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                                              Prologue 
    

  She sat atop the chestnut mare, back straight and hands gently holding the reins.  Her eyes peered across the field before her as she studied her next path.  The field was wide and beautiful with all its wild flowers and she yearned to ride through it.  But it was an area she did not know, and she was a little farther from home than she needed to be.  Bandits could be about, or an untamed beast lurking in the tall grass.   

  Serious dangers to contemplate for a young woman riding by herself. 

  She steered her mare towards the broadest part of the open field. The wind blew her thick brown hair back from her face and her knees hugged the horse’s flank as she spurred it forward. The horse sped up to a gallop, enjoying the hard run her master was silently asking for. They flew across the field as one entity, free and uncaring. 

  As they neared the tree line on the far side of the meadow, the mare stepped into a large hole. Its leg snapped in the crisp fall air and the girl was thrown forward over the mare’s head, narrowly missing a large rock jutting out of the ground as she landed. The girl let out a bark of laughter at her luck, and rolled over to look back at her horse. 

  The mare had not been so fortunate. It had collided head-first into the rock; its neck was broken. 

  Filled with despair, the girl rushed to the horse. She ran her hands down its smooth neck and rubbed its velvety nose gently. A single teardrop fell from her eye, but she willed the other tears away. Her mother didn’t appreciate weak women.  

  She slowly walked the long trek back home, arriving well after nightfall. Her mother whipped her for being so late, leaving welts across her back and buttocks. Luckily, she did not yet know about the accident with the horse, or it would’ve been much worse. The girl held back the tears and took the whipping. She headed to bed straight afterwards, where her sister was waiting to embrace her. Her sibling fell asleep, but the young woman could not follow suite; thoughts of her mare kept her awake.    

 Right around the darkest hours of the night, she heard a rustling outside her window. She stood up and opened the curtains, jumping in fright when she came face to face with a man. 

  “Don’t scream!” he whispered. “I’m here to help you.” 

  “Help me with what? And who are you?” she looked behind to her make sure her sister still slept. 

  The handsome young man smiled. “I am simply a great admirer of your beauty, fair lady. I came to see if you wanted your horse back.” 

  The girl’s face saddened and her voice held a sharp bitterness. “What good is a dead horse to me?” 

  The man leaned close. “What if you could bring her back from the dead?” 

  The beautiful young woman arched her eyebrow.  “I’m listening…” 

  “Come with me and I will instruct you how you can do it.” 

  The girl looked at the man only a moment longer before grabbing a dress to pull over her shift, and a pair of shoes. 

  It took her a moment to get out of the window—the welts on her back were very tender. The man led her to the woods, where he had a horse, and they rode off into the night in search of her dead pet.  When they found the mare, flies were already starting to buzz around her. The girl angrily shooed them away and looked at the man. 

  “Okay, stranger. What do I do?” 

  “Put your hands upon the horse and close your eyes,” he said. 

  The girl did so, and did not see the other figure that came up behind her. The man who had led her here looked up at the man behind her and nodded solemnly. The new man held his hands over the girl without touching her, and slowly, a bright reddish-orange mist floated down from his hands and onto the girl. The mist seemed to be absorbed by her skin, and her brow relaxed as she smiled. The man behind her stepped back and disappeared into thin air. 

  She opened her eyes. “I want my horse back from the dead,” she whispered. 

  The horse beneath her hands trembled, and then snorted as it began to rise. The girl stood up excitedly, embracing the animal fiercely. The animal stamped its foot and nuzzled her face. 

  She turned to the man, finding him watching her curiously.  “I cannot thank you enough!” She ran to him and hugged him. As he returned the embrace, she cried out. 

  “What’s wrong?” he asked. 

  The girl’s face reddened. “My mother was not pleased that I came home so late. She’ll whip me again if she finds out that I snuck away in the night.” 

  The man stepped forward and lifted her chin with a gentle finger. “What if you don’t go back? Stay with me. Run away with me this very night and I will give you all the happiness that you seek. She will never whip you again, for no one touches my wife.” 

  “Your…your wife?” the girl said breathlessly.  “But I don’t even know your name!” 

  “I am called Rohedon,” the man said. “And what is the name of my wife-to-be?” 

  The young woman lifted an eyebrow mischievously as she smiled at him. The look was sultry, and pulled at his loins.  

  “I am Natosha.” 

    

    

    

  Chapter One: Nillias 

    

  The army was well beyond the point of exhaustion as they were shown to their camps. The Queen refused to leave them until all were within the immediate outskirts of Nillias. As tired as she was, she walked the campsites, speaking with her people and making sure all were accounted for in their regiments. King Keelan also went through the camp, following her lead. What good were rulers who did not care for their own? 

 As she approached yet another campfire already ablaze in the early evening, Sir Grant placed a hand lightly on Queen Silvia’s arm.  “Milady, we must get you to the Duke and Duchess of Nillias. They await you, I’m sure, and are expecting your presence.” 

  Silvia glanced at him but did not stop walking.  “They can wait a bit longer.” 

  He frowned.  “They may see that as an act of disrespect. I do not wish them to think you rude, Your Highness.” 

  She stopped and turned to face him.  “Trust me, I wish for nothing more than meeting them, resting, and taking in a good meal.  But what would my soldiers think of me if I ignored them to relish in amenities?” 

  “They would think you’re a typical queen,” he said with a smile. 

  “I am anything but your typical queen.  Besides, I am a part of this army as well, and want to see that it’s taken care of.  I need their respect, and respect is earned, not given, Sir Grant. When I finish here, I will go to the Duke and Duchess to personally thank them for their hospitality.” 

  “Yes, Your Majesty,” he said, bowing with his arm extended. 

  From a little ways off, the figure in the gray hooded cloak watched her with a pleased smile upon his face. The Queen of Lystia was making good choices—he would’ve done the same, and had in the past as a matter of fact.  The Dragon Queen was clearly making her power known and gaining honor and respect. 

  This would definitely be a war worth watching. 

    

    

    

  Keelan was patient.  He knew how important it was to Silvia to see to the welfare of her soldiers, and whatever appeased his queen was perfectly fine with him. Eventually, he split from her to meet briefly with his brother near the city wall. 

  “How goes it within the walls of the city?” 

  Quentin shrugged, his white cloak shifting upon his shoulders.  “It is as any city would be with royalty coming to visit.” 

  Keelan arched an eyebrow—a clear indication that this was not exactly the answer he was wanting to hear. 

  His brother chuckled.  “What do you want me to say?  That they’re preparing to battle you as soon as you go into the city?”  He shook his head.  “They’re making preparations for everyone, dear brother. The Duke and Duchess have had rooms prepared for you and the Queen, and the Nillians are grabbing everything they can to cook for the men and women we have brought here.  They are being most hospitable, Your Highness.” 

  The King nodded.  “Good.  Let’s hope they remain that way.  Perhaps we’ll even convince them to go with us to war.” 

  Quentin said nothing, looking down and away.  “I’m not so sure about that.  From what I’ve heard as I’ve walked around the grounds, they are content on staying here and letting the whole thing blow over.” 

  “Blow over?  How can they just sit back and let this war go on without lending aid?” Keelan let disgust creep into his tone.  “We need them to go with us.  I must say that having a bigger army would make me feel better when we get to Lordale.” 

  “A bigger army does not necessarily mean a better army, Keelan,” Quentin said quietly. 

  “But we would look more formidable to the enemy,” Keelan said.  He scowled as an image of the enemy floated through his mind. 

  Quentin snuck a glance at his brother.  “Do you feel anything for the heathen witch?  Be honest with me.  I deserve that much.  Silvia deserves to know it, too.” 

  Keelan turned his dark brown eyes onto Quentin’s blue ones.  The wind blew his hair, now well past his shoulders, into his face.  He had not shaved since leaving Lystia, and had a short beard growing which matched his white hair; he looked more menacing with the beard.  “I feel a lot of things for her…most of all hatred.  I have this intense need to get to Rohedon’s Realm and destroy every last one of them.  I would kill each of the witches personally, if I was able.  The witch in question though…I will be the death of her.  Of that I can promise you.  Those are the feelings I harbor, and there are no more hidden away.  They will all die, Quentin.  All of them.” 

   

    

    

  The Duchess prowled the halls of her court like a beast hunting its prey.  It was now nearly dusk, and the Queen and her personal entourage had yet to come inside the city.  She’d been told that the woman was seeing to her people and would arrive shortly.  Several of the largest rooms in their home had been set up for the King, Queen, and their company.  Their nicest blankets and tapestries had been taken out of storage and set up in the rooms where her guests would be frequenting, the silver was still being polished, and the stone floors were swept and mopped. Intricate candelabras were strategically spaced and fitted with tall candles of golden hues, illuminating her most valued paintings and statues. 

  The Royal Lystians would be impressed with her décor—she was sure of it. 

  “Where do you go in such a hurry, my dear?” came her husband’s voice. 

  She saw him approach from a nearby corridor.  “Wherever my feet may take me, husband.” 

  He folded his hands behind his back and walked around her leisurely.  “You’re awfully eager to please these strangers.” 

  “Oh, please. Since we stopped trading with Lordale at the beginning of the war we have hardly had any important visitors to speak of.  It’ll be nice having someone different visit the palace.  Imagine having conversations with people other than merchants passing through.” 

  He grunted.  “You know why they’re here.  Let’s not forget that.” 

  Tinaya rolled her eyes ever so slightly.  “If you think I had forgotten, you are mistaken.” 

  “Could’ve fooled me with all the measurements you are taking to impress them.” 

  She stepped up to him, adjusting the bronze clasp which held his cloak around his neck.  It had been a gift to him: the snarling wolf engraved in the bronze was part of his family’s crest.  “These ‘measurements’, as you call them signify our importance and our wealth. They represent things we have gained in our position and the strength that we have over this city.  I don’t suppose you’ve forgotten the rumors about the Queen of Lystia?  That she is a shape-shifter out to bend people to her will and misfortune.  She will not find anything here except temporary solace.  We will allow them to rest a couple of days, and then we shall give them minimal supplies and send them on their way.” 

  Duke Byarne leaned forward, breathing in Tinaya’s light perfume.  “You still have no wish to partake in this war, I presume?” 

  “You presume correctly.  If you’re smart, you’ll do the same.” She continued down the hall, leaving him standing thoughtfully in her wake. 

    

    

    

  The pale cloak fluttered in the breeze as the man watched from atop his horse.  The Queen and her entourage were finally approaching the gates of Nillias.  He waited until they had pulled their horses to a halt in front of him.  “King Keelan and Queen Silvia of Lystia…may I bid you welcome to the city of Nillias.”  He bowed his head. 

  “Thank you, Lenard,” said one of the men.  “We are most gracious to the Duke and Duchess for their hospitality.” 

  “I will let you tell them yourselves over a fine meal,” Lenard said.  His gaze criticized the group silently.  They were a bit of a bedraggled bunch, dusty from the road and well-tanned from the summer sun.  Though they looked the worse for wear, they carried themselves tall and proud from their saddles.  “The Duchess has kindly provided several hot baths in your rooms so that you may freshen up before we break bread.  If you’ll follow me, I’ll show you to your quarters.” 

  They trailed his horse down the dirt pathway of the gates and into the city.  It was much small than Lystia, but homely. The landscape was flat, and in many places the stone houses were very close together.  Stray dogs darted around the corners of taverns for scraps, and people watched the strange group of visitors from windows or out on their doorstops.  The sun was nearly gone when they arrived at the palace but it stood out nicely on a knoll; Silvia thought it rather small and quaint, yet incredibly charming.  They stopped at the main entrance of the palace and dismounted.  The horses were led away to the stables for a good rub down and oats, and the rest of the group was led by Lenard to their quarters.   

 Silvia was a bit surprised that separate rooms had been set up for her and her king.  In a way she was relieved, as she still felt she needed distance from him; on the other hand, she was used to having him closer.  She’d heard it was a typical thing for royal couples to sleep in separate quarters, but it’d be something she would need to get used to.  Keelan didn’t seem to mind it terribly; he waited outside his door, bowing deeply with his arm extended until she had entered her chambers and shut the door.   

  Her chests of clothes had been brought in while she was with the army and were lined up neatly along one of the walls.  She opened one up and chose an elegant rose-colored dress with half sleeves to make the warm night air more bearable.  She plucked out a clean white shift to wear beneath it and spun towards the middle of the room. 

  Normally she wouldn’t prefer for a tub to be right in the middle of the room, however it had been so long since she had properly bathed that she would not have cared if it had been outside in the street.  Hot water awaited her, and the steam rising from the surface beckoned her with wispy fingers.  She undressed and hastily immersed herself in the water, sighing at the exquisite feeling of fresh, heated water caressing her skin like a long lost lover.  She knew she was dirty but didn’t realize the extent of it until she was washing up.  She pulled tiny twigs and bits of leaves from her hair as it was lathered; after scrubbing her body she seemed to shed layers of dead skin and dirt that had somehow found its way through her clothes.  She didn’t stay in the bath as long as she wanted, knowing that her presence was expected soon. 

  She exited the tub and dried herself, then wrapped her long hair up in a towel.  She gazed at her sapphire necklace lying on a table as she donned the clean shift.  Her fingers reached out and touched the stone, feeling its hard smoothness against her skin. 

  “It seems like so long ago when these were made,” she whispered to herself.  Memories flooded her thoughts…times long gone revisiting. 

  “It only feels that way, young queen.” 

  Silvia looked behind her, bowing when she saw who spoke.  “What brings you to my private chambers, Lord Geldin?” 

  The god was perched on a stool near the bed.  “I came to see how you’re faring.” 

  “I am faring well enough.  Just reminiscing for a few moments.” 

  He nodded and glanced at the necklace, waiting for her to continue. 

  “So much has changed for me…for all of us here.” 

  “And they will continue to do so.  Life is but an evolution of the self.  You must adapt to the evolution.” 

  “Wiser words were never spoken.”  She bit her lip and said, “But what if you evolve so much that you can’t recognize who you are anymore?” 

  Geldin looked at her sadly.  “Oftentimes that happens, little one.  But we must take great care to ensure that what we evolve into is something, someone, greater than what we were.  Too many are unable to achieve that.  Look inside yourself, Dragon Queen of Lystia.  You are stronger than most, and have a good head upon your shoulders.  Use it wisely, and you will evolve into something much more than you ever dreamed.  By the Dark Moon, you are a dragon and a human within the same body!  Who else could say such a thing and still be thought sane?  You are in control of your destiny.  If I were you, I’d do my damnedest to make sure it was a good one, and worth every pain you endure along the way.” 

  Silvia nodded.  “I will do my best.” 

  He smiled at her and stood up.  “I never thought of you as one who would do anything less.  Take care, Your Highness, and good luck.” 

 He vanished, leaving her alone once more.  She chose her hairstyle with haste, braiding her hair to keep it out of her face for dinner.  She picked up her dress and slipped into it, lacing the strings on the front carefully so that they were even and not twisted.  Last to go on was her sapphire necklace; when it rested against her naval, she felt the familiar warmth from it, and a sense of being complete.   

  As if knowing she had just put it on, she heard Quentin’s voice come through the stone, echoing softly in her mind: Milady, we are ready to accompany you to dinner. 

  She stuck her feet into satin slippers and opened the door to see her husband waiting just outside.  His face softened as he looked upon her, and she thought to herself how incredibly handsome he was.  He was freshly bathed as well, and his hair was tied back with a ribbon.  The beard which had begun at the beginning of their journey was shaved away, exposing his smooth cheeks and defined cheekbones.  And he was waiting hand-and-foot for her—not some heathen witch.  She smiled at him, and for the first time since leaving Lystia it was a truly genuine smile.  She took his proffered arm, and they were led down the hallway by Hans and one of the Duke’s servants.  Quentin was also among them; however he wore his cloak so that he could be near the King and Queen without anyone seeing him.  He had said he didn’t fully trust the Duke and Duchess, and that the rumors of the gatherings held in their home were not of the innocent kind.  He wished to be prepared for anything, and Keelan and Silvia agreed that it was a good idea for him to come along under the cloak. 

  The walk was a short one, but the décor was nothing short of glamourous.  The wall sconces lit the stone halls well, illuminating the frescos lining the walls, and several statues of the gods set back into recessions along the way.  Silvia admired them as they walked, her mood lightening by the step.  They were announced into the dining hall by a young man with a patch over his left eye. 

  “Duchess Tinaya, Duke Byarne, I am pleased to say that the King and Queen of Lystia have arrived at your table.” 

  The Duke and Duchess stood at the far end of the large horseshoe-shaped dining table, decorated with fine laces of gold and silver. 

  “Please, join us as we dine to your good health,” the Duke said in a deep voice.  He gestured at two places to his right where there were open seats among the socialites of the city.   

  Silvia let Keelan lead her to her chair, directly beside the Duke, and pulled it out for her.  After she sat, he scooted her chair forward and then seated himself to her right. 

  “Thank you for receiving us into your good graces,” Silvia said.  “We are most thankful for your hospitality towards us.” 

  The Duchess smiled, her face framed by golden ringlets.  She appeared to be in her late thirties, but the lines showing around her eyes and the corners of her mouth put her age at a slightly higher number.  “We are pleased we could accommodate you, Your Highnesses.  Please, eat and drink to your heart’s content.  We have already begun sending food out to your army so that they will have a hearty meal as well.  You have traveled far.” 

  “Yes, and the journey has not been an easy one,” Keelan stated.  “Thank you for attending to the army.  Such an act of kindness does not go unnoted.” 

  The Duke waved his ring-adorned hand as if swatting a fly.  “We could not lead without learning to attend to those who follow.  I am sure you feel the same, as we saw you go through your entire army to make sure everyone had their needs taken care of before you even came in to bathe.”  His brown eyes looked into Silvia’s, and he smiled.  He wasn’t a handsome man, but had a charming presence about him.  His brown hair was long and a bit disheveled, and he had an unruly beard to match it.  He was dressed in fine clothes, but no doubt he had not chosen his finest as these were wrinkled and had a few stains here and there. 

 Silvia inclined her head towards him.  “Indeed, we are of the same mind on that matter, Duke Byarne.” 

  The Duchess spoke next.  “We want you to enjoy tonight and rest from your journey.  I know you wish to speak of business matters, but those can wait until tomorrow.”  She clapped her hands loudly and several servants ran up with plates laden with food and chalices of wine for the Lystian king and queen.  “If there is anything you prefer that we have not offered in the way of your meal, please let us know and we shall get it for you personally.” 

  Keelan shook his head as he swallowed a large bite of roasted pork.  “There is no need for that, milady.  This will suffice perfectly.  We haven’t had a meal like this since we left our great city.  And it’s delicious, if I might add.” 

  The Duke and Duchess beamed at his compliment and all at the table resumed eating.  Silvia let her eyes wander along the other people sitting with them.  Many met eyes with her briefly before looking away; no doubt they didn’t want to be caught staring at this young queen and her king from a city quite a ways off.  Conversation was minimal whilst everyone ate.  Eventually, the Duchess stood up and clapped her hands twice for everyone’s attention. 

  “As you all are aware, we like to liven things up here in Nillias when there is a big gathering,” she said, her hazel eyes flashing above a sly smile.  “Let our performances commence so that King Keelan and Queen Silvia can see the many talents of our city!” 

  A colossal harp, trimmed in intricate golden patterns, was rolled to the table.  As the table was shaped like a horseshoe, the harp was pushed into the middle so that all could see and enjoy.  A chair was brought out and set next to it, and a moment later a beautiful young woman walked into the room.  Her hair was the lightest color of blonde that Silvia had ever seen, and she was very short in stature—standing straight she was just at five feet tall.  But that wasn’t what caught everyone’s eyes. 

  The girl wore a gown so sheer that every part of her anatomy could be seen: her nipples teased the loose pink fabric, and the curve of her rump was outlined explicitly in the back.  The blonde curls of her womanhood could also be seen, especially as she walked towards her harp.  She repositioned the chair behind the instrument and sat down, one leg on either side of the harp.  She didn’t look around at anyone; in fact, nothing seemed to exist to her except the instrument.  She reached out with both hands and as her fingers found the strings, a beautiful melody began to fill the air.  It was soft at first, but soon the music seemed to be bursting with the same emotions that were on the girl’s face.  Her eyebrows furrowed and she closed her eyes as the music tugged at the heartstrings of her audience.  The room was dead silent but for the harp, and each person sat entranced by the exotic beauty and her music.  Her fingers finished, the last one plucking the string so that the final chord echoed in the spacious room. 

  Slowly, the girl stood up, and walked away with all eyes on her in her wake. 

  Duke Byarne smiled and leaned around Silvia to look at Keelan. “Quite a piece, isn’t she?” 

  Silvia threw him a dark look, but Keelan answered swiftly before her mouth could open.  “Her music is exquisite, sir.  My ears are pleased.” 

  Byarne’s smile faded.  “You thought nothing of the young lady herself though?” 

  “Why would I?  Have you not seen my wife?” he said, and put his hand atop Silvia’s. 

  She blushed, despite herself, and added, “Such a lovely instrument to hear.  She has quite a talent for it.” 

  “Maybe the next performance will be more towards your liking,” Tinaya said.  She looked towards the door and gestured for the servant to let the next performers know to come in. 

 Drum beats started outside, synchronized and pulsating.  In through the door they came, one by one, a drum attached to them by a sling around their necks.  All of the people playing the drums were men...and all were naked, save for a tiny piece of leather that hung just in front of their manhood to protect them from the drum, and were only held on by a thin leather strap around their waist and down their backside.  They filed in and formed a diamond, the front half of which was situated in the open space of the horseshoe table.  The drum beats began a new rhythm, and the men’s feet began to step to the beat.  Then some began to play a slightly altered syncopation and the drummers started to move around to the music.  Their long hair was tied back in leather thongs and their bodies soon glistened with sweat as they became one with the drums.  Their arms flew up in stylish flares and they switched positions again, squatting low when the drum beat was a hard one.  Their thigh muscles quivered as they held their stances, and sweat dripped from their faces onto their chiseled chests as they worked their bodies to the rhythm.   

  The music made one’s heart beat faster, and Silvia felt her inner dragon stirring at the sound.  For a fleeting moment she thought to herself that this sort of drum beat would rile up her soldiers perfectly for going into battle. 

  The long song finished, and the drummers turned to file back outside, their backsides brazenly revealed for the whole room to see. 

  The Duchess glanced over at Silvia and said, “Now that’s my kind of show.” 

  The Duke rolled his eyes but said nothing, and Keelan’s hand tightened upon his wife’s. 

  “What is the next performance?” Keelan asked.  He took a long pull of wine as if to show indifference. 

  “I believe we have one or two more,” the Duke replied.  “Send in the warriors!” 

  The doors burst open and a small group of men and women came running in.  One of them did four backflips as she came, ending up at the front of the group.  They all paused in different positions, hands out in preparation for attack, and their weight grounded into the floor; each one reminded Silvia of a cat getting ready to pounce upon its prey.  Everything was completely still for several long seconds.  The warriors stayed immobile, not even batting an eyelid or shifting their weight.  Then they moved at the same time and began to do the same movements in sync.  Theirs was a strange style of fighting, as they used their legs more than anything else.  Their flexibility was astounding, as well as their impeccable balance, as they stood on one foot and kicked their other foot into the air forcefully.   

  When half of the group dropped back the three remaining warriors, including the girl who had done the backflips, remained.   She turned to face the two men with her and Silvia noticed that this was the same girl who had played the harp.  Her light blonde hair was braided behind her and she had donned different clothes, but the Queen could easily see it was the same person.  She watched with great interest as the girl took a defensive stance with the two men.  The men darted in, throwing punches and leg kicks, but the girl blocked all of them and dealt a few of her own that her opponents couldn’t block.  Once she dropped down and swept her leg out with enough power to drop one of the men to the floor.  He grunted and rolled away, and when he stood up he joined the ranks of his comrades from the first part of the performance.  The girl turned back to the remaining opponent and bent her knees, waiting for him to attack.  His attack was sudden and swift, but she was ready.  Her arms came up to ward off his punches and thrusts.  She quickly was able to push him back far enough to try an offensive move: she swung in a half circle, bringing her right leg up as she spun around to face the man again.  The blow caught him on the side of his head and he dropped into a heap on the floor.   

 Applause erupted from the audience.  The girl turned to bow deeply to the Duke and Duchess, and then again to Silvia and Keelan.  They bowed their heads in return and watched the girl and her group collect their warrior off of the floor, and leave the room. 

  Nillias was a very interesting place indeed. 

    

    

    

  Chapter Two: Revelations 
    

  “Come, my dear,” said Duchess Tinaya to Silvia.   “My ladies and I are retiring to my private sitting room to relax and have some more wine.”  She leaned in conspiratorially and whispered, “The men are going to play boring card games and I wish not to fall asleep watching them.” 

  Silvia smiled and excused herself from the table.  Keelan stood up to scoot out her chair and bow to her, putting his forehead to her hand and extending his arm out.  She leaned over and kissed him on top of the head, and he looked up so quickly that she had to laugh.  His eyes sparkled as he kissed her hand and stood upright. 

  “Milady, enjoy yourself with the other women.  Perhaps I will see you again this evening.” 

  She blushed at his insinuation and followed Tinaya out of the dining hall.  They went up a staircase and through several corridors before going into a sitting room that was behind a set of double doors.  Many of the female socialites were among the throng of women finding seats on the couches, their servants hovering close by, and Tinaya’s servants were there as well.  As Silvia sat upon a plush velvet chair, she felt a breeze go by and a light hand upon her shoulder. 

  Quentin had come with her.  She smiled, feeling better about being in a room full of women who were already gossiping about all manner of things.  She’d never had the opportunity to spend time with a large group of ladies before. 

  Maybe this night wouldn’t be too bad after all… 

    

    

    

  Natosha’s eyes popped open.  She had been dreaming of Rohedon, reminiscing with her eyes closed.  There were many pleasant memories she had of him, especially from when they had first met.  She sighed, missing the old times. 

  Then it hit her.  She rolled off the bed and grabbed a small bucket she used for water and retched until her stomach was purged of her dinner.  She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and sat back on her rump, groaning.  All the stress from the past few months was finally catching up to her.  She started to get up, but a voice stopped her. 

  “You should really take it easy, Natosha.” 

  She rolled her eyes and looked up to see Eerich lounging on her bed.  “What do you want now?” 

  “Well, that’s not how most people would talk to a god,” he said with a scowl. 

  “I’m not ‘most people’,” she replied haughtily. 

  He laughed.  “Your point has been made.  But on a more serious note, you really should take it easy.  That army has to be stopped before they reach here, and you’ll need your health.” 

  “I’ll be fine,” she replied.  “Since when did you worry about me, anyway?” 

  Eerich sat up and looked at her darkly.  “Since you decided to plant seeds.” 

  He disappeared from the bed before she could speak.   

  This world is full of crazy gods, she thought to herself.  They always spoke in tongues and riddles, expecting mortals to figure everything out on their own.  Couldn’t anyone just speak their bloody minds and be straightforward anymore?  What in the name of the Dark Moon was he talking about? 

  She stood up and got back on the bed.  “I just need more rest,” she muttered.  “I do too much in this realm.  I refuse to be weakened by the stress of it all.” 

 She tried to fall back asleep, but slumber seemed to elude her.  Her mind drifted to a place far off…to a man she had become infatuated with.  What was the King of Lystia up to? 

  Natosha rose again and went to the chamber behind her bedroom.  The Mirror of Ways beckoned her with its golden frame and aura of mystic. 

  “Show me the Lystian King,” she commanded. 

  The mirror fogged up, images vaguely swirling about, until one began clearing up.  The young, handsome king was in a room full of men.  Several card games were going on, but the king sat a table with other important looking men drinking out of silver goblets.  Natosha recognized the tall, well-tanned man with a top knot that had been traveling with Keelan before.  She guessed they had reached Nillias, and that the man at the front of the table with the unruly beard was Duke Byarne.  She was disappointed they had made it so far, but it couldn’t be helped now.  The army could still be stopped before it reached her realm.  She pulled up a chair to sit and watch them through the mirror, waiting patiently.   

  Another wave of nausea hit her, and she closed her eyes for a few moments until it passed.  When she next opened them, tears shone brightly.  She continued to watch Keelan, waiting for him to be alone.  There was something she needed to say. 

    

    

    

  The Lystian Queen allowed herself a little more wine, and then cut herself off.  She was already feeling a little too inebriated, and needed to hydrate.  A plate of fruits was brought in, but she was still so full from dinner and wine that she could only nibble on the fruit.   

  “So tell me, Your Highness,” Tinaya said.  “Where are all of your ladies-in-waiting?  I see only one in your service, which is decidedly uncommon for a woman of your position.” 

  Silvia met the woman’s gaze directly.  “Maura is all I need for the time being.  She does her work so well that I really have no need of another lady assisting me.” 

  “Ah, but she is getting on up in her years.  You will need someone else before too much longer.  A queen needs several ladies-in-waiting; it’s customary.  For a queen to have only one is quite odd.” 

  Silvia glanced over at Maura, who was patiently standing over in a corner with other servants.  As much as she truly didn’t want to admit it, Tinaya was right.  “Perhaps soon enough I shall acquire more.” 

  Tinaya nodded, and gulped her wine until her goblet was empty. 

  The ladies around them gossiped terribly and kept trying to prod her about Lystia and about the decision she’d made of going to war.  She answered by giving as little information as possible, barely answering most of the questions.  She simply didn’t feel like being hounded after such a long journey.  The Duchess watched her silently, asking nothing.  Eventually, she decided that the ladies had badgered the young queen enough and spoke. 

  “Ladies, how about a little more entertainment now that our food has begun to settle?” she said with a sly smile. 

  Many of the ladies clapped and giggled in high pitched voices, and begged her to go on.  From their expressions, it was obvious they had attended her parties before and knew what was in store. 

  Tinaya smiled.  “Very well, then.”  She clapped three times loudly and the double doors to the room swooshed open. 

  A group of people entered, men and women both, all dressed in flowing clothes.  A violinist followed and sat down near Silvia as the doors were closed.  The queen stared in shock, realizing it was yet again the same girl who had played the harp, and who had participated in the fighting demonstration. 

  “Your lady is quite gifted,” Silvia told the duchess.  She was very impressed. 

 Tinaya agreed, saying, “She is a jack-of-all-trades, that one.  She plays many instruments and writes all of her own music.  The warrior skills are a nice touch as well.  I could not ask for a more unique servant.” 

  “How did you come about her?” Silvia knew the girl could hear every word they spoke, but she never looked towards them.  She also noted that the girl was decently dressed instead of wearing another sheer garment. 

  “I came across Brielle in a most unusual way,” Tinaya said.  “She was a part of a traveling group of performers.  I learned she was an orphan by way of war from some far off place—I don’t know where, nor do I really care.  But she had these amazing abilities, and they were ones that you simply don’t see that often.  Unfortunately for her, she was more or less the slave of the troupe leader and he used her in many ways that are not acceptable for a lady.  Whilst they were here in Nillias, he had it out with her.  They fought like dogs in the street, and she killed him.  She stabbed him with her boot dagger right between his legs and ran her knife the whole way up his front side.  I can’t say that I blame her for it; the man had a horrid disposition and he didn’t know how to treat women with any sort of dignity or respect—no matter their station.  Afterwards she was taken into my custody for a decision on her punishment.  I couldn’t let the opportunity pass to keep her within the walls of our little court.  I paid the troupe off to keep their silence and took her on here as one of my servants and performers.  She gets a nominal pay, but she doesn’t have to worry about being forced into anything she doesn’t wish to be a part of.  Here, she’s safe.” 

  Tinaya gazed at Brielle with what looked like fondness, and Silvia’s perception of the Duchess softened. 

  Brielle adjusted herself on her stool, once again ignoring everyone around her.  She closed her eyes, raised the bow, and pulled it across the violin strings delicately.  The soft, sweet sound flowed through the room, and the conversations among the women evaporated. 

  Silvia’s eyes went back to the other men and women who had entered the room, for they started to dance.  The movements were partnered and seemed innocent enough at first.  But little by little, their movements began to get a bit more provocative.  The men began to take off the women’s garments, one by one, as the dance continued.  They disrobed as well, revealing chiseled bodies that were beginning to glisten with sweat.  The rhythm of the music changed, becoming more sensual.  The dancers changed their dance to mirror the lulling music. 

  Silvia started to feel uncomfortable, for she believed she knew where this was going.  A hand squeezed her shoulder gently. A quick glance told her it was her most faithful servant, as there was no one to be seen behind her. 

  His voice spoke in her mind so softly that she almost couldn’t hear him.  This was what we tried to warn you of milady.  The Duke and Duchess are known for these sorts of things and often take on the dancers as lovers. 

  The Queen frowned and saw Maura watching disapprovingly from across the room. 

  Before them, the dancers finished disrobing each other and had progressed to more intimate actions.  Most were kissing, but one man had knelt before one of the women, holding her buttocks firmly with his hands while his face pressed into her womanhood. 

  “Your Grace, I have thoroughly enjoyed this evening with you and your husband, and I am eternally grateful for the food and wine you have bestowed upon us,” Silvia said to the Duchess.  “However, I am beyond exhausted and must take my leave from your presence for the night.” 

  Tinaya regarded her with a surprised expression.  “Are you not entertained by these fine young men and women?”  She gestured to the scene in front of them.  “Are they not beautiful to watch?” she asked, as one of the men mounted a young lady and began grunting in pleasure. 

 “To be truthful, Duchess, this is not exactly my kind of enjoyment.  If it is yours, so be it, but I cannot call myself a lady as I sit here and watch people do the most intimate acts of love before me.  This is a private sanction, not a public one.  If you’ll kindly excuse me?” 

  She stood up and walked towards the doors, Maura rushing to open them for her.  She dared not look behind her towards Tinaya, for fear of what other things she might see.  Holding her head up high she calmly, but quickly went out into the hall.  Maura bowed to Tinaya, giving Quentin time to go out the door as well, and then followed suit behind her queen. 

    

    

    

    

    

  Keelan had grown bored of the card games.  He rose from his seat, throwing down his hand.  “I give in.  You gentlemen can continue this purse-robber of a game without my presence,” he laughed.  “I shall retire for the evening. 

  “So early?” Byarne said.  “Why, we’ve only just started!” 

  “My dear man, it seems like we have been playing for hours,” Keelan replied.  “Do forgive me, but I am tired from our travels and my body craves a rest.  I bid you a good evening.” 

  Hans escorted him out, and walked with him towards their chambers.  “You don’t much like cards, do you, Your Majesty?” 

  Keelan grunted.  “Was it that evident?” 

  “Quite,” Hans replied.  “I feel the same way.  There are a few card games that I don’t mind playing with Maura but most of them I could do without.” 

  They fell silent as a small group of scantily clad women passed them in the hall, heading towards the dining hall. 

  Keelan arched an eyebrow at Hans as they began walking again.  “Glad we left when we did.”   

  They turned a corner and saw Queen Silvia and Maura heading down the hall before them. 

  “My ladies, you both look so lovely this evening,” he called out. 

  Silvia turned with a dark look that faded as she saw who spoke.  She curtsied and replied, “My King, what brings you this way?” 

  Keelan and the manservant picked up their pace to catch up to the women.  “We grew weary of the cards and were going to our rooms.  Was the ladies’ gathering not to your liking either?” 

  His wife frowned.  “I’m afraid not, other than the music.  The rest of it was too extreme for my tastes.” 

  “I know what you mean,” the King replied, thinking of the women who had just passed them in the corridor.  “Was Quentin with you?  I haven’t seen him since before dinner.” 

  His brother appeared next to them, flipped back the cowl of the robe, and bowed.  “Yes, Your Highness, I’m here.” 

  Keelan smiled.  “I was wondering where you were.” 

  “Always nearby, brother.  And I’ve been with her the whole time.  We cannot be too careful in a place where our enemy is not known to us.” 

  “What’s that supposed to mean?” Maura asked.  “Do you know something that we do not?” 

  He shook his head.  “No, madam, I do not.  I am merely implying that we are in a strange city and asking them to ride with us to war…we do not know if Rohedon and his wives have friends here at court.  Nor do we know how these people will react to us when we put the question on the table.  It’s one thing to get a message from an eagle, but another to physically show up and ask them to join us in the fight.  They may not take kindly when the time to talk arrives.” 

  “Milady?” 

 Silvia whipped her head around to look behind her.  To her surprise, she saw Brielle hurrying towards them, carrying her violin.  She waited for the girl to catch up. 

  “May I help you?” 

  The girl’s expression was a hard one to read.  “I’m not sure, but I intend to find out.” 

  The Queen lifted an eyebrow.  “And how do you think I can help you?” 

  Rosy spots appeared on the girl’s cheeks, but she held her own and didn’t look away.  “I heard mention that you are here to take us to war.” 

  Silvia nodded.  “This is true, for those who want to come.  We are not here to force anyone’s hand.” 

  The girl dropped to her knee so quickly that Silvia stepped back, ready to shift into her dragon form, and Keelan and Quentin drew their swords. 

  “Take me with you, Your Highness!” 

  Silvia motioned for the men to put away their weapons, feeling somewhat foolish for being so jumpy herself.  “Why do you wish to go?” 

  “I only wish not to stay here,” said Brielle.  She lifted her face to look up at the beautiful red-headed queen.  “This place…it does not suit me.  I am not happy.” 

  “Your master said that you’re better off than you were before.  Is this not true?” Silvia asked. 

  “In some ways it is, and in some ways it isn’t,” Brielle answered.  “I only know that my destiny does not lie within these walls.  I was made to fight, Your Majesties.  I was made to travel, and see new places and new things as well, but my fighting instincts are always the strongest forces within me.  Please, milady…free me of this place.  Allow me to do what I was created for.” 

  Silvia bent down and helped Brielle to her feet.  “As much as it would please me to have you with us when we leave Nillias, I would first have to obtain permission from Duchess Tinaya and Duke Byarne.  They must release you to me.” 

  “I doubt they will ever let me go,” Brielle said with a touch of bitterness.  “I told you I didn’t know if you could help me.  Now, I plainly see that you cannot.” She rotated around and walked away. 

  Keelan put his hand on Silvia’s back.  “Come on, dear.  Let’s leave her be.  With her skills you know they wouldn’t let her leave.” 

  Silvia looked after the girl with resolve.  “Well, we’ll just see about that.” 

  “Your Majesties, shall we get out of the hallway and go to one of your chambers?” Hans suggested. 

  Keelan nodded and guided his wife towards his bed chambers.  Quentin went in first to check the room before the rest of them went in.  Once the king and queen were settled in, Hans and Maura left them to be alone, and Quentin waited outside the room to give them privacy as well.  He did not go far, for he stood guard so that no one would enter. 

  “I’ve had quite a bit to drink this evening, but if you’d like I can fix you something from the decanter,” Keelan said. 

  Silvia waved the offer off.  “I think if I drink any more I might be sick.  I’m just now starting to feel a little more stable.” 

  They sat next to each other on the couch.  He grasped his sapphire and slid the necklace off, tossing it behind them.  He gazed at her expectantly until she, too, removed hers and threw it towards his.  Now, they were completely alone with no one to listen to them.  He smiled and picked up her hand to kiss it. 

  “I just want you to know that nothing has changed in the way I feel about you, my love.” 

  Her cheeks reddened.  “Are you so sure of what you feel right now?  I heard what you told that woman…that she’d be your second queen.” 

 Keelan took her face in his hands firmly.  “I don’t know what kind of spell she put upon me, but I was not myself, Silvia.  I care nothing for her and I do not want her.  You are the only one that I want.  I love you.  Can you not see that?  I strive to prove this every chance I get.” 

  She sighed.  “Yes, I do see it, husband.  But what you did was wrong, and you did it twice.  Not once…twice.  How forgiving do you expect me to be?  Every time I look at you I think of the things you said to her, and of your body being inside hers.”  It shamed her to come to this admission, but she needed to speak her feelings.  Her cheeks were aflame from her emotions. 

  His hands dropped.  “I understand, and I do not blame you.”  He sat back and stared at the floor in deep thought.  “Silvia, I want to make it better between us.  I want things back to how they were before.  I know we can get there if we try and we can be stronger than ever.  But I also know that what I did was filthy and inexcusable.  I hate myself for it more than you ever could.  I know that two wrongs do not make something right, but…damn the Dark Moon, this is hard for me to say.  If you sought solace in the arms of someone else to make it even between us, I would not blame you for it.” 

  Silvia’s jaw fell open.  “Keelan, how could you say that?  Why would you even mention me doing such a thing?” 

  Aldoa’s prophecy blurred his vision and he closed his eyes from the pain.  He couldn’t bear the thought of another man being with his wife.  But if the prophecy Aldoa had read in the stars was important enough to alter the state of his city and his marriage, then he must risk his pride.  If it could save their marriage, it would be enough… 

  “Consider it an option for you.  Call it a truce, if you will.  I…I just want to make things right.  I can’t bear to be without you in my life.  Silvia, if I cannot live within your heart…I will die.  But at least I would die fighting for you.” 

  Her fingers reached out and pulled him to her.  Their lips found each other and for a few moments, nothing else existed and the world held its breath around them. 

  When her lips parted from his, she whispered, “I could never love anyone as I have loved you, Keelan.  And I will continue to love you no matter what we go through.  I must ask you a question though: what will you do if you see her again?  What if she comes back?” 

  “If she dares to return I will kill her on sight.  The only way I ever want to see her again is to put my sword through her black heart.” 

  “That’s such a hateful thing to say, King Keelan.” 

  The king and queen jumped up and turned to look behind them at the open window.  Natosha stood there glaring at them, wearing a garment with such little fabric that nearly her entire body was exposed. 

  “You should be nicer when you speak of the mother of your unborn child.”  Natosha smiled wickedly at the pair as both of their mouths dropped open in shock.  “Well, aren’t you happy to hear the news?” 

  Keelan’s throat moved as he swallowed.  “You’re not with child, Natosha.” 

  “It’s been weeks, dear Keelan.” Natosha let her voice fill with venom.  “When you are familiar with a man without the comfort of clothes upon your skin that’s what happens.  You should be thrilled, but instead I walk in to hear you speak of running a blade through me.” 

  “You should come a little closer and let my blade speak for itself, heathen.”  He drew his sword to accentuate his point. 

 Natosha chuckled forebodingly.  “You wish not to mess with me right now, my Lord.”  She moved her eyes to take in Silvia.  “I see you are now back together with the opposition.” 

  “I am no one’s rivalry when it comes to other women.  I am his wife, and his only true wife.  You are nothing more than a scandalous harlot who envies what she cannot have.” 

  “Tsk, tsk,” the other woman clucked with her tongue.  “You’ve got lessons to learn, little girl.”   

  Natosha’s eyes were drawn to something shiny in the floor.  She quickly swooped down and picked up two long necklaces.  She instantly recognized Keelan’s sapphire, and there was one that matched it.   

  The Queen’s eyes widened.  “Hand those over this instant!” 

  Rohedon’s wife slid the necklaces over her head and let the stones fall against her bare stomach.  “I don’t think that I will.” 

    

    

    

  Quentin felt a jolt run through his body and an uneasy prickling in the back of his mind.  He turned and threw open Keelan’s door and rushed in.  Some strange woman was standing in the room…and she wore two matching sapphire necklaces around her neck. 

  He took one look at the panic on Silvia’s face and rushed forward as fast as he could go.  He saw the woman’s eyes widen and she grasped a tiny bag tied to her hip.  He knew it had to be some kind of magic—no doubt to take her out of here—and at the last second he changed forms, leaping into the air towards the woman. 

  Keelan and Silvia stood with mouths agape as Quentin and the witch both vanished into thin air. 

    

    
           Chapter Three: Kin of Kings 
    

  Keelan ran forward, searching for where his beloved brother and the enchantress had disappeared to.  He ran out onto the balcony, but no one was there. 

  Hans and Maura appeared in the doorway, followed closely by several armed guards. 

  “What’s going on in here?” one of them asked.  It was Lenard, wearing a confused frown. 

  Keelan began talking.  “The enemy is here in Nillias.  My brother tried to stop her and they both disappeared.  We must find them!”   

  He gave detailed descriptions of Natosha and Quentin to the guards, who then hurried away to alert the city. 

  Lenard hovered behind.  “We will find your brother and this woman.  I won’t sleep until we do, Your Highness.” 

  Maura was comforting Silvia, who was shaking badly.  “He’s…he’s gone,” the Lystian queen whispered.   

  “Now, now, you know he always turns up, milady,” Maura said.  “We’ll find him before sunup, I’m sure.” 

  Silvia looked at her husband, and he saw the anger inside her.  “I need to be alone,” she stated in a heated tone.  She walked out into the hall, but Keelan ran out and grabbed her arm. 

  “My love, please don’t close me out now,” he pleaded. 

  She stopped and stared at him.  “Your treachery against me is now compounded with the fact that the enemy carries your child—the child of a king.  If you and I ever had a child, hers would be next in line for the throne and not ours.  You’ve practically given our kingdom over to Rohedon’s Realm.  I really do not wish to be around you until I have calmed myself.” 

  She jerked her arm away and went across the corridor to her room, slamming the door behind her. 

  Down the hall, Prince Dalton watched her go, and then walked off into the shadows. 

    

   

    

  Silvia sat on the velvet chair in her bedchambers and didn’t move.  Her mind whirled uncontrollably as she tried to take in what had just occurred.  She wanted badly to reach out to Quentin through Frero or Zander’s stones, but it was not a good idea with the remaining stones being in enemy hands.  It was too risky given that the witch was wearing the stones and could very possibly hear everything through them just as they could.  Besides, what if Natosha had realized that Quentin had been close enough to disappear with her?  A dark thought trickled its way into her mind: what if the enemy had killed her brother-in-law already? 

  A noise at her balcony caught her attention.  She wasn’t surprised to see the Prince of Wexford walking through the double doors into her room.  It seemed he was always showing up out of the blue when she needed him. 

  “What vexes you, milady?” he asked softly. 

  “Too many things,” she whispered, more to herself than to him.  She didn’t think twice about how he arrived on her second story balcony. 

  He waited for her to go on.  When she didn’t, he said, “What is the one which troubles you the most here in this moment?” 

  Her glistening green embers seemed to embrace his soul as their eyes met.  “My brother-in-law is gone.” 

  “To where?” 

  “We do not know.  One of Rohedon’s witches appeared in Keelan’s room, and…”  Her voice trailed off. 

  “She took him?” Dalton prompted. 

  “I-I’m not sure.  I do not really know what happened.  She took something of ours—something invaluable—and when Quentin tried to reach her, they disappeared.  Both of them just vanished, Dalton.” 

  Dalton wasted no time in speaking.  “If they’ve vanished, they have to reappear somewhere.  Let us not dally further in this room.” 

  Silvia’s eyes began to clear.  “Meaning what?” 

  “You have what no one else in the city has, Silvia: wings.” 

  “By the Dark Moon, you are right!  Why am I still in here?” she said, jumping up and rushing past him to the balcony.  How ludicrous that she had not thought of her shapeshifting ability to help look for Quentin! 

  “I’ll search the palace to make sure they didn’t reappear here.  Let me know if you find anything.  And Queen Silvia…please do not worry.  Quentin is very adept at finding his way back to you,” he said. 

  Silvia flashed him a hopeful smile and jumped off the balcony.  He watched her rise into the air, magnificent in her dragon form, a soft smile upon his lips.  

  The queen was truly one of a kind. 

    

    

    
  Natosha fell to the floor as soon as she appeared back in her room.  Her eyes darted about as she looked around for the man that had charged at her in the king’s room, but it appeared that she was alone.  Strange, because she was sure the man had been close enough to have travelled back with her.  Perhaps he’d been farther away than she thought. 

  Her hands went to the precious stones around her neck.  She held them up, admiring their beauty.  Grasping one in each hand, she closed her eyes and concentrated.  The magic seemed to pulse within the sapphires, but she heard nothing.  Frowning, she wondered if the Lystian king and queen wore the matching necklaces to signify their bond in marriage. 

  A light rap on the door distracted her.  She got up and went over to her bed, stuffing the necklaces underneath her pillows.  “Come in.” 

  Her twin sister entered the room, her long blonde hair billowing all the way down her back.  She arched an eyebrow at Natosha.  “I knocked earlier and you didn’t answer.  You always answer.” 

 “I was sleeping,” Natosha replied. 

  Saris chuckled.  “You know, I’m very cognizant of everything that you do, sister.  When you feel pain, I feel pain.  When you are angry, I am angry.  We are in tune enough so that I know you were not sleeping when I first came by.” 

  “I need not reveal every detail of my day to you, Saris.  We share a strong bond, but we are two separate people.” 

  Her sister nodded.  “Very true.  But certain details of your life I do need to be aware of, Natosha.”  Her eyes went down to Natosha’s stomach, and then went back up.  “I want to know whose child you are carrying.” 

  Natosha’s hand went to her belly.  Even though she barely had a bump, no one else would have been able to tell she was pregnant other than her twin. 

  “Not answering?” Saris asked.  “That’s a shame.  Especially when you know that the wives in this mountain gestate faster than regular mortals and start showing well before other females would.  Now, since Rohedon died many weeks ago, I know it isn’t his.  It’s none of my business if you want to take a lover, dear sister.  However, if that lover impregnates you in the middle of a war…well, that’s an entirely different story.  Now…who is the father?” 

  “I do not know his name,” Natosha said. 

  Saris walked over and grabbed her hand, flipping it over so that the palm faced upwards.  She placed her hand atop of it to become more in-tune with her sibling.  “I would not have thought you’d ever lie to me, sister-heart.  But alas, I see that day has finally come.  You know who he is, but you hide it from me.” 

  Natosha remained silent.  She loathed lying to her twin, but getting caught in the lie made it that much worse.  Her cheeks began to flush. 

  Saris let go of her hand and placed her palm on Natosha’s stomach.  At first she frowned, but then jerked her hand away as though it had been scalded.  She backed up, glaring at her sister accusingly.  “You have betrayed us!” 

  “No, I swear I have not!” 

  “The child of our nemesis lives within your womb…do you deny this?” 

  Fresh tears welled up in her sister’s eyes.  “I do not deny it.” 

  “How could you lay with our adversary?” Saris yelled.  Her eyes flashed angrily as the full realization of it hit her.  “Have you no honor, woman?  You are only leading the Lystians ever closer with this vile bond you have created!” 

  “I had no intention of harboring his seed!” Natosha cried out. “I had only meant to cause strife between the king and his fool of a wife.” 

  “Yet instead of doing that you have fashioned a great distrust between you and I.” 

  “But I have done what I intended to do,” she argued.  “She is angry with him and I have driven a wedge between their so-called ‘love’.  An army cannot be well-guided when their leaders bicker and can barely conceal their tensions.” 

  “Are they not still travelling to war against us, sister?” Saris spat.  “Fat lot of good you did spreading your legs to welcome our foe into our lands.” 

  “Saris, please do not speak like that,” Natosha pleaded.  “I was trying to do right by us—to foil our enemy before they ever reach our realm.  Do you not see?” 

  Her twin ambled to the door, and turned her head slowly to gaze sadly upon her.  “I see treason in the form of someone I love.” 

  She exited the room, and when the door shut behind her Natosha heard the lock click.  She ran to the door to try and open it, but it was too late.  

 Saris had locked her in. 

    

    

    
  The court of Nillias had been searched thoroughly, but to no avail: Quentin was not to be found anywhere.  Keelan used his fox nose and went through every inch of the grounds, but only found faint traces of his brother.  Exhausted, he made his way in human form to the waiting chamber outside the bedroom of Lord Byarne.  He stood patiently as he was announced. 

  Lord Byarne came out moments later, tying a robe loosely around his midsection.  “Any word on your brother?” 

  “None whatsoever, I’m afraid,” Keelan answered.  “I came to see if you had heard anything on your end.” 

  The Lord shook his head.  “I have not, King Keelan, or you would’ve been the first to know.  What do you believe has become of him?” 

  “He’s been taken prisoner by the witches of Rohedon,” Keelan spat out harshly.  “The brother of a king being kidnapped is not taken lightly.” 

  “I understand, Your Highness, I really do.  What is your plan of action?” 

  Keelan pondered on this a moment.  “I don’t suppose I had thought that far ahead as of yet.  I was truly hoping we’d find Quentin.” 

  “And since we have not found him, what now?  How long will you search for him?” 

  Keelan’s blue eyes hardened as they looked upon the leader of the city.  “I will search for him for eternity.  I will not stop until he is recovered.”  He thought back on all of the years of Quentin being under Gregorich Hapshamin’s spell, and how he had searched for him.  He’d be damned if he’d lose his brother again to some other wicked person.  “We will find him.  But I know that we are also on a time schedule to reach Lordale.  If the witches have him, he will be held in their mountain, which is our final destination regardless of what happens.  I will give it until tomorrow night.  If he is not found, we will move out on the morning after.” 

  Duke Byarne nodded.  “Took the thoughts right out of my head, lad.  My men will help comb the city.  If he is here, we’ll find him.  Perhaps you need some rest now, Your Majesty.  Your eyes are puffy and sleep weighs heavily on your shoulders.  I will let you know immediately if we find anything.” 

  “How do you know that we will find anything at all?” came Duchess Tinaya’s voice from the doorway.  She walked up behind her husband to stand next to him, tall and regal.  “I’ve heard rumors of your brother, dear King.  It seems as though he worked for the enemy in the past.” 

  “How dare you bring that up,” Keelan seethed.  “He was under a spell that kept him from me and from our family—a spell from which I freed him.  Without him, Queen Silvia would never have taken her crown back and regained her city.  I trust him with my life, as should anyone who is on our side.” 

  “But does he know what side he’s on?” Tinaya said.  She put her hand on her hip and looked the king up and down.  “He could be a spy for the enemy, for all you know.  This could all be for show!  Do you know where his heart truly lies, King Keelan?” 

  “Yes, I do,” Keelan replied sharply.  “At the feet of my wife, and at no other place.” 

  “Then maybe he has been put under another spell by Rohedon’s wives.  It sounds to me like your brother is a very dangerous man, Your Highness.  Perhaps we should all watch our backs, lest he stabs us when we least expect it.” 

    

    

    

   

    

    

  Silvia soared low over the houses of the city, listening with an annoyed ear as people below screamed and shouted.  All she wanted was to locate Quentin, not scare the wits out of the citizens here.  She veered off to scour the surrounding countryside, going over her army several times.  Her keen eyes could not find a young man with shockingly white hair, or a white-robed figure.  She went farther out, soaring a little higher.  After a while she noticed something in the distance that nearly made her stop mid-flight. 

  Another dragon flying over a nearby hill. 

  Her heart began to pound uncontrollably as her dragon nostrils scented the other of her kind.  The massive black figure crested a hill and disappeared from view.  She flapped her wings and gained momentum, racing towards the knoll.  When she flew to the back side of it she saw the other dragon right away: it was on a grassy opening between two copses of trees and appeared to be waiting for her.  She landed in front of it, breathing in the strong musk of the male.  He waited patiently as she slowly walked around his towering form, flicking his tail at her playfully when she neared to look at the spikes protruding from the black scales at its tip.   

