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A
queen and a slave must find their destiny together.


 


Decadence and depravity have long been hallmarks of the
Gryphon Court and when a young king dares to bring change, his life is cut
short by an assassin’s blade.


 


Tirigan, an escaped human slave, makes a desperate bid for
his future by seeking out the young king who is said to abhor slavery. But
Tirigan is too late and quickly finds himself back in the slave pens.


 


Asharru is still grieving her older brother’s death when the
crown is thrust upon her. Intelligent and cunning, she knows none in her new
court can be trusted. One of them is the mastermind behind her beloved
brother’s assassination.


 


She needs help and there is only one place left for her to
seek it.


 


The slave markets of Nineveh.


 


There she plans to acquire a small group of slaves, free
them, restore their dignity, and offer them positions as servants and spies.


 


She is soon drawn to one beaten and chained man. To her
horror and hope, she recognizes him as one of Ishtar’s sacred Blades, a warrior
born to protect the royal line.


 


Tirigan has no love for gryphons, but they must put aside
their differences and bond as Blade and Queen if they hope to save their
kingdom.


 


Blade’s Destiny is a Fantasy Romance loosely based on early
Sumerian and Mesopotamian mythology. It can be read as a standalone, but for
maximum enjoyment it’s better to read the series in order.


 


 


***Author’s Note***


 


Queen Asharru and Blade Tirigan are
King Ditanu’s ancestors. This is book one of their two part tale, but fear not,
we’ll return to Ditanu, Iltani, Kuwari and Enkara later in 2019.


 


Ishtar's Legacy Reading Order:


 


Ishtar's Blade


A Blade's Beginning (short story)


Blade's Honor


Blade's Destiny


The Blade’s Shadow (Coming 2019)


 











Chapter 1


 


 


 


Asharru shoved the pile of reports, lists,
and messages across the table. Slamming her hands against the cold stone, she
pushed back the padded bench and stood. Then with a bitter twist of her lips, she
frowned down at her responsibility, mentally acknowledging that Kadashman would
have sorted and responded to these in the time it took her to craft two
letters.


But her brother wasn’t here.


He never would be a part of her
life again.


An assassin had made sure of that.


Now his absence left a massive void
in her life she didn’t know how to fill.


The familiar tears tried to
overflow her eyes, and her throat wanted to tighten with grief once more. But
she’d promised herself she’d take up her brother’s legacy and do her best by it
and the Kingdom of New Sumer.


No one else could. She was the last
of the royal line of gryphons.


She circled around the table and strode
across her outer chamber, where Kadashman had, until two moon cycles ago, seen
to his kingdom’s running in the rare moments of privacy, as she narrowed her
blurry gaze on her target.


The door leading out onto the
balcony stood just a short distance away, promising the illusion of freedom for
a few brief moments. She’d take that though. It was all she had, prisoner of
the palace that she’d now become.


Outside the air was fresh. The breeze
from the distant ocean carried a briny hint even this far into the island’s
interior. Sighing, some of the tension and grief abating, she leaned a hip
against the waist-high stone wall circling the balcony’s perimeter.


She gazed, unseeing, at the great city-state
of Nineveh spreading out below her. This day, it’s beauty and allure failed to
touch her, like every day since her brother’s assassination.


Though, she was determined that
she’d see its beauty again one day after she’d found his murderer.


The days after Kadashman’s death,
she’d thrown herself into her work, feverishly hunting for her brother’s killer.
When the trail had gone cold. Trail? What trail?


The assassin had left no clues
behind.


She’d only then come to understand
if she wanted to catch the person or persons behind her brother’s murder, she’d
first have to learn everything there was to discover about the nobles of New Sumer
and unearth which family or faction thought to gain the most by having an
untrained queen on the throne.


Well, she might be untrained in
ruling a kingdom, but she was trained as a priestess of Ishtar. And High
Priestess Diimeritia was astute at reading people and understanding their
motives. Asharru had absorbed more than a little of that ability from her
mentor.


That gift might just prevent her
from becoming a puppet queen for some ambitious noble or even her own council.


What remained of the council, that
is.


The first councilor had died of
natural causes two seasons before Kadashman’s assassination. At the time, that first
death had stirred no suspicion. Then a second councilor had been killed in the
same attack that took her sibling.


The guards on duty had claimed to
hear a disturbance outside in the gardens, and some of them had gone to
investigate. The remaining number had stayed at their posts. When the first
guards had returned, it was to find King Kadashman bleeding out on the floor, a
hand clasped to his own slit throat, his councilor already dead beside him.


Not one guard had heard anything.


Only the highest trained and most
skilled assassin could have managed such a feat, Asharru had been told.


At least that’s what she was
supposed to believe.


She didn’t.


There was another way, one that
would require a bit of gold and a great betrayal. Asharru looked down into the
gardens, her gaze seeking out the guards on duty, wondering which ones had been
paid off.


Guardswoman Kuri had done her best
to find the most trustworthy of the city guards to act as Asharru’s personal
guard, but as much as she trusted the other woman—and she did, Kuri had been in
love with Kadashman—there was no way to test the other guards’ loyalty.


Not for the first time Asharru
speculated on how ‘natural’ the first councilor’s death had really been. Sure,
at five hundred and fifty-nine, Councilor Namkuzu had been ancient, even by gryphon
standards. 


But if that death had been an
assassination and her brother had learned the truth, would he still be alive?


That doubt would nag at Asharru’s
consciousness for many moons yet.


Soft steps approached from behind. Usually,
her fingers would already be reaching for the long dagger that had become
Asharru’s constant companion. This time she didn’t bother, didn’t even turn
toward the sound, already knowing by the slight unevenness of the gait who it
was.


Guardswoman Kuri.


One of only three people in all of
Nineveh whom Asharru still trusted.


Though the uneven gait was a new
addition.


The woman had been injured in a
training bout earlier in the day and refused to leave Asharru’s side, even to
rest.


Asharru could have issued a royal decree
that the woman take a day to rest, but she wouldn’t do that to her, knowing the
fear, grief, and guilt the woman hid well.


No, Asharru wouldn’t force the
woman back to her own quarters where she’d fret and pace until her next guard
rotation.


Kuri had lost as much as Asharru
had in that blood-drenched night two moon cycles ago. She just couldn’t show
it. 


“Crown Princess, I have news.” New
grief echoed in Kuri’s voice.


The guard wasn’t prone to showing
her emotions. Thus, whatever news Kuri carried with her wasn’t the pleasant
kind.


Asharru’s attention
sharpened; a calm, cold mask falling into place, hiding her emotions as she
turned toward Kuri.


“Speak, my friend.”   


The guard hesitated for a moment,
then continued. “I regret to inform you that High Priestess Diimeritia has
died, my lady.”


The world went quiet. The breeze no
longer blew. The seabirds were silent. There was no thunder of gryphon wings in
the air. Nineveh faded as Asharru absorbed Kuri’s words.


Diimeritia
dead.


Her childhood friend, mother
figure, trusted confidant, and mentor. Gone.


Asharru quietly breathed for a few
moments.


Finally, she asked, “How?”


“She’d gone for her afternoon rest
and never woke again. There was no sign of foul play.” Kuri swallowed hard and
then added. “She looked peaceful.”


“That is…thank you for being the one
to bring this to me.”


Asharru knew time would one day
take even Diimeritia from her.


But why now?


Dark suspicion filled her heart. It
was too much.


She would learn the truth, but for now,
all that she knew was that Diimeritia was gone, another loved one stolen from
her.


Diimeritia had been so proud. First
of what Kadashman had tried to do for New Sumer, and later, equally proud
Asharru was fighting to carry out her brother’s greatest plan for the kingdom—to
abolish slavery and bring an end to the tyranny of the noble houses.


A great vessel to fill,
but with Diimeritia’s wise counsel, Asharru had high hopes that once she became
queen and consolidated her power, she’d move forward with Kadashman’s legacy. 


His dream, that one part of him she
was determined to keep alive, was the only reason she got out of bed each
morning and attended to her duties.


But without Diimeritia’s wise counsel?


Asharru would have to dwell on that
problem later. “Who found her?”


“A servant, my lady.”


Asharru nodded and then squared her
shoulders. “Send a runner to inform the other councilors what has happened. We
must see to the funeral arrangements.”


“At once, my lady.”


“And her apprentice, Gekura, I
would like to speak to the girl and reassure her I will continue her training
myself. She will have a great role to fill in the coming days and is likely
feeling overwhelmed.” After all, had Kadashman not been killed, it would have
been Asharru assuming the title of High Priestess, and even after training all
her life for that role, she still felt overwhelmed, not to mention, grief-stricken.


Asharru could only guess at what
the poor, fourteen-summers-old girl with only two moon cycles of tutelage under
Diimeritia, must be feeling.


“The girl…was not there.” Kuri’s
eyes widened, and her nostrils flared slightly. It was the only tell that
betrayed her concern. “The girl might be visiting with her family. I will have
a runner sent to find the girl.” 


“Yes, do that,” Asharru’s said
slowly. Then in a lower voice. “Though, Gekura is usually in Diimeritia’s outer
chambers rewriting messages and council reports this time of the afternoon. I
find it doubtful the girl would be away this one time.”


Kuri nodded sharply in
acknowledgment of what she was implying.


“I will rouse the city guards to
find her whereabouts.”


Asharru nodded and then followed
Kuri back into the outer chambers and on out into the hall, where they picked
up another two dozen guards. Kuri wasn’t taking any chances it seemed.


“Your brother?” Asharru asked.


Kuri glanced back at her. “With
Diimeritia.”


She didn’t need to say he didn’t
trust that the death was as natural as it appeared. If she knew Hunzuu at all,
which she did since he was her brother’s oldest friend and the four of them had
grown up together, he would be looking for anything out of place.


When they arrived, more guards
lined the hall outside Diimeritia’s chambers, and two held open the door for
her.


Waving over one of the other guards,
she instructed him to inform her when the three councilors arrived. Asharru
wanted to greet them herself to see if she could read something besides
surprise in their expression, or the lack of surprise.


The guard nodded sharply, bowed,
and then retreated from the chamber to carry out her orders.


“A wise call, my lady. We need to
discuss a few things in private first.”


Kuri’s acknowledgment came as a
relief. It wasn’t just Asharru finding Diimeritia’s sudden death suspicious.


Hunzuu called from a
room deeper in the Priestess’s suite. They followed his voice and found him in
a workroom standing over a table stacked with parchment, ink, and even a few
ancient clay tablets from the archives.


“Crown Princess.” He bowed when she
entered. “I’ve found something you should see.”


He indicated the table with its
assortment of parchments and reports. She scanned it but didn’t see anything
unusual. The stacks were tidy, as they always were. Asharru envied Gekura her neat
hand at cuneiform and her organizational skills.


Asharru’s own work area looked more
like a troop of monkeys had ransacked her workroom, which wasn’t all that
different from when Kadashman had presided over his domain.


But Gekura was much tidier by
nature.


“I don’t see anything.”


“Exactly, my Lady,” Hunzuu said.


“The ink is now capped and sealed,
but there are several fresh drops splattered across the desk, but there is no
quill with a wet end. One is missing. Nor is there any parchment with wet ink
to explain the few drops on the wood.”


He dabbed at one small splotch and
rubbed it between thumb and forefinger, his fingertips turning black.


“I am certain Gekura was sitting
here working as she normally does this time of day. But something or someone
distracted her from her work. Which is strange since, on the surface of things,
it looks like Diimeritia died peacefully in her sleep. I see no sign of a
struggle. It’s doubtful the priestess’s death would have drawn Gekura’s
attention.” He paused and motioned them over to another tiny smear of ink on
one carpet.


Then he continued further into the
chambers until they came to the ground level balcony. The doors were closed but
not locked from the inside.


Asharru’s breath caught. After
Kadashman’s death, Diimeritia didn’t trust anyone and had started to lock all
her doors.


“I think Gekura was working on a
report, heard a noise as the assassin entered through the unlocked balcony
doors—perhaps left open by a bribed servant or guard. She might have heard
this,” Hunzuu demonstrated the soft squeak of the hinges as he opened the door
slowly, “came to investigate, and laid eyes on our assassin. Poor girl wouldn’t
have had a chance.”


Asharru didn’t doubt his words, because
her gryphon instincts were warning of some danger.


“Might Gekura not have discovered
the high priestess and panicked?” It was too painful to call her by name. None
of it was real yet. Asharru hadn’t even been in the bedchamber to see the body.



Though, the excuse of a panicking
youth sounded weak even to her own ears.


Gekura was fairly unflappable for a
girl of fourteen summers. If she’d found her mentor dead, she would have come
to Asharru immediately. She didn’t like to think of the third possibility.
“What if Gekura was in on this?”


“If Gekura were behind it, she
wouldn’t have started scribing a report only to stop part way through and
destroy the parchment. And because of that.” Hunzuu pointed to a quill half
hidden under a chair. “I think Gekura was in the workroom, heard something,
came to investigate with the quill still clasped in her hand, hence the few
splatters of fresh ink I found, and then was killed when she saw the assassin. I
think the quill fluttered to the floor unnoticed when the assassin went back to
the workroom. There he took the parchment she was working on, sealed the ink,
tidied the remaining quills to make it look like she wasn’t here. He might even
now be disposing of Gekura’s body somewhere with the hope we’d just assume
Diimeritia’s death was natural.”


Asharru compressed her lips but
couldn’t find fault with the scenario he’d constructed.


“We’ll search for the girl. There
is no blood here. It’s possible she was just hit over the head and then removed
through the balcony and is hidden somewhere out in the gardens.” Hunzuu
explained. “I have guards searching the grounds as we speak.”


“Wise.”


Hunzuu nodded. “I looked over
Diimeritia in some detail but didn’t see any wounds. Though there was a tiny
smear of white powder at the corner of her lips. Perhaps residue from something
she ingested, or more likely, the assassin administered poison in the form of a
fine powder deposited in the mouth. Or perhaps something she breathed in.”


Asharru nodded, swallowing hard,
unable to form words. Holding tight to her blank, expressionless mask, Asharru didn’t
let a hint of the pain his words caused show on her face. He was telling her
what she needed to be told.


Hunzuu’s expression
softened, and he placed a brotherly hand on her shoulder. “Diimeritia was a
heavy sleeper. It’s doubtful she felt anything.”


She nodded sharply again. “Keep me
apprised of what you discover.”


“Of course, my Lady.” He bowed.
When he straightened, all softness was gone from his face. “I have scoured
these chambers. If you wish to say your goodbyes to Diimeritia alone, it is
safe to do so. Kuri and I will remain out here and guard the doors.”


“Thank you.” She turned and started
slowly toward Diimeritia’s bedchamber then paused and looked over her shoulder
at the siblings. “Thank you for being my friends in this terrible time.”


Hunzuu brought his fist to his
heart. “I once promised Kadashman that I’d help protect his sister from the
court vultures. His death has only made me hold to the promise even tighter.
While I draw breath, no harm will come to you.”


Kuri stepped forward and inclined
her head. “I lack my brother’s silver tongue but know I’ll happily gut anyone
who means harm to one of the royal line. But since you’re also my friend, I’ll
even gut a few who ‘might’ mean you harm just to be sure.”


A sad little smile touched
Asharru’s lips at their words of loyalty and love. “Thank you both. I am in
your debt.”


With that, she turned her focus
back upon her original destination.


Diimeritia’s bedchamber was as tidy
as Gekura’s workroom had been. Both women had shared that trait. Slowly,
Asharru made her way to the large, curtain-shrouded bed. When she arrived, she
sat carefully as if not wanting to disturb the elder’s sleep. Though that was a
foolish thought.


Diimeritia was even now safely in
the Underworld or making her way there.


Reaching out, Asharru took
Diimeritia’s hand. It was still slightly warmer than the air, but chilled enough
that no one would mistake it for living flesh. Tears that had been pooling in
her eyes finally overflowed.


“Oh, my beloved mentor. I would
have had you live out the fullness of your days. I would have had you crown me
Queen of the Gryphons in three month’s time. I would have had you there for the
first time I had cubs so you could call down Ishtar’s great blessing upon the
future of New Sumer.”


Though the idea of a mate was just
a vague, unrealized dream, one she hadn’t put much thought into when she was in
training to become one of Ishtar’s priestesses. And now she didn’t have time
for a mate or even to search out worthy candidates. Though, now she was in sore
need of a mate to secure the future of the gryphon kingdom. The knowledge that
she was the last of her line, and all gryphon magic throughout New Sumer would
die with her if she didn’t carry on the line, was just one more burden to
carry.


She looked down at Diimeritia and
gave the hand another pat. “You would know what to do. You’d say something wise
like ‘let Ishtar guide my hand’ and that I should not worry. But I must confess
to doubting our great goddess. Perhaps I’ve displeased her in some way, or she
has other kingdoms to oversee.”


After all, New Sumer wasn’t the
only kingdom in all the world. Outside the vast protective dome that sheltered the
ten island city-states, another, unknown and far more dangerous world existed.


But Diimeritia could no longer
reassure her or grant her wise counsel. After patting the age-spotted hand one
final time, Asharru folded it across the old woman’s chest.


“I will miss you so very much, my
beloved mentor.” Blinking back tears, she leaned forward and pressed a kiss to
the old woman’s forehead. “Goodbye. And if you are still near enough to hear
me, please tell Kadashman I love him and will do all in my power to protect his
kingdom.”


She paused and then whispered. “I
will protect his beloved Kuri as well. Goodbye.” 


Straightening, she wiped away the
tears and smoothed her hair, making herself presentable for the councilors who
might even now be waiting out in the hall. She wouldn’t let them see her emotions
or anything they might see as a weakness.


Because she didn’t know who she
could trust on the council.


Then the answer came to her.


‘I can’t trust
anyone on the council. I can’t trust anyone’s council at all.’


Only Kuri and Hunzuu could be
trusted not to serve other masters.


 











Chapter 2


 


 


 


The sun had long since set by the time
Hunzuu returned to Asharru with news about Gekura. He didn’t even have to say
anything. She knew him well enough to read the truth on his face.


Gekura was dead.


“My Lady. I regret to inform you
that while we couldn’t find any sign of an assassin, we found the girl’s body.
Gekura had been dumped in the river, her throat slashed. The assassin must have
figured we’d eventually discover the girl’s body and learn Diimeritia’s death
wasn’t natural, so he just dumped the body in the easiest location.”


“That is not unexpected, then.”


“No. But it tells us Gekura’s death
wasn’t part of the plan, or else there would be no point in going to the
trouble of making Diimeritia’s death look like nothing more than extreme old
age. And if Gekura wasn’t an intended target, then she was a mistake. And if
they made one mistake, they might have made more. I intend to find those
mistakes and track them back to the perpetrators.”  Hunzuu paused and cleared
his throat. “That is if my Lady wishes me to go on the hunt.”


“I most fervently wish for you to
continue the hunt.” Asharru worried her lower lip with her teeth as she
thought. “But I won’t risk you out there alone.”


Kuri cleared her throat. “I’m not
happy with the situation, either, but respectfully, one of us must be with you
at all times. Which leaves the other on a lone hunt.”


“I know.” Asharru drummed her
fingers against her thighs. “We need more people we can trust, but anyone we
recruit could very well be serving the very ones we hunt. Or, if not our
enemies, then another ambitious noble family who might think to use what we
discover for their own benefit.”


Hunzuu began to pace. “I’m not
worried for myself, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t get nervous each time I
leave you both to go out spying. Alas, there isn’t another way. We have no way
to read the hearts or minds of those we’d bring into our circle. Their
allegiances would always be suspect.”


Kuri clasped her hands behind her
back and was soon pacing alongside her brother. It was a trait neither seemed
to realize the other copied. It would be comical under different circumstances.


But then, when the siblings paced,
the circumstances were always dire. They didn’t fret about small, unimportant
bits of statecraft.


Hunzuu stopped, his expression
thoughtful, but not focused on anyone. “What if we…no, no that still won’t
guarantee their loyalty. Damn. It would have been handy if Ishtar had seen fit
to bless the royal line with a Blade.”


Asharru’s breath caught. She’d
thought the same thing many times only to conclude that the goddess was either
displeased or thought the humans and gryphons of New Sumer could work out their
own issues.


But it certainly would have been
handy to have a Blade. The ancient tablets said that those sacred warriors of
the goddess could read the hearts and minds of both gryphons and men. 


While she’d been woolgathering,
Kuri had stopped pacing.


“We can’t recruit from any of the noble
families or their servants without bringing their loyalties into question. That
goes for the city guard as well. I’ve seen many take bribes with my own eyes.
But what if we procured persons with no loyalty to a noble family, no love for
anyone at all?”


What was the other woman getting
at? “Do you mean going outside of New Sumer?”


That would be extremely dangerous
for anyone involved.


“No. Not outside. Just outside of
normal society. We all know how much Kadashman wanted to end slavery.” Kuri
swallowed hard and then firmed her jaw. “I propose we go buy ourselves some
slaves.”


Asharru’s mask cracked. She
couldn’t have been more surprised if the other woman had punched her. “What do
you mean? I would never…but even if I did, how could we be certain they wouldn’t
take bribes?”


“Give them something far more
valuable than money or even their lives. Give them their freedom and then show
them respect. Take them into our inner circle.” Passion rose in Kuri’s normal
mellow tones. “Do what both you and Kadashman always wanted. Start now. Start
small, and it won’t be such a battle to change the minds of others.”


Hunzuu had stopped pacing at his
sister’s works. “Ah. Pick a fight you can win.”


“One better than that,” Kuri
explained. “Don’t even let your enemies know you’ve gone to war against them.
After all, if you wish for new servants, confidants, ladies to serve you once
you are Queen, what of it? None in the court can fault you for that. You could
show all New Sumer a different way. One that doesn’t require the council and
the governors’ agreement.”


Kuri’s suggestion broke with a thousand
years of tradition and pageantry.


Asharru would have liked the idea
for that alone.


But as the guardswoman had said,
this could be a start to Kadashman’s dream of freedom and equality. From there,
she could work to steal some of the power from the greedy upper houses and
spread it around among all the people of New Sumer. 


“And if I work with these freed
slaves directly and show them that I am a fair and just person,” she looked first
at one sibling and then the other, “you think I’ll gain their respect and
loyalty.”


“Yes,” the siblings said in unison.


Glancing out the nearest window,
she noted the darkness of the moonless night sky. It was late, but then again, it
was said the slave markets of Nineveh never slept.


With a lighter heart, she spoke
words she never thought she’d say in this lifetime.


“I think I shall go to the markets
and acquire some slaves.”


 











Chapter 3


 


 


 


Of course, enacting Kuri’s plan wasn’t as
easy as Asharru had thought. First, there was the problem of keeping their
plans a secret. Then there was the secondary issue of how to secret the Crown
Princess of New Sumer out of the castle without the council catching wind of
it.


But Hunzuu and Kuri had been acting
as Kadashman’s master spies for five years now, and they knew secret ways and
passages that led out of the castle. And since it was late at night, it wasn’t
difficult to fool the other city guards into believing Crown Princess Asharru
had retired for the night and wished to be alone, but for her close friend and
bodyguard, Kuri.


Thus, when Hunzuu left, no one suspected
that he was really doubling back to wait in the gardens for two more ‘guardswomen’
to join him.


They’d all agreed it was best if
Asharru didn’t dress as a noblewoman. Instead, she was dressed the same as they
were in long belted robes, weapons harness and a bow looped over her shoulder.
Anyone looking on would only see three city guards seeking a little fun in the
slave districts after their shift was over.


As much as their destination appalled
Asharru, she took comfort in the fact that while she’d be buying several slaves
very shortly, she would also be offering them freedom and then the opportunity
to accept an important position if they wished.


She only hoped she could genuinely
win them over to her cause. Kadashman had always been the persuasive one.


Asharru and her two guards traveled
down the processional way, following its winding path until they reached the broad
swath of flat land next to the docks. There were no permanent buildings here. The
storm season often drove the ocean up over the area in powerful surges.


But that did not mean the land was
without uses or empty at present.


Hundreds of tents dotted the area.
Some as large or larger than the palace’s great hall. Though there were also smaller,
shabbier tents as well.


Burning torches surrounded the
larger, more lavish tents. While the embers of dying cookfires provided only meager.



Now that she was here, she had no idea
where to begin.


But she would be anointed Queen of
the Gryphons in the coming moons, so she’d damn well better grow some
leadership skills.


“I assume the larger tents are
where the more prestigious sellers are located and the smaller, the lesser
known traders?”


Kuri snorted, the sound blunt and
bitter.


“The larger tents are for the
choicest specimens.” She spat the words. “The most beautiful as well as the
most highly educated and trained. Slaves fit for the noble houses. The smaller
tents are where one goes if they want slaves for basic labor.”


With a heavy heart and a tight coil
of tension in her belly, Asharru surveyed the tent city anew. “My mother would
have come from a large tent then, wouldn’t she have?”


Hunzuu turned his head enough to
meet her eyes. “Yes.”


His blunt reply didn’t startle her.
Their directness was one of the things she loved most about the siblings. They
could look her in the eye and acknowledge her heritage without showing any
emotion.


For them, it was just acknowledging
a piece of what made her and Kadashman who they were. 


“We have limited funds at this
point,” Hunzuu pointed out.


She hadn’t been able to secure a great
number of coins, gold, or jewels on such short notice without drawing the
attention of the members of the Nineveh garrison guarding the royal treasury,
who would then report what they’d seen to whichever councilor or governor
bribed them regularly.


Kuri and Hunzuu estimated she had
enough for six or seven modestly priced slaves, or one or two ‘prime’ specimens.


She looked first to Kuri and then
back to Hunzuu as she replied to his statement.


“While I would like to free them
all, or at least the greatest number I can afford, we need people who are
already familiar with the great houses and the ways of the nobility. For now, I
think we must settle for only one or two. Then slowly, over time, increase our
numbers.”


“Wise,” Hunzuu agreed. 


Kuri merely nodded, understanding
the reasoning, but her expression said she wasn’t happy. A moment later Asharru
understood the reason. “Yes, we need ones who can act as spies, but I’d also
like to get my hands on some big, strong brutes we can turn into more
bodyguards.” 


“I would not be averse to that.
Perhaps we can find one who can fill both roles.” Asharru scanned the tent city
again, letting her gryphon nature rouse to study the area.


At the age of twenty-five, she and
her gryphon were not as in touch as many her age. And while she’d only been
able to shapeshift from her nineteenth year on, her lack of mastery wasn’t do
to a weakness caused by her half-human heritage.


Her gryphon nature was very strong.
So much so, its wilder nature scared Asharru a bit.


I could really use
your instincts tonight, you great obstinate beast, Asharru thought
to herself.


Suddenly, as if sensing her need,
or maybe her gryphon was just responding to the elevated danger tonight, Asharru’s
senses heightened. Her eyesight sharpened, sounds suddenly reached her ears
more clearly, and even her sense of smell grew stronger. Though she could have
done without that as they walked deeper into the tent city and the smell of
unwashed bodies reached her nose.


Unexpectedly, as they made there
way deeper into the tent city, she could scent on the air soap, exotic woods, and
perfumes.


She didn’t have a direction in
mind, but she kept her pace purposeful as if she did and merely let her gryphon
nature take control for once. Her gryphon seemed pleased with the development and
began scenting the air until she found a scent of interest. It was rich and
darkly exotic and drew her inexplicably forward.


It was a hunt, Asharru realized
after a while. Her gryphon was using scent to track her prey.


At least someone found this night
adventure more interesting than fearful. She didn’t let on to her two
companions that she was allowing her gryphon to hunt and track the slaves
they’d later purchase and free.


There was no logical reason for her
gryphon’s behavior, but Asharru couldn’t deny this felt right. This felt good.


She was finally doing something that
might one day lead to her finding her brother’s murderers.


And it allowed her to focus on
something other than her grief for a time.


Following in the direction her gryphon
led, a small smile touched her lips.


She was hunting her future.


 











Chapter 4


 


 


 


The walls of the tent fabric rippled with
the shift in the ocean breeze. Tirigan couldn’t stop the small spike of
jealousy he felt at the thought that if their escape plan had worked, he might
even now be on a boat, fleeing as far from the ten city-states of the gryphon
kingdom as he could get.


But Nasir, Shamash, and Seluku had
been recognized as deserters from the Eridu garrison when they’d tried to
purchase a small boat.


It had been a significant risk, but
they hadn’t had a choice after their first escape plan had gone adrift with the
death of King Kadashman two moon cycles ago.


Tirigan and his friends, in the
company of the three deserters, had only just reached the shores of Nineveh
with the plan to go before the king and lay out the perverse horrors he,
Laliya, and Bashaa endured as slaves to the governor of Eridu, when news had
reached the ship that the king had been assassinated.


With his death, their hopes of
freedom had faded.


Tirigan had wanted to go to the
dead king’s younger sister with their story, hoping she’d be sympathetic to one
of her brother’s causes. But after he’d sent Nasir to listen for rumors at the
taverns, Tirigan had carefully weighed everything the guard had conveyed and
concluded that the future queen was too unknown a quantity to trust.


Besides, the princess hadn’t
secured her own power base yet and could too quickly become a puppet monarch.
It had happened in the past when a young ruler who hadn’t expected to have the
throne thrust upon them, suddenly found themselves out of their element and
ended up having to rely upon the counsel of others.


If it had only been Tirigan’s life
on the line, he would have gone to her. Perhaps even offered his unique
services. But he wouldn’t risk his friends or the guards that had forfeited
everything to help them escape.


Still, thinking of that poor young
queen roused instincts within him, the desire to protect her so she wouldn’t be
used to further the ambition of some noble family or other. But it was foolish,
he reminded himself. What could a slave do for a queen?


Perhaps the protective instincts he
felt toward a woman he’d never met was rooted in her lineage. Her mother had
been a slave once. Maybe that was why Tirigan felt some pity for the woman. They
shared a kinship. A very tiny one that she might laugh at.


Once they’d debated the risks of staying
on Nineveh or leaving the kingdom altogether, they’d decided to try earning
enough money to add to what the guards had brought with them and the jewels the
slaves had stolen. With luck, they’d have enough gold, coins, and gems to start
a new life somewhere outside of New Sumer’s borders.


For close to two moon cycles, they’d
laid low, working on the docks, pretending to be slaves hired out by Seluku,
who was posing as a woman from a young merchant house scouting Nineveh for
textiles to ship to the smaller outposts. Each night, they pooled their
earnings, which had grown substantially with Bashaa’s aid.


Bashaa was a remarkable pickpocket,
almost able to pick coins from the palms of the owners without them being the
wiser. Though Tirigan warned Bashaa not to press his luck, so the other man
simply charmed the coins out of pockets and purses and coin chests instead.


Yesterday, after over a moon cycle
of hard work, the six of them had gathered enough coin to book passage to
Nipper and still have a good chunk left over to help them start a new life
elsewhere.


Tirigan felt a bit of guilt that
they’d be dropping the owner off at one of the smaller resupply islands after stealing
the boat. But they didn’t have a choice if they wanted to live free. And the
world beyond New Sumer was the only way to do that.


It was dangerous, but they’d known
they couldn’t continue as they were. Eventually, someone would recognize the
guards as deserters or that he and his friends had escaped from Governor Ugurnaszir.


They’d had to attempt escape.


But the gods hated him, Tirigan
decided, and anyone associated with him. It shouldn’t have come as a surprise
that their plan had fallen apart and ended in recapture.


He wasn’t sure which was worse,
going back to Eridu, once again in chains, or the deserters’ fate at the hands
of the executioner tomorrow. Not that Fate cared what he might wish. Mercy was
never granted. Tomorrow he would live on and grieve the death of three of his new
friends.


He strove for the inner calm he
always fell back on to master his emotions.


Calm was elusive tonight.


He flexed his arms, and the chains
rattled.


The sound fed his despair. It would
take a very long time to get over his too few, but glorious, days of freedom.


Glancing down at himself, his lips
compressed into an unhappy line.


His upper chest was naked except
for the collar around his neck. His lower half was clothed. If one could
consider the burgundy, nearly sheer, flowing fabric as cover. He much preferred
his threadbare robe.


The scruffy beard he’d been growing
to hide his face had been trimmed to only a tiny fraction of what it had been
before. The gold dust and kohl around his eyes itched, but he couldn’t reach it
to scratch. Those were only minor discomforts.


Arahunaa, the most
prestigious of the slave traders in the capital city, had promised to visit him,
Bashaa and Laliya this night. She made it clear she planned to have a taste of
Governor Ugurnaszir’s most prized slaves before she shipped them back to him in
the morning. 


“We should have gone to the
princess,” Bashaa said, breaking his silence for the first time in hours, but keeping
his voice quiet enough not to wake Laliya. She’d stayed awake earlier while
they’d slept. “Even if she weren’t willing to free us, I’d have tried very hard
to seduce the future queen into keeping us for herself. That has to be better
than going back to Ugurnaszir.”


Tirigan snorted, silently agreeing
with his friend. If he’d met the future queen, he’d have called on every skill
he had to win her over. He glanced over at his other friend. Not that Bashaa
needed help seducing anyone.


Even though Bashaa was adorned in a
matching outfit and makeup. Bashaa’s leaner, less muscular frame made the
outfit look regal.


Which was probably what Arahunaa
was going for.


Tirigan, in contrast, was too big,
too brutish to manage to look regal. If a noble lady were to look upon him in
his present attire, she’d likely laugh herself onto the floor. 


Sighing, he replied to Bashaa’s
comment. “It doesn’t matter. She might just have turned us over to Ugurnaszir
to gain his support.”


“That’s true.” Bashaa shrugged.
“Even if we had escaped, we might have died out at sea before finding land.”


“Yes, there was always that
possibility, but I would h—” Tirigan’s sensitive hearing picked up the approach
of soft footfalls against the plushly carpeted floor of the tent. “Someone
comes.”


Bashaa instantly came alert.


They didn’t have long to wait.
Arahunaa pushed aside a fringed curtain and entered their smaller, sectioned
off area of the tent. Throughout the day and late into the evening, they’d
heard others coming and going out in the main selling area of the big tent.


He couldn’t have said how many
slaves had been on display and later bought. As far as he could tell, Arahunaa
bought as many as she sold. She would clean up the newest batch, train them for
months, then put them in beautiful outfits and resell them.


His stomach soured a little more
with each sale.


Arahunaa glided into the room. She
was a half-breed, like Nasir. Born of a male gryphon and a female human. Well,
he supposed it could have been the other way around too. But a female gryphon
going into heat for a male human was much rarer.


“Ah. Delightful. The servants cleaned
you both up so nicely.”


Laliya jerked awake at the sound of
Arahunaa’s voice, but she didn’t make a noise. Just sat up and waited.


Arahunaa circled them. “Which one
of you should I start with?”


He didn’t respond, keeping his gaze
on the floor and head bowed. Bashaa followed his lead.


“So quick and well trained.” Her laughter
filled the tent. “Still, I think I’ll keep the chains on for now. I heard how
you fought the city guards when they came to capture you. Libluth complained
that you crippled a half dozen of his men with your bare hands.”


A finger trailed along his shoulder
and then she paused behind him.


He knew she was staring at his
back.


Anyone who saw it couldn’t help but
stare.


“What a shame. You’re such a
beautiful specimen otherwise. Perhaps the best-looking male—gryphon or
human—that I’ve ever been blessed to lay eyes on. And trust me, I’ve seen a lot
of lovely flesh in my day.” She paused, caressing a hand down his back. “This
burn—was it intentional or accidental?”


He honestly didn’t know that
answer. He’d been too young when it happened and retained no memory of it. Though,
as he’d grown older, he’d realized he’d been lucky to survive such a burn.


It covered most of his back, both
ass cheeks and the backs of his thighs. If he were to guess, he’d say it looked
like he’d stumbled into the embers of a bonfire. Or something already alit had fallen
onto him.


Sometimes he liked to think that
he’d been in a house fire and part of the structure had fallen upon him, and
he’d been pulled to safety by his father. Who’d then gone back into the fire to
save Tirigan’s mother and siblings, but before he could escape with them, the
building collapsed, killing them all.


While it wasn’t a nice fantasy, it
was better than thinking his family had sold him into slavery.


“Slave. Answer me.”


He thought about being obstinate
and getting a whipping, but what was the point? Besides, Arahunaa might already
have learned that the key to controlling him was threatening to harm his
friends. All his past masters had been quick to notice that while he could take
almost any amount of pain in silence, he had very little stomach for watching
others get punished in his place.


“It happened when I was very young.
I do not remember how.”


“Ah. See? Was that so difficult?”
Arahunaa walked around in front of him and knelt. “Mmm. That voice. I could
listen to you talk for hours. I wonder what you sound like during moments of
high passion. Does that deliciously deep voice deepen even more during times of
heightened arousal?”


Her hands curved over his shoulders,
gliding down to flick his nipples. He gritted his teeth and continued to stare
blankly ahead, which, unfortunately, had him looking down into a dark vee of
cleavage.


Not where he really wanted to be looking,
but if he turned his head, she’d know she was making him uncomfortable.


And rule number one was never let one’s
master know when you were uncomfortable. They’d home in upon the weakness like
a jackal upon carrion.


“Talk, slave. Or I’ll go ask my questions
of your smaller friend. He’s very pretty, too. Or maybe I’ll pay the female
some special attention. I imagine I can get you both talking then.”


“I’ve never noticed,” he paused and
then clarify, “if my voice changes when I’m with a woman.”


Arahunaa chuckled. “What about when
you’re under another man?”


Tirigan’s jaw clenched
involuntarily, preventing speech even if he’d wanted to answer her.


“Now, now. Governor Ugurnaszir’s…varied…tastes
are known far and wide. I’ve even seen one of his entertainments when you were
on display. You were wearing a cloak, so I didn’t see the scars covering your
back.”


Arahunaa paused again. “What? No
words again? Aren’t you an obstinate one.”


Tirigan snorted bitterly. “Again, I
must plead distraction.”


Though, he was damn sure he never
uttered a word or a sound during any of the rapes or performances Ugurnaszir so
enjoyed. His silence was the one thing he still had under his command.


“No? Very well, I’ll just have to
find out for myself I suppose.” She leaned close and pressed her mouth against
his hungrily, it was both punishing and invading. He didn’t bother to fight her.
Though it was a battle to stop himself from biting her tongue.


She ran her hands along his body
and arched into him, pressing her breasts against his chest.


“Mmm,” she muttered as she pulled
away. “I’d unchain you if I thought I could trust you.”


Tirigan perked up a bit at that
thought. If he could get himself free of the chains, he could overpower
Arahunaa. As a human-gryphon hybrid, she was weaker than a regular gryphon
female. He might be able to escape.


He leaned forward to press a tender
kiss to her throat, nibbling his way down her neck. “My hands may be tied, but
I have lips and a tongue if my mistress has happened to have forgotten.”


“You’re going to be a good boy, now
are you? Why don’t I believe that?” She looked over toward Bashaa. “You, come
here.”


Bashaa obeyed without a hint of
hesitation. He knew the game. Do what you’re told if you don’t want to get
hurt.


“That’s a good boy. You, female.”
Arahunaa didn’t bother to look over her shoulder this time. “Make yourself
useful and get him ready for me.”


Laliya sent a glower at the slaver,
but she rose to do as she was told. Even after years of slavery, Tirigan
suspected of the three of them, Laliya was the less broken of the bunch. She
just had such a strength to her character, she refused to be cowed completely.


Though, after she’d discovered her
outbursts ended in Bashaa or him get punished, she learned to control or at
least hide her rage.


Bashaa played his part well, like
he always did, smiling lazily up at Laliya’s approach.


“Mistress Arahunaa,” she said in a
soft, demure voice. “It would be easier if I could use my hands.”


Arahunaa flicked a tongue over
Tirigan’s nipple before answering, her warm breath washing over his damp skin.
“Use your mouth. I’m not greedy enough or stupid enough to let any of you three
out of your chains.”


Laliya merely nodded and then went
to her knees in front of Bashaa. Unashamed, because really, she’d done the same
thing hundreds of times, she nuzzled her face in his groin. After a few
moments, she leaned forward, grabbing his belt with her teeth.


Arahunaa chuckled. “She’s
delightfully versatile, isn’t she?”


“Ho there,” came a sharp,
commanding voice from somewhere out beyond the fringed curtain that acted as a
door to this section of tent.


“Ah.” Tirigan smiled at Arahunaa. “I
think a consumer is seeking your attention.”


“Ereshkigal’s tits! I closed early
for the night. What good are the stupid guards if they can’t even enlighten
late comers of that fact?”


 











Chapter 5


 


 


 


Asharru’s gryphon bypassed many
extravagant tents. Surely any one of them could have contained slaves who would
have served their needs. But her gryphon nature was hunting for something, make
that someone, and she was rather certain the beast didn’t care what Asharru
herself thought.


Briefly, she dwelled on the possibility
that this might be one of the fabled divine gifts that were said to run in the royal
line. Neither her father or brother had possessed the gift, or curse, as it was
sometimes called. Though her great-grandmother was said to have possessed a substantial
gift for prophecy.


As Asharru had understood it, that
prophesy had come in the form of chaotic visions, not this…


She wasn’t even sure what to call
her gryphon’s sudden urgency.


But at last the faint scent trail
she’d been following began to strengthen. Lengthening her stride, she hurried
forward. Beside her, Kuri and Hunzuu were casting looks at each other. Though
they were too well trained to question their Crown Princess.


She didn’t care what they thought.
Well, maybe that was her gryphon didn’t care what they thought.


The trail ended suddenly at a most ostentatious
tent surrounded by ten armed guards. While these weren’t Nineveh city garrison
guards, when Kuri called out to them, saying they were on official palace business,
the tent’s wardens lowered their weapons.


Clearly, they were used to
unannounced arrivals. The nearest two nodded and then made to enter the tent,
but Kuri waved them off with such authority, they immediately returned to their
positions.


The decadence of the gold-fringed burgundy
fabric with its lion and bull motif would have looked at home in the royal
palace. Asharru might have been surrounded by such lavishness since her birth,
but she’d never felt at home with it.


She couldn’t quite understand why
anyone would wish to surround themselves in such trappings willingly.


“My Lady,” Kuri whispered. “This is
where the wealthiest of the noble houses acquire their slaves. Arahunaa is
known for only taking on the best and then putting an added layer of polish on
them. We may not have enough funds with us for even one of her slaves.”


Hunzuu hefted the bag of coins
they’d brought with them. “We might be able to afford an arm of one of Arahunaa’s
stock.”


Kuri leaned closer to whisper in
her ear. “Perhaps one of the other dealers, my—”


“No.” She wasn’t about to waste
time explaining now. Once her gryphon was calmer, she’d attempt to do so. Not
that Asharru actually knew how to explain what was going on.  


She marched forward but paused when
she found the opening to the lavish tent secured on the inside by a few ties.
While her gryphon snarled mentally at the hold up, she drew her dagger and
began slashing her way inside.


“That’s going to go over well with
the owner,” Hunzuu said dryly.


But he moved forward to enter
first, calling out once he was inside. “Ho there.”


An angry mutter reached Asharru’s
ears. She wove her way deeper into the fully furnished tent interior. At the
back, there were several curtained off areas, and she made straight for the one
where the murmur of conversation originated. Kuri and Hunzuu got there before
her though and drew aside another fringed curtain.


Inside was a scene that made her gryphon
snarl again.


Four people turned to watch as
Asharru swept into the small area. Three of them were in chains. The lone
unchained woman seemed the most surprised and angered by her sudden appearance.


The anger was understandable, Asharru
supposed, since she and her two guards had interrupted at a bad time, judging
by the woman’s toplessness and how she was shoving her breasts in a chained
man’s face.


The other two prisoners, a clean-shaven
dark-haired male and an unusually pale-skinned, red-headed woman, were both
chained but seemed to have been taking instruction from the woman who must be
the slave trader Arahunaa.


Asharru’s gryphon seemed most
interested in the first man.


Even sitting, it was impossible to
miss how large and well-muscled this fellow was. Intense dark eyes, thick
lashes, and a sensual mouth framed by a neatly trimmed beard would have been
enough to catch the eye of many women. But his rich brown skin tone that was a
few shades darker than what was common in Nineveh only added to the exotic
beauty this male possessed.


Though something besides his
stunning appearance had drawn her gryphon to him, and Asharru stalked forward
three paces before she could stop herself.


“What is the meaning of this?”
Arahunaa shouted and scrambled to her feet.


“Palace business,” Kuri injected
smoothly, deviating from their earlier plan.


But then again, Asharru had ruined
their original idea by barging in, and now the guard had to improvise so
Arahunaa didn’t report them, which would then draw to light that the Crown
Princess was trying to purchase slaves.


Certainly not the message
Asharru wanted to convey to the masses.


“Consider this the first of many
payments.” Hunzuu lifted the coin bag and gave it a little shake. “You will be
compensated very well for any…inconvenience.”


“Palace business?” Arahunaa pulled
her top back in place, her expression turning calculating.


The male the slave trader had been
mauling a moment ago looked them over with an emotionless mask in place.
Actually, he appeared almost bored until his gaze landed on Asharru. His
expression shifted, eyes widening, then his nostrils flared a tiny bit as he
drew in a startled breath.


He scanned her face and then her
clothing. When he got to her toes, he arched a brow at her beaded and gold
leafed sandals. In a swift, graceful move, he rolled to his knees and bowed
forward until his forehead touched the thick carpeting.


After a moment, and a great flexing
of muscles—that was no small feat with his hands chained behind his back—he
straightened.


Her gryphon took some particular
delight in his show of strength. Somewhat dismayed by her gryphon’s apparent
interest, Asharru glanced away. She’d never even laid eyes upon this male
before. He wasn’t even a gryphon, not even partly. She’d have sensed that.


Goddess. Was she staring at her
future mate?


A human mate?


How had her gryphon even known he
was here?


And more importantly, how had this
male seen through her disguise so quickly?


Then it occurred to her.


The damned sandals.


Her footwear had given away the
fact she wasn’t a regular city guard and Kuri had announced they were here on
official palace business.  


“Normally one of my noble patrons
would have contacted me for a showing first,” Arahunaa said distractedly as she
studied the male who’d bowed like he’d just done the most interesting of
tricks. Though her calculating look never wavered.


At least Kuri and Hunzuu were
flanking her so closely that the slave trader couldn’t know for sure which
person the male’s bow had been for. Maybe Arahunaa would think it was for all
three of them.


“There wasn’t time.” Kuri again,
her tone clipped.


“May I ask who my newest patron is,
then?” Arahunaa made an elegant gesture with her hands as she indicated the
tent beyond. “That way I can select the best slaves for his or her needs.”


“No.” Hunzuu’s one word came out as
clipped as his sibling’s.


“Well…then…very well. Hmmm…follow
me. I have some that might suit your needs, though if I’d been given a little
warning, I could have found the perfect slave for your patron’s needs.”


