 
 
    Another phoenix stepped forward. Her eldest sister’s bondmate, Sorntar. Lamarra had met him when he’d returned to the human port settlement of River’s Divide with Ashayna for a visit. So he was familiar at least. 
 
    However, the other strange creature who now came up to stand at Sorsha’s shoulder was one she’d never met. And he would be a little difficult to forget. 
 
    A strange mix of horse and man, he reminded her of the ancient human legends about the mythical centaur. 
 
    “I’m afraid we haven’t met.” Lamarra held out a hand in greeting anyway. 
 
    The horse-man grinned and took her offered hand. “Actually we have. It’s Shadowdancer. Once the santhyrian ambassador but now I have the dubious distinction of being an Oracle’s Harbinger.” 
 
    “I’m one, too,” Sorsha said cheerfully. “I can’t wait to show you my horse form later. Shadowdancer hasn’t yet recovered enough from his ordeal with the acolytes to shape shift back to his true form.” Sorsha’s expression turned humorous. “Although I think he’s more put out because he can’t shift back into a man at the moment either and that’s—” 
 
    “—more information than your sisters need to know. Thank you.” Shadowdancer’s voice rumbled over their heads. 
 
    Sorsha just rolled her eyes and mouthed that she’d tell Lamarra everything later. 
 
    Lamarra glanced past the tall santhyrian and was surprised to see the diminutive form of her healer friend Beatrice in the company of a decidedly wolfish looking man. 
 
    “Beatrice? I didn’t even see you. I’m so sorry.” She held out her arms for the smaller woman. 
 
    Beatrice returned her hug. The other human girl glanced around at the four sarcophaguses and then back at Lamarra. Strangely the healer seemed the most at ease with the morbid surroundings, and she merely gestured the wolf-man forward. “This is my pack-mate and co-ruler Silverblade—my husband. I imagine we all have long stories to exchange, but I must admit my death magic finds this place soothing, as disturbing as that might be.” 
 
    On Lamarra’s left side, Soryn stepped in closer and wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “Might I suggest said stories be told over a meal with a nice wine and far from my grave.” 
 
    Ashayna made a choking sound, and her bondmate Sorntar thumped her on the back a few times until she managed a weak sounding, “Thank you. That would be wonderful.” 
 
    Although Lamarra thought her eldest sister looked slightly green at the thought of eating any food found within Sorrow’s many underground chambers. Ah, well. Ashayna would grow used to Lamarra’s new bondmates. 
 
    “Come, we will have a feast and exchange stories and rest for a time. Although our tasks and individual purposes are far from over, I think we all have earned a reprieve from what our duties demand of us for a handful of days.” 
 
    “Wise indeed, my love,” Soryn said as he glanced over at his ghostly self. “And Ryn can join us and tell me a bit more about the Twelve. I see you all bear the marks.” 
 
    “Oh,” Lamarra added. “And I’m going to be a mother soon. Would you like to see the eggs? The nest is still up in Grey Spires. You’ll likely be more comfortable there anyway.” 
 
    “Eggs?” Ashayna looked pale. 
 
    “A mother?” Sorsha said with a laugh. “Of course. Do tell.” 
 
    Soryn cleared his throat. “It’s a long story, but one I’m happy to share with my beloved’s family.” 
 
    Lamarra grinned and squeezed Soryn’s waist in a firm hug. She appreciated the little things he did to try to ease her burdens. 
 
    Yes, her fate was a strange one, but not one she would change even if the gods came and offered her an alternative. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    ISHTAR’S BLADE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Warrior. 
 
    King’s confidant. 
 
    Avenging Blade of the Goddess Ishtar. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Iltani asked to be none of these things. Yet fate does not ask permission when she weaves souls upon destiny’s loom. 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the day of Iltani’s birth, an assassin tried and nearly succeeded in ending the line of the gryphon kings. Out of that bloodshed, an unbreakable bond was forged between child-king and goddess-chosen infant, and from that pivotal moment forward, Iltani was never farther from King Ditanu than his shadow. Until her training to become Ishtar’s Blade required her to leave. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After four brutal years of training, Iltani now returns to court as Ishtar’s Blade and takes up her role of King’s Shadow—a dangerous position in a court where the threat of another assassination is but a blade’s width away. For the chance to stand at the side of her beloved king, she will endure the dangers of court intrigues, assassins, and political maneuverings. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dawn’s light caressed the mountain peaks of Nineveh and shimmered upon the reef-strewn waters surrounding New Sumer’s greatest city-state. The ocean, still restless from the previous night’s storm, tossed white-capped waves toward the vast island’s rocky cliffs and rocked the small skiff Iltani rode in. 
 
    The snap of the sail, the sound of the waves slapping the small boat’s sides, and the stomach-dropping dips and rises of the bow all added to the excitement churning in her blood. 
 
    Iltani hardly dared to believe. 
 
    She was returning home for the first time after four long years of brutal, continuous training. 
 
    In truth, she’d dedicated her entire life to her training, but four years ago, she’d taken the final steps down that path, when Burrukan, the Leader of the King’s Shadows, had taken her on as his apprentice. 
 
    Now, almost four years to the day, Burrukan was returning her to her childhood home, Nineveh, the ruling seat of the Gryphon King. She’d left her island home a girl of seventeen and was returning a woman of twenty-one summers. While she couldn’t guess if she could be considered wiser, she was greatly changed. 
 
    Four years was a long time. She sincerely hoped King Ditanu would be pleased with her progress and be happy to have her back at his side. 
 
    If he isn’t? The small doubtful voice of her consciousness questioned. 
 
    Her mind shied away from that thought. 
 
    She supposed she’d find out later this day. 
 
    Not wanting to think more on the dark possibility of an indifferent king or worse, she turned from the sight of her childhood home and glanced back at her mentor where he worked the boat’s rudder, guiding them safely past a reef. The wind shifted and two of the ropes tangled. With a grumble about needing to replace the fraying rope, Burrukan tied the rudder to maintain course. That done, he stepped over the bench Iltani sat on and started to work on the sail’s tangled rigging. 
 
    She knew better than to offer her help. No one touched Burrukan’s boat. He’d designed and built the swift little boat during the first year of her training, saying he wanted to shave time off the twice daily trips between the training island and Nineveh. 
 
