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      “Hungry?” Mara stroked her fingers over Reika’s belly.

      “For food?” Reika pressed a kiss to Mara’s bare shoulder.

      “If you gorge yourself between my legs anymore we’ll never make the springs before night. And as much as I love our cozy tent, I’m ready for a proper bed.”

      Reika teased her fingers over Mara’s breasts. “Are you sure?”

      Mara stifled her groan and slid away from Reika’s touch. “For a warrior you are certainly well skilled in the love arts.”

      Reika's mouth lifted in a crooked grin. “I’m going to take that as a compliment and not consider how many warriors you have sampled to know.”

      Mara cupped Reika’s face. “None worth remembering, nor marking.” She rested her palm over the incised tattoo on Reika’s stomach, “and none worth risking the wrath of the fates by saving from death.”

      Reika leaned her brow against Mara’s forehead. “I’d die a thousand times to be with you.”

      Mara pressed a kiss to Reika’s cheek. “After our trip to the springs, you’ll never have to worry about death again.”

      Reika shifted in place and peered into Mara’s eyes. “Are you sure this is what you want?”

      “Are you questioning a Goddess?”

      “No, I’m questioning my lover.”

      “Who is also a Goddess, and yes, my love. I don’t want to be without you, ever.” She kissed Reika’s forehead, her cheek, and then her mouth. Her plush lips were welcoming and seductive. Reika broke their kiss. She moved her mouth delicately to Mara’s throat. Mara sank into her tender kisses that drove all thoughts of food and travel from her mind.

      The snort and stamp of their horses made them jerk apart. They scrambled to their feet. Reika snatched her sword belt from its spot by their sleeping pads. She lifted her finger to her lips as she drew her weapon. Mara lifted her bow and slid her quiver over her bare shoulder. She strained her ears listening for sounds of whatever had disturbed the horses.

      In the silence of the wood, the snap of a twig echoed. Against the morning light, the outline of four shadows darkened the front of the tent. Reika touched Mara’s shoulder and tilted her head toward the rear of the tent. Mara picked up her short blade from her pack and sliced the end of the tent.

      Reika leaned close and whispered. “Circle them from the rear. Your bow will be useless in the tent. I’ll engage them to give you time.” Her eyes flitted to Mara’s. “No mercy.”

      “None. Be safe, my love.” Mara stepped close to the cut canvas.

      “Who is there?” Reika spoke in a falsetto using simple Traders’ tongue as she moved toward the front of the tent.

      “Friends. Come out. We only seek your company.” A wine-soaked voice called.

      “It’s lonely on the road.” A different voice this time.

      “You’re lying.” Reika lifted her chin and gestured to Mara to leave. “I think you’re here to take advantage of me, take what I’ve been saving for my one true mate.”

      Mara failed to stifle her eye roll at Reika’s acting. Moving silently, she exited the tent and nocked an arrow.

      “You’re calling me a liar?” Another voice, a clear tenor, refined in tone.

      Mara moved out away from the tent. She tread carefully, picking her way through the forest to flank the group.

      The escalating banter between Reika and the group grew louder. Mara mounted a deadfall silently. There were eight. All men, their red robes were decorated with embroidered small white flowers. Their boots had the worn look of foot travelers. They were closing in on the tent, swords drawn as Reika kept up her taunting dialogue.

      Mara settled into her stance, drew her bow and lined up her first target.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re calling me a liar?”

      Reika noted the switch in voices as she studied the shifting shadows. At least four, maybe six. Solid odds once Mara was in place. Reika focused on the tent's flap, wondering why they had not simply attacked her.

      “What kind of man lets a woman do all the talking? Where is your companion? Hiding under the bedclothes?” A round of raucous laughter followed. Eight, at least.

      Mara had to be in place by now. Reika lay her knife aside to untie the tent flaps. “What makes you think I travel with a man?”

      “That warhorse you’ve tied up unless you stole it.”

      Reika picked up her short blade and settled her grip on her sword.

      “Are you calling my mate a horse thief?” Mara’s voice rang out over the glade.

      “I think they did, love.” Reika strode through the flaps to face the band. She shifted her feet to a fighting stance and held her blade in ready position.

      Mara stood atop a deadfall, giving her a height advantage. She had an arrow nocked and her bow drawn. Blue fire flickered along its length. “Rude. If you leave now, we’ll not follow. If you attack, we’ll not leave any standing.”

      “Bold words for a naked woman. Where’d you steal that bow?” The largest man drew his blade and charged toward Mara. An arrow struck him in the neck. A scarlet fountain of blood spurted from his wound. The blue flame of the arrow spread along the shaft, and in seconds his corpse was a smoldering heap. Reika took advantage of the group's distraction and swung her blade. A geyser of blood spouted from the neck of the man closest to her. His head rolled to a stop in the center of the group.

      “Witches!” The tallest man shouted, and the band's remaining members divided into two groups.

      Reika countered the strikes from her assailants. She feinted to her left, shifting her feet to keep them in front of her. Their robes hindered their movements. Untrained and sloppy in their attacks, she quickly dispatched the largest with a sharp thrust after parrying his ill-timed strike with her dagger.

      His companions backed away, spread out, and came at her as one. She backed up until the rough bark of a tree pressed against her skin. The lead man’s lips drew back in a snarl. “Unnatural beast. I’ll send you      back to the Pit.” He swung his broadsword at her. She pushed off the tree, ducked under his strike and shoved her blade deep into his belly. He screamed and swatted her arm. He swung again and cuffed her ear as he collapsed. The sting and burn of his strike enraged her. Sweat stung her eyes. He slumped forward. Reika’s feet slipped on the blood-soaked moss as she backed away. The man crumpled to the ground with a quiet gurgle, trapping her blade under his body. Panting and swearing, Reika wiped her hand on his robe before she gripped her sword handle. She placed her foot on his shoulder and tugged.

      The tip of a blade pressed against her throat, and she stilled. A rough chuckle echoed in the trees.

      A man taller by a head stood over her. “Let go of the sword and drop your knife. Back away from that idiot.”

      Reika dropped her weapons before she lifted her hands to shoulder height and took three steps back. The man followed her, his sword still pressed against her neck.

      “Make you a deal, witch. Die now, or,” he grabbed himself through his robes, “or show me some hospitality and you can die later.”

      Reika stared at him from under her lashes. “Oh, I’d love to show you some hospitality.” She dropped to her knees. The man moved his blade to the side and yanked at his gown. Reika flexed her hands and gauged the distance between them. The man sheathed his sword as he exposed himself.

      Reika leaned forward and grabbed the back of the man’s boots. She yanked hard toward her and upended him. In two quick moves she had him pinned. He struggled against her, bucking widely. Reika knotted her hand in his greasy hair and punched his face. The crunch of bone and his howl of pain was satisfying as she pummeled his face.

      “Bitch-whore from hell, I’m going to skin you alive.” He bucked and rocked under her, nearly unseating her.

      Reika held tight and ended his struggles with one sharp punch to his throat. He gasped, his face graying as he struggled for air before going limp, eyes wide.

      “Well done, love,” Mara called as she strode through the collection of burnt and smoldering bodies surrounding them. Some had already turned to piles of ash.

      Reika stood up and backed away from the dead man.

      Mara touched the edge of Reika’s ear gently. “Does it hurt much?”

      Reika raised her fingers to the swollen flesh already thick with blood. “Not much yet.” She winced as she felt around the tip of her ear. “Cartilage is broken again. It’s going to look worse than it already did. You’d think I’d have been in the fighting pits the way my ears look.”

      “I didn’t choose you for the appearance of your ears.” Mara hugged her close. “There is no one I’d rather fight beside.” She cupped her ear. Reika's skin tingled as Mara worked her magic. The pain in her ear vanished.

      “Better, love?”

      “Much.” Reika gestured to the dead men’s clothes. “Who do they fight for? Do robbers in these times coordinate their outfits?”

      Mara grimaced. “Sons of Aaron. His enforcers. Soldiers of his temple. In this timeline anyone who wields magic that isn’t him or one of his priests is a witch and to be destroyed. And women are but vessels to be used and controlled by men. If they resist, they are labeled witches and murdered. No one knows how many innocent people they’ve killed.”

      “What’s with the flowers? Odd choice for enforcers.” She tugged her blade free and wiped the blood on the dead man’s gown.

      “Starlight lily. It’s part of their hold on them. They’re addicted to the poison the priests make from it. Clouds their reason and judgment. They’ll do anything to keep their supply.”

      Reika pursed her lips. “How can this time be so different from my own? Men and women were equal in my time. And there was no magic.” Reika lifted her brow. “They are men are they not?”

      “Because each stream of time flows in its own course. And yes, they are men. You will encounter other beings in this timeline who are not aligned in a binary. But in this case you are correct.”

      A sharp wind stirred the leaves on the trees. Gooseflesh rose on Reika’s arms as her adrenaline faded. “As novel as it was fighting naked, I want to dress and get on the trail.”

      “Agreed. I don’t want to fight any more battles where I have to worry about you.” Mara lay her hand on Reika’s arm. “Although watching you fight naked and destroy those four idiots was magnificent.”

      “You watched?” Reika lifted an eyebrow.

      “Well, yes. My four fell as quickly as I could fire.”

      “And you didn’t come to help me?”

      “You were doing well.” Mara patted her arm. “I don’t want you to think I don’t respect your fighting abilities. Besides, it was tremendously entertaining.”

      “What about the last one? He could have killed me.”

      “No.” Mara’s grip on her arm tightened, her brows drawn down. “No, my love. My arrow was trained on him. He’d have fallen before he could have struck you.”

      “Did you think I was going to do what he asked?”

      “Never. I trusted you to get out of it. I expected you to bust his family baubles, but I liked the way you took him down. The throat punch was perfect. I loved the startled expression on his filthy face as he died.”

      Reika gestured to the bodies scattered at their feet. “What do we do with the corpses?”

      Mara pursed her lips. “Get dressed and leave them to me. The blue flame of time will leave nothing behind for anyone to find.”
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        * * *

      

      “There.” Mara pointed at a squat stone house set in a valley. Pigs rooted in the muddy fields surrounding the house. The stench of the farm wafted toward them.

      “That? That is the fabulous place you promised me?” Reika lifted her hand and covered her nose.

      “Follow close behind me.” Mara turned to the left. She urged her horse forward down a narrow path over the top of the hill.

      The trees grew dense on either side of their path as they rode down into the valley. Branches brushed against Reika’s arms and shoulders as the evergreen trees crowded them on both sides. She rested her hand on her sword pommel. “Prime spot for thieves.”

      “Who would rob a pig farm?” Mara taunted as they crossed a small stream. “We’ll have to lead them from here.” She swung down off of Elena. Reika dismounted Aeon and gathered his reins in her hand. The path widened, and the branches of the trees intertwined, forming a twisted canopy over their heads.

      Mara walked with her mare in hand. The squeak of her saddle was loud in the forest quiet. The short hairs on Reika’s neck stood up. The trees gave way revealing a stone arch. Carved images of beasts Reika had only read about decorated the stones. A ruby-red spiral shone from the keystone. Reika peered into the darkness. “Where does it lead?”

      “To my home.” Mara tilted her head to the side and lifted both hands as she spoke a charm. The spiral over the opening glowed red lighting their way. Reika’s skin tingled as they passed through the arch and into the tunnel. Wide carved stones lined the way. Fitted pavers covered the floor of the tunnel. As Mara progressed along the path, designs etched into the paving stones glowed white-hot to light their way.

      Wide-eyed, Aeon snorted. He sidestepped and tossed his head. “Easy,” Reika murmured soothing sounds to him as she followed behind Mara. The stones glowed brighter as they traveled deeper into the tunnel. Overhead thick beams held up the roof of the tunnel. At odd intervals other paths branched out from the road they were on.