Arahunaa started from the room,
Kuri turning to follow while Hunzuu glowered at the male who’d bowed. The man
was on his feet now.


Asharru’s gryphon kept her rooted
to the ground. “What about him?”


She pointed to the stunning man.
His blank mask was back in place, but there was a strange light in his eyes
that hadn’t been there before.


Arahunaa looked at her as if seeing
Asharru for the first time. Perhaps she was.


“These three are already owned by a
governor.” Her eyes narrowed. “I couldn’t sell them to another unless your
patron is higher ranking than that.”


“She is,” Kuri said with a huff.


“Really.” Arahunaa grinned. “The
only noble higher than a governor is one of the council or a member of the
royal family.”


“Yes. Your point.” Hunzuu sounded
bored.


“All the council are already
patrons of my business. That only leaves the royal bloodline…”


And there was only one remaining
member of the royal line.


Arahunaa bowed deeply to Asharru.
When she straightened a generous smile was on her lips. “Crown Princess Asharru
forgive me for not recognizing you immediately. Know that I am deeply, deeply
honored you’ve come to me. Obviously, this male is yours if you wish it, and
any other slave within this camp you might like.”


“I would like discretion more than
anything.” That was a lie. Her gryphon would liberate her chosen male, discretion
be damned.


“Yes, of course.” Arahunaa nodded.
“Do you wish me to have him sent to the palace now or in the morning?”


Considering what she’d witnessed at
first entering, Asharru wasn’t leaving the male here alone. “He will come with
us now.”


Arahunaa nodded again. “As you
wish.”


Hunzuu held out the coin purse. “We
will see that you receive more in the morning.”


The slave trader just shook her
head. “No. A future queen should not have to buy her own slaves. They should be
gifts. And Tirigan’s training, education, and beauty makes him worthy enough to
walk openly in the queen’s court if she so wishes. You shall not be
disappointed with this one.”


“I came to buy a slave. Not receive
gifts this night. You will take the money, and I’ll send over the remainder
tomorrow.”


The thought of having this disgusting
excuse for a gryphon hybrid ‘gift’ the poor man to Asharru made it worse than
if she bought him outright. As if by accepting her ‘gift’ she would be in debt
to the woman. There was no way she wanted the slave trader to still have any
kind of claim on the poor male.


Asharru wouldn’t do that to him. He
deserved to know that no one could ever hold command over him again once she’d
granted him his freedom.


Arahunaa bowed deeply. “As you
wish.”


Asharru acknowledged the other
woman with a royal nod when all she really wanted to do was free all the slaves
and then burn every tent to the ground. If the owners were still inside, she
wouldn’t waste any tears over their ashes.


While Kuri and Arahunaa haggled about
the slave’s price and Hunzuu studied the other two slaves, the male named Tirigan
came to her and inclined his head.


“It seems fate has favored me
momentously this night. Crown Princess Asharru, I am honored too greatly to
express it properly.”


“You can call me Asharru if you
like.”


Tirigan’s eyes widened slightly.
She supposed it wasn’t every day that a slave was granted permission to call a
future queen by her first name.


“I would not presume, but perhaps
‘your ladyship’ would suffice.” He smiled for the first time.


And my, Great Ishtar in the Heavens,
it was a truly lovely smile. Then she noticed it didn’t reach his eyes. He was
showing her what she wanted to see. Of course, he was. It was likely how he’d
survived all these years.


She didn’t hold his little
deception against him. After all, she was a stranger, one he didn’t know he
could trust.


He cleared his throat. “I am being
very presumptuous, but if her ladyship needs more slaves, Laliya and Bashaa are
prime stock. I can vouch for their quality and training.”


Asharru glanced from Tirigan to
study his companions and then over to Kuri where she was still haggling with
the slave trader. Asharru assumed Kuri understood she wanted to free all three.


Feeling foolish, she realized that
might not be the case since she hadn’t specified the other two.


Tirigan leaned forward, misunderstanding
her hesitation. “We three are very close friends, and I would be grieved if I
had to leave them behind. I assure you, we can be very…useful… together.”


“They are your mates?” she asked
suddenly, surprising herself.


“No,” Arahunaa said, joining in their
conversation. “Tirigan and Bashaa are full blood human, they don’t fall in love
and mate with a single female.”


Tirigan didn’t take his eyes off
Asharru.


“They will come with us, too,” she said
while maintaining his intense gaze.


His smile softened a touch, the
edges curling slightly, and the hard glint in his eyes eased. It was the first
warmth she’d seen in him.


The warmth vanished after a moment
as if he remembered he’d just been purchased.


“I look forward to serving my new
mistress and learning what she would have of me.”


Oh, wasn’t he going to be surprised
when he learned he wasn’t going to be a pleasure slave?


 











Chapter 6


 


(Ereshkigal’s Kingdom)


 


 


High up on a balcony overlooking the green
rolling hills that surrounded the palace, the anunnaki known by his brothers as
Hashur, surveyed
this tiny section of the spirit world. The souls nearest his location were
happy as they should be.


A few anunnaki were in the air,
their wings cutting through the fluffy clouds as they went about their
business. The nine seals protecting the underworld were untouched. No danger or
darkness had tried to breach them in an age.


In a word, all was perfect.


Yet why then was he restless?


He was never restless.


Then again, this wasn’t a typical
day.


As the oldest of the anunnaki and
one of the nine judges, he wasn’t often called away from his task of judging
and cleansing the newly arrived souls.


But this day, Ereshkigal, Queen of
the Underworld, had summoned him.


As the oldest and most powerful of
his kind, he could answer that summons or ignore it if he so wished.


Today, though, curiosity drew him
here to her palace and kept him standing at this balcony, waiting while she saw
to some disturbance in her court.


But at last, he heard the approach
of her soft steps.


Ereshkigal, goddess of the
underworld and older sister to Ishtar, joined him on the balcony. She
acknowledged him with a nod.


“I’m glad you came.” She reached
out and took his hands in greeting.


This was unusual. Ereshkigal was
not usually so warm. She must want something from him. Perhaps something adequate
to fulfill his ancient debt to her?


“The future queen has found her
Blade.”


Ah. So that’s what this was about.
“You know neither I nor any of my brethren will act as your assassins.”


Hashur turned to leave, but Ereshkigal
placed a restraining hand on his wing. He turned back to her, his wings
flicking to smooth the feathers back in perfect alignment. He did not care to
be touched, too much emotional transfer always accompanied even the smallest
touch.


“Yes, yes. You don’t harvest
innocent souls before their time.” Ereshkigal sighed. “Though just occasionally,
it would come in handy. But that’s not why I asked you here.”


His curiosity grew stronger.


Ereshkigal folded her arms and
tilted her head to meet his gaze.


Meeting an eagle’s intense gaze was
no small feat. Which was the point. As one of the judges, he wore the shape of a
man’s body but with an eagle’s head. It made pruning the darkness from a
tainted soul easier. And if a truly evil soul found its way into the afterlife,
a beak made tearing it into bite-sized pieces easier.


“I want you to seduce the future
queen of the gryphons before she and her Blade can consummate their bond in the
sacred marriage. If my sister does not give me back my husband, I shall make it
so she can’t have hers either.”


Ah. That old rivalry. That
shouldn’t come as a surprise. Though, seduce the gryphon monarch? That was a
new tactic in Ereshkigal’s war with her sister.


He had no interest in taking a
human or gryphon mate, but the chance to wander in the world of the living
again might just cure the restlessness he’d felt of late. And he missed his
friend, Nergal, Ereshkigal’s consort.


After Ishtar had trapped the god of
death and pestilence somewhere outside of the underworld, Hashur had been
hoping for a chance to hunt for his friend. This might just provide that
opportunity.


But seduce a gryphon?


Now there would be a challenge to
alleviate boredom.


“You have my interest.”


“I thought I might.” Ereshkigal
leaned against the balcony and looked out. “I shall have one of my priests or
priestesses summon you into the living world. There is already groundwork in
place. One of my priests sits on the future queen’s council, and his son is to
be hand-tied to the royal for a trial year. You will take that one as a host.”


“I assume this one’s soul is dark
enough that I would naturally harvest it and return here to purify it?”


“Yes.”


He fluffed up his feathers and
clacked his beak once in humor. “And you are not concerned that your agents are
so…morally ambiguous?”


Ereshkigal snorted. “My choices are
limited, but in this case beneficial.”


He turned his gaze out to the
rolling green hills again.


“And what do you wish to accomplish
by having me seduce the gryphon monarch?” Though he could guess some of it.


“Children loyal to me.”
Ereshkigal’s tone was harsh, a manic light entering her eyes. “Ishtar loves her
gryphons as much or more than she loves her husband. If the future rulers of
the gryphon nation are loyal to me, it will be a great blow against my sister.”


Hmmm. An interesting idea. If
Ereshkigal’s plan worked, she would hold dominion over the gryphon kingdom, and
he and his brethren could once again walk among the living. Purifying or
eradicating wickedness.


To be able to save a soul before it
turned evil. That was an appealing thought.


“Will you help?” Ereshkigal asked
at last.


“Yes. On one condition.”


“What?”


“That you allow me to win this
female by fair means. I want no trickery. If I win her love, I’ll do it
honestly.”


“As you wish. Though the fertility
drug reserved for the sacred marriage could be utilized….”


“No.”


“Fine. I’ll let you see to the
particulars.”


He did love a good challenge, and
perhaps he’d even fall in love with the woman. Or not. But it would be
interesting.


 











Chapter 7


 


 


 


Just as dawn tinted the sky pink, Tirigan
and his two friends emerged into the royal gardens from a secret passage built
within the large palace complex. The two guards barely gave Tirigan time to
allow his vision to adapt, but he understood their need for swiftness and
stealth.


After all, they had helped the
Crown Princess escape her palace without a sufficient number of guards. Tirigan
found that intriguing.


It wasn’t the only thing he found
fascinating either as he allowed his gaze to travel back to the crown princess.
Asharru—he liked the name. Still, he couldn’t believe she said to call her by
her personal name instead of a title. Not that he would. Not yet. Certainly,
never in public.


But the guards didn’t give him time
for idle thoughts, and he was soon spirited into a suite of richly appointed
chambers.


He’d seen lavish places before, but
they all paled in comparison to this suite in the royal palace.


Ahead of them, her two guards
talked with Bashaa and Laliya, and he was able to study Asharru without distraction
for the first time.


Framed by her long, dark braids,
her features seemed delicate, almost pixie-like. Though once a person looked
into her large, brown eyes and saw the intensity there, or caught the moment
when her nostrils flared, and her small jaw clenched, they would realize their
mistake. The heart of a fierce ruler beat inside her breast.


There was more to her than just
that, though.  Her kindness and honesty called to him, telling him she was safe.


Within moments of meeting, his
unique gift had confirmed her intentions were pure. Now freed—goddess, he was
actually free and safe—he could relax for the first time since their capture.


Asharru glanced over her shoulder
at him, catching him staring. He’d relaxed a little too much if she’d managed
to catch him with his guard down. He drew on his protective persona of indulged
and confident pleasure slave, his expression saying she was welcome to look her
fill.


“I don’t want slaves,” she said
suddenly, her piercing gaze meeting his unflinchingly.


“Strange that you’ve bought three,
then, isn’t it?”


Asharru arched a brow at his tone. “I
need allies.”


With that opening sentence, she
began to lay out why she’d broken one of her most ingrained moral codes to acquire
him and his friends.


 


***


 


His admiration of Asharru grew as
she laid out what was going on. Why she needed people she could trust. And why
she could only trust a slave.


“So, you see, I am offering you
your freedom regardless of what you decide. Though I hope you agree to stay and
work for me, for I desperately need allies I can trust.” She looked up at him
through her thick lashes. It was the first time he’d seen the gorgeous gold
flecks in her otherwise brown irises.


It was said to be a trait that ran
in those of royal blood. Tirigan wondered what other gifts she held secret.
Perhaps she also had inherited a gift of prophecy by her father’s blood, and
that’s why she’d sought out him and his friends? Intriguing.


“My Lady, you have given us much to
think about. And, if as you say, we are free to choose, then I would like to
first speak with my friends.” Tirigan’s conscience nagged at him. Her earnest
words called for something more than his coolly formal response. After a
moment, he allowed a hint of warmth to enter his expression. “But know I am in
your debt. You have granted me the one thing I’ve dreamed of all my life.”


She bobbed her head in acknowledgment.
“Of course, take as long as you like. You are welcome to stay with me until other
lodgings can be found.”


He glanced around the lavish chambers
with the many, smaller rooms branching off the larger ones. Suddenly the
decadence made sense. She’d brought them into the very heart of her domain, her
sanctuary. These were her chambers.


 He was touched by her generosity.
Though it might also be because she wanted their presence to remain secret.
Hiding them here was one way to do that.


He did sense that her generosity
was genuine, which was why he was about to encroach even more upon her
hospitality. “We would like a chance to scrub the kohl and gold dust from ourselves.”
And the stink of the slave trader’s perfume, he added silently. “If we could
borrow your bathing chamber for a short time….” 


“It is through there. The side
chamber to the right.” She pointed to a chamber off this one. “Anything I own
is available for your use.”


He nodded his thanks and then bowed
a final time. When she went to speak with one of the guards, he made his way in
the direction she’d pointed. Bashaa and Laliya followed at his heels.


Once inside, Bashaa began to run
water into the pool.


Tirigan hadn’t actually planned to
take a bath, but the splash of the running water would be an excellent way to
hide their conversation.


“Do you believe her? This seems…”
Bashaa paused, allow his sentence to drift into silence as he looked back over
his shoulder, in the direction of the other chamber where Asharru was seeing to
whatever duties awaited her.


“Impossible?” Laliya finished.


 Tirigan snorted with dark humor.
“Or like Fate dropped us into her royal lap.”


Bashaa laughed. “I’ve been dropped
into much worse laps. So far, she seems pleasant. But what have you really
learned about our future queen?”


Bashaa and Laliya were both aware
of his unique abilities. “A great deal. She is honest and trustworthy. She was
truly appalled by Arahunaa and wishes to see the slave trade ended. I had the
distinct impression once that she’d happily have burned the tent-city to the
ground.”


“You trust her, then?” Laliya asked
from her position by the pool where she was undressing.


“She is honest. Well-meaning. A
gentle soul. I find I like her,” he said, surprising himself. “I’m certain she
wouldn’t intentionally harm us herself or allow Ugurnaszir to have us. But she
is young. Naïve.”


“At least she’s intelligent enough
to realize she needs allies and can’t trust the court,” came Bashaa’s lazy reply.
He was undressing as well.


Tirigan acknowledged the truth of
Bashaa’s words. “Yes. But being her ally can be fatal as she pointed out.
Though, if we choose to take the freedom she offers and leave, once we are beyond
these walls, the news will spread. Our old master will hear of it. He’ll not
give us up so easily. We might find ourselves his slaves once more; the young
queen unaware of what’s become of us.”


“I’d rather face assassins than
stand in the same room as Ugurnaszir ever again,” Laliya muttered as she eased
into the pool.


“So, there isn’t an option
for a safe, stable future?” Bashaa muttered to himself. “In that case, I’ll
take my chances with this young queen and all the privileges that comes with being
her ally. I’d even willingly become her pleasure slave if she is kind as you
say.”


A foreign spike of jealousy shot
through Tirigan’s soul at Bashaa’s lighthearted quip.


Moments later he was examining the
reason and didn’t like what he’d found. Why should he care who the future queen
bedded? He didn’t even know her. Besides, she could do much worse than Bashaa.


Laliya, always the most serious of their
small group, just shook her head at Bashaa. “While I agree we should stay and
serve, we can’t underestimate just how much danger our new roles would put us
in. Even if no more assassins strike, which I’m not so naïve to believe, nobles
would still circle us like hungry sharks in warm waters. Only it wouldn’t be
our bodies they wanted. They would seek knowledge of the queen, or a word in
her ear. If the young queen comes to rely upon us, we will hold very powerful
positions.”


Tirigan frowned thoughtfully as he
watched the other two—the only two people he truly trusted. Laliya had touched
on exactly what he’d been mulling over.


 “There is far more to our decision
than just whether we can trust her, how great the risks and how enjoyable the
privileges might be. She is the future queen of New Sumer. If we gain her
trust, we have a chance to reshape New Sumer.”


Bashaa entered the bath and
stretched lazily, but Tirigan knew he had been mulling something over and had
come to a conclusion by the sharp glint in his eyes. After a moment, the
shorter man said what was on his mind.


“She has offered us something more
than our freedom, something equally as dear. Asharru is gifting us with respect
and influence. Those are honors I’d never dreamed of receiving. Yesterday, I
couldn’t have even imagined we’d ever be in a position to influence all of New
Sumer.” 


“Yes,” Tirigan agreed, stripping
off his own clothing and entering the warm, soapy water. “And with that gift
comes a great curse. Danger and ambition circle those of the royal blood and
anyone close to them. The danger gets deadlier the closer to the throne one is.
If we agree to become what she wants—her servants, councilors, spies, and
bodyguards, we will have to create safeguards, for ourselves and her.”


Even as he said the words, he did
it for the benefit of his friends. He already knew he was staying.


Since he was a youth, he’d felt
some compulsion in his blood. A need to seek out and find someone or something.
It was tied to his ability to read people and know their deepest drives and
motives.


He might not know what it
was, but time and experience had shown that he could trust the strange power.


And, now, for the first time in his
life, that gift—Laliya had once said he was goddess-touched—was content, no
longer urging him to seek and find.


Because he’d found what it wanted
him to find?


He very much thought so.


Here, standing in the shadow of the
future queen, he could influence and shape New Sumer into a better place for
humans and hybrids who lacked noble status.


But there would be great danger if
he stayed and served Crown Princess Asharru. So, while he’d miss his friends if
they chose to leave, he hoped they would judge the risks to be too high to stay
and agree to go live somewhere in secrecy and safety.


If he stayed behind and became Asharru’s
bodyguard and secret councilor, he could protect her and still watch over his
friends from a distance to make sure Governor Ugurnaszir never touched them
again.


“Yes, it would be hazardous to
stay, but I know you,” Laliya said with a grin. “You’re staying, aren’t you?”


He shrugged. “Perhaps.”


“Liar.” Bashaa grinned. “You’ve
found another person who needs protecting. Doesn’t matter that she’ll be a
queen in a few short moon cycles and has an entire city garrison to protect
her. She’s gotten under your skin and triggered those protective instincts of
yours.”


A self-conscious grin touched
Tirigan’s lips. “You know me too well, old friend. But in my defense, if the
Nineveh garrison is at all like the one on Nipper, many will be disloyal,
taking bribes from any hand holding one out. I wouldn’t trust that type to hold
a cup of my piss. The future queen of New Sumer deserves a loyal garrison, but
she’ll just have to settle for me until I can hunt out the corruption.”


“So, you’re just going to reform
the entire city-state?”


Tirigan ducked his head, rinsing away
the last of the soap and glittering dust. After coming back up, he answered.
“If that’s what it takes so another innocent child doesn’t have to grow up like
we did, then I’d trade my life for that cause.”


Bashaa nodded solemnly. “You might
not be born of noble blood, my friend, but you are the noblest person I know.
Ugurnaszir never managed to strip that from you.”


Grunting at the compliment, Tirigan
turned and climbed out of the pool. As much as he’d have loved to soak in the
warmth until dawn, a future queen was awaiting their answer.


And most importantly, their
garrison allies, Nasir, Shamash, and Seluku were still scheduled for execution
in the morning. If he was swift and persuasive, he might be able to save the
three guards who’d helped them escape Ugurnaszir.


Though Crown Princess Asharru might
prove reluctant to save the three deserters and elevate them to royal guards. After
all, they’d forsaken their duties. If she showed resistance, he’d just have to
use all his wiles and a good bit of seduction to convince her the three deserters
could also be loyal soldiers.


The thought of manipulating the
young queen didn’t sit well with him, but three lives were on the line.


Tirigan was toweling the excess
water from his hair when a voice called from the other room.


“Hello, there. I’ve brought changes
of clothing. May I bring them in?”


 That voice belonged to guardswoman
Kuri. If the garrison guard was here, Asharru might be with her.


If seduction was the way to win the
day, it wasn’t too early to start now. “Enter.”


Kuri came in carrying a stack of
clothing. The guard always entered a room first, scanning for danger before
allowing her monarch to enter. Somewhat more eagerly than he should, he found
himself glancing over Kuri’s shoulder with the hope Asharru would be following.


But she hadn’t come.


More than a little disappointed,
Tirigan finished toweling water from his braids and then wrapped the damp towel
around his waist.


 “My brother and I raided our
supplies,” Kuri said as she walked toward him. “We figured, for now, we can
dress you in the garb of the city garrison to allow you to move around without
getting too many looks.”


The guardswoman’s voice was calm
and confident, but he hadn’t imagined that slight hesitation. She’d noticed and
likely admired the view.


However, she wasn’t the one he needed
to convince, so he reined back his charming smile and just nodded gratefully.
“Thank you. The clothing is much appreciated.”


“Have you come to a decision yet?”


“I have. My companions are still
discussing.”


Bashaa came forward and took the armload
of clothing from Kuri with a wink. “That means he’s staying but wants us
nowhere near the throne or all the danger circling it. But we go where Tirigan goes
if fate so allows. He can’t get rid of us so easily.”


Tirigan glowered at his friend, but
Laliya came up on his other side. “I would be greatly honored to serve the future
Queen of the Gryphons in whatever role is required.”


“Excellent. I shall inform Princess
Asharru. Come to her study once you are dressed. Servants have laid out a meal
in case you’re hungry.”


Tirigan wasn’t hungry, but a meal
would give him time to study Asharru and learn more about her and give him a
chance to broach the topic of his deserter friends.


“We will be along momentarily.”
Tirigan bowed deeply to the guard.


 











Chapter 8


 


 


 


A nervous sort of excitement shimmered in
Asharru’s blood as she sat before the fire, awaiting Kuri’s return. She’d hoped
the newly freed slaves had already come to a decision and would share it with the
guard.


Patience was a skill Asharru should
probably continue to hone. Kadashman used to tease her about her lack.


At the memory, a wave of grief rose
up within her. This time she drew in several deep calming breaths and pushed
the emotions aside. She was a ruler now, it was time to live up to that duty.


By the time Kuri returned, Asharru
had her mask back in place.


“Tell me what you’ve learned.” So
much for patience, Asharru thought with a sigh.


“Tirigan is the leader, wise and no
doubt cunning. They are faithful to him and Bashaa and Laliya both possess keen
minds. I was listening to them before I called out.” Kuri shrugged when Asharru
glowered at her. “Your gryphon may have hunted Tirigan down like she was led to
him by goddess Ishtar herself, but that doesn’t mean I’d just trust him right away.”


“So you don’t think they will be a
good match?” Asharru felt more than dismayed. Tirigan was…there was something
about Tirigan that soothed her. She didn’t like the idea of him not being in
her life.


 “Did I say that?” Kuri rolled her
eyes. “I just wanted to check them out. Now, after hearing them talk, I believe
them to be exactly what we need.”


The nervous fluttering redoubled
its efforts to distract Asharru. “That is good news as long as they will stay.
Did they hint at their plans?”


“Tirigan is staying—he’s intrigued
by you, though he didn’t say as much aloud.” Kuri just shrugged again. “And the
others follow him. If you win him over, you will have the beginning of your own
spy network.”


“Good. You think this will work?”


“Yes. Tirigan is very assured. I
must admit, he’s an impressive one. And I’m not talking about his male member,
though I see why your gryphon picked him. He’s built large enough to please
even the greediest of gryphons.” Kuri’s lips quivered at the edge of a saucy
grin.


“Kuri! Please tell me you didn’t
ogle the poor man.”


“No. Besides, he could have covered
up before calling for me to enter.”


Asharru rolled her eyes and then
cleared her throat. “Focusing back on more pressing matters, what did you think
about him as a potential ally.


Kuri pressed her lips together in
thought. “He’s very familiar with nobles and how to manipulate them into
getting what he wants. On the surface, he was the slave and had to endure a
great deal, but I think he also held power over his masters.”


“Having someone who is good at
reading others and can gently direct them will come in handy.”


“Yeah, that’s what I thought. Oh,
and he can certainly be seductive when he wants. I’d watch yourself with that
one until he’s more comfortable in his role.”


“What are you talking about?”


“I think when he’s feeling
cornered, he likely uses sex as a weapon. Probably they all do. They’re
certainly not shy around each other or me for that matter. Tirigan was in full
seductive mode when I first came in.” Kuri grinned as humor sparked in her
eyes. “Though, I noticed he toned it down swiftly when it was apparent you
weren’t following me. Until they know they can trust you and that you aren’t
going to toss them to the predators, Tirigan may try to make himself invaluable
to you in other ways.”


“But I’m half gryphon, and that
side rules me. There’s nothing he can do to sway things to his favor.”


 “Your gryphon might disagree with
you there. She seemed quite taken with what Tirigan could bring to a
relationship. This time I am talking about Tirigan’s impressive member.”
Kuri’s grin spread across her face. “Did I mention he’s not body shy? He’ll
probably give you the chance to admire his fine form if you’re patient.”


“Goddess, Kuri. Enough. He is an
ally, now, not a…a…a…”


“Pleasure slave?” a very male and
very sexy voice supplied.


Asharru’s eyes tracked toward where
Tirigan was walking out of the bathing chamber, dressed in the robes of the
city garrison. Impossibly, he made those ordinary garments seem far more
exotic.


Asharru cleared her throat. “I
wasn’t going to use that term.”


He snorted. “I’ve been called much
worse. Don’t worry about my emotions. I’m capable of looking after myself.”


“Still, I’m sorry that you’ve had
to endure that.”


“As am I, but I have survived.” He
held out a hand for her. “Come. Let us discuss your plans, and together we’ll
discover what Bashaa, Laliya, and myself will be best suited for.”


Feeling strangely flustered,
Asharru reached for his outstretched hand. “I must admit that I’m curious to
learn more about you. Let’s talk over a meal.”


She indicated the food-laden table
at the center of the room.


Bashaa and Laliya joined them and together
the four of them made their way over to the table. The entire time Tirigan’s
fingers were warm and strong in hers. He kept her tucked close to his side as
they walked, the hem of his robe sometimes brushing against her legs.


But she was most aware of the glorious
heat radiating from his side and into her. It was comforting and stimulating at
once.


Never had she been aware of a male
in this way. Why now? For a full human. Not that she had anything against her
human heritage, she thought it might be why she and her brother had always had
more compassion than many of the nobility.


But even though her personality
took after her human side, she was very gryphon regarding the opposite sex. As
of yet, she’d never felt anything sexual towards another person.


Gryphons only mated once
they’d forged strong emotional bonds by falling in love. Once forged, they were
for life. Sometimes the mating bond was so strong that if one half of the pair
died, the other succumbed to grief.


Her lack of arousal wasn’t for lack
of opportunity. As a future High Priestess of Ishtar, her training had covered
all the ways to find release and honor Ishtar in her aspects of love, desire, and
fertility.


While she likely wasn’t as versed
in the arts of passion and lovemaking as her three new allies, she wasn’t some complete
unknowledgeable, unmated innocent.


That was how she’d learned her gryphon
half ruled that part of her nature. She could touch a male, or at least one of
Ishtar’s priests, and give him pleasure, but she couldn’t receive.


As more than one poor priest had
learned when she’d shifted to gryphon and swatted him against the nearest
temple wall for the affront of trying to touch her back.


And yet, with Tirigan’s warm
fingers wrapped around hers, she thought her gryphon might allow this male far
more liberties than any other man before him. Which would be very bad, she
reminded herself.


When her father had taken a human
slave as his mate, it had torn alliances asunder, spawned political outrage,
and nearly brought civil war to New Sumer’s shores. 


The kingdom might not survive a
second ruler taking a human as a mate. 


My gryphon, if
you’re listening. It would weaken the royal line too greatly if you decide to
mate this human. If our offspring were three-quarters human, we might lose our
magic. So, by Ishtar’s grace, there better be another reason for your interest. 


Her gryphon merely purred, and
Asharru realized she was leaning into Tirigan’s seductive warmth. The dratted
beast was going to be stubborn. She was sure of it.


But Asharru’s concerns were
founded, and her great stubborn beast should know that. Sometimes she thought
her gryphon was ninety percent entitled cat and only about ten percent logical
bird.


If the royal line
failed, so too would all New Sumer’s magic, Asharru reminded
her gryphon.


Ishtar had set down that curse long
before gryphons had ever lived on this island chain. It was during the time of Hillanium,
the first King of the Gryphons. The goddess had created the curse to safeguard
her earlier, less civilized gryphons from killing each other in territorial
fights for the throne. 


So, unless you
know something that I don’t, Tirigan—as lovely as he might smell to you—is entirely
off limits.


Her gryphon paid her no mind.


Blessedly, Tirigan seemed unaware
of Asharru and her gryphon’s silent battle of wills.


He escorted her to her seat and
then bowed over her hand before settling on the bench beside her.


“Shall we start with a few of your
present problems to give us an idea of what roles we’ll need to play?” Tirigan
suggested as he poured a goblet of wine for her.


Across the table, Laliya and Bashaa
nodded their agreement and Kuri and Hunzuu, who sat on opposite ends, snorted
in unison.


“That will only take until dawn,”
Kuri said in all seriousness.


“Then we should begin,” Tirigan
returned in equally serious tones.


Asharru filled them in on some of
the things they did not know about, ending with Councilor Diimeritia’s
poisoning.


Laliya set down her wine and
strummed her fingers on the table softly. “Your problems are multi-layered
indeed. And while I’m very sorry for your grief at the loss of your mentor, there
is a greater concern. Your coronation is in two moon cycles. While you can
replace Diimeritia’s council seat at your leisure, only a High Priestess of
Ishtar can crown you queen.”


“Yes.” Asharru knew that, but as
the other woman had likely guessed, she’d been more focused on the grief and
the rage than on what it would mean for her coronation.


“Bashaa, Tirigan, and I have all
attended training with the priests and priestesses at Uruk,” Laliya said. “We
can pass for members of that order and keep an eye on whoever you pick for the
new High Priestess. I’d suggest a youth for the role—less chance that she will
already be loyal to one of the nobles. It also increases the likelihood she’ll
look to a mentor for guidance.”


“Yes.” Asharru nodded. “I’ll have
to postpone the pick until after Diimeritia’s funeral, but I can begin
researching a new candidate and then begin her training, and as you say, if I assign
a mentor I trust to the girl…”


That might just work.


If she could trust her three new
allies.


Every fiber in her being said she
could, and she’d gotten very good at reading people.


But as slaves who were trained from
an earlier age to read and anticipate the tiniest change in their master’s moods,
they might be better at reading her than she was at reading them. 


Hunzuu leaned forward. “It’s not
that I doubt your abilities, but are you sure you can pull off the role of a
priest or priestess? There are rituals and prayers and rites. Not to mention we
don’t need to displease Ishtar.”


Laliya’s expression said she wasn’t
insulted by his question. “All three of us came to our fates as young children.
I was sold into slavery because my parents couldn’t feed all my siblings and they
thought slavery was a better choice than starving.”


“And in my case,” Tirigan said
softly in Asharru’s ear, “An orphan whose family died in a fire.”


“We were all bought by slavers who
saw great potential in us and sent us to Uruk for education in statecraft,
history, politics and, once we were older, the art of sex and love play. But
during that time the priests and priestess were also training us in their rites
and rituals.” Laliya paused to sip from her goblet. “We moved up from novice,
to apprentice, to acolyte and had almost completed the training of a priest or
priestess, though the slavers never forgot us and came back to collect us before
we could complete the final ceremony and become one of the order.”


These three were a few years older
than Asharru’s twenty-five summers. If she were to guess, she’d put them at
closer to thirty.


Fate was such a strange thing.


If she’d been older, she likely
would have shared some lessons with them, perhaps they even would have become
friends. And to judge by her gryphon’s response to Tirigan, maybe something
more than friends. 


Which would have been allowed back
then, because Kadashman was still alive and she wasn’t destined to become a queen.


But that was an idle thought she
didn’t have time for now.


“If I give you a little refresher
in the prayers and ceremonies any one of you could play the part of priest or
priestess. And once I perform the rituals and name you to the order, then it
would be real and lifelong. There would be no insult to the gods. Are you truly
willing to take on that role? Once done, it cannot be undone.”


“I would be willing to give my life
to the gods,” Laliya said and then glanced at her two companions.


The three of them seemed to
communicate in some silent way, and then the woman turned her gaze back to
Asharru. “I would also be the best choice. Bashaa and Tirigan would serve you
better here, in your court.”


Asharru arched a brow.


Laliya explained. “Governor
Ugurnaszir liked some of his entertainments to be very realistic. He had his
captain of the guard train several of his favorite male slaves in the art of
combat. Tirigan and Bashaa both received that training. Because of that, I’d
suggest keeping them close to act as bodyguards.”


Asharru glanced up at Tirigan. “Are
you and Bashaa both agreeable to that? As a mentor to the next high priestess,
Laliya will be away from Nineveh a great deal.”


Tirigan looked thoughtful for a
moment before answering. “If whoever you pick as high priestess also holds a
seat on the council, then she will need to be here a great deal as well. And
while here, Laliya can act as a spy for you. As for Bashaa and I, we will aid
Kuri and Hunzuu in protecting you from physical threats until we can create a
guard loyal to you and only you.”


Pondering the idea, she studied
Tirigan’s expression, trying to see what he honestly thought about this idea.
The three of them were friends clearly. But were either Tirigan or Bashaa more
than friends with the beautiful woman?


She’d seen no hint of jealousy or
competition between the males, though.


But it really wasn’t her business
either, so she held her silence on that intriguing speculation.


“Hold up, Pretty Man.” Kuri speared
Tirigan with a look. “Don’t think you can smile and flirt your way into getting
a sword in your hand. Our princess might trust you already, but that doesn’t mean
I do. You’ve got a long way to go before you prove your loyalty. I’m not just
going to give you a weapon when you’re going to be standing close enough to her
to use it on her.”


“I have never harmed an innocent.”
Tirigan drew himself up without actually standing. His presence and dominant
personality expanded until even Kuri noticed it.


The guard made a face. “You, go
stow that bruised male pride somewhere out of the way. If our positions were
reversed, you wouldn’t give me a sword on the first day either.”


Tirigan huffed but folded his hands
calmly on the table again. “Fair enough. I’ll earn your trust and prove my
worth.”


“Glad we understand each other.”
Kuri ended her verbal debate by sipping a bit more of the watered-down wine.


Asharru knew neither guard would
consume much. Glancing at Tirigan’s cup, she was surprised to see he’d only had
a sip or two, sticking to water with his meal.


Hunzuu cleared his throat. “Even
after you three prove your loyalties, we are still very short on trustworthy
guards to protect our future queen. We need more bodies, and we need them soon.
I think our enemies are gathering for another strike.”


Beside her, Tirigan stiffened ever
so slightly.


When he spoke, it was in a low, almost
quiet voice that sent a chill up her spine. “You think whoever is behind the
king’s assassination is after more than whatever political gain they might
acquire by placing Asharru on the throne in place of her brother?”


Hunzuu shrugged, and Kuri looked
unhappy, but it was the brother who answered. “They might seek to keep Asharru
a prisoner in her own palace, a figurehead for them to control.”


“We can’t rule that out,” Asharru
agreed, though she’d die before allowing the one who killed her brother to use
her in such a way.


Tirigan’s nostrils flared. “Then we
will be extra vigilant.”


“Thank you. Not for myself, but for
all New Sumer. We cannot allow New Sumer to fall.”


He bowed over her hand again and
one of his braids, still wet from his bath, fell across her arm, causing
gooseflesh to rise along it. But she didn’t think it had anything to do with
the dampness.


When Tirigan straightened, he looked
back at Kuri and Hunzuu. “If you don’t trust me then you’re probably not going
to like my next idea about where to find three more people to join our little
cause.”


Curious, Asharru listened as
Tirigan explained his plan.
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Kuri stomped ahead, leading the group
toward their destination. Bashaa and Laliya flanked the guardswoman, dressed in
the garb of the Nineveh garrison, complete with the traditional harnesses, bow,
and sword.


Tirigan, decked out in similar garb,
walked next to Asharru with a hand on the hilt of his sword, which was likely
the cause of Kuri’s sour disposition. Tirigan had pointed out that it would
look strange for the guards of Asharru’s protection detail to be weaponless and
unable to defend her.


Asharru had agreed, overruling Kuri
this time.


Following along behind, Hunzuu remained
watchful for dangers in their wake and seemed unconcerned that Tirigan, Bashaa,
and Laliya now possessed swords.


Unfortunately the same couldn’t be
said about Kuri.


Though Tirigan and his sword were
likely only partly to blame for Kuri’s sour mood. 


After hearing out Tirigan, who
hadn’t tried to sugar coat the facts as he told her about the three soldiers
who’d helped them escape, Asharru had decided she had to save the three
deserters even if Kuri refused to bring them into the group just yet.


Though, she’d been surprised by one
thing in Tirigan’s story.


They’d been aided by Governor
Ugurnazsir’s own daughter. She’d given the slaves and deserters enough money to
live off should they survive an escape attempt. That just told Asharru how
depraved the governor had become. She would need to do something about that
once she had conquered her own court.


The governor’s daughter could be a
possible candidate for a position in her court. She’d just have to discover if
the woman had acted because she wanted to help the three slaves or if Tirigan
had seduced the woman into doing as he wished.


Eyeing Tirigan, and after what Kuri
had said about the slaves, she knew he’d do much to assure his friends’ safety.
But that was a concern for later. Now there were three other lives on the
line.  


They were almost to the garrison
when Kuri barked at the soldiers streaming out of the large building—it looked
like they’d arrived just as a new shift was leaving for their assigned posts.


“To order! To order for your Crown
Princess!”


The soldiers were swift to snap to
attention and form up lines.


“You six!” Kuri seemed to pick them
at random, “You’re now with us.”


It was smart of Kuri to fill in
their ranks since the group had snuck out of the palace just as dawn broke. It
was early enough that if they accomplished their mission swiftly, they might
still avoid the notice of the remaining councilors and early rising nobles.


Bemused, Asharru watched as the
ones Kuri had picked rushed to do her bidding with looks of astonishment to be
assigned to the Crown Princess’s detail. That’s when Asharru realized the six
youths weren’t picked at random.


“I think they’re all youths from
the outer islands. Probably so new to Nineveh their hair still holds a hint of
sheep and cows,” Asharru whispered to Tirigan. “Memorize their faces and find
excuses to interact with them. See if you can determine if they have already
been bought by one of the nobles.”


“As my queen commands.”


“I’m not queen yet.”


“And yet, you are already a worthy queen.”


She glanced up at him just in time
to see his chagrined look. Ah, he hadn’t wished to reveal that he already
respected her. He’d let his guard down enough to show her some emotion. She rather
liked it and hoped he’d reveal more over the coming days. The glimpses of
emotion made him less aloof, more approachable.


Ahead, Kuri continued to march,
occasionally calling out to alert others in their path that Asharru was among
the group. None of the soldiers questioned what the future queen was doing
dressed as one of them.


If anyone had asked, Asharru
imagined Kuri would make an example out of the unfortunate individual.


They crossed through a gate, walked
down a long tunnel, dark even in the early morning light, and emerged into a
walled courtyard. A scaffold had been erected against the building, forming a
stage for later that day.


Priests and priestesses were
already anointing and blessing the stage so the souls of the three deserters
wouldn’t linger after their deaths and seek revenge.


Asharru planned to render the stage
pointless and prevent Ereshkigal, Queen of the Underworld, from gaining three
more souls this day.


“Damn,” Hunzuu muttered from
behind. “Captain Libluth is being efficient for once.”


That’s when she noticed the soldiers
in the courtyard were there to watch, not to get the day’s assignments as she’d
first thought. Off to one side, a gathering of officers looked about ready to
call everyone to order.


If that was the case, she didn’t
have time to do the backroom dealings with the captain of the guard as she’d
hoped.


Kuri said Libluth was an excellent
fighter and trainer of men, but his moral code was…highly underdeveloped. He
was happy to take bribes from councilors and various other city officials to turn
a blind eye to things that were not entirely legal by Ninevian law.


Kuri said Kadashman only kept
Libluth around because he was protecting her. If Kadashman removed Libluth,
then Kuri, as the next most senior officer, would have become captain of the guard
and he didn’t want to elevate her and make her a target for some other
ambitious soldier with an eye on the title of captain.


Besides, Libluth, while not as
spotless as one might like, was still fiercely loyal to his city and its ruler.


He’d been genuinely distraught over
Kadashman’s death. Kuri had found him after the funeral more than half drunk
and bawling into his cup.


Those were the only reasons Asharru
kept him on as captain of Nineveh’s garrison. It certainly wasn’t because she
trusted him to keep a secret if someone put a bit of gold in his palm.


But she had wanted to get him in a
room where they’d have some privacy to come to a deal. Out here in the open, there
would be far too many other eyes and ears trained on them. She’d have to
improvise.


Kuri continued her march, aiming
for the cluster of offices. When she got there, she called Libluth’s name. Once
she had his ear, she gestured back toward Asharru.


“How good are you at lying?”
Tirigan asked in a whisper that even her sensitive gryphon hearing had trouble
discerning what he said over the noise of the crowd.


“We’re about to find out.”


Tirigan grunted.


But then they didn’t have time to
worry, for she was in front of her target.


“Captain Libluth, I must apologize
for I’m about to cause you some work, but there is a situation I’d rather
remain concealed.”


At first, Libluth looked surprised,
but then his expression took on a hint of pleasure and interest that the future
queen had come to him in person instead of summoning him. She could practically
see as he worked out in his mind what her secret would be worth.


“I live to serve, my Lady.”


“Good. Let’s go somewhere more
private.”


“My office isn’t far.” Libluth
bowed over her hand.


Asharru allowed him to escort her
inside. 
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Once they reached Libluth’s office,
Asharru wove together a lengthy and wholly fabricated explanation about how she
had once known the three slaves when they’d studied on Uruk together and she
had grown to ‘care’ for them but couldn’t openly buy them without defying her
brother, who was against such practices.


She went on to say that she’d then
decided to send a priest to see about buying the slaves and bringing them in
secret to Uruk. If Ugurnaszir wasn’t willing to sell, she’d instructed the
priest to find other ways, even going so far as to bribe a few of the guards
with the promise of being welcomed into the garrison on Uruk, a much more sought-after
post.


“But then my brother was killed, and
I became distracted by my new duties,” Asharru said as she finished her tale.


“I can’t believe Ugurnaszir would
be so foolish as to deny one of the royal line.” Libluth seemed affronted on
her behalf.


“Yes, one would think he would have
jumped at the opportunity and the amount of my offer.” Asharru frowned to show
her displeasure at such a denial.


“As future High Priestess and your
brother’s heir, the slaves should have been yours at the first hint that you
wanted them,” Libluth agreed smoothly.


“Alas, they were among Governor
Ugurnaszir’s favorites, and he thought of them as his mates.”


 “Perverse bastard. I’ve heard
about his entertainments and his harem,” Libluth said and made a face. “So, the
three deserters were actually acting upon your orders?”


“Yes.”


“Forgive me, my Lady, but that
doesn’t excuse them of the crimes of deserting their post. There are official
channels these things normally go through.”


“Were they really deserting if they
were following the orders of the future Queen of New Sumer?”


“When you put it that way, of
course not.” Libluth bowed over her hand again. 


“Exactly.”


But Captain Libluth’s expression
remained sceptical. “What I don’t understand is why the three guards didn’t
just bring the slaves to you at the palace.”


“After my brother’s death, everything
changed. I am now never alone. Tirigan said the guards decided it would be
safer to buy a ship and take it to Uruk, where they could wait for word from
me. But then they were captured at the docks.”


Libluth’s grunt suggested he thought
she was lying about something, or maybe everything, but he didn’t deny her
words.


“Well, it’s good you came to me
when you did. Would hate to put good men to their deaths over a little bit of
flesh trade politics.” He eyed first Tirigan, Bashaa, and then Laliya. “They
the ones?”


Asharru saw no point in lying.
“Yes.”


“I can see why you’d go behind your
brother’s back for ones such as them.” Libluth gave Laliya a covetous grin.


It hurt to think that anyone
thought she’d go against her beloved brother’s wishes after his death, but
lives were at stake, and she took comfort in the knowledge Kadashman would have
wholly supported her decision to save them.


He’d likely have bought them
himself if he’d known just how depraved Ugurnaszir had become.


“Captain Libluth, since you’re such
a reasonable man, I’m sure you won’t mind helping me hide them in plain sight
as part of my personal guard? Kuri has tested them and says they are worthy.”


“Kuri tested them?” Libluth looked
thoughtful again. “That will do for now, I suppose, but I’ll want to work in
some practice rounds with them. Only the best are tasked with protecting the
last of the royal line. And I’ll have to get them official papers from the clerk's
office.”


“I will see that you’re compensated
for your time.” She smiled benignly at her captain of the guard. “Now that
we’ve settled the situation to both our satisfaction, I have other tasks to
attend to.”


Libluth bowed. “Of course, my Lady.
Call on me for anything you might need. I know you’re new to Nineveh, and I
know many things about the surviving councilors, the aids, and city officials.”


Hmmm, was he offering to be her
informant? That was something Kadashman never managed. Her brother must have
been too upstanding for the likes of Libluth to relax around. “I may take you
up on your offer.”


It wasn’t until she was out in the
hall, and her gaze landed on the nearest of the young recruits lined up against
the wall, that Asharru thought of something else.


She turned on her heel and marched
back into Libluth’s office. At her entrance, he bowed again.


“The new recruits Kuri selected to
flesh out my guard unit, do you mind if I keep them to train with Tirigan and
Bashaa? I get tired of seeing a constant flow of new faces every time I go
somewhere. It would be nice if there were a few familiar ones.”


Libluth looked bemused for a moment,
and then a sly look entered his eye. “Whatever my Lady wishes.”


“Excellent.”


It wasn’t until she was halfway
down the hall that a snicker escaped the stoic Tirigan. He even made that sound
delightful.


“What are you trying not to laugh
about over there?” She half turned to gaze over her shoulder at him, and he
lengthened his step to join her.


When they turned a corner, he
leaned close and whispered. “Libluth thinks you’ve just hit sexual maturity.”


“What!?”


“Well, to him it looks like you’re
building yourself a harem to ensure your gryphon has a selection to choose from.”



“Goddess. If the court thinks the
same, I’ll be inundated with nobles tossing their sons at my feet.”


“That would present a tripping
hazard for our future queen,” Tirigan said with a hearty dose of humor in his
tone. “Kuri would have their heads.”