    When she’d asked why he didn’t just shift into gryphon form and fly, he’d rolled his eyes and said if he did that day after day, he’d be in no condition to beat her into shape and make a proper warrior out of her. Then he’d told her one of a Shadow’s greatest strengths was their ability to remain silent, saying people with loose lips gave far too much away to their enemies. She’d frowned and he’d given her a fatherly pat on one shoulder and told her to go run a circuit around the island. She’d quickly learned not to question him about unimportant things. 
 
    It was probably for the best she didn’t possess a set of wings. If she had, she’d have been tempted to fly back to Nineveh in the early days of her training when her yearning to hear the sound of Ditanu’s voice, catch a whiff of his sandalwood-and-spice scent, or see the hint of a smile hovering on his lips grew too much to bear. 
 
    Sighing, she pushed away her internal musings and watched Burrukan work. That the ropes were in less than perfect condition could only mean the king had kept him busier than usual of late. 
 
    Iltani worried at her bottom lip as she stared at Burrukan’s back. Today, the questions circling her mind were far from unimportant or frivolous. Dare she ask him what to expect? All she knew was that her mentor planned to present her to King Ditanu this day so he could perform the blooding ceremony, thereby honoring the ancient pact between gryphons and humans. 
 
    To most citizens of New Sumer, Iltani was just a human woman training to become one of the King’s Shadows—a group of elite gryphon and human warriors who served and protected the king from all danger. She would have been content with that lot in life, but the goddess Ishtar had chosen Iltani for another role, that of her avenging blade. Only a select few people knew Iltani was Ishtar’s Blade, the embodiment of the eight-thousand-year-old pact between the Queen of the Night and the line of the gryphon kings. 
 
    Iltani had spent the last four years preparing to become a living weapon forged by the Goddess Ishtar herself. One of flesh and blood and magic, but a weapon none the less. 
 
    At least, that’s what Burrukan and High Priestess Kammani had drilled into Iltani from a young age. 
 
    Years upon frustrating years, Iltani had waited for Ishtar to rouse her magic. Even with Burrukan’s reassuring words, she would have given up hope long ago had it not been for the deep indigo and gold birthmark marching down her spine, growing each year, and declaring that she was Ishtar’s chosen weapon. 
 
    Her apathetic magic had finally roused for the first time this morning. Long before dawn, she’d jerked awake from a dream to find the mark throbbing with heat. After a good deal of twisting and turning, she’d gotten a look at it in her small handheld mirror. The mark had glittered with a soft gold and indigo power. 
 
    She’d bolted from her bed, pulled on yesterday’s clothing, and ran to the dock where she normally met Burrukan each morning. Her mentor had already been waiting with the skiff, his expression as calm and devoid of worry as always. 
 
    It hadn’t come as a surprise. Burrukan, like any good gryphon parent, missed nothing, always knowing what his brood was thinking, feeling, and doing. Unfortunately, Iltani was the only ‘cub’ in his brood and as such, she had all his attention. There had been a time or two in her youth when she’d very much wanted less of his eagle-eyed attention, but this morning she’d been more than happy for her adopted father’s all-knowingness. 
 
    Otherwise, she would have paced a hole in the dock if she’d had to wait the two hours for his usual arrival. 
 
    If she was truthful with herself, it wasn’t becoming Ishtar’s Blade which scared her, it was meeting Ditanu again. Her four years on the training island had changed her. How much had those same four years changed the young king? He’d been new to his throne when she’d left. Would there be anything left of their unorthodox friendship? 
 
    Oh, great goddess Ishtar, I know it is impossible, but please let there still be room in his heart for me. 
 
    The thought had barely formed before making Iltani scowl at her own feeble will’s yearning. 
 
    Oh, damn. Just stop thinking about him like that, she scolded herself. 
 
    It was easy enough to say, but, really, how could she stop thinking about the person who owned her heart? 
 
    Once, she and Ditanu had been the closest of companions, running wild as children. One never to be found without the other until that fateful morning after Ditanu’s coronation, when she was sent from his side for the first time in seventeen years to finish her training. 
 
    The agony of the separation still burned deep in her soul, but she’d grown used to the ache over time until she could almost tolerate it. 
 
    Until now. With Nineveh in her line of sight again the old ache had awoken fully born and Iltani could no longer pretend she’d mastered her unruly emotions during the four years of her training. Her sense of duty hadn’t diminished, only grown—as had the strong emotional need which linked them. It never weakened or wavered in the intervening years since she’d last laid eyes on him. Even when that horrible letter arrived, telling her he’d taken a mate, her stubborn heart wouldn’t relinquish its devotion to him. 
 
    It went beyond all common sense, logic, or reason. More than once, Iltani had wondered if she had been created solely to love Ditanu. If so, Iltani wanted to rail against her goddess’ decision. Yes, it might be sacrilegious, but she still wanted to know just what Ishtar, the great Queen of the Night, Goddess of love, fertility, and battle had been thinking when she created her Blade to love the gryphon king so devotedly and then let him take another to mate. 
 
    Well, curse it! It wasn’t like she hadn’t had this particular internal debate a hundred times before, each one as ugly and painful as the first time. She sighed out the breath she’d been holding and stared down at her pack, her mind going back to the only thing that comforted her during these moments of melancholy. 
 
    Surely something of the bond they shared still remained buried in the king who now sat the throne? It was too powerful to simply be gone. Iltani and Ditanu had been together for seventeen years. His consort had known him less than three. 
 
    That hope gave her the strength she needed to face what was coming. Besides, her mentor had trained her well, even if the worst came to pass and every part of Ditanu’s heart belonged solely to his consort—which it probably did since gryphons mated for life—Iltani could endure as long as he still valued their friendship. It wouldn’t be easy, not with her heart desperately craving more, but her soul could live on whatever crumbs Ditanu might toss her. 
 
    After a good wallow in self-pity, Iltani finally looked up from her pack in time to catch Burrukan glancing over his shoulder at her. He held her gaze a moment, and then with a clear evasion, his eyes slid away again. 
 
    There was something in that look, a hint of guilt. Iltani’s gaze narrowed, her mind sharpened, shaking off the internal musings like drops of sea spray. All her senses focused on her mentor as she realized something. 
 
    He’d been unduly silent on the short voyage, not speaking more than ten words since they’d left the training island of New Assur while the sky was still dark. 
 
    She might have thought his silence was brought about by the need to concentrate on navigating the dangerous waters, had he not sailed to New Assur each morning to continue her training and returned to Nineveh each evening to dine with the king and give his report. Burrukan had already mapped and memorized these waters so well, he could probably write his report while sailing the skiff at the same time. 
 