      Mara walked steadily on through the underground maze. The short hairs on Reika’s neck prickled as they traveled further into the mountain. If Mara were to abandon her here, she would have no hope of ever finding her way out. Their path shifted, rising at a steep incline. Without the sun to guide her, Reika had no way to judge their time under the mountain. The sensation of being watched settled over her shoulders. She swept her gaze around seeking the source of her discomfort.

      “You’ll not be able to see them, love. The ancient ones who guard this place will not appear unless I summon them. Almost there, my sweet.” Mara glanced at Reika over her shoulder. “If you ever need to traverse the tunnel without me, trust your gut and the way will be revealed to you.”

      “I’d rather I didn’t have to go anywhere without you.” Reika lifted her hand to her heart. Sweat trickled down her back wetting her undershirt. Wind swirled about them. Reika shivered as the icy blast rolled over her.

      “I as well, but just in case, remember, you carry my mark on your skin. It will not lead you astray.”

      She turned from Reika. The light from the stones faded as the tunnel ended. They emerged on the wide ledge above a deep canyon.

      Reika squinted against the sunlight and studied the rock walls surrounding them. Dark grey with white streaks, they were smooth, almost as if carved with hammer and chisel. The walls rose high on all sides, their end not visible from where Reika stood. Scrub pine dotted the rocky landscape below them and scented the air.

      “Hold.”

      “Hold yourself, you old goat.

      “My lady, is it really you?” A warrior, head and shoulders taller than Reika, with jet black eyes and dark brown skin peered into Mara’s face. She was handsome, shapely, with thick thighs and broad shoulders. Reika blinked and worked hard to smooth her expression as she studied the large horns that curled up and backward from the warrior’s forehead. Spiral tattoos, the mirror of the one that Reika bore on her belly, graced each cheek. Dressed in chainmail and leggings, she carried a double-headed battle-ax in one hand that Reika doubted she could lift even with the gift of strength Mara had provided her.

      “Yes. Is it well with you, Hazor?” Mara smiled and held out her hand. Hazor took her hand and pressed her lips to the back of it and then lifted it to her forehead before she released it.

      “Now you’re here, yes. I feared we would never see you again. Who have you brought us?” Hazor eyed Reika as if she were a table spread with sweetmeats.

      Reika inclined her head. “I am Reika Na’ Mhadaidh.”

      “I’m Hazor Na’ Mahon. Your gambeson is delightful. I haven’t seen work like that before. Any friend of Mara’s is a friend of mine.”

      “Reika helped me escape from Aaron and end his existence.” Mara placed her hand on Reika’s forearm, “She is my bonded companion, Hazor.”

      “Understood, my lady.” She inclined her head toward Reika. “As I serve my lady, it will be with you.”

      “Well met, Hazor, and thank you.” Reika placed her hand over her heart. The snap of a twig set her senses tingling. She moved to the right, giving herself room to draw her sword if needed.

      “How many are you?” Mara inclined her head toward the edge of the dense woods.

      “Enough.” Hazor shifted her gaze to the forest in the direction Mara had indicated and then back to Mara’s face. “I’ll speak with my lady later of such things if it pleases you.”

      “As you wish, Hazor,” Mara peered into the forest. She raised her hand and pushed a pulse of shimmering magic in the direction of the dark clearing. A flock of brightly colored birds with hooked bills took flight in a mad rush, screaming and squawking as they flew.

      Reika drew her sword and shifted her feet into fighting stance. She swept her gaze over the forrest.

      “Stand down, love. They’re gone.” Mara clasped her hands in front of her waist.

      “Goddess, I have missed you.” Hazor’s booming laugh broke the tension. “How long will they be like that?”

      “Long enough to learn spying on a Goddess is rude.”

      “Are you hungry, my lady? Would you like to eat first or bathe in the waters?” Hazor rested her hand on her hip.

      “Waters first, then food.”

      “Give me your mounts. You know the way to the springs. I’ll send Micaela to arrange your rooms.”

      Mara passed her reins to Hazor. She lifted her saddlebags from the back of her horse.

      Reika patted Aeon’s shoulder. “Behave” She handed Hazor his reins.

      Whispering to the horses, Hazor led them away. From the woods, there appeared a troop of horned women. They all faced Mara, touched their hands to their foreheads before they turned, closed ranks, and followed Hazor down the hill. The group disappeared into the woods with their mounts. Reika chewed her lips as she watched Aeon depart.

      “Don’t worry, love. They will be well cared for. You can trust her and everyone here.

      “Are there no men?”

      “No. Only women are allowed to protect the springs.” Mara’s jaw tightened. “Before my empire was destroyed, there were magical healing springs throughout Mahon. The Sons of Aaron poisoned most of them with dark magic before they buried them. They tracked down and murdered most of the guardians of the spring while I was imprisoned. Hazor was able to gather the remaining guardians here.”

      Reika studied Mara’s expression. A delicate rim of amber flame shone around her dark eyes, a glimmer of the rage that simmered below her calm exterior.

      Mara shook her cloud of curls back before she looped her arm through Reika’s. “Time enough to discuss all of that later. I am eager to begin your transformation. There’s a house by the spring where we can undress. They’ll bring your armor and weapons to our room.”

      “Where are we?” Reika let Mara lead her away from the tunnel down a rocky slope. The air around them became humid, and the sound of bubbling springs crashed off the rocks.

      “The most magical place left in Mahon.”
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      The slope flattened out to large smooth boulders that bordered a stepwell. Water bubbled and splashed from a cleft in the rock on the far side of the pool. Wide steps lead down to the water. Steam rose from its surface as if it were a cauldron. A windowless wooden building perched on the edge of the stones. Painted bright yellow, blue spirals decorated it in a repeating pattern. A winding stone path led to the round door of the house. Mara flipped the latch and then opened the door. She snapped her fingers as she entered. Candles set in wide holders flamed to life, bathing the room's interior in a soft yellow glow.

      “Come here, my love.” Mara hung her saddlebags on a peg by the door before unbuckling the wide belt holding her blouse closed. She tossed her belt onto a low bench. “You did well in hiding your surprise at Hazor’s appearance.”

      “I expect in this timeline I will see and meet many beings I have only heard tales about.” Reika slipped the buckle on her sword belt and placed it on the small table in the middle of the room before crossing to Mara. Mara plucked the gambeson’s fasteners open one by one and then slipped her hands inside. She fluttered her fingertips over Reika’s nipples.

      Reika leaned into her touch as Mara stroked and teased her breasts. “You promised me a surprise when we reached here.”

      “So I did.” Mara stepped back. “Turn your back to me and finish what I started.”

      Reika turned away and stripped off the rest of her clothes. The sounds of Mara's undressing piqued her curiosity and her desire. The clink of the saddlebag buckles being opened and then the rustle of fabric had her anxious to turn around.

      “Close your eyes.” Mara whispered in her ear.

      Reika obeyed.

      Mara slipped her hands around Reika’s waist, cool leather pressed against her skin. “Spread your legs for me.”

      Reika’s desire slicked her thighs as she set her feet wide. Mara settled a smooth leather disk against her body and buckled it into place. The rub against her was exquisite. The click of a spring being wound pricked her ears.

      “Open your eyes.”

      Reika looked down at the device that she now wore. “What is it, my love?”

      Mara flicked her finger over a geared mechanism setting off a vibration against Reika’s clit. “A vibro-chronometer. Another invention I had Debra retrieve from the future.”

      Reika flushed as the thought of Debra handling so intimate a device. The steady hum against her clit started to build. “It’s,” she panted. “It’s intense. Oh —.”

      Mara nipped and kissed her way along Reika’s neck as she teased her fingers over her clit before she slipped inside. “Do you like it?”

      Reika groaned and relaxed into Mara’s arms. She gave over to the twin stimulation as Mara kept her strokes in time with the clockwork device. Reika arched into her touch, seeking more, pleasure building in her belly. “What happens if I don’t find completion before the mechanism is unwound?”

      Mara shifted her touch, rubbing the spot inside that made Reika gasp and buck her hips. “Do you think that will be a problem?”

      Reika shouted as she came, Mara’s voice and the sweep of her fingers all she needed to send her over. Deep aftershocks shook her body. She leaned over the table and braced herself on her elbows as pleasure exploded through her body.

      Mara’s deep laugh filled the cottage. Reika shuddered and gasped as the vibrating device sent her spinning through several more screaming climaxes.

      “Enough. Oh enough. I’m spent, Mara.” Reika gasped.

      Mara flipped the switch to turn the device off before she unbuckled the belt and removed it. She lifted Reika and lay her on her back on top of the table. The smooth wood was cool under her sweaty skin. Mara’s eyes and skin glowed a soft amber in the dim light. She bent her head and took Reika into her mouth. Gently she suckled her clit, slowly slid her tongue over her folds and soothed her jittering nerves with the flat of her tongue. Reika grasped her shoulders and moaned softly as Mara brought through a gentle rolling orgasm.

      Mara lifted her face and kissed the inside of Reika’s thigh. “Not quite spent.”

      Reika propped herself on her elbows and stared at her lover’s glistening chin and face. “Kiss me.”

      Mara prowled up her body and lay over her. The table squeaked with their movements as she pressed her lips to Reika’s. Reika held tight to Mara and shifted their positions until Mara lay on her back. Reika eased off the table. She bent over Mara and used her teeth to untie her pants, nuzzling her belly as she did.

      Mara smoothed her hand over her shoulders and neck. Reika’s skin tingled everywhere she touched, the magic rising between them.

      Reika slid Mara’s breeches down, exposing her. The spicy warm scent of her desire rose from her skin. Reika’s mouth watered, and she licked a trail down to the apex of Mara’s thighs. “I’ve wanted you all day.” She opened her mouth and covered her, licking and sucking the sweet salt honey that flowed from her. With quick strokes she drove Mara up, held her there for as long as she dared. Mara’s nails dug into her shoulder. She pursed her lips and sucked hard. Mara’s bone-rattling groan as she spilled was Reika’s reward.

      She stood, pressed her fingers inside, and then bent her head to her breast. She took her nipple into her mouth. The rough firmness hardened under her tongue. Mara’s hand on the back of her neck held in place as the Goddess arched into her strokes, her heels kicking against Reika’s back driving her on. Reika thrust hard and deep, savoring the clutch of Mara around her fingers.

      “Take it, my love. All of it. All of me.” Mara’s body trembled and her skin glowed with blue flame as she came undone. Her deep groans echoed off the ceiling. Brightness filled the room. The candles flared and magic swirled around and between them.

      The spiral tattoo graven on Reika’s belly glowed brightly. Pleasure flowed from it to her clit as Mara shared her joy. Headlong they flew over the waves of desire and love, their bodies joining as one. Mara held tight and touched Reika’s spirit with her magic. “You are forever mine, Reika, my love. We will always be as one from now until the rivers of time cease to flow. In my arms, or out of them, my love will protect and heal you from all things. From this day forward, you will not age. No arrow may pierce you. No blade may cut you. No disease will sicken you. No poison exists that will kill you. Only when time stops will you stop. This is my gift to you if you accept it.”

      Reika lifted her chin. “I do. I will be your companion until time ceases, forsaking all others. I give you my body, my spirit, my sword, all that I am, now and forever.”

      Mara cupped her face and kissed her. “My love is eternal, Reika, as you will be.”

      Reika leaned her brow against Mara’s head. “As is mine, my goddess of time.” Her chest squeezed tight, and she cried out as the world spun and faded from her view.
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        * * *

      

      Mara carried Reika’s limp body from the shack. The roar of the cascading falls louder as she summoned the spirits of the springs. She held Reika close to her chest as she spoke the incantation that would forever change her.

      The heated water of the springs caressed her toes as she strode down the gentle slope of the stairs. She continued until she was waist-deep in the steaming pool. She lowered Reika until she was completely submerged. Mara held on to her as she sank beneath the clear water. Tiny bubbles escaped her nose as the waters of time filled her lungs. Mara chanted and sang of her desires as she channeled the power of the spring and used its magic to fuse their souls. The bubbles ceased.

