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      At the Minister Knights of Souls’ castle, Queen Zoë quieted the crowded Great Hall with the mere act of standing. The pain rippling through her stomach threatened to silence her, but the eyes of every servant, child, and knight were trained on her. As she took in the people before her, seated at tables throughout the hall, she recalled how many had grown up with her and the Veloris royal family. She had been a friend to them as a little girl, and they had born witness to her wedding, and later, celebrated the births of her two sons. Now, they’d watch her reign through the much-needed time of peace. With the threat of Valek vanquished, they had returned to the formality of day-to-day life and on to more mundane things.

      The Veloris people’s relationship with her bordered on intimate. Her every command, they obeyed. They trusted her with an absolute devotion unparalleled in other kingdoms. This she knew with certainty. Zoë understood her duty as queen—to be both strong and well for her people, to be fair and just.

      Yet, as the day of celebration, the Festival of Warming, arrived, she found herself growing more ill. Her stomach throbbed with each inhaled breath. Eating had become next to impossible. Confined to her chambers for days before, Zoë knew the sickness had spread throughout her body, but this morn, she’d crawled out of bed. She’d forced herself to dress and come down for the festivities. She’d sent her chambermaid away. Her people expected her; she wouldn’t disappoint them.

      "On this day, the Minister Knights of Souls saved the Pixlis Galaxy and restored peace. As I said then, I say again…we are forever in your debt, Minister Knights!" She smiled through the sharp pangs and raised her goblet to toast those seated at the table closest to her throne.

      She sipped, signaling the beginning of the celebration. The hall erupted with cheers and quick, thirsty gulps of ale, and for the children, warm milk. History dictated that throughout the night, the kitchen servants would struggle to keep up with the demand. The people situated at the table closest to the queen's throne cheered the loudest and celebrated the hardest. There, Marion and Kalah, and their wives, Lady Sarah and Lady Amana, feasted with full gusto. Zykeiah, the knights’ sole female member, whistled with joy.

      Queen Zoë watched the celebration. The servants were bees buzzing around the festive and colorfully dressed crowds. Tonight, she had dressed for the occasion, as most of the women present. After all, this was a feast! She wore a ruby-red gown made of a heavy woolen fabric. The silver surcoat had been embroidered with thick thread of unknown origin that twinkled in the candlelight. Even the Warming Season couldn’t stay Veloris’s icy temperatures. A crown made of refined silver rested atop her head. The puff of her silver tight-curled hair flowed outward around it.

      Elaborate decorations adorned the hall. Herbs and flower petals from the Northern Forest had been strewn about on the floor providing color, a showing of the Awakening Time’s blossoms. On the walls, ornate tapestries in vibrant burgundy and silver depicted Veloris’s ivory landscapes. Dining tables set on trestles were covered with lilac-colored linen cloths. In the middle of each table sat burned-down lavender scented candles and wax statues carved by the village candle makers.

      They’d had celebrations and feasts before, but this night, the festival reached an all-time high that would become legendary. Queen Zoë divided her attention between the children’s game of marbles and the dancing, and sometimes, drunken adults. Despite the pain in her stomach, she participated as much as she could, walking around the hall, talking to people—servants and villagers alike. When she passed her sons’ table, her youngest, Kalah, grabbed Marion’s sleeve, his thick fingers crumpling the fabric.

      "How does it feel this many years later? To be surrounded by this?" He spread his arms wide as if to embrace the entire Great Hall and those therein.

      Marion, her eldest son, grinned, his gray eyes bright with excitement, his dark skin illuminated from the candles’ soft light, and laughed. "Good! It feels good."

      As if to pass on his joy, he leaned over and kissed his wife, Lady Sarah. She squeezed his hand in return, her gaze full of love. “Marion!”

      “Then why do I not feel it? Inside?” Kalah asked as he slipped back over to his seat. His brow furrowed, and he looked away, out over the hall. With a huff, he crossed his arms and glared at the crowd.

      Ah, her sulky youngest son had not been himself as of late.

      “Kalah…” Zoë patted his shoulder. “Try to have a good time. Each time you have too much drink, your spirit falters.”

      Turning from her sulking son, Queen Zoë marveled at how much in love Marion and Sarah were; it seemed they were two halves of the same person. They moved in concert and harmony that many couples never achieved in entire lifetimes, let alone in only a few years. It reminded Zoë of her husband, Marshall, now dead. She and the reverend had been one. They had been in concert, in harmony, two souls bound by love and fate as well.

      Unlike many of the women present tonight, Sarah wore a scarlet kowletta-fur sweater and jet-black, kowletta-leather pants. The queen smiled as she took in her outfit. No dresses for the future queen of Veloris.

      “If you could just get her to wear a gown, she’d be more beautiful than the chester flowers that bloom in the Warming Season.” Zoë gestured to Sarah’s outfit.

      Marion’s chest swelled with pride as he gazed upon his wife. “It matters not what is on her outward person. It is inside that matters. Besides, she’s still beautiful.”

      “Of course. Of course. Grant an old woman her small torments, Marion.” Queen Zoë laughed and turned her attention to Sarah’s sister, Amana. Her smile faded.

      Given the title of lady, for they were not princesses prior to their marriages to her two sons, Queen Zoë thought Amana an unsmiling and cold woman. Emotions never rose to her face’s plain surface. Where Sarah produced light, Amana held only darkness. She carried a cloud about her person. Some of the servants had said the woman simply froze them with her gaze until they did her bidding. It could all be superstition and conjecture, but one thing held certainty: Amana troubled her.

      The grim-faced sister’s place and status came solely from her blood relation to Veloris’s future queen, Sarah, and her strategic marriage to Kalah. Queen Zoë knew this with a worldly knowledge of a queen who listened to her servants’ gossip when they thought her asleep and mined out the kernels of truth.

      Upon her arrival to Veloris, Amana had been given food, wine, clothes, and a prince for a husband. Yet, the girl remained standoffish and secretive. Sarah had been Amana’s only saving grace, for the queen had wanted her death after her act of treachery—stealing Marion’s soul.

      But that had been three years ago.

      "It is good!" Zykeiah said from her seat at the end of the table. "You were almost lost to us, Marion!"

      “Yes.” Queen Zoë drew her attention back to the celebration and away from her suspicions. It’s customary to greet the queen, but Amana wouldn’t even acknowledge Zoë’s presence. She avoided the queen’s gaze.

      "Indeed," Marion said. “To you, Kalah, and Sarah! Hear, hear!”

      "To Valek's death!" Kalah roared above the crowd, and in return, several neighboring tables burst into another drunken and deafening song of victory and cheers of celebration.

      The night stretched on, people danced, jesters joked, and children played. Several times, the dancing resulted in outbursts of laughter and drinks spilled as people fell in merriment. In all, feelings of contentment blanketed the hall.

      Zoë watched it from her seat on the throne.

      Sarah and Marion got up to dance after much cheering and encouragement. They danced to the slow ballad, “The Song of Alilah and Roan,” a heart-breaking tale of Marion’s forebears who died during a violent snow storm only to be reunited in Stocklah as trees forever intertwined.

      As she rested, Zoë pushed back the soft rumblings in her mind. This illness held something dark in its mixture, and she could feel it seep through her. With a grunt, she shoved the thoughts away. This was her time, a moment of celebration in a life that had seen far too many deaths and destruction. She didn’t want anything to disturb her or her people’s joy. Her sons, her ministers, had vanquished Valek.

      All was well.

      Despite feeling safe, a metallic trace of fear coated her tongue.

      Zoë saw the strangers to Veloris among the crowd. After the knights’ previous visits to other planets to save Marion, the world of Veloris had begun to accept visitors from those kingdoms. Tonight, merchants from Saturn Four had come to trade and mingled with the villagers. Joy laced the air, but Zoë knew, too, that many of her people held dissatisfaction over how the monarchy governed them. A foreign feeling flickered through the hall. She’d heard the whispers of rumor and rebellion.

      Veloris was changing.

      With this knowing, Zoë tightened her hold on the throne as a shiver raced down her spine.

      “Are you well?” Zykeiah’s glowing gaze rested on her.

      Damn the woman’s ability to see through almost anything.

      “Yes, I am well.” Zoë raised her hands and clapped in time to the song, despite her agonizing pain. She would not show weakness. Not now. Let joy and peace reign in celebration. Suppressing her grief, she swallowed her suffering and forced a grin at Zykeiah.

      The knight would not be that persuaded. Zykeiah came up to the throne and stood close to her. She watched Sarah and Marion dance, her hand on her throwing daggers strapped into a thigh-holster tapping in time to the music. She had worn them regardless of the celebration’s call for more formal dress.

      “I’m glad to be able to let my guard down for once,” Zykeiah said, but kept her gaze on the crowd.

      On the surface, it sounded casual, but Zoë knew the perceptive knight wouldn’t make a personal statement such as this, unless it had a deeper purpose.

      “That means you haven’t let your guard down at all.” Zoë shot her a knowing glance.

      “When she doesn’t think anyone is looking, hatred stains her face,” Zykeiah said, her gaze still focused outward to the crowded hall.

      Zoë didn’t need to know of whom she spoke. “Many fear the merchants from Saturn Four.”

      “They can’t be trusted.”

      “No?” Zoë quirked an eyebrow. The revelation didn’t surprise her as Zykeiah distrusted most people, but it did take her aback a little, for the dark-skinned warrior hailed from that planet.

      “I know this for fact.”

      Zoë nodded. She followed Zykeiah’s gaze to Amana.

      The danger may not lie in the salesmen but right in the royal ring. Zoë resumed clapping and forced a big smile. She would not show weakness.

      Not now.

      For tonight, let joy and peace reign in celebration.
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      Something was amiss.

      Akub stood in the open mouth of the Great Hall, her cloak’s hood tossed back and the cold glass sphere in her palm. It pulsated heady green rays of illumination, highlighting her fingers and making them appear dark with decay. The tattoos along her hands and palms spread up to her elbows and burned. Hot whispers whirled around her as the people backed up, and back in, to the crowd flowing into and out of the hall.

      The orb always conjured fear.

      It sucked out souls.

      It brought death.

      Death was a permanent thing, not to be taken lightly.

      With her hand starting to sweat, she swallowed the tight knot of worry in her throat. She’d come to Veloris as fast as she could, but something—no, not something, someone—inside her warned she had arrived too late. Before anyone alerted a guard, she shoved the pulsating sphere back into her pocket, quieting its hunger.

      Thank the goddess for drink and merriment. Most probably wouldn’t remember they’d seen anything strange at all. She’d been foolish to pull it out of her cloak in the first place, but the damn thing acted as if it had a mind of its own.

      A scream pierced the stuffy castle air, sailing high above the minstrel’s song and the murmur of conversations. The music halted. In its wake, silence grew thick as one of the minister knights stepped away from a woman and unsheathed his sword. Akub spied the female knight, Zykeiah, who jumped to her feet. Her hands rested on her daggers, ready for an attack. She searched the group, scanning the people. Others looked around for the origin of the scream. Many were now backpedaling from the throne. Panic skated along the tight edge of tension.

      It has begun, and I am too late!

      Mystic energy throbbed in Akub’s hands, and her ears tingled with anticipation. As a weaver, her magick derived from inside her. She could harness it and use it to bend the wills of others. So talented she’d become that she could sweeten the magick to the point the individual devoured it, and their will became hers.

      The oracle’s foretold events had commenced. No one noticed Akub. She blended in with the other Saturn Four strangers. The allowance of foreign tradesmen to move about the castle gave her entry. She should travel with the crowd, retreat, hide among the hordes, but the flood of emotions rooted her to the spot at the front of the entrance.

      “The queen!” someone cried.

      Attention shifted to the throne where Queen Zoë lay slumped forward in her chair. Her chin rested against her bony knees, and her arms lay sprawled on either side of her legs. Her hands brushed the sides of her feet. A beautiful royal in the palm of death.

      “She does not breathe!” A servant beside the queen’s throne gave a frantic wave. “She’s dead!”

      Like a wildfire, terror swept through the packed Great Hall, and in minutes, screaming, shouting, and frantic crying erupted anew. Guards hustled people to the entrance and demanded the hall be emptied.

      Only Akub remained as people streamed by her, a rock in a rushing river of human frenzy.

      Another minister shoved his way through the crowd, up the two flat steps to the unconscious queen. Those left in the Great Hall seemed to hold their breaths—waiting confirmation.

      Akub grinned a tight, cold smile. The oracle had been right—an evil had come to the ice planet and its queen.

      While others looked after the queen, the minister knights and guards searched those confined to the hallway. Akub yanked on her hood and lowered her eyes. Inching backward, she tried to blend in to the retreating wall of clustered people. When she brought herself to look up, she discovered Zykeiah’s glowing eyes on her.

      “Devourer!” Zykeiah started toward her, those unsettling eyes pinned to her. She shoved past people and charged to Akub’s position.

      Once more, she knew she should run, but she stood like a useless statue. Akub had thought herself prepared for this. Yet now that false courage weakened her all the way to her knees.

      A hard shoulder bump from a passing traveler jolted Akub from her musings. She needed to get out of here, before Zykeiah caught her. She faded into the thinning crowd. When Akub glanced back over her shoulder to see if she’d been followed, she spied Zykeiah cutting a direct line toward her, shoving people out of her way, her attention locked on Akub.

      Too late.

      Panting and sweating, Akub moved farther down the hallway that snaked outside the Great Hall. With her heart racing, she tried to stay within the larger pockets of people, hiding in the herd. If Zykeiah found her, she wanted there to be others present. Witnesses.

      Akub had devoured the knight’s trust before.

      Zykeiah had promised to rob her of life if she ever saw her again.

      “There!” Zykeiah shouted.

      A hand landed on Akub’s shoulder and with great force, whirled her around. The same strength slammed her against the hard wall and pressed a forearm against the base of her neck, pinning her. Akub almost lost the orb but clenched it with tight desperation as she came face to face with the one person she both loved and loathed to see again.

      Zykeiah.

      “Tell me you didn’t have a damn thing to do with this, Devourer.” Zykeiah’s mouth became a slash of raw fury. Those haunting, luminous eyes narrowed. The scar over her right eye twitched. “Tell me or I will slice your throat.”

      Her dagger bit into Akub’s neck.

      “Devourer…” Zykeiah whispered, her breath hot on Akub’s face.

      Akub closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and released it. She opened them and, with renewed courage, met Zykeiah’s harsh glare.

      “Do it. You won’t see your queen alive again.”

      Zykeiah dragged Akub by her arm into her room, slammed the door, and barred it with a plank of wood. Akub dabbed at the trickle of blood tickling her neck. She relaxed when Zykeiah returned her daggers to their holder along her thigh.

      “I should kill you for being here.” Zykeiah rubbed her hand through her short, wooly hair, all remnants of anger gone—or so she pretended. Tight wrinkles around her eyes spoke to the tension of the situation.

      “…and yet, you don’t.” Akub shrugged further back into her cloak.

      “Do not tempt me more, Devourer. Talk.” Zykeiah pointed at her with a dagger.

      “I prefer to be called Akub.”

      “Talk!” Zykeiah smacked the wall with the palm of her hand.

      “You have to tell the bees when someone passes or they’ll just clear off.” Akub opened her palm and blew. Incense, dried rose petals, and earth scattered across the center of the floor. “Or so I’m told.”

      “The bees have been gone a long time from Veloris,” Zykeiah said as she paced, scattering Akub’s herbal gift.

      “So has my love.” Akub avoided the other woman’s pointed gaze. The words held no physical substance, but Zykeiah flinched all the same—as if they hurt her to hear them.

      “You don’t love me. That flame died many rotations ago. Still, you didn’t come all the way from Saturn Four to repeat the past.”

      “No.”

      “I didn’t call the other ministers. I’m giving you a chance. What did you do to the queen?” Zykeiah sat down in a chair. “What wicked spell have you woven?”

      Akub inched closer to the fireplace. How could she begin to answer her and remain truthful?

      “Magick weavers wove time and space to their will, folding all that’s real into their favor. Deceptive and dangerous, they don’t belong, in this castle or near our queen,” Zykeiah said.

      “We don’t inflict illness.” Akub turned away.

      “How do you know the queen is ill? By the goddess, you know! Tell me.”

      Zykeiah fingered the daggers sheathed around her thigh. Only average height, she more than made up for her lack of stature with ferocity. Many of the castle’s men feared her, and more than a handful of women wanted to be joined with her in marriage.

      All this Akub knew because she had heard stories from the Saturn Four visitors. On her planet, the merchants would come to the Goddess Ana’s temple and confess their infractions to the priestesses. When their lips were loose in meditation or in counsel, they spilled secrets and gossip into a priestess’s ear, but many spoke so loudly, Akub heard them as she went about the temple.

      Akub shook off the memory.

      No chatter now.

      Only silence stretched out between them.

      Akub’s fingers brushed the now warm orb and waited for Zykeiah’s next move.

      The queen had been injured, and Akub had been too late.

      “My patience wanes!” Zykeiah pounded the chair’s arm.

      “I did nothing!” Akub shouted back. She tossed her dreadlocked hair over her shoulder. Someone had already set their plan into motion before she arrived.

      “Then how do you know the queen is ill? Others believed her dead.”

      “The oracle predicted it.”

      “The oracle? That’s it. You’re going back through the Allerton Circle and whatever hell you crawled out from under. Come on. Let’s go.” Zykeiah pointed at the closed door.

      “You’d just let me go?”

      “Yes, the sooner you get off this planet, the better.”

      Akub heard the hesitation in the knight’s answer.

      “You say that like my infidelity was forgivable.” Akub couldn’t believe her own words. Under the final decree, the Veloris queen could order Akub’s death for outstanding markers, but moreover, she carried a soul-snatching orb. Both offenses could mean death. On some planets, like Veloris, a sharp divide existed between those of faith and those of rule.

      “It is or else your throat will be slit.” Zykeiah shrugged. “The markers for your treachery on Saturn Four—and the other six planets—remain.”

      Akub hadn’t forgotten how lethal her former lover could be.

      “The Saturn Four markers have been dissolved.” She stretched out her arm and pulled back her heavy cloak’s sleeve for Zykeiah to see the scarred tissue where her original brands had been removed with acid. The tattoos rose and fell along them like paths over mountain ranges.

      “That still leaves five.” Zykeiah crossed her arms over her chest.

      “I’m aware.”

      On this cold evening, nothing surprised Akub any longer. The hearth’s fire chewed at the onk logs, releasing warmth and floral scents into the small outer room. Zykeiah’s chambers held her weaponry, her shields, and her armor alongside domestic items like blankets, yarn, and riding clothes.

      Zykeiah muttered under her breath. Akub didn’t need to hear the words to know the knight’s displeasure. Akub removed the small sphere from her robe.

      “How dare you bring that here? You’ve stolen the queen’s soul!” Zykeiah uncoiled from her seat.

      Akub glanced at the fire, collected her thoughts, and then turned back to the warrior woman. “With prophecies come all things, even evil.”

      Zykeiah scowled. “I know all about your evil, Devourer. You won’t bring death here. I won’t allow it.”

      Akub swallowed the fear-soured spit in her mouth. Bitter. Thick. She longed for a mug of ale. “That happened a long time ago.”

      “Every good place you touch becomes eaten away by your deceit.”

      “Listen! Death will spread out across this land, even as far as the Southern Forest. At one point in time, that forest gave life. Now it breeds only decay. All of Veloris will meet its end if I don’t stop it.”

      “So, you came here to stop what?” Zykeiah’s right hand poised above one of the five throwing daggers. The metal gleamed in the firelight.

      Akub hesitated. “What the oracle demands.” She opened her palm. The clouded-over orb hovered in the air. “I can’t do it all on my own, Zy.”

      “You did snatch the queen’s soul! Are you unwell?” Zykeiah closed the distance between them in a blink of an eye, a dagger in her fist. She stood in striking distance.

      “Release her!”

      “I…this one is empty.”

      “Empty?” Zykeiah laughed, but it didn’t hold mirth. “Liar!”

      “Yes. I brought it here to capture the queen, to keep her safe until the evil could be stopped, but I need your help. It seems I arrived too late.”

      Zykeiah gawked in disbelief. She shook her head.

      “You asked for the truth. There it is, plain.”

      “What you propose is forbidden. This isn’t some fairytale. That thing shouldn’t even be here.”

      Zykeiah adjusted her tinted glasses on her head and peered hard at Akub as if seeing through her flesh and into her mind.

      “Aren’t you a ray of golden light?” Akub lifted the orb higher.

      “The risk is too great. Of all places, not here.”

      Akub had come to the ice planet because she’d heard the rumors of the Minister Knights of Souls, the so-called saviors of the Pixlis Galaxy. The orb darkened and dropped into Akub’s palm. Fine. Closed-minded individuals had held many back from greatness. Revolutionary vision often fell on deaf ears. History spoke of this.

      Kidnapping a queen sounded mad. That didn’t mean it was.

      “Realign yourself with life. The orbs are only death.” Zykeiah’s tone had softened, but her stance hadn’t.

      “I can’t claim my life back. Not now. Not after all I’ve done.”

      And all I have yet to do.

      “Devil’s fire will rage if I allow you to stay here. You must leave.” Zykeiah started for the door.

      “No.” Hadn’t Zykeiah been listening?

      “I will make you.”

      “So be it.”

      A smile rose on Akub’s face, and she laughed at the stunned expression on Zykeiah’s. Her former lover didn’t like being rejected.

      She caught herself as Zykeiah’s gaze narrowed.

      “You assume I would let you live.” Zykeiah’s voice lowered to just above the fire’s crackle.

      “I hurt you, I know—but being hurt doesn’t make you right, Zy. I’m not here to harm the queen, only help.”

      “You ran from me. Innocents do not run. Stealing a queen’s soul is a marker for death. You’ll throw your life away for some whispered nonsense from a piece of glass.”

      A dagger zipped by Akub’s face. She flinched and touched her cheek. No blood, just the breeze as it flew past. It made her heartbeat increase.

      A warning. Zykeiah never missed.

      “Were you actually trying to hit me?” Akub’s anger rose.

      “Give me the orb.” Zykeiah stalked over to her and, with an outstretched hand, beckoned. “Now.”

      Annoyed, Akub swept her hand upward and whispered, “Hold.”

      The gesture sent the knight whirling backward over the chair and into the opposite wall with a whack. The purplish scars on Akub’s hands throbbed as her power ignited. She held up one hand, palm-out, and in the other, the orb.

      “Stop!” Zykeiah managed, before gurgling replaced her words.

      Akub’s outstretched hand remained rigid with power. If she wanted the minister knights’ help, killing Zykeiah wouldn’t be a good starting point. Plus, she couldn’t deny the feelings the warrior raised in her. Emotions she’d long since buried reanimated on seeing her again.

      “Release!” She relaxed her hand, and Zykeiah fell with a crash to the floor.

      Silence.

      Akub had to slow her breathing. Ever since she discovered the orb, using her magick winded her. It took too much energy to suppress the orb’s call for souls. Its constant hunger took much to muffle. She spun away from Zykeiah and turned to the fireplace again. With her heart burning, she gripped the orb tighter. It glowed and warmed as memories flared in her mind.

      Many rotations ago, while under the influence of a soul snatcher—Manola, she of ill repute, the undead—Akub had done terrible acts. Her will had been caught in the undertow of this woman’s influence. She’d devoured the trust of Zykeiah, her own family, and countless souls entrusted to her—all to feed Manola’s appetite and support Valek’s enterprise.

      Manola had worked for Valek, a greedy and vile man who once extracted souls and turned them into a mind-reading serum he then sold to warring armies on two separate planets. At first, Akub thought Manola could help her magick, assist her knowledge of other worlds, and grow her skills. All of this, the pale woman promised.

      A hard cough from Zykeiah wrenched Akub from her thoughts. Across the room, the minister glowered, touched her throat, and took another dagger into her fist as she got to her feet.

      “You caught me off guard once. You won’t again,” Zykeiah warned.

      Akub put up both her hands in surrender. “I came here for your help, not to fight.”

      “I cannot tell. You come to my home. Attack my queen.” Zykeiah rotated a dagger in her hand. A dangerous expression spoiled her face.

      Akub huffed out a deep breath. Stubborn. Brave. Foolish. All of these qualities made her fall in love with Zykeiah once, and even now, the strong tugs of attraction lingered. They proved just as annoying then as now.

      “Are you going to help me?” Akub whispered, her throat tight.

      “No.” Zykeiah gestured with her dagger at the scattering of her items on the floor.

      “I didn’t mean to attack you…”

      “A perfect denial! You even look like you might believe it, Devourer of Truth.”

      “…I need you to listen to me. A great evil is coming here. It may even be here already.”

      “If there is evil, it’s because you led it here.” Zykeiah walked over to the door and removed the thick wooden plank that secured it.

      “Zy, listen…” Akub rushed to her, but didn’t touch her.

      Zykeiah leaned in close. “There is a dangerous evil right here, right now—in your cloak—that glass sphere.”

      As if on reflex, Akub’s hand squeezed the orb.

      Zykeiah’s unflinching, penetrating stare made her squirm. At the same time, she wanted to snatch Zykeiah to her and kiss her thick lips. She remembered how warm, enjoyable, and comforting being in Zykeiah’s arms had been. Safe. Loved. Cherished. Nothing would ever touch her as long as Zykeiah loved her. The memories poured into her, forcing her eyes to burn and her throat to go dry.

      “Zy…” Akub released the orb, took her hand out of her robe, and reached for the knight’s hand.

      “No.” She jerked her hand away from Akub. Zykeiah’s voice held heat mixed with caution as she raised her dagger. “Get. Out.”

      Akub wrapped her arm around Zykeiah’s waist. Since spilling out of the Allerton Circle, Akub had struggled against the urge to fall under Zykeiah’s spell. Nothing had prepared her for seeing her former lover again. Not even the most powerful magick could make her not desire the knight.

      “Fool me once, you bear the shame; fool me again will get you dead. Get your things. The Circle awaits.” Zykeiah untangled herself from Akub’s embrace.

      Suddenly, the door swung open. Zykeiah jumped out of the way to avoid being hit.

      A tall, dark man entered the chamber. His bald head gleamed in the firelight. Shadows flickered along his unsmiling face, as if afraid. On one of his biceps, a raised M had been branded, seared into his smooth, hairless flesh. Gray eyes drifted over Akub’s face and then to Zykeiah.

      “Marion! Knock first!” Zykeiah stepped in front of Akub.

      Akub doubted Zykeiah even realized she had done it.

      Marion. The heir to the throne and Minister Knights of Souls’ leader. He had been the one who rushed to the queen at evening meal when she collapsed. Like Zykeiah, he wore kowletta leather pants and heavy snow boots. His sleeveless vest left his muscular torso exposed. His tinted glasses sat atop his head, and his lips pulled back into a sneer. At his side, a heavy sword rested in its scabbard.

      “The servants speak of a woman in a dark green cloak. She had an orb. A Saturn Four woman. So, tell me, Zykeiah, why do you hide her?” Marion pushed his way farther into the room, which seemed to shrink in size at his girth.

      “I do not hide her. I removed the danger from the populace. I have questioned her, and she has nothing to do with what happened to the queen.” Zykeiah sheathed her dagger and crossed her arms. She stared up at Marion as if daring him to disagree.

      “You are sure of this?” He looked down at her and then back to Akub.

      Stunned at Zykeiah’s declaration, Akub could only manage a nod. She’d heard about the great Marion of the Minister Knights of Souls from Manola. Rotations prior, he rescued both his wife and her sister from Valek’s soul cages only to have his own soul stolen by betrayal.

      “She’s on her way back to Saturn Four.” Zykeiah stepped forward.

      “What is your name?” He rounded to face Akub.

      “Akub.”

      “That is a man’s name.” He quirked an eyebrow.

      “Then you know it means replaces. I had a twin, but I consumed her before I was born. Thus, I am the one who replaced the other.”

      “Akub, the Devourer. That is how I met her,” Zykeiah added.

      “The Devourer. You’re the Devourer? Show me the orb!” Marion’s face became hard.

      “You won’t bewitch him. Accept your fate. The Circle for you.” Zykeiah gestured to the door again.

      “Bewitching?” Marion stepped back and wrapped a hand around his sword’s hilt.

      “The Devourer is a magic weaver. When her lips move, it is either a spell or a lie. Be wary that you do not end up mired in her verbal quagmire.”

      “I’m not interested in bewitching anyone. The oracle declared that a period of darkness and unrest will happen here, on Veloris. I came here to stop it…” Zykeiah’s heart had closed to her, and the more she spoke, the more pathetic she sounded.

      “How do you do it?” Marion asked.

      Akub pushed back her sleeves. “The magick in my body is used, called forth, and with vision, I weave what I will.”

      “The orb.” Marion held out his other hand.

      Akub put her focus on him. She could argue that Zykeiah’s words held no truth, but she wouldn’t. She would have to show her integrity to override Zykeiah’s bitterness and long memory of betrayal. The purplish marks on her hands began to tingle. When the oracle gave visions, it would snatch her consciousness and shove all its warnings into it. When Akub awoke, drained and nauseous, she would have to sort out the blurred and often confusing images.

      Even now, Marion’s arrival had been predestined. The oracle had foretold it. Akub could see that now. She shut her eyes and tried to call upon the other words and images from her visit to the oracle. None of the priestesses had been able to help her tease out the clarity she needed. More revelations awaited, but Akub could not parse it out. Her human memory was too weak for the oracle’s power.

      “The orb! Let me see it.” Marion stepped closer still. His body held the threat of harm, but not his tone or his face.

      Akub expected his outstretched hand to tremble from the echoes of his own soul snatching, but it did not. Instead, he beckoned with his head for her to turn over the very item she could not give to Zykeiah.

      “Akub…” Zykeiah’s tone held warning.

      “My mother, the queen of Veloris, lies ill. I will not tolerate much more delay.” Marion’s other hand rested on the hilt of the sword.

      “Yes, I…I understand.”

      Akub removed the sphere and held it up to Marion. He took it and lifted it to eye-level, peering inside.

      His gray eyes shifted from the still-darkened orb to her. “Come with me.”

      “Marion?” Zykeiah’s facial expression betrayed her confusion.

      “You come also.”

      Marion gave the orb back to Akub. He turned on his heel and left, leaving her flabbergasted in his wake.
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      Akub followed Marion down a short path that led to the hallway behind the Great Hall. There it forked: one path leading to the Great Hall’s kitchen and the other connected to a spiral staircase. They then walked up the stone staircase. Worn by time, the uneven stairs circled to the second floor.

      “I do not know what is wrong with her, but her skin burns. She’s quite weak.” Marion spoke to her over his shoulder, as if conveying an important secret.

      The ancient castle managed to hold the cold at bay. So why did she feel so chilly?

      Once they reached the top, Akub followed Marion out into yet another hallway. A heady vanilla scent clung to the air. Sweetness and the pinch of burnt wood melded together in the tight corridor. Marion walked a short path to the first arch on the left. Two soldiers stood at attention and nodded in greeting to the heir apparent when he reached them. He pulled back the silver-embellished wire screen with his free hand to enter the queen's chamber.

      “Sir, Minister Kalah asked that she not be disturbed,” the guard said with a small bow.

      Marion did not pause as he pushed on ahead.

      In the queen’s outer room, Akub found another man. He stared into space with dried, salty tear-trails upon his face, his eyes red and watery. Marion passed him, but then turned back again. Frustration on his face made him look hard, but it softened when he peered down at the seated minister.

      “Kalah. All will be well.” Marion clapped him on the shoulder.

      “Will it?” Kalah’s features contorted into a frown.

      Oh yes. The brother, the second-tiered prince, held all hints of anger.

      Akub feared a verbal fight would ensue, so she backed away from the two men. She could tell from the knight’s bleary eyes and clipped tone that he lacked rest. Sleepiness and grief spilled over him, for his hunched shoulders appeared to fold under the pressure as he sought Marion’s attention.

      Instead of inciting strife, Marion asked, “Where are you going?”

      “How did you…” Kalah faltered and searched for the words. He rubbed his arms and folded them again as if warding off his sorrow.

      Marion squatted down in front of him. He grabbed both of Kalah’s shoulders and gave him a gentle shake. “Forgive me if my tone was sharp. All will be well with her. I see your satchel is packed and ready at your feet.”

      “I am off to Stocklah, if you want to come with me…” Kalah sounded relieved. He blossomed as his brother’s words sank in.

      “We’ve got other matters to attend.” Zykeiah marched farther into the room and put her hands on her hips. “You can’t just go galloping off to the mountains! The queen has been attacked. You’re a minister for goddess’s sake!”

      Kalah shot to his feet. “I will go wherever I please, and I don’t need you telling me about who I am.”

      Marion positioned himself between them. “Zykeiah’s right. I must attend to Momma. Kalah, you go to Stocklah. There’s no use for you here.”

      Akub flinched at the implication. Kalah had no purpose?

      Kalah snatched up his satchel and slung it over his shoulder. “I see. Who in the name of Ana is this?”

      All of them turned to look at Akub. So much for hiding in the background.

      “Forgive me. This is Akub.” Marion’s tone sounded flat.

      “The Devourer.” Zykeiah pressed her lips firmly in disapproval.

      For the first time since she entered the outer room, Kalah truly saw her. Perhaps as royalty, he had become accustomed to people flitting around. Servants had become backdrops or pieces of furniture. He didn’t see them for they had fallen beneath his notice, parts of the scenery.

      Kalah gave her a weary flash of teeth. He rubbed his hands across his scarlet leather pants and bowed in greeting.

      “Salamu, Devourer. From what I heard of you, I thought you’d be larger.”

      “Reality always disappoints.” Akub met the prince’s bored expression.

      “I told you your reputation precedes you,” Zykeiah said to Akub as she pushed past the diminutive Devourer and started for the queen’s bedroom.

      “Why is she here?” Kalah grabbed Zykeiah’s arm, stopping her mid-step.

      Zykeiah glared at the offending minister knight and the offending hand as if she meant to dissolve it with her gaze.

      “Kalah.”

      One word held more threat than a thousand armed men.

      Kalah peeled his hand off her and mumbled a half-hearted, “I beg your forgiveness.”

      Zykeiah snatched her arm free.

      Akub didn’t like him. Spoiled prince. The same as every other spoiled prince on each planet and kingdom across the Pixlis Galaxy. He did not distinguish himself from them, and she’d seen many of his ilk. Like those others, Kalah despised women. Akub reflected on how he’d grabbed Zykeiah’s arm, how he planned to leave, abandoning his mother to her fate. The selfish, younger knight hated everyone because beneath the polished boots and muscular body, he despised himself and envied his brother, and above all, women. Women wielded power to create life, forge kingdoms, and weave magick.

