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Prologue
Moonlight lay in silver bars on the carpeted floor and the rich scent of roses wafted through the bedroom's open balcony doors.

In a wondrous end to the most wonderful day of her life, Isolde had never imagined anything like Balthasar's passion. Not even in her wildest dreams. Truly a Prince in every sense of the word now he was hers and hers alone. As her bridegroom threw back the covers and sat up on the edge of the bed, she murmured sleepily, "What is it, love?"

Turning away from the night air's sudden chill against her bare skin, she reached for her share of the bedclothes and savoring the memory of his warmth against hers, she snuggled even further into the lavender-scented pillows. Hearing her new husband move around the bedroom, she had a thought. If he desired a drink or something to eat maybe she should ring for one of the servants. She was the mistress of this house after all and his care and comfort should be her first concern.

His voice was harsh in her ear. "Time to get up, Isolde. I have something to show you."

Her eyes flew open. "A gift?"

"Not exactly. This is our wedding night and there's an ancient tradition I must fulfill."

Were those tears on his face? Surely not. "Balthasar! What is it?" When he didn't answer, she sat up, gathering the sheet against her naked breasts. "What do you need from me?"

"Please, Isolde. Come with me and make no sound."

Silent and trusting, she followed him down the moonlit stairway. Then he led her through a doorway she'd never seen before. At the end of a long stone passageway, he reached an iron key down from a hook on the wall and unlocked an outside door.

It opened into an exquisite rose-filled garden. A pool stood in the garden's center, overshadowed by a graceful willow tree and somewhere a nightingale sang. Above them, the pale moon swam like a silver ship through the night's dark seas and a light breeze brushed Isolde's burning face. "This is lovely," she breathed but Balthasar shushed her. 

He beckoned her forward and she felt the caress of the cool grass beneath her bare feet. When she saw the small Grecian temple at the garden's end she drew back. Something about its shape warned her to go no further and too late she recalled her mother's anguished words. 'Don't go with him, Isolde! Make him tell you what else he is!'

The sound of the key turning in the lock grated against her heart and suddenly she wanted nothing more than to flee. Whatever awaited her in that silent building, she would be no part of it. "Please, Balthasar. Let's go back to bed."

Her husband's voice was that of a stranger and his grip on her arm was hard as steel. " I love you, Isolde, and I would sooner...."

A silky whisper came from deep within the temple. "You'd sooner what, little brother?"

As the door slammed shut behind them, a thrumming echoed through the warm darkness and a reddish light sprang up along the walls. They stood in a vast echoing space, dominated at its far end by a glittering, elaborately carved golden altar on a raised dais.

Without warning, Balthasar pulled the horrified Isolde's arms behind her back. Then he took a cord from his pocket and bound her wrists tightly together. A lump rose in her throat, choking her, as a cloud of fire-laden smoke roiled up from behind the altar.

The voice spoke again, clearer now, its tones echoing over and over until they finally disappeared in the invisible ceiling. "What is her name?"

"Isolde, Honored One. She is a daughter of Astarte."

"A fine provenance. You took your pleasure with her, I trust?"

"As is our custom."

As is your custom? Yet you claim to love me?  Isolde swallowed hard and finally found her voice. "Whatever sick game you have in mind, I'll have no part of it. I want to leave. Now!"

Balthasar bowed his head without speaking and only the whisper replied. "Bring her to me. If she speaks again, silence her."

As she sagged against him in shock, Balthasar gathered Isolde in his arms and carried her to the altar. The embrace she had reveled less than an hour ago was now only a mockery and consumed by sudden hate, she reared back and spat in his face. However, when she desperately summoned them, not a single spell came. She abruptly realized she was in the presence of magic that far exceeded her own.

The voice chuckled. "Ah. She has spirit, I see. Now, show her to me."

After placing his bride on the altar, Balthasar took his jeweled dagger and carefully slit her gossamer gold-threaded robes from throat to hem. Laying the delicate silks aside, he exposed her, almost lovingly, to whatever waited in the smoky shadows. Then he secured her ankles to the corners of the altar. Her beseeching eyes met his and they told her everything he dared not say.

"Who is he?" she breathed, "and what is he to you?"

Still he didn't speak and the warm tears falling from his face onto hers were Balthasar's only reply. When he left her, she did not know, but all at once, she was alone with whatever horror inhabited this place.

A shaft of ice thrust its way between her opened legs, penetrating her most secret parts. At the same time, a rasping tongue forced her unwilling lips apart, filling her mouth and silencing her screams. Cold claws flickered over her shivering body, lightly tracing the outline of her breasts and the soft swell of her stomach. Then they moved inexorably downward in a macabre retelling of Balthasar's gentle explorations. All the while, the thrumming continued, a merciless background chorus to match the pounding of Isolde's heart and the rush of blood in her ears.

How long she lay in the temple, she never knew. She came to in her bridal bed with Balthasar sponging the blood from her body. Bars of sunlight dappled the richly patterned carpet and outside the open balcony doors, a chorus of birds greeted the new day.

"Get away from me," she hissed, "and don't you ever touch me again!"

His distress was obvious. "You need tending."

"Get one of the maids, then. If she thinks you did it, so much the better, because I'm leaving you."

"You can't."

"What do you mean, I can't?"

"You must stay until your child is born."

"My child?" Putting her hand on her belly, Isolde recalled a half-forgotten spell. The birds outside fell silent and the bedroom suddenly darkened and chilled.

"If I must stay, I curse you, Balthasar de Morel, and I doubly curse the child you conceived on me last night. From the moment of his birth, your son will be a blight upon this land and he will never know one second of happiness until the day he dies."