      A burning pain tore through Mara’s chest as Reika went slack in her arms. She cried out as the pain increased, held tight to her lover as the magic took hold. The pain rose and spilled over her body, vicious and overwhelming. It raged through her soul. Mara shouted the final words of their binding, declaring her eternal love to the stones and spirits of the spring.

      The pain ceased. Mara lifted Reika from the water. Water cascaded from Reika’s body, and steam rose from her skin as she raised her from the heated pool. Mara lifted her, held her close, and kissed her. Warm water slid from Reika’s mouth and spilled between them. Mara pulled back and studied her face. Reika’s body jerked. Mara tightened her grip and waited. Another series of jerks racked her body and then Reika coughed harshly. Her eyes fluttered open. Water dripped from her eyelashes and down her cheeks.

      Her brows drew down. “Mara?”

      Mara clutched Reika to her chest. “Yes, love.” She turned and carried Reika from the spring.

      “What happened? How are we in the spring?”

      “You died, love.”

      Reika shuddered in her arms. “What? How is that possible?”

      “You died. And are now reborn.” Mara studied Reika’s eyes, searching their depths for understanding. Worry nipped at her. It was one thing to desire to be immortal. It was another to undergo the ritual. “Only by dying could you become undying.”

      They climbed steadily. Once they reached the shore she lowered Reika until she was standing. She held on to her arm until she was sure she was steady on her feet.

      Reika stepped back and ran her hands over her body. She rested her palm over her chest. “How is      that possible? My skin is warm, my heart beats.”

      “Yes. And will always. You are as I am. You are immortal.

      “I’ll live forever?”

      “Unless you choose to end your existence yourself, other than that, only my magic can undo what has been done,” Mara shifted her gaze from Reika’s face and shoved away the dark memories of Roslyn. Mara set her teeth on her lower lip and studied Reika’s expression. “It is what you said you wanted— is it not so?”

      Reika glanced up at Mara. “Yes. I—".  She swept Mara into her arms. “It is. Thank you for this gift. My Goddess. My mate.” She cupped Mara’s face and kissed her, burning all of Mara’s worries away with her scorching kiss.
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      Hazor slid a large pitcher toward Mara. “Don’t hold back. There is plenty more.” The hall was crowded with guardians. They sat shoulder to shoulder at long tables. The remains of their supper, a rich blend of roasted vegetables over spiced grains, filled the air. Laugher broke through the low murmur of voices.

      Peace settled over Mara as she surveyed her protectors. Memories of other nights and other great halls eddied in her mind. So many years, so much time, and so many empires lost to Aaron. She shook her head to clear her dark thoughts. Her body still hummed from her bonding with Reika. Her lover sat thigh to thigh, and Mara leaned against her. Reika slid her arm around Mara’s waist and left it there. Her touch grounded Mara and anchored her in the moment.

      Mara lifted the jug. “More, love?”

      Reika pushed her cup nearer to Mara. “Yes, please.”

      Mara filled first Reika’s cup and then her own. She passed the pitcher back to Hazor.

      “Hazor, this is delicious. What is it?” Reika sipped from her cup.

      “Translated into Trader speak, it’s called ‘Tongue Loosener’. It’s fermented honey and herbs.”

      Hazor plucked two flatbreads from a platter before she passed it to Reika. She used the bread to mop up the last bits of her meal.

      Reika laughed and took another sip. “Well named, I’m sure.” She took a slice of brown bread and placed it on her plate. “Bread?”

      Mara lifted her chin. “The flatbread, please.”

      Reika placed a thick circle of the fried bread on Mara’s dish.

      Mara lifted her shoulders and let them fall. “Now, we’ve distracted ourselves long enough. Tell me all, Hazor. What resources do we have?”

      Hazor sat back in her chair. “We are five thousand strong. More can be persuaded to fight, but even with their help, the Sons of Aaron are at least thirty thousand. And that doesn’t count the beasts he created to fight for him.”

      “What of Lilith? I haven’t been able to see her in my scrying mirror for two years.”

      Hazor rubbed the tip of one horn with her fingers. “I’m not sure. Her castle is abandoned. Her people fled after the Sons of Aaron attacked it two years ago.”

      Mara shifted in her seat and stretched out her legs. “I watched the battle in my scrying mirror. Some magic disrupted my viewing.  I wasn’t able to watch until the end.  I haven’t been able to break through the spell see anything of my sister or her castle.” Mara sipped from her cup. The warm brew settled her anxious stomach. Lilith and her partnership with Faazia was key to their success. Without the fiery goddess and Faazia’s support, they would be hard-pressed to defeat the Sons of Aaron.

      “That fits. I believe she’s being held in her castle with the magic Aaron used to bind you. In the same way I couldn’t see you in the temple pool.” Hazor shifted her gaze to the top of the table. “My lady, if you had not sent word through Debra I would have lost hope. We all would have.”

      Reika placed her cup on the table “Aaron’s dead. Wouldn’t any spells he cast have ended when he died? There have been six new moons since.”

      Mara placed her hands flat on the table, the wood chill under her palms. “Could she be dead?”

      Hazor pursed her lips. “Possible. But I don’t think so. The Sons of Aaron need Faazia’s people to fight with them. The threat of Faazia and the empire of Adir fighting alongside them is the only way they have held the south. I don’t believe she would pledge her people to fight unless she was coerced.”

      “But how are they holding her?” Reika poured herself another cup of sweet brew.

      “Some of Aaron’s priests were as powerful as he was. And if they have disarmed her, taken her ability to wield fire, taken the sword of justice from her, she would be at an extreme disadvantage.” Hazor rested her forearms on the table.

      “And Faazia would not attack out of fear they would kill Lilith. They would use their love for each other to manipulate them. The last I saw of the battle, Lilith was battling Ebronah and Ebal in the courtyard with Faaiza at her back. Then the mirror went dark.” Mara leaned her chin on her hand.

      Reika shifted in her chair. “Let’s find the priests and kill them to break the spell.”

      “If it were as simple I would have done so.” Hazor’s brows drew down. “I went to the castle, searched for soul stones or some other spell anchor. There were none. When I approached the castle it seemed to shift, to shimmer as if it wasn’t’ there. It’s like walking into a dream. Nothing is solid. I doubted my mind.” Hazor drained her cup.

      Mara placed her hand on Hazor’s arm. “I don’t doubt your mind, Hazor. Aaron trained Ebal and Ebronah as if they were his sons. They are masters at deception and are powerful. Together their strength was equal to Aaron’s.” She squeezed her arm lightly. “Thank you for saving what you could of Mahon. Without you, not even these few would remain.”

      Hazor lifted her gaze to Mara's eyes. “You are welcome, goddess.”

      A youngling arrived at their table bearing a tray of sweet treats. Small tufts of red and green feathers peeked from her around her horns and stuck out at odd places on her body. Evidence she had been among the group spying on her arrival. Mara covered her mouth to hide her smile. The youngling kept her eyes down as she placed the tray of sweetmeats on the table. She turned to leave.

      Hazor tapped the table with a thick forefinger. “Wait. Do you not have something to say to our Goddess?”

      “I am sorry if I disturbed your arrival, my lady.” She lifted her chin. “I only wanted to know our plans to restore your Empire. Even if my mother thinks I’m not old enough to know such things.”

      Mara leaned back in her chair and studied their server. “Gwen? You were in nap cloth last I saw you.”

      Gwen touched the spiral on her forehead and then bowed from the waist. “Yes, Goddess.”

      “I wasn’t allowed to attend in the great hall until I was three hundred-fifty.” Hazor sniffed. “Two hundred seventy-five and thinks she knows everything.”

      “I only want to help, Ma. To take my place as a guardian.” Gwen crossed her arms over her chest and widened her stance. “I am not afraid of the Sons of Aaron or their sorcery.”

      “Your time will come, Gwen. We will restore Mahon. And we will need everyone who can wield an ax to do it.”

      Gwen opened her mouth to speak again. Mara held her hand up, palm out, “Do not bring strife to our discussion.”

      Gwen closed her mouth and lowered her chin to her chest. She lay her hand over her heart. “Forgive me, my Goddess.”

      “Granted.”

      “Would you grant me a petition? Please let me accompany you on your trip to seek Lilith. I was her ward for five seasons when Ma was off fighting. You’ll need someone to look after the horses. I’m fluent in all the languages of Mahon. You’ll not find anyone as well versed in our lore. And I know the castle, above and below ground. I could walk it in my sleep.” Gwen’s words tumbled from her mouth.

      “I’ll not let you waste your petition. Even if I would be inclined to take you with us, I’ll not go against your Ma’s wishes.”

      Hazor pursed her lips and leaned forward. She clasped Gwen’s hand. “You’d give up your one petition to serve the Goddess?”

      “I would, Ma. Empress Fazzia      would never serve Aaron. And Lilith would never abandon her people. She needs our help. They need our help. I can feel it—” Gwen placed her hand over her heart, “here.”

      “Your love and loyalty for Lilith is great. If Mara agrees, I’ve no objection.” Hazor turned her dark eyes to Mara. “I trust the Goddess to protect you, even from yourself.”

      Mara turned to Reika. “What do you think, my love? Could we use another to travel with us?” She rested her hand on Reika’s forearm and squeezed lightly, pausing to peer into her lover’s eyes. Reika held her gaze. Silent understanding passed between them.

      Reika inclined her head toward Gwen. “If she’s as skilled with an ax as she is negotiating with the two of you, she is welcome and well met.”

      Mara shifted her gaze to Gwen and Hazor. “We leave in two days, Gwen. You’ll need to find a mount that will keep up with ours. We may not return for many seasons. Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure, Goddess.” Gwen bent over her Ma and touched the tips of her horns to Hazor’s, evidence of the love between them. Hazor released Gwen’s hand. “My heart sings with your bravery, Gwen Na’ Mahon, guardian of Mahon, keeper of the Healing Springs.” She lay her hand over her heart. “My daughter, go with my blessing.”

      Gwen kneeled and touched her hand to the spiral tattoo on her forehead and then to her heart. “Thank you, Ma. Thank you, Goddess.”

      “Look at me, Gwen.” Mara waited until Gwen had lifted her gaze. “You will obey me in all things. You will obey Reika in all things. You will speak freely when asked a question. And you will keep my identity secret as we travel. I am not ready for Ebal and Ebronah to know where I am. You will call me Mara.”

      “Yes, Mara.” Gwen's      voice resonated with the determination of a guardian.

      “Good. Now get up. Fetch us another jug and bring your cup. I want to know everything you remember from your time at the castle.”
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      Reika opened the door to their room. A banked fire cast everything in a faded red glow. She paused with her hand on her knife handle and swept her gaze over the room. “It’s clear.”

      “We are safe here, love.” Mara strode past her and entered the chamber. “Of all the places in Mahon, I feel most secure here.”

      Reika studied Mara’s face as she closed the door. “And yet I see worry in your eyes.” She unbuckled her belt and hung it on a peg by the door.

      “Not for our safety.” She tilted her head to the side and held out her hand. “Come here. I crave your touch. Make me forget everything for a while.”

      “Even after our time in the springs? Are all goddesses so insatiable?” Reika kept her tone teasing. The iron lock rattled into place as Reika bolted the door behind her.

      Mara rested her hands on her hips. “I don’t know about all goddesses but this one has many years to make up for.”

      Reika crossed to Mara, cupped her face in her hands and kissed her. Mara rested her hands on Reika’s waist. She rubbed her thumbs over Reika’s hip bones. Taking her time, Reika moved her hand to cup Mara’s neck as she nibbled her way down the smooth column of her throat. Reika pressed her nose against the soft curls near her ear and inhaled the rich scent of her skin. “I love the way you smell.”

      Mara tightened her grip on Reika’s hips and gasped when Reika nipped her ear. She tilted her head to the side. Reika plucked at the laces of Mara’s gown. “This is in my way.” She worked the laces loose. The gown's bodice gapped, and she shoved the dress down over Mara’s shoulders. Her dark skin shone in the firelight. Reika kissed her way down to her breasts.