It took all her focus to fight back
laughter at the image he wove, but it was essential to keep her mask in place
when she was out in public. If her enemies thought she was weak, or frivolous
or too youthful, they would work all the harder to curtail her freedoms and exert
their will over her for their own political gain.


While she strove to master herself,
Kuri led them down a lesser used side corridor. If she was to guess, it was a
servants’ stairway, but that was only a guess since she’d never been here before.
With that realization, she promised herself she would tour all of her kingdom,
every part, even those not meant for royalty or nobles.


It was the only way to get to know
her people. Even if she had to do it in disguise.


They halted at the next intersection.


“This is as far as you go, My
Lady,” Kuri informed her. “There is no way I’m taking you down into the
dungeons where every thief and cutthroat from across the city can ogle you.”


Asharru snorted at Kuri’s bluster.
“It’s not like they know what I look like.”


“Doesn’t matter. They will see a
beautiful woman. Something some of them haven’t seen in a long, long while.
Laliya will stay here with you. The rest of the guard will see to your protection.”


“What about you? You’re female. And
pretty. Or have you forgotten?”


Kuri flashed pale teeth as she grinned
in the dim light. “They know to respect me, or I’ll tear their cocks off with
my teeth and make a necklace out of them.”


Tirigan lost his battle and started
to laugh. He got himself under control again after a couple snorts. “My Lady,
remind me never to cross Kuri.”


With that, Kuri rolled her eyes,
gave Asharru a surly little bow and then turned and stalked away toward her
destination.


“That guardswoman is fierce, but I
sense deep pain in her.” Tirigan’s eyes were serious once more, dark and
somehow knowing, like he could read someone’s soul as easily as she read a
person’s face.


“She is. The man she loved and
would have one day mated died.”


He exhaled a deep breath. “Ah. I
see.”


And with those simple words, she
was sure he knew exactly who she hadn’t named.


“Does she blame herself for his
death?” His question was asked in that ultra-low tone that made gooseflesh rise
all along her skin.


“She hasn’t said it out loud, but
yes, she blames herself for not being there when he needed her. I think she
blames herself even more for not dying with him. Now he waits in the underworld
alone until it’s her time to join him. They had forged the beginnings of mate
bonds even though they’d never been intimate—that’s how strong their love was.”


“I have never loved like that,” he
admitted. Never loved at all—Asharru imagined she’d heard his thought,
“But I am deeply sorry for her. It must be excruciating.”


“It is. But her need for vengeance
fuels her now, and I think once we find his killers, she will be able to find
peace. Perhaps even find love again one day.” Asharru drew herself up and
wished to lighten the mood. “Until then, she can chew on ambitious noblemen who
get too close.”


Tirigan might have said more, but
Kuri returned escorting three terrified looking guards.


“Goddess, Kuri, didn’t you tell
them they aren’t going to their deaths?”


“Eh? What? No.” She turned to the
three guards. Two men and one woman. “You have all been pardoned. Bow to your
future queen, you ungrateful imps!”


They did, dropping into bows so
swiftly Asharru was sure they didn’t even know who out of the group they were
bowing to.


“Rise,” Asharru said, pitying the
poor guards. “You will now have a new home and a place in Nineveh if you wish
it. But we will talk more about that later.”


The three deserters looked up, saw
her, bowed again and then slowly rose to their knees. It was at about that
point that the first guard, the female, recognized Tirigan standing at Asharru’s
shoulder. Confusion, astonishment, and relief chased across her face almost too
fast to see.


“Come, I will take you to get
cleaned up, and then you shall join my guard unit today,” Asharru told them and
then signaled for Kuri to lead the way.


Kuri made a strangled, unhappy
sound but did as ordered.


It had been a long night with no
sleep, and she was due at a council meeting very shortly. She needed to at
least look like a future queen even if she felt like a one-hundred-year-old
jackal left to the elements. 
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Asharru and her new guards returned to the
castle and entered her suites from the garden, surprising the guards standing
outside. She smiled a greeting to the guards on her way by. It wasn’t until
they were inside that she noticed Kuri’s dark mood.


“What’s chewing on your backside?”


Kuri growled. “By Ereshkigal’s frigid
tits. I’ve been running around with you most of the night and not one of the
palace guards noticed they were guarding an empty set of chambers!”


Asharru arched a brow at her guard.
“Designed that way by you.”


“Yes, but what if you’d really been
abducted? They wouldn’t have noticed until the servants came to dress you for
the day.”


“Obviously, we shall make changes
to the routine,” Tirigan suggested. He’d followed them into Asharru’s inner
chamber. Which, strangely, didn’t feel like an invasion like it did when other
guards did the same.


“I most certainly shall!” Kuri
barked.


“Perhaps rotate two or three of the
most trustworthy guards into your current roster. They can always remain within
the chambers to assure Asharru is sufficiently protected. For all we know, the
assassin could be a servant placed in the palace long ago.”


“I like how you think.” Kuri’s
hostile look softened as she realized she had a true ally in Tirigan. “We just
have to find a way to be certain of the new recruits.”


“I am very good at reading people,”
Tirigan injected swiftly. “By the end of today, I should be able to tell you with
certainty which ones will be a hundred percent loyal to Asharru.”


While Kuri, and her equally
suspicious twin, talked about ways to wrap their ward in so many layers of
protection she might actually never be alone again, Asharru swiftly stripped
out of her borrowed garb. With her back to the two of them, she pulled on the sleeping
robe she’d left laying on the bed.


Now, dressed like she’d only just
crawled out of bed, the servants wouldn’t be any the wiser.


Her nighttime escapades had only
been possible because servants didn’t stay the night with her.


Under Kadashman’s rule, the
servants had free rein of his chambers and came and went as needed, but after
the assassination, Kuri had changed the rules, chasing them out after Asharru
no longer needed them and forbidding them to come until the second hour after
dawn.


The system worked for Asharru.
While she was an early riser, she hated dealing with people until she was fully
awake. Perhaps it had something to do with how her gryphon was always grumpier
in the mornings.


Unfortunately, to judge by the distance
of the sun from the ocean, and the sound of the outer doors opening and
closing, it was already the second hour after dawn.


Asharru kicked her guard’s uniform
under a stand next to the bed and went to the window where she usually sat and
gazed out at the rising sun. It wasn’t until Tirigan quickly gathered up her
clothing and shoved them in the bottom of one of her wardrobes that she
realized he’d been watching her the entire time he’d been talking to Kuri.


She wasn’t sure how she felt about
that.


But, just then, her gryphon roused and
sniffed the air, drawing Tirigan’s rich, dark scent deep into her lungs. She
had the distinct impression the big cat wanted to purr and stretch and roll in
the sun—while completely naked for Tirigan’s benefit.


That is not going to happen, she
assured the beast.


Damn creature, having
to go and complicate things even more than they already were.


Outside the sound of the servants
grew louder, and she tried for bored indifference. She certainly shouldn’t be
gawking at the new ‘guard’ enough to draw everyone’s attention to his
devastatingly breathtaking form.


Kuri dipped out of the room to make
sure the new recruits were at their proper stations.


With no one and nothing else to
distract him, Tirigan wandered in her direction.


“Crown Princess Asharru, I know you
are tired and must prepare for the day, but as we aren’t likely to get time to
talk later, I’d like to thank you for everything you’ve done.” He bowed
elegantly and then backed away, showing his deep respect for her future title.


It was odd how sometimes he was so coldly
formal, and other times, he wasn’t. She preferred the easy-going charmer if she
had to pick between the two aspects of his personality.


“Wait,” she found herself saying.
“You’re correct, but later, I’d like to hear some of your other ideas. I think
they could be very beneficial to New Sumer.”


He smiled, warmth touching his
eyes. “I would enjoy that.”


But then he moved out of the way of
the arriving servants. He didn’t go far, standing at attention along the wall
where he studied everything. Though, like any well-trained guard, his gaze
never touched upon her body again.


The servants were a mix of ages and
genders made up of Kadashman’s old servants, and a few new ones Asharru had
selected since it was expected of her. They soon hurried her out of her robe
and then a smaller group, her bathing attendants, escorted her to the bathing chamber
while inquiring what fragrances she’d like them to anoint her with today. As
they passed Tirigan’s position, Asharru nodded her head.


He followed without so much as a
moment’s hesitation.


Asharru didn’t look toward him
again until she and the servants had all piled into the pool. As she expected,
he wasn’t watching. Instead, he was maintaining his guard’s disguise and staring
unwaveringly at a floor tile.


If the servants hadn’t been present,
she sensed he’d have been meeting her gaze even now.


“Guard,” she called, playing along.
“Earlier, you were speaking with guardswoman Kuri about ways to improve the
defenses around the city. Continue. I found the conversation interesting.”


He glanced up then and met her gaze.
A mild bit of humor glinted in his eyes. “I’m too new to Nineveh to speak of
the whole city-state. However, one thing that has always struck me as strange is
how there isn’t a secondary royal guard unit who travels with you everywhere.
It seems to me, it would be much harder to insert a spy or other enemy into our
ranks if we all knew each other.”


“You’re suggesting an entirely
separate guard than the city garrison? Hmmm. An interesting idea. Go on.”


“I’d also suggest that new guard be
given privileges not afforded to the present guards.”


“I’m not sure I get your meaning.”


“Your personal guard should not
have to fear the wrath of nobles, governors, or even councilors. Guards that
don’t have to fear repercussions from stepping on noble toes would be in a
better position to protect the royal bloodline from any and all threats.”


“Hmmm. Give them a rank higher than
a noble?”


“Not necessarily a rank. But ultimate
authority to do what needs doing to see to your protection.”


“A new Order within the city
guards?”


“Yes, my Lady.”


“Do you have any more suggestions?”


“Yes, actually. If there is room
within the palace, I’d suggest having your personal guard live here. It places
them closer to you, even when they are off duty. And it would also be added protection
for their families if someone should think to use a guard’s spouse or children
to get him or her to betray you.”


“Thank you for your suggestions, I
shall think on them.” 


She’d do more than think on them.
As soon as she was able, she’d start enacting some of his ideas.


But for now, the servants needed to
finish up their task of grooming her. With a sigh, she raised her arms and
allowed the servants to scrub her.


This was just another thing that
was different than back on Uruk. As a simple priestess, she could attend to her
own grooming. Here it wasn’t a choice. Tradition dictated that others serve the
royals in repayment for the blood and magic they must spill to wake and maintain
the dwindling numbers of Lamassu and the other protective spells of New Summer.


A lot of good the Lamassu and all
those protections did for Kadashman. The Lamassu had sensed the danger to her
brother, but the winged behemoths were stationed on the coast, watchful for threats
coming from outside. By the time they’d flown inland, it had been too late.


They hadn’t even remained to hunt
the assassins and grind them under their massive stone hooves. Instead, they’d
taken to the air. Every last Lamassu scattered across the ten city-states had
flown to Uruk, where they’d nearly leveled a third of the temple to get to Asharru—the
last descendant of the first gryphon king.


One day, when she was queen,
Asharru would be expected to seek out each of the stone statues with their
bulls’ bodies, mighty wings, and human heads and anoint them with royal blood,
renewing their magic so all New Sumer would remain protected from outside
dangers.


In return, Asharru couldn’t even
scrub her own back.


She sighed and soothed the sour
expression that had somehow snuck onto her face while she’d been distracted.


A glance in Tirigan’s direction
earned her a swift grin while the servants were busy gathering their things. Of
course, he’d see the little slip of her mask. He missed nothing.


Then again, Kadashman, had done his
best to teach her the ‘royal mask’ as he called it, otherwise known as the art
of giving nothing away to your enemies. But she’d only learned so much from her
brother and doubted she’d even master that look which could welcome a frightened
child one minute and then scare off the most determined of councilors the next.


Not for the first time, Asharru thought
of herself as a pale copy of Kadashman, the rightful ruler of New Sumer. And she’d
been happy in her role as High Priestess.


The servants finished their
scrubbing and urged her out of the pool where they proceeded to buff her dry
with soft cloths, rub moisturizing ointments into her skin, dab her with
fragrances and lastly tuck her into a thin, elegant robe. The dressing and
makeup would take place in the outer chamber, where another set of servants
would be waiting.


She shooed the bath attendants away,
saying she’d be along in a moment.


When they were gone, a warm, rich
voice flowed across her senses. “I am sorry for your loss, my lady.”


Tirigan’s softly spoken words
proved just how advanced his ability at reading others was, or, perhaps, she
was just that terrible at hiding her emotions.


“Thank you. Though, I think you’ve
endured far more hardships than I.”


“My hardships don’t lessen your
own.”


Asharru paused in front of him,
meeting his intense brown eyes. “You are wise beyond your years, Tirigan.”


“Perhaps, my lady, but I see much
wisdom in your eyes as well.”
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Many levels below the palace’s shrine to
Ishtar, there was another dedicated to her older sister, Ereshkigal, Queen of
the Underworld. This one was remembered by only a few and visited by even fewer.
But on this day, a slim-shouldered figure swathed in a cloak made her way down
the dusty corridor.


Nuannin carried a single torch. It
was enough for her purposes. She was only coming to pray and renew the spells
that kept the altar alive and its cloaking magic strong and to feed the small
owl who lived here. None of which needed much light.


In fact, the tiny owl was
surprisingly well suited for life down here, growing fat on the mice he found.
She only made sure that his bowl of water was fresh each day since he liked to
bath in it.


“Come little one,” she called
softly when she reached the altar. Soon the little bird’s wings were making her
torch flicker as the avian came in for a landing on its perch.


Next to the perch sat an ancient
bowl stained a dark, rusty red. To either side of the bowl rested a shard of
volcanic rock, a copper dagger, and a vessel containing the year’s best quality
wine.


From a pocket in her robe, she
withdrew a wrapped bundle. Inside was a bit of finely chopped cow’s liver as a
treat for the faithful little owl.


Once the owl was fed, she saw to
the other rituals, using the dagger and bowl to catch a few drops of her blood,
which she mixed with a bit of the wine. Then she anointed both the owl and the
statue of Ereshkigal with the mixture while she prayed to the goddess.


Nuannin finished her chant and was
just setting aside the bowl when a soft whisper of chilled power crept up from
the surface of the table and radiated from the statue.


While she was still off balance,
another, much more ancient mind touched hers.


“Greetings, my priestess. I come
with a warning for you this day.”


Nuannin’s breath caught, and her
mind went blank in surprise. She’d never expected to be so blessed to have the
goddess speak directly to her. Nuannin stumbled over the proper words of
response but after a nervous swallow managed to spit them out. “I live to serve.
Bless me with your great knowledge so that I can carry out your will.”


In her defense, this was the first
time Ereshkigal had spoken with her. Normally the goddess communed with Nuannin’s
father, the High Priest, but he was in a council meeting.


“The lost Blade has found his way
to his monarch.”


Nuannin’s eyes opened wider in the
darkness.


How had that happened? They had
been seeking to slide a dagger between the Blade’s ribs since they’d first
learned that Ishtar had sent one of her Blades to protect the future queen. But
they’d been seeking him for years with no luck.


“Do you know the name of this Blade
or possess an image of what he looks like?”


“His name and appearance are
unimportant.”


Which likely meant even the goddess
did not know what he looked like.


Ishtar was known to jealously guard
and protect her Blades until they were mature and ready to take up their roles.


But without a name or physical
description, how was Nuannin supposed to find him to eliminate him? Yes, her
skills as an assassin were without match. Her father had seen to that. But even
the best assassin was useless without a target.


Sometimes the gods saw things too
simply.


“I shall send one of the Anunnaki
from my realm to help with the hunt.”


Everyone knew of the Anunnaki, fierce
guardians of the underworld. After all, one day each soul would stand before
nine of the most ancient Anunnaki and be judged before entering the spirit
world.


But they were spirit creatures.


What good could one do in this kind
of hunt?


Ereshkigal laughed. “Oh, young
priestess. The best way to flush out a Blade is to threaten his monarch. An
Anunnaki will help with that, and you will aid the one I send. Do you
understand.”


“Yes, my Goddess.” She bowed before
the altar statue even though she saw nothing of the goddess in the stone.


“Very well. Complete the rituals
that will ease his passage into the world of the living. He will explain my
wishes and then summon others of his brethren to aid in his task.”


Nuannin bowed deeply to the statue
again. “I shall begin preparations at once and perform the ritual this day.”


“That’s a good child. You shall be
rewarded greatly in the afterlife.” With another ripple in the air currents,
the chilling power was sucked back into the altar.


Nuannin waited with bated breath
for ten beats of her heart.


But the goddess was gone.


While she might not yet know the
full plan, she knew enough that if an Anunnaki attacked the future queen to
draw out her Blade, the chaos would far outlast the assault. Several scenarios
could result in further aiding her father and Ereshkigal’s master plan beyond merely
killing the Blade.


After she summoned the Anunnaki and
listened to what he had to say, she’d share her ideas with her brother and
father.


Ereshkigal wouldn’t hold a little
ambition against her servants; in fact, she encouraged it. Besides, in this
case, the higher up the New Sumer power structure her agents managed to climb,
the more Ereshkigal would benefit.


And if Nuannin’s brother played the
part she and their father wanted, her brother might one day sire the next
generation of gryphon royalty loyal to Ereshkigal. If Asharru was genuinely
impressed with Nutesh, she might even name him King of the Gryphons.


She liked the sound of that.


And after Asharru had a litter of
royal cubs, she could join her Blade in the underworld.


Then Nuannin could ascend openly
and be named High Priestess of Ereshkigal. She rather liked the sound of that title,
too. In that future, she dreamed of her brethren being able to openly declare
their allegiance to the greatest of goddesses.
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From his spot along the wall, Tirigan
surveyed the councilors and Asharru. Even though the Crown Princess was
functioning on no sleep, she hid it well. He was impressed with her fortitude.
He’d often gone with little rest and knew how hard it was to act normal when
you didn’t even feel human.


But Asharru handled her councilors easily
as if it came naturally to her. It might have helped that she wore a
breastplate and had a sword strapped to her waist today on Kuri’s orders.
Combine that with her intense gaze, regal bearing and cold, queenly mask and
she made quite the imposing figure.


Despite all that, a few of her
earlier comments had let him know she didn’t think she’d ever be a match for
her brother’s greatness, but Tirigan thought she was already surpassing him.


Though he admitted he might not be
a good judge since he hadn’t known Kadashman and was only gleaning what he
could from rumor and second-hand information.


“We must urge you to name new councilors
very soon, Crown Princess. Our numbers are growing thin, and it puts the
kingdom at risk having so few.”


This was spoken by Ekurzakir, a
somewhat hollow-cheeked fellow of middle age—for a gryphon—which put him at close
to three hundred years old. 


It was clear the male had another
agenda besides his ‘great concern’ for New Sumer’s citizens.


“Rest assured I am working on the
problem and already have a few new candidates in mind for the positions, I just
need to make a few final decisions.” Asharru’s reply was calm and confident as
always.


Councilor Ekurzakir leaned back in
his chair and nodded. “Very well, but if you ever wish to temporarily fill the
empty seats until you have put forward your candidates for us to vote on, I
could suggest my daughter. She has been training under me and is proficient at
handling matters of state.”


Ah. So, there it was. The
councilor’s agenda. Or at least part of it. There was something in Tirigan’s
soul that said this man would use the present upheaval to further his own
political ends.


Isiratuu, the lone
remaining female on the council leaned forward. “Yes, as Council Ekurzakir has
said, if you need more time, perhaps we can make some suggestions for temporary
positions until you are ready to make your selections.”


Tirigan scowled. Here was another
councilor more interested in growing her power and influence than in helping
Asharru or even New Sumer.


“Jackals. Both of you.” The bitter
words came from farther down the table where the third councilor sat.
He’d been silent up until now. “My mother has not yet been buried, and you’re
already squabbling over her seat.”


Tirigan focused his power upon
Dipatusu. The male was filled with anger and pain. Not unexpected considering
his mother, Diimeritia, had just been murdered. At least none of the male’s
dark, turbulent emotions were focused upon Asharru. He didn’t blame her for
what had happened to his mother.


Ekurzakir stood and glowered at
Dipatusu. “That isn’t it at all. We’re just concerned—”


“Councilors,” Asharru cut him off
before the council descended into bickering. “I have given you my answer on the
subject. I’ll announce my choices in three days.” She bestowed a long,
penetrating look upon each of the councilors. “But if it will put your minds at
ease, know that I have another plan to better the protections on the palace and
eventually the kingdom so that what happened to my brother cannot happen again
so easily.”


She rose from her place at the
table and looked behind her. When she caught Tirigan’s gaze, she gestured him
to join them.


He came forward until he was
brushing the back of her bench; a tall, brooding dark presence glowering at
each councilor in turn.


“This is Captain Tirigan. The
leader of my new palace guard.”


“Captain?” Dipatusu asked.


Ekurzakir frowned. “Palace guard?” 


“Yes. He and all the soldiers under
him have been granted royal privilege to go anywhere and search any room, be
they a slave’s humble cot, a servant’s tiny room, a noble’s lavish chambers or my
own suites. They take orders only from me, and are not required to aid, coddle,
or listen to the whining of nobles.”


“The nobles will not stand for
this,” Ekurzakir began.


“I do not care. The situation has grown
too perilous to worry if a few nobles get their tails stepped on.”


Isiratuu looked up a Tirigan. “Well,
at least you look like you could hunt an assassin. That’s an improvement over
some of the other soft-bellied guards.”


“I assure you, I will find the ones
responsible for the King’s death and lay their heads at the foot of Asharru’s
throne. It is as close as they will ever get to her or the throne of New
Sumer.” Tirigan allowed a good bit of menace to enter his voice, though it
wasn’t acting this time.


While he didn’t like any of the councilors,
his strange gift didn’t warn that any one of them had malicious intent toward
the future queen either. They could continue to hold their seats until he found
replacements more interested in strengthening New Sumer rather than growing
their own power base.


Isiratuu glanced away from him to arch
a brow at the Crown Princess. “What do you plan to call your new bodyguards?”


“Shadows,” Tirigan supplied before
Asharru could answer, the title just boiling up out of him. “The Queen’s
Shadows. For we will follow her everywhere, even unto death.”


 “Asharru, does this big fellow have
a brother? If so, I want him outside my own door.” The councilor laughed. “You
have my complete support, Crown Princess.”


“I always appreciate my council’s
support,” Asharru said dryly.


The other two councilors soon agreed
to the logic of having a new guard. Besides, they’d probably figured out that
if the palace guard doubled with the most skilled warriors in the land, it
would make their own lives longer.


After Tirigan returned to his spot
against the wall, the discussion turned to other things, but he ignored the various
reports in favor of learning more about his political rivals. He soon pegged Ekurzakir as the
most ambitious, with Isiratuu a close second. Dipatusu was likely the noblest
and most trustworthy of the bunch, but his heart didn’t seem into it.


Perhaps once he had time to grieve
and heal, he would find the spark to carry on his duties. Though Tirigan
wouldn’t be surprised if the gryphon stepped down once his mother’s murderers
were found, and the other empty seats were filled. 


At last, the council meeting was
adjourned, and Asharru stood, the other guards coming to attention.


“Let’s go,” she said as he leaned
closer. “I very much would like a chance to rest before I’m needed in the
temple.”


“Of course.” As soon as they
reached Asharru’s chambers, Tirigan planned to stand in the threshold to her
bedchamber and block anyone else from entering. Perhaps then she’d be able to
get a little much-needed rest.


They were headed back toward her
chambers when a creeping chill spread over his body. He shortened his stride
and looked around. Asharru had slowed as well.


Instinctively he reached for her,
not knowing what threat this was, only that there was one and it was coming
closer.


“Swords out!” he ordered.











Chapter 14


 


 


 


Dragging Asharru behind him with one hand,
Tirigan drew his sword with the other. Asharru, attuned to him in some strange
way, didn’t question. Instead she drew her own sword. Her swift trust in him
came as a relief. Now wasn’t the time for her to doubt and countermand him.


“What do you sense?” The other
guards were drawing their own swords, and she shouted to be heard over the
noise, but all the time he saw that she  continued to scan the hallway.


“Not sure. Something…unnatural.”


Asharru nodded and eased into a
battle stance. “The Lamassu sense nothing. They’d be broadcasting their
concern.”


“What creature can’t a Lamassu
sense?”


“None. They can sense any creature
that dwells in the world of the living.”


With growing unease, he turned a
slow circle, keeping Asharru behind him. “What about creatures that are not
living, beings from outside this world?”


“The gods? It’s said a Lamassu can even
sense them.”


“There is something else, though.” Damnit.
His memories from the time he trained with the priests were hazy, not that he’d
been as gifted as Laliya or Bashaa. They both possessed superior recollection
for all the little minutia.


“There isn’t…” Asharru paused and
then drew a sharp breath. “An Anunnaki from the underworld. Diimeritia once
told me they are the only creatures that can come and go from this world
without causing a disturbance great enough for a Lamassu to sense.”


“What’s going on?” Kuri was
suddenly beside them, her bared blade at the ready.


Asharru explained while Tirigan
sought the direction the danger came.


“One of the servants of the Underworld?
Here? How do you know?”


“Shhh. Tirigan has a power.” A hand
on his arm drew his eyes briefly to Asharru’s. She was studying him and asking an
unvoiced question at the same time.


“I’ll explain later,” he said.


Not that he had an explanation for
her.


Kuri turned her attention back to
studying the hallway, sword up and at the ready. “How, by Ishtar’s lusts, do we
fight an Anunnaki?”


“I think we’re about to find out,”
he said as he pinpointed the threat. It approached from behind, trailing after
them from the direction of the council chambers.


Though, Tirigan hadn’t sensed it in
there during the meeting, which suggested the creature—the Anunnaki—had only
just arrived.


“What do you know about them?”
Tirigan asked Asharru without looking in her direction.


After a brief pause, Asharru’s calm
voice filled the silence. “An Anunnaki can’t interact with the living world in
a meaningful way. They don’t often venture here for that reason.”


Another pause as if she was
scouring her memories for every detail. “Their purpose is to guard the
Underworld and to guide the newly dead to their place of rest if they try to
remain and haunt the living.”


Kuri gestured for the guards to
spread out enough to fight if it came to that and then glanced over her shoulder
at Asharru and Tirigan. “Could it have come for Diimeritia’s soul? She was
murdered and might be restless because of that.”


“Doubtful. As a high priestess,
Diimeritia, even if she were an angry soul, would know there would be
consequences for staying.”


“What else?” Tirigan barked,
feeling like he was missing something. Something that could get them killed if
they didn’t figure this out.


 “Some legends speak of how an
Anunnaki will possess a truly evil person to stop him or her from tilting the
balance between good and evil too far toward the dark, like in times of war.
The Anunnaki is said to harvest the tainted soul and drag it back to the
underworld to be judged.”


Everything clicked into place in
Tirigan’s mind, his strange gift practically humming in agreement.


“Ready!” he barked at the other
guards. “An Anunnaki has taken over a dark soul to use the body so it can
interact with this world.”


“Oh, Pretty Man,” Kuri said with a
hint of unease in her voice, “I really hope you’re frothing at the mouth mad, but
in case you’re not, everyone get ready.”


“The host could be human or gryphon,
but if the creature wants the strongest host it can find, it will seek out an
evil gryphon.”


Kuri snorted, sounding unhappy with
the news. “That only includes about half of the nobility.”


Bashaa came up beside Tirigan,
sword at the ready and teeth flashing in a grin. “If we see Governor Ugurnaszir,
we’ll know it’s the Anunnaki. I want a piece of him. You’ll share, right?”


Tirigan envied his friend’s ability
to jest in the face of danger. “I’ll be sure to kill him slowly. You’re welcome
to help out.”


He knew it wouldn’t be Ugurnaszir,
though.


Fate was never so kind. Though he
did enjoy the thought of an Anunnaki dragging that tarnished soul to the
Underworld for a snack.


At least his gift gave him an
advantage in sensing that no one in his present company was evil and vulnerable
to becoming a host. He hoped that bit about Anunnaki only taking evil hosts was
true. If not, the creature might be able to jump from host to host. There would
be no stopping an adversary with that advantage.


A second warning threaded its way
through his blood and into his mind. “There’s more than one!”


It was the only warning he got out.


Two men dressed in the luxurious
fabrics of noblemen and three others wearing the garb of the city-garrison
rushed at them from opposite ends of the hall.


“Kill them! No mercy!” Kuri shouted
as she rushed forward to meet the three dressed as soldiers.


Hunzuu broke rank, rushing in the
opposite direction to meet the two nobles. Bashaa and Laliya rushed to aid Hunzuu,
while Nasir, Shamash, and Seluku moved to aid Kuri. The other young recruits
rushed to join in the fight.


Only Tirigan hung back with Crown
Princess Asharru. She had her blade out at the ready but was watching, not
rushing forward into danger.


Good.


At least someone had some common
sense.


Once this present danger was past,
he would drill into her new guards that some must always stay at their
monarch’s side. Always.


Hunzuu and his group had already
cut down the one noble and were working to bring down the second. But Tirigan
noticed two of the young guards were on the ground. Something was terribly
wrong. A fat, lazy noble should be an easy kill.


Tirigan’s eyes narrowed as he
studied the remaining noble. Ah, these Anunnaki brought with them far superior
fighting skills than their hosts would typically possess.


Another concern to address later. 


Across the hall, an old woman
opened a door, a look of surprised concern on her face. A child, maybe no more
than three years old, clung to her skirts. When she peered out to hesitantly investigate
the noise, Tirigan gestured her back inside, out of danger. 


The woman nodded and then began to
close the door, but the child darted out into the hall at the sight of the
crown princess. Asharru gently grabbed the child by the shoulder and directed
back toward the grandmother. If Tirigan hadn’t still been watching to make sure
Asharru had shoved the child safely inside, he would have missed the moment the
old woman’s eyes widened in shock.


A new wave of chilled magic brushed
against Tirigan’s skin, and the elder’s expression shifted into a colder,
harder expression.


Slowly the door opened wider, and
the woman gently pushed the child away.


“Asharru, look out! Kill her! She’s
an Anunnaki!”


But Asharru hesitated at killing an
unarmed old woman, and the elder took advantage, moving with impossible speed.
She was upon the Crown Princess before Tirigan could cover the three short
strides.


The old woman struck, a closed fist
striking Asharru’s breast plate with enough force to make an echo. The princess
grunted and stumbled back, her grip loosening from her sword’s hilt. Then
suddenly it was in the Anunnaki’s possession. 


Tirigan’s own sword blade met the
elder’s, knocking its tip aside before she could strike Asharru. Continuing
forward, he inserted himself between the two, shoving Asharru out of danger.


He nodded at the new enemy as if
they were crossing swords in the practice ring. Though he had a different
reason, wanting to give his gift as much time to learn what he could about this
enemy and why an Anunnaki wanted the gryphon rulers dead.


“I thought an Anunnaki could only
take evil people as hosts.”


They circled each other slowly,
sizing the other up. Out of the corner of his eye, Tirigan noted that Kuri had
returned to Asharru’s side and was keeping her well away from the other
fighters and any doors that might harbor new dangers.


Tirigan had assumed the Anunnaki’s
silence meant it wasn’t going to answer, but then the creature surprised him.


His opponent tilted her head and
then indicated her body. “Normally, but we will also borrow the bodies of those
about to die when there is a need. This one was at the end of her life. She
would have made the journey this night—a trip and fall down a set of stairs.
This is a quicker, less painful way for her. A kindness.”


“You speak of kindness while trying
to assassinate the future queen of the gryphons?”


“Who said I was after her? Perhaps
I only needed her sword so I could kill you?” The old woman grinned, showing
several missing teeth.


“And what have I done to earn the wrath
of the Anunnaki?”


“Nothing personally. But, by the
nature of what you are, you threaten Ereshkigal’s plans.”


The goddess of the underworld
wanted him dead?


That was an …unexpected turn of
events. Tirigan knew of the bitter history between Ereshkigal and Ishtar. The
siblings’ rivalry had been going on thousands of years, and unfortunately for
the gryphons, Ereshkigal may just have decided the best way to strike a blow
against her sister was to destroy Ishtar’s beloved gryphons.


The Anunnaki-woman tilted her head.
“Ereshkigal has been hunting you. But you’ve been a hard one to find.”


“I’m afraid I don’t know what
you’re talking about.”


Though, I very
much wish I did.


Tirigan’s opponent looked surprised
for a moment, and then a slow grin spread across the woman’s face. “You speak the
truth. How unfortunate for you.”


The old woman attacked, her blade a
blur of silver in the torch-lined hall. Tirigan’s training and instincts
matched his opponent’s skills. They danced, circling and slashing, parrying and
thrusting.


Testing each other. Looking for
weaknesses.


A slight hesitation. An overreach. A
bit of unworthy swordsmanship.


But they were both evenly matched.


Tirigan was in his element though. When
he’d been a slave, only the sessions in the training ring ever let him feel
free. He excelled at the art of the sword.


Those small tastes of freedom
helped to keep him going, to survive, to always look for ways to beat his
opponent even when he had no choice in his fate.


He wasn’t about to be defeated now
when he had true freedom before him.


And when he, at last, spotted a
weakness—the woman was favoring her left knee slightly, telling Tirigan even an
Anunnaki’s power couldn’t compensate entirely for such an aged body—he struck,
driving the tip of his sword past his opponent’s defenses and into her chest.


With a whispered prayer for the old
woman whose life he was ending, Tirigan twisted the blade and then drew the
point up through the ribcage, to the heart.


The body started slumping forward.
Tirigan darted quickly away. He dared not trust the Anunnaki’s word about only
taking hosts that were about to die. If the creature somehow jumped into him,
Asharru might die before the others could stop him.


He wasn’t given long to worry about
that possibility. A nebulous power rose from the woman’s body. For a few
heartbeats nothing moved, then the silvery cloud shivered, gaining color, form,
and texture.


A towering being with the body of a
large, muscular man, an eagle’s head, and a large set of double wings was
suddenly standing in the hall with him. The creature from the spirit world bowed
to Tirigan.


“Well fought. You shall live to
fight again, Tirigan of the Blade.” The eagle-headed Anunnaki turned to stare
at Asharru for a moment, but he made no hostile moves. “Your champion has
gained you a few days of peace. I’d use them wisely, were I you, young queen.
Ereshkigal will not rest until she has what she wants.”


With that, the creature raised a
hand that was suddenly holding a pine cone instead of a sword. He dipped it
into a small bucket that contained a shimmering substance and then sprinkled it
over the body of the woman Tirigan had been forced to kill.


Of all the strange ways to end a
fight…


The creature was blessing the body.


When it was finished, it turned and
moved toward one of the fallen, yet still living, guards. 


Tirigan darted forward, moving to
block the Anunnaki from its intended target. The Anunnaki merely laughed at
Tirigan a moment before the creature walked straight through him.


Shuddering in surprise and dread at
the chilling contact, he whirled around in time to see the Anunnaki bless the
still-living guard. It dripped the silver substance over the fallen soldier and
chanted a soft blessing.


When it was finished, the creature
waved its hand again. His form shimmered, losing shape and color and then the
power seeped into the dark spaces between the stone floor tiles.


Tirigan shivered even as sweat
slicked his skin.


Asharru approached him slowly,
dragging a growling Kuri with her. The Crown Princess ignored her guardswoman’s
orders to stay back.


“Are you alright?” Asharru reached
out and pressed a hand to his chest, her touch firm and strong.


The heat from her hand seeped
through the fabric of his robe and into him, somehow warming his soul.


At last, he gathered his wits. “I’m
fine.”


“Thank Ishtar.” Asharru’s other
hand grabbed his shoulder, and suddenly she was twisting him around to get a
good look at his arm. The Anunnaki had landed a blow Tirigan hadn’t
successfully blocked, cutting a shallow line along his left arm from shoulder
to elbow.


It was bleeding profusely but
wasn’t life-threatening.


“I’m fine,” Asharru muttered in a
low voice, an imitation of him, he realized. “I just fought and won a battle
against an Anunnaki and am bleeding all over the hall, but I’m perfectly fine.
Just ignore the buckets of blood.”


“It’s hardly that bad,” he offered.


Asharru rolled her eyes and then
used a dagger to start tearing pieces from her dress. Soon she was applying
pressure to the wound and then binding it tightly. “That will do for now, but
I’ll see that you’re stitched up later. Are you injured in other ways?”


She was asking if he’d suffered a
magical toll from fighting one of the Anunnaki.


“I do not believe so,” he answered
truthfully.


“Good. Play along,” Asharru whispered
as she leaned forward to place a lingering kiss upon his cheek, then she
stretched up to her tip-toes and whispered in his ear. “We will talk more about
what the Anunnaki said and your strange power later. The others were too busy
fighting for their lives to hear what you and the creature said to each other.”


When she stepped back, he saw a
glimpse of the queen she would become glinting in her eyes. Then she was
shouting for reports on how badly everyone was wounded, ordering priests and
priestesses be called to come and bless the entire palace, thus drawing their
goddess’s eye to what her sister had attempted.


At last, after Tirigan and Kuri had
confirmed the last of the Anunnaki hosts were dead and they weren’t about to
get any more surprise company, Asharru ordered everyone back to the council
chambers so the injured could be treated swiftly.


“Whatever the guard is now, I want
it doubled,” Asharru instructed Kuri. “I don’t care about expense, or if the
garrison needs to increase its recruitment, no one is to be left alone.
Everyone travels in groups. The off-duty guards as well. Get added protection
on the remaining council. And I want them called back into session immediately.”


Kuri nodded and grabbed the nearest
guards, issuing orders. Luckily, more had come running at the sound of
fighting, and there were enough able bodies to do all that needed doing without
diminishing the protection around Asharru.


Once they reached the council
chambers, Asharru started to tend to Tirigan’s wound. Bashaa and Laliya helped
with the others. Sensing no other threats near, Tirigan relaxed and allowed
Asharru to bind up his wound.


By the time all the injured were
treated and bandaged, they’d only lost one fighter. The one the Anunnaki had
blessed. The soldier was a youth, barely twenty years old. The spirit creature
must have known the soldier was going to die.


Tirigan whispered a prayer over
him. “Rest now, and may you find much happiness in the afterlife.”


Soon the three council members
returned, each greatly concerned over the newest threat.


Asharru briefed them on the attack,
and the little she knew about its purpose. As Tirigan feared and expected, the
council debated this newest threat long into the afternoon. In the end, Asharru
said she didn’t want the general population to know of this latest incident.
They didn’t need city-wide hysteria added to their already long list of
concerns.


Tirigan and the rest of the council
agreed.


They would do all in their power to
get to the bottom of this threat, all without betraying their unease to the
people of New Sumer.


In the end, Asharru and Tirigan
were both pleased with the precautions they’d taken and how the council had set
aside their differences to discover just what Ereshkigal’s master plan was and
to stop it at all costs. 


 











Chapter 15


 


 


 


Feeling a headache coming on, Asharru
pressed her thumbs into her eye sockets and then massaged her forehead when
that didn’t help. For all the good it would do. What ailed her, only sleep
could cure.


But, first, she needed to address a
mystery. 


She turned and met Tirigan’s gaze. “We’re
going to sit down and talk as soon as we reach my chambers.”


“I know.” Tirigan sounded resigned.


Did he know more than he was letting
on?


The Anunnaki’s words certainly
suggested the ex-slave was far more than he appeared.


Tirigan was exceptional with a
sword, could read people better even than her, and seemed able to sense danger
before it had shown itself.


Not to mention his masculine
beauty.


It was said Ishtar liked her Blades
to be as deadly as they were beautiful, or maybe the passage she’d read had
said as beautiful as they were deadly. But whatever the wording, it formed a
clear picture of what those Blade’s of old might have looked like. And the
legends of their feats filled many scrolls.


Tirigan was both breathtaking to
look upon and lethal with a sword.  


But he was also temple-trained. He
would know what the mark of Ishtar was and what it meant. For that matter, the
priests and priestesses would have recognized it and reported it to High
Priestess Diimeritia immediately, who would have reported it to King Kadashman,
who would have shared that stunning bit of news with his sister before anyone
else.


No. Tirigan couldn’t be a Blade.
Someone would have seen the mark if there had been one to see. 


Still, if he wasn’t a goddess-anointed
Blade sent by Ishtar to help protect the gryphon kingdom, then he was something
else. Asharru needed to discover what that was.


When they reached her chambers, the
guards on duty opened the doors for her, and she and her escort guard swept
into the room. Tirigan, proving to be a very attentive guardian, scanned the
rooms once for any threat.


After a short time, he returned to
her side.


They’d arrived just ahead of the
servants bringing in last meal. Usually, she’d be in the great hall with all
the nobility, but news of Councilor Diimeritia’s death would explain her
absences for the next three days. As the High Priestess’ longest-serving
apprentice, Asharru would oversee the preparation of the body and all the funeral
details. 


After all, until she was crowned
Queen of the Gryphons, she was still the highest-ranking priestess of Ishtar.
And serving the goddess came before serving the kingdom. At least until she was
queen.


While Asharru would need to attend
to Diimeritia at moon rise. She would have a bit of time to eat, rest, and
interrogate Tirigan about his strange power.


And she planned to get a look at
his bare back, even if she had to order him held down by the other guards. The
only time she’d seen him bare-chested had been in the slave trader’s tent and
it had been dark in there.


If he was a Blade and was hiding the
mark behind makeup or paints, then she needed to know.


One of her servants, Namluh, the
most senior male, addressed her. “Would your ladyship like us to draw a bath
and lay out a change of clothing before your meal?”


Asharru looked down at herself for
the first time in hours. Her skirt’s rich fabric was wrinkled and torn, and
upon closer examination, she spotted blood drops and even a few smears from
when she was helping to patch up the wounded.


A glance at Tirigan showed his
clothing hadn’t fared much better.


“Yes. A bath first. And then have
clean clothing laid out for Tirigan as well.”


The servant nodded. “I will have
the bath attendants make ready.”


“Only draw a bath. I’m sure Tirigan
can aid me and satisfy tradition.”


The servant was somewhat surprised,
but a moment later his eyes widened. “Of course. As my Lady wishes. We shall
make sure Lord Tirigan has all he requires.”


Huh? She’d just misstepped if she weren’t
mistaken. However, if they thought she and Tirigan were courting, it would
explain why they might seek privacy every so often. And that would aid her and
her new friends in their planning.


Asharru looked at the food, and her
stomach complained at the holdup. Yet, while she was hungry, a shared
bath would give her a chance to speak with Tirigan in private and allow her a
glimpse of his naked back to see if there were a mark running down his spine.


If he wouldn’t agree, then that
would be telling all on its own.


“Are you starving?” she asked.


“Food can wait.” His expression
said their talk couldn’t.


She nodded and then looked back to
the servants. “Please have a bath drawn now.”


The servants nodded and backed away.


Asharru called over Kuri and Hunzuu
and instructed them to find rooms for her newest guards. “After everyone who
isn’t on duty has eaten, I want one of you to go speak with the steward about
finding lodging within the palace for our new guard. It’s best if they’re
housed as near the royal wing as you can manage. That goes for the both of you
as well.”


“Captain Libluth isn’t going to
like that,” Hunzuu said slowly.


“I don’t care if Libluth likes it
or not.”


Both guards bowed. “We will see
that it is done.”


“Good.”


While they went to carry out her
orders, a servant returned. 


“Your bath is ready, my Lady.”


“Thank you. You may go now. Tell
the others they can go as well, but to return just before moonrise to help me
get ready.”


“As you wish, Crown Princess.” The
girl bowed and then swiftly retreated.


Asharru started forward and realize
Tirigan wasn’t following. She glanced over her shoulder to find him speaking
with Bashaa and Laliya.


Seeing that she was waiting for
him, he quickly returned to her side and bowed. “Forgive my tardiness, Crown
Princess. I simply wanted Bashaa and Laliya to remain alert for dangers, not
that they needed to be told…”


“But you wished to confirm that your
friends are indeed fine after what transpired earlier. It’s not every day one
crosses swords with an immortal Anunnaki.”


He bowed. “Thank you for
understanding, Crown Princess.”


“Enough of that. There is no
formality within these chambers. I’m simply Asharru here, not Crown Princess of
the Realm or whatever other title the council might dream up. Asharru. Say it.”


Humor glinted in his eye a moment
before he chuckled. But he did say her name, drawing it out like he savored it,
his deep voice giving it a vibrant, exotic flare.


She liked how it sounded on his
lips.


She wasn’t the only one. Her gryphon
sat up and took notice.


Asharru turned away before the astute
male read her as easily as a clay tablet.


Entering her inner chambers, she
skirted the large bed and made for a second curtain-covered archway. She only
slowed her steps after she’d crossed into the empty bathing chamber. Within,
the steam and scented oils wove their magic and helped relax the tension filling
her body.


She hadn’t realized how much
tension she was carrying within her until then.


“It’s been a stressful day. You
must be tired.” Tirigan stepped up behind her and gently unclasped the chain at
the back of her neck. He had already removed the heavy bejeweled necklace by
the time she thought to speak.


“Tirigan, you’re no longer a slave.
You do not need to wait upon me. I lied to the servants, so they’d leave us in
peace.”


His fingers stilled against the
soft inner skin of her wrist where he’d been about to unlatch a bracelet. He
drew in a deep breath. “I can assure you, I haven’t forgotten for one moment
that I am free. However, I can help you without risking my new freedom, I’m
sure.”


His humor warmed a cold part of her
soul, and she merely laughed her agreement. She nodded for him to continue.
When he’d divested her of her breastplate, sword, harness, belt, and assorted trinkets,
he paused at her dress. “I have bathed women before.”


She grinned at his tone. He was
trying to soothe her.


“I am not shy if that’s what you’re
worried about.” To prove it, she shrugged off the garment and let it fall to
the ground, where she stepped out of it and then turned to help him loosen
various buckles and closures.


There was something incredibly
intimate and yet comforting about being close to him. It wasn’t desire. Her gryphon’s
admiration hadn’t advanced far enough for that yet, but there was just
something so very right about being near this male.


Again, she entertained the idle
fancy that he was a Blade. Her Blade. The chance of that was slim. Someone
would have seen his mark. And yet she found her hand reaching almost eagerly to
remove his robe to look for her self.


He stepped back then, a guarded
look entering his eyes.


It surprised her until she realized
he thought she was after something else, something every other female he’d ever
interacted with must have demanded without a care for whether he wanted to give
it or not.


“Tirigan, I’m sorry. I’m not like
those other women who… I’m not like them. I’m might only be half gryphon, but
she is very strong in me and hasn’t yet felt desire for another being. Nor have
I. You are safe. I only wanted to look at your back.”


“Kuri mentioned it to you?” he
mused softly. “I hadn’t thought she’d seen it.”


Seen what?


Goddess, are you
hiding the mark of Ishtar?


No. That couldn’t be it. Kuri would
have come to her at once with the news.