  As Silvia came back around to face him she snorted through her large nostrils.  His scent was somehow vaguely familiar; it was also over-powering, intoxicating her senses and arousing her.  Never before had she felt anything like this; it was as though she had no control over herself whatsoever.  She lowered her head submissively and the male dragon, black as the unlit sky, approached her.  He lowered his head to nuzzle her neck, and a shockwave rolled through her.  She let out a sound that was almost like a whimper and he answered with a low growl of lust.  The dragon went behind her and mounted her giant body, being careful of her wings.  When he entered her body, she bellowed, both in pleasure and in pain from his size.  He thrust into her as only a rutting male would do, until he had spent himself with an earth-shattering roar.  He climbed off of Silvia to lie on the ground at her side and watch her. 

  Silvia’s body was reeling from a thousand sensations.  As her heart finally slowed, her head drooped as the realization of what she had done hit her.  Suddenly full of despair, she took off into the night towards Nillias without a backwards glance. 

  The dragon she left behind watched her form fading into the sky and his body shivered as he changed back to his human form. 

  “I am now yours forever, whether you will have me or not,” Prince Dalton whispered as she disappeared from sight. 

    

    

    

  Morning came too soon.  As the first yellowish pink kissed the lands on the horizon, it revealed a city in which the people had not slept the night.  Every dwelling within the walls and the surrounding outskirts had been searched for the visiting king’s missing brother.  His whereabouts were still unknown and an uneasy worry had set in.  If the witches that ruled Rohedon’s Realm could so easily infiltrate their leaders’ court in Nillias, what else could they accomplish?  Not only that, but there were hushed talks of the punishment: the taking of a royal’s blood kin was punishable by death.  Wary eyes peeked out of shuttered windows, watching the Dragon Queen’s army as they concluded their search for the missing man.  Even with a sizeable army camping outside of the city, the Nillians couldn’t shake the feeling of their quiet city no longer being safe. 

  And that was troubling indeed. 

    

    

    

  Breakfast was a solemn affair, with all present eating in silence.  As the plates were taken away, Duke Byarne called a meeting in an anti-chamber to the great hall.  He bade them all to sit down around the large round table, upon which was a detailed map of the countryside.  He regarded each person in attendance with a stoic glare, judging the mood in the room. 

 The Queen of Lystia sat next to her husband on his right.  Sir Grant of Crider was next, and then the Prince of Wexford, Dalton.  To Dalton’s right was an intimidating looking man with skin like tanned leather and a top knot; he had heard the man was called Lord Cambry.  General George and General Vyto sat next to him, then Hans, Maura, and Frero.  Beside Frero, and directly to Byarne’s left, sat Lenard, and then Byarne’s wife. 

  “I have had my men searching through the night with yours, King Keelan.  Unfortunately, your brother has yet to be found.  Have you heard any news from your men?” 

  Keelan shook his head.  “No, I have yet to hear of anything useful,” he said quietly. 

  “Then tell us of your plans on how to proceed from here,” Byarne stated.  “That way, we’re all on the same page.” 

  The King was silent for so long that everyone’s eyes were fixated on him by the time he did speak.  “We will stick with our original plan and leave in the morning.  If he is not found today, we must continue our journey.  Chances are that he is already at the place we are going to, and we can come up with a plan to find him and rescue him there.” 

  Queen Silvia placed her hand on Keelan’s.  “Are you sure about leaving so soon?” 

  He answered in a gruff tone without looking at her.  “Yes, I’m sure.  It’s what he’d want, and we really cannot expend any more time and energy with such a journey ahead of us.  Our goal was to get to the war and help, and we can’t let one person hinder us from doing so.”   

  Although he kept the pain out of his voice, the Duke could plainly see that this was not an easy decision for him to have made.  “Very well then.  Let’s talk about your destination.” 

  A servant handed him a long silver rod, which he used to point out Nillias on the map.  “As you can see, you’ve already gone well out of your way to come to Nillias.  Had you continued straight from your city to Lordale, you would have cut off a week of travelling time.  Now, I assume you are going to Lordale first, and not to Rohedon’s Realm?” 

  “Yes,” Silvia answered.  “That was our original plan.  We want to gather all the information that King Rordar has on the enemy, and plan our attacks accordingly while conjoining our forces.” 

  Byarne nodded.  “Understandable, and not a bad idea at all.  So let’s look at your path from where we are.”  He drew an invisible line with the silver rod to a place almost midway between Nillias and Lordale.  “Your path is not a complicated one, nor a difficult one given the distance.  But the straightest way there leads you through the Moseman Hills.” 

  Cambry scowled.  “Is there no other way around that blasted place?” 

  The Duke shrugged.  “There is, but it would mean three extra days of travelling time tacked onto an already lengthy trip.  This path goes straight through.” 

  “Are the other paths safer?” Sir Grant asked.  “I mean, I will go wherever the King and Queen lead me regardless; yet their safety and the safety of the army are in question when going through such places.” 

  “The other paths have different dangers: the main ones being thickly wooded areas inhabited by creatures and wild people that can get quite territorial.” 

  “What’s wrong with the Moseman Hills?” Silvia questioned. 

  Cambry answered.  “Beautiful place, but full of dangerous holes in the ground that one could fall into and never be seen again.” 

  “Can we not go around the holes?” she asked. 

  Prince Dalton spoke up.  “You can, but the problem is that people who usually travel to, or through, that area don’t make it back out.”  His tone was casual and made the statement sound surreal. 

 Silvia looked at her husband.  “What do you think, Keelan?” 

  Keelan stared at the map on the table, taking in the options they had.  “We will go through the Moseman Hills,” he finally said.  “The more time we save, the quicker my brother can be rescued.” 

  From across the table, Tinaya scoffed.  Keelan caught it and daggers nearly flew from his eyes. 

  “Do you have something to say, Duchess?” 

  Tinaya’s face colored, but only slightly.  “I’m of the opinion that your brother left of his own accord.  He wasn’t kidnapped, but left by free will.  He either abandoned your cause because he tired of it, he was scared, or he was a spy for Rohedon this whole time.” 

  Keelan shot up from his seat and leaned over the table with his hands fisted upon it.  “Let me make something very clear to you: my brother has never been a coward and has risked his life for me and my queen many times.  And this ‘spying for the enemy’ business is poorly supported with evidence and is, as such, utter nonsense.  To say such a thing about my blood kin would be alike to saying that you yourself are a spy and a traitor, or that your husband is conspiring with the enemy.” 

  This time Duchess Tinaya was the one who shot up from her chair.  She brushed her blonde ringlets out of her face angrily.  “How dare you say such a thing!” 

  Keelan glared at her with an unreadable face.  “I knew you wouldn’t like that analogy.”  He slowly sat down, never taking his eyes off of her.  “And I believe ‘how dare you say such a thing’ is my line,” he finished softly. 

  Tinaya whipped her head about to face her husband.  “And what have you to say, husband? Will you let him speak to me in such a way?” 

  Byarne rolled his eyes.  “You insulted his brother, dear wife, and on unjust grounds.  What can you expect when such words come forth from your mouth?  He wasn’t being discourteous, but merely making a point which needed to be heard.  And I also might remind you that even though you married a man of high stature, a King’s station trumps our power by a long shot.”  He paused for a moment.  “Besides, I’d prefer not to get on the bad side of a man I’m going to war with.” 

  Silvia and Keelan looked at him in surprise, as did the rest of the table.  But Duchess Tinaya was more shocked than anyone else. 

  “By the Dark Moon, surely you’re not saying that—“she began, but her husband was quick to cut her off. 

  “Yes, I am indeed saying that,” he growled.  “I’ve already sent word out for three quarters of our regiments to ready themselves.  The rest will stay here to guard you and the city.” 

  Her jaw dropped.  “You did this without speaking to me of it?” she said incredulously. 

  He laughed, but there was a dark undertone to it.  “You’re damn right I did.  You do realize that we used to trade with both cities before the war, don’t you?  Oh, and I suppose that you have already forgotten that eight dozen people of our city died after Rohedon’s last shipment of grain?  Perhaps you did not connect the two in your mind, so busy you were with other things.  But I saw it clearly.  There was enough grain to last the city through the winter…and it was also enough to kill every one of us.  I stopped trading with both cities: one out of fear of contamination of products, and the other because I wasn’t sure that the shipment wouldn’t be intercepted by someone from Rohedon’s Realm trying to poison us again.  I put my city before our pocketbooks and before my own person, because it is my duty.  Now the witches have taken the King’s brother from within my home, insulting us and making us look bad, and you really mean to tell me that doesn’t put us in danger?  Don’t be foolish, woman.  You may make decisions like you rule the roost with everyday household and city matters, but do not be mistaken: I am the leader of this city and I will join King Keelan and his Dragon Queen in going to war because it’s the right thing to do.  There are times that doing the right thing is much harder than sitting back and doing nothing at all.  You should know…you’re good at doing the latter.” 

 Without a further word Tinaya backed away from the table, tears in her eyes, and left the room hastily. 

  Byarne sighed heavily and shook his head.  “So what’s our next plan of action?” 

    

    

    
  Prince Dalton watched the Queen leave the meeting with her husband.  He had not dared to get close to her, as he knew she was in a fragile state emotionally.  After he had returned to his room last night, he had a sudden revelation: Silvia did not know that he was the dragon.  Surely if she did not have so many distractions she would have been able to tell it was him just by his smell.   

  The royals walked out of his sight, and he turned to stride out into the courtyard to stretch his legs. 

  “Might I accompany you, young prince?” 

  Duchess Tinaya caught up with him, hooking her arm through his. 

  Dalton was a little annoyed at her presence after her rude outbursts at the table, but let her stroll with him.  They were her guests, after all. 

  When he did not speak, Tinaya said, “Are you always this quiet?” 

  “When I see fit to be,” he replied. 

  “And why do you see fit to be so quiet in my presence?” 

  He tossed an irritated look at her.  “From time to time it is better to hold one’s tongue than to speak rash words.” 

  Tinaya’s smiled faded away.  “You do not agree with my opinions, yes?  That’s quite all right.  Seemingly you’re not the only one.  I have a right to have a say in my own court, and I won’t hold my tongue when something weighs heavily upon my mind.  Now, I came out here to beg of your help, if you’ll give it.” 

  “Is that so?” 

  “I want you to talk to my husband, Prince Dalton.” 

  “And what am I supposed to say to him?” he asked, bored with the conversation already.  They reached the far end of the courtyard and stopped. 

  “That it would be best if he did not go with King Keelan and Queen Silvia to war.”  She stopped and faced him, her chin up and her shoulders back.  “Tell him that it’s a bad idea.” 

  Dalton cocked his eyebrow up.  “Why in the name of the Dark Moon would I do something like that?” 

  “To keep him safe and alive here,” Tinaya said.  “I can’t risk losing him.” 

  “I don’t think that’s the only reason you don’t want to join the war, milady.” 

  She paused, and then went on.  “I am certain that if my husband goes to war and we lose, the witches of Rohedon will destroy us all.  Their vengeance is wicked, and I will not have it unleashed upon this city.  And I will tell you another thing, Prince Dalton…if my husband doesn’t come back, I will skin alive the people responsible for that.” 

  She flashed an eerie half-smile and took her leave of his presence. 

  “I really don’t understand women,” Dalton muttered. 

    

    

    

  They walked in silence for a few moments, before Silvia spoke. 

  “Are you sure it’s a good idea to leave in the morning, Keelan?” 

  He grunted and shrugged.  “I think it’s the best decision at this point.” 

  She nodded.  “I will support you in this.  We will find him, Keelan.  I promise you that.” 

  He looked down at his feet as they walked, his expression a troubled one.  “Promises…they are so trivial nowadays,” he mumbled.  They arrived at their bed chambers in the palace, and he put his hand on the doorknob of his room. 

 Silvia frowned, wondering what he was talking about.  She was about to ask when he told her he was going to lie down and try to rest.   

  “I will catch up to you when you awake,” she told him, and left him in the hall as she entered her chambers. 

  Keelan did not respond, but watched her walk away.  His heart hurt terribly, but not only for his brother.  He had heard another dragon last night, and knew that Silvia had left her chambers.  When she had returned, he had gone to see her in her room.  She was already asleep when he walked in, so he watched her sleep for a while.  And while she slept he prayed silently to Goddess Aldoa for strength and forgiveness. 

  For his true love smelled of the musk of another, and it was all his fault. 

    

    

  Chapter Four: Rescue 
    

  He opened his eyes and looked around warily.  He didn’t recognize the room at all and almost groaned: he was not in Nillias anymore.  He was under the bed in the form of a flea, wedged in a crack in the stone floor.  He had been smart enough to change into something else as soon as he’d grabbed on to the heathen witch so that she would not see him. 

  The witch was standing next to the grand bed gazing at the sapphire necklaces, but as a knock sounded on the door she hid them somewhere on the bed.  A woman who was her spitting image, save for hair color, came in.  As they began to argue, Quentin held his breath; he couldn’t believe his ears.  The witch who had unknowingly brought him here was pregnant with his nephew. 

  Keelan, what have you done, he thought. 

  The other woman, who was called Saris, left the room and he heard the lock click.  If Natosha was trapped in here, what chance was there for him to escape? 

  Natosha sat on the bed and he heard her crying softly.  When the sniffling subsided, the room got very quiet.  He hopped out of his hiding place so that he could see what she was up to, careful to keep himself out of sight no matter how small he was. 

  She was holding the necklaces in her hands, fondling the large blue stones.  A faraway look rested in her eyes. 

  He fervently said a prayer to Chin, the Goddess of Humanity, that the others would not try and use their stones to communicate with him while her hands touched the stones.  He watched in horror as Natosha slid the necklaces over her head and lay down on the bed.  After a few minutes, she seemed to be fast asleep. 

  Quentin regarded his position carefully. He took a quick look around the bedroom to assess his surroundings: the bed was large and took up a whole wall of the chamber, and a small hearth with a fire going in it sat beneath a massive mantle.  Atop of the mantle were all manners of containers with different substances in them, and there was even a small stuffed monkey up there.  Behind the bed and off to the side was an antechamber with what looked like a gigantic mirror in it leaning against the wall.   

  He was obviously in the enemy’s domain and without their knowledge.  While he could very possibly kill this witch as she slept, there was also a chance that he could explore the halls outside the door and learn more of these heathens.  Indecision gripped him.  He knew he needed to get back to Keelan and Silvia, but if he could learn anything useful here, it could amount to saving their lives.   

  He shivered and turned into a mouse to move more quickly.  He scrambled to the door and put his body underneath it swiftly.  Maybe he could return in time to deal with Natosha.  It was something to hope for. 

 Once out of the locked room he transformed back into himself.  Throwing the hood up on his white robe, he faded away until the naked eye could not see him.  A chill went up his spine as he considered that the evil spell he’d been bewitched by, as well as the cloak he wore today, most likely originated somewhere in this place. 

  The hall was well lit and made of solid rock.  Looking down, he found several small pebbles and arranged them into a small ‘x’ on the floor to the left of the door to mark it.  He walked off, following the hall and its twists and turns.  The passageway soon became broader and taller, and he began to see servants of all kinds—man and beast—scurrying about on errands for their masters. 

  He turned a corner and very nearly ran into a couple of servants, one of which was carrying a small tray of food.  He stepped out of the way to let them pass.  As they were almost out of sight, one of them spoke. 

  “Did you put the poison in it, as Clea asked?” 

  “Of course, nimwit.  I always do.  I’m just not one of the ones that usually carries the food to her.” 

  Quentin spun around and quickened his pace to catch up to them. Was there a prisoner of war here that they were keeping? 

  “I don’t know why they keep her alive.  The wench is useless in every form of the word,” the first one was saying.  He was an ugly man with a large scar on his face, half hidden by his dirty blonde hair. 

  The other servant, a plump teenager, snickered.  “You’re just bitter because she nibbled on your nether regions too hard,” the girl said.  The smugness in her voice was unmistakable.  

  The man grabbed her arm roughly and put her against the wall so hard that she nearly dropped the tray in her hands.  A spoon fell off and clattered to the floor. 

  “That little wench damn near took my piece off for good,” the man growled.  “Lucky for me, the witches work their magic well.  I’ll make her pay for what she did.  Saris has already said that when it’s time for the cripple to die, she will be handed over to me to carry it out in whatever way I see fit.” 

  “That may be,” said the girl quietly, “but those orders have not been commanded as of yet.  Until they are, I must deliver this food to her.  Now, let go of my arm.  You are not allowed to touch a child of Rohedon in such a way.” 

  The man sneered at her, but let her go and stormed off.  The girl rolled her eyes and shook her head as she continued on her way. 

  Behind her, the spoon had disappeared. 

    

    

    

    

  Emaree was anxious and didn’t know why.  She couldn’t stop thinking of the woman who had come to her in her dreams. 

  We are coming for you, she had said. 

  Could it be true that she was to finally leave this place?  And who was that woman?  Surely she had never seen anyone like her before.  But deep down she was too terrified to give rise to hope.  The thought of her escaping the mountain and living a totally different life was a foreign concept to her weak and battered mind.   

  She reached inside the pillowcase and touched the silver strand of hair she had tucked away there.  Somehow it comforted her.   

  She heard footsteps outside the door and frowned as the lock clicked.  A teenaged servant girl walked in, bearing a tray of food.  But it wasn’t just any servant girl. 

  It was one of her own children. 

 The girl waltzed in and set the tray down on the small table in the room.  “Here you go. Eat before it gets cold.”  She looked at Emaree expectantly, her dark eyes and hair making her face look pale. 

  Emaree’s eyes watered.  She had not seen her child in years, but she knew that face.  “Do you know who I am, child?” 

  The girl nodded.  “You’re the wife the others are embarrassed of.  You are the one who did not obey the orders of her husband and thus was not truly faithful to him.  You did him many great dishonors.” 

  Emaree held her stoic expression on the girl.  “I am your mother, child.  I named you Mirelda.” 

  The girl grimaced.  “I know who you are, and I do not care.  Because of me being your child, I have had to endure the life of a servant instead of living my own life as my many brothers and sisters do.  You are a curse to me.” 

  “They have poisoned your mind against me,” her mother stated.  “I have done no wrongs.  I have only brought about certain actions and reactions to protect myself in this mountain.” 

  Mirelda laughed.  “You think you have any sort of protection in here?  Everyone here hates you, Emaree.  You’re nothing but a sore spot on our backsides that needs to be gotten rid of.  Hopefully that’ll happen sooner than later.  From what I hear, Claw will take care of that when the time comes for you to take your last breaths.” 

  Emaree gripped the bedsheet.  “That is not true, Mirelda.  Why do you say such things?” 

  Sighing as though speaking to an ill-behaved child, Mirelda said, “Your death will come before long, so that’s something you will have to accept.  No one wants you and we’ve made that plain and simple from the beginning.  You mean nothing to me or anyone else here.  Go ahead and start planning your afterlife in the Underworld…it’ll be here soon enough.” 

  She whirled about and left the room, shutting the door and locking it behind her. 

  Emaree was silent for several long minutes, trying not to shed tears over a child of her blood hating her so.  When her composure was regained, she looked over near the door. 

  “I know you are still here, so you might as well show yourself.” 

  She waited patiently.  At first nothing happened and she began to question her sanity.  Then a figure appeared, wearing a cloak that was as white as a new snow.  The person’s head was covered by the hood, and mistrust formed in the pits of her stomach. 

  “Who are you and what do you want with me?” she asked. 

  The figure reached out and placed a spoon on her tray.  Then, the hood was peeled away from a young man’s face, framed by hair as white as his cloak. 

  “I would tell you to eat this food that your daughter brought, but the poison in it wouldn’t be good for your health.” 

  “There’s poison in it more often than not these days,” Emaree stated bitterly.  “And why would a stranger care?” 

  “Does the fact that we are unknown to each other mean that I am unable to have compassion for another person?” 

  “What you call compassion, I call suspicious behavior.” 

  He looked over at her and arched an eyebrow.  “Would you like me to find the kitchens and steal you some food that you can eat without being harmed by it?” 

  Emaree started to laugh, but then saw that he was serious.  “Now you have my suspicion peeked and it has formed into curiosity.  Who are you, stranger?” 

  “An enemy to the witches of this realm.” 

  “That would make you my enemy as well.” 

 He walked over to the stool and took a seat.  “Have you never heard the phrase ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend’?” 

  “That doesn’t change the fact that I’m a witch of this mountain.” 

  “No, it doesn’t,” he agreed.  

  “So we are enemies then.” 

  “You are being held here against your will, aren’t you?” 

  Emaree nodded once.  “Since the day I arrived.” 

  “Then you harbor no love for the other witches?” Quentin asked. 

  “What I feel for them is the opposite of everything having to do with that word,” Emaree answered vehemently. 

  “Then they are the enemies of both you and I, which would make us allies.” 

  “I am an ally to no one.”  She threw off the blanket from over her legs and lifted her tunic to her thighs for him to see the horrible scars upon her body.  “How can I be an ally when I cannot even walk on my own?  What use am I to anyone in this despicable world?”  

    

    
    
  Goddess Aldoa had been right in her prophecy: there was, indeed, someone here who needed him.  He was meant to save this woman before him, though how he did not know.  He gazed at her legs with a sad expression. He had to get her out of here.  It was painfully obvious that in the mountain of Rohedon’s Realm, she was being abused in the worst ways imaginable.  

  “You have magic,” he said.  “Otherwise you would never have been able to tell that I came into the room with your daughter.  Magic used for good would be a great benefit to many people outside of this realm.” 

  “As I said, I can barely walk on my own.  How would I ever be able to leave this place?  Are you going to put me in your pocket and spirit me away?” she said sarcastically. 

  Quentin stood and glanced out the window.  What he saw made his heart skip a few beats: a giant black stag with golden antlers was standing beside a dark body of water and appeared to be staring up the mountain and right into that window.  Quentin leaned forward, watching the beast watching him.  The stag pawed the ground with its hoof impatiently and lowered its head at the water.  In the dark color of the lake a shimmering light formed, and soon he was able to make out the frame of what looked like a mirror.  As the image became clearer, Quentin thought he recognized the mirror.  He glanced at the stag and nodded his head.  The stag lowered its head to him, turned about, and went back into the dark woods lining the lake. 

  “Yes,” he mumbled. 

  “Excuse me?” Emaree replied. 

  He eyed her over his shoulder.  “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m going to do.” 

    

    

    

  He needed a way to get Emaree out since the door was locked from the outside.  Quentin had not dared to leave to search for a key for fear he wouldn’t be able to find her room again in the maze of halls.  He transformed into a bird and flew out of the window and around the mountain to get a quick idea of its size and layout.  There were many rooms like Emaree’s which had a window chiseled out of the stone.  He flew into a couple of them, but they all appeared to be empty.  As he was flying back towards Emaree’s window, he spotted movement through a window he had not yet checked.  He landed on a tiny outcrop of rock just below the window and slowly lifted his head to look in.  Two women were speaking in heated voices.  He recognized one as Saris, Natosha’s twin. 

  “While I understand she was trying to throw discord amongst the marriage of the Dead Queen it does not mean that I condone this pregnancy of hers,” she was saying. 

 The other woman, who wore her hair in a bun so tight that it stretched her eyes, appeared to be livid.  “This is unacceptable in every way, sister.  She must be punished for this—I don’t care that she is the most powerful of us all.” 

  “I agree that punishment is necessary, Clea,” said Saris.  “But after much thought I have decided that the child may work out in our favor.  We will need to let Natosha prove to us that she is worthy of our trust again.  I have her locked in her bedchamber as of now, but we need to talk to her more.  As a wife of Rohedon, even with her magic fading in and out, she will progress more quickly with this pregnancy than a normal person.  Whatever we decide…it must be done quickly.” 

  Clea put her hand on the doorknob and said, “Then let’s go talk to her.” 

  Saris shook her head.  “I need some food on my stomach before I do anything else—I haven’t eaten all day.” 

  “I could use a little something myself.”  A wicked smile overtook her face.  “Perhaps I’ll send Emaree a special drink.  Making her sick always makes me feel better.  And I still think she had something to do with our spell not working the other night.  Those waters should’ve destroyed at least a portion of the enemy camp.” 

  “Do what you want with her, Clea,” Saris said with a wave of her hand.  “Keep her alive for a little while longer though.  I want to make sure she suffers more before I let Claw take her.” 

  “Such wickedness within you,” Clea said with a sigh.  “This is why you are a true sister-wife to me.  I’ll have the servants take her some wine immediately and then you and I shall eat before talking to Natosha.” 

  “Have Claw take it to her.  And tell him to make her enjoy it,” Saris added with a touch of malice in her voice. 

  A knock sounded on the door to the room, and Quentin was unpleasantly surprised to see Mirelda standing outside of it when the door was opened. 

  “Ah, Mirelda.  Did you take food to your mother as I instructed?” Clea asked. 

  “Yes, milady.  But if you please, do not call her my mother.  She is a traitor to my father and nothing more.” 

  “I see,” said Clea with a smile.  “Were there any problems?” 

  “No, but I wanted to tell you something I found odd.  A few minutes after I left her room, I walked back through the same hall to retrieve a spoon that had fallen off the tray I had carried to her.  Yet the spoon wasn’t there anymore.” 

  Saris arched a blonde eyebrow.  “Wow, disappearing spoons…who would’ve thought?” 

  Mirelda’s face reddened.  “Well, that’s not the peculiar part.  I retraced my steps, and as I was passing by her bedchamber, I could have sworn I heard voices in her room.   And I’m not sure if it means anything or not, but when I delivered her food it felt like someone else was in the room with us.”   

  Saris and Clea looked at each other sharply. 

  His heart racing, Quentin stepped to the edge of the little outcrop and dropped off, catching flight out of sight of the window.  He raced back to Emaree and flew in. 

  “You can shapeshift,” she said, impressed. 

  Quentin ignored the remark.  “We need to go…now.”  He shed his cloak as he spoke to her.  “There is no key outside with which to unlock the door, and I cannot make you shapeshift into something else.  But what I can do is put you onto my back.  We’re going to have to leave through the window.” 

  “But I can’t hold on to you with my legs!” Emaree said.  “They are useless.” 

 “As long as you can hang on with your arms, you’ll be fine.  We haven’t the time to make a sling to hold you in.” 

  He grabbed her hands and helped her to sit up.  Turning around, he knelt down so that she could work her way onto his back.  Once there, he grabbed her ankles and put them around his midsection.  Glancing at the room, he couldn’t see any useful string lying about.  He grabbed a sheet off of her bed and tore a long strip off. Using this, he tied each end around her ankles to keep her tethered onto him.  A sense of urgency filled him as he grabbed his cloak and shoved it inside his shirt.  There would be no way of wearing it while doing what needed to be done.  Clutching the sides of the window, he heaved himself up onto the tiny ledge and peered around for a spot to start climbing.  Just down and to the left, about thirty paces away, was another window. 

  “Hold on tight,” he told Emaree, and edged out of the window. 

  The footing was precarious at best, and with Emaree clinging to his back he had to grip the rock facing extra hard.  The dark waters of the lake glinted like evil diamonds below and the hard-packed brown sand of its shores beckoned a fatal fall.  One misstep and they would both die painfully. 

  Rocks tried to pierce through his leather boots, and he soon had some nasty lacerations on his hands.  The window he was moving towards slowly drew closer, though not as fast as he would have liked.  He finally managed to get right above it, but there were no ledges, footholds, or handholds to get both of them safely down and into the window.  Desperate, he tried to figure out another way, but there was no hope for it… 

  “Emaree, wrap your arms around me beneath my shoulders—around my chest—and hold on extra tight.  Don’t look down.” 

  “Okay,” he heard her whisper. 

  He took a deep breath…and let go of the rock. 

  They dropped like a sack of stones.  Quentin was barely able to grasp onto the edge of the window as they fell.  His face hit the rocks hard, breaking his nose and cutting his face in several places. 

  However, his weight combined with Emaree’s proved to be more than he had bargained it would be.  One of his arms slipped from its grip and he instantly felt his other shoulder jerk out of its socket.  He groaned, but held back a scream of pain as the girl on his back clutched him harder.  His feet struggled to find placement on the rock facing.  Chancing a glance down, he saw that there was a niche where his knee was.  Grunting with the effort, he was able to lift his leg high enough to slide his foot into it.  He had to hurry, for his hand was beginning to lose what grip it had on the ledge.  He pushed with his leg with all of his strength and rose up high enough to lock his good arm into position.  Using everything he had left, he hoisted them through the window and fell onto the floor with Emaree still clinging to his back. 

    

    

    

  The door was hurriedly unlocked and Saris and Clea entered the room in a maelstrom of distrust.  Both of their moths dropped open in astonishment. 

  The room was empty.  Their tortured sister-wife, their prisoner of many years…was simply not there. 

  Clea ran over to the bed, yanking one side up off the floor to look underneath, and then scrutinizing behind it to see if she had hidden there. 

  Saris, however, could tell that Emaree was no longer there.  She was drawn to the window, but could see nothing of importance when she stared out. 

  There was no half-starved young woman hanging off the ledge. 

 There was no body lying crumpled next to the Black Lake. 

  There was nothing at all. 

  “Where in Eerich’s hells did you go?” she mumbled. 

  As if in answer, a glint of gold caught her eye.  Lifting her eyes to peer across the lake, she frowned as the Black Stag sauntered out of the trees. 

  “Away with you, beast!” she called down to it. 

  Clea came to stand beside her as the animal replied in his deed, booming voice. 

  “Away with yourself, witch of the mountain…poison of the earth.” 

  “Why have you come forth?” Clea said in a demanding tone.  She despised the stag almost as much as Saris.  On several occasions she had mentioned that she and Saris should go on a hunt for the beast and collect its head to hang in the halls of the mountain. 

  “I am here to warn you,” said the Stag.  “Leave your mountain and surrender the war.” 

  “Can I tell you how unlikely it would be that we would surrender on the ‘dire warnings’ of an animal yelling to us from outside?” said Saris with her infamous eyebrow arched. 

  “It is your decision to heed my advice,” said the Black Stag.  “I cannot make you choose.  But know this: you are choosing the death of many, and very possibly even your own.” 

  “We will never die,” Clea shouted out smugly.  “Our magic is too powerful to allow such a thing.” 

  The Stag snorted, golden dust spewing from its nostrils.  “If only your magic lasted forever.” 

  “Shut up!” yelled Saris angrily. 

  “Not before you have been informed that death is coming for you…for all of you.” 

  Saris whirled away from the window, grabbed Clea, and left the room to have the mountain thoroughly searched for the missing prisoner. 

  When the witches had left the window and he could no longer feel their presence, the Black Stag walked the shoreline of the Black Lake until he was directly in front of the window where only minutes before Quentin and Emaree had climbed into.  He waited patiently, the late-evening sun glaring off of his golden antlers. 

    

    

    

  Quentin moaned and lifted his head. 

  “Are you okay?” Emaree asked worriedly. 

  “I’ll be fine…just gotta get up.  We need to get out of here.” 

  Using his good arm, he pushed himself up onto his knees and slowly stood up, gripping the window ledge for support.  Emaree clung to his back, but was careful not to grip too hard around the shoulder, for no doubt she had heard the sickening pop when it had detached from its socket.  The shoulder was shooting pain all up and down his arm, and both of his hands were bleeding.  Warmth ran down his face and he knew his face probably looked pretty rough. 

  Movement outside the window caught his eye, and he froze. 

  “The Black Stag,” Emaree said softly from his back.  “The Parent Gods could not have made a more magnificent creature.” 

  Quentin had never, indeed, seen such a beautiful animal in all of his years. 

  The Black Stag took a step forward.  “Take her to the chambers of the head witch.” 

  “I will not turner her over to them,” Quentin growled back, thrusting out his chin. 

  “That is not my intention,” said the Stag.  “Take her there and go to the mirror that I showed you.  It is the only way either of you will leave this place alive.” 

  Turning his tail, he bounded off into the forest as though the Hound of Death were at his heels. 

  “Which of the witches does he speak of?” Quentin asked. 

 “Natosha, no doubt.  She is the worst of all of them.  We must listen to the stag, my new friend.  He is the last pure creature that still dwells here, and he is very wise.” 

  “So be it,” he said.  He was thinking of how to get back to Natosha’s room, and of the stones she had been wearing.  He had to get those back before she realized that she was privy to everything the other stone bearers said. 

  He looked around the empty room, grateful that no one had been in it when they’d stumbled in.  It was barren except for a wooden cot with no mattress, and two chairs.  A fireplace, cleaned of all its ashes, sat in the corner. 

  He reached into his shirt and withdrew the white cloak.  Emaree helped to slide it over both of them, not questioning the magic behind it.  The robe went down to his boots, but only barely covered them.  They would have to be extremely careful as they walked the halls of the witches’ mountain. 

  “Do you know where Natosha’s room is?” 

  She shook her head and mumbled, “As a prisoner, I wasn’t exactly allowed to roam.  I can’t even walk anyway, so I couldn’t have even if I had been permitted to.” 

  “Great.”  He sighed heavily. 

  “Wait,” she whispered before he could open the door.  “I don’t even know your name.” 

  He glanced over his shoulder at her.  “Quentin…my name is Quentin.” 

    
    

    

  Chapter Five: Through the Looking Glass 
    

  The day passed uneventfully.  The city of Nillias bustled in a busy frenzy as it prepared to go to war.   

  The smithies had long since fired up their kilns and were hard at work repairing swords and finishing ones that were not complete.  The bow and arrow makers had in the past saved up a large stockpile of wood for their crafts and were now working at a frenzied pace to make new weapons and supplies. Indeed, they were overrun with workers, as many from the Lystian army had volunteered their time and skills to help.  Bows and arrows were soon being made by the dozens throughout the city.  It helped that Nillias had a decent stock of weaponry that had already been started on, and only needed to be finished.  Starting from scratch would have taken much too long. 

  Shoemakers on every corner rapidly sold out of all manner of shoes and boots.  Even though they were exhausted, their pockets were heavy with profits, and they offered to repair the Lystian army’s footwear for only a minimal charge to help out.  The lines outside of their shops wrapped around the nearby buildings and down the streets.   

  Clothe stores were also filled to maximum capacity.  Tattered clothes were shoved into sacks with extra bone needles and thread to repair them as the soldiers acquired more clothes.  The tunics of the Royal Guards were re-stained with dark purple dyes, and all of the generals had an outer cape dyed the same color to match.  With an early summer sun heating them from above, the newly dyed materials were quickly dried. 

  Stable-hands and the like were sweeping through the Lystian army, bringing bales of hay for the oxen and other animals.  Horseshoes were cleaned out and many were replaced or re-shoed.  Saddles were double-checked to make sure the straps were not worn out or dry-rotted.  The manes and tails of the horses and mules were brushed out by the children of Nillias, who were only too happy to escape the chores of the hectic city and see the horses.  They carefully cut out tangles and even gave many of the horses fine braids with strips of colored cloth woven in. 

  The Queen’s personal wagon underwent special treatment as well.  One of its wheels was replaced and several spokes were repaired in the other wheels.  Extra wheels were fastened beneath the wagon in case of a crisis on the road ahead.  The inside of the wagon was scoured and all of the blankets and pillows were sent to the washwomen to be cleaned with care.  The outside was scrubbed and coated with beeswax to make it shine like new. 

 Storage spaces that were dug out long ago beneath houses and huts to keep vegetables from rotting and the wine barrels at a cooler temperature were emptied of their provisions.  Wagons were brought out and laden down with food that would keep for longer periods of time, jugs of fresh water, and jugs of wine. 

  As the day wore on into the afternoon, and afternoon into the evening, the city slowed down until a peaceful quiet enveloped it tightly. 

    

    

    

  “There must be some sort of spell that can tell us where he is,” Silvia spat bitterly.  She gazed off the balcony to the rolling hills on the horizon as Frero, Zander, and Keelan exchanged glances. 

  “I’m afraid that if there is, then I don’t know of it,” Zander answered softly. 

  ‘Do you know of one that could tell us if he’s alive, at least?” 

  He shook his head sadly.  “No, my Queen.” 

  “There’s no hope for it,” said Keelan glumly.  “All we can do is get to Lordale quicker so we can attack the Realm of Rohedon.” 

  “Keelan, are you positive you do not wish to wait another day?” Silvia asked.  After the night before, guilt of her betrayal to him had eaten away at her anger over his future child.  Now she only wished to resolve their problems and be as they once were.  But then…had she really been with another dragon?  How plausible was that?  Part of her mind insisted that something so ludicrous was surely a part of an imagination running amuck.  Perhaps it was a lucid dream?  Either way, she wished to forget it ever happened. 

  “We cannot wait any longer, my Queen.  If we were to bide our time here and not move forward, he could very well perish before we got there.  That is something that I will not risk.” 

  “Maybe…maybe we should try to reach out to him,” Zander suggested. 

  “It’s too dangerous.  We don’t know who is in possession of the stones,” Silvia said. 

  They fell silent and the moments in the room passed with tension. 

  “What if you spoke through the stones but it was in a sort of code?  Or you could avoid saying anything specific at all,” Frero suggested. 

  Keelan looked up.  “I don’t know of any code we could speak in, but I like the idea of saying something to at least give it a go.” 

  Silvia thought on it.  “Quentin knows who each stone bearer is—he’ll know our voices, as we will know his.  We’ll be able to tell if it’s him if he speaks.” 

  “If anyone answers at all,” Zander added softly. 

  The King and Queen said nothing; they knew very well that Zander could be right. 

  “Let’s all touch the stones,” Keelan said.  “That way we’ll be able to hear what’s being said, if anyone should speak.” 

  The four of them gathered close, each placing their hands on Frero and Zander’s sapphire necklaces.  Keelan looked up at Silvia and nodded. 

  “Hello?  Are you there?” she asked. 

  Across the countryside, and through solid rock walls, Natosha’s eyes snapped open. 

    

    

    

  They had been lost for hours.  Quentin’s body was wracked with pain and carrying Emaree, light as she was, on his back had exhausted him to his core.  Glimpses of the chiseled out windows told them that night had already fallen.  They needed to find Natosha’s room before he collapsed.  Several times they had stopped to rest, careful to do so where servants were not near.  Emaree hadn’t spoken since before they had left the empty room.  He was grateful, for voices seemed to echo through the halls with ease.  Besides, he needed to concentrate on where they were going and keeping quiet. 

 He was starting to worry that they wouldn’t be able to find the head witch’s room in the maze of halls when a figure turned the corner ahead.   

  It was none other than Mirelda, walking along and humming to herself.  A large mug was in her hand and she took long pulls from it.  Quentin could tell by her walk that she’d had a little too much of whatever she was drinking. 

  A grim smile curved his lips.  Very softly so that Emaree wouldn’t hear, he began chanting under his breath, directing what little magic he had at the teenager. 

  Mirelda leaned against the wall, still humming.  After a few moments she stopped, staring at a spot on the floor.  He edged closer to her and immediately felt Emaree grip him harder in fear.  He wasn’t worried, however. 

  His spell had worked. 

  He reached out and touched her forearm, absorbing her memories.  Her face went completely slack, and he stepped around her with a purpose. 

  He knew where to go now. 

  Less than a quarter of an hour later, he saw the little pile of stones he had placed next to the head witch’s door. 

  But coming down the corridor towards them, looking angry and determined, were Saris and Clea. 

  Quentin backed away to give them room, wondering why they were here.  As they approached, he heard Silvia loud and clear in his mind: Hello? Are you there? 

  Damn the Dark Moon!  There was no way he could answer her, and his heart skipped a beat as he wondered if Natosha was still wearing the stones. 

  Saris stopped at the door and waved her hand over it.  The lock clicked and she opened the door.  The women stepped inside and left the door open behind them.  Very carefully, Quentin moved closer to the door, trying not to shuffle his feet or kick the tiny stones that had accumulated on the floor over the years.  He edged his way into the room, keeping to the right. 

  Natosha was sitting up in the bed, stuffing something into a leather pouch.  “I am glad you have returned, sister, and that you have brought Clea with you.  I have some interesting news that I think you want to hear.” 

  Saris crossed her arms.  “Then you’re getting ready to tell me where Emaree is?” 

  Natosha’s excitement ebbed.  “What are you talking about?” 

  “Our sister-wife has escaped,” Clea said angrily.  “No one can locate her.” 

  The head witch shook her head.  “I know nothing of that.  But I do need to share something important with you…perhaps over a bite to eat and some strong wine?  I promise you that it will be worth your time.”  Her eyes twinkled. 

  Her twin appeared skeptical, but agreed.  “Come on then, and we’ll get to the kitchens.  We’ll discuss Emaree and you can tell us this news of yours.” 

  The three women left, the door swinging shut softly behind them. 

  Quentin hurriedly ducked into the room at the back of the bed chambers where he remembered glimpsing the giant mirror.  He shed his cloak and untied Emaree’s feet from his waist.  She continued to cling to him until he carefully set her down.  He stood back up and ran over to the bed, tearing it apart. 

  “What are you doing, Quentin?” Emaree hissed at him.  “We need to get out of here!” 

  “They’re not here,” he mumbled.  The stones were gone.  She hadn’t been wearing them when she’d left the room though… 

  He swore under his breath.  Of course—she had put them in that pouch and carried them out with her!  He ran back to Emaree and threw his cloak back on. 

  “We must figure out how to get you out of here with this mirror.” 

 Her eyes narrowed.  “You mean get ‘us’ out of here.” 

  He shook his head.  “The head witch has something that belongs to someone I love, and I must get it back.” 

  “But you have to leave with me!” she pleaded.  “I cannot do this alone!” Tears welled up in her eyes. 

  “You have to,” he stated.  “I cannot carry you to go chasing after the witches—I don’t have the strength and my shoulder is injured.  Besides, if I get caught then you, at least, are free.”  He gazed at the mirror thoughtfully.  “If only I could find my brother…you would be safe with him.” 

  The mirror began to glow and the inside of it started swirling with a gray mist.  Quentin quickly scooped Emaree up to get her away from the mirror, crying out in pain from his dislocated shoulder. 

  Before them, the misty image cleared and Quentin’s face broke out into a thankful smile.  In the mirror were Keelan and Silvia, sitting down to a game of chess with Zander and Frero on either side of them. 

  He smiled down at the woman in his arms and stepped forward.  “You are safe now, Emaree.”  

  As she looked up at him with questioning eyes, he heaved her frail body into the mirror.  As soon as she went through, the mirror went dark, only reflecting the lightless room in which it sat. 

  Quentin’s smile faded.  What if Natosha tried to use the mirror to find Emaree?  Or spy on Keelan and Silvia?  With a grim frown set on his face he looked around.  Spotting a stone pot on the floor, he picked it up and hurled it into the mirror.  The glass shattered into hundreds of pieces as he flipped his hood up and disappeared into the depths of the mountain. 

    
    

    

  Silvia moved her pawn to take Keelan’s bishop.  Needing a distraction, they had decided a game of chess would soothe their nerves.  Keelan scowled, and went to move his knight to capture the same pawn.  He sat back, tossing the pawn into a side pocket of the chess table.  His queen seemed indifferent to the taking of her piece and sat staring at the board.  He was getting ready to ask her if she was okay when a woman appeared above them and came crashing down on the chess table between them as she fell. 

  The King and Queen jumped back and shouts were heard out in the hall as guards came running in, with the Queen’s entourage right behind them.   

  The woman lay on the floor amidst the game pieces and moaned softly, her eyes fluttering.  Zander pushed everyone to the side and waved a small bag of scented salts under the woman’s nose.  When her eyes popped open, three swords had their tips pointed at her neck.  Her eyes widened. 

  “I do not come to you with foul intentions! Do not hurt me!” 

  “Who are you and how did you get here?” Keelan growled. 

  “I-I was sent here,” she stuttered, looking around with fright.  “I was told I’d be safe with Quentin’s brother.” 

  “What do you know of him?” the King asked, stooping down to get in her face. 

  The woman looked him dead in the face.  “He is a brave man who risked his life to save mine, though mine was not worth saving.” 

  Silvia stepped forward.  “So he lives?” 

  “Yes, he lives,” she replied.  She stared at the Queen and cocked her head to the side.  “I remember you, milady.” 

  “I am quite sure we have never met,” Silvia said, puzzled 

  “That is true, but yet we have spoken.” 

  Silvia shook her head.  “I think you may have hit your head when you landed here.” 

 The girl smiled.  “Tell me, Dragon Queen of the Lystians…did you find the Healing Spring?” 

    

    

    

  They sat down at the large dining table outside of the kitchens.  The table could easily seat twenty, but the wives of Rohedon were the only ones ever seated there; company was something rarely come by.  The sister-wives did not care, however, as they despised being hosts. 

  This evening the witches each had a strong cup of wine and a platter of roasted meat before them.  They ate hungrily, barely speaking until after their second mug of wine. 

  Clea and Saris then briefed Natosha on Emaree’s disappearance and the hunt for her. 

  “All right, sister,” Saris said when they had finished telling of the missing woman.  “Tell us this news that you have.” 

  Natosha placed the small bag she’d carried from her room onto the table, but did not open it.  “You are angry with me for bedding the enemy to find his weakness.  But I have planted a poisoned seed into his marriage, which you give me no credit for.” 

  “And a poisoned seed within your belly as well,” Clea stated. 

  “That is beside the point,” Natosha snapped.  “Not every plan is perfect and that was the only imperfection that has come of this.  I have not had the opportunity to tell you that which I have gained.” 

  She opened the bag, but left the contents inside it as she stared at each of them hard.  “Each time I visited the king, he wore a precious stone that seemed to have a magic pulse to it.  The last time I saw him there were two necklaces instead of one, and I snatched them from right under his nose.” 

  “These necklaces…what do they do?” her twin asked. 

  “I think they’re a means of communication between the king and queen, and possibly others as well.”  She drew out the necklaces and held them up.  “Behold these beauties.  With these we can listen in on the queen’s words…I have already heard her voice in my mind while touching the stones.” 

  The other witches each grasped a necklace and put it over their heads.  They waited several minutes, but heard and felt nothing. 

  “These don’t work,” Saris said, taking the stone back off.  Clea followed suit beside her. 

  Natosha rolled her eyes and pulled the stones back towards the bag, stuffing them inside.  “Do you think they constantly talk?  They most likely know that we’ve figured out how the necklaces work and they’re being careful.”  She finished off her wine and motioned a servant nearby to refill their mugs. 

  “Drink not too much wine, or you may lose the child you carry,” Clea tutted. 

  Natosha held up her hand as the servant came over.  “I’ve changed my mind.” 

  “Something vexes me, sister-heart,” Saris said.  She leaned back, eyeing her twin.  “I keep a close eye on our black sand that takes us to other places.  The sand stock remains at the same level, yet you seem to be travelling much.  How is this possible?” 

  Natosha’s heartbeat sped up.  There was no fib to get her out of this one.  “I have my own way of traveling.  Being the most powerful and senior of you all, I did not need to share this with you.” 

  “And how does your way work?” Clea said with a sneer.  She never liked to be reminded that Natosha had been the first wife of Rohedon and the strongest in magic. 

  “I think it’d be easier to show you,” Natosha replied, rising from her seat. 

    

    

    

  Quentin hurried down the dark corridor.  His mind searched through Mirelda’s memories as he walked, trying to find his way to the kitchens from his location.  He had to get to those stones, and quickly.  His shoulder was starting to make him see bright spots in his vision from the pain.  He paused to catch his breath, and closed his eyes as a wave of nausea hit him. 

 An idea began to form in his mind and his eyes popped open.  He raced around, looking for a servant, but saw none that he thought could help him.  He put aside his kitchen mission and concentrated on the servants he was coming across.  One finally stood out to him.  He picked through Mirelda’s memories, and found the man.  His name was Derge. 

  He watched Derge carefully for a few minutes as the servant went about his chore of pushing a wheelbarrow of wood down the hall.  No doubt he was restocking the rooms of the mountain with firewood to keep the chill from the corridors out of the rooms.  The man was chatted up as he went along, mostly with requests for short stacks of wood for rooms.  When at last Derge was alone, Quentin changed into Mirelda and made himself visible. 

  “Derge, would you please give me a hand?” he said in a pitiful girlie voice. 

  The young man stopped and turned around.  “Yes, Mirelda?  What is it that I may do for your kind face?” 

  Quentin realized that Derge must have a crush on Mirelda and nearly laughed.  The servant seemed nice enough—way too nice for a brat like that teenaged girl. 

  “I’ve hurt my shoulder…would you help me to reset it?” 

  The man nodded eagerly, but then looked unsure of himself.  “I’ve never reset an arm before.  What if I hurt you worse?” 

  “I’m sure you can do it,” Quentin answered in Mirelda’s voice.  “Would you at least try?  I’d hate to ask one of the wives to do it.  They’d be angry at me for being so careless during my chores.” 

  Derge nodded again.  “Okay, I’ll try to do it since you insist.  I don’t want to see you get into any trouble.” 

  He walked over and gently took up Quentin’s wrist.  He looked at whom he thought to be Mirelda and cocked his head questioningly. 

  “Do it, please,” Quentin said. 

  Derge gritted his teeth, grabbed Quentin’s arm, and pushed. 

  Quentin fell to his knees, dumbfounded by the pain.  Something was wrong.  His arm should feel normal albeit very sore.  He tried to move it, and promptly vomited from the intense pain which shot up his arm like liquid fire. 

  Groaning, he realized the arm had tried to reset, but pinched the nerves in his arm and shoulder in the process and had not gone back into the socket. 

  He was now much, much worse off than he was before. 

    

    

    

  Natosha led them to her room and entered, tossing the bag with the sapphire necklaces onto the bed.  One of them fell halfway out of the bag, but she ignored it in her haste.  She went to the large ornate mirror located in her antechamber and stared in shock.   

  “It’s broken!” she exclaimed in dismay.  The lovely mirror she had used for years was completely shattered.  Suddenly very angry, she shouted dark magic into the air.  Saris and Clea stepped back in surprise, watching their sister-wife closely and with caution. 

  The shards of glass on the floor began to shake, though the mountain itself was stock still.  The shards continued to tremble and then shot into the air, going straight for the mirror frame.  The pieces, big and small, moved themselves around as they began to fit back together.  With a mediocre flash of light, the mirror was once again whole. 

  Natosha grinned wickedly.  “This is how I have traveled to see the king.” 

  “How does it work?” asked Clea as she moved forward curiously. 

  Natosha turned to the mirror.  “Show me the Lystian King.” 

  Colors swirled and an image started to form in the mirror. 

 “The image is only briefly available, unfortunately, so it’s not much for spying on the enemy,” Natosha said.  “But when you want to travel it’s perfect.” 

  The image cleared and the witches stared in shock and utter disbelief: the Lystian King was in the mirror, and he was kneeling down talking to a woman lying on the floor…Emaree. 

  “What in the Dark Moon is she doing there?” Natosha growled.  She spun around and stormed over to the mantle above her fireplace.  She grabbed a handful of black powder from the bowl in front of the stuffed monkey and came back to the mirror just as the image began to fade away. 

  Her sister and the other witch watched as she bade the mirror to show the king again.  When the image popped up, she charged through and the entire mirror went blank. 

  “Strange how Emaree disappeared and my sister just now speaks of this mirror,” Saris said in a thoughtful tone. 

  “Yes, and Emaree just happens to appear with the king that Natosha has been bedding.”  Clea’s tone was not so thoughtful, and her expression was very dark.   

  Neither spoke anymore, for their thoughts were already in the same place.  

  Their sister-wife would need some more careful watching. 

    

    

    

  The Dragon Queen’s emerald eyes widened.  “It was you who helped us?” 

  Emaree tried to smile, but the swords pointed at her frightened her.  “Yes, milady.” 

  “And why do you go against the other wives by aiding your foes?” Keelan asked.  His face held a fair share of skepticism. 

  “They are my enemies as well,” Emaree stated forcefully.  “They have long held me against my will.” 

  The Queen leaned forward, extending her arm.  “Let’s get you up off of the floor.” 

  Emaree started to protest but the young woman had already started pulling her.  She tried to hold on, however quickly fell back in a hapless heap.  

  “Why can’t you get up?” Keelan asked. 

  “I would…if only I could,” Emaree said softly.  In shame, she pulled her tunic up to her lower thighs, exposing tiny legs misshapen with scars and burns. 

  “The witches did this to you?” the Dragon Queen asked. 

  Before Emaree could answer, a shadow suddenly loomed large above her.  Everyone was thrown back in a powerful wave of magic.  Looking up, Emaree saw the last face in the world she wished to gaze upon. 

  “Got out of your room, I see,” Natosha sneered.  “Your sister-wives are most eager to see you return, Emaree.” 

  Emaree shook her head fervently, knowing full and well that her time in this world would soon be ending. 

  “Witch!” 

  They turned to look at the king, who had gotten to his knees and was glaring at Natosha. 

  “What have you done with my brother?” he yelled. 

  Natosha narrowed her eyes at the man.  “You mean that fool in the white cloak who tried to follow me?  I had him gutted.  His life blood has already left his body.”  She smiled so wickedly that she nearly looked inhuman. 

  Tears welled up in Emaree’s soft brown eyes.  “No…that can’t be true!” 

  Natosha glanced at her sharply and Emaree realized with a sinking stomach that Natosha had done no such thing because she had not known Quentin was in the mountain.  She had made up what she’d said to the king.  But after Emaree’s little outburst, it was apparent who had helped her escape, and now the sister-wife would be hell-bent on finding him. 

  Natosha reached down and grabbed a large fistful of hair on Emaree’s scalp. 

 “I would suggest you turn back, Lystians,” Natosha growled at the royalty before her.  “This war is not yours.  And if you decide to continue to rile yourselves against us, I will personally capture, maim, and murder everything and everyone that you hold dear to your hearts.  Remember that.” 

  She threw black powder onto the ground at her feet and suddenly the room disappeared from around them.  As Emaree blinked in surprise, they reappeared in a large stone room next to a fireplace.  Natosha let go of her hair and kicked her hard in the side. 

  “Stupid girl,” she muttered. 

  “That was quick.” 

  Emaree regarded Saris and Clea through blurry eyes as they entered the room from the ante-chamber where the mirror stood against the wall. 

  Saris flicked her arm at Emaree, who felt herself lifted off the floor.  Another flick of the wrist and she was slammed so hard against the stone wall that she saw stars.  Her body stayed pinned against the wall as the blonde twin sauntered over to her. 

  “Tell us, little one, how you managed to escape from us.” 

  Natosha spoke up, but didn’t look happy about it.  “The king spoke of his brother, who had tried following me back the last time I traveled there.  I didn’t see him upon my return and assumed he had not reached me in time to travel in the same spell.  I now believe that I was wrong.  He’s here…he’s in the mountain.”  She stared at Emaree calmly.  “And this one knows where he may be hiding.” 

    
    

  Chapter Six: Dust and Lies 
    

  The brunette came up to her and stood eye to eye.  “Tell us where this man is, Emaree.” 

  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Emaree gasped.  She was sure several ribs were broken, and being slammed against the wall had taken her breath away. 

  “Clea, do you still remember how to do a truth spell?” Natosha said. 

  Clea walked closer and affirmed with a nod.  “That I do.” She gazed at Emaree with loathing.  “You will tell us everything you know, child.  Everything.” 

  As Clea began to chant dark words in a guttural tone, Emaree felt the pull of the magic.  Her mind raced in a silent panic.  They were going to kill her after they extracted all of the knowledge she had about Quentin; the looks in their eyes made that as plain as day.  What was she going to do?  Clea’s spell would start working any moment, and she’d be forced to tell all. 