      Mara pushed Reika away. “Let me.” She shrugged and wiggled out the gown. Once naked, she kicked it aside and stood before Reika with her hands on her hips.

      “No under trousers? In the great hall?” Reika mocked her as she hauled her into her arms. The press of Mara’s hard nipples against her shirt sent a bolt of desire between her legs. She bent and captured a nipple in her mouth. Mara cupped the back of her head, her short nails digging into Reika’s scalp. Reika sucked hard, savoring the turgid flesh before she switched to the other.

      Mara’s deep groans and the scent of her desire rose in the air between them. Reika teased her fingers over the soft curves of her belly before she dipped inside. Slick heat enveloped her. She stroked the wetness over Mara’s clit. Her mouth watered. Need wound its way through her, and she sank to her knees. She dug her fingers into Mara’s firm flesh and nosed the tight curls between her legs.

      Mara palmed the top of her head, her breath ragged. “Don’t make me wait.” She panted and shoved her hips forward. Reika took her in her mouth, tickled her tongue over her clit, savored the flavor of her desire on her tongue. She squeezed her thighs together to soothe the ache that had settled between her legs.

      Mara rocked into her mouth.  Reika matched her rhythm, sucking and licking. She slowed, backed off, flicking her tongue over her labia and then back to the hard bud of her clit.

      “Don’t tease. Please. I need—I want—”, Mara panted.

      “Trust me,” Reika whispered. “I’ll get you there.”

      Reika slid one finger deep and teased the spot that made Mara’s hips buck seeking more. She added a finger. Desire coated her hand. She peered up at Mara. Her heavy breasts swayed as her chest rose and fell. Mara’s eyes were closed, her face blissful. Reika’s heart squeezed hard in her chest. Mara was hers and hers alone. No matter who she was to others, she was foremost Reika’s mate. Bending to her, she suckled her clit in time with her strokes. Mara’s groans rattled off the ceiling as she clung to Reika. Her desire dripped down Reika’s wrist. Reika closed her eyes, absorbing their energy, the love that flowed and ebbed around them.

      Mara cried out, her body clenched around Reika’s fingers, and a gush of sweetness flooded her mouth. She swallowed and licked, gorged herself on Mara’s release.

      “Enough. For now. Enough.” Mara pushed weakly at Reika’s shoulders.

      Reika nuzzled the inside of her soft thigh before she stood. Mara’s skin gleamed with sweat. She swayed as she lifted a hand to her brow. Reika swept her into her arms and strode to the bed. She lay her on the mattress. Mara held her gaze as Reika stripped off her clothes.

      “Come here.” Mara crooked her finger.

      Reika lay over her, pressed her naked flesh to her lush body. She held her gaze as she thrust three fingers deep. “I can’t get enough of you.”

      Mara spread her legs wide. “Take what you need, my love.” She wrapped her arms around Reika’s neck and drew her into a long kiss.

      Reika eased another finger inside.

      Mara panted as she held her gaze, her pupils blown wide. “Do it. Give me all of you.”

      Reika turned her hand, tucked her thumb and rocked forward.

      Mara cried out, wrapped her legs around Reika’s waist. She arched up to meet her slow thrusts as she rocked into her. Mara’s body welcomed her and blossomed as she came. Reika kissed her, swallowed her cries as she slowed her thrusts. She made to ease her way from Mara’s body.

      Mara opened her eyes. “No. Stay. Please.”

      Reika stilled. “As long as you wish.”

      “Forever?”

      The question in her eyes broke Reika. She blinked the tears that threatened away. “Until the river of time runs dry.”

      Mara’s fingers trembled against her lips. “And after?”

      “For as long as my spirit exists, I am yours.”

      Mara pulled her in for another kiss. She rocked her hips. “Take me again, love. We’ll not have a bed nor privacy on our journey.”
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      “We should walk in from here.” Gwen reined her horse in next to a stand of narrow trees and low brush.

      Reika surveyed the valley. On the other side of the valley and across from their vantage point, a waterfall poured into a swift river below. Thick blocks of ice splashed into the pool at the bottom of the falls. The river ran a straight course through the middle of the valley. Wide with steep banks, it frothed and raged with the water from the spring thaw. Chunks of ice floated down the stream and crashed into large rocks that interrupted the river's flow. Dense forests covered the hills on both sides of the valley before they thinned near the river. The trees gave way to a narrow plain dotted with low brush. The steep banks were edged by boulders.

      In the distance, the walls of the quadrangle-shaped castle rose from the plain. Pentagonal bastions protected its corners. From the center square, a circular tower jutted, three floors of the castle were visible above the towering walls. It was topped by a parapet with ports for archers. The walls were shattered and broken. The bastions breached in places. What could move that much earth? It was as if a great animal had decided to dig out the tower as its den. Or to find the tasty inhabitants within as a bee badger destroyed hives, ignoring the bees as it gorged itself.

      Reika shrugged off her dark thoughts and straightened her shoulders. She stood in her stirrups to assess more of the castle. The walls shimmered, and the image of the castle wavered before twisting and morphing as she watched. She rubbed her eyes. “I see what you mean, Hazor. It’s like a vision I once had in the South Lands when I had miscalculated my water ration and didn’t know my name.”

      Mara turned in her saddle to face Gwen. “Do you see the castle as it was, or do you see ruined walls that shift and ripple like a reflection in the water?”

      “I see it as it has always been with Lilith’s banners flying from the walls, and they are intact.” She frowned. “All is as it was, except it is empty. I see no guards in the watchtowers, and the Fire gate stands open.”

      Mara pursed her lips. “Hazor?”

      “It is as before. Like I’ve been knocked in the head. When I stare at it, the image dances away from me.”

      “Gwen, you see the walls unbroken? The redoubts are whole?” Reika turned back toward the castle.

      “Intact, and the redoubts are whole.

      Reika pulled her long glass from her saddlebag.

      “Very nice.” Hazor’s brows lifted and she turned to Mara. “My lady, will you ask Debra if she has time the next time you send her forth to bring me one as nice as this? My last is scratched and hazed from time in my bag

      Reika lifted the long glass to her eyes and slid the lower half in an attempt to bring the castle into focus. Even with the glass, the castle appeared the same. She passed the glass to Hazor. “Is that as you saw it before?”

      Hazor held the glass to her eye, took her time adjusting it before she passed the glass back to Reika, and turned to Mara. “It is the same for me. Mara, how is it for you?”

      “I see what Gwen sees and a bit more.” Mara dismounted. “If we stay within the forest and travel at night, we won’t draw the attention of the shades guarding the gate.”

      Reika nodded and dismounted Aeon. Gwen, Mara, and Reika stripped their horses of their travel packs and weapons.

      Reika tied Aeon’s reins around the pommel. “This is where we part, Aeon. Listen to Hazor and behave.” Aeon snorted and sidestepped before he returned to lay his head against Reika’s shoulder. “I’ll come back for you.” Reika lay her cheek against his and stroked his shoulder. “Promise.”

      “I’ll get him home safe, Reika. He’s a charm of a horse.” Hazor lifted her chin at Gwen. “Come home with tales to tell in the great hall, either here, or in the hereafter.”

      Gwen held her hand over her heart. “Until the river of time runs dry, Ma.”

      “Until the river of time runs dry.” Hazor turned her horse from them. She whinnied and made a series of clicks with her tongue. In an instant, the horses fell in line behind her, and they rode out of the stand of trees and back the way they had come.

      Reika watched until she could not see Aeon’s broad rump before turning away. Mara and Gwen waited beside the trail, their packs on their backs. Mara settled two broad jeweled bracelets over her wrists.

      “A little fancy for the woods, Mara.” Reika grinned, picked up her pack, and shouldered it. She tightened the straps, making sure her sword arm was unencumbered.

      Mara quirked her mouth. “Indeed.”

      Gwen turned and faced the castle. Mara fell in behind her, and Reika followed. The woods fell silent as they traveled. Where there had been the chittering and flutter of wings and the scuttle of creatures, there was none. Clouds slid across the sky, plunging the woods into darkness. Reika loosened her sword in her scabbard.

      Gwen paused as the trail narrowed. They drew abreast of each other—three tracks led from the spot. One forward, one turned sharply to the right toward the river. The third turned left away into the woods. Gwen pulled her ax free from her belt and then held it across her chest, battle-ready. “Lady—I don’t think—” she whispered.

      “No. We won’t continue this way. They know we are here. The instant we set foot on the plain, they will attack us.” Mara spoke softly. She lay aside her bow, slipped her pack off her shoulders, and leaned it against the trunk of a tree. Mara closed her eyes and held her hands out toward the castle. She made subtle movements as if coaxing something toward them.

      Reika drew her sword and long dagger. She backed up until her pack rested against the broad trunk of a tree. Gwen did the same, mirroring Reika’s stance, her ax at the ready.

      A lone shade appeared. Dressed in a hauberk decorated with small white flowers, its thin and bony face glowed a soft green. Every exposed bit of skin was covered in open weeping wounds. It rested its hands on its hips. A bashed helmet sat askew on its head. One eye was displaced from its socket and lay on its cheek. A steady drip of green fluid flowed from its nose and from where the crumpled helmet was joined with its skull. Its jaws hung agape, its lips in shreds. Rotten teeth sat at odd angles in its gaping mouth. The short hairs on Reika’s neck stood up, and her skin prickled. The shade's malice was palpable. Mara held her hands up, palms out toward the shade.

      The shade’s lips curled up, exposing more of its foul teeth. “Eager to die, witches?” The shade drew a curved blade and held it before him. “Who will be first?”

      Mara cast forth a ball of blue light. Smoke rose from the forest floor. It wove around the shade. The grey vapor morphed into chains. Tiny flames flickered, and the chains glowed red as if from a forge.

      “Stop. I’m burning. Mercy.” The shade’s sword fell from its bony hand.

      “Answer my questions, ghoul, and I will give you rest. Or you can spend the rest of days as you are now, wrapped in chains in a world of pain without end.” Mara’s voice was hard-edged. “Tell me your name.”

      “Do you swear to free me if I answer?” The shade’s words hissed out over his ragged teeth.

      “The word of a Goddess is binding. Who would I swear to? Now, what’s your name?”

      “Promise me you’ll free me from this curse?”

      “I promise. Now speak.”

      “Morgan. Senior Captain, Sons of Aaron, Scion of Ebal.” Morgan’s voice was stone scratching on pavement, his words slurred.

      “Morgan, is there another way into the castle?”

      “What business do you have in the castle, witch?” Morgan’s lips flapped as he spoke.

      Mara lifted a finger, and two more thick chains wrapped around Morgan. She spun her finger, and the chains clanked as they tightened around Morgan’s body. He fell to his knees.

      “None of your business. Now, what’s it to be? This?” Mara made a yanking motion with her hands. Morgan rose in the air and dangled for a moment before he spun in a slow circle. He screamed long and loud before Mara lowered him to the ground. “Or do you wish to be free?”

      Morgan’s voice was thready, his face contorted, his pain evident even in death. “Behind the Veil of Truth there’s a tunnel. It leads to the lower chambers behind the cistern. It is not for you. Only death awaits anyone who enters the tunnels.”

      “Really? You threaten a Goddess with death?”

      “Goddess, my ass.” Morgan twisted in his bonds. “Free me, witch. You promised.”

      “So I did.” Mara rose to her full height. Her hair brushed the highest branches as she towered above them. She strode closer, forcing Morgan to look up. “Do you know the penalty for lying to a Goddess?”

      “Doesn’t matter. What could be worse than my living death?” Morgan twisted in his chains. “Free me. I have not lied. Please.”

      It was the ‘please’ that made Reika’s heart ache for the man. He had suffered a brutal death. What power existed that could punish beings even in death? In Reika’s time, there was only the Void for the wicked. An empty lonely place for those who were evil, not this hideous punishment.