Tirigan had been a slave. He may
have been whipped at some point. “If you have scars and are ashamed, you need not
worry, I have seen and healed some grievous wounds before. Perhaps I can even
help?”


Tirigan relaxed. Turning, he pushed
his robe off his shoulders. The fabric had only just pooled upon the stone
tiles when a gasp escaped her. She looked on in both horror and pity.


“It certainly isn’t the prettiest
thing to look upon,” he said with a shrug as he glanced over his shoulder at her,
“but it doesn’t pain me and only hampers my flexibility a little. Though, if
you’re concerned that I’m not in peak physical condition, I can see a healer
priest or priestess regularly to apply a poultice to soften the skin.”


“By the great Goddess Ishtar, what
kind of monster could do this to another?” She reached out to touch the melted
and puckered-looking flesh covering his entire back. Her training as a
priestess covered many types of healing, and she knew this was a burn from a
fire.


“The gods, apparently,” Tirigan
said softly. “I’ve had it as long as I can remember. When I was older, I came
to realize I’d likely gotten it in a fire. I assume the same one that killed my
parents. Or at least that’s what I told myself as a child, for surely my
parents would have loved me enough to keep me if they could have.”


“Goddess, I’m so sorry, Tirigan.”


“Don’t be. There was nothing you
could have done. Nor did you cause this. It simply is.”


“I’m still sorry. No child should
have had to go through what you have.”


“No, I suppose not.”


Asharru gently touched the skin
again as something else occurred to her. Fighting past a building excitement,
she cleared her throat and strove for calm. “You’ve carried this with you since
childhood?”


Tirigan nodded.


Her fingers probed along his spine.
There was no evidence of a mark. No discoloration besides the pale scar tissue.
When she would have allowed her hands to drop away, her gryphon stirred awake,
urging her on.


Pushing aside his hair, she studied
the base of his neck, but the scar went all the way up to his skull.


But what if there had once been a
mark of Ishtar growing there, but a terrible fire had burned it away?


Forcing herself to calm, she asked,
“Do you remember a time before the scar?”


“No. It has been there as long as I
can remember.”


Her excitement swelled. If he
couldn’t remember a time before the scar, that would mean if there had once
been a mark, he would never have known.


“Tirigan, you trained as a priest.
You know about Ishtar’s mark and her Blades…”


He stiffened. When he looked over
his shoulder at her, his eyes were widened in surprise. “Ishtar’s Blade? But
I’m not… If I were a Blade, I never would have been a slave. I’d have escaped.”


“The scrolls mentioned that Blade’s
are vulnerable until the third Blooding Ceremony when the blood of gryphon
royalty, at last, wakens their full potential.” Asharru paused and ran her
thumb down his spine. “The Anunnaki said Ereshkigal’s agents had been hunting
you. They wouldn’t do that for no reason. You were also able to sense the
Anunnaki’s approach.” 


“That doesn’t mean I’m a Blade.”


“And you can read people. You
somehow know what we’re thinking. It’s more than just being able to read their
expressions and body language.”


“I’ve been able to do that all my
life.”


“So too can Blades, according to
the ancient texts. It’s one of the first manifestations of their powers.”


“It’s not…” He fell silent, his
lips compressing. “There are other types of magic.”


Usually, a Blade was
honored to be the chosen of the goddess. Tirigan looked more horrified than
honored. But if Asharru was in his place and was only now learning she was a
Blade, a chosen of their great creator goddess, then his shock, and horror
might be understandable.


He’d been a slave most of his life.
Whereas a Blade should have been living in the palace and growing up with the
royal cubs, learning history and governance alongside the future king or queen.


 Cold dread washed over her in a
sudden wave of horrifying clarity.


Tirigan was older than her by a few
years, putting him of age with Kadashman. While a Blade was usually the
opposite gender of the royal they were born to protect, that wasn’t always the
case. Only about half were ever required to perform the Sacred Marriage. Kadashman
already loved Kuri and would have taken her as his mate. 


Asharru’s mind played out the most
likely scenario.


The gods would have foreseen Kadashman
and Kuri falling in love and known a Sacred Marriage between king and blade
wouldn’t happen so Ishtar might have decided a male Blade would better serve
Kadashman.


But then something happened to
Tirigan—perhaps agents of Ereshkigal had set the fire that had killed his
parents and scarred him. If the mark had been crippled, then High Priestess
Diimeritia wouldn’t have sensed his existence.


If all that was true, then
Kadashman was dead because Tirigan wasn’t there to protect him. Ereshkigal’s
feud with Ishtar had stolen him from Asharru.


A sob built in her throat.


“Asharru, what’s wrong?” Tirigan
stepped closer and then hesitated.


“I need to know if you were
supposed to be Kadashman’s Blade and if the accident that killed your family
and burned you so terribly was an accident or something more insidious. Because
if our enemies somehow found out you were a Blade, your family’s death and all
that happened after may have been set in motion by the same masterminds that
were behind Kadashman’s death.”


Tirigan’s eyes widened slightly and
his lips compressed in that way they did when he was unhappy.


“Goddess. What you say could be
true. It feels true in here.” He tapped his chest, just over his heart. “My
family…my life. Every miserable thing that happened. Your brother…”


Asharru nodded. “It’s a leap, but I
need to know if you were supposed to be my brother’s Blade. If you were, I pray
you will help me seek vengeance against the ones who tore our families apart.”


“Crown Princess Asharru, even if I
am not a Blade, I will serve you and help you find the ones responsible for
your brother’s death,” he said, his tone as serious as she’d ever heard it. “But
how can we find out? Even if it’s true, I’m crippled without the mark.”


“Blade’s have an exceptional
ability to heal and regenerate. They also react to royal blood.”


“You propose we complete a Blooding
Ceremony?” He looked thoughtful. “But I still may not be what you hope.”


 “I know, but we will know you
aren’t a Blade at least.”


He nodded but looked a bit
apprehensive. “Did you wish to do it now?”


“A full blooding ceremony? No. I
had something smaller in mind. And if you were intended to be Kadashman’s
Blade, your power might not rouse for my blood.”


“You are his sister, though and a
royal in your own right.”


“Yes. I’m hoping that will be
enough,” Asharru said with a little shrug. “Will you agree to this?”


“How can I not? I need to know if I
was the reason my family died.”


“Even if you’re a Blade, it’s
possible the fire was accidental.”


“Perhaps.”


She looked toward the cooling water
of the bath. “Come, let’s clean up and then I’ll nick myself with a dagger, and
we’ll see if you are a Blade.”


Even if he were a crippled Blade, she’d
have someone to trust completely for the first time since her brother’s death.


Goddess, how she wanted that.
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Tirigan allowed himself to be led down into
the warm water of the bathing pool carved into the floor. Nervous energy rushed
through his body that had nothing to do with the fact he was naked in a hot
bath with the future queen of New Sumer. Which, under normal circumstances, might
elicit a hesitancy about his ability to entertain one such as her.


Though, his nervousness didn’t stem
from that this time.


A Blade.


Could he truly be one?


Honestly, he hoped not.


While he was willing to serve
Asharru, even die for her, being a Blade was something else entirely. His life,
his very spirit, would be tied to her and the Goddess Ishtar. He’d lose his
freedom. Become a vessel for the gods.


That thought had him scouring his
skin a little harder than needed, but he kept up the scrubbing as he dwelled on
the strange bond he felt for Asharru. If he were a Blade, then the bond was
natural, and it would explain so much.


Their bond would only grow
stronger, drawing them closer over time.


What if her gryphon chose him as
her mate?


If he was honest with himself, that
part of being a Blade didn’t scare him so much. He already found Asharru’s personality
very desirable, dangerously so. She’d be far too easy to fall in love with.


And it would be allowed because as
a Blade of Ishtar, he would be elevated to a rank nearly equal to the monarch
of New Sumer. His background would become meaningless. Even the nobles of the
oldest houses could do nothing if the gods wished he and Asharru to be a pair.


In certain events, such as her
protection and seeing to the defenses of New Sumer, he could even overrule some
of her decisions if they happened to disagree.


Such power would be a heady thing.


And yet he’d be trading his freedom
for power, wouldn’t he?


He would be a slave once more. A
slave to the throne. A slave to the gods. If he were expected to perform the Sacred
Marriage, then he’d become a vessel for the Harvest God.


Isn’t that just another
type of slavery, he mused, only on a larger scale? 


After all, unwilling sex was unwilling
sex.


But the thought of he and Asharru
performing for the gods and the masses was somehow worse than the entertainments
Governor Ugurnaszir forced upon him because Tirigan respected the Crown
Princess, felt a kinship that could grow into an enduring friendship if the
gods didn’t complicate matters.


If it weren’t for the threat of the
Sacred Marriage, Tirigan would happily serve as Asharru’s Blade. And if Blade
and Queen were to fall in love and mate? Well, that certainly wouldn’t be the greatest
hardship he’d ever suffered.


His eyes slid back toward Asharru,
noting again her beauty in all its naked glory. Earlier that morning, when the
servants had come to bathe and groom her, he’d found his gaze drawn to her more
than once.


Normally a naked body held
very little interest for him any more. But that hadn’t stopped his gaze from
gliding back to Asharru ever chance he got.


Asharru was lovely. Rich, dark
skin, glossy black hair, beautiful fathomless eyes a man could get lost in,
fringed by some of the thickest lashes he’d ever beheld.


Of medium build, she was neither
tall nor short. It wasn’t lost on him that she’d tuck against his side
perfectly.


Her breasts were high and full, in
perfect proportion with the rest of her. Wide hips would aid in easy childbirth—though
that might be a moot point if she chose to shift to gryphon for her pregnancy. Female
gryphons could have a litter instead of a single baby, which would more swiftly
secure the royal bloodline.


The thought of her in gryphon form
at least cooled his blood enough that he wouldn’t embarrass himself when he got
out of the pool.


But none of that was what drew him
to her. There was something else. Something to do with her spirit and that
kinship he felt for her. He wanted to trust her. He wanted to be her friend.
And perhaps one day, more than her friend.


But, by the gods, he wanted to have
a choice one damn time in his life!


Sighing, he glanced over his
shoulder at Asharru. Her body language certainly wasn’t that of a seductress.


Of course, it isn’t, he reminded
himself. She was gryphon not human.


But what if the
gods wish her and I to perform the Sacred Marriage, would that really be so
bad? The
thought was both titillating and disturbing. If I were her mate, then I
would have Asharru’s lovely body to look forward to each night. She’d be loyal
to me, the only male she’d ever take to her bed. I wouldn’t have to share her
with another or fear her casting me aside.


That thought drew him more than it
should.


But the price was too high.


He’d only just gained his freedom.
He wasn’t ready to surrender it so soon, not even to the gods.


Please, Great
Ishtar, I will serve you most willingly and be Asharru’s greatest friend and
protector, but please don’t take away the one thing I’ve dreamt of all my life.
Don’t take away my freedom. Please don’t have made me a Blade. I can’t be a
slave again. Not even for you.


But if the goddess heard, she didn’t
respond. She never had when he’d been a priest in training and begged her to
save him from the life of a slave that awaited him, either.


Surely, if he were a Blade, the
goddess would listen and answer him? She wouldn’t have allowed her Blade to be
enslaved for so very long.


That thought helped him relax until
sudden laughter echoed around the chamber.


“Tirigan, your face! You look like
you’re going to an execution. I’m not going to ‘have my way with you’ even if
you are my Blade. You’re safe from that.”


Damn. While he’d been deep in thought,
he’d let his guard down, and she’d seen something he’d have rather she hadn’t.


“I know,” he answered. “Please
don’t think I am ungrateful for freeing me.”


Asharru had a kind heart, and if
she knew how much he feared becoming a Blade and losing his freedom, she’d
likely blame herself or otherwise feel guilty for what the gods might require
of them.


He didn’t want that.


He just didn’t want to be her
Blade. She didn’t need to know that, though.


“Here, I’ll scrub your back if you
scrub mine,” Asharru offered as she waded closer, a jar of soap in one hand and
a soft cloth in the other.


“The future queen of New Sumer
shouldn’t be scrubbing backs.”


She snorted. “Oh, just turn around.
No one need know.”


Shrugging, he turned, presenting
his back.


Asharru worked the rag along his
back for several moments before she continued, “You seem very disturbed by the
thought of being a Blade. I would never take advantage of that sacred bond.”


“I know. That’s not what I was
mulling over.” He grinned as he looked over his shoulder, turning on the charm.
It was a defensive tactic, but it usually worked wonders to distract his target
from something he didn’t want them knowing. “I was actually thinking what we’d
do if I am a Blade and have been crippled. Your blood might not even be able to
penetrate the scar tissue. The mark is completely gone if it was ever there in
the first place.”


“It’s a possibility. But we must still
try.” She looked up from her scrubbing to meet his eyes. “Later tonight after
I’ve seen to the body of Diimeritia, we will see what happens when a bit of
blood is applied to your skin. I’d do it now, but I don’t think there would be
time before the servants return to help me dress.”


He nodded his agreement and then
took the soapy cloth from her and motioned for her to turn around. Scrubbing
her back, he mused how much his life had changed in a few days.


What would it be like in a moon
cycle, three, ten, a year from now?


He didn’t know, couldn’t even imagine
it.


His hand came to a halt, and
Asharru stepped away from him.


Glancing over her shoulder, she
nodded at him. “Thank you for hearing me out. And for trusting me. If you are a
Blade, I will treat you with the utmost respect.”


“Thank you.”


She nodded and then started up the
stairs cut into the side of the bathing pool. His gaze tracked her every small
move, unable to look away even if he’d wanted to.


Goddess, she was lovely. Body, mind,
and soul. 


As he followed her from the pool,
he couldn’t help but think that if he’d never been a slave, he’d likely have
traded his freedom away to the gods without a second thought. Especially if
Asharru was the reward he’d get in return.


But he’d been a slave.


If given a choice, he wouldn’t
become one again.
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The feeling that Tirigan was dreading what
they’d find still haunted Asharru even after the long night spent preparing
Diimeritia’s body for the funeral and praying for her soul’s safe journey into
the afterlife.


At last, the first rituals were
complete and she, Tirigan, Bashaa, and Laliya—the three had offered to join her
in chanting and prayers—made their weary way back to her chambers as the moon
sank lower in the night sky.


Kuri had doubled the guard, and Asharru
now felt hemmed in and trapped by the press of bodies but understood the need.
That didn’t mean she had to like it.


Though Tirigan was different. While
he stayed close, she didn’t find his presence smothering or irritating.


If she’d had a choice, she would
have made straight toward her bed—lack of sleep was becoming a chronic
condition—but the need to know if Tirigan was her Blade wouldn’t let her rest
until she had her answer.


Great Goddess
Ishtar, please let him be a Blade. I don’t even care if he isn’t my Blade. And
if you’d intended him for my brother, surely you won’t mind if he becomes mine
instead?


The goddess did not respond. Though
in the past Asharru had heard the whisper of her goddess’ wisdom while deep in
prayer at the temple back on Uruk.


She hoped the goddess’ silence was
only because Asharru was restless and conflicted.


“I can almost taste your
exhaustion, Crown Princess.”


Tirigan’s soft words drew her gaze toward
him. Seeing the worry in his eyes, she dredged up a smile for him. “It’s
nothing a bit of rest won’t cure.”


He still looked unhappy. “Perhaps
we should wait until after you’ve rested before we try what we talked of
earlier.”


His words were very tempting.


But if he were an unanointed Blade,
then he’d be vulnerable until his mark regenerated and he underwent the first
three Blooding Ceremonies. Every moment they waited to find out, increased the
likelihood another attack would come.


“No. We’ll do that as soon as we
get back. My schedule had been cleared because of the funeral. I won’t have to
attend court today. I can sleep for a few hours before I’m needed again.”


“As you wish.” He returned to
scanning the hallway ahead and behind for dangers.


None presented themselves, and
Asharru reached her chambers without incident.


The servants were already there
with a warm meal for everyone and another bath and fresh changes of clothing
for herself, Tirigan, Bashaa, and Laliya.


Since she hadn’t informed her
servants who the three newcomers were, the servants had started their own
rumors and speculation. The latest Asharru had heard was that Tirigan, Bashaa, and
Laliya were some of her temple brethren from Uruk.


Asharru didn’t correct the rumor. After
all, that’s what she wanted everyone to think.


When the servants came forward to
tell her the bath was ready, she waved them off and told Bashaa and Laliya to
go share it if they wished. They nodded their thanks and then vanished into her
inner chambers.


“There are a couple smaller rooms
branching off my bedchamber that the servants have used in the past. And even longer
ago, they have housed other Blades. They are yours, Bashaa’s and Laliya’s if
you wish to remain close.”


When Tirigan merely nodded, his
expression revealing nothing, she clarified, “At least until things calm down
and we have time to find you better quarters elsewhere if you don’t wish to
share my chambers.” Her gryphon stirred awake, and Asharru got the distinct
impression that her gryphon didn’t care for the idea of Tirigan sleeping
elsewhere.


Well, you great
tyrant, you’ll just have to learn that you don’t always get your way.


There was an accompanying visual of
the gryphon lazily stretching before coming to all fours and presenting her ass
to Asharru and stalking away, lion’s tail twitching in disdain.


Well, the damn stubborn beast!
Never in all her twenty-five years had she felt such a divide between her duel
human and gryphon natures. But Asharru was the one who had to deal with the
running of New Sumer, so the big beast could just go sulk in a corner of her
mind somewhere.


“Thank you,” Tirigan said, his
beautifully deep voice playing across her senses and drawing her back to their
conversation. “My friends and I appreciate your great generosity.”


“Well, we’re all new here and still
learning. I thought it would be best if we stayed together for the time being.”


He stroked his neatly trimmed beard
thoughtfully. “A wise idea, my Lady.”


Again, Asharru chased off the
servants, saying she wouldn’t need them for several hours. Once the servants
were gone, she turned back to Tirigan.


“We might as well start.” She
circled around until she was standing behind him. Though she couldn’t yet see
his back, covered in the garb of a Ninevian guard, she placed her hands on
either shoulder blade.


She pressed her thumbs into the
skin, massaging in small circles through the fabric to test how pliable his
skin was.


Not very, she found.


By the feel, the scar tissue was
varying depths in different regions of his back.


“Strip and then lay belly down on my
bed.”


During her training as a priestess,
she’d often studied the art of healing a broken body. Like many of her sisters,
she believed that the body, mind, and soul all needed to be healed together to
fully restore a person.


Tirigan needed more healing than
just his back. But she’d begin with his body tonight, and hopefully one day
he’d be able to forget some of the horrors from his past.


“Relax, I’ll be right back,” she
called over her shoulder as she went to retrieve her healer’s supplies.
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Strip and then lay belly down on my bed. The
words continued to echo in his head even after Asharru had momentarily exited
the bedchamber. Goddess, she wasn’t even aware how those simple words affected
him, putting him into a state of battle readiness.


While he waited, Tirigan reminded
himself Asharru wasn’t the enemy. She hadn’t even realized how her simple
words, said in innocence with only the thought of the bed being the most
practical place for him to recline while she worked on his back, would affect
him. 


Oh, but they triggered a part of
his personality he hadn’t had to call upon in close to two moon cycles, not
since he’d escaped Governor Ugurnaszir.


Sharp-edged and lethal, this was
the darker version of the flirtatious charm he could produce. It was the side of
his personality that could turn sex into a weapon; dominance and aggression into
submission. In the past, he’d taken his master’s idea, took control and shaped
it into something else, and at some point in the night, he was in command,
orchestrating everything.


It was a defense mechanism; a
cruel, harsh side of his nature he didn’t know how to turn off now that he
didn’t need it.


He never wanted Asharru to witness
that side of him.


But as he approached her bed,
unclasping the brooch at his shoulder, he didn’t just shove the robe to his
waist, he allowed it to fall to the floor. Then he lay on his side, facing the
door Asharru had vanished through.


She would return the same way, and
he would be ready. After a moment’s thought, he braced one arm against the bed,
so he was partially upright, and allowed one leg to shift forward to hide his
manhood from her view.


Last night, while they’d shared a
bath, he’d watched to see if she’d steal a look. She hadn’t, but he sensed
she’d battled with herself. He’d seen it before. An otherwise good person
falling prey to their baser instincts. He’d even drawn the eye of mated full-blood
gryphons, though that was supposed to be impossible.


If he wasn’t a Blade, then he’d inherited
some other strange power from one of his parents.


Whatever his heritage, it was a
curse that drew both women and men to him like bees to honey. Asharru wouldn’t
be any different, he saw that now.


It would start innocently enough. She’d
be happy if he were her Blade. He’d aid her in protecting the people of New
Sumer. She’d come to rely upon him.


It would be only natural that she’d
start to think about bringing the next generation of royal offspring into the
world. If she didn’t find a gryphon mate on her own, she might pray to the
gods.


And if she did, then the gods might
answer her prayers and demand Tirigan and Asharru perform the Sacred Marriage,
thus ensuring the next generation of gryphon kings.


Asharru’s reasons might be more
noble than most, but she would still use him, even if it were innocently done.


And there was no way he’d be a
slave again. He wouldn’t.


His eyes narrowed, fists clenching.


And what if he was mistaken and she
wasn’t as innocent as he believed?


Well, then. If she came for him
like every other unscrupulous person he’d had the misfortune to bed, he’d be
ready to turn the tables on her.


If there was going to be a slave in
their relationship, it wouldn’t be him.


His gift rose within him, warm and
strong and confident. It seemed to say she was different.


Then this will be a test of sorts, won’t
it, he challenged his magic. 


Soft footfalls approached and
Asharru walked into the room, her head down as she sorted through a satchel she
carried. Halfway across the floor she looked up, saw him, and halted so
suddenly her robe’s hem slapped against her bare legs.


She stared.


Ah, he had her now.


If she wanted a better view, she’d
have to come closer, and he’d be ready with more honey to lure her in.


He waited, a seductive smile on his
face.


She didn’t move.


Why did that both please him and
infuriate him?


At last, she gave him a look over like
he’d expected.


Good, she’s mine, Tirigan
thought. I’m in control of the situation again.


At least that’s what he thought until
her gaze reached his and he saw her wisdom and compassion shining through her
eyes. She saw deep inside him. Straight to his soul.


Suddenly he was far more naked than
just being unclothed.


But he’d started this path. He was
trapped in the role now.


“I thought you might like this
better than belly down.” His grin still in place, he glanced down taking in the
curves her robe didn’t completely hide.


“Poor Tirigan, I’m not like the
others you’ve known.” Asharru began to move then, walking slowly toward him,
her expression filled with a sympathy that completely disarmed him.


He froze, still half expecting some
trick but at the same time unable to move or summon any kind of defense against
her. She just kept on coming until she sat down on the bed next to him, so
close their thighs touched. Then she reached out for his hand and entwined their
fingers.


“Tirigan, I know your experience
and instincts are telling you the opposite, but I will never use you.”


He glanced down at their fingers. She
gave them a gentle squeeze, and then her other hand cupped the side of his face,
so he’d look back up at her.


“Yes. I’m a hybrid, but my gryphon
is firmly in command. I don’t take multiple lovers.” She paused and chuckled.
“Or any lover yet. The first man I take to my bed will be my mate.”


He arched a brow.


She suddenly looked at him and then
her bed and started to laugh. “Ah. I’ve said the wrong thing again. What I mean
to say is I’m like a pure-blooded gryphon in my desires. The first male I bring
to my bed with the intent to make love to him will be my mate.”


Tirigan looked again at their
clasped hands. He no longer knew what to think or how to act. That was a first.
He always knew how to handle a situation.


Asharru was different than anyone
he’d met. When he was with her, he felt…at ease. Complete. Needed, but not in
the hot sultry way of desire.


“Tirigan, you’re safe with me. I
swear it. I’ll never steal your free will or force you into a situation you haven’t
first agreed to. If you are a Blade…my Blade, I will give you as much autonomy
as the gods allow. If we are Blade and Monarch, I can’t promise that the gods
won’t require us to perform the Sacred Marriage, but afterward, if you don’t
want to be lovers for the rest of the year, I will accept that and leave it to
the gods to provide us with children while they have use of our bodies.”


What Asharru was offering wasn’t so
far off what he dreaded, but when she said it, it just sounded less horrific,
less like slavery and more like a partnership. Her offer was…fair. And more
importantly, her words lacked even a hint of deception.


He wanted to believe her, but he’d
seen other honest, well-meaning masters start out with the same good
intentions.


Dark instincts reared up once more,
and he shifted, stretching, showcasing all that he had to offer.


As he’d expected, Asharru took the
bait. She took her time studying him, but his gift for seeing into a person’s
heart and mind didn’t detect any of the telltale warm, musky essences that frequently
accompanied desire.


“Behave.” She grinned at him. “I
said you were safe with me, not that I’m cold and dead inside. I have a pulse, and
you are a beautiful specimen, but alas, my gryphon isn’t ready to let me play,
even with one as lovely as you.”


She tugged her hand free, and he
was surprised to find he didn’t want to let it go. To be touched without
desire, even if it was such a small touch, was lovely and he wanted more. He
studied her with some calculation, wondering how he could prolong such an
innocent touch without it turning into something else.


Laughing, she slapped him on the
flank, surprising a grunt from him.


“You, stop flirting and let me
work.” She pushed at his shoulder, urging him down on his belly. “Let’s find
out if you’re a Blade and put that one question to rest.”
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Asharru kept an eye on him as she set out
her supplies on the bed. He was still on edge from when her thoughtless words
had triggered his traumatic memories, though he seemed to have come down a
little, willing to trust her again.


“Lay still. I’m going to work a
tonic into your skin. It will feel cold at first and then gradually warm. It
will help open the pores of the skin. After that, I’ll work in some creams and
potions to hopefully make your skin supple enough to absorb my blood if you’re
a Blade.” Asharru poured a little of the liquid in her palm. “Even with the
mark burned away, the skin should retain the necessary properties needed to
absorb royal blood.”


 “If I am a Blade, how will we know?
I didn’t encounter anything in the temple records about a Blade who had their
mark burned away. I doubt it will regenerate swiftly. It might even take days
for the flesh to heal enough for the mark to show. If I am a Blade at all,” he
said, his words muffled as he rested his head on his folded arms, “and this
isn’t a fool’s errand.”


“I suppose we’ll find out.” Asharru
kept the liquid in her palm until it had warmed. Once she’d taken the chill out
of it, she smoothed her hands along his warm skin, starting high up at his
shoulders and working her way slowly inward, to his spine.


The skin had a strange, waxy
texture to it. She’d seen similar injuries before.


Tirigan was tense under her hands,
but she continued her task as if he wasn’t. Slowly sliding her hands lower, she
kneaded the muscles along his back and taking extra time over his spine.


Midway through her task, Tirigan
relaxed, a sigh of pleasure escaping him.


She smiled at the small sign he was
coming to trust her. Though he might not know it yet himself. She soon moved on
to the next cream, working that over the entire area. As she continued to work,
Tirigan continued to let his guard down, turning his face to the side so she
could see a hint of his emotions as they flickered across his features.


He shuddered under her hands, and
that’s when she knew her innocent tending was triggering a less than innocent
response in him.


Mindful of his history and what
might trigger some of his more traumatic memories, she paused. “We can stop for
now if you need a break.”


He snorted with laughter. “Do not
concern yourself.”


She rolled her eyes. “Of course, I
am. Your wellbeing is important to me.”


He lifted his head from his folded
arms and turned to look at her, his earlier defensive humor gone. “Asharru, you
can continue. Your touch isn’t going to traumatize me. I promise.”


Feeling foolish for making it into
something bigger than it was, she continued her work. When she’d done all she
could think of to prepare the site and make the skin more supple, she reached
into her satchel and pulled out a sharp little knife.


After dipping it into strong
spirits, she brought its blade to her right palm, not wanting to impair her dominant
hand. Making a small cut, she waited for the hot wash of blood to pour across
her hand.


Slowly, a little at a time, she anointed
the twisted and melted flesh, making sure the greatest quantity was concentrated
along his spine. She hadn’t told him she’d begun to apply her blood, and the
herbal smell of the other creams and tonics likely covered up the coppery
scent.


She wanted to see if she could spot
any change in him, but almost as soon as her blood touched his skin, her gryphon
woke and her magic flared. Oh. Her magic was responding to him.


Surely that must mean something.


Tirigan gasped. “This isn’t a good
idea.”


Tensing, he made to get up, the
muscles in his arms flexing.


“Shh… It’s alright. I won’t use any
more blood, but we need to discover if you’re a Blade.” 


“It tingles.” Tirigan’s voice was
still sounding strained, but he allowed her to gently push him back down.


“That’s normal.”


For a Blade, she
added in her head.


He relaxed somewhat. Not entirely,
but at least he hadn’t bolted from the bed and run.


“Tell me if it changes,” she said
soothingly.


“It’s growing hotter now, almost
like a burning power, but it’s not painful. It’s…” He turned his face away from
her then.


It was said when Ishtar blessed her
Blades, the power was like a deep penetrating heat or a fiery passion depending
on what gifts she bestowed upon them. It sounded a lot like Tirigan was getting
both. 


Soft bluish magic
surrounded her fingers where they rested on his back. The magic soon spread to
sink into his skin. That was unexpected. But she sensed it was healing him, not
harming him, so she kept her hands firmly pressed against his flesh.


“Goddess…,” he slurred, sounding
drunk. He shuddered under her hands again. 


Slowly, she massaged the scar
tissue in small circles, trying to soothe him.


While there was no evidence of a
mark yet, he was having a strong reaction to her gryphon blood, more so than
even a normal Blade would on the first blooding. It was possible the potions
and creams she’d worked into his skin had made him more susceptible.


“Please stop.”


‘Oh, Tirigan, I
would if the power was mine to control.’


“It’s too much. It…it feels…
Ah…goddess! I…I don’t want this.”


There was a frantic note to his
voice. She was sure he was revealing far more than he wanted with those simple
words. He didn’t want to embrace the fact he was a Blade or enjoyed her touch,
but he couldn’t deny either.


“Shh, my Blade. It will be over
soon, and all will be well. I will never use the bond against you or steal your
free will.” She tried to project that in her gentle healing touch. 


Her gryphon responded to his tone,
wanting to offer comfort and protection. Asharru directed a mental frown at her
gryphon. 


You, not now, she
growled at it. This isn’t the time to purr and rub yourself all over him. 
The poor man has had to deal with a lot, he doesn’t want what you’re offering.
Not yet. We’re lucky he’s chosen to stay and serve us and not taken his freedom
and run far away.


“Nah,” he grunted, the one sound a
full representation of his grogginess, confusion, and arousal. “Almost over?”


“Yes. I think so.”


He heaved himself up enough he could
turn his head toward her and level a glower at her.


Feeling defensive, she decided she
needed to say something more.


“You responded very strongly to my
blood. It might have had something to do with the creams and tonic I used to
open the pores of your skin, allowing more of the blood to penetrate than
during a normal Blooding Ceremony.” As she explained, the magic ringing her
fingers slowly ebbed, the last of it vanishing into his body. “There. It’s
over.”


He muttered something
unintelligible as his body relaxed back into the bed.


“Sleep if you’re tired. I’ll watch
over you.”


It was a silly thing to say. He
didn’t need her to watch over him. But she’d needed to say it to satisfy her gryphon,
who was still probing at her defenses.


“Is there a mark?” he asked after
some moments.


“No. Not yet.” But I’m now sure
you are a Blade, and if Ishtar is merciful, you will be my Blade.


Tirigan’s eye’s narrowed, studying
her but then he nodded and rested his head on his folded arms again.


A short time later he let out a
long sigh, and soon after his breathing deepened in sleep.


Her gryphon was anything but sleepy,
pacing and prowling in the confines of Asharru’s mind.


“Fine, you win,” she muttered under
her breath as she started to undress. “But no frightening the man when he wakes
up.”


She released her hold on her magic
and the last bit of willpower holding the beast in check. The shift took her as
an intense glow surrounded her body. Wings burst from her back, and she dropped
to all fours.


Moments later, when she was entirely
gryphon, she gapped her beak to better taste Tirigan’s scent. Purring, she
jumped up and planted her two front paws on either side of his hips and then
lowered her beak to nuzzle his body. 


Her new Blade made a sleepy sound of
protest as her cheek feathers brushed against his side. Humans were often
ticklish there, and she was tempted to continue to rub just so he would wake,
but another part of her conscience reminded her gryphon nature that the man
needed his rest after his first Blooding Ceremony.


Purring agreement, she
climbed up the rest of the way and carefully stepped over his still form to lay
on his other side. Once she found the perfect position, she flopped down next
to him and curled her tail across his hips, urging him closer.


He responded by muttering sleepily
at the disturbance, but he soon rolled tight against her side. Purring louder,
she mantled a wing around him.


It wouldn’t do for her Blade and
future mate to catch a chill, her gryphon reasoned as she lowered her head to
the pillow.


Feeling happier than she had in
months, she joined her Blade in rejuvenating sleep.
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A warm silky blanket chased off the
night’s chill. Night? There was an awful lot of light filtering in between his
lashes for it to be nighttime. Groaning, he cracked open an eye. It was day,
not night.


For some reason that was important,
but just then his stomach growled again, complaining bitterly about its empty
state. Shut up, he told it, not wanting to get up just yet. He grunted and
rolled closer to the fur pelt pressed against his side.


His fingers worked their way into
the warm fur even as his mind drifted. The warm silkiness brushed against the
entire length of his body. This was…nice.


But then his stomach snarled at him
again, and he blinked open his eyes and sighed dejectedly.


Fine, I’m up.


Opening his eyes, he blinked in
confusion.


What?


By Ishtar’s tits, how had he gotten
here?


Yes, that was a gryphon sleeping
next to him. A gryphon he was wrapped around like a baby monkey clinging to its
mother.


Damn. In all the beds he’d woken up
in over the years, this was the first time he’d shared one with someone shifted
to their gryphon form. 


Then he remembered the night before.
Asharru’s gentle touch that had aroused him faster than anyone alive. The tingle
of magic, a great burning sensation where he’d thought he’d die, followed by a
mellower warmth that had his toes nearly curling in pleasure.


Then there had been Asharru’s kindness,
compassion, and sympathy.


She’d wanted him to feel safe and
cherished.


At the time it hadn’t been
alarming. It felt right.


Afterward, he’d drifted to
sleep feeling safe and, yes, loved for the first time in his existence.


But now he felt so much more. It
was like Asharru had somehow lodged herself in his soul.


Then he remembered the purpose of
it all.


A Blooding Ceremony to find out if
he was a Blade.


Goddess. If his response earlier
and the strong presence of Asharru now in his mind was anything to go by, he
was sure the answer was yes.


He was a Blade.


Her Blade. 


The one thing he didn’t want.


But he still needed to see the
proof with his own eyes. Searching the bedchamber, he soon spotted a round
polished copper mirror standing in the north corner of the room near a painted
papyrus screen.


Glancing back at the sleeping gryphon,
he slowly unwound her tail from where it was curled around his lower legs. Next,
he shifted the massive paw from around his waist. Almost as soon as he’d moved
it, she curled it back around him and dragged him close again.


He kept his body relaxed and his
breathing calm and tried again after several moments. His second attempt met
with success, and he was soon wiggling his way free of the big gryphon.


Foolishly he instantly felt bereft without
the earlier contact.


Only after he was up and away from her
warmth did it occur to him that he’d been sleeping next to a creature with a
beak large enough to decapitate him with one bite or disembowel him with the
swipe of a paw if she so chose.


Not that he thought she would, but
he hadn’t survived this long by being foolish or acting before he’d thought out
a plan. What was wrong with him? Why had he allowed himself to fall asleep in
her bed?


He hadn’t been so exhausted that he
couldn’t have moved. Then it occurred to him that he’d wanted to stay, to sleep
in her bed, to wake with her close. Though her shifting to gryphon form wasn’t
what his power-drugged mind had been hoping for, he was certain.


“You’ve gone soft in the head, Tirigan,”
he chided himself. Or maybe there was something about the link that just rendered
a Blade defenseless against their monarch.


With that unhappy thought, he
stalked naked toward the bright glow of the mirror where it had caught a ray of
light coming in through the rippled glass of the doors leading out to the
garden balcony.


Drawing in a fortifying breath, he
presented his back to the mirror. The familiar twisted scar tissue was still in
evidence, though to a lesser degree than it had been. But what caught and held
his attention was the gold and indigo mark running down the entire length of
his spine like someone had tattooed it there in the night.


Yes, that was the mark of Ishtar
bisecting his back, shouting for all who looked upon it that he was a Blade,
slave to both monarch and goddess.


Fists clenching and nostrils flaring,
he slowly walked away from the mirror and over to the wardrobe where some
helpful servant had laid out clean clothing for him. He snatched up a loincloth
and tied it on. He was just reaching for a clean robe when he changed his mind.


Asharru would wish to see the mark
when she woke, which would be soon, his new ability to sense her told him.


His stomach growled again, urging
him to go out and find something to eat. He started for the door leading to the
outer chambers, but stopped and doubled back, selecting a long cloak generally
reserved for the rainy season, but it would do for now.


He slung it around his shoulders
and was still tying it on as he left for the outer chambers. 


As he’d hoped, he found food laid
out on the table. Upon closer inspection, it proved to be fresh, the tea and
cooked grains still hot and steaming. 


“Would you like me to pour you some
tea, My Lord?”


Tirigan nearly jumped out of his
skin. Whirling toward the voice, he found himself facing one of the familiar
serving girls.


“Lord Tirigan, forgive me. I did
not mean to startle you.”


“You didn’t.” That was clearly a
lie, but neither of them paid it any mind.


But he was more concerned with how
she’d been able to sneak up on him. Why hadn’t he sensed her while he was still
inside the bedchamber? For that matter, why couldn’t he feel the guards?


Looking around, he spotted other
servants standing against the walls. Hunzuu was present, eyeing Tirigan with
interest. So were the rest of the servants.


Belatedly, he realized it was
because he’d just exited Asharru’s bedchamber wearing a loincloth, a cloak, and
nothing else. Every last gryphon shifter in the room would be able to smell
Asharru’s scent upon him. That was sure to raise some questions.


The servant cleared her throat and
hesitated before glancing back at the table.


Tea. Right.


“Thank you,” he said stiffly.


After she’d poured him a cup, she
glanced back in his direction. “Would the Crown Princess like her meal brought
into her bedchamber?”


“She is still sleeping. Let her
rest.” The servant nodded and then retreated to the wall. Then he realized his
appearance might have somehow tarnished Asharru’s reputation, not that the
princess couldn’t have ten lovers if she wished, but for some reason he didn’t
even know, it was important that others still see her as the virtuous role
model she was.


And palace rumor was probably even
more vicious than what circulated around the other city-states.


“Though she is in gryphon form, so she
might prefer something less….” He paused. “Cooked?”   


See, she’s gryphon,
I’m human. Absolutely nothing could have happened last night. Don’t start
spreading rumors.


Three of the servants left their
positions along the wall, bowed to him, and then hurried from the room to see
to his orders.


He scowled after them. Why were
they still bowing to him?


Hunzuu walked up and joined him at
the table. The male propped his hip against the stone and stared at Tirigan.


“What?” he said sounding snappish.
But he was worried about why he suddenly couldn’t feel or read anyone other than
Asharru.


“Blunt or tactful?” Hunzuu asked
with a grin.


“Blunt,” he said, scowling at the
guardsman.


“Are you now our future King? The
guard will need to be notified not to allow you to go anywhere by yourself. You
will need the same protections as Asharru.”


Hunzuu’s blunt question startled
Tirigan so much that he choked on the tea he’d been sipping.


“What, by Ereshkigal’s frigid tits,
makes you think that?”


The other male arched an eyebrow.
“Well, you were making some very impassioned sounding pleas to stop and then
later just making very impassioned sounds. Then there was gryphon purring. We
all heard it. And after all was quiet again, Kuri went to check on you both to
find Asharru in her gryphon form and you naked tucked against her side. The gryphon
warned her off.”


“That wasn’t…” Just what could he
tell the other male with all remaining servants looking on?


There was no sex? It was just a
blooding ceremony? Carry on as you were?


Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen. He
might not be happy about the fact he was a Blade, and he might still be feeling
slow and foggy in the head, and one of his abilities seemed to have vanished,
but that didn’t mean he was power drunk enough to blurt out that he was a Blade
to any enemies who might be listening through the ears of the servants.


Hunzuu cleared his throat. “It
isn’t unheard of for a gryphon female to lose control and shift during moments
of passion. But you’re human and wouldn’t have been able to shift with her…”


“That didn’t happen.”


“And now you’re wearing a cloak. If
you’ve been clawed up and need healing, I can have one of the priests come.”


Goddess. Did he have to shout it
from the roof? “What you’re thinking did not happen.”


Hunzuu’s one eyebrow nearly lodged
in his hair. “Maybe not yet.”


Before the guard could go into more
detail, the outer most chamber’s door opened and closed. The low murmur of
conversation preceded the footsteps into the room.


Tirigan narrowed his focus, trying
to sense who was coming, but his strange ability was still absent.


Kuri entered leading a stranger.
The man was nobleman if Tirigan was to judge by his garb.


Then again, the newcomer could have
walked in naked, and Tirigan would have recognized him as a noble by the
arrogant way he carried himself as if all the guards and servants were an
inconvenience hindering his way.


The male was younger than Tirigan
if he was to guess. Perhaps Asharru’s age?


“My father sent me to see how Crown
Princess Asharru is holding up and to let her know we are here to aid her if
she needs anything.” The man glanced around the chamber, apparently hoping to get
a glimpse of her.


Tirigan didn’t know who this male
was, but he wasn’t getting within spitting distance of Asharru until his gift
to read others returned.


“The Crown Princess was still asleep
in gryphon form when I left her. Though I am happy to carry a message to her
once she’s awake.”


Taken aback by Tirigan’s words, the
other male looked at him as if seeing him for the first time.


His gaze took in Tirigan’s messy
hair, nakedness except for a loincloth under the cloak and down to his bare
feet before returning to meet Tirigan’s eyes with an unhappy look. His gaze
actually turned more intense when it settled on his cloak.


Who would have thought that such an
innocent length of fabric would have everyone’s minds going in the wrong
direction? But if it would protect his and Asharru’s secret for a little while
longer, he’d let people think what they would.


“Nutesh,” the male bit out. “Tell
her Nutesh was here and that I’d like to have a word with her later if she has
the time.”


He said it like it explained his
right to come to the future queen’s chambers and expect an audience.


The male looked around, drew
himself up and then addressed Tirigan once more. “I have some business to
attend to now, but I look forward to Asharru’s summons.”


Not going to happen, Tirigan
thought darkly. At least not until he’d regained his ability to read others.


Goddess, please
let me have retained that gift. It is the best weapon I have in my arsenal. How
can I protect my future queen without it?


Because as much as it displeased
him to discover he was indeed a slave again, just to a goddess this time, he
still planned to protect Asharru with every fiber of his being.


Once Nutesh was escorted from the
chambers, Kuri returned. “Sorry about that. Nutesh is the son of Councilor Ekurzakir
and as far as the Kingdom of New Sumer is aware—Asharru’s choice for the Trial
Year.”


“Trial year?” Something dark rose
within Tirigan. “Asharru didn’t mention she was hand-tied to some noble for the
next year.”


Kuri looked him up and down and
then glanced at her brother. They did that silent, non-verbal communication
thing they’d seemed to have mastered, and then Kuri whistled. “You move fast.
Or was that Asharru’s gryphon who moved fast?”


Tirigan glowered. “Why does
everyone think Asharru’s gryphon just suddenly took over and had her way with
me? It is not what you think.”


“What you and she do is no business
of mine,” Kuri said with a shrug. “As for Nutesh, you don’t need to worry about
him. They aren’t hand-fastened for a trial year yet. He was just the least
annoying of the nobles she picked as a prospective male she might agree to
enter into a trial year with to keep the council off her back for a few weeks
while she got her bearings at court. But now that she has you, I doubt she’ll
be tying herself to anyone else.”


“It. Is. Not. What. You. Think.”  


So, Asharru hadn’t entered into an
agreement with the noble yet? That pleased Tirigan more than it should. In
fact, he should have been rejoicing at the thought of Asharru already matched
with a respectable male.


Just then the beaded curtain
rattled as a big gryphon exited the bedchamber and headed directly for him. She
ignored the guards and servants and paced up to him, where she proceeded to
circle him and gently tugged on his cloak.


He knew what she was after and she
wasn’t thinking with her human side. Now was not the time to reveal the mark of
Ishtar. But then her beak shoved into his side, and she dragged in a deep
breath, her feathered cheek rubbing against his skin.


Unable to help himself, he started
to laugh and pushed her head away with some effort. She was strong but allowed
him to re-establish his small bubble of personal space.


“Come,” he called to Kuri and Hunzuu.
“There is something Asharru will want you to see.”


 He started back toward Asharru’s
bedchamber, the big gryphon following along behind. He tried to pretend she
wasn’t stalking him, but he was pretty sure she was. As he entered the room, he
spotted Laliya and Bashaa entering from one of the small side chambers that
they’d claimed as their own.


He gestured them over as well. When
he turned back to Asharru, it was to find her in human form, pulling a robe on.
When he met her gaze, he found himself admiring her blush.


“I’m so sorry about out there. My gryphon
has a mind of her own and sometimes slips my control.”


“Do not worry over it. Though, we now
know why your gryphon was drawn to me in the first place.” He turned,
presenting his back and then unclasped the cloak’s chain.


As the Mark of Ishtar was revealed,
there was a collective inhalation of breath and then silence.


Soft, familiar footsteps came up
behind him. Asharru. He would have recognized her even if his new power hadn’t
allowed him to sense her approach.


“It’s fully regenerated. I had not
expected that to happen for several days.” After a brief hesitation, her fingertips
gently stroked down his spine, caressing the tattoo-like mark that had grown
there while he’d slept.


Her touch was likely an innocent
exploration, confirming to herself that it was real, but to him, it felt like
the most intimate caress he’d ever received. He shuddered under her touch, and
his eyes drifted closed against his will.


“Does it pain you?”


“No.” That wasn’t pain he’d felt at
her touch.


She pulled her hand away. “Ah, yes.
The site of the mark is sensitive for many Blades.”


Sensitive was a pale, weak word for
what he’d felt as her fingers stroked down his spine. She might as well have
been stroking her fingers down his—


“This changes so much,” she said as
she came around to stand in front of him, unaware of his thoughts, which was
for the best.


Lust was a complication he didn’t
need between Asharru and himself. There were already plenty of other complications.


Glancing at the four other people
in the room, she nodded to each of them in turn. “Tirigan and I suspected he
might be a Blade and last night we performed a very simplistic Blooding
Ceremony. I had hoped he might respond, for we are in desperate need of better
defenses, especially with Anunnaki involved with affairs of the living.”


