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 Chapter One: A Slap in the Face
  
  

 Borys led the way down several long corridors, up a small flight of steps, and into a large, brightly lit room.  The chairs reclined, and as Silvia gracefully placed herself upon a burgundy chair, leaning back comfortably, she couldn’t help but think how nice it would be to lay back and listen to music all day.  Ever since she could remember, Silvia had had an ear for well-played music and a deep, sincere love for it.

 Servants began to come into the room, bringing trays of truffles, sugar cakes, and squares of chocolates. Warm, thick goat’s milk was poured into wide-rimmed golden cups.  Trays were set beside each chair with each of those items placed upon them.  Silvia was told that her servants had been moved to a room close by and she was comforted to know they were still near.

 She reached for one of the chocolates but before her fingers could close around it, Eulonda, seated beside her, reached over and grabbed Silvia’s wrist.

 “Would you go with me to the powder room?” she asked politely.

 Silvia nodded and laid down her half-smoked cigar on her tray well away from her food.  She rose carefully, swinging both legs off the reclined chair together and blushed when she noticed Dalton staring at her.  She left the room quickly, following Eulonda down the hall.

 The powder room was along the same hallway.  Eulonda removed a tiny matchbox from a pocket sewn deep within the folds of liquid cream that was her dress.  She struck a match against the tinderbox, igniting it, and stepped inside the archway.  Silvia watched her light six taper candles that were set in a candelabrum on a counter.  

 Keelan, who had followed them, stayed outside in the hallway, watching Silvia.  A familiar, but faint odor hung in the air of the powder room.  He tried to place the smell, but ended up ignoring it instead.

Two doors were in the room.  “What do those doors lead to?” she asked.

 Eulonda lit some fatter candles and picked two of them up.  “I’ll show you.”

 The first door opened into a small wash room, with several small pails of water, a small, empty tub, and towels hanging from racks on the walls.

 “This other door leads to the chamber pot.”

 “Oh, I do believe I have a use for the chamber pot,” Silvia said, pressing her hand on her left side.  “After eating so much food I feel like I shall burst!”  She gave an embarrassed chuckle.

 “You are not the only one,” Eulonda admitted with a sigh and a smile.  “You go ahead, dear, for it will take me a few minutes with all of these layers of my dress.  But do take one of these candles to see by.”  She handed one of them over.

 “Thank you, milady,” Silvia said.  She opened the door, went in, and closed it behind her.  She stopped, almost gagging.  The smell inside the room was horrific.  At first she thought it must be the chamber pot, but when she looked inside it, she found a clean space.  She wondered how they did not smell it so much in the antechamber.  A small open window was set in the wall, which probably had kept the smell from being worse.  Setting the candle on the floor near her, Silvia lifted all of her dress and bent over the pot.  When she had finished relieving herself, she wiggled from side to side a little bit.  She felt pounds lighter as her dress rippled down over her slender legs. If only that smell would disappear, she thought, picking up the candle that she had set on the table next to the chamber pot.  She turned towards the door and by the candle’s flickering light she saw the source of the stench lying in the corner.

  

 
 

  

 Keelan was not stupid enough to travel with the queen past the powder room.  He knew the ladies needed to use the chamber pot and that was a private moment for anyone, save the drunks in the taverns that used them publicly to try and outdo one another.  He waited as Silvia went into one of the inner rooms, but was as unprepared as he could be for her terrified scream a minute later.

 He jumped up and whipped around, his tiny paws and claws sliding and clicking on the cold stone floor.  He was barking aggressively, his mind screaming to Silvia, Open the door!  I can’t get in!

 But it was Madame Eulonda who threw open the inner door, charging through the doorway like a raging animal to see what was the matter.  Keelan, right behind her, was relieved to see Silvia alive and unharmed in the far corner of the room and he ran to her, rubbing against her dress in his relief.  A horrendous smell was heavy in the room.  He edged around Silvia and Eulonda, who was trying to calm Silvia down as she cried out in her horror, and peeked behind the door.  The smell hit his sensitive nostrils more here.  He recognized the smell of rotting meat and knew that the man lying on the floor was dead.

 Her sole attention on calming the young girl before her, Eulonda had seen nothing else in the dark room. When Keelan whined loudly, she spun about.  Seeing the body, she too cried out, clutching her breast with one hand, and backing away, taking Silvia’s hands in her own.