    No, it was as he’d always said. Talk betrayed things to one’s enemies. While she wasn’t an enemy, Burrukan’s silence spoke volumes. There was something he didn’t want her to know. The absolute silence was Burrukan’s version of nervousness. 
 
    As if sensing her regard, his fingers twitched on the ropes, the sail shivering in his grip. His shoulders rose, betraying a slight tension in his body. 
 
    Someone less familiar with her mentor would likely have missed those small involuntary tells. 
 
    Iltani continued her silent study. She could wait. Patience wasn’t a natural talent she’d been born with, but a skill she’d been forced to learn and master along with everything else. 
 
    Pushing her pack containing all her worldly goods aside, she stretched her legs out in front of her, shifting her position just enough to ease the stiff muscles of her lower back. 
 
    Burrukan remained with his legs braced for balance, attention fixed firmly forward. His right hand reached up and rubbed the stubble on his shaved head. He’d always said a King’s Shadow didn’t have time to fuss with all the tiny braids and hair ornamentation the rest of the court favored. Secretly, she knew it had more to do with Burrukan’s receding hairline than lack of patience. Not that she would ever mention that. 
 
    His hand reached out and rubbed at the stubble a second time. 
 
    Burrukan was very nervous about something. Iltani smiled. She’d get him to tell her what was on his mind eventually. 
 
    With that knowledge a certainty, she allowed her attention to momentarily drift from her mentor back to Nineveh, which had grown in size to swallow the horizon. 
 
    After a final unneeded tweak of the sail, Burrukan returned to the rear to take up the rudder again, smoothly guiding the small boat around the last dangerous patches of water. 
 
    The imposing wall of cliffs gave way to a vast harbor. Its calmer waters looked dark and mysterious in the shadow of the stone magnificence of Ishtar’s Gate. Burrukan had told her this one was far grander than the one built long ago in their ancestral desert home of Sumer. Just how Burrukan knew that was up for question since he was nowhere near old enough to have witnessed that first gate’s splendor. 
 
    Befitting the Queen of the Night, this newer version of Ishtar’s Gate glittered blue in the early dawn light, bulls and dragons inlaid in gold catching the light and winking it back. 
 
    Closer now, Iltani could pick out the artistic details she’d loved to study as a child, those intricately engraved dragon scales and the proudly curving horns of the bulls. 
 
    Iltani dragged in a deep, shaking breath, surprised at the tightness in her throat. 
 
    High overhead, the blue and gold design continued all the way up to the peaks of the towering turrets. Ishtar’s Gate was the most imposing of the eight gates leading into the interior of the largest of the island city-states. 
 
    She had missed the beauty of Nineveh. 
 
    As the small boat sailed under the high, graceful arch of the gate and continued into the smoother waters of the harbor, Iltani knew this journey home was as much spiritual as physical. 
 
    Burrukan held his silence but guided the boat toward a small wooden dock just inside the gate. Rugged stairs carved from the stone of the island led up from the water line to a gatehouse where three of the King’s Shadows waited for Burrukan to disembark from his boat. 
 
    Iltani watched her mentor tie off the boat to the moorings. She would have offered her aid if Burrukan was less of a stubborn old goat. Instead, she held her silence but allowed her gaze to narrow upon him. 
 
    The boat secured, Burrukan came to stand at the bow, his back still to her as he stared at the stone stairs, unmoving. 
 
    Iltani remained seated, her pack resting between her knees. 
 
    Burrukan dragged in a deep breath and then let it out on a chuckle. “There is something I promised to give you. I must do it now before we set foot back upon Nineveh or I will be guilty of treason. Wouldn’t that give Ditanu’s enemies on the council something to gorge upon?” 
 
    Iltani’s breath stilled in her lungs. 
 
    Treason? 
 
    “King Ditanu gave me some items,” Burrukan explained, “items I was supposed to deliver to you.” 
 
    Iltani dragged in a breath and released it just as quickly. 
 
    What an interesting turn of events. 
 
    Yet she did not doubt Burrukan’s loyalty to his king. Not for a moment. A King’s Shadow never betrayed their king. They could not. The magic binding king and guard together prevented such. A Shadow saw to the king’s safety first. That sacred vow even took precedence over some of the king’s orders and most certainly his wishes. Besides, Burrukan had practically raised both her and Ditanu. 
 
    If Burrukan had defied Ditanu’s wishes, it was for the king’s own protection. 
 
    He turned to her with his own pack in one hand and started rooting around inside. 
 
    After a moment, Burrukan’s searching hand stopped fumbling in the pack’s deep recesses. He closed his eyes and tilted his face to the sky. She caught a few soft snippets of a prayer. 
 
    What could be so bad he prayed for the gods’ protection and forgiveness? 
 
    Iltani folded her hands in her lap and fought for greater patience. She even smoothed her frown into a more peaceful expression, fearing Burrukan would change his mind. 
 
    At last, he pulled his hand from his pack. He held two small bundles of letters. 
 
    Iltani’s eyebrows shot up. Those looked like…but no. It was impossible. She’d packed those letters in her own satchel just before she left the training island. 
 
    She suppressed the urge to tear open her pack just to see if Burrukan had somehow removed them from hers without her knowing. 
 
    He held out the letters. “What I did, I did for the good of our king.” 
 
    Mystified, Iltani took the first bundle he offered. It was only then she realized these ones were pristine, not her much read and tattered, but still beloved, letters. Those were still in her pack, apparently. 
 
    The royal seal and the handwriting, Ditanu’s elegant scrawl, were the same, though. She glanced down at them and shuffled through the bundle with growing unease and the first spark of anger. 
 
    The oldest of the letters dated back four years, with the majority of them from the first year of Ditanu’s reign. There were far fewer from the second year of his rule. The newest letters being written almost a year ago by the date. 
 
    Every last one had been addressed to her. 
 
    Burrukan had been censoring the king’s correspondence. She’d half expected that some of her own letters might have gone astray. 
 
    But the king’s? 
 
    The facts were clear before her. Burrukan had withheld the king’s letters. That would be considered treasonous by some. 
 
    “I merely promised that I would deliver our king’s letters to you. I did not specify when.” 
 
    Iltani snapped her mouth closed. So these letters were the ‘treason’ he spoke of. She wasn’t sure if it wasn’t treason after all. For what harm could have come to the king had Burrukan delivered them as he was supposed to? She didn’t see how this fell into the gray area that allowed a Shadow to do whatever he must to oversee the king’s protection. 
 