      Kalah adjusted his cloak and cleared his throat. “No matter. You two have it all in hand. I’m off to Stocklah.”

      Without another word, he left.

      As soon as the screen closed and Kalah’s footsteps faded, Marion turned to Akub with his shoulders sagging. “Come.”

      She had no family, and this only affirmed that she’d been spared the agony of blood kin.

      Shaking off these thoughts, she focused on the task at hand. The oracle had spoken. And she would obey.

      Marion went to two shelves furnished with jars of herbs, toadstools, and other substances that occupied a tiny space in the outer sitting room—his mother’s cabinet. Zykeiah crossed her arms and watched. The knight’s gaze weighed on her.

      “Akub, could a cure for the queen be hidden here? I know many treatments, but I don’t know what ails her.”

      Akub’s heart pinched. For all her magick weaver powers, she couldn’t help the queen with herbs. “I have no knowledge of apothecary or herbology. My magick comes from within.”

      “You have knowledge of death, not life. This I know, Devourer. Still, you are a weaver. Perhaps, you can mend what ails her.” Marion went into the queen’s bedchamber, leaving the outer room.

      Zykeiah remained quiet but went into the room. Unable to read her face, Akub followed her lead and remained silent.

      Her tarnished reputation preceded her like a ravaged and soiled royal floor runner. It held her fast, despite all her great and noble deeds since the rotations of Solance and the war. People only recalled her savagery, the history. The Devourer, a constant albatross around Akub’s neck.

      “I, I…don’t…”

      “Come, Devourer. Perhaps you can use your magick for good and be redeemed.” Marion waved her farther into the bedroom.

      “I would have thought, sir, that you’d learned your lesson about redemption.” Zykeiah’s words held the sharpness of anger.

      They exchanged a look Akub couldn’t read.

      The queen’s bedchamber contained a large bed, which had four wooden posts and soft lilac-colored curtains, the same shade as the canopy on her throne. The queen lay in the center of the bed, her forehead dotted with sweat. Her dry lips cracked and blood glimmered in the cracks. Marion moved around the bed, removed his mother's boots, and snatched back the bed’s curtains, tying them with thick cords to the posts. He hurried to unfold the blankets and covered the queen up again with them.

      At last, Marion turned to Akub. His face shined with sweat. “Can you heal her?”

      “I don’t know what ails her. As I said, my abilities are limited in this area.” Akub clutched the orb in her cloak’s pocket.

      “You don’t…” Marion rubbed his sweaty face. “Then why are you here? On Veloris?”

      He sat on a handcrafted chest marred by scars and dings and made of a similar wood as the bed. Like his spirit, it had seen sunnier days. Only a sliver of illumination from the outer room spilled into the bedchamber. Across from Akub, a window revealed clouds that blotted out the moon’s silver rays, and no torchlight entered through the room’s two doorways. Shadows hid parts of Marion’s expression from Akub’s gaze. They threatened to swallow him up.

      The burden of leadership must be heavy indeed.

      Akub enjoyed being a loner. Her time spent following others had left a bitter taste in her mouth.

      “I am here because the oracle told me to come.”

      When she opened her mouth to say more, Marion silenced her with his hand. The soft creak of the silver wire screen had alerted him, too.

      Zykeiah grinned as a woman entered the bedchamber with a look of disapproval and concern on her face. She was all curves and thick curly hair.

      “We must talk, Marion. Now!” she whispered.

      The tone indicated a relationship only a few had with the minister knight. Akub recalled having seen this same woman dance with Marion in the Great Hall.

      “It must wait, Sarah.” Marion waved her off.

      “It cannot.” Sarah folded her arms.

      Sarah. Priestess. Firecaller. The future queen of Veloris had hardly noticed her. Akub had become used to blending into the surroundings. Her ability to fade was one of her talents, but she had expected more from the savior of Veloris. This woman had defeated Manola. Rescued Marion. Destroyed Valek. Kalah’s words echoed back into her head. I thought she’d be larger.

      Akub sucked in a breath of stunned reverence. How could she successfully overcome three of the most powerful Veloris warriors?

      Sarah’s face softened as she joined her husband at the queen’s beside. "How is she?"

      “She’s neither stirred nor moved from the spot where I laid her. She sleeps, but her skin still burns." Marion huffed in frustration. He kept his gaze on Queen Zoë’s face, as if he could discover her strange illness by looking into her soul.

      “It is unlike anything I have ever seen. There is no cough, no outward signs of illness, except that her skin burns.” Marion folded his hands into a tent as if praying to the goddess.

      Zykeiah moved her unusually bright gaze from Marion to Akub. She’d been quiet for a long time.

      What brews within that beautiful head, Zy?

      “Sarah, this is Akub, the Devourer.” Zykeiah jerked her thumb in Akub’s direction.

      Sarah spun to face her. “You!”

      “Me.” Akub put her hands on her hips.

      “Marion wants Akub to heal the queen.” Zykeiah leaned against the doorway. "What say you?"

      “Marion, she has an orb!” Sarah raised her hands. They glowed with fire. She’d been radiant in her entry, but now panic exaggerated her fine features.

      How did Sarah know about the orb? Some have long believed that the soul snatching orbs called to other weavers. Perhaps she’d been wrong to doubt Sarah’s power. Her palms burned with flames, yet her skin remained unblemished.

      Akub didn’t ask, but instead said, "Speak not of the orb. ‘Tis the oracle that brought me to Veloris.”

      "She needs to be taken to the Circle and sent back to Saturn Four! We are wasting time, Marion. The queen lies in her bed, close to death.” Zykeiah stalked around the room, her hands punctuating each word.

      Sarah nodded. “I agree. The Devourer must leave. We cannot have this wickedness here.”

      A common expression for those familiar with the orb’s power. “The orb isn’t wicked, but like all objects, can be used for ill purpose,” Akub said.

      Marion interjected. "With Octiva on her way to the Southern Forest to collect herbs and plants for the castle's Greenery, my mother is at the mercy of time. I must do everything I can to save her, including asking one such as the Devourer to assist."

      “The Devourer can’t prepare a remedy.” Zykeiah pointed to the shelves in the outer room. “None of us can!”

      “Despite my lessons in apothecary, I lack the necessary knowledge to mix a remedy. Octiva would know. She always knows.” Sarah folded her arms. The flames on her hands extinguished. “But Octiva went to the Southern Forest.”

      The scar over Zykeiah’s right eye twitched at the news. "Is she with an escort? With the queen close to death? Why?"

      "No escort. I don’t know why Octiva didn’t allow any of us to accompany her. Perhaps she didn’t want us to miss the celebration." Marion shrugged.

      "Octiva is a servant!" Zykeiah barked, her patience spent. Akub recognized the alarm in Zy’s tone. Zykeiah had been pushed beyond the limits of civility as the feeling of helplessness agitated her.

      The emotions filled the tiny space like the thickening of stew in a pot.

      “She’s an elder, not just a servant!” Sarah‘s voice rose above the hushed tones.

      Queen Zoë groaned.

      "Shush. Shush. The queen needs her rest.” Marion stood up and gestured for them to leave the room.

      With those words, he sat back down beside the bed in a cushioned chair, his eyes back on Queen Zoë’s face.

      “Marion.” Zykeiah took a step toward him.

      “Leave it for now, Zykeiah.” His darkened.

      Zykeiah rolled her eyes. Without speaking another word, she marched from the room. Her boots scattered the herbs and rosemary leaves blanketing the floor, disturbing the essence of peace.

      Zykeiah’s temper knew no bounds.

      “Sarah, what say you to all of this?” Marion interjected.

      Sarah’s green eyes shifted to Akub. “The Devourer must go. Now.” Marion had removed Zykeiah, the only person who could stop her.

      "Lady Sarah, the oracle has spoken." Akub took out the orb. “I’m here for the queen.”

      “What? Wait! Stop!” Sarah shouted.

      Too late.

      Akub made her hand sign. “Hold!”

      She conjured her magick before Marion could get to his feet. It smacked the large man against the wall, pinning him there. He fought against the invisible hand that pressed him back.

      Sarah’s fireball whizzed by her face. “Stop!”

      Too slow. No doubt the last two years of peace had cost the lady in terms of precision and speed.

      “Same again. Hold!” Akub shouted, and with the orb’s power fueling her own, she sent Sarah sailing through the archway and into the other room. Items crashed as the other woman landed with force.

      Wheezing through the act, Akub hurried to the bed and held the orb over the queen’s face.

      She closed her eyes and released her hold over the sphere.

      “Come forth.”

      Its green stream of light levitated the queen’s body in mid-air before releasing it to collapse into a lifeless pile of parts, very much like a sack of potatoes, to the bed. Where the queen’s gray eyes used to be were now empty, blackened sockets.

      “No!” roared Marion, his arms flailing, muscles straining to free himself. Grief melted his hardened image. “I will kill you! Devourer, I will kill you!”

      “You will thank me,” she whispered to him. “Release.”

      This was the only way. The betrayal stung, and Akub pressed her magick like a giant hand against Marion’s chest in increasing measure until he passed out. Not enough to kill him. Her former days drenched in death had long since gone, and the thrill of slaughter had lost its sway. When she released him, he crashed to the floor. The orb’s warmth tickled her palm. She placed it in her pocket, its weight greater than before. Souls such as the queen’s were heavy.

      “Minister? Is all well?” the guard called from the other room.

      Guards! By the goddess!

      As she raced from the room, she passed Sarah’s unconscious body, crumpled in a heap beneath the cabinet. Akub paused and reached down and placed her palm above Sarah’s lips.

      She’s breathing.

      Akub hadn’t killed anyone.

      Somehow that provided little comfort.

      “What’s happened here? Stop!” the guard shouted. “Stop!”

      Akub didn’t wait for him to slash her. Instead she fled, slamming into the incoming guard, knocking him clear off his feet as she made her escape.
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      It took Akub several minutes to realize the thundering in her ears belonged to the hammering of her heart. Eons ago, an act such as this—a theft, a betrayal—had been easier. Often she performed those duties like a loyal pet. Manola had tugged on the strings and she had obeyed—without question. It didn’t require thought or will, only loyalty and rabid obedience. The same as any well-trained animal.

      “Halt!” The two guards had followed her outside to the hallway.

      Akub stopped as ordered. She had to get rid of them or they’d raise enough alarm to call others. With her arms raised high, she turned to face them.

      The younger of the two men spoke first. “We heard noises from within. The minister’s been attacked, as had our lady. Our queen’s soul snatched.”

      The older guard inched closer to her, his eyes narrowed in suspicion. “You the only one walkin’ out, unharmed. Turn out your pockets.”

      “Or else I’m chasing their attacker,” Akub forced her magick into the words, devouring the other men’s resistance, their will to think otherwise. “Yes?”

      Glassy-eyed and a bit droopy, the older guard nodded, while the younger actually managed a “but…”

      “Yes, young lad, I am chasing the attacker.” Akub’s hands burned as she pushed harder, forcing the younger man’s resistance to mellow into her words, weaving the memory.

      After several tense moments, he said, “Yes.”

      With relief washing over her, she forced herself to walk down the stone staircase instead of fleeing full out. Every part of her wanted to run and not look back. Marion’s enraged face haunted her, and the roaring grief in his voice tore at her courage.

      I will kill you!

      Once she reached the bottom of the staircase, she headed away from the Great Hall toward the stables. When she’d arrived on the ice planet, she had been escorted, along with others from Saturn Four, to the castle’s stables. During that trek, she’d committed the route to memory.

      As she rounded the corner, she heard someone remark, “I apologize, Minister Zykeiah. I did not know it was you.”

      Zykeiah.

      Akub swallowed the lump of horror in her throat. She dipped back behind the wall and peered slowly around its edge. She couldn’t stay here, but the last person she wanted to encounter stood a short distance away. If the minister caught her, she’d be a terror to defeat. Sure, she could use her magick, but already winded, she doubted she could conjure enough to be effective. Akub recalled how efficiently Zykeiah had sliced open her enemies in battles. Some said that Zykeiah's daggers were extensions of her hands.

      The last thing she wanted was a confrontation with the lethal knight. Yet, she couldn’t stay in this spot. In fact, she needed to get off-world as soon as possible.

      Just outside the central baths, Zykeiah spoke in soft tones to a woman clad in a robe and her bare feet.

      Now! Seeing that she’d been distracted, Akub hurried around the corner.

      Akub blew out her anxiousness and started again toward the stables. With her magick, she dimmed her presence, but her weakened power didn’t last long. She’d only managed to get a few steps beyond the knight when it waned.

      “Akub, where are you headed in such a hurry?” Zykeiah shouted to her.

      Akub stopped at the top of the stairs that led down to the stables with a groan in her throat. She released a breath.

      “Leaving, as ordered.”

      Zykeiah signaled the bath maid to leave. The woman cast Akub a scowl before hurrying off. Akub expected Zykeiah to celebrate, but she said nothing as she walked over to her. When Zykeiah didn’t speak, Akub folded her arms into her cloak’s sleeve and fought down the urge to take off running. Her bravery faded just like her powers.

      “Wait till the morn.” Zykeiah broke the tense quiet.

      Is that concern in her voice? Akub searched Zykeiah’s stony expression but found no indication of emotion. The suggestion flew in the face of her previous tirade. Why?

      “No, you’re right. I’m leaving,” Akub’s love for Zykeiah warred against her need to do what the oracle had sent her to do. Zykeiah’s kindness had shamed her, and deep inside, she felt horrible that she’d stolen the queen’s soul.

      Yet, it had to be done. For the greater good.

      Zykeiah studied her with careful eyes before giving her a small bow. “Kwaheri, Akub.”

      One should not question the goddess, but Akub wasted little time pondering it further. She took the stairs two at a time down to the stables. The castle’s stables consumed a gigantic section directly behind the East Wing Hall. They stank of danker beasts and cold. How could Patches, the chief stable hand, stand it all day, let alone be so pleasant? If she had to endure the stench of the hairy thick-limbed beasts of burden native to Veloris, she’d be grouchy about it. Mean.

      Not to mention the icy pinch of the planet’s constant cold weather. The outdoor stables held some protection with the overhead wooden roof, stone stables, and hay, but some sections of the stables remained exposed, if for nothing else than to lessen the stench.

      From what she could gather, Patches’ good nature derived from his devotion both to the knights and to the throne. So, what would he say if he found out she’d stolen the very epitome of the crown—the queen?

      Why did it bother her so? She knew him not.

      Yet, it did.

      Urgency propelled her to hasten her pace. She had no time for regrets. They had all seemed like such decent folk, ready to protect their queen, even to the death.

      “Leaving?” Patches put oats into troughs.

      His face red from the cold and whips of white hair sticking out from beneath his woolen hat rendered him childlike, innocent. His face, chapped and peeling, was layered with wrinkles. His earnest grin exposed several vacant spots where teeth should have been.

      “Yes.” Akub shoved her hands into her cloak and huddled back inside it for warmth.

      “Looks like a storm’s rolling in.” Patches cast a weary glance upward. “Good. Many are leaving after what happened. You know the way to the Circle?”

      “I do.” All too well.

      Akub inched closer to the danker beast.

      Patches secured the saddle’s belts and situated it on the beast in question. “Many are afraid. Such cowardice! To attack the queen! Surprised the ministers don’t keep e’ryone here.”

      Akub managed to mumble, “Shame.”

      Patches’ gaze shifted out to the blanket of snow that separated the castle from the Stocklah Mountains.

      “Look like we goin’ get a bunch of snow. So much for the start of the Warming Season. Any of ‘em leaving could’ve done it.”

      “I must get on my way, Patches.” Akub climbed upon her danker beast.

      The danker beasts were prepared and well-adapted to the harshness of Veloris. Their thick hairy hide covered all but their eyes and short pink nostrils. They snorted and passed gas on such a continual basis that it permeated the air with the putrid odor of rotting food, yet they were dependable and quick, despite their four trunk-like legs. The animal could be given to an ill-prepared merchant and be taken back to the castle.

      Patches patted the animal with a loving ruffling of his hair. “Storm rolling in from the west, lady. You may want to stay in the village if it comes in too soon and hard. Sometimes the clouds give so much snow, you can’t get down the path.”

      Akub groaned. Great. A storm. “A village?”

      Patches gave her another open mouth laugh. “’Eh, you can’t miss it. Most of the travelers will be going that way. Follow the herd.”

      “Thank you.” Akub wrapped her hands around the reins.

      “Safe journey.” Patches patted the beast.

      Even from this distance, the Allerton Circle’s glow lit up the region of the Northern Forest. The distance didn’t silence its humming. It vibrated through the air and skated along Akub’s skin. She hated the way it made her flesh crawl. Coming through the Circle had been cozy, and to be expelled into Veloris’s harsh winter climate jarred her.

      Patches’ words held cold, harsh truth. Kidnapping a queen meant death. Zykeiah wouldn’t forgive her again.

      Not that she wanted to be reunited with Zykeiah in this way. All she had wanted the knight to do was help her avoid the coming danger the oracle envisioned. To be true to herself had cost her dearly.

      Along the well-worn path that cut through the Northern Forest, danker beasts, donkeys, and gbongs carried merchants to and from the Minister Knights of Souls’ castle and on to the Allerton Circle. Overhead, the cloudy gray sky threatened to dump more snow onto the already frigid land. Patches may be correct again. The simple stable hand was remarkably astute.

      Almost as if commanded, the wintry weather fell. Behind her, the castle loomed, menacing and dark against full gray clouds. Akub hunched back into her cloak. Her hands ached as they clenched the reins. The sounds of animals, unseen but heard, scurried through the stark wilderness. A few paces ahead, two danker beasts lumbered on at a slower pace than the others dark dots farther along the path. From the looks of it, the beasts carried newly-traded goods loaded on either side.

      Despite the bitter cold, Akub pushed on as others took a path that led off to the village Patches mentioned earlier. The snow continued without fail. The anxiousness crawling around in her belly thrusted her onward. She wanted to get back home, to Saturn Four, to return to her life where she used her magick to help, not hurt, others. The queen’s soul trapped in the orb would keep until extracted. Safe within her home, in her protection.

      When Akub arrived on the ice planet, she had a dual purpose: averting the tragedy the oracle prophesied and saving Zykeiah. The biggest hurdle—not the climate or the threats of thieves on the merchants’ path to the castle—had been facing her former, betrayed lover.

      Akub’s guilt had threatened to steal her courage. But she held it at bay by knowing she would save a planet. Regardless of the gnawing fear, she had done it. The orb infused her with bravery. Knowing she’d done the goddess’s will emboldened her. Akub touched the orb for warmth as well as to remind her of her purpose.

      As she did so, a quick burst of light blinded her. Akub pulled at the reins and reached wildly to steady herself as images shot through her psyche like rapid stabs of ice.

      The Antiqk Oracle would be heard.

      Like sharp arrow points, each visual plowed into her.

      Marion in a castle, chained to the floor, restrained at all four points. It was neither Queen Zoë’s castle nor any castle she had seen before. Cries sailed into the sky. She didn’t know Zykeiah’s whereabouts, but the feeling of foreboding pressed into her stomach.

      After mere seconds of this, Akub slumped forward on the danker beast, her stomach churning and her hands on fire. When she opened her eyes, the lids felt heavy and it took multiple attempts to see clearly. She focused on the white landscape around her and took in several slow breaths before pushing herself up. The falling snow created a curtain that shielded her from seeing too far ahead on the path.

      “By the goddess,” Akub groaned and adjusted her hood. The danker beast’s speed slowed to that of a turtle, lumbering along as if afraid.

      Something is amiss.

      The vision from the oracle didn’t have any connection to the one that sent her here. She tried to shake off the fog of the new images. In the vision, Veloris and the queen’s castle were desolate and deserted. The feeling of foreboding was the same. The original call showed servants scattered around the village, weeping in earnest about the death of the queen and the demise of the knights. Decay. Death. Destruction.

      A cold revelation rippled through her, and it had nothing to do with the weather. All she had attempted to help Zykeiah and Veloris had been rendered void. By stealing the queen’s soul, she hadn’t effected any change.

      “Argh!” Akub slammed her hand on the side of the saddle. As she struggled to separate the smear of images and sounds from the oracle’s vision, the tiny drop of doubt continued to drip into her heart.

      Blurred by time, faded like the worn path that led from the Allerton Circle through the Northern Forest, the oracle’s words slipped through her mental grasp. Their meaning remained hidden by emotions and shock, deep within her.

      What had she done?

      “No!” she shouted against the breeze. She’d done what the oracle demanded; she’d been obedient. It was just too early to understand the goddess’s message, but in time, the true message would be revealed.

      “Minister! Minister!” A voice, faint at first, grew in volume and intensity from behind her, shaking her out of her musings.

      She spied two danker beasts plowing through the snow at a fast pace. Behind those were several more. Despite the distance and the increasing snowfall, Akub knew her pursuers at once—Zykeiah and the palace guards. She could read the warrior’s body language and the displeasure wafting off her.

      Akub spurred her own animal to move faster. If she got to the Allerton Circle before Zykeiah, she could be back to Saturn Four and home before the knight caught her. There, she’d keep the queen’s soul safe until the threat had ceased.

      “Akub!” Zykeiah’s voice reached her through the chilly air. She maneuvered her danker beast off the path, rushing by other, slower riders, who like her, had decided to plow ahead despite the weather. With a gloved-hand, she gestured for Akub to do the same. Beside her, another person rode hard and fast.

      Marion. Palace Guards.

      Akub turned back to the pathway, leaned forward, and pressed on faster. Her danker beast bellowed at her rough encouragement. Faster! Its thick, fur-clad hide protected it from the cold and snowy weather, but it couldn’t buffer all the sting of Akub’s riding crop.

      Ahead, the glowing edge of the Allerton Circle came into view over the treetops. She relaxed, feeling the wet snow melt into her eyelashes but freeze on her cheeks.

      Thank the goddess!

      Freedom. So close she could feel it.

      A burst of pain erupted in her shoulder, and Akub winced in agony. Her danker beast stopped at once, pitching her forward. She landed in the snow with a hard thud. Her breath escaped in ragged gasps, and the icy temperatures made it hard to capture her breath.

      I need a protection circle. I should’ve gone to the village.

      Akub pushed herself onto her knees. When she looked back at her pursuers, she saw Marion leap off his beast before it had come to a complete stop. He ran the short distance toward her.

      How the hell did they catch up so quickly? Akub rushed to draw the symbols into the snow, her body stiff with cold. With her magick weakened, she couldn’t call on it to weave protection.

      Faster!

      Just as she could scramble to her feet, she saw the flicker of a shadow as Marion appeared before her. Startled, she almost screamed, but before the sound could escape her lips, he held up a dark sphere.

      With short, ragged breath, he spoke. “Sleep.”

      Darkness claimed her.
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      Where am I? The orb!

      An upside-down hearth and fur-trimmed leather boots made the nausea in Akub’s stomach lurch forward, but being carried upside down always made her ill. She tried to right herself, but she discovered her hands and feet bound. Gagged, she groaned as it all came rushing back. The soul snatching. Her escape. Her capture. The minister knights had ambushed her. Apparently, Marion had a few secretive skills and tricks of his own. With her left shoulder in agonizing pain—no doubt from one of Zykeiah’s daggers—she tried to break her bindings. Magic weaving required her to speak to invoke. All she managed now were gurgles and grunts. Full panic set in.

      “She wakes. Now let’s put her to permanent sleep.” An upside down Zykeiah came into view with dagger in hand.

      “In time.” Marion spoke with calm resolution.

      Death.

      Marion carried her over his shoulder, giving her a view of his buttocks and boots. He’d taken the orb. Like all of them, he reeked of danker beast, a horrid smell of wet fur and sweat. Sharp sensations of pain shot up her back. When she lifted her neck and blinked to quell the burning in her eyes, she fell back again to the same position. Across from her, wisps of smoke spiraled upward from one of the hallway fireplaces that had been recently extinguished, confirming that she was back in the castle.

      Akub could hear servants making their way between the East Hall and Great Hall kitchens. Trading, sharing, and exchanging, they often relied upon each other, and it was only when both kitchens and the storage room had been depleted of a certain item that the servants ventured out to their quarters for goods. That had been the way it worked in most castles across the Pixlis Galaxy.

      The hearth outside the Great Hall poured warmth into the wide space, but one had to still stand fairly close to feel it. Snow and ice melted in Akub’s hair, her eyelashes, and her cloak, but the melt rolled down her face. She shook off as much of the weather as she could, wiggling against her restraints and her restrainer.

      “Be still.” A warning rang through his tone.

      He must still be angry about that surprise attack. Akub complied.

      An eerie silence hung inside the corridor. Early in the morn, hushed, disembodied voices slipped through the windows and archways as people trickled into the castle, unaware of the importance of her situation, going about the work of morning meals.

      The knights had tied her hands behind her back. Despite the people, no opportunity arose to escape, so she sucked in a deep breath and stretched her arms as far as the ropes would allow. Her shoulders burned from the effort, but the bindings held. Curse Zykeiah for being so efficient.

      “Be still!” Marion’s voice held threat of harm.

      Once she’d complied with his orders, Marion knelt and stood her upright, planting her feet flat against the stone floor. She could move her legs, though only in a little shuffle because of the rope’s short length.

      Almost as if she’d blinked, the corridor cleared.

      “Where is everyone? It’s almost morning meals.” Beside her, Zykeiah removed her own cloak and shook it out. After tossing it over her shoulder, she removed her gloves and shoved them into the cloak’s pocket. She rubbed her hands together and held them before the fire to warm them.

      With his free hand, Marion snatched Akub’s arm and half-dragged, half-guided her down into the room. Her booted feet made shuffling noises against the flooring. They stopped in front of Zykeiah’s quarters. The exact same place she’d been only a few hours prior. Neither of the knights spoke. There seemed to be some mental communication between them.

      Marion kept his cloak on, and Akub could hear the call of the orb. She cried out against the gag, but it came out only as muffled noise.

      “Speak not! Your mouth has caused enough sorrow.” Zykeiah patted her thigh daggers with her free hand. “You do understand, Devourer, that you will leave this planet and never return? Perhaps leave it in spirit form. You did exactly what you told me you wouldn’t do. I ought to kill you where you stand.”

      “No. That will fall to me.” Marion pulled the sword from its sheath that hung on a muscular thigh, his face a mask of stone. One of the servants giggled, and he glanced around. When he turned back to Akub, he sheathed his weapon with the casualness of habit.

      Zykeiah had a stubborn streak the size of a danker beast’s, but so did Akub. It made for a dramatic and messy relationship. So why did Akub long for it again? How could she tell Zykeiah that she’d risked her own life, her re-established reputation for the sole purpose of saving Veloris, saving her?

      Zykeiah pushed her roughly aside as she unlocked her door and walked into the room. Marion shoved Akub over to the space beside the fireplace, grunting at her as he did so. It was like he wanted to speak to her, but his anger had rendered all his abilities to do so null.

      “Where’s Kalah?” Marion inquired to Zykeiah. He leaned back against the wall adjacent to the door. “Did you not tell him to meet us here? We ought to take this one up to the holding cells.”

      “Well, he returned from Stocklah, opting not to camp overnight. How he manages to be late when his room is right next door, I don’t know.” Zykeiah placed more pink logs onto an already blazing fire. She avoided eye contact with Akub.

      Akub smiled against the gag as she recalled that Zykeiah liked onk logs. They acted not only as a source of heat, but also as an air freshener, offering the floral scent of the potta trees. Light. Airy. They cleared the air of the heaviness of closed in spaces, dampness, and cold.

      Akub let out a harsh snort against the gag. When she first arrived last evening, she’d been too nervous to take in the knight’s living space, but now, she noted Zykeiah’s neat and orderly lifestyle. Her weapons and favorite pouches were grouped in a corner. Nothing was out of place—each dagger, flower, and log had a resting place.

      “Where’s the orb?” Zykeiah asked.

      Marion answered. “Octiva has it now. She and Sarah are restoring Momma to flesh.”

      Akub groaned. The orb! She realized her cloak’s pocket had been emptied and all her efforts had gone to waste. While unconscious, she’d been robbed!

      “Thief!” she shouted, but it only came out as a gargled noise.

      Zykeiah glared. “Silence!”

      At this the door wrenched open and in walked the younger knight in question, Kalah, his face a canvas of aggravation. “Somehow we’ve all ended up here. I don’t know why I have to be here. It’s too early in the morn.” And then to Akub, “Why isn’t she dead?”

      Zykeiah nodded as she agreed.

      Akub had risked everything and done all the oracle had instructed. Her life now appeared to be forfeit, but she’d do whatever she had to do. She trusted the goddess. If the supreme had cause to end her life, to snip its thread, then so be it.

      The door wrenched open again, and in walked Sarah, her dark hair spiraling in curls to her waist. The leather pants skimmed full hips, but like Zykeiah, she wore fur-trimmed boots. She came right up to Akub. Almost the same height, she leaned in close to Akub’s face. Sarah’s dark green eyes narrowed. Bruising and scratches marred her cheeks and the bridge of her nose.

      Anger wafted off her, too, and not for the first time Akub found all the knights to be very sore losers. The princess didn’t enjoy their little tussle in the queen’s bedchambers. Fury burned in her eyes.

      Akub would’ve grinned if not for the gag.

      Those were Devourer thoughts, and Akub pushed them away. She didn’t really enjoy what she had done, but to negate that she had been able to best them, something few others had been able to do, well, she did smile in pleasure.

      “Sarah, what of the queen?” Marion came to her and gently drew her away from Akub.

      As if waking from a dream, Sarah blinked and allowed herself to be led. “Yes. Octiva and I were able to restore her to flesh, as she once did for you with the Bandon root.” Her ire at Akub seeped through each word. “But you…”

      “Live…” came still another voice as an elderly woman with tapered ears walked into the room. “As does the queen. The goddess heals all.”

      How many others would squeeze into this tiny space?

      Even as Akub watched her, the woman’s old and sour face changed to that of a mid-life woman. Pointed ears arced upward into a thatch of grayed, locked hair. She seemed to float across the floor as the knights parted to allow her further entry. Her countenance softened, and she walked directly to Akub. A hushed reverence—or fear—fell over the now crowded room.

      This woman probably frightened most people, for she wore the markings of an Ana elder. The purplish marks covered her hands, her face, and stood out against the darkness of her skin. The others’ reluctance had nothing to do with the elder’s tattooed magick along her skin. No. The power radiated from her in such thickness, Akub could touch it. She wasn’t sure if people moved from the elder’s path by their choice or by the sheer force of her magick.

      Akub had only felt that dense power one other time in her life—Manola.

      Unlike that fixture of evil, this woman held warmth, and despite being bound, Akub relaxed.

      “No one summoned you, Octiva,” Kalah muttered, bitterness and indignation pouring from his body language.

      Still unimpressed with the younger prince, Akub returned her attention to the elder. So this was Octiva, the source of heated debate.

      “I am Octiva, Ana priestess and servant of the queen.” She stood rigid and regal. What little magick Akub had remaining flattened, suppressed since the elder’s arrival.

      Akub gurgled a greeting. Habit. So accustomed to speaking and having the freedom to do so, she couldn’t stop from replying when the elder addressed her. As the Devourer, she’d been tortured, imprisoned, and hunted, but somehow being silenced hurt more than all the physical torments of her past put together. The loss of her voice meant the loss of her power.

      She also couldn’t understand why the elder had come to her, greeted her, except to harm her. Perhaps this was how they handled judgments on Veloris. Every kingdom was different. Her markers attested to that.

      “Remove her gag and release her.” Octiva gestured with the sweep of her hand.

      Sarah scoffed, with her arms akimbo, and shook her head. The others didn’t move, but they all started talking at once.

      “You don’t command us.” Kalah stepped forward, his face a mash of fury. “You’re a servant.”

      “Kalah!” Sarah rebuked him as he jerked away. “You know as well as I…”

      “We cannot allow a servant to dictate a matter such as this! This woman snatched the soul of the queen. My momma. If we do not set a firm, strong example, others may feel inclined to do the same. Those of Saturn Four lurk among our own disgruntled people. How do we know she isn’t aligned with one of the merchants?”

      “We are all servants to Fate as written by the Goddess Ana,” Octiva replied, but she didn’t speak to him. The words had been meant for Akub.

      Marion took Sarah into his arms, but she shook him off. “Kalah speaks true. We must present a strong front.”

      Octiva went to Akub and released her gag. It fell in a hush to the floor.

      “Aye, he does,” Zykeiah sat down on the rug. A dagger rotated in slow circles.

      “Fate is a belief, a concept crafted by priestesses and elders,” Kalah said. “It doesn’t make policy for the throne.”

      Sarah burnt the ropes. They fell to ground as ashes. With a dry throat, Akub coughed before she formed words. Her throat pulsed in time to the throbbing in her wrists and her ankles.

      “It’s only Fate that I’m here,” Akub interjected.

      “Always the obedient one, yes, Lady Sarah?” Kalah made a frustrated noise.

      “Obedience brings us closer to the goddess. It’s she that I obeyed,” Sarah answered as she came from around and stood beside Octiva.

      “No matter. Bound or not, she’s no threat. Akub’s a one-trick danker,” Zykeiah said.

      Akub focused her attention on Octiva and spoke. “You have my gratitude. I know what I have done is inexcusable. As I tried to tell Zykeiah before, I obeyed the goddess’s bidding. The oracle spoke to me, and I answered. All of Veloris would be destroyed. I tried to tell her, but she wouldn’t listen. Just as Lady Sarah said, I obeyed the goddess.”

      “You can’t hold me responsible for not trusting your word, Devourer,” Zykeiah remarked. “Your reputation…”

      “No. I cannot,” Akub agreed.

      Octiva folded her arms into the sleeves of her cloak. “You speak of a vision, of prophecy. Speak and enlighten.”

      “You’re not going to believe this gobhosh?” Zykeiah rose from the floor, her face pinched in disbelief. “She devours truth!”

      The elder raised her hand, and the room fell silent. Zykeiah opened her mouth to argue but shut it without speaking. Akub couldn’t tell if the elder had quieted the room with magick or fear. The effects were the same.

      “The Antiqk Oracle's prophecies are never good, but I have felt nothing from the goddess. Not even a whisper…” Sarah said to the elder. “Nothing.”

      “I ask the Devourer.” Octiva’s voice drifted soft above Sarah’s words.

      Sarah halted in her tracks. “I see. The oracle would give vision to a weaver and not a priestess.”

      “Temper gets you into trouble. Pride keeps you there, Sarah.” Octiva turned her attention back to Akub.

      “I heard the goddess’s voice on Saturn Four while in deep meditation in the temple. She spoke to me and showed me the destruction of the royal family and of Veloris. I haven’t been on the ice planet, but I recognized Zykeiah. I had to get her, because…” Akub stopped herself from saying more.