 The man was slumped in the corner behind the door, shoulders hunched forward.  He was wearing the red jerkin with the raven taking flight that made up the uniform of the King’s Guard.  He had a large, bushy brown beard and heavy-lidded milky eyes, still open.  His jaw was dropped, showing many missing teeth and a swollen tongue.  His black leggings were bunched at the top of his boots and he was sitting in a stagnant red puddle that had been partially soaked up by his tunic.  Both of his hands were clasped around his penis, which was nearly severed.

Eulonda hurried Silvia out of the room.  Keelan padded along behind them, glancing back into the darkened room only once.  The King, Prince Dalton, and Sir Grant, as well as a number of servants were rushing towards the doorway in the hall.

 “What ails you, ladies?” Prince Dalton asked worriedly.

 “There is a man in the bathroom behind the door,” Silvia said shakily.  “He’s dead.  He’s bloody rotting in there!”  She cared not for her foul language in front of strangers, too horrified by what she had seen.

 “My word!” the prince exclaimed.  He strode forward, grabbing the candelabrum and went in to the room with the chamber pot where the smell came from.  Sir Grant joined him and they returned moments later.

 “The room is stuffy, the corpse stiff and swollen, and the abominable stench is quite unbearable,” Dalton said.  His voice sounded testy, and he was glaring at Gregorich.  “How long do you usually let dead men lay in your palace, my Lord?  This one has been there for days.”

 Gregorich’s face was pale.  He turned to the nearest servant and said very sharply, “Get him out of there.”

 The manservant nodded and took the candelabrum from Dalton.  Everyone else moved farther out into the wide corridor.  A moment later the servant came running out, panting the words, “My gods, my gods!” over and over.

 “What?” Gregorich asked, annoyed by the man’s demeanor.  “What is it?  Speak up, man!”

 “My King, it is Urich!”

 The King’s face went from very pale to flushing with rage.  “Urich?  He was one of my best men!” he yelled.  “Who has done this?  Who was he last seen with?”

 The servants huddled together, trying to figure out who was the last person to have seen him and whoever had been with him.

 “Your Highness,” another servant said after they had concluded their discussion, “I was the last person to see Urich.”

 “Did you kill him?” Hapshamin snarled, stepping up to him menacingly.

 The little man’s eyes widened in fear, and he shrunk back.  “No, my Liege!  I would not dare!”

 “Well then, what have you to say?”

 “I saw him grab Motilda’s arm and tell her he needed to speak with her!”

 “When and where was this?” demanded the King.

 “Three nights ago, if I am not mistaken.  I was taking some food from the kitchen to my wife and I saw them in one of the downstairs hallways.”

 “Fetch Motilda,” growled Gregorich.  “Bring her to me now!”

 “Your Lordship,” said one of the woman servants standing about, “Motilda has been extremely sick these past few days.  Her husband died only a week ago.  She is very nearly bedridden with grief.”

 “I don’t care!” shouted the King.  “Bring her to me even if you have to drag her by the hair of her head.  We’ll be in the music room.”  And with that the ill-tempered man stormed off, the tension in the hallway leaving with him.  The servants scattered, three of them heading towards the servants’ quarters to fetch Motilda.

 “Madame Eulonda, Lady Serena, I am sorry for what you have witnessed,” said Dalton.  “The eyes of a woman should never gaze upon such atrocities.”

 “Aye,” agreed Sir Grant.  “I am sorry for this too.  Such a thing is not fit for a lady to see.”  He held his arm out to Eulonda and Prince Dalton held his arm out to Silvia, and they walked off briskly.  Keelan trotted alongside Silvia, slightly jealous that she was holding Dalton’s arm and not his.

  

  

  

 No one leaned back in the reclining seats; instead, all stood up and paced the floor or rocked themselves on one of the chairs.  Silvia was surprised by the appearance of Motilda when she was brought in.  She had an arm draped over someone’s shoulder, the other clutching her stomach as if it pained her.  The thick blond hair that surrounded her face and went down nearly to her thighs was dirty and soaked with sweat; it clung to her horribly.  Her clothes were shabby: a thin worn mantle with an equally thin and worn dress.  Her feet were bare, covered with calluses and filthy.  Her hands were the same, the nails broken and chipped.  Her face would have been pretty to look upon, had it been clean.  She was void of wrinkles, for she was not but a year or two older than Silvia.  Her lips were full, but badly chapped.  Her eyes, lowered to look at the floor, were brown as a horse’s pelt and streaked with redness.  To Silvia, they appeared swollen from crying.