    “Don’t give me that look,” Burrukan scolded her. “I live to protect the king. Even from his own foolishness.” 
 
    Frowning, she glanced between her mentor and the letters in her hand. “If whatever is written in these letters offers a threat to my king, why give them to me? Why not burn them?” 
 
    “Because,” Burrukan said with conviction, “You need to find, acknowledge, and destroy anything that is a threat to our king. Even if it is something within yourself, an essential part of your very soul. If it is a danger to the line of the gryphon kings, you must grind it beneath your boot. If it goes against the king’s wishes, then so be it. One day, you’ll learn the delicate balance between protecting the king and serving him. Until then, follow my teachings and my lead. Surely between the Head Shadow and Ishtar’s Blade, we can keep Ditanu safe.” 
 
    Iltani’s grip tightened on the letters. “I understand.” And she did, but that didn’t mean she was happy about it. Keeping something from Ditanu just didn’t sit well with Iltani. 
 
    For seventeen years before their separation, they’d been constant companions. She couldn’t remember one time—not even one event where she had done something that would constitute going against Ditanu’s wishes. How strange that was. Stranger still, she had never noticed that oddity. Yet it wasn’t that Ditanu intentionally dictated what they did as children. It was more like they simply thought with one mind. 
 
    “Take these ones too,” Burrukan said and handed her another smaller bundle of letters. “You can give them to the king at some point should you wish—there is nothing in them that can harm the king now that you are finished your training.” 
 
    She eyed the new letters—they were a selection she’d written to Ditanu over the years. “What, by the great goddess Ishtar, could I possibly have written that was dangerous for my king to read?” 
 
    Burrukan started to laugh. “Ditanu has always been protective of you, and he missed you terribly in those early years. All he needed was one hint of your unhappiness and he’d make an idiot of himself. The crown has mellowed him a bit and he is growing into a wise and capable king, but in the first years, he would have acted before the first rational thought had a chance to catch up.” 
 
    “But, Burrukan, how…why now?” When there was no time to read through all the letters before she was to meet with the king. 
 
    “You will not read them this day. As you have probably guessed, there is no time. Later you will read them. Only then will you understand and uphold the reason for the deception.” 
 
    Iltani wasn’t so sure. The betrayal was a bitter taste in her mouth. How could she lie to her king, even if duty demanded it? 
 
    That’s what she sensed Burrukan wanted her to do. 
 
    Just what did Ditanu write in those letters that could endanger his life? Why did he write it? Why to her? 
 
    Iltani frowned down at the letters in her hand. 
 
    Ditanu was wise enough to know that anything he wrote in a letter could find its way into the wrong hands. He would know better than to reveal things that could be used against him…unless something had slipped in that should not have, something that he could not help but share with her. 
 
    In the past, Ditanu had written many personal things to her before he enlightened others. 
 
    It was in one of those letters she’d learned he’d taken a consort. 
 
    That day, a year and a half into her training, Iltani had been waiting on the dock to greet Burrukan when she’d spotted the letter in his hand. She’d snatched it from him before he’d even disembarked from his skiff. Had she known then what she did now, she never would have opened that letter. 
 
    But she had, and Ditanu’s flowing script told how he had taken a consort. Ahassunu was her name, a noble lady of ancient gryphon bloodlines. 
 
    The news shouldn’t have come as a surprise. Even on the distant training island, she’d heard the rumors that the council was leaning hard for the king to take a mate. And well they should, the logical side of her mind knew, for Ditanu was the last of his line. Were he to die without an heir, much of the gryphon kingdom’s magic would perish with him. 
 
    While her training demanded she remain on the island in seclusion, Ditanu had written to her on a fairly regular base in those first few months of his rule, sharing some of his day to day trials. She, in turn, shared hers as well, but not once had he hinted he was caving to his councilors’ wishes. 
 
    That lack had felt like deepest betrayal but she’d come to see and understand the price of duty. There was also another unhappy explanation, she supposed. Ditanu had always been passionate about everything, never doing anything by half. It was possible his fiery gryphon nature had found his perfect match in Ahassunu and they’d fallen in love with a swift, all-consuming passion. 
 
    Iltani fidgeted with the buckle of her sword harness as she eyed the unopened letters. Or perhaps he had hinted at it and she’d just never gotten the letter, until now. It hardly mattered how it had come about. Nothing could have softened that blow. 
 
    At the time, she’d tried to reason with herself, thinking that as his friend, she should be happy for him and his consort. 
 
    Iltani snorted with bitter humor. Logic never had had any effect on her obstinate heart’s desires. 
 
    A few months after Ditanu had taken Ahassunu as his consort, another monumental letter had arrived. In it, he’d shared the news that his consort was carrying the first brood of royal cubs. The letter had gone on to say that he needed to share his great joy with his oldest friend, his Little Shadow, the only being to love him without reservation. 
 
    Even though she didn’t exactly know what to make of that last admission on his part—for gryphons only took mates out of mutual love, respect, and a lengthy courtship, and there was no question his consort also loved him without reservation—his letter and the news it carried became Iltani’s turning point. 
 
    While her new understanding still held a bittersweet tang to it, she also realized it didn’t matter what her king’s ambiguous phrase might mean, nor did it matter if Ditanu didn’t love her in return. As Ishtar’s Blade, she could remain at his side, and her love would protect both him and his heirs always. 
 
    She would serve and it would be enough. 
 
    A smile touched her lips at the memory. In the months following that letter, Iltani’s youthful zealous ardor had mellowed from raging wildfire into more sustainable embers. It didn’t mean she loved him any less. None, not even a consort, was as close to the king as his Shadows or his Blade. Iltani planned to become the Shadow that was ever at her king’s back. 
 
    Glancing down at the pile of letters Burrukan had handed her, something occurred to her. 
 
    Perhaps it wasn’t so strange that Burrukan had held back some of the king’s letters. 
 
    When they were young, almost up until the moment of their separation, they had shared everything, every joy, fear, doubt, and guilty confession. Neither of them had living parents. The same group of assassins who had killed Ditanu’s mother had cut down Iltani’s parents when she was less than a year old. 
 
    Ditanu’s two other siblings, a brother and sister of the same litter, were also killed that night. Later, the story was told that Ditanu, a cub not even two years old, had somehow managed to kill the single assassin sent to the nursery to kill him. 
 
    The truth was somewhat different by the story Burrukan told her. When the surviving King’s Shadows made their way to the nursery, they found it drenched in blood. Crimson covered the walls and floor and even dripped in sticky drops from the ceiling. 
 