      She couldn’t explain how she feared for her ex-lover’s death and had come to save not only her, but the planet. Not to this crowd. Besides, Zykeiah would probably kill her if she uttered such a thing, despite it being truth.

      “Continue,” Octiva encouraged.

      Akub bit her lip. “That’s all.”

      Before anyone else spoke, Zykeiah pushed by Kalah and marched up to her. “And soul snatching was how you meant to stop the destruction of our kingdom? Stealing our queen? Death to prevent death?”

      “I didn’t kill the queen, did I? I only snatched her soul to protect her! To keep her safe.” Akub heard the weakness in her tone, but it held truth.

      “It does not matter. We cannot allow her to just leave.” Marion turned away from the fire.

      “Marion’s right. She cannot be allowed to leave here without consequence. To do so is a sign of weakness and encouragement for future attacks.” Zykeiah looked away, her face grim.

      Marion walked up to Akub. She couldn’t read his expression, but his face remained stoic. “Kalah and Zykeiah, escort her to the holding cells.”

      Octiva watched Akub with soft, looming eyes. “They will need you, Devourer.”
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      Not far from the central bath quarters, the holding cells—rectangular, closet-size rooms, three in all—existed in noise and the chaotic pounding of construction. Farther down the hallway and around the corner, the renovations of the grand quarters of Marion and Sarah were underway. Akub had heard Kalah discussing it with Zykeiah. The couple expanded their living space to accommodate future children.

      “Get in there.” Zykeiah pushed her through as she opened the cell’s iron gate. From a ring of metal keys, she used one to lock her in. “This is too kind for you. You ought to die.”

      Akub flinched but tried to understand the anger and hurt behind those words. She sat down on the stone bench that had been carved from the castle’s walls. A bucket sat in the corner, and the bars held a rectangular space wide enough for food bowls. Akub had seen these types of harsh conditions for prisoners. That was her role, her title. Yet titles were made for removal.

      So exhausted Akub could sleep like the dead, but she drew her knees up to her chest and hugged them close.

      Kalah gestured to Zykeiah for the keys, and she passed them to him without looking. “Let’s go, Zy. If we hurry, we can actually get morning meals while it’s still hot. Toran, that bastard head cook, brought a pig from Saturn Four.”

      Zykeiah numbly nodded. He waited, tapping the ring of keys against his thigh.

      “Fine. Suit yourself.” Kalah turned on his heel and left.

      “I’m sorry,” Akub sighed.

      “Why? Why here? I was fine before you showed up last evening, ruining my joy, resurrecting all of this. To add further insult, you kidnap our queen?”

      Zykeiah took a deep breath, gripped two of the iron bars and slowly let it out as if strangling the iron instead of Akub’s neck made it better. Her hardened warrior fell to pieces, her whole body shook.

      “I told you already. The oracle…”

      “Not that again. For once, tell me the truth! Explain this to me. You’re always worming your way into others’ lives. I had expelled you from my life, almost from my heart, and now…” Zykeiah’s voice cracked, but it still held so much pain that it seeped out of her as if yanked by some unknown force and with great resistance.

      Anguish, not anger, now blanketed those words. Here. Now. Zykeiah exposed her true hurt, and it plunged into Akub’s heart like a knife. The knowledge that she had caused so much grief tore through her. Akub stood up and went to her. She couldn’t help it. The blinding urge to hug her close, to kiss her, to comfort her and tell her all would be well overwhelmed her.

      “Zy, please. I came here because the oracle said you’d be destroyed. I couldn’t bear that. Not when I could…”

      “You weave lies! Devourer of truth!” Zykeiah shouted, tears gathered in her eyes.

      Akub stumbled backward and tripped over her feet, nearly falling to the ground. But she caught herself and, visibly shaken, regained her balance. The rawness clawed at her, but with the bars between them, she couldn’t comfort her in her arms like she wanted.

      “Zy, I…” Akub’s throat burned with emotion.

      “Stop! Just stop!” Zykeiah backed away from the cell.

      They both became quiet as the crushing of stone began again. Construction had resumed on Sarah and Marion’s new quarters, silencing them. The smashing of a blacksmith’s sledgehammer and the whirling of stone cutting-blades eliminated any chance of talking further.

      Weak, exhaustion racking her body, famished for lack of food, Akub’s world swirled until she could stand no longer. She reached out for the bars to stop her fall but missed.

      She looked at Zykeiah, saw her mouthing words, pantomiming, but couldn’t make out what she was saying. Fear had edged itself into her face, and she banged on the bars. After a few minutes, she stepped hastily away, before finally stalking down the hall at breakneck pace.

      Akub groaned. Now, she’d done it. She’d managed to chase Zykeiah off. She wished she could have heard what Zykeiah said, but somehow her ears had stopped working. No trace of magick hung in the air, but when she tried to push herself up, she found her arms lacked strength.

      The floor felt so cold. So very icy. No fireplaces or hearths warmed the hall or the cells. She should get up or her skin would freeze against the surface. She struggled to push herself to an upright position but only managed to roll onto her back.

      In moments, everything became black.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Akub. Akub, wake up.” The voice penetrated a blank and deep sleep.

      She opened her eyes and at once recognized Octiva. She also noticed that she wasn’t in the cold holding cells. Her shoulders ached, and her body was stiff.

      “Where am I?” Akub sat up in a bed. Candlelight illuminated the room. The wooden walls held little decoration.

      “Eat.” Octiva handed her a bowl filled with fresh greens, roasted henckens, hota juice, and a section of warm bread.

      The warm food smelled delicious, and Akub began eating, using the greens to pinch meat off the henckens’ bones. When the greens were devoured, she used the bread to sop the grease. She had barely started before she found the bowl empty.

      “You are starving.” Octiva took the bowl with a soft grin. "Here, Kanton! Refill this before evening meals end."

      She spoke over her shoulder to a nearby servant Akub hadn’t seen. He came forward from the shadows and collected the bowl.

      “By the time I make it back to the castle, they will be over, elder.” Kanton’s almost apologetic tone made Akub smile. He wore a rough brown tunic and threadbare pants that failed to hide his sleek muscular build and his broad shoulders.

      “Convince Tate or Mary to provide you what provisions are left. Your payment would be hot, sweet bread, fresh from the kitchen. Use my name as currency.” Octiva winked at him and cackled. Her laughter sounded strange, and Akub realized it may have been because she hadn’t heard laughter, deep belly produced joy, in a long time.

      “Yes, elder!” Kanton’s whole face changed at the mention of sweet bread. He dropped his gaze hardly a second after locking eyes with Akub.

      “Off you go,” Octiva said.

      “Yes, elder.” Kanton left with the bowl clutched in his hand.

      “You mentioned evening meals. How long have I been asleep?” Akub adjusted the bed’s pillows.

      Octiva sat on the edge of the single bed and folded her hands onto her lap. “You’re in the village. More specifically, in Kanton’s bedroom.”

      “That boy?” Akub paused. She’d slept in his bed.

      Octiva laughed dryly. “Hardly a boy. He’s a stable page and an escort. Patches will whip him into lean muscle, and before you blink, young Kanton will be a man.”

      “Why am I here?” Akub noticed that her cloak and clothes had been removed. She’d been dressed in a long-sleeved, somewhat itchy gown.

      Octiva picked up a poker and stoked the fire. “It was decided you couldn’t remain in the holding cells or the castle. We brought you here to recover. Your clothes were ill-equipped for the weather, so I removed them.”

      “Zykeiah agreed to this?”

      “The minister retired to her rooms as soon as she unlocked the cell’s door.”

      Her tone communicated more than her words, but Akub didn’t press Octiva for more details.

      “Thank you.” Akub couldn’t believe their generosity. “Why?”

      Octiva turned to her. “You are not the only one to whom the goddess speaks. Veloris is changing, and like all growth, it is difficult.”

      “What does the queen say of my… my judgment?” Akub flexed her fingers and found them sticky. Hota juice. Sweet and tart, but always sticky. “I need to wash my hands.”

      “As soon as you are dressed and well, we will speak of your judgment.”

      Akub didn’t like the sound of that but threw back the covers and climbed out of bed. Octiva left the room and return with a bowl filled with water and a towel tossed over her shoulder.

      She placed the wash bowl on a table beneath a hanging piece of reflecting glass. Octiva handed her the towel as she walked over. She dipped her hands into the water, noting it was warm. Octiva came by the bowl and offered a sliver of soap.

      Akub frowned and adjusted the blankets to starve off the chill. “It’s late in the evening.”

      “’Tis indeed. You must rest.” Octiva folded her arms into her sleeves. She’d put her locked hair into a roll on top of her head. As she moved around the room, tidying up, she sang. Several times, she disappeared into the other rooms of the cottage before popping back into Kanton’s bedroom. Akub had slept the full rotation; her magick hadn’t recovered.

      As if reading her mind, Octiva said, “The orb drained you. Ha, devoured you. Save your breath, your strength, and rest.”

      Akub crawled back into the bed. How did Kanton sleep on such a sliver of fur and feathers?

      “Where is Kanton sleeping?” Akub folded her arms beneath her head. The ceiling’s wood beams had been repaired with what looked like splotches of tree sap. Perhaps the young Kanton had done it himself.

      “In the front room.”

      “Elder, why are you being so generous?” Akub’s stomach rumbled in agreement.

      Octiva came to the bed. With a wave of her hand, she levitated from the floor. She sat cross-legged beside Akub. She could feel the elder’s magick fold the space to support her girth. For the briefest of moments, Akub remembered her mother sitting beside her on the bed, rubbing her hair and telling her stories of their great-grands and adventures.

      “Our pasts are pieces of our present, assembled by the Goddess Ana. Are some pieces sharper than others? Yes. More blunt? Yes. They create a tapestry of you, and we wear it as we travel through life, mending torn sections and drafting new ones.”

      Akub crossed her arms. “I did vile things, elder. I wish to torch the entire tapestry, not drag it about my person, a scarlet warning to everyone I meet.”

      “Forgiveness is an attribute of the strong, Akub. You were once the Devourer. You know strength.”

      “I know destruction. Death. Betrayal. Those are not strengths.”

      “Love. Altering the fabric, replacing older sections with brighter, colorful, more cheerful sections takes time, but first, you must decide the design,” Octiva explained.

      Footsteps sounded moments before Kanton appeared. He raised a bowl, still steaming, high into the air. “Still hungry?”

      “Yes!” Akub shouted, and she bolted up to a sitting position.

      Octiva laughed.
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      Akub awoke her third day on Veloris to Octiva’s shouting.

      “Wake up! Come on! Get up!” Octiva swept from the room.

      Akub threw back the threadbare blanket and shrugged out of the dressing gown. She snatched on the leather pants and black sweater Octiva had tossed on the bed. Hurrying, she scooped up the snow boots and put her feet into them. A little too big, they clopped as she walked. Left alone with Kanton presented an unwelcomed opportunity for awkwardness, so she stuck close to the elder woman as they exited the cottage on a trek back to the castle. A single male’s housing lacked the creature comforts of a woman’s. Well, by woman, she meant Zykeiah.

      The worn, beaten path that led from the minister knight’s East Hall to the servants’ quarters had etched itself into the ground thousands of rotations prior to this time. The early morning sun hid behind dense, gray clouds. She couldn’t see the sun, but she didn’t need it. Its brightness reflected off the snow.

      Once they reached the castle, they made a left into the East Wing Hall. Already the aroma of food hung like invisible curtains in the corridor. The morning sun, streaming through the various windows and into the hall, provided plenty of illumination for the day’s meal. The East Wing Hall sat in relative quietness. Just off to the right of the entranceway, a small fireplace lazily heated the open room.

      “Let us eat morning meal before the day commences.” Octiva sat down at the table closest to the hearth.

      Kanton rubbed his hands together and sat down across from the elder. Akub sat beside her and placed her hands out toward the flames. Stiff with cold, her fingers stung as if the ice complained at being warmed. Until she sat down in the East Wing Hall, she hadn’t been hungry.

      “What you having?” a waif of a young woman with two plaits on either side of her head asked.

      It spooked Akub, and she shot out of her seat.

      “Katya!” Octiva grabbed Akub’s shoulder and guided her back down into her seat.

      “Forgive me,” Katya whispered in horror, her color paled as she rushed to the table.

      “Next time, come around to the front of the table.” Octiva gestured.

      The servant smiled. “What can I get for you?”

      “Boiled hencken eggs, two, and a few of those potatoes from Saturn Four, a mug of milk, and several portions of roasted rabbit.” Kanton grinned.

      Katya scowled. “Kanton…”

      Octiva waved her off. “He’s growing and young. He works the stables and needs his strength, Katya. That must be fed. I will have porridge.”

      Katya shook her head, but then looked to Akub. “For you?”

      “Whatever the elder is having.” Akub had no idea what the menu consisted of having never been to the ice planet.

      “You’d have tea as well?” Katya inquired.

      “Yes.”

      “Be right back with your meal,” she confirmed, already walking toward the kitchen.

      Octiva grinned and thanked her.

      Several minutes swept by, and Akub pondered the purpose of her return trip to the castle.

      “Thank you for allowing me to stay at your cottage, Kanton.”

      Kanton’s thick black hair had been pulled back and tied at the base of his neck. His well-worn tunic had small holes. Despite his position as stable hand, Akub noted a sharp intelligence in the young man’s ocher eyes. He took in much and probably saw many things others missed.

      “The elder has done much for me, and I don’t mind helping her when she asks.” He glanced at Octiva, who appeared to be in mediation, before returning his attention to her. “I don’t have any family except for Curt, my friend. My mother left for another kingdom when I was younger, and my father has cleared on.”

      Akub’s heart pinched. “I’m sorry.”

      Kanton shrugged. “Don’t be. I’m happy for the company.”

      “Here you go.” Katya arrived with her arms filled with bowls. Behind her was another young woman, with freckles and locked dark hair. She also had arms filled with bowls, and two mugs in her hand, one in each fist. Together, they placed the food onto the table, and Octiva sorted out the portions to each of them.

      “Thank you, Tate and Katya,” Octiva said graciously and tore a section of bread.

      “You’re welcome, elder.” Tate smiled.

      Without waiting for comment, Kanton stuffed a piece into his mouth and chewed. In another breath, he crammed in two hencken eggs. He chased the food with a sip of milk from his mug.

      “Slow down there!” Katya called from behind him, nearly forcing him to choke.

      Kanton hurried to swallow as she walked toward the hall’s entranceway. “Katya! You nearly killed me!”

      Octiva suppressed a laugh. Akub smiled, too. Clearly, Kanton couldn’t see the young servant fancied him.

      “You’re the one scarfing down bread. We have plenty, you know,” Katya shouted back.

      Octiva laughed then and signaled Tate over to the table. She bent down, and Octiva whispered into her ear. As soon as she was done, Tate rushed off toward the kitchen.

      “Eat, Akub. We have much to do,” Octiva said with a slight grin on her face before lifting the bowl to her lips and eating.

      Akub wondered what that meant but kept her thoughts to herself. She’d been in new territory, and although she didn’t completely trust Octiva, she didn’t have a choice. Both Kanton and Octiva had been kind to her, considering what she’d done, but so much remained unresolved.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After morning meals, Akub and Octiva left the East Hall. Octiva’s feet fell in hushed steps across the path that led down the hallway and up the spiraling steps to the queen’s quarters.

      Akub slowed. What was the elder’s purpose for this?

      She could hear soft voices emitting from farther down the hallway and around the bend.

      Octiva stopped at the top of the stairs. “Come.”

      Akub hesitated.

      The armed guards barred her entry, forcing Octiva to stop outside the queen’s chambers. Akub waited a short distance behind her.

      “No one’s to see the queen.” The guard’s voice trembled, and he avoided Octiva’s gaze.

      The second guard unsheathed his sword and pointed it at Akub’s chest. “Halt! You attacked the queen!”

      Akub held up her hands, palms out, and froze. As before, her hands burned as her magick sweetened. As the Devourer, she could force others to eat her words, and in turn, she bent their will. “Be calm.”

      Octiva sighed as if bored. “I am the queen’s servant. It’s the morn.”

      The dark-haired guard shook his head. “No one enters. Declared by Minister Marion.”

      “I enter.” Octiva waved her hand, and he sheathed his sword, stepping back into his post.

      The other guard kept his sword pointed at Akub. His eyes jetted back to the other guard and returned to them. He hadn’t moved an inch. Her powers must have waned.

      “Um, elder?” Akub dared not move, the sword’s blade gleamed in the torches’ light.

      Octiva looked over her shoulder. “Oh, yes. We enter.”

      The second guard performed near identical actions as the first. His movement was disjointed as he fought against the magick. Octiva yanked open the screen and entered the queen’s bedchamber.

      Octiva must have suppressed her power.

      The outer room had been restored, everything set back in its place. Damaged furniture had been removed and replaced by similar-looking items. Octiva kneeled with her eyes closed beside the queen’s bed. She didn’t look up when Akub pulled the screen back and entered, her hands damp with anticipation. She came to stand at the end of the queen’s bed.

      The early morn’s crisp cold waned beneath the sweltering heat. Octiva performed what sounded like a prayer. Normally, she stayed away from such things. After all the carnage she’d caused, she figured the goddess wouldn’t hear from the likes of her and didn’t care two oats for what Akub wanted.

      Meditation helped clear her mind, but calling upon the goddess, well, that she couldn’t do. While she waited, she tried to make out through the curtains if the woman’s recovery had been completed. The pillows were positioned upright, and the queen’s silhouette lay back, but nothing more. Akub lingered near the fireplace. Memories of her fight with Marion and Sarah flickered through her.

      “She is well.” Octiva slowly opened her eyes and rolled back onto her heels before standing up.

      “Early morn, your highness,” she greeted her with a warm smile as she tied the bed curtains.

      “Not good for some,” Queen Zoë replied, her voice thick and dry.

      Octiva shot her a look of knowing. “That may be true of some. Yet the goddess does all things with wisdom.”

      As she spoke, she secured the curtains with the silver cords, and the queen’s fragile body came into view.

      “Octiva?” Queen Zoë called out, her weak voice barely hovering above the fire’s crackle.

      “Yes?” Octiva offered her an exhausted smile as she knelt down beside her bed.

      The queen’s once-sunken cheeks had fleshed out, and her eyes sparkled.

      “You are well?” Akub asked with caution, as the possibility that she may not be squeezed her stomach. Once one was reincarnated into flesh, they may not be the same. The restoration used powerful and complex magick. It didn’t always go well.

      “Yes, I am well.” She sat upright, adjusted the pillows, and stifled a yawn. “I slept through most of the evening. My stomach is full and free of pain.”

      “Blessings be to the Goddess Ana.” Octiva smoothed the blanket over the queen’s body.

      Positioned at the foot of her bed, Akub watched. She didn’t know why Octiva wanted her here. Akub wanted to leave, but Octiva gave a small shake of her head indicating for Akub to stay put.

      “The room is very hot.” Queen Zoë looked down the bed to Akub. “The last evening must’ve been cold.”

      “It must burn in here to draw out the burning inside your body,” Octiva explained.

      “You’re the Devourer.” The queen nodded at Akub.

      “Yes.” Akub crossed her arms and readied herself for the onslaught of questions.

      “A former member of Valek’s network of spies and thieves; a weaver whose bloodlust devoured all common decency and compassion. Your reputation as a ruthless killer precedes you.”

      “I killed no one.” Akub’s tone was sharp.

      The queen’s cold gray eyes narrowed. “The Devourer ate the souls and trust of everyone she encountered. Many fell in battles, in the war, because of your efforts.”

      Akub couldn’t deny those words. Some truths settled in uncomfortable pain in her memory and in her heart. No matter how much good she did, the sticky and oily stain covered her. The stain is on the tapestry of her life. Her spirit would never be unblemished.

      Octiva’s words about forgiveness echoed in her mind. Her actions had less to do with pleasing others than proving to herself that she could do righteous and good acts. When everywhere she went, her past as the Devourer preceded, and few gave her opportunities to be anything else, other than what they wanted—their bogeyman, their horror.

      Akub would be those things no more. She threw off her tapestry of shame.

      “Those deeds lie in my past, your highness. For many years, I’ve traveled and devoted my life to spreading goodwill.” Even to her own ears, it sounded as if Akub meant to justify her actions—as if anything she did could.

      “My sons tell me you attacked me while I slept and tried to take me off world.” The queen folded her hands in her lap. “This is not goodwill.”

      “Your son is here. I can feel his presence. Excuse me, my queen.” Octiva bowed and left the bedchamber. She stood in the outer room, listening and giving her own brand of wisdom to one of the knights.

      The queen turned to Akub. “Do not stand there and stare. Tell me what happened. All of it, Devourer.”

      Akub could see the older woman’s strength returning with rapid shots of life. Gone were the runny eyes and dry chapped lips. Whatever Octiva had given the queen, it had rejuvenated her. Just as she thought of Octiva, the servant appeared with a tray brimming with food.

      “You must eat.” Octiva inched pass Akub and sat the tray down in front of Queen Zoë.

      A bowl of gosha, two hard-boiled eggs, a potato, and three pieces of flat bread covered the tray. Queen Zoë selected a chunk of flat bread, rolled it around a hard-boiled egg, and took a bite.

      “Delicious!” She waved to Akub. “Speak.”

      Akub crossed her arms. “The oracle prophesied that an evil would arrive on Veloris and death…”

      Queen Zoë nearly dropped her egg-flatbread combination. “A prophecy?”

      “More a vision, your highness. In it, I saw desolation across the planet. Veloris no more.”

      This time Queen Zoë really did drop her egg to the tray, along with her arm. With mouth ajar and eyes wide, she sat speechless. Once she recovered, she stated, “No. I’ve had no such vision.”

      “Eat!” Octiva ordered. “Do not stop eating. Everything must be gone from that tray, or the Bandon will wear off.”

      As if awakened from a dream, Queen Zoë picked up the egg, finished it, and made herself another wrap. All the while, Akub waited in confusion. Part of her wanted to return to the simple quiet of Kanton’s cottage.

      When the eggs, bread, and part of the potato had been consumed, Queen Zoë fell back against her pillows. “Devourer…”

      “Akub,” Akub corrected and leaned back against the wall opposite the bed. “I left that part of myself in the waning past.”

      The queen smirked. “Yes, of course. Tell me about this prophecy. This vision.”

      Octiva lingered near the bed. “It is a vision, for a prophecy cannot be altered…”

      Queen Zoë lifted her hand to silence her. “Akub.”

      Akub pushed off the wall and began to pace. “One afternoon I sat alone in the temple meditating. As my spirit centered, the oracle, the goddess, spoke. I saw Veloris completely devoid of life. I came to the ice planet to stop it. I had to save…”

      Her.

      Queen Zoë looked up at her hesitation.

      Akub turned away, her mouth unable to verbalize the fear in her heart.

      “Anything else I should know?” Queen Zoë asked, her tone firm, but inquisitive.

      “No.” A frown tugged at Akub’s lips. What more did the queen need to know? Either condemn her to death or let her go back to Saturn Four. She had resigned herself to either of these two fates, but by the goddess, pick one. This was her judgment?

      “You kidnapped my soul because you meant to save my planet. Irony resides in actions, and now with your plan interrupted, you stand before me without humility. Unflinching. You regret not your actions?”

      “No.” Akub would do it again.

      “Even if it means your death.” The queen looked over her tented hands. The disbelief in her tone echoed throughout the room.

      “Yes. If my actions mean my death, then the Goddess Ana willed it.” Akub’s eyes watered, and she struggled to keep them from spilling over. She held the queen’s confused gaze.

      “That is not the action of an assassin or a person seeking the death of a queen. If you meant my death, you would’ve killed me, here, in my bed, unattended. Taking my soul to Saturn Four wouldn’t have provided you benefit either. Valek is no longer alive, and Solance is no longer crafted. The use of soul snatching is almost non-existent.” The queen peered at her. “If not for profit or hate, that leaves only one reason for your actions.”

      Akub stiffened. Now she saw where Marion had received his perceptiveness. The queen’s words landed all too close for Akub’s comfort.

      “Love.” Queen Zoë broke into a wide grin. “Only an emotion as full of power as that can invoke such reckless actions as yours.”

      Akub held her silence, for her actions proved answer enough.

      Octiva patted the queen’s leg and stood. “I see that you are feeling much better. Come, Akub.”

      As they exited, Octiva sang a song of undetermined origin. The same as yesterday, Akub didn’t know the language, but sorrow reverberated with every note. She decided to not invite questions from the elder.

      “Do you see now?” Octiva inquired as they reached the hallway.

      Akub shook her head. “No.”

      “The ministers will need you. The future you had hoped to stop comes still. If you do nothing, then the oracle’s vision will be realized. The tide has crashed into the castle.” Octiva’s voice rose.

      “Elder!” Akub shouted and touched her shoulder. “The guards.”

      Octiva hesitated, adjusted her sleeves, and lowered her voice. “The queen visited the Antiqk Oracle many days ago at the onset of the Warming Season. When I found her, unconscious at the feet of the goddess, the illness had taken root and eaten away at her inside. The Bandon purged it from her body, but the images, the vision itself is gone. She is unable to recapture them.”

      Octiva spoke rapidly, but Akub heard every word. Nevertheless, it didn’t explain why the queen let her walk out of her chambers or why the elder wanted Akub to help the minister knights when no apparent threat had presented itself. She also understood love.

      “Why can’t she recall?” Akub asked.

      Octiva held up a stiff palm to silence Akub. “She can’t recall the oracle’s words because they weren’t meant for the queen.”

      “Despite the queen’s words, the ministers, her sons, will advocate for my death. Zykeiah will champion it.”

      “Your death will not come at the hands of the minister knights.” Octiva’s wrinkles grew more pronounced, her desperation apparent.

      Akub pressed her lips together to stay the ugly reply in her throat.

      “Follow me.” Octiva spun on her heel and left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            Arrival

          

        

      

    

    
      Manola braced herself as she left the warmth of the Allerton Circle and stepped into the harsh iciness of Veloris’s Northern Forest. It had been ages since she last visited this world, and even longer since she could fully feel its frosty temperatures. When she escaped from Valek, she forfeited her right to be a whole human.

      Without a soul, she existed only because of her magical binding in another’s body. Perhaps that made a perfect retribution for her soulless actions over the many years—to be denied her soul and condemned to forever walk among the living, although spiritually dead.

      She no longer remembered her previous life or what she looked like, where she came from prior to her soul’s snatching.

      It meant Manola couldn’t have her soul returned, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t have another’s soul. Like those trapped in the soul cages, Manola wanted to feel again, to touch, to laugh—to escape the icy hollowness of her existence. To do so, she would have to be cunning. Cut off from Valek’s vast network of buyers, tradesmen, and soldiers, she had little with which to work.

      Night had descended on Veloris. Fat snowflakes rained down on her. She wore her black leather bodysuit, stiletto boots, and her gloves. Despite being soulless, Manola could feel faint traces of snow against her skin. She could feel when the pressure touched, but the impact had been blunted. The howling gusts of wind-tossed snow smacked her square in the chest, face, and torso. Its ferocity attacked all those traveling. Stumbling through the snowdrifts, Manola steadied herself by grabbing onto the closest tree.

      “The climate here doesn’t suit you, eh?” a young man shouted down to her. He sat astride a hairy, smelly, and gassy beast. “You gotta prepare to come to the ice planet, ma’am. You’re with the others from Saturn Four?”

      “Indeed,” Manola shouted and fell in step with the loose traveling group. She peered ahead and saw the trail cut through the forest. A large castle loomed in the far distance.

      The man slowed down. He had dark, nearly black hair tied at the nape of his neck. “It’s late for arrivals. Not many come in the evening to Veloris. Are you heading to the castle or to the village?”

      Manola didn’t answer, but offered him a weak smile. Something about him tugged at her. Covered in a heavy gray cloak, the man could’ve been a Minister Knight of Souls. She didn’t want to encounter them again. Not after their last interaction. She didn’t doubt they would recognize her on sight, and she hadn’t anticipated the weather. She hadn’t thought at all, only reacted when opportunity arose.

      First Saturn Four, and now Veloris. The trail she followed had led her to this hunk of ice and snow. The slick path and ankle-deep snow made walking dangerous. She slipped and almost fell before a gloved hand shot out to steady her. The cloaked man appeared like an apparition at her side.

      “You truly aren’t prepared for this weather. Thank the goddess, this is the Warming Season.” He smiled. “Put this on.”

      Manola took the gray furry item from him. She shook it, and a large cloth cloak unfolded. She peered up at him. He didn’t offer suspicion, only kindness. “You aren’t a minister knight.”

      “No, ma’am. My name’s Kanton.” He released her arm and with agility and grace, climbed back onto his animal. He glanced down at her before snapping the reins. The creature made a noise before commencing the trek.

      “I’m at a loss for words.” Manola pulled the garment over her head. It covered her torso and stopped just shy of her knees. She realized the item belonged to him, for it was much too long for her. Why would he give a complete stranger his own cloak?

      Oh, beware, youngling—I am not some poor pathetic woman.

      Kanton tugged on the reins and slowed to her pace. “Come on up. You won’t make it to the castle in those shoes.”

      Manola didn’t turn to look at him but kept her pace as she walked with careful footsteps. Beside her, he all but stopped moving forward. She spied him watching her with curiosity etched onto his face.

      This continued for a few more minutes, before he caught up to her again. “You won’t ride with me? Suit yourself, ma’am. This weather won’t.”

      With that, he rode off.

      But not too far off. Although she had rejected his offer, Kanton stayed a few short paces from her. As if feeling the weight of her stare, he looked in her direction, the wind blowing his dark hair into his eyes, before he turned back to the path.

      [image: ]
* * *

      In Zykeiah’s bedchamber, the minister couldn’t believe her ears or the words coming from Octiva’s mouth. To release the Devourer meant certain death, as she had already proven time and time again. Why had she believed Akub meant no harm? Her former lover hadn’t achieved that name by being a greedy eater. No, the Devourer ate through trust, lives, and currency without fail. No amount of destruction could sate Akub, or so the stories went.

      During their relationship, Akub presented no such acts, at least not at the onset, not before Manola got her claws into her. Once that happened, all changed between them.

      She had believed Akub because she loved her—still. It had been all she’d given to the goddess in prayer that Akub would one day return to her whole, renewed. Zykeiah didn’t hold to faith as much as others, but she did have it, and what little she had, she possessed toward her love for Akub.

      “No, we won’t need her,” Zykeiah countered Octiva.

      Even now she wanted to believe. Her grief had become anger.

      She walked over to Akub, grabbed her arm, and began pulling her away from the queen’s servant. Elder or not, Octiva didn’t make policy and she didn’t act as defense for the castle or queen—the minister knights did.

      “I mean no dishonor to the Ana priestesses or the goddess, but the safety of Veloris and her people are our blood-sworn duties. We’re honor-bound to follow them.” Zykeiah stood on the opposite side of her room, away from the fireplace with Kalah at her right and Akub on her left.

      Across from her Marion, Sarah, and Octiva stood.

      Octiva kept her eyes on Akub.

      What do these two have planned?

      “Zykeiah…” Sarah took a step toward them.

      “No, Sarah. Not this time. I know the Devourer better than anyone here. I know what she’s capable of doing. She can make you feel stronger and more powerful than anyone. She can convince you that she’s being honest and true, but nothing could be further from the truth. She’ll devour your trust and spit it right back into your face.”

      Sarah and Marion exchanged looks. Octiva did not speak. Kalah grunted his approval.

      Marion spoke at last. “Of course you knew, Zykeiah. You wanted to take her away from the castle. We know how that all worked out.”

      “And your mother has spoken,” Octiva said. “Akub is to leave the ice planet as soon as she is well, without marker.”

      Beside her, Kalah crossed his arms in a huff. Marion rubbed his bald head roughly in an attempt to shake off the horrid day. Soon they would all be snipping at each other from the thick blanket of stress that covered the room.

      “She should die. Here. Now.” Zykeiah removed her dagger and held it in her hand.

      “No! The queen has already rendered her judgment.” Sarah took another step in front of Akub. “Zy, listen. Please.”

      Zykeiah watched Sarah with careful eyes as the woman could shoot fire from her palms. She shoved Sarah out of the way and placed the dagger at Akub’s throat. Snatching the woman to her and securing her within striking range, Zykeiah held her fast. Akub’s hair smelled of cold snow, but she didn’t pull away or try to flee.

      Why aren’t you trying to escape me, Devourer? Why let me take you captive?

      “She hurt you, and now you mean to hurt her in return.” Octiva broke the tense silence. “You speak of duty, yet you ignore the queen’s words.”

      Zykeiah held her tongue. The queen forgave too easily. First Amana, now Akub. She marveled at out how none of the ministers tried to stop her. Deep within, she battled against her emotions. As the ministers’ only female, she presented a tough and hardened edge that cast off doubts that she wasn’t capable of handling the responsibilities bestowed upon her.

      But underneath, she was still a damaged woman. Her physical battle scars had little comparison to the emotional ones. Her previous relationship with Marion failed, leaving her alone and without companionship. She still loved Akub, and being alone on Veloris had intensified that vacancy in her life.

      “Zykeiah!” Kalah shouted, breaking her concentration and bringing her back to the conversation at hand.

      “What?” she asked.

      Kalah cleared his throat and repeated, “Let her go.”

      “I don’t understand her. After the trauma Amana wrought on Marion, the queen did not order her death. Pardoned and allowed her to wed a prince as reward. Now this.”

      Marion scowled. “Not as a reward, but as good faith. I value my mother’s and the elder’s wisdom. They see things that we cannot. Leaving Akub in the holding cells is not an option. Those cells weren’t created for people to live in.”

      “I don’t understand,” Zykeiah repeated breaking the tense quiet. She released Akub with a push so hard she stumbled. “Stay out of my way, or I will kill you.”

      Sarah’s sister had stolen Marion’s soul and fled from the planet, in much the same way that Akub had, but her intentions had been for evil and that alone. Once Marion had been rescued and restored to flesh, the queen had pardoned Amana’s actions because she claimed to be under the influence of Manola.

      Even with this last action, Zykeiah did not tell them of her nightmares. The swirling visions of horror…of Manola pulling the strings on a puppet that wielded a sharp knife, cutting off heads, and laughing that unforgettable, gooseflesh-raising cackle.

      No, she kept this to herself, feeling as she often did, that it must be dealt with alone.

      “There’s nothing else to say. The queen has spoken,” Marion announced.

      “Then get out of my quarters.” Zykeiah yanked open the door.

      She watched them file out, all avoiding her gaze. Over the many years she spent on Veloris, she’d not always agreed with the queen’s judgments, but this one, it hit her harder than she’d like to admit. She knew Akub better than anyone. Had Octiva or the queen asked for her knowledge of the Devourer?