“I demand to know what happened to Urich,” Gregorich said to her unkindly.

 Motilda lifted her gaze a little, but not quite enough to look him in the eye.  “My Lord, I—“ she rasped in a hoarse voice.

 “And you had better tell the truth.”  The King was an image of fury: His eyes were ablaze and his fists clenched and unclenched methodically.  His body was rigid.

 Silvia moved towards the poor girl.  She had the feeling that Hapshamin was going to badger Motilda until she fainted of fear or exhaustion.  The woman was obviously in very poor health.

 Motilda began again.  “My Lord, I was just finishing with my chores several nights ago when Urich approached me.  He told me he needed to speak with me so I followed him up the stairs, to this here hall.  I was beginning to wonder where we were going when he led me into the chamber pot room.  He...he closed the door behind him and I began to be frightened.  I asked to please be let out, but he just laughed.”

 Silvia could see Motilda’s tears running swiftly down her cheeks, but her voice, raspy as it was, stayed steady.  She felt a burst of anger as Gregorich demanded to know if anything else had been said.  After all, what did he care?  He would most likely end up hanging the poor thing anyway.  Silvia vowed that it would not happen; she would prevent Motilda from any harm.  Already this Urich sounded like a man up to no good.

 Motilda attempted to swallow, couldn’t, and said, “He told me how Ked, my deceased husband, had told him not long ago that he had a problem a-arousing himself for our lovemaking.”  She began to sob, the shakes racking her body violently. No doubt she was humiliated by repeating this story in front of strangers. After a few seconds the King impatiently gestured her to go on.  “He said he didn’t have any kind of problems getting aroused and asked if he could have me.  I was horrified by the thought and told him as such.  He got angry and punched me in the head.”  She lifted her feeble hand from her stomach and brushed her bangs away from her face.  This revealed a large purple bruise on the side of her forehead.  “He must have knocked me senseless, for the next thing I knew he was on top of me and had my dress pulled up so as to violate me.  I screamed, but he covered my mouth, pinning one of my arms to the floor with his elbow.  I swung with my other arm, but he pinned it also...I am terribly damaged from what he did to me my Lord.”

 “I have to interrupt because I want to know why he was bleeding from his privates,” asked Sir Grant.

 “He...he tried to force me to...”

 A sickening feeling filled Silvia.  “You bit him?” she asked, trying to help the poor woman along.

 “Y-yes, madam, I did,” Motilda said.  “I can still taste his wretched blood in my mouth.  After I bit him I got up and ran as fast as my legs would carry me to my room.  I haven’t left my room at all since, until you summoned me, my Lord.  I have been suffering from something unclean that he passed to me.  I did not wish to see him about in the halls after that.”

 The room was silent.  All could feel the anger, the fury, radiating from the King in waves; it was as if he did not care what the girl had said.

 “Well it’s not bloody likely that you’ll be seeing him around the halls again.  Didn’t you realize that you killed him?” he seethed.

 Shock, then pure, untainted horror filled Motilda’s face.  She tried to speak, but the words wouldn’t come out.  Silvia moved closer to her, standing just off to one side of the tiny servant.  She was going to embrace the frightened creature, but Gregorich’s next words stopped her cold.

“Do you know how valuable Urich was to me?” he snarled as he stepped closer.

 Motilda could only shake her head in despair and fear.

 Without warning, Gregorich’s left hand swung to his right side.  Then it whipped up into the air to backslap the servant girl.

 But Silvia saw it coming, shoved Motilda out of the way, and took the King’s backhand across the whole left side of her face.  Her head turned sharply to the right at the impact, but it was the only part of her that moved.  The rest of her body was as iron, and stood still.

 Several gasped and Gregorich’s jaw dropped.

 “Is this how you treat a woman in your household?” Silvia spat coldly.  King or not, she would not see injustices such as this.

 “Milady, I give you my humblest apologies!” the King said.  “I assure you, I was trying to punish this stupid wretch of a servant for murder.”  He leaned around Silvia and said to Motilda, “You will be hanged tomorrow morning.”

 Motilda dropped in a dead faint.