    There had been many assassins—not just one. 
 
    It was whispered among the Shadows that the great goddess Ishtar, the Queen of the Night, danced in that room, and loosed her rage upon those who would dare harm a child of her blood. 
 
    It was in that room where a much younger Burrukan found the cub Ditanu covered in blood, but none of it his own. Under the curve of one wing, an equally blood-drenched baby snuggled against the cub’s side. The baby slept peacefully as if unaware of all the violence and heartache visited upon Nineveh that night. 
 
    Burrukan told Iltani that when he reached for her to check her for injuries, he came close to losing a few fingers to Ditanu that day. He’d managed to separate baby and cub long enough to see the birthmark denoting Ishtar’s Blade, glowing with power at the nape of the baby’s neck. 
 
    That event had forged a special bond between her young self and the child-king. 
 
    The adult Ditanu may have felt compelled, even unwisely, to share things with her that were safer not expressed. If that was the case, and those things were, in turn, a danger to the king’s welfare, then Iltani understood why Burrukan might have withheld the letters. 
 
    She didn’t like it, but she thought she understood his underlying reasoning. 
 
    “Iltani?” Burrukan’s voice brought her back from the past. 
 
    Mentioning her thoughts aloud could also be dangerous to Ditanu if his enemies overheard what she and Burrukan discussed, so she told a half truth. 
 
    “I was remembering back to when Ditanu and I were little. We were always so close until he sent me away. Do you still remember the story you told me about how you found Ditanu and I after the assassination?” It was common knowledge that she and Ditanu had been together in the nursery that night. Iltani’s parents had been two of the Shadows killed in the battle, so the strange bond between her and the king brought about by their shared tragedy was not unknown, but no one knew she was also marked by the goddess Ishtar to become Her Blade. 
 
    With a bark of laughter, Burrukan flexed his fingers as he made a show of counting them. “He was such a fierce little cub, so protective of you. The years have not changed that.” He sobered and then continued. “It’s a miracle I was able to pry you from his clasp long enough to finish your training.” 
 
    “It was you? I always thought Ditanu sent me away.” She’d blamed herself, though. The night of the king’s coronation, she’d gotten drunk out of her mind and been…an idiot. 
 
    As she’d grown, so too had her feelings for Ditanu. She’d craved more than just friendship between them. Blessedly, she didn’t remember much of that night, but Ditanu had sent her away the next day so it couldn’t have gone as she’d planned. Old embarrassment heated her cheeks. 
 
    Burrukan grunted, and then said barely above a whisper, “Ditanu needed to learn to be a king, and you, my young warrior, needed to become Ishtar’s Blade. That was best done in secret, far from the watchful eyes of our enemies. Besides Ditanu, myself, and High Priestess Kammani, only one other knows your secret.” 
 
    Iltani’s eyes widened slightly at that confession. She’d always assumed the council and many of the other Shadows knew her secret, yet it seemed Burrukan or Ditanu were keeping that knowledge close. “Who?” 
 
    Burrukan laughed at her directness. “Consort Ahassunu.” 
 
    So Ditanu’s consort knew that she would become Ishtar’s Blade. That wasn’t surprising, newly mated gryphons never kept secrets from each other. “Just the four of you, then?” 
 
    “Yes,” Burrukan said, “Ditanu didn’t want to share that information with Ahassunu at first.” 
 
    Iltani’s eyebrows threatened to climb into her hairline. “Why ever not?” 
 
    “Ditanu is even more paranoid and overprotective of you than I am?” Burrukan grinned and shrugged. “You’ll have to ask him yourself.” 
 
    Was that need to protect her why Ditanu allowed Burrukan to send her away, to protect her secret until she was fully grown, her magic matured enough she wouldn’t be vulnerable to the political and physical attacks that might target anyone who could help secure Ditanu’s legacy? 
 
    After shoving the king’s letters into her pack, Iltani took a steadying breath, and then slipped by Burrukan and made her way up the steps. Once there, she turned and glanced back. When their eyes were level, she whispered, “I promise to do nothing rash. You have taught me well. I know my duty.” 
 
    Relief flickered in his dark gaze and Burrukan gave her a sharp nod. Her mentor waved her aside while he had a private word with the three Shadows waiting at the gate house. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Iltani followed Burrukan, she trailed her fingers along the glazed brick of the wall to her right, touching the familiar decadence. Her eyes followed the Processional Way as it wound its way up through the many levels of the terraced city. Other roads intersected the city’s main artery, diverging off in other directions, each marked by archways and walls decorated by their own glazed brick motifs or figures carved directly out of the stone of Nineveh’s rocky bones. 
 
    Burrukan turned down a side road, leaving the bull and dragon motifs behind. This passageway was decorated with carved figures of tribute-bearers carrying offerings for the gods. Ahead, a mid-sized ziggurat rose up above the other city buildings. Lovingly tended gardens graced each level of the step pyramid and water cascaded down either side of the main stairway. 
 
    Stone genies, with their dual layered wings, braided hair and beards, and long flowing robes, stood guard at each corner of the ziggurat as human and gryphon worshipers made their way up the cut stone stairs and into the temple’s heart for morning worship. 
 
    The stone genies, like the sphinx and the lamassu that guarded the royal palace, were far more than decoration and would wake to defend the city if they sensed danger coming to Nineveh’s shores. A worrisome thought occurred to Iltani. “How long since the statues were last anointed with royal blood?” 
 
    “Too long,” came Burrukan’s solemn reply. “King Ditanu and Priestess Kammani do what they can, but ten island city-states are far too many for just the two of them to properly maintain. Ditanu’s distant cousins have not the strength of magic needed to maintain, let alone wake the spirits sleeping within.” 
 
    Iltani glanced up at one of the genies with its wide, blank eyes. The stone of its body was smooth, unmarked by cracks or salt damage. 
 
    “Burrukan,” Iltani asked once they outpaced another group heading for the temple. “What of my blood? I’m not royal, but my blood is thick with magic. I’ve read every ancient text I could get my hands on, and while I never encountered a passage about other Blades performing these rituals, there are references of them creating many of the ancient defenses.” 
 
    “Quick minded as always. Yes, I am confident that will become one of your roles. Fear not, you will have more tasks to complete than you will have time to accomplish.” 
 