Turning, Asharru started to pace
slowly, her hands clasped behind her back, her head down in thought. “While
it’s tempting to reveal to all New Sumer that Ishtar has sent us one of her
Blades, and it would relieve many of our citizens to know she still favors us, Tirigan
is yet vulnerable.”


Laliya came up to study Tirigan’s
back, though she didn’t touch his mark. “I’m a bit rusty, but if I remember the
scrolls correctly, he’ll need at least three blooding ceremonies before he’s
able to begin calling on the more formidable powers gifted to him by Ishtar.”


“I’d settle for my old gift of reading
people again,” Tirigan bit out. “It’s gone. The only person I can sense is
Asharru. It’s much stronger than before. It’s like that link is eclipsing all
my other senses.”


Kuri and Hunzuu exchanged a look
and then shrugged, saying in their silent way that this was the realm of
priests and priestesses. They soon drifted away to take up guard positions.
Though they’d still be able to hear the conversation.


Asharru frowned. “It could be the
swiftness with which you regenerated the mark. Your body might have diverted
resources normally used to feed your other gift to speed the healing of your
mark. If that is the case, your power to read others should return in a day or
two.”


Nodding, he hoped that was all it
was. He didn’t like being blind, not when more Anunnaki might arrive at any
moment.


 











Chapter 21


 


 


 


Once again Nuannin stood before the altar
of Ereshkigal in the secret temple deep below the palace. This time she wasn’t
here to honor the goddess. The trip was for something far less relaxing. A talk
with Councilor Ekurzakir. Her father was never one for pleasantries or relaxed
conversation.


The attack hadn’t gone as planned.
The Blade had survived. The Anunnaki had returned back to the underworld. And,
worse, the queen wasn’t running scared and deferring to the remaining council
members like they’d hoped.


In fact, she was cutting them out
of her plans and keeping her own counsel. And then there were the newcomers she
had somehow sneaked into the palace. She’d already named one of them Captain of
the Shadows.


What kind of a name was that for a
garrison company?


It had to be the Blade’s work.


Nothing had gone as planned. Plus, Nutesh
was due back from a trade mission in Kalhu later today, and she needed to warn
her brother about everything. Especially the Blade. They needed to take extra precautions
not to come near him. Or else they risked the Blade picking up on their plans.


They only had two medallions, and
as a council member, her father needed them both to guarantee his intentions
remained hidden from the Blade. Now they’d have to make stronger medallions.
One for herself and her brother.


Everything would have been so much
better if the Blade had died in the attack.


Footsteps approached quickly. Good,
her father was here. Perhaps he had heard from one of the Anunnaki or
Ereshkigal herself with their next plans. She turned toward the sound to greet
him and froze.


It wasn’t her father.


Her brother stormed up to her
looking angry.


“Nutesh, what are you doing here?
You’re not supposed to be back until tonight.” Her words came out high and
tight with concern.


“The ship’s captain said there was
a storm brewing out to sea and he wanted to make the trip before it hit. But
that is not why I’m here. I just came back from visiting the Crown Princess, and
she had a man in her chambers. It was obvious he’s sharing her bed. Her scent
was all over him. How could you and father let this happen? By Ereshkigal’s
grace! I was only gone five days!”


“Goddess, be merciful,” Nuannin
made a sign of protection. “You fool, did you speak with the male?”


“Only a few words. He wouldn’t even
let me see her. It was obvious the male didn’t want me there.”


“Were you followed!”


“What? No. Why?”


“He’s her Blade!”


Nutesh’s mouth fell open
in his surprise, but he snapped it shut a moment later and then turned toward
the altar. “We must dismantle the shrine and hide it swiftly.”


“It won’t matter. The Blade will have
sensed something in you. I’m surprised you’re even still breathing.” Nuannin
turned in a half circle looking out toward the other darkened halls. The light
of the two torches on either side of the altar didn’t provide enough light to
illuminate very far into the darkness.


Were there city-guards even now
gathering there, making ready to rush out and kill her and her brother? Or were
they waiting to see who else showed up?


If their father came, they’d know
he was in on it, and the Blade would keep digging until he found every last one
of Ereshkigal’s agents.


“I wasn’t followed, and the Blade
did not act like he recognized me as a danger to Asharru. He looked more like a
jealous lover, then a warrior Blade.”


“That’s because Asharru had just
anointed him with her blood during their first blooding ceremony. He’s power
drunk, his senses blind until he recovers.” Their father emerged from one of
the darkened tunnels. He wasn’t even carrying a torch with him.


“How do you know that?” Nuannin
asked, only then seeing a second, taller, winged figure step into the light a
moment behind her father.


“The Anunnaki told me what has
transpired.” Her father’s tones were calm and even.


Their plan to overthrow Ishtar’s
hold on the gryphons might still have a chance at success, no thanks to her brother’s
bumbling. But now what? A blooding ceremony would only make a Blade stronger
and much more capable of sniffing out his enemies.


The Anunnaki, an eagle-headed one
whose very presence sent a chill down her spine, stepped closer and clacked his
beak once in what might be humor or anger. It was hard to read an eagle’s
expression after all.


“In her eagerness, the young Crown
Princess shared too much power with her Blade, blinding his ability to detect
the intentions of others for a short time.” The Anunnaki paused. “Fate was on
your brother’s side. One day earlier or later and the Blade would have sensed
him.”


After he’d said his piece, the
large, winged protector of the afterlife made his way over to the altar to feed
the tiny owl a morsel of meat from the plate Nuannin had brought with her. When
he was done feeding the tiny bird, he sat it on his finger and started to
scratch its head, completely ignoring the three people in the room with him.


Turning her gaze back to her
father, she raised a questioning brow.


“Ereshkigal has another plan to
deal with the Blade.”


Apparently, it had something
to do with this Anunnaki. Though how could he help? The Blade had sensed the
arrival of the others.


“He will not sense me now that I am
already here.” The Anunnaki turned and placed the owl back on the altar before
continuing, his words confirming he could read Nuannin’s mind.


“That is all well and good,”
Nuannin countered. “But how will our plan work now that Nutesh can’t go near
Asharru without risking the Blade becoming suspicious, or just jealous?”


“I shall take a suitable host, court
the future queen myself and then use the host body to impregnate the female.”


Nuannin’s eyes widened. But that
would mean her brother wouldn’t be the one siring the next generation of gryphon
royalty like they’d planned.


Her father cleared his throat. “We
will then have the queen killed, leaving the Anunnaki as the sole parent and he
will raise them to honor Ereshkigal in secret. Once the cubs are old enough,
they will rule the kingdom and begin to convert the nobles.”


“The queen’s death may not be required,”
the Anunnaki said, his deep voice wrapping around Nuannin’s senses. “I can be
very persuasive. And Ereshkigal would love if one of Ishtar’s pet gryphons
becomes one of her agents.”


Nuannin’s eyebrow arched. “That is
a very auspicious plan, but can you carry it out? The last one fell apart all
too swiftly.”


The Anunnaki chuckled. “That was
not one of my plans, I was simply coerced into helping late into the game.”


Nutesh tilted his head to scan the Anunnaki,
trying to read him as well. “What makes you think you’ll be able to take a host
and court the princess without the Blade being the wiser? Your other brethren
couldn’t even hide their arrival from him.”


The Anunnaki clacked his beak
again, this time Nuannin was pretty sure the guardian was thinking of snapping
her brother’s neck.


“Because I am one of the nine judges
of the underworld. And I am old. The first of my kind.” His dark eyes speared
each of them in turn. “The Blade and his Queen will only see what I want them
to see. And as long as you three don’t screw up and get discovered, all
Ereshkigal’s plans will finally come to fruition.”


Nutesh wasn’t reassured, his
expression still showing skepticism. “Didn’t the Blade already defeat you once
in battle?”


“My host was old, she would have
died later that night. I can only take the bodies of those who are doing great
evil or are old and about to die. She was all I could find on such short
notice.” The Anunnaki clacked its beak shut sharply and then looked Nutesh up
and down. “However, if I just happened to find a younger, stronger host who was
also evil of heart, mind, and soul…”


Nutesh backed away. “But Anunnaki don’t
take the souls of the innocent. I have harmed no one.”


That was true, Nuannin
acknowledged. But the Anunnaki was still moving forward. Goddess, he’d sensed
something that would allow him to take a host.


“Or I can take a host who would
otherwise die shortly.”


Nuannin’s father suddenly moved to
stand behind Nutesh. It wasn’t until the torches flickered in the stirred
breeze that she saw the long dagger pressed against Nutesh’s throat.


Oh, great goddess. A sacrifice. Of
course, Ereshkigal required a sacrifice for her grand plan to work.


Drawing a deep breath, Nuannin
began to sing a chant, speaking of a soul doing great honor and how he would be
rewarded for his service in the afterlife. She and the Anunnaki walked past
each other, him moving toward his prey and her toward the altar to light a candle
for the soul about to make the trip to the underworld.


Somewhere behind her there was a
short scuffle followed by a muffled scream.


Then there was heavy silence.


Nuannin began the final refrain of
the prayer, her shoulders tense, throat tight, and heart heavy.


“It is done,” her father said.


She finished her prayer, her song
dying. With her expression schooled, she turned to face first her father and
then her brother. The Anunnaki was no longer in evidence, but he was not gone.
Her ‘brother’ moved, flexing his arms and wiggling his fingers.


“Much better. This one will be able
to fight if it comes to that,” the Anunnaki said, using the voice that had once
belonged to her brother.


Nuannin and her brother hadn’t been
that close, but he was her brother and to see him end in such a way…was not how
she’d thought this day would go.


“Mortal, do not mourn your brother.
When I am finished with this task, my debt to Ereshkigal shall be paid in full,
and I will return to the spirit world where your brother will enjoy the
afterlife. Luckily, his soul isn’t so tainted that it is one I would destroy.
His soul will be freed once I returned home. Nutesh will just have to wait a
little longer.”


The Anunnaki looked to her father
next and nodded in acknowledgment.


Her father paled a little, and she briefly
wondered what he’d seen in the guardian’s expression. But she had greater
concerns at the moment.


“How do you plan to seduce Asharru?
If she’s already met her Blade and completed the first blooding ceremony, it
might not be long until they do more. Once she has mated her Blade, she’d never
become fertile for another male even if we manage to kill the Blade at some
future point.”


“Ah. It’s lucky the Blade is very
resistant to giving in to his future queen, then, isn’t it? Unlike most Blades,
he doesn’t rejoice in what he is.” The Anunnaki shrugged. “As for the female, I
plan to court her human nature, not her gryphon.”


“How will you do that?” Nuannin
asked. “I have studied the princess, and even though she is half human, her
royal blood has granted her a gryphon nature that is as strong or stronger than
many pure-blooded gryphons. If her gryphon has set her sights on the Blade, you
can court the human half all you like, but you’ll never make headway with the
beast.”


“Ah, it’s a good thing one of my
gifts is to soothe beasts, then.” He grinned. “Or at least, I can put her gryphon
back to sleep. And while hers is dormant, the Blade’s new gryphon nature that
would normally grow stronger with each Blooding Ceremony will remain dormant as
well.”


The Anunnaki had such powers?


“We have our secrets,” he replied
to her unvoiced question. “And when Asharru the woman gets tired of waiting for
her Blade to return her love, she will turn to me for that and without her
gryphon to say no, I will have a chance to win her heart and body.”


He glanced above him as if he could
see through the rough stone of the ceiling.


“It has been a long time since I
have seen the living world. I think I shall go exploring.” He looked back down
and then gave them a secretive smile. “Continue as you have been, but don’t
make any stupid mistakes, for the future queen is cunning and her Blade is
already dangerous.” 


After the Anunnaki was gone, she
looked back to her father. “Do you think he can play Nutesh convincingly
enough?”


Her father suggested. “Let us hope
so, or we are dead. And I for one would not wish to journey to the afterlife to
share the news that we had failed our queen. Ereshkigal is not a forgiving
goddess. While we wait and see, I shall begin tightening my hold on the
remaining council members, and you shall continue your spying.”


Nuannin nodded her agreement but
was already secretly plotting her own assurance of success. She, for one, had
no plan to bring bad news to Ereshkigal.


One day, when it was her time, she
would bow before the Queen of the Underworld proud of her accomplishments in
life.


She’d start by guaranteeing that Asharru
fell in love with the Anunnaki—or at least fall in lust.   
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Tirigan made his way back towards
Asharru’s wing of the palace. Since his strange powers had finally returned
twice as strong last night after being gone for two days, he’d decided to
patrol the palace and grounds, hunting for any signs of the Anunnaki.


After an entire afternoon and
evening of searching the vast structure and finding nothing, he was now ready
for a warm meal. And a not so small part of him was looking forward to seeing
Asharru again.


He shouldn’t be so happy about
that. He was her Blade, and the more time they spent together, the swifter and
stronger their bond would grow. As he walked closer to Asharru, he had to
remind himself that being her Blade wasn’t something he’d wanted.


It was a duty.


And yet, when he spent time with
her, or just listened to the sound of her voice, it didn’t feel like a duty.


In the days since the Anunnaki
attack and his Blooding Ceremony, he’d seen how much responsibility Asharru had
to carry as both High Priestess of Ishtar and future queen of New Sumer.


Councilors. Reports. Nobles. Civil
unrest. Planning a funeral. He’d been impressed by her determination to live up
to her brother.


Tirigan wanted to help. Needed to
help. But unfortunately, until Asharru managed to convince the council that he,
Bashaa, and Laliya were worthy to be named as members, he was limited in how he
could help.


But seeing to protection? That was
something he could do as the new Captain of the Shadows. He’d already begun
drilling the newest recruits Asharru had borrowed the day she visited Libluth
at the garrison.


But once he had a seat on the
council, he would take over the security of Nineveh, seeing that Kuri and
Hunzuu had what they needed to rid the city garrison of the most corrupt
individuals.


Then later, he’d begin scouring the
slave markets, buying up and freeing as many trustworthy slaves as he was able
to find. His powers as a Blade would aid him in sorting them into servants,
spies, and guards, depending on their skills, personalities, and aptitude.


While he saw to those areas,
Asharru planned to wrangle with her council, filling in the rest of the vacant
seats and then reaching out to the other city-states to encourage travel and
trade and, hopefully, that would have a stabilizing effect on all New Sumer.


He didn’t doubt Asharru’s
abilities. She was already making strides with the council. In the end, she’d
succeed. They only had to survive long enough to achieve those plans. 


While he’d been going over future
plans, his feet had carried him back to Asharru’s chambers.


Guards lined the hallway in both
directions, and Hunzuu nodded and opened the double doors at Tirigan’s
approach. He nodded, no other communication needed.


Inside, there were more guards.
Four by the doors leading out to the balcony, two flanking the crown princess’
bedchamber and two more at the door leading to Asharru’s workroom where she
often sat for long stretches reading reports and attending to various concerns
of the nobles.


But what most surprised him was
that she read the concerns of the laborers, the merchants, and even the sick
and injured. Rich or poor, Asharru strove to give each of their concerns equal
time and attention.


It was a noble pursuit. But it was
also too much for one person, and he’d learned from Hunzuu that she hadn’t
gotten a full night’s sleep since her brother’s murder. 


Eyes narrowing, Tirigan frowned at
Kuri who was standing beside the door.


“Don’t glower at me, Pretty Man, I
told her she should go find her bed, but she chased me out with the threat of
having me carry Libluth’s reports to her each day if I nagged her again.”


“Coward,” he said with a grin aimed
at Kuri just before he crossed the threshold into Asharru’s workroom.


Inside, the walls were lined with
shelves overflowing with records. A large table took up much of the floor
space. Scrolls of the different city-states cluttered its surface.


He bypassed the table and made for
the hearth at the back of the room. By the dim glow of the dying embers, he
could just make out the outline of Asharru’s favorite writing desk and chair.


Presently, Asharru was slumped
forward over the desk, her soft snores reaching his ears. He paused. Just
looking down at her, taking in the rare sight of her sleeping. How soft and
delicate she seemed.


 It was a lie. Asharru was a
warrior at heart.


But now, in moments like this, he
could also see the softer side.


This side called to him as much as
her warrior’s heart, but for a different reason.


And there was the danger. He
couldn’t allow himself to become emotionally attracted to his future queen.
Emotions muddied logic and reason. Two traits that a Blade must have and keep
sharp.


Sighing, he rubbed the back of his
neck and then looked back down at Asharru’s sleeping form a second time.


Damn it. He couldn’t just leave her
like this. She should be in her bed where she’d get a better night’s rest.


He leaned down and gently scooped
her up into his arms. She stirred, but didn’t wake, merely muttering his name
before wrapping her arms around his neck and tucking her face against his
throat.


Her breath puffed warm and damp
against his skin, and he’d be lying if he denied enjoying the tender moments
like this.


With his monarch snuggled safely in
his arms, he started out of the room and toward her bedchamber.


Once he reached her bed, he gently
set her down, though she was reluctant to release him.


“Come now, my Princess. It’s time
to sleep. I’ll find something for you to wear.”


She released him with an
accompanying little purr of happiness.


Tirigan grinned at the sound. She
spent a short while each day in her shifted form, saying if she didn’t the
beast would pick a time not of Asharru’s choosing.


During those times, the gryphon enjoyed
cuddling up with him while he read the reports Libluth shared with the princess
about the city garrison’s expenses.


 It came as a bit of a surprise,
how much Tirigan liked spending time with Asharru in her shifted form. The
beast always had a way of disarming him and making him relax. Her scent, her
warmth, her calming presence. He loved everything about the creature.


Still grinning, he went to
Asharru’s wardrobe, looking for one of the shifts she often wore. After a short
hunt, he returned to the bed. Gathering her into his arms, he stripped her out
of her clothing and redressed her in the shift.


And if he enjoyed the feel of her
naked body against his more than he wanted to admit, he’d blame it on her
clinginess. She kept trying to wrap her arms around his neck and cuddle closer.



At last, he pulled back the
blankets and then lowered her into bed. He was just pulling the sheets back up
when she rolled onto her side and sighed contentedly.


He thought she’d fallen back asleep
until she reached out, her warm fingers closing over his. Then her sleepy voice
said his name, drawing his attention more fully to her.


“My Blade, stay with me and help
keep the nightmares away. They haunt me—the visions. I keep seeing his death
over and over while I sleep.”


Tirigan’s eyes widened.
“Kadashman?”


“Yes.” Pain strained her voice. “I
felt it, you know. The night it happened. I felt my brother die. But I thought
it was a nightmare until the Lamassu came for me.”


She paused, and he came and sat on
the edge of her bed.


A Blade was also sometimes a
monarch’s only confidant. Tirigan would be that for her.


“There is magic in the blood of the
gryphon kings. I’ve inherited it and will pass it on to my children one day.
One of the gifts Ishtar granted the first king was the gift of prophecy. I’ve
never had the visions before, but that dream of my brother’s death was more
than just a nightmare.” Her eyes stared, unseeing. “It haunts me that I didn’t
possess a stronger gift. I could have saved him if I’d only seen the attack
before it had happened.”  


Something occurred to Tirigan then.
“You saw the attack. Did you see the assassin’s face?”


“No,” the one word came out
strained. “The vision was from the viewpoint of the assassin. It was like I was
killing my own beloved brother.”


She gasped, choking on pain she’d
never shared with another soul.


Tirigan lifted the covers and slid
in next to her, then gathering her in his arms, he squeezed her fingers in
reassurance. “I’ll stay with you.”


She curled up against him, her one
arm going around his waist while her head came to rest on his shoulder. Then
she cried, the first tears he’d ever seen her shed. His gift told him it was
the first time she allowed another to see her grief. Goddess, the trust she
already had in him.


It was a gift almost as great as
his freedom.


He offered her the only comfort he
had to give—a shoulder to cry on and a warm hand pressed against her back,
rubbing slow circles as he held her.


Once she’d cried herself out, he’d expected
her to fall asleep, but instead, she nuzzled his shoulder.


“Thank you, my Blade. For being
here for me.”


“I’ll always be here for you.” It
was a simple, unadorned truth.


Purring sleepily, she rubbed her
cheek against his shoulder. This was her gryphon nature, he knew, even if the
rumbling purr didn’t give it away.


The beast adored her Blade, and
Tirigan found the gryphon’s gentle love and acceptance far harder to fight than
any opponent he’d ever faced.


Goddess, what would his life have
been like if he’d grown up with Asharru and Kadashman here in the royal palace?
As a Blade, he likely would have sensed danger to Kadashman in time to save
him, thus preventing Asharru from knowing the grief of losing a brother.


Would Tirigan and Asharru already
be mates? Have children?


Goddess.


Would he already be a father?


That thought had never appealed to
him before, but now, with Asharru curled against him, the idea of having
children, her children, wasn’t horrible.


But it wasn’t possible either.


He couldn’t become her mate. If he
did, then the gods wouldn’t hesitate to use them both during the Sacred
Marriage. And Tirigan couldn’t surrender himself to the gods willingly. Not
after he’d tasted freedom.


He couldn’t become a slave again.


Not for the gods.


Not even for Asharru.


He laid awake, the future queen a soft,
warm bundle in his arms as he stared out the window, watching as the stars
drifted across the sky in their nightly paths. The moon sank into the west, and
still, he watched the sky as the stars faded and the first hint of pink
appeared in the sky.


At last, he gently freed himself
from Asharru’s grasp.


Leaning down, he pressed a gentle
kiss to her forehead.


“That is for what could have been,
my princess. Would that fate had only been so kind as to give us all those
years together. If I’d grown up knowing you, I would have loved you, but I am a
broken, damaged thing. I am no longer able to love you as you deserve. I’m
truly sorry for that.”


Straightening, he stepped back and
walked away from Asharru, and away from the love they might have once shared.


 











Chapter 23


 


 


 


Asharru drummed her fingers on the council
table when she’d have much rather taken the hilt of her sword to the tops of
each of her remaining councilors’ heads. Three days had passed since the Anunnaki
attack.


Yesterday, she’d presided over Diimeritia’s
funeral as her first act as the new High Priestess. It would likely be the only
funeral she would personally have to preside over, but it drove home why she
needed to anoint a new high priestess as soon as possible.


She couldn’t be both high priestess
and ruler of the ten city-states.


As it was, she’d only slept for
short times each night. Last night was the longest she’d slept in ages, finding
solace in Tirigan’s arms. But he’d been gone from her bed when she woke, and
now she wondered if his kindness was more out of pity for her then something
more personal.


But duty called, and she didn’t
have time to dwell on what her Blade may or may not feel for her.


Now, after hours of debate, she was
almost ready to toss her hands in the air in utter defeat, turn over the
kingdom to a regent, and return to Uruk as High Priestess. She would still have
offspring one day, and the throne could go to them, a traitorous little voice
whispered in her mind.


Hah.


That was tempting. But she wasn’t a
quitter. Nor would she abandon her brother’s legacy.


Narrowing her eyes, she scowled at
the council.


There was only three of them. And they
looked innocent enough, but they were so stubborn and set in their ways.


How was she supposed to inspire and
lead a full council if she couldn’t even get these three to cooperate with each
other or listen to her ideas? 


And she had so much she wanted to
implement.


Traditional councils of the past
only ever had six seats, forcing the ten city-states to bicker and deal amongst
themselves for favor and to gain enough power to win and hold a council seat.


Her teachings said it was to force
the city-states to work together, to form partnerships and strong, lasting
relationships with each other.


That had earned a mental snort at
the time. It still did.


The councilors only had their own self-interest
in mind. But she wanted to change that by giving each city-state a seat at the
table. It wouldn’t be easy making the change, but it hadn’t occurred to her
that she would first have to battle her three existing council members into
submission at each council meeting.


Nothing was ever going to get done.


Clubbing them all unconscious might
be appealing, but it wouldn’t help her convince the council to name Tirigan,
Bashaa, and Laliya to the positions she had in mind.


And unfortunately, until she was
crowned queen, she couldn’t just assign new people to vacant council seats. The
council had to first debate and agree upon her choices. 


If things continued as they were,
Asharru would be old and grey by the time they finished their debating because apparently,
they didn’t like her choices.


Because they were her choices, not
theirs.


“Were you not begging me less than
three days ago to fill the empty seats? Now here I have put forward my choices,
and you refuse them all? New Sumer needs a working council, and needs it now.”


Councilor Dipatusu, the grieving
son of Diimeritia, had come and he was more inclined to listen to her than the
other two were. Ekurzakir seemed to be set against almost anything she wanted
to accomplish, but he did it in a non-aggressive way, which made it all the
more annoying. She preferred opponents that she could fight.


Isiratuu, the third of the
remaining council, was a gryphon of middle years. She was outwardly calmer that
her two council brothers, but inwardly Asharru sensed her fear. Ekurzakir’s
plan appealed to the woman.


She almost always voted with him.


Asharru usually could
count on Dipatusu to side with her, but even he was cautious this time.


“You are asking a lot for us to
accept these three strangers into our midst. We haven’t even had time to vet
them.”


“They are not strangers to me.” Which
was both a lie and the truth.


Dipatusu nodded in acknowledgment
of her words. “We understand and appreciate that you are trying to save New
Sumer, but so are we. Perhaps if you give us something in return, a new sign of
hope, we could come to an agreement.”


Ekurzakir leaned forward in his chair
as if this was the opening he’d been waiting for. “Yes. There is something you
could do to reassure New Sumer. If we name these three to the council and you
announce your pick of a male for a Trial Year, those things would do much to
reassure our kingdom.”


So that’s what he’d been fishing
for?


The urge to hit something grew
stronger. Their kingdom was in trouble, and they were worried about the
succession. They thought if she had babies it would solve every issue?


Her brows drew together.


She sucked in a breath and then let
it out slowly.


Killing the rest of her council in
a fit of rage wouldn’t fix anything.


“I shall think on your proposal,” you
viperous, venom spitting, power-hungry old windbags, “and get back to you
with my answer.”


And I’m damned
well going to look for other ways to get around you even if I have to resort to
blackmail.


 


***


 


Asharru stormed from the council chambers,
her guards scrambling to catch up. At least she did so in her mind. In reality,
she rose, nodded to each of the councilor members and then walked from the
room. 


Tirigan, always at the ready,
followed her, his long-legged strides matching hers with ease as the rest of
her guard formed up around her.


Her rage rolled off her in waves,
but she held everything in until they were in a long stretch of empty corridor
with no doors leading off it.


“Babies! We get attacked by
Anunnaki! New Sumer is besieged by Ereshkigal, and the council thinks my best
contribution to the war effort is to make babies!”


Beside her Tirigan remained silent.
Smart man.


“I only agreed to spend time with
Nutesh to put the council members’ minds at ease and stop them harassing me
about a Trial year. I didn’t expect to find myself seriously needing to tie
myself to some male for a year just to see if my gryphon would take an
interest.” She couldn’t tell from Tirigan’s unreadable expression if she was
talking to herself or if he was actually listening. 


She couldn’t blame him if he were
dwelling on other, more concerning, issues. As she should be. Feeling a bit foolish
for her outburst, she sealed her mouth shut. He must think her the silliest of
creatures whining about having to spend time with a male she got to pick. 


Tirigan and his friends had a much
worse life, never having a choice when it came to who they shared a bed with.


“I know we have far greater
concerns than who will one day father my babies. Please ignore my outburst.”


Tirigan looked sidelong at her. “My
Lady, you do not need to apologize. Not for this, or for anything else you will
say in the future when you need to vent your feelings. And I know all about
having one’s choices stripped away. And while you might live a much more
privileged life than many, you are a slave to your future crown as surely as I
was to Governor Ugurnaszir.”


Her breath caught. No one had ever
seen it like that. All they saw was the power.


He understood.


With a hint of acknowledgment
glimmering in his eyes, he gave her a slight nod. One slave to another.


Feeling better, though she didn’t
know how his mere words could have such an effect, she turned her attention to
another concern. If she were forced to hand tie herself to some male for a
year, tradition would say that no other males would be allowed in her company
for any length of time. 


That would be a problem. As her
Blade, Tirigan needed some time alone with her to complete the required
Blooding Ceremonies. Plus, a forced separation between her and her new friends
would curtail their planning sessions and other activities. 


If Tirigan had been farther along
in his Blade’s training and had already completed the first three blooding
ceremonies, she would have told the council that he was her Blade, and the
likelihood was high that the gods would demand a Sacred Marriage in less than
five moon cycles, rendering the need for a trial year null. 


But she couldn’t risk Tirigan’s
life merely to make hers easier. There had to be another way to keep him close
and still pacify her councilors by agreeing to a Trial Year, even if it was a
false one.


If Tirigan had been a gryphon or
even a hybrid like her, she might have been able to convince the council to
accept and rally behind Tirigan as her choice for a Trial Year. Which would
have made all their lives easier.


Regrettably, the council wouldn’t
accept a full-blooded human as her potential mate, nor would the nobles or the
governors. She’d have a riot on her hands if she didn’t choose some random gryphon
male to appease them.


“You should come for a walk in the
gardens,” Tirigan suggested. “Fresh air will improve your outlook. Besides Kuri
and Hunzuu wish to get some sword practice in.”


Tirigan’s suggestion had merit, and
secretly she liked watching him. He was beautiful to watch in the practice ring.
“Sounds delightful. Alas, I still have a lot of reports to read through.”


“Bring them with you.” His voice
lowered, “Otherwise I’ll have to anger Kuri and Hunzuu and miss practice
because I’m not leaving your side with Anunnaki roaming Nineveh. Not unless
Kuri and Hunzuu are both with you.”


It wasn’t a romantic declaration.
It was a cold dose of reality. There were Anunnaki on the hunt, and she and her
new friends were all safer together. “I’ll bring Bashaa and Laliya as well. I
can help them brush up on some of the rituals, prayers, and ceremonies that
will be part of anointing Laliya as the next High Priestess. And, no, I don’t
care what my council thinks, I will win this fight.”


After she’d learned Tirigan was her
Blade and could read a person’s motives, she’d come to trust his friends as
much as she did him.


Laliya was both cunning and loyal.
She’d make a perfect High Priestess, and while they hadn’t discussed it,
Asharru assumed Laliya would choose Bashaa as her High Priest.


Tirigan suddenly laughed, humor
gleaming in his eyes. “While I have every confidence in you, if you need help
dealing with your council members….I live to serve.”


Asharru snorted. “Don’t tempt me.”


He bowed, giving it a little extra
flourish. “I shall try not to.”


“Mark my words, I am going to find
a way to win against my pig-headed council.”


When Tirigan straightened, there
was still a glimmer of humor in his gaze, but his tone was serious once more.
“In that case, I shall return my focus upon your protection and leave the
politics to you.”


Asharru actually wished he would
talk to her about politics, or just about anything else. The only thing he did
talk to her about was his plans for safeguarding her and her kingdom. He never
shared his thoughts about being a Blade or what he thought about the Sacred
Marriage. Nor had he murmured so much as a word about sharing her bed last
night.


She didn’t even know if he was in
love with Laliya.


We’re those two lovers?


The thought bothered her more than
it should have, but she’d never smelled the other woman on Tirigan strong
enough to suggest they’d been intimate lately. And where did Bashaa fit in? All
three shared an easy intimacy. 


If they shared a tri-bond, then
that certainly might complicate the relationship between Monarch and Blade.
Interestingly, her gryphon wasn’t territorial about Tirigan and didn’t seem to
mind whatever role Bashaa and Laliya played in his life. So it might not be an
insurmountable obstacle.


She promised herself she’d look
into Tirigan’s past more before caving to the council’s demands she complete a
Trial Year.


It was as she sat back and watched
her Blade fight both Kuri and Hunzuu that the solution to her problem came to
her.


Of course!


If she accepted the council’s
choice, she could name Nutesh as the gryphon male she chose for a trial year,
but then could also declare that her gryphon had shown a preference for Tirigan.


Thus, to please both the council
and her gryphon, she would claim both males for the same trial year.


That would undoubtedly cause a stir
among the council and the nobles of her court, but with Nutesh in the mix, it
would likely prevent riots, as the nobles would know a female gryphon rarely
chose a male human as her mate. They’d just assume she’d picked Tirigan as a
means to keep her enemies off balance or to spite her council.


Then later, once Tirigan was a
fully anointed Blade and no longer vulnerable to their enemies, she could
reveal who he was. No one would question Asharru’s reason for picking Tirigan
over Nutesh.


After all, Tirigan was the chosen
of the gods.


She was also certain Tirigan was
already her gryphon’s choice, and the beast was just giving Asharru and Tirigan
time to adjust before triggering her fertility cycle and sealing the mating
bonds between them.


There was just one dark, ominous
cloud hanging over Asharru’s happy future.


Tirigan had made it clear that he
valued his freedom and didn’t want a physical relationship with her.
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Even though the breeze kept trying to
steal Asharru’s reports, coming to sit out in the garden and watch as Tirigan,
Kuri, and Hunzuu practiced was a grand idea. The sun was warm on her skin, the
breeze ruffled her braids, and the neatly groomed grass under her had a
restorative property.


Her gryphon wanted to shift and
roll in the grass and then sun herself on a rock.


She hadn’t felt so alive in ages.


Alas, she had too many reports
still to read, and in between those, she tested Bashaa and Laliya’s knowledge
after they finished reading each of the scrolls she had given them to study.


Asharru’s own reports were taking
longer than usual to get through, but it had nothing to do with her two new
students. Even just thinking about Tirigan had her looking up to watch as he
practiced sword forms with Hunzuu and Kuri.


Goddess, he was breathtaking.


He made the forms into a kind of beautiful,
deadly dance.


“Tirigan is easy on the eyes, isn’t
he,” Bashaa said with a grin.


Asharru shifted her focus to the
human, sensing something behind his words. “You and Laliya and Tirigan…”


How did one word that question
politely?


“Are the three of us sleeping
together?” Bashaa filled in for her.


Well, that saved her having to
waste time. “Yes.”


“Presently…no.” Bashaa’s expression
was serious for once and didn’t give anything away.


He’d said ‘presently’ so…


“But you have in the past, haven’t
you?”


Again, Bashaa nodded.


Laliya leaned forward to whisper so
her voice wouldn’t carry. “While we have come to love and trust each other without
question, if we’d been given a choice, we might never have become lovers. This freedom
is the first time in our lives we can simply be friends. It is…refreshing.”


Asharru looked to Bashaa. “So you
and he have…”


Grinning, he took pity on her and
nodded. “Yes. Our old master liked group sessions. Something you may not know is
that as a hybrid, Governor Ugurnaszir possessed a human’s ability to be
promiscuous but still formed a gryphon’s mating bonds.”


Asharru felt her brow arch in
confusion.


“What Bashaa means is that the governor
would force himself upon anyone who couldn’t escape him and afterward he’d
consider them his mate. He has a great many ‘mates’ that he enjoys.”


“By the goddess, I’d heard rumors, but
I wasn’t aware it was that bad.”


 “That wasn’t the governor’s only perversion,”
Laliya said as she looked out to the ocean. “He liked watching as his mates
played out elaborate performances for him. Tirigan and Bashaa were two of his
favorite…performers.”


Ah. It was even worse than Asharru
had thought. It only made her realize how strong they were to have survived
such a monster.


No wonder Tirigan wasn’t ready to
open himself up to her.


Some way, somehow, Asharru would
kill the governor without causing a civil war. It would be her gift to her
Blade, and his friends, and every other victim of that monster.


But for now, she needed to master
her own court, and there was one other thing she had to know before she
proceeded.


“Is Tirigan in love with anyone?”


Laliya and Bashaa shared a look and
then shook their heads.


Asharru’s brows furrowed. There was
something they weren’t saying. 


“Did he used to love someone?”


Bashaa answered for them both. “No.
Tirigan has never been in love.”


“Though, everyone who meets him
falls in love with him a little,” Laliya added, “but it is pointless. We’ve
seen it so many times. He guards his heart well. He once said it’s the one
thing no one can take from him and he would never give it away.”


“Ah. I see.” Asharru glanced down
at the scroll in her lap.


Bashaa placed his hand on her
shoulder. “I used to think it was because he doubted if he’d ever escape that
life and he didn’t want to suffer the pain of falling in love only to have that
person sold or somehow used against him. Now, I think somewhere deep inside he
knew he was different.”


“He just didn’t know how different,”
Laliya finished Bashaa’s sentence for him and then set aside the scroll she’d
been reading earlier. She looked up where the topic of their conversation was
tripping Hunzuu. The other male hit the grass with a huff of surprise. Tirigan
ignored him and attacked Kuri instead.


The two were grace, strength, and
lethal skill.


“I have another theory,” Laliya
said. “I think somewhere deep inside he knew he was a Blade and would one day
be united with his queen. I think he was saving his heart, the only gift he had
left to give.”


Laliya’s words were the reassurance
Asharru had been looking for.


Tomorrow she would go to the
council and tell them that she would agree to the Trial year if they would back
Laliya as her choice of high priestess and give her a seat on the council.


While they would be expecting her
to choose Nutesh, she would also pick Tirigan, and the council would not learn
of it until after it was done.


There was just one little wrinkle
in her plan she’d need to smooth out first—Tirigan.
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He’d trusted her. Why had he been such a fool?
No one in a position of power could ever be trusted. Tirigan knew that.


Then why had he trusted her?


Because I am a
fool,
he decided.


But she’d offered him freedom, a
new purpose, and a home. Friendship. He’d thought she was offering him
friendship as well. 


She’d just revealed how foolish
he’d been.


It wasn’t enough she wanted to tie
them together for a Trial Year. The greater insult was that she decided she
needed to also have a pureblood gryphon as well, just in case her own beast
decided Tirigan might be a good plaything, but not good enough for a mate.


What am I whining
about? I don’t want to be her mate.


That thought rang as untrue, which only
made him angrier.


Confused and sick at the betrayal,
he held his silence as she stood there staring at him.


“What do you think of the plan?”
she asked, her earlier hopeful nervousness now just tasted of anxiety.


Tirigan remained silent, too angry
to speak and tell her how much he hated her plan.


“Say something please.” She started
toward him and then stopped. “Surely you see this will make it easier for us to
continue with our plans to reform New Sumer, while also allowing you to remain
close enough in case there is another attack.”


The mention of the previous attack
was like a bucket of cold water, cooling his anger.


Because, as irritated as he was at
Asharru right now, he wasn’t so enraged as to wish anything to happen to her.


The sound of footsteps approaching
had them both turning toward the noise. A moment later Bashaa and Laliya
entered Asharru’s bedchamber. They froze when they saw Tirigan’s expression.


Bowing swiftly, Laliya said,
“Forgive us if we’ve disturbed you. Kuri has a question about tomorrow’s
schedule. We’ll come back later.”


She straightened and then snatched
Bashaa’s hand and practically dragged him from the room.


When Tirigan looked back at
Asharru, she was standing with her arms folded defensively. “It is only a trial
year. It will make things much more convenient.”


“You would betray your promise to
me just to make things easier?” The words flowed from some dark place in his
soul. He couldn’t stop them if he wanted to. “I trusted you, gave my solemn
word to serve and protect you. You promised to give me my freedom, as much as
the gods allowed.”


“Tirigan, that’s not…”


“Tell me, which one of the gods
ordered you to make me your choice for a Trial Year?” 


She winced, his sharp words hitting
the mark.


“There wasn’t…”


“As I thought.” He started to pace,
his anger too great to hold in check without venting it in some manner. “And
even as you betrayed your word to me, your plan wouldn’t even allow me to
retain even a tiny scrap of respect.”


“I don’t know what you mean.”


“You don’t? You basically plan to
tell the court that I am not worthy to be your mate because I am human, that
Nutesh would be a better choice, but you want to keep your options open in case
your ornery gryphon picks me.”


“Oh, goddess. Tirigan, that isn’t
my intention. I only want to find a way for us to still have the freedom to do
what we need to do.”


He frowned at her.


Sighing, she rubbed at her temples.
When at last she looked up, exhaustion and sadness were easy to read in her
face. “I’m sorry. I see now how you might feel betrayed and insulted. Forgive
me, my Blade. I had not looked at the situation from all angles. Will you
forgive me?”


His lips compressed, and he didn’t
answer her.


Her shoulders slumped, and she
turned and walked over to the hearth where a small fire was burning. Standing
in front of the fire, she seemed to shrink into herself.


“I don’t deserve your forgiveness.
My plan wasn’t entirely unselfish. The thought of being hand-tied to an
insufferable stranger for a trial year disturbs me more than it should. I wanted
you near. Not that I think my gryphon would choose Nutesh, but there are ways
to take her choice away.”


He knew she spoke of the fertility
drug sometimes used by priests and priestesses during the spring fertility
rite. It was also sometimes utilized by monarchs and blades before a Sacred
Marriage. Though it was said to have a much stronger effect on those of the
royal line.


But surely she trusted him to
protect her from Nutesh or others. “I would never let someone use that on you.
I’d kill anyone who tried.”


The venom in his words surprised
him, and something dark rose within him at the thought of another stealing
Asharru’s will.


“I know you’d try,” she sighed, not
realizing she’d just insulted him, again.


“I’d more than try.”


She glanced up at him suddenly.
“I’m sorry, Tirigan. I will do better in the future. No more stupid ideas.”


The thing was, her idea wasn’t
foolish. It was the perfect solution to their problems. Tirigan had mastered
his anger enough to see that now. And her other fear wasn’t unfounded.


He sighed.


Damn it.


Why did everything have to be so complicated?


Sighing again, he reached out and
put an arm around her shoulders, urging her to lean into him. “I forgive you.”


She rested her head on his
shoulder. “I don’t deserve your forgiveness so soon, but I’m greedy and will
take what you offer.”


The last of his anger melted away, and
all he wanted to do was comfort her. A small part of his mind suggested this
was likely the bond between blade and monarch, but it felt nice all the same to
hold her and whisper soothing words above her head.


He breathed deeply of her scent for
some moments before adding, “Then you’ll like this next part, too.”


She raised her head to look at him.


“I will agree to your plan, but
there will be some rules.” He placed a finger under her jaw and forced her to
look him in the eye. “In the future you will tell me everything, holding
nothing back. No more surprise plans without my input. I demand the respect of
an equal partner. Do you understand?”


Meeting his eyes, she nodded her
head.


“Good. Secondly, my participation
will be just another performance. I will make it look good, but you will
remember it’s all an act.”


Asharru’s eyes widened and then she
started to laugh. “Are you afraid I’ll go and fall in love with you, my Blade?”


“I confess, I’m more concerned with
that big red-winged beast I woke up next to the morning after our first Blooding
Ceremony. She seemed rather too taken with me considering I’m still human.”


But there might be a reason for
that.


He’d been so busy with other concerns,
he hadn’t even thought about whether he’d gain the ability to shapeshift.


Each one of Ishtar’s sacred
warriors absorbed some of their monarch’s gryphon nature, but it varied from
Blade to Blade. There was never any way to know for sure how much of that gryphon
nature a blade would inherit during the Blood Ceremonies.


Sometimes even pure-blooded humans
gained the ability to shapeshift.


“Perhaps my beast knows more than
she’s letting on.” Asharru said as she studied Tirigan as if she was had come
to the same conclusion as him and was imagining what he might look like as a gryphon.



“Still, please remind your gryphon
next time she’s in command to be gentle with her fragile human toy.” His words
were without bitterness. When he spoke of her gryphon, he relaxed. Warmth was
likely entering his expression.


Asharru laughed in understanding.
“You like my gryphon better than human me, don’t you?”


He shrugged as a fiery heat crawled
up his face. By the goddess, was he blushing? He hadn’t blushed in years and
years.


He schooled his features while she
continued to chuckle and wipe away her tears.


At last, her expression turned
serious. “My Blade, I give you my word I will tell you everything. And with Ishtar
as my witness, I won’t break my word to you. And about the Trial Year—I never expected
you to court me. It would be a role that would allow you the freedom you need
to carry out your duties as a Blade.”


He sighed, the muscles in his back
relaxing. “Then by day, I shall play the role of ardent suitor for the court.
By night, we will hunt in the shadows and dispatch traitors to the crown.”
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He’d promised to act the ardent suitor.
Asharru hoped he didn’t play the part too well. For if he turned the full force
of his considerable skills and charms upon her, she wasn’t sure if either her gryphon
or human heart would remain untouched.


Tirigan blinked suddenly, seeming
to realize how close they stood. The softness in his eyes bled away, and he
stepped back, his hands dropping away from her shoulders.


“You do not need to fear Nutesh…overstepping.
I shall stay close once he moves in.”


Asharru frowned. “It will be an
inconvenience to have an outsider here.”


Tirigan nodded, frown lines
appearing on his brow. “Laliya and Bashaa will need to move to another section
of the royal wing, but that will work to our advantage. We’ll hold our secret
discussions there, well away from the ears of Nutesh.”


 “That can be arranged.” She
nodded. “There is something else we should discuss. I will be drafting letters
to all the governors inviting them to Nineveh ahead of my coronation.”


“Ugurnaszir.”


“Yes. I’ll have to invite him too
if only to begin grooming his daughter for the council.” She paused and then
reached out, trailing her fingers along the back of his to get him to look up
at her. “He can’t harm you or your friends any longer, and I promise, once we
settle things here and restore New Sumer’s ruling body, I will see to the
freeing of all slaves. Beginning with Ugurnaszir’s harem.”


“Bashaa and Laliya told you?”


“Yes.”


His expression turned serious once
again and he spun to resume his pacing.


Asharru calmly waited, sensing he
needed to work himself up to whatever he wanted to reveal.


“Ugurnaszir is still dangerous.”
Tirigan paused and then clarified. “To you.”


“There is little he can do,”
Asharru began slowly. “Yes, he’ll recognize you and your friends, but if he’s wise,
he won’t say anything if he wishes to remain Governor.”


“You expect him to be rational. He
won’t be. He’ll do all in his power to ‘rescue’ his mates.”


Straightening her shoulders, she
pushed off from the wall next to the fire and then held out her hand to him.
Then in a deadly earnest voice, Asharru whispered, “If he doesn't see reason, I
will kill him for you.”


He stared at her hand like he
didn’t know what to do with it at first. But at last, he took it.


“You will make a fierce queen one
day.”


 “I haven’t even begun. Come here.”
She tugged on him until he followed her over to the bench where they sat thigh
to thigh and stared into the fire.


Tirigan relaxed after a moment.
Asharru hoped the fire could mesmerize him enough to ease the telling of
something traumatizing.


“Ugurnaszir wasn’t my first master,
he’s actually number four. The first three were…not as bad as they could have
been…but the governor…” Tirigan clenched his fists as a small shudder rolled
down his body. 


“Laliya told me enough. You don’t
have to speak of it unless you wish to unburden yourself.”


“I…perhaps I’ll tell you more one
day. But for now, just remember Bashaa, Laliya, and I were his favorites. You
can use that against him. Use us to control him.”