      No.

      Once they’d all left, she secured the door and went about tidying her rooms. She poured some warm ale into a glass goblet she’d traded a danker rug for earlier in the week, prior to Akub’s landing on Veloris. She placed the glass on the floor and lay back on her bed. Mentally, she reviewed how much had occurred in the last three rotations.

      She blinked to snap herself out of the foul mood that threatened to explode over the matter. Why did she care? Akub had been ordered to leave the planet; if only Akub had listened when Zykeiah told her to do that three rotations ago. Now, they’d come full circle.

      Without further thought, Zykeiah checked her thigh dagger and left for the Great Hall. She stopped outside Marion and Sarah’s temporary housing to inquire as to whether they would join her at evening meals. Sarah’s moans of pleasure could be easily heard from the spot where Zykeiah stood. Upon hearing Sarah’s moans and Marion’s muffled grunts, she knew they wouldn’t make it to meals that evening.

      She headed off to eat alone, as she had done so often before. She entered the Great Hall and noticed that the crowd had thinned out. The few tables that held servants appeared to be wrapping up the meal with after-meal drinks.

      Zykeiah took a seat at the minister knights’ table, none of whom were present. Even the queen had continued to take her meals in her bedchamber.

      “Good evening, minister.”

      Spooked, Zykeiah had slipped her dagger from its holster and positioned the blade at Katya’s throat before she had even finished her greeting.

      “Forgive me, minister,” Katya whispered in horror, her color paled.

      Zykeiah smiled and re-holstered her dagger. “You spooked me.”

      “I seem to be doing that a lot lately,” she explained. “I did it this morn to that new person with the elder.”

      Zykeiah usually blocked out Katya’s ramblings and blathering on, but the mention of the elder caught her attention. “The elder?”

      Katya put a mug of ale down. “Sure. That new woman, the pretty one. She’s a jumpy lot. What can I get you, minister?”

      Akub. Jumpy? Zykeiah pushed it out of her mind because soon the woman would be off Veloris and no longer her problem.

      “Grilled henckens and fresh greens tossed with hota fruit.” Zykeiah handed Katya the mug. “No ale tonight. Water will be fine.”

      “Oh? Sorry.” Katya sped off toward the Great Hall’s kitchen.

      The clamor of the Great Hall seemed somewhat reduced. Perhaps because of Marion, Kalah, and Sarah’s absence or maybe the seriousness of the attack on the queen, Zykeiah could not be sure. Within moments, Katya appeared at her elbow and sat down a mug full of water. Chunks of ice floated in the mug.

      “Be right back with your meal.” Katya hurried back into the kitchen.

      Zykeiah grinned and thanked her. Her life in the castle hadn’t been terrible, considering where she’d come from. As of late, her emotional state had become vulnerable. Seeing Akub again had dredged up much pain and anguish, but also reminders of the benefits of having a lover.

      She sat with her back to the kitchen, facing the Great Hall’s entrance. Ever since Marion’s abduction, Zykeiah never took her eyes off the entrance. Some of the servants still refused to work in the hall, and that had been years ago. She squelched a chill at the horrifying memory and took a nippy sip of water. The coolness felt refreshing as it slid down her throat, forcing the lump that had lodged there back into her stomach.

      “Here you are, minister.” Katya set down three wooden bowls.

      “That was quick.” Zykeiah lifted a grilled, slippery piece of hencken to her mouth.

      “I aim to please.” Katya smiled.

      Zykeiah swallowed a bit of hencken and then said, “You seem really happy. You always like this?”

      Katya shrugged. “No point in carrying around sadness or pain. Whatever has happened has been done. The sun rises in the morn.”

      Zykeiah reached for her mug to hide her disbelief. “That’s a mature attitude.”

      “Aye, a positive one. Life’s too brief.” Katya shrugged. “Is that so hard to believe?”

      Zykeiah lifted a portion of hencken to her mouth. Katya had wisdom that some much older people lacked. It surprised her. Zykeiah chewed, swallowed, and sipped. “Well, yes, but refreshing.”

      Katya laughed as she headed off toward the kitchen.

      As Zykeiah ate several forkfuls of greens, she reflected on the young servant’s comments. Could the queen and Octiva know something about Akub she didn’t? It had been many years since she’d been in contact with the Devourer, so perhaps the woman had changed. Was it possible?

      Minutes ticked by and Katya passed the table on several runs to the kitchen with a look of contentment on her face. Finally, finished with her meal, Zykeiah swore silently and got up from the table.

      Zykeiah never paid much attention to the servants, but now, seated alone in the Great Hall, Zykeiah wondered if she was missing out on something. A companion. She’d fought so hard to keep others at bay, to stop them from hurting her. As she watched the seductive sway of Katya’s full hips and athletic legs in her fitted pants, she could see that the young woman had blossomed into a pretty woman herself.

      Goddess, she thought. Now, I’m turning to the help.
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      While Zykeiah ate her evening meals, Akub tugged her cloak tighter around her aching shoulders. The late afternoon sun hid behind dense, gray clouds as it drifted toward dusk. She could not see the moons, but she didn’t need it. Octiva walked alongside her, graceful despite her age. Akub didn’t ask, but she got the strong impression the elder was ancient. She took in a deep breath and blew it out in a stream of smoke.

      “Even our breath freezes on this planet,” Akub said with a shake of her head. The wind sliced through her cloak, forcing her eyes to water.

      Octiva nodded in agreement, but said nothing.

      Akub sidestepped a discarded plate as she quickened her pace. The faster she walked, the sooner she could get to Kanton’s cottage. In a few more feet, they reached the cluster of homely cottages and shops that comprised the village. The first row of homes was laid out in a circular pattern around a statue of Brahana, a loyal servant of lore to which Kanton said he could trace his lineage. The stone plaza spread out like a metal fan from it.

      The newer cottages lay in the same circular pattern slightly off from the first row, fanning out, row after row in a spattering of homes. The snow crunched under her feet, and Akub could smell the approaching storm. Her thoughts turned, as they did most of the time now, to Zykeiah. As expected, the minister didn’t like the queen’s judgment.

      When they finally made it to Kanton’s cottage, Octiva entered without hesitation, and she didn’t call out for the young stable page. She smiled and stepped back to allow Akub room enough to enter. While she settled in, Octiva went about starting a fire in the front room’s tiny fireplace.

      “Where’s Kanton this evening?” Akub asked, walking around to keep herself warm.

      “Escorting the last of the visitors from the Circle.” Octiva looked at her. “Are you worried about him?”

      “No, I just, I mean, this is his house.” Akub shrugged and inched closer to the growing blaze in the fireplace. “It’s freezing in here, you know.”

      Octiva smiled and with an upturned palm and wave of her hand levitated above the straw-covered floor. “Yes, give to patience.”

      Akub looked around and noted the folded blankets in the corner. Kanton had been sleeping on the floor and working both duties as stable page and escort. The boy didn’t lack ambition or work ethic—and in this wretched weather.

      “You think it’s wise for me to leave?” Akub asked, her heart hammering at the idea of returning to Saturn Four with the oracle’s vision of death and destruction looming. “The oracle’s vision…”

      Octiva pursed her lips. Her gaze tightened into an icy glare. “It is not for me to tell you what your actions should be, Akub. The goddess delivered those visions to you alone. You must follow her directions.”

      The pricks of warmth caused Akub’s fingers to ache. Zykeiah had even tried to kill her, and she decided not to discuss the matter with the elder, who by all appearances had nodded off to sleep in front of the fire.

      They’d taken meals in the East Wing Hall again, where the majority of the servants ate. Overall, she enjoyed Veloris, the weather notwithstanding, and she would like to remain. It wasn’t a polished metropolis like Saturn Four, or other kingdoms with scores of residents and issues of great poverty and violence. Due to its smaller populace, Veloris’s community was close. The celebration she witnessed a few rotations before confirmed it.

      And Zykeiah was a part of that community.

      Akub thought back to the heartache and pain evident in Zykeiah’s voice, face, and posture when she placed her in the holding cells. The minister wouldn’t forgive her, but she wanted it. Maybe Octiva had been wise in her summation that she hadn’t forgiven herself.

      Restless, Akub had stood and continued to pace around the front room when strong knocks interrupted her musings. Octiva woke and, still levitating, rotated toward the door. She closed her eyes, reached out toward it, and mumbled. Suddenly, she whirled back around toward the fire, smiled, and whispered, “You should answer.”

      Akub frowned but did as instructed.

      Zykeiah stood in front of her, a light dusting of snow across her scarlet cloak. Her eyes glowed, like candlelight in the fog, beneath her hood.

      “Good evening, Akub.” She didn’t wear her daggers around her thigh. “I know it’s late.”

      “You still want to kill me.” Akub’s breath caught. Of all that she expected to have happen, this took her by surprise.

      “Not tonight. Perhaps tomorrow.” Zykeiah offered a smile, winced, and gave up. “Come inside?”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      Zykeiah met her gaze, and the fierce expression she normally found on the knight’s face had softened.

      “I…Akub…you’re right.” Zykeiah swore.

      “Oh, Zykeiah! Come on in to the warmth before you make the trek back to the castle.” Octiva appeared beside Akub.

      Akub suppressed the disbelief and went back into the tiny front room. She saw what the elder’s interference was meant to do, but she didn’t want manipulation. At soon as she thought this, she disregarded it. For what was Fate but the fickle goddess’s manipulation of lives and destiny?

      “What brings you to the village at this late hour?” Octiva smiled.

      Zykeiah dusted off her cloak, groaning as she rotated her left arm in slow arcs. She squatted down beside the fire, added another log, and stoked it with the poker. “It’s freezing in here.”

      “The cottages aren’t well insulated.” Akub went to stand in the tiny alcove where Kanton kept his provisions, which were as thin as the walls and the young man’s clothes.

      “Good evening. Akub, be ready in the early morn.” Octiva waved as she exited and closed the door behind her.

      Alone. The elder had abandoned her to the one person still ready to slice her throat. Akub flexed her fingers and felt the warmth of magick pour into them. She’d be ready when Zykeiah attacked. Earlier, she’d been too stunned to react, and with so many people in such a tight space, she may not have been successful in the fight. So, she had done nothing.

      “I brought you some soup. I didn’t know if you had already eaten or not.” Zykeiah offered a wooden bowl.

      Akub still couldn’t get warm, and she had to risk going closer to Zykeiah. She went to stand by the fire and accepted the bowl. It smelled delicious.

      “You know I always enjoy delicious food.” Akub offered a short laugh. “What is it?”

      “Guess it’s potatoes. Again. I’m sick of potatoes. They reminded me of home.” Zykeiah tried to smile again. “Too late for fresh greens tossed in hota fruit juice because the kitchens have closed.”

      “Zykeiah.” Akub sniffed it. “Poison?”

      Zykeiah looked surprised. “Of course not. I’d rather slice your throat. Poison is for cowards.”

      “Peace offering then?” Akub tried to prod the conversation into safer waters. She sat down on the straw-covered floor.

      “Look, I’m sure I made a mistake coming here.” Zykeiah shook her head as she headed for the door.

      “I’m sorry!” Akub slammed the bowl onto the floor and got to her feet. “Zy, please.”

      The minister halted, hung her head, and then returned to the spot closest to the flames. She threw back her hood and crossed her arms.

      “Sometimes an apology isn’t enough. You have to actually change.”

      “I have! You have my thanks for not killing me.” Akub sat back down, picked up her bowl. Unable to eat, she sat it on the space in front of her, leaned back onto her hands, and gazed over at Zykeiah.

      After a few minutes of quiet, Akub watched Zykeiah out of the corner of her eye. Zy needed time to cool off. She didn't want to engage her in an argument or encourage her to slay her. Yes, the anger still burned deep within Zykeiah’s being. Almost as if she could physically feel it, Zykeiah cut a glance to Akub, and then down at the bowl.

      “Please do not allow my actions to cause you to hate. It can be an all-consuming fire that leaves only ashes in the end.” Akub fell quiet. What more could she ask of Zykeiah? Forgiveness? Her words fell on a hardened heart, no doubt frozen over like the lakes on the ice planet.

      “I had it all together before you came here,” Zykeiah said at last. Unlike the wretched agony of before, her tone bordered on calm, but it was forced. Her voice trembled slightly as if she struggled to maintain that hold. She avoided meeting Akub’s gaze as if to do so would rip that delicate hold asunder.

      Akub watched her, eating very little of the soup. Any moment Marion and Kalah or Sarah could come into the room and take her away to the holding cells, to the noose, or to the sword for beheading because the queen has suddenly changed her mind. So many emotions churned inside her, she found it difficult to do anything despite her late evening hunger.

      “I never meant to disrupt your life. I came here to make sure you kept breathing and that your situation remained unchanged.” Akub had given that explanation multiple times over the last three rotations, and even now it sounded worn. Maybe Zykeiah would hear her words.

      “You’re not lying about the oracle vision, are you?” Zykeiah scratched her elbow.

      “You’re not the only one who had a life. I left a comfortable existence on Saturn Four, a home where people weren’t trying to kill me, and where they call me Akub, not Devourer.”

      “A lover?” Zykeiah interrupted, turning to her at last.

      Akub shifted uncomfortably. “I didn’t ask for those visions, Zy.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “No, no lover. I wanted to spend time reconnecting with myself before I tried to engage with another. After what I did to you, I…”

      Zykeiah stood up, dusted off her legs, and yanked up her hood. “I should go.”

      “Stay, please. I’m going off world tomorrow, and then you’ll be rid of me.” Akub stood up, too. She reached for Zykeiah’s hand. The minister stiffened but didn’t pull away.

      They remained like that for what felt like forever, before Zykeiah pulled away. “I’m not sure why I came here.”

      “I’m not sure either, but I’m glad you did,” Akub whispered, following Zykeiah to the door.

      When Zykeiah turned to her, Akub closed the distance between them. She longed to hold her, to kiss her, and confess her enduring love, but the pain in the minister’s eyes sapped her bravery from its sticking place.

      Instead she cupped her cheek. Zykeiah flinched, but then placed her hand over hers. “I’m not sure about any of this.”

      “Me either.”

      One thing Akub knew for certain, she wouldn’t be able to sleep this night.
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      After a morn of cleaning Kanton’s cottage, Akub found herself dressed and seated in the East Wing Hall for mid-day meals. After consuming a bowl of hot gosha, she and Octiva sat sipping tea, another Saturn Four product.

      “I thought I’d find you here,” Zykeiah said as she sat down beside Akub. She looked refreshed. Her reflective glasses rested on the top of her head, and dressed in full minister gear, she appeared ready for the ride out to the Allerton Circle.

      Tate arrived with a cauldron of stew. She placed it on the table with a huge ladle. Its liquid contents bubbled and infused the area with the aroma of delicious grilled henckens and roasted potatoes. Akub could recognize that mouth-warming aroma.

      “I’m being escorted down to the Circle soon as Kanton returns.” Akub signaled to Katya for a bowl. “Delicious potatoes with hencken stew.”

      “You haven’t eaten?” Zykeiah ladled some into an empty bowl.

      “Of course I have.” Akub offered a small smile as she accepted a bowl from Zykeiah. Her stomach growled in anticipation.

      “I’ll be going with you,” Zykeiah explained between bites of food. “To make sure you enter the Circle.”

      Akub forced the food down without chewing. “Oh?”

      “Don’t look so excited.” Zykeiah chuckled.

      Octiva sipped her tea and watched them.

      “This looks nothing like the Great Hall,” Marion chided as he strolled in with Sarah and Kalah. When they reached the table, they remained standing.

      “Can I get you something, ministers?” Tate asked as she suddenly appeared at the head of the table.

      The three new arrivals declined. Akub stopped eating. The ministers have always eaten in the Great Hall. If they hadn’t come to eat, why had they come? To dissolve the queen’s judgment?

      Zykeiah spoke first. “Why are you here?”

      Marion glanced at Sarah before answering. “We’re escorting Akub to the Circle.”

      “All of you?” Zykeiah frowned. “There’s no need. I’m accompanying her along with a few guards.”

      Marion looked uncomfortable. “Yes, we want to go along.”

      “To make sure that Zy’s history with me doesn’t compromise her. Yes?” Akub put down her bowl and slowly got to her feet. “Do you know how loyal she is to you, to the queen, to Veloris? How dare you question her integrity?”

      “It’s not an issue of her integrity, but of your sneak attacks! The more watchful eyes, the better,” Kalah shouted, drowning out her voice.

      Footsteps interrupted them as Kanton bowled into the hall. Lightly dusted in snow, his chest heaving, he looked terrified.

      “Minister! Marion! Help!” He coughed, stumbled to the table, and fell at Marion’s feet. Snow covered him, and his knees had dark mud-stains.

      Marion hoisted him up. “Kanton! What’s happened?”

      “The stables…”

      “What?” Marion steadied his face by holding his chin.

      “There’s been an attack,” he managed to cough out.

      Dread piled into her stomach. Akub backed away from the table. “Don’t look at me. Octiva has been with me all the rotation.”

      “You knew this would happen,” Zykeiah whispered, eyes narrowed with disbelief.

      “How could I?” Akub retorted.

      Zykeiah sighed. “Right.”

      The ministers exited the hall. Marion had started down the hallway from which Kanton had come from the stables. Kalah followed, and Kanton scrambled to his feet to join them. He tried to move faster, but he moved with agony and pain.

      Octiva watched them go. “I felt the presence of evil the moment she stepped foot through the Allerton Circle.”

      The voice within Akub whispered from the depths of her darkened fears. The queasiness rolling in her belly served as confirmation that Manola had arrived on Veloris. A wretched time for an attack.

      She’d seen the pinch of fear in Zykeiah’s eyes and the manner in which her shoulders folded in when Kanton announced an intruder, a threat, a danger.

      Only one person conjured such terror in one as fierce as Zykeiah.

      Manola.
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      Akub’s heart raced, and she swept her hair from her face. “It’s Manola.”

      With a solemn nod, Octiva answered. “Yes.”

      An icy chill raced down her spine just before a prickling spread over her. The oracle’s vision flashed again. The goddess’s words echoed in her mind. She hadn’t stopped the foretold events from unfurrowing.

      “They cannot stop her. She’s here for the queen’s soul.” Akub started toward the hall’s exit.

      The clashes of metal and shouts of battle greeted her as she entered the hallway. Cries and yells mixed among the clang of swords and shields. The fight had come indoors from the stables in almost no time at all. She had to act fast before someone died.

      “Go to them!” Octiva appeared at her side and gestured. “Now!”

      Akub obeyed. She reached the end of the corridor that led to a staircase to the stables. Only the dotted glows of lit torches with their individual pools of light could be seen at the base, bobbing in the dark.

      Shouts of fighting and fury echoed up to her.

      Late afternoon twilight crept across the cold glory. Far from the warmth of hearths and fireplaces, the frigid wind and icy chill seeped into the walls. The hallway also contained something else.

      The faint traces of evil.

      “You’re hard to find.” Manola reached the top of the staircase, surprising Akub and sending her reeling back into the hall.

      Cloaked and covered in snow, Manola appeared like a wintry apparition, lipstick intact, eyes wide with malice.

      Akub recovered, but only just. “Not at all. Like all destructive forces, you sent out a wave of evil the moment you exited the Circle.”

      “Forever tethered, you and me. But a destructive force? That definition belongs to you, Devourer.” Manola stood, arms akimbo. Dark hair flecked with snow fell in loose curls to her shoulders. Scarlet nails rested on thin hips.

      “I know why you’re here.” Ignoring Manola’s attempt to anger and insult her, Akub removed her cloak. She tossed it away from her.

      The empty hallway stretched back toward the Great Hall. Thankful for the lack of people, Akub readied herself for a fight. She hadn’t wanted to battle the wicked woman. Had this been the danger of which the oracle spoke?

      Manola grinned—all teeth, no warmth. “After all we’ve done together, Devourer, it’s no surprise you know me so well.”

      “Akub.”

      Manola laughed as she inched farther in. “Trying to regain some humanity.”

      “At least it is an honest and honorable method. Gaining a soul won’t make you human again. Stealing someone else’s being isn’t going to redeem you or remove all the evil and destruction you have wrought, Manola.”

      “This from the Devourer? The one woman in the entire Pixlis Galaxy whose hunger for power caused the death of how many again? And you speak to me about redemption?” Manola cackled.

      It would be amusing, but Manola lacked breath. A walking corpse, her actions fabricated by habit and need, nothing more.

      Akub became uneasy. Experience taught her that an amused Manola should be feared. She must’ve defeated the minister knights because only she remained in the hall. A quiet fell over the area. Where were the others?

      “You amuse me.” Manola slinked forward with all the provocative prowess of a predator on the hunt. The air grew thick with tension. The faint scent of magick and power converged in the narrow hallway. The heavy force triggered Akub’s own abilities. A prickling in her fingers raised the violet markings on her hands. They stung with power.

      “I’ll not be defined by my past. I’m Akub!” To demonstrate, she lifted her hands, palms out toward Manola, and lowering her index and middle fingers, prepared to cast a spell.

      “You are ready to fail, Devourer. Get a belly full of my wrath.” Manola touched her cloak, and it dissolved into ash. The cinders pooled at her feet. Next, she positioned her own hands, scarlet-tipped fingers crafting their own spell-cast.

      “No!” Zykeiah arrived with two of her daggers drawn, one in each fist. “You’re leaving this planet—in one piece or in parts. It makes little difference to me.”

      Manola’s cool gaze flickered over to the knight seconds before Marion tackled her from behind. Together, they crashed to the floor. Pinned beneath Marion’s massive weight, Manola roared. The minister knight struggled to keep her from squirming. As they wrestled, Zykeiah tried to stab Manola. Unable to keep the sorceress down, Manola managed to roll Marion’s onto his back. She pushed herself to a standing position seconds before Zykeiah sliced her arm. Manola whipped around to her and growled. Beneath her, Marion sat up and snatched Manola’s waist. As he tried to yank her back to the ground, Zykeiah continued to stab at the sorceress.

      Moments later, Kanton spilled out behind them and raced to get out of the way of the fight. He stumbled and searched around as he watched the knights and Manola wrangle on the floor. Frowning, he shook his head as if denying what his eyes witnessed.

      With a roar, Marion thrashed about, agony written on her face.

      “Oh, no!” he shouted, and then covered his mouth at the blood splatter.

      “Watch her, Kanton!” Zykeiah pointed at Akub, moments before Manola sent her sailing backward. A hard thud announced his landing on the opposite side of the hallway.

      “What?” Akub shouted. How could she still be considered a threat?

      It shocked him out of his daze. Kanton turned and grabbed her, and with a serious look and his best effort to be threatening, blocked her path.

      “Step aside, Kanton!” Akub roared. “They’re in trouble.”

      “I won’t let you help that woman.” And then in a softer tone, he added, “I shouldn’t have helped her either.”

      So, she used you, too.

      “I’m on your side, remember? Listen to me. It’s not your fault. You didn’t know what Manola was. She’s very persuasive. I know.” Akub tried to touch his elbow to comfort him, but he jerked back.

      “I helped her get here!” Kanton shouted, angry tears gathered in his eyes.

      “You escort everyone here. You couldn’t have known.”

      At this, a thunderous groan preceded Marion sailing through the air. He skidded to a stop several paces down the corridor. Groaning and bloodied, he pushed himself up to his knees and reached for his sword.

      Manola, hair askew and face shiny with sweat, laughed. “I let my guard down.” Despite the holes in her torso and thighs, no blood flowed. Only deep gauges of white flesh shined through the fabric. “Everything that kills me makes me feel alive!”

      Zykeiah launched herself at the pale sorceress, slicing the air with her daggers. A hideous crack rent the air, followed by the female knight spiraling back down the hallway.

      Akub’s heart went cold. “Zykeiah!”

      Zykeiah growled in frustration as she scrambled to her feet and raced back toward them. With a scream, she lunged forward once more at her target.

      “Your memory must be diminished.” Manola flicked her finger and pushed Zykeiah back again, this time with more force, wrenching an agonizing scream from her.

      Everyone froze.

      “Pathetic.” Manola yawned and turned to Akub. “Now, where is she? The queen?”

      Palace guards funneled into the corridor. The two minister knights stood at the front of the masses, their weapons at the ready. Zykeiah’s labored breathing could be heard, and each breath inflamed Akub’s fury more.

      The scent of spilled blood flooded the confined space.

      “Oh. Better.” Manola positioned her hands for battle.

      Everyone reacted at once.

      All of them failed to stop Manola from proceeding down the hall. With ease, she glided through their attacks, dodging Marion’s downward stokes and Zykeiah’s daggers with skill unparalleled. When the guards entered the fray, she avoided their clumsy punches and swings with all the grace of a dancer.

      “She’s got some sort of barrier,” Marion panted, as he got to his feet once more. His right eye had begun to close, and scarlet cuts across his chest bled openly. He coughed out a wad of sickly pink salvia. “My sword can’t touch her.”

      Zykeiah had a cut lower lip, and purple bruise across her cheek spoke to her injuries. Her hands held cuts from slippage when stabbing with her daggers. “Nor my daggers, not any longer.”

      “Move, Kanton!” Akub shouted.

      She moved to step around him, but he countered. He kept his body as a wall between her and the fighting. An eerie quiet followed in the wake of the skirmish. Then a low muttering of groans, moans, and anguish echoed through the corridor.

      “Hold.” Akub held up her palm, calling forth her magick and moving Kanton out of her path and over to the injured ministers.

      “Stop! Wait!” Kanton tried to stop her, but her magick held him fast.

      “Release.”

      Once she released Kanton, Manola dragged him to her.

      “The orb.”

      “Kanton, look out!” Zykeiah shouted, as she struggled to push herself up to a standing position.

      “Stop!” Akub screamed.

      Too late.

      Manola pressed her hand to Kanton’s back, and pain erupted on the young man’s face as he crumpled to the floor. Akub fought to suppress the growing sense of nausea. Manola peered down at him, transfixed by some sense of disgusted fascination, before stepping over him with complete indifference. “You know I won’t ask again. I will lay waste to everyone here.”

      “He helped you get to the castle and you repay him like this?” Akub’s eyes darted from Manola to the litter of bodies scattered around the corridor.

      Now.

      “Kuharibu!” Akub shouted.

      Manola rotated around to counter the spell, but froze in mid-pivot. With mounting outrage, she tried to move. She couldn’t.

      Zykeiah got to her feet, wincing as she did so. She stumbled over to Akub. “What did you do?”

      “Destroyed her protection spell.” Akub’s hands ached and throbbed. She couldn’t believe it worked. Winded, she inhaled a big gulp of air and let it out slowly.

      “You can do that?” Marion lifted his sword from the floor. It scraped against the stone before he hoisted it and slipped it back into his scabbard. He moved in slow, deliberate steps as if in pain.

      “I learned the dual spell while, well…that’s a long story. I didn’t think it could work.” Akub’s face hurt. She’d waited too long to join the battle, and she’d let her fear force her to be frozen. Manola would stay in that state until she managed to dissolve the frozen spell with one of her own incantations. Winded and wheezing, she stumbled. Carrying the orb for all those months had drained her endurance. The dual spell for Manola took significant energy as well.

      The wench could still breathe. So, Manola remained dangerous.

      Akub needed to get off the planet before Manola could free herself.

      “Well done, Akub. Stay there.” Battered, injured, and bleeding, Zykeiah remained defiant.

      “Before Manola frees herself, return the orb.” Akub held out her hand. “I’ll take it back to Saturn Four.”

      “Such a dangerous item will not be bartered.” Zykeiah scooped up her discarded daggers from the floor with labored movements.

      “That’s why I want to take it home.” All Akub had to do was speak the words and she could make them give her the sphere as they begged for their lives. Enough of her magick remained. She could devour their very will to live.

      From behind them, encased in an invisible bubble, Manola laughed.

      Zykeiah shook her head. “You still don’t see, do you?”

      Marion reached Akub. “You don’t understand, Akub. You’re the catalyst the oracle warned. You brought her here.”

      Akub couldn’t believe it. “No, I—I saved the queen, you, the planet.”

      Zykeiah shook her head again. “No, Akub. Manola followed you here. You kidnapped the queen, signaling Manola of your location. Our planet was only in danger because of your actions.”

      Sarah arrived and went to check on Marion. She wrapped his arm around her shoulders, and he leaned on her. “The queen is safe. Octiva and I guarded her.”

      Marion continued. “Where did you get the orb? Probably from her.”

      “No.” A numbness took over Akub. She snatched up her cloak and yanked it on to warm herself—by the goddess, she wanted to feel something other than the cold realization that began to dawn on her. Could they be right? Octiva. The goddess. Could her belief have blinded her? Allowed her to be used?

      “I just defeated Manola. Saved you all from destruction! And you accuse me?” The edge of panic rose in her throat. She wanted to rush them, but they all had lowered their weapons and gawked at her with pitiful expressions.

      Could Zykeiah’s words be close to the truth?

      “In the morning, Zykeiah will escort you to the Circle.” Marion shrugged Sarah off with a wince, bent down, and scooped Kanton up into his arms. He looked down at Akub. Kanton remained unconscious, and blood trickled from his mouth.

      By the goddess, Kanton! He’d entered the battle. No sword. No shield. Not a minister knight—yet. Kanton held all the markings of a squire. Solid build. Eager. Brave. Selfless. Oh yes, in no time at all, he would be called up to join them.

      With horror gnawing inside, Akub couldn’t speak, and she turned away from Kanton. Words eluded her. Had the oracle deceived her?

      Zykeiah spoke to Marion. “What of Manola?”

      “Your spell will hold?” Marion asked Akub.

      “Not for long,” Akub acknowledged. “The threads will unwind soon.”

      “Guards! Sarah, go with them and move her to one of the cells. We’ll escort her off the planet tomorrow, too.”

      Kalah lumbered in from the Great Hall. Battered, injured, his left arm hung at a strange angle. He shot a grin to them. “Didn’t we leave that witch on Solis?”

      Marion grimaced. “Three years and a lifetime ago, minister.”

      Akub heard all—and none—of their words. She huddled into her cloak and tried to make sense of the turn of events. Once Marion and Zykeiah suggested it, she couldn’t let it go. Had the oracle been warning her against herself? Could that be why the message hadn’t come through as clear as the others?

      “Come with me,” Zykeiah said.

      Akub allowed herself to be led down the hallway toward the knight’s private living space once again. Zykeiah didn’t lead the ministers, but her rooms had been centrally situated to the Great Hall.

      After she opened her room door, Zykeiah groaned as she rotated her left arm in slow arcs. Bruises, welts, and swelling began to transform her features. Puffy and painful, they seemed to reduce her natural beauty to that of gross injury.

      Akub had done that by leading Manola to Veloris.

      Zykeiah went to a pouch she kept beside the chair. After rummaging, she took out some leafy herbs, spat on them, and rubbed them onto the cuts and abrasions along her face. The slow work of addressing her injuries occurred in silence. Zykeiah used thick strips of fabric to wrap along her ribs.

      Akub looked away. She had done this—hurt the one person she cared most about.

      Zykeiah went to a tiny black cauldron, ladled out a cup of something hot into her mug. She sipped slowly as if the simple act of sipping pained her. Wearing nothing more than her bare feet, pants, and undershirt, Zykeiah continued taking careful sips of the hot liquid.

      Akub sat on the floor beside a rocking chair. She placed the heels of her feet together and closed her eyes, shutting out the environment. Maybe Marion had been right. She’d been a pawn and had put into motion the events of the last few rotations. The greatest threat to Veloris, to Zykeiah, had been her.

      Moments felt like rotations that lengthened to years in a blink. Zykeiah placed her mug on top of the mantle. “I’m going to bed. You’re welcome to make a pad down here.”

      “I can go back to Kanton’s, to the village. I don’t want to be more trouble…”

      Zykeiah’s glowing eyes pinned her to the spot. “Stay here. I don’t trust you outside the castle walls.”

      “You trust me to sleep in the same room as you.” Akub didn’t make it a question.

      “I trust my ability to defend myself, even in slumber.” With that, Zykeiah left the outer sitting room.

      Now, in silence, the fire’s crackle served as the only sound.

      Despite Zykeiah’s words, Akub noted that the warrior didn’t yell, scream, or throw one of her daggers at her, so that was something. She let out her breath and set about putting together her makeshift bed of blankets and pillows. The floor would be rough, but she was so weary—emotionally and physically—she doubted she would feel much more than soreness. The hearth burned potta tree branches, and the scent calmed her.

      A small circle of light from Zykeiah's bedchamber gave her pause. For just that small moment, she lived. In the same place as Zykeiah, and yet, so far away from the woman she loved. Akub removed her boots and crouched down to her pad for sleep. The blankets, accompanied by the fire, created a toasty warmth in the room.

      Minutes passed. Akub tossed and turned on the pink danker rug. Her muscles ached, and her mind struggled to relax. Unable to drift off to sleep, she sat up. Soft snores emanated from Zykeiah’s room. Clearly, the minister had no trouble resting with the threat of Manola looming in the castle. Tomorrow, they’d both be escorted off world and returned to Saturn Four, a thriving kingdom much more equipped to do more with Manola.

      Akub rubbed her arms for warmth. Manola had arrived on the ice planet, and that chilled Akub to the bone. The Minister Knights of Souls didn’t appear to be much of a threat or force. Then she caught herself as memories of Zykeiah’s and Marion’s refusal to give up during their fight with Manola came flooding back.

      No, that perseverance and courage gave the ministers their strength. They wouldn’t stop fighting, even as each of them fell.

      She got up and walked toward Zykeiah's bedchamber. The restlessness rattled around her mind. The potta did relax her, but mentally, she couldn't dismiss the presence of Manola. It loomed over her like a dense fog.

      "Zy…" Akub said before falling short. She peered through the wire screen that separated the outer room from the sleeping chamber. The light emanated from a fat pink candle. It had burned down low; again, the scent of potta filled the air. Her fireplace sat in shadowy darkness. The room was remarkably neat and orderly.

      She expected nothing less of Zykeiah.

      Her mouth slackened when her eyes fell on a sleeping Zykeiah. Dressed in a soft gown made of a creamy fabric, she lay on top of her blankets. Her gown had pushed past her knees in sleep, revealing toned and scarred thighs. With her lips parted, an expression of dreaminess on her face, Zykeiah in slumber presented a stunning woman. Relaxed, the hardened minister knight rested.

      Akub remained standing in her spot with Zykeiah’s warning in her ears. She wouldn’t test Zykeiah’s claims of defense, even when sleeping. Still, it had been ions since she’d seen Zykeiah so unrestrained, free, and open. No mask. No wall to separate them—physical or emotional. Her eyes traveled up from her toes, along her exposed legs, and across her small breasts on up to her sleeping face.