    They walked along the base of the pyramid temple, its first terrace reaching three body lengths above her head. Images depicting the history of the gods were skillfully carved into the stone and lovingly painted in vivid colors. The first series showed Ishtar’s descent into the netherworld when she’d gone to challenge her sister Ereshkigal, the Queen of the Underworld. Ishtar had gone with the intention of lengthening the earth’s growing seasons, demanding her sister forfeit the dying time when the earth rested and no crops would grow. 
 
    To reach her sister’s realm, Ishtar had had to shed a portion of her power at each of the gates leading into the underworld. By the time Ishtar had completed her descent, naked and powerless, she’d confronted the Queen of the Underworld. Ereshkigal, affronted at her sister’s audacity, ordered her dead on the spot. 
 
    Legend had it that all across the earth, lovers drifted apart, wombs turned barren and life stalled, for Ishtar was more than a battle goddess, she was also the source of fertility and desire. Seeing this, the other gods intervened. Tammuz, the god of the harvest, Ishtar’s own husband, offered himself in her place. Had Ereshkigal not accepted Tammuz’s offer, all life would have ended. 
 
    Iltani always wondered why Ereshkigal had accepted Tammuz’s offer—it couldn’t have been out of concern for the living, the Queen of the Underworld had none. 
 
    To cause Ishtar greater pain? 
 
    Perhaps. 
 
    Iltani wasn’t likely to ever learn the answer to that question. She did pity Ishtar, though. Not being with the man she loved was a high cost for Ishtar to pay for her rashness. 
 
    Speaking of the cost of impulsive behavior, Iltani wondered if the last four years of her own life might have been different if she hadn’t gotten drunk the night of Ditanu’s coronation and foolishly tried to seduce him. He might not have agreed with Burrukan that she needed to be kept at arm’s length until her magic matured. 
 
    Ishtar might have called upon them to perform the Sacred Marriage, and Iltani might have become Ditanu’s mate instead of Ahassunu. 
 
    That was a great heaping pile of what ifs and might haves. 
 
    Iltani huffed unhappily, casting a glare at the next series of images that showed an ancient gryphon king performing the ritual marriage with his human Blade. The image seemed to silently mock her. 
 
    Burrukan cleared his throat. 
 
    She jumped and yanked her gaze away from the images. Without a word, they continued on past the temple and turned down another roadway. 
 
    Here lions and waterlilies were the motifs of choice. 
 
    They walked the narrow road at a slower pace, forced to weave their way around the thickening traffic of the day. Chariots made their way through the crowds, bearing officials and nobles. Iltani wondered why Burrukan hadn’t ordered a chariot for himself, but discarded the thought a moment later. 
 
    He was obviously taking her through the less travelled part of the city for a reason. 
 
    The Processional Way was long and somewhat winding but was the most direct route to the palace from Ishtar’s Gate. If Burrukan was taking her this slightly longer way, it was likely because it also conveniently led around behind the palace where only servants and other Shadows were likely to see them. 
 
    They continued to walk as the sun climbed higher into the sky and the city came fully awake. 
 
    The day promised to be warm and humid, but the ocean breeze offered welcome relief. 
 
    The royal palace, relatively close to the harbor and the Ishtar Gate when compared to the rest of the sprawling city, finally came into view. 
 
    Soon, she reassured herself. Soon I will see my king again, and then I will set aside all this mental and emotional wool gathering and focus solely on my duty. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Halfway up the stairs leading to the palace, Iltani watched for the strange behavior she’d seen when they passed the first two sets of guards. As she and Burrukan drew abreast, the guards snapped to attention and brought their right fist up to their left shoulder, which was Burrukan’s due as leader of the Shadows. However, it was Iltani’s name they murmured. 
 
    “By Ishtar,” Iltani said, not bothering to keep the demanding note from her voice, “What is that all about? I thought no one knew my little secret.” 
 
    “They don’t. I may have let slip that I was grooming you as my heir.” 
 
    They passed the last set of guards and crossed under the archway and on into the palace itself. 
 
    “Well, that’s one way to divert attention, I suppose.” 
 
    Iltani was secretly pleased. Burrukan was the closest thing she had to a father—a stern, hard-to-please father who was always drilling her to be faster, better, stronger, and smarter. 
 
    “Enough talk.” Burrukan’s gruff voice softened a touch, “Besides, I’m famished and if we hurry, we should make it to the throne room in time to eat with King Ditanu and Consort Ahassunu before the morning’s court descends on our rulers like jackals on a kill. 
 
    Jackals? Iltani smiled at the thought of the island jackals even knowing how to hunt. Beg? Most certainly. Hunt? Never. 
 
    Some four thousand years ago, when Ditanu’s ancient ancestor realized that the primitive humans were a threat to the powerful Gryphon Empire, she prayed to the gods. 
 
    They answered, showing that the best way to solve the dilemma was not a genocidal war to wipe out the human race, but instead to relocate far out into the ocean to a vast island chain created by the gods for that purpose. 
 
    The gryphons, ever mindful of the will of the gods, abandoned their old city-states for their new home. Being protective and territorial, the gryphons took those few humans still loyal to them and then preceded to uproot every other plant and animal in their domain. 
 
    Somehow, the jackals had taken advantage of the move and gone from self-sufficient wild animals to fat, loving household pets. 
 
    Iltani wondered if those ancient gryphons had viewed the humans living in their territory as ‘pets’ as well. 
 
    She then wondered if the gryphons today might still view the humans living among them in the same light. Having descended from mostly human bloodlines herself, she knew if the goddess Ishtar ever stripped away her gifts, and Iltani was no longer Ishtar’s Blade, then she would be as human as many of the island’s other residents. 
 
    Her lips turned down with that unhappy thought. 
 
    I’m more than a well-trained pet, she mused. 
 
    Burrukan grabbed Iltani by the shoulder and pulled her off balance as he started down another corridor. “Stop your wool gathering and pay attention.” 
 
    Iltani felt heat climb her face and neck. She tucked her chin and scowled at his back as she doggedly followed in his wake. 
 
    She kept her lips firmly sealed and her mind focused on the coming meeting. She would not give either King Ditanu or Burrukan any excuse to send her back to New Asurr for more training. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    They passed through the outer courtyard and finally reached the great bronze throne room doors, which were thrown wide as if in welcome. 
 
    Only the two colossal stone lamassu statues standing silent guard on either side of the door suggested something other than welcome. From within their mighty shells with their winged bulls bodies and human heads, their spirits thick with ancient knowing and magic looked out at her, taking her measure, judging her. 
 
    After a moment of scrutiny, both guards seemed satisfied with what they found and returned to their slumber. 
 