  Lifting her eyes to meet Natosha’s, she said, “I will watch you all die…even if it’s from the depths of Eerich’s deepest hells.”   

  Watching their confused faces with a feeling of satisfaction, she mumbled a spell under her breath.  An odd sensation came over her face as skin formed over her mouth and sealed it shut. 

  “No!” the twins yelled at the same time. 

  All three witches began to speak different spells to try and reverse what Emaree had done but nothing worked. 

  In the air around them, deep laughter began to echo off the walls.  Eerich’s voice boomed into the room, shaking everything in the bed chamber. 

  “You witches are far too amusing.  You get so frustrated when your magic doesn’t work.” 

  His voice faded away as Clea and the twins uttered curses at their luck. 

  “Keep her there, Saris,” Natosha said of Emaree, and walked over to her mirror again.  “Show me King Keelan’s brother.” 

  The mirror did its magic and the image soon became clear. 

  “What in the name of the Dark Moon…” she muttered to herself. 

 Clea walked up behind her and stared at the image as well.  “I’ll alert the guards and have them brought here.” 

  Natosha nodded her head as her sister-wife went out into the hall.  She couldn’t take her eyes off the mirror, and was wondering what in the world Emaree’s daughter had to do with the king’s brother. 

    

    

    

  Derge had knelt down beside Quentin.  “Mirelda, I am so sorry!  By the Parent Gods, I did not mean to make it worse!” 

  Quentin said nothing.  His stomach churned and the hall spun slowly about him.  He was in serious trouble. 

  Footsteps pounded on the stone floor down the hall.  Moments later he was yanked to his feet.  He screamed as his arm was pulled, and the feminine voice coming out of his body sounded strange to his ears. 

  “Hush it up,” a vaguely familiar voice grumbled. 

  Quentin lifted his head to see the blonde-haired man with the bad scar on his face that he’d first seen walking with Mirelda.  Searching once more through her memories, he found the man’s name to be Claw.  How fitting, considering it looked as though a claw had ruined half of his face.   

  Claw’s grip was rough, and being so close to one another made Quentin acutely aware of the man’s unpleasant aroma. 

  “Where are you taking us?” Derge asked.  “We weren’t doing anything wrong.” 

  “Rohedon’s wives have requested your presence, and they shall have it,” Claw said. 

  Quentin’s heart began to beat faster. How was he supposed to get out of this? 

    

    

    

  Silvia bade everyone leave the room after the witch had disappeared with Emaree.  Keelan had been silent to the point where she wondered where in the world his mind had gone off to.  He answered no questions and would not even nod his head.  He just sat there, staring blankly at some distant point no one but him could see. 

  Although everyone had wanted to believe Emaree’s words that he lived, Natosha’s thirst for blood and hatred seemed to drown out all hope that he had, indeed, survived. 

  She, on the other hand, could not stop shedding tears for her brother-in-law.  To know that he was more than likely dead was the worst possible thing that could be felt.  She hated herself for ever keeping him in her service; she should’ve made him take the civilian life, find a good woman, and settle down.  Now that would never be feasible.   

  She closed her eyes and sipped on some strong wine she’d sent for.  It did nothing to dull her pain; instead, it seemed to sharpen it.  Her mind walked through every time he had risked his life for her and her husband.  Never had there been someone so dangerous, yet so incredibly loyal in her life.  She quietly vowed that when they returned to Lystia (should that day ever come to pass) that she would have a magnificent statue of him righted in the middle of the palace. 

  Silvia took Keelan’s hand and led him to his bed, where she undressed him completely.  She pushed his shoulders down until he sat on the bed, and then leaned him back until he was lying prone. 

  “Rest, my King,” she said softly, as she stroked his reddish-brown hair out of his face.  “Tomorrow we will rise early and travel to seek our vengeance for our dear Quentin.” 

  Keelan met her eyes with an animalistic look that shook her to her core.  “Leave me, my Queen, so that I may think about the ways in which they will die.” 

  Chilled and more than a little unnerved, she nodded and rose, exiting the room quietly.  She crossed the hall to her quarters and went inside.  Candles had been lit for her hours before, but had now burned low, casting a dim yellow glow that didn’t quite catch the dark corners of the room.  She snuffed them out one by one with her fingertips, relishing the tiny bursts of pain from the flames against her bare flesh.   

 Much less pain than what Quentin probably went through before he died, she thought to herself miserably. 

  The smell of the wicks drifted out of the open balcony door and into the night breeze.  The aromas of summer came back in its place, bringing the sweet smells of grass and beds of flowers nearby.   

  It also, however, brought another smell. 

  She rushed to the balcony and looked out at her surroundings, but the smell had already started to fade.  She tried to push away a yearning in her body that had seized her at the very onslaught of the scent.  Gripping the balcony, she felt her body flush all over. 

  “No,” she whispered.  “You will not have me, black dragon.” 

  “Talking to yourself, milady?” 

  Below her balcony, the Prince of Wexford was gazing up at her. 

  Silvia was caught off guard, and was very glad that it was too dark for him to see her blushing. 

  “Sometimes one has to give voice to the things inside their head, lest those things take a mind of their own and consume them.” 

  Dalton tilted his handsome head to the side, gazing at her curiously.  “And these are things which one wouldn’t want to be consumed by?” 

  Her breath caught in her throat and she swallowed hard before answering.  “One cannot be certain at all that those things would be best for themselves or for their kingdom.” 

  “Or for one’s husband?” he asked.  When she didn’t respond, he hurriedly went on.  “How is he holding up?” 

  “The same as he was right after he heard,” she said with a small shrug of her shoulders.  “He will barely speak and is very withdrawn.  When he does speak…he seems a totally different person.” 

  “Then it is best we leave on the ‘morrow so that the journey may distract him.” 

  “Yes, that will be best for him,” she replied, looking away into the night.  The undulating hills loomed in the distance, with gently rolling fields of crops leading the way to them.  The night seemed much darker with the loss of someone she cared for deeply. 

  “My Queen, I know what it’s like to lose a brother.  No one should have to go through such a thing.  I am truly sorry for his loss, and for yours as well.” 

  Silvia’s green eyes sparkled in the starlight as she turned to him again.  “You’ve lost a brother?” 

  “Yes…years ago.  My mother gave birth to twins, but one of them died at just a few months old.  My younger brother Leu was too young to speak when his twin died, though you could tell he knew something was wrong. It rendered my heart in two.”  He stared at her intently, silently daring her eyes to stray from his.  “But thankfully it has become whole again.” 

  Silvia found herself blushing again and steered the conversation away from hearts.  “I had a brother once, but he was killed before I was born.” 

  “I know—I remember,” Dalton said quietly.  “Your mother stayed with us for a time afterwards.” 

  “Of course,” she muttered.  “How silly of me to have forgotten that you would have known of him.” 

  “I was very young, so ‘knowing him’ was a relative term,” Dalton said.  “And it’s not silly to forget things which happened before your time.” 

  Silvia became sullen.  “All this talk of death makes me miss Quentin more.  It’s my fault he was ever here in the first place.  I brought his death…I am the reason it came to pass.” 

  Before she could ask what he was doing, Dalton jumped onto the wooden lattice next to the balcony and scaled it with ease.  Moments later he stood in front of her and grasped her face in his hands.  “I never want to hear those words spill forth from your mouth again.  You’re doing what’s right, and Quentin knew that down to his core.  Guilt over his death has bewitched your tongue, milady…let it not do so anymore.  If you loved him as your servant, as your friend, and as your family, show it the best way you can: defeat Rohedon’s Realm.” 

 She realized he had drawn himself closer and closer to her as he spoke and was now mere inches from the delicate lines of her mouth.  She breathed him in as he held her there, his scent vaguely reminding her of something she couldn’t put her finger on.  He ran his thumb across her cheek and noticed it was wet. 

  He bent towards her and gently kissed her tears, tasting their salty pain upon his lips.  “Do not cry,” he whispered. 

  She briefly closed her eyes and said, “Must you kiss away my tears, young prince?” 

  “Yes, I must,” he replied softly.  “My heart tells me I must do whatever it is that you need.” 

  “Your heart has made a poor choice, then.”  She opened her eyes, the emeralds sparkling through more tears. 

  “My heart does not know any other way.  No matter what choice I want to make, it leads me to you.  I cannot deny it the pleasure of obeying your every wish.” 

  “My every wish?” she said softly, shaking her head.  “I wish to have our Quentin back.”  She collapsed into his arms and he stroked her hair, holding her as her heart finally accepted that she would see her friend, her brother-in-law, no more. 

  Down below, Hans watched them hold one another on the balcony, his eyes full of silent fury.  He turned his heel and stalked off into the night. 

    

    

    

    

  A knock sounded at the door.  Saris answered it to find one of their servants—a tall, stout man by the name of Talus—standing outside it. 

  “Milady, I have word of the Wyld brethren.” 

  “Speak it, Talus,” she said, her eyes eager. 

  “They’re on the Nillian border and should reach the city within a day.  They await your commands to attack.” 

  Saris smiled.  “Finally, some good news.  Stay here with Natosha in case she needs help with this.” She gestured at Emaree’s helpless form still held invisibly against the wall.  “I’ll be right back.” 

  Natosha stood still, watching Emaree with disgust.  They had to figure out how to reverse the spell for the skin over her mouth.  She desperately wanted to know where this man was so that she could deal with him personally. Also, it was her fault he was inside their domicile to begin with. 

  Or she could take him back to his brother… 

  The very thought shocked her for she would never do such a thing, would she?  But the thought of his brother brought Keelan to the front of her mind.  She grabbed a handful of two different powders—one to travel with and one for Keelan—and looked at Talus hard. “Don’t let this filthy animal out of your sight.  I’ll return momentarily.” 

  She sprinkled the traveling powder, called nawa, around her feet and disappeared.  She blinked a couple of times, her eyes adjusting to the darkness.  It was the same room she’d been in earlier, though it appeared to be empty.  She spotted the bed and walked over to see the King of Lystia, the father of her unborn child, laying prone in his sleep.  She noted the way his skin glistened with sweat, and the way his eyelids darted about beneath the lids.  She leaned towards him and blew the other powder, called drepsam, into his face and watched as his eye movement slowed.  The powder was so fine it was almost dust and most of it dissolved almost instantly when used. 

  “Wake up, Keelan,” she whispered. 

  His dark brown eyes opened and found hers in the dimly lit room. 

  “What do you want?” he grumbled. 

  Not exactly the response she’d been expecting.  She waited as the magic worked itself upon him; she could see his eyes shifting back and forth between suspicion and something else.  She smiled, glad that she’d brought the drepsam.  It had been so useful in the past. 

 “You know what I want,” she said in a sultry voice.  Her hand found him under the sheets, ready for whatever she wished. 

  “I don’t…I don’t want that,” he said gruffly.  “I don’t want you.” 

  A frown turned her lips down.  “And why is that?  Am I not all that you could ever ask for?” 

  “You killed my brother.” 

  Her mind swam with indecisions.  She wanted his brother dead for daring to intrude into her home; at the same time, she wished Keelan would succumb to her will.  She could see that there would be no getting both. 

  “You murdered him,” Keelan continued through clenched teeth. 

  “You speak of what I said earlier?  That was a ruse in case my sister-wives were watching me.”  She bent down until her mouth was touching his earlobe and whispered, “I have him as a captive in our mountain, my King.  Give yourself to me completely and I will return him to you unharmed.” 

  She sat back up to see his reaction, but shock and pain rolled through her as his hand shot up, his fist connecting with her cheekbone. 

  “Lies!” he shouted, and she saw with disbelief that his eyes were once again clear.  The powder was not affecting him the same way!  “Lies from a witch!  I will come to your kingdom and put your head upon a stake, heathen!” 

  He began to get up and she jumped back, sprinkling the nawa around herself hurriedly to go back home. 

  She appeared in her room where the ornate mirror stood.  She walked up to it and looked at her reflection sadly.  Her cheekbone would begin to swell soon and her face was already quite red.  Shame overtook her and she vowed that she would not feel anything more for this Lystian.  She spoke a short spell softly and the pain and redness left her face.  Her mind dwelled on Keelan’s behavior.  Natosha did not fool herself into pretending she knew him well, but his sudden reaction to her was alarming. 

  No…could it be that maybe the reaction wasn’t to her, but to the powder?  She’d certainly heard of such a thing where mortals went crazy from it, but the thought haunted her.  She hadn’t even used much, so was this something that was even feasible? 

  She turned to look towards Emaree in the other room, intent on taking her frustrations out on anyone or anything she could. 

    

    

    

    

  Muffled yells sounded from inside, causing Dalton and Silvia to break apart hurriedly and run into her quarters.  More shouting came and they realized it was from across the hall. 

  Keelan’s room. 

  Silvia glanced at Dalton, and they threw open the door, racing into the hall.  Silvia had just enough time to think how glad she was that no one else occupied the hallway to see the prince dashing out of her room before she twisted the knob on her husband’s door. 

  “Keelan?” she called out as she entered. 

  She saw him stumbling out of the bed, completely undressed, and mumbling to himself.  He looked over at her, and began to walk in her direction. 

  “Get your things ready.  We’re leaving now.”  He did not appear to be the least bit embarrassed about Prince Dalton seeing him naked, nor did he seem to even realize the other man was in the room. 

  “My Lord, surely you cannot mean that,” Silvia said.  “’Tis the middle of the night.” 

  Keelan stood in front of her, and grasped her face in his hands.  “I know exactly what part of the night it is, my precious Silvia.  But we must go now.  Time is of the essence!”   

 Though they were in the dark, his eyes appeared to be wild, as though he were an untamed animal.  Silvia touched his face tenderly, concern in her eyes.  “What is wrong, Keelan?  What has happened to you this night?” 

  “A visit from the heathen,” he whispered, his eyes darting around the room as though searching for something…or someone.  “My brother lives, Silvia!  We must rescue him before it’s too late.” 

  She shook her head.  “I don’t understand.” 

  “The witch came back,” he hissed.  “She claimed my brother being dead was only a story.  She said he is with her now.” 

  Silvia grabbed his hands and shoved them away.  “So she came back, did she?” 

  Keelan chuckled.  “Aye, she did…but I bet she won’t do that again.”  He turned his hand over to look at his knuckles. 

  “What did you do, Keelan?” Prince Dalton asked warily. 

  The King’s eyes went to the prince and took him in for a long second before answering.  “Gave her only a taste of what is coming for her.  The next time I see her, my sword will taste her blood.” 

  “I do not doubt this, my King.  They will all feel the kiss of our blades before this war ends.”  Dalton gazed at Keelan solemnly and kept his position near the queen.  “But why do you wish to leave at this moment?  The army is getting the last bit of rest that they can before we push them tomorrow.  Would you take that from them?” 

  Keelan stood lost in thought.  “In weighing my options…yes, I would.  Natosha will no doubt seek to get even with me for what I did.  I will not lose my brother again.  I will not have it.  I will leave tonight.  Whether or not you and the army wait until morning is up to you.” 

  “We will go with you, Keelan,” Silvia said quickly.  She looked at Dalton imploringly.  “If what she told Keelan is the truth, we have to get to Quentin.  We need his brother back.”  Her eyes watered at the thought of seeing her friend alive once more, and she wanted Dalton to understand the importance of why her husband wished to travel in the dead of night. 

  Dalton’s gaze softened at her expression.  “So you wish it…so it shall be.” 

  “Everything good in here?” Lord Cambry stood in the open doorway, taking in the naked king, his queen, and the prince. 

  “Ready the men.  We leave at once for Lordale.  Wake Lord Byarne and notify him immediately.” 

  Cambry nodded, but walked up to the king instead of leaving.  Keelan stared at him hard, but said nothing as the man walked around him. 

  “Is there a problem, Cambry?” the King growled. 

  Cambry bent down and peered into Keelan’s face.  “No, Your Highness.  I’ll ready your men as quickly as possible.  Perhaps you’d like to get dressed while you wait?”   

  He gave a meaningful glance towards Silvia and Dalton, turned about, and left the room.  The prince followed suit, leaving Silvia with her husband. 

  “Let’s get you dressed,” she said, but he held out his hand and grabbed her wrist to stop her from going to get his attire. 

  “I did nothing with her, Silvia.  I know not why she keeps trying to come here.  I promise you that I will take her last breath for what she has done to our marriage.  I won’t let her ruin us.  Don’t give up on me, Silvia.” 

  A solitary tear ran down her cheek.  “I won’t give up Keelan…but don’t make me regret it.” 

    

    

    
 Cambry glanced over his shoulder to make sure the prince was following.  A little ways down the hall, they turned a corner and ran into Hans, who looked the worse for wear. 

  “Ah, Hans—perfect!  I need to see you too, please.  Come, gentlemen,” Cambry said.  He led them to the dining hall, where there was a little bit of wine left over at the large table. 

  “What is it that you want?” Hans asked gruffly.  “I have things that need attending to.” 

  “Yes, you do,” Lord Cambry agreed, taking a swig of wine.  “Helping to get the soldiers roused up is one of them.” 

  Hans’ eyebrows drew down.  “We’re not leaving until the morning.” 

  “Wrong.  We’re leaving as soon as we can get everyone woken up.  King Keelan has had another visit from one of the witches.” 

  “How do you know this?” Hans inquired. 

  Cambry threw him a dark expression.  “He had trace remnants of some sort of dust on his face when I went in there—barely noticeable to the naked eye.  I’ve seen this dust on him before, and if it’s what I think it is, he’s in trouble.” 

  “Look here, if you know something that could endanger my king then you’d best tell me and be up front about it.” 

  “That’s why you’re here right now,” Cambry said touchily.  “Now, listen to what I have to say.  There was an older man who used to live in Jevelas.  He practiced magic and used a dust similar to that to transport himself to different places.  But there was a similar dust, or powder, that was different.  He used to manipulate the mind.” 

  “And what happened to this gentleman in Jevelas?” asked Dalton. 

  Cambry shrugged.  “He went insane and killed his whole family.  He was hung for it.” 

  “By the gods, man!” Dalton said with disgust.  “What are we supposed to do now?” 

  “Keep a close vigil on him to make sure there are no more visits from the heathen witch, and make sure that if he does go crazy…that your queen survives it.” 

  Lord Cambry turned his heel and left. 

    

    

    
  Chapter Seven: Visions of Past and Future 

    

  Aldoa stood atop of the palace, watching Lord Cambry ride out into the night towards the army, Hans close at his heels on another horse.  She pursed her lips in consternation as she turned her eyes up to the stars. 

  “What have you to show me?” she said, and waited.  She was patient, as always, for the stars were billions of years older than she, and it could sometimes take a while for them to respond.  She breathed in the night air, with its warm scents of grass and blossoms. 

  The sky began to darken, and Aldoa’s eyes began to change.  She held out her arms and felt the pull of the stars…the magic they held in everlasting abundance.  Her eyes, now a luminescent milky white, seemed to be absorbing all of the light in the night sky.  Her head slammed back from the force of the magic flowing into her eyes and she gasped; never before had a vision from the stars been so powerful. 

  The first thing she saw was a tall, barren mountain of rock next to a dismal black lake.  She recognized the place immediately as the witches’ mountain, and the lake was the one she wished to reclaim.  The water was foul with evil; she could feel it even through the vision.  Suddenly her surroundings changed and she was in someone’s bedchamber, seemingly within the same dark mountain.  Before her was a grand mirror with old magic in it.  Staring at it, she glimpsed an image that made her heart stall, but it vanished as quickly as it had come and left her to wonder if she had even seen it at all.  Turning away from the mirror, Aldoa’s eyes took in a different sight: she was back in the city of Nillias.  The city was nearly empty, and as quiet as a new moon is dark.  But a bright white figure appeared, crumpling to the ground with something in its arms.  Her aged senses told her that whoever it was—they were hurt badly.  The scene faded away and her eyes returned to normal.  She stood silent, taking in everything from the visions. 

 “Do not put all of your faith into what the stars may say,” came a voice from behind her.  “They’ve been known to lead people astray.  Besides, I think we both know how often a human can change their own fate.” 

  Aldoa did not turn around; instead she waited for the other god as he walked up to stand beside her.  He was always so beautiful…the way tiny sparkles of light clung to his clothes and hair warmed her heart.  To know the mortals still dreamt and wished was a blessing to her. 

  “It has been a long time, Firayis.” 

  “That it has.  But the time has come to take myself out of hiding.” 

  Her eyes found his.  “That could be very dangerous for you.  You know Eerich still holds a grudge against you.” 

  Firayis surveyed the city below them.  “I suppose there was a time when I would have cared about such things.  That time is long gone now.  If a grudge is still held, then so be it.  I would not change the past in any way, and this he knows.” 

  Aldoa was getting more intrigued by his presence.  “And what, pray tell, has changed your mind, my dear?” 

  His face turned very solemn.  “She has been speaking to me through images.” 

  She held her breath, knowing of whom he spoke, but not daring to interrupt.   

  “I sleep not, and so do not dream, so she has sent me visions.  Fleeting ones, but revelations nonetheless.” 

  Her heart sped up.  “What were the prophecies you saw, Firayis?” 

  “There were many, and they were hard to discern,” he answered softly.  “There is death in the near future…but there is also something which will become known.” 

  She frowned.  “My, my, aren’t we vague, yes?” 

  “Aldoa, I…I think she knows where they are.” 

  Aldoa’s eyes teared up.  “Who?” she asked, already hoping it was the answer she was expecting.  Rivulets of chills crept up her spine in her anticipation. 

  When he answered, his voice was so soft as to be nearly inaudible.  “The Parent Gods.” 

    

    

    

  Saris met with the raven who had just returned in her chambers, carrying a hastily written letter from the Wyld men, written on something which resembled human skin.  It read: 

  “Oh, Great Witches of the Mountain- 

  We are outside the realm of Nillias and await your command.  The city is half a day’s journey or less from where we are, but we are unsure of what you want, or what will be our payment in return.  Send us word immediately…we will not wait here long. 

                                                                                                                                                                  -Jaborg” 

    

  She glanced out of the window to her room and into the night sky, considering what needed to be done.  “They will not dally there long.  Tell them to attack the city as soon as they can reach it.  Their payment is in human flesh: they can kill and eat whomever they capture as long as it’s not the Lystian King and Queen or their close company—those I want kept alive and chained.  Torture is not beyond reasonability though, should the Wyld get bored.” 

 The servant nodded, hesitated, and then quickly asked, “Do the Wyld truly eat other humans?” 

  Saris smiled savagely.  “Why yes, they do.  And if you don’t relay that message to them as quickly as possible, I’m going to have them eat you first.” 

  The servant dashed away, jumped out the window, and took flight as his body changed into that of a raven. 

  Saris remained where she was as he disappeared quickly into the night sky.  Her feet began to move beneath her long dress and she found herself at her window, looking down into the black lake.  As the moonlight cast a delicate glow on it, a misshapen tentacle breached the surface and caressed the gently lapping waves.  She smiled at her pet, who no doubt had felt her presence because of the magic which connected them. 

  She recalled a time, long ago and deep into her past, when she’d been in her late teens and her magic had first started.  Her family had just sat down to supper, sans Natosha, who had disappeared mere days before.  Saris was still wearing the aftermath of her father’s anger over her sister’s vanishing and her mother glared at her bruised face from across the table without pity.  Saris had not felt any emotion at the time, other than the intense need to escape the life which she was now trapped in by herself.  There had always been her sister there before, and they got through everything together.  Now with Natosha gone, Saris would have to travel all paths alone, and for the first time.  Nevertheless, she wasn’t ill with her twin; they lived a boring life with a hateful mother and father who were waiting on the day when they could auction off their daughters to the bidders with the highest dowries.  They had already received several offers, but were pitting the suitors up against each other in hopes of getting more out of them. 

  That night the door had burst open as they laid waste to chicken stew and a stale loaf of bread.  A dark-haired man had come in, shut the door behind him, and was walking towards the table.  Astonished, her father had asked the man what in the name of the Dark Moon he thought he was doing.  The stranger had taken a long look at Saris (and one that was so intense that it made blood rush to her cheeks) and replied that he was there to collect their daughter for marriage.  Her mother thought it a poor joke and said as such, but the man seemed unperturbed.  He tossed a pouch of lisks and snicks on the table and repeated that he was there to collect their daughter.  Her father picked up the pouch and felt its weight.  Smiling, he told the stranger he had a deal. 

  Saris herself hadn’t cared either way.  The stranger had an exciting, dangerous air about him and anything was better than spending the rest of her days with her parents.  She left to go gather a small bag of her things and returned to see her father and the stranger drinking of ale the man had brought in celebration of the agreement.  Her father had quickly become inebriated, as they rarely drank alcohol on account of finances. 

  The stranger (and her husband-to-be) appeared unaffected by the drink.  She walked over and set her things next to him, signaling that she was ready when he was.  As her father filled his cup yet again, her mother slapped at his hand and told him he’d had enough.  Her father started to answer her, but his face froze.  His skin turned an alarming shade of red, and soon was nearly purplish.  Her mother jumped back in horror as he fell out of his chair, dead. 

  Her mother shrieked loudly, backing herself into the corner and staring at her husband as though he had grown another head.  

  “You’ve killed him!” her mother screamed at the stranger. 

  But the man shook his head.  “Actually, milady, I did not.  Someone else did.”  He opened a flap of clothe within his cloak and removed a tiny wooden figure of a woman.  He set it on the floor next to the table, waved his hand over it, and a bright flash of light appeared.  When Saris’ vision returned to normal, she was pleasantly surprised to see none other than her sister standing before them. 

 Natosha was radiant in her fine clothes with her hair pinned up just above her shoulders and her expression was a fierce one.  “Dearest Mother,” she said.  “I have found the suitor you have always wished me to have—the kind that would pay a pretty piece to you for my hand.” 

  Their mother gazed at her warily.  “He has bewitched you.  Step away from him, child.” 

  Natosha laughed.  “I would no sooner step away from the man I am married to than you would have from your dead husband.” 

  Saris looked at her twin in surprise.  “You are married to this man?” 

  “Yes, and a fine husband he is turning out to be,” her sister responded. 

  “But…he came here to ask Mother and Father for my hand as his wife,” Saris stuttered. 

  “Upon my request,” Natosha said, her smile fading.  “I wished nothing more than to remove you from the presence of these uncaring, menial cockroaches we call our parents.  What better way than to have you join in our marriage?  We have been sisters since birth, and now we shall be sister-wives.”  Natosha stepped closer to Saris so that she could speak more softly.  “And when you see all of the things he has to offer as his wife, you will be on your knees thanking me.” Her eyes twinkled with dark flames. 

  Saris really needed no time to think on whether or not she would still go with this man.  Her bags were already packed and her mind had been set on leaving since the money pouch had been tossed upon the table.  She glanced down at the thick red cloth of the money bag where it sat. 

  Natosha seemed to read her mind and picked up the bag, handing it to her.  “You can use it for your new dresses, sister.  Join us, and we will take our leave of this place.” 

  Saris smiled, but it faltered as her mother spoke up.  

  “You cannot have that back—it’s mine!  You can’t deny me of this since you have robbed me of your father and my livelihood.” She folded her arms across her chest defiantly, her blonde hair trailing over one shoulder. 

  Natosha’s laughter rang shrilly through the still air of the cottage.  “Where you are going, it won’t be needed.” 

  She walked over to the front door and turned the knob.  As the door creaked open, Saris backed up into the table in fear of what walked in.  The stranger looked over at her and smiled warmly, taking one of her hands. 

  “No need to worry, Saris,” he said.  “He is not here for you.” 

  The beast that came into the house was the most horrific thing she had ever seen: yellow eyes were spaced all around its ugly head, each one looking in a different direction, and its skin was crawling with the gods only knew what.  It came in on all fours, snarling.  It took in Natosha, the stranger, and Saris at once, and then whipped its head towards the cowering woman in the corner of the room and lunged for her. 

  Saris could not take her eyes away from the scene before her; it both terrified her to her very core and satisfied her deep in her heart.  No more was she under their rule.  She was free. 

  Turning to the stranger, she said, “I do not even know your name sir, for which to give you my thanks.” 

  Natosha answered for him, which would be a resounding habit over the decades to follow.  “His name is Rohedon.  Learn it, and know him well for you are now his, and you and I belong to each other once more.” 

    

    

    

  Saris blinked away the memory of how her life truly began.  Her life had been a whirlwind of excitement, danger, lust, and greed ever since and she regretted none of it. 

 A hand touched her waist, and Saris spun around to see the God of the Dead staring down at her intently.  “Your expression is of sadness mixed with bittersweet victory,” he said.  His hand remained on her waist. 

  “My expressions change often,” she said.  “I was thinking of how this all started.” 

  “And are you feeling remorse for taking Rohedon as your husband?” 

  “I never feel remorse,” she retorted.  “Do not confuse me with some fool girl straight out of the cradle, my Lord.” 

  “I would never dare do such a thing.  I was only thinking of the magic I bestowed upon you at his request.” 

  Saris nodded briefly.  “Magic which I have faithfully honed over all these years to get to where I am right now.  I am much obliged to you for your gift of magic, Eerich.” 

  “How much obliged?” he asked, roughly drawing her closer. 

  Saris regarded him with a challenging look.  “More obliged than you would like to think,” she said, removing herself from his grasp.  “But not so obliged that I should become a servant to your every need.” 

  The God of the Underworld smiled beneath his great red beard.  “I like the fire which burns within you.  It would match the fires within myself that I stoke daily.  It would be a shame to put out your flame.” He made a grab for her waist once more. 

  Saris rolled her eyes, not bothering to hide the disrespectful action, and disentangled herself from his hold.  “Oh, please, your Grace—spare me your idle threats.  You would do no such thing to one who can wield powers like I can.  I am more valuable to you than you care to admit, though I am but a petty mortal.” 

  He stared her down; his face still wore a smile, but it was a dangerous, mocking smirk now.  “You are valuable, I’ll give you that.  But there are others who are more so than you.” 

  “Ha! Hardly any truth in your words, I’ll bet,” Saris said, taunting him.  She knew if she played her words right, he would tell her who he was speaking of. 

  “Mind games do not work with me, child,” Eerich growled.  His eyes took on a sudden reddish glow that made her step several paces back.  “If you wish to know who it is, you need only ask.  This is one question I do not mind giving the answer to.  No riddles when it comes to power.”  His voice deepened as his sentence ended. 

  Saris steeled her nerves and approached him slowly.  “Who is it that could possibly be more powerful than I?  Is it the Dead Queen who seeks to destroy us?”  As she got closer, the god reached out and snatched her waist yet again, pulling her against him so hard that it knocked her breath from her lungs. 

  “The new Queen of Lystia matches your power, and surpasses it.  But she does not know how to tap into her magic as she should, and her skills are meek compared to yours.  Nor are they god-given.  She was born with magic.” 

  “Then who is it?” she whispered.  His grip on her was painful, but she refused to back down. 

  “You need not go far to figure it out,” he said.  “She is in this mountain as we speak.” 

  “No one has a substantial amount of magic in this mountain besides…”  Her voice trailed off.  “It is one of my sister-wives.” 

  Eerich said nothing.  She could feel his heart beating in his chest as it pressed against her own.  Despite her thoughts about the god, she felt herself blush from the contact.  She struggled to concentrate on the conversation at hand.  “But I am the only one whose magic hasn’t been malfunctioning.  That should mean I am the strongest of us all.”  Clea’s magic had been having hiccups with very minor spells in the last couple of days, frustrating the woman to no end. 

 Eerich leaned down and spoke into her ear, the feel of his breath sending tiny waves of excitement through her body.  “I sap power from the most valuable witch in this mountain when I feel she is using it too much.  I can’t have her growing stronger than me, now can I?” 

  The realization was a bitter one for Saris.  She had worked extremely hard to cultivate and nurture her magic so that one day she would be stronger than her sister.  All that work, and the other twin was still more powerful.  She attempted to conceal her sulky thoughts.  “She is my twin, and the first wife of Rohedon.  It only makes sense for her to be stronger than me.  She has used her powers wisely these years, and we have come a long way because of her.  I cannot ask for more from a blood relative.” 

  “Yet jealousy pierces your heart,” he said.  His soft whisper and tight grip were disrupting her focus.  “You wish to be the strongest.  You want to have the greater power…the greatest power.” 

  “It cannot be.” 

  “Oh, but it can,” he assured her.  His hands loosened and he stepped away.  “It can if you choose it to be.” 

  Saris squared her jaw as she realized what he was saying.  “No.  I will never choose that.  She is my twin, Eerich.  I would never harm her.  She is precious to my heart.” 

  Eerich stood so still that she could not see him breathing.  He only stared at her as though waiting.  When she said nothing for several long moments, he seemed to snap out of his reverie. 

  “Your precious sister is behaving somewhat rashly—I don’t know if you’ve noticed.  This little game she has started with the King of Lystia has gone on quite long enough and is getting dangerous.  She is leading that army to your doorstep, Saris.  You do know that, don’t you?  Do you really want an enemy that close?” 

  “Of course not,” she said with a scowl.  “That would be foolish.  I already told you that is something which I am not.” 

  “Then you must find a way to keep her from dragging them here.  Next thing you know they’ll be at your border, scenting you like bloodhounds.  We can’t have that, now can we?” 

  Saris stood a little straighter.  “No, we cannot.” 

  “Then I would suggest attacking more frequently and more fiercely.” 

  “I am doing the best I can with what I have,” Saris replied. 

  “There is only so much I can do to advise you and help you without openly fighting on your side,” the god warned.  “Once that happens, all the bowels of all the Hells will break loose upon the earth, and all could be destroyed in the aftermath.  Do yourself a favor and make sure the Dead Queen is stopped.” 

  Saris nodded.  “This was in my plans already; I’ve only been waiting for the right time to strike.  You will be pleased to know I have just launched an attack on her army at Nillias.” 

  The god smiled, his face suddenly strikingly handsome in the soft light of the fire.  “Your actions please me.”  

  He disappeared before her eyes could blink and she was left with a flutter of desire in her heart. 

  She walked over to the window for a second time and said a spell to give wind to her raven to get him to the Wyld brethren faster.  The God of Death was heavy on her mind, and she imagined his hands on her again.  “As your actions please me, my Lord,” she whispered softly. 

  A breeze drifted in from the forest below, cooling the sweat blossoming on her brow.  She smiled, and turned away. 

 She could not have known he had heard her words. 

    

    

    

  Tinaya was a in a mood, and it was not a pleasant one.  Lord Cambry had disturbed their slumber to inform them it was time to move out—hours before daylight would even think to shine its light upon the land.  She watched her husband as he threw the last of his clothes into a heavy trunk. 

  “I disapprove of this, Byarne.  Why should they determine the time at which we summon our armies?” 

  Her husband answered curtly, for he had tired of her grouchiness in the few minutes they had been awake.  “Why, you ask?  Perhaps it is because they are our closest allies and are the leaders of what is very likely to be the most powerful kingdom south of Lordale.  To go with them is wise, dear wife, and to go against them would not be in our best interests.  What if this is the way to open up our trade routes again with Lordale?  Our city would grow well with a trade route as lucrative as that.  Would you not see it grow, as well as be safe from Rohedon’s witches?” 

  “Of course I would.  I just don’t see the sense in you leaving before dawn breaks.  I dare say it is just to show that they have complete control over you.” 

  “That is quite far from the truth,” said Silvia as she walked through their bedroom door behind one of their servants.  “Duchess Tinaya, you do not approve of us and this you have made utterly clear.  But that does not mean that we are out to get you or drag you away to a war unwillingly.  We ask for help in doing what is right and we have done it in the correct manner: messenger eagles and then by coming to ask in person.  We have tried to show you and your husband respect…perhaps it is time that you accept the fact that my husband and I are not your enemy.” 

  Tinaya regarded her coolly, but her cheeks had colored.  “Forgive me, Your Highness.  I am not used to situations such as this.” 

  Silvia stepped closer to her.  “Believe me when I tell you that if the witches on that mountain defeat Lordale…you will have a lot more situations like this.  And they, Duchess, are nowhere near as polite as me.  They do not have my etiquette, nor my taste for peace.  They wish to see blood on the ground and upon their swords, no matter whose it is.” 

  The woman nodded.  “I understand this.  My apologies, Queen Silvia.”  Her blonde ringlets bounced as she quickly bowed to the royalty. 

  Silvia waved her hand as if it were not an issue.  “Never mind that—I come here with something else on my mind.” 

  “What is it?” asked the Duchess. 

  “There is a lady servant of yours whom I wish to take into my service.  I am in need of another lady-in-waiting to help me, and I can pay if need be.” 

  “Who is the servant?” the Duchess asked with interest. 

  “I believe you call her Brielle.” 

  Tinaya shook her head vehemently.  “On that question my answer is a firm ‘no’.  She is invaluable to me here in my household.” 

  Silvia’s eyebrows furrowed slightly as she looked at the other woman skeptically.  “But you only use her as an attraction—she is here merely for entertainment.  I have great use for her, and you yourself advised that I should take on another maiden, if not a few.” 

  The Duchess stood her ground.  “My answer is the same, milady.  I have great use for her as well here.  I’m afraid you will have to leave without her.” 

  Silvia knew it was useless to argue at this point.  “Very well.  Perhaps when I am on my way home after we win the war I shall stop by here and ask of you the same inquiry.” 

 “And you will get the same answer,” Tinaya said.  “Now, if you will excuse me, I must bid my husband farewell since you are taking him off to war.” 

  Silvia bowed slightly and left the room. 

    

    
    
  Chapter Eight:  Intrusions 

    

  Quentin allowed himself to be led away; he didn’t really have a choice in the matter with his arm hanging at the angle it was.  His will was weak.  He wanted to disappear—he still wore the cloak after all—but he could not seem to concentrate well enough to do it.  The man dragged him along mercilessly towards his unknown destination.  At least Emaree was safe and he didn’t have to worry about her being hurt anymore at the hands of the heathen witches. 

  Time rambled on and several times he began to lose consciousness.  Rounding several more corridors and scurrying down many more halls, he saw with a sinking feeling in his stomach that he was right back where he had started: Natosha’s room.  He couldn’t contain the groan which escaped his lips, earning a rough push from the man leading him. 

  “Hush, you!” the man growled, and shoved him through the open doorway. 

  To his utter surprise and extreme dismay, he saw none other than Emaree before him.  A tall guard was dumping her into a high-backed chair, and carefully began strapping her hands to the armrests afterwards with a coarse-looking rope.  As he tightened the rope upon her, she squirmed violently in the chair.  Quentin immediately saw the reason for the discomfort: the rope had hundreds of tiny needles designed to delve into the flesh upon compression, and blood spots appeared everywhere the rope touched her skin.  He was amazed that she wasn’t screaming aloud in pain, but his heart nearly stopped as he gazed upon her face and he saw why she wasn’t. 

  A flap of skin had sealed her mouth closed. 

  His jaw dropped in shock, which was doubled as a hand hit him sharply across the face. 

  “Tell me what you know of the strange man who walks our halls.” 

  Quentin shook his head and looked at his abuser.  Natosha raised an eyebrow as she waited for an answer. 

  “I do not know of what you speak,” he replied in Mirelda’s voice. 

  The witch nodded to herself and walked over to her fireplace.  She took up a long iron piece and used it to stoke the fire that was inside it.  “Everyone wishes to play the game of silence,” she murmured.  “I, however, ever tire of that game.  I know the Lystian king’s brother is in our beloved mountain, and I wish to know where.  Emaree has decided that she’d rather never speak or eat again instead of answering, and so I took another approach.” 

  She looked up at Quentin, who had sweat streaming down his brow.  He met her gaze and held it as she continued to speak.  “I asked my Mirror of Ways where the man was and it showed me two people: the young gentleman behind you…and yourself.  So tell me what you know of him Mirelda.” 

  Quentin sifted through the girl’s memories and found incidences where she had talked back to the witches before.  He used the same tone and mocking lilt to his voice as he replied, “I’ve already said that I do not know what you’re talking about. I was minding my own business when you had me dragged down here, so may I get back to doing that now?” 

  Natosha shrugged and stood up.  “Claw, you may let the young man go back to his chores.  I do not believe him capable of harboring an intruder.”  Derge left the room hurriedly, glancing back once before continuing on his way.   

  The witch still held the iron piece in one hand and Quentin saw with renewed wariness that it wasn’t an ordinary fire poker: it was a branding iron with an ‘R’ on the end.  Walking over to him, she raised it so that it was centered on his cheek and pressed it to his skin.  He screamed so shrilly that everyone in the room (save Emaree) covered their ears.  The pain was worse than any torment he’d ever had to endure.  When she removed the brand, he saw that the flesh of his face was stuck to the underside of it.  Briefly he wondered if his face would still be missing flesh when he returned back to himself…if he ever got the chance.  His knees went weak and the servant who held him allowed him to collapse upon the floor.  She kicked him hard in the ribs, and he moaned.  He rolled over onto his side, keeping Natosha in his sights.  This was not his normal type of adversary. 

 The witch turned her wicked attentions back to the young woman tied down to the chair.  “I still believe you know more than you let on, little sister-wife.”  

  She gestured at the tall man’s waist, pointing at his belt dagger.  He extracted it from its sheath and handed it over without question.  Natosha wielded the knife close to Emaree’s neck, teasing her flesh with the chill of the blade.  “I have ways of making people talk,” she whispered, and deftly reached up and sliced through the flesh covering Emaree’s mouth.  Emaree screeched, and tried to shrink back into the chair as sobs overtook her body. 

  Natosha smiled and handed the knife back to the servant, who wiped it off before sheathing it.  She grabbed the iron brand again and stuck it back into the fire.  Quentin could hear his flesh sizzling in the flames, and his stomach churned. 

  After the fire had heated the brand red-hot once again, she rose and held it in front of her as she approached Emaree.  “Last chance, my dear.  Don’t make yourself fall into a deeper hole.” 

  Emaree faced her and Quentin saw the skin flap that had once been whole was now gashed open and bleeding.  Tears streamed from her eyes as she faced her torturer.  

  “This man you think is in your domain does not exist anymore,” Emaree said.  Her speech was hard to understand through the skin flaps and Quentin could tell she was purposefully not looking at him.  “You really think he followed you back here?  He didn’t reach you in time to do that, sister-wife; he was caught between where you were and where your magic stopped around you.  His existence is not fathomable.” 

  Natosha chuckled.  “If only that were true…because if it were,” she said, leaning close, “then my mirror would not have shown me anything at all.” 

  Emaree’s face froze and Quentin could tell that what the witch had said had hit its mark. 

  “Do you have an answer for me now that I know you’re lying?” 

  Her captive watched her closely, staring into Natosha’s eyes until the witch blinked and cocked her head to the side.  Then Emaree leaned back in the chair and spoke. 

  “Why don’t you use some of your monkey powder up there on your mantle to sprinkle around you and travel to another place where no one knows who you are?  You could start over.  Forget who you are now, for only death will follow you here.” 

  That being said Emaree opened her jaws, stuck out her tongue, and bit down. 

  Natosha retreated only to wipe away the spurts of blood that had splattered onto her face.  Quentin laid on the floor, staring in shock at the severed tongue lying on the floor in front of him.  The tall guard and the servant who had brought Quentin to the room both yelled in shock and backed away from the scene before them. 

  Emaree seemed to have passed out from the pain.  She slumped in the chair with her head over to one side; blood pooled up in the knife slit on her face and dribbled down her chin and onto her clothes. 

  A servant came rushing into the room.  “Milady, Mirelda has been found.”  His eyes saw Quentin on the floor, still in the form of the witch’s daughter, and he stopped in his tracks. 

  Natosha also eyed Quentin, though only for a moment.  “You’ve found her?” she said crossly.  “A little late, aren’t you?” 

  The servant looked bewildered.  “No, milady—Saris just sent me to fetch you.  She ran into her in a corridor near her bedchambers.” 

  “She sent you to ‘fetch’ me?  What am I—a dog?” Natosha uttered. 

  The man ignored her utterances and went on.  “I came straight here.  There’s not any way that Mirelda could have made it here before me, yet, here she is on your floor.  I’m afraid I am a bit confused, milady.” 

 “Saris has her, you say?”  The witch pondered on his words, eyeing Quentin’s prone form on the floor of her chambers. 

  “Yes milady, but the girl won’t speak.  She’ll hardly even look anyone in the eyes—she’s acting quite strange.” 

  Natosha’s eyes flicked back to him with interest.  “Is that so?  Sounds like we have an intruder after all.  Tell her I am on my way there.”  She spoke to the tall servant who still stood next to the chair upon which Emaree was strapped.  “This one is not going anywhere, Talus, but the real Mirelda needs a wet cloth to clean up with.  Go fetch some water from the spring access down the hall and get something clean to wipe her face.  I’ll look into healing her properly as soon as I return.” 

  She strode out of the room with purpose, an eager look on her face.  Claw took one uneasy look around the room and quickly followed suite.  The tall man knelt next to Quentin and moved strands of hair from his face. 

  “Poor little bugger,” Talus mumbled.  “Could have been worse though.  I learned a long time ago not to talk back to the witches.  My brother did that, and his torture was put on public display in the dining hall.  It ended when he ceased breathing a day and a half later, minus several body parts and organs.  My advice to you is to keep your damn mouth shut next time.”  He rose and left the room, closing the door most of the way behind him. 

  Quentin slowly began to move, pushing himself up with his good arm.  The witch had been so obsessed with getting information that she hadn’t even noticed one of his arms being out of socket.  Just as well though—he didn’t need the extra questions.  He got to his knees and then to his feet.  He shuffled over to the door and closed it as quietly as he could, thrusting the latch into place afterwards.  With a sigh, he changed back to his normal form, the white cloak covering his body.  Pulling the hood back, he turned to Emaree, but a glint caught his eyes.  On the bed, sticking out of a bag, was a sapphire.  Rushing over, he dumped the contents of the bag. 

  “Praise be unto the Parent Gods,” he said, as he scooped up the two necklaces which matched his.  He quickly threw them over his neck and pushed them under his attire.  Glancing into the antechamber to the bedroom, he noticed that the giant mirror once again stood whole.  “Blood and ashes!” 

  He hurried into the room and stopped when he saw his face in the reflection.  His cheek had already swelled up from the branding, and his eye was beginning to close on that side.  He would not let the heathen witches get away with their cruel punishments much longer.  He vowed that each of them would see their deaths before he saw his.  Using the same pot he’d used before to bust the mirror, he did so again.  He started to turn away afterwards, but instead knelt down and grabbed several of the largest pieces.  He went back to the bed, opened up the cloth bag that had held the stone necklaces, and carefully inserted the shards.  He placed the bag inside an inner pocket of the cloak before at last focusing on Emaree. 

  She had opened her eyes ever so slightly and was staring at him.  He reached out and stroked her hair.  “We’re leaving for good now, Emaree, and this time I’m making sure that we’re doing it together.” 

  Her eyes went to the mantle and one of her fingers lifted, trying to point. 

  He nodded.  “I got your hint when you were talking to the witch,” he said as he untied her wrists and gently removed the needle-embedded rope from her skin; more blood seeped from the needle wounds, dripping onto the arms of the chair.  One of his hands wrapped around her severed tongue on the floor and scooped it up, putting in the same pocket as the satchel with the mirror shards.  “What do I do?  Do I just grab the dust and toss it around us and we disappear?” 

 She nodded slowly. 

  “And I just say where I want to go?” 

  Again, a faint nod. 

  “All right, then.” 

  He was worried about carrying her, for his shoulder was in a much worse state than it had been in before.  In the end he bent over and grasped her waist with his good arm, telling her to use her hands to scoot forward in the chair.  As she did, a thump was heard as someone hit the door and started yelling.  “By the Dark Moon!” he hissed.  Grunting, he managed to get her on his good shoulder, with her head against his back and her feet in the front.  He lurched towards the mantle and grabbed the bowl that the monkey held, nearly dropping Emaree in the process.  Holding onto the bowl with his mouth, he took out a good handful of powder and tossed it around him.  

  He took the bowl from his mouth and said, “Take us to Nillias!” 

  The door burst open, and Quentin whipped around to face the enemy.  But even as he did so, the room around him faded away and the darkness took him. 

    

    

    

    

  Saris waited impatiently for her twin to arrive, her eyes never leaving the servant girl in front of her.  She never considered the children of the other wives to be related to her; she did not think of them as step-children or nieces and nephews or anything of the sort.  They all helped out around the mountain and beyond and were, therefore, nothing more than servants.  Her own children were often not exempt from this way of thinking either, and were barely above the other children of Rohedon when it came to status. 

  Position and power only mattered when it came to the rulers of the mountain.  She scowled at the word ‘rulers’ as it flitted through her mind.  There should really only be one leader out of all of the witches that were left. 

  Her. 

  Natosha rushed into the room, her eyes darting straight towards Mirelda.  “I received your message, sister-heart.” 

  Saris nodded her head towards Emaree’s daughter.  “There she is, though where Derge and the intruder are I do not know.  They were not with her.” 

  “I know where they are,” Natosha said.  She paced around Mirelda as she talked.  “Derge has been sent on about his business.” 

  “And the king’s brother?” 

  Natosha stopped walking and faced her.  “He’s right here.” 

  Saris lifted an eyebrow.  “Sister, I know it has been a long day, but I think we both know that Mirelda has the wrong, um, parts to be Keelan’s brother.” 

  “I know that,” her sister responded irritably.  “But I believe our visitor has some form or another of magic, and from what I was told Mirelda was not acting her usual self.” 

  “True…,” Saris concurred.  “However that does not mean that this is an imposter.” 

  “It does when you were just with the real Mirelda, who was her normal grumpy self.” 

  Saris was startled.  “Excuse me?” 

  “I have Mirelda down in my bedchambers.  Claw brought her to me shortly after you left.”  She reached out and toyed with a strand of Mirelda’s hair as she watched the silent imposter.  “I actually thought that she was the intruder and branded her face with one of my lovely fire irons to try and extract the truth from her.  Then your servant bursts in to tell me that Mirelda is here, with you, and so naturally I came right away.  This isn’t who you think it is, Saris.  No doubt the real Mirelda is still cowering on my floor while Talus cleans her up.” 

 “My, my…well done, Natosha,” Saris murmured sweetly.  Her slippered feet made no sound as she strolled over to the servant.  She grabbed a fistful of hair and kicked the girl behind the knees, watching her fall to the floor.  “Let’s see if this one will talk.” 

  Scuffling was heard in the hallway and loud voices were talking heatedly.  As the sisters looked up at the open door, Talus came trotting in with Claw at his heels. 

  “They’re gone, Natosha.” 

  “What in the Dark Moon do you mean by that?” she growled.  “Who’s gone?” 

  “Emaree and Mirelda—they disappeared out of your room, milady.  They used your powder the monkey statue was holding.” 

  Natosha’s jaw dropped.  “How did this happen?  Mirelda can’t even do magic!  She doesn’t know how!” 

  Saris answered in a voice that could have cut steel.  “That’s because the girl in your room was not Emaree’s daughter.  It’s time for you to wake up and open your eyes” 

  Her twin spun around to face her, her eyes wild in anger and confusion. 

  “You’ve been fooled, Natosha.”  But in her mind Saris wondered if it had truly been the case. 

  They both looked at the daughter of Rohedon, still on her knees in the middle of the room with a dazed expression on her face. 

    

    

    

  He hit the ground hard with his knees, and Emaree toppled off of his shoulder with a groan.  His body hurt so terribly that he was afraid to move anything but he managed to reach over and pull Emaree to him.  She gripped his arm weakly in response.  He looked around, barely recognizing Nillias in the early morning rays of the sun as they sat in front of the palace.  The place was desolate and abandoned as dawn stretched over the city.  Everyone was still asleep, and the heathen witches were nowhere near.  He closed his eyes and breathed in a sigh of relief. 

  “We’re safe now, Emaree…you’re safe,” he said softly.  “Queen Silvia will help you and try to heal you.  Just give me a minute to get my strength back.” 

  “Get your strength back for what?” came a woman’s voice from behind them. 

  Quentin turned his head, looking at the young lady with his eye that wasn’t swollen shut.  “Please, I need your help,” he said.  He regretted that his voice sounded gruffer than he intended.  “I need to see the Lystian king and queen immediately.  It is of the utmost importance.” 

  The girl walked around them, surveying the pair warily.  Her long blonde hair was plaited over one shoulder, and she wore baggy leggings that were cropped off and tied at the knee, along with a leather vest which appeared to have been made specifically for her small build.  Her sandals laced up her calves and each leg each bore a shin guard.  Two swords were strapped to her back, and daggers were systematically situated about her belt and tucked away in nearly hidden pockets of the vest. 

  “Why do you wish to see them?” 

  Quentin sighed.  “Look, I’m not in the position to hurt anyone and I need their help.  The King of Lystia is my brother.” 

  The girl lifted an eyebrow and knelt down to look at his face more closely.  “I have heard all about you—I think they call you Quentin.  I am Brielle.  They have been searching everywhere for you since you disappeared.” 

  He nodded once and said, “Can you help me get to them, please?  I am injured badly, and I need to bring her with me.”  He gazed down at the witch in his arms, who was fading in and out of consciousness. 

 “I’m afraid that will be difficult,” said the girl. 

  “And why is that?” 

  She reached out and lifted his chin, scrutinizing his wound with a cursory glance.  “Because they are not here.” 

  Quentin stared at her in disbelief.  “What in the name of the Dark Moon do you mean ‘they’re not here’?” he said loudly.  “Where are they?” 

  She sat back on her haunches, her expression unchanging.  “The king insisted that the army leave in the middle of the night.  He claimed he knew you were somehow alive and that he desired to go and rescue you in all haste.  They left hours ago.” 

  “Damn me for taking so long,” he muttered.  He gazed down the woman in his arms.  “I’ll still get you to the queen, Emaree.  Trust in me just a little bit longer.” 

  A sound caught his ear and he froze. 

  “I thought you said they left the city,” he whispered at Brielle. 

  “They did.” 

  “Then we are not alone,” he whispered.  

  Brielle did not look away from him, though a few moments later she said, “You’re right.  There’s someone just around the corner of the houses across the road.  None of our own would move so carefully.  Your ear is good.” 

  “There are many,” he said. 

  Brielle smiled.  “This I can hear.  I am not worried.” 

  She stood quickly and unleashed a dagger he had not known she’d unstrapped from her vest.  It flew several yards away and thudded into the chest of a man sneaking out of the shadows. 

  She drew her swords simultaneously, and took up a relaxed fighter’s stance. 

  “You two stay down.” 

  A swarm of men and women poured out from behind the buildings.  Brielle faced them openly, turned her neck to the side and cracked it.  She rolled each shoulder as though to loosen them, and bowed to the rushing enemy ever-so-briefly before bringing her swords up to block the first attack.  Her body moved in sync with the flow of oncoming fighters, and Quentin saw her dodging and weaving through them as she worked wonders with the business end of the swords.  The enemy seemed focused on her as she was the only one putting up a fight.  But he knew it would only be so long before he and Emaree would become targets.   

  A woman fell nearby, her lifeless eyes staring at Quentin as the street turned dark with her blood.  The long knife she’d held in her hand clattered out of dead fingers.  Quentin cautiously laid Emaree down onto the ground, motioning for her to stay there.  He crawled over to the woman and grabbed the knife.  He took a deep breath and stood up, holding the knife with his good arm.  Being able to see clearly, however, was a bit problematic.  There was no time to tie something around his head to cover his swollen eye, and he couldn’t squeeze it shut because it was too painful.  He stood up and gauged the fight, figuring out the best way he could help without getting himself killed.   