      Akub quickly stepped back into the sitting room. She captured the sleeping Zykeiah in her mind and compared it to Zykeiah’s minister knight persona. Two very different women.

      Reeling from the view, Akub climbed back into her assembled bed. Memories replayed of her life with Zykeiah before. Parts of her wanted to go back to the bedchamber. But Akub knew that if she did, she would do more than stand in her entranceway.

      She would crawl into bed with her.

      And that thought alone terrified her.
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      The fire burned low. Queen Zoë knew she was not the only one of her family awake well after evening meals had closed and others had turned in for the night. With her shawl pulled tight against the windy air that snuck in between the cracks in the stone walls, she inched closer to the fire and closed her eyes. Cold—no, numb—she couldn’t feel the flames’ heat.

      “Tell me everything. The goddess remains stonily quiet—at this time when I need her guidance the most,” she whispered to the other presence in her room.

      Despite the silence, Zoë could feel the power seep across the heated air, over to her. It pressed impatiently on her.

      “Yes, my queen.” Octiva’s locked hair, crafted into a solitary braid, thudded around her waist when she turned to face the queen. She swept into the bedroom, her gray cloak flowing behind her. “Speaking is often faulty. Words are inadequate. The goddess is all knowing, and she sees far.”

      “She saw not to warn my family or myself of an attack. Twice in four rotations? How do I know that what I am doing will not doom my family, my sons, my kingdom?” Zoë spun around, her eyes wide, her lips trembling.

      Octiva stared at her, a frown staining her already well-wrinkled face. In the shadows, she became her true ancient self.

      “Perhaps, your highness, it is time for your family to fall from the throne they have coveted. Maybe the Goddess Ana is silent because this is her will! Not your desires, Zoë, does she obey.”

      Zoë flinched at the harshness of Octiva’s words, but deep within, they rang true. Yet steeliness had risen with those cursed words. She heard the elder’s disapproval, and it immediately angered her. Her family had been blessed with leadership of Veloris. Descendants from Earth hundreds of years ago and those first people of African descent made Veloris a kingdom using their strength, intelligence, and sense of community to craft greatness from its icy and harsh environment. She’d not give it up because some disgruntled servants had amassed wealth. The royal family remained wealthiest of all.

      “I’m a priestess just as you. I will protect the throne that the Goddess Ana gave to my family. That was her will!” Zoë jerked away. “You see your own in these things, Octiva!”

      Octiva laughed. “And do you think it not her will to change her mind, to alter her desires? She is the mother of all, yet you expect that your wishes and wants matter. You are a simpleton.”

      “How dare you!” Zoë gasped. Never had a servant spoken to her with such complete contempt in her voice as Octiva did now.

      Seeing Zoë’s face, Octiva pressed her lips in a fine, thin line of irritation. She didn’t apologize but turned on her heel and strolled out of the queen’s quarters.

      In what seemed only moments later, the screen opened again, and Marion appeared at the entrance to her bedroom.

      “Momma,” he called, his exhausted voice gave no other words.

      She went to him, as she had always done. So much like Marshall, his father, Marion looked now. Her heart pinched in grief that he couldn’t be here to witness their son’s growth.

      “You’re hurt.” She touched the gashes on his cheek, his eye, and uncovered upper torso. He closed his eyes to the pain, but opened them again when she removed her hand. “You will need to be healed.”

      He waved it off. “Sarah will see to it later.”

      Zoë missed the days when her son sought her aid in healing and comfort.

      “Manola was here. She attempted to steal the orb.” He sat down on the edge of her bed. “She’s more powerful, if that is even possible.”

      “Octiva and Sarah told me. Where is she now?” Zoë could still hardly believe the words. Had Akub’s vision come to pass? Had she been in error in letting the Devourer go? Perhaps she should’ve put the magick weaver to death. She stumbled, and Marion reached out to her.

      “Careful! You’re not completely well.” Marion held her elbow and helped her sit beside him on the bed. “For now, she’s in the holding cells, awaiting your judgment. It won’t hold her. Send Octiva to watch and guard her until she’s off planet.”

      “That may not be possible.” Zoë turned away from his questioning and damaged face.

      “Is the elder out of the castle?”

      “I don’t know where she is.” Had she not quarreled with Octiva, then this would be easier. “You were able to detain Manola. How?”

      Marion shifted beside her. “Akub wove a spell that contained her. It won’t last. We will send Manola off planet at first light, if you pronounce judgment tonight.”

      “Akub stopped her,” Zoë gasped. She hadn’t expected the Devourer to contain Manola. She seemed weak and brittle. Obviously, Zoë had misjudged the Devourer.

      Unless…

      “They had been partners, lovers, under Valek, Akub and Manola. Are you sure she’s not involved?”

      “I’m certain. Octiva believes there’s no connection between them. Akub seemed shocked to see Manola.”

      Zoë crossed her arms. On her last visit to the oracle, no such vision as the ones Akub described had appeared to her. At first, she thought the Devourer had arrived for the sole purpose of love, but now that Manola had attacked her castle, she knew that to be false. The oracle’s silence spoke volumes.

      “It would have to be judgment, Marion. Otherwise, other planets will think we didn’t proceed with fairness. Set the date for the judgment two days from now.”

      “Uh, yes, Mother, but Octiva and Sarah will need to guard her continuously.” Marion didn’t hide his disappointment. “She is stronger than when last we fought.”

      Maybe he was just tired, but he stood up to leave.

      “How do we know the Devourer and Manola aren’t working together, again, son?” Zoë met his questioning eyes.

      “Octiva said…”

      “She doesn’t speak for the kingdom. I do. Minister Knights of Souls, a group your father created to keep us safe, are blood sworn to secure the people of Veloris. I didn’t ask what a servant thought. I’m asking you! The future king!”

      “Yes, your highness.” Marion stood straight and saluted. “I told you what I thought was the better plan. Get her off the planet!”

      “Marion!” She hesitated. Queen first. Mother second. Those were her own mother’s last words. “Put the Devourer in a holding cell until you uncover the connection between them.”

      "You do know best." He turned on his heel and marched out of her bedchamber.

      "Yes, I do! The sooner we’re done with this, the better for all," she called after him.

      She turned back to the flames. The judgment should come soon. She saw the danger the same as Marion. The sooner she could get both the Devourer and Manola off her planet, the better.

      [image: ]
* * *

      "Get inside ’ere!" a palace guard shouted at Manola.

      The other guards pushed the still-frozen woman into the cell and tripped over each other in their fear to get out of the space. The cell doors clanged, and Kalah oversaw the locking of the door. The others left, leaving only Kalah in the darkened hallway in front of the series of prison cells.

      How did she escape them on Solis? He cast his mind back to that violent and whirlwind battle but couldn’t recall how Manola escaped. Many had suspected that his wife, Amana, had freed Manola. Now, here she stood. Valek’s red-haired witch in all her undead glory. He would have to keep an eye on his wife, to be sure of her movements.

      As if reading his thoughts, Manola said, "I will get out of here. Little Amana will be mine."

      "Be silent!" Kalah shouted, incensed at her intrusion into his thoughts.

      As if obeying him, Manola fell silent.

      Kalah cleared his throat. He did not fear her, but she could be quite annoying. Those strange markings on her hands stirred some deep down internal terror that he refused to acknowledge.

      Heavy footsteps interrupted the thick quiet. Marion appeared with Sarah at his side. They held hands, but when Kalah spied them, they stopped.

      “Have you informed her of the law?”

      “Not yet.” Kalah gestured to the now-grinning Manola. “I wanted there to be witnesses.”

      “Of course.” Sarah crossed her arms as she faced Manola’s cell.

      “Begin,” Marion said.

      "Manola O’Brim. In two days, as ordained by law, Queen Zoë will sit in judgment. The Minister Knights of Souls claim you willfully and with knowledge attacked our kingdom. We will call witnesses to collaborate this claim. The queen will decide your fate."

      Kalah took in an intake of air and let it out slowly. He ran his callused hand through his hair, snagging it on the snares and tangles that resulted from battle.

      “Which is what?” Sarah asked.

      "Death, according to the law, but the queen could decide whatever she wants," he explained.

      Sarah nodded and stepped closer to the cell. She looked in. Inside, Manola’s hair fell freely around her shoulders, and heavy black streaks from the filthy floor marked the back of her boots.

      Despite being locked in a spell, Manola’s eyes squinted to slits.

      Kalah flinched. “Did you see that?”

      “Yes,” Sarah replied.

      Marion grunted from beside them. “I will send Octiva for the first full watch. Stay here for now, Sarah. Then Zykeiah. We’ll rotate for the next two days.”

      “Two days?” Kalah frowned.

      “Come.” Marion started back down the hallway.

      Kalah rushed to join him. Together, the men started down the corridor. Once out of earshot, Kalah repeated his question.

      “Two days? Is Mother mad?”

      Marion shook his head. “I know not.”

      “We must get that…that thing off the planet. Tonight, if possible.” Kalah felt panic throb at the base of his throat, and he snatched Marion’s arm. “Marion!”

      “I know the danger!” Marion wrenched his arm free. “Leave it for tonight. We all need to rest. Heal. Two days will give us time.”

      “For another battle?” Kalah balled up his fists.

      Marion cast a glance back toward the holding cells. “Pray to the goddess you are mistaken. Pray with all your might.”

      With that, Marion stalked down the hallway, leaving Kalah to ponder the fear he heard in his brother’s voice.
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      The following morn, the bedchamber sat in uneasy quietness, and Zykeiah cautiously entered the outer room. Here, the fireplace burned lazily, casting off scents of forest and fire. The minister wore a thick cotta robe that shielded her from Veloris’s frigid climate. It also served to protect her when out of bed late at night without proper clothing.

      Akub sluggishly stood, careful to avoid the second chair. The kinks in her neck burned in protest, and she stretched to straighten herself out. The new day was upon her, and her future awaited. When the minister knights and palace guards escorted Manola off world, Akub would leave, too. Marion and Zykeiah had decided late last evening.

      Zykeiah grunted at her, a still sleepy greeting. Akub peeked into her bedchamber and spied the unmade bed, just before she closed the screen. An untidy bed meant Zykeiah was exhausted indeed. That sight made Akub giggle.

      “Too early for that,” Zykeiah said with a small grin.

      Earlier a kitchen servant had knocked, come in, and placed a cauldron over the fire. When Akub looked inside, it contained something creamy and hot. Gosha. Still not quite ready to eat, Akub had watched the sun rise instead from the sliver window.

      “Sleep in peace?” Zykeiah asked through what sounded like cottonmouth.

      Akub snorted. She hadn’t slept at all. “No.”

      Zykeiah groaned. She picked up a small, hand-size piece of reflection glass. She stared at herself. The square sectioned-off piece of glass fit snuggly in her hand. She smirked into the glass. Her image smirked back at her before wincing. She took more leaves and began treating her injuries.

      “You seem better,” Akub suggested. Hidden from prying eyes and loose tongues, she sat in the chair, pulling her legs up to her chest. She hugged them.

      Zykeiah checked her face in the glass. “Each step reminds me of the fight. The pain is an echo of battle or mistakes of valor. Don’t worry. The pain will soon fade.”

      “You’re still beautiful.”

      Zykeiah glanced at her. “You know those who flatter fail.”

      Akub choked up. “I do, but those who speak truth gain treasure.”

      Zykeiah hurriedly put the glass away into its pouch along with the leaves. “Kind words. Wise words.”

      “I’m leaving Veloris today, so I want to say all I must before I can’t. I will miss you, Zy.”

      “Me?” Amusement changed her tone.

      “Yes,” Akub breathed, her chest tight.

      “Akub.”

      “I never meant any of this to happen. I only thought of keeping you from harm.” Akub longed to hold her, wanted to say more, but at the same moment knew the fragility of acting on those impulses.

      “The destructive force was you—but as the Devourer.” Zykeiah shook her head, pulled away from Akub.

      “That’s no longer a part of me,” Akub insisted as she stood. She’d removed that part of herself long ago, dissolved it like the acidic removal of her markers—in painful strips of her flesh and faith.

      Zykeiah massaged her right leg muscle. “You misunderstand. This was a test, Akub. A crucible to see if you could withstand the temptation of your past. Think on it. You’re led back to Veloris and Manola follows. You fought her and won.”

      The realization dawned on Akub like a swarm of angry bees stinging and buzzing with agitation. The oracle had led her into a situation where she had been tested. Would she join Manola? Would she betray Zykeiah again? Had the old Akub’s trust been devoured by the oracle and manipulated? The visions false? Why?

      Tear welled up in her eyes. She had been weighed and found wanting.

      “Then I’ve failed!” Akub wiped away the tears. “I can’t move forward. I can’t move backward. I’m sinking.”

      Zykeiah paused and looked back to her. She got up, went over to Akub, and cupped her face in her hands, wiping away the tears with her thumbs. She even offered a small smile. “You believe in the goddess, yes?”

      Akub nodded.

      “Then trust in her actions.”

      “You don’t even believe in the goddess!” Akub retorted.

      Zykeiah shrugged. “No, but it isn’t me who receives visions from her.”

      The aroma of food filled the room. Zykeiah turned away, grabbed two wooden bowls from a shelf beside the hearth, and, using a ladle, scooped boiled oats into both. She handed one to Akub.

      “Besides, you didn’t fail. You’re not with Manola, now. You didn’t choose to do more evil. You’re warm and fed this morn. All is well.”

      Akub forced herself to meet Zykeiah’s surprisingly warm gaze. “I betrayed you.”

      “And saved me.” Zykeiah sat gingerly down beside her, balancing the bowl in one hand. “When I used to look into the reflecting glass, I thought I could see my future: devoid of children, love, and companionship, a gray existence. I’d be an old woman telling anyone who will stand still to listen to my tales as a Minister Knight of Souls. That’s how the oracle’s vision came to you. You thought you knew what it wanted, what was at stake, but like vision, it depends on the lens you’re looking through as to what you actually see.”

      Akub heard the bitter ache in her voice.

      “How can you keep forgiving me?” Akub shuddered in sorrow. She didn’t deserve this kind of forgiveness, not after her hunger for redemption had damn near devoured them both.

      Zykeiah’s finger raised Akub’s chin so that she could look her square in the eyes. “Because, Akub, that is what love is—forgiveness.”

      Forgiveness requires strength. Humbled. The Goddess Ana had sent Akub through this crucible to extinguish the last remnants of her past from her being, to reunite her with her true love, and to show her the strength she’d amassed.

      A devourer no more, Akub’s heart was full.

      She kneeled before Zykeiah and pulled her into a tight embrace. Startled, she stiffened, but after a few moments, the hardened warrior melted into her arms. At last, Akub felt hot tears flow freely down her cheeks.

      “I love you,” Akub whispered, her voice choked with tears.

      Zykeiah broke her embrace. She leaned in and kissed her. When Zykeiah ended the kiss at last, Akub rubbed her stinging lips. The minister’s soft lips held pent up passion only her lover’s courage could match.

      “Eat. We’ve got to get to the Circle. The escorts will be here soon.” Zykeiah patted her thigh. Akub returned to her seat and began to eat her gosha.

      “I am still destined for home.” Akub swallowed both the gosha and the ache in her throat.

      “It’s for the best. The orb cannot be here. Neither can Manola.”

      “I see.”

      “I’m glad.” Zykeiah got to her feet.

      Akub noted that Zykeiah’s tone didn’t sound like she meant it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A short time later, thunderous knocks on the door startled them both.

      “I’m coming.” Zykeiah avoided colliding with a chair in her hurry. Zykeiah pulled the door closer to her and peeked outside into the foyer. “You’re late.”

      Kalah shrugged. “I’m not. You are.”

      Zykeiah frowned. “What?”

      “Let me in.”

      Zykeiah stepped back from the door, and Kalah came in. Still bearing the wounds from yesterday’s battle, he limped as he walked.

      “You’re in. Tell me what the hell is going on.” Zykeiah put her hands on her hips.

      “Last evening, the queen stayed Manola’s deportation in favor of sitting in judgment. Tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow.” Zykeiah shook her head in disbelief. “You’re serious.”

      “Yes. Mom feels we must adhere to the rules or other kingdoms might protest. By the goddess, I miss the time when we remained isolated and alone in our little icy pocket of the galaxy.”

      Akub bit her lip to keep from shouting. The spell wouldn’t hold two whole rotations.

      “What of Akub?” Zykeiah gestured to her.

      As before, at the mention of her name, Kalah looked at her and saw her.

      “Ah, she must stay, too, as she is a witness. Looks as the goddess has smiled on you again, Devourer.”

      “What am I late for?” Zykeiah asked, keeping her gaze on Kalah.

      Kalah closed his eyes and laughed before opening them. “Duty. We’re taking shifts guarding the prisoner. I guess Marion forgot to tell you.”

      “Surely not?” Zykeiah called as she hurried to her bedchamber to dress.

      “He did.”

      “If he had told me, I would’ve been at my post,” Zykeiah snapped. She dropped her robe and dressed, scooping up articles of clothing from her bed. While she dressed with haste, Kalah waited on the other side of the screen.

      When she re-emerged, Zykeiah’s sword caught the sun’s pale illumination as if begging to be taken. It was the only light in the bedchamber. “Go to the others! I’ll go after Manola.”

      

      Instead, she set about attaching her daggers.

      Kalah shrugged. “I beg forgiveness.”

      “Get out.” Zykeiah didn’t look up as Kalah retreated to the door.

      As he opened it, Marion stepped in, nearly knocking his brother in the face.

      “Oh. Kalah.” Marion grinned, his eye still closed and darkened, but less puffy.

      “I’ve managed to anger Zykeiah,” Kalah confessed with a head toss back toward them.

      “Not hard to do,” Marion said.

      “Her candlewick is entirely too short," Kalah shouted as he slipped through the door.

      Akub could feel Zykeiah grow angry.

      “I beg forgiveness, Zykeiah, for not alerting you last evening to the change of plans. My momma, the queen, decided a different course to handle Manola. Sarah, Octiva, and I have kept watch over the prisoner, and it is now, your turn.”

      Zykeiah did not meet his eyes. Something about her motions spoke to her displeasure.

      Akub studied the hulking minister. With his red-rimmed eyes and slow movement, Marion didn’t appear to have slept at all. Sluggish, he leaned back against the door.

      “Zy…”

      “I got it.” She hopped up, waved him off her door, and headed out without another word.

      Marion let out a frustrated growl. He caught himself and glanced over to Akub. “You’re to go to the holding cell, too.”

      Akub groaned. “We tried that already. Remember?”

      “’Tis not my purpose to question, only to obey. Come.”

      Akub got to her feet with a numbing disbelief filtering over her person. She grabbed what little she had, her own blood pumping with speed and fear. “Your mom’s idea.”

      “I wanted Zykeiah to escort you, but…”

      Akub gave a small smile. “Yes.”

      “It will be over soon, and you’ll be back on Saturn Four in no time,” Marion said, his voice weary.

      “Yes,” Akub agreed, but she had the feeling that neither of them believed it.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

      

    

    







            Spoken Truth Comes to Pass

          

        

      

    

    
      "Where is the heat in this horrid place?" Zykeiah swore as she paced outside Manola’s cell.

      The palace guard partnered with her ignored her as he inspected his gloved hands. Another guard poked at the tie on his cloak. The queen’s castle, already a massive structure, continued to be stretched to encompass more rooms. The din from the workers—sledgehammering, quarreling, and carving—did not distract her from her task. Zykeiah watched Manola with careful eyes. No doubt the shrewd sorceress plotted an escape. They had captured almost everyone on Solis, except Manola. That took a certain intellect.

      “Cursed woman!” Zykeiah said, bitterness flooding her mouth. “I cannot wait for you to get off my planet.”

      The guard hunched back into his cloak, as if afraid.

      Across from them, Manola grinned as if she could read her thoughts.

      Zykeiah resumed pacing, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that Akub’s spell had begun to dissolve. She’d known Manola would come for them. When they brought Amana back with them, Zykeiah had protested then as she had now about Akub. Perhaps it had been her Saturn Four upbringing, but one did not give a snake another chance to strike.

      Part of it, she knew, resided in the queen’s upbringing and the teachings of what she called Christianity, a foreign religion brought to the ice planet by Minister Marshall. He’d taught it to Zoë when both were in their youth, prior to their marriage. It drove Zoë’s parents mad with confusion, and they set it to Zoë’s rebellion. Yet, Marshall believed in this one male Supreme Being. Moreover, he had taught Zoë about the greatness of forgiveness. In time, Zoë became a priestess of Ana, but only after Marshall’s death. She still believed in forgiving others.

      Why? Zykeiah didn’t know because all she saw was harm, pain, and agony at the end of forgiveness.

      Akub.

      Zykeiah’s heart pinched. She’d told Akub she forgave her, and she had. Perhaps, that forgiveness lesson had rubbed off on her, too.

      “What are you smiling about?” Manola coughed out seconds before a shimmer of eerily green light snagged Zykeiah’s attention.

      NO!

      Manola laughed. A slivery ooze seeped from the pores on her hands. The globs gelled and formed a round globe as they stretched outward. The eerie green glow chased the shadows from her dim cell. The sphere rippled and expanded.

      Zykeiah stabbed the sphere with her daggers, but the ooze claimed them.

      “Go! Get the other ministers! Now!”

      The guard ran off. The other guard freed his sword and readied for the battle, taking his cue from her.

      “Oh, oh my!” Manola said, a wicked grin appearing on her face.

      “Stop!” Zykeiah punched the glob, but her fists rebounded back, forcing her to stumble.

      The sphere grew larger, filling the tiny closet-like cell, and soon it pressed against the metal bars. The bubble seemed to be made of sterner stuff despite its jelly-like feel. Footsteps thundered as Marion and Akub arrived with a handful of guards.

      Akub lifted her hands and shouted, “Hold!”

      Manola slammed back against the wall, but the sphere continued to grow.

      “Break them, like brittle wood,” Manola muttered with her eyes locked onto the bars. Like snapping twigs weakened from the cold, the bars collapsed, flying across the hall and smacking the wall in pieces of metal, showering Zykeiah with debris.

      “I can’t keep her there forever,” Akub gasped.

      Marion’s sword fell onto the sphere, but it did not burst. “What is this?”

      With her teeth clenched in concentration, Manola’s eyes, wide with wickedness, gleamed in the globe’s glow.

      “My sword has no effect!” Marion replaced his sword and stepped toward the cell. He tried to grab the sphere but rebounded off it. With force, it plowed into him, sending him to the floor. Bone cracked as his body thundered to the ground.

      Akub screamed as she dropped to her knees, exhausted.

      Manola fell to the floor. She rubbed her neck as she stood up.

      Free. As she stepped out of her cell, she clapped her hands together and whispered, “Vanish.”

      The sphere’s hardened green chunks dissolved. Only bits of bars and Zykeiah’s daggers lay scattered across the floor. The nature of evil etched across her face.

      Several of the guards roared in courage and rushed her.

      Manola took one of the swords from the guard, disarming him with relative ease, and drew the knight across his jaw, spilling his blood like a sieve. The other two attempted to slice and stab her. Manola grabbed the other with her free hand, fractured his arm. He screeched. Shattered, he fell to his knees, sweat and tears dripping from his face.

      “Stop!” Zykeiah roared. With her head ringing, she got to her feet and threw a punch at Manola.

      Her fist connected, but Manola shook it off as if it meant nothing. With her red-lipped grin, she shoved Zykeiah, using magick to force her back with inhuman strength. Zykeiah landed hard, her vision blurred, and her eyes closed in agony.

      Akub jumped on Manola, attempting to halt her escape. They whirled around, Akub’s dark green cloak smearing with the inky black of Manola’s bodysuit. Screams and grunts and the influx of guards all converged on the prisoner.

      “No! No!” She reached out to stop Manola from escaping.

      Zykeiah groaned and touched the tender part of her head. Marion came from the rear. With his hand on the hilt of his sword, he made his way to the front.

      Manola threw Akub off and started down the corridor.

      “Manola!” Akub started, but a hard tug sent her propelling backward.

      “Slow down,” Zykeiah whispered as she caught Akub’s fall. “This is what we do.”

      “Yes, but you can’t touch her. You need me.” Akub held up her hands again.

      Zykeiah touched her cheek. “I do. I don’t need you dead.”

      Behind them, a scream tore through the quiet. Marion raced toward it with Akub on her heels, but stopped. The corridor looked the same, but it didn’t feel the same.

      Akub said to Zykeiah, “There are remnants of magick here. It claws at me.”

      Zykeiah inched out from behind Marion, and to her horror, discovered the two guards collapsed onto either side of the entrance to the queen’s rooms. One’s skull had been bashed in. One of them wiggled, but stopped. Some say the muscles do that after death. Their opened eyes stared into the hereafter. She’d seen the dead before, but this ignited her anger.

      Ahead, at the mouth of the queen’s quarters, Octiva appeared. She floated, her locked hair flowing in an otherworldly wind, her eyes white, their pupils gone, and her hands sprayed wide with large green light illuminating from her. The markings pulsated in time to the green light. Levitating, she whirled around to face them, and in a voice that sounded like many, she spoke.

      “Manola is no longer here.”

      “And the queen?” Marion sheathed his sword, apparently satisfied the threat had left this area.

      “Safe.” The verdant illumination fell dark, and just as suddenly as she appeared, Octiva touched down to the floor, unconscious. Just as she said these words, she collapsed. A heavy quiet blanketed the hall.

      Akub raced over to her. “Elder! Elder!”

      Zykeiah headed for the stairs. “I’m taking a guard to the Allerton Circle to confirm Manola is gone. “

      “No. I want all ministers in your quarters, Zykeiah. Now,” Marion said and disappeared into the bedchambers.

      Akub cradled Octiva in her arms. The elder had some damage to her face and hands, bloody spots and splotches along her cloak. Manola had been here and had come for the queen’s soul, just as Akub had expected.

      Defeated once again, where would the sorceress go? Would she just leave empty handed?

      Akub hoisted Octiva to a sitting position, but the darkness claimed her as well.
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* * *

      Something is amiss. Akub jolted awake, her head pounding in aguish. Moans pulled her attention to her surroundings. The cold stone floor made her face ache. Looking around, a scattering of guards and ministers lay unconscious or nursing injuries. A repeat of last evening, but with fewer injured. Yes, she’d seen this before.

      Healers dressed in dark robes assisted them.

      Manola!

      As she sat up, the memories rolled forward in her mind, but the ceiling whirled and nausea threatened to overwhelm her. She lay back down.

      “Whoa, there.” Octiva’s soft voice met her still-ringing ears from just behind her. Her hair was pulled up into a bun, and the scent of sweet bread lingered on her cloak.

      “Manola. Escaped. The queen. Escaped.” Akub’s mouth rolled over the word as if it were foreign, and her mind tried to match up the words and with the elder at hand. If Manola had broken free, that meant that she was out in the cold morn, fleeing. Could cause death to all in her path.

      “We need to move. Now!”

      “We are not moving anywhere except to rest and recover. Ministers Kalah, Marion, and Sarah have all given chase. For now, you rest. Come.”

      “Zykeiah?”

      “In her quarters, healing. Do not worry. Come.”

      Octiva helped Akub to her feet. Despite her thin frame, the elder’s strength surprised her. How had she recovered so quickly? As she steadied herself, Akub recalled the damage to the corridor, to the cells. Debris had been scattered across the floor. Pipes had damaged the wall across from the now vacant cell.

      “No one in this castle could have done that kind of damage,” a palace guard said, his voice furious as it echoed in the corridor.

      Akub had a feeling they were being polite and civil because Octiva was there, but secretly they angered and distrusted weavers and priestesses—women.

      “Except them,” another added. “Those cells were demolished into bits. That reeks of sorcery.”

      Octiva raised her chin in silent defiance. She met Akub’s gaze. “Let us get you to bed.”

      Akub followed the elder around the injured and angry guards. She watched her feet and avoided the stony looks. Did they know she’d kidnapped their queen? Did they know she’d led Manola here?

      Guilt covered her tighter than her favorite green cloak. With steady steps, she hugged the wall as she followed Octiva down the hall. Akub walked beside her, past the queen’s chambers, and on to a wooden door on the left. With a wave of her hand, the door creaked open, and Octiva entered.

      “Where. Is. This?” Akub stumbled, as her legs became like heavy tree trunks.

      “My chambers,” Octiva said.

      Thick cloying lavender rolled out from the open door. Once Akub’s eyes adjusted to the inner dim, she could make out furniture. In the tight room, she spied Kanton, still unconscious on a padded makeshift bed. The blankets had been wrapped tight around his body, clear up to his neck so that only his head was visible.

      Akub swallowed, her throat dry. He’d opened his home to her and helped a stranger find her way to the castle. What had Kanton gain for his kindness? Violence. She turned away with her heart hurting, no, burning as her anger ignited. The young lad didn’t deserve this. None of them did. The minister knights had signed on for violence and the threat of death, as did the palace guards, but this stable hand had not.

      “What troubles you?” Octiva asked, her hands hidden beneath her cloak’s long sleeves.

      “I‘ve devoured the peace here.” Akub grabbed Octiva’s arm. “You, too, know the oracle’s power. Why? Why did this happen?”

      Octiva gently shrugged off Akub’s grasp as if it was nothing but a feather, to Akub’s amazement, for Octiva looked like she couldn’t lift a spoon without aid. “I know you did not assist Manola in her escape. As to why, well, you seek answers to which you already know. Now, rest.”

      Octiva gestured to another makeshift bed, across the tiny room from Kanton’s.

      Akub’s throbbing head and unsettled stomach further encouraged her to make her way to the pallet. With muscles aching, she got down on the floor, tossed back the blanket, and removed her boots. After a few moments to catch her breath, Akub pulled her cloak over her head and folded it neatly beside her. She prayed that wherever Zykeiah was that she was safe.

      For the goddess, let them all be safe.
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      As Akub, Kanton, and others recovered from Manola’s second attack, Queen Zoë remained awake as the rotation headed toward nightfall. She knew chaos threatened to boil over once the news spread of Manola’s escape. No one would believe that Akub had not helped her to freedom nor that keeping the wicked being for two days had been a good plan.

      “You should eat something,” Octiva said, her voice low but full of venom as she carried a meal tray into the queen’s quarters. “Nothing can be gained from an empty belly.”

      Queen Zoë pulled her robe tighter around her waist, knotting the belt and shoving her hands into her pockets. Despite it being the Warming Season, the bedchamber felt chilly, even with a well-fed fire.

      “Any word?” she asked, her eyes focused on the chest beside her bed where her husband’s ashes remained. She could sorely use his guidance now.

      “None,” Octiva said. “All has been prophesied by the oracle.”

      “The oracle predicted nothing. This is evil. Wickedness. Nothing more!” Zoë snatched herself away from the fireplace.

      Octiva said nothing. She placed the tray on the queen’s bed.

      Queen Zoë sighed, feeling her age was becoming more and more common. The magical healing of the Bandon tree roots had waned, taking the illness that ate at her stomach away, but not removing old age. Her hair, braided into a long, single plait, lay across her shoulder, and she fingered it, feeling the strands of silver.

      She continued. “Does it matter whether it be by her death or by her absence that we are rid of her and the evil she brought with her from the black planet?”

      “Are we rid of her?” Octiva asked.

      The forest will kill them, for surely she is not prepared for the trek, Zoë thought. Out loud, she asked, “What of this new magick she performed?”

      “Marion said it began with a green light.”

      “A bright green light,” she muttered. She scratched her head and turned her gray eyes to Octiva. “A green light…”

      “Not a light cast by candles, lantern, or torch,” Octiva said, her eyes closed in thought.

      “But by sorcery.”

      “Yes.” Octiva opened her eyes.

      “Strange. Sphere in shape, but would not yield to sword or blade.”

      Octiva nodded. “As told by Marion and Zykeiah.”

      “Do you find them false?” Zoë could not keep the sharpness from her tone.

      Octiva replied as if she had not heard it. “I believe it is the work of magick. I have witnessed Lady Sarah’s spheres, and they can destroy rock, such as that of the holding cells.”

      “Sarah? No, she didn’t do this. What Marion described is different from her work.” Zoë shook her head and went to the food tray. She picked up a shelled egg and bit into it. “Is it an ancient magick? One denied to us?” Zoë glanced over to the elder. The egg tasted like paste in her mouth.

      “Manola has traveled many kingdoms and engaged with all manner of things.” Octiva gestured to the tray. “Eat. You will need your strength.”

      “What of Akub?”

      “Injured in the battle.” Octiva folded her arms across her thin chest. “You still suspect her.”

      “Love is a strong, motivating emotion. I am sure Zykeiah would argue that point. Manola and Akub had once been lovers.”

      “As did Zykeiah and Akub,” Octiva countered, her face becoming somber.

      Zoë slammed her fist down, knocking over items on her tray. “Why do you insist on protecting her?”

      Octiva folded her arms into her bell sleeves, and with a small smile, said, “It is as you said, your highness. Love is a powerful motivator.”

      With that, Octiva left the chambers.
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* * *

      Downstairs in Zykeiah’s quarters, all the minister knights gathered.

      “Manola has escaped,” Zykeiah explained gently, as if softening the words would somehow cushion their impact. Perhaps she just couldn’t believe it. None of them had fully recovered. She struggled to breathe, her ribs wrapped tight.

      “Akub….” Kalah growled, his finger pointing at Zykeiah. “She helped her! This is her doing.”

      “We don’t have time for this. Each minute that passes is a gift to our enemy,” Zykeiah wheezed.

      With one angry glance back at her, he huffed.

      Marion stepped into the outer room’s center. “This is everyone?”

      Kalah didn’t meet his stare. “Amana is unwell.”

      “She’s not a minister, and based on her history with Manola, she shouldn’t be with us,” Zykeiah pointed out.

      Kalah made a face.

      “I’ve sent the palace guards out in search parties, through the village, and out into the forest. She won’t get too far. Someone will see her,” Marion said.

      “That is what I fear,” Zykeiah said. “What of Akub? The elder?”

      “Octiva’s protecting the queen, and Akub is with her.” Marion paced as he spoke, but once he passed Sarah, he stopped.

      “The Devourer should be in a holding cell,” Kalah pointed out. “She could’ve freed her.”

      Marion shook his head. “She could have, but she did not.”

      Zykeiah knew it would come to this if Manola escaped. She didn’t blame Kalah for his words. The ministers would believe what they wanted, and any argument from her would warrant only a hollow defense despite Akub’s valor last evening and today. What to believe?

      She watched Sarah’s response. Where did she stand?

      “Not this again,” Sarah snapped.

      “Do you think I would have allowed her to proceed without warning through the castle if we knew she’d betray us?” Marion explained to Kalah in a slow, deliberate manner reminiscent of a parent to a child.

      Zykeiah coughed. “Just last evening, she defeated Manola. She didn’t help her escape.”