    Ah. The small circle of those who knew she was Ishtar’s chosen just grew a little bigger. However, her secret was still safe. The city’s stone guardians communicated only with their king. 
 
    And possibly Ishtar’s Blade, Iltani realized. Not yet back half a day and she was already finding gaps in her training. Possibly, some knowledge had been lost to time. It had been over five hundred years since one of Ishtar’s Blades had last walked the earth. 
 
    Were the gaps intentional or accidental through honest ignorance? 
 
    “Burrukan, welcome.” The voice was familiar and emerged from the shadows to the right of the throne room doors. “And you’ve brought our Little Shadow home at last. The king will be pleased.” 
 
    Etum, a King’s Shadow only a few years older than Ditanu, stepped from his place by the door and clasped a hand to Burrukan’s shoulder in welcome before turning to Iltani and giving her a hug. 
 
    Growing up, Ditanu didn’t have many companions, but both Etum and his twin, Eluti, were Shadows, and only ten years older than Ditanu. The king viewed them as friends while Iltani viewed the twins more like older brothers. 
 
    “Etum!” she returned his embrace. “It gladdens my heart to see you. Your brother, he is here, too?” 
 
    “Never far,” Eluti answered as he tossed back the hood of his gray cloak, appearing as if out of nowhere. The cloak’s magic hummed along her senses a moment more before its spells went dormant. He shoved his brother aside for a hug of his own. “We were just on our way to start our shift when we heard of your arrival and guessed Burrukan would soon bring you here.” He glanced over his shoulder and through the open throne room doors. 
 
    Iltani followed his gaze. Both guards wore human forms which meant King Ditanu was currently in human form as well. The guards always echoed their ruler’s current form or risked not being able to follow him into the air. She would have preferred Ditanu in his gryphon form for this first meeting. At least, it might act as a visual reminder to her of how impossible her love for him was. 
 
    The twins might have said more if Burrukan hadn’t grabbed each of them by a shoulder and steered them through the bronze throne room doors. Once inside, he gave each a shove in the opposite direction and continued on into the throne room. 
 
    As Iltani followed, taking in the forgotten grandeur of the vast room, her own appearance seemed twice as shoddy in comparison. Her brown hair was wild and windblown, not even in proper braids, merely tied at the nape of her neck. Salt spray from the ocean voyage had left a whitish discoloration on her otherwise dark training vest and leather pants—both comfortable and well worn, not something one would wear before their king. And, oh yes. Yesterday’s shirt. Most definitely not something one wore before their king. 
 
    Why hadn’t she thought of that before now? 
 
    Oh, right. She’d bolted from her bed and ran for the dock in a fit of excitement even a six-week old jackal pup would be hard pressed to match. 
 
    Why hadn’t Burrukan allowed her to settle in before she was presented to the king? 
 
    Oh, Great Goddess, there was only one reason for the hurry. Burrukan hadn’t yet informed King Ditanu that she was returned from New Asurr, and he wanted to inform the king in person before he could hear about it from other sources. 
 
    She tugged at her vest, smoothed a hand down her pants and slid a despairing glance at the twins’ attire. 
 
    They were both dressed in graceful flowing robes with weapons belts strapped around their hips and each had a bow slung around one shoulder and a quiver full of arrows at their back. Sensible sandals encased their feet and laced up over their calves. They each saluted her with their spears as if acknowledging her dilemma, but also with silent amusement. 
 
    Ah, she was home indeed—and soon to be the butt of the twins’ jokes. 
 
    What would palace life be like without the twins finding brotherly amusement at her expense? 
 
    She didn’t have time to dwell on the problem because Burrukan had stopped his headlong flight across the vast floor to scowl over his shoulder at her. His one long-suffering look saying ‘why are you still over there?’ 
 
    Iltani rushed to catch up. She managed to match pace with him just as he was approaching a smaller alcove, shrouded in potted plants. 
 
    A table laden with food and flanked by comfortable benches took up a good portion of the area. 
 
    She stumbled to a halt as Burrukan executed an elegant bow. The benches were occupied she realized belatedly. A woman sitting on the other side of the table looked up and offered Burrukan a smile and then graced Iltani with a surprisingly honest grin. On the near side of the table, mere feet from where Iltani stood, a broad-shouldered man sat with his back to them. Due to the sultry heat of the day, he was bare-chested. 
 
    Her eyes roved over his back, taking in the familiar old training scars. Three of which she’d accidentally given him when they were younger. They’d been mock fighting in the forest during a bout of hand-to-hand combat. It had been an impromptu fight started by Ditanu and they hadn’t checked the area first. She’d managed to flip him on his back, and he’d landed just off the path, where he’d skidded down a small slope. The rocky terrain had proven far less forgiving than the sands of the practice ring. Healers had spent half a morning picking bits of gravel, twigs, and other debris from Ditanu’s back while Iltani had gripped his hand and offered apologies. He’d only laughed and said it was his fault for starting the fight. 
 
    The scars were familiar, but in contrast, the rest of him had changed. He’d filled out…nicely. She watched with purely female interest as his muscles bunched and flexed under his skin as he turned to glance over his shoulder. As the familiar angles of his face came into profile, Iltani belatedly dipped, half falling into a deep bow even as her cheeks burned with embarrassment at almost being caught staring. 
 
    “Burrukan, welcome,” the woman said. “I see you have returned my husband’s Little Shadow.” 
 
    Iltani was slowly straightening from her bow, seriously thinking of hanging back while Burrukan made introductions, when her gaze landed on a pair of sandal-clad feet directly in front of her. Slowly, she followed the ankles on up to powerful calves and then up a bit more to the hem of a richly embroidered robe. Her eyes tracked to the side. The bench where the king had sat seconds ago was empty. Heart pounding in her chest, she studied the fine quality linen. She followed the stylish cut higher up to where it hugged powerful thighs and a trim waist. She got as far as a thick belt made out of hammered gold links. It reminded her of fish scales the size of her thumbnail. 
 
    “Iltani?” Ditanu said, “Great Gods look how you’ve filled out.” 
 
    At the sound of his voice, she jerked her gaze up to look in his face. The youth she’d known was gone. In his place, a stranger with far sterner features looked back at her. The hard line of his clean-shaven jaw, high, well-defined cheekbones and strong brow that hooded his eyes all added to the harder look of a king. Only the slight softening of firm lips and a bounty of dark lashes ringing his hawk-like gaze softened the king standing before her enough that she could still see hints of the boy she’d grown up with. 
 