  An arrow whizzed by his face, forcing him to take action.  He charged the archer, who was already running at him.  As the man got closer he feinted to the left, but Quentin spun around mid-step and plunged the knife to the hilt in the man’s back.  Retrieving his weapon, he stabbed the man again in the back of the neck to make sure he stayed down.   

  He looked over at Brielle and saw that she was handling herself brilliantly.  She still had both weapons and was cutting down men and women alike as soon as they got too near.  Her face was fierce, yet calm, and her blades were quick to hand out fate. 

  Quentin saw a woman in long black clothes running at him with a hatchet raised high, a scream flying forth from her lips.  He waited until she got closer and dropped to his knee at the last second.  As she flipped over him he launched a counterattack, bringing the knife up into the softness of her belly.  Her momentum carried her past him and she collapsed in a heap, bleeding out from her stomach wound. 

 A figure slammed into his side, and Quentin grunted as they both went sideways to the ground.  He lost possession of the knife as the wind was knocked out of him.  He rolled on top of the hatchet the dying woman in black had been carrying, but managed to wiggle himself off of it so that he could snatch it.  He brought the weapon up just in time, for the man who had crashed into him was bringing a blade down, aiming for Quentin’s heart.  The hatchet’s handle took the brunt of the hit, and the knife glanced off. 

  Off to the side, he saw Brielle fall forward as she was attacked from behind.  But Quentin’s attacker moved swiftly, gaining his attention once again with wild swings that he could barely block.  He tried to keep an eye on Brielle, but could see that she had lost a sword and wasn’t in a good position to use the other one in such close quarters.  Making a hasty decision he slung the hatchet as best he could.  The man who was bringing down a sword towards Brielle’s head shrieked in pain as the hatchet buried itself in the back of his thigh. 

  Quentin nearly smiled at his luck, but his attacker’s knife was coming straight at him once more.  As they wrestled he could hear shouting as people from Nillias began to wake from all the commotion.  Soldiers were running out to help, but Brielle now had so many enemies around her that it was getting hard to see her.   

  He eyed Emaree over his shoulder, seeing her weak form unmoving amongst all the turmoil.  Had something happened to her, or had she passed out?  Panic overtook him and he fought his opponent harder, bringing a hard elbow to the man’s jaw.  But the man only flinched and struggled just as hard to win the match.  Quentin wasn’t sure how much longer he’d be able to hold out… 

  Suddenly, a bright flash of light erupted beside Emaree.  Quentin’s attacker fell back in surprise and most of the combat ceased directly.  The light got brighter and brighter, until it hurt to even blink in the direction of it.  Then the light faded and Quentin was shocked (and more than a little relieved) to see none other than Goddess Aldoa sitting on the ground and holding Emaree.  Light still poured forth from her being and one could tell by the look on her face that she was one angry goddess.  She threw glares at the approaching enemy as though she could slay them with her eyes.  Nillian soldiers hurriedly used her distraction to force the enemy back until they were all running. 

  The goddess looked up at Quentin and nodded her head. 

  He nodded back, and then jerked forward in surprise as a knife went into his back and punctured his lung. 

  Aldoa screamed, reaching out for him.  He felt his body being pulled towards her, though no hands were upon him.  She continued to stretch out her arms to him, using her magic to pull him towards her.  As he came into her grasp at last, he smiled up at her. 

  “You were right….someone in the mountain…did need me,” he said. 

  Then his eyes closed. 

    

    

  Chapter Nine: A Meeting of the Gods 

    

  “I don’t care if she’s injured—I want to see her now!” Tinaya yelled at her servant. 

  The servant bowed and opened the door so the Duchess could enter.  She strode in with her head held high and her nostrils flaring in anger.  When she spotted Brielle, she stalked over to the girl and looked her over. 

  Brielle returned her gaze without speaking as her thigh was being stitched up by a healer.  Her arms were covered in scrapes and scratches, and one eye was sporting a nasty bruise. 

 Tinaya lifted her chin and said, “I suppose it serves you right for not sounding an alarm, child.” 

  Brielle turned her gaze to her leg wound and shrugged.  “There wasn’t much time to do any of that, Duchess.” 

  “You could have yelled, or…or something!” Tinaya shouted angrily.  “Men died out there because of your carelessness!” 

  This seemed to sink in and the blonde girl lowered her eyes guiltily.  “There is pride in taking on enemies alone, but in doing this my pride has taken the life of others.  I understand what I should have done, milady.  I cannot take it back, but I will not let it happen in the future either.” 

  “You’d best leave that child alone.” 

  Tinaya whipped around to see who would dare speak to her in such a manner.  An older woman with an ageless face and long silver robes sat on a stool nearby, staring at her quietly.  Tinaya was quite sure she’d never seen the woman before in her life, and wondered where she’d come from. 

  “You should have let her go with the Dead Queen.  Her destiny does not lie within your halls, Tinaya.  It was not your place to make her stay.” 

  “And who are you to give orders to the Duchess of Nillias?” Tinaya spat. 

  The woman rose and approached her with a speed Tinaya wasn’t expecting. 

  “Who am I?” the woman asked.  “I am the oldest in your city, an ancient being called upon by the stars to do my duties.  I am the healer of all things short of death and the saver of lives.  Take heed, child, for before you stands Aldoa, Goddess of Healing and All Waters Smaller than the Sea!” 

  Tinaya fell to her knees and bowed her body before the goddess. Her blonde ringlets spilled around her face, but could not hide the shame or the coloring of her cheeks.  No one ever dared to speak to a god or goddess with such blatant disrespect.  “Goddess Aldoa, you have my most sincere apologies!” 

  Aldoa sighed irritably.  “Hush and stand up. There is no time for such niceties now, but know that your attitude towards others must change, Tinaya.” 

  As Tinaya raised her head, she saw that the goddess had walked off and was standing next to a tub filled with water.  An arm and a leg were flung over the sides.  She stood up and followed the old woman to gaze upon the person in the water.  It was a handsome young man, with long white hair floating around his shoulders in the hot liquid.  Well, he used to be handsome.  She stared at his injuries with growing horror: his shoulder was horribly bruised and swollen, and he had cuts, bruises, and scrapes on nearly every inch of his body.  His ribs were also swollen and red where they had been broken on the inside from some sort of impact, and his breathing was quite labored.  His hands were filthy and one of his fingernails had been ripped off.  A burn that sent chills down her spine had caused one side of his face to swell almost beyond recognition. But even in this state, she recognized the King’s brother with a touch of sadness. 

  “What happened to him?” she asked softly, her eyes locked on the blood-filled water. 

  Aldoa’s look was hard and unforgiving.  “He was trying to help the Lystian king and queen and ended up in the mountain of the witches.  He managed somehow to save the only witch whose heart hasn’t turned into ice, but got captured in the process.  They escaped, but the physical price was great.  They arrived here right as your city was being attacked.  Chances are, Duchess, that had he not come into Nillias when he did and drawn the attention of your fighting girl over there, a lot more people would have succumbed to the havoc the enemy wished to wreak upon your city.” 

 Tinaya’s eyes moved to the other tub which had been brought into the room and saw the young woman lying in it.  Her eyes were open, but only enough that she could watch the King’s brother without moving her head.  Her injuries appeared to be just as severe as the man’s, if not worse. 

  “Why did he save her?  Is she not like the rest?”  From a fold in her dress she fingered a hidden dagger, watching the witch carefully.  “Maybe we should kill her now.” 

  “If you touch her, you will pay a price which I believe you could not handle,” Aldoa warned.  Her voice had turned to steel, and as the Duchess turned her gaze upon the goddess, the latter’s eyes shown grey with magic.  “She was saved for good reason.  Her heart has never been loyal to Rohedon or the other wives.  She may not be innocent in all matters, but her soul longs to be pure and to live in peace, and that is something I intend to give her if I can.” 

  Tinaya looked back down at the witch and found that her eyes rested on the Duchess herself now instead of the man.  The Duchess nodded and her fingers left her knife as she said, “What do we do now?” 

  “There isn’t anything you can do without magic.  He is dying,” Aldoa said, touching the man’s brow.  “My poor Quentin…you have done much to save everyone around you.  Now…it is our turn to save you.”  

  She stood behind Quentin’s head and grasped either side of it.  A beautiful glow surrounded her hands and began to creep down the rest of his body, outlining his naked form in the soft light of the room.  Aldoa’s eyebrows drew down in concentration and the glow grew brighter.  Tinaya stepped closer until she was pressed against the tub, drawn by the magic’s beauty and what it was slowly doing to Quentin’s body.  The swelling was going down quickly and the redness and bruising were vanishing as well.  The brand on his face began to sink and the folds of burnt flesh shriveled up and smoothed out.  Color came back into his cheeks and his breathing regulated. 

  A thump from out in the hallway made her glance up.  Several of the servants shrieked with horror as a massive beast came ambling slowly into the room, snarling.  Its pink flesh seemed to move on its own and all about its face were hideous eyes watching everyone from all directions.  As it spotted the bathtubs, a hungry look over came its face and it began to saunter over; its claws clicked loudly on the stone floor.  Tinaya was unable to move; fear had frozen every bone in her body. 

  The beast walked slowly, but not with caution; instead it seemed curious as to the goings on in the room, and very interested in the tubs sitting off to the side.  Behind the creature a soldier came running in, sword at the ready.  He made as though to drive it through the beast’s side, but the many eyes on the creature alerted it, and it swiped one paw at him as a cow would swipe at a fly with its tail.  The sword fell to the floor and a back paw kicked it out of reach.  The soldier was still determined to stop the beast and bravely lunged forward to wrap his arms around it.  His face contorted with horror as his arms stuck to the creature and the small things crawling upon its skin began to scramble up his arms.  He screamed in terror as his body was quickly enveloped.  He began to jerk as they wormed their way down his throat and into other orifices.  He collapsed in a heap, and after a few moments he ceased moving.  The beast stopped and turned its heads towards him.  As it did, a see-through mist began to rise from the dead body and move towards the four-legged monstrosity as though it were being pulled.  The creature’s body absorbed the mist and it turned its attentions back to the bathtubs. 

 “Death Hound,” Aldoa said with loathing.  Her white-orbed gaze was fixated on the beast.  “Eerich’s soul eater, covered in the souls it has taken.” 

  Tinaya watched the hound as it began to near her.  “What do we do?” she cried out. 

  “Be gone with you, foul creature!” Aldoa said in a raised voice.  

  A blinding flash lit up the room and the hound yowled in surprise.  But when the light dissipated, the beast still stood his ground, growling deep in his throat.  Tinaya backed up, bumping the side of the tub where Quentin lay. 

  The hound glanced at her with disinterest and began moving towards the tub with Emaree in it.  The witch squinted at creature, and Tinaya was unsure if the woman even knew what she was looking at. 

  “Damn the Dark Moon,” Aldoa uttered, and swiftly moved from behind Quentin to stand between the hound and the other tub.  She turned sideways and thrust her hands into the water, her orb-like eyes growing brighter once again. 

  “You will not take this one,” she said angrily. 

  The beast snarled and snapped its jaws at her, clearly annoyed by her presence but not threatened by the goddess either. 

  “Do something, Aldoa!” Tinaya said.  “Kill the monster where it stands!” 

  Aldoa spoke without breaking eye contact with the hound.  “I am unable to kill when I am not endangered.  The hound is not after me.” 

  “Then protect us!  You are a goddess, not a mere mortal such as we are!” 

  “I have used much of my magic and strength saving these two once already,” said the goddess.  “I have not the strength now to fight this creature.  One of us will die this night if we should do battle, he and I.  I am weak enough to know that the possibility of it being me is great.” 

  A knife whizzed through the air and dug in to the monster’s back leg. 

  “Not if I can help it,” said Brielle, limping forward with a sword in hand.   

  The hound whirled to face her, roaring angrily as the knife worked itself out of the beast’s leg; black blood seeped from the knife wound, thick and steady.  Brielle twirled the sword and shifted her weight onto her injured leg in a fighting stance.  She would not let this thing wreak its havoc amongst the wounded without a fight.  Her leg throbbed, but she pushed the pain aside with fierce concentration. 

  The leviathan in front of her advanced, its moves calculated and unafraid of the tiny girl.  A large claw cut through the air, and she dodged it skillfully, returning the favor with a sweep of her sword.  The beast bellowed with rage as the edge of the blade sunk below the souls crawling on its flesh and penetrated its skin above the foreleg. 

  Tinaya looked from her petite servant back to the other tub.  Aldoa may have been weakened by the use of her magic a little while ago, but she still had some left in her as she poured her magic into the water: the witch’s eyes were more open now, and the horrible slash she had her face was slowly transitioning into a normal mouth.  As the helpless young woman in the bathtub looked at the hound in fear, Tinaya felt the folds of her dress move ever so slightly. She froze and looked down, afraid of what she might see. 

  The King’s brother was staring at her intently as he put his finger to his lips to keep her quiet.  His hand finished extracting the dagger from her dress and he carefully pushed himself up and out of the tub, taking caution not to let the water splash and give him away.  He stood next to the tub and looked over at Aldoa and Emaree as water began to run off his body to pool at his feet.  The goddess had not seen him exit the tub yet; her white eyes were fixated on Brielle and the beast.  Emaree, however, was watching him intently and gave a slight shake of her head.  He gave her a half-hearted smile and winked. 

 He approached the hound, who was busy swinging a claw through the air once more at Brielle.  The dagger he held was small and lightweight; he didn’t think it’d do much damage, but he would have to try.  He continued forward, marking the beast’s offensive skills in his mind.  His mouth curled up in disgust at the tiny souls scuttling over its skin and the eyes that went all around its head. 

  As soon as he saw the eyes, they flicked to him and the beast swiveled around to face its newest threat.  It roared and lunged at Quentin, who feinted to his right, closer to Emaree’s tub.  He swung the dagger back towards the beast as its gaping mouth neared his face and watched with gratification as the dagger pierced the monster’s cheek.  It shook its head in pain and shock and backed up, nearly trampling Brielle before she could get out of the way.  She rolled to the side and scrambled to get back to her feet as the beast’s cries reverberated through the stone walls. 

  A red fire erupted in the middle of the room, and a large man stepped out of it before the flames mysteriously vanished.  He looked around angrily, his red beard and hair swinging this way and that as he surveyed the room and its occupants.  When his eyes came to rest on the Death Hound, his face darkened. 

  “Who has done this?”  His deep voice was not loud, but commanded the attention of every person in the room.  His gaze ran over Brielle, and then over to Quentin, who was still naked to the world.  The hound immediately went to the strange man and sat at his feet, pawing at the wound on its face and whimpering in pain. 

  Quentin glared in return, not knowing who the man was.  Nor did he care. 

  “I asked a bloody question!” the man bellowed.  “Who has harmed my hound?” 

  A hand squeezed Quentin’s arm, and he stepped back in compliance as Goddess Aldoa moved to stand in front of him.  Her eyes had returned to normal and she stood impossibly tall, proud…and angry.   

  Very angry. 

  The man looked at the goddess with a skeptical face.  “Well now, who do we have here?  The Goddess has descended from her mountain to walk amongst the mortals again, has she?”  He clucked his tongue.  “My, but it has been a while since my old eyes last saw you, woman.” 

  “If it had been forever before I saw your face again, it would have been too soon, Eerich,” Aldoa replied with a dry tone. 

  Quentin barely kept his jaw from dropping.  This man was the God of the Dead himself!  Uneasiness prickled at his skin as he realized the precariousness of their situation: two gods who apparently had a great disliking for one another in the same room where tensions were already high, and where a monstrous beast was stalking the wounded. 

  Eerich’s mouth started to lift on one side, but faltered.  He reached down and stroked the Hound’s head; the animal peered up at him with something like reverence.  The god’s mouth whispered into its ear and the beast vanished.  Tucking his thick red hair behind one ear, Eerich brought his eyes back to Aldoa. 

  “Your pesky humans will pay for the damage they have done to my Hound.  If not now, then in the very near future.” 

  “And will you pay for the crimes you have committed as well?” asked Aldoa.  Gray light flashed in her eyes momentarily before disappearing. 

  He chuckled, a deep rumble reverberating in the enclosed space.  “I pay for no actions, and I reap the benefits of the seeds I sow.  I am not like you…she who hides from her own memories and cowers on her mountain like a troublesome mortal.” 

 Aldoa smiled.  “You may think me a coward or whatever other word comes to mind.  I have lived my life helping mortals on their journey through life.  Now you, on the other hand…we both know the truth, yes?  We both know that you are a monster.” 

  “Such words you use, Aldoa.  I would think you were trying to hurt feelings that I don’t even have.” 

  “I speak the truth, heartless fool.  Leave this place.  You have no cause to be here now that you’ve sent your beast back to the Underworld.” 

  “I will leave when I choose,” he growled. 

  “You will leave when I say you will leave.” 

  The icy tone in her voice made Quentin look at her warily.  He glanced down at Emaree, who was silently watching the drama unfold. 

  Eerich walked towards the goddess with a broad grin stretched across his face.  It made him look insane.  “Giving out orders now?  Be careful of what you say.  You are but a weakling, Aldoa.  My strength far surpasses yours, lest you forget.” 

  “I am a child of the Parent Gods!” she said loudly.  “Your strength is but a tiny speck in the sea of my knowledge.” 

  Eerich shook his head.  “As much as I would enjoy standing here going back and forth with your childish comments, I have more pressing matters to attend to.” 

  Aldoa lifted an eyebrow.  “Such as ruining the lives of mortals?” 

  “You know me so well.  Farewell, Aldoa…and stay out of my affairs.  You have no standing in the world as it is now.  Best you go back to your mountain and hide in your cave.”  He glared at Quentin and Brielle briefly.  “I will see the both of you sooner than you would like.” 

  Quentin stepped up, unafraid.  “See me now, Eerich.” 

  The god looked at him with a hint of surprise.  “Well now…you’ve got balls.  I’ll be sure to feed them to my Hound while you watch.” 

  His form evaporated into the night air, but no one moved for several moments. 

  Feelinga squeeze on his hand Quentin saw that Emaree was trying to get his attention.  Her eyes were drooping, and her skin was now a pasty white.  His eyes trailed over her abused body, mentally taking in dozens upon dozens of scars that stretched across every bit of her malnourished body.  Her legs were the worst by far: they were so badly covered in burn marks and mutilations that it was no wonder the poor thing couldn’t walk.  The witches had tortured her to the brink of death and held her there mercilessly. 

  His hand traced the slash that blended in with her mouth; her healing had halted before this had been completely reversed.  Her eyelids fluttered as she gazed up at him with glassy eyes; as he watched, they slowly began to close and her breaths began to falter. 

  “Aldoa…Aldoa, I think we’re losing her,” Quentin said.  

  The goddess spun around and knelt beside the tub, thrusting her hands into the water to place them on Emaree’s heart and stomach.  “Stay with us, child,” she murmured, and once again her eyes began to glow until Quentin had to turn his head away from her.  Beads of sweat formed on her brow and her breathing became labored. 

  It took many long, deathly silent minutes before anything happened.  A small gasp from Emaree’s lips at first alarmed Quentin, but when he saw that her breathing was now slow and steady and color was returning to her face, he relaxed.  The Goddess of Healing did not move from the side of the tub and worked her magic ceaselessly as Emaree’s condition improved little by little.  Quentin could see the larger scars shrinking, and the old ones had already faded away.  Her mouth had returned to normal and the nasty slit had disappeared from her now unmarred face.  Even her hair looked better: what was once a dingy nest of stringy mouse-brown hair was now a healthy, thicker mane of a slightly lighter color. 

 When at last Aldoa stood up, she wavered, and Quentin and Tinaya rushed over to help steady her. 

  “She will live now, but this has drained my powers.  If I do not rest I will slip into the Coma of the Gods, from which I may never wake.  Take me someplace that I may rest undisturbed.” 

  Tinaya motioned for several servants to come and help the goddess.  “Take her to my chambers and lay her down to rest.  She is weak so do not leave her side, or I will have you skinned alive.  Is that clear?” 

  They nodded in response and took her place under Aldoa’s arm, half carrying the goddess out of the room. 

  The Duchess turned to Quentin and looked him up and down.  “Are you going to stay unclothed or shall I have someone fetch something for you to wear?” 

  Quentin’s cheeks colored.  “I’ll gladly take some fresh clothes, milady.  And do you know what became of my robe, by chance?  The white one that I always wear?” 

  Brielle spoke up.  “I saw them toss it to the side over there with the rest of your clothes when they brought you in.”  She gestured towards a corner of the room where a heap of clothes sat. 

  “Much obliged,” he said. 

  The white robe lay underneath the other clothes and he fished it out carefully.  A sharp prick of a mirror shard reminded his fingers of what was inside his pocket.  He set the robe aside as a servant brought him fresh attire to don, and then put the robe on over it.  When he turned back to Emaree he saw that Brielle had grabbed a stool and was sitting beside the witch, washing her body carefully with a small lump of soap.  Emaree’s eyes stayed shut, and he was pretty sure that exhaustion had finally set in for her.  When Brielle had finished, Quentin had her hold a towel while he lifted Emaree out of the tub.  Together they dried her off and worked a shift over her head for her to wear. 

  “Where can I take her so she can rest?” he asked the Duchess softly. 

  “I’ll take you to the room the Queen stayed in,” she said. 

  “Silvia…” he muttered, remembering something.  “Where are the stones that I was wearing when I returned?  Tell me that you have them!” 

  Tinaya tilted her head to the side.  “And if I say that I do not?” 

  Anger flared up within him.  “I risked my life to go after those stones and retrieve them from the enemy for my King and Queen.  I brought them back—I know they’re here!  Now who has taken them?” 

  Relax,” Brielle said.  “When I was helping the soldiers bring you back I didn’t want the necklaces to get stolen from you.”  She reached into a satchel on her side and brought out three sapphire necklaces. 

  Quentin’s entire body nearly went limp with relief.  He’d been so consumed with the Hound and the God of Evil that he hadn’t noticed his necklace had been missing as well.  “Thank you, milady.  That means a great deal to me.  Are you well enough to walk with me to take Emaree to rest?” 

  Brielle nodded and together they left the other servants in the room, with Emaree being carried in Quentin’s arms.  Tinaya escorted them personally to the room where the Lystian Queen had stayed. 

  Quentin laid the unconscious woman down on the bed and covered her with the soft satin sheets which adorned it.  He bent over and kissed her forehead softly, as she slept.  Then he stood up and strode over to the couches, sitting down on one and taking the stones from Brielle.  He placed all of them over his head and held the stones in his hand.  Emotions swelled within him and he took a moment to gather himself.  He fingered the blue sapphires, smiled, and cleared his throat. 

 “Silvia…Keelan…I am back.” 

    

    

    

  Chapter Ten:  The Brewing Storms 

    

  He surveyed his kingdom with a gaze of consternation.  Pulling on his gray-and-black streaked goatee, he frowned at the horizon. 

  “Something vexes you, my love?” his wife asked. 

  King Rordar grunted in response and did not turn from the window. 

  “Have the scouts returned yet?” 

  He shook his head slightly.  “Not as of yet.  I do not hold much hope on them doing so.” 

  “Another party lost,” Larette murmured. 

  “I did not say they were lost…just that I do not hold on to the hope of them coming back while still breathing.” 

  Larette lifted an eyebrow as if to say that meant the same thing in her eyes. 

  He sighed.  “It’s been too quiet these last few weeks, besides the scouting parties going missing.  It worries me.  The witches have not made any attacks and no one has heard from Tyrol or seen his face.  It makes me wonder what our enemies are doing.” 

  “You are watchful, my King,” his wife said.  “Nothing will get by you…we remain safe under your protection.” 

  He turned and looked at her with a sad smile.  “But for how long, Larette?  I can only do this for so long before one side or the other wins.  If it is not us, I have damned us to Eerich’s hells.” 

  “You are too hard on yourself, Rordar.  We must retain faith that we will conquer the Realm of Rohedon.  Those witches and their abominable husband are the bane of this land.  There is no way that the Parent Gods or their children will let this continue much longer.” 

  “The Parent Gods are lost to us poor mortals, and the other gods and goddesses have not made themselves known in a long time.  We must learn to depend solely upon ourselves.  It is up to us to defeat the heathens.” 

  Her face became an image of desolation, and he felt bad for being so blunt with her.  But he had never strayed from the truth with his wife; he was always straightforward with her. 

  “My dear Larette…always so patient with your husband and his rantings.” 

  “As you are ever patient with your wife,” she said.  “I must go to the washroom now, my Lord.  Do you wish for me to ring for a servant?” 

  “No, no, no,” he told her, walking over to where she sat.  “I will gladly take you—it would be my honor.” 

  Truth be told, he always accompanied her to the washroom if he was within the castle walls.  He made it a priority so that the Lordalens could see that even though their queen had an ailment which deterred her from a normal person’s physical condition, their bond was as robust as it ever was.  He was well known for being a fiercely compassionate king. 

  The King of the Lordalens grasped the handles of her chair; he put his foot on the thick back rung and helped get the chair into motion.  The wooden wheels on the side creaked as they began to turn. 

  He noticed one wheel was beginning to wobble a bit.  “It’s time for another wheel to be made,” he commented. 

  “I think there may be an extra one around here somewhere,” she said. 

  “Either way, it wouldn’t hurt to have the carpenter drum up a few more for you.” 

  “The carpenter is quite busy at the moment,” she replied, thinking of the war machine that was in the makings.  “I do not wish for his plate to overflow.” 

  “Let me worry about that, Larette.  We’ll get this chair fixed up in no time so that we can race up and down the halls.” 

 She smiled.  “I miss running to meet you whenever you’d return from hunting trips.” 

  He chuckled.  “And the way you chased after the cook for burning a visiting dignitary’s favorite dish.  You had that kitchen in a terrible turmoil.” 

  Queen Larette laughed at the memory.  “I felt bad afterwards, Rordar.  I didn’t know the girl had only been cooking a week!” 

  They traded stories of their yester-years and continued on down the hall as the echoes of their laughter rang through the palace. 

    

    

    

    

  Not so far away, another set of eyes were turned up to the sky. 

  “While it looks as though it will rain, my lands remain racked with droughts,” he said with a deep-set scowl. 

  “You mean our lands,” said the man next to him irritably. 

  Tyrol glared at the man.  “Must you always correct me?” 

  Sout shrugged and looked back up at the sky.  “I’ll do as I see fit when it comes to you.  We wouldn’t be in such a predicament if it weren’t for your poor choices, after all.” 

  “I didn’t see you saying ‘no’ to having your way with several of those Lordalen women a while back.” 

  Again, Sout lifted his shoulders in a shrug.  “I don’t turn down such opportunities.  Besides, one man declining to participate wouldn’t have changed a thing.  Rordar would still have waged war upon us for the wrongs which you initially instigated; that’s how we got to where we are.  Surely you have realized this by now?  And what have you lost in this war, may I ask?  You haven’t lost a son in these gods-forsaken battles yet—I have.” 

  “Do not blame your woes on me, Sout.” 

  “But the blame is on you still, whether you wish it to be or not,” Sout stated blandly.  “Look at your village and what your decisions have led it to.  Look.” 

  Tyrol harkened to his word and turned his eyes back towards their village.  Rordar could have stamped them out of existence in an hour, if he so chose…were it not for their visitors. 

  All throughout the village he witnessed Rohedon’s men scurrying about like rats.  They had taken over much of the village, though Tyrol had still been left in command, along with one of Rohedon’s leading female warriors, Arobis.  His men had not much skill in combat, but they were learning much from Rohedon’s people. 

  Cruelty was one of the things they had been educated on. 

  Oh sure, they had known how to be unpleasant and heartless before.  The visiting army from the Realm of Rohedon, however, took it to a whole other level that very nearly frightened him.  The heathens were ruthless in their savagery. 

  “There is much on your mind, Tyrol,” came a female’s voice.  “I can tell by your face.” 

  He spun about and bowed before the woman before him.  “Natosha…to what do we owe the honor?” 

  “I’m just checking on the progress here,” she replied.  “I see the wall has at last been finished, no doubt because of the men I’ve had helping you.” 

  Tyrol did not look at the wall of which she spoke that drove a line between his small land and the start of the King’s.  The mangled bodies of men and women stuck out grotesquely all over the wall and the sight of it unnerved him.  “Yes, it was completed last week, milady.  We worked day and night on it, just as you requested.” 

  “You still took longer than planned.” 

  Tyrol squared his jaw and gritted his teeth.  “We did the best we could.  Some of our people could not work with yours and it took longer.” 

 She lifted one corner of her mouth.  “And those are the people whose body parts are jutting out of the wall, aren’t they?”  

  He didn’t answer. 

  “I get tired of the silence, Tyrol, and your leadership bores me.” 

  “Forgive me, milady, but I am used to talking to Lord Rohedon and not his wives.  We have only met once before, you and I.  How fairs your husband?  Will he visit soon to plan our next step?” 

  “Our husband fairs worse than you, for he is dead many weeks now.”  She watched shock roll over Tyrol’s face.  No doubt the man was thinking of what this meant for him and his village, and whether or not they’d still be protected.  “Our men and women are still here, so wipe that look off of your face.  The deal you held with Rohedon still stand, but you will be dealing with me and my sister-wives from this point forth.” 

  “I see,” Tyrol said gruffly. “My…my condolences on your loss.” 

  “Don’t give me those.  I have no need for sympathy or anything related to it.”  Natosha scowled and looked around her, mumbling to herself about lower-class fools.  When she looked at him again, there was something about her face that made him take a step back.  “As for the next step, it’s on its way here.” 

  A strong gust of wind carried her hair, thrusting it about her face in a swirl of mahogany.  She was fierce and beautiful, but strangely terrifying at the same time. 

  The wind continued to pick up, blowing over baskets and banging loose shutters on many homes.  People were scrambling to secure belongings and animals, and watching the skies above. 

  Tyrol’s eyes were drawn towards Rohedon’s Realm, where he’d been gazing before.  The dark clouds he’d spotted in that direction were moving towards them unnaturally fast and darkening with every minute that passed. 

  “I would suggest you take shelter!” the witch yelled, laughing. 

  He blinked, and she was gone.  A large splat of water hit the tip of his nose, and a deep rumble filled the air around him. 

  “Take shelter indeed,” he mumbled. 

    

    

    

  Hemet worked the iron hammer with vigor, his muscles bunching up under his shirt and belly jiggling with each blow he rung.  The iron piece he was driving in was a long shaft connecting the two front wheels of the war machine.  A few more powerful hits later, and the pin holding the shaft in place was right where it should be.   

  Wiping an arm across his brow, he set the big hammer on his work table and surveyed his progress:  the catapult was now complete, save for the firing arm, which had a bucket on one end to hold projectiles and a large iron box on the opposite end which would hold the counterweight.  The rest of the giant machine could be assembled within hours. 

  “How goes it with your work, Hemet?” said King Rordar, approaching the castle’s carpenter. 

  “Very well, my Lord,” replied Hemet as he bowed.  “The Stone Thruster will be ready by tomorrow for sure.” 

  The King smiled.  “Nicknamed it already, I see?  Have you taken the other one out to test its accuracy yet?” 

  The carpenter nodded.  “Aye, that I did.” 

  “And how did it go?” 

  The man shrugged his massive shoulders.  “As well as can be expected.  The projectiles fell short a little bit, but I believe this to be a simple calculation of the weight and size of them.  We were saving the bigger ones for whatever you have in mind instead of wasting them in tests.” 

  His superior nodded his approval.  “Sounds like you’re right on schedule with your work.  I must, however, ask something else of you.” 

 Hemet was quick to respond.  “Anything you wish of me, I shall do, Your Highness.” 

  “My Queen is in dire need of a new wheel for her chair.  Can you make some so that we have several extras when she needs them?” 

  The carpenter smiled, showing a missing canine in his grin, knocked out years before by a misguided hammer blow.  “Is that all?” he chuckled.  “Wait here, my Liege.” 

  He hurried off into a side room of the large stable that had been converted to his work station for the giant machine, and came back moments later with four wheels in his arms. 

  “I made these a few weeks ago.  I had meant to give them to you or Queen Larette, but I was completely besotted with the catapult project.” 

  “You are a good man, Hemet, and your thoughts and actions are always noticed by your queen and I.  When this war is over, I will build you a grand house for you and your family and compensate you well for your efforts.” 

  Hemet took a knee before his ruler.  “Your blessings are many, King Rordar.  But please know that I will do whatever is needed of me without expectations of a recompense—it is my duty as your carpenter to do these things, and I am merely carrying out your orders.  You needn’t build me a home, my Lord.” 

  “Nonsense,” said the king, waving a hand through the air.  “Hard work is rewarded when it is warranted.  Know that you will always have a place in my halls…for as long as they may stand.” 

  A distant rumbling drew their attention, and they both turned towards the stable doors.  The clouds Rordar had been staring at earlier were fast approaching, and the temperature had dropped.  A wind was whipping the trees in the pasture back and forth as though a sea storm were about to roll through the countryside. 

  “Looks like we’ll finally get that rain we’ve been asking for,” Rordar said.  “May the Parent Gods be thanked!” 

  Hemet frowned.  “Rain is a good thing my Lord, but let us hope it doesn’t rain too much.”  He glanced back at the war machine with a worried expression. 

  “We will deal with whatever we are given, no matter how much it is,” said Rordar.  “Perhaps the gods have yet to smile down upon our wretched city.” 

    

    

    

  Saris awaited Natosha as she reappeared in her bedchambers, startling the brunette. 

  “Where did you go, sister?” 

  “To check on the wall in the village of our ally,” her twin replied tartly.  “In case you’ve forgotten, we’re supposed to be manning that outpost and making sure that wall gets built.  You haven’t been there in ages to check on the progress being made.” 

  “And how far along is the wall?” Saris asked. 

  “What we told them to build has been done, but more of our men and women need to be stationed there.  If and when Rordar chooses to attack, that will be the first place he’ll lay siege to.   We mustn’t let it fall, as decrepit and pitiful a place as it is.  The bickering is getting worse amongst the villagers there.  If there is too much strife on our side of the wall, the enemy can take over easily.” 

  Saris nodded, and raised her eyes to the ceiling when a large crack of thunder split the silence.  “And you have decided to bless our enemy with rain?” 

  Natosha shook her head.  “Sister, sister…you only read the cover of my plan.   You must open the book to see what’s inside.  Wait, and you shall see the plan I have devised.” 

  “If this plan is anything like the one in which you lost our prisoner and let an intruder escape I will have your head on a post in my room.” 

 A splash of anger and a chill of something else crept up Natosha’s spine.  Her sister had never threatened her before.  She briefly wondered if it was because she had accused Saris of plotting the disappearance of Emaree and the fake Mirelda in order to obtain the sapphire stones to spy on the enemy.  Of course, after a little bit of thought she realized that she’d overreacted, and that her sister would never have let Emaree escape for such a trivial thing.  But now this mention of bodily harm…it was as if her sister had changed recently, and had turned herself entirely against Natosha.  “What are you implying?” 

  “Oh, I think it’s rather obvious, don’t you think?  The King’s brother was sent here for some unknown reason to rescue that excuse of a human we had as a sister-wife, and when we get them both within our grasp they vanish…under your watch.  It seems a little odd, until one considers your situation with the Lystian king.  When that is taken into account, my perception of the events that passed last night become much clearer.” 

  “You think I let those scoundrels escape on purpose?”  She let out a bark of laughter at the thought.  “As much as I have done for Rohedon’s Realm, and for you I might add, I would think that accusation is more than a little stretched.  And to threaten me on top of such accusations is quite dangerous, my dearest sister.”  Her voice took on a tone that warned Saris of what was to come.  “Perhaps I should remind you which of us is the more powerful, Saris.  You seem to have forgotten who was the first wife of Rohedon, and to whom Eerich gave the brunt of the magic to.  You would be wise to rethink the words coming out of your mouth whilst you still have a tongue to speak them with.  Now, leave this room sister.  Return when your temperament has much improved.” 

  Saris stalked towards the door, but stopped as she was going through the arched frame.  “Know that your every action is being watched now, Natosha.  Our realm is in danger and you keep going off, gallivanting around the countryside and mingling where you should not.  As for the poison which drips from your tongue…take care to whom you speak in that manner, for even the lowly must eventually rise.” 

  She rushed off in a swirl of cloth, leaving a deadly silence in her wake.  Natosha swallowed hard, wondering what in the name of all the gods had just happened.  By the Dark Moon, her sister had never stepped this far out of line.   

  A frown creased her features as she determined how she was going to regain control of her household…which she would do by any means necessary. 

    

    

    

  Silvia raised an eyebrow at Maura as the servant woman hugged her fiercely after running inside the tent.   

  “I just heard, milady!” she said.  “Hans and I are so grateful Quentin is alive!” 

  The Lystian Queen smiled and laughed.  “As are we, Maura.  He needs a day or two to rest and then he’ll catch up with us.”  Her smile faltered.  “The King was so worried that something would happen to Quentin…it almost seems to have changed him.  He’s been so angry as of late.” 

  Maura patted Silvia’s hand reassuringly.  “I am quite sure those moods will pass as soon as he looks upon his brother’s face.  In the meantime, I shall get you both something from the breakfast fires to fill your bellies before we continue our journey.  Only a couple more days before we reach the Moseman Hills.” 

  Silvia nodded her thanks and washed her hands with a damp cloth Maura brought her.  The food was simple enough: an apple with a thick slice of crunchy bread warmed in goat’s milk from the few remaining goats the army still had with them.  It calmed the hunger inside her and gave her the energy boost she needed.  When she finished, she called Maura back into her tent. 

 “I’m going for a short flight around the area nearby.  I’ll be back in a few minutes.” 

  She exited the tent, went to an uncrowded space, and jumped into the air, transforming as she leapt. 

  A dark brown pair of eyes watched her ascent, marking her passage around the camp and beyond.  He would watch her like a hawk until she returned; if anything seemed amiss, he would take to the air and be at her side to protect her.  Until then…he waited. 

    

    

    

  She appeared in the corner of his tent, crouching immediately in case he was awake.  Luckily, the Lystian’s deep breathing signified that he was sleeping soundly. Still, Saris took a moment before beginning to creep stealthily towards him.  He was snoring softly in his sleep, his reddish-brown hair spilled over his pillows.  She wondered if he usually wore a sapphire necklace like the one Natosha had shown them the other evening…the ones which went missing after Emaree and the king’s brother had escaped.  She doubted that they worked as Natosha had thought anyway.  Probably just another trick of her sister’s to distract her from the real issue: the Lystian king himself. 

  Saris leaned close to him and listened to his breathing.  She felt lingering touches of magic around him and frowned.  Extracting a small pouch from the belt at her waist, she opened it up and scooped her hand into the finely ground drepsam inside it.  The powder had the same sensation as what lingered around King Keelan. 

  So…Natosha had sprinkled him with the drepsam, and on more than one occasion if the after-effects of the magic had lingered for this long.  Her twin must be desperate to have the affections of this man. 

  Pitiful. 

  Saris raised her hand so that her palm was in front of her lips and gently blew the dust into the sleeping man’s face.  A smirk overtook her features as she stood up.  She knew the effects it had on men when it was used long-term on them. 

  Her smirk turned into a sinister smile as she took another scoop of the powder and dropped it all over Keelan’s face. 

  Keelan bolted upright, sputtering and choking on the drepsam that was already dissolving into thin air.  He looked around with a wild expression in his eyes, expecting to see someone in his tent. 

  But he was completely alone. 

    

    

    

  Many miles away Saris reappeared, dusting the remnants of the drepsam off of her dress.  She was in an open field that was full of sunflowers which stretched above her head.  A path wove through them and she followed it unhurriedly, knowing its destination well.  Soon, a cottage made of gray stone appeared in the distance, surrounded by a tiny wooden fence that had seen better days.  As the meadow of flowers came to an end, a beautiful stream came into view which passed right by the cottage.  A round pond had been dug out below it to catch the fresh water coming from higher grounds, and from the pond ran a tiny rivulet which helped with the water’s overflow.  Beyond the house was another field, but this one grew stalks of corn entwined with vines of beans.  Amongst this crop was an old woman with a stooped back who was working the weeds out with a long-handled garden spade.  The spade was rounded and dull with age, and did not work as well as it once had. 

  Saris made her way to the woman and stopped several feet away.  She knew she’d been completely silent with her footing, but the old woman stopped what she was doing and slowly turned around. 

  “You’re back,” she said.  No doubt her mind was racing back to a time long before when she had begged of Saris to enrich her fields so that she could survive on their yield. 

 Saris gestured around her.  “How could I resist such scenery?” 

  “Easily,” the old woman said.  “Tell me why you have come.” 

  “I came to collect.” 

  Saris watched with quiet satisfaction as the color drained out of the woman’s face and she bowed her gray head in submission. 

    

    

  Chapter Eleven:  Healed for War 

    

  Her mouth was dry; it was so dry that it felt like her tongue had large cracks in it. 

  The thought of her tongue being there made Emaree’s eyes flutter open.  She moved her tongue around her mouth carefully, and then reached into her mouth to make sure she wasn’t imagining it.  But her imagination played no tricks: her tongue was once again intact, and other than being abnormally dry from sleeping with her jaw wide open, it was perfectly fine.   

  Her eyes opened wider and examined her surroundings; she had no clue where she was.  The room was extremely nice, especially when one took into consideration her prior quarters in the mountain of stone.  The walls held exquisite paintings and the floors were covered with rugs that were of excellent quality.  The bed she lay in was soft and covered in blankets of the softest material.  The large room was empty, save for someone snoring on the couch nearby.  She was unable to see who it was, for the couch was angled away from her, but Emaree assumed it was somebody put here to guard her.  

  Nice job they were doing, since their eyes were closed. 

  She shut her eyes once more and took in a shaky breath.  It seemed too good to be true: she was free.  She was finally and truly free!  Quiet tears trickled from her eyes and she began to pray to all of the gods to thank them.  A chill crept up her arms, and she felt a presence nearby.  Afraid to open her eyes, but worried that it might be one of her sister-wives coming for her already, she opened her eyelids.  At first she didn’t see anything unusual, but then her eyes noticed the glass panes of the doors leading out onto the balcony. 

  There was a small, but very bright ball of light hovering in the late evening sunshine. 

  Her breath caught at the sight, for it was beautiful and frightening all at once.  Then she heard the feminine voice whisper in her mind. 

  “Do not fear me, mortal child.  You were just praying to me and I heard your words of gratitude.” 

  Emaree answered in a voice low and raspy with dehydration.  “Who are you?” 

  “I am one who has watched the world from afar for hundreds of years.” 

  “The only gods who could watch from afar are the ones whom we still search for,” she said, referring to the Parent Gods.  “Are you Saphrite?” 

  The ball of light moved from side to side as if to shake its unseen head.  “No, child.  I am but their daughter.” 

  Emaree quickly stuttered, “Are you the Goddess Chin?  Please forgive me for not kneeling, Your Grace!” 

  “Hush child, hush.  I should be the one bowing to you, for I have failed you miserably.  It is my job to protect humanity, but I have been away a very long while and have not been able to do what needs to be done.  I must go now, but you must do something for me, Emaree:  I need you to rise, dear one.  Prepare the Goddess to go with you at the sun’s first light.  She will be needed for her skills far away from this place.” 

  “I-I don’t understand,” the mortal woman stammered.  “What goddess do you speak of?” 

 Flashes of light appeared in her mind and she had an all-too-vivid memory of a woman with long white hair holding her amidst a clash of some sort.  The woman was protecting her, yet reaching out for someone beyond her sight.  She blinked several times as the image faded. 

  “Goddess Aldoa is the one who was holding you,” Chin said.  “She saved your life and the life of another who also saved you.  You must help now—your destiny has been written in the stars, child.  Help Aldoa get to the Lystian Queen.” 

  “But what of the other witches?  Surely they will hunt for me!  I am not strong enough to hide from them—their magic is much more powerful than what I have.”  Just thinking of them made her eyes reach for the darker corners of the room to make sure no one was lurking just beyond her sight. 

  The voice of the goddess sharpened.  “Your magic is far greater than you realize, and you will find need of it soon, dear one.  As for the other witches, I gifted you with something that will protect you from them as long as you wear it, or until they are no more.  Look at your hand.” 

  Emaree lifted her hand and saw a gorgeous silver bracelet attached to a brown link; it was made of an unknown cloth which connected it with a ring of equal beauty.  The ring was a dark glass that Emaree was not familiar with.  Upon squinting very closely, she saw a tiny speck of something shiny floating about inside the glass. 

  “The link will not break so long as you wear it, but do not take this off until you are sure you are safe from the witches for good…which may never come to pass if the stars are not heeded.” 

  “Thank you,” Emaree whispered, looking back at the light. 

  But it had disappeared.  The voice rang out once more in her mind, comforting her. “Speak of me to no one.  Good luck, little Emaree, and stay safe, sweet mortal.” 

  Emaree gasped and opened her eyes, sitting up.  Why, she’d been dreaming the whole time! 

  However, the room looked the same as it had in her dream, and the same snore rose from the couch on the other side of the bedchamber.  Lifting her hand, she saw with surprise that the stunning bracelet and ring still adorned her hand. 

  It had been a dream, yet real enough it seemed. 

  Thirst entered her thoughts and she craved water to wash it away.  A glance at the bedside table bespoke of that which she sought: a pitcher of water and a small porcelain cup awaited her.  She pulled herself over to that side of the bed, poured water into the cup, and lifted it to her lips.  Water had never tasted so good! 

  The snoring person snorted loudly in their sleep and Emaree nearly jumped out of her skin, her body drawing her knees up close instinctively. 

  Shock overtook her as she looked down.  She hadn’t moved her legs like that in years.  She grabbed the side of the blankets which covered her from the waist down, and tossed them back.  She wore nothing but a shift and briefly wondered who had put it on her.  Lifting up the bottom of the shift, she would have cried out if her lungs had left her any breath. 

  Her legs, once covered in burns and scars, were now flawless.  And not only that…they moved.  She swung them over the bed, preparing herself mentally to grab a hold of something when she inevitably fell down.  But as she pushed herself up, her legs actually supported her. 

  No falling.  No collapsing in a humiliated heap.  No teeter-tottering.  Emaree used two fingers to pinch herself hard on the arm, however it changed nothing.  Her legs were healed.  She said another prayer to the gods, expressing her gratitude.  She bent her knees and jumped, thrilled at being able to do such a simple motion.  A sob escaped her throat and she covered her mouth, afraid that she might wake the sleeper on the couch, but too happy not to cry. 

 She saw that a dress had been laid out, presumably for her, on a nearby wingback chair.  She hurriedly put it on; it was a bit loose since she was so malnourished but that was the last thing on her mind as her stomach growled. 

  Emaree tip-toed over to the sleeping body and was pleasantly startled to see that it was Quentin.  He was sprawled out on the plush couch, with one leg hanging off and his white hair in a state of disarray.  He wore his luminous white robe, which was bunched up around his knees where he’d moved about in his sleep.  She could see he wore a simple pair of tan trousers underneath.  She gently swept away a snowy lock of hair that was draped over his face and smiled.  He, too, had been healed and was no longer badly burned on his face from the fire poker Natosha had used upon him. 

  After all he had done for her already, here he was—determined to watch over her while she slept.  This man had risked his life for her, and more than once.  She did not know him at all, but his undaunted methods of rescuing Emaree let her know that this was someone she could place her trust in.  She owed him everything that she had to give, for he had granted her freedom by force from the heathen witches.  Her debt to him would be everlasting, and it was one she would gladly pay. 

  But before she could give her all to him to repay this infinite debt, she needed to obey Goddess Chin. 

  Moments later, she was walking down the hall, trying not to run in her excitement.  One of the two guards who had been standing outside the door of the room she’d come out of trailed her.  She didn’t mind; she knew that he’d most likely been told to do so to make sure she wasn’t a threat.  Looking down at her bracelet, she smiled. 

  She wasn’t a threat to anyone anymore. 

  Emaree wasn’t sure where to go, however that turned out not to be a problem.  As she rounded the corner of the hallway, she came face to face with a tall woman whose face was nicely framed with blonde ringlets.  She didn’t recognize the woman, but the woman sure seemed to recognize her. 

  “I see that you are awake now, and not the worse for wear.” 

  The woman’s sour tone did not dampen Emaree’s mood.  “Yes, milady.  I feel better than I have in the longest time.” 

  The woman said nothing, merely arching an eyebrow. 

  She began to feel nervous because of the woman’s demeanor.  “I am called Emaree, milady.  By what title may I call you?”  She had spent the first part of her life on an isolated farm with only her family and passersby that came through once in a great while.  Inside Rohedon’s mountain, she had been limited on whom she saw and spoke to, and those were always people of the same mind as her husband and his other wives.  Now she was amidst a different kind of company, and she wasn’t quite sure how to act, or what to say.  She wished to be as polite as she could. 

  “You may call me Duchess Tinaya,” the woman said. She proceeded to stare at Emaree until the latter became uncomfortable.  “I was on my way to check on you and the young man.”  Her tone dripped of distrust. 

  “He is still sleeping, Duchess, so I decided to come and find the goddess.” 

  Tinaya tilted her head to the side.  “From what I have seen and heard, you’ve been pretty out of sorts and in and out of consciousness since you magically arrived in my city.  How, exactly, do you know of the goddess?” 

  Remembering Chin’s words, she chose her own carefully.  “As you said, I drifted in and out of awareness.  I recall the goddess helping me, though it is but a vague memory.”  She stuck to the truth as best she could; wrapping herself in lies unnecessarily would make her a coat that would only wrap her in harm at some point in the future.  She did not wish to be in a situation where her words would turn against her. 

 Duchess Tinaya looked at her a moment longer, and then nodded.  “I suppose that is more than possible.  I have not been informed of the goddess waking up, so I’d suggest you leave her to rest.  She very nearly drained every ounce of her magic to save and restore you and Quentin.  The least you could do is let her rest without disturbing her.  I will let you know when she wakes.” 

  Emaree bowed her head.  “Yes, milady.  Whilst I wait, are there any food scraps that I could eat?  I will take whatever is left over.” 

  The Duchess lifted her eyebrows and gave her a complexed look.  “There is always food here, but why on earth would you eat left over food in your condition?” 

  This time it was Emaree who was confused.  “My condition?” she said, touching her stomach worriedly.  Rohedon had not taken her in two moons… 

  Tinaya gave her an exasperated sigh.  “Not that kind of condition, girl.  I meant how ungodly thin you are.  What under the Dark Moon did they feed you where you came from?” 

  “Food laced with tendrils of many poisons,” she answered blandly. 

  The other woman’s jaw dropped at her answer.  “Surely you would not pick such a time to jest?” 

  “My answer was not in jest, milady.  Poisoning me was one of the ways the other witches kept me weak.  They wanted me alive, but only just barely.  There were times, however, when they clearly wished me out of the way, yet I either detected the poison or survived it.  I came to always expect it in my meals.” 

  Duchess Tinaya frowned, then reached out and took Emaree’s arm.  “Let us go and eat together.  I would know more of your story, if you care to tell it over a bite.” 

  Emaree gave a slight curtsy, not sure if she was doing it right.  “Yes, milady.” 

    

    

    

  An hour later they were still talking in the dining hall over a thick soup of peas and potatoes, with warm bread on the side.  The food was the most delightful and delicious thing Emaree had ever tasted…and was completely free of poisons. 

  Tinaya had ordered them to only be interrupted for more food and wine, or if Quentin or Aldoa awoke.  Though the Duchess had changed the tone she’d previously had with Emaree, the wife of Rohedon still felt the need to be guarded.  She supposed that it was more or less a reaction to most people that she had acquired by habit over the years spent in the mountain.  She did not tell Tinaya everything about her life, but did divulge her upbringing and what had happened to her family when Rohedon had come into the equation.  She avoided the questions about the other witches and her living situation amongst them that were too exposing, only letting pieces of information out that were very nearly common knowledge in the Realm.  The Duchess was being courteous and did not press for the answers; Emaree had a feeling that the woman was only feeling her out with questions to find out if she was safe to be around. 

  Eventually a blonde servant girl, dressed in a strange tunic and vest adorned with weapons, informed them that the goddess was beginning to stir in her sleep.  They finished the last dregs in their wine cups and then Emaree followed Tinaya to Aldoa’s chambers.  The room was not far at all from the one she had been resting in with Quentin.  She wondered for a moment if he was still sleeping, and made a mental note to take him food after they had spoken with Aldoa. 

  The goddess did not move when they entered the darkened room.  Truthfully, Emaree thought that Aldoa’s chest had stopped moving.  She held her breath unknowingly, letting it out as the goddess drew in a long, slow breath.  The old woman’s head turned to the side and her eyes opened, resting on her visitors. 

 Tinaya glanced at Emaree.  “You wished to speak with her, so go ahead.  I shall wait in the hall.  Do not bother her long, Emaree.” 

  “Yes, ma’am.” 

  Emaree watched Tinaya walk out of the room, and then returned her attention to Aldoa. 

  The goddess was sitting straight up in the bed, looking at her with softly glowing eyes.  Emaree took several steps back, and nearly tripped on the bear rug adorning the floor. 

  “It seems as though your legs need some more work.” 

  Emaree blushed.  “Oh no, milady—I only lost my balance for a moment.” 

  Candlelight flickered to life all about the room in a grand display of light.  The inner light faded from Aldoa’s eyes, replaced by the flames of the candles.  The goddess smiled warmly. 

  “I take it they work well enough then, yes?” 

  Emaree ran to the side of the bed and fell to her knees.  She brazenly grasped the goddess’ hand and put it to her lips.  Fresh tears spilled from her eyes.  “Goddess Aldoa, a thousand thanks to you for blessing my body with your healing powers and curing it!  I had given up all hope of getting better years ago.  Never would I have thought I would be able to walk again as I do now.  I wish I could explain how grand my appreciation is for what you have given back to me.” 

  Aldoa used her other hand to pat Emaree on the head.  “There, there, little one.  Do not shed tears.” 

  “But they are tears of joy, Goddess!  And such tears I never thought would fall from my eyes again!” 

  Aldoa softly pushed her back so that she could swing her legs off of the bed.  She tapped the bed beside her and motioned for Emaree to join her.   

  “I visited you once in the mountain.  Do you remember?” 

  Emaree nodded.  “Yes. You said that my salvation was coming, and you were right.  But Goddess, why did you not heal my full body then, and only healed my most recent burnings?  Why wait until I am here with you in this strange city?” 

  “Because, my dear, if I had healed you wholly as you lay in the bed of that wretched room, the other witches would have known there was someone very powerful in their domain.   I did not wish to make them aware of my presence, and so my visit was a short one.  I showed you a sample of my power to boost your hopes so that we did not lose you that night.  I know what was on your mind.” 

  Emaree found another place in the room to look at, embarrassed by her plans she’d had when the goddess had first made her acquaintance.  She had wanted nothing more than to die.   

  “Death was a sweet whisper in my ear,” she said softly.  “It was the only way I could think of to escape.  All those years I wasted away in that horrid place, barely leaving that room.  Damn them…all I wanted was to find peace.”  Her face became stricken with tears yet again; they sparkled in the candlelight as she spoke.  “They took everything from me.  My entire family is gone now.  They tortured innocent people to get what they wanted from me and I will hate them for it every day that I live.” 