 “No she will not,” Silvia said.  The King looked at her in surprise, but when he started to speak she cut him off.  “A woman has the right to defend herself, just as much as a man does!  What Urich did to her was unspeakable.  He defiled her, shamed her, and broke her.  The man deserved to die!  If I had been there, I would have cut out his heart with a butter knife and fed it to him.”  Here, she stepped up to stand face to face with her adversary and asked, “And what honorable, decent man would approach a woman, purely for physical intentions, only days after her husband has died?  That doesn’t even give the poor woman time to mourn, much less to be ready to take another man!”

 Gregorich Hapshamin was getting himself under control again.  “Lady Serena, this does not change the fact that she killed one of my best Guards.”

 “I did not say that it would,” she countered.  “But the man deserved what he got and there is nothing you can do about it.  Are all of your Guards allowed to take honorable women against their will?”

 “Of course not,” he said.  He peered at her closely and stepped back.  “My lady, I believe you mouth is bleeding there under your veil.” His face paled and he looked sickly.

 Sir Grant came forward and offered Silvia a handkerchief that was laced with threads of real gold.  She took it and lifted her veil a little to wipe her mouth.

 “Your nose, too, madam,” Grant said in a low voice.

 So she wiped her nose also, then passed the rag to a servant to be washed as quickly as possible in cold water.

 “What would you have me do with her?” Gregorich asked of Motilda.  He glared at her still form on the floor.

 “You will do nothing,” Silvia replied.  “She will be going with me.”

 This shocked Hapshamin.  “With you?”

 “Yes, with me.  She needs to be some place where she is treated more humanly, and I lost a servant yesterday and will be in need of another.  Now, if all of you will excuse me, I will be leaving.  I have had enough excitement for one evening.”

 “As you wish, milady,” said the King, bowing.

 She whirled around and told the servant who had assisted Motilda into the room to please take Motilda to her cart.  The man nodded, scooped up the frail girl from the floor, and followed Silvia’s swishing skirts down the hall, her red fox trailing beside her.

 “Remarkable woman,” Prince Dalton said.

 “Yes, indeed.  A blow like that should have sent her to the floor,” Sir Grant said, glaring at the king.

Hapshamin ignored his comment.  “I don’t know quite what to make of her,” the King said, “but I intend to know her better.”  He called forth Borys and whispered into the manservant’s ear.  He did not see the ill looks from his two guests as they exited the room to see Silvia to the door.

  

  

  

 All of her servants gathered at the cart.  Motilda was carried inside it and laid down on the floor.  As her other servants climbed into the cart the prince and Sir Grant came outside to bid Silvia farewell and to see if she was really all right.  They encouraged her to come and stay at the palace, where they were staying also, so that they could help look out for her.  Though she barely knew them, the thought of more people looking out for her made her feel more at ease.  But that idea quickly turned dark as she thought of the consequences they would endure should she be found out.

 Hans, Maura, Dilliby, and Frero exchanged puzzled glances over the servant girl until the cart was well away from the palace.  Then Silvia explained what had happened in a hurried whisper.  When she finished, Quentin spoke up angrily from an unseen spot.

 “What Silvia hasn’t told you is that she got in the way of the King’s backhand by pushing the servant girl out of the way.  Her mouth and nose were bleeding.  I don’t see how she didn’t fall down—it was a strong blow.”

 “What?” roared Hans.  His eyes bulged in their sockets as he shifted to the edge of the seat.  Frero looked over his shoulder as he snapped the reins to make them go faster.  “With all due respect, Mistress, what were you thinking?” He lifted her veil to inspect her face.

 “I was thinking of the woman’s life and the abuse she had already taken,” she said sharply.  “If I had not done something, she would not have her whole life ahead of her.  A queen has to look out for her people.”

 Moaning was heard just then as Motilda raised her head.  She wiped her eyes in amazement and said, “Begging everyone’s pardon, but where am I?”

 “In the company of Lady Serena of Alwak,” said Maura gravely, “who apparently just saved you from certain death.”

 “C-certain death?” Motilda stuttered.  “Me?”

 “Yes,” said Hans in a flat tone.  “That wretch of a King was ordering you to be hanged tomorrow morning.  But Lady Serena kindly stepped in and took you into her custody.”