      “Indeed. What was your crime for such a curse, Morgan? Answer truthfully. I will know if you lie.” Mara touched her fingers to her chin.

      “My orders were for my company to slay everyone in the castle. I failed. We didn’t even make it to the first level before my men and myself were killed. Ebal called my spirit back from my rest and cursed me.” Morgan struggled against the smokey restraints. “Free me. You promised!” Green tears fell from his eyes, snot flowed, and dripped down his face. “You promised.” His wet sobs reverberated through the woods.

      Reika lowered her sword, sheathed it, and returned her long knife to her belt. She studied Mara’s face. Her gaze was fixed on Morgan. Her lips moved. Reika strained her ears to discern her words as she watched.

      The chains evaporated into grey smoke. Morgan rolled to his knees. He bowed his head and rested his hands on his thighs.

      Reika stifled her gasp as Morgan’s form shifted and dissolved, only to reappear as flesh. Naked, his body was intact, and all of his wounds healed. His green skin had transformed to white. Reika stared at his skin, so pale that he appeared translucent. Morgan was whole.

      Morgan ran his hands over his body, lifted both hands to touch his head then pulled them away to inspect them. He clasped his hands together in front of his chest. “You are no witch. Have mercy, Goddess. Forgive me. Please send me from this place.”

      Mara’s bracelets glowed and morphed into golden gauntlets. In her left hand a broad sword appeared. Blue flame danced along its length. She clasped it with both hands, and with one stroke of the blade she separated Morgan’s head from his body. Reika stared. No blood issued from Morgan as his head tumbled from his neck. It came to rest next to his knees. His eyes closed, his expression blissful. His body slumped forward. Blue and golden light surrounded him. Engulfed in the light his body flared into flame. The fire burned brightly but cast no heat. In the space of ten heartbeats, the ground where Morgan had knelt was covered in fine ash. The golden light swirled and lifted the ash before carrying it away through the trees.

      “Go, Morgan. Find your peace.” Mara lifted her sword to the sky. She closed her eyes and returned to her human form. Her sword shrank in on itself until it disappeared. With a series of clicks and snaps her gauntlets became bracelets again.

      Reika blinked. Reminded of Mara’s raw power, she swallowed on a dry throat. This powerful goddess had chosen her, above all others, as her mate.

      Mara turned to her and tilted her head. Her gaze met Reika’s. “Still think I’m overdressed for our trek? Should I find a pair for you?”

      Reika laughed. “No, my love. I prefer to wear my sword as I always have.”

      “I’d fancy a pair if you’re giving them out, my lady.” Gwen joined them. She inclined her head toward the space where Morgan had been. “Do you trust what he told us, Mara?”

      “Yes and No. I searched his mind. There is something in the tunnels. Not death. But he feared it as much.”

      Reika glanced at the sun. “Not long until night. What is the Veil of Truth?”

      “It’s Aaron’s made-up name for the falls that empty into the valley. They will be flush with the spring melt now. Even in summer, it’s treacherous to pass through the water to get to the caves behind. The stones are slick, and the water is filled with broken shards of ice.”

      “Why make up a name that sounds like a Tale-teller’s story?” Reika rested her hands on her hips.

      “More of Aaron’s lies to control people. After they captured the castle, the Sons of Aaron spread rumors that the river would sweep away all but true believers.” Gwen rolled her eyes. “It’s how he’s kept anyone from attempting to cross the river or travel on it to return to the castle. When I lived here, Lilith used the tunnels for her meetings with Faaiza. Back when they were trying to decide if they were going to kill or kiss each other.” Gwen snorted. “They finally decided kissing was much better than attempting to murder each other.”

      “Is that how beings court each other in this time?” Reika did not attempt to stifle her shock.

      “No. Just stubborn beings whose empires were at war for the three hundred years before Lilith and Faaiza’s union brought peace.” Mara sipped from her water flask.

      “Is it a forced union?” Reika peered into Gwen’s eyes. “Do they truly love one another?”

      “Their love is so bright it lights the sky. They just needed to figure it out.” Gwen walked to the trailhead that turned away from the plain and toward the river. “If we run, we can be there before sundown.”

      Mara picked up her pack and slung it over her shoulders before she retrieved her bow. “A good stretch of the legs sounds marvelous. I don’t want to have to send any more of these shades over to their rest today.”

      Reika set the loop to secure her sword in place. “Lead on, Gwen. I’ll be right behind you two.” Gwen left the clearing with Mara close behind. Reika fixed her gaze on the trail and trotted after them
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      The roar of the waterfall echoed around them. The last rays of the sun glinted off the spray. Mara studied the narrow path that disappeared behind the heavy curtain of falling water. No wider than the span of her hand with no handholds, it would be a difficult trek even without the heavy flow of water and the odd chunks of ice that crashed over the falls at random intervals.

      “The most obvious is not the way.” Gwen pointed to a trail above their heads. Subtle handholds and steps were worn into the rock wall. “This is the way. It leads into a natural break in the rock and then behind the falls.” She glanced over her shoulder. “We’ll just make it if we hurry. It’s treacherous after nightfall.”

      Gwen wedged her hand into the first handhold. She pulled herself up using her legs to propel herself to the next set of grips and footholds. Mara waited until she was two lengths ahead of her before she started to climb. She listened for sounds of Reika climbing behind her.

      Her warrior mate had been quiet since their interaction with the shade. Mara turned the events of the afternoon over in her mind as she climbed. Had Reika been shocked?  Or dismayed at Mara’s use of her power? Or how she had handled Morgan’s ending? Gwen disappeared over the edge of the wall. Mara hurried after her.

      Behind her, Reika’s harsh breathing and continued mumbled swearing told her everything she needed to know about her comfort with the climb.

      “Not much farther, my love,” Mara called over her shoulder.

      “Castor's holy trousers. Who would create such a difficult entrance to reenforce a castle? How could you move a party of troops through here?”

      “One that has lived a very long time and whose warriors can climb like spiders,” Gwen called from the ledge.

      Mara clasped Gwen’s hand and let her assist her as she clambered over the last bit. A stiff wind blew a burst of mist from the waterfall, wetting the rocks and the ledge. She peered over the edge. Reika made steady progress. Small puffs of her breath were visible in the cool air. Gwen came and stood near her. Together they watched her lover make the final ascent. Mara chewed her lip as Reika’s trembling hands grasped the stones just below her.

      Gwen lifted her chin and inclined her head toward Reika.

      Wordlessly they reached down and clasped Reika’s wrists, set their feet, and hauled her over the edge.

      “For all that’s good, please tell me we don’t have any more climbs like that.” Reika braced her hands on her knees, her shoulders rising and falling with her gasps.

      “Nothing like that. From here it is a path, well-worn and wide. It leads directly under the castle.” Gwen pointed to the opening across from them. “A yearling could do it.” She took a small bag from her belt, opened the drawstring, and held it out to Mara. “Honey bite, Mara?”

      “Good. This warrior likes her feet in stirrups or on flat ground.” Reika straightened. “I am humbled by the two of you.”

      Mara plucked a sweet treat from the bag. “I wasn’t kidding, love, when I called Hazor an old goat. My guardians descended from goat-shifters.” She popped the honey and oat treat into her mouth and chewed slowly, savoring the taste.

      Gwen offered the bag to Reika, who waved her off. “Thank you, no.” And that explains so much.” Reika laughed. “Stubborn. Headstrong. And fearless. And Lilith’s clan, are they truly descended from spiders?” She took her water flask from her belt, uncorked it and sipped from it.

      Mara shook her head. “No. Nothing quite so dramatic. Fire dragons. At one time the two empires were one. Brennan, our mother, gave our people a choice. To remain in two-legged form with the life span and strength of dragons or remain dragon-shifters, with lives split between the world of beings and beasts.  Many chose to remain two-legged. The empire split into two. Faazia’s people considered those who chose to surrender their ability to shift ungrateful blasphemers and believed the empire would fall if they could not fight as dragons.”

      “And that led to an ages-long war.” Gwen’s brow furrowed. “No one should judge another for their choices. Not for their desired state of being, nor their choice of mate or mates.”

      “But they are united now? Through Lilith and Faazia’s union?” Reika recapped her flask and hung it from her belt. “Why were they not able to defend the castle from the Sons of Aaron?”

      “Adir did not come when Lilith called.” Gwen looked down and away. “They let Lilith’s empire be taken. Every being who was not slain was stolen by the Sons of Aaron.”

      Mara inclined her head. “I’ve known Faazia since she was a yearling. She would not have abandoned Lilith willingly.” The sickly scent of starlight lily sifted into the cavern. She held up her hand, signaling quiet. She lifted her chin and shifted her eyes toward the tunnel opening to the right of them.

      Gwen tucked her food bag away. Her ears twitched forward.

      Reika slipped the loop on her sword and drew it.

      Mara lifted her hands, clapped them together and formed a ball of light. She tossed it over their heads to illuminate the space. “Come Faazia. Stand down. Talk to us. Where is my sister?”

      Faazia stepped into the light. She held a large mace in her hand. The spikes caught the light, reflected off the stone walls.

      “Mara?” Her pale orange scales glittered over her twisted limbs. The mace wobbled in her grasp. “Now? You come now? Where were you?”

      Mara met Faazia’s glittering rage-filled eyes. “I came as soon as I could.”

      “Go away. We’ve no need of you. Go or I’ll end you,” Faazia lifted the mace. The light glittered off the spikes as she advanced toward them. The stench of her addiction grew more potent in the cavern. “I’ve learned a trick or two since we last tested each other.” Faazia gestured with two fingers. A bolt of yellow flame shot toward Reika.

      Mara deflected it as Reika neatly sidestepped the blast. The fire burnt itself out on the stone floor. “I will not fight you, Faazia. Rest.” She held her hand out and then brought her fingertips together. Faazia’s eyes slid shut, and she crumpled to the floor.
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        * * *

      

      Reika sheathed her blade. She strode to Faazia. “Do they all smell like this?”

      “It is the lily.” Mara joined Reika. “Bring her. We need to find a more secure place.” She rested her hand on Reika’s arm. “She will be murderous when she wakes. I can ease some of her symptoms when she rids herself of the drug, but she will wish she were dead and beg us to kill her before it is over.”

      “Give me your pack Reika.” Gwen held out her hand.

      Reika shrugged out of her pack and passed it to Gwen. She bent and gathered Faazia’s limp body in her arms     . Reika straightened, shifted her grip and cradled her in her arms. “My saddle weighs more.”

      “The lily causes them to forget to eat.” Gwen lifted her chin. “There’s a side chamber not far from here. This time of year there will be fresh water in the cistern.” She gestured to the ball of light. “Will that follow us?”

      “It will.” Mara caressed Faazia’s cheek. "I never thought she would fall to the lily."

      "No one is immune to it, lady.” Gwen turned away from them. "We should go."

      Reika studied the set of her shoulders, curious over Gwen's melancholy tone. Faazia murmured in her sleep, a language Reika could not place, even with Mara's gift of understanding. "What is she saying, my love?"

      "She is calling to Lilith in a language I have not heard since I first came to this timeline. Can you understand any of it?"

      "No. It sounds like chirps and whistles to me."

      Mara patted Reika's shoulder. "It is much more than that. I'll teach you. It's useful as very few alive know it."

      Reika followed Gwen, holding Faazia close to her chest. The path widened as it canted downward at a steady slope and wound deeper into the mountain.

      The path transitioned from packed earth and became a road covered in vast flat pavers. Smooth stone walls arched over their heads. Mounted warriors would be able to walk four abreast and have room to maneuver.

      Reika marked the turns mentally as they traveled. Gwen stopped abruptly and turned to face a section of the wall. She reached over her head and pressed a series of flat rocks. Stone scraped on stone as a part of the wall rolled open to reveal a narrow passage.

      Reika peered into the dark opening. She would have to turn sideways to pass with Faazia in her arms. Tiny hairs rose on her neck as she studied the narrow space.