  “Do not let this hatred consume your life,” Aldoa warned. 

  “How can I not?” Emaree asked bitterly.  “They have driven me to this point, and I cannot retreat to be the person I once was.” 

  The goddess gave her a tired smile.  “Child, no one is who they once were.  Mortals are a species which are always emotionally evolving, whether for better or worse.  You had a long stretch of your life that you lived in captivity and torture.  Your children were taken from you and raised as your enemies.  You became another person entirely in order to survive.  That little girl you were when your family was alive…she’s gone.  She died with your family and rests with them still.  The woman you became as Rohedon took you to be his sixth wife…she is gone as well.  You may not think so, but just you wait and see, yes?  Already you are different.  Your body is fixed, but now you must fix your mind.  This will be harder to do.  The mind is trained in bad habits of the past, and you must find a way to break those habits.  You are unable to trust anyone right now…but soon you will have great need to put your trust in others, as they will be the only way to keep your freedom.  You may not think that you are strong enough to go down this path, yet because of your past and what you have been through you are the perfect person to go upon this journey.” 

 Emaree was gazing at the goddess.  “What journey must I go on now, Your Grace?  The weight of yesterday and all the days past drag me down inside.  My body is frail because my soul is so heavy that I cannot move.  What good could I possibly be to anyone?” 

  Aldoa squeezed her hand.  “I have read what the stars say about you.  You are important, and your future is a bright one should you endure this course.  Do not let anything drag you down anymore, little one.  Use it to help you stand straighter, walk farther, and build you up.  You will need the strength that is left inside you.  Besides, even now the witches plot.” 

  Emaree let the words flow through her, and a fire ignited in her veins.  She thought of the witches and of the other goddess, and looked back at Aldoa with a fresh expression of hope. 

  “At first light, we are leaving this place, Aldoa.  We need to follow our stars.” 

  “We?” said the goddess. 

  “Yes, we,” said Emaree.  “If I am needed, then so are you, and perhaps more than I.  Let’s do this together.” 

  “And where is it that we are going?” 

  Emaree stood up and walked away a few paces.  “To war, Goddess.  We are going to war.” 

    

    

    

  Quentin felt someone shaking him.  When he fully came to, he found himself holding a knife to Emaree’s throat.  One hand was upon his arm, and the other held a plate of food. 

  “Dear gods, I am sorry,” he said. 

  “After all we’ve been through, I think I understand,” she said with a slight smile. 

  “Your tongue is back,” he said with a smile.  He took the knife away from her throat and sat up, wincing.  “Oh, but I am stiff!  How long have I been asleep?” 

  “The whole day,” she answered.  “You need to eat now, so I brought you some food.  If you need more, I can get it for you.” 

  “No, no, this is fine,” Quentin replied.  He set the knife down on his lap and took the plate, digging in to the food. 

  Emaree laughed.  “It looks as though you are feeding two stomachs.” 

  He chuckled.  “It feels that way.  To say that I am starving would be a vast understatement.  And this food is the best thing since woven cloth.” 

  Emaree stood up and moved to sit on the opposite end of the couch. 

  Quentin eyed her while he ate.  “You can walk now as well.” 

  “Thanks to the goddess you brought me to, Quentin.  She has healed my body.  I feel like a new person, inside and out.” 

  “That’s good to hear.  She is a good woman, this goddess.  You will grow to like her.” 

  “I already do,” Emaree said.  “So, how are you feeling?  You went through…well, you had a lot happen to you in that mountain.” 

  “A little drowsy, and still half-starved,” he answered.  “But otherwise I feel pretty good…all things considered.” 

  “Quentin, I have something to say.” 

  “Then speak it.  I will not stop you…the food is too good.” 

  She smiled, and began to speak again.  “I was on the verge of ending my life.  Aldoa came to me one night and gave me hope.  She said that someone was coming for me. I know you probably didn’t plan on saving me when you arrived in Rohedon’s Realm, but I am so grateful that you did.  And you not only did it once—you did it multiple times.” 

  Quentin swallowed his food and gave her a sobering look.  “Don’t get it twisted, Emaree.  I was there for other reasons than you.” 

 She was taken aback by his tone.  “I know this.  Yet you didn’t have to take the time to rescue a crippled woman in the midst of your own mission.” 

  “After seeing how you were treated, I could not have left you and been the same man when I returned.” 

  “Thank you, Quentin.  That’s all I really wanted to say.  Your actions made you a hero time and again, whether you want to accept it or not.  In my eyes, you will forever be a hero, and a valiant man.” 

  He shrugged as he finished the last of his bread and swallowed it.  “What’s done is done, and I am glad you are safe for the time being.” 

  “Yes…for the time being.” 

  Something in her voice made Quentin rotate his head to look her in the eye.  “Why do you say it like that?” 

  “There is no telling what tomorrow will bring.” 

  He grunted.  “I know what it will bring: it will bring you food and rest.” 

  “Perhaps not.  Perhaps tomorrow will bring the dawn of a new mission for my life.” 

  “Speak your mind, woman.  I haven’t the time for riddles and my stomach yearns for more food.” 

  Emaree stood up and said, “Tomorrow, we go to war.  Will you go with us?” 

  Quentin looked around the room behind him, and then back at Emaree.  “Exactly whom do you mean by ‘we’?  You already know I’m going to help my brother and my queen; but you, my dear...you’re staying here where it’s safe.” 

  “I have had a long conversation with Goddess Aldoa.  We are leaving at dawn to go after your brother and his queen.  They will need all the help they can get, and we cannot leave their cries for aide unanswered.” 

  His eyebrows shot up nearly into his hairline.  “Is that so, huh?  The goddess agreed with this plan of lunacy?” 

  Emaree nodded once decisively. 

  He set his plate down on the table in front of the couch and slipped his knife back into its hidden sheath as he stood up.  “Well then, my feisty new friend…let us heed the call to war.” 

    

    

  Chapter Twelve:  Bickering and Madness 

    

  Cambry approached the older man nonchalantly.  “Good day to you, Hans.” 

  Hans turned to see who spoke to him.  “Ah, good day to you as well, my Lord.” 

  Cambry swiveled his larger horse around Hans’ smaller one and repositioned himself on the other side.  “How fares the Lystian king, my friend?” 

  The manservant frowned ever so slightly.  “Worse than yesterday, I’m afraid.  I’m not sure what has come over him.  Even though his brother is safe, it seems as though his mind is breaking.  He is not himself.” 

  The man from Jevelas tugged at his topknot, which he wore in a tight braid today.  “His behavior is affected by the witch’s powder.  It deteriorates the mind over time, but in his case it seems to be moving along more quickly.” 

  “How do we stop it?  Is there something we can give him which would help?” 

  Lord Cambry gave a slight shake of his head.  “Nothing that I know of.” 

  Hans leaned over, whispering, “We cannot have a king go mad in front of his people!” 

  “Is this something you think I do not know?” the other man spat.  “I am well aware of the implications of such a predicament.” 

  “What about the goddess?  Would she be able to do something?” 

  “I have not seen her and do not know if she travels with us,” Cambry replied.  “Also, do we know if she can heal afflictions of the mind, or only of the physical self?  We may pray to her for guidance, but who knows if this is something she can actually help with.” 

 “This has to be fixed.”  Hans’ tone was dark and foreboding.  “Her Highness cannot lose him to insanity.  She cannot lose him at all.”  He looked ahead a little ways to where the queen and her entourage travelled. 

  Cambry knew where the man was looking.  “You are afraid that if the king loses his mind she might turn to other avenues of distraction.” 

  Hans sneered.  “Perhaps.  Perhaps not.  I only worry for her heart.” 

  “Hans, I believe all those closest to her know of the infidelities of the king to his wife, and I know you care for the queen as though she were your own child.” 

  “I’m sworn to protect her at all costs!” he hissed.  The older man held out his scarred hands for the other man to see.  “I have given my life for this sole purpose, Lord Cambry.  You must understand my concern.” 

  “That may be, but you cannot protect her heart from every fracture which might occur when it falls.”  He leaned towards Hans.  “If the queen were to take a lover while her king goes mad, could you really blame her if it kept her mind focused where it needs to be in this war?  I think that’s a question you might want to consider the answer to.” 

  “Damn you,” Hans grumbled. 

  “Yes, by all means—damn me.  But that doesn’t change any facts which lay before us, now does it?  Silvia loves her king; we can all see that.  Just as we all see the flames of desire which have risen up in the prince’s eyes.  Nothing any of us can do is going to affect what is felt or done between all of them.  Would you rather her heart spiral down into Eerich’s hells and be crushed by her husband’s actions, or would you rather she take solace in the comforting arms of someone who has gone out of his way to see to her needs and feelings?  If it is discreet and does not cause a stir amongst her people, then I see no harm in it.  Let her take her comforts where she can while we try and find a way to cure her husband of this malady.” 

  Hans’ demeanor towards the prince in question did not change.  “I wish he would take a leave of us. 

  “And risk losing such a warrior?” Cambry asked incredulously.  “Have you lost your bloody mind, man?  Mayhap you have not seen him as he fights, but I have.  The man is one with his weapons and fights extremely well.  Any leader in your lands or others would consider him a mighty asset to any army.  If you think differently, then by all means give me proof of your discord with his skills.” 

  “I do not dispute his talent with a blade,” Hans responded dryly. 

  “Do you also not dispute that he has put his life on the line for your queen?  Not sure if you’ve noticed, but he’s barely been out of her immediate vicinity since we left Lystia.  If anything, value him as an extra guard for her.  Another set of eyes is never a bad thing.” 

  “It would depend on where those eyes are staring.” 

  Cambry angrily moved his horse to stand in front of Hans’ mare, stopping both animals.  Soldiers immediately began to steer their beasts around the two men, casting a wary eye upon them both.  “I have never seen that man behave in a way that would dishonor Her Majesty.  His eyes look out for her, not just look at her.  Perhaps it is your eyes that need to be adjusted.  The only thing I can see is mistrust in a man who has proven himself over and over again without it being asked of him.  His status should give you pause as well, sir.  His parents were the cherished friends with Silvia’s—everyone knows this.  He was raised to respect her family and he will not forget that at any point.  Believe what you will, but I would trust Dalton with my life…as should you.” 

 With that said, the tall man upon his horse steered his beast away and rode off to join the company of those they had been speaking of. 

  Hans stared after Cambry, grinding his teeth in fury.  Not because he hated him for what had been said or how it was laid out before him, but because he knew in his heart that Lord Cambry was right. 

    

    

    

  Natosha felt a presence in the room with her, though she was sure she was alone.  She worked a hefty piece of clay off of a large block and put it on the table to break off smaller pieces.  Her neck prickled and she looked up sharply. 

  She was still alone, but the feeling did not dissipate. 

  An hour later, she did not look at the door as it opened.  She could sense who it was as soon as they walked in. 

  “What do you want?” 

  “I just stopped in to see if you needed help,” Clea said. 

  “You mean you came here to watch over me,” Natosha said, sending a glare at her sister-wife over her shoulder.  She continued kneading the chunk of clay in her hands at the long table in the center of the room.  “Do yourself a favor and do not pretend that I am stupid.  I am no dim-witted child, Clea.” 

  “I did not say that you were.”  Clea stepped inside the cavernous room, flinching when the heavy door of wood and iron slammed shut behind her. 

  Natosha rose and faced her as she shaped the clay with deft fingers.  “It is written upon your face like soot marks white linen.  Be careful of whom you trail after.” 

  Clea scowled.  “And closing me in here with you is supposed to make me frightened of you?” 

  Her sister-wife smiled unpleasantly.  “Oh, Clea…if I had wanted to frighten you I would have done something quite different than shutting a door without the use of my hands.”  Her tone implied that she wished Clea would put that to the test. 

  Her sister-wife walked forward, lacing her fingers together in front of her.  She walked around the work table, peering down at the many different shapes upon it.  “Hard at work on another creature?” 

  “Well, the gods know I need something to bide my time.  Besides, I am sure Eerich’s beast is craving something new to hunt.” 

  A dark laughter erupted from the flames among the fireplace, and a deep voice whispered, “Something new to hunt…yes…” 

  Natosha’s arms erupted in chills and Clea jumped backwards, grabbing a knife from her belt defensively.  The laughter faded, and Natosha felt the presence go as well. 

  Damn him, she thought to herself.  She didn’t care for him watching her; it was creepy. 

  Without a word, Clea drove her knife into the square of clay and broke off a piece.  Setting the knife down, she too began kneading clay.  The women worked in silence for a while longer. 

  As Natohsa finished her creation, she felt as though some of her stress had been placed within the clay, leaving her body.  She ambled over to a stack of shelves where they kept paints and peeked around to see what they had remaining.  Picking a couple of colors, she took them back over to the work station and began to give her mud figure a more definitive look.  The creature’s features quickly began to take on a more realistic quality.  Even Clea gave it several appreciative glances as she was shaping the torso on her own figure.  When Natosha had completed the clay mold, she placed it in the floor in front of the enormous fireplace.  Waving her index finger from the crackling fire to the clay figure and whispering a few words, she gave it life. 

 The two-headed cat-like creature stretched and broke apart its clay shell.  Seeing the women, it darted off into a corner and swiftly scaled the smooth rock wall.  When it stopped, it was peering down from the ceiling, its eyes aglow with a greenish tint. 

  “I don’t share your apparent fascination with two-headed beasts,” Clea said softly.   

  “You don’t share my interest in a lot of things.” 

  “Like the enemy?” Clea’s eyes flashed in the firelight, surveying her reaction. 

  Natosha strode over to her.  “Watch your tongue, sister-wife.” 

  “You do not scare me.  You disgust me.  Taking the enemy inside you like some common tramp, and then letting his seed bloom within you.  What in the bloody hell were you thinking?” 

  “I had a plan,” Natosha seethed through clenched teeth.  “The pregnancy was not a part of it, but when I found out I could have easily worked it into my design given the time.” 

  Clea chuckled.  “Time?  You know the wives of Rohedon do not have normal pregnancies.  Our children grow within us and are ready to be free of their womb in just a couple of months.  You are already at least a couple of weeks in—your belly has started to swell.  There is no time for a child of the enemy to be within you when we are at war!” 

  Natosha flung her arm up and Clea went sailing backwards and up, smashing into the rock wall with force and staying several feet above the ground.. 

  “Keep testing me, Clea, and there will be one less witch in this mountain to defend our Realm.” 

  Clea spat at her feet from her position against the wall.  “The deepest pits of Eerich’s Underworld await us, Natosha.  I can’t wait to see you there, writhing in agony by his cruelties.  If you send me there first, I shall make sure you are worse off than I.” 

  Suddenly, she fell to the ground.  Natosha looked at her hands with a puzzled expression.  As Clea picked herself up from the hard floor with a groan, the deep voice resumed its laughter. 

  Eerich appeared at the work table, picking up the clay model that Clea had been shaping.  “It’s never a good thing when your magic fails, is it, dear Natosha?” 

  She glowered at him in response, her cheeks flushing. 

  Clea screeched and threw her hands out at Natosha, sending the other woman sprawling near the door.  Just as abruptly, the magic stopped pushing the downed woman; this time it was Clea who appeared confused. 

  “The thing about your magic is that it’s mine,” Eerich said conversationally.  He used his magic to bring the clay figure on the table to life.  As soon as it began to move he crushed it to pieces in his hand.  “Rohedon made a bargain with me and I kept my word on my part.  You witches may have been born with a bit of magic in you already, but I’m the one who caressed it into a fiery ball of power yearning to be used.  But, as with all bargains, there is always a downside.  In your instance, Rohedon said that when he died, I could take your powers back at my whim whenever I so chose to do so.  I am only trying to make it entertaining for myself.”  He rotated his head to stare at Clea.  “And for your information, witch, you and your sister-wives were mine before you even consecrated your marriage to that idiot Rohedon.  He gave you to me like cattle—each and every one of you.  And when I choose to take you to the Underworld with me, trust me I will do whatever I’d like for as long as I’d like.  So while you are sitting here bickering and throwing each other about…I’m scheming of unique ways you will spend your eternities underground.  Now, you two have an enjoyable evening.” 

 He disappeared. 

    

    

    

    

    

  It had been a trying day.  Keelan wiped sweat off his brow and glanced around.  The army had stopped for the night and was making camp.  It was late, and the sun had already set.  Hundreds of stars blazed in the sky, and a crescent moon shed little light on the scene below.  Many dozens of fires had sprung up, but there were only a few lucky enough to cook meat.  The army had exhausted its supply of cattle and other livestock they had set out with; this had been an obvious inevitability, however he’d wished it had lasted a bit longer. 

  “Are you all right, husband?” 

  His wife stepped out of the darkness and his heart jumped at seeing her reaching out to him.  He took her hand and led her to sit beside him on the rock he was perched upon. 

  “I am better now, but then I am always better with you by side.” 

  Silvia blushed.  “You are too kind, my Lord.”  Her smile diminished as she rubbed his hand with her thumbs.  “How are you feeling?” 

  Keelan laughed and leaned back.  “I feel fine—right as rain.”  The look of concern on Silvia’s face took away his laughter.  “Why do you keep asking me if I’m okay?” 

  She readjusted her position on the rock, looking uncomfortable.   

  A voice from behind made them both turn their heads. 

  “Because the witch’s powder has made you sick, Your Highness.” 

  Lord Cambry approached, trailed by Prince Dalton, Sir Grant, Zander, the Duke, and Hans.  All wore determined expressions. 

  “What are you talking about?  What powder?” Keelan asked. 

  Cambry was blunt in his response.  “I believe that Rohedon’s witch has been using a powder called drepsam on you that makes you unaware of the wrongness of your actions when you are under its power.  But I believe it also deteriorates your state of mind.  In fact, I think they’ve used too much of it.  It’s made you sick, King Keelan.” 

  The king’s jaw clenched. “I cannot believe what I am hearing!  How can I be sick when I feel normal?”  He stood up and danced around a spot on the ground.  “Do I look like I am anything other than your usual king?  I am up walking, talking, and being active in my army.  What more is it that you want from me?” 

  “My Lord, this is not a sickness that you can see,” Zander tried to explain.  “Think of it as a disease of the mind.  Your thoughts have been more disheveled as of late, have they not?” 

  Keelan wasn’t about to admit to any such thing.  “My thoughts are as clear as any other day, Zander.”  But he knew what was coming next. 

  “What about the flying rabbits you saw today?” Duke Byarne asked nonchalantly.  In any other situation his expression would have been comical. 

  “I only told you what I thought I saw, and I didn’t want anyone to be in danger.” 

  “In danger from rabbits that can fly?” 

  “I feel as though you are mocking me,” Keelan said. 

  “And what of the rashes you saw all over your body yesterday?” Silvia asked, touching his arm gently.  “No one else could see them but you.” 

  Keelan felt his face redden, but tried to see the reason behind their disquiets.  “So if these things are so-called effects of Natosha’s powder, how do I fix it?  What will make these apparitions go away?” 

  After uneasy glances amongst each other, Lord Cambry stepped forward.  “We do not know if there is anything that can help.  I would assume that with time it will work its way out of your system, but there is no way of knowing for sure.” 

 A heavy weight seemed to settle on Keelan’s chest.  “Then what can we do?” 

  “We were thinking of having someone watch over you day and night, Your Highness,” Hans said.  “We want no more harm to come upon you.  Let us do this much at least to try and help you.” 

  Shame filled Keelan.  “This is insane,” he muttered.  “Is it so bad that you must stand guard over me as though I am a young child?” 

  Duke Byarne stepped forward.  “You are no child, Your Grace, but your health is of the utmost importance to your people.” 

  This time it was Silvia who spoke.  “Let us watch over you, Keelan.  He’s right.  You’re the King of Lystia—your safety is top priority in this venture to war.  And I cannot go home without my king.”  

  The last words were spoken with such emotion that Keelan would’ve done anything in the world for his wife.  “I’ll do whatever needs to be done.  You will go home with your king, Silvia.” 

  She gave him a smile, complete with watery eyes, and stood up to take his hand.  “Come, my love.  I shall take first watch.”  She glanced at the others.  “Someone please relieve me in a couple of hours so that I may take my rest as well.” 

  The small group of men bowed, and the Lystian’s leaders went inside the tent which had been pitched for the king.  Keelan disliked the fact that Silvia still insisted upon sleeping in a separate tent, however he was trying his best to give her the healing space she still needed.  Besides, he’d heard that she’d been going out night after night to do aerial sweeps of the land, and she had stated matter-of-factly that she’d been afraid it would disturb his slumber. 

  He undressed and changed into a pair of lightweight cotton breeches to sleep in and placed his sword next to his body on one side, and a dagger on the other side.  Silvia fluffed up a pillow for him and began to wave a fan of leaves over him.  It had been a parting gift from Duchess Tinaya: made of giant leaves that were attached together with silken ropes and dipped in a light resin, the fan was wonderful for cooling off.  Keelan stared at his wife as he began to relax for the first time all day.  Her hair had been pinned up high earlier in the morning, but the wind and horse-riding had loosened many locks of her curly red mane.  They fluttered about her face and neck as she moved the fan up and down.  She took no care for her own discomfort in the heat: sweat beaded on her brow and her dress had water marks all over the top half where she had sweated through the cloth. 

  “Any man in his right frame of mind would be infinitely lucky to have you as his queen.  How I got to be that man is quite beyond me.” 

  Silvia moved the fan up and down continuously as she spoke.  “You have earned such an honor, darling.  I could not dream of being a queen without you as my king.” 

  He sighed, and watched her with lids that were beginning to get heavy.  “There may come a time when you have to do just that, Your Highness.” 

  His wife frowned.  “Do not speak of such ill tidings.” 

  “I speak the truth.  What if that day should come to pass?  I could not bear leaving you, but if anything should ever happen to me, I want you to remain the strong queen that you are.” 

  “Nothing will happen to you Keelan—of that I am sure.” 

  A feeling of unrest settled over him.  “Silvia, I am not sure that you are right this time.  Something feels…off.  I just want you to be prepared.”  He thought about Aldoa and all of her predictions.  Had she told him everything?  The nagging feeling didn’t seem to want to go away.  “What if the gods are not telling us all we need to know?” 

 The fan stopped.  “The gods tell us what they see fit.  If they choose not to disclose something to us then it is only because we are mere mortals—a tiny speck of dust floating through their lifetime.  We could not begin to fathom the vast knowledge their minds contain.  Maybe they neglect to tell us some things because it is all that our minds would focus upon, leaving the important things we are meant to accomplish to chance.  Besides, why need you worry when I am here to protect you, my King?” 

  A grin touched this face and his eyelids began to droop more.  “Do you know…I used to fantasize about rescuing you?”  He chuckled, thinking of the memories.  “I’ve longed for you since I first laid eyes upon you, milady.  I would daydream about coming to your aid and fighting all of these evil things away from you.  In my dreams you would throw your arms around me and tell me you’d never let me go…”  His voice became softer.  “I never dreamed that one day I would be doing just that—fighting the evil away.  Still waiting on you to tell me you’ll never let me go, though.” 

  He felt her arms around him immediately as she embraced him, whispering the words he’d long cherished to hear.  He let sleep overtake him as happiness surrounded his heart. 

    

    

    
  A few hours later Hans and the prince approached the king’s tent at the same moment, both intent on taking the next watch. 

  Dalton raised an eyebrow at Hans’ glare.  “Sir, is there something you wish to get off your chest which concerns me?” 

  The older man swallowed, and his expression changed to one of uncertainty.  “I do not trust you, Prince Dalton.  But I fear that I must do so now.” 

  Dalton’s eyebrows furrowed.  “Why do you not trust me?  Have I wronged you or your masters in some way?” 

  Begrudgingly, the manservant shook his head.  “You have not that I have seen.”  His voice took on a whisper and he stepped forward; he did not want Their Majesties to hear him if they were still awake.  “I have seen you with my Queen, Prince Dalton.  I have raised that little girl and she is closer to me than my own child would be.  When I see men’s eyes turn towards her with anything other than admiration and respect it gets my blood boiling.” 

  “What are you insinuating, man?” Dalton said quietly, taking a step forward as well. 

  Hans did not back down.  “What I am saying is that I know you feel something more than those things for Silvia, and I won’t stand for you bringing shame upon her name—she doesn’t deserve it.  So whatever that is, or isn’t, going on between you two…you need to be careful.  I will support Her Highness until my last breath, but I swear to all of the gods that if you bring her pain or suffering of any sort, or if you should slander her royal name, I will kill you.  I will hunt you down like a dog and I will rip out your throat.  Is this understood?” 

  Dalton stared at him in shock for several moments and then broke out into laughter.  When he regained his composure he clapped the man on the shoulder good-heartedly.  “I am so glad that she has people who care for her as much as you do, Hans.  You needn’t worry about me doing anything to harm her.  I would protect her just as you would.” 

  “Perhaps you would protect her more fiercely than I,” Hans said. 

  Dalton was surprised to see tears in Hans’ eyes.  “What do you mean?” 

  “I am getting old, young man.  You have a fire within you that for me has long since died out.  If anything were amiss, you would be more likely to know it than I, for you are very much attuned to her moods and feelings.  I ask that you care for her and always do what is best for Her Majesty.  Can you do that?  Would you do it for an old, humble servant such as myself?” 

 Dalton took his hand and clasped it.  “I would think of no better reason than for her happiness and well-being, which is what you seek.  Consider it done.  Although,” he said with a wink, “I was already doing that to begin with.” 

  They quieted as both realized at the same time that someone else was speaking, and it was coming from inside the tent. 

  “I’m tired of this hunting…be still so I can kill you now!” 

  Alarmed, Dalton threw open the tent flap and rushed in with his dagger drawn. 

  Keelan stood over the sleeping queen, his sword tip preparing to come down upon his wife. 

    

    

  Chapter Thirteen: Bringer of the Gods 

    

  Quentin looked out at the terrain beyond the city.  His horse fidgeted beneath him, sensing his eagerness to start their journey.  Emaree sat next to him on a dirt-brown mare that had seen better years, and Aldoa was on a stallion on the other side of her.  He glanced back at the small troupe of people behind them and raised his hand in a fist, gathering everyone’s attention.  He turned his horse sideways to better see the company. 

  “Today we ride to catch up, though the sun has barely lit the skies.  Our pace will be hard, and you must think of us as always being behind.  The more we stop to rest, the further behind we get.  Breaks will be determined by the animals and if they need respite for a bit.  Otherwise, we push until we can’t push anymore—even into the night.  The goal is to reach my brother and his wife—the Lystian Royals who are headed for war.  If you’re not ready to fight and die, then stay here so you don’t drag us down.  Those who know they are ready….ride!” 

  He winked at Emaree and kicked his heels into the horse’s flanks.  She followed suite, albeit a bit more clumsily, and caught up with him.  It was her first time being on a horse in decades, and he could tell it was exciting for her.  Aldoa could travel as fast as she wanted, being a goddess, but chose to ride with them for their task.  She’d said she wanted to keep a close eye on Quentin and Emaree, for they had both been on the brink of death when she’d saved them.   

  Quentin didn’t want to mention it, but he wondered if she was still recovering herself; the magic she’d used had drained her terribly.  Her face was a bit tired and her shoulders slumped too.  He hoped she’d be fully improved by the time they got to Keelan. 

  The early morning wind was nice and crisp, and blew his white hair back from his face.  They swiftly passed by a cart pulled by a young gelding, hauling a few days’ worth of food for the troupe.  The lumpy provisions were covered with a blanket and the back end of the cart had been boarded up so that more food could be added. 

  He passed the cart at the full speed of the horse, not noticing a small hand move the blanket to watch him go by. 

    

    

    

  Saris brought a tray of food to Natosha’s bedchambers.  Her sister eyed the food warily. 

  “How do I know you’re not poisoning me as we did our sister-wife?” 

  “We never sickened her when she was with Rohedon’s children,” Saris retorted. 

  “But this is not one of Rohedon’s children,” said Natosha.  “Moreover, you are angry with me…and I know how you get when you’re angry.” 

  “Hush, girl, and eat.  My feelings toward you have nothing to do with the food I’m trying to sustain you with.  I know you haven’t eaten today, and you cannot go without food.” 

 Her twin grimaced.  “I’m afraid that I am too sick to eat.  I can’t keep anything down.” 

  “I don’t know if I should believe you,” said Saris.  “You lie about so many things as it is.” 

  “Why would I lie about not being able to eat?” Natosha asked bitterly.  “Just leave the damn tray and I’ll try to eat it later.” 

  “Goodness, but you’re impossible.  At least drink a little bit of the goat’s milk.  The child needs the nourishment.  Sip a little at a time and see if you can keep it down.” 

  Natosha took the proffered drink and took a tiny sip of it, eyeing Saris over the rim of the cup. 

  “Sister, you must tell me the reasoning of why you tried to entrance the Lystian king.” 

  “Why not?  A newly married young man whose wife has gone on a long trip?  It’s the perfect way to sour what they have.  The child I carry really was unexpected though, Saris.  You must believe that.” 

  Saris sat down in a chair next to Natosha’s large bed.  “Accidents do happen.  Tell me…did you use the drepsam on him?” 

  Natosha nodded once and took another small sip of milk.  “You should know that was a necessity.  I wasn’t sure if my looks could sway him enough to destroy their marriage.  I had to be sure my plan would work, which it did.” 

  “It would seem as though there is some discord between them,” Saris agreed, twirling a coil of blond hair that had escaped her braids around her finger.  “And you used the drepsam each time you visited him?” 

  “Yes, why?”  She took another gulp of the milk, and Saris saw that Natosha felt relieved it was staying down. 

  “I was only wondering, dear sister.  After all, you know what too much drepsam will do to mortals.” 

  Natosha rolled her eyes.  “Yes, they go mad.  But I didn’t give him that much.  Remember, I wanted to cause strife.  If I had killed him right away the Lystian queen would have been heartbroken, but she would’ve gotten over it and come after us with a vengeance.  As of now, I’ve caused her to mistrust the one she loves the most, and there is nothing worse than that.” 

  “Indeed,” Saris murmured.  “Indeed.” 

  “It is too bad he is our enemy.  He is a fine catch of a man.”  Startled at the words coming out of her mouth, Natosha whipped her head over to stare at her sister.  “That’s…that’s not what I meant to say at all!” 

  “Sure it is,” Saris stated.  “The whole purpose of giving you milk laced with a truth potion is so that you’ll speak facts.”  She leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees and setting her chin in her hands.  “Tell me sister…did you enjoy your romps with the Lystian king?” 

  Natosha tried to hold her tongue, shocked that her sister had done this to her.  But the milk had been tainted strongly with the tasteless potion, and her tongue was compelled to answer. 

  “Immensely.  He is inexperienced, however he’s a quick study.”  Her face colored brightly at her tongue’s choice of words.  She clenched her fist and tried to keep her mouth closed, thinking of any sort of counter-spell that would reverse the potion; she could not, however, seem to come up with one. 

  “Interesting,” her twin commented.  “Yet surely you were intelligent enough to keep your feelings out of it, yes?  You feel nothing for the father of your child?” 

  Natosha’s eyes welled with water as she tried to fight the response from spilling forth.  She didn’t want her sister know what she herself was just now coming to realize.  The spell, however, would not let this fact pass untold. 

 “I want him for myself.  I crave the attention he bestows upon his wife, and the lust he carries for her.  I want him to love me as he loves the queen.  I want a man who does not yearn for other women to sake his tastes in bed, or to do his dirty work for him.  I deserve better!” 

  A sob escaped her throat, as the reality of what she’d just said sunk in.  A frightened look at her sister showed Saris’ face had paled.  She was sitting back now, her eyes flashing dangerously. 

  “And you would give this war to the enemy in order to have him?” 

  “No!” Natosha answered.  “I would not do such a thing.  I will remain here to rule this realm as I always have.” 

  Saris stood up and started towards the door.  “You will remain here until you die, Natosha, but rule here you will not.  I will not allow such a traitorous fool to be in control—especially in the middle of a war!  I had profoundly hoped that the answers you would provide would be ones to my liking, and to the well-being of our realm.  I see now that it is not so.  As long as you harbor some sort of emotions for this man, then we can no longer trust you.” 

  “That is absurd!” Natosha cried out, standing up.  She straightaway began to sway, and sat back on the bed. 

  “The rest of the potion is kicking in,” Saris calmly told her.  “You’ll be resting really well tonight.  Such a shame we could not continue rising to the top together, sister.” 

  The door banged loudly as Saris left, and Natosha had no doubt that it had been sealed with magic to keep her confined.  The potion continued its work, and the room began to get fuzzy.  Moments later, she was asleep. 

    

    

    

  Back in her quarters, Saris shook with fury.  If her sister felt anything at all for King Keelan, then her role in the mountain of witches was coming to a firm end. 

  “How could you?” Saris yelled.  She crossly grabbed the candelabra and threw it against the wall, warping the brass and extinguishing the flames. 

  “Feeling a little bit testy this evening?” 

  The God of the Dead appeared next to the crackling fireplace.  The chill of the mountain, even in the summer heat, called for small fires in most of the rooms. 

  “Eerich, I am not in the mood.” 

  He chortled.  “Women never are.”  He ducked as she used her magic to chuck the bent candelabra at his head.  “Damn it woman, watch it!” 

  “You watch it,” she growled.  Her hair had come out of its thick braids and was disheveled and wild.  It matched the look in her eyes.  “I am in no mood for games or jests!” 

  Eerich sauntered over to her, towering above her by almost a foot.  “And what are you in the mood for, Saris?” 

  A single tear trickled down her cheek.  “She will betray us.” 

  Eerich nodded once.  “Aye, that she might very well do.” 

  “I will not have her jeopardize everything we have built.  It will not happen!” 

  “Then do not let her,” he said.  He waited as he watched her carefully, knowing the thoughts that were running rampant inside her mind.  Those kinds of thoughts bred doubts about her sister that would soon benefit the God of the Underworld. 

  Saris turned away from him and stormed over to the window.  “I am at a crossway, my Lord Eerich.  I do not like the choices I have before me.” 

 “The paths we choose in life need not be hard, Saris.  I can make them easy for you.” 

  She gazed out into the night, pushing back more tears.  She would not cry in front of a god.  “Many nights I have come to this window with many a wicked inclination in my head.  Never have I regretted my choices and actions.  I have never stopped to consider my wickedness being right or wrong…until now.” 

  Eerich waited patiently for her to go on. 

  “I do not know if I am ready to do this.” 

  He approached her and lifted her hair away from her shoulders.  He moved so that his lips were barely caressing the nape of her neck, his hot breath making her skin tingle.  “We can do it little by little, if you prefer.” 

  Her sharp intake of breath at his words aroused him. 

  He had never stayed this close to her before, and the last time he’d left a mark from biting her. This time, however, his closeness did not bother her at all.  Saris held her breath and concentrated on the thick tree line of the forest beyond the Black Lake, trying to avert her thoughts.  It was hard to see much outside with the downpour that had commenced earlier. 

  You must be strong, she scolded herself.  Natosha has always had more than you.  Natosha had run off and married first, she’d always been Rohedon’s favorite, her magic surpassing her sister’s.  But wasn’t it time for Saris to have some triumph of her own?  Why shouldn’t she gain the upper hand and take over the realm?  She was certainly capable.  The men and women in Rohedon’s Realm held her in just a high regard as Natosha.  If she were to take over, it would be a smooth transition… 

  But then she thought of the memories they shared together.  They had been very much inseparable for most of their lives.  Their childish, crystalline laughter filled her ears and she could almost see them running together through the fields of their homestead, hands interlaced and not a care in the world.  They had been so close once.  Each time their mother or father whooped one of them, the other would feel it and cry for her.  The first time Saris was stung by a bee, Natosha used the little bit of magic she was born with to remove the stinger and take away the bite of the poison.  So much love they’d had for one another… 

  The day that Natosha had met Rohedon, Saris had not been there merely because she had burned breakfast that morning and had been confined to the house with a cumbersome amount of chores as punishment.  Otherwise, she might have met Rohedon at the same time, and the twins could have shared their powers equally.  That was when everything really began to change.  Sure, Natosha had been drifting away from her gradually for some time by that point, but they’d still been thick as thieves.  Rohedon had changed all of that.  As soon as he was in the picture, her relationship with Natosha began to unravel, and both of the twins developed a lust for greed that had spiraled their lives to a whole other level of lunacy.  They got so caught up in what was opened up to them that they failed to try and maintain what they’d had before.  Natosha and Saris were still closer than most siblings, but everyone had their breaking point.  What was hers? 

  “Think about it,” Eerich whispered into her ear, nuzzling it gently with his red beard. 

  There was so much to lose… 

  The god’s hands slid around her hips, the tips of his fingers tantalizingly digging through her thin dress.  “What has she done for you, Saris?” 

  Plenty, Saris’ mind told her, and she voiced that opinion out loud.  “If it wasn’t for her, I would not have met my husband and come into my powers. I owe her for what I have become.” 

 “Do you owe her…or me?” 

  Saris struggled to keep her thoughts straight.  She owed them both, but her allegiance was to her twin.  No one else had been there for her through the good and the bad like Natosha had. 

  “My magic is dark and strong,” Eerich said in his deep voice.  He leaned her back against him, allowing her to feel how aroused she’d made him.  “Will you continue to resist it?” 

  She couldn’t answer…she didn’t trust her words.  Her eyes found the lake and she fancied she saw images of Natosha floating upon its surface.  Heavy rains distorted the image, yet it seemed to become clearer the longer she looked at it.  At first the mirage was the beautiful, happy twin that Saris had always known; but then it rippled, and her sibling’s expression changed to something dark and unknown.  It stared back at her with malice. 

  “But she is the only blood relative I have left…even all of my children have grown and left me.” 

  “I shall give you more,” the god promised.  “I shall give you what your heart desires: unchanging beauty, children to bear, and power unrivaled.  Just say the words, Saris.  Say them now.” 

  She moaned in response, closing her eyes against the visage of her sister in the water.  Would this be worth it?  There would be no going back if she gave in to the God of the Underworld. 

  “What has she done lately other than cause you troubles, my dear?  All the meddling with the enemy king, whom she is bringing ever closer…” 

  “She should never have interfered as she did,” Saris muttered angrily, opening her eyes again.  The visage of her sister in the water had dissipated. 

  “That witch has always come first, hasn’t she?  First in line for every man and magic, it seems.” 

  “It isn’t fair,” she whispered.  “I’ve worked so hard!” 

  “And you want to be remembered, don’t you, Saris?” his voice murmured. 

  “Yes!” the witch answered breathlessly.  “They should remember me for all that I have done.” 

  “As well as for all that you will do…once you acquiesce to what you want.” 

  Saris squared her jaw.  “I want her power, Lord Eerich.” 

  The god smiled ferociously as he whipped her around to face him.  “You are sure, Saris?” 

  She nodded, afraid to think too much on it in case her mind should change.  “Yes, I am sure.” 

  His grin broadened.  “Then when her body is wasting away in the depths of my hells, you will remain healthy, safe, and unimaginably powerful in the land of the living.  Tell me…do you give me your sister’s life?  Last chance to turn back.”  His eyes glowed a strange reddish-orange, ablaze with the powers within. 

  “Take her at your whim, my Lord,” Saris said, “but take me now.” 

  His lips found hers as he pinned her against the wall beside the window so roughly that it hurt.  When he released her from the kiss, he grunted, “Not here.  I will have you in my chambers.” 

  A whirlwind engulfed them and Saris closed her eyes. 

    

    

    
  Silvia awoke with a gasp, shrieking with pain as a blade began to slip into her side.  Someone yelled and the sword tip was yanked out of her with force as the weapon-yielder was knocked down.  Scrambling towards the tent flap, she saw Hans reaching for her and grabbed for his hands.  They both turned to look back, and Silvia saw with horror who her attacker was. 

  Keelan. 

  “No…” she whispered. 

 Dalton had the king’s arms pinned behind his back as Keelan struggled to break free.  Her husband’s face was a picture of pure madness: his eyes were distraught and darted everywhere, and he had sweated through his clothes until they nearly dripped.  His hair was damp and his skin had a pale clamminess, as though he were sick.  And indeed, he was. 

  “I was so close!  I’ve been hunting the little bastard for years and finally had him cornered!” he cried out, struggling against the prince.  “Let me go!” 

  “Get the queen out of here!” Dalton yelled to Hans. 

  As Hans pulled the Lystian’s leader from the tent, Lord Cambry and General George rushed inside.  Standing up shakily, Silvia looked at Hans with teary eyes that would have melted ice. 

  “What happened, Hans?  What’s happened to him?” 

  “I-I don’t know milady,” he stuttered.  He tore off his shirt and pressed it to her side.  “Keep pressure on this, Queen Silvia.”  He took her hand to help him press upon the wound, which was leaking a good bit of blood. 

  A shrill bark rent the night air and Dalton cried out.  A red blur ran out of the tent flap, hesitated a moment, and then ran straight at Silvia.  At the last moment it jumped. 

  As she fell backwards trying to get away, the red fox stopped in midair, struggling and snarling inches from her face.  The prince came crashing out of the tent with a bloodied hand, followed closely by Cambry and George, and something odd began to happen. 

  Keelan’s fox form rose into the air, and as it did he began to cease struggling; his eyes became less wild and haunted.  His body continued to rise and it looked as if he was falling asleep.  Tiny sparkles appeared on his red coat, glinting in the starlight which painted the night sky.  As everyone gazed on, more and more sparkles began to appear.  The sparkles began to take on the shape of hands, and then arms, followed by a glittering body mass.  Keelan’s eyes closed slowly, and he went limp in the arms of the one who now held him. 

  Silvia’s eyes filled with gratitude as she realized what had happened.  “Thank you, Lord Firayis.” 

  The surrounding part of the encampment instantly took to their knees in reverence of the God of Dreams.  Duke Byarne came walking up to the scene, saw everyone genuflecting, and followed suite, wondering what had occurred. 

  The god finished forming and became solid; his expression was a somber one. 

  Lord Cambry glanced over at Silvia and saw her wound turning Hans’ shirt red.  He hurried over to her to see how bad it was.  He lifted the cloth and grimaced at what he saw.  “It’s deep, and bleeding badly.  We need to get it cleaned and stitched up, milady.” 

  “You are a Healer,” Firayis said in a wispy voice. 

  “No, unfortunately I cannot claim that title,” Cambry said.  “I only know a few things that may help when people are injured, but that is the extent of what I can do.” 

  The god nodded and shifted Keelan’s fox form as though he were holding a sleeping baby.  “Whether or not you want to admit it, you have healing powers within you.  With your help she will live, kind mortal.  I will keep the king resting for now.” 

  He ambled off slowly and took a seat on the very rock Keelan had been balanced upon just a few hours before. 

  Cambry shook his head and looked at Silvia.  “You truly are a bringer of the gods, my Queen.” 

  Dalton was at her side in a rapid flash of motion, picking her up in his arms and rushing her off to his tent with Cambry hot on his heels.  Inside, the prince laid her down on blankets of goose feathers and removed his knife from its sheath.  Cambry watched him intently as Dalton cut open her dress and pulled it apart to better see the injury. 

 Hans burst into the tent, still jolted by the series of events.  His pitiful gaze went to his master, and then a light came into his eyes.  

  “Lord Cambry, you healed her husband when his injuries were much more severe.  Can you do the same with her?” 

  Cambry sighed and reached into a pouch that was tied to his weapons belt. “If the leaves are not too dry, they may work.  But understand that I’ve been carrying them for weeks now.  Their potency will not be as high.”  He glanced up at Dalton.  “Do you have any stout drinks with you, by chance?” 

  Dalton grinned wolfishly.  “If only you knew.”  He darted off and uncovered a small box of bottles.  “What’s your poison?” 

  “She’ll need the strongest you have, and I need some sort of bowl.” 

  Dalton sifted the bottles around, picking up several to look at their labels.  “Ah, this is the one.”  He hurried back over to Cambry and handed him the bottle.  “A visiting king had a whole keg that he sold to my parents for a small fortune.  This is all that’s left—and that’s only because I stole it.”  He fished around until he found a small bowl and handed it over as well. 

  Cambry popped the cork piece out of the neck of the bottle.  “Silvia, I’m going to need you to drink a good helping of this…you’ll need it.” 

  She nodded her head in agreement and reached for the bottle.  Holding it to her lips, she took several long gulps.  The liquor was like fire going down her throat and she began coughing, crying out when the motion aggravated her wound. 

  Cambry took out his remaining leaves, and said a short prayer to the Goddess of Healing.  “Please let this work.” 

  He soaked the leaves in the alcohol as he muttered strong magic words—the only magic he knew was through the tiny bouts of healing he’d performed over the years; it was a trait his great uncle had started to pass down before he had unexpectedly went to the Underworld.  Once the leaves were completely saturated with the drink, he scooped them up and stuck them inside the sword wound.  Silvia screamed at the top of her lungs as pain shot through her entire body.  Cambry held her down by keeping pressure on top of the leaves on her wound, making sure what little magic he had was going straight into her body.  She writhed beneath him, crying out again.  Dalton took her hands in his and squeezed them, soothing her with low words that Cambry couldn’t hear.  Perspiration covered the queen’s face, and a few moments later she lay still. 

  “She’s fainted,” Cambry said.  “It is probably for the best.” 

    

    

  Chapter Fourteen:  Body Pacts 

    

  The first thing she noticed was the intense heat.  It enveloped her like a cocoon in the well-lit room.   

  She looked around, finding herself in the middle of a subterranean cavern whose ceilings were well beyond her sight.  Despite the heat, there was a roaring fire with logs in it burning along one side of the room.  Astonishingly, it did not seem to be the bearer of the ungodly heat in the room; if she hadn’t known any better she would have said that the fire was for decoration.  A thick mantelpiece rested above the fire, adorned with all manner of strange masks.  Many were even hung on the stone wall that stretched up to the ceiling, dangling from thick iron pins.  As her eyes lowered, the flames seemed to take on shapes, dancing before her atop the logs.  One even seemed to reach a thin arm out to her, tendrils flames flaring up at the fingertips. 

  She turned away from the fireplace to discover the rest of the room.  Jutting out of the wall a ways over to the left of the fire was a huge mass of stone that was waist-high to her, with two ornately carved stone slabs on each side.  The top of the massive rock had been hollowed out about half a foot and was filled in with the plushest bedspreads and pillows she’d ever laid eyes upon.  Albeit incredibly inviting, she denied the urge to see how soft the blankets were on the stone bed. 

 Her gaze kept going to the left, where she saw a long maroon-colored couch along the wall; in front of it sat a low table with claws at the end of the legs and chairs and stools that matched the couch.  A lofty archway opened up next leading into darkness so black that nothing was discernible.  After the doorway was a smaller archway that led into an antechamber; this was lit with a faint light.  Past this was a towering bookcase which expanded over the rest of the wall; the top was lost in the obscure ceilings and every inch of the shelves were taken up with leather-bound books. 

  Rude chills swept through her body and as she glanced down at the goose bumps on her arms she saw that she was unclothed, save for a weightless skirt that hung on her hips and had slits on the sides going all the way up.  Her feet now stood on a thick bear rug, which she was sure hadn’t been there a few moments ago.  The rug was gigantic, and she wondered how massive the beast was before it had been killed.  Her hair was no longer in braids, and hung in long curls to her midsection. 

  “Such exquisite curves your body holds.” 

  Saris spun to see the God of the Dead directly behind her, bare to the waist.  His observatory gaze stroked her from head to her toes, and her skin tingled in response.  She made no move to cover her breasts and smiled sensually as Eerich’s eyes rested upon them.   

  Her eyes trailed his form also.  His body was well-constructed: broad shoulders with muscular arms, and a chest that boasted of strength beneath its quantity of tight red curls. 

  “Do you like what you see?” he asked. 

  “I think we both know the answer to that,” she said. 

  “Are you ready for what lies ahead?” 

  Some of her confidence faltered, but she hid it.  “I am as ready as I can be.” 

  He cocked his head to the side.  “One thing you must not do is lie to me, Saris.” 

  Saris let out a gust of air nervously.  “This isn’t easy for me.  I am betraying my blood kin.” 

  “She who has betrayed you time and again with the Lystian king,” Eerich growled.  “What do you think will happen when she births the baby?  She will go crawling to him, and she will give up whatever she has to for him to accept her and the bastard child.  Whatever knowledge she holds of you, Clea, and Rohedon’s Realm will be known to all.  Is that what you wish?” 

  Sulkily, she wobbled her head from side to side. 

  “Then you must take action,” he said, walking forward.  “Be the tough sister, Saris, and do what is right for you. You’re leading your destiny now.  I think it’s time you show it.” 

  “My Lord Eerich, I do not know where to begin,” she admitted. 

  “Let me help you with that,” he said softly.  He ripped off her skirt, shimmied out of his breeches, and pulled her down onto the bear rug so that they were facing each other on their knees.  “What your husband realized but never thought through was that every great power that is given to a mortal comes with a great cost that must be paid.  The price you will pay will be your sister’s life.  There must also, however, be a sacrifice of your blood.  Are you willing to shed yours and give your sister’s life so that you may have that which you seek?” 

  “Yes.” 

  “The life of your sister must be extinguished by your hand only.  Do you agree to the bindings of this pact?” 

  When she didn’t answer, his fingers touched her face, and dropped down to her cleavage.  Here, he dallied as he traced each nipple with his finger. 

 Saris let her head loll back in pleasure, and uttered a throaty, “Yes…I agree.” 

  Eerich held up his hand and a knife floated down from atop the mantle.  He took the knife, looked at her hard, and said, “You first.” 

  She wasn’t sure what she had been expecting when he said blood was needed.  She knew it was not, however, being laid down and having the knife cut a shallow, but bloody line all the way from her sternum to the tip of her womanhood.  Her jaw fell in shock as he also sliced open the palm of each of her hands. 

  “Give me your blood out of your own free will, Saris,” Eerich said.  He was nearly panting out of lust for her, yet there was an order in which things had to be done. 

  Uncertain, she held out her hands to him, palms facing upwards.  He clutched them and brought them to his face so that he could lick the blood dripping out of her.  Then he lunged forward and let his tongue follow the knife’s path on her chest, and as his tongue touched her she discovered that the cuts were starting to heal from it.  He went lower and lower until he had reached the bottom.  Once there, he dove into her most private of places.  Despite her pain, she dug into his long hair with her bloodied hands to draw him further into her. 

  He lifted his head minutes later, bearing a look that nearly made her back away.  He seized the knife once more and made deep slices in his chest and on the palms of his hands.  As his blood dripped down his body, his eyes shifted colors—settling on an eerie red with yellow tints on the outside rims.  Saying nothing he held out his hands to her. 

  Saris sat up and grasped his hands, bringing them to her face.  Her stomach tried to revolt against the action she was about to take, but she quelled the feeling and drank the blood from his palms.  He moaned as she did so, and for a second she almost believed she felt a surge of prickling sensations as her pain left her body.  She moved closer and ran her tongue over the lacerations on his chest; this time, she knew that the tingling sensations were not her imagination. 

  Grabbing a fistful of her hair, Eerich jerked her head back.  “Enough,” he breathed heavily.  “We must complete the pact…now.”  His body trembled with uncontrollable desire.   

  He would wait no longer. 

  Saris leaned back, pulling him down on top of her.  Her body was crazed with yearning and the sole thought in her mind was that if she did not have him inside her in that instant that she would burst and die. 

  The God of the Underworld drove himself into her hard, and she screamed with pain and pleasure.  His movements were sure and measured, and meticulously planned so as to make her quickly reach the highest points of ecstasy.  As he prepared to finish, he thrust harder.  He bellowed as he spent himself, and the entire room shook so violently that Saris was sure the roof of it would collapse upon them. 

  “The pact…is sealed,” he gasped. 

    

    

    

  She didn’t want to open her eyes.  Let it all be a dream, she thought.  Let me be at home in the palace taking a midday nap.   

  Her eyes flickered and cracked open.  She was in a tent that was not her own.  She wanted to move, but her instincts told her to take it slowly.  As she rolled over onto her back, she whimpered in discomfort. 

  “Queen Silvia, you need your rest.” 

  Prince Dalton was sitting atop a small folding stool, observing her every move. 

 “Where are we, Dalton?” 

  “We’re in my tent, Your Highness.” 

  Her hands went to her side, where she saw with confusion that a large section of her dress had been cut away, revealing a fair amount of her pale flesh.  The skin here was tender and had a peculiar scar upon it.  She touched the flesh gingerly, knowing this to be the source of her discomfort. 

  “Does it hurt, milady?” asked the prince softly.  “I can fetch Cambry or Zander and have them make you a concoction to help you sleep…” 

  “No, I am fine, my Lord.  It doesn’t hurt, really.  It just feels quite odd.” 

  “The magic is still working on the inside then, I would assume.” 

  They let silence resume in the small area as the sounds of nighttime drifted through the cloth: crickets and frogs singing to the night sky. 

  After a while, Silvia inquired, “Did it really happen, Dalton?” 

  He moved himself onto the blankets beside her.  “You know that it did.” 

  She captivated him with sorrowful eyes. 

  “You’re going to ask me why he did what he did, and that I am not going to be able to answer,” Dalton said.  His long black hair had been taken out of its leather thong, and spilled over his shoulders.  He brushed it out of the way absentmindedly.  “What I will say is that it will not happen again.” 

  “Where is he now?” 

  “Lord Firayis has him.  As far as I know, the king is still sleeping.” 

  Silvia slowly pushed herself into a sitting position.  “How did we end up like this?”  She sighed and shrugged her shoulders.  “I just don’t get any of it.  I wish I could understand how Natosha’s powder—Lord Cambry called it drepsam—is affecting Keelan’s perception.  This behavior is so unlike him, Dalton.” 

  “I can see that.”  Dalton handed her the cup he was holding.  “Here.  It’s more than likely not something you’ll like, but I think you need something to drown out these thoughts.” 

  The drink had no smell, so Silvia swigged half of what remained inside it.  Directly afterwards her taste buds were running amuck from the aftertaste of the liquor.  She coughed and glowered at Dalton, who laughed. 

  “I informed you it wouldn’t be to your liking.  Give it a few moments for the deridam in it to take effect.” 

  Silvia groaned.  “This has deridam in it?  Why didn’t you tell me?” 

  Dalton looked surprised.  “You didn’t ask.  I was just offering you what I had to give.” 

  “Damn the Dark Moon…I am so irritable.  Forgive me, dear prince.” 

  “There is nothing to forgive.  You have every right to feel as you do, Your Grace.” 

  As she handed the cup back to him, Silvia noticed she was wearing jewelry that she didn’t recall putting on: her right hand now donned a beautiful ruby encircled by intricately woven silver on the middle finger.  She touched the beautiful stone in wonder. 

  “Do you like it?” Dalton asked. 

  “It’s stunning,” she whispered.  “Where did it come from?” 

  “It is my gift to you,” he said softly.   

  “A gift?  What for?” 

  His dark eyes found hers and lingered.  “What reason do I need to give a queen a gift?  Not that it is nearly exquisite enough for you, but it was all I could find in Nillias on short notice.” 

  “Dalton, it’s beautiful,” she said, “but I cannot accept this.” 