 Motilda’s brown eyes turned to Silvia.  “My lady,” she said, “I humble myself before your grace.  I would gladly kiss your hand, if I were not so filthy.”

 “Well we shall take care of that at the inn,” Silvia told her.  Her nose had not been idle from the servant girl’s smell.

 True to her word, as soon as they had returned to the Home Away From Home Silvia ordered the innkeeper to start boiling water for her room, as well as the men’s.  She felt that they all needed to be rinsed clean of thoughts and wash away all fears.  They were all afraid for her and she knew it.  She was afraid too.  She had half expected someone to lift her veil and inspect her face when Gregorich had slapped her and the very thought terrified her.  She also knew that everyone was angry with her for putting herself in harm’s way, especially Quentin and Keelan.

 As Silvia sat on her bed, eyes closed, a voice interrupted her thoughts.

 “My lady?  Can we all meet after everyone bathes?  We need to talk about tomorrow.”

 She breathed in Keelan’s musky smell from where he kneeled before her, but did not open her eyes.  She loved to listen to his velvety voice; it almost seemed to lure her into a trance.  “Yes,” she whispered.  She heard him stand up and leave the room.  When her eyelids parted she saw that the adjoining door was shut and latched and there were fresh towels on a small table next to the bathtub.

Sighing, Silvia slid her shoes off and waited for Maura to unpin her nuuisaket and undo her hair, brushing it as it cascaded down her back like a dark, curly red waterfall.  The back of her skintight dress was untied and loosened. Finally naked, she stepped into the tub and lay down, flipping her mass of hair over the back of the tub so it wouldn’t get wet again.  She relaxed in the water for a little bit, then got out and toweled herself off.  She slipped into the gown she had worn the night before and told Maura to go ahead and bathe.  Maura did so in a hurry, saying that they still had to clean Motilda.  

  

 
Chapter Two: Revelations of a Servant

  

 When Motilda’s turn came it took quite a while to cleanse her.  Her clothes were stripped off and thrown into a pile beside the grate to be burned.  There were a few little bruises here and there on her body, but nothing so bad as her forehead.  She gasped when she slid down in the tub, for the water was still hot and she was not used to bathing in hot water.  They let her soak for a while, and then gathered up the soap and scrubbed her body until she cried out in pain.  But they were merely trying to rid the girl of all the grime embedded into her skin.  Next, her hair was soaped up and that alone nearly finished off the large lump of soap.  Maura dug her fingernails into Motilda’s scalp to get all of the dry skin and filth worked loose.  When the girl finally exited the washtub, the color of the water was a nasty brown and white from all the dead skin and dirt.  Before she was dressed, a brush was taken to her hair and the numerous tangles were eventually worked out.

 Silvia retrieved an extra sleeping gown from her trunk, but before Motilda put it on the two women made her lie down on Maura’s bed so that they could determine the extent of Urich’s damage.  The only problem was that her womanhood was very red and a little swollen.  Silvia decided to take her to Zander in the morning just in case.

 “He healed my shoulder, Maura.  Surely he would be able to do something for her if it pains her.”

 “I noticed that when you bathed earlier, milady.  Apparently you neglected to tell me of your healing.”

 “I had other things on my mind.  He healed Quentin as well.”

 “We shall visit him come morning,” Maura said.  She gazed at their new roommate.  “In the meantime, you will eat.  You can’t possible weigh more than ninety pounds, child.”  Donning a heavy green robe, she went downstairs.  A few minutes later she returned with a platter full of food and carried it over to Motilda, who had by then dressed in the nightgown.  The girl began wolfing down the food without using the knife and fork provided.  It did not take her very long at all to finish and she did not leave even a crumb on the tray.

 “I say!  When was the last time that you ate?” asked Maura.

 Motilda closed her eyes, counting on her fingers.  Finally she said, “Well my husband passed away a week ago and I’ve only eaten once since then—at his funeral dinner to honor him.”

 “It’s no wonder you are so tiny,” Silvia said.  “You need some meat on those bones, lest you wish to become a walking skeleton.  It is not in the least becoming of you.”

 “Mistress, are you all dressed?” came Frero’s voice through the door.

 Silvia fetched a blanket to cover Motilda’s nightgown and got her robe on as well.  Maura went and unlocked the door, letting in the gentlemen.  Everyone gathered and the events of the night were picked through carefully so that everyone knew what had happened to everyone else.  It was not long before the discussion of the most importance came upon them: Gregorich’s proposal to stay at the palace.