      "Mara?"

      Mara snapped her fingers. Light flared along the tunnel. Gwen led the way down the short passage. At the end of the tunnel, Reika stepped into the room behind Gwen.

      "Mara, protect us." Gwen cried out and dropped to her knees. Behind them a massive door slid into place sealing them in the room.

      In the middle of the cavernous space, a woman rested on a stone slab. Encased in a transparent sphere, she was dressed in fighting leathers. Her hands clasped a sword that hovered over her chest. Blue and yellow flames flickered along its length and cast an orange glow over her dark skin.

      Reika swore softly. "Why are we invading a tomb? Is nothing sacred in this time?"

      "Not a tomb, love. A prison. And this is why I haven't been able to see Lilith in my mirror.”

      Gwen rose to her feet. She lifted her ax as if to smash the sphere.

      "No!" Mara shouted. "We have to destroy the soul stones first. If we destroy the sphere before the stones, she will die. We have to destroy the magic at the source.”

      "This is what she didn't want us to find." Reika inclined her head toward a cot near the sphere. Dirty blankets covered its frame, and piles of clothes were scattered around the disheveled space. “Mara, will you do something? I don’t want to lay her on this filth.” The scent of the lily was pungent in the room. "Is it harmful to smell the lily?"

      "No love, the petals must be processed and cooked to release its drug." She held her hands out and made a sweeping motion. A tight spiral of wind swept around the room. It rushed over them and then sped out the opening that led to the main tunnel carrying with it the heavy perfume of the flowers. The blankets disappeared, replaced by clean linens and fresh rushes for the floor.

      Reika lay Faazia gently on the narrow bed.

      Mara crossed the room. In the far corner was a fire pit. "Undress her, Reika. Gwen, help me. We won't be rid of the smell until we bathe      her."

      "What about Lilith?" Gwen carried her pack over and placed it beside the chimney.

      "She has slept this long, she'll have to sleep a little longer.”

      Reika turned to stare at Lilith's immobile form. "She's not dead?"

      "Not a final death, love. She exists between times."

      "She's in the Void?" Reika stepped back from the sphere.

      "Of a sort. Not as you think of it. I don't know if I can explain it."

      Reika knelt beside the cot. She unlaced the neck of Faazia’s tunic. Her scales were smooth under her knuckles, her skin warm. Working quickly, she stripped off Faazia’s clothes. Other than her scales, Faazia was made as Reika.  Her bones were prominent, and her skin sagged. Reika avoided touching the open sores covering her body. Green and yellow pus oozed from the sores and leaked on the bed. Reika winced as she peeled Fazzia’s under-trousers off of her body. Faazia rolled her head from side to side. She shouted and flailed her arms before her eyes blinked open briefly. Her pupils were elongated as if she were a viper.

      Reika started and swore under her breath.  Faazia twitched and shook violently before she collapsed onto the mattress.

      Mara's hand on Reika’s shoulder calmed her. "Steady love, she dreams. She won't wake until I release her."

      Reika lay her hand over the back of Mara’s and looked up into her face. “This is a living death. There were rumors of petal eaters in my time. Horrific stories told late at night of depraved acts they committed while under its influence. I’ve never seen anything so pitiable in my life.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      Mara inspected the room that held Lilith’s chamber as Gwen and Reika bathed Faazia.

      The walls were smooth, hewed out of the mountain, the stone cutter’s marks still visible. The ceiling reached so high the light did not reach the top. It was as if they had hollowed out the top of the mountain.

      Niches hewn into the walls served as storage areas and held a few books, empty food urns, and other household sundries. An extended narrow cut in the wall was lined with pegs. A sword, a quiver, and several bows hung from the wooden pegs. Unlike the other section of the room, this part of the chamber was tidy. As Mara moved along the wall, a clump of fouled rags stuffed in a niche drew her eye. Dark crimson-stained them. She pulled her knife from her belt and used the tip to move the rags. The bundle fell to the floor. In the far recess of the niche were three glowing round stones arranged in a triangle. Each stone was covered in symbols Mara recognized from her years of captivity. The stones glowed brighter as she traced her fingers over Lilith’s name. She stopped short of touching Ebal’s mark.

      She turned from the wall. Faazia’s murmurs increased in volume as Gwen and Reika finished applying salve to her wounds. Reika turned to Mara. “Will you be able to heal her?”

      Mara crossed the room. “I can’t undo her addiction. She must choose for herself. I can ease the way. We need to give her a reason to forgo the lily.” She laid her hand on Faazia’s forehead and sent calming energy to her, renewing the sleeping spell. “That should hold off the worst of it for a while longer.”

      “I need water.” Gwen stood and stretched. “Give me your flasks and I’ll fill them from the cistern.”

      “Mine is tied to my pack. Take care, Gwen” Mara lifted her hand and cast a small sphere of light. The glowing orb rose from her hand. It rose higher until it settled in the air over Gwen’s shoulders. “That should help light your way.”

      “I could run these tunnels in the dark, lady.” Gwen bent and untied Mara’s flask from her pack.

      “I’m sure. But so could other beings who may not be happy we are here.”

      “Should I go with her?” Reika stood and unfastened her flask from her belt.

      “No love. She should be fine. I need you here.”

      Gwen lifted a shaggy brow. “I won’t be that long, my lady.” A flush darkened her tawny skin. “Unless you would like, um, some privacy.”

      Mara’s laugh escaped her. “No. Gwen. Nothing like that. I need Reika to help me with some tests on the sphere.”

      Gwen glanced at the floor and brought her gaze back to Mara’s face. “If I were so paired my lady, I would not waste a moment of privacy.”

      Mara lifted her chin. “I am not given to romantic pursuits while trying to rescue my sister. Go now. And have no fear we will be dressed when you return.”

      “Pity.” Gwen lifted her gaze to Mara’s and winked.

      “I’m standing right here.” Reika rested her hands on her hips.

      Gwen turned from them and left the chamber the way they had come.

      Reika huffed a breath. “The impetuous nature of youth.” She rubbed her chest. “I will never let my guard down in the midst of a war again.”

      Mara turned to peer at her lover. “You do not trust me?”

      “I trust you, have trusted you with my life, Mara.” She lifted Mara’s hand and placed a kiss over her knuckles. Her breath caressed Mara’s skin. “But I would that we were in a more secure place and not have to worry about rushing my affection.” She lifted her gaze to Mara’s. “I want to gorge myself on you, my love, and will the first chance we get.”

      Mara stepped close to Reika, cupped her chin and kissed her. A short kiss, full of promise.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you ready, love?” Mara tested the knotted cord about her waist.

      Reika’s brow wrinkled. “Are you sure this tether will hold?”

      “It is infused with my power and magic. It will hold.”

      Reika pressed her lips together and turned to face the sphere surrounding Lilith. She lifted her hand, paused, and gave Mara a long look.

      “You don’t have to if you’re afraid, love.”

      “The only thing I fear is being separated from you.”

      “As long as this connects us, it is impossible. Nothing will ever separate us.”

      Reika turned back to the sphere. She lifted her foot and strode forward. The transparent wall flexed and admitted her. Through the cord around her waist Mara sensed Reika’s pulse and her breathing. Reika turned to her. The sphere distorted her features. Her mouth moved, but no sound crossed the barrier. Mara shook her head in the negative.

      Reika shrugged. She walked around the stone table holding Lilith’s body. The tether around Mara’s waist grew taut. Reika stopped at the limit of the rope. She circled back the other way. She paused to stare down at Lilith’s face. Mara watched Reika’s lips move. She sensed her desire to free Lilith. A tendril of jealousy wove its way through her. She shook her head. What had she to fear from a mated goddess? Her own sister? Reika was honorable. She would never betray Mara’s trust.

      At that moment, Reika looked up and into Mara’s eyes. She held her gaze a long moment and then gestured to the sword that rested on Lilith’s chest. Mara nodded her assent.

      Reika gently removed Lilith’s hands and lifted the sword clear. Its blue flame flickered and flared. Reika held tight to it. The point of the blade exited first followed by Reika. The sphere closed up behind them.

      “What now, love?” She eyed the flame. “How are you supposed to sheathe it?”

      “You don’t.” Mara untied the tether from her waist. “It is kept on display in Lilith’s temple. The sword of justice is only wielded to dispense final justice.”

      “It’s an executioner’s sword.” Her face twisted in disgust.

      “It’s much more than that.” She held out her hand. Reika passed it to her. Mara clasped the sword in one hand. The flame changed, flaring to a bright yellow. Reika stepped back. “It is the source of Lilith’s power. Without it, Lilith and the rest of her clan cannot access their gifts. They are weak and lack the will to fight.”

      Reika lifted her shoulder. “When I held it, I could feel its magic surging through me.”

      “I’m not surprised.”

      “Why am I able to cross the barrier?”

      “You are not from this time. To the barrier’s magic you are invisible.”

      Reika lifted her eyebrow. “Could I bring Lilith out with me? Would my energy shield her?”

      “No. The enchantment is too powerful. It would kill her.”

      “And then I would kill you.”

      Mara and Reika turned toward the disembodied voice coming from the antechamber.
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      Faaiza entered the chamber. Her eyes were glassy. Her body jerked and twitched as she raised her sword. “Leave now.” Her lips peeled back from her teeth, exposing sharp yellow fangs. “We don’t need any more of your interference, goddess.”

      Reika shifted closer to Mara. “Calm down friend. We’re only here to help.”

      “Help?” Faaiza crossed the room to the sphere. She placed her hand on the sphere. “This. This is what happens to people who depend on a capricious goddess. And now you defile the Sword of Justice with your filthy hands? Have you no shame?”

      “Faaiza, I would have come if I were able. Aaron had me trapped in a similar sphere. Reika rescued me. And I am telling the truth, else I would not be able to hold the sword.”

      “Liar. You fled. Abandoned your people. Left Lilith alone.” Her tongue flicked out over her fangs. “I should end you now.”

      “You and what army?” Reika lowered her hands to her waist. “Put the sword down. Now. I don’t want to take advantage of your condition but I will not have you speak to my mate that way.”

      “Faaiza, you’re sick. The lily has fouled your mind. Let us lay aside our weapons and talk. My only desire is to restore Lilith to her throne and help you all shed the Sons of Aaron’s shackles.” Mara lay the sword on a low stone table and backed away.

      A fine sweat broke out along Reika’s brow. Faaiza’s glittering eyes shifted to the sword. “Coward. Afraid to face an equal.” She stepped closer and aimed the tip of her blade at Mara’s chest.

      Reika stepped in front of Mara. She drew her long knife. “Stand down. Last warning.”

      A long hiss sounded behind her. A cold wind blew through the room. “Reika! Watch---.”

      Faaiza thrust her blade as the sound of Mara’s voice cut off. Reika deflected the blow with her knife and cuffed Faaiza.

      Faaiza stumbled and bellowed. Quick as a cat, she regained her feet. She flashed her fangs and hissed as she swung her sword. The vibrations of the blow numbed Reika’s hand. Her knife fell and skittered away from her on the stone floor.

      Faaiza struck again. The blade's tip sliced through her gambeson and bit into Reika’s shoulder. Pain, bright and clear, lanced through her. Blood welled from the cut. Caught without a weapon, Reika ducked under Faaiza’s guard and lowered her shoulder. She wrapped her arms around her thin body and drove her into the wall. She clasped Faaiza’s wrists. She struggled in her grasp, a match for Reika’s strength. Mara? Where is Mara? Reika's distraction cost her as Faaiza wrenched her hand free and punched her.

      The sharp crack of bone-breaking and the pain in her chest told her Faaiza had broken her ribs. Reika clenched her teeth against the pain of breathing. Faaiza smashed the hilt of the sword against her cheek. Pinwheels of light flashed in her vision. Dizzy from the blow, she fought to hold on to Faaiza. Blood and sweat stung her eyes.