Asharru reached out and took back Tirigan’s
right hand. “I don’t care what that monster might think, or what you’re
suggesting, but he’ll never touch you, Bashaa, or Laliya ever again.”


“You won’t be able to simply
convince Ugurnaszir to give up the hunt. He will seek ways to use us against
you.”


“I have said he will not touch
you!”


Tirigan glanced back at her, a
glint of something unreadable in his eyes. “You sound like you wish to protect our
virtue. I assure you, we have none left. Ugurnaszir saw to that. But the
governor is more perverse than either human or gryphon. He is willing to share
his ‘mates’ as long as he can watch and take part. You can use that against
him.”


“No.” The word came out a menacing
growl.


“He would make a powerful ally. And
if we are required to perform the Sacred Marriage and you allowed him a place
on the temple roof where he could watch…”


“I’d rather ask Tammuz to carry his
soul to the underworld at dawn.”


Tirigan arched a brow. “That has
possibilities except the Harvest God might shrivel our crops for foisting
Ugurnaszir upon him.”


“We will deal with Ugurnaszir if he
attempts to cross us,” she said, a hint of a stubborn streak showing.


“It won’t be that easy.” Tirigan
looked unhappy. “My old master is one of the most powerful merchants, with the
greatest fleet of ships. He’ll be able to cripple trading across all New Sumer
if he wishes.”


“He’ll be doing his business as
much damage.”


“Doesn’t matter. Your theory uses the
false assumption that he will be reasonable. He won’t. Like any gryphon, he’ll
sacrifice everything to protect and rejoin his mates.”


“I’m still not letting him have you
or your friends.”


Tirigan nodded. “I have no plans to
return to him. But we will need to handle him with care. Keep this one viper
close so we might milk him of his fortunes to fund our new palace guard.”


Asharru didn’t like the sound of
that. “Are you suggesting we allow him to buy a place on the council?”


“Yes, but for his daughter, Uanna.
Her mother was a gryphon of the noble house of Kalhu. Uanna is noble enough to
appease your Council. And what her heritage cannot overcome, her father’s money
will be able to smooth the way for her.”


“I was already planning on
suggesting Uanna to the council going on your account of her.” Asharru nodded.
“I had not thought about allowing her father to think it was his ambition that
got her there.”


“Exactly.”


“I’ll write to him tomorrow,
inviting him and his daughter to my coronation.


Asharru stood and went to the
hearth where servants had left a jug of spiced wine warming. After pouring two
goblets, she returned to the bench, offering Tirigan a cup.


He took it, which only mildly
surprised her. He usually was very reserved when it came to drinking, but after
talking of Ugurnaszir, she assumed there were more than a few dark memories
he’d like to drown. 
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Hashur watched as the great hall slowly
filled for the night’s festival. Servants wove their way through the crowds
while nobles talked amongst themselves, making wagers as to who the Crown Princess
would pick for her Trial Year. Silent and watchful, garrison soldiers looked
on, scanning the press of bodies in the vast hall for signs of danger.


Nutesh’s memories told
Hashur that the number of guards far exceeded what was normal for such an event.
The Anunnaki couldn’t blame the future queen for doubling the number of her
protectors. She couldn’t have known that Ereshkigal’s plan required her to
survive long enough to beget the next generation.


As for himself, Hashur had spent
the last few days exploring the city and palace in his new host. Nutesh was
young and fit, able to endure the long days the Anunnaki spent satisfying his
curiosity. Much had changed, and yet, in the way of gryphons and humans, much
was still the same.


Playing the role of Nutesh was easy
enough when all he had to do was look into the gryphon noble’s memories for
names and details about the friends and acquaintances who sought him out.


A stir at the main entrance drew
his attention.


Crown Princess Asharru swept into
the throne room, surrounded by more guards and the ever watchful Tirigan. She
made straight for the high table, neither looking left or right. Once there,
she took her seat and nodded to the priests and priestesses on either side.
They, in turn, gestured for servants to bring forward the food, blessing it as
each servant presented it with a bow.


While the priestesses and priests
called upon the gods to bless the food and thank them for the bounty, Hashur
studied the Blade.


He’d crossed paths with Tirigan
more than once in the last three days, but, as he’d expected, Tirigan hadn’t
recognized him as a threat.


Because he wasn’t.


After all, he didn’t want
to harm the future queen. In fact, he’d grown to admire her for her versatility
and tenaciousness as she faced down her small council and all the noblemen who
thought they could control her.


She was too fierce for that.


During his three days of study, it
also became clear she’d had no interest in him as a potential mate.


The agents of Ereshkigal had
assured him that she would pick Nutesh. She didn’t have a choice, they said.
She was cornered, nearly defeated.


Hashur disagreed.


What rolled off her in waves didn’t
feel soft, defeated, or like she was particularly accepting of her council's
demands. 


Unfortunately, now that his spirit
was housed in flesh, his senses were dulled, and he couldn’t read her thoughts
or emotions clearly. He only caught hints, but that would be enough once they
were together for any length of time.


If she gave him the chance to spend
time with her. 


As it was now, Crown Princess
Asharru looked more like she was ready to kill him and any other male her
councilors might try to foist upon her. Though, she had announced to the court
that she would be making her choice this day. That’s why there were so many
priests and priestesses present.


Hashur returned his attention to
the Blade.


Tirigan lurked like a great black
shadow at Asharru’s shoulder. Her Blade’s expression was devoid of any emotion,
and there wasn’t much more to be found when Hashur reached out with his magic
to touch the Blade’s mind. Nothing.


If the Blade knew Asharru’s
decision, Hashur wasn’t going to learn it from Tirigan.


Sighing, Hashur settled back to
wait.


Soon food arrived, and he was swift
to dive in. Until he’d taken Nutesh as a host, he’d forgotten there was joy in
feeding a body. During much of Hashur’s exploring over the last three days,
he’d allowed his nose to guide him from taverns to public kitchens to markets
filled with baked goods and raw produce. 


There were other joys to be had as
well. Such as rumor and gossip. Such things delighted the Anunnaki. There was
only truth in the Underworld. There was no need for fanciful lies in
Ereshkigal’s kingdom.


He’d been seated at one of the
tables at the front, close to the high table. This evening he expected to hear
lots of new rumors to entertain him.


And perhaps some truths as well. He
leaned forward enough to peer at Bashaa and Laliya, the Blade’s two friends, where
they were seated a couple benches from him.


The male and female kept up a
lively conversation that had the others at the table laughing and grinning.


Hashur didn’t find the wait a
chore.


Not that he had to wait too long.


Shortly after the meal had started,
Crown Princess Asharru rose from her bench.


“It has come to my attention that
many of you are concerned over the continuation of the gryphon royal line. I
have spoken with my council and have come to the conclusion that a Trial Year
is the best option for increasing the likelihood that my gryphon will pick a
mate sooner rather than later.”


Asharru paused and raised her
goblet. “With Ishtar’s blessing, by this time next year, I shall already be
carrying my first litter of royal cubs and New Sumer’s magic will be
safeguarded for another generation. May our great Goddess be so generous.”


The nobles raised their cups in
answer, calling down Ishtar’s blessings.


When the room, at last, fell
silent, she continued, looking straight at him. “Nutesh, son of Ekurzakir, come
forward.”


Ah, so Ereshkigal’s
agents were correct.


Hashur stood and then walked
swiftly to her side. After circling the table, he bowed deeply. “I am eager to
serve in whatever fashion your ladyship requires of me.”


“Nutesh, I make it known this night
that you are my choice from all the gryphons within New Sumer’s borders.” She
held out her hand.


He glided closer and took her
smaller hand in his, feeling the warm living pulse of life. The magic of the
royal blood was strong in her. It would only be a matter of time before she
anointed her Blade for a second time, making Hashur’s task that much harder.
Strangely, he looked forward to the challenge of stealing this woman from her
Blade.


A priest carrying a length of gold
rope with flowers and wheat stems knotted into it, stepped forward, but Asharru
gestured him back.


She looked out into the crowd again.
“Knowing one of my duties is to produce young as quickly as possible for the
sake of New Sumer’s magic, I have decided not to limit my gryphon’s choice to
Nutesh alone since she has already expressed interest in another male.”


The room was so silent Hashur could
hear the rustle of fabric as people breathed.


“You wonder why I didn’t just
choose that male if he’s piqued my gryphon’s interest?” Princess Asharru stated
what was on many minds. “Because I know the nobles of New Sumer will not like
her choice. Tirigan, come forward.”


Her Blade stepped out from between
the pillars behind the high table where he’d been standing guard.


“I am very much aware Tirigan is
human, and it is rare that a gryphon female with take noticed of a male human,
but mine has. I, myself, may only be half-gryphon, but I know that it will be
my beast who picks our mate and I shall not cast aside someone she shows a preference
for simply because he is human.”


The nobles, unable to maintain
their silence, broken out into a ruckus of conversations.


“Silence!” Asharru shouted over the
noise. “If it gives you comfort, great nobles of New Sumer, know that the
ultimate choice will be Ishtar’s. As High Priestess and future Queen, I am hers
to command.”


With that, she gestured for the
priest to come forward with his length of rope. Before he reached them, Asharru
unwound an equal length of rope from around her waist. The priest hesitated
once he reached them, apparently not sure which binding he should perform
first.


Asharru saved him the decision by
nodding to Laliya.


The female was dressed as a
priestess, though Hashur knew she hadn’t completed all her training or her
vows, not yet.


So, this was how Asharru planned to
outsmart her council. Clever woman. Her hand-tying to Nutesh would be fake.
Later, once she was queen, she’d then be able to overrule her council and set
him aside. He almost laughed aloud at her trickery.


Well, then, he’d just have to work
doubly as hard to be sure she didn’t want to cast him aside in favor of her
Blade.


But then she surprised him again,
holding out her left hand to him and gestured the priest forward again.


Her trial year with him would be
real?


Why?


Then he remembered Tirigan hadn’t
wanted to be Asharru’s Blade, not really. He likely didn’t want to be tied any
more closely to her than he already was. Asharru hadn’t been able to win her
Blade over yet.


How delightful.


This assignment would be
interesting if nothing else.
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The day after Tirigan had suggested
Asharru invite Governor Ugurnaszir to court—a suggestion that had deeply
disturbed him—he’d awoken early and restless. Though, he wasn’t given long to
dwell on the cause since Nutesh arrived shortly after dawn.


An early rising noble?


That was cause for suspicion.


But Tirigan’s gift didn’t warn him
of danger, and Nutesh seemed like a pleasant, honest type. A rare gem in the gryphon
court. No wonder Asharru had picked him out as a possible candidate for the
Trial Year.


Though, she hadn’t done it because
she’d wanted Nutesh as a mate.


That had been clear from her
interaction with the noble. She tolerated him, nothing more.


While Nutesh might not pose a
threat, if he courted Asharru more aggressively than she wished, Tirigan would
teach the other male some manners.


This morning, Bashaa and Laliya
were overseeing Nutesh’s move while Asharru read some reports over breakfast.
She sat hunched over, one elbow propped against the table while in the other
hand, she held a large mug of steaming tea. The bustle and noise of the
servants seemed not to touch her at all.


He envied her that ability to tune
everything out. That had never been one of his gifts. No, he heard everything,
studying and weighing every sound for potential danger. He’d always thought it
was just a survival trait he’d learned early in life, but now he knew that
hyperawareness was the gift and curse of being a Blade.


Without looking up from the scroll
she was reading, Asharru waved her mug of tea at the empty seat beside her.
“Tirigan, come. Sit and eat.”


“I’m not hungry.” His reply came
out sounding more sullen and mulish than he’d intended.


Asharru snorted, a grin twisting
her lips. “Fine. If you don’t want to sit and eat, then go be a cranky hermit
farther away from me. Your grumpiness is distracting.” 


Tirigan really wasn’t hungry,
though, so decided to pace like a trapped animal instead.


“What’s gotten under your skin?”
Kuri asked a short while later. “I know it’s not just Nutesh moving in. He’s no
competition for Asharru’s affections.”


He glowered at her comment about
Nutesh but didn’t bother denying it. Kuri was the type to just keep digging
once she caught a hint of something she found interesting.


“I’m just restless. I’m not used to
this kind of inactivity.”


He’d missed his evening sword
practice with Kuri and Hunzuu last night because of the dancing and celebration
after the Trial Year announcement. And now with Asharru refusing to leave until
she caught up on some of the reports, Tirigan was missing his morning practice
as well.


If Nutesh hadn’t been here, with a
flurry of unknown servants coming and going, Tirigan might have left Asharru in
the care of Kuri, Hunzuu, and an extra company of guards to see to the training
of the newest recruits they’d managed to funnel away from Libluth.


But Tirigan would not abandon
Asharru to the company of Nutesh even though he sensed no deceit in the male, certainly
not when thirty servants were bustling about the chambers and would make it too
easy for an assassin to slip in among them unnoticed.


Kuri tilted her head as she
continued to stare at him. Then suddenly her eyes narrowed as she glanced
around, taking note of Nutesh and his servants unpacking items. “Come with me.”


Kuri turned on her heels and
marched toward a side room where Asharru usually retreated to when she had a
lot of messages and reports that needed her attention.


Tirigan paused to motion Hunzuu to
take his place near Asharru. Once the man moved to obey, Tirigan followed Kuri,
curious what had piqued the guardswoman’s suspicions.


Instinctively, he scanned the room.
At the moment, it was empty.


“What did you w—” He began.


Kuri grabbed his hair and lifted it
out of the way and at the same time started yanking at the neck of his robe.


“Ha,” she crowed. “That’s what I
thought!”


She reached out and touched the
mark. Tirigan jerked away. Instantly defensive.


“Don’t touch me.” The three words
were laced with menace.


“Goddess, Asharru is right. You’re
grumpy today. The moodiness might be because the mark’s glowing.”


Tirigan froze and then slowly
reached up to touch the area above the neckline of his robe. The skin had that
strange, slightly roughened texture he’d noted before, and it was sensitive to
his touch, more so than usual. The mark was also warmer than the surrounding
skin.


He was surprised he hadn’t noticed
it earlier, but when he rolled his shoulders, it felt like it always did.
Perhaps the heat had been increasing so gradually, he hadn’t noticed?


But he knew what it meant.


The mark was announcing that it was
time for the next Blooding Ceremony.


I’m not ready, he
thought to himself, I need more time to get to know Asharru.


The link between Monarch and Blade
was a powerful, sacred bond. If he already felt this drawn to Asharru now, how
much more sway would she have over him once their link was fully formed? 


I’m not ready to
surrender my mind, body, and soul to her, he beseeched to
any god who would listen.


His lips compressed unhappily.


But, in a way, the gods had already
spoken, hadn’t they? Or else his mark wouldn’t be glowing. The gods wanted him
to become Asharru’s Blade in more than title. When the gods spoke, mortals
turned a deaf ear to them at their peril.


“You didn’t know, did you?”


“No.”


Kuri’s expression softened. “You
need to tell her.”


“I will.”


Sighing, Tirigan turned and made
his way back toward the noisy outer chambers. He continued until he joined
Asharru in her dining room. Nutesh had invited himself to breakfast while
Tirigan and Kuri talked in the other room.


He found himself glowering at the
male and then scolded himself. Why does it matter if Nutesh courts Asharru?
It would be better for all concerned if she fell in love with the pureblood
noble and left me a scrap of freedom.


Tirigan’s thoughts rang hollow,
though.


He knew jealousy when he saw it.
He’d just never seen himself as the jealous type.


But it didn’t matter what kind of
emotional turmoil he was experiencing, he was a Blade, and he knew his duty.
And right now, Nutesh was getting in the way of that duty. 


Outwardly, he smiled for the male’s
benefit, but Tirigan’s attention was on Asharru. “Forgive me for the
interruption, but Guardswoman Kuri has brought something to my attention that
you need to be made aware of, Crown Princess.”


“Of course. Nutesh, if you will
give us a moment.” She smiled at Nutesh, but there was no warmth in her eyes,
her face a coldly smiling mask.


Tirigan realized it had been there
since before his arrival. That made him far happier than it should have.


Nutesh rose and bowed to Asharru.
“I am your humble servant. Summon me if there is anything you need.”


“Thank you. I shall.”


Nutesh bowed again and then
retreated from the room. Though he did cast Tirigan a calculating look before
he left.


Hmmm. They would need to find a quiet
place for future talks. Asharru’s chambers were getting too crowded.


Once Nutesh was gone, Asharru’s
mask dropped away. “What’s wrong? What’s happened now?”


“Nothing bad,” Kuri piped up before
Tirigan had a chance. She joined them at the table and then leaned down to
whisper, “But somebody needs a good back massage, paying particular attention
to the spine if you know what I mean.”


Asharru’s eyes widened in surprise
after a moment. “Already?”


“It would seem so,” Tirigan offered
a little grumpily.


“Come, let’s go somewhere more
private,” Asharru said as she rose from the table and then led them into the
larger of the two smaller rooms branching off her bedchamber.


He looked around at the room with
its bare, unadorned walls. She’d assigned this one to him, but he hadn’t had
time to furnish it yet.


Although she’d said she
could see that it was furnished for him, he’d wanted to do it himself. It would
be the first time he could procure items for himself, things not picked out for
him. But that would have to wait until after the present situation had been
resolved.


Turning, he disrobed and presented
his back. “Either the gods are eager, or there is a pressing and immediate
danger. Since we have already been visited by Anunnaki, I imagine my mark is
responding to heightened danger.”


Behind him, he heard the soft
footfalls of Asharru’s approach. Then she was pushing aside his braids. A
moment later warm, slender fingers stroked along the heated length of his mark.


Unlike when Kuri touched it,
Tirigan had to resist the urge to lean back into the innocent caress. And it
was innocent. There was no desire bleeding from her skin. But when her fingers
caressed his neck a second time, he couldn’t claim the same himself.


He grew hard at the simple touch,
almost like her fingers were stroking a different heated length.


Half turning, he grasped her hand
and then linked their fingers together, needing to maintain contact, but one
that would allow him to concentrate on the issue at hand. “My Princess, that
feels entirely too good.”


“I sorry. It’s just so striking
when it shines with power like that. The glimmering light reminds me of the sun
reflecting on early morning dew.” She gave herself a little shake and the drew
her hand from his. “It won’t happen again.”


“Do not worry about it.” His
fingers twitched to recapture hers. The need for closeness was out of character
for him. It must have something to do with Ishtar’s mark.


Asharru stepped back, her familiar,
emotionless mask back in place.


Unhappy he’d caused her to doubt
herself, he stepped closer and placed a finger under her chin, tilting her head
a fraction higher. “Your touch is never a hardship.”


She rolled her eyes at him. “You’ve
been mauled enough in your life. Fear not, I’m not about to press myself upon
you. Though, my curiosity sometimes gets me into trouble.”


A traitorous little voice
whispered, but what if that’s what I want? Your slight weight pressing
against me, hands caressing…


No!


He couldn’t think like that,
couldn’t risk rousing his other, darker nature. Asharru had been nothing but
kind to him, he wouldn’t ever unleash that upon her. She’d already caught a
glimpse of it once. Never again. “I suggest we find somewhere…out of the
way…before you anoint me.”


Asharru nodded, all business again,
completely unaware of his inappropriate thoughts. “I have an idea. We just need
to get there without anyone seeing. Kuri and Hunzuu can help with that. They
know the palace better than anyone.” She paused for a moment. “I think we
should bring Bashaa and Laliya was well. They have advanced in their studies
far enough to act as our priest and priestess for the ritual.”


Tirigan nodded, but he was having
trouble pushing aside the last threads of his pointless desire for Asharru.


And just when had he started
thinking of Asharru in that light? It was the last thing he wanted. It should
be the last thing he wanted.


“There is just one thing we need
first,” Asharru called behind her as she rushed from the room.


His conflict would have to wait.
Tirigan gave chase, wondering what Asharru was after now.
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Standing in the middle of the palace’s
large treasure vault, Tirigan still didn’t know what Asharru sought. He’d
followed as she’d rushed out of her chambers and eventually into the treasury
where he now found himself. 


The room was vast and could likely
hold ten times the coin and riches it presently housed. Though, it wasn’t a
surprise that the royal coffers weren’t as full as they should be. Kadashman
and Asharru’s parents had died unexpectedly when the siblings were still young
children, leaving the throne and its wealth vulnerable.


Tirigan would bet more than a
little of the taxes collected to ensure roads, walls, and temples were
maintained instead found its way into city officials’ personal coffers.


Just then, Kuri stormed through the
entrance, took one look at Asharru, and then scowled fiercely enough that
Tirigan wouldn’t be surprised if she could turn people to stone with that look
alone.


But Asharru seemed unconcerned by
the guardswoman’s glare, and her determined searching said she was looking for
something in particular that was more important than Kuri’s displeasure.


“I swear, if someone stole it, I will
call the wrath of the gods down upon them!” She kicked an embossed chest out of
her way and started sifting through the next pile of riches.


Hunzuu, Laliya, and Bashaa arrived
within moments of each other and then looked first to Asharru and then to
Tirigan.


Bashaa cast a questioning glance at
Tirigan, then used their hand signs. ‘You know what she’s looking for?’


Tirigan shrugged. ‘Not a clue.’


 Laliya stood to Tirigan’s right,
looking as baffled as the rest of them.


“I know it’s here.” Asharru shifted
more clay jars, chests with jewels, boxes of scrolls, and various other
valuables out of her way. “Kadashman showed it to me when we were children. It
was here.”


She dug a little longer, leaning
down with her shapely butt up in the air.


Laliya smacked first Tirigan and
then Bashaa in the back of the head before walking to Asharru’s side. “Tell us
what you’re looking for, and we can help.”


Asharru glanced up, a look of mild
surprise on her face as if she’d forgotten they were there. “I’m looking for a
dagger…..wait! That’s it. Weapons.”


Asharru darted off down a different
section of the treasury.


With a shake of his head, Tirigan
trailed her. Eventually, she stopped at a section where ancient weapons wielded
by previous kings and queens were on display.


“At last!” She crowed, holding up a
long, slender cloth wrapped bundle.


“And that is?” Kuri asked, sounding
grumpier than usual.


“I’ll tell you later. Once we reach
our destination.” Asharru grinned, the expression lighting up her eyes and
making Tirigan forget that she was a future queen. In this moment, she was a
woman—strong, intelligent, resilient, beautiful, and happy.


Kuri rolled her eyes again. “And will
you share that detail with us, or do you expect us to go blindfolded, it’s so
secret?”


“You know of the old hot springs
below the palace?”


“Yes. It’s a long trek, and you’re
going to help us think up a good excuse for why the future queen has vanished
for several hours in the middle of the day.”


“Well,” Asharru’s grin grew
broader, “Tirigan will be missing as well. Let the councilors and nobles
speculate.”


Kuri snorted and muttered under her
breath, “Their speculation might be closer to the truth than you plan if Ishtar
takes notice.”


Tirigan wasn’t meant to overhear,
but the guard’s comments drove home just how this Blooding Ceremony might end
if Ishtar did show up. From his temple days, he knew every Blooding Ceremony
used chants and prayers to call Ishtar’s power and blessing down upon the newly
anointed Blade.


Sometimes, though it was rare,
Ishtar came in person.


Squaring his shoulders, he drew
himself up to his full height. He’d maintain his dignity even if he were forced
into the role of plaything for a goddess. It certainly wouldn’t be the worst that
had ever happened to him.


Unaware of his dark thoughts,
Asharru continued to chuckle at Kuri’s innuendo as she led them all in the
direction of the hot springs.
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Their destination was buried underground.
The air here held a warm dampness with a hint of sulfur, which grew stronger
the closer they got. The old stairs cut into the stone were worn from
generations of traffic.


Stillness and tranquility lay heavy
all around, almost like a presence that he could feel when he briefly closed
his eyes. None of his companions spoke to break the silence, and Tirigan was
content to allow the peacefulness of this subterranean world to wrap around
him.


At last, they emerged into a
massive natural underground chamber. Stone benches circled a small lake and
steam rose off the water in gentle wisps. Tirigan looked with more than his
eyes, studied their surroundings, seeking dangers though he knew there were
none. He’d have felt the menace as they approached if there’d been any awaiting
them.


Kuri and Hunzuu split up and began
lighting the torches along the walls.


Even with the added light, the
ceiling high above was a dark, shapeless mass.


Asharru joined him, holding out the
bundle for him to unwrap. He took it and unfolded the outer fabric. Inside was
a lined and padded box. A non-descript dagger rested within.


“That is the dagger that has shed
the blood of royals for thousands of years. Each Monarch and Blade have used
this small, unassuming weapon since the time King Hillalum and Blade Amata took
part in the first Blooding Ceremony.”


Tirigan lifted the dagger, studying
its blade. It was as sharp and polished as any Tirigan had ever used. There was
also the tingle of magic woven into this weapon. He could feel it. Taste its
essence on the back of his tongue.


“You must use this on yourself?” he
questioned, sounding unhappy.


He found he didn’t like the idea of
her wounding herself and shedding blood to make him stronger, which was silly.
What were a moment’s pain and the splash of blood compared to the lifetime of
safety a fully anointed and matured Blade could provide?


“Very shortly, yes.” She gently
took it from him, and together they walked toward the lake with its circling
benches. Laliya and Bashaa were already setting up their supplies. Candles, holy
oils, perfumes, and richly scented incense were each carefully laid out, so it
would be ready when it was needed.


“Come,” Bashaa called to Tirigan.
“We shall begin.”


With a meaningful glance in
Asharru’s eyes, Tirigan whispered to her, “I’ll see you after the crossing.”


Well, they weren’t really going to
cross to the other side of the lake.


Bashaa explained that they would
cut crosswise across the lake in one direction and Laliya and Asharru would
take the other side and then all four of them would double back, returning to
this location.


That would satisfy the Blood
Ceremony’s need for a sacred bath.


Asharru nodded to him and then
began to unlace her sandals. Once she’d kicked them off, she moved to her robe.
He looked away, giving her privacy while she shifted forms. Though, he could
still feel when she called on her gryphon magic.


A warm wave of it rolled across
Tirigan’s skin. Briefly, he allowed his gaze to be drawn back to her.


The big, beautiful gryphon with her
black fur and red-banded feathers stood in Asharru’s place.


Laliya approached the beast, then
bowed. Once. Deeply.


The ritual had begun.


Acting with ritualistic care,
Laliya circled the gryphon. Slowly and respectfully, she reached for Asharru’s
left wing, carefully feeling along it and separating out one of the primary
flight feathers.


With only a slight hesitation, she
gripped the feather and gave it a swift jerk. The feather came free, and Laliya
bowed to the gryphon. For her part, Asharru just stood patiently awaiting the
next tug.


Laliya bowed in acknowledgment and
took two more from that wing before moving to the other side to harvest the
same amount. After the six feathers had been removed, Asharru reached for the
shorter feathers covering her breast and plucked a few more with her beak.


Understanding that the Crown
Princess wanted to gift Tirigan with more feathers, Laliya moved forward again
to strip out another half dozen feathers the length of his hand. But Asharru
still stood, allowing the priestess to remove another dozen smaller feathers.


It was very generous.


Later, Laliya would sew them into a
calf-length ceremonial skirt that all Blades wore to denote their status as the
favored one of their monarch and the gods.


While Tirigan wasn’t thrilled to
wear another fancy costume, he was touched by the number of feathers Asharru
was willing to surrender for him.


Asharru broke with tradition then
and padded over to him on silent paws, her lion’s body moving with a flowing
grace that was mesmerizing to watch. When the massive beast reached his side,
she rubbed her face against his chest.


While her tail flicked in feline
humor, she reached out and batted a paw at the fringes of his robe.


“Unless you’re suddenly overcome
with modesty, you should strip before going into the water.” Her voice was
deeper, gruffer but somehow still sounded like Asharru. Then she gave a deep,
rumbling purr that was quintessentially gryphon. 


Laughing, he relaxed. Though, he
hadn’t even realized he was tense until then. Modesty was something he’d lost
years ago. Undoing the belt cinching his robe in place, he dropped it on the
floor and then grabbed the robe’s hem and pulled it off over his head.


Naked but for a loincloth, he held
his arms wide and allowed the gryphon to step closer and scent mark him, which
wasn’t part of the ritual but he sensed it was something she needed to do.


When she’d satisfied herself that
he smelled like her, she stepped back, but not before the soft caress of her
feathers had forced a couple very unmanly sounding chuckles from him.


When she’d put enough distance
between them, the big gryphon reared up on her hind legs, wings spread for
balance. A shimmering light surrounded her body as she shifted. When the
brilliance dimmed, Asharru stood before him, naked and lovely and seemingly
completely unaware of that fact.


She grinned at him. “Who would have
guessed the mighty Tirigan would giggle like a girl from a little tickle?” 


“Those were not giggles!” His stern
tone was ruined a moment later by a grin. “Though, there is a great deal you
don’t know about me.”


A twinkle entered her eyes. “That
sounds like a challenge. You know gryphons hate a mystery, yes?”


“Perhaps I am challenging you.” Tirigan
needed to stop, but there was just something about Asharru’s nature that drew
him in and snared him. And, worse, he didn’t feel the need to struggle and
escape her web.


She was dangerous to both his heart
and his free will without even trying.


“You two, stop flirting and get on
with the ceremony,” Kuri called from where she was stationed at the entrance.
“I don’t like how we’re trapped down here with only one escape. The sooner this
is over with, the safer Asharru will be.”


Kuri’s reminder was like a bucket
of cold water, and Tirigan nodded sharply as he stepped back.


“Shall we?” he asked Asharru.


“Yes.” But she leaned in closer to
place a kiss on his cheek.


Her gentle touch took him by
surprise. “What was that for?”


“For being my Blade and my friend.”
Honesty and happiness shone in her eyes.


“It is my heartfelt honor.”


Smiling, she stepped forward into
the water.


Still confused over his reaction to
a simple, innocent kiss, he reached down and fumbled with his loincloth’s ties
twice before managing to get them undone. His heart should damn well know
better than to soften towards anyone, even her. With a shake of his head at his
own foolishness, he shed his loincloth before following her in. 


Bashaa and Laliya shadowed them
into the pool, but his attention remained on Asharru. It always would be. No
matter what was going on around him, a part of his mind would still be trained
on her.


That power would only grow in
strength once he was an anointed Blade.


Unaware of Tirigan’s inner turmoil,
Bashaa began chanting the ancient prayers, calling on the gods to bless and cleanse
the new Blade, to make him worthy to serve his monarch and the great goddess
Ishtar.


And since Tirigan was male and
might also host the God of the Harvest during the Sacred Marriage, Bashaa added
a secondary prayer, beseeching Tammuz to find the Blade a worthy host.


Tirigan sincerely hoped that last
part wasn’t necessary.


The chanting and bathing went on at
some length, but Tirigan’s eyes and focus strayed toward Asharru more times
than he could count until, at last, they’d both returned to the point where
they’d entered.


Together, he and Asharru walked
toward one of the benches side by side, the very image of unity against any
adversity as the ritual demanded. Once at the bench, Bashaa and Laliya dried
them with towels and anointed them with oils while chanting more prayers.
Afterward, they clothed Tirigan and Asharru in simple, unadorned loincloths.


Kuri and Hunzuu came forward then.
Hunzuu holding a torch that Kuri used to purify the ancient blade. Once the
metal glowed with heat, Hunzuu returned to his spot by the door, his sword in
hand, ready should their enemies strike while Tirigan was indisposed.


The guardswoman then held the blade
out carefully to Asharru. The future queen carried it to a kneeling Laliya, who
held a bowl of blessed water. At the touch of the hot blade to the sacred
water, more than steam hissed up from the surface.


Magic flared, rising from both the
dagger and the water. Moments later, a heated wave of power rolled over them
all.


This was the magic of Ishtar. Warm,
heavy, and potent against his skin, it was laced with knowledge and potential.
It was also reminiscent of the electric charge in the air just before a violent
storm unleashed its fury upon the islands.


Asharru bowed to the shimmering
blade and then carefully lifted it from the bowl and walked over to Tirigan,
the knife held out before her.


Tirigan acknowledged her with a nod
and then turned to straddle the bench, presenting her with his back. As if
sensing the magic in the knife, the mark of Ishtar flared with a matching
power.


There was the soft rustle of
fabric, and then Asharru was settling behind him on the bench. He sensed her
hesitation a moment before she huffed out an amused snort.


“All those scrolls, training, and
lessons, and never once did anyone mention how this is supposed to work with a
female of average height and her strapping big Blade. What? Am I supposed to
climb you like a monkey?”


Tirigan smirked at the image and
her exasperated tone. “Perhaps if I lean down and you kneel…”


“We’ll try that,” she said sourly.


She shifted closer until her inner
thighs pressed against his legs. The soft warmth stirred his body into
wakefulness and made his blood surge. Humor vanished, replaced by an old
familiar heat. Then one of her hands came to rest on his shoulder and that
innocent touch—she was only using it to aid her balance—had a specific body
part rearing to attention.


Asharru shifted around behind him
until she settled with her legs resting to either side of his. Then he felt her
lean back. A breath hissing through her teeth was the only sound as she made
the first cut. A moment later the coppery scent of blood reached his nose.


He glanced over his shoulder in
time to see her bring the tip of the blade to the upper swell of her left
breast where she made a second shallow cut. The twin cuts were soon channeling
blood down between her cleavage. 


With her jaw clenched and a
determined look on her face, she leaned forward, shifting positions again until
she was draped over his back, her breasts crushed against his shoulder blades. 


“Take this,” she whispered in his
ear as she handed him the dagger. A moment later he knew why as her thumbs
massaged some of her blood higher up along his neck even as more slowly
trickled its way down his spine.


Already a tingle was growing. Then
Asharru’s breath blew warm against his neck as she started to speak.


“Ishtar, this night we come together
to renew the pact between the ancient gryphon kings and you, oh great Queen of
the Night. Your Blade has been anointed with queen’s blood as the ancient rites
demand. Bless him now with your power so that we may serve you to our fullest
potential and never fail you.”


At the start of Asharru’s prayer to
Ishtar, Tirigan had bowed his head, but as the tingle running along his spine
swiftly changed to heat and then a fiery ecstasy, his spine bowed with the
pleasure of it, and he narrowly missed cracking skulls with Asharru.


“Easy,” she whispered, “It will be
over soon.”


She shifted, then in a surprising
move, she used her superior gryphon strength to pull him back against her,
sealing her front to his back to assure enough blood soaked into the skin
running along his spine.


The power continued to build within
him. It felt…felt like nothing he’d ever experienced. As if Asharru had reached
deep within him and was stroking his soul. He shuddered and gasped for breath.


Her arms slid under him, wrapping
around his chest and locking him in place when he would have bolted to escape
the power rising within.


“I don’t think it’s supposed to be
like this,” he managed to spit out between his clenched teeth.


During his time with the priests,
he’d learned of Ishtar’s many aspects. She could be a bringer of life, a
healer, or a wager of war. During a traditional blooding ceremony, it was an
aspect of battle magic that forged the ties between Queen and Blade. But the
magic invading him, filling his soul, was more than just the burning rage of
battle magic.


This was too warm, too rich. Wild
swirling magic that reminded him of sultry heat, frenzied passion, and spasming
release.


But Ishtar had other powers at her
call. And this power fit with what was summoned during the Spring Rites.


Here? Now? They
wanted the Sacred Marriage now?


Oh, Goddess,
please not yet.


Let me enjoy my
freedom for just a little longer.


 











Chapter 31


 


 


 


A large, warm hand came to rest heavily
upon Tirigan’s shoulder, and then a voice that was power itself, flowed rich
and musical over his senses.


 “Blade, fear not. You will always
have your free will, and I’m not here to demand the Sacred Marriage. Not yet
anyway.”


At the contact of hand to shoulder,
the magic swirling through his body increased tenfold, a great swelling wave of
energy that had nowhere to go. Forcing his head to turn, he fought his locked
muscles until he was able to look upon the being standing next to them.


His eyes took in the sight of four
vast wings first. Then the voluptuous form framed by the radiant glow bleeding
off each feather. A shimmering transparent garment did little to hide the
goddess’ figure and Tirigan dragged his gaze back up to her face.


Eyes glowing with power and ancient
knowledge looked out at him from an ageless face.


Then Ishtar smiled and winked at
him and another wave of great magic flowed from her into him, caressing every
bit of his skin before sinking deeper into his body.


His lungs seized as he forgot how to
breathe.


Throughout history, Ishtar had only
ever appeared in person a handful of times during Blooding Ceremonies. Each of
those times, she’d later demanded the Sacred Marriage.


“Be calm Blade. I have said I did
not come for that.” Ishtar flicked her wings, stirring up a gentle breeze. It
wasn’t enough to cool the sweat from his body, but it told him she was real,
not some magic-induced vision.


Behind him, Asharru stiffened.
“Great Ishtar, we are tremendously blessed by your presence.”


The goddess inclined her head in
acknowledgment. “Monarch and Blade, you have both had more difficult paths than
I would wish, but you are together now, and soon you will be too powerful for
your enemies to find a weakness in your defenses.”


Ishtar’s voice flowed around the
chamber, seeming to come from all directions at once, from everywhere and
nowhere.


The goddess’s gaze locked onto a
spot a short distance away before swinging back upon Asharru. “Tammuz is
coming, and he will bless the Blade with added strength, even as I will aid
you, future queen, strengthening your already powerful magic so you will have
the ability to wake all the Lamassu, even the ones countless other kings and
queens were unable to rouse. Do you willingly receive my gifts?”


“Of course, my goddess,” Asharru
agreed as she eased away from Tirigan.


“And Blade,” Ishtar turned her
attention to him, “you, too, shall receive my blessing.”


Before he could formulate a
response, a second power, one the reminded him of sweet, freshly turned earth,
green growing things, and newly cut hay, suddenly filled the cavern. It
surrounded him, but unlike Ishtar’s fiery power, this one was cooler and
somehow mellower, though no less potent.


“My beloved wife,” Tammuz said as
he appeared on Tirigan’s left and gazed across to where Ishtar stood. “As
always, you rush into things. Give me a few moments to gain the Blade’s
permission before you claim them both as yours.”


Tirigan was likely still in shock
from the appearance of two of the gryphon nation’s most powerful gods suddenly
appearing during the Blooding Ceremony, but his bemusement allowed him to take
in the presence of this second god without fear.


Tammuz, dressed in a simple
fringed, ankle length skirt and a wide belt made of hammered gold looked more
like a human youth born of a noble family than a god, Tirigan decided. Though,
the illusion might have been because Tammuz presently lacked Ishtar’s wings and
radiance, though the harvest god was often depicted with such, so likely could
appear in any form he chose.


Ishtar snorted, but her expression softened
into a look of love as she gazed upon the harvest god.


“My beloved, I have missed you,”
she whispered, emotion thick in her voice.


“And I you,” Tammuz said. “But if
you rush headlong into this situation, you risk losing everything you seek to
gain.”


Ishtar huffed. “You are wise, as
usual. Speak with the Blade. I shall begin on the young queen.”


With that Ishtar turned her
attention to Asharru. “Are you ready to receive my power?”


Asharru nodded and then voiced her
agreement as well.


“Good, let us begin.”


“Blade Tirigan,” Tammuz called,
drawing his attention fully to the youthful-looking god. “As Ishtar has said,
we are here to bless you with our power, anointing you, so you will be strong
enough to face your enemies and win. Do you understand and agree to this?”


“Yes.” Tirigan wasn’t so foolish as
to turn down a gift that might one day save Asharru and his friends’ lives.


“Good.” The harvest god looked
Tirigan over once with a chuckle. “I see, Ishtar has made certain her Blade’s
soul is housed in a pleasing form. And you are strong and healthy, capable of
acting as my host during the Sacred Marriage. But there is more to consider
than just the physical health of the host, isn’t there? There is an emotional
component as well.”


Tirigan wasn’t ready, and the god
must know that, but what right did he have to deny the gods who’d created him
their chance to briefly reunite during the Sacred Marriage?


Tirigan bowed deeply. “I am your
servant.”


The god’s lips twisted into a grin.
“Yes, servant, but not a slave. Remember that. Remember that you have a choice.
I will not take an unwilling host during the Sacred Marriage.”


Tirigan blinked in surprise. He’d
never thought his destiny was something he could control.


“But you and Ishtar wish us to take
part in the Sacred Marriage?”


There was a twinkle of humor in the
harvest god’s eyes. “Of course. What male, be he man, gryphon, or god, wouldn’t
want to lay with one such as Ishtar. I have missed my wife.”


Tirigan couldn’t deny that Ishtar’s
very presence could stir a man, but that didn’t mean he wanted her in that way,
even if he was only acting as host for the harvest god.


“Ah! You already only have eyes for
your Asharru. That is good.” The god clapped him on the shoulder. “Come, we
shall talk first, and then you can make your decision.”


His bemusement only growing,
Tirigan allowed himself to be led a short distance away from where Ishtar was
already sharing her power with Asharru.


“Blade Tirigan, I am aware of what
you have already lived through in your young life. And while Ishtar and I very
much hope you will act as a host, I’ve never forced a Blade or Gryphon King
into being my host if he hadn’t first heartily agreed.”


Tammuz continued to skirt the small
lake as they talked, sometimes walking into the shallow water to splash
playfully before continuing.


“The Spring Rites are only four
moon cycles away, but if you and Asharru haven’t yet become mates of your own
free will, Ishtar and I will not expect the Sacred Marriage. Those two,” Tammuz
indicated Bashaa and Laliya, “will be able to receive enough of our power to
bless all the crops and the herds for another year. Perhaps by next year you
and Asharru will have overcome your differences.”


Tirigan’s mouth was so dry, he
wasn’t sure if he could form words, but he managed to clear his throat and spit
out, “Thank you for understanding…”


Tammuz nodded. “I always will.”


If the god truly understood, then
he would know what was bothering Tirigan. “I am not sure if I’m a worthy mate
for one such as Asharru. Perhaps another would be better.”


Tammuz chuckled, his entire
expression lighting up with his amusement. “Do you really think you could just
stand aside while another man steals the woman you love? Not that Asharru would
go along with such a plan. She and her gryphon are equally attached to you.”


Tirigan stared ahead unhappily.


The god had a point. Tirigan really
didn’t like the idea of Asharru with another man.


“Blade, all you have to do is reach
out and take something for yourself for once to finally know happiness.”


“But what if I am not able to win
Asharru’s heart?”


The youthful god grinned. “You are
already halfway there, but if it makes you feel better, do whatever you think
you must to become worthy of her love.”


“I…”


“It’s foolish to fight love and
happiness, my young Blade.” With those parting words, Tammuz darted into the
water and splashed Kuri and Hunzuu this time, catching the guards by surprise.


Their expressions probably echoed
Tirigan’s own.


The God of the Harvest wasn’t
very….godlike.


Eventually, the youthful
deity returned, water dripping from his clothing and hair, a huge grin on his
face. “Tirigan of the Blade, have you had time enough to dwell upon what I’m
offering?”


Glancing down at his hands, Tirigan
realized he had. “I would be honored to accept your gifts, as well as act as
host for the Sacred Marriage should Asharru and I become mates.”


Tammuz laughed. “As I had very much
hoped. Come then. Ishtar and I have more than one gift to bestow. We should get
started.” 


Tirigan nodded.


 “With your agreement, I bestow the
first of my gifts.” The god laid a hand over Tirigan’s chest.


A foreign and yet familiar presence
reached within Tirigan, touching his soul—tearing down a barrier he hadn’t even
known existed—and released a torrent of power. But there was more than just
power.


Knowledge came with it.


Knowledge of how to create a spell
that would bind all his new Shadows together in loyalty to each other and to
the throne.


Though that wasn’t the only gift.


With that bond of magic would come
another gift, one like how a Blade could sense danger. 


“And now I gift you with the
ability to withstand hosting a god,” Tammuz said softly.


Before the god was done, Tirigan
felt full to bursting with new power and knowledge.


“Tomorrow you will thank Ishtar and
me for the gifts we bestow this night.”


“Tomorrow? Why not now?” Tirigan
asked. Though he already sensed something in the god’s words, the hint of an
ordeal yet to overcome.


“Tonight, you’ll be too busy
cursing our names. As one of Ishtar’s male Blades which has agreed to be my
host, you must accept my power as well as hers, which is stressful enough for a
mortal body. But you now also carry one of my gifts to your Shadows. It is a
great gift, one that will help protect the royal line in the generations
between Blades. The pain you feel tonight as your body changes will be well
rewarded later.”


Tirigan nodded his understanding.
“That is a most worthy gift. What is a little pain in comparison?”


“If the danger hadn’t been so dire,
we would have spread our gifts out over several Blooding Ceremonies,” Tammuz
sounded almost apologetic. “Alas, our enemies will not grant us that time. We
must act now.”


“Can you tell us something of them?
Who they are. Their plans?”


Ishtar joined them just then. “My
sister guards her agents almost as closely as I guard my Blades and Monarchs.
I’m sorry. Her human agents wear medallions to hide from me, and without a
host, my powers are limited here in the living world. That’s why I first
created my Blades, but even you, one of the greatest Blades ever born, will be
hard pressed to find them.”


Tammuz frowned. “And this time
Ereshkigal has convinced the oldest of the Anunnaki to aid her. That enemy
could be anywhere.”


Tirigan nodded. “Everyone is suspect.”


“Good,” Ishtar laughed. “Keep that
level of diligence, and you will be victorious.”


He planned to.


“Now,” Ishtar said as she ran her
fingers along Tirigan’s collarbone. “Have you agreed to host my Tammuz?”


“Of course, great Goddess. It would
be an honor. Though my duty will be contingent upon Asharru and I growing close
enough to become mates.” Tirigan bowed to the goddess, hoping to appease her
since she seemed less easygoing than her husband.


“I have no use for an unwilling
male either. Learn to love your queen and all else will fall into place,” the
goddess said. “Now that we have settled that, it is time to make you a Blade in
truth.”


Tammuz stepped back, and Asharru
followed the god’s lead. Then it was only Tirigan and Ishtar, mother of gryphons
and goddess of love and war. 


 “Receive now my gifts,” she sang
as she spread her great double set of wings wide. Power bled off her, outlining
each feather and voluptuous curve of her body.


Ishtar’s presence reached within,
touching his soul. It spread outward through his body, expanding to every
corner of his being, sharpening his mind and all his senses. It was a breathtaking
rush.


Swiftly the sensation became a
pressure and then a pounding in his blood. It was so expansive and consuming he
didn’t even recognize it as desire at first. He’d only just accepted it as such
when the pounding edged over into discomfort and then straight into blazing
pain.


He grunted and stumbled blindly,
unable to maintain his balance or even see. Darkness crawled across his vision
as he stumbled in the direction he hoped the benches sat. His stumbling steps
carried him forward until his feet found water. He’d reached the edge of the
lake.