      “You can’t know that, Zy! She led that demon here.” Kalah threw his hands up in frustration.

      Zykeiah grunted and straightened to her full height as she walked up to him. “I do know. She spent the entire evening in my quarters.”

      Kalah flinched, his mouth worked, until finally anger pushed his words forth. “She never left?”

      Zykeiah met his stony glare. “No.”

      “You swear it?”

      “I’ve already given my answer.” Zykeiah turned on her booted heel and stalked back to her chair. She eased herself into it, wincing as she did so. “Marion, we discussed this.”

      Kalah swore. “She’s woven her magick around you. Enchanted you!”

      “Manola being free doesn’t bode well for anyone,” Sarah said, suddenly tired of the arguing. She walked over to Kalah. “So cease your whining. We need to move.”

      “She’s right,” Marion agreed. “Let’s get going.”

      “Split up,” Zykeiah ordered.

      “No. You stay here. You’re in no condition to join us.” Marion gestured for her to sit.

      “We won’t have to go far. Thousands of souls on the ice planet, but there’s only one Manola would find good enough for her. The queen’s,” Zykeiah advised.

      For once Kalah didn’t speak, for which she was thankful. She was in no mood for conversation. They’d just had a battle last evening and again today.

      “We’ve already searched the castle, and Mother is protected,” Marion said. Red-rimmed eyes and sprouting new growth along his chin spoke to little sleep or chances for rest. He had new nicks and cuts over the old ones from the previous night along with new bruising.

      They all did.

      “She may not attack the queen today, but she will be back for her,” Sarah said. “We must find her first,” Marion added.

      “Let’s go.” Kalah opened the door.

      Marion waited for Sarah to exit prior to him. He glanced back over his battered shoulder. “Get well. We will need your strength.”

      Zykeiah sighed. “Go with the goddess.”

      As soon as the door closed, it opened again, and in walked the queen.

      Zykeiah struggled to her feet, wincing at the sharp pain as she did so. She bent in greeting. “Your highness.”

      “Good evening, minister. I’ve come to see how you heal.”

      Zykeiah inched back down into the chair. “Slowly. Much too slowly.”

      “Your fire always burns so bright and wild. Take the time to recover.” Zoë came to stand by her, but she searched the room, taking it in.

      The queen had never come into her quarters before. Unsure, Zykeiah held her breath, waiting for the real reason for the visit.

      “Shouldn’t you be with the elder? Manola is free, your highness.” Zykeiah didn’t like the look of this. If Manola chose this time to attack, she would not be able to defend or protect the queen.

      Zoë smiled. “I fear nothing and no one. This is my castle. I will come and go as I please, minister.”

      Zykeiah frowned. It wasn’t like the queen to openly court danger.

      “What can I do for you, your highness?”

      “I want to know more about the Devourer.” She walked slowly around the room, near the fireplace, taking in Zykeiah’s décor and personal items.

      Zykeiah frowned at her, caught herself. “What do you want to know?”

      The queen crossed her arms and turned to her. “Everything.”
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      Two days passed in a series of meals, healing, and murmurs of attack. Manola remained free in the Veloris wilderness. Search parties returned empty-handed. Despite her elusiveness, Manola still conjured fear. It blanketed the castle and fed the tension between the Saturn Four merchants and the villagers. People traveled in groups, and the Saturn Four merchants’ numbers dwindled.

      Akub retreated to the hushed quiet of the castle’s library. The tapers burned low, their sizzling wax cooling in the evening air, casting long shadows across the stacks of books where Akub stared into the fireplace. The moons’ light streamed through the windows and into the open room, providing some illumination in concert with the candles. The fireplace’s flames danced among the wood logs that cast off scents of forest and fire. She sat in a leather chair.

      The library smelled like very aged paper and mildew. According to Octiva, the room had recently been opened, having been sealed for many years in order to keep the Antiqk scrolls secured from the rest of the library. The queen feared that someone would come and burn them, and the elder and queen had moved the scrolls to a more secure location. Now open to the ministers and other privileged few, the library remained quiet and isolated.

      An ancient bound book lay abandoned on her lap, face up. A hairline crack in the wall allowed a whisper of wind, invisible fingers, to flip through the pages. Akub’s mind whirled around old memories, as worn as the pages of the book, of her life on Saturn Four and her time with Zykeiah. These thoughts starved off deep musings about Manola’s escape. The dilemma weighed deeply upon her breast, pressing against her, forcing her breath to come in short sips as did Octiva’s words. So it has begun.

      The entire castle knew of Manola’s escape and the ensuing search for her whereabouts. The ministers investigated many witnesses’ sightings, but each search ended up fruitless. The woman couldn’t be everywhere. The ministers cautioned the villagers about approaching Manola. Her defense was rage, and she would unleash it on anyone, everyone. When the ministers returned from their search without the sorceress, Akub’s guilt grew more and threatened to devour her.

      This evening, as Akub moved through the castle, she heard the hot, cross words from the people strolling behind her. They called her witch, murderer, and, of course, devourer of souls. The servants spoke plainly about how Akub should be put to death for assisting Manola in her escape. Akub’s suspected treachery did not bother her as much as the reality that she hadn’t stopped Manola. Akub thought back to Manola’s eyes during her escape. They were wild and unbalanced. A look most often found amongst forest animals, a cornered kowletta, a caged tiger. The memory raised more chills, and they slipped across Akub’s shoulders and down her back. She tucked the blanket under her legs, curling them around the ottoman, and wished the fire would warm her. Nothing could touch the cold realization that she had brought Manola to the ice planet and that her actions may doom the kingdom.

      She adjusted the text on her lap.

      She wouldn’t remain steeped in pity. No, she adjusted her position and looked down at the book again. Akub swallowed and refocused. She had to find her, but once they found her, they needed to be able to stop her. Manola had used new magick, but Akub suspected it had an older source. If she could find the source, she may be able to develop a spell to counter it.

      “I knew I would find you here amongst your beloved books,” Zykeiah said as she strolled into the room, startling Akub and bumping her from her musings. Now on the mend, the minister stayed close to Akub’s side. She sat down beside her in the other leather chair, her face wrinkled in thought. She winced as she adjusted her position. “Things are tense.”

      Akub leaned back in her chair. “There are times when the ancients are silent, even if the villagers are not.”

      “Ah. Yes. There have been many rotations since this much excitement has visited Veloris. Surely, your talents are unappreciated. The oracle’s predictions are what guide us now. Seems you were right.”

      Akub felt Zykeiah’s hand cover hers, and a calm settled over her. The markings along her hands warmed and illuminated the faintest bit in the low light. Zykeiah glanced down at them, smiling softly, but said nothing. She’d seen Akub’s marking before, as she had been a weaver since a young girl.

      With Zykeiah’s love came pain, teeth bared and full of passion. The slow kindling burned and excited Akub. It had only been five days since she arrived on the ice planet, but she remained hopeful and pleased by Zykeiah’s attention. The minister remained cautious but inched closer to Akub each day.

      “Yes, but I no longer feel connected to the goddess. I’m no priestess, only a simple magick weaver. If Marion would return the orb…” Akub looked at the fire’s dancing flames. They leapt and flickered, much like her relationship with the goddess.

      “Then it is not Manola who troubles your pretty face. By the goddess, there is nothing simple about you, Devourer.” Again it was not a question. She didn’t address the orb.

      Akub smiled, despite her sadness, at how well Zykeiah knew her. She also knew the ministers didn’t trust her with orb.

      “Your vision is accurate and true,” Akub replied with a squeeze of her hand. “What if I caused all of this, as the people say?”

      “You’re doing your part to capture her, to stop her. To err is human, Akub. What we cannot do is remain mired in the mistake. We must rise.”

      A thousand thoughts had come and gone since Manola broke out of her prison. And none of those thoughts were worth what Zykeiah meant to her. Zykeiah did not speak further but held her hand firmly in hers as if knowing that words sometimes failed.

      Besides, what words could she say that would slice through Akub’s chest and remove the guilt that had taken up residence in her heart? She’d come to save Veloris, but would she cause its demise?

      They sat in silence as moments skipped by. The sound of the wind and the fire’s crackle crafted music. Akub allowed her mind to go blank as she closed her eyes. As a magick weaver, she could force others to do her bidding, and oftentimes, conjure the power inside her to cast spells, as she did during her battle with Manola. Despite severing her connection to Manola, at times, she could still feel her presence. Akub concentrated and let all other thoughts slide away as she reached out for Manola.

      Nothing. Just a cold emptiness.

      “It’s been said that Manola may not have survived the forest. If she did, it would be a pathetic existence outside the kingdom. She could eek out an existence in the forests, ostracized from the castle, and she’d never reach the queen,” Zykeiah said.

      Akub opened her eyes and turned to look at the minister. “Manola is undead. The weather couldn’t kill her. Few things can.”

      “No, not the weather, but there are other things that live beyond the castle and the village. There truly was no way to tell whether she survived.” Zykeiah’s voice carried softly over the crackling of the fire. “We searched last night and found footprints that led to the river, but after that, nothing. With the approaching storm, those will be lost. Another group will go out in the morn.”

      “The river?”

      “The Capolla River. It’s said to be warm throughout rotation, never freezing. Beyond that is the Land of Lundlei. No one goes there. Ever.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because other things exist there. No one comes back from there. If she’s gone there, she may well be undead no more.”

      Akub sighed, but it failed to hide her growing anxiousness. Layered beneath the damp grief lay a slow-boiling anger. It stayed with her each day.

      “We must confirm her demise. Manola’s a danger, as you well know. She isn’t going to just live her life as a hermit on the other side of the river. She wants the queen’s soul, and she won’t stop until she gets it, or we stop her.”

      “We remain valiant and diligent. We will stop Manola.” Zykeiah’s face had become more ashen as the conversation continued.

      Akub folded her arms across her chest, withdrawing her hand from Zykeiah. Beside her, Zykeiah seemed focused on something that only she could see, and she wondered if Zykeiah was thinking about Manola. Daydreaming of how the kowlettas would tear into her body, ripping it limb from limb, or how the frost would crystallize the tears on her face and make her sparkle in death.

      Or perhaps that had been Akub’s daydream. Still, the importance of finding Manola could not be overlooked. It seemed the Minister Knights of Souls wanted to allow the ice planet’s climate to claim her, or the dangers of Lundlei. Akub had known Manola too long to write her off so easily.

      “The ministers are going to keep searching until they find her.” Akub’s stomach tightened.

      Zykeiah scratched her afro, and her strange eyes glowed in the low light. “Search parties are set to continue for the next couple of days, a minister-led party along with several palace guards.”

      “You cannot give up.”

      “No one is giving up.”

      “We must find her.” Akub heard the sharpness in her tone. “I know the castle’s resources are limited.”

      “Indeed, but we will keep searching. After the first frost announcing winter’s arrival, she is in the hands of Ana.” Zykeiah patted Akub’s knee.

      “That is far away. The Warming Season has only just commenced.” Akub didn’t know how the weather worked on the ice planet; perhaps the colder season came early. The entire planet was nothing but snow and ice anyway.

      “Yes, but if it takes that long to discover her, then it does. The Land of Lundlei is not known to us. Venturing into it will be slow going,” Zykeiah explained.

      “Then we go in search of her.” Akub met Zykeiah’s gaze.

      “Yes.”
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* * *

      Manola’s feet fell noiselessly as she walked across the frozen landscape, through ankle deep snow and across the slick patches of ice. Occasionally she stepped on a sharp piece of debris and slipped. She bit her lip in pain as to not cry out. Her twisted ankle hurt. So rushed to flee, she didn’t get to change clothes or gather gear. Now, she remained stuck stomping through the deep snow. This is their Warming Season. She cursed. Once in a small clearing, she had to stop running for a little while. Her feet’s agony forced her to halt. She had run off from what some called the servants’ path. She avoided the villagers as best she could the last two days. People would betray her location. Despite being persuasive, she knew timing meant everything.

      Her hair free, its curls floated on the breeze amongst the snowflakes, for it had begun to snow again. She struggled to quell her desire to roar in frustration. Akub caused this. Ahead, she heard the currents of the Capolla River, rushing over stones, smoothing them out with time as its sander. From what she remembered of the ice planet, this river was relatively close to the castle, but what lay on the other side, in the Land of Lundlei, the land of the ancients, she knew not.

      Manola smiled. She wasn’t alone on this planet. No, she had another ally. One of which the ministers would not see coming—or going, for that matter.

      As a new plan unfolded, Manola laughed, spooking the birds and animals hidden in the snow.

      She looked across the river. In the distance, billowing smoke soared above the treetops.

      “Be comforted and warm for now, minister knights. It will only be but a blink before the waking horror of my destruction is visited upon you.”

      To escape the harshness of Veloris’s climate, Manola used her powers to create a sphere that carried her through the Northern Forest, across the Capolla River, and on to the east, which lay a forbidden land of the ancients, the land of death, the Land of Lundlei, where it was rumored the goddess Marvelina’s children were slaughtered by those of the Goddess Ana.

      Manola smiled.

      Perfect.
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      The cells on either side of Manola’s had been thoroughly ravaged by what looked like a battering ram. The masons would be in to repair them, but first, the debris had to be cleared. Queen Zoë had ordered them left alone until she could inspect them herself. Sometimes, wisdom held more answer than strength and youth. So it was, she found herself in the center of the rounded corridor. The scent of ash lingered in the space.

      Among the rubble of rock and steel, pieces of shattered sphere remained. Queen Zoë squatted and collected the pieces into her leather pouch. They hadn’t faded or dissolved. Marion had described it as a green light, one his sword nor Zykeiah’s daggers could pierce. Yet, it grew, swelled, and broke through the bars. The material had come from Manola’s palms, or so she believed.

      What strange sorcery is this?

      She’d been reared in this castle, on this planet, and she’d never seen anything like this. Yes, Sarah’s powers of calling fire had surprised her, too, but Zoë had read about those abilities. The goddess gave many gifts. Fire was one of Earth’s elements. She held one of the shards to her nose. It smelled like smoke. Zoë put the piece back into the pouch. This wasn’t ordinary fire, or goddess-sanctioned flame. No, this fire was green.

      “Your highness?” one of the palace guards designated to protect her inquired from his position.

      As if one guard could protect her from what Manola wrought. She pulled back from her musings to look at him. “Yes?”

      His eyes shifted around the area before flitting back to her. “How much longer, ma’am?”

      “As long as I see fit, guard. Put your courage to the sticking place or dissolve right here into a puddle of cowardice. For goddess’s sake, make a decision!”

      “Yes, your highness!” He snapped to attention, thrusting out his chest—and his belly—in the process.

      Zoë blotted him out of her mind as she refocused on the task at hand: discovering Manola’s new magick and its source. She secured the pouch about her waist and surveyed the rest of the damage. Dried blood, ripped and sheared pieces of cloth mixed across the floor. She walked into the cell itself, and here, too, the strong hint of smoke remained. Not overpowering, but a faint whiff of something smoky and other.

      “Guard, where is Akub the Devourer?”

      “At last reported, she remained in the library.”

      “Bring her to me.”

      “Ma’am?”

      Zoë turned to face him, pinning him with her gaze and letting her disappointment spill onto her face. “Bring the Devourer to me. Now!”

      “Y-yes your highness.” He bowed and hurried off.

      Zykeiah told her very little about the Devourer that she didn’t already know. She and Zykeiah had been lovers, on the brink of being wed, when Manola tore through their relationship like a violent storm. Once in Manola’s bosom, Akub became a weapon. They’d both been young, and even now, the minister knight wasn’t sure if she should trust Akub. She prodded further. A magick weaver, Akub’s power drew from her inner chakras. The Solis sphere only served to amply Akub’s magick. Zoë came out of the cell and into the debris once more.

      Zykeiah readily admitted that on this topic, she wavered. Of this, Zoë agreed. Akub had soul snatched her, and for whatever reason she gave—misguided or not—the act spoke to a certain recklessness to which no minister knight could subscribe.

      Or queen for that matter.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Akub looked up from the book as the heavy library doors creaked open. A guard emerged from the shadows, his face grim and his lips trembling. He stopped several paces from her chair. She inspired such delicious terror in others, and she allowed herself a brief revel in it before offering the pudgy man a kind smile.

      “Queen Zoë demands your presence.” His voice shook.

      “Now?”

      “Now.”

      Akub closed the book and got to her feet, spooking the guard. He leapt back a few paces more and put his hand on his sword’s hilt. She could make him devour his blade, but she extinguished the thought before it manifested. Those days lay behind her. Not far, but still in the rear.

      “I will follow you.” Akub gestured toward the doors.

      “No, not behind me,” he thundered, his grip tight on the hilt.

      “Then where am I to find the queen?” Akub remained still. No sudden movement.

      The guard failed to relax his stance or his grip on the sword’s hilt.

      Then she invoked her magick. “Be calm.”

      She devoured his fear, settling him as the tattoos on her hands tingled.

      The moment of confusion flashed across his face before he coughed out, “Follow me.”

      Akub grinned, and her hands cooled as the burning ceased, the magick waned. “Indeed.”

      He turned on his heels, his stance more casual than when he first entered the library, a loose grin upon his ruddy cheeks. Akub stayed a few paces behind as to not seem under the guard’s control. Being summoned to the queen hinted at some infraction or offense that had been made. She followed the guard through the castle and up to the holding cells, where she found the queen, rummaging through the debris.

      Akub cleared her throat. “Your highness?”

      “What do you see here, Devourer?” Zoë asked, her tone sharp enough to puncture holes in Akub’s chest.

      “A brawl occurred here. Manola escaped. We tried to stop her.” Akub rubbed her hands together. Not for the first time did she suspect Zoë to be unhinged.

      “Yes, and?”

      “Rubble. Bits of sorcery.” Akub searched closer. Across from the splats of blood, toppled stones, and broken bits of iron were sheared fragments of Manola’s sphere. Their hum vibrated across her skin.

      “Power is here.”

      She glanced over to see Zoë nod. The queen visibly relaxed.

      “There’s this nothing between you and Manola. Fill it for me.” Zoë clasped her hands in front of her, and her long gown brushed the floor as she paced.

      Akub stilled. “What do you mean, your highness?”

      The queen rounded on her. The polite cool melted into unfiltered frustration.

      “You know what I mean. You’re the Devourer. You’ve killed people at Manola’s whim! She’s done the same thing here. I want to know, now, what the hell you’re doing here!”

      “We’re all on edge, your highness. My past bears no weight on this…”

      “I will judge all that occurs on Veloris.” Zoë crossed her arms and closed the distance between them. “Did you bring that terror here to destroy us?”

      “No.”

      She thought this had been all settled. The queen’s reluctance to fully accept Akub to her bosom without prejudice. Zoë gave her the grin of death.

      Akub had long since grown accustomed to outbursts like the queen’s judgment. She released a small breath before speaking.

      “Being the Devourer left me lonely in the company of others. Even now, I need tenderness, and that’s not in people’s nature, not even yours, your highness. I’m not that person anymore.”

      “Lies. Falsehoods. You led her here. You soul snatched me!” Zoë roared.

      Akub’s face felt hot. “And I work to send her back! There’s another here who had done the same as I. For her, you gave her your son!”

      The queen fell back a step, mouth agape.

      Hot with anger, Akub turned on her heel, threw up her cloak, and started back down the corridor with her hands tingling. The queen feared the servants’ exodus. Akub saw it in the older woman’s jumpy movements and hesitations. Yet, fear acted like a slow poison, infecting a society. She’d witnessed it in multiple kingdoms.  One of the men had grabbed a servant by the ears and yelled at her.

      Instead of allowing people to make their own decisions, the rulers buried their dirty and secret insecurities into their hearts, rather than reveal their fear or work toward solutions.

      “It was a question of affection!” Zoë shouted after her. “How dare you judge me?”

      Akub paused and turned back to her. “We are all worthy of affection, not just your precious sons. All are worthy to bask in the warmth of forgiveness.”

      “I’m aware! I refused to deny him happiness. Yet, as of late, it has curdled to hate. Kalah has become a shadow of the man he once was.”

      As unsettled by so many memories, Akub frowned. The queen seemed to be a mess of emotions.

      “What do you want of me?”

      Akub stiffened. “I’ll leave, but only when Manola’s stopped and defeated. Then I’ll go.”

      With that said, Akub left, her ears burning in fury. Her hands burned as her magick ignited once more. She wouldn’t lash out at the queen; instead, she’d show her how much she’d changed.
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      All searches for Manola had been ended with the expectation that the sorceress had indeed left the ice planet. Akub could tell that none of the ministers believed this, despite the queen’s orders to cease searching. The feeling that they’d left something undone permeated the air and guided their actions. No one had gone to Stocklah, a popular destination during the Warming Season. None of them strayed too far from the castle. They listened intently to servant conversations and whispered to each other in corridors of gossip. Their trust had been devoured. Each person watching the other. Neighbors suspected the other of collusion with Manola or that they’d spied her. As stories frayed, they dug out nuggets of information.

      On this day, the minister knights agreed to meet in the Great Hall for midday meals, but thus far only Marion, Kalah, and Zykeiah had arrived. Seated in the Great Hall, Akub’s appetite did not stir. Beside her, Zykeiah, already emptying bowl of gosha, took notice of her failure to eat. She nudged her with her elbow, and when she looked over to Zykeiah, she the minister lifted her wooden spoon slowly, opened her mouth, and ate.

      Akub groaned. In the last few days, she had grown to hate gosha. The icky, cold porridge only encouraged her appetite to stay hidden. The last time she ate, it ended up on her, the floor, and everywhere else. Splats of greenish vomit decorated the East Wing Hall.

      “You must eat. I mean, you are the Devourer. This thing with Manola, it must be borne out, and you must be strong to confront it. That starts with eating well. Isn’t your magick fueled by chakra? A fed body is a fed soul.” Zykeiah called the serving woman over and ordered several eggs and more flat bread. Akub put her head down on the table. She hated eggs, too. The gooey slime that separated with the shell, the pinkish color of the egg's "flesh," the yolk, and the awful taste it left in her mouth long after she swallowed made her stomach roll over in protect.

      “No.” Akub looked up.

      “More for me?” Zykeiah shrugged.

      In what seemed like the blink of an eye, the serving woman placed a round bowl stuffed with three eggs and two pieces of flat bread onto the table. Zykeiah devoured it without pause. With mouth stuffed, she stood up to get some water. Despite her bravery, her injuries from the battle with Manola slowed her. She didn’t show the pain on her face, but in her movements. Despite this, she walked as best she could.

      “Where’s Sarah?” Marion asked as Katya placed a bowl of sweet bread on the table and a bowl of fresh greens in front of him.

      Akub eyed the bread bowl. Legendary among those in the village, the castle’s sweet bread promised gooey deliciousness. It seductive aroma of sugary glaze and baked bread swirled up from the bowl.

      “Go on. You’ve been dying to try it.” Zykeiah nudged her as she returned.

      Marion pushed the bowl closer to her.

      “Where’s everyone?” Marion folded his arms over his chest. “It seems no one felt it necessary to report their locations prior to scampering off. There’s a dangerous sorceress about.”

      Kalah shrugged. “Amana said that she and Sarah were going to the central baths and then into the village to get some new clothes.”

      “Octiva went to the oracle to consult the goddess.” Akub picked the edge of a sweet bread, her fingers sinking into its sticky warmth. She tore it quickly and shoved it into her mouth. So soft it threatened to fall to pieces. She pushed the gosha away from her. “This is fantastic!”

      Zykeiah laughed, taking the bowl.

      Marion scowled. “Sarah told me of no such trip.”

      Kalah began eating his roasted henckens, tearing into the white meat with unusual aggression. The bird had already died and been cooked. “I only speak of what my wife has told me.”

      Akub tore her attention away from her second piece of sweet bread. Something in Kalah’s tone and his body language gave her pause.

      Something’s amiss.

      “Akub, what’s wrong? You look like you’ve seen the hereafter.” Zykeiah put her mug of ale down. The grin vanished.

      “Something’s wrong,” Akub said, getting to her feet.

      “What?” Marion searched around the hall, his hand already on the hilt of his blade.

      “I don’t know, but…”

      “She’s gone!” Sarah burst into the hall. She stumbled as she reached their table.

      Marion caught her as she fell.

      She sobbed. “Amana is gone!”

      Marion held her close to him. “Slow down, Sarah. Tell me what’s happened.”

      Sarah took in a deep breath, but her voice trembled as if she had the shaking disease. “I went to see her for our trip to the village. When I entered Kalah’s quarters, I found her gone. All her things, too. I searched the castle, the village, and I asked Patches and Curt in the stables. She hasn’t taken a danker beast to any place. Indeed, they have not seen her either. She’s gone.”

      “Where could she have gone? The oracle?” Marion asked.

      “No, she has no connection to the oracle.” Sarah wiped her face.

      The hairs on Akub’s neck rose. She’d been fearful of this since the day Manola came to the castle. Now, the other boot had fallen. Manola had made her move.

      Zykeiah went to Sarah. “When did you see her last?”

      Sarah swallowed the lump in her throat. “We had meals in the morn, the day of Manola’s arrival. Because of the searches, I haven’t seen her quite as often. Yet last evening she came to me after meals and asked me to join her on a trip.”

      Zykeiah groaned. “Could she have gone to Stocklah with someone else who secured the dankers? Could she be in the village in disguise? To meet a merchant at the Circle?”

      “She has no reason to go to the Circle,” Kalah interjected.

      “Kalah, do you know more?” Sarah asked. Marion helped her to the table where he guided her to sit. Already tear-stained, Sarah’s face became more strained the more she spoke.

      Kalah crossed his arms over his chest and avoided her pointed stare. “No.”

      “You know Sarah’s sister means everything to her. So if you know something, Kalah, please tell her.” Marion hugged his wife as she began to weep.

      “I know nothing!” Kalah shoved his bowl and jumped to his feet.

      “I was afraid of this,” Akub said, drawing all eyes to her. “Manola came here. We all assumed it was for the queen’s soul or for me. Yet, I haven’t had any contact with the sorceress for many rotations.”

      “So?” Kalah growled.

      Akub continued. “What if she hadn’t come here for the queen or me, but for Amana? Someone whose connection to her hadn’t been severed?”

      Sarah clasped her hand over her mouth. “How dare you?”

      Zykeiah looked to Marion. “She possessed Amana before.”

      Akub said what they all must now be thinking. “What if the soul Manola sought was Amana’s?”

      Zykeiah shook her head. “That unnatural being fades into the darkness.”

      Sarah shrieked. “No. No! Not Amana. Marion!”

      Marion hushed her and kissed her forehead. “Why take Amana? She is neither minister nor priestess.”

      Akub answered. “All the more pliable for Manola’s manipulation. Amana will be able to blend in and sway others for that very reason. She is not us, but one of them.”

      “If Amana joins leagues with Manola, she’ll be killed before she’s had a chance to live,” Zykeiah said.

      “Explain yourself, Devourer!” Sarah growled through tears.

      Before, Sarah carried a strong sense of metal, like steel. Now, she wore a certain melancholy about her person. Amana was condemned, and that bore into Sarah’s bright and sunny disposition. Akub understood it. Dark secrets leeched out and infected everything with bloodied and black fingers. She understood the weight of those actions and soon, so would Amana. A life mired in death, bloodshed, and ice.

      “Yes, I will since Amana isn’t the only one to snatch a soul.” Kalah’s eyebrows bent in an angry V over his eyes.

      Akub paused. She took in the young prince. Kalah had all the right reactions to a man whose wife was missing. Anger. He seemed rattled down to his bones. Men always put their hands on women to make them do things. Was Kalah this kind of a man? If he did, it never worked. It spurned fear in the women, but deep inside there would be simmering anger. Did Amana have that?

      “Akub,” Zykeiah nudged.

      “The people often discuss their dissatisfaction with their station. They long to use their newfound currency to escape servitude. I’ve seen it pan out over other kingdoms.”

      “Amana could be the lure,” Zykeiah said.

      “A small bunch of bellyaching troublemakers.” Kalah stood up. Disdain ruined his features.

      “Sit!” Marion slammed his fist on the table.

      Sarah jumped; Kalah froze.

      “Shame is an overpowering emotion,” Akub said.

      “She had nothing to be ashamed of!” Kalah shouted, clutching his fist.

      Zykeiah quirked an eyebrow. “Snatching Marion’s soul for starters.”

      “Enough with the past!” Sarah shouted.

      “The condemned only die once, but the executioner dies every time.” Akub knew these words by heart. Her life stretched onward toward redemption.

      “You’d know something about that, wouldn’t you?” Kalah spat.

      Akub met his angry eyes. “I’m comfortable with my shame, Kalah. Was Amana?”
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      From the Great Hall’s entranceway, the queen watched and listened. The horror of Amana’s escape didn’t surprise her. Zykeiah had good instincts, and she’d never trusted Sarah’s sister, not since she snatched Marion’s soul. Amana lacked Sarah's spirit and overall good nature. She relied solely on whomever could serve her needs best. This was no secret, except perhaps to Kalah. At the moment, it was now Manola who suited the woman’s desires. For what?

      Amana had married Kalah shortly after Marion and Sarah's wedding. Too quickly. It had given Zoë pause as well, and she immediately sought the oracle for answers. That’s when the illness took hold of her and began to eat away her stomach.

      Before Marion's wedding, neither Kalah nor Amana had mentioned their desire to marry. In fact, rumors circled amongst the servants that Kalah's interest in Amana had waned, and he had been seen in the East Hall with Mary, his former woman of choice. The prince had a reputation for loving ladies, and so it surprised her that her son chose Amana to wed.

      Queen Zoë’s eyes fell on Sarah, whose face was wet with tears. She opened her mouth to speak, nothing came. Zoë could not bear Sarah’s grief. So she silently prayed.

      Please Goddess, take her grief into your arms and swallow it, pushing deep within your bowels, never allowing it to see the light of day.

      Sarah stumbled to her feet. Marion grabbed her arm before she completely lost her balance. She tried to wrestle out of his grip; he held her fast, pulling her back into his chest, tightening his arms around her. Still, they had clearly missed something of importance. Zoë swept into the hall and said, “Sit, ministers. Be calm. This is no time to be rash. Amana has already left the castle. We must not be rash.”

      Marion stood, but still held Sarah’s hand. “We cannot have this discussion here.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Let us retire to the library.” Marion hoisted Sarah to her feet. He whispered into her ear, and she shuddered against him, her quiet weeping muffled by his chest.

      Queen Zoë led the way out of the Great Hall, with the ministers on her heels. She stopped, hesitated, and then turned to them. “Akub, you come also.”

      Zoë continued, making a right outside the Great Hall and heading down the short hallway to the double wooden doors of the royal library. Here she paused, her stomach tight with nervousness. With a glance back at the group, she gestured everyone in. A thick silence hung among them. Zoë enjoyed the library and the open space of the sitting room, fireplace, and the books.

      Almost immediately, Chloe appeared from the Great Hall carrying a tray filled with mugs. She placed the tray on one of the large tables and left. The queen remained standing at the door, waiting for all of them to get comfortable.

      Zykeiah sat on a two-person sofa beside Akub. Kalah, restless and unusually quiet, stood by the library’s window and gazed out at the falling snow. His profile showed a man lost in concentration. Marion and Sarah sat in two chairs that rested near the fireplace. The fireplace was ablaze, warming the room with its huge flames.

      Once inside, Queen Zoë said to Chloe, “Guard the door so that none enter.”

      “Yes ma’am.” With that said, she closed the door.

      Zoë pointed to the mugs where spirals of steam floated up and vanished into the air. “Hot tea, courtesy of Saturn Four. Drink for the day grows colder, and there is much work to plan and do.”

      Zykeiah got up and passed out the hot, steamy mugs to everyone before keeping the last one and taking her seat by Akub. Queen Zoë held hers in her hand as if for warmth and strength.

      “What I must say must go no farther than this room, for there are strangers about,” Queen Zoë said. “Many of the servants who work with us now know that I took a servant as my husband, and upon the death of my mother, he and I ruled Veloris as king and queen. Still it would not do for others of the royal family and ministers to give validity to what is considered legend.”

      “Mother, you do not have to do this,” Marion said, his voice soft and injured as if it had been bruised by the incident with Amana. “One’s curiosity could lead to our undoing. One careless sway of the tongue…”

      She waved him off as if his concern was nothing more than a fly on the wall.

      “You and Kalah must know the truth before I leave this planet for the afterworld of G’hana. You must all know the truth, for now it is not only important, but the fate of our kingdom rests upon it. Oh, goddess, I should have seen this approaching, but I was too wrapped up in the lives of my sons…”

      At this, Kalah turned from the window to look at her. His face shone with confusion, and it mirrored the expression on Marion’s face.

      They do not understand, she thought.

      “It was many, many rotations ago, before Valek and before the soul cages that claimed Sarah, Zykeiah, and many other souls…” Zoë took a deep breath, and continued. “I was a young princess, the only child of an arranged marriage between my stepmother, Princess Zanna of Earth 3001, and Prince Avery of Saturn Six. My own mother died when I was quite young. I barely remember her face. Yet, Zanna was my mother, and I thought of her as such. In all things, my father and Zanna quarreled, each refusing to bend to the other’s will. You see, it was this vision of arranged marriage I sought to escape. It was my father’s wish that I marry Prince Evon of Saturn Four, a handsome man to look upon, but beneath his lovely visage, lay a cold, evil man. He abused his servants and mistreated them at will. For that, I could not marry him. His heart lay deep within the far reaches of Lake O’daa, frozen and hard.”

      At this, she shuddered and sipped her tea. Zoë’s face, damp with tears, the creases in her skin deepened. She glanced at Akub, who remained silent as she often did when she felt it was not her place to speak.

      “In the past, when the kingdoms were friendly, long before Valek’s cages and the arrival of the minister knights, the only concern of my parents was my wedding,” Queen Zoë said slowly and traced the lip of mug, her expression troubled.

      Zykeiah smirked in understanding. The practice was also common on Saturn Four. Women, especially princesses, were traded as commodities to young princes, sometimes even old princes to solidify alliances or expand and unite kingdoms against other enemies. The joining of a king and queen was rarely for love. Love was unimportant, unpredictable, and unwieldy. Kings often were used to getting their way, having their every wish obeyed; thus, a daughter’s will meant nothing. She would do what he said, and that was the end of it.

      “Prince Evon was a cruel man, and the people of Saturn Four hated him. He was not in line to the throne, thank the goddess, for he was the youngest of the king’s four sons. Still, this knowledge seemed to shove the prince into worse acts of cruelty, using his birthright as royalty to deflect consequences for his actions.”

      “He was a horrid man,” Zykeiah said.