      Faaiza forced her back. Reika stumbled, strained to lift her arms. Pain like lighting fueled her will to fight. She glanced around the room. They were alone. Mara had vanished. Fear washed over her.

      “And where is your mate now? Abandoned you to die while she escaped. Now you see. Mara is not to be trusted.” What passed for a smile twisted Faaiza’s face.

      Reika swallowed on a dry throat. “Shut your ugly mouth.”

      “Or what? You’ll kill me?” Faaiza advanced on her. “I don’t think so.”

      Reika shuffled backward. Her heel struck the wall. The smooth stones were firm against her back. She braced herself with one hand as she blinked blood out of her eyes. Faaiza stepped forward and thrust her blade into Reika’s gut.

      Reika set her teeth on her lip, unwilling to give Faaiza the satisfaction of her screaming death. Faaiza’s gleeful smile was her last vision before her world ended.
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      Mara knelt next to Gwen and lay her hands on her shoulders. “How is it now?”

      “Better.” Gwen pushed herself to sit. She cradled her arm in her lap. “Can you do anything to speed the healing, my lady?”

      “I can relieve your pain, but your body has to do the work of healing.”

      Gwen huffed out a breath. “Not sure why I’m in a rush.” She shifted her eyes to the transparent floor of their cell. “I’m sorry I could not protect you, Mara.”

      “You did your best. Ebal is devious.”

      Mara rose to her feet. The lake of fire surrounded them. Although it hovered above the boiling lava, inside the sphere it was cool and the air clear. The sloped sides prevented her from pacing as fear gnawed at her. They were safe for now, but it was clear from the sphere’s design it was temporary. No food. No water. She shivered as she imagined what would occur if the sphere dissolved. Gwen’s demise would be quick, the gasses killing her before the fire consumed her. But Mara would suffer an eternity of burning agony, her spirit trapped in the pit.

      She clasped her hands to her chest and rubbed the ache in her heart. What had become of Reika? Would she come for Mara? She closed her eyes, envisioning Reika’s face, and held tight to her promise never to abandon Mara. Hope flared, shoving despair aside. Reika would not rest until she found Mara. The floor swayed beneath her feet. She opened her eyes. A flicker of movement caught her eye. Above their heads, the cavern had opened.

      “Lady?” Gwen rose to her feet and stood next to Mara.

      Mara grabbed onto Gwen to steady herself as the sphere rose upward. Gooseflesh prickled Mara’s arms. The light dimmed as the sphere passed through a long tunnel. Over their heads the circle of light widened until the sphere passed into a room. The floor closed under them, and the sphere came to rest. The walls dissolved around them. Gwen sagged to the floor. Mara swayed with the sudden release of energy.
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      A buzz of voices surrounded Reika. Her body twitched and trembled. Agony she had never known before raced through her body. She stifled her groans as her body knit itself back together. Her vision sharpened. She was lying on a stone floor. Sticky blood wet her cheek. Boots she didn’t recognize came into view. How was she not dead? Mara’s words came back to her. Death would not take her unless Reika herself chose to die. Mara. What had happened to her love? Reika lay still and focused on the chatter around her. A lower-pitched voice joined Faaiza’s sibilant tones. A man. Reika took a shallow breath willing her body still as she listened.

      “What are you complaining about? I gave you one simple assignment.”

      “Simple? If capturing Mara was so simple, Ebal, why didn’t you do it yourself?” Faazia’s voice faded into mumbled curses. Ebal. The sorcerer Martin had said cursed him.

      “Stop whining, Faaiza.” Where had she heard the voice? She struggled to place it. Reika set her teeth on her lip. They had been lured into a trap. She began a mental list of who would die first once she had fully healed.

      “You have the sword. You have Mara. Release Lilith now.” Faaiza’s shouts echoed off the roof of the chamber.

      “Little good it does me. I certainly can’t wield it. And you killed the only being whose life we could bargain with.”

      They had not moved her, and she lay in a puddle of sticky blood. How long had it taken for her to heal? An hour? A day? Unwilling to reveal she lived, she focused her senses on the room. Three. Only three. Where was Mara? Had she truly left Reika to fight alone?

      Reika searched her memory. No. Someone or something had snatched her from the room. Reika swore. Enough. Strength surged through her body, fueled by rage.

      The sword of justice lay where Mara had placed it. Its      flame a dull red. Were there penalties for using a sacred sword? Reika would ask later.

      Shouts and grumbling filled the room as the group argued. Counting on their distraction, she rose slowly until she was crouching. She lifted her gaze.

      Faaiza was the first to notice. Her eyes locked on Reika’s face. “No. It is not— She fell to her knees. “Forgive me. I didn’t know.” She bowed her head. “Please don’t kill me. Not until Lilith is free.” Faaiza scraped and shuffled away from Reika.

      Reika rose to her feet and snatched the sword from the stone. The flame along its edge grew brighter. She turned to face her. Faazia stepped back, shrinking away from Reika. She held her palms open in surrender. Pity edged in and she lowered her sword. What would she do to rescue Mara from a similar fate?

      A handsome woman dressed in light armor unsheathed her sword on the far side of the room. Horns graced her head, curled back along her skull, twin spirals, the symbol of Mara’s guardians, graced her cheeks. She advanced toward Reika. “Let me end this pretender.”

      Ebal tucked his hands inside the flowing sleeves of his robe. “And then what? You can’t wield the sword any more than I can. Leave off, Hester.”

      “You betray your oath to Mara and dare call me a pretender?” Reika raised her hand and gestured for Hester to come forward. “Let us sort this, traitor.”

      “You interest me, gorgeous warrior.” Ebal stepped in front of Hester blocking Reika’s way. He was as beautiful as Aaron had been. His low-cut hair and beard were trimmed to a fine line. His dark skin was lighter than Reika’s, and his eyes were a pale green. He was tall and lean, dressed in a red robe covered in lilies embroidered in gold thread. “Who are you? You must be an amazing lover to charm Mara into gifting you as she has. Perhaps we could come to an agreement? I can give you things you’ve only dreamed of.”

      Reika steeled herself against the charm wrapped in his voice.

      “Reika Na’ Mhadaidh. One Mate of Mara Na’ Mahon. Wolf of Mhadaidh and the end of you.”

      “I doubt that. Not when I have something you want.”

      Ebal pulled a small mirror from his robe. He waved his hand over the surface and then turned it toward Reika. “Look.”

      In the glass, Gwen and Mara were in a transparent sphere. Gwen’s face was bruised and bloody. She lay on the curved surface of the sphere. Her arm bent at an unnatural angle.

      Mara’s mouth was set in a firm line, her eyes dull, her expression one of resignation. The sphere hovered above a lake of molten lava.

      Reika swore and took a step nearer the sorcerer. “Name your terms. But know this. If you harm either of them I will hunt you down and peel your skin from your flesh while you live.”

      Ebal arched his brow and sighed. “Are you finished making nonsensical threats?”

      Reika held his gaze and remained      silent. His eyes flickered away from hers as he stepped aside. Hester charged with her blade drawn.

      Reika stepped to the side. Hester’s movement carried her past Reika. She shoved Hester’s shoulder. She stumbled and flailed her arms struggling to regain her balance.

      Reika brought the sword down. The blade glowed yellow as it sliced through Hester’s skin. Her sword and the lower half of her arm fell to the floor. Reika took one step forward and thrust the blade through her armor. Hester’s screams echoed off the ceiling before fading out as her blood gushed over the stones. The sword glowed white-hot. Smoke rose from Hester’s body. The stench of burning meat permeated the air. Reika used her foot to free her blade from Hester’s limp form. Flame spread out from the gash in her belly and consumed Hester’s form leaving behind fine ash.

      Faazia whimpered behind her. Reika turned toward Ebal. “Did you really think that would work?”

      “No. I wanted to see if the legend was true.”

      “Legend?” Reika lowered the sword.

      “Only the just may wield the sword. Those pure of heart. And those dead to the world. Only immortals can wield it. Mara. Lilith. You. I hope you will be more compliant than they were.”

      “And why should I be?” Reika looked down the length of the blade and lined it up with his gut.

      “Because if you kill me, they die. The sphere will dissolve, and they will plunge into the fire.” Ebal tucked the mirror back inside his robes.

      “Empty threats. Mara is immortal. Gwen would choose death over dishonor.”

      “Gwen does not concern me. Mara’s immortal spirit would be trapped in the mountain, forever be a prisoner of the burning lake.”

      Reika lowered the sword. She rested the blade's tip on the floor and turned to peer into Faazia’s face. “Faazia, is what he says true?”

      “Yes.” Faazia tilted her head to the side. “It would be worse than what he has done to my Lilith.”

      “What do you want, Ebal?” Reika lifted her shoulders and straightened them before she met his dark gaze.

      “I need you to dispatch my brother, Ebronah.”

      “What?” Reika lifted her chin. “Too afraid to do it yourself?”

      “No. But it would create, shall we say, complications for me.”

      “What is his crime?”

      “He thinks small. He would be content with the Sons of Aaron controlling only Mahon for eternity. He is weak, a degenerate. He steals beings from other time streams for his amusement. He has some bizarre idea of uniting the empires and making peace with everyone.” Ebal’s brows drew down. “There will never be peace until we rule over all people and lands.”

      Reika sighed. “Why does this not surprise me? Do you know how many times I’ve heard the same? I made a good living fighting for peace. Waste of time and lives.” Reika lifted the blade and studied its glowing edge. “I’ll do what you want, Ebal. But I have three conditions.”

      Ebal shrugged his shoulders. “Why would I grant you anything?”

      “I’m only immortal as long as I choose to be.” She pulled her knife from her belt and pressed the tip against her throat. “Without me, the blade is worthless to you. Without me, you have nothing to prevent Mara from incinerating you on sight. I’ll do what you want, but you must release Mara and Gwen from their prison and free Lilith from her living tomb. After I have slain Ebronah, you will return me to this time.”

      “How do I know you’ll keep your word?” Ebal rubbed his fingers over his chin.

      “You don’t. But if I were not true to my words would I be able to wield the sword?”

      Ebal pursed his lips. Reika held his gaze. She pressed the tip of the knife to her neck. The sting and burn of the blade sharpened her resolve as blood, warm and wet, trickled over her fingers.

      “Fine. Fine. I agree to your conditions. Stop being so dramatic. Stand clear.” Ebal rubbed his hands together.

      Reika backed away until her back was against the wall and lowered her knife. She tucked it back into its sheath before leaning the sword against the wall beside her.

      In the center of the chamber, the floor tiles shattered. A rift opened and spread wide. The stench of burning flesh and steam filled the room. Reika covered her nose with her palm. Through the cloud, the outline of a sphere appeared. In the space of three breaths, the room cleared and the floor closed.

      Mara and Gwen stood in the circle where the sphere had been. Mara swayed on her feet. Gwen crumpled to the floor. Reika crossed the room in two strides and wrapped Mara in her arms.

      Hands wrapped in Reika’s shirt, Mara clung to her. Reika pressed her face against her cheek.
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        * * *

      

      Reika’s strong arms wrapped around Mara, pulled her close, and lifted her off her feet. Mara blinked, focused on Reika’s eyes as the dizziness faded. “My love.”

      Reika kissed her. “I thought I had lost you.

      Mara smoothed her hands over Reika’s shoulders. Her clothes were sticky and stiff with blood. So much blood. Mara shifted in Reika’s arms. She ran her hands over her body. “Are you hurt?”

      “No. Thanks to your gift.” Reika leaned her brow against Mara’s forehead.

      “As much as I hate to interrupt this tender reunion, you made a promising warrior. And we need to leave.”

      They turned as one to face Ebal. Mara lifted her chin. “Where do you think we are going?”

      “Sorry, I misspoke. Reika and I are leaving.”

      “No.” Mara lifted her hands and created a tight ball of blue energy. “Reika is going nowhere with you.”

      “No? I’d check with her before doing anything rash.”  He strolled over to the transparent cell holding Lilith’s form. “Pity to lose your sister after all this time.”