Warm fingers suddenly curled around
his. Asharru. Even with his senses blind he knew it was her and clung a little
desperately to the only anchor he had in this sudden maelstrom of magic.


A strong arm came around his
shoulders, drawing him up against her smaller body.


Merciful gods, he’d never been so
happy to hold hands in his life.


Still blinded by the power, all he
could do was turn toward her and bury his face in her hair, drawing in her
scent. A mix of perfume, soap, and her. It helped to distract him from the pain
long enough to allow her to half carry him toward the bench.


“Easy. It will be over soon. Here.
Sit” She guided him down. “Yes, that’s it. Sit.”


His body no longer his to control,
he collapsed forward as Asharru settled beside him. Her strength held him up
when he would have fallen on his face. They stayed like that for a long time.
Him immobile. Her rocking him gently.


Slowly awareness returned.
Blinking, he realized he could see again if a little blurrily.


Just as he was drawing breath to ask
what had happened, another wave of power rolled over him. An intense heat built
in the palms of his hands. He gasped and pressed his palms against the stone of
the bench, but it did nothing to ease the heat.


“Here,” Asharru whispered in his
ear as her fingers covered his, turning his hands until the palms faced each
other but didn’t touch.


Another surge of power had him
gritting his teeth against a scream as a searing flash of light expanded out
from between his hands.


At last, even as spots still danced
in his vision, the power flowing into him slowed to a trickle.


Asharru pressed closer, her arms
wrapped around him like when she’d been anointing his mark, though this time
she was supporting him instead of clinging to him. His vision cleared enough he
could see what his magic had created.


Laying lengthwise between his palms
was a sword, but this was no regular sword. Its hilt was golden in color but
wasn’t made of any natural mineral. The substance pulsed with power. And the
rest of the sword was no more ordinary than its hilt.


The blade looked to be made of
crystal. Encased inside was a living fire that beat like a heart. He’d never
seen the legendary sword of a Blade—they vanished at the death of their
wielder—but he’d seen drawings in ancient scrolls.


This weapon belonged to a Blade of
Ishtar.


The fire that slowly flickered and
churned deep within the sword’s crystalline length was mesmerizing to behold.


Or perhaps that was the shock
setting in.


“I’m here, Tirigan.” Asharru’s soft
breath tickled his neck, and he turned toward her, nuzzling her hair, needing
something only his monarch could give him.


“We have given all we can this
time,” Ishtar said, her voice carrying across the water. “Though Tirigan’s
ordeal is not yet over. The power will soon begin to change him, making him
stronger, awakening his new gryphon nature. That will be painful, though it
doesn’t have to be.”


Tirigan drifted as Ishtar spoke
with Asharru.


He didn’t care what they talked
about as long as his future queen continued to hold him and kept stroking her
fingers down his side in that delightful manner.


“I hate seeing Tirigan in pain.”
Asharru continued to stroke him, but now she was hugging him to her and running
a hand down his back. That was nice, too.


His mind drifted again for a time.


“He can feel pleasure instead of
pain.” Ishtar’s voice again.


“No…he would not want that either,
not after all he’s endured.”


“He is your Blade. You must comfort
him even as he would comfort you if your positions were reversed.”


“But he is barely conscious.”


That wasn’t true. He was aware of
everything. Every little detail and sensation of her pressed against his back.
If she continued to hold him like this, he could die happy.


“Don’t say that. You will not die
on me!”


Huh? He hadn’t meant to say that
out loud.


“There are only two choices.
Watching him writhe in pain or shiver with pleasure,” Ishtar said with more
patience than Tirigan thought she possessed. “He has been a good Blade to you
so far. He deserves passion over pain, but it is up to you. Neither I nor my husband
will ever force you into something you are not comfortable doing.”


“Tirigan’s not in any condition to
make decisions.” Asharru’s voice was tense with worry.


He somehow sensed Ishtar shrug even
though he wasn’t looking up.


After a time, he realized he was
seeing through Asharru’s eyes, feeling what she felt. Was this some new power?
It must be.


Grunting, he forced himself to look
up. A fiery pain radiated down his spine with the movement, but he’d managed
the small feat.


Now he wanted to tell Asharru not
to worry, that he’d be fine if she kept touching him.


It felt so good he reached for her
hands and pressed them against his chest, just over his pounding heart.


Ishtar chuckled. “I think that’s
your answer. Show kindness to Tirigan and help distract him while my power
makes the necessary changes to his body.”


With that last utterance, Ishtar’s
form shimmered once more and she vanished as swiftly as she’d come.


 











Chapter 32


 


 


 


Tirigan blinked slowly at the place where
a goddess had stood just moments before. It took longer than it should for him
to force himself to look around for the Harvest God. But the deceptively youthful-looking
Tammuz was gone. 


“It’s over.” He wasn’t sure if it
was a question or a statement. He just hoped it was the truth. He was feeling somewhat
fragile and didn’t want to undergo anything more taxing than sleep.


Unfortunately, his body had other
ideas. A new wave of pain coursed through his body. He shifted uncomfortably
until Asharru released him.


“Tirigan, are you alright?”


“Yes. Think so. Or at least I will
be.” He hoped the last part wasn’t a lie. He glanced at her out of the corner
of his eye. “I’d like to be alone.”


“The gods said…”


He gently placed his fingers over
her lips. “Shhh. The gods are powerful, and sometimes that strength is tempered
by wisdom, but they are not all-knowing. Neither of us is ready for the kind of
intimacy Ishtar suggested. I think it would be better if you leave me to
meditate by myself for a while.”


“I don’t like leaving you while
you’re…” Asharru frowned. “Ishtar said the changes would be painful, but there
were ways to distract and channel that into something you’d find more
pleasant.”


Tirigan gritted his teeth against
another wave of pressure that seemed to tighten his skin over his flesh and
bones. “It will be fine. It’s not like I haven’t experienced unpleasantries
before.


“Fine,” Asharru said, sounding
uncertain. “But I won’t go far.”


Tirigan reached out and cupped her
face, leaning forward until he could press a kiss to Asharru’s mouth. He
brushed his lips against hers, firm but gentle.


His body urged him to turn the kiss
into something far, far less innocent, but he retained enough control to deny
the darkness, that part of his nature that saw sex as a battle to be won. With
more than a little regret, he broke the kiss.


“What was that for?” she asked,
though she didn’t seem upset.


“I’m not sure,” he admitted as he
stepped away. “I think it was a promise.”


Still looking thoughtful, she
leaned forward to give him a chaste kiss on the cheek in return.


“And that?” he asked.


“My promise to you.” She grinned at
him then. “If you want me to go, I will, but I won’t go far. I’ll guard you while
your body undergoes the changes. If you want me to stay, I will.”


He nodded, the temptation to ask
her to stay was strong. His kiss had given his body ideas. But now wasn’t the
time for that, not when the darker part of his nature was so close to the
surface.


“Go,” he said at last.


“Here, take this.” Asharru draped a
blanket over his shoulders.


“Thank you.”


She nodded. “Call me if you change
your mind and don’t want to go through this alone.”


Asharru’s hand cupped his jaw as
her thumb stroked over his lips. It was all he could do not to grab her and
lock her in his arms. But he held the bench in a punishing grip, and at last,
she stepped back.


When she turned away, his gaze
landed on Bashaa and Laliya.


‘One of us stay?’ Bashaa signed,
using their secret hand gestures.


Tirigan shook his head and added.
‘I’ll survive. Stay close to Asharru. Protect.’ 


Laliya looked unhappy and then
signed a flurry of words. ‘Gods expected Monarch to stay. Comfort Blade.’


‘My choice. Go.’ Another powerful
wave of pain washed over Tirigan. He gritted his teeth and flexed his fingers,
gripping the stone bench harder.


Leaning forward, he breathed in and
out slowly as he allowed the flickering of the crystalline sword to mesmerize
him. Perhaps if he could reach a deep enough state of meditation, he could ride
out the worst of the pain without it touching him.
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Asharru placed a blanket around Tirigan’s
shoulders and then backed away from him slowly. It was far harder to do than
she’d expected. Everything in her wanted to stay. To sit on that bench next to
him and soothe him, to be whatever he needed at that moment.


But he’d wanted her to go, and she
would honor his wish.


“Hunzuu, stay and guard Tirigan.
The rest of us will retreat a little ways and wait for my Blade to recover.”


She was already ushering Bashaa and
Laliya towards the exit when Kuri stepped in front of her.


“This is a bad idea. You should
stay with him, not separate the group now. There are too many dangers lurking
to divide our numbers.


Asharru might have agreed, but she
wasn’t going to argue with Tirigan’s wishes. He had so few demands, she would
honor this one. “We aren’t leaving. Just waiting a short distance away. Close
enough we can all regroup if need be.”


Kuri continued to grumble as they
made their way partway up the stairs. It wasn’t until they stopped that Asharru
realized they were down more than just Hunzuu and Tirigan.


Laliya was missing.


Turning to Bashaa, she narrowed her
eyes. “Where’s Laliya?”


Though she already knew. The woman
was with Tirigan. She’d stayed behind. Asharru whirled to go back, but Bashaa
was suddenly in front of her, blocking the way.


“Crown Princess, if you’re merciful
you’ll let Tirigan have what comfort Laliya can give him.”


“But he didn’t want anyone.”


Bashaa shook his head. “He didn’t
trust himself with you, and he certainly didn’t want to hurt your feelings by
asking for someone else’s aid, but that’s not the same as not needing help.
Plus, he’s always been too proud to ask for aid.”


His words were like an unexpected
punch.


Unaware of how his words had hurt
her, he continued. “Even drunk on power, he retained enough common sense to
know you are gryphon and can’t give him what he needs. Tirigan would rather die
than unleash a certain part of his nature on you.”


Her eyes widened in understanding.
Tirigan thought he was being noble and protecting her from his darker nature.
“I’m a gryphon. I can protect myself.”


“I think he fears you’ll let him go
farther than he should.”


“Of all the stupid manish things to
think.” Asharru shoved Bashaa out of her way and retraced her steps. Both males
seemed to forget she was training to be the next High Priestess. She might be gryphon
and limited in what she would allow, but that didn’t mean she didn’t know how
to give her Blade what Ishtar had suggested.


And the gods had come out and said
that she and Tirigan would one day become mates once he got over his past
enough to trust her. She was even more confident now that her gryphon was just
waiting to give him time to adjust to his new life.


If anyone was going to give Tirigan
what he needed, it was going to be his future mate.


Asharru’s gryphon started to purr
in her mind.


“We are in complete agreement,” she
told the gryphon.


Her long strides carried her
quickly back toward Tirigan, but her gryphon still prowled and paced inside the
confines of her mind. 


Easy, she
whispered. I need to be a woman to help our Blade through the worst of this,
you can cuddle with him after.


The big cat paused and then purred
her agreement a second time.


It didn’t take long to return to
the underground cavern with it’s small, steaming pool. Tirigan was where she’d
left him on the bench and as expected, he wasn’t alone. Laliya was there with
him, kissing him, stroking her hands along his body in a way that spoke of
their familiarity.


It hurt more than she thought it
would, seeing him with another.


The pain intensified when she saw
Tirigan was returning the ardent embrace eagerly. Asharru’s earlier happiness
vanished. Pain took its place. Tirigan hadn’t wanted her to stay, but Laliya
was acceptable. Better than acceptable, apparently. Straightening her spine,
Asharru turned and retreated to the entrance where Kuri stood with Bashaa.


There was pity in the guardswoman’s
eyes, but she didn’t say anything.


“Laliya, stop,” Tirigan’s voice
echoed with authority.


Asharru turned to seek out Tirigan.
He was still by the bench but was standing now, holding out a hand to forestall
Laliya from coming closer but he was looking toward the entrance.


“Asharru?” Tirigan uttered softly,
his surprise evident in his tone as he turned toward her.


When he met her gaze, he made
several involuntary steps forward, before he checked himself and backed toward
the bench. Though to judge by the sweat slicking his body and the shaking of
his legs, he likely didn’t have the strength to go far anyway.


 “Asharru, you shouldn’t have come
back.”


“I know you didn’t want me here,
but when I realized Laliya hadn’t come with us, that she was here with you…”


Tirigan sat heavily on the bench,
his hands gripping it hard enough to turn his knuckles white. “I didn’t ask for
Laliya. She came and offered to help, but I don’t want that.”


While still straightening her dress,
Laliya walked toward Asharru. “He’s loyal to you. Has been since the moment he
saw you. Even as he kissed me, it was your name he whispered. I knew he’d be
loyal to you, but do you know why I still came?”


Asharru didn’t trust herself to
answer so remained silent.


Laliya sighed. “For one, he is my
friend and you were just going to leave him after even the gods said you should
aid him. Second, I hoped if I came back it might be enough to get that gryphon
of yours to force you back here as well.”


“Tirigan doesn’t want me here.”
Asharru sounded less certain even to her own ears.


She had made the right decision by
leaving, hadn’t she?


“Of course, he wants you. You’re
his monarch. But he doesn’t want to hurt you.”


Bashaa had said much the same.


“Stay with him. If you’re half as intelligent
as I think you are, you’ll think of a way to help him without infringing upon
his free will or your promises to him.”


Tirigan abandoned the bench to go
stand with his back to them, hands braced against the cavern wall, his body
taut with tension.


“Please just go, all of you,” he
growled out.


Laliya nodded at Asharru then
started away. She ordered the rest of the guards to wait in the stairway. Even
Hunzuu left.


At last, the cavern was silent
again.


“Tirigan, the others are gone.”


“You’re still here.”


“I’m not leaving you. I’ll never
abandon you again.” She walked up behind him and rested her hands on his back.
“Nor will I take your freedom or steal your will.”


“Goddess, Asharru. You shouldn’t be
here. I’m barely holding on as it is. With you here, it’s twice as hard to
think, to remember why you being here is a bad thing.”


“It doesn’t have to be a bad
thing.”


“Of course, it does.”


“You think you’ll hurt me?” she
asked softly.


“Yes,” came his broken reply.


“As a gryphon, I’m much stronger
than a human, for all I look like one.”


Tirigan was suddenly facing her,
his hands closed upon her shoulders, dragging her closer, pressing them
together. His lips brushed her ear as he spoke. “I’ve always been stronger than
a normal man. And now I’m stronger than I was an hour ago. Do you understand? I
could overpower you with ease.”


“My gryphon begs to differ.”


“Shall we find out?” Tirigan asked,
something dark and seductive in his tone.


His one hand cupped the back of her
head while his other slid down to the small of her back, forcing her closer,
grinding her hips into his firm length. The blanket around his waist did little
to hide his arousal.


Tirigan’s lips claimed hers, the
kiss raw, brutal. He nipped at her lips while his tongue flicked against the
seam of her mouth, seeking entrance.


She stepped closer, her hand
dropping to grip his backside. Pressing their bodies together, she
simultaneously granted him entrance to her mouth, returning his kiss. Their
tongues thrust against each other, lips caressing until they were both out of
breath and she broke away to trail kisses down his neck. He groaned his
encouragement.


“While you might have a harsh side
to your nature, you won’t harm me,” she said and then pressed another kiss to
his lips, this one light and playful. “A Blade can never harm their monarch.”


Tirigan rested his forehead against
hers and closed his eyes. “You’re putting too much trust in me. If you stay,
I’ll do something we’ll both regret.”


Asharru slapped his rump and
laughed. “And you’re underestimating my gryphon’s willingness to flip you on
your belly and sit on your ass until your reason returns with the dawn!”


Tirigan’s eyes narrowed with
calculation.


“Hah! Go ahead and test her, see
what happens.”


Reason returned to his eyes and he
cleared his throat. “I…I will take you on your word. Not sure if my dignity
would survive having a gryphon sit on me all night.”


“Good,” Asharru said and she
reached out to stroke hair from his face. “I think there is a compromise
between you trying to take what I am not ready to give you and my gryphon
pinning you down against cold stone until dawn.”


“I’m listening.” Though his eyes
had dropped to peer down her cleavage.


“Up here.” She grabbed his chin and
forced his eyes back to hers. “You can be distracted later. We need to talk.
I’m going to ask you questions, and you’re going to give me honest answers and
then we will go from there.”


His mouth opened but just then
another wave of pain rolled across his features and he grunted.


“This way,” she said, gently urging
him toward the nearest wall of the cavern. When they reached it, she grabbed
his shoulders and turned him to face the wall. “Grip the stone. Don’t let go.”


“What are you up to?” his question
came out a little surlier than usual.


“Hunting for the truth.” Asharru slid
up behind him and placed her hands on his hips and pressed against him. “I can
give you what you need without bringing risk to myself.”


Tirigan shuddered as another wave
of pain rolled down his body. When it was over, he leaned back into her like
his knees were about to give out. She wrapped an arm around his waist to help
hold him up.


He sighed and pressed his head back
against her shoulder. “I still think this is a terrible idea, but I like how
you feel pressed against me.”


“See? That was truth. I want more
of that. If you want to feel more, all you have to do is keep your hands
pressed to that wall and answer my questions.” She pressed closer, swaying
gently. Once she knew he would stay, she pressed an open-mouthed kiss against
his spine, gently licking at the mark running down his back.


Tirigan’s entire body jerked, and
he grunted out a guttural sound of pleasure.


“Tell me if you want me to stop.”


He gripped the stone wall harder. 


“You must answer me. That was the
deal.” She pressed another kiss to his spine, nibbling along his mark.


“Yes.”


“Yes, what?” Asharru’s hands had
shifted enough to allow her thumbs to massage circles along the small of his
back. He arched and hissed. “Since you still haven’t answered me, I can only
assume you don’t want this and I will stop.”


“Goddess no.”


“Good. Did you know the Blooding
Ceremony has healed all your scars?”


Tirigan’s answering grunt was a
clear ‘I don’t care.’


Asharru laughed at his tone. “Fine.
What do you want me to do next?”


“Everything.”


Asharru sighed. “I don’t want to
compromise your will. The deal is as long as you keep your hands braced against
that wall, you get to direct me on how I touch you.”


This time Tirigan laughed. “Oh,
Crown Princess Asharru, that still leaves you so very vulnerable.” 


“You sound like you delight in that
fact.” She rubbed her hands up and down his sides as if she was rubbing warmth
back into him.


“Yes,” he agreed. “I admit it.”


Leaning forward, she crushed her
breasts to his back and reached around his front to toy with his nipples. “And
this? Do you want me to continue doing this?”


He nodded, his head arched back,
eyes still closed.


She pulled back slightly. “Tirigan,
I will only do what you instruct me to do. Do you understand?”


“Yes, my…Asharru.”


“We will learn what you need in
order to overcome the pain assaulting your body and no farther. Does that sound
acceptable?”


“Yes.” 


They continued like that at length,
Asharru asking what Tirigan wanted and he would tell her. But even as she
helped redirect his focus to something other than the pain of magic changing
and adapting his body, sometimes the pain was greater than the pleasure and all
Asharru could do was hold him while his muscles locked in agony.


All through the long night, her
gryphon alternately purred or paced deep in her mind, not liking that her
favorite human was in pain. 
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Tirigan awoke feeling overheated and
dehydrated. A moment later the reason for feeling overheated became obvious.
Asharru had shifted to her gryphon form at some point in the night and was
sleeping curled around him.


Carefully, so as not to wake her,
he combed his fingers through the soft, glossy fur, marveling that a creature
so wild and fierce in appearance could be so lovely and gentle. While he was
coming to love Asharru, it was her Gryphon who’d first tracked him down.


“Thank you for saving me,” he
whispered, a touch hoarsely.


As for the dehydration, the events
of the night before came back to him in one long shame-filled rush.


Goddess, the things he’d asked
Asharru to do. And worse, before that, he’d nearly unleashed the monster inside
him, showing her a hint of his ugly soul.


But she hadn’t been cowed by that
side of him or run away in fear, had she?


No, she’d threatened to call on her
gryphon to sit on him if he didn’t behave. He smiled at the memory.


Then she’d found a way to help him
redirect what had started as the greatest pain he’d ever experienced and turned
it into the greatest pleasure. All while carefully questioning him and studying
his responses without breaking her promise to never make him do something he
did not want.


Goddess, he didn’t deserve a woman
like Asharru.


He only hoped he could repay her by
finding and killing her brother’s murderers.


While he was still feeling guilty about
the night before, Asharru woke and lifted her wing away. A moment later the now
familiar heat and light surrounded her as she shapeshifted.


When the spots had cleared from his
vision, Asharru was still laying next to him, only in human form this time.


“Good morning, my Blade.” She
brushed aside a few strands of hair that had fallen over his brow.


“Goddess, Asharru, I’m sorry about
last night.”


She arched a brow. “I’m not.”


His eyes widened.


“We received gifts from the gods,
made many important discoveries about ourselves, and turned a corner in our
relationship. That’s nothing to regret or be ashamed of.”


“But I was…” He glanced down at his
hands “My darker desires awoke. I’m sorry you had to witness such a thing.”


“Wasn’t that scary.” She braced an
arm against the bed and propped herself up so she could study him. “Meeting our
makers was far more nerve-wracking.”


He blinked up at the bed’s canopy
to avoid meeting her eyes. “There is that.”


She rolled closer until she was
draped over him and he was suddenly reminded Asharru had been in gryphon form
moments ago and was now completely naked after shifting back. Her plump breasts
pressed against him. As he opened his mouth to suggest he go get ready for his
morning’s weapons training, she stretched up and kissed him.


Instinctively, his arms went around
her, stroking along her back as he returned her kiss. When they broke apart to
breathe, he studied her face.


“Asharru, does this mean your gryphon
has—”


“Decided I can finally mate with
you?” Asharru sighed. “Alas, no. She’s still waiting for you to want that I
think. The kiss was just to tell you I’m willing to help you in other areas if
you wish.”


Asharru was selflessly offering her
skills. After last night it was on the tip of his tongue to eagerly agree, but
by the light of day, he knew he couldn’t do that. It wouldn’t be fair to her if
she couldn’t receive. Last night was an unexpected…emergency.


He looked beyond the bed to the
surrounding chambers. They were in her quarters. “How did I get here? I don’t
remember anything after I passed out last night.”


“I carried you.”


His eyes widened.


“Well, actually, my gryphon managed
to drag you onto her back and carried you here.”


He glanced down at himself.
“Naked?”


Asharru snorted. “Wouldn’t that
have given the gossips something to waggle their tongues about? I dressed you
and then heaved your heavy ass onto my back and carried you here.”


“If you dressed me, why am I naked
again?”


Asharru blushed. “I was hoping you
wouldn’t…er…notice that discrepancy.”


Tirigan felt himself grin. Had
Asharru wanted the extra intimacy even if her gryphon didn’t?


“My gryphon sees clothing as a
needless obstacle.”


Her gryphon? That…wasn’t quite what
he was hoping to hear.


Grimacing, he remembered something
else. “Laliya?”


“We had a chat.” Asharru’s
expression darkened. “I didn’t kill her.”


“Thank you.” He studied her face,
seeking to see into her mind, but couldn’t for once. “I didn’t ask her to
stay.”


“I know. She admitted that.”


He nodded.


“She also explained why she acted
the way she did. I can’t say I would have done anything differently, myself.
We’ve since come to an understanding and I admitted I’d acted like an ass.”


Tirigan’s eyes narrowed.


“I had been planning to leave you
to struggle through the pain alone. I shouldn’t have done that. No other
monarch would have left their Blade to face that alone.”


He frowned. “You weren’t abandoning
me. You were doing as I asked.”


“Because you were trying to protect
me, again.”


That was true. He had. “How about
we make a deal?”


“I’m listening.”


“We’ll tell each other the truth
from now on.”


 “You have a deal.” Asharru smiled
at him and then she looked around her chambers and sighed. “I need to get up
and start the day.”


Tirigan laughed at her sad
expression, but he couldn’t deny wanting to stay and lounge in bed, especially
with a naked Asharru tucked against him. But he didn’t voice his wishes out
loud and she rolled away from him. Soon she was dressed in a robe and walking
out of the room.


 “Goddess,” he cursed as he lifted
his head and peered under the sheets with a glower, “you should be worn out
from last night.”


Flopping back on his pillow, he
sighed and stared up at the canopy ceiling, willing his aroused body to behave.
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In the days after the second Blooding Ceremony,
Asharru and Tirigan grew more relaxed around each other. As well, the court
seemed to have accepted the fact that she’d picked two males for a Trial Year,
one of them a full blood human.


Even Nutesh, who was attempting to
court her, though it would be useless now that she’d had a taste of the passion
Tirigan could bring to their relationship, was growing on her. Nutesh might not
be mate material, but she found him a better conversationalist then she
remembered. Or perhaps she hadn’t really paid him much mind before.


Whatever the case, he was
intelligent and had many interesting ideas on how to make the day-to-day
running of New Sumer more efficient. He was also keen to see some of her
brother’s plans put it into practice. Such as abolishing slavery.


One thing he’d said still resonated
with her.


All souls were
created equal. Why should one be able to own another?


It was a valid point and endeared
Nutesh to her a bit more.


Whether it was Nutesh’s
surprisingly rather un-noble-like personality, or the fact she just didn’t feel
as trapped by circumstance as she had a few days ago, or merely the knowledge
that she and Tirigan were fated to become mates, Asharru felt happy for the
first time since her brother’s death.


There was a little spike of guilt
at that realization until she reminded herself that her reasons for happiness
would also allow her to carry out some of her brother’s legacy.


She was making headway with her
plans at last.


This morning, just as dawn was brightening
the sky, she, Tirigan, Bashaa, Laliya, and a full company of trusted guards
took to the air in a flight to Uruk.


The flight had special meaning for
Asharru since it was the first time Tirigan had flown on the back of a gryphon.
She’d insisted her gryphon had wanted to be the one to carry him, which was
true, but really Asharru didn’t trust him in anyone else’s care.


He’d been hesitant at first, saying
a future queen shouldn’t have to carry anyone, but he’d relented when she
reminded him monarchs had been carrying their Blades since the first King of the
Gryphons had taken flight with his.


Tirigan had soon come to love
flying and she’d promised him they’d find time for pleasure flights in between
their other duties.


Shortly after they’d arrived on the
island, Asharru gathered together the senior most priests and priestesses and
told them that Ishtar and Tammuz had appeared and announced their choices for
High Priest and Priestess.


This caused some stir, but their
own ability to read omens and visions sent by the gods confirmed great change
was coming. And if a few of the shrewd elders narrowed their eyes with
speculation as they gazed upon Tirigan, Asharru hadn’t said anything to confirm
or deny their suspicions.


While she’d wanted to believe all
who served Ishtar could be trusted with the knowledge Tirigan was her Blade,
she wouldn’t risk his life by sharing that news until after the third Blooding
Ceremony. 


Once the priests and priestesses
had settled into the knowledge that the gods had made their choices, Asharru
had begun the ceremony to surrender her claim to the title of High Priestess
and at last embrace her destiny as a Queen of the Gryphons.


Laliya had then taken up the mantle
of High Priestess as the rest of the great temple’s citizens looked on, joining
in the chanting and spells and prayers that would awaken the power of Ishtar in
Laliya and Tammuz in Bashaa.


There was still a great deal to do to
stabilize her empire, but that could wait for another day. This one was warm
and bright. The lure of a free afternoon calling her to sun herself along the
beach was irresistible. After all, the court didn’t know how long the ritual
naming of a new High Priest and Priestess might take.


Now that the rituals were over, she
felt no need to fly back to her palace or her court just yet.


It had been close to three months
since Asharru had last had an afternoon off.


Even a ruler of the ten city-states
should get a day off every so often, she reasoned. With that in mind, Asharru
felt no guilt in leaving the temple to go walking along the beach.


Tirigan walked beside her, his gaze
searching the sky and the ocean for danger, but other than that, he seemed more
relaxed than she’d ever seen him. Perhaps someone else needed a break far more
than her?


She would work excuses into her
schedule just to come here so her Blade could unwind and rest once or twice a
moon cycle.


“You seem deep in thought,” he
said, drawing her gaze back to him.


He stood with his hand on the hilt
of one of his swords. He carried two now since he needed to keep the
crystalline sword close but didn’t want to draw it in public where anyone with
eyes would recognize what it was and that Tirigan was a Blade.


If there were a threat, he’d reveal
who he was, but for practice and training sessions, he still only used his old
sword.


Presently, Tirigan’s right hand
rested on the hilt of his crystalline sword. Though to an onlooker, it would
look much like any other sword with its golden hilt wrapped in leather. A bright
red silk scarf was tied around the cross pieces and left to flutter in the wind
to help hide some of the shimmering opulence. To an onlooker, the sword would
look more ornamental than practical. 


Though in private, Asharru had
already witnessed the sword’s deadly power. It was far from ornamental. She’d
seen it slice through other swords like they were made of water.


When Kuri grew tired of seeing
perfectly good swords get destroyed, the guardswoman had switched to wooden
practice swords and then sticks, and at last, she’d started lobbing whole
melons at Tirigan in exasperation. The sword had vaporized each one. He hadn’t
even gotten so much as a splattering of juice on himself.


Kuri had finally growled at him to
sheath his new toy before it started wanting blood and souls.


Tirigan had laughed in agreement
and turned his focus upon controlling his other gifts. He’d said it was strange
because he had the power and the knowledge of how to use it, but he lacked the
control and muscle memory.


But as he practiced calling magic
every time they had a bit of privacy, he improved and could now call fiery
balls of power and make them dance and circle around his hands as if they were
pet birds.


Yesterday, she’d been too busy to
watch his practice and now wondered what new skill he’d mastered.


“How goes your practice?”


“Well enough I suppose, but I have
no one to test my skills against, not until…” he glanced around, then lowered
his voice until even her gryphon hearing had trouble making out his words over
the waves. “Until I’m tested by an Anunnaki.”


“We’ve faced and won a battle
against them before. I have every confidence you will make quick work on them
should they attack again.”


“They haven’t attacked again.
That’s what worries me,” Tirigan admitted. “They must be planning something
else, but I don’t know what and I don’t like it.”


“Nor I,” Asharru agreed. “But there
is nothing we can do about it right now is there?”


He grunted his agreement.


“Than I say we allow ourselves this
one afternoon for rest and play.”


Asharru untied her sandals, kicked
them off and then began pulling off the rest of her outfit.


She laughed when Tirigan barked out
an order for the other guards to turn their eyes away.


Still laughing, Asharru started to
run towards the water, stopping only long enough to shift to her gryphon form
before running out into the surf. Hunzuu and a few others of her personal guard
soon followed, shifting to their gryphon forms as well. Tirigan had created
that rule himself.


If Asharru was in gryphon form than
some of her guards must be as well in case she took to the air. The guards of
her unit needed to always be ready, Tirigan had claimed.


Asharru didn’t care about any of
that now, though. She just wanted to play in the ocean’s waves with her Blade.
It took some urging on her part, but eventually, she convinced him by tugging
on his belt, half dragging him toward the waves until he admitted defeat and
stripped down to his loincloth to swim and play in the surf with her.


Kuri just folded her arms, rolled
her eyes and stood guard over the discarded sacred crystalline sword.


Asharru swam and played and even
screeched in delight when Tirigan tried to wrestle her off her feet. Then on a
second try, with the aid of a powerful wave, he succeeded.


It was the first perfect day she’d
had since before her brother’s death.


But perfect never lasted.
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Asharru was lounging on the beach, sipping
a cold drink and nibbling on a plate of cheese, flat cakes, and grapes when she
watched a ship sail around the curve of the island. The boat was too far out to
be coming into the harbor. It must be making for Nineveh. Perhaps even carrying
another of the governors or officials from one noble house or another.


With her coronation fast
approaching, Nineveh’s population was growing daily as half the other
city-states seemed to be packing up to make the trip to the capital city.


Beside her, Tirigan had been laying
in the sand, watching as the fluffy white clouds raced by. Suddenly he sat up.


Bashaa and Laliya fell silent,
their conversation forgotten.


Together the three of them walked
to the water’s edge to get a closer look at the ship. Asharru rose and marched
to join them.


“What is it that you sense?”


“Not sense,” Bashaa said with an
unhappy little flourish. “You should have asked what flag do we see?”


Asharru looked back toward the
ship, her heart sinking. “Ugurnaszir?”


“One of his ships,” Tirigan said,
his tone low and menacing.


“He has many ships,” Laliya added.
“He might not be on it.”


“Not that one, no.” Tirigan didn’t
sound at all happy even though he’d encouraged her to summon Ugurnaszir. “But
with the coronation coming, he’ll be on another.”


And just like that, Asharru’s
perfect afternoon was soured by the thought of how she’d soon have to co-exist
in the same room with the man who had abused her Blade for years. Her gryphon
wanted to tear him to shreds, and Asharru wasn’t sure if she shouldn’t indulge
the beast this one time.


They stayed on the beach until the
sun was lower in the sky, but they didn’t laugh, play, or joke again. As the
breeze shifted with the coming evening, Asharru ordered her guards to make
ready and then she shifted to gryphon form.


Tirigan mounted her, grumbling
about her not wearing a harness. While he was situating himself, Bashaa and
Laliya mounted Kuri and Hunzuu who’d also taken on their gryphon forms.


Then together Asharru and Tirigan
and all their entourage took to the air, returning to Nineveh. If Ugurnaszir were
there when they returned, they’d deal with him then.
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Hashur-Nutesh sat in an ornate chair to
the left of the throne. It was a place of honor reserved for someone hand-tied
to the future monarch of New Sumer. Though, strictly speaking, no law required
a ruler to share such honor or rank with a potential consort.


If it had pleased the Crown
Princess, she could have seated him among the tables below with the other
high-ranking nobles, and he’d have had no choice but to smile, nod, and sit.


Not that Hashur cared about such
trappings of rank and state. Or, come to think of it, any thing of a similar
sort that were rendered void at the end of life. Given a choice, he’d have
preferred to be down among the other nobles, discovering the court’s newest
little gossips and dramas. They were much more entertaining than whatever
current grievance a noble was bringing before Asharru for her to solve.


Though, as he turned to gaze up at
the stern-faced Crown Princess, he admitted he was a little pleased that she’d
come to respect him enough to honor him with his own seat. What they felt
wasn’t romantic on either of their parts. It was respect and, or so he liked to
tell himself, the beginnings of deepening friendship. 


He’d found he liked Asharru. Even
her untalkative Blade was growing on him.


After casting a glance at the empty
chair to Asharru’s right—Tirigan’s seat—Hashur looked toward the nearest
window. By the sun’s position, it was late afternoon. The Blade should be
finishing up his training session with the new recruits.


Strictly speaking, Nutesh wasn’t
supposed to know that little detail. The official word was that Captain Tirigan
was sick in bed from some minor ailment. But the truth was that the new Captain
was training a few of his recruits in the catacombs below the palace.


There were many old storage rooms
down there that the Blade had converted into temporary chambers for his
soldiers.


He was keeping them secret for now.
Presumably, until there were enough of them to form their own units, by which
time, they would then be introduced to the public.


Hashur had discovered
the secret training units during one of the times he’d left Nutesh’s body
sleeping in his bed and gone spying in his true form. He was limited to short
trips since the body would expire without his energy to keep it breathing, but
those excursions were enough to learn fascinating tidbits.


Perhaps tonight he’d take another
such trip and discover if Asharru and Tirigan had advanced their relationship
to the point where Hashur could, in good conscience, give up the courtship
without going back on his word to Ereshkigal.


After all, it wasn’t his fault if
Asharru and her Blade were already in love and became mates.


Asharru’s new happiness since her
return from the island of Uruk wasn’t lost on Hashur. Tirigan was the most
likely cause, which didn’t upset him in the least. Hashur briefly wondered when
he’d given up his quest to seduce the Crown Princess and his mission?


 He thought it might have been the
first time Asharru laughed with him over some trivial bit of nonsense an
aristocrat had told him as he’d shared the story with her. Her laughter, her
genuine willingness to sit and talk with him—it was the first time in his
existence that someone hadn’t feared him, even a little.


Even Ereshkigal had a healthy
respect for his power and knowledge.


As oldest of the nine judges of the
Underworld, tasked with judging and destroying evil souls, it was rare beyond
measure to have someone simply share a bit of warm camaraderie with him.


Perhaps he’d stay on in the living
plain even after his mission failed. One of the other Anunnaki could continue
to take up his duties in the Underworld for one short lifetime. 


He’d just finished thinking that
happy thought when Asharru called for a break in the afternoon’s proceedings.
Servants carrying trays of food and pitchers of wine entered from the great
hall’s side doors.


Hashur was looking forward to the
novelty of eating—he never got bored with feeding his host body—when he spotted
a familiar face that was entirely out of place. He sat up a little straighter.


Priestess Nuannin was walking
forward with a tray of food. Dressed in the simple clothing of a servant and
projecting a meek demeanor, she blended in with the other palace staff serving
the food and drink.


No one would have guessed her to be
a noble-born lady, his host’s sister, or a High Priestess of Ereshkigal. Not at
this moment anyway. Her mannerisms spot on, she handed off her tray to
guardswoman Kuri with a deep bow.


Kuri didn’t give Nuannin a second
look and turned to bring the tray to Asharru.


With downcast eyes and another meek
little bow, Nuannin backed away and took her place along the wall with the
other servants. Kuri, in turn, handed the tray to Nasir, who it had been
discovered, had the sharpest senses of anyone in the gryphon guard. After Nasir
tasted a bit of everything, he handed it to Asharru with a nod.


It was common now after Asharru’s
brother and the other councilors had been poisoned. One or another of the pureblood
gryphon guards acted as taste testers with the hope of detecting anything amiss
with the food.


But if Hashur weren’t mistaken,
he’d bet there was an undetectable spell woven into one of those items to hide
the taste of whatever drug had been used to spike the food and drink. It didn’t
take any great intellect to guess just which drug had been used.


Rage flickered to life in his soul.


His bargain with Ereshkigal was
contingent on him winning Asharru’s affections fairly. Having his host’s sister
drug Crown Princess Asharru while her Blade was away training was not ‘winning’
her by fair means.


Though, if he pointed out the
suspiciousness of Nuannin dressed as a servant or the reason he thought the
wine was drugged, then Kuri and Tirigan would be swift to interrogate Council
Ekurzakir, Nuannin, and Nutesh at sword point.


If Nutesh were executed, Hashur
would be forced to return to the spirit world with his soul. That, regrettably,
would effectively end his little adventure in the world of the living.


Not a desirable outcome.


Tapping a finger against his thigh,
Hashur studied the other servants along the wall.


Ah! What if he pointed out a
different one?


Nuannin could escape in the
confusion, and later Nutesh could claim he was mistaken as to which servant it
was. He’d heard nobles claim the servants all looked and acted the same. Which
was rubbish. All souls were unique.


But if a little bigotry helped hide
his secret…


Bolting from his seat, Hashur-Nutesh
whirled around to face the throne where Asharru was just raising her goblet to
her lips.


“Wait!” Hashur shouted as he rushed
forward.


His sudden move had Kuri drawing
her sword and advancing on him. He halted so fast his sandals squeaked against
the tiles. Arms spread wide and hands up to show them empty of weapons, he
remained perfectly still.


The entire hall might have frozen
in silence as well. The only thing he could hear was the rushing of blood in
his host’s ears.


“I mean Crown Princess Asharru no
harm. I think a servant, or someone dressed as a servant, put something in her
food or drink.” He slowly moved his right hand until he was pointing somewhere along
the east wall. “The assassin? Whatever her purpose, I spotted her remove
something from her pocket when her back was turned and then later slide it back
in, real slow, like she didn’t want to draw attention. I don’t know her intentions.
Maybe she was just using a handkerchief to wipe up a small spill. But what if
it was something more sinister?”


Kuri glanced from him to the wall
and back to him. “You. Go sit back down in that chair.”


“As the lady demands.” Nutesh
gingerly backed away from her sword’s tip and seated himself with as much
dignity as he could.


“Guards!” Kuri snarled out. “Search
all the servants. Nobles too. No one leaves until everyone has been searched.”


Asharru came to her feet and set
aside the tray, cautious not to touch the contents. Once she’d set it down, she
turned to him. “Thank you for your keen eyes, Nutesh.”


“The future queen of the gryphons
has my loyalty.” Grinning, he gave her a half bow from his chair. “Besides, I
have very few friends. I’ll protect them if I can.”


“Friends. I’d like that.” Asharru
nodded in acknowledgment and then her queen’s mask was back in place as she
looked out at the room.


Once the great hall had been
secured, Kuri and the other guards ushered Asharru to another location while
more guards were arriving to search the room.


When Hashur looked to the east
wall, there was a vacant spot were Nuannin had been standing earlier. He
continued to search for her, but there was no sign of his host’s sister. He
didn’t need to call on his powers to know the assassin had escaped again.


He would meet with her and her
father later and vent his displeasure at Nuannin’s meddling. For now, he
suspected the only thing that awaited him was a lengthy questioning by
Guardswoman Kuri and Blade Tirigan.


But if Hashur was careful, he could
fool the Blade by telling the truth. At least as far as calling the servant an
assassin, which he knew to be true.
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Nuannin wrapped the ceremonial dagger,
bowl, and pestle in layers of cloth to protect them from cracking against each
other in the sack. Her hurried packing likely disrespected the great artifacts,
but she didn’t have much time to pack up and move the altar to another
location.


If the Blade grew suspicious of
Nutesh or the Anunnaki somehow betrayed himself, half the city garrison would
be down here hunting for her. She still couldn’t believe the Anunnaki had
betrayed her. She had been helping him by spiking the princess’s drink while
the Blade was away.


If Nutesh had played it right,
everyone would have thought Asharru had come into heat for him. And with the
Blade away from Asharru’s side for the first time in a moon’s cycle, Nuannin
knew she’d had to act.


She hadn’t expected an Anunnaki
capable of betraying Ereshkigal in such a way. Had she misjudged the Anunnaki's
intelligence and education? She had thought him old and wise, smart enough to
grasp what she was doing there. Perhaps he was a young one and had
misunderstood what she’d been trying to do?


Was there such a
thing as a young Anunnaki?


She didn’t even know if they
reproduced. None of her research had ever revealed if Anunnaki could procreate.


And it probably wasn’t something a
priest or priestess should think to ask with one of the beasts towering over
them, ready to eat their soul if the human or gryphon took a tiny misstep.


She was just hoisting the heavy
sack over her shoulder when she heard footsteps. Freezing in place, she
listened to discover if there were more coming behind that first set. Strain as
she might, Nuannin couldn’t detect other footsteps. Whoever came, they were
alone.


Relaxing slightly, she lowered her satchel
to the ground and waited.


Moments later, her father entered
the small chamber, a torch held high in his hand. Seeing her, he glanced at the
altar stripped bare and then turned his attention to the sack resting at
Nuannin’s feet. His narrow-eyed expression clearly showed his displeasure at this
newest turn of events.


“That won’t be necessary. I’ve just
sat through a meeting where my son was questioned at length about events. The Anunnaki
convinced them of his innocence. We were lucky he was innocent and knew nothing
of your foolish plan.”


Nuannin’s shoulders slumped, and a
new spark of anger flared to life inside her. “It wouldn’t have been a foolish
plan if the Anunnaki hadn’t betrayed us.”


“Betrayed you,” her father
corrected. “I had nothing to do with your foolish plan.”


“Someone had to do something. It’s
clear the Anunnaki isn’t interested in courting the princess, and it was the
first time the Blade has been away from her side in days.”


Her father snorted. “So impatient.
Don’t you see that the Anunnaki is gaining Asharru’s friendship?”


“Good for him!” Nuannin slapped her
hand against the altar. “While he’s gaining her friendship, the Blade has been
winning her heart. Soon he’ll be sharing Asharru’s bed. If he isn’t already.”


Councilor Ekurzakir sighed, drawing
breath to speak, but then was cut off by the sound of another set of footsteps
approaching.


Who was coming
now? The Anunnaki?


By Ereshkigal’s
grace, it better only be the Anunnaki.


 Her silent prayers were answered a
moment later when Nutesh joined them.


Upon entering the altar room, his
gaze landed directly on her, his expression thunderous. “You are the most
foolish and impatient mortal I’ve met in a good long time!” 


“Great Anunnaki, forgive my
daughter. Had I been aware of her plan, I would have stopped her.” Ekurzakir
bowed to Nutesh.


The Anunnaki seemed unimpressed by
her father’s words.


“Come now, old one. You compounded
the problem by betraying her.” Her father paced back and forth in front of the
altar. “Do you know what you almost caused? If Nuannin hadn’t escaped before
the guards closed and barred the doors, she would have been found, her true
identity revealed, and all of us would have swiftly found ourselves in the
Underworld.”


“Which is beside the point since we
are all here, unscathed by your daughter’s foolish plan,” the Anunnaki said and
sent an accompanying glower in her father’s direction.


“As much as I’m angered by my
daughter, one can’t overlook the reason why she acted. You seem disinterested
in seducing the princess.”


“My deal with Ereshkigal is between
her and me. However, it is contingent on me winning Asharru by fair means.
Allowing your daughter to drug Asharru, and then having me taking advantage of
that opportunity can in no way be considered a ‘fair’ win. I was entirely
within my rights to warn Asharru of the drug in her meal.”


“Still,” Councilor Ekurzakir said,
his lips tilting down in a frown, “the events of today have left us with
heightened security, and a suspicious Blade. Neither outcome is beneficial to
our future plans.”


“No,” the Anunnaki agreed. “It’s a
problematic issue we’ll have to live with thanks to your daughter.”


Damn the beast and his
unwillingness to accept his part of the blame. If he’d just sat there and shut
up, all would have worked out beautifully.


“I should go before I’m missed,”
the Anunnaki said.


Ekurzakir nodded. “I as well.”


But as Nuannin started to put the
altar’s artifacts back on the stone table, she noted her father didn’t leave
with the Anunnaki. He waited in silence until the sound of footsteps grew
distant and eventually vanished.


She looked up from her task.
“Perhaps my plan wasn’t as well thought out as it could have been, but we have
a greater problem. That Anunnaki—he isn’t loyal to Ereshkigal or her plan. We
can’t trust him.”


“I know,” her father agreed softly.


“What are we going to do?”


“I have one last play. It’s risky,
but if we manage it, we will be able to trick both Asharru and the Anunnaki
into providing Ereshkigal with a royal cub who will grow up loyal to our great
Queen of the Underworld. It will have the added benefit of forever ridding us
of the Blade and his two closest friends.” Her father smiled coldly at her.
“Once that is done, we will have control of the council again. Then I will be
able to fill those vacant council seats with people loyal to me.”


A flutter of wings drew Nuannin’s
gaze back to the altar as the tiny owl returned to his perch after his hunt.
“Asharru isn’t going to just let you take control from her.”