  “I want you to have it.  Please…a gift from my family’s kingdom to yours.” 

  She sighed and smiled.  “All right then.”  The deridam was now warming her stomach and she was starting to feel much better.  “You know, Prince Dalton, I long for the day when this journey is over.” 

 “You, and many, many others—myself included,” Dalton said.  “So what will you do at the end of your grand adventures in the world?” 

  She grinned.  “Find new ones.” 

  Dalton laughed. 

  Silvia stared at him, looking at the sharp curve of his jawline and the way his hair kept falling over his shoulders.  “And what will you do, Prince Dalton?  What great adventures await you after you return to the life of royalty?” 

  His face became solemn as he met her eyes.  “Finding something to keep me near you.  Or maybe find something to keep me away.  I haven’t decided which yet.” 

  “Why would you wish to be near?” she asked in a quiet voice. 

  “What man wouldn’t?” he said.  “To be in your presence is akin to having the most powerful of blessings bestowed upon you.  To be at your beck and call entices me to the core.  I would love to watch as you age beautifully and become an old wise woman in your later years.  I would know everything you would be willing to share with the world…or with me.” 

  Silvia couldn’t move; she was so captivated by his words.  Finally she sputtered, “So then why would you want to keep yourself away?” 

  His eyes darkened.  “I think you already know that, Silvia.” 

  “You’d keep away because of Keelan.”  The idea of it saddened her profoundly, yet she understood.  The drink running through her veins freed her tongue a little more, and she spoke from the heart.  “Dalton…what if I did not want you to stay in some other place far off?” 

  “You have but to ask.” 

  A scent sought for her attention, and her dragon senses became alert.  She recognized the smell of another dragon’s musk.  Shaking her head, she rid herself of the notion that another dragon was nearby.  The deridam must have worked wonders on her to make her imagine such things.  Her mind raced to her husband: Keelan had committed adultery on more than one occasion, and then had nearly begged her to take another man to her bed to make them even.  Her mind went back to the night in Nillias when she’d dreamed of being taken by a large male dragon and her breath caught.  It had seemed so real, but she swayed her thoughts forcefully back to the man in front of her. 

  Her heart seemed to stop beating as she said, “I’m asking now.” 

  The prince said and did nothing; he only stared at her with a fierce countenance she couldn’t read.   

  She reached out and tucked some of his hair behind his ear so that she could see his face more clearly.  “Why do you look at me so?” 

  “I am holding myself back,” he whispered in a rough tone.  “The things I want to do to you are not fit for the wife of another man.” 

  Her breathing grew ragged as she contemplated what he was saying.  Moving forward, she raised up on her knees to be eye to eye with him. 

  “What sorts of things?” 

  He watched her edge closer and he held his breath, hoping both that she would back away or that she’d come nearer still 

  “Silvia…” he managed to say before her mouth engulfed his.  His self-resolve shattered and he drew her to him in a tight embrace.  Her hands found the strings on his shirt and sought to untie them, as he untied the back of her already ruined dress.  In moments they were bare to each other, naked as the day they were born. 

  Silvia couldn’t stop touching his body, feeling all the new curves and groups of muscles that were so different from what she was used to.  He picked her up as though she weighed nothing and laid her down on the blankets.  She grabbed him below and guided him to her lower pair of lips.  He forced himself to slow his motions, afraid he’d hurt her.  He eased into her and the look of bliss on her face awakened every fiber of his being.   

 His body pleasured hers until she was having difficulty keeping quiet.  He covered her mouth with his to stifle her gasps and felt himself gathering for the climax he knew was fast approaching.  Gazing into the emeralds of her half-closed eyes, he exploded within her, barely containing his own yell of pleasure. 

  Dalton stayed atop of her for a few moments, his sweat mingling with hers in the stuffy tent.  After catching his breath, he got up and used her torn dress to clean her. 

  “I had Hans get you a shift to sleep in earlier, but I didn’t want to wake you up to get you to change.” 

  He handed her the shift, which she slid over her head.  “Thank you, Dalton.” 

  He grabbed his breeches and donned them.  Next was a clean shirt to cover how much he’d been exerting his body, though the sweat began to dampen the shirt right away.  As the shirt came down over his torso a loud rumble rent the air, and the earth began to shake viciously. 

  Dalton was thrown to the floor, where he rolled over and sought to protect the queen with his body.  The earth quit shuddering beneath them a minute later, and the loud reverberations were replaced with screams from the camp. 

  “Milady, are you okay?” Hans and Cambry tore the tent flap aside and thundered in.  They saw Dalton getting up, reaching down to help up the queen. 

  “I think she’s fine,” Prince Dalton answered.  “Nothing fell on us in here.  What in the blazes of all Eerich’s hells was that?” 

  Cambry snorted.  “It’d take a smarter man than me to tell you.  I have no clue.” 

  Silvia sat on the stool Dalton had been seated on previously.  “We must find out what that was,” she demanded as she absentmindedly fingered her new ring.  “Whatever it is cannot be good.” 

    

    

    

  The group was still travelling, although it was well into the night.  The horses had had few breaks, and the men were griping to each other in low voices about their want of food. 

  Quentin listened to them with half an ear.  His skin was prickled as if something strange was going on.  Seconds later, the horses went mad, bucking their riders as the ground commenced vibrating fiercely.  He cried out as the saddle dumped him to the ground, the horse he’d been riding bolting into the night.   

  It was over just as fast as it had begun.  Quentin clambered to his feet, frantically searching for Emaree.  He couldn’t see her anywhere.  All around him men were chasing after their horses and helping each other off the ground.  One unfortunate soul had fallen into a crevice which had opened up in the earth and had been crushed by rocks that had tumbled in atop of him.  Aldoa was busy helping men to their feet and seeing to the minor wounds they had incurred. 

  No Emaree. 

  Spotting her horse, he left the path they were following and ran after the beast.  It was prancing around her still form as she lay unconscious at the bottom of a hill.  Its feet were dancing dangerously close to her body. 

  “Shh, good girl,” he whispered to the horse as he ambled up to it..  He reached out cautiously and rubbed its nozzle as it pranced, and the horse visibly calmed.  “There you go—good girl.  That was scary, I know.”  The horse stopped fidgeting and he led it to a nearby tree, loosely tying its reins so that it wouldn’t run off.  He went back to Emaree, who was already starting to stir.  “Hey, are you all right?” 

  She waved him off, getting to her feet.  “I’m fine, Quentin.  I think I hit my head when the horse reared up, but I’m good.” 

 “She was standing over you to watch out for you,” he said.  

  “Such a sweet beast,” Emaree said.  She chuckled.  “Now if only she hadn’t thrown me!” 

  A crack was heard above them, and as they looked up a boulder the size of a wagon dislodged itself began tumbling down the hill straight towards them.  With a yell, he tugged Emaree to the side to get out of the rock’s path.  They toppled to the ground as it neared, and as they looked back, Emaree saw it going directly towards the mare. 

  “No!” she cried, flinging her arms out at the boulder.  The horse whinnied and reared up in fright, but the boulder changed direction, coming to rest ten feet to the right of the animal. 

  Emaree stared at what she’d done, mesmerized by the amount of magic she had just used.  Her arms slowly fell to her sides as Quentin gave her a look of amusement. 

  “Where did you get that?” 

  Aldoa appeared nearby, walking towards them at a brisk pace. 

  “Where did I get what?” Emaree replied, for it was to her the goddess was speaking. 

  “The bracelet that adorns your hand, child,” Aldoa responded tersely.  “I noticed it the other day but regretfully did not pay it much attention.” 

  Emaree glanced down at the jewelry and then back at her. 

  “Let me see it,” Aldoa commanded, holding out her hand.  “No need to remove it—just hold it up so that I may see it better with these old eyes.” 

  The witch lifted her arm towards the goddess in compliance.  Aldoa put her face up close to the bracelet, peering at the whole contraption.  “Where did you get this?” she asked again. 

  Emaree stuttered, not wanting to answer.  “It’s um…it was a gift, milady.” 

  “A gift from whom?” 

  “I-I cannot say,” she responded. 

  Quentin folded his arms across his chest.  “Have the witches visited you, Emaree?  Did they give you this?” 

  She shook her head fervently.  “This is to protect me from them.” 

  “Says who?” he asked. 

  Aldoa ran her finger along the part connecting the ring to the bracelet and inhaled sharply.   “Don’t say it!” 

  Quentin looked at her quizzically.  “But I thought—“ 

  “Forget what I said,” the goddess said.  “Emaree, can you describe the person who gave this to you?” 

  Emaree shook her head.  “They…they were not in human form.” 

  “I want you to put an image of them in the very front of your mind,” Aldoa said.  “I’m going to see if it’s who I think it is.”  She placed her hands on Emaree’s temples.  Shortly after, a smile spread across her face, relaxing her features.  She took her hands away and clapped them together delightedly.  “It is as I suspected!” 

  Quentin was more perplexed than ever.  “And what did you suspect?” 

  “I cannot say,” said the goddess.  “She would be in danger, so we cannot speak of it now—not out here in the open.  When we are somewhere where we can speak more confidentially, I will tell you a story.” 

  Quentin stared at her, threw up his hands, and stalked off, grumbling about women. 

    

    

  Chapter Fifteen: Into the Fire 

    

  “Psst…wake up.  Wake up, you fool!” 

  Natosha opened one eye groggily.  “Ugh, what do you want, Clea?” 

  “I need you to snap out of whatever dream you’re having and get up.” 

  “Not dreaming,” Natosha mumbled angrily.  “Saris spelled me.” 

 Clea rolled her eyes.  “It is no wonder you wouldn’t wake up.  I wish she had told me.  I suppose that’s why your door was shut with magic as well.  It took some thinking to get around that spell and open it.” 

  Natosha’s fogginess was evaporating steadily.  She sat up and groaned from being stiff.  “Damn you, Saris.” 

  “No time for damning anyone right now.  You need to wake up, Natosha.” 

  “I am awake, woman.  What more do you want?” 

  “Something bizarre is going on in your sister’s bedchambers.” 

  Natosha’s ears perked up at the statement.  “What is it?” 

  Her sister-wife was at a loss for words.  “If I knew, I would surely say so.  Come with me and see for yourself.” 

  Glad to venture out of her muggy room and breathe in fresh air, Natosha rose to her feet and followed the other woman out of the room.  They wound through the passageways, going higher up in the mountain until Saris’ door was before them. 

  “You went in without your sister-wife’s permission?” Natosha asked sharply.  This was an unspoken and forbidden thing to do in the mountain: when the wives were not in their rooms no one else was allowed to go inside without explicit permission. 

  “When the earth began to shake, I feared for my fellow wives,” Clea said defensively.  “I knocked, but when I didn’t hear an answer I went in to make sure she hadn’t been hurt.” 

  “I’m sorry, but what in the name of the Dark Moon are you talking about?  Are you trying to get at me for our spat in front of the God of the Dead?” 

  Clea raised her eyebrows in disbelief.  “No, that’s not it at all.  Do you mean to tell me that you actually slept through the whole thing?” 

  The brunette folded her arms across her chest crossly.  “I am not in the disposition for childish games, Clea.  If you would kindly explain, I would very much appreciate it.” 

  “Oh, all right then.  I was in my room and the mountain started shaking.  I looked out my window and saw the lake sloshing about and the trees across the other side of it were moving up and down as though a river were flowing under them.  I ran out and came straight to Saris’ room, and as I said she didn’t answer.  When I went inside…well, let me show you.” 

  She cracked the door open, peeked inside, and then opened it so that she and Natosha could slip in.  She shut the door quietly behind them, gazed at Natosha with a frightened face, and turned to point.  Natosha’s line of sight followed Clea’s hand, and her mouth fell open as she saw what was scaring her sister-wife. 

  In the wall between Saris’ bed and the fireplace (whose fire was now softly glowing embers), was a crack.  As she took in the entire thing, Natosha decided that the word ‘crack’ was not the right term.  A rift had opened in the wall that was big enough to walk in.  It was as black as the darkest hours of a starless night in the crevice, and tiny wisps of shadowy smoke drifted out of the top of it.  A feeling of disquiet crept up Natosha’s spine. 

  “Clea, have you spoken of this to anyone?” 

  “No.” 

  “Then don’t.  I don’t have an inkling as to what this could be or what is occurring in here, but until I do I think we need to keep this between ourselves.” 

  Clea bobbed her head in agreement, her tight bun going up and down in the back. 

  They left the room wordlessly.  Their earlier argument was now forgotten in the wake of the odd discovery in Saris’ room.  They walked away quickly, but the uneasy feeling followed them and prickled at the backs of their necks. 

   

    

    

  Saris opened her eyes.  She questioned her whereabouts at first, but then she remembered. 

  She remembered everything. 

  A glance down at her still-naked flesh showed her that she had no cuts anywhere, yet her body was still streaked with blood.  She shuddered as she recalled the pact with Eerich, but it wasn’t a tremor of revulsion by any means. 

  It was then that she noticed she felt dissimilar…altered in some way.  She frowned, yet couldn’t seem to pinpoint why.  She got to her knees and pushed herself up.  Her body felt energized and renewed.  She stretched and felt magic in every inch of her limbs.  She stopped in awe, looking at her hands. 

  “It feels marvelous to have so much magic coursing through you, does it not?” Eerich said from the couch. 

  “I feel so alive,” Saris said excitedly. 

  “You don’t have the full extent of your powers yet,” Eerich told her.  “The weaker your sister gets, the stronger you become.  When you kill her, you will gain her full power.” 

  Saris’ smile dwindled.  “Must I be the one to kill her though?” 

  He frowned at her from his perch on the couch.  “You wanted the damn powers, and you will get the rest of them when you kill her.  That is part of your side of the bargain, dear Saris.  You will have it all when her blood stains your hands.” 

  “And if she dies by the hand of someone else?” 

  His eyes darkened.  “Do you really want to find out?” 

  “No,” she said quickly.  “But we are in the middle of a war, and there could always be a chance of someone killing her before…before I can work up the nerve.” 

  “I am pondering if it would be best if I help you with her death,” the God of Evil said, tugging on his beard.  “In this way I can ensure that your pact will not be broken.” 

  “Whatever you desire, my Lord,” Saris was quick to assure him.  “If that is what you wish to do.”  Her eyes lit up and she stood from the bed.  “I feel much stronger than ever before, Lord Eerich, but tell me…are my powers any greater than hers yet?” 

  “You are stronger now, but not by much.  As soon as the final deed is done, you will come into your full power as I’ve told you repeatedly.  But for every great draw of magic that you pull, know that you pull it from her to you.  You will weaken her quickly, and when you are ready to finally proceed…you will finish the deal.”  His eyes glowed orange, reflecting the dancing flames that cast their glow about the room. 

  “My curiosity is piqued, Eerich,” she said in a sultry voice, walking towards him with a sway of her hips.  “What happens if the pact is broken?” 

  “Little Saris, so full of questions.”  He stood up and sauntered over, pulling her to him roughly.  “You want the answers to so many questions all at once, but you have only earned so few.” 

  “I must earn your answers?” she questioned. 

  “Let us just say that if I see your efforts to do what others would consider ‘unsavory’ or ‘despicable’, then I would be more prone to give the answers which you so desperately seek.  Remember that I am the God of Evil as well as of the Underworld.”  His eyes gave off a mischievous spark. 

  A wicked smile touched her lips.  “Then allow me to show you what I am capable of.” 

  Eerich stole a kiss from her, biting her lip in the process.  “I told you once that I liked your fire.  I cannot wait to see you fan it into greatness.” 

 Saris blinked, and they were in the dining hall of the mountain in which she resided, and she was now fully clothed in a new dress.  Servants bustled in and out of the cavernous room, nodding their heads to Saris and the man next to her as they passed by.  Eerich stepped away to sit at the table, propping his large boots up on the wood; his red hair was set aflame by the blazing fireplace.  One servant gave him a scalding look for his feet being on the table, but kept on about her business. 

  Saris felt the magic inside her tingling, and her excitement grew.  She thought of the servants she disliked the most—two younger maids who always found room to complain—and reached out to them with her magic.  She felt it latch on to them and start to draw them near.  Minutes later, they appeared in the same doorway, their eyes looking at Saris with trepidation.  Always together, those two.  Thick as thieves and probably just as trustworthy.  The witch tried to conceal her delight that such a spell had worked—in the past it had taken a lot more concentration and a lengthy spell, and only worked about half of the times she’d tried it.  Now it was, well, easy.  She noted with satisfaction that Eerich was watching her curiously. 

  “Cremele, Dosha…come forth from the shadows and stand before me.” 

  The servants did as they were told, albeit with much hesitance. 

  “Yes, milady?” they said together. 

  Saris stared them up and down.  “Do you like working for us witches?” 

  Cremele and Dosha appeared startled.  They shook their heads from side to side, and the word which came out of each mouth surprised them more.  “No.” 

  “Mm-hmm,” Saris murmured.  “And which of Rohedon’s wives do you dislike the most?” 

  Again, both answered the same thing, with a look of horror on their faces.  “You.” 

  She laughed at their expressions.  “You look so frightened—like little rabbits before a bear!  You need not fear, for I have known this for a long while.” 

  Saris walked up to Dosha and played with her stringy brown hair; her magic reached into the girl’s mind, probing.  “But I know something you don’t know, Cremele.” 

  “What is that, milady?” 

  “Dosha has been meddling where she shouldn’t.  You should ask your brother how many times she has let him take her in the laundry hall.” 

  Dosha’s eyes widened and she looked at the other servant.  “Cremele, it’s not true!” 

  Cremele’s face reddened, but she did not give in to the instigating sting of Saris’ words. 

  “Have either of you no honor?” Saris retorted.  “One mingles into the family with her womanhood, and the other now knowingly accepts this as though it is second nature.  Will you not stand up for your brother if you do not believe my words?” 

  “I wish not to stir up a cauldron of trouble with anyone,” was the only answer Cremele would give.  Her face was aflame with indignity. 

  Dosha blinked back tears and whispered.  “It was only a couple of times, dear Cremele.  Please—do not fault me for something which we have both done with people before.” 

  Saris let out a shrill bark of laughter.  “Do not fault her for bedding your brother, Cremele.”  Her fingers that so deftly played with the servant’s hair now yanked a fistful of it and brought the girl closer to Saris’ mouth.  She whispered, “Yet the bedding of one’s husband is an entirely different story.” 

  Cremele glowered at her friend.  “Dosha, is this true?” 

  Saris plucked the memory out of Dosha’s mind and reached out, touching Cremele’s forehead.  The images transferred and Cremele stumbled back in shock.  The witch turned around and walked over to the chair Eerich was sitting in; her hands found his shoulders and began massaging them as she spoke. 

 “There is no honor amongst yourselves, and no trust between you and me.  I have exposed a great lie between you two ladies.  Who is more appreciative of my honesty?”  When neither answered, her tone soured.  “Who will be a better servant to me and live to see another day?” 

  Both women piped up at her last remark. 

  “I shall!” Cremele exclaimed. 

  “No, it is I who will serve you better!” Dosha argued. 

  “Tsk, tsk.  It is a shame that I cannot give my trust to either of you.  Your words are shallow—not deep enough to hold any meaning to me.  And I’m afraid that I do not trust both of you to live within my home with such new and abounding hate for one another.  Such a thing would be a catastrophe waiting to happen.” 

  “You could banish us both from your domain, milady,” Dosha pleaded. 

  Cremele laughed.  “Ha!  Speak for yourself, wench.  I have done nothing wrong and will not be banished for your actions with my husband and my brethren.” 

  “Then it is settled,” the witch proclaimed. 

  Dosha and Cremele gazed at Saris expectantly. 

  “You shall fight each other for the right to stay here and keep working for me.”  Saris smiled sweetly from behind the God of the Underworld.  “It’s a fight to the death, ladies.” 

  Dosha twittered nervously.  “You must be joking, milady.  Surely you do not wish—“ 

  She stopped short as Cremele’s fist connected with her cheek.  Knocked to the ground, Dosha tried to get back to her feet in a daze.  Cremele scowled at her former friend, turned to the table and grabbed a cutting knife that had been left upon it.  She knelt beside Dosha and ran the blade through the side of her neck.  As Dosha choked to death on her own blood, Cremele stood up and tossed the knife down onto the floor.  She was visibly upset, however held her composure as she met Saris’ eyes. 

  “I hope this satisfies you.” 

  Saris stepped around Eerich as he merrily chuckled from his chair.  “You did what you had to do, Crimele.” 

  “And I get to stay in your work force, Saris?” 

  “Why, of course, dear.  And I have a task for you to do already.” 

  Cremele sighed.  “Yes, milady?” 

  “Walk into the fire.” 

  Her servant balked at the request.  “Excuse me, madam?” 

  Saris went to the mantle and wiped her finger across it to see how dusty it was.  “You heard what I require you to do.  Must I really repeat myself?”  She flicked the dust off of her finger, and twirled the same digit towards Cremele. 

  The servant jolted forward against her will.  She put out her arms, crying out, but her legs carried her slowly to the fireplace despite her protestations.  Eerich leaned forward eagerly to watch, his eyes flicking back and forth between Saris and the doomed servant.  

  Cremele was sobbing openly now, begging Saris to spare her life.  The witch ignored the pleas, using her magic to push the woman further.  As one foot treaded onto the hot coals that had fallen from beneath the giant grate, her slipper began to melt to her sole.  She screeched in pain as the coals burnt away the slipper and commenced melting into her foot.  Her other leg moved forward and the same quickly happened to it.  Saris sneered as the servant was made to put her hands down onto the logs, searing the flesh away and catching her dress on fire.  The magic kept shoving her body forward until she was crouching atop of the crumbling logs, aflame from head to foot and screaming in agony.   

  As her flesh began to melt off of her bones, Eerich moved up behind Saris and rubbed against her.  “Very well, my pet,” he said, grabbing her hips.  “Such a viciousness which lives within you, yearning to be set free.” 

 She moaned in agreement, her eyes never leaving the burning mass of flesh that had finally stopped its ear-piercing cacophony.  She turned around in his arms and bit his lower lip firmly between her teeth; she didn’t draw blood, but she received his attention quickly before letting go. 

  “And now, my Lord Eerich…give me a different taste of my powers.” 

  As she whispered into the god’s ear, Claw disappeared back into the shadows with several other servants.  All of them had been drawn to the screaming, though torture was a common thing to be seen and heard throughout the mountain.  This was different though.  None of them saw any sense in what had just happened. 

  But to someone else, it made a lot of sense.  Clea stood in the shadow of a giant statue which was collecting dust in a back corner of the room.  A little-known path lay behind it, which she had used to get to the dining room when she’d heard the screaming.  The sight of Saris being so intimate with the God of the Dead unnerved her.  And she had no doubt that the burning of the servant woman was to appease his wickedness.  But why?  She pondered many answers as she crept back to her room. 

  None of them bode well. 

    

    

    

  Silvia stretched her leathery wings, feeling the warm morning breeze embracing them as she soared above the army.  She felt safer up here than she did down below.  Guilt racked her mind at the thought, but she shoved it to the side.  She had every right to feel safer away from Keelan at the moment.  She also had a mushroom of guilt inside her from practically throwing herself at the prince the night before.  But Keelan had told her to do something of the sort back in Nillias, so could she be blamed?  Yes and no, she supposed.  Either way there was something about Dalton’s touch that drove her (and her dragon) insane.  She wasn’t sure what it was yet, or if she’d ever figure it out. 

  A scent drew her attention to the north and she followed it cautiously.  Before long she came upon a small pond with a fresh creek pouring into it and a little hut sitting nearby.  She whipped her massive body around and went back to the army.  She landed in front of the massive group where her personal company was and transformed back to her human self.  

  She mounted Rituel hastily.  “We have a source of fresh water up ahead a little ways.  We need to stock up—we’ve been out of water since last night.” 

  “Good,” said Sir Grant.  He glanced over his shoulder at the wagon which followed them.  “Will we be waking His Highness up so that he can drink?  He needs something in his system, milady.” 

  The Queen did not glance back at the wagon, uncomfortable with the idea of Keelan’s current dilemma.  “Yes, we must keep his health up.  Whatever sickness he has will overtake his body if his health declines.  We must not let that happen.  My husband will get better.” 

  Hans smiled from beside her, yet he as well still threw a glance back at the wagon; or rather, who rode aside the wagon.  The Prince of Wexford sat tall and proud on his horse, staring at the black wagon as if his eyes were penetrating the painted wood to see within.  When he turned his head forward again, his eyes snapped to his queen, boring into her back.  Very watchful, this one. 

  The day stretched on uneventfully with the sun scorching them from above.  All were hopeful to reach the water by midafternoon, and then the Moseman Hills by nightfall where they would make camp.  They were all dehydrated, and the horses were in poor condition.  If they were to go until nightfall without water, Silvia was sure they would lose some of the beasts to the heat.  Many hours after she had spotted the water and the tiny cottage, they rounded a large hill and came upon a vast cornfield.  Silvia nodded to her scouts and halted the army with a raised fist. 

 “We should just ride on ahead right behind the scouts,” said Byarne. 

  Cambry gave a slight shake of his head.  “No.  We do not yet know who lives here.” 

  “But we are in a most dire need of water.” 

  “Do not let your thirst endanger yourself or the queen.  There could be an ambush, or hostile people living here.  You forget we now border Rohedon’s Realm.” 

  “Once we get to Moseman Hills we’ll be all but waltzing about just outside Rohedon’s Realm anyway,” the Duke muttered. 

  The statement chilled them all as they waited impatiently for the scouts to return.  Eventually two came back and approached the Queen’s entourage. 

  “Milady, there is but an old woman who lives here.  She seems to be quite ill and has not answered any of our questions about the water.  Indeed, she doesn’t seem to talk at all,” one said. 

  “Well, there’s nothing to be done except go and talk to her myself,” Silvia stated. 

  “Milady, are you sure that’s a good idea?” Grant asked. 

  “No, I’m not, however how long do you think the people behind us will last in this heat without more water?” 

  He nodded in acquiescence and kicked his heels into his horse to spur it forward. 

  Ten minutes later the tip of the army was at the cottage door.  Silvia dismounted, along with her entourage.  They advanced to the steps of the cottage and stopped when they saw the old woman sitting in a rocking chair on its tiny, run-down porch.  She wore a wide-brimmed hat and her head was down. 

  “Excuse me, madam, but we are in great need of some of your water,” Silvia said.  She waited for a response, but received none.  Was the old woman sleeping?  Her chest rose and fell shallowly and she felt a nervous twitter as she began walking towards the woman.  “Milady, we are going to take a large portion of your water for our army.  My men and women are in desperate need of it, and our horses as well.  We shall try to be modest about how much we take.”  

  Still no answer.  Silvia looked back at General George.  “Have them fill their containers.  Horses can be watered at the pond and everyone else can get theirs from further upstream where the waterwheel is.  I want a steady line and no trouble.  Let’s get this done as fast as possible.  We will break for as long as it takes to get everyone taken care of, and then we shall be on our way.  We need to make up time—this lack of water has tired us and slowed us down.  When the woman wakes, we shall tell her we are in her debt.”  She took a seat in a chair at the other end of the porch and watched the old woman’s nearly motionless figure. 

  “Yes, Your Grace—right away.”   

  He hurried off, barking orders at the other generals.  Each one readied their regiment to partake in the water line.  Those with horses led the animals to water first and took them off to graze in a nearby field until it was time to leave again.  Those unfortunate enough to have walked many miles that day instead of riding gratefully took their shares of the water.  The crisp, clear water soothed the parched, aching throats.  Never had water tasted so clean! 

  Silvia refused to drink any water until every man or woman in the army had their thirst sated.  Out of respect for her, her small entourage did the same.  It took much longer than expected to see to the entire army, and many were taking naps by the time the last regiments approached the water.  When General George came back to the porch, Silvia expected him to appear less stressed and more relieved. 

  “What’s the matter?” she asked, standing up. 

 “Milady, we have three more regiments to fill their containers, and yourselves as well.” 

  “Go on…” 

  His face was a ruddy color in the glare of the afternoon soon.  “I don’t know how to say this, but…there is no more clean water to drink.” 

    

    

  Chapter Sixteen: Tainted 

    

  “What do you mean?” Dalton said, stepping forward. 

  George shrugged.  “We depleted the water supply almost all the way up to its source.  The stream that was steadily flowing down earlier is now a thin trickle of muddied water.  It will take quite a while for it to fill again and let the mud settle back down to the bottom.” 

  “By the Dark Moon,” Silvia muttered.  She was as thirsty as her men and women, but she knew she could hold out a bit longer.  Dalton and Cambry had procured a decent amount of spirits in Nillias that they could sip upon here and there.  It would wet their throats, but it was not the water they’d need.  “Ask if any of the men would spare enough water for their King.” 

  He bowed and did just that, returning in minutes with a satchel of the cold water. 

  “Watch over her,” Silvia ordered George, and she stalked off towards the carriage, eager to get this out of the way.  

  Dalton and Cambry hurried after her.  

  “You know you’re not going in there alone, don’t you?” Dalton said as they caught up with her.  His hand was resting on his sword. 

  “I figured as much,” she sighed.  “Come on then.  We need to get moving soon.” 

  They stepped up and into the wagon.  Firayis sat with the king, staring at his silent figure.  Keelan had been changed back to his human form sometime during the day, and lay sweating in his sleep. 

  “You mean for me to wake him,” Firayis said, glancing at the water satchel.  “But his sleep is deep.” 

  “He needs water,” Silvia said.  “Let him replenish with some water and he can go back to sleep.” 

  Firayis smiled sadly.  “He cannot be put back to sleep for a while after I wake him.  Are you sure this is what you want?” 

  She nodded her head.  “Yes, please.” 

  “Little mortal, I have great respect for you and so you have earned my honesty.  Your husband has a sickness which I think even Aldoa cannot heal.  Rohedon’s women may have done permanent damage with their drepsam.” 

  Tears sprung up in her eyes, and she blinked hastily to make them disappear.  “How do you mean, my Lord?” 

  “I believe they used an excessive amount, my dear.  The resulting impairment may very well be irreversible.” 

  Silvia did not hold back the tears when they erupted from her eyes this time.  She sat next to her husband on the cot inside the wagon, and reached over to dab his brow with a cloth lying on the table beside him.  It was one thing to hear Lord Cambry say such things, but to hear it from the mouth of a god was another story.  Her heart grew heavier as she stared down at him. 

  Cambry cleared his throat.  “Lord Firayis, what sort of impairment is it?  What’s happened to him, exactly?  I mean, I think I know, but you’re more knowledgeable than any of us could ever hope to be.” 

  The God of Dreams turned his starry gaze upon the man from Jevelas.  “His mind has been poisoned by their magic.  Imagine having two people inside one body and both of them are fighting to be in control, yet do not know it.  The magic has ruined parts of him that may not be able to be retrieved.  He is, for lack of a better term, unstable and quite dangerous.  There is no telling what his mind will tell him to do, or who he feels like he should hurt.  He is completely unaware of all that is going on inside and reality is blurred by the powder’s poison.  I’m not sure he would be able to tell reality from delusion.”  The god sighed, heavily vexed by the man lying prone before him.  “If I wake him, Your Majesty, he should not be left unguarded.  In fact…I would go so far as to keep him bound.” 

 “Bound?” Silvia looked up sharply, and the look on her faced pierced the heart of each man in the tent, as well as the god.  “But there is still hope that Aldoa can save him…yes?” 

  Firayis opened his mouth to respond, but ended up shaking his head. 

  “I cannot show my people their king as a bound man!” she said through her pain.  “They will see him for what he is not: weak and criminal!  I will not have this.  There must be some other way.” 

  “Queen Silvia, if there were any better news to give, please trust that I would give it.  With my powers I can keep him resting until you reach Lordale, and his health will not worsen.  Is that what you wish?” 

  She sniffled and asked, “You give your word that he will survive without food and water, and will rest easily until we get there?  He won’t…he won’t die?” 

  Firayis stood and bowed low to the queen.  “I give my word that this is so.  His health will be the same as it is now, and I will watch over his sleeping body with my own eyes as much as I can.  If that is what you wish, of course.  If you’d like me to wake him at any time, you have only to give the command.  But you must understand that I cannot guarantee the consequences of doing such a thing.” 

  Silence fell as Silvia contemplated their predicament.  “Keep him sleeping,” she finally whispered.  Leaning over, she placed a kiss upon his lips and he smiled in his sleep. 

  As the group exited the tent in melancholy fashion they were met by Stefan.  “General George instructed me to come and inform you that there is something amiss with the woman at the cottage, Your Highness.” 

  “Has something happened?” she asked. 

  He shrugged, unsure of how to answer, and she signaled for him to lead the way. 

  The old woman was in the same position she’d been in since they’d arrived.  An eerie feeling followed Silvia onto the porch.  She walked over to the woman, whose breaths were shallower than before. 

  “Look at her face, milady,” said one of the Royal Guards who stood nearby. 

  Silvia squatted down, careful to remain in a position where she could move quickly, if needed.  As she did so, the woman’s face came into view. Silvia gasped and nearly fell backwards. 

  The woman was looking right at her. 

  Silvia gathered her composure quickly and said, “Madam, we have taken much of your water to sustain ourselves.  The supply is low, but will rebound soon.” 

  The old woman’s eyes narrowed at her, and then flicked over to the now muddy stream.  She said nothing, but the look on her face was a strange one.  Silvia noticed how red and puffy her eyes were, and that there were globs of a green mucus-like substance caked around the lids and folded up in piles around her nostrils. 

  “She’s sick.” Silvia frowned, backing away a little. 

  The woman kept moving her eyes from Silvia to the water, and back.  She wheezed and opened her mouth as if to say something, but only brownish-green saliva came out. 

  “Your Highness, perhaps you should not be so close.”  Sir Grant stepped up beside the queen. 

  “Yes, you’re right,” Silvia mumbled.  “I do not think any of us should be close to her.  Ready the army.  We’re moving out now.” 

  “But what of the woman?” Stefan asked uncertainly.  “Surely she is ill and needs help.” 

  “I am not sure what it is that she needs,” replied the queen, “but no doubt it is something which we cannot provide.  I know of no spells which would help her.” 

 “So we’re just going to leave her here?” 

  Silvia looked at him sharply.  “What else do you expect us to do?  If she has something which is infectious it would spread through our entire army and kill us all.  I am sure you would not wish that, Stefan.” 

  “No, Your Highness,” he responded rapidly, bowing his head. 

  “Then let’s move out.” 

  The Guard gave one last look at the old woman, who was staring at him and Queen Silvia, then went to deliver the Queen’s orders. 

    

    

    

  Emaree was fatigued.  Between Aldoa’s endless questions about the other goddess and the traveling, she was beat.  It had taken them hours to get all of the horses back after the earth moved, which had put them behind.  Instead of meeting up with the Lystian Queen’s army that morning, they would most likely see them that evening, if all went well. 

  She snuck a peek at Quentin.  He had been unusually silent since the night before, and kept fingering the gorgeous blue sapphires strung around his neck as he rode deep in thought.  He had, however, expressed regret at asking her if her sister-wives had visited with her.  She’d brushed it off, and told him she understood why he’d said what he did.  She assured him that since she was out from under their wicked captivity, there would be no going back—ever.  He seemed satisfied by this, and said no more. 

  Her fingers traced the bracelet on her wrist as she sat atop her mare, staring forward into the distance.  It took her a moment before she realized what she saw before them. 

  “Quentin, look—it’s a giant cornfield.” 

  The white-haired man snapped to attention.  “Good eye, Emaree.  From the looks of the ground here, the army most definitely travelled this way.” 

  Half an hour later they were heading towards a quaint little cottage.  Next to it was a pond which had been recently drained; one could tell by the dampness of the mud and all of the footprints hoof prints around the whole area.  Quentin was positive it had been their army.  His eyes were drawn to the porch, where a figure was lying on the old floorboards.  He called for a halt and rode ahead.  Dismounting, he walked up to the porch and looked through the railing at the body.  It was that of an aged woman, with something nasty and crusty all over her face.  He made a face and watched her very closely, determining that she had passed into the world of the dead. 

  “Step away from her.” 

  Quentin moved back, glancing at Emaree.  “What’s wrong with her?” 

  The witch shook her head.  “I am not certain, but I could swear that I feel Saris’ magic lingering here.” 

  “The old woman died of magic?” he asked. 

  Aldoa rode forward and dismounted near the pond.  “No,” she answered in Emaree’s place.  “Not directly, anyhow.” 

  Quentin and Emaree led their horses over to the water. 

  “Do not let your beasts drink,” said the goddess.  “This water…it’s been soured with magic.  Poisoned, if you will.”  She stepped into the water at the protest of Quentin.  “I am the Goddess of the Waters, child,” she scolded him kindly.  “This water will not kill me, but it needs to be fixed.” 

  She stood in the shallow water silently, with the liquid and mud only coming up to the shins of her robes as her feet sunk into the mud.  Her long gray and white hair fluttered in the breeze and her eyes were glowing white.  A scowl formed upon her face. 

  “This magic is not just Saris’ magic.  It has a touch of something much darker…much stronger.”  Her eyes returned to normal and she looked at them.  “You may let your horses drink now, though there is not much.  I have cured the waters.  It is unfortunate that we did not get here in time for me to help yonder woman.” She nodded her head at the body. 

 Emaree felt as though heavy stones had been dropped into her stomach.  “Saris made her drink the water to ensure her silence when the army rode through, didn’t she?” 

  Aldoa said nothing, but the silence echoed her answer. 

  Emaree’s eyes went to all of the hoof prints and boot prints around the pond and the small waterwheel as she led her horse to water.  “Quentin, how far behind them are we?” 

  “We are not close enough,” he said dryly.  His face had paled considerably as he stared at the ground; no doubt they were all thinking the same thing.  “Water the horses and let’s ride like the Dark Moon is about to fall upon us.  If that woman is any indication, the army could be dead by the time we reach them.” 

  Aldoa exited the water solemnly.  “Let us hope that is not the way this will turn out.  Make haste, young mortals.” 

  “Sir, there is something I which you need to be made aware of.”  An older man with a scar upon his freckled lips had come trotting up to them.  “It appears we have a stowaway amongst us.” 

  Quentin frowned.  “A stowaway?” 

  The man nodded fervently as another soldier walked up behind him with a young lad.  “We found him in one of the carts that was hauling the food.  Looks like he’s laid to waste a bit of our supplies whilst hiding away.” 

  The young child was no more than seven or so, and peered up at Quentin with stoic eyes.  His brown hair was filthy, and his clothes mottled with food stains from where he’d been hiding. 

  “Why are you here, boy?” Quentin said gruffly. 

  The child stared at his hair with a trace of a smile.  “I want to see what the fight will look like, sir.” 

  “Damn this war,” the king’s brother growled, looking around angrily.  He turned back to the boy.  “Where are your mother and father?” 

  “My mother is dead, and my father went with your queen.  I’m going to watch him fight!” he said with excitement. 

  Quentin wiped his face slowly with his hand and glanced at Aldoa and Emaree.  “Just what we need to add to our troubles.” 

    
    

    

  Saris had yet to return.  Clea and Natosha paced the floor of the dining hall apprehensively. 

  “And you are unable to use your mirror to see where she is now?” Clea asked for the second time. 

  Natosha sighed.  “No, Clea.  When all of the pieces went back together, a couple of large pieces were still missing.  Without those, the mirror simply will not work.  We could use the drepsam, but I don’t think it’d be a good idea to pop up on her without warning after what you’ve told me about her spontaneous rendezvous with you-know-who.” 

  “What good does the mirror do us now?  You should destroy the rest of it,” Clea muttered.  She turned into a grouch when she did not get her way...and when she was frightened. 

  “Shall we focus on other things than a broken mirror?” Natosha griped back.  

  “Well how else will we know where she is, or what she’s doing?” 

  “We simply don’t.  There’s no way we could appear without her being suspicious of our suspicions.” 

  “A simple tale made up about a servant doing something wicked, or an important idea or question about the war would be a sufficient reason for trying to find her,” Clea suggested. 

  “Yes, well, let me know when you come up with something that doesn’t sound like a made-up story.”  Natosha absentmindedly rubbed her growing belly with one hand and picked up a hunk of white cheese that was sitting on a plate at the table.  “She’s doing something against us, Clea.  I have no clue why or what it is, but I feel it in my bones.  My magic has been so faulty as of late too…makes me wonder if it’s connected to whatever she’s doing.” 

 “I do not disagree with you, sister-wife.  However, while I do not trust her completely right now, we are in the middle of a war.  Is it prudent to fight with your allies in the middle of a war?” 

  Natosha looked at her sadly.  “It is if your allies are turning into enemies.”  She thought of her sister giving her a truth potion the night before.  Had she gotten the answers she wished to hear?  She was ashamed that Saris now knew that Natosha was developing an attachment to the Lystian King…something Natosha hadn’t even known herself.  “If she is not back by morning we shall both use the powder to go and find her.  We will use the pretense of being worried.  As for now, let us retire to our rooms and get some rest.” 

  They left the dining hall and soon Clea went down a different corridor to her chambers, leaving Natosha alone.  The brunette changed her course, and went straight to Saris’ chambers instead of her own.  She knocked first on the off chance that her sister had returned.  Upon hearing nothing but the sound of her own heartbeat, she opened the door and entered the room, shutting the door quietly behind her. 

  The giant rip in the wall sat like a hulking shadow, mocking her and luring her at the same time.  Seeing Saris’ bowl of drepsam on the fireplace mantel, she scooped some of it into a tiny pocket sewn into her thin skirt.  Eyeing the black rift, she moved closer, noticing the dry heat emanating from it.  A bad feeling pulled at her and she bit her lip, unsure of what she was doing.  Resolve hardened her and she slipped into the crack, rotating her body to the side a little so that she could move more easily.  The crevice was dark, save for tiny orange glowing lines in the rock which seemed to lead the way; to where, she did not know.  The lines were faint, but grew brighter as she made her way along.  No rocks or pebbles littered the floor, and her footing was unhindered.  Up ahead, the tunnel broadened and the walls now glowed with the light from flickering flames. 

  Sweat puckered on her brow and her palms felt clammy.  Natosha swallowed nervously as she neared the end of the odd tunnel in the mountain.  In the tunnel ahead of her came a glow—an ominous red that flickered and pulsed as though it had its own heartbeat.  She came out into a massive bedchamber. To her right she could see a raging inferno in a fireplace that she could have walked into and jumped in—it was that tall.  Taking a quick glance around to make sure no one was coming, she slowly walked inside the room.  

  Massive, she quickly realized, was an understatement when it came to the room.  Everything in it was larger than normal and quite extravagant.  She eyed the bed made of stone and thin blankets atop of what she assumed to be feather-stuffed bedding against the far wall, and a sitting area directly on the curve of wall to the left of it.  The enormous fireplace was decorated with horrid masks that went all the way to the ceiling.  On the left and against the walls surrounding the crevice she had walked through, was the biggest book collection she had ever seen—stretching past her vision as it went towards the unseen darkness of the ceiling.  

  A crackle made her jump, and she saw that there was a smaller archway on the other side of the bookshelves along the wall.  She made her way over to it, cautiously eyeing the entrance to the room, which was tall and wide.  The ante-chamber appeared to be a study of some sort, with books and papers strewn about a large table amidst maps and sketches.  More bookcases lined the walls here, and the fire in this room was much smaller than the one in the room beside it.  Two other desks were set between the bookcases on opposite walls.  She walked by these, shuffling through some of the papers, but seeing a lot of things written in other languages that she did not understand.  Turning, she went to the table in the middle of the room, trying to peer at the papers without moving them this time; it was obvious from the lack of dust and the dull bottle of fresh ink that this table was used much more often, and the movement of documents and books would be noticed. 

 There was one drawing on the table that caught her eye.  It was a charcoal rendition of a series of passages in caves, and something about it seemed oddly familiar.  Before she could put her finger on what it was, her sister’s laughter rang through the air like the tinkling of a tiny bell.  

  “I can’t believe I moved a small battalion without lifting a finger!” Saris was saying.  “So much power running through me…this war will be over much sooner than we had anticipated, my Lord Eerich.” 

  Alarmed, Natosha hurried over to a corner of the room and quickly spread her powder around her in a circle.  She reappeared in her room, her heart pounding at the thought of almost being caught.  But that isn’t what bothered her the most.  Saris now had a crack in the wall of her bedchamber that was a pathway leading directly to the Underworld—and to the God of the Dead’s doorstep.  What were Saris and Eerich plotting? 

    

    

  Chapter Seventeen: Stories of the Gods 

    

  “Might I have a word with you, Lord Firayis?” 

  The God of Dreams looked up to see a hulking figure in the doorway of the Queen’s wagon.  He smiled wanly and gestured for the man to have a seat near the sleeping king.  “It is nice of you to visit with me, Vyto.” 

  Vyto’s face reddened and he became unsure of himself.  “The honor is mine, sir.” 

  Firayis looked at him intently.  “You wish to speak with me about something which irks you.  What is it?” 

  “Your wit is unnerving, my Lord,” Vyto said, and he sat on a stool near the door. 

  “Let’s dispense with the niceties, Vyto.  Call me by my name, please.  It sounds much more personal and I believe we are going to have a very personal conversation, are we not?” 

  The hulking man clenched and unclenched his hands and pulled at his thick pony tail.  “Yes, m’lord, I suppose we are.” 

  The god waited patiently for the man to start.  “I am listening.” 

  “The dreams you bestowed upon me at a young age…were they truly necessary?” 

  “Yes, they were,” Firayis responded.  “I saw a little of your future here with the Lystian army and knew the dreams would help you.” 

  “When I was young, my father used me for my visions.  Was that part of your plan?” 

  Firayis frowned.  “No, it was not.  I would not have wanted that to happen, yet would not have been able to stop such a subtle annoyance.  It was a bad experience for you when you were young, and for that I am sorry.  But now your gift has blossomed and has helped the army.  You have helped your queen.” 

  “I don’t know that I’m the right person to carry such a burden,” Vyto said. 

  “What you call a burden is my gift,” Firayis stated firmly.  “I do not give just any mortal the gift of foresight.  I chose you for a reason, and that reason is that you think with a clear mind.  You work things over in your mind before acting upon them.  Rashness tends to evade you when it comes to decisions.” 

  “I appreciate what you have tried to do for me, Firayis. However, sometimes these dreams are so real…they disturb me.” 

  “I let you see things on purpose.  You need not be afraid in your dreams.  Let them only scare you enough to move you in the right direction.” 

  Vyto chuckled, but it was utterly void of mirth.  “Scare me enough to move me, eh?”  He glared at the god.  “So terrifying me in my sleep is your goal?” 

  “It is not.  I merely need someone to see what could be in the future and warn others if need be.  You take this much too personally, mortal.  I have not been unkind to you.” 

 “I would not call the sick dream you sent my way last night ‘kind’ in any sense of the word,” Vyto growled, standing up. 

  Firayis looked up sharply but kept his seat.  “I sent you no dreams last night, Vyto.” 

  Vyto’s eyebrows furrowed.  “If you didn’t send me those dreams, then who did?” 

  Firayis dared not answer.  “I could not say, for I do not know.” 

  “I wish you gods would quit playing games with my mind,” Vyto said.  He started towards the door of the wagon. 

  “Wait, Vyto.  What were your dreams of?” 

  Vyto answered, yet did not turn around.  His tone was quiet and steady.  “I dreamed that there was a stone mountain on fire, and our part in the war against Rohedon’s Realm will commence well before we fully enter his domain.  I dreamt of a sky darkened by arrows, and the enemy surrounding us.  And then I dreamt of holes in the ground which will swallow us, but we do not die.  We will become fodder for some foul creatures I could not see.”  He revolved his head around to meet the god’s eyes one last time.  “We will all die.” 

    
    

    

  Duke Byarne eased his horse up next to the Lystian Queen’s.  

  “Do you think it was right leaving that woman back there?” she asked him. 

  “That is for the gods to decide.  Not us.” 

  “I didn’t ask what the gods would think.  I was asking what you think, Duke Byarne.” 

  He shrugged his shoulders and rode for a moment.  “I don’t think we had any other choice, milady.  Your decision was sound.  Do not doubt yourself…especially in front of others.” 

  “Be careful, Byarne,” she replied with a smirk.  “Do not mistake my curiosity of other’s opinions for self-doubt.” 

  He chuckled.  “You are smart with your words, young queen.” 

  “My men tell me that we should be making camp just inside the Moseman Hills this evening.” 

  Byarne nodded.  “Yes indeed.  I don’t much like the path we’re going, but I understand the need to get to Lordale faster.  I feel it pulling me like a naked woman with a plate of food.” 

  Silvia turned slowly to look at him and he winked at her. 

  “My idea of humor, milady.  Forgive me.” 

  Silvia smiled and shook her head.  “The more I explore this unknown world around me, the stranger it becomes.” 

  A fit of coughing to her left caught her attention. 

  Maura was swaying a little on her mare as she coughed into her hand. 

  “Maura, are you all right?” 

  The servant waved her question away.  “I’m fine, Queen Silvia.  Do not fret over a little cough.” 

  Byarne cut in, “Do you see that hill over there?  The one that looks like the top half is missing?” he asked? 

  Silvia looked into the distance where he was pointing.  “Yes, I see it.” 

  “That’s Half-Crest Hill.   On the other side of it the Moseman Hills begin.” 

  Silvia’s heart sped up, though there was nothing particularly ominous about the distant hill.  A small river threaded its way through a forest and went straight into the hills at an angle. 

  “At least there will be fresh water to be had,” she mumbled. 

  Beside her, Maura coughed again, turning her head away from her queen. 

  “We should camp on this side of Half Crest Hill,” Byarne said.  “I don’t think it wise to have anyone on the other side at nightfall unless it is a watchman.”  

 Silvia felt uneasy about his comment.  “Why do you say such things?” 

  Byarne looked at her directly.  “There’s a reason people do not travel through here, Your Highness, and you shall see why soon enough.” 

  “More riddles,” the Lystian Queen muttered to herself. 

  “My Queen!” 

  The shout from behind made her halt Rituel and turn him about.  General George was galloping towards her with haste.  He pulled his stallion up next to hers, ignoring the way Rituel nipped at his horse when it got too close. 

  “My Queen, there is something you need to see.  Can we call a break for the army?” 

  Silvia nodded and turned to Sir Grant.  “Tell the other generals to halt for a quarter hour.  We shall pick up the pace again to make our destination before night darkens the sky.  Go ahead and plan perimeter guards and scouts for our camp this evening.  I want only the most diligent men on alert throughout the night.  Understood?” 

  “Yes, milady.  As you wish it, so it shall be.” Sir Grant rode off to deliver her commands. 

  Silvia urged Rituel to follow George out towards the left side of the army, shadowed by Prince Dalton, Duke Byarne, and Lord Cambry.  Hans stayed behind to see to Maura, who was having another coughing fit. 

  The countryside here was still relatively flat, with only the most subtle of hills here and there.  At the base of one such hill, General George stopped and pointed at the ground.  

  “If you could tell me what that is, it’d be appreciated.  Spooked the bloody hell out of a lot of my men.” 

  His finger was gesturing towards a large hole in the ground that was nearly three feet long and nearly as tall.  There was no grass at the base of the hole—only an expansive patch of dirt.  The hole seemed to open up out of the ground like the maw of some giant creature, leading to who knew where other than the blackness inside.  A closer examination of the ground around the hole revealed all sorts of animal bones.  

  And just inside the hole, half buried in the soft dirt, was a human skull. 

  Silvia whipped around to face the Duke.  “What is this?  Is this the reason people do not travel here?” 

  Byarne appeared troubled.  “Yes, this is the reason, but I’ve never seen one outside of the Moseman Hills.  I don’t understand why it is here.” 

  “This is what you’ve been hiding from me?  An animal’s cave?” she barked at him. 

  He shook his head.  “If only it were that easy to explain, Your Majesty.  I told you before that you would see the reason soon enough…and that’s because it is difficult to explain.  No one has ever seen the creatures which live in these dens in the ground.  No one living, anyhow.” 

  Lord Cambry spoke up.  “I’ve heard tales of this place—I remember it now.  My grand-mother used to tell us stories to scare us into not sneaking off in the night.  She’d say the Moseman beasts would come and find us, and drag us into their underground layers.” 

  “And you believed this superstition?” Dalton snorted. 

  “I was young,” Cambry said with a shrug of his wide shoulders.  “Every child gets a fright from such stories.”  He glanced down at the hole with a dark expression.  “But to find out that the stories are true is another beast entirely.” 

  “Are there many more of these crevices going into the ground?” Silvia asked Duke Byarne. 

  His nod was solemn.  “Yes, but they were only within the Moseman Hills, last I was here several years back.  They had not ever ventured out this far.” 

 “Oh, whatever ‘they’ are have ventured out, all right,” George said bitterly.  “We’ve found three more like this so far, though none with as many bones as this one has.  The other ones are a tad smaller too.” 

  “By the gods’ graces,” Byarne mumbled.  “I do not like this news.” 

  Silvia turned a wandering eye to their surroundings.  “If there were large rocks nearby, I could close these off with my magic.  But there are none that I can see.” 

  “Should we set fire to a branch and throw it in to see if the beasts emerge?” George asked. 

  Dalton shook his head vehemently.  “We shouldn’t do that unless we’re aptly prepared to fight whatever it is inside.  For all we know, they may have moved to other tunnels in the ground further back into the Moseman Hills.  Do we really want to draw these things out right now?” 

  Everyone turned to the queen for an answer.  She stared into the hole, letting her dragon senses take over.  “Whatever was here hasn’t been here in days, or I’d smell it,” she said.  “Let us leave them alone for now.  But be wary of them as we travel—I want no word of horses falling into these things, or of wagons and carts losing wheels trying to go over or around them.  If we leave the holes alone, perhaps the beasts will leave us alone when we get to more dangerous territory.  It’s worth hoping for, anyway.” 

  She eyed the forest that was coming from both sides and running parallel to the Moseman Hills ahead.  “Send some scouts into the woods in small groups and make sure we know if there are any holes which appear to be more used than this. Have the soldiers be vigilant…we don’t know what’s out there or if there’s anything else in the woods we should be worried about.  Byarne, you had said that the other path to Lordale was frequented by indigenous tribes who were territorial, yes?” 

  “Yes milady, though we may be out of their traveling range by now.” 

  Silvia wrinkled her nose as a sickly sweet smell drifted out of the hole.  She began backing Rituel away when a cry caught her ears. 

  Sir Grant was threading his horse through the soldiers as quickly as he could, yelling at people to get out of his way.  The horse’s hooves slid to a stop in front of the Dragon Queen.  “My lady, we need to make camp as soon as possible.  I’m afraid some of the soldiers are not looking so well.” 

  “They’re probably in need of more water,” Cambry said.  “Many could not drink their fill back at the pond or have lost their water satchels somewhere along the way.” 

  Grant turned his horse, agitated.  “I don’t think that’s what it is, but if it is, then there’s a river which seems to wind its way to where we are going.  If people can drink their fill there and rest up over the night, perhaps all will be well.” 

  “Very well, let’s get the army moving again and get to that fresh water.  We’ll make camp there so they can have a good night’s rest tonight,” Silvia said.  As they turned their horses to go back towards the front of the army, the queen reached out and tugged on Grant’s sleeve.  “Why do you think it’s something other than lack of water?” 