    She couldn’t get her mind to formulate a thought or her mouth to string together words. Instead, she just stood there and stared at her king like a dolt. 
 
    With a second, hoarser ‘Iltani’, she was swept up in powerful arms and pressed into that hard chest. It was Ditanu’s voice, alternately whispering her name and laughing in almost tearful emotion. 
 
    The feel of his warm body, the sound of his heart, the scent of his skin, it was all too much for Iltani’s starved senses. Snaking her arms around his waist, she clung to him. Then she merely stood, absorbing everything about him in detail, more than happy to stand there for half an eternity if he would allow it. 
 
    His arms tightened around her, pulling her closer. Just when she thought he was going to smother her, he loosened his hold and held her out at arm’s length to study her. 
 
    “Gods.” Ditanu’s rich voice had steadied a touch. It no longer shook with emotion, but his face was still full of wonder at seeing her again. “My Little Shadow, you can’t imagine how much I’ve missed you.” 
 
    That voice. She just wanted to close her eyes and listen to its familiar cadence. It was a touch deeper in tone but still sounded like the Ditanu she remembered. 
 
    Requiring a bit more willpower than she wished to admit, she snapped her mouth closed and schooled her expression into what she hoped was polite attentiveness as she fought for something intelligent to say. 
 
    When her mind stayed stubbornly blank for ten whole beats of her heart, she dodged the awkwardness by retreating into another deep bow. 
 
    Coward, her internal voice scolded and she couldn’t debate the issue. She’d taken the coward’s way out after Ditanu’s strong showing of affection. 
 
    “My king,” she said, hoping a formal turn of phrase would cover her earlier social blunder. “I come before you as your loyal servant. Please take my humble gifts into your house and use them as you may.” 
 
    “Humble gifts?” King Ditanu chuckled, “I doubt there is anything humble about your gifts, but even if you had no magic at all, you would still be welcome into my house for the rest of your days.” A long-fingered hand settled on her shoulder, its weight and warmth the only things that seemed real at that moment. 
 
    She fought the urge to rub her cheek against the back of his hand. Instead, she forced her gaze up to his deep brown eyes with their golden flecks and found all the warmth, humor, and love she remembered reflected back at her. Ditanu slung an arm around Iltani’s shoulders and dragged her toward the table laden with fruits, cheeses and nuts where Burrukan already sat, deep in conversation with Consort Ahassunu. King Ditanu guided her over to the bench and then pushed her down when she would have balked. Before she could shift over, he settled next to her. Close enough their thighs brushed when he reached for various items on the table. 
 
    She felt half intoxicated by Ditanu’s scent—that mellow sandalwood fragrance which was purely his own blended with the sweet spiciness all gryphons carried even when they were in human form. 
 
    Her heart very much wanted to convince her nothing had changed in the years she’d been away, that she was still the only one in Ditanu’s heart. Alas, no matter what her foolish heart wanted her to believe, her mind knew better. 
 
    In all their species’ long history, never once had Iltani read or heard a ballad mentioning a mated gryphon taking a lover. Even Ishtar respected that bond, for the most part. Only once had the Queen of the Night interfered. That time, a gryphon queen had lost her consort before they had sired any young, so to save the royal line, Ishtar had that queen and her male blade perform the Sacred Marriage. That had been nearly three thousand years ago now, and the scroll she’d read hadn’t given much detail. At first, Iltani had imagined it was only possible because of Tammuz and Ishtar’s passionate love, but then she’d got thinking. There must have already been a very strong and loving bond between that queen and her blade, for she hadn’t descended into the madness of grief at the loss of her consort. She wouldn’t have felt lust for her blade, but she must have loved him enough to live for him, and Ishtar must have assured they had a fertile union. 
 
    But she’d often wondered about that poor man. Had he been in love with his queen, desperately looking forward to each future Sacred Marriage? Or had he just seen it as his duty? For his sake, she hoped it was only a duty and he had not been in love with his queen, for outside of the Sacred Marriage, those two could not have shared an intimate relationship. Iltani wouldn’t wish her own misery on another living being. 
 
    “Eat,” Ditanu said, shoving food before her and drawing her out of her glum thoughts. “If I know Burrukan at all—which I do—I’m sure he hasn’t given you time to eat yet.” He pressed a finger to her lips. “Don’t argue. Burrukan trained me. Well do I remember his demanding ways.” Ditanu rotated one shoulder as if trying to ease a phantom pain while giving her one of his boyish smiles she remembered so well. The same one which often haunted her dreams. 
 
    Iltani felt her own lips curving in response. As she had done in her youth, she leaned closer to whisper in his ear that he was a terrible liar, but glanced across the table and found both Burrukan and Consort Ahassunu watching them. Betraying heat raced over her cheeks and she glanced down at the food on the table. Spotting a tall glass of some drink, she picked it up and sipped at it. Lemon mixed with something a touch sweeter, but her mind was too preoccupied with Ditanu’s nearness to reason out what that other fruit might be. 
 
    Ditanu suddenly reached around behind her to snatch the stoneware cup on her other side. While he was pouring himself a new drink—faster, she noted, than a servant could come forward to do it for him—Iltani’s befuddled mind remembered Ditanu was dominant on his left side. The cup she just took a drink from had been his. 
 
    She’d just stolen the king’s drinking vessel. 
 
    Great goddess Ishtar, please don’t let your humble servant embarrass herself further in the coming hours. 
 
    King Ditanu topped hers up. 
 
    Frozen in horror, Iltani stammered out an apology. Ditanu brushed it off and then turned to one of the other Shadows standing guard along one wall. “Have Uselli bring the cubs. They should be awake now.” 
 
    Iltani’s stomach plummeted. Knowing Ditanu was mated to another was one thing. Seeing the living evidence of Ditanu’s love for Ahassunu was something else altogether. She barely maintained her composure as it was. How was she supposed to handle this? How could she possibly think she would be able to do any of this? 
 
    A warm hand landed on her thigh as Ditanu patted her in reassurance. “My cubs will love my Little Shadow. You’ll see.” 
 
    Ah, I see Ditanu can still read me as easily as always, Iltani thought with growing despair. While Iltani was fighting her churning mess of emotions, Ditanu returned to his meal with a hearty appetite. 
 
    Iltani, feeling more nauseated than hungry, forced herself to eat so as not to draw any more attention. Blessedly, Burrukan and Consort Ahassunu were still deep in conversation and had already forgotten Iltani’s painful moment. 
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