      Mara extinguished the flames between her hands and turned to Reika. “What have you done, love?”

      “I promised to slay Ebronah in return for your release from the pit and Lilith’s freedom.”

      Mara grabbed onto Reika’s calloused hand, grounding herself with the warrior’s calm energy. “We would have found a way to free ourselves.”

      Reika lifted Mara’s hand to her mouth. She brushed a kiss over her knuckles. “I could not bear to think of you trapped in the burning pit. I would slay a thousand sorcerers to know you were spared one moment of pain.”

      “I will not be separated from her.” Mara turned to Ebal

      “Oh, but you will. Or watch your sister die.”

      “You swore. You swore you would not if I delivered them” Faazia’s shout shook the walls.
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      Faazia stepped close to Ebal. “If she dies, you die sorcerer.”

      “You would sacrifice your city and your younglings for your wife?” Ebal lifted his eyebrow and pursed his lips.

      “Faazia. Leave him alone. Now.” Mara crossed the room and stopped an arms breadth from the pair.

      “Shut up, Mara.” Faazia’s lips pulled back from her fangs. “If you had married Aaron none of this would have happened.”

      Mara’s eyes were twin flames. “I will forgive you that remark, but I will never forget it. Traitor. You were never worthy of my sister.”

      Reika used their distraction to retrieve the sword. “Enough!” Her shout echoed off the roof of the chamber.

      Ebal turned to her. “I quite agree.” From inside his robe, he drew a silver ring. He tossed it to the floor. The ring expanded. Inside its shining coil an inky pool appeared. “Come, warrior. Fulfill your promise.” He lifted his hand palm out and closed it. A squeezing sensation encircled Reika. A sliver chain appeared and tightened around her waist. Ebal jumped into the pool. The taut chain yanked her toward the pool. She planted her feet and leaned away from the opening. Her boots skidded on the smooth stones, and she slid into the blackness.

      “Reika!” Mara caught her hand. “No!”

      Pain lanced through her shoulder and body as the circle closed around her. “Let go, my love.”

      “Never.” Mara tightened her grip.

      “You must. I made a bargain.” The sound of shattering glass echoed in the chamber. “See to your sister. Trust I’ll return to you.” The pool grew smaller, threatening to cleave her in two. Reika squeezed Mara’s hand once. “Until the rivers of time run dry.” She shook off Mara’s grip. She closed her eyes and surrendered to the chain's pull as the darkness closed over her head.
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        * * *

      

      Mara screamed. She rose to her full height. Her tight curls brushed the ceiling of the cavern. Rage tinted her vision. She spun toward the shattered tomb. Faazia knelt by Lilith’s still form.

      “Get away from her.” Mara crossed the room in two steps.

      Faazia turned to her. “You are not in charge here.” She stood and stepped away from Lilith’s side.

      “Beast. You gave us up to Ebal. You will pay.” Mara extended her hand. She rolled her wrist, her bracelet morphed and shifted until her golden gauntlet shone against her black skin. She held her hand out and her blade appeared.

      Faazia snarled. She lifted her arms. Her face elongated, her body morphing until she stood before Mara in her dragon form.

      “Stop. My lady. Faazia.” Gwen shouted. “We must work together or Mahon is lost.”

      Mara swung her blade at Faazia. Faazia dipped and swayed, avoiding the edge. She huffed out a blast of fire. Mara caught the flame in her hand and tossed it back toward Faazia. Her sharp screech echoed off the rocks. Unable to use her wings, Faazia lunged at Mara, snapping and snarling.

      Mara swung her fist. She connected with the slick scales of her face. Faazia whipped her tail, catching Mara’s leg. She fell. Faazia pounced on top of Mara. She placed her paws on Mara’s shoulders. “Immortal or not, you can still feel pain.” She breathed out. Fire flared from her mouth. The smell of burnt hair stung Mara’s nose.

      Mara bucked her hips and rolled them until Faazia was beneath her. She hammered her fist against her chin. Faazia’s head snapped to the left, and she lay still. Her body shrank and morphed into her human form. Mara rose to her feet. She stood over her and lined the edge of her blade up with the gap in the scales of Faazia’s neck.

      She lifted the blade with both hands and set her feet. A blast of energy rolled her clear of the beast. She scrambled to her feet. Sweat stung her eyes. She swept her gaze over the room for the source of the magic.

      Lilith stood with her hands out to her sides. A ball of fire in each palm. “Sister, why are you trying to murder my mate?”

      Mara closed her eyes, willed herself calm, and resumed her human form. “I was not.”

      Lilith lifted her eyebrow. “You never were a good liar.”

      Faazia groaned, drawing Mara’s attention. She bent from the waist and placed her hand on Faazia’s forehead. Her palm buzzed as she sent healing energy to Faazia. With a jerk, Faazia awoke, her face contorted in fear. “Get up.” Mara stepped back and away from Faazia

      Lilith clapped her hands together and extinguished the flames between her palms. “Faazia?”

      Faazia rolled to her knees. She crawled to Lilith’s side. “My heart. Forgive me.”

      Lilith rested her palm on Faazia’s head. “The fault is all mine. And you were trying to protect our family.”

      Mara rested her hands on her hips. “You have a child?”

      “Two. Twins.”

      Mara blinked. “Where are they? I’ve never seen them in the glass.”

      “You won’t. Their nursery is lined in crystal and deep under Adir’s citadel. You would have to destroy the entire mountain to find them.” Lilith reached down and lifted Faazia to her feet. They clung to each other, and Mara turned away from the tender scene. Her heart ached. Where had Ebal taken Reika? He had surrendered Lilith, but would he keep his word and return Reika? Would Reika survive the battle with Ebronah? She rubbed her forehead as a million thoughts fought for room in her mind.

      “My lady?” Gwen rested her hand on Mara’s arm. “What now?”
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      “We need to go back to the springs. I’ll need my mirror. And Debra.” Mara blinked back her tears as she crossed to the chamber door.

      “Mara, wait. Let me help.” Lilith called from the far side of the room.

      “Why? So your mate can sabotage our mission? No, thank you. I will return your sword when I have retrieved Reika.”

      Lilith crossed the room. “This is my fault. I agreed to Ebal’s terms to save her and my younglings. They are long-lived but not immortal. Anything Faazia has done can be traced to my weakness. Please. Sister, let me help you. I know what it is to be separated from your mate.”

      Mara turned to Lilith. In her dark skin, broad cheeks and golden eyes, she saw the mirror of herself. Lilith rested her hand on Mara’s forearm and squeezed gently. Her touch melted Mara’s anger. She hauled her into her arms. Her embrace smoothed the edges of her despair. She was not alone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mara lifted her hand and sent another pulse of magic toward the carved stone door leading to the tunnel. “Gwen, try the pattern again.”

      Gwen pressed the stone switches to open the door to no avail.

      Mara turned from the door and tapped her finger to her lips. “Lying son of a dog. He kept his word. And yet didn’t.” Mara studied the chamber Ebal had sealed them in.

      “Are we truly trapped, lady?” Gwen’s brows drew down. “Why will your magic not work here?”

      “Because it’s not magic.” Faazia strode to the door. “He destroyed the mechanism that rolls the door free and wedged it in place. He uses the traveling rings to go where and when he pleases.

      “So we need someone to open it from the outside?” Mara strode to the door.

      “No. It is impossible to move from the outside once the mechanism is set. I designed it so. And it will take more than the four of us to move it. Even with our strength. It took ten of my people to set it when we built the hold.”

      “Can we break it down? Or blast it clear?” Gwen hefted her ax.

      “No. You will bring the entire mountain down on our heads. I built it so that if we were ever overrun, I could pull my people into the inner ring of the keep and destroy every access to the castle. All of the doors are constructed so that if you destroy one, you destroy all.” Lilith pursed her lips.

      “Then we need to raise a force to free us.” Mara held Lilith’s gaze. “Help me?”

      Lilith’s mouth lifted at the corner. “The undying flame?”

      “Yes.” Mara straightened her shoulders. “Do we have another choice?”

      “No. But you must promise me you will not execute Ebal without me being present.”

      “I promise you will be there to witness his end if it is within my power.”

      “Fair.” Lilith rose to her feet. She lifted her hands over her head and brought them down slowly. In each of her palms a red flame shimmered, “Gather your army. I am sick of this prison.”

      Mara placed her hands over her heart and spoke the words to draw the spirits of long dead warriors, the defenders of Mahon, to her. The tramp of feet echoed through the walls, and mist rose in the middle of the chamber. The fog reformed and fused into a troop of skeletal warriors.

      Lilith walked among them, anointing each one with the undying flame. The flame flowed over and through them. Mara watched each one become whole and flesh again. Tall and well-muscled. Each armed with a double-headed ax. Their horns were tipped in gold. Their eyes glowed with blue fire. The spiral marks on their cheeks and foreheads glowed red against their black skin.

      Lilith stepped back and stood next to Mara.

      The leader of the troop stepped forward and kneeled to Mara. “Well met Mara Na’ Mahon, we are here to serve you in death as in life. What would you have us do, our Goddess?”

      “First, we need to free ourselves from this chamber. Then we clear the castle. No prisoners. No mercy.”

      “As you command, our lady.” The leader rose. She turned to the troop. “You all heard her words.” Ten of the warriors crossed the room and set their shoulders to the door. The door creaked but held firm. The leader gestured to the remaining forty guardians.

      Gwen came to stand next to Mara. “I’ve read of the eternal guardians. I never expected to see them.”

      Mara crossed her arms over her chest. “You will see many things you’ve never dreamed of before this adventure is through Gwen Na’ Mahon.”

      The door rocked to the side and then rolled back into place.

      Faazia stepped around Mara and Lilith. She flexed and morphed into her dragon form. Head and shoulders above the guardians below her, she dug her claws into the stone. The group shoved together. Their muscles bulged and flexed, and drops of green sweat landed on the floor. The sound of stone grinding on stone echoed in the room. A gust of cool air flowed into the room as the door rolled open.

      “Lady, the way is clear.” The guardian held out her arm for Mara.

      Mara lay her hand on the guardian’s forearm and turned to Lilith. “Are you sure you want to accompany me? What are Faazia’s wishes?”

      “We both owe you our lives.” Lilith clasped Mara’s hand. “I swear by our mother to do whatever you need going forward, for Mahon and for your mate.”

      Mara squeezed Lilith’s hand tightly. “I’m ready to cleanse your castle of the filthy shades Ebal left behind to hold it. Then we will find Reika and end Ebal.”
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      Trapped inside a crystalline sphere by a malevolent sorcerer, Mara spends her days planning her escape and nights using an enchanted mirror to observe her favorite warrior, Reika.

      Reika, fierce leader of a band of mercenaries, has spent her life fighting for anyone who could afford her price. Betrayed by her clan, Reika is seized from death by the mysterious goddess, Mara.

      Restless and unwilling to accept captivity, Reika vows to free Mara from the sorcerer's curse or die trying.
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      Secrets. Lust. Betrayal. The city of Justia has fallen, and Lilith, goddess of fire, is missing. All that remains of her once-powerful empire is an abandoned castle haunted by spirits.

      Newly freed from her crystalline prison, Mara and her warrior consort, Reika, are on a quest to find Lilith and restore the empire of Mahon.

      After their mission is betrayed, a time-traveling sorcerer kidnaps Reika leaving Mara trapped in the tunnels beneath Lilith’s ruined castle. Unwilling to surrender her love or her life, Mara risks all to save her mate.
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      Rage. Reunion. Revenge.

      After the Ebal abducts Reika and steals the source of Lilith's power,  Mara joins forces with her sister Lilith to track down the evil sorcerer.

      In the far future, in a burning city ravaged by war, no one will keep Mara from her mate. Bent on rescuing Reika, she will stop at nothing to save her lover and return the sword of justice to its rightful owner, even if it threatens to destroy Mahon.
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