  Before he could answer, Silvia’s attention was captured by Hans, who was frantically trying to wave her over from far off.  

  “Hold that thought,” she said and kicked Rituel’s sides to spur him forward.  She whistled loudly and the army carved a path with enough room for her, her horse, and the men trailing behind her.  She slid off the stallion smoothly as she came up to Hans, handing the reins over to a young man who was in charge of caring for the beasts of the royal entourage.  With dismay, she saw that Hans stood over Maura.  She rushed over and picked up her servant’s head to cradle it. 

 “What happened to her, Hans?” 

  The older man gazed at her in shock.  “She was coughing up a storm, and fell from her horse, Your Highness.  I tried to catch her, but…” His voice trailed off. 

  Silvia tilted Maura’s face so that she could see it better, and immediately wished that she hadn’t.  The woman’s eyes were leaking a greenish substance, as were her nose and mouth. 

  Just like the woman at the pond. 

  She gently lowered Maura’s head to the ground as another realization hit her: Maura was no longer breathing.  A sob emerged from her throat and she reached out to put her hands on Maura’s body, summoning every magic spell she could think of.  Nothing worked.  Her lifetime servant and friend had passed without any goodbyes or kind words to take with her into the Underworld. 

  “Aldoa, where are you?” Silvia cried out as tears fell from her eyes.  “I need you—please!” 

  Miles away, Aldoa’s head snapped to attention, her eyes clouding over with magic. 

  “Aldoa, what is it?” Quentin asked. 

  “We are too late,” she whispered.  “Death is already upon them.” 

    

    

    

  The world seemed to close in on Silvia in her sorrow.  All she could see were the deep scars in the palms of Maura’s lifeless hands…scars that were sliced into her flesh as part of a vow to protect Silvia from all harm from the night she was born.  This woman had been through every part of Silvia’s life, and had steadfastly stood by her side.   

  And now she was gone.  There had been no goodbyes, no last second life-saving gift from the gods. 

  Just death, in all of its ugly beauty. 

  Vaguely, she became aware of someone shaking her.  The fog in her mind started to clear as she realized that Lord Cambry had her by the shoulders and was inches away from her face. 

  “…to get up, milady.” 

  He was speaking to her in an urgent tone yet her emotions had hold of her mind and would not let it be distracted.  “My sweet Maura,” she whispered. 

  A sharp pinch on her hand stirred her back to the moment and she stared in shock at the man who had just released her skin from his fingers. 

  “You have to get up now, Silvia.  Maura is not the only one who has gone into the realm of the dead.” 

  The fog inside dissipated and she finally understood what the man from Jevelas was trying to say.  She was helped to her feet, where she stood in a daze at the scene before her.  Before her eyes, her army seemed to be falling apart.  Men and women were having coughing fits everywhere she looked, and many eyes were crusted with the greenish-brown mucus that had plagued the woman at the pond.  Even their beasts of burden and what horses she could see had been affected.   

  A sudden thought hit her.  “She was trying to warn us.” 

  “Who was?” Cambry asked. 

  “The woman whose water we took.  When I looked into her eyes, she kept looking from me to the water.  She was trying to warn me that the water did that to her…and that it would do the same to us.” 

  “You didn’t drink any of it, if I remember correctly, yes?” Dalton said, walking up. 

  “No, I don’t think any of us did,” said Sir Grant gravely.  “And what are we to do to help them?” 

  “I-I don’t know,” Silvia stuttered.  “Aldoa isn’t here to heal them.” 

  Cambry threw his hands up in the air and laughed.  “You’re joking, right?”  His smile vanished and he pointed at her as though she were hiding something.  “Clear your mind, Dragon Queen!  You’ve the magic inside you!  The gods have gifted you with this—use it!” 

 “I do not know how,” she said, her voice rising angrily.  “If I knew, I would do so!” 

  “Then your people are doomed to die,” he said simply.  “Those powers that you have may be all that can save them.  I don’t care if you make up a spell that you don’t even know will work, but you can at least make an attempt before all lives here are lost.  Show them you are their queen!  Do not let any more perish than is necessary to survive, milady.  You need your people as much as they need you.” 

  Silvia groaned inwardly.  She had no clue on how to heal.  When she had healed Vyto’s feet, it had been because of Aldoa’s presence.  So essentially, the goddess had healed him, and not her.  She closed her eyes and took herself back to that moment, feeling the water on her hands as though she were still washing his feet.  She felt the goddess’ magic as though it were a tangible thing.  She caressed the memory, sensing there was something there that she could use, but nothing came to mind.  She opened her eyes, and saw her soldiers collapsing; many lay on the ground, unmoving.  She squeezed her emerald eyes shut angrily.  Inside, her dragon began to stir and the magic it provoked within filled her to the brim.  When she next lifted her eyes to what lay before her, her eyes were glowing with an eerie green light. 

  Cambry took a step back in surprise.  “Milady?  Are you all right?” 

  Her fiery green embers flicked over to him and he felt ice go down his spine. 

  “Never better, Lord Cambry.” 

  If the gods couldn’t deliver hope, then she would create it.  Drawing in a deep breath, she focused on the partially clouded skies above them and began to speak in Kieluna.  She raised her arms, throwing her head back so that the green light emanating from her eyes drifted up like beams of magic to a high point overhead.  Clouds began to gather, swirling in the air above the army like a broiling storm.  They darkened and loud thunder warned of the rain that was about to let loose upon them.  The Queen of the Lystians took no notice, so absorbed in the magic she was trying to create with every fiber of her being. 

  “Nie how un difas shisnae umth,” she whispered, meaning to ‘let the rain heal all’.  With one last burst of magical effort, she brought her arms down, stopping them straight in front of her with the palms facing the ground. 

  The skies began pouring rain, instantly soaking everyone and everything in sight.  The torrent of rain was so hard that people were diving for shelter.  Puddles formed and the ground quickly became swamp-like. 

  After several minutes, Silvia closed her hands into fists and the rain stopped.  The glow left her eyes and she blinked rapidly, jaw open in shock at the extent of her magic.  All that lay before her appeared ruined as the clouds above disappeared and the sun returned to scorch the earth once more. 

  No, all was not ruined.   

  Her army bit by bit began to stir: the horses snorted and shook their heads to rid their ears of water.  Men and women were crawling out from under wagons or rising up from where they had dove to the ground. 

  They were alive.  The greenish mucus had been washed off by the heavy rains, and the people were no longer coughing and hacking up greenish-brown bile.  There were, however, a substantial number of those who did not rise, and never would again. 

  Exhaustion hit Silvia and she sat down in the mud. 

  “Silvia!  Are you okay?”  

  Dalton and Grant were at her side in an instant. 

 “I’m fine.  The magic just took a lot out of me.” 

  “As well it should,” came a familiar voice. 

  The trio looked up to see Firayis, and beside him was the God of War, Geldin, dressed in his finest fighting gear. 

  Cambry’s eyebrows furrowed.  “Why did you not help her?  Why didn’t you help the army?  Do you not see the dead mortals lying about your feet?” 

  “I can no more help with healing than a mortal without magic.  I am the God of Dreams—that is my specialty.” 

  “And I am no better than he is,” Geldin said gruffly.  “Only the Parent Gods, wherever they may be, can do all magic such as you desire. My sister Aldoa would help if she were here.” 

  Geldin walked over and scooped Silvia up into his arms.  He carried her over to her wagon and set her in the driver’s seat.  “A queen should never sit in the mud, milady.” 

  “My body is tired,” Silvia replied.  Her limbs ached, though if she really wanted she could move around as needed.  “I am not helpless, my Lord Geldin.” 

  “We can see that,” he chuckled.  His gray eyes pierced her own and held them.  “Silvia, what you have just done is more than any mere mortal could have done alone. Wielding that amount of magic could have and should have killed you.” 

  “But it didn’t,” she responded.  She gestured around them.  “And from the looks of it, my people were saved because of it.  Well, some of them, at least.”  Her face became solemn. 

  “Just be careful when you use that much magic,” Firayis said.  “Sometimes other gods can get jealous of mortals when they are too strong.  Only use it when the necessity is great.” 

  Silvia rolled her eyes.  “Was my need not great just a few moments ago?  My people were dying, my lord.  Dying.  My servant I have been with all my years is dead—gone before I could save her.  I would do all of that again in a heartbeat and do it much faster if I could go back.” 

  An angry murmuring filled the air around the wagon.  Silvia stood shakily and turned around on the wagon to see the surviving members of her army approaching the wagon with their hands waving their weapons. 

    

    

    

  Chapter Eighteen: Gods and War 

    

  “What is the meaning of this?” Silvia called out. 

  One man near the front spoke the answer loudly.  “We want to know why all of us were sick yet you and your entourage of royalties remained in the best of health!” 

  “Yeah!” another cried out.  “How come you knew better than to drink the water but you let the rest of us swallow that poison?” 

  “Watch your tongues,” Cambry yelled.  “You speak to your Queen—not some commoner!” 

  “Easy for you to say,” a woman said.  “You didn’t watch people you care about die just a few minutes ago!” 

  “You think I am a traitorous queen because I didn’t drink water?” Silvia said incredulously.  “I cannot believe you would think this of me.  Do all of you hold this thought in your minds?” 

  Cries of agreement rippled through the army.  The wagon shook as General George climbed up beside her, and then on top of the wagon itself.   

  “Hear me, you blabbering fools, and harken well.  Your queen knew there wasn’t enough water for everyone to drink.  Do you blame her more than you blame the other poor fools of the regiments that got no water because it ran out before they got to it?  Do they deserve your mistrust as well?  Watch who your tongue tries to poison,” he warned them.  “Queen Silvia refused to drink so that others could.  Myself and the members of her company did the same out of respect for her.  We went without so that everyone else could partake in the water and not be parched.  Blame her for being humane?  Preposterous!  The very idea is pure lunacy.  The Goddess of Humanity must be frowning upon you all right now from wherever she is.” 

 “And to think that she nearly drained all of her energy to create a healing storm so that you could live,” Prince Dalton called out from the ground.  His sword was brandished and he was ready to fight every person there to protect the queen.  “This is how you show appreciation for your lives?  We all regret the lives lost to the poisoned water—every one of us, including your queen.  Perhaps you do not care that her most faithful servant fell to the sickness and passed away before she could be saved?  Even now your Queen’s heart breaks for her, yet you stand and accuse your queen of wicked treachery!  Shame on you for your petty thoughts!” 

  Embarrassed expressions replaced hostile ones, and many looked away with regret at having thought such a thing of their leader. 

  “Respect your queen as you would want others to respect you,” Dalton continued.  “Her decisions are on a much grander scale and carry much more weight.  Even the simplest of things such as water can be turned against her.  Yet she loves her people and saves them despite their deceitful thoughts.  She is not even my queen, yet I yield to her and bow to her as though she were because I respect her and the choices she has to make.  Next time I would choose who to be mad at a little more carefully.  It was not she who poisoned that pond.  No doubt it was a trick of our enemies to slow us down and cut our numbers.” 

  “My feelings exactly,” said Lord Cambry, stepping forward.  “Who has reason to poison an old woman on a farm in the middle of nowhere—a farm that they know an army must pass by on their way to war?  Think on that a moment.  Those damned witches of Rohedon are out to stop us by any means necessary.  What’s an old woman to them but a rung on a ladder to help them climb farther up?  Have none of you realized that it was our foes that have done this?” 

  He received nods of agreement from many of the soldiers. 

  “Do not forget why we are here in the first place,” George spoke up again.  “We go to war, ladies and gentlemen of the Lystian Queen’s army.  We do not go to cavort and carry on with the enemy and take expensive trips around the countryside.” Here he paused a moment to give more effect.  “There will be pain.  There will be death.  But your Queen leads you to war for a reason.” 

  Silvia stepped up onto the top of the carriage as well, hoisting her soaked dress up so that she wouldn’t trip.  “What do you think will happen if Rohedon’s army defeats Lordale?  Do you think such power-hungry people will stop there?  I think not!  They will spread like a disease across the land, trying to oust all of the leaders they can and take their places.  They will stop at nothing to stop us!  We are a threat to them, and they know it.  They know we will not be bullied into submission and that we will fight them until they are defeated!” 

  Lord Cambry walked in front of the throng of soldiers, choosing his words carefully.  “Before you stands the Dead Queen, daughter of King Zacharias and Queen Madeline, reborn into greatness as the Dragon Queen of Lystia.  Behold… the Bringer of the Gods!” 

  A murmur of wonder flitted through the crowd, hushed whispers trying to determine if he was a soothsayer or a charlatan.  Most of the men and women in the army were completely oblivious to the fact that there were, indeed, gods among them. 

  “Oh, you did not know?” Cambry said with a laugh.  He turned and gestured towards the wagon.  “Beside that wagon stand none other than Firayis, the God of Dreams, and Geldin, the God of War!  Take to your knees, mortals!” 

  “Lies!” a woman yelled.  “Firayis has not been seen by human eyes in centuries.  Why should he show himself now?  And Geldin has not been around either—they care not for us mortals!” 

 Firayis stepped forward, glimmers of tiny silver and white flecks of sand threading through his hair and clinging to his clothes.  “Doubt is such a dangerous tool for a mortal,” he said.  He spoke very quietly, yet all within the army heard his voice as though he were whispering in their ears.  “Yes, it is true I have been gone long.  Yet I have returned now, and you ask why?  Gods need not answer to mortals, so why should I go so far as to oblige your sudden curiosities?” 

  Geldin placed a hand upon Firayis’ shoulder, taking a place beside him.  His great sword remained in its sheath upon his back, and many eyes were upon it and knew the legend who wielded such a weapon.  “We have both been drawn to your new queen for a purpose.  We do not yet know what that purpose is, but our place is here supporting her.  If she has the backing of the gods, must you continue to question her authority or her actions?”  He glanced at Firayis.  “Perhaps we should leave these mortals to their fates, dear Firayis.  Belief in the gods is beyond them.” 

  “Wait, do not leave us!”  The woman who had moments before accused Cambry of lying pushed her way through the crowd and fell to her knees.  “I believe!  I believe in you and in your faith to our queen.  Long live Queen Silvia!” 

  Shouts rose as the army began chanting, “We believe!  Long live the queen!”  They fell to their knees, prostrating themselves before the godly beings before them. 

  A tingling feeling tickled the back of Geldin’s neck.  “Quiet!” he shouted, holding out his arms. 

  Something wasn’t right. 

  He cocked his head to the side and listened.  The people began to rise uncertainly to their feet, wondering what was going on. 

  Firayis did a full circle, staring in each direction.  “I feel it as well.  Something is…off.” 

  A moment later, Geldin rushed to the front of the cart, peering into the distance.  Firayis was by his side instantly, and the queen and her general also looked in that direction from atop the wagon.  Far off and to the right, emerging from the thick forest, was a small group of riders.  They were riding their horses as though the very Hound of Death was at their heels.  They were yelling, but their words were lost in the space between them and the army. 

  “My Queen, there are riders behind us!” 

  Silvia rotated her head to see that there were, undeniably, more riders coming their way.  In fact, they were coming from several directions. 

  She frowned.  “I do not recognize their clothing.  Those are not our men.”  Her dragon stirred within her and she became alarmed as she realized it was trying to warn her: blood was in the air. 

  Suddenly, General George staggered next to her.  Silvia saw with horror that an arrow protruded from his chest. 

  “My…my lady,” he sputtered.  

  He reached out to her, but stumbled and fell into her instead.  The air was knocked out of her as she flew backwards off of the wagon.  In the blink of an eye, Geldin caught her and rolled to the side as George’s body landed with a dull thud next to them.  The god regained his feet, and helped the queen up. 

  “Firayis, is the Lystian King still sleeping?” he growled. 

  “Yes, and with me soon by his side to watch over him,” the God of Dreams answered, and disappeared inside the wagon quickly. 

  Hans picked up Maura’s body and carried it over to the wagon, scooting it underneath.  “I will bury you myself, darling Maura, just as soon as all is done.”  He wiped a single tear from his eye and reached up behind the wheel of the cart to a hidden compartment.  He pulled out the short sword hidden there and strapped it to his side.  Then came the spare bow with a quiver of arrows; he slung them on his back as he stood up. 

 The army surged around the Queen’s entourage, grabbing their weapons to have at the ready as they formed a protective circle around the wagon.  There was the clanging of metal as shields were detached from horses and taken out of wagons.  

  Geldin looked Silvia up and down.  “Can you fight?” 

  She unsheathed her sword in response and nodded grimly.  Prince Dalton, Lord Cambry, Duke Byarne, and Sir Grant took up defensive positions in an arc around Silvia. 

  “By the gods, but we shall spar a bit today my friends!” Cambry called out over his shoulder.  His eyes glinted with mischief and he swung his sword around to loosen his wrists. 

  The God of War smiled grimly as the enemy charged out of the forest towards them, unleashing hundreds of arrows into the sky towards the Lystian army.  “Yes, we shall.” 

    

    

    

  Quentin flew to the front, urging his horse to go as fast as its legs would carry it.  Its sides were covered in lather and he knew none of their horses would make it much longer without a break; however, he refused to stop on behalf of the horse.  To get to his king and queen, he would run the horse into the bloody ground first. 

  Aldoa and Emaree apparently felt the same way, as they were on either side of him, leaning forward as their horses raced across the countryside.  They heard the commotion well before they saw it as they crested a small hummock.  The entire army was under attack from all sides.  The attackers were running circles around the outskirts of the army, firing arrows at the most vulnerable soldiers as their horses galloped past.  The Lystians seemed to be bogged down by mud from a recent rain, and were having problems with their horses getting stuck, or with their boots being suctioned down by the mire-like ground. There were many, many Lystians who were sprawled upon the ground, as wells as animals, with no arrows sticking out of them.  Quentin had a brief moment to curse the Dark Moon before they plunged into the array.  He drew his sword from the sheath on his back as he rode straight into the army with but one thought: get to the king and queen. 

  He let out a battle cry, and the foes before him turned their horses about in surprise.  They began to spur their horses, but several got stuck in the mud.  Now he knew why they were circling the army instead of charging through: the ground was much too sodden.  His sword beheaded an enemy atop his horse as he rode by and went through the left side of another attacker who sought to get too close. 

  An arrow whizzed through the air, striking Quentin’s horse in the neck.  The animal crumpled beneath him, and he was thrown far ahead of it.  He got to his knees, looking around quickly for his sword.  Seeing it lying near the dead horse, he raced over and grabbed it just in time to meet the blade of a foe in midair.  He grunted, and pushed with all his might.  The man, clad in dark green leather with a matching shield, fell backwards as he stumbled over a dead body.  Quentin swiftly pierced the man’s stomach with his sword and ran off.  He grabbed the reins of a horse running loose and mounted it, still searching for his brother and Silvia. 

    
    

    

  Duke Byarne was holding his own well.  He’d rushed out to the forepart of the army upon the queen’s insistence to meet the enemies charging in from that direction.  Byarne, atop his gray mare, had let out a war cry to greet them with before riding into their midst.  His broadsword was heavy, and he waited to make sure he made each swing with accuracy.  A blow to his back with a mace nearly toppled him, but he righted himself and brought his horse about to challenge his aggressor, killing him with two swipes of his sword.  With his blood rushing through his veins, he barely felt the pain in his back. 

 His horse faltered in the mud, and he hurriedly slid off before the beast could topple them both.  The horse picked up its feet, regained its balance, and trotted off towards the Moseman Hills. 

  “Blasted creature,” he muttered.  

  A tap on his shoulder made him turn, and a fist connected with his face in a well-dealt blow.  He took a knee before he could stop himself, but could sense the enemy coming up from behind.  He rolled to the side and looked back. 

  The man who had punched him stared blankly, blood gushing from his throat as the woman behind him knocked him out of the way with an expensive boot. 

  “Shoes like those need to be on a cold stone floor in a palace far away, milady,” Byarne said. 

  His wife smiled at him wickedly.  “But I can’t have this kind of fun there.” 

  “It’s dangerous here, Tinaya,” he replied, blocking a thrust from another enemy. 

  The knife Tinaya had been holding stuck out of the enemy’s forehead a split second later. 

  “I know where the danger is,” the Duchess said, holding out a hand to help her husband up.  “And I know where my heart is.  Both are with you, so this is where I belong.  Now, are you going to stand there gawking, or can we argue later?” 

    

    

    

    

  Gordy had never been skilled in battle, even after the small forays they’d had since departing from Lystia.  But he gave his all and was able to slay some of their attackers.  Most were green-clad and were easy to spot amongst his peers.  The swampy ground did not hinder them for long, and they spread like vermin through the army.  He didn’t know how many there were, but it seemed like the hoard had been waiting to surround them.  He wished he’d taken his mother’s advice when he was younger and sparred more with his cousins; at least he’d be more seasoned than he was now. 

  A shrill scream caught his ear.  His head twisted around to see where it was coming from.  Surely, he’d been mistaken… 

  But he wasn’t.  Not fifty feet from him was a young boy, running amidst the skirmishes which surrounded them all.  Gordy tore after him.  What in the name of the Parent Gods was a child doing here?  

  The boy darted around people quickly, and no one seemed to be paying him any mind until he bumped into one of the green-clothed men.  The man sneered at the boy and raised a spiked club to hit him with, but Gordy plunged his short sword into the man’s back, crippling him.  The child was even more frightened now, and ran off.  Gordy shouted at him to stop, however the boy was filled with panic and it was unlikely that he was going to listen to anyone.  Gordy chased after him and came upon a small knoll to the side of the army where there were not as many people fighting. 

  “Hey wait!  Stop!  I want to help you!” Gordy panted. 

  The boy glanced at him with a tear-streaked face, and scurried into a large hole in the side of the hill.  Gordy hesitated a moment, looking at the bones scattered around the entrance to the hole. 

  “Oh, I do not feel good about this,” he mumbled.  But the boy was inside, and someone needed to get him to safety.  Who knew if there were more of these men hiding in the hole?  It was certainly big enough for several grown men to crawl into.  He knew that if the boy could just see that he was trying to help, that he’d calm down.  Then Gordy could take him to one of the women in the army to be cared for until they could find out where he came from. 

 He sheathed his sword, yet withdrew a dagger from his belt just in case.  Swallowing hard, he knelt down and crawled into the darkness. 

    
    

    

  The God of War roared as he ran another man through.  He knew better than to be out here on a battlefield: it was unfit for gods to help mortals this much.  But things had changed greatly, especially since he’d seen the extent of the young queen’s powers.  She was more significant than most of the mortals he’d met in his entire lifetime, and something inside him desperately wanted to believe that she had not played her most vital role yet.  There was more to her than what met the eye.  He watched her feint to the right and spin around to drive a blade home into a woman with a club in each hand. 

  And the girl had such brazenness about her.  Although weak from using her magic, she was keeping up with the men as they fought the onslaught of adversaries.  Her focus was strong, and her aim was true.  He admired her.  She wasn’t bad for a mortal. 

  He drew an arc with his weighted sword, and it cut through air and flesh with precision.  Beside him, Lord Cambry and Prince Dalton fought off assailants and tried to keep them from getting near the Dead Queen.  He shifted his position to watch Cambry more carefully.  The man was more than skilled when it came to fighting, and Geldin found himself taking notes of a couple of his movements. 

  He felt a familiar presence and saw his sister drawing up to him on horseback.  She slid off and walked over. 

  “Sister, what brings you here?” 

  “Many things, brother,” she replied.  “I belong here—something is pulling all of us together.  I don’t know what it is yet, but I’m staying with the Lystian Queen and her army until I can make sense of it.”  She looked around, concerned.  “I do not see her king.” 

  “Firayis has him in the wagon.  I’ll explain later, but he could use your help.” 

  Aldoa shook her head firmly.  “I can sense something wrong with him, but I am needed to help whom I can to survive on this field.  The water killed many, did it not?” 

  “More than we think, I’m afraid.  But enough talking—help those that you can.  I will protect the queen.”  He had not seen Aldoa on a battlefield helping the dying since before their parents, Aklamon and Saphrite, had gone missing.  Her attendance comforted him in a way.  It felt, well, right for her to be there on this field, in this battle. 

  He refocused his gaze on the enemy ahead, and smiled ferociously. 

    

    

    

  Saris watched from the safety of the trees, hidden in their dark shadows.  The leader of the Wyld stood with her, watching the battle.  Saris’ excitement was ebbing. 

  “We do not have enough men,” she said.  “How many did we bring?” 

  “Over four thousand,” Jaborg answered. 

  “I put a spell on that water the Lystians drank,” the witch said.  “I do not comprehend why more of them were not killed by it.” 

  “Perhaps your spell did not work?” he suggested, but the look Saris gave made him regret speaking his mind. 

  “I was strong enough to transport your entire regiment here with my magic,” she spat.  “Do you think I cannot taint a pond of water?” 

  “Without question you could, milady.  I will be awaiting your next command.”  He walked off to speak with a small group of fighters he’d kept behind.  

  Saris rolled her eyes at him before glowering at the war raging before her.  “They’ve thrice and more times the men that we have, but that damn spell should have killed more than half of them off.  I made it strong.” 

 “Is something not quite right, dear Saris?” 

  Eerich appeared beside her, watching the battle with interest.  

  “Why did my spell not work?  I thought you said I was stronger now.” 

  “Indeed you are,” he said thoughtfully, still staring out over the expanse between the forest and the fight.  “Even now your strength is growing.  Do not be impatient.” 

  “My plan was well-thought out and well-executed.  Why are there so many of these bloody Lystians still alive?” she asked angrily.  Her hands found their way to her hips and planted themselves there. 

  Eerich’s eyes were drawn to the black wagon with silver trim that was near the front of the assault, and the people who fought around it.  He straightened as he recognized one of the figures fighting next to the Lystian queen.  His face soured and he tugged his beard as he pondered what he saw. 

  “I believe I know the reason they are not dead,” he told Saris.  “They have Geldin’s help, so it would seem.” 

  “Geldin?  The God of War is on their side?”  Saris was fuming.  “But why, Eerich?  Why would he help them?” 

  The god next to her was silent for so long that she was beginning to think he would not answer.  “I do not know Saris.  But the other gods know the dangers of gods interfering with mortals.  It will bring destruction to this world.” 

  “But you are helping the mortals, my Lord,” Saris pointed out.  “How is that so different?” 

  A smile touched the corner of his lips, yet did not spread up to show in his eyes.  “Because I am the God of Evil, and I never play by the rules.” 

  A strange snarling sounded as the form of the Hound of the Dead appeared alongside his master.  Its recent wounds had mostly healed and the smell of blood on the battlefield made it sniff the air eagerly.   

  Saris looked at the creature in disgust.  It had been Rohedon’s key to unlocking a world of magic and power for them all, yet the beast was hideous and chilled her to the bone. 

  “Do you think he will kill many before he is captured or killed?” 

  Eerich stared down at his favorite pet and patted it on the head roughly.  “Oh, he might.  But there is one out there he’s had his sights on.  Did you know that he nearly took the Dead Queen when Zela had her in a tight spot?” 

  Saris shook her head. 

  “Yes, it was on a mountain pass a ways back.  Silvia was run through, but Aldoa saved her just as my Hound tried to bring me her soul.” 

  “I thought Aldoa had disappeared,” the witch said.  “Such a shame she came back into this game to save the wrong person.” 

  “Yes,” Eerich agreed.  “But it will not happen again.”  He bent down and grabbed the Hound’s face to look into its many eyes.  “Go hunt her down, my friend…and this time, do not let the Lystian Queen escape.” 

    

    

  Chapter Nineteen: The Hound of Death 

    

  Fatigue.  It pulled at her muscles and struggled with the very fibers of her being.  Her dress was still heavy with water, and she had not the time to say a simple spell to dry it out.  It weighed her movements down, and she chose to stand in one spot and maneuver as best she could to fight the oncoming enemies.  Her beloved dragon twisted within her, urging her to let it free, but she did not have the strength to let the dragon out.  If she did, the exhaustion would overtake her, and to succumb to the weariness would threaten her with death. 

 Movement at the tree line snared her attention, and her eyes pierced the blonde-headed woman standing at the edge of the forest.  The woman was hardly dressed to be in such a place at such a time and she looked hauntingly familiar. 

  A horse galloped behind her at full speed, but before she could turn around completely, it sped past her and its rider jumped to the ground at her feet.  The horse fumbled and took a nasty fall to the ground and lay there, panting as it took its last breaths. 

  The rider stood up and Silvia let her sword fall to the ground as she threw her arms around her husband’s brother. 

  “I have returned to your service, my Queen,” he said into her hair.  He hugged her back fiercely, and then pushed her away to look into her eyes.  “Where is my brother?” 

  “Quentin, he is sleeping.  He’s in the wagon, but he’s safe.” 

  He nodded, glancing at the wagon behind her, and then back at her.  “You look a little worse for wear, Your Highness,” he said with a smile.  “Allow me to take over.” 

  He bowed, and then whirled about to bring his sword up to fight. 

  Silvia regarded the tree line again.  The woman had vanished, but in her place was another large assembly of adversaries running towards them at full speed.  She looked about frantically, thinking how poor their formations were and how her army had considerably thinned in such a short time.  She hoped fervently that there were not many more enemies in hiding nearby. 

  With Quentin fighting in front of her, and Dalton, Cambry, and Geldin fighting on her other sides, she was finally able to dry up her dress with a few words in Kieluna; now it would be easier to maneuver.  That done, she set her mind back in fighting mode and picked up her sword.  The enemy from the woods met her army in a clash of metal and war cries.  These men seemed to be more experienced, and quickly cut a path through her men to get to her circle.  She realized the group had specifically targeted her party of men.  She should have expected it, but it disturbed her.   

  The men in their green garb encircled her troupe with ease and the ones on the outskirts turned the opposite way. 

  They were being trapped!  But why? 

  “Geldin, I do not like this.  What are they doing?” she yelled. 

  But the God of War could only shake his head.  “Just hold your ground, milady.  We won’t let them take you.” 

  At that instant the inner ring of foes attacked wildly, thrusting swords and daggers from every angle.  The men protecting Silvia were hard-put to keep them at bay without being hurt.  Silvia steadied her sword in her hands and walked up behind Quentin.  As he blocked a downward blow from a scruffy looking man, Silvia shoved her blade at the man and ran him through.  Swiftly, she withdrew it in time to swing up into the gullet of another man who lunged at them.  She went around their small enclosure and kept plunging her blade into each unguarded place that she could.  Between her helping in this way, and her friends’ fighting skills, the enemies which surrounded them began to diminish in numbers.   

  It was then that Silvia noticed something on the outskirts of the Wyld men encompassing them.  It was trotting in and out of sight but she glimpsed enough of it to be sure of what it was. 

  “Lord Cambry,” she said.  “I believe it is time to take you up on your word.” 

  Cambry whipped about, his topknot flying through the air to smack him in the face.  He followed her gaze and froze as the beast in question came into view.  The Wyld men parted and the Hound of Death came forward, several of its eyes fixated on the Lystian Queen.  Its ugly countenance showed an eagerness for her blood.  Its dark pink skin crawled with what looked like tiny people, but Cambry knew the stories: they were the souls of all of the ones whose lives the beast took.  

 Silvia raised her weapon defensively, since Dalton, Quentin, and Geldin were still busy trying to fend off the Wyld men from the other side; Lord Cambry stepped around her and confronted the beast with a look of intolerance.  The Hound snapped its jaws at him and tried to sidestep the man, but Cambry wouldn’t have it.  He stuck his blade in front of the creature. 

  “Not today, heathen brute.” 

  It considered Cambry in a new light, hearing the threatening tone of his voice.  This man was not going to let it get to its prey.  Snarling, it swiped a large paw at him, tipped with three inch claws.  Cambry dodged it by leaning back and tightened his grip on his sword.  It swung again and Cambry brought up his sword to block the damage that would have been dealt from the claws.  The claws raked grooves into the blade before sliding off.  Lord Cambry had never seen anything of the like and knew that he had to be wary of catching the wrong end of those talons. 

  The Hound reared up on its hind legs and adjusted its balance to look its opponent eye-to-eye.  A thick glob of saliva dripped from one side of its mouth.  The swarms of moving souls on its chest suddenly seemed to reach out towards Cambry, climbing over one another to make a sort of ladder.  They quickly stretched to the point of nearly touching him, and he jumped back out of their reach.  A sword cut through the air in front of him, slicing through the souls.  As the souls were carved through, they darkened to black and dissipated into ashes.   

  Cambry looked at Silvia, still holding the sword that had helped him, and nodded.  

  The beast roared as though the swift dismemberment of the souls from its body had hurt and returned to having all four paws on the ground.  Even though it was much lower now, it still stood as tall as Cambry’s waist.  Cambry tried to keep Silvia in his peripheral view, but she moved around so much that it was hard to stay between her and the beast which craved her soul. 

  The rest of the Wyld men encircling them were disposed of and Cambry had to do a delicate balancing act of not tripping over their bodies as the Hound still tried to go around him.  The God of War began circling the beast as well, joined by Sir Grant and the King’s brother.  Together, they kept the creature from getting any nearer to Silvia, who had Dalton at her side to protect her.  The Queen watched the dance of death, unsure of how she could help.  Geldin fired two quick arrows into the beast, but they barely seemed to graze its crawling flesh.  It snarled in response and kicked out one of its hind legs, catching the god on his shin guard and slicing it open.  Geldin merely flinched, but didn’t back down.  

  “Aim for its legs just behind the paw,” Geldin said calmly.  “It’s the only weak spot that will slow him down, unless one of you wants to get close enough to take out all of its eyes.” 

  “Not bloody likely,” Sir Grant muttered, taking a jab at the beast.  His movement was cut short as it turned its head towards him.  

  Those damn eyes saw everything from every direction.  But the men all saw one thing clearly: it always had an eye on Silvia, and each time an opening came up, it would dart towards her before being blocked again. 

  “Well, well, well,” said a voice nearby.  

  A woman had appeared behind the group enclosing the beast.  Her long blond hair hung in beautiful curls down to her waist and framed a face that would have caught any man’s attention.  Her green dress was form-fitting and cut so low in the front that it was a wonder to all that she did not completely expose herself. 

  “All of these strapping young men trying to play with an animal…is this normally how you amuse yourselves?” 

 Quentin threw a dark expression towards her.  “Save your words for someone who may better heed them, for they are infected with the vilest of venoms…witch.” 

  His last word caught Cambry’s ear and he scowled.  “One of Rohedon’s enchantresses, are you?”  He thought he had seen her before, but with different hair. 

  The blonde woman frowned, yet her face retained its sultry beauty.  “I am afraid he can no longer claim me, little warrior.” 

  “Little?” Cambry said incredulously, for he towered above the woman by over a head. 

  The woman peered at Quentin closely.  “How do you know me, white-haired one?” 

  Quentin let out a chuckle, though it lacked mirth.  “I have walked the halls of your mountain and escaped,” he said.  His body melted into the visage of Mirelda, and then back to his normal form.  “And trust me when I say that I will return to help finish the rest of you witches off.  I regret not doing it whilst I was there.” 

  She hissed.  “I know who you are!  The lost little puppy which follows the Lystian Royals as though your very life depended upon their existence.  Such a pathetic excuse for a man.” 

  “Your version of ‘pathetic’ sounds like my interpretation of ‘loyal’,” he retorted. 

  “She is using her words to stir you up,” Grant said.  “Beware of her.” 

  The Hound of Death seemed soothed by her voice and sat on its haunches as though it were waiting for a fight to start betwixt them. 

  The witch turned around to gaze disinterestedly at the scattered army behind her, shaking her head.  “Your men are not well-trained.  How do you expect to defeat me if your army is dead before you get near my mountain?” 

  “Let me run my blade through you so you don’t have to worry about that,” Silvia called out to her defiantly. 

  “And the Dead Queen speaks.”  The woman clucked her tongue, turning to take Silvia in from where she stood.  “What a pretty young thing you are…it must burn knowing that your husband’s seed grows within my sister.” 

  Silvia’s face reddened, for there were still many soldiers around them.  She hoped fervently that they were still too fixated on the battle and weren’t paying attention to the witch.  “It must be shameful for your sister to not be able to take a man without spelling him first.” 

  All around them, a loud chuckle boomed out of the thin air.  Behind the witch, a tall red-bearded man appeared.  He put his hand around the woman’s waist, and many of the soldiers in her army now turned to stare at the newcomers.  “Saris, are these mortals causing you problems?” 

  Geldin began to glow with a strange gray and green light; his face bore an angry countenance.  “Eerich, go back to your hole under the ground.  Let this witch pay the price for her sins.” 

  Eerich stepped up to stand beside Saris, his face amused.  “Are all of the gods coming out to play then?”  His smile sent chills up many spines. 

  “I do not play.”  Geldin stood his ground fiercely.  The glow around him brightened. 

  Eerich’s amusement vanished.  “Neither do I,” he growled. 

  Suddenly, the Hound of the Dead coiled and sprung into the air.  Its body soared over Quentin and Cambry as it aimed itself for the Lystian Queen. 

  Prince Dalton threw down his sword and roared as his body transformed into a magnificent black dragon.  He wrapped his thick, leathery wings around the queen and hunkered down over her as the beast landed on his back.  The Hound was heavy and started to slide off; it buried its claws into Dalton’s scaly back, drawing blood-oozing gashes between the scales as it slid down to the ground.  Before it could launch another attack, Cambry ran towards the Hound and dropped into a slide, his blade held sideways as it sliced through the back of both of the Hound’s hind legs, severing them above the paw. 

 The beast howled in pain and tried to paw at Lord Cambry as it shifted its mass away from the black dragon hulking behind it.  Cambry rolled out of the way with ease and stood to look back. 

  With a roar of immense rage, the God of the Dead faded into thin air, the witch fading with him. 

  Geldin and Sir Grant were edging closer to the death throes of the beast; those nearby in the army turned to stare at the Hound as its cries of pain worsened.  The souls that had for centuries been damned to crawl upon its body were turning a dark red.  Soon, that red turned to black as though they were rotting away before the group’s very eyes.  The Hound tried to drag itself away, unable to stand on its crippled legs, yet still attempting to escape.  Cambry hefted his sword in his hands, tightened his grip, and swung with all his might at the back of the beast’s head.   

  The Hound’s screech was cut off as its head rolled onto the ground with a sickening thud. 

  The ground shook just below the dead creature, and a fire sprang up to engulf it.  Cambry jumped back, falling onto his backside as he sought to get further away.  In the fire, the God of the Dead could be seen kneeling at the Hound’s body, his head bowed.  Seconds later, the fire, the body, and the god had faded away, leaving only a scorched patch of earth where the beast had lain. 

  The Hound of the Dead was no more. 

  Geldin’s glow diminished until he was normal again, or as normal as a god could be among mortals.  As one, they turned to the giant black dragon that was beginning to move.  It slowly changed back into the Prince of Wexford.  He unwound his arms from the Lystian queen and sat back on his haunches to behold her. 

  She was unharmed, but couldn’t stop staring at the prince.  He met her eyes, and something seemed to pass between them.  She began to reach out to him but he fell to the side. Silvia saw his back and gasped: the man barely had any skin left. 

  “By the gods, help him!” she cried. 

  “You called?” 

  The Queen looked up to see none other than the Goddess of Healing, resplendent in her long white robes.   

  “Help him…please,” Silvia whispered. 

  The goddess knelt down, frowning at all of the gashes.   It looked as though someone had ripped giant lines into his skin with a thick, sharp blade.  Aldoa placed her hands upon him and her eyes immediately started glowing white.  Several long minutes passed before anyone could see that his skin was ever-so-slowly repairing itself.  The skin wove its way across the gashes as the muscles beneath magically sewed themselves back together flawlessly.  Soon enough there were only long pink scars in place of the wounds. 

  Exhausted, Aldoa stood and looked at the others.  “He shall be fine.  No organs were affected.  Carry him to the wagon and let him sleep out of the way of the sun’s rays next to the Lystian King.” 

  A sigh of relief rippled through the Queen’s entourage. 

  A sharp look from the goddess pierced Silvia.  “You have used too much magic to be of any use without rest, Your Highness.  Perhaps you should retire to the wagon as well.” 

  Silvia nodded and she realized how tired to the core she was.  Quentin helped her up as Cambry and Geldin transported the Prince of Wexford to the black wagon.  Lord Firayis rose so that the prince could be laid upon the bench lining that side of the wagon.  King Keelan, blissfully unaware of all the goings-on, snored softly in his sleep on the other side.  Firayis helped Quentin scoot the king over so that the queen could lie next to him to rest.  She was asleep almost before her head hit the pillow; Firayis made sure of it. 

 The God of Dreams stared solemnly at Geldin.  “How does it look outside?” 

  Geldin held his gaze and gave a slight shake of his head.  “We have a lot to bury.” 

  Firayis touched Quentin’s arm.  “Can you watch over them while I help?” 

  The white-robed man nodded, sitting down on a stool near the back where he could see all three people easily. 

  The gods exited the wagon, and walked into the devastation of the army outside. 

    

    

    

  With their godly strengths, Firayis and Geldin, amongst dozens of the mortals who still had the strength, dug a trench along one side of the army.  A steady procession of men and women shuffled back and forth, weighed down by the bodies of the dead.  The atmosphere was a solemn one, and the shock and grief of all that had happened in such a short time quickly took its toll among the soldiers.  The bodies of the Wyld were piled atop one another and set aflame, along with the beasts of burden who had succumbed to the tainted water of the pond.  No one dared to risk eating the meat for fear of further contamination.  As the evening fast approached, the surviving generals met with Lord Geldin and Sir Grant. 

  “We need to move to a safer location to rest for the night,” Stefan said.  “I don’t trust these woods flanking us on either side.” 

  Sir Grant nodded towards Half-Crest Hill.  “Let’s get everyone moved over there.  No one should be left behind except for those who are no longer living.  Do you agree, my Lord?” 

  Geldin was peering into the distance towards Moseman Hills.  He had heard the stories of what lived there, but it was their only option to rest safely for the night.  If they could make it through the night without being disturbed (or without disturbing something), then they would be okay.  They could pass through the area in one day if they rose early enough in the morning.  The quicker they traveled through that land, the better. 

  “Yes,” he said absentmindedly.  “Yes, I agree.  But you know the stories which circulate about this place.  I want everyone to be as quiet as possible traveling over there, and no fires can be lit this night.  The bonfires over here should be far enough away to not make a difference; I wouldn’t trust any that are close to the Moseman Hills.  Make sure this is understood by all of the soldiers or they may not live to see the morning.” 

  Stefan bowed and took off with haste.  Sir Grant sidled up to the god and followed his gaze. 

  “What is out there?” 

  “You don’t want to know,” Geldin answered.  “I’m not even sure that I want to know.” 

  “Let us hope this night passes in peace.  The men have been through trouble aplenty today.” 

  Geldin nodded in agreement. 

  “Lord Geldin?” 

  Cambry approached them.  His clothes were dirtier and more torn up than they had been previously, and he was covered in bruises and scrapes. 

  Geldin turned to face him.  “I watched you fight, young man.” 

  Lord Cambry stopped, and tilted his head to the side.  “You watched everyone fight today.” 

  “Ah, yes, but I watched the way that you fought.  I like your style, and your bravery is quite up to par.  Not many mortals would have dared taking on Eerich’s pet.” 

  “That ugly thing was a pet?” Cambry made a face.  “Whatever happened to owning a cat?” 

  “I’m afraid the God of the Dead probably would not play nicely with a cat,” Geldin chuckled. 

 Cambry shrugged.  “Well, his pet as you call it shall stay with him forever in the Underworld now.  Can’t say as I’ll miss seeing it around.” 

  “None of us will.  That beast was evil and its sole purpose of killing for Eerich made it so.” 

  “Is it true it was hunting the queen?,” Cambry said. 

  Geldin’s mouth tightened.  “I do believe it had a thirst for her soul, no doubt brought on by its master.  It is good that thing is dead and can do her no harm now.” 

  “Speaking of Her Highness, that’s what I came to talk to you about.” 

  “Is she all right?” Grant asked, worried. 

  “Of course.  She’s still sleeping.  Firayis went a little bit ago to relieve Quentin so that he could rest, and they were all still out cold.  The thing is, we need to move the remainder of the men someplace better, and I think it’s best to do so before nightfall.” 

  “We were just discussing the same thing,” Grant said.  “We gave orders to set up camp at Half-Crest Hill.” 

  Lord Cambry looked out towards the hill in particular.  “That’s what I would have suggested as well, though it wouldn’t be my notion of an ideal place.” 

  “We have no choice in the matter right now,” Geldin cut in.  “It is no safer here amongst the dead and what may prey upon their flesh in the night.” 

  The trio set off towards the wagon to prepare to move. 

    

    

    

  Firayis sat very still, his eyes on the Lystian Queen.  He saw her chest move up and down slowly in rhythmical breathing; once in a while her eyes would dart about under her eyelids.  She was in deep sleep, as were the prince and the king.  Firayis had purposefully made their sleep dreamless so that their bodies could absorb every second of the much needed rest that they so desperately needed.  But now his curiosity was piqued. 

  He concentrated on Silvia, and his form became less human and more like a silhouette dusted in stars.  He opened her mind to allow her to dream, wondering what visages she would conjure as her unconscious mind began to work.  He held out one hand with the palm up and one of the sparkling specks of glittery sand floated from his shoulder to rest upon the palm.  It looked like the rest of his sparkly silhouette, but it soon began to glow brighter.  Firayis leaned closer, peering into Silvia’s dream as it formed. 

  The dream began in the house she had grown up in, and he saw memories of happier times in each room that she passed.  She ran out the front door of the estate, throwing her arms up with joy at the gorgeous weather.  Her parents, Zacharias and Madeline, appeared nearby, leading Rituel towards her.  They looked so happy to see her but as she ran to them with open arms, they disappeared.  Confused, Silvia reached out and took the horse’s reins, looking around.  Her brother-in-law showed up on the other side of Rituel and bowed deeply to her.  Warmed by this show of respect, she curtseyed deeply.  As he stood erect once more, Quentin pointed behind her.   

  Turning around, she saw two figures walking towards her.  Both of them were blurry, yet she could tell they were men.  The one on the right dropped to the ground and ran to her, pressing himself up against her legs in the shape of a fox.  She knelt down and scooped him up in her arms, her heart bursting with joy at having him near.  Then the other man began to change, and a dragon soon appeared and kneeled before her.  Her heart now began to have a different pattern, and confusion returned.  The black dragon watched her and the fox diligently, seeing their every move, but did not interfere nor try to gain her affection.  Something about the dragon pulled to the queen, and she set the fox down to stand up.  As she began to move towards the dragon, sharp teeth sank into her ankle.  She looked down in shock to see the fox attacking her and gazing at her with eyes that were now blood red.  She gasped and fell backwards, but the dragon caught her and carried her away to safety. 

 Firayis leaned back, taking the dream with him and leaving her to sleep peacefully.  He turned to Dalton and opened his palm again for another grain of sparkling sand to land upon.  Dalton’s dreams came more swiftly, and were aggressive.  He was defeating enemy after enemy and trying to reach Silvia, who was calling out to him from afar.  The enemies, however, were numerous, wild, and fierce.  They came at him in droves, and no matter how many he killed there seemed to be more to take their place.   

  Exasperated, he threw down his weapons and transformed into a dragon, his black form towering over his foes.  He watched as they ran away, screaming.  Yet there was no use in running away when a stream of flames followed their feet.  Soon, all was laid to waste and Dalton hurriedly transformed back to his human form to find Silvia.  He searched for what seemed like eternity in a world that was disturbingly quiet.  At last he came upon the one he was searching for.  Bound up in chains, she pleaded with him to set her free.  And he would have, but she was holding the key to her chains in one hand.  He tried to tell her she could free herself, yet she could not seem to comprehend his words.  Determined to wait on her to figure out her imprisonment, he lay down and put his head in her lap, her chains lying upon his back. 

  Firayis backed out of this dream as well and carefully put it away amidst the other shiny dreams upon his person.  He looked back over towards the Lystian Queen, and to the man who lay behind her.  King Keelan was sick, and there could not be any doubt that the witches were entirely at fault.  Firayis remembered the man’s dreams from all the years before and knew he adored the queen.  The old Keelan would have done anything in his power to protect her.  The problem was that it was hard to see that side of the king anymore.  Although he was not certain he wanted to see them, Firayis opened up his palm again to see what Keelan would dream. 

  The visages came fast and hard, and jolted Firayis right out of the dream.  He closed his fist, destroying the dream.  His breath came in shallow gulps as he stared at the Lystian King.  His dreams were not normal.  Blood, death, and destruction ran rampant in his mind, clouded by odd hallucinations.  The witch’s drepsam had been used too much on him: there would not be a recovery from this state, no definite cure, and an end that would come sooner than they all realized. 

  For in Keelan’s dreams it was the queen next to him that he was hurting…over and over in different ways.  He was dreaming of different ways to kill her. 

  Firayis wiped his mouth with one hand and took a shaky breath. 

    

    

  Chapter Twenty: Stories of the Gods 

    

  Her surroundings were fuzzy at first.  She blinked her eyes several times, and things began to come into focus.  The room was becoming dark, but she recognized the inside of her tent.  Moaning, she sat up.  As she did, a flood of memories came, and threatened to overwhelm her.  Her breath shortened and her hands clenched at the light blanket covering her. 

  “It’s all right, my Queen.  I am here,” said a comforting voice. 

  Hans was sitting on a stool in the corner.  The sight of him made her feel more relaxed, until she thought of her other most-trusted servant. 

  “Where is Maura?” she asked softly.  She wanted desperately for him to tell her it had all been a nightmare, but his face revealed that was not so. 

  “You know where she is,” he said sadly.  Do not make me say it.” 

  Silvia’s heart ached.  “It’s not true.” 

 “Aye…but it is true.” 

  “I don’t believe you,” she whispered. 

  “Her body is cold and her soul is no longer in the land of the living.  I buried her myself.  What more do you want me to say?”  The pain in his voice was enormous, and she saw how red-rimmed his eyes were.  They sat in the dimming tent for several long minutes.  “I am now the last of your original protectors,” he said more softly.  “And I am getting too old to do much protecting anymore.  We will need to appoint more people to be your guardians.” 

  Silvia did not respond to his comments.  She was numb from the loss.  She pulled her riding boots over and slid them on.  “Take me to her, Hans.”  When he didn’t move, she said, “She was my servant and my protector, but she was also my friend.  She deserves for me to say goodbye.” 

  Hans thought for a moment, and nodded.  “Then I shall take you to her.” 

  The ride in the dark on Rituel’s back seemed to stretch on for hours and yet take no time at all.  Silvia saw the mound of dirt well before Hans pointed it out to her.  They dismounted and he walked a few feet behind her to give her privacy as she came upon the new grave.  Rocks had been piled atop of it to keep wild animals from digging out the body; otherwise, there was nothing else significant about the tiny hill in the midst of a field.  She knelt and bowed her head. 

  “Oh Maura…you do not know how sorry I am to have lost you.  If I had only known about the water sooner I could have saved you.”  She spoke for several long minutes, reminiscing on times past and shedding tears.  At last she rose, and turned around to face her manservant.  It was then that she noticed the much larger, longer grave stretching out next to Maura’s where the army had been fighting hours earlier.   

  “Hans…how many?  How many did we lose today?” 

  “A little over twenty-two hundred were claimed by the sickness,” Hans answered soberly.  “To the Wyld men that served Rohedon’s Realm…we lost another twenty-five hundred.  By the Dark Moon, it may be even higher than that.  Almost half of our beasts have died as well.  What is left of the army is largely on foot now.” 

  A more crushing blow could not have been dealt to their people, and now they had a considerably lower number of soldiers going to war.   

  “Damn,” she muttered.  She turned to get back onto Rituel but paused when she heard a voice. 

  “Your Highness?” 

  General Vyto ran up to them, panting.  His clothes were stained with blood and dark mud and his long hair was frayed in all directions. 

  “My Dreamer…have you something to tell me?” 

  He seemed to hesitate.  “Possibly, yes, but first I need your help.” 

  “Go on,” she prompted. 

  “My friend has disappeared.  I saw him last as the fighting began, but we were quickly separated.  I spent hours looking at each one of the dead before they were buried…he was not among them.” 

  “Was it the young man with the red hair and freckles?” 

  He nodded.  “That’s him—Gordy.  Have you seen him, milady?” 

  “I am afraid I have not,” she admitted. 

  The burly man shuffled his feet as though he wanted to say more. 

  “What have you to ask of me?  I can see there is something that you want to say,” she said. 

  “It’s just that…well, we all know of your incredible skill with shape-shifting, milady.  I was hoping that you might consider using those powers to track him down.”  

 His face was as red as a beet, and both Hans and Silvia could tell it was something he hadn’t wanted to ask in the first place.  This was a proud man, and a strong-willed one at that.  To ask this meant he felt compelled to help his companion by any means necessary. 

  Silvia sighed.  Although tiredness still tagged along at the back of her mind, there was no reason why she couldn’t acquiesce to the man’s request.  “Do you have anything of his, by chance?” 

  Vyto slung a bag off his shoulder and opened it up.  “This is his satchel.  Everything in it is his.” 

  “Very well.  But please take into account that I make no guarantees on locating him.  I’ve never done this before.” 

  He handed her the bag and bowed deeply.  “I understand entirely, Your Grace.  Your help is invaluable to me.” 

  “Milady, the gods wish a word with all of us,” called Quentin as he rode up to join them. 

  “They will have to wait a few moments.  I have to do something first.” 

  Quentin looked at her quizzically.  “You know, most mortals usually do not have the gods wait upon them, Your Highness.” 

  One look at Vyto set her resolve.  “They will have to just this once.  I need to track someone down for our Dreamer.  I have given my word that I would do this.” 

  Quentin sighed and got off his horse.  “Then let me help.  It can never hurt to have an extra nose.” 

  Vyto gave the man a strange look, unaware of Quentin’s many abilities. 

  The white robe and the figure within it melted down into a small white hunting dog.  Quentin barked and Vyto, who was quite stunned, immediately stooped down to let him sniff the contents of the bag.  Silvia shifted into her dragon form and waited to do the same.  Once she had the man’s scent, she put her nose up in the air and breathed in deeply.  She picked up the scent at the same time that Quentin did, and both took off towards the far end of the open field.  They moved swiftly, with Hans and Vyto trailing behind them carefully with the horses.  It wasn’t long before Silvia stopped and stared ahead.  Quentin stopped as well, the hackles on his back rising.  

  Before them was the large hole that General George had pointed out to them earlier.  The dirt was freshly turned in front of it. 

  The two trackers reversed to their human forms and spoke quietly. 

  “I don’t like this,” Quentin said. 

  “Nor do I,” the queen agreed. 

  Vyto was perplexed.  “Where is he?” 

  Silvia pointed at the hole.  “He is inside there.  He followed someone into the hole.” 

  “Followed someone?  Who in their right mind would go into that thing?” Vyto said, looking down at the black gaping tunnel going into the hill. 

  “I believe I know who,” Quentin groaned.  “We had a stowaway from Nillias—a young child.  I can smell him here too.” 

  “I think I smelled him as well,” Silvia said.  “He must have come here to hide from the battle.  Either your friend was hiding here too, or he followed him in.” 

  Vyto shook his head.  “He wouldn’t hide.  He’s not the bravest of us, but hiding is not one of his habits.  Maybe he was trying to help the boy and hid him here?” 