      “…I refused to marry him. This, as you can imagine, infuriated my father. We quarreled so often that I avoided seeing him at meals and even ran away from the castle, to Stocklah, where I cherished the time alone, away from the endless battles between my father and me,” Zoë continued with a sigh. Here she smiled at Kalah and Marion. You’re not the only ones to flee to the oasis.

      “My mother used to say that the streak of stubbornness snaked throughout my father’s blood line, and I must say I have succeeded in passing it on to you,” she said, nodding at her sons. “While in Stocklah, I happened upon a man. Or shall I say he happened upon me. He came from the cave, where hidden deep in its bowels was a Circle, much like the Circle of Allerton. It had brought him to our world. So frightened was I of his presence that I fled, all the way back to the castle.”

      “A Circle? Inside the cave?” Zykeiah’s mouth slacked in shock. “I have been inside the cave often and have happened upon no such thing.”

      Queen Zoë’s gray eyes connected with hers. “Yes, dear child, there is indeed a Circle, but now it goes to nowhere. Veloris III is no more. The Circle is deep, farther than I have known any other to go inside the cave, but it linked our worlds. Here is where Marshall came forth to Veloris. Fleeing from the elves’ attacks on humans, he came to the castle, and a young Patches saved him from freezing to death. He was not of this world and not prepared for its cold, unforgiving weather.”

      “He came to live in the castle and served my parents and I,” Queen Zoë continued, her eyes watering with fond memories that only she could see. “…he was so loyal to us. Sometime later, when my father passed, it was he who I turned to for comfort, and in my grief, finally acknowledged what I had long since hid within my heart. That I indeed loved him and had loved him since my eyes landed upon him at Stocklah…”

      Tears coursed down her face, but the queen made no movement to wipe them away. “It was then that he, too, confessed his love for me. With my father dead and the arrangement between me and Prince Evon long since over, which my father paid a large sum to dissolve, I was free to marry Marshall. My mother blessed our union, as did Octiva, my mother’s servant and oracle priestess. Within a year’s time, I was with child, that be you, Marion.”

      Marion smiled and glanced over to Kalah.

      “So the king was not royalty,” Akub said.

      “No. He was not.”

      No one breathed. Several tense moments passed before saying more.

      “Yes, I have rejected the requests of the people to move beyond the castle’s borders. It was not until today that I remembered how Marshall felt about being a servant and what it meant to him to be free. Not all are called to be servants; their will is too strong to service others. And with those who will flee, it is obvious that my family’s hold on the throne is loose.” Zoë looked to Akub.

      “What does this have to do with my wife?” Kalah cried.

      “There are those who will remain, for it suits them to be servants to the throne,” Zykeiah said, ignoring Kalah. “There are always those who remain loyal.”

      Queen Zoë folded her hands around her mug. “Surely, Kalah, you see the duality of the situation. Here I sit and reject servants, when my own husband had been one of them. He was not even of this planet!”

      Kalah shook his head in disbelief. “I knew my father, and he was not a servant!”

      “You think your mother lies then, Kalah?” Sarah asked, standing up and stepping over toward the queen. “She is still queen, and…”

      His face contorted into nightmarish concentration. Confusion stained his usually handsome face, and behind his eyes, terror gazed out. Her judgment was clear. Amana would be delivered to the executioner if she returned to the castle.

      No one betrays the minister knights and lives.

      Marion stood, too, but he did not interfere. He glanced at Zykeiah who was still seated. She shook her head.

      “Do not forget, son, that I am still queen,” Queen Zoë said, finally wiping her face. “And I still rule. My word is law. I am not consulting you, Kalah. I am telling you that this will come to pass. And I will not speak untruths to you. Your father was a servant.”

      Kalah stiffened. “It is as you wish, your highness.”

      She bowed her head in thanks to him, and he stalked out of the library, leaving his mug on the table by the window untouched.

      Queen Zoë watched him go, her face grave. “When I am gone, he will have no one by his side. Marion, he is your brother. Do not forget that when the time arises and you must choose…”

      With that, she placed her mug on the central table and left, her long cloak floating after her like the memories of her long dead love.

      Marion did not speak, nor did Sarah.

      “What do we do about Amana?” Akub whispered to Zykeiah.

      Zykeiah said, “Those who want to be free of servitude will eagerly follow Amana into Lundlei. Once Manola has amassed a large enough group, she will come for us.”

      Akub added, “Too many souls, too little world.”

      Sarah spoke, breaking her silence. “That is what I believe also.”

      Marion said, “I agree. We must stop whatever is going on across the Capolla River before it is too late. I’m not in favor of being a sitting kowletta.”

      “Tomorrow isn’t soon enough.” Akub leaned forward in her seat.

      “No, but it will do.” Marion gestured to them. “We must be strong and prepared. Rushing in without regard is too dangerous.”

      “Agreed,” came a firm and powerful voice from the doorway.

      Octiva had returned.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Queen Zoë hurried from the library and started up the stairs, heading for her bedchamber. She said nothing. Her heart pounded in her chest with such fury that she felt dizzy, and she anxiously grabbed the wall for support as she reached the top of the stairs. She staggered into her outer room.

      As soon as she closed the silver screen behind her, Zoë placed her head in her hands and wept.
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      The library emptied. Marion and Sarah left first, followed several minutes later by Octiva and, at last, Zykeiah. Dark thoughts plagued Akub, and she knew Marion’s words held truth. Something across the Capolla River grew—wild and dark. She could feel its sinister being flow across the icy river waters and hover over the castle like a violent storm cloud waiting to unload its contents onto the building and all that resided inside.

      Akub lingered as the others departed, and she cupped her hands around the mug. Here the solitude embraced her, leaving her loneliness intact. An unquenchable thirst rose up against her throat, and she longed for the orb. Without it, she had managed to recover much of her strength, but the orb made her so much more powerful. She could devour any obstacle in her path. She closed her eyes and relished the quiet. Nothing would be the same after she left the library’s solitude. Out there, Manola plotted, waiting, like the night to extinguish the light of the day.

      Zykeiah returned, leaning against the wall not far from the library’s entrance. Akub could hear the exhaustion in her voice. “You know, we don’t know for sure, Akub. We’re filling in the gaps. Manola could be well off.”

      Akub rubbed her temple. “Life can be a cruel task master.”

      “Yes.” Zykeiah pushed off the wall, grimaced, and came to her. “Come here.”

      She pulled Akub into her arms. “Headache. This is why you should eat.”

      “Shush.” Akub managed as they started down the hall toward her quarters.

      Once they made it to Zykeiah’s quarters, the minister helped Akub into the rocking chair. After starting the fire, Zykeiah pulled on her heavy cloak and strapped on her thigh daggers. She avoided direct eye contact.

      “Where are you going?” Akub looked up from the now very cold tea.

      “Out.”

      “To search?”

      “Now you’ve got the wind of things.” Zykeiah smiled.

      “What if you run into her? Them?”

      Across from her, the minister knight put her hands on her hips. “I’m sick of sitting here waiting for death to come. I want to find Manola and slice her face off.”

      “You can’t control everything.” Akub’s temples throbbed, and she closed her eyes to ward off the sharp, stabbing pains. Just behind the pangs, her mind burned with questions, hunches, and suspicions.

      “You can’t expect me to swallow this bowl of hot gosha! Allow me to do what I must with what I can,” Zykeiah retorted, snatched opened the door, and disappeared.

      Akub opened her mouth to stop her, but then closed it. The acute light tortured her vision, and she got up, stumbled into Zykeiah’s bedchamber. She climbed into the bed and shut her eyes against the light. The cool air blew through the tiny cracks in the stones. She wanted things between her and Zy to be harmonious. Unlike the people of Saturn Four, who often were dangerous and warlike, those of Veloris held a certain naïveté of the kingdoms beyond. Akub watched the fireplace’s fire, her thoughts wearing into the fuzziness. The creepiness bled into her being. She couldn’t shake the feeling that they all were tumbling toward something great and awful, converging toward a horrid apex that would change them all forever. Outside thunder rumbled. More snow threatened.

      Akub gazed at the flames, feeling as if she should cry, but unable to do so. Her fear had consumed her the day she battled Manola with the minister knights. True, it had only been seven days prior, but she felt as if it had been many rotations ago. The entire affair had aged her, hardened her like the water of Lake Ari during the winter. Her chest grew tight, and she tried to breathe through the thoughts of the approaching doom.

      Unable to sleep, she climbed out of the bed and back into the chair. She turned from the fire to face the window that overlooked the Greenery. Outside, the day marched on toward the afternoon with the threatening dark clouds of snow and malice rumbling overhead. She pulled one of the books from the library onto her lap. She’d taken the book from the stacks. She turned to the pages and read…

      

      The Goddess Ana is the mother of the world. Zel, the ruler of the sky tried to take the world that Ana created from her by force. Ana, being a beautiful woman, seduced her brother Zalton, the god of battle and men and produced a race of warriors and knights to defeat Zel.

      These children stretched Zel across the world, thus giving us the sky. Each day, Zalton would remove his hot poker from the gods’ forge and sear the sky. This was the sun. Over the years, Zalton’s fire grew weaker and Veloris grew colder. The warriors to whom Zalton and Ana produced had begot a savage people whose love of battle flowed through their veins. It was a thirst that could not be quenched.

      Ana, sorrowed that so many of her children’s blood cried out from the ground, wept. Thus forming the first rainfall. This rain quickly filled the caverns and lines upon the world’s face, forming rivers, lakes, and ponds.

      But in the land of shadows and eternal night, Goddess Ana’s sister, Marvelina, roared and snatched pieces of her hair, tossing them into the night’s sky; they became the clouds. In her impassioned jealousy, she seduced Zel, the sky god, and lay with him. With her heart enlarged with fiery envy of her sister Ana’s children, she bore Zel sons and daughters of fire and scaly wings. The wings swooped down from the midnight sky as her seed overran Ana’s own offspring.

      In his fury, Zalton turned against Ana and using his great battle axe, cut her into pieces, thus creating the continents. Ana’s own blood filled the cuts, rising up hard and fast. Her painful shrieks shook the hills and mountains bringing forth hot, searing lava.

      But Marvelina’s sons and daughters fled to their father, Zel, to the sky.

      Great goddess, mother, and creator Ana was not to be undone. She gave to her children water, which is the opposite of fire. Instead of fire, that greedily devours all, water brought forth life.

      Using her beauty, Ana seduced Zel and forced him to align himself with her, for she would allow him to rule the sky once again without interruption from her. He agreed, and Ana raised the waters, drowning out those of Marvelina’s descent. Those who were unable to take flight perished immediately, but those who sought protection from their father in the air were disappointed, for Zel cast down lightening and singed their wings, forcing them to a watery death.

      Marvelina fled to the land of Lundlei, where she saved some of her children. She cursed Zel for betraying her. In the end, Zel felt sorry for his deed and cursed Ana. She had already given him control of the sky, and unable to take back her word, she could do nothing when he allowed the sun to shine and the waters recede. Then, he permitted snow to fall. He vowed that Veloris would always be as cold as Ana’s heart when she lay with him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Meanwhile, covered in layers of snow, Sarah shuddered under her cloak. The Antiqk Oracle glowed as soon as she reached the temple. Its watery voice called her forth. She left her danker beast under a small thatch of trees that shielded it from the brunt of the snowfall.

      The mouth of the Antiqk Oracle cavern seemed to be wide, eagerly waiting for its latest visitor. Red flecks of light, weathered stones, and intermingled vines of various colors and odors dominated the entranceway. The wind wrestled in the leaves at the mouth of the oracle.

      According to legend, the oracle only admitted one at a time; two would bring immediate death. Not to mention, the oracle’s prophesies were the business of the one entering the cavern and for no other. Yet, Sarah wondered why the oracle failed to speak about the Devourer’s claims or her presence on Veloris.

      Sarah entered into the cavern. The warmth caused pinpricks on her frozen fingertips. An odor of dampness rushed out to meet her, but once beyond the threshold, a sweet aroma of incense enticed her to keep moving forward. She walked to the glowing sphere of the Antiqk Oracle. About the size of a fully-grown melon, the Antiqk Oracle resembled the blue spheres that Valek once used to capture souls, except this one was six times as large and rested in the huge chiseled open palm of a great hand that rose from the ground. The hand of the Goddess Ana, mother of the world, from her flesh did the oracle come.

      The orange glass hummed a rhythm to its pulsating glow over and over again without pause. Ready to speak.

      “Great oracle, mouth of the Goddess Ana, I am here to save my sister. Hear my prayer.” Sarah coughed to steady the tremble in her voice. She placed both her hands on the oracle, feeling the images and marks on her hands burn and sting as the oracle awakened to converse with its priestess. She could see the oracle blinking faster and faster, spinning as it bridged the gap between itself and Sarah’s psyche.

      “You come for answers that have already been given to you,” the oracle’s watery voice accused, with a tiny hint of laughter.

      “My sister is not guilty of this deed to which she has been accused,” Sarah said. Although inside she knew, deep, buried beneath loyalty and loneliness for her sister, she knew that Amana had indeed betrayed Kalah, betrayed them all and fled to the sorceress’s arms once more.

      The oracle knew as well. Immediately Sarah’s mind was filled with images of Amana traveling through the Northern Forest. Beside them, in the vision, were swords, shields, and satchels, which Sarah knew to be those of a minister knight. No servant had these items, for the shield bore the symbol of the knights, a raised M with a sword slashed through it. Amana and Manola engaged in a dark place. The mental images smeared.

      “Goddess, no! No!” Sarah cried until she tightened her eyes against the visuals, but these images were inside her mind.

      The vision faded, and the oracle spoke. “You have been chosen. Fulfill your destiny. Seek truth and listen…”

      Finished, the oracle fell dim, leaving Sarah to fall to the floor, weeping until the coldness burrowed beneath her cloak, forcing her ears to throb and her hands to ache. With her heart heavy, she yanked on her gloves, her hands aching. A dark, chilly night awaited and a long ride home. She got to her feet and made her way back to her danker beast. She climbed on. The snowstorm blotted out the Veloris sun.

      She made her way back to the castle with her heart saddened for she knew that no matter what her sister would be lost, forever. Some part of her—it sounded strangely like the oracle’s watery voice—whispered back, you have already lost her.
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            Secreted in the Night

          

        

      

    

    
      The Great Hall lay as quiet as the snow that falls from the sky. As soon as Zykeiah turned the corner, she saw Kanton’s broad, tunic-clad back saddling up an older gray danker beast called Mourning. Patches had retired for the evening, and a short, bulky boy who watched over the stables worked as he shouted at Kanton with blinding rage.

      “Curt, can you let it rest, for now?” Kanton was saying, his voice clearly unhappy and tired. “Right this moment is not the time to argue.”

      Curt opened his mouth to do just that but saw Zykeiah appear just around Kanton’s back and shut his mouth tight.

      “Minister Zykeiah,” he said, his own dark skin seemingly growing darker from embarrassment. “What brings you to the stables this late in the evening?”

      Kanton twisted around, his face growing steadily redder, for he too had not known she was there. “Minister, I, uh, was, uh…”

      “Greetings,” Zykeiah said with a laugh. “You have nothing to be ashamed of. No doubt you are going out, as am I.”

      She gave his tunic the once over and said, “That tunic will not shield you from the night’s frost. You, Curt, did he say your name was? Get Kanton a cloak.”

      Curt frowned as he turned away and left the stables, heading for the stock room.

      In his absence, Zykeiah said to Kanton, “We will soon increase the Minister Knights of Souls’ numbers. You seem most worthy.”

      Kanton lowered his head. “Of this I fear you are in error, minister.”

      Something shifted behind Kanton’s eyes and Zykeiah pressed him. “You think so?”

      “Yes, sir. For my ignorance, Manola gained entry to the castle and killed guards,” Kanton said, softly as if that knowledge alone could condemn him.

      “Great men are judged by those they keep in their company, by those they call friend, and how they respond to conflict,” Zykeiah said with a broad smile that hid her doubts. Curt was the one who had an attitude problem. “Oh, yes, here is a much heavier cloak for the night.”

      Curt tossed the cloak to Kanton and headed to the rear of the stables where he pretended they were gone. Rude behavior for a servant, but Zykeiah allowed it to pass. Much was happening in the days behind and those to come. She even thought that she might feel the same as Curt had her friend been admitted to something she had not. Kanton had spent days in the castle, and no doubt Curt had to take on those duties while Kanton healed.

      Zykeiah’s eyes lingered on Curt, their eeriness glowing in the shadowy dark that spilled inside the stables. She could tell from his structure and his skin that he was of Saturn Four. She pondered how long he had been on Veloris, for when she arrived several years ago, there had been no one else from her native home. She hated Saturn Four, for it had been a cruel place, filled with slaves and tyrants called kings. Valek’s soul cages had taken her, used her, but she had escaped—like Amana.

      It that why Curt’s family came to be considered among Veloris’s servant population? At that moment, Zykeiah felt an enormous tug of kinship with Curt. She would do what she could to see him become a knight. His attitude would need work, but whose didn’t?

      “What brings you down to the stables?” Kanton asked as he gently patted his danker beast. “Cloaked and armed.” He gestured toward her thigh dagger set lined with its seven sharp blades.

      She smiled, feeling her cheeks grow warm from Kanton’s attention, but not quite sure why. “Same as you.”

      She jutted a thumb toward Curt and placed a finger to her lips. Loose tongues could get them in trouble or cost them, so she winked at Kanton. He nodded that he understood, offered a fast “sorry,” and went to seek out Zykeiah’s black-haired beast. The danker’s coat was so dark it seemed to meld into the glum day. Saddled and bridled, the danker beasts rode out into the cold, leaving a curious, but quiet, Curt behind in the warmth of the stables’ hay and straw.

      Zykeiah took the lead with Kanton following close behind. Their breath escaped into cool, colorless wisps into the air. The icy wind blew across her face, feeling as if small strips of flesh were being removed with each gust. Not that she minded the bitter wind—she didn’t. Kanton’s presence made her feel uneasy. He was but a boy—a handsome one, but still not a minister knight. What if she encountered Manola, Amana, or a crazed servant? Would Kanton be prepared to fight and slay those who threatened them and the castle?

      Her senses were heightened, in part thanks to Marion’s ominous warning about those who lay across the river. Hiding behind dense brush, they dismounted, leaving the dankers to nuzzle into the soggy snow for free sprouts of greens. Zykeiah’s and Kanton’s cloaks blended into the pitch blackness, and except for the occasional blasts of snowflakes, they remained hidden. Zykeiah pulled her hood over her head, and her already dark skin disappeared into the hood’s shadows. Only her eyes remained and they, being manufactured from another world, glowed like candles in a fog.

      She glanced back at Kanton and whispered, “Be silent. Watch. Listen.”

      Kanton’s eyes were attached to her face, staring with some alarm, at her eyes. The question seemed to titter on his tongue, to be allowed to ask, but she headed him off.

      “They are not of this world,” she whispered hastily. “I will explain later.”

      Again, Kanton gave her a half nod and squatted behind the brush, watching, listening as instructed.

      They waited.

      The evening creatures came alive around them, cricking and singing, hooting and crying. Kanton was a natural for such work because the wind, the weather, seemed to be nothing to him. Zykeiah could see his smile in the watery streams of moonlight, and even feel his energy pulsating against the dreary cold. Oh, yes, Kanton was a natural. They would need to recruit him to their ranks, officially.

      The young stable hand didn’t, at the moment, occupy much of her troubled and worried mind. Her dreams did. For the last couple of weeks, her nights had been horribly interrupted with nightmares of Manola. Just thinking the name sent shudders across Zykeiah’s back and fueled her anger to become enflamed.

      She had burned all Valek’s castle interior, but the structure itself, being made of rock, could not be burned. Manola had escaped, and it was this fact that sat on Zykeiah’s shoulders.

      “I-I wanted to ask your thoughts on the people who ask for leave.” Kanton’s voice, low and shaky, carved through the dark.

      “It is the queen’s place to decide such actions. I have no opinion. I’m a minister knight, so I serve Veloris and the royal family.”

      She pushed her hands deeper into the cloak’s pockets and stamped her feet into the snow to get her blood flowing.

      “Do many rebel against the throne?” Kanton asked.

      Zykeiah thought about that before saying, “Yes. But those quarrels are from the king’s sons and daughters, not from the outsiders so much. The lords argue and quarrel over taxes, land, and such.”

      “Land,” Kanton said, disturbing the quiet. “I still have friends who are servants, and the mood amongst them is that they are weary of being yoked. Those who have money would like to be lords and have land of their own.”

      “I understand that need, but they won’t find it under Manola’s and Amana’s heels.”

      “Thank you.” Kanton seemed so at home with her; she found it strange and nice at the same time.

      Clearing her throat, she refocused on more pressing items. She knew deep down that it was Manola who sent the dreams to her, and Zykeiah would have to seek out Octiva for help with eliminating them or using them to locate the wretched witch and her minion.

      Moments ticked by, but they felt more like hours. The icy chill penetrated Zykeiah’s cloak and dipped down into her bones. She shuddered, but instantly fought against the action. Instead, she focused her mind on the bridge, and on the sure treachery that existed in the Land of Lundlei.

      The sound of footsteps and the rustle movement forced Zykeiah and Kanton farther back into the shrubbery and trees. She spied the makeshift path that led over the bridge and the thin trail of people coming across. Hidden by the shadows and the slanting snow, she peered at the handful of servants. The river’s roaring waters drowned out any chance of her overhearing comments or conversations, but this clearly was several family groups. Husbands, wives, and children in various ages, dressed to fend off the freezing weather.

      “By the goddess…” Kanton whispered.

      Zykeiah shushed him. The exodus had begun. The kids held the hands of the older children and walked cautiously to the icy bridge. The caravan had a few dankers, but most of the people carried their items on their backs and under their arms.

      What hopes and dreams do you think lie across the bridge? she thought darkly, and her anger at the parents’ disregard for their young ones’ safety bristled.

      The Capolla Bridge had been built when Marion’s grandfather was still a young prince. Zykeiah doubted the bridge was all that stable, and from here, she could see that the railing had been ravaged by the harsh winters and icy weather.

      These people want away from Queen Zoë so desperately that they are willing to risk the bridge and not only their lives, but their children’s lives as well. Zykeiah adjusted her weight, her hands itching to wrap around her daggers and strike.

      But why would the parents take such a risk?

      Across the bridge, a bright green flame burst upward, lighting up the area. The people shrieked, paused on Zykeiah’s side of the bridge. Someone called out, and although she couldn’t see clearly the person, once she heard her speak, she knew at once.

      Amana.

      “Come. Don’t be scared. These naked flames will point you to the place where you can be free,” Amana promised.

      Hot whispers zipped around the group, and after several moments, the first person stepped onto the bridge. He looked back and waved the others onward. As if one collected hive, they started for the bridge, too. Toward Amana, she with the green light. The welcoming, naked, and calm illumination they all sought.

      Only Zykeiah knew that light beckoned death.

      She guessed she had witnessed the illegal fleeing of some seventy-five people. There may be countless others they hadn’t witnessed depart for Lundlei. But for a kingdom the size of this, this was too many.

      Waiting until the families had crossed safely, Zykeiah intended to follow them. Kanton crept out behind her.

      Within moments, the forest and the bridge lay in darkness.

      Zykeiah scurried back to her danker beast, climbed on, and crept up to the river’s edge, where the bridge connected to their side of the Capolla. Drawing one of her daggers, she got off the danker and she too crossed the bridge, where, at once, it began to snow again. But she did not step onto the Land of Lundlei. Something held her back, some internal voice warning against her stepping onto the ground and crossing into Marvelina’s hold. Instead, she crouched down and peered onto the snow-covered ground that was quickly being covered by yet another layer.

      “Minister?” Kanton asked.

      Zykeiah held up her hand to silence him. The tracks of the families had begun just at the end of the bridge and continued for a couple of feet, where they immediately vanished. A patch of trees partially obscured her view, and coupled with the now falling snow, she strained to see beyond the thicket. Above the treetops was spiraling smoke from chimneys.

      Her heart sped up toward her throat, forcing her to turn back over the bridge, not glancing behind her or to the left or right. Her boots slid, and she nearly slipped off across the slick bridge into the partially frozen river water. Once she made it safely across, she leapt onto her danker beast, and with all her might, whipped her beast until it ran at a breakneck pace back to the castle.

      “Kanton! Come!” she shouted, her heart hammering in her throat.
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            The Best Laid Plans

          

        

      

    

    
      Early the next morn, Akub sat in the Great Hall. As they sat down at the table closest to the throne, Marion ordered drinks for everyone, and Chloe placed them in front of each person with a kind smile despite the hour. Zykeiah came in, dusting snow from her cloak and her daggers. Just as she sat down on the bench, she pinned Kalah with a glare, her eyes bright in the early morning light.

      “Kalah, where were you last evening?” she asked.

      “I was alone, in my quarters? Why?” he croaked out and met her stern expression. He looked awful. Heavy bags and red-rimmed eyes loomed out from sunken cheeks. A bit of tarnish to his usual swagger lingered.

      Akub noted that none of them looked too good. Zykeiah may not have not have slept at all. Throughout the night, Akub struggled to sleep, and she wondered where Zykeiah had stormed off to after evening meals. Marion had called them all to an early morn meeting, but Zy still hadn’t returned to her chambers.

      “Really, Kalah?” Zykeiah selected one of the mugs.

      “No, I had a case of ale, too,” Kalah snapped and jerked his body away, putting his back to the table.

      Akub snorted. His usual smug demeanor had tattered around the edges.

      “You find it, funny? You awful creature,” Kalah growled.

      “So cruel.” Zykeiah waved him off. “You do seem peaky and quite sluggish. Regardless, I’ve been along the trail.”

      “It was a filthy night.” Kalah rubbed his eyes and reached for his sweater. He tugged it on, barely missing the tabletop. “I need some firewater.”

      He may as well have had a cup of death so rigid his motions and black his mood.

      “The last thing you need is firewater. Here’s some tea.” Marion pushed a mug to him. “Okay, Zykeiah, you wanted me to call a meeting. I did. So, why are we here?”

      “And so blasted early?” Kalah groaned.

      “We had word that a few of the servants, including the lead cook, Toran, have left…”

      She paused and surveyed those at the table, until each one’s eyes met her own before she continued. “People are escaping to the Land of Lundlei across the Capolla River. Indeed, it is not only rumor but fact. Those servants who have not appeared for duty any more were said to be ill. Kanton said some have vacated their homes, and those buildings lay in darkness, deserted. In some instances, people from Saturn Four have taken up residence in those homes.”

      “We would’ve known,” Marion said, shaking his head.

      Kalah agreed. “How, Marion? How did we not notice?”

      “I did notice. But we have no way of knowing who leaves the servants’ quarters. No one is posted there to keep watch on their comings and goings. There exist Circles to other worlds throughout Veloris to which you are all aware, since they are marked on a map,” Marion said.

      Zykeiah waved a hand at them, quieting them down. “There’s a newly worn path, and last night Kanton and I went to investigate the rumors. The point to this tale is that last night we spied several families actually crossing the Capolla Bridge into Lundlei…”

      Akub gasped. “Zykeiah! Don’t go down into the darkness without a plan!”

      She felt the words leave her lips, but a numbness surged.

      “We need to know what we’re dealing with,” Zykeiah countered.

      Octiva appeared at the entranceway. “Evil must be recognized and fought. Wickedness cannot triumph.”

      “While we’re hunting her, she may be hunting us,” Marion noted, his face grave.

      “Indeed, but I saw with my own eyes the families risking their very lives to get away from here.”

      “You don’t sound so sure, Zykeiah.” Sarah looked up from her woolgathering.

      “I’m not done! There was a green light...”

      “A green light?” Kalah asked, his lips pressed into a tight line of rage. “As in the green light that broke Manola out of her cells? You mean to tell me…”

      “Amana stood with the green flames on her torch!” Zykeiah finished with a slap on the table.

      Marion said, “Clearly they survived the woods, and somehow they are recruiting people from our kingdom to theirs.”

      “She has no kingdom!” Kalah spat, spraying Marion with spittle and slamming his fist into the table, upsetting the drinks. “She does not get to rule like a queen when her head should be decaying beneath the first frost!”

      Sarah frowned at him, but Kalah did not notice.

      “Calm down, Kalah,” Akub said, drawing all eyes to her. “The important issues here are why are the people fleeing to her and why does she need them?”

      Zykeiah said, “What lies beyond the Capolla in Lundlei?”

      Here Octiva stepped forward and gestured to Kalah to sit. “The Land of Lundlei is the land of the ancients, of my people, descendants of the gods.”

      Groaning, Kalah plopped back down in his seat beside Zykeiah, and Chloe came around, cleaned up the spilled drinks and issued new, filled ones.

      “The moment I stepped on the bridge to go over to find where the family had disappeared to, it began to snow again,” Zykeiah said. “I nearly lost my footing and fell into the river.”

      “Rubbish!” Kalah said. “I do not care for talk of oracles, goddesses, and feuds. What are we going to do about the people leaving and Manola still breathing?”

      Kalah did always have a way with words.

      “What are we going to do, Marion?” Zykeiah asked. “Is she trying to raise an army to attack us? What does she give the people who come to her that makes others want to come as well?”

      They all were silent, thinking of an answer to that very question.

      “Later today, we should split up.” Marion pointed at Zykeiah and then Kalah. “You two go out this evening. It will give Zy time to sleep.”

      “Great. Split the group. Nothing can go wrong with that idea,” Zykeiah said, with a quick glance at Akub.

      Akub chuckled. Zykeiah’s benevolent mood soured due to lack of sleep. Peace didn’t suit her, anyway. Her minister came alive on the brink of battle or war. Even now, despite her tone and sleep deprived state, Zykeiah’s unusual eyes glowed. She fingered her daggers beneath the table. A tiny grin tugged at her lips.

      On the other hand, Kalah looked ill. Hunting for his wife seemed to curdle into bitterness where prior to Manola’s visit, their love could’ve been refreshed or renewed.

      Not now.

      Amana had chosen. How much had been her willful decision remained unknown, but from what she’d heard, Amana had been itching to go.

      “No. I refuse to go after my wife like she’s some common horror.” Kalah threw his hands up and then folded them across his chest. As a minister and prince, Kalah could take as many wives as he wanted. Greed led to headaches, which is why the practice had fallen to monogamy in the past generations.

      Marion scowled. “We are.”

      Kalah grunted. “We don’t know if she’s been taken by Manola or…”

      “I saw Amana last night. She wants to be there, welcoming people into her land. And besides, the kidnappers took all her belongings out of the kindness of their hearts, too. So she’s feeling pretty much like home,” Zykeiah interjected. “If not her, who deserves my blades?”

      “I don’t know!” Kalah shot up from the wooden bench. “Neither do any of you.”

      “We understand your agony, but just accept it. She left you.” Zykeiah shot out of her seat and leaned across the table.

      “No!” Kalah roared, his face frozen in fury. He became a pool of exalted rage. “Never!”

      She reached for him, but he shook her off. “Don’t paw me!”

      “Let ‘em go,” Marion said, his voice calm.

      “He’s my partner.” Zykeiah eased back onto the bench and frowned. “I don’t want to be saddled with him. Give me Kanton or Akub.”

      “Kanton’s a boy and Akub, well, take Octiva with you.” Marion rubbed his bald head, clearly annoyed.

      “What of Sarah?” Akub looked at Marion’s wife seated beside him.

      She’d been incredibly silent through the entire exchange. Hidden beneath the fall of her corkscrew dark hair, the priestess seemed in shock. She hugged herself and leaned into Marion’s arms. He rose with her still nestled close to him.

      “She won’t be joining us.”

      Zykeiah sucked her teeth, drawing a raised eyebrow and furious glare from Marion. “Report to me. My mother is indisposed.”

      With Kalah, Marion, and Sarah gone, Akub turned to the only minister knight remaining for morning meals. Many thoughts went round and round like a fish in a bowl. An endless swirl of gray clouds. Still, morning meals had been served, but it felt much later—the gloomy clouds outside made the day seem like night.

      “What would you like, minister?” Chloe asked as she adjusted her apron.

      “Something stronger than this tea. Coffee.”

      “The same.”

      In moments, the coffee came. A Saturn Four import that tasted bitter but somehow calming. With those soft sips, she and Zykeiah sat in quiet. The only disturbances came when Chloe dropped off flatbread and eggs to Zykeiah. Then again later when she dropped off a basket of sweet bread for Akub.

      “I’m glad you’re eating. You’ll need your strength.” Zykeiah winked.

      “And you will need your rest,” Akub shot back.

      “Soon. I will need company.”

      “Indeed.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Zykeiah’s quarters sat in dimness as she entered, legs rubbery, body singing in fatigue and weariness. She could make out Akub’s round hips and long legs silhouetted against the blackness in the bed. Feeling her desire stir, she quickly placed her thigh hostler on the floor. Too weary to apply herbal treatment to her still-wounded body, she removed her boots and her shirt, as quietly as she could.

      She crawled into bed with Akub, feeling her body’s warmth. The bed gave as she crawled in. Lifting the blanket, she slid close behind her and nuzzled against her hair. It smelled like rosemary, and each soft locked strand cushioned her face. She inhaled Akub’s scent and now, excited, she pulled Akub back into her.

      Almost instantly she placed her hand on Akub’s smooth stomach. This uncharted area caused Zykeiah to swallow the thin layer of fear on her tongue. She hungered for Akub since coming back to her. As she nestled against Akub’s warmth, she pondered the ramifications of this act.

      Later tonight, they would go off into the cold and to the unknown, to the Land of Lundlei. Zykeiah had seen enough battles to know that one of them may not return. She didn’t want to allow this moment of peace and love to pass—she would deal with tomorrow, if they had one.

      In the low candlelight, Akub grimaced and then laughed; her chuckling lightened the load around her heart—but only for a few brief minutes.

      “You sure about this, Zy?”

      “Shush.” She smiled into Akub’s hair as she rolled over to face her. She kissed Akub’s silky cheeks. She undid the laces of her pants and pushed them down to her ankles. With quick fingers, she pushed off her boots, and then stepped out of her pants. The thoughts remained, waiting patiently in the back of Zykeiah’s mind; the queen’s decision to launch another class of people would somehow be their undoing. She knew it. Her pants rested in a heap on the floor beside the bed.

      “I’ve missed your love,” Akub said, her voice filled with soothing tones and admiration that Zykeiah wasn’t sure she deserved. “Let us rest.”

      When at last her lips joined Akub’s, the entire stress of the day seemed to dissolve from her shoulders. Her arms drew Akub in closer, as if she meant to consume her. Her tongue darted in and out of her mouth, teasing, fleeing, and making her chase after it. She lost herself in her lips and in her taste.