“This is most serious, Mistress,” Hans said.  “Whatever decision you make you shall have to be careful about.  Consequences abound in all directions.”  He glanced at Motilda, choosing his words carefully.

 “And it is your decision,” said Keelan.

 “Yes, for you are the true crown-bearer of Darkania,” Motilda said.  Everyone stared at her in astonishment; Keelan’s mouth hung open.  “What?” she said.  “Do not act so dumbfounded.  I did not know it was she until she removed that veil and hair cover.”

 “What gave me up?” Silvia asked in horror.  Surely it wasn’t so easy as that!

 “A couple of things gave you away.  First, I have many a family member in Alwak, and I can guarantee you that neither they, nor I, have ever heard of a ‘Lady Serena’ of your age and beauty.  Secondly, you look exactly like Queen Madeline.”

 “You’re not old enough to remember her, are you?” Quentin asked suspiciously.  He had kept himself invisible the whole ride back, and had not removed the cloak until he and the other men were alone in their room.

 Their newest companion kept staring at his face and his hair in disbelief, most likely wondering how such a young man came by such startling white hair.  Motilda shook her head, tearing her eyes away from Quentin once again.  “Hardly.  In the palace, on the third floor near one of the back towers, there is a large room that stays locked all of the time.  It is forbidden to all except Gregorich himself, unless he sends you there for the spring cleaning of all the rooms in that part of the palace, and I am the one who has done that for the past four years.”

 “What’s in the room?” Quentin and Keelan asked simultaneously.

 Silvia’s heart was beating wildly as she listened to the answer.  What was Gregorich Hapshamin keeping in there?

 Motilda eyed her companions nervously, giving the impression of a scared animal.  “He locks me inside the room with cleaning tools, a jug of watered wine, and a loaf of bread.  I clean the room and wait for him to let me out at nightfall.  He calls it a storage room, but it is more than that.  I have heard many a servant talk of him locking himself in there for hours, but only in the night time; and he doesn’t even take a candle in there.  Perhaps he goes there to remind himself of his past, but he does not want to see it.  I cannot say for certain.  They say he talks to himself, but the walls are thick and the words are muffled.  I’ve even heard that some servants have heard him wailing in there like a lost child.  That’s strange, because inside the room are all of the items that were your mother and father’s.  There are beautiful paintings, mostly of your family.  There are very old dressers and wardrobes and chests-of-drawers filled with any manner of things.”

 “Is there anything of great importance in the room?” Silvia inquired.  Her parents’ things!  What she wouldn’t give to hold something they had once touched…

 “Well, I am sure everything in that room is of some importance to you, milady.  There are heaps and heaps of all sorts of gold, silver, precious stones, and jewelry.  Gregorich even kept the magnificent crowns they wore, even though he does not wear either.  There are hundreds of books too.  All of them lined up on shelves or stacked on large tables.  There is a giant desk with all sorts of papers and books atop it, but most of them are in an unreadable language.  There is also a big, tall drawer in the right side of the desk, but it will not open.  I have always wondered what occupied it.”

 Silvia sighed heavily, her shoulders stooped.  “This information makes my decision harder,” she said, gloomy in thought.  She felt an irresistible urge to search through every little thing in that room.

 “Share what you are thinking; it might make your choices easier and more clear,” offered Frero.

Silvia took his wise advice.  “I shall make a mental list of the ‘goods’ and ‘bads’.  Let me list the ‘bads’ so that they will be cast out of my mind for at least a few moments:  

  [image: image]
I don’t care for Gregorich whatsoever and would despise living with him in my own home.  

  [image: image]
He is suspicious of everything and chances are good that I’d be found out.

  [image: image]
If I say ‘yes’ to him, it is possible that he might confine my person to the palace grounds; I wouldn’t be free to do as I wished about the city, and I may not be allowed to leave.

  [image: image]
He cares nothing for you, Motilda, and most likely despises you for this evening’s events.  This would create extra tensions, which we do not need.

  [image: image]
If we are caught conspiring against that no-good mongrel we would all be done away with quicker than we could blink.

  [image: image]
There is always a chance he could find out I’m not from Alwak, and that could cause great troubles.  It was not hard for Motilda to figure out that my said origins were false.