“Once she’s given birth to the
litter, she’ll no longer be of use to us. Later, Nutesh’s body can be poisoned,
and the Anunnaki forced to return to the Underworld.” Ekurzakir smiled coldly.
“You’re not the motherly type, I know, but I imagine you won’t mind raising a
litter begotten from your brother’s seed if you also get to be Regent.”


Regent? Nuannin hadn’t dreamed of
such power. Yet, how could such a thing come into being? She stared her father
in the eyes, silently demanding the full truth. “Your plan is very grand, but
who will you get to aid us in this monumental task?”


“A very rich acquaintance. And, if
you summon a few more Anunnaki, we will make sure he can’t say no, even if he
thinks to defy me. Not that he would. We’ll be offering him power and something
else he’s desperate to get back.”


Nuannin stood with her elbow on the
altar, her fingers caressing the little owl’s feathers as her father explained
his plan.


When he finished, she smiled as new
hope blossomed in her heart. “By the Goddess. That just might work.”


“It must. Or our souls will be fed
to an Anunnaki once we die.” 


That was an excellent motivation to
make sure this last plan didn’t fail like the others before it.
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Tirigan barely held it together while he
made his way to Bashaa and Laliya’s shared quarters. Asharru was within arms
reach the entire walk back from the council chambers, and still, it wasn’t
close enough.


She’d come far too close to danger
again.


What if Nutesh hadn’t spotted the
servant’s odd behavior? What if next time the assassin used poison instead of
the fertility potion?


The possibility chilled Tirigan’s
soul.


After he, Kuri, and Hunzuu had
interrogated Nutesh and the servants, they had decided Asharru should stay with
Bashaa and Laliya until her own chambers could be carefully searched in case
the assassin had somehow disguised herself as a servant and infiltrated the
Crown Princess’ inner sanctum.


Earlier, Tirigan had sent Bashaa
and a unit of guards ahead to triple check that his friend’s room was still
secure. When they arrived, Bashaa signed the all clear, his subtle hand gesture
going unnoticed by the others.


Once inside, Tirigan couldn’t stop
himself from rechecking the room. Then deeming it safe, he ordered the guards
into the hall to guard all the entrances. When the place was empty save for
Asharru, Kuri, Bashaa, and Laliya, he went to the Crown Princess and wrapped
her in his arms, drawing her head to rest against his chest.


He sensed his move had surprised
her, but she covered it up well and then wrapped her arms around his waist and
returned his fierce embrace.


“I’m so sorry I left you,” he said
into her hair. “They must have been waiting for the chance to come at you when
I wasn’t there to sense them. It won’t happen again. This is my fault. Goddess,
this could have been so much worse than drugged wine.”


“Tirigan, you take on too much
blame. It isn’t your fault. You needed time to train your men.” Asharru leaned
back enough to look into his eyes.


“I should have left it to Kuri or
Hunzuu.”


“No. The guard is important to you.
I will make time in my schedule so I can be there with you. Besides, I should
probably participate in training too.”


“That might work,” he admitted. But
something else occurred to him. “I want you to start wearing armor and to have
a sword strapped to your waist at all times. Their assassins haven’t given up,
but they may change their tactics. Next time it might not be poison. It could
be a dagger or an arrow.”


“Very well. If it gives you peace
of mind, I can wear armor.”


“Good.” He brushed a hand along her
hair, stroking the silky braids and wanting to do so much more.


He forced himself to release her
and then he walked over to the shelves along one wall. He pulled down a woven
grass basket and lifted a cloth wrapped bundle out. Turning back to Asharru, he
presented her with his gift.


“What’s this?”


He shrugged, feeling awkward
suddenly. “I had this made for you. It was going to be a coronation gift, but I
think I’ll feel better knowing you have it now.”


Asharru looked delighted as she
unwrapped his gift. Her look sent heat rushing through his blood. When she
revealed the hair ornament, she looked a little confused.


“It’s lovely, but somehow I thought
you were giving me a weapon,” she said with a laugh.


“I am.” He reached out and squeezed
the triggers at the cross piece. With a soft click the tiny dagger slid from
its sheath. “You can wear it in your hair, and it will look much like any other
large hairpin used to coil braids around and secure them in place. But when all
other defenses have failed, you will still have this.”


He held the small knife out for her
to take.


“The blade is long enough to reach
the brain through an eye socket, or the heart if you go between these two ribs
and shove it in all the way.” He took her left hand and pressed her fingers
against his skin, over his heart, showing her where to strike.


She stroked his skin, her fingertips
shifting slightly to graze across his nipple. The sound of his breath hitching
seemed to snap her out of whatever place she’d retreated to, and she lowered
her hand and stepped away from him.


“May the Goddess be merciful, and
you never have to use this poor weapon as your last line of defense.” Tirigan
fought not to pull her back against his chest and wrap her in his arms like he
wanted.


“There is something else we must
discuss,” she said after a time.


Glancing around the room, he guided
her over to the hearth even though there was no fire burning in it. Then he sat
her down in a chair and knelt before her. “What did you wish to speak about, my
Lady?”


“If our enemies try this trick
again and somehow succeed in getting that damned fertility drug past my lips, promise
me that it is you who will come to me.” She closed her eyes. “I know you don’t
want to be my mate, but my gryphon and I already care for you deeply. As my
friend, please don’t let the council match me to someone else. Not Nutesh. Only
you.”


“I won’t let it come to that, but
if it gives you comfort, know I’ll respect your wishes and be what you need.”


“Thank you for being my friend, and
more than my friend if that is required.”


Tirigan leaned forward and took her
hands in his and then pressed a kiss to each of her palms. He was surprised by
how much her words touched him and the depth of Asharru’s trust in him.


He wouldn’t fail her again if he
could help it.
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With the day of the coronation fast
approaching, Nineveh’s streets were crowded with people bustling about their
business, but after being cooped up in the palace for the last nine days,
Tirigan didn’t mind the fresh air. But the press of people all around? They set
his nerves on edge, especially after someone had tried to drug Asharru with the
fertility potion.


He’d vowed never to leave her side,
which caused some logistical problems. Like today, instead of training his
newest recruits from the garrison, he was navigating a crowded street. Though
there was a benefit as well. By escaping the palace, he also got to evade all of
the nobles, governors, and various other city officials swelling the population
to ten times what it had been before.


Of course, navigating the city
streets with Asharru in tow came with a different set of problems than
protecting her within the confines of the palace. At least today she was
disguised as one of the city guards and went unnoticed among the crowds.
Tirigan remained a silent shadow at her back, ever watchful, refusing to get
drawn into any conversation that might distract him at a critical time.


When they arrived in the textile
district, he noticed it seemed even more crowded than other parts of the city
he’d visited, but that was to be expected with all of the nobles on the hunt for
luxurious fabrics and elegant accessories for Asharru’s upcoming coronation.


He hung back with Nasir and Shamash
while Asharru, Bashaa, Laliya, and Hunzuu picked out some fabric or other to
later be made into table coverings, wall hangings, or maybe even cloaks for all
Tirigan knew or cared.


“Hey, Pretty Man, mind if I hide
back here with you?” Kuri asked. 


Beside him, Nasir snickered and
then swiftly sobered when Tirigan leveled a glower at the male.


Kuri ignored Nasir and directed her
comment at Tirigan. “If I have to compare one more swatch of cream fabric to
another swatch of equally cream fabric, I’m going to kill someone.”


“By all means,” Tirigan said dryly
in response to Kuri’s question, understanding her completely. “My scowling
seems to keep most everyone away.”


Kuri snorted. “Congratulations, you
just doomed yourself. Here comes Asharru with an armful of fabric.”


Tirigan had already felt his
monarch’s approach, his gift always aware of her location. He greeted Asharru
with a nod.


“I thought you should make the next
selections,” Asharru said and held out a length of black fabric. Laliya and
Bashaa were holding green and grey samples out toward him as well.


Whatever was this for? Besides, he
lacked an eye for such things and was the absolute last person she should be
seeking feedback from. “I think the coronation decorations might be better left
in other, more capable hands.”


“These aren’t for that.” Asharru
held up the black to Tirigan. “I want you to pick out the colors for my new guard.
You are the Captain of the Shadows, after all. You should have some say in
designing your uniform.”


Ah. This might serve a useful
purpose.


He stepped forward and looked over
each of the fabrics his friends held out and then the cloth bolts still on the
table. The beaming merchant, a short stocky follow, continued to pull material
from under the table and from inside his tent.


Brown or grey might hide dust or
dirt from the road if the guards were out riding a patrol. Both colors might
also help camouflage the soldiers from enemy eyes. But then again, his Shadows’
wouldn’t be skulking around in the forest.


They would be near to their queen
at all times, and their uniform should project a menacing presence to scare off
or deter both their enemies and ambitious nobles.


“This one,” Tirigan said, coming
back to the rich black fabric. “With either a silver or burgundy accent.”


Asharru grinned. “I thought you
might like the black. It will hide blood splatter nicely, too.”


Tirigan snorted. “I think you’re
more blood-thirsty than I.”


“Of course, I’m a gryphon.”


Tirigan chuckled his agreement but
returned to scanning the crowds while Hunzuu and Bashaa haggled with the
merchant about the details, price, and where to deliver the large purchase.


When it looked like the three had
nearly reached a consensus, Tirigan glanced sidelong at Asharru. “Where to
next?”


Her happy expression turned darker,
more serious. “The slave markets. It’s time I kept my promise to you.”


He arched a brow in surprise.
They’d been so busy with various other tasks, as well as training the new
recruits from the garrison, Tirigan hadn’t had time to scout the slave markets.
But it hadn’t been far from his thoughts.


“We have sufficient funds?”


“Yes,” Asharru assured him. “Now is
a perfect time, I’ll be able to hide the expenditure among all the others for
the coronation. No one will be the wiser, and you’ll be able to train them in
peace without having to answer a bunch of awkward questions.”


Tirigan nodded and then gave her a
courtly bow. “Let us go find some more recruits for your guard, my Lady.”
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Hashur decided he was either bored or
lonely. Both rare emotions for an Anunnaki. But with Asharru and her Blade and
friends gone off to the market for the day, Hashur found the palace strangely
empty without them.


It wasn’t just the royal party’s
absence. Half the population of the palace had gone out to make their own
purchases for the upcoming coronation.


Belatedly, Hashur realized Nutesh
should likely be out there looking to have a new outfit made for the coronation
as well. Something that would match Asharru and Tirigan’s outfits.


Though Hashur hadn’t seen the Blade
wear anything fancier than the garb of a garrison guard up until this point. He
made a mental note to ask Asharru tomorrow what she and Tirigan would be
wearing.  


Turning a corner, he decided to
head toward Asharru’s suites using one of the servants’ stairs. A nap, until
the others returned, wouldn’t be a bad way to spend the time. Sleep was another
novelty for him. He was now lodged firmly enough in this host that he could
experience sleep and dreams.


Distracted by his thoughts for his
immediate future, he was surprised when a servant girl slammed into him as she
came around the corner. He hissed in surprise and then drew breath to apologize
to the poor girl when he felt something poke him in the neck.


Instantly knowing something was
wrong, he jerked back, a snarl on his lips. But within moments, his vision
began blurring, and he couldn’t focus well enough to memorize the face of the
one who’d just poisoned him.


This had to be retaliation for his
interference in Nuannin’s plan.


Betraying an Anunnaki judge was a
foolish thing to do. For this betrayal, he would carve out their hearts. And
once he had them in the Underworld? Not even Ereshkigal could stop him from
eating their souls!


He just needed to cast off this mortal
flesh and go after the traitors. But there was something wrong. More wrong than
just the body being drugged in some way. There was a secondary spell.


A powerful one.


It wasn’t attacking him, though. If
it had, his own magic would have countered it in defense.


While he lay there, understanding
struck. The spell was designed to anchor his Anunnaki soul even more solidly
into the body of Nutesh. He couldn’t escape as the body began to fail, the
limbs growing heavy and awkward.


Stumbling forward, his body crashed
into a wall.


Vision darkening, Hashur cursed the
traitors to oblivion for all the good it would do him.


Unable to remain upright or call
for help, he collapsed to the ground. Only able to listen as other footsteps
approached. He was swiftly lifted by at least three people, and then he heard
one of the doors along the hall opening and closing.


Paralyzed and silenced,  Hashur went
over everything he knew and concluded that Nuannin and her father must not want
this body dead, or he would have felt his host’s heart stop by now.


Which must mean they wanted him out
of the way, so he couldn’t warn Asharru or her Blade of whatever new scheme the
agents of Ereshkigal had planned for them this time.


Hashur’s enraged snarl was
trapped within the expanse of his own mind.


Being housed in a mortal body was
suddenly a lot less fun when his soul was trapped in the heavy, unmoving lump
of flesh his host had turned into.
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Since Tirigan’s primary concern was
growing Asharru’s personal guard, he went to the slavers that traded in
laborers first. While he would have bought and freed every person he came
across if he could, he needed more than just a healthy, able body. He needed
persons with a strong innate sense of loyalty and integrity. Education, polish
and all else could come later.


His gift allowed him to find and
select a good three dozen individuals which his friends then took turns
purchasing so as not to draw too much attention to Tirigan.


The last had been Bashaa’s idea. So
had the suggestion to send Shamash and Nasir to the garrison to raid the
laundry for clean uniforms.


It was wise, Tirigan admitted.
Otherwise, suddenly showing up at the palace with three dozen new slaves
wouldn’t go unnoticed.


But a unit of soldiers following
Kuri in?


That wouldn’t even get a second
glance. 


“This is a good start,” Asharru
said as she looked up at him, her expression happy. “Almost forty souls saved.”


“Indeed,” he agreed, feeling pride
that soon he’d be able to help transition these people to a new life of freedom
and purpose.


The sense of accomplishment was overshadowed
a moment later as something cold crawled along his skin. His gift flared to life
in warning. This was not the same as what he’d felt just before the Anunnaki
attack, but it still gave him gooseflesh and cold sweat started to drip along
his spine.


He hadn’t been aware he’d taken
several steps toward the threat until Asharru called his name.


“Tirigan, where are you going?”


“I sense something here. Some
danger. I want you and the other guards to go back to the palace.”


He was conflicted. Duty required
him to stay and protect Asharru but also to hunt down and destroy whatever
threat he sensed.


The cold dread flooding his body
was strangely familiar.


Asharru’s hand suddenly came to
rest on his shoulder. “I’m not leaving you. We stick together. That’s an
order.”


While he could overrule her if he
thought she was in danger, he didn’t know which would be more dangerous. For
her to go and possibly be ambushed while he was off dealing with whatever
triggered the warning, or her following him into danger.


Their enemies were cunning. He
couldn’t dismiss the possibility that they had a two-pronged ambush planned.


His fingers tightened around his
sword’s hilt. “Fine. Stay, but you and the others shadow me, and keep a safe
distance behind.”


“We will,” Asharru agreed.


Tirigan was pleased by her
agreement and saw that Kuri had picked up on his mood and was now standing
guard with her hand on her sword’s hilt. All business, she didn’t ask stupid
questions.


After a nod of acknowledgment, he
began weaving his way through the narrow isles, heading deeper into the tent
city until he was walking among the largest and most richly appointed ones. Here,
the scent of wood smoke mixed with perfume.


The gravel pathway he followed led
to an open area with a raised platform.


On the stage was the newest victim
about to be sold. But Tirigan’s gift hadn’t led him here for the slave. No, as his
eyes landed on a tall figure seated toward the front of the crowd, a deep rage
began to burn in his gut.


Everything was familiar about the
man, from his broad shoulders to his carefully styled braids, well-groomed
beard, beautiful robes, and finely-hammered gold wrist and armbands. Everything
was horribly familiar.


Tirigan knew he’d meet Governor
Ugurnaszir again one day, he just hadn’t expected it to be today.


The urge to kill the monster was
almost overwhelming. His hand went for the hilt of his crystalline sword. Only
warm, slender fingers closing over his where they gripped the hilt stopped him
from drawing the sword.


Asharru. Her calming presence
allowed him a moment to take a deep breath and regain control of himself.


“That’s it,” she whispered. “There
will be time for that one day, I promise you. But now isn’t that time.”


Tirigan continued to breathe deeply
until he was able to force his fingers to release the hilt. Goddess, it took so
much strength to simply convince his damn fingers to relax.


Just standing there, as if all was
well with the world, was equally as hard.


“He’s here, isn’t he? Asharru
stated, not needing to say the name. They both knew who she was talking about.


“Yes. That’s him bidding on the
slave. In the front with the blue robe. Tall, muscular build with wide
shoulders.”


Asharru took hold of his hand. “You
don’t have to so much as speak to that monster, ever again. I’ll outbid him on
every last slave.”


Tirigan brought their joined hands
up to his lips where he pressed a kiss to hers. “Please allow me that honor, my
Lady.”


Asharru tilted her head and arched
a brow. “If that is your wish.”


He nodded and kissed her fingers
once more before releasing them.


Then he flipped up his hood and
stepped forward to raise his hand to signal his wish to enter a bid. 


Ugurnaszir was unflustered by the
first three losses, which told Tirigan the male wasn’t that drawn to the slaves
up on the stage, but by the fifth time of getting outbid, the governor finally
glanced behind him.


‘Yes, you hyena’s
ball sack, look over your shoulder, see death looking back at you, waiting.’


Another slave was brought on stage.
A human girl not far into her womanhood. Ugurnaszir might be drawn to her
innocence. There was no way Tirigan would let him win. Once the bidding
started, it quickly escalated.


Tirigan grinned as Ugurnaszir’s
shoulders tensed. He was getting under the governor’s skin.


Stealing slaves away from
Ugurnaszir was almost cathartic. 


Another slave was brought onto the
stage, a gryphon. Likely peasant stock from a family with too many mouths to
feed. He waited and waited, but Ugurnaszir didn’t bid on the male. Turning,
Tirigan nodded to Kuri, and she placed a bid.


Tirigan wanted Ugurnaszir to
realize that the tall cloaked man in the back had it out for the governor in
particular. After the last slave of the evening was won by Tirigan, at a substantial
cost, he flicked back his hood and waited.


When the governor realized that was
the last slave of the evening, he bolted up from his seat and turned to glower
in Tirigan’s direction. There was a pause, a moment when anger bled away to be
replaced by surprise.


The surprise lasted for a few beats
of a heart and then an expression that could only be elation seeped back into
his features.


Ugurnaszir rushed from his seat
without a word to his guards, forcing them to scramble to catch up.
Unfortunately for the governor, all the other attendees were leaving as well,
and he was trapped near the front.


Bashaa walked up to stand at
Tirigan’s shoulder and blew Ugurnaszir a kiss.


Tirigan snorted. “I wouldn’t give
that beast a kiss even to spite him.”


“But look at him! He’s practically
vibrating. I can’t wait until he understands.” Bashaa glanced to the left, and
when Tirigan followed his gaze, he spotted Hunzuu. “Kuri sent her brother to go
pay the outrageous amount you just bid on all the slaves and bring them back to
the palace. I think she’s a mite annoyed with you. She thought you were
reacting to danger.”


“I was. Ugurnaszir is dangerous.
Even my gift agrees.”


“Goddess, don’t tell Kuri that.
She’ll have your head for exposing Asharru to danger.”


A spike of guilt worked its way
into Tirigan’s consciousness. He hadn’t meant to put Asharru at risk, even if
it was minimal. But the monster needed to be stopped before he ruined any more
lives.


“You two, follow me,” Kuri barked
as she slapped hands down on their shoulders.


Once she had their attention, she
started to steer them toward the nearest path leading out of the maze of tents.
But then Asharru called a halt.


“Tirigan. Do you wish to stay or
go?” Asharru awaited his response with calm confidence, her expression saying
she’d do whatever he needed. At that moment, he was sure she would have
Ugurnaszir killed if that was his wish.


“We stay. I think now, while
Ugurnaszir is off balance, is a good time to enact our plan.” Tirigan glanced
around. “But not here in the open. Somewhere more private.”


Asharru smiled coldly while maintaining
her queen’s mask. The combination was a look that could make a man’s balls
shrivel and try to crawl back up inside him. “Where we first met seems
fitting.”  


Arahunna, the female slave
trader. Yes, her tent was large and lavish enough to deaden sound and give them
some privacy. “Take the other guards and wait for me there. I’ll lead
Ugurnaszir into our trap.”
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Leading Ugurnaszir along was easier than
Tirigan thought. The male had no survival instincts. Either that, or he thought
he was untouchable.


Though as Tirigan mulled
it over, there were likely more guards near. The wealthy merchant had a small
army of guards to protect him and his interests. There were probably more
guards waiting somewhere outside the tent city protecting Ugurnaszir’s other
purchases.


None of that mattered, though, as
Tirigan led Ugurnaszir closer to Arahunna’s tent.


Turning down one pathway, he paused
long enough for the governor to see him before striding down the next path. At
last, he spotted Arahunna’s tent. Several of Asharru’s guards were outside, but
Kuri spotted his approach and gestured them to go inside.


Tirigan waited by the tent’s
entrance until Ugurnaszir’s men rushed around a curved walkway. They spotted
him, slowed, and then glanced at each other.


Ah! At least they were astute
enough to suspect a trap.


Ugurnaszir arrived moments behind them.


When the governor’s gaze landed on
him, Tirigan gave a little bow and then turned and walked into the tent. Inside
it was dark save for one lamp hanging above a table in the middle of the room.
Tirigan went and sat at the table before pouring himself a goblet of wine.


He was lazily taking the first sip
when the tent flap was parted by a sword. Tirigan’s gift flared even greater in
warning, but he was a match for Ugurnaszir’s hired swords. And with Kuri and
the other guards protecting Asharru, Tirigan deemed the danger negligible.


A moment later, three of the guards
entered. They glanced around, took note of him at the table, and then called to
the others outside. More guards came in and shortly after Ugurnaszir himself
entered.


“Tirigan, I must say seeing you at
the auction was a surprise,” Ugurnaszir said as he came closer. “Absolutely
delightful, although a touch confusing as well. If you ran away of your own
free will, I admit to not understanding why you’d jeopardize your freedom by
attending an auction, and then bidding against me until I took notice.”


“Blinded by vengeance?” Tirigan
rolled the goblet from one hand to the other. “Or perhaps I’ve set a trap and
will finally cut your heart from your chest.”


The governor hooked his thumbs in
his belt and stood with his back braced against one of the tent’s support
poles. “There is little you could do that would truly endanger me. You might
attempt to kill me—might even succeed. But a slave killing a governor? The
retributions for such a crime would be swift. You wouldn’t survive the week, and
you’re intelligent enough to know that.”


“True.”


“You’re also a survivor. You
wouldn’t toss your life away for no reason. If you’ve set a trap, it’s not to
kill me.”


“Alas, that is also true.” Tirigan
sipped at his wine, though he wanted something much stronger now that he was
facing Ugurnaszir. 


“You want something from me,” the governor
guessed.


Tirigan nodded his agreement again.


Ugurnaszir pushed off from the
support pole and circled the table to stand behind Tirigan. “And how do you
plan to convince me to give you this unknown thing? You’ve revealed yourself. My
guards and I outnumber you.” The governor paused and looked around. “Though I
know you have some friends around here somewhere. I saw Bashaa.”


Leaning forward, Tirigan topped up
his drink. “I’m very good at making friends. You should know that.”


“You are.” The governor reached out
and rested a hand on Tirigan’s shoulder, his thumb stroking along a bit of skin.
“But friends can’t help you.”


“My new friends are very powerful,”
Tirigan said as he brushed off Ugurnaszir’s touch and then held out his arm, so
the other man could see the bit of silk rope, chain, and wheat weaved together
and circling his wrist. “One female friend is particularly fond of me. Enough
that she hand-tied me for a Trial Year.”


Ugurnaszir recoiled slightly,
though not as much as Tirigan would have thought.


The governor arched an eyebrow.
“What is a bit of wheat and rope? None of the other governors would be so
foolish as to try to take you away from me.”


“A fellow governor, no. Perhaps
not,” Asharru said from somewhere behind Tirigan. “But a future Queen? I won’t
be the one getting crushed, Governor.”


Ugurnaszir looked up, his eyes widening
as he took in Asharru’s appearance and her words.


Tirigan doubted the governor had
ever been to an event where he would have met Asharru, but her description
would have circulated to even the outermost islands by now. He had to have
heard of what the crown princess looked like.


“Crown Princess? A pleasure.” Composed
once again, the governor dipped into a deep bow. “I had heard that you
hand-tied to two males. When rumor mentioned that one was a full-blooded human,
I didn’t ever dream it would be my slave.”


“Ex-slave. I gave Tirigan his
freedom within moments of our meeting.” Asharru came to sit next to Tirigan and
poured herself a drink. “I think our first meeting must have been fated, for
everything else has since fallen into place. My head guard has come up with a
plan I think you’ll be interested in hearing.”


Tirigan nodded. “Ugurnaszir, as
much as I loathe everything about you, your wealth makes the next richest
merchant seem poor in comparison. The one thing your wealth can’t buy is rank.
But Asharru has a crown and with that will come unrivaled power and the ability
to raise your House to be one of the greatest in the land. I think you both
have something to offer the other.”


Asharru snorted. “Tirigan means
that he has managed to convince me to see things his way, and you have great
wealth that would go a long way to aid me in restoring New Sumer once again to its
great splendor.”


“Great Lady, please go on,”
Ugurnaszir said with another courtly bow. “I think I understand your meaning,
but clarity would be appreciated.”


“I have empty seats on my council
that desperately need filling. My coffers are also empty and need to be filled.”


Ugurnaszir’s eyes turned guarded.
“This was Tirigan’s idea?”


“Yes. I would have gladly stripped
you of your title and claimed your wealth for the throne, but Tirigan can be
very convincing, and he says I would be served better by powerful allies than
yet another enemy.” Asharru’s queen’s mask made her seem as cold as Tirigan had
ever seen. 


“Our Tirigan has always been a very
smart man.” Ugurnaszir sat in the chair opposite, his elbow on the table, his
expression thoughtful and regretful at the same time. “I would hear more of how
my House can aid the royal line.”


Tirigan was outlining the details
when a strange sensation slowly crawled across his body, like a sickly flush of
heat followed by a chilled draft. On the heels of that odd sensation, his
vision began to blur.


Beside him, Asharru reached for
him. “Tirigan, I feel strange.”


“Drugged,” he slurred as he
attempted to stand to draw his crystalline blade, but he couldn’t get his legs
to obey him.


He looked down at the wine.


It was drugged. Had to be. What was
it with New Sumer’s nobles and poisons? Was there no honor left anywhere?


“How did you even know we’d come
here?” He directed the question at Ugurnaszir’s smiling face.


“I didn’t know which tent you’d use
to set your trap, but I knew once you saw me, you’d revert to instinct. I know
how you think.”


“I’ll kill you,” Tirigan hissed as
his lips went numb and his tongue grew thick.


Ugurnaszir chuckled. “No. Not
today. And you’re not going to live to see tomorrow’s sunset. So, I imagine
I’ll get to live a good long life.”


Tirigan attempted to move again,
but only managed to tumble off the bench and onto the carpeted floor of the
tent. He’d fallen in such a way he could see under the fringed curtain
separating the central part of the tent from one of the smaller private rooms.
The body of the slave trader was only visible from this angle.


She must have died without trauma
to her body. Or else one of the gryphon guards would have smelled the blood,
even over the heavy perfume and incense. He cursed the fact the trader hadn’t
bled a little first to give him some kind of warning so he wouldn’t have led
his monarch into this trap.


Briefly, Tirigan had the realization
that he was the worst Blade in the history of Blades.


Then Ugurnaszir knelt and leaned
into Tirigan’s line of vision.


I will redeem
myself by killing this monster and all the rest of the traitors to the crown.  


“Tirigan. I wish I had known of
your deal before my associates contacted me…Alas, there is nothing I can do
now. Though if it’s a comfort to you at all, they don’t plan to kill our future
queen. At least not yet. I believe they plan to breed her with a male of their
choosing. They want a cub of all things.”


Tirigan managed a hiss of rage. It
was the only response his body could produce.


“Ah. I thought that would get under
your skin.” Ugurnaszir looked over at Asharru. “She’s pretty. I wouldn’t have
minded adding her to my harem. I’d have enjoyed making you watch me take her.
Alas, that’s not in the deal either.”


Ugurnaszir made a small wistful
noise. “Perhaps I can convince them to give her to me once she produces a
litter. Though I won’t hold out hope for that.”


Tirigan’s vision continued to fade,
gray rushing in from the sides. Though he could still see enough as Ugurnaszir
reached out and patted his shoulder.


“Do not grieve for your new love.
You’ll already be in the Underworld waiting for her. Such a waste. At least
I’ll get my Bashaa and Laliya back.”


Tirigan didn’t care what he had to
do. As long as he breathed, he still had a hope of escaping and rescuing
Asharru. Then he’d have a lifetime to make up for this foolish mistake that his
need for revenge had led him to.


But escape was impossible at the moment,
and Tirigan’s vision faded completely. Soon sounds grew more distant until
they, too, vanished.
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Grogginess clung to Asharru, and she had
to fight her way to wakefulness. Something was wrong. She knew it. Sensed it.
Yet wasn’t sure what it was. Blinking her eyes open, she looked around. Timber
lined the walls and ceiling, and the room seemed to sway strangely.


After a moment she understood. She
was on a boat.


Why was she on a boat?


She shouldn’t be on a boat. Then
she remembered Tirigan spotting Ugurnaszir in the crowd and luring him into the
tent. The pitcher of wine. It had been drugged. She remembered losing control
of her limbs. Tirigan helpless beside her.


But her ears had still worked.
She’d heard all that Ugurnaszir had said. They were going to kill Tirigan! Her gryphon
roared in her mind.


Asharru struggled to move her
limbs, but her arms were bound behind her back and her ankles were somehow tied
to her wrists. Fighting only managed to knock off the blanket someone had
draped over her.


“You might as well stop before you
dislocate something,” said a male voice that was scratchy from disuse.


Though it was also familiar. She
lifted her head enough to see over the pile of blankets. Nutesh was tied similarly
to her, wrists and ankles bound behind him.


He cleared his throat and licked
his lips like they were dry. “They tied us like this so we can’t shapeshift and
escape. Well, not unless we want our wings to rip our arms out of their
sockets.”


“We have to escape,” Asharru
rasped, panic making her voice quiver. “They’re going to kill Tirigan.”


She couldn’t think about what
Ugurnaszir had revealed. Tirigan’s imminent death was the greater concern. Her
enemies needed to keep her alive long enough to give birth to the next
generation of the royal bloodline.


“I’m sorry for that. I might have
been able to save him if they hadn’t drugged and spelled me.”


“None of this is your fault,”
Asharru said as she continued to test her bonds. The ropes were tight and left
very little wiggle room, but she didn’t need a lot of room to slide a small
blade across the rope fibers.


She pressed her head against the
floor, carefully rubbing it up and down to confirm they’d left her with her new
hair ornament. Tirigan’s gift to her might help her get free of the ropes. If
she could reach it and cut herself loose, she’d be able to shapeshift. Perhaps
even catch her captors by surprise and escape.


“It is though,” Nutesh said softly.


What was he talking about? Asharru
turned her head to face Nutesh. “What do you mean? Did you see something? Know
something?”


“Councilor Ekurzakir is behind all
this.”


“Your father?”


“My host’s father, yes. And
Nuannin, the councilor’s daughter.”


“Host?” Asharru asked with growing
horror but understanding as well.


“I’m an Anunnaki.”


She blew a breath out between her
teeth. “Why are you tied up then?”


“I didn’t go along with their
plans. I assume they decided I’d be useful in some other fashion. Otherwise,
they could have just killed my host and forced me back to the Underworld until
another priest or priestess is foolish enough to speak the old rituals and
summon me forth once again.”


Asharru craned her neck to study
him. He seemed sincere. And he’d protected her from that drugged wine just days
ago in the great hall. If he hadn’t said something then, she would have drunk
it. While she was drugged out of her mind, her council might have matched her
with Nutesh or whomever the traitors wanted her to breed with.


“So Ekurzakir is the traitor?”


“Yes. Though Nuannin is the
assassin who took your brother’s life.”


Asharru stared up at the ceiling,
trying to remain calm. She needed to stay focused. Despite the fact she now
knew her brother’s murderer. Now those same monsters had her beloved Blade and
they planned to kill him.


She could not….


No…there was no future where she
would bury another person she loved if there was something she could do to stop
it.


Tirigan wouldn’t die.


She wouldn’t let Ereshkigal have
him.


But she needed to escape first if
she had any hope to rescue him. That would go much better if she had an ally.
She looked back over at Nutesh—an Anunnaki she reminded herself. “Why didn’t you
go along with the traitors? It’s why you came here, yes?”


“I came to settle a debt I owed
Ereshkigal, but on my own terms.”


“Something happened to change your
mind?”


Nutesh snorted. “Yes. You and
Tirigan, Kuri, Bashaa, and Laliya. You became my friends. That is a rare thing
for one of the nine judges. We are feared by all. Even our brothers treat us
with respect that borders on fear.”


Asharru swallowed hard. Goddess. He
wasn’t just an Anunnaki. He was one of the nine judges.


“I’m the first one, you may care to
know. The oldest. Supposedly wisest. And yet, here I am. Tied up and spelled so
I can’t even abandon this body to go to my new friend’s aid.”


At that moment
Asharru wished she had Tirigan’s power to read a person. Then she realized
something else.


“Why wasn’t my Blade able to detect
you? He could sense the others.”


“He felt our arrival, but once I
was firmly lodged within my host, I would feel like any other gryphon to him.
And since I did not mean either of you harm, his gift did not warn him about
me.”


“But you came wrapped in deception.
His gift should have sensed that, even if he couldn’t sense you.”


“Was it really deception? I never
tried to deceive either of you.” Nutesh shrugged, though the motion was cut
short by the tightening of his ropes. “Yes, I’d come to court you, to seduce
you if I could. But even then, I would have been a true mate and protected you.
Ereshkigal didn’t factor that into her plans. Though as I came to respect you,
I never felt anything other than friendship toward you. I would have happily
conceded the win to Tirigan if he’d ever stepped up and tried to court you
properly.”


“Tirigan…has trust issues. Even
with me.”


The Anunnaki snorted. “He’ll get
over that in time.”


Asharru nodded and started working
on her ropes again. “I know. And I plan to escape and rescue my Blade to give
him that chance.”


“I thought it was the Blade’s duty
to protect his Monarch? You seem to have it backward.” Nutesh grinned at her, and
she saw he was tugging at his ropes with greater determination.


“Tirigan has only begun his
training, only completing the first two Blooding Ceremonies. I’m not even sure
if the first one really counts as we neglected to summon the gods.”


“He’s not doing so terrible by that
standard, then.”


Asharru started to wiggle closer to
Nutesh. “Can I really trust you, Anunnaki?”


“I don’t harvest the souls of
innocents.”


She nodded. “Good, then if you will
help, I might have a way to cut us free of these ropes.”


Nutesh lifted his head and grinned
at her. “Do tell. I very much want to harvest some wicked souls for what they
had planned for us.”


Asharru nodded. “There’s a small
ornate dagger as part of my headdress. If I can wiggle close enough to you, and
you’re able to get it out and into my hands, I can cut myself free and you as
well.”


“Worth a try. But stay where you
are for now. I hear footsteps approaching.” Nutesh shifted back to lay like he
had been before and Asharru followed his lead, having to trust he really was a
friend and wasn’t about to betray her.


They were in a ship’s hold, and the
footsteps could be heard descending stairs. There was a loud bang as if a hatch
was tossed open carelessly and then more steps.


Ekurzakir descended the last few
wooden stairs and came to a halt a few body-lengths away from where Asharru
lay.


“Ah, so my brother’s murderer has
finally come to face me,” she stated in a cold, emotionless voice.


The councilor huffed. “Don’t be so
dramatic. I faced you almost every day since you arrived, and you’ve fought me
and my plans almost every step of the way. You cannot blame me for tiring of
the slow way. This will be much faster.”


“Ekurzakir, even if I’m your
captive, you still won’t be able to rule New Sumer. The other city-states will
revolt. There will be civil war.”


“Yes, yes. That is an unfortunate
outcome, but I’ll be able to pull the empire back from the brink of destruction
once I succeed in finding and rescuing ‘a very pregnant’ Crown Princess Asharru
from an evil despot named Ugurnaszir. Unfortunately, you will die birthing your
litter as I attempt to return you to your capital. With Nuannin and I acting as
Regents and Ugurnaszir’s riches, we will be able to bring the other city-states
into line with the promise of hope and the renewal of New Sumer’s magic in the
form of your first and only litter of cubs.”


Damn. If one didn’t care how many
lives were lost in a civil war, then Ekurzakir’s plan might seem like a viable
way to the throne.


But the cost.


She would not allow that to happen
to her kingdom.


Narrowing her eyes, she glowered at
Ekurzakir. “Your plan could go wrong in a thousand different ways.”


“It could,” he agreed placidly.
“But that is a risk we must take. You leave me no other choice. If I disappoint
Ereshkigal again, my soul will be forfeit.”


No wonder the traitors were willing
to risk so much. They were worse than dead if they failed.


“What use does Ereshkigal have for
a cub of mine?” Asharru’s voice was calm, but inside horror was rising.


“She wants the next gryphon king or
queen to honor and worship her. It will be the ultimate act of revenge against
her younger sister.”


Ereshkigal wanted to strike out at
Ishtar? That was what all this was about? It wasn’t even political ambition?


New Sumer was caught up in a feud
between two goddesses.


Then the solution came to her.
Ereshkigal had made it possible.


Asharru forced her expression to
remain neutral while all she wanted to do was howl with laughter. Ekurzakir had
just shown her the way to freedom, a way to strike back and he didn’t even
realize it.


It wasn’t political! This was a war
between goddesses.


And when one goddess interfered in
the affairs of the mortal world, then that allowed the other to act. Later,
once the traitor was gone, Asharru would call upon her goddess and beseech
Ishtar for aid in battling her sister’s agents. Once free, she’d beg the
goddess to help her save her beloved Blade.


“Now you know why we need you,”
Ekurzakir said. “My son’s seed will sire a litter upon you. It will also allow
a part of him to live on once the Anunnaki has returned to the Underworld.”


Asharru schooled her expression
into the most coldly inhospitable expression she could master. “I don’t care
what you do. Drug me and take my choice from me. Imprison me. Kill my Blade.”
Her voice quivered on that one. “But if you try to steal my cubs, it will be
the last thing you do.”


Gryphon parents were notoriously
aggressive and sometimes just plain vicious when it came to protecting young.
Even the thought of her children, her cubs, was enough to send her into a rage.


Ekurzakir laughed. “It is good then
that I had you both dosed while you were still asleep the first time.”


Asharru stilled. She’d already been
given the fertility drug? A chill crawled down her skin at the thought. That
must mean there wasn’t much time for her to escape. Though that same urgency
might help her escape.


“You must untie me. The drug sometimes
triggers the shift to gryphon. If I’m still tied up like this when that
happens, I’ll be killed. “


“That’s exactly why I chose to tie
you up like that,” Ekurzakir said. “So you don’t try to shift and kill me as
you escape.”


Asharru grit her teeth. There must
be another way.


“Once you are both gripped strongly
by the drug, we will come in and adjust your ropes to secure you to the floor.
That way you won’t be able to kill him before he fulfills his duty.”


He was sick. Asharru drew back her
head and snarled at the male, promising he’d die upon her claws once she was in
gryphon form.


“My men and I will be back later.
I’d suggest resting while you can.”


Ekurzakir vanished back up the
wooden stairs. Then it was just Asharru and Nutesh. Already she could feel the
drug working upon her body now that she knew of it. Her skin was tingling and
overly sensitive. “We don’t have much time. We need to escape now.”


Nutesh nodded and then started
rolling toward her. Asharru shifted closer to him. Once she was close enough to
nearly crack skulls with him, she bowed her head and gave him the best angle
she could.


“Try grabbing it in your teeth,”
Asharru instructed.


Nutesh did. Though he yanked hard
enough at one point to tear out a clump of her air, he got the dagger and
mumbled something to her with the hilt gripped in his teeth.


“Good,” she called encouragement.
“Try to shift down enough to drop it in my hands.”


He grunted and muttered curses but eventually,
the tiny blade dropped into her hand.  


When Asharru’s fingers closed over
the handle, she felt a surge of hope.


She wasn’t free yet, and the tiny
blade would take time to saw through the rope fibers.


While she worked, she prayed to her
goddess, showing Ishtar, by way of a few mental images, what treachery her
sister was up to now.


“Please, Great Ishtar, help me free
myself so I can fly to my Blade’s side. He is in desperate trouble.”


A surge of power flowed through her
blood.


Her goddess had heard and
responded.
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By the time Asharru had managed to saw
through all the ropes, the drug and the knowledge that Tirigan was in danger had
stirred her gryphon up into a mix of fiery rage and the need to seek out her
mate.


That mate was Tirigan, not Nutesh.
Her gryphon knew that with absolute certainty and wanted to kill the other male
in the ship’s hold with her.


Asharru reminded her beast that
Nutesh was her ally. They needed to keep him alive. He might help them escape.


Besides, you can’t
just kill him because he’s not the male you want.


Her gryphon seemed unimpressed with
the limitations Asharru was imposing upon her.


Soon, she
whispered to the gryphon. Soon, we will be with our Tirigan again.


The gryphon calmed a little at the
reminder.


A little, not a lot, but it was
enough for Asharru to cut through the last of the rope. She shook loose the
remaining cording and then slowly stretched her abused limbs, rubbing at the
numbness to restore circulation. Once she could move, she forced herself to go
to Nutesh and start cutting through his bindings.


It took a great deal of willpower
not to kill the male. But blessedly, sawing through his ropes went much quicker
than her own. Two hands and better angles helped. Soon the ropes were falling
off his wrists, and she stepped back.


The Anunnaki groaned and worked the
blood back into his outer extremities.


“Goddess, sometimes being mortal is
not at all wonderful,” he complained as he rolled to his feet.


He was unsteady at first but soon
faced the stairs leading up to the next level. He scowled up them. “We’ll have
to fight our way free.”


“I’m going to shift to gryphon. I’m
faster in that form.” She paused and looked at Nutesh with narrowed eyes. “Are
you able to reach Nutesh’s gryphon and get him to shift? If you can, we have a
chance of fighting our way to the deck and then flying to safety. 


“Yes. I think I can still control
that magic. It’s only my own as an Anunnaki that I still can’t touch.” He gave
himself a shake. “Be aware though that as soon as we shift, the drug will drive
us into a wilder, more instinctive state. If I’m killed or maimed by your gryphon,
I won’t be able to help you escape. Save your rage for the enemy.”


“I will. My gryphon knows who is
threatening her mate.”


“Good to hear,” Nutesh said with a
little chuckle.


“I’m not the only one who wants
Ekurzakir’s blood. I prayed to Ishtar, and she answered.”


“I shall keep that in mind.”


Asharru kicked off her sandals and
then shed the rest of her clothing until she was standing naked. Out of the
corner of her eye, she noted Nutesh doing the same thing.


“Come,” Asharru said, raising her
arms wide, calling on both Ishtar and her gryphon’s magic. 


Both answered her as she shed her
human body to become gryphon. But not just any gryphon. A gryphon of the royal
line.


A gryphon who had already received
Ishtar’s blessing during a Blooding Ceremony. Now Asharru called upon the Goddess’
battle magic and her rage. Power rushed through her gryphon body. Flexing her
claws deep in the wooden boards, Asharru stretched her wings wide and lashed
her tail. 


“Destroy them all,
my Queen and Priestess,” Ishtar whispered into her mind. “Then
go save our Tirigan. The traitors to our kingdom have stolen enough from us.
They do not get our Blade as well.”


“As my Goddess commands,” Asharru
and her gryphon agreed, surging forward up the stairs.


There were two men stationed at the
top, but they weren’t expecting her, and each of them only had time to glimpse
the flash of her talons and her deadly sharp beak moments before it snapped
shut, severing their heads from their bodies.


Asharru didn’t stop or slow,
continuing up to the next level. Nutesh followed her, killing others that
rushed toward them from different parts of the ship, drawn by the commotion and
screams.


Above them, Asharru’s gryphon
spotted a square patch of blue sky and the promise of freedom. It was the open hatch
at the top of the stairs. Just as they reached it, Ekurzakir appeared and started
down. His daughter was beside him.


Ekurzakir’s sword caught the light
and flashed brilliantly in the sun, but a fiery power, like a second sun, built
within Asharru’s soul.


“Traitor,” she snarled, the word
coming out heavy and thick, filled with all the darkness and rage churning in
her soul. “Traitor to your people. Traitor to your Queen! Traitor to
Ishtar—your creator. Die now and be judged by the Anunnaki!”


Power outlined every feather on Asharru’s
body and then it lashed out, blasting a spear of white fire from the center of
her chest outward toward Ekurzakir.


Nuannin, seeing death coming for
her father, twisted on the stairs and landed a powerful kick to the center of
his chest. The spear of power struck Nuannin instead, burning through her,
vaporizing tissue, blood, and bone.


Ekurzakir screamed his daughter’s
name, but it was already too late. Yet the daughter had managed to save her
father. He was lying sprawled half on the deck; his upper body clear of the
hatch.


Seeing Asharru coming for him, he
scrambled the rest of the way onto the deck.


Asharru emerged quickly after him,
but there were too many soldiers between them. Nutesh leaped from the opening
to land on the deck beside her, his golden feathers splattered with blood,
though none of it looked to be his.


“We need to fly,” he growled out,
blood dripping from his beak and coating his front claws.


“Yes,” she agreed, unleashing
another wave of power as she and Nutesh leaped into the air. Below them, the
ship’s deck blew apart, and enemy soldiers screamed as they died. Asharru might
have felt something for the deaths she’d caused, but her gryphon didn’t care
about the fate of traitors.


And presently, she was being ruled
by her beast.


As she and Nutesh circled the
burning ship, Asharru’s gryphon searched for the blood-link she shared with her
Blade. She might not have the same power as Tirigan to know his exact location,
but her beast could sense in which direction he wasn’t.


She eventually detected a hint of
his magic somewhere to the south and west of her location. The way revealed,
she winged her way toward her Blade. She wouldn’t stop until she found him.


Then together they would rain death
and destruction down upon their enemies and make Ishtar proud. 


Perhaps even a few of the Anunnaki
would grow fat by the time Asharru rid her kingdom of evildoers and traitors.


But first, she had to find her
beloved Blade. Her mate. Her Tirigan.


 


 


 


The End


 


 


Asharru and Tirigan’s story continues in
The Blade’s Shadow (Coming Soon).


 


If you would like to get notified when it
goes live, just sign up for my newsletter here:


 


https://madmimi.com/signups/647de45c47ef4dd491756fbcb4e9f147/join
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