      She moved her lips from Akub’s and planted a trail of soft kisses all the way to her breasts. Carefully, Zykeiah lifted one to her mouth and nipped. A low moan escaped Akub’s mouth, and without warning, she grabbed Zykeiah’s head and jerked her in further into her chest. With each lick and sharp nip, Akub moaned.

      “Zy,” she whispered into her ear.

      Just to hear her name on Akub’s lips made all that they had been through worth it, Zykeiah thought as she moved to her other breast. Unable to withstand the wait, Akub gently pushed Zykeiah onto her back. She tossed one of her legs over Zy’s waist and whispered, “Let me show how much I missed you.”

      Zykeiah reached up to caress her flat stomach. How magnificent she looked astride her, her hair flowing. Passion added an impassioned tint to her skin. She was so beautiful, and she ached to be joined with her. “Please…”

      With one swift dive, Akub parted Zykeiah’s thighs and lowered her lips. A gasp erupted from Zykeiah’s mouth. With each flick of the tongue, Akub paced out the rhythm and Zykeiah learned the tune.
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      In the end, the minister knights, Akub, and Octiva all set out together at dusk for the Land of Lundlei. Stealth mattered more than numbers, but Akub didn’t speak that aloud to Marion. Safety came with numbers, and fifteen should be good. Lundlei sat on the eastern swath of the Northern Forest. Overhead, birds squawked in an alarming as they flew across the dusk colored sky. A break in the clouds allowed a thin sliver of sun to fall on the elder. It looked good on her. The wind howled, announcing their arrival at the bridge.

      Octiva led, levitating as she did so. They flanked out behind her.

      “It is best the queen remains with Sarah. Neither would do well to be captured by Manola, and Sarah’s in no health for battle,” Octiva said.

      “Agreed.” Akub walked along beside her.

      “What is this place?” Kalah adjusted his dual swords strapped in their holster on his back.

      “In the days of old, pilgrims would make pilgrimages to the Goddess Ana’s oracle, here across the river in the Land of Lundlei. Marvelina and Ana, both the light and the dark, were worshipped here. People longed to hear their voices, the divine with their cryptic future visions.”

      “I do love the bareness of the trees in the area.” Zykeiah tucked her sunglasses more securely to her head. The rushing air blew hard, nearly knocking her glasses from their perch.

      “They both were worshiped here?” Marion scowled.

      Octiva nodded. “As the population increased, they left Marvelina for the Goddess Ana, a gentler divine.”

      Zykeiah said, “Several miles away from the Capolla River, through a dense thicket of green trees and across a small frozen pond, is a stone castle. Last evening, the candles and torches burned bright despite the late hour. The fireplaces and hearths were ablaze to chase the new snowfall and its chilly cold away. Folks live there.”

      They approached their side of the river and came to a stop. In minutes, they would lose the light and would have to proceed into the darkness.

      “This is where Kanton and I spied the villagers.” Zykeiah pointed at the bridge where mud and dirty snow pointed the way of the castle.

      Octiva remained levitating at the brink of the bridge. Akub sensed a thin veil of magick that made the hairs on her neck and arms stand in alarm. The cold wind halted and the silence descended. Not even the nocturnal creatures that thrived in the dark made sound, their eerie birdsong hushed by the evil across the river. Only the soft trickling of water from the river and the impatience of the danker beasts could be heard.

      “We must pass over.” Akub looked out across the bridge.

      “We have to risk it.” Zykeiah bobbed on the balls of her feet.

      Marion moved to the front. “Let’s go forward. For Veloris!”

      The moment Marion’s black boot touched the bridge, a screeching shattered the uncomfortable quiet. A bar crack of lightening rent the sky. Akub rushed forward, but nothing moved. Just the horrendous screams and the thunderous crash overhead.

      “Go!” Marion roared. He waved them forward. “It’s only noise.”

      “What?” Zykeiah shouted, her hands over both ears.

      “RUN!” Marion shouted again.

      Kalah had crumpled to the ground, his hands over his ears. Akub went back to him and hoisted him to his feet.

      “Come on!” She pulled him to his feet and dragged him to the bridge.

      Marion waved them forward across the bridge. Octiva floated over the sludge and mud covered planks. As she reached the center, the roar of cracking ice shot up through the wood.  Sharp ice punctured the bridge, punching gaping holes. Octiva sidestepped the attack by zipping around. Zykeiah leapt over one that didn’t protrude fast enough. It sliced a bit of her leg, enough to tear through the fabric to the skin. Akub pushed Kalah forward and tried to make a run for it. The younger minister knight walked right into one of the ice shards. Bright blood splattered the ground, and Kalah shrieked. That painful agony managed to sail higher than the ongoing screeching. Akub raced to his side, but Kalah had sliced the ice with his dual swords.

      “Get. Across!” Kalah shouted at her, spittle flying into her face. Blood trailed down from his nose and into his mouth. His wide eyes shot to something behind her and he slashed.

      A section of ice thudded beside her.

      “I said run!”

      Akub scrambled to her feet and ran. Keeping her eyes on the end of the bridge, she watched both for the ice already jutting through the bridge, and the new punctures from the river below.

      Ahead, as Octiva landed on the other side, the screeching stopped and everything fell to that heavy hushed quiet from before. The rest of the ministers hurried to the clearing. The screeching of the bridge’s hinges announced it may not last long. On the verge of rupture, it cracked.

      Now, on the other side of the Capolla River, they made it to a small clearing.

      “That didn’t happen when the villagers came through here.” Zykeiah wiped her face. Her defensive injuries left bright red marks on her knuckles.

      Marion stepped off the bridge and made his way to them. “Kalah, are you okay?”

      “Yes. Hurt like a danker.” Kalah wiped his nose and winced.

      “Let’s get moving.” Marion walked toward the smoke signals sailing high above the treetops. He removed a stick from his boot, lit it with two pieces of flint, and ignited the fabric, giving them light to see. He waved them to follow him.

      Akub walked beside Zykeiah. The snow crunched under her feet as they made their slow march through the dark to face Manola.

      Her hands and feet had become numb, and the cold had infiltrated her cloak when a building came into view. Grisly and ghastly, the structure struggled beneath the weight of the snow. Flickers of candlelight shined through grime-crusted windows.

      “This grubby little castle once belonged to the descendants of Marvelina.” Octiva walked at a hencken’s stride up to the where the path broadened.

      “Miserable pile that is,” Akub whispered. “Decrepit.”

      The elder didn’t pause. The ministers went along, and Akub kept her pace. “We’re just going to waltz in there?”

      Zykeiah shrugged. “We’re following the elder. This is a magick and lights show. Remember?”

      Octiva held up her hand and stopped. They fell silent. With brave face, she approached on her own. The ministers all brandished weapons, ready for whatever came bolting through the wooden door. Nothing moved. Ahead, the seedy castle awaited.

      “Where is everyone?” Marion asked, cutting a glance at Zykeiah.

      She shrugged again. “There are elemental forces at work. Your eyes cannot be trusted.”

      The door opened slowly. Octiva waved them forward. They rushed forward in hushed paces. The salty, putrid air rushed out to greet them. Octiva crossed the threshold with hands ready to cast.

      The castle’s arched doorways opened into the foyer. A startled family huddled and others gravitated to the heated fireplace. Just to the right of the fireplace, a stairwell arced upward to the second floor. Light sobbing and some outright blubbering came from the crowd.

      “Good evening, trust you made it without harm?” said a friendly, albeit somewhat cold, voice.

      As soon as she crossed into the outer room, villagers appeared. Akub searched the downcast faces of those in Manola’s court. Draped in rags and weathered shoes, the former villagers didn’t look joyful to be free. In fact, as the last of the ministers entered, they stared off into an altered state, a trance that caused doll-like, glassy-eyed stares.

      Was it their fear of Manola’s power?

      Perhaps it was a trick of the light.

      “Over here!” Octiva whispered.

      Marion, Kalah, and several of the guards had already walked deeper into the castle. They stood at the square entranceway. Marion swept the guards aside.

      “You guards stay put. Two out front. The rest here, watching the villagers. Something strange is afoot,” Marion whispered, and then to Akub, “I’ll go first.”

      One by one, the ministers and Akub descended into a crypt-like room. The stairs creaked beneath their weight. In the narrow, rectangular-shaped room, a shrine had been erected. Gifts and offerings decorated the area just inside the entranceway. Did Manola offer predictions to these poor, desperate souls? Did this seem like they’d come to hear the voice of a god?

      Manola—a god?

      Akub shoved the ugly question away as they heard the trickling of water. The walls echoed with running water, too, as if from a spring. They must’ve descended to the lower levels.

      “That’s water? It isn’t frozen,” Kalah whispered.

      “Probably from the Capolla,” Marion replied.

      This deep inside the Earth, the water flowed from the warmth. Akub’s hands tingled with power, anxious for battle. Down here, the space became so narrow they could hear each other breathe. Broad swordplay wouldn’t be an option. Beyond a pool in the center of the courtyard, a raised dais with a throne rested against what appeared to be curtains. One either side, tall, iron candelabras stood with fat, thick candles. The candles flickered from their breath. Soon they reached a tiny courtyard filled with flat stones. There a circle pool bubbled, sending warm air from the ground to the surface. The moisture hung in the air. In front of her, Marion wiped his brow. Beside her, Zykeiah pushed her glasses into her hair. Her unusual eyes glowed.

      They made Akub pause, but then Zykeiah smiled. That made it all better.

      In the pool, the water sloshed and parted as a dark figure rose from its center. The bubbling water belched strange scents. Manola solidified and spoke in a foreign tongue as her features and extremities sharpened and shaped. Her face came into grim focus. Splashes of dark crimson stained her face. She did enjoy killing, and it only satisfied her selfish emotions. As she reached outward, ragged claws appeared on her hands. Whatever she’d been involved with, it had transformed her.

      “This is old magick,” Akub said. It left a bad taste in her mouth. This must be Marvelina’s sacred site, indeed. A passage she read from one of the library’s books spoke of Marvelina’s healing waters. How would those work on someone like Manola, an undead person lacking a soul?

      Zykeiah grimaced. “If you say it.”

      “Greetings, minister knights. Devourer.” Manola’s voice sounded like birds cawing. It echoed in the small space. Dripping with water, Manola stepped out of the raised bubbling water with a grin a mile wide etched across her face as if they weren’t enemies, but long lost friends.

      Akub fell back several paces. Manola’s nude form glowed in the low light. The slice across her neck was a big open mouth, scarlet and jagged. It remained all these days later after Marion had given her that blow. She hadn’t healed it. Strange. Tension boiled as a heavy silence fell across the room.

      Her body bore injuries from the battle. What had that sacred spring given Manola if not healing?

      “Greetings.” She didn’t have a weapon, but Manola often did not need one. “Life given. Death lifted. I knew you’d come, Akub.”

      Marion held his sword at the ready, but in this space, he could only thrust with it. She’d selected a solid place to retreat, and Akub noted they had few options for battle. Overhead, voices filtered in from the floor above. Glass crashed. People shuffled around. Scattered groans rent the silence. Manola plotted to shatter the ministers’ kingdom, and that could not stand.

      “Marion!” Zykeiah shouted.

      Manola before them. Defected villagers behind them. They could split up, but that would defeat their purpose in coming as a unit. The palace guards, all ten of them, wouldn’t be able to corral an angry mob, and it seems that once Manola arrived down here, the trance on them ceased.

      “Kalah, see to the people and the guards,” Marion ordered, not flinching nor turning about to face them. He kept his eyes on the threat ahead, sending the younger minister to the threat behind.

      Akub heard Kalah’s boots on the stairs. As he fled upstairs, a rear door opened behind Manola and out stalked Lady Amana. Dressed in an ebony gown trimmed in fur, she seemed to emerge from the gloom, a specter of doom. Her long, tightly coiled hair had been pulled up into a loose ponytail. Marion sending Kalah upstairs spared the young prince from a macabre reunion.

      Ahead, standing stark naked in the face of them, Manola spread her arms wide. “Come, Amana. I long to feel the weight of you in my arms.”

      Amana grinned, throwing back her hood in the process, and walked into the light. She draped a robe over Manola’s nudity, and the sorceress put her arms through the sleeves and knotted the belt. Manola raked her blood-red nails across Amana’s smooth cheek, but her gaze was all for Akub.

      “I made her,” Manola leered, with a fast glance back at them. “Did you know that? I crafted her from clay and into something more.”

      “Stop prattling on,” Zykeiah said.

      Amana peered at them and searched their faces before laughing. “No Sarah, minister knights? I’m guessing she’s too distraught to make this journey?”

      “Enchanter!” Octiva swore.

      “I’m glad to see you, Devourer.” Manola grinned, but it was all teeth.

      “You know what they say. Two is a company, and three’s a coven.” Akub pushed back her cloak’s sleeves.

      Manola chuckled. “Poor Sarah. She always had a delicate constitution. Oh, I do love your humor. So suitable for these tense situations.”

      Amana’s face changed at this. She was so lovely, but she’d suffered so much. Akub could see the trauma of a harsh life haunting the woman. Amana yearned for acceptance that much showed on her face.

      “Manola means everything to me,” Amana wrapped her arm around Manola.

      “And Sarah? Does she mean nothing?” Akub asked.

      Amana looked at her with cold eyes. “I’ve had a gutful of that perfect princess.”

      Marion’s sharp intake of breath preceded his furious roar. He thrust his sword as if he meant to behead her, but he stopped short, the blade a breath from her throat.

      “All this time, I waited and watched for a glimmer, just a tiny glimmer of light. Now, I’m resolved that there is none within you.” His mouth was a slash of anger.

      “I am Amana no more, but her creature alone.” Amana hugged Manola tighter.

      Akub felt angry for Sarah, who at this moment lay in grief back at the castle. Mourning the loss of a sister who now denounced her.

      “Didn’t you divine my presence?” Manola asked Akub as she untangled herself from Amana.

      “I severed that tether many rotations ago,” Akub eyed Marion, who kept his blade to Amana’s throat.

      “So you have. Yet, here you are.” She smiled, but it was all teeth and no warmth.

      “I knew you’d be spilling your poison on these people. Doesn’t it exhaust you? All this black terror draining the life out of you?”

      “One must be first alive, Devourer. You’ve deprived me of that.” Manola hovered at the edge of the small platform.

      “And it’s the living you should worry about!” Zykeiah’s daggers plowed into Manola’s body, zipping through the air in a blink of an eye.

      Startled, the sorceress stumbled back a few steps. Then she laughed as she plucked out the daggers as if they were merely thorns. They clattered to the stone floor.

      “Did you forget? I’m dead?” Manola shouted.

      Marion thrust his sword, sending it deep into Amana’s body as she tried to step aside. “For Sarah! For stealing my soul!”

      Amana wheezed as she grabbed the sword with her bare hands, slicing open her palms as she did so. She tried to dislodge the blade as she wheezed. A trickle of blood escaped her mouth, and through clenched teeth, she wailed.

      Manola screamed. “I will send you all back to your blasted goddess!”

      Akub watched it unfold with her heart in her throat. As if she’d rubbed belladonna on her skin to induce hallucinations, she watched as Manola crafted that green light into a point and threw it into Zykeiah. The tip bore into her love, sending her crashing into the ground.

      “No!” Akub shrieked. Her heart froze as she reached out to her.

      Grasping for air, Zykeiah clutched at the wound, yet dark, angry blood poured through her splayed fingers.

      “Turnabout is fair play, Devourer!”

      Fury unfurled inside Akub, burning like fire in her veins. She rounded on Manola. “You! Enough!”

      Akub shoved her magick into Amana and found a wall of resistance. She pushed harder, her anger the catalyst. Amana released a blood-curdling scream, but Manola conjured yet another sphere and threw it.

      Marion used his sword and bumped it, sending the sphere smashing into the adjacent wall. Octiva followed, sending those shards against Manola, raising them into her flesh and forcing them to pin the pale sorceress to wall, where she struggled and spat her rage.

      “I’ll draw her eye. Now!” Marion roared.

      Manola had other ideas. She smacked his sword away as if a stick. And with a swing of her hand, her magick sent him sailing back into them. He bowled over them, and Akub’s breath rushed out of her. Octiva had managed to avoid the crash, and she rose. With the low ceiling, she couldn’t ascend too high. Her hands crafted a series of movements. Akub recognized some of them as conjuring hand signs.

      “Goddess Ana will end this,” Octiva said with a calm that contrasted greatly with the rage inside Akub.

      Yet, the elder didn’t engage Manola, but instead bent down to a now unconscious Zykeiah. At least Akub hoped her love had only lost consciousness. The elder tossed her long, gray braid over her shoulder and bent down beside the minister.

      A flash of green light and then daggers zipped by Akub, one landing in her shoulder. The fire erupted at once, sending pain throughout her entire chest. Coughing against the agony, Akub collapsed to her knees.

      “You dare! Amana was mine! Mine!” Manola shouted, stumbling forward as her body healed wounds from Marion and Zykeiah’s blades. Sure, Manola didn’t bleed and didn’t die, but those severed muscles didn’t work.

      Behind her, Akub heard Marion moaning. “My arm. It’s broken.”

      Still, the scrape of the sword against the stone floor spoke to the minister’s dedication to continuing the fight. At that moment, a shout came from behind them, one of blood-curdling savagery. Through the haze of pain, Akub looked over her shoulder in time to see Kalah come crashing down the stairs as if pushed. Roaring and cheers followed from those above. Crumpled at the bottom of the stairs, the young prince lay, unmoving.

      No Sarah. Octiva trying to save Zykeiah. Kalah unconscious. Marion broken.

      All of this pain, suffering, and agony lay at her feet. If she’d never come to Veloris, if she’d never taken the orb, none of this would’ve happened.

      Manola took a step forward toward her. “All I want are the orb and the queen’s soul. I want to feel again. Breathe again. How dare you deny me!”

      Anger rekindled once more, and Akub turned back to Manola. With her hands tingling, she forced Amana, screeching in pain, to grab the closest candelabra and swing.

      “Stop! Argh! Stop! Manola!” Amana whimpered, as she struggled against Akub’s magic.

      “You don’t deserve to live after all the death you’ve caused,” Akub grunted, her shoulder aflame. Whatever strange magick Manola used, Akub would defeat it. The Goddess Ana sent her here to save this kingdom, and she would do it.

      As she devoured Amana’s will, Akub shut out the rest of the room. Focus. Clear focus. Amana’s wound looked fatal, so she had to act fast.

      Pick up the candelabra.

      Manola’s laughter flinted through the tiny space. “Praying won’t save you. Get up! Face me for you cannot kill me, Devourer. I am already dead.”

      “I know,” Akub wheezed through the searing pain in her arm. “But corpses do burn.”

      Akub devoured the last of Amana’s will and forced her to pick up the candelabra, and with a swift motion, stab the candles into Manola.

      “Amana! Wha—what have you done!”

      Amana’s head lolled to the side, as the rest of her life drained out from Marion’s stab wound. Manola patted the parts of her that burned, but Akub wasn’t done. She struggled to her feet and hoisted another of the heavy candelabras toward the injured Manola. She took it and pushed it over top of the first, pinning Manola underneath.

      The candles spilled their wax, but some managed to retain their flames, and thus set the sorceress’s robe aflame. She struggled to push the heavy pieces of iron off of her, but then, she smiled.

      “I am not afraid of fire, Devourer.” Manola closed her eyes and laughed. She put her palms against the wrought iron structure, and the flash of green light burst into the room.

      Akub stumbled backward. These little candle flames wouldn’t ignite quick enough to stop Manola from forming the ancient elemental magick. She searched around for something else. She could try to devour Manola, but weakened and injured, she doubted she could do it.

      “Here.” Marion touched her shoulder, spooking her. With his left hand, he gave her the hilt of his sword. His right arm hung at an awkward angle. Sweat covered his brow, and his lips trembled. He body bore bruising and welts from Manola’s assault.

      Akub’s own shoulder roared in agony, but she pushed through it. Her rage propelled her. She took the sword, so heavy she could only raise it a hair above the ground. With her own strength waning, she went to Manola. She had to finish this, for once. For all. Every horrid act Akub had ever committed had come at the demand of this pale, slithering creature crushed beneath two tall, iron candelabras.

      “There is but one way to stop her, Akub,” Octiva called from her position by Zykeiah. The elder had applied leaves to Zykeiah’s wounds, and she had removed the minister’s thigh holster. “Fulfill your destiny and the Goddess Ana’s will.”

      Akub could feel her energy waning. She glanced down at Manola, who sobered at hearing Octiva’s words.

      “Devourer, it’s me. Manola. Recall our good times…”

      “There were no good times.” Akub clenched her teeth, lifted Marion’s great sword, and shrieking in anguish as her fire burned through her arm, her shoulder, and down her spine, Akub plunged it down into Manola’s throat, silencing the vile sorceress. The sword severed her ability to speak, and her body flopped as Akub leaned on the hilt, pushing it deeper. Gurgling noises rose up in the wake of her actions.

      “Here. Let me.” Marion reached across her with his left hand and lifted the sword with ease, albeit in awkward position in the tight space just above Manola’s chest.

      “I can finish her.” Akub didn’t move.

      “Indeed you did,” Marion said, a brief moment before he slumped back against the wall.

      Akub’s rage cooled, and she looked down at Manola at last. She had severed the sorceress’s head from her body. Numb, she reached down, grabbed the silky black hair, and lifted the head up to her eye level.

      “Bring it here,” Octiva said. She stood and held open her pouch.

      Akub stumbled over to the elder, her body feeling as if she had no longer controlled it. She reached Octiva, dropped to her knees beside Zykeiah, and said, “Zy, we got her, love. We got her.”

      She leaned down to kiss Zykeiah’s cheek. Tears burned in her eyes as she found it warm. With a prayer of gratitude to the goddess on her lips, she slumped forward, and the world turned black.
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      “Is she dead?” Marion grunted, holding his broken arm.

      He’d somehow managed to put the sword back into its scabbard. He leaned back against the wall adjacent to the weathered wooden throne where Manola’s headless body lay. With a grunt, he pushed off the wall and stepped over to where Octiva and Zykeiah remained. Akub had placed Manola’s raven head into Octiva’s bag and closed it. Octiva got to her feet.

      “Dead? She’s always been dead, Marion. Now that her body and her brain are separated, she won’t be able navigate the realm of the living,” the elder explained as she gestured to Akub. “Come, Akub. Help Zykeiah. I’ve done all I can here. I must get her back to the castle.”

      Akub got slowly to her feet, her own arm aflame with agony. She willed the last slivers of her chakra to her arm to reverse the magick’s impact. Her lovely Zykeiah’s strange glowing eyes parted.

      “Akub?” she croaked. She pushed herself to a sitting position with slow motions. “I can walk.”

      She reached down for her arm, and Akub helped hoist the minister to her feet. Zykeiah groaned in agony as Akub wrapped one of her arms over her shoulder. “Lean on me, Zy. I’ve got you.”

      Marion reached Kalah and used his boot to wake him. “Kalah! Wake! Are you well?”

      After several attempts, Kalah groaned awake. “Aye!”

      “Are you hurt?” Marion winced.

      Kalah sat up, and then turned to look up at his brother. “Only my pride. I should’ve bested those villagers…”

      Heavy bruising on his upper torso spoke to some injuries that didn’t outwardly bleed. Dried blood remained from his smashed nose. “I’ve been waiting four seasons on you.”

      “You couldn’t hurt them, Kalah,” Zykeiah said, her voice as weak as water.

      “Try not to talk,” Akub said.

      “Is it over?” Kalah searched the area behind Akub and Octiva.

      “Yes.” Octiva hoisted the bag over her shoulder. “Let us go home.”

      Kalah didn’t move. “Amana?”

      “Dead.” Marion started for the stairs.

      “Dead.” Kalah sounded stunned.

      He stumbled on unsteady legs to Amana’s body. He dropped or his legs buckled. Akub couldn’t tell. An incredible wail echoed in the tight space. A howling anguish pierced Akub’s heart.

      “Amana. Love? Why?” Kalah hoisted her to him and held her close. He wept into her hair.

      Kalah had sacrificed more than most. All of his questions would forever go unanswered. He’d suffered greatly. Akub saw his face struggle for understanding. She didn’t know what the younger prince expected to find or do once he faced his wife, but that moment had been snuffed out. Just like Amana’s life. In that moment, Marion had chosen to kill her rather than offer her an opportunity for redemption. In the heat of battle, swift decisions occurred.

      “Kalah, may the goddess give you peace and comfort,” Akub said, and then to Octiva, “We can’t prolong his pain. We must leave this place.”

      “Come. We must get Zykeiah back to the castle before she bleeds to death.” Marion looked over his shoulder before lumbering up the stairs.

      “We’re just going to leave the bodies here?” Zykeiah asked. “The villagers…”

      “I’ll deal with them,” Marion barked.

      “No! I’m not leaving her.” Kalah lifted Amana’s body, held it close to him. Her head lolled.

      Grief will gnaw on Kalah. He would need meditative sessions with Octiva or Sarah to renew his connection to the goddess. Octiva and Akub exchanged looks, but followed.

      “We ain’t goin’ back!” came a shout from the floor above.

      A rushing crowd awaited Akub and the others as they cleared the stairs. The villagers clutched their belongings about their persons. The palace guards had been battered and corralled by several burly and heavy-clothed men. It had become a bit of a muddle. Wild uncertainty flickered among them as the night stretched toward the morn.

      Weakened, Zykeiah groaned, and her eyes closed.

      “Hang on, love,” Akub stammered. They only just won one battle, now awaited another.

      “Release the guards,” Marion ordered.

      “Dragon’s breath!” came another furious yell and the shuffling of feet as the children had grown restless. They lacked proper weaponry, but no doubt they had knives, hammers, mallets, and other tools.

      “You’re all acting like you’ve had a skein full of ale! Shall we have a drunken brawl then, since you sided with evil?” Marion reached across his waist to the hilt of his sword.

      Octiva touched his arm. “Let there be peace. Be calm.”

      Not only did Marion quiet, but so did the others. Only Kalah’s quiet weeping broke the silence.

      “The minister knights, Akub, and I are leaving here. We leave you with the sorceress you sought to follow to freedom, to death. You shall not be allowed back across the bridge.”

      “To the hell with you, you old witch!” barked a deep voice.

      Octiva grinned, and with a voice as frigid as the water outside, “I know what I am.”
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Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Akub, the one once called the Devourer, sat beside Zykeiah three months after she’d been ordered to leave. Queen Zoë had agreed to allow her to remain on Veloris, and she’d moved into a small cottage in the village. She spent time practicing the healing arts of magick weaving and assisting those in the village. One day she’d accompany the ministers as a healer on their adventures. No more destruction. Now, she would heal.

      But today, they’d gathered at the Great Hall for morning meals. Akub hunched back into her ebony cloak and, fingers stiff with cold, cupped her hands around a mug of tea. Seated at the ministers’ table, Akub sat beside Zykeiah. Across from them, Kalah sipped his coffee, a cloud over his features. Queen Zoë sat on her throne, legs crossed, her elegant gown glowing in the early morning sunlight.

      “Is your mother on the mend?” Zykeiah looked back at Kalah.

      “Octiva said she is. The sickness has been treated by the Bandon.” Kalah rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “She’s fine.”

      “Good.” Akub watched as one of the servants walked up the stairs to the raised dais and served the queen a hot drink.

      “Did either of you see it coming? Be honest with me.” Kalah rubbed his bald head in apparent frustration. He gazed down at his bowl of eggs and flatbread before looking back up at them. His withdrawn features spoke to little sleep.

      Zykeiah shot Akub a worried glance.

      Kalah caught the look. “Of course you knew, Zykeiah. You wanted to leave her at Valek’s castle. But I had to have her. She was so lovely.”

      “Oh, you do love pretty things,” Zykeiah said with a shrug.

      He crossed his arms in a huff. Soon they would all be sniping at each other from the thick, blanket of stress that covered the castle. It had lessened, but the tension between Marion and Kalah could be cut with a knife and served to the entire kingdom. Defeating Manola and her defector hadn’t stymied the tension between the ministers. Nothing would ever be the same.

      “Amana’s always been an odd kowletta, but the soul cages made her worse.” Sarah caressed her bulging belly. “I thought love, normalcy, and family would help her heal. Now, she will find the peace she lacked in life, in death.”

      “Kalah, we believed that she loved you. Do you think we would have allowed you to proceed without warning if we knew she’d betray you?” Marion explained in a slow, deliberate manner reminiscent of a parent to a child.

      Kalah avoided Sarah’s eyes. No doubt he didn’t want Sarah to see the raw hatred there. Akub watched the once-close minister knights splinter. Perhaps time would serve as a balm to soothe the emotional wounds.

      “How could you, Kalah?” Sarah asked, pain streaked through her tone.

      Akub spied the pulsating power throbbing in the fire-bringer’s hands. The servants split up and moved on to their duties, albeit in heated discussions about what just happened. The ministers’ argument would be news all over the village.

      Kalah’s pale gray eyes met Sarah’s and, seeing the anger that burned there, softened his expression. With a heavy huff, he said, “I did nothing but care for her. It is I who has been betrayed, Sarah."

      "I knew my sister.”

      "And I knew my wife! You were not here to see them together preparing to slaughter us all!"

      Sarah recoiled as if slapped. Marion grabbed Sarah by the shoulder and gently pulled her back to him. Too stunned to resist, she leaned against him for comfort. Both hurting—one physically, the other emotionally.

      “That’s enough, Kalah.” Marion slammed his fist onto the table.

      Zykeiah held her tongue. Beside her, Akub’s hand threaded with hers. It rested on her thigh, a ball of warmth. Her thigh bore an ugly scar, but the muscle appeared to have been repaired albeit sore from time to time.

      “Zykeiah!” Kalah shouted, breaking her concentration and bringing her back to the conversation at hand.

      “What?” Zykeiah snapped.

      Marion chuckled. “Lost you for a moment.”

      Kalah cleared his throat and repeated, “What do you think Mother will do with the others?”

      Zykeiah replied without hesitation. “I doubt she will order their deaths.”

      Marion nodded in agreement.

      “I’m leaving.” Kalah pushed his bowl away. “Do you want to come to Stocklah?”

      Marion’s face held surprise. “It is your fourth journey this week. Of course, I would be honored to go. I do not have any water or food. Sarah, will you be all right?”

      Sarah licked her lips. “Yes.”

      “Share with me. Come let us be on our way; the day is only beginning. I want to reach it before night falls and takes the light to get back down the trail,” Kalah suggested with a shrug.

      After a few moments of silence, Marion said to Kalah, “You have been witness to some of the servants’ requests to purchase land?”

      “Yes. They should know their place. They are servants,” Kalah retorted after swallowing.

      “If they have money, why not allow them to become lords? There is no harm in aspiration. If we do not, they may riot or attack us. The royal family is small; there is no heir, yet. Sarah is delicate right now. We are endanger of losing the throne,” Marion said.

      Kalah scoffed. “I am an heir to the throne. Besides, the throne of Veloris has been in our family for thousands of rotations!”

      Marion put his hands on his hips. “Yes, but it is best to make peace. What if something happens to both of us? There is no royal army like Saturn Four’s or Earth 3012’s.”

      “Then maybe there should be.”

      "Yes, perhaps we should discuss it further on the way." Marion stood up. “Kalah, you have not been yourself as of late.”

      “Because you killed my wife!” Kalah shouted, took in a deep breath, and slowly let it out.

      Akub felt the atmosphere shift. Zykeiah squeezed her hand beneath the table. Sarah pushed herself to a standing position and started for the exit. She’d only gotten a few paces before she started retching.

      “Damn you, Kalah!” Marion growled as he got up to see to his pregnant wife.

      Silence fell as they thought about the possible fate of those beyond the river and Amana’s death.

      Zykeiah broke the quiet, changing the subject. “What do you do with servants who defy the law and commit such an act as those in Lundlei?”

      Akub took in a deep breath but said nothing. Zykeiah turned to Kalah. Like many others on Veloris who debated—some heatedly—the same matter, the rising number of servants with growing wealth challenged the status quo. Each day a new representative visited the queen to demand she section off her lands and allow them to move beyond the status of servant. Some even demanded the queen appoint an army like other planetary realms.

      Veloris used to have an army, but over the years, it had declined until nothing. No standing army, not since King Merced the third. There had been no reason for an army when they had the minister knights, and before the Allerton Circle had been resurrected, no one came to the ice planet.

      But the servant numbers had risen in the past few years. The small circle of cottages in the servants’ quarters had steadily grown until there were at least sixteen rows of homes. Many were overcrowded with families and branches of extended families all running over each other and spilling out in a sea of human beings. Those who remained in Lundlei, though forbidden from crossing the bridge, thrived.

      Kalah shrugged with mock indifference. “It's never really happened before, but one thing is certain, the queen must pass a judgment soon.”

      Akub remained quiet. Even after three months, this topic seemed beyond her. The kitchen servants were busy gearing up for full morning meals, and the dense smell of roasted eggs and potatoes permeated the hall. Servants filled the mugs with tea. The warmth and heady taste felt good going down.

      Akub grimaced. She needed something to wash down the horrid start of the day.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After morning meals, Akub and Zykeiah retrieved two danker beasts from the stables. They started the laborious climb up the slope to the Stocklah Mountains. At its highest summit point was a tropical oasis, which contradicted the snowy cold world of Veloris below. Buried between two smaller ridges, the oasis's waterfalls flowed freely, warmth prevailed throughout, and flowers and animals cultivated without interruption. Caves existed that contained the ancient people’s writing and beliefs. It was if she were in another world. The oasis was a favorite retreat amongst the knights. The area was ideal for meditation, or so Zykeiah had claimed. Akub definitely needed to clear her head. It seemed that Marion and Kalah had dissolved their plans to go.

      The narrow trail to Stocklah started just a short distance from the castle, across the clearing, and not far from the path that led to the servants’ cottages. The servant cottages occupied an enormous section of land to the east of the East Hall. The trail to Stocklah lay directly behind the stables.

      Akub sighed deeply, for her heart was happy. Feeling the cool air wafting against her face, they decided to visit Stocklah and enjoy their day together. She could not watch or alter the actions of others, but time alone with Zykeiah would be good, healing.

      She directed her danker up the trail behind Zykeiah.

      “I can see that it eats at your soul. Spit it out and rid yourself of it,” Zykeiah said over her shoulder.

      She looks so beautiful with the sun on her dark skin and bright glowing eyes.

      Instead, she said, “I’m glad to be here, with you.”

      Zykeiah smiled over her shoulder.

      The danker beasts labored on toward the oasis, the ground growing steeper with each step. The sun marched across the early morning sky despite the number of clouds that moved steadily in. The Awakening Season brought with it the fresh fragrance of floral vegetation and short, stubble grass that shot up through the blankets of white snow.

      For which the Devourer would consume with her love and light.

      The End
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