  Quentin shrugged.  “I can only tell you that their trails end here.  Both went in and neither came out.” 

  “Is there…do you smell blood?  Are they dead?” 

  “They were not dead when they went in,” said Silvia.  “Look at the ground—it looks as though someone crawled into the cave on their belly.” 

 Neither she nor Quentin disclosed the fact that a person could have been dragged into the hole as well; it was nearly impossible to tell in the dark.  A cold air with a bad smell emanated from the hole and they rubbed the chills on their arms uncomfortably. 

  “Okay so how can we help him?” Vyto asked.  “If he was alive when he went in, then he could be alive now.” 

  Silvia and Quentin flicked their eyes towards each other, but it was not missed by the general. 

  “We are going to do something…right?” 

  Silvia put her hand on the man’s shoulder.  “I have a counsel to go to with the gods that travel with us.  Let me seek their advice on this matter and see what we can come up with.” 

  With a slight squeeze upon his shoulder, she turned around and mounted her horse.  There was so much on her mind that she did not remember that Vyto had something to tell her. 

  Vyto stayed behind, staring into the cave.  He kept getting glimpses of his dreams from the night before about holes…and death. 

    

    

    

  After leaving her sword and dagger behind with the still-sleeping Keelan in the wagon, Silvia and Hans followed Quentin to a flat place adjacent to the river that was near their tents.  Her entourage awaited her arrival in the dark.  As per Geldin’s instructions, no fires had been lit and the camp was eerily quiet. 

  Aldoa and the others waited patiently for Silvia, Quentin, and Hans to join them.  She sat between the other two gods in attendance: her brother, Geldin, and Firayis.  A woman came up to Silvia and bowed deeply. 

  “Milady,” she said. 

  Silvia took the woman’s chin and lifted it up.  It was the crippled witch of the mountain that Quentin had rescued.  The queen looked her up and down appraisingly.  “You seem to be faring better these days.” 

  “I healed Emaree,” Aldoa stated.  “She is not like the other witches.  Her heart is good.” 

  Silvia nodded and took a seat over next to Geldin.  Prince Dalton and Quentin very nearly trampled each other trying to sit beside her, and in the end Dalton seemed satisfied to let Quentin sit between them, with Hans on his other side.  Sir Grant was next, and Lord Cambry and Duke Byarne after him.  Duchess Tinaya sat beside her husband, and Silvia was pleasantly surprised to see her servant girl, Brielle next to her.  Beside the blonde headed-servant sat Emaree, and Frero and Zander closed out the circle with Firayis on her other side. 

  “Let me make things more private,” Aldoa said.  She gestured towards the water in the riverbed, which rose and wrapped itself around the entire group.  It rose up into the air well above their heads and made a soft rushing sound as though there were rapids within the wall of water.  They could not see well through the water to the encampment outside—just vague shapes moving through the darkness as people went about their night.  

  “No one can hear the words we choose to speak within this circle,” said Aldoa.  “There are certain issues which I feel need to be discussed.  The first, and most important, is that Eerich partook in the battle today in his own way.  It is obvious that he is, or has been, helping Rohedon’s witches in this war.  He is not the God of Evil without reason, and being the God of the Dead pleases him to no end.  He is always looking for ways to bring more souls to the Underworld.  Yet he does not help mortals for free.  I have wondered what bargain Saris has made with him to receive his assistance.” 

  “Well…she wasn’t the one to initiate the bargaining.” 

  Everyone looked at Emaree in surprise and she blushed. 

 “I overheard the other witches talking about it.  Apparently Rohedon had struck a deal with him—something about creating monsters for Eerich’s Hound to hunt in exchange for power and magic.  From what I could gather, the god gave him the opportunity to marry many wives, and the wives would be the ones to keep most of the magic.  Since Rohedon was killed, their magic has been faltering.  But part of the original deal was that Eerich would take their magic from them upon Rohedon’s death at his whim, and when they died…they would belong to him in ways they would not want to.” 

  “What a scoundrel,” Quentin muttered.  “Bargaining with other people’s lives to better himself...”  He shook his head with disgust. 

  “Put yourself into the mind of one who has nothing to lose and everything to gain, even at the expense of others,” Emaree said. 

  Silvia was looking at Emaree curiously.  “Sounds like you have some useful information for us, which is appreciated.  I am glad Aldoa did a lovely job healing you,” she said.  “You are lucky to be in her good graces.” 

  Emaree nodded.  “Indeed I am, and I shall do whatever is necessary to repay that debt.” 

  “Hush child.  Do not speak of repayment,” Aldoa admonished. 

  “Emaree, when the other witches’ magic began not working correctly, was your magic affected?” Silvia asked. 

  Emaree frowned.  “No, it wasn’t.  I was never the strongest of them though.  My magic is weak compared to theirs.” 

  “You are stronger than you think,” Quentin said, and Aldoa nodded in agreement. 

  “He is right, child.  And the same goes for you, Lystian Queen.  Today you used more power than any of us thought you had in you,” said the goddess. 

  The Queen looked over at Cambry.  “I didn’t know I had that amount of power within me either.  I suppose I needed to be pushed in the right direction to expose it.” 

  “She’s not the only one who used powers we didn’t know about,” said Quentin, staring at the Prince of Wexford pointedly. 

  Dalton’s eyes flicked over to Silvia.  Her heart fluttered as a realization hit her: she had not dreamed or imagined coupling with another dragon while in dragon form.  It had actually happened.  Now it was apparent why she’d kept smelling dragon musk. 

  A dragon had been near her the whole time. 

  And how did that make her feel?  Delving deep inside she tried to find anger or resentment at him for not disclosing that information to her.  Instead, she found none at all.  It had not been the right time to tell her, and she had been extremely preoccupied with other important things.  She didn’t hold any animosity towards him.  If the circumstances had differed at all, she knew he would have told her everything. 

  “Yes, I think no one missed you saving the Queen’s life when the Hound of Death jumped for her,” said Geldin.  “How’s the back?” 

  Dalton shrugged.  “I cannot see it, but it feels fine.” 

  “He will have scars because the wound were deep and from a creature made from evil,” Aldoa stated.  “I cannot make them go away, unfortunately.” 

  Dalton waved a hand at her comment.  “Not to worry.  Scars such as these should be worn with pride.” 

  “I still want to know where you got that ability,” Quentin said.  Had so much changed in the days since he’d been gone? 

  Zander cleared his throat.  “I believe it’s my fault.  I used some of my magic to brand him as I did the King and Queen.”  When several heads turned to him quizzically, he added, “That is how they are able to change their form.” 

  “Well, that explains a lot,” Grant mumbled to himself. 

 “I asked this of him,” said Dalton.  His eyes found Geldin’s and held them.  “I felt strongly that I could benefit the army in some way by doing so.” 

  Geldin’s eyes twinkled.  “Yes, and you did.  You saved the Queen’s life.” 

  “For which I am grateful,” Silvia put in. 

  “Forgive me for interrupting, but I was concerned about something,” Frero chimed in.  He looked over at Emaree as his face reddened.  “I mean no disrespect, milady, but if the other witches find out you are here will they not come for you?  Is it possible that today’s assault was because they were hunting for you?” 

  “There is no doubt they are angry and looking for her, seeing how she knows much of the mountain they dwell in.  Yet the witch who came with Eerich today did not seem to be looking for anyone.  She was taunting us and distracting us so the Hound could attack our queen,” Quentin said.  “Emaree did not seem to be on her mind.” 

  “I am afraid that Frero is right, though,” said the prince.  “If they figure out she is with us, which they undoubtedly will at some point if they do not suspect it already, they will come after her, and it won’t be a pretty sight.” 

  “That is a problem which already seems to be solved,” Aldoa said quietly.  “Emaree lift up your arm.” 

  The young woman did as she was told and showed everyone her beautiful bracelet and the threads leading to the ring.  “I was told this would protect me from them.  So far, it has seemed to work.  As Quentin has stated already they were not looking for me earlier and Saris would have certainly felt my magic near her.” 

  “So…what is that you’re wearing?” Silvia asked.  “Did you make it?” 

  Emaree glanced at the goddess, uncertain of how to answer.  Aldoa smiled sweetly at her. 

  “It’s all right, child.  I will tell this story, for it goes back much farther than you have been alive.”  Her eyes sharpened as her eyes met each person in the circle.  “This is the reason I have ordered this meeting.  This story is an old one, but one that is untold in its entirety and therefore untouched by ears and the gossip which follows.  The water around us should keep us safe from anyone, god or human alike, listening in.” 

  Silvia noticed that Firayis had said nothing and was staring off into space. 

  “Hundreds of years ago there were two handsome souls who fell deeply in love with each other.  The man wooed the woman until her eyes saw none other than him.  Their love was pure and untainted and could light the darkest of nights.  Yet this love was envied by one whose heart was full of hatred and evil: the God of the Dead.  He sought to win the attentions of the woman, who was beautiful beyond all measure.  Her heart, however, could not be swayed from the man she had sworn her love to.  This angered Eerich to no end and he steadily plotted against the man.  One day the man became trapped in a cage of thorns and was unable to escape.  Eerich hit the man hard, and knocked him unconscious.  Whilst the man slept in the Coma of the Gods, his woman searched and searched for him.  Her voice was worried, for he had never been gone from her for so long.  Days went by, and then weeks.  Eerich had started visiting her, expressing his condolences.  He claimed the man must have run off and was not ready to commit to such a woman as herself.  She did not believe his words, for they sounded well-thought out.  But as the weeks turned to months without her love, her heart slowly began to hearken to the god’s words.  She was not so quick to turn her ear away from Eerich, and their conversations began to lengthen. 

 “After a year had gone by, she began to lose hope of ever hearing from her man again; the god suggested that maybe he had died.  Sadness stole her heart, and she wept uncontrollably.  Eerich made sure he was there to comfort her.  So distraught was the woman from her pain, that she could not even raise her head.  If she had, she would have noticed that her surroundings had gradually been changing.  When at last she lifted her tear-ravaged eyes, she saw with horror that she was in Eerich’s bedchambers in the Underworld. 

  “Confused, she asked why he had brought her there—for she would never have gone willingly.  He explained that he only wanted to make her happy, and that her being so close made him happy as well.  But her mistrust in the god was great, and she had seen firsthand the evil he had done in the past.  She looked around, panicking when she didn’t see an escape route that didn’t lead into a maze of tunnels.  Her fear and panic were so great that they tangibly reached out over an incredible distance and jolted her love awake.  Sensing her distress, he pulled at her with all of his might, his soul calling out to hers.  Right before Eerich’s eyes, she disappeared, and she reappeared moments later in her love’s arms inside his prison.  So happy was she to see his face that she could do nothing but hold him tightly.  Though still trapped inside the cage of thorns, he quickly set about making love to his woman, for it had been long since they had known one another.  The intensity of their love was so powerful that it broke the cage into pieces.  Afterwards, she told him of what had happened, and of Eerich’s strange behavior.  The man told her that Eerich had trapped him in the cage, and that he was sure the god would be coming to look for her there. 

  “Just then, a great roar rendered the countryside silent.  The woman looked at her lover in fear and told him that Eerich was coming for her.  The man knew that the God of the Dead would not let her leave if he caught her.  Using his powers, the man gave his lover one last kiss and sent her up in to the stars, where she has remained ever since.  The man faded away into hiding, never more revealing his presence to Eerich.” 

  “How can a mortal send someone into the stars?” Cambry asked. 

  Lord Firayis spoke up.  “Because I am no mortal,” he said softly.  His gaze met everyone else’s candidly.  “When you love someone that much, you will do anything to protect them.” 

  “Wait,” Dalton said.  “The woman you loved…was it the goddess, Chin?”  He remembered all of the stories which said that she had been the one-time prisoner of the God of Evil. 

  Firayis nodded.  “Yes, it was her.” 

  Sir Grant spoke up.  “But I thought she has been spotted once in a great while in various places?  How can she do that if she is in the stars?” 

  “She does not physically come down from the stars,” said Aldoa.  “It would be too dangerous for her.  But she can project her image and powers from afar, and this is something she has done recently.  The bracelet that Emaree is wearing was a gift from my sister to ward off the witches in Rohedon’s Realm.  This was given to her right before we left Nillias.” 

  Firayis looked at Emaree anew, but when his eyes saw her bracelet he stood up quickly and walked over.  He touched the soft fabric which held the bracelet and the ring together.  “Do you know what this is, child?” he asked. 

  “Some sort of expensive cloth?” she guessed.  “I am not sure.” 

  He shook his head.  “It is much more precious than that, my dear.  The reason this bracelet is so powerful in protecting you is because it is made from her own hair.  I would know it from anywhere.” 

 “You know me so well.” 

  Firayis whipped around to see a glowing ball of light appear behind him.  In moments, it had elongated into the form of a beautiful woman with long chestnut brown hair.  She smiled at the God of Dreams and touched his face. 

  “My sweet Firayis…how I have missed you,” she said. 

  His face went slack with shock.  “My love, you cannot be here!  If Eerich finds you back here, he will try and take you again!” 

  Chin smiled.  “I am not here long—it is too dangerous for me here.  I saw the extent of Eerich’s anger when I was pulled away from him.  He will kill me when he sees me, Firayis.  My immortality can end by his hand.” 

  “I won’t let him,” Firayis growled. 

  “None of us will, sister,” said the God of War as he stood up. 

  Chin turned her brown eyes upon her brother and sister.  “I have missed you two more than you know.  But I cannot stay here while Eerich still lives.” 

  “What are you saying?” said Aldoa.  “Surely we can watch over you and keep you safe so that you can stay here with us!” 

  The goddess’ expression was proud, and yet held a sadness in it no one could have imagined.  “I know that you would try.  Yet I am unable to come back for good…unless Eerich is dead.” 

  “Dead?” said Aldoa.   

  Chin smiled.  “I know it is not what you wanted to hear.  But Eerich has grown into a very dangerous god, and his vengeance is too great for him to keep the kind of power that he has.   He must be stopped.  There is no other way for me to return.”  She looked back at Firayis.  “And I do wish to return…I want us to spend time with our daughter.” 

  “Our daughter?” he questioned. 

  Chin gestured towards Emaree.  “I kept her inside my belly for as long as I could.  But I was tired, and she needed to live outside of me.  I put her in the care of a family of farmers, who promised they would take care of her.” 

  Emaree stared at the goddess, flabbergasted.  “Those…those were not my real parents?  You’re my mother and father?” 

  Chin nodded, and Firayis felt a tear go down his face.  “I am a father?” 

  The Goddess of Humanity cocked her head to the side as though she heard something.  “I can feel Eerich stirring—he knows he feels my presence somewhere.  I must go now.  You have to defeat him, Firayis.” 

  She leaned over to kiss him, and disappeared. 

  The circle sat in silence as the mortals took in what they had just witnessed.  Firayis was staring at Emaree and gripping her hand. 

  “I did not know you were of my blood, or I would have taken you in as a babe,” he told her.  “I will take care of you now.” 

  She tried to smile, still trying to take in that she was the child of gods. 

  “Well that was a bit…unexpected,” Geldin said.  “But while we are here there is still one more matter to discuss.” 

  All eyes turned to him as he gazed at Silvia. 

  “What are we going to do about your husband?” 

  Silvia opened her mouth to respond, but Zander interrupted.  

  “My Lord Geldin, I thought you had said we could not light fires?” 

  Geldin’s head whipped about to look in the direction the old man was pointing in.  Through the wall of water, there was no mistaking the firelight flickering on the other side.  “So I did,” he said. 

 But as they looked at the fire, they noticed the silhouettes of figures moving quickly in front of it…almost like they were running. 

  Geldin stepped closer to that side of the water wall.  “Damn it—we’re under attack!” 

    

    

  Chapter Twenty-One: Holes 

    

  Vyto had watched Queen Silvia walk off with mixed feelings.  His eyes kept getting drawn back to the hole in the ground.  He knew the queen would ask for guidance from the gods when given the chance, but who was to say the gods would give it?  Or worse…what if they said to forget about Gordy?  He couldn’t do that.  Gordy had been there for him ever since the two-headed beasts had attacked not far outside of Lystia.  Gordy wouldn’t abandon him, and he would not abandon Gordy.  That wasn’t how friendship worked.  He looked off into the distance at the campsite.  It was very dark, with only the stars to light the thousands of men and women below.  Yet even in the dark he could see the strange wall of water rising into the night around the meeting the queen was attending.  The magic within the army was beyond his knowledge and constantly surprised him. 

  With a heavy sigh, he took off the vest he wore over his shirt and undid his sword belt.  The gaping pit in the hillside taunted him as he made sure his boot daggers were secure.  He placed a knife blade crossways in his mouth for easy access and dropped to his hands and knees.  The ground was still warm from the day and the dirt soft underneath him.  He entered the cave slowly, his ears on the alert for any sound within the ground.  The heart inside his chest beat furiously, but he forced himself to stay calm as he maneuvered his way forward.  The odd, sickly smell grew stronger as he moved further in. 

  At first there seemed to be only one long tunnel that slowly wound its way down.  The sounds of the night faded behind him the further he went until it was eerily silent.  The tunnel stayed the same width and height for the most part, and only seemed to thin out where there were large rocks protruding.  These he couldn’t see, as it was dark as a night with a new moon inside the earth; but his hands felt them just fine.  It was just past one of these rocks that the tunnel branched off into several directions and the walls began to light up with some sort of strange glow.  He discovered himself to be in what looked like a round antechamber with five tunnels leading into the blackness beyond him.  A nervous panic tried to overtake him, but he pushed it down.  He would not fail in this mission.  He was going to find his friend…dead or alive. 

  Vyto removed the knife from his mouth; his grip on it was so tight it hurt his knuckles.  He took a few deep breaths, steadying his nerves. 

  “Gordy!” he whispered loudly.  He waited for what seemed like eternity. 

  Only silence answered him. 

  He said a quick prayer to the Parent Gods and decided to try it in a much louder voice.   

  “Gordy!” 

  Faintly, oh-so-faintly, he heard an answer: “Here!” 

  The voice was a little ways off and sounded more like a child than a grown man.  But it was the only lead he had.  He chose the tunnel he believed it to have come from and whispered into the blackness loudly. 

  “I am coming for you!  Wait there!” 

  His knife resumed its position in his mouth as he scrambled forward as fast as he could.  Oddly enough, there were not a lot of big rocks where he was crawling; there were plenty of pebbles and such, but nothing which would scrape him as he went along, and the walls were smooth.  He wondered why that was so, but kept on going.  The stench by now had thickened, and it was hard not to gag.  The walls here had the same glow, though somewhat fainter.   

 A minute later he whispered into the tunnel again.  “Where are you?  Are you close?” 

  “Over here,” came the voice again, and Vyto knew this time that it was indeed a child. 

  He followed the sound of the voice and rounded another curve in the tunnel.  He nearly screamed like a girl when a hand reached out and grabbed at him. 

  “Please help us!” 

  “How many are you?” Vyto said quietly. 

  The child was peeking around a rock, and said, “There are two of us, but the man is not awake.” 

  Vyto breathed a sigh of relief.  It had to be Gordy with the boy. 

  “Okay, I’m going to get you out of here.  What happened to you?” 

  The boy sounded tired and frightened.  “I snuck here with the army but I got scared when they began to fight.  I ran down the hole and got afraid when I heard someone come after me.  Then I saw one of the monsters, and the man saved me by holding his hand over my mouth so I wouldn’t scream.  We were trying to find our way out but I think he hit his head on something.” 

  Vyto’s mind was stuck on one word.  “What do you mean you saw a monster?” 

  “They live here in the tunnels,” the boy whispered.  “Please help us get out.” 

  “I will,” he promised.  The child was small and would be easy to get out.  In the low light, he barely saw the body of the man with him, and tried to determine where the man’s arms were.  As he did, he felt the man’s curly hair; between that and the man’s body size, he was sure he had found his companion.  Thank the gods! 

  “Okay, here is what I need you to do,” he said to the boy.  “I’m going to have to pull him along the tunnel.  I need you to push his feet while I pull him so that we can try and move faster.  Can you do that, boy?” 

  “My name is Kaul, not boy,” the child retorted. 

  Vyto rolled his eyes in the dark but smiled just the same.  “Can you do that, Kaul?” 

  “Yes, sir, I can.” 

  “Good.  Then let’s go.” 

  Vyto grabbed Gordy under the arms, making sure the unconscious man was lying on his back and began to scoot himself back up the tunnel slowly.  It was difficult at best to pull Gordy, even though his friend was a bit on the thin side.  He also knew that Kaul wouldn’t be able to push much to help him.  He had given the boy that task to give him something to concentrate on so that he would not be afraid. 

  Bit by bit, they slowly began working their way back up the tunnel.  When they got near the antechamber, he thought he saw the light on the walls moving.  “What in the Dark Moon…” he muttered. 

  “It’s the monster!” the boy whispered. 

  “Stay right there!” Vyto whispered back.  The last thing he needed was the little boy venturing deeper into the tunnels. 

  The light moved again, and didn’t seem to be very bright.  He edged a little closer to the lip of the tunnel he was in, thankful his eyes had adjusted so he could now make out more than a tiny bit of the round chamber.  To his right he could see the outline of the tunnel he was pretty sure he came out of.  To his left, the wobbling light grew closer and he could now see that it was coming from one of the adjacent tunnels.  When the creature came into sight, he nearly recoiled before stopping himself. 

  It was apparent now that the glow emanated from the creature itself, which seemed to be something akin to a giant worm.  Its body was huge—nearly two feet wide.  It was hard to tell how long it was as it began moving out of one tunnel hole and towards another.  The head was nothing short of hideous: it had large round eyes, which were opaque in color and tiny ears that were flattened against the skull.  The mouth was wide and appeared to have mandibles which closed over the front of it.  As its giant body slowly moved forward, Vyto saw that it had minuscule appendages that looked like legs lining the side of its body.  He imagined that those helped move the monster while it was in the tunnels, and perhaps that was why the walls were so smooth. 

 It seemed like an eternity before it passed completely into the other tunnel.  Vyto guessed the beast was nearly twelve feet long.  He’d never seen any animal that big, other than the queen when she was in her dragon form. 

  The queen…hadn’t he warned her about something like this weeks ago?  He wracked his brain trying to remember.  It was something he had dreamed…then he remembered.  These were the foul-smelling holes in his dream which had given him a feeling of uneasiness…and now he knew why.  And he’d dreamed of something moving within dark holes last night—which had been what he’d wanted to tell Her Majesty before he’d come down here.  Unfortunately, no one on the surface knew anything at all about what was right below them. 

  He had to alert them, and quickly.  There was no way it would be safe to stay here with a creature like that on the loose. 

  Vyto waited until the glow had completely faded away and said, “All right, we need to get moving again.  Kaul, are you still with me?  Can you still help me?” 

  “Yes,” came the dismal reply.  He knew how terrified the child must be. 

  “Okay, let’s go.”   

  He began to heave Gordy backwards, thankful that there weren’t any big rocks in the way that he’d have to drag him over.  He twisted to the right and pulled some more.  He could hear Kaul’s ragged breathing, and thought he felt little pushes against Gordy’s body.  The poor kid was doing his best to help.   

  They began to go up the last tunnel and were halfway up when they heard a low animalistic noise from below.  Kaul shrieked with horror and began pushing Gordy’s feet so hard that Vyto collapsed with Gordy on top of him.  He wiggled upwards, knowing the ceiling of the cave was not high and not wanting to smash Gordy’s face into it.  A burst of energy went through him as he heard the sound again.  It seemed closer this time. 

  Kaul cried out, “It’s coming!” 

  Sure enough, as Vyto looked back down the tunnel he could see a faint light.  Panicked, he pulled ever faster, going around the large rock that broke through the bend in the cave.  Farther up, he could make out the outline of the entrance to the hole. 

  “We’re almost there—move, Kaul!  Push!” 

  The beast below made another low, raspy sound as it neared.  Vyto dug deep and yanked Gordy up as fast as he could.  Moments later, he fell out into the night sky with Gordy’s limp figure; the boy scrambled out a mere seconds later and ran to hide behind him.  The glow in the tunnel got a little brighter and Vyto scurried out from under Gordy and reached down to get his sword.   

  “Stay back, Kaul,” he growled. 

  The monster’s head soon appeared at the entrance of the hole.  Vyto watched it carefully as the legs on its sides propelled it further out into the open.  He noticed that the beast did not seem to see him in the dark night.  He raised his sword, but the glow of the worm-beast glinted off the sword and caught its eye.  It swung its ugly head towards him; the mandibles opened, revealing a maw lined with sharp, curved teeth. 

  Vyto edged away so that his friend and the child were not in the creature’s direct sight.  He lifted the sword and poised himself for a fight.  The beast then did something he did not expect: it reared up, supported by its thick lower mass.  Its mandibles opened and shut as it shrieked at him, spraying a nasty-smelling saliva all over the ground between them.  There was a thick line on the underside of its belly; this opened outwards, revealing the insides of the monster. The inner linings of it were also covered in teeth, like a grotesque parody of a sideways mouth. 

 It moved towards Vyto more quickly than he expected, and he had to dart out of the way as it came crashing down.  With a sickening feeling, he realized that the beast had meant to fall upon him so that he would be enveloped inside its stomach.   

  He regained his defensive stance with his sword, watching the ugly beast as it quickly maneuvered to put him in its sights. This thing was much faster than it appeared. Another animalistic roar came from its throat and it reared up once more.  Vyto waited a little bit longer this time as the beast got closer.  As it brought its bulk down towards him again he feinted to the right, further drawing the beast from Gordy and Kaul.  The worm-like creature landed with a thud and whipped its ugly head towards him. 

  “Oh, you’re getting pissed,” he muttered. 

  The beast growled as though in agreement, but then squealed in pain and turned to look at its back end.  Vyto stared in disbelief, dread filling his heart. 

  Kaul had gotten a knife from somewhere and had driven it deep into the tail end of the beast.  He now stared in horror as the monster began to wiggle around to face him.  His tiny hand let go of the knife and he took several steps back, trembling.   

  But before the creature could turn all the way around, Gordy’s sword whirled through the air and carved its way into the beast’s neck.  Its roar was cut off as the sword punctured its windpipe and came out the other side of its body.  It wavered in the air for only a moment before collapsing into a heap; blood pooled into a thick puddle around it, slowly soaking into the ground. 

  Vyto stood in shock as the monster quickly bled out.  His eyes flicked over to Gordy, who stood off to the side, watching.  The freckled man glanced over at Vyto and nodded. 

  “For once, I saved someone else’s life.” 

  Vyto ran over to him, inspecting the wound on Gordy’s head in the moonlight; he’d bled a good bit.  “How do you feel?” 

  “More alive than ever before.” 

  His friend laughed heartily and clapped him on the back.  “That’s good to hear.” 

  They turned to look at Kaul, who was still staring at the beast with wide eyes.  Gordy trotted over to him, closely followed by Vyto.  “Hey buddy, are you all right?” 

  The boy continued to stare at the dead creature. 

  Vyto bent down to look him in the eye.  “That was a very brave thing you did there, lad.  Your parents would’ve been proud of you.” 

  This caused Kaul to look up, and Vyto saw the tears in his eyes before the boy clutched him tightly in a hug.  He stroked the child’s hair, feeling the poor thing shaking. 

  “Vyto.” 

  The burly man looked over at Gordy, who was looking off into the distance. 

  “We have a problem.” 

  Vyto’s gaze trailed the same path as Gordy’s and he felt his stomach clench.  Another one of the worm creatures had somehow snuck up on one of the Lystian soldiers, and was rearing up on its lower half like a cobra.  Swiftly for a beast of its size, it opened its tooth-lined stomach and toppled forward with deadly accuracy on top of the soldier.  It was hard to see, or even to hear clearly from a distance, but Vyto was almost positive he could just make out the muffled screaming of the man inside the monster.  To the right, several more of the creatures began to appear, one heading right for the wall of water where the queen was holding her palaver.  

  “By the shadow of the Dark Moon,” he muttered.  He pushed the boy away and met his eyes.  “Kaul, there are more of these, and they’re going to attack our queen.  We must go to protect them.  I’m going to need you to jump on my back and hold on for dear life.  Can you do this?” 

 The boy glanced back towards the camp, where cries for help could now be heard.  Without a word he walked behind Vyto and deftly climbed onto his back.  Vyto adjusted him so that the child wasn’t choking him, and observed Gordy as he retrieved his knife from the creature’s tail and then his sword from its neck.  The red-headed young man wiped his sword clean on the grass, and then swept his arm across his forehead to rub away some of the blood from his cut. 

  “One of those things is headed for the queen.  How fast can you run, Gordy?” 

  “Faster than you, I’ll wager.  Let’s go.” 

    

    

    

  Stefan couldn’t see a damn thing.  There were beasts in the night attacking the camp, but not enough starlight or moonlight to see them clearly.  The beasts had a faint glow, but they moved quickly, and it was hard to see what, exactly, they were. He took a piece of flint from his pocket and began striking it against a nearby rock.  Sparks flew out, catching the cloth on fire that was next to it.  He lifted the cloth, which had been dipped in the last oil he had left and wrapped tightly around a large stick, and swung it around.  They needed more fires to see.  He ran about yelling at the men and women to wake, and in a desperate attempt to provide more light he ran into a tent and evacuated its occupants.  Moments later the tent was in flames, and so was the cart hitched behind it.  The flames rose up to lick at the sky, exposing the giant creatures that had invaded their space.  As soon as the soldiers could see what to fight, they turned on their foes, lashing out with sword and knife.  One of the worms passed within ten feet of Stefan, and he counted no less than twelve arrows jutting from its body in various places. 

  “Don’t waste your arrows!  Use your swords!” he cried out, and raced forward with his torch in one hand and his sword at the ready in the other.  

  The animal turned towards the sound of his voice and charged him.  It had dozens of legs on each side of its mass, all wiggling about in the air.  He assumed these helped them move around in tighter spaces, for they were useless in the open air. 

  Tighter spaces... 

  It hit him that these creatures must surely live in the foul-smelling holes littered about the surrounding countryside.  He must warn Queen Silvia. 

  He slew the great beast, and then his feet ran as fast as they could towards the wall of water rising into the sky.  He was shouting and waving the makeshift torch, but the words coming out of his mouth seemed foreign to him.  He only wanted to make enough noise to warn Her Majesty of what lay outside the protective layer of water.  And the gods too…he’d forgotten about them, though he was sure they could take care of themselves just fine.  As he approached the water wall at full speed, he saw one of the creatures coming up from the other side.  It reared up on its bottom half, preparing to fall right through the water wall to the people within.  Its stomach opened, and he saw with horror that it was lined up and down each side with sharp teeth. 

  He screamed even louder and charged. 

    

    

    

  The Queen stood up, peering through the wall of liquid at the firelight that seemed to be running towards them. 

  “Take down the barrier!” she told the Goddess of the Waters. 

  Aldoa heeded the Lystian woman, and the water fell with a great splash all around them.  As the rest of them rose, so too did a figure next to where the wall had been.  Silvia looked up at the monstrosity looming above her, but couldn’t find the words to scream. 

 The firelight got closer, and suddenly Stefan was there, driving his sword into the beast and burning it with his torch.  The monster roared in anger and twisted around, falling forward onto the soldier.  Silvia backed away in horror as she watched its stomach envelope Stefan, and she could see his arms and legs pushing against the inside of the beast as his muffled screams attacked her ears.  She felt for her sword and remembered with dismay that she had left it in the wagon with Keelan’s sleeping form. 

  Keelan.  By the gods, she had to get to him! 

  A man ran past her and drove his sword into the creature; she saw that it was Dalton, and he was quickly joined by Sir Grant and Lord Cambry.  It was surreal, as though she were watching through someone else’s eyes.  The animal was bleeding out in seconds, lying in ruins on the ground as they cut Stefan out.  He was badly sliced up from the teeth and covered in goo that smelled as bad as it looked, but he was okay. 

  Silvia felt herself running away, her mind in a daze.  She was vaguely conscious of using her magic to move faster, as her mind spun around what was happening.  Was the wagon still protected?  Was her husband safe?  Through it all, despite his infidelity and his recent bizarre actions, she still loved him and wanted him safe.   She heard her name shouted out behind her, but didn’t turn around.  She headed straight for the wagon in the center of the encampment…towards her husband, and her weapon.  The wagon came into view, but she saw that no one was around it…and she saw why. 

  Several of the creatures were around the wagon, two of which had bulging sides from the soldiers they’d eaten.  Those men had been left by her personally to guard her king.  She pushed the guilt deep down, telling herself that they had volunteered to come into this war, and essentially had volunteered to risk their lives to do what must be done.   

  Silvia didn’t stop running; she didn’t want to give the creatures time to respond to her presence.  She raced to the back of the wagon and darted inside, shutting the door behind her.  She waited with her back against it, catching her breath and letting her eyes adjust to the gloom. 

  There was a loud thump, and the wagon shook.  Silvia gasped and scrambled towards the furry, limp form of the king.  She laid her hands on his stomach, feeling the slow rise and fall of it. 

  She breathed a sigh of relief and then felt around on the bed across from him for her weapons.  She sheathed the dagger, and gripped her sword hard.  Now that she was here with Keelan, what was she to do? 

  The wagon shuttered violently, and rocked back and forth.  She reached out and grabbed a hold of the bench Keelan slept on with her spare hand to steady herself. 

  A deep, dark chuckle sounded from behind her.  She whipped around to see two glowing reddish-yellow eyes looking at her from the dim interior of the wagon. 

  “Well, well…looks like dragons don’t see in the dark very well.” 

  “Show yourself,” she hissed, placing herself between Keelan and the voice. 

  A flickering light appeared behind the massive figure, which barely fit within the confines of the wagon; it looked as though the wagon was on fire, but she knew better.  Before her stood Eerich, the God of the Underworld. 

  “Better now, little pup?” he asked, spreading his hands.  His torso was bare, and the long leather breeches he wore were decorated with strange symbols.  What looked to be blood was smeared on them as though it were a decoration throughout the symbols. 

  She tried not to shudder as she brought her sword into a more defensive position.  “Why are you here?” 

 Eerich gazed at her.  “Observing.” 

  “Why?” 

  He shrugged.  “I’ve never watched a woman-dragon before.  You interest me.  Besides, it’s not often someone with powers the like of yours comes around.” 

  “So you wanted to see what you’re up against,” she said. 

  “Oh, are we against each other?” he said.  He feigned astonishment. 

  “Don’t act so surprised,” she responded.  “You are on the side of Rohedon and his wives.  Your presence this afternoon revealed your allegiances.  Do not try and fool me.” 

  “I do not intend to fool anyone.” 

  She stood a little straighter, and did well keeping her balance as another creature rammed the side of the wagon.  She did not believe the god before her for a minute.  “I warn you, Eerich.  God or not, if you are on the witches’ side…you will lose.” 

  He stepped forward, his figure towering over her.  “I…never…lose.” 

  Silvia drove the tip of the sword blade into the wooden planks and stepped back.  She relaxed her whole body, drawing in her strength.  “Then maybe it’s time you did.” 

  A change came over his face.  She couldn’t quite put her finger on it, but it was as though his facial expression had darkened to the point where he truly looked evil.  Even his eyes took on a darker red. 

  “Watch your words, mortal.” 

  Silvia’s eyes flashed a bright green, and it startled Eerich.  “I will watch nothing.” 

  Anger clouded the god’s face and his eyes flickered over to the sleeping fox.  He sneered.  “And is this your pet?  Or your husband?  Maybe you’re confused with which one he is.” 

  Silvia’s heart beat faster.  A slip in her facial expression caught the god’s eye.  “Back away from us.” 

  One of the beasts landed on the roof of the wagon, nearly toppling it.  The top splintered and the creature roared at them from outside. 

  Eerich smiled, and a chill went up her spine.  “What’s wrong, Queen Silvia?  Have you never seen a predator play with its food before it eats?  My little pets like to play.” 

   “They will not touch him, and neither will you.”  The threatening tone in her voice made the god pause. 

  “I will do as I please,” he growled.  He started towards the king. 

  With a cry of outrage, Silvia flung her arms towards the god.  Her magic slipped from her palms and fingertips and knocked the god through the door of the wagon.  He landed hard on his back, gawking at her in surprise.  The monsters surrounding the wagon seemed to hesitate, sensing their master’s distress. 

  But Silvia knew they’d go right back to hunting for food.  She looked outside, seeing Dalton and the others running full speed towards her, yet knew they wouldn’t get to her in time.  The wagon began to shake again; there wasn’t much time.  She bent over and scooped Keelan into one arm and grabbed her sword with the other. 

  “Firayis, wake him!  Wake him, please!” she screamed. 

  “What name did you just speak?”   

  Silvia gasped, not realizing Eerich had moved so fast—he was at the doorway, glaring at her hatefully, his massive body blocking the entire frame. 

  The fox in her arms moved, and she saw that Keelan was waking up.  At the same moment, the creature attacking the top of the wagon broke through. 

  Everything seemed to happen in a blur.  Keelan leapt from her arms in shock, still somewhat out of it from his long slumber.  The creature screeched and opened its stomach in anticipation of food.  And then, right below Silvia, the floor of the wagon disappeared and she fell into a hole that emptied into a tunnel in the ground.  She didn’t know how far she fell, only that as she screamed in shock Eerich peeked down the hole after her. 

 “I never lose!” he cried. 

  Then she hit the bottom of the tunnel and lost all consciousness. 

    

    

  Chapter Twenty-Two: Mortals and Gods 

    

  Dalton and the others were caught in the midst of the creatures, slashing this way and that with every sharp object they could lay their hands on.  The beasts seemed to be concentrated around the place where their meeting had been held and around the queen’s wagon.  Had this been planned?  What wickedness was behind this?  

  Beside him, Cambry slid a blade into the mouth of one of the creatures as the slim blonde fighting girl called Brielle swiftly cut open its stomach with double blades.  They laid waste to the monsters, but not fast enough for Dalton.  He could scent Silvia still, but her scent was fading and he needed to get to her. 

  “Come on!” he yelled.  “To the Queen!” 

  They troupe ran off, but were hindered by more beasts and soldiers along the way.  Body parts were strewn about as though the great monsters had bitten them off, or their stomach had regurgitated them.  Dalton swallowed nervously, but none of them smelled like Silvia.  She was alive for the moment. 

  They were drawing close to where the wagon was located when a figure burst through the door, landing on his back. 

  Firayis ran with them but stopped short when he heard Silvia’s scream render the night.  “Firayis, wake him!  Wake him, please!” 

  The God of Dreams uttered a short curse, knowing she would not have asked this if she were not in trouble.  He reached out with his powers and went into Keelan’s mind, stirring his soul.  “Wake up, King of Mortals…we need you here.” He felt the king awakening and ran on to catch up to the others.  The figure had already regained his feet, and Firayis did not need to be any closer to know who it was.  His heart raced furiously in his chest as he watched the God of the Dead re-enter the wagon.  One of the hideous creatures seemed to have broken through the roof of the wagon at the same time and was leaning in.  The men reached the wagon but the beasts made it difficult to get inside.  As they began to fight the creatures on the outside, Silvia screamed shrilly from within.  

  The sound sent chills up every inch of her comrades’ spines…not because she had cried out, but because her cry had rapidly faded away until they couldn’t hear it anymore.  Another voice roared after her, though it was hard to discern what it was saying. 

  The worm came crashing down upon the wagon, smashing it into a thousand pieces.  A red blur barely escaped the flying debris and stumbled towards them.  It quickly transformed into the Lystian King, who looked quite dazed. 

  “Give me a weapon!” he yelled.  “The Queen fell inside some sort of hole under the wagon!” 

  Brielle threw him one of her swords and Keelan caught it with sure fingers.  He was just in time, for one of the creatures was heading straight for him.  Indeed, the creatures had now surrounded the entire group and were closing in on them with shrieks of hunger.  The worm which had broken through the wagon was now moving the debris to the side with its body, revealing the gaping hole in the ground.  It screeched loudly into the depths of the hole as it peered inside. 

  “No…” Dalton whispered, looking over his shoulder at the worm. 

  The monster shrieked one last time and toppled into the hole head first…and as soon as it was out of sight, the ground trembled, and the hole closed up. 

  The Lystian Queen was trapped below with the monster. 

  Dalton bellowed with rage, changing into his dragon form.  He drew in a deep breath and scorched the remaining beasts with flames.  They screeched in agony, writhing on the ground as they burned to death.  When he saw that he had gotten them all, his breathing calmed and he changed back to his human self. 

 They men and women regrouped, the gods all standing together solemnly. 

  “The ground…it-it swallowed her,” Dalton said in a shaky voice. 

  “I can still feel her,” said Aldoa.  “She is still alive, Prince Dalton.” 

  “But for how long with that creature in there with her?” 

  Lord Cambry stepped forward.  “We must discover a way in there.” 

  “We will not rest until she is found,” Keelan growled.  “We’re wasting time standing here.  We’ve got to move.” 

  “Then let’s search for an entrance to one of their tunnels,” Dalton said.  “Spread out and take as many as you can with you.  The Queen’s survival rests upon our shoulders.” 

    

    

    

  Larette adjusted the shutters on her window.  The wind was blowing so hard that they’d burst open, soaking her room with rain.  The glass from the window had shattered the day before, hit by a piece of debris flying about in the air.   

  The storm scared her.  Her beautiful city had swiftly become flooded, with people taking to higher grounds.  Crops had been lost.  Livestock had perished.  Those who were not strong enough to fight the waters in the lower sections of the city had been swept away…She knew not how many had been lost thus far. Sometimes the rain slowed down to a drizzle, as though teasing them; at other times, it was as though the sea itself had crossed over Rohedon’s Realm to lay waste to Lordale. 

  As her fingers thrust the wobbly latch back into place, her husband entered the room.  She wheeled her chair around to face him.  “Is it as bad as it appears to be?” she asked softly.  The look on his face told him everything she needed to know. 

  He tugged on his black beard.  “You might say that.”  He ambled over to her and grabbed the handles on the back of her chair, wheeling her away from the window.  “You should’ve waited to re-latch the window.  Now your whole front side is wet.”  He stroked her flawless mahogany face gently.  Her beauty was well-known throughout their lands, and how she seemed to grow older without the appearance of wrinkles and baggy skin.  One would think her in her thirties instead of her early fifties. 

  Larette smiled warmly.  “You always care more about others than you do yourself.  Take care, husband, that this does not bode ill for you at some point.” 

  “I am a king,” Rordar stated.  “I am supposed to put my people before myself, and you most of all.” 

  “Have you been to see Hemet?” 

  Rordar hesitated as he pushed her over to sit in front of the small fire.  “I have.” 

  “And what says our most important carpenter?” 

  The Lordalen King took a seat across from his wife of nearly four decades.  “The war machine cannot be used at this time.  Even in the barn it is flooding, and the weight of the contraption combined with the muck from the floods, has insured that it will not budge until the waters recede.” 

  “Then we wait,” she said with conviction.  “This storm will blow away.  It cannot last forever.” 

  “But if it was the witches who summoned the rain, then I worry about how long they can make it last.  The water does not have to keep rising for our city to fall.  We need to be extra cautious…and we need to come up with another plan.” 

  “Lucky for you, I think ahead,” his wife said coyly. 

  “You’ve thought of something else?” he asked. 

  She smiled, but he noticed it didn’t go all the way to her eyes.  “Yes, I believe I have.” 

 “What is the flaw in this plan?  I can read your face too well.” 

  “The plan requires sacrifice, Rordar…the ultimate sacrifice.” 

  “We are not giving in to those heathens, if that’s what you mean,” he snarled. 

  “No, that is an option which neither of us has placed upon the table to be discussed.  It is completely out of the question.” 

  “Then what is your suggestion?” 

  “I have a way to kill the witches, husband.  I only need someone to get me very close to them.” 

  “How close?” he asked suspiciously. 

  Her eyes watered.  “Close enough to ensure that they do not escape what I will do, Rordar.” 

  Rordar stood up as the realization hit him.  “No.  I refuse to let you do this.” 

  Larette reached out and grabbed his hand, pulling him to her.  She kissed the rings he wore on his fingers, ones she had gifted him many, many years ago.  “You must let me do this, my darling.  You are our king, and we must do all that we can to protect you.  All the same, you and I must do everything we can to protect our people.  Let me go to them, Your Grace, and end this once and for all.” 

  He squatted down on his haunches and took her face in his hands.  “I cannot lose you, Larette.  I cannot rule without you by my side.  I…I cannot live without you by it either.” 

  “But you must,” she whispered.  Sparkling tears trickled down her face.  “This is the way it has to be.  My very life was made for this moment.  Do not let me pass it by.  I have been confined to this chair for a long time, and have not been out helping our people as I should be.  This is my last act of passion for the people who are dying because of this war.  They need to see one last time how much I care for them and what I would do for them.  Let me die protecting those that I love, Rordar.  To save you and our people, I am obliged to pay this expense with my life.  If you love me as you say you do, then you cannot deny me this honor.  Let me go.” 

  Rordar bowed his head.  “As you wish,” he whispered in a broken voice. 

    

    

    

  Saris was in a dreadful mood.  She knew the battle had ended quite poorly, and despite Eerich’s efforts with his creatures she had a feeling that the army would survive that as well.  The large crack in the wall beckoned to her, but she didn’t really feel like going to see him.  A mixture of emotions ran through her and she decided she’d go for a walk to clear her mind.  

  The halls of the mountain were sparsely populated at this hour of the night.  Most of the servants were asleep in their rooms.  She let her mind wander as she walked, and her thoughts went to her sister.  She found her feet drawing her closer to Natosha’s bedchambers, and soon she was knocking on the door. 

  Natosha opened it seconds later, an untrusting look on her face.  “Hello, sister.” 

  “May I come in?” 

  “You’ve not bothered to ask the past few times, so why bother now?  Do what you will.”  She walked off and sat in a chair next to the fireplace.  Saris noted her bulge in the front; their children had always gestated so fast.  In a couple of weeks, if not sooner, the baby would be born. 

  “How fares the child within you?” 

  Natosha humphed.  “What do you care?  You’re convinced I am your enemy now.” 

 “Not completely convinced yet, but close enough,” Saris admitted.  “I worry about your decisions, sister.” 

  “You need to worry about other things.  My decisions will benefit us in the long run and strengthen us.  I just wish you’d trust me enough to know that.”  Natosha grimaced and placed her hand over her stomach.  

  Saris’ eyes flickered to her twin’s stomach. “Your child is growing quickly,” she stated.  She purposefully ignored Natosha’s statement about trusting her.  A twinge of discomfort twisted her stomach; her body could no doubt feel her sister’s pain and nausea.  She tried to separate herself from feeling warmth from that knowledge. 

  Natosha looked at her with cold eyes.  “Yes, very quickly.  More rapidly than usual, it would seem.” 

  “And when the child arrives, what will you do with him or her?” 

  “What do you think I’ll do with it?” Natosha asked.  “A rhetorical question if ever I’ve heard one.  The child will be raised as all of our other children have been raised.” 

  Saris shook her head.  “Your child will be singled out and treated as the outsider that it will be.  Your other children, as well as mine and Clea’s, will all know that your child does not belong here.  He is not of Rohedon’s blood.  They will hunt him down, Natosha.” 

  “They will not know of the father.” 

  “They will know it is not your husband’s and that, my dear sister, is enough to warrant the child’s death.  And if they should learn that the father is our sworn enemy…well, I wouldn’t want to be that child.  Or his mother, for that matter.” 

  Natosha chuckled darkly.  “Have you now resorted to threats against me and mine?” 

  “No, not threats.  These are merely warnings of what is to come.” 

  “You know, I used to value your opinions.  Now I find that they rather annoy me.  You think you are on a higher pedestal than me, and you are wrong.”  A wave of nausea hit her and she leaned forward, holding her stomach as she retched into a bucket next to the chair. 

  “Am I wrong?” Saris arched an eyebrow.  Her stomach lurched, and she swallowed hard.  She was determined to be the stronger one. 

  Natosha stood up, and her eyes flashed angrily as she confronted her sibling.  “Take care, sister.  Though I may carry the child of our enemy, I have not strayed from our cause.  I know where my loyalties lie.  With you, however, I am not so sure.  I believe that your perception of me has greatly changed these past few weeks.  I am not so assured of your allegiances at this time, especially given my treatment.  If I didn’t know any better, I would think that you deem yourself in a position of higher authority than me….that you have more power.”  She stepped closer to her twin.  “That, my dear sister, would be a deadly mistake.” 

  “And now you are you threatening me?” Saris asked sharply. 

  “You threatened the life I carry within.  This is not a threat but a promise.  I am giving you the same treatment that I have been receiving, but when the tables are turned you get quite ill-tempered.  Why is that?  Perhaps it is because you know you are stepping out of line.” 

  “I never step out of line.” 

  “Really?  Hmm…that’s interesting,” Natosha said.  “I would have to disagree with you on that.  You’ve been quite insubordinate to me.  Remember where your powers came from, Saris.” 

  Saris shoved her finger hard into her sister’s breastbone, driving her back.  “I remember exactly where my powers come from—the God of the Dead himself.  Not you, Natosha.  You have gifted me nothing except a husband that betrayed us before we were even his.  And have you stopped to think about how often your powers have failed you as of late?  All the while, my magic remains strong and consistently grows.  You say insubordinate; I say…I have grown more powerful than you.” 

 A sharp pain dug into her stomach and she cried out in surprise.  

  Natosha quickly backed away, watching her warily.  “Why is your stomach so large, sister?” 

  Saris looked down, utterly shocked to see that her stomach was distending further and further as the pains inside her grew.  She glanced back at her twin, unable to speak.  She hadn’t been feeling Natosha’s pregnancy pains—she’d been feeling her own. 

  Natosha stood near the fire, one hand lightly resting on a fire poker.  “Whose child resides within you?” she whispered. 

  The blonde woman gaped at her before saying, “It’s a spell.  It’s a spell that’s gone wrong, and nothing more.” 

  “A spell gone wrong and you now have a swollen belly,” said Natosha with contempt.  “What a pity.” 

  Saris realized she was now in the same situation as her twin, only the father of her child was not the enemy.  Her hands clutched her stomach, which continued extending further. 

  “Save your pity for someone who needs it,” she growled.  “I am done with you.”   

  She turned and ran out the door, leaving it open behind her.  Her slippers masked the sound of her running feet as she hurried through the tunnels.  She wanted to go back to her room—to go through the slit in the wall and fall into the arms of the God of Evil.  Yet, she couldn’t seem to make her feet go back that way.  Try as she might, they led her deep down into the bowels of the mountain instead of her bedchambers.  She went deeper and deeper, wondering where her legs were taking her.  She slipped around a corner and came into a gigantic cavern located well beneath the mountain.  Wall sconces were strategically placed at even intervals along the walls, kept lit with dark magic that turned the flames an eerie reddish-orange.  At the far end, where the lowest point in the room was, there was a large pool of greenish-blue water.  Her feet stumbled towards this until she was wading waist-deep in it. 

  Her stomach was now distended quite grotesquely, and something inside it was moving.  Only one night with Eerich, and she was with child.  But wait…had he not said something about giving her everything she wanted?  Beauty everlasting, stronger magic…and children to bear?  That last thought struck a chord.  She’d spent that one night with him and sealed a pact to get what she wanted…but what if part of that pact was bearing him a child right away?   Had Eerich impregnated her on purpose?  Something about that seemed to add up and despite the warmness of the water, she got chills.  

  She felt an intense pressure forcing its way down inside her, and frowned.  This wasn’t right.  She’d never had a pregnancy in this short of an amount of time.  As the being within her moved again, she caught a glimpse of the movement within her belly.  Her breath caught.  Whatever was inside her was not human. 

  Saris screamed as the creature began to make its way out.  Nothing about the agony was even remotely normal.  What in the name of the Dark Moon had Eerich done to her? 

  Her baby moved swiftly, and she shrieked loudly as it began to exit her body.  She pushed with all of her might, feeling it squirming as it tried to get out.  What felt like a tentacle snaked out of her womanhood and latched on to the side of her leg; it seemed to suction itself there to help pull the rest of the body out.  After several more hysterical screams the creature wriggled out, entering the bloodied water. 

  She stared in horror at the abomination and retreated out of the water.  She collapsed in a heap just outside of the pool, in her soaking wet dress that was now stained with blood.  Saris watched the heathen creature swimming in the pool, and began to cry. 

 From the shadows of the doorway across the room, Natosha watched her sister with eyes as cold as a winter night. 

    

    

    

  Eerich was infuriated to a level he had not reached in quite some time.  First his beloved Hound was slain, and now roamed the halls of the Underworld in desolation.  Then Saris’ soldiers were defeated, which took out more than half of the people she had fighting for their side.  And he could not forget that the Dead Queen had yelled someone’s name that he had not heard in a long, long time. 

  Firayis.  Damn him, he’d come out of hiding like the rat that he was!  Eerich’s mouth turned down as he stormed about his bedchambers in a rage.  He’d felt Chin’s presence—or thought he had—which was why he’d been drawn to the Lystians’ camp.  He knew not where she was or where she disappeared to, but for hundreds of years he’d tried to track her down as soon as he’d sensed her.  To know that Firayis was now out of hiding only confirmed that she had been close.  What he wouldn’t give to trap Firayis and kill him… 

  He stopped and glowered up at the masks hanging above his fireplace, focusing on the empty spot in the middle.  He would fill that vacancy soon enough. 

  “I hope you’re contemplating your next move.” 

  Eerich twisted around and felt his boiling blood turn cold.  “Of course,” he said hoarsely. “I am always ruminating on the next step.” 

  The tall figure moved forward from the shadows, his long green and blue robe dragging on the floor behind him.  “The game you are playing is treacherous, Eerich.”  The smell of seaweed became strong in the room. 

  Eerich swallowed.  “I play no games.” 

  The tall man paced by him slowly, scrutinizing the God of the Dead as though he were an impotent child.  “You have made choices that seem to me to be rather brazen and rash.  Have I taught you nothing?” 

  He did not answer, and the man continued. 

  “You should have killed that army off weeks ago.  You are getting distracted and weak.  Gods are meant to be all-powerful beings, supreme above all other creatures.” 

  “I-I have a plan,” Eerich stammered. 

  The man chuckled darkly.  “You call fathering a water demon a plan?” 

  “The water demon will protect the entrance at all times.  Something you should be grateful for, I would think.” 

  The man ambled over to where Eerich stood and looked down at him with black eyes.  He was so close that his long, tangled greenish-gray beard brushed against Eerich’s.  “The stars have foretold a shadow of the events that are unfolding.  We must make sure that the army does not reach this mountain.  If it does, and if they infiltrate all of the nooks and crannies within, I will wear your skin as a coat.  Can I make myself any clearer?” 

  Eerich shook his head.  “I understand perfectly.” 

  “Good.”  The man nodded.  He stared at the figures dancing in the flames, knowing that Eerich had put them there because their eternal suffering was like a moving decoration to the God of the Dead.  

  “They will not make it here,” Eerich said.  “I give you my word.  And if they do, I will make sure my little water demon keeps them at bay.” 

  The God of the Sea turned his black eyes upon Eerich once more.  “I hope you are true to that statement.” 

  “I will be.” 

  Hasofite grinned maliciously.  “Then so begins the war of the gods.” 
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