  [image: image]
The servants and Guards will be watching everything I do and say for the palace gossip, which will get around to Gregorich.  If I should make any sort of slip, the whole of Darkania would know before nightfall...Death by rumor.

  [image: image]
The King’s dinners will present me to all of his guests, making me more noticeable, not to mention the talk of the city.  Tonight proved there were several who already showed interest in my person.

  [image: image]
Prince Dalton has acted almost too friendly towards me.  I should hate to have to break his ideas for he and I, whatever they may be, but this is not the time to be romanced.  A suitor who wishes to know everything about you and go everywhere you go is a dangerous suitor, at least for me.”

 She paused to take a couple of breaths.  “Now for the ‘goods’:

 The quickest way to get to know your enemy and their weaknesses is to befriend them.  This wouldn’t be difficult if I were staying there.

 This Prince Dalton, as well as many of the Guards and servants could give us useful information on Gregorich.

 He might let me explore the palace without an escort.

 I would be able to discern the images engraved in the garden, which may help me in my destiny.

 I might be able to steal the key to the storage room, or find out if anyone else has a copy of it.

 I might be able to find a way to kill Gregorich and prove I am the true heir to the throne.  Or better yet—maybe I could find a way to make him reveal himself to the city as a fraud and return my title to me without turning my people against me.”

She fell silent, lost in the thoughts that forested her frustrated mind.  Everyone thought about what she had said.  The bad things most definitely outweighed the good ones, and this disheartened all.  Hans had been only too right when he had said that consequences would abound in all directions.  It would be an extremely difficult choice, and Silvia’s alone.  They were flabbergasted when she spoke her next words.

 “I will do it.  I will stay until I can find out how and when to overthrow him.  May the Parent Gods damn him; he shouldn’t be there to begin with!  I will make him pay for my family’s disruptions.  I will honor them and do my duty.  I will be queen of this city if I die trying…which I very well might.”

 Hans left the room, slamming the door behind him as Maura hung her head and began to cry.

  

  

  

 Silvia entered into strange dreams as soon as her head hit the pillow.  She was walking in a stone corridor somewhere in the palace, whose walls stretched high above, the ceiling staying in darkness.  She was holding a single candle and was dressed in a sheer nightgown.  Her feet were bare and the cold stones bit into them.  She wished she had donned a robe, for the air was chilly and made goose bumps on her arms.

 Along one particularly long corridor she came upon a large group of people.  They were standing in a circle, silent, staring at something in the midst of them all.  As Silvia approached, two of the people stepped back to the side and let her through.

 Lying on the floor was Gregorich Hapshamin, in a fetal position mumbling to himself.  When he saw her, his face began to take on a change.  Two nubs sprouted from his forehead, growing into a pair of spiraling horns.  His eyes turned a muddy, but bright orange and did not blink.  His mouth opened to reveal wicked pointed teeth and a red forked tongue.  His hands, balled into fists, uncurled into talons with great yellow nails.  Roaring, he jumped up and lunged at her.

 Terrified and screaming, she whirled about to run, but ran into Keelan.  He wrapped his arms around her so tight that she dropped her candle and clung to him.  She felt nothing less than safe.  Without saying a word, he picked her up and carried her at a run into a distant part of the palace.  He went into a gigantic bedroom, shut the door with his foot, and laid her down on top of the softest bed she could ever have imagined.  She reached for his face to pull him closer, but he wouldn’t move.

 Taking her hands he gazed at her, into her, and said, “Are you taken?”

 Then blackness prevailed and she slept deeply.

  

  

  

 In the dream he was a court jester, making jokes and performing for King Gregorich, who was perched on his chair in the throne room.  Silvia was sitting in a large wooden chair beside him, her veil obscuring her face and hair.  Everyone was laughing heartily, himself included.

 Then Prince Dalton waltzed into the room, catching everyone’s eye with a small, but rather dazzling ball.  It was the size of a fist, made out of leather, and painted white with purple flowers.  Dalton smiled and waved the ball in the air.  The people cheered and laughed with him.  Then he twirled around and threw the ball with all his strength straight at Keelan.

 Keelan started to duck, but he was moving as if in slow motion.  The ball smacked into him with a bell-ringing thud between his eyes, knocking him on his backside.  The crowd behind him roared with laughter, as did Silvia.

 Red heat burst into Keelan’s cheeks.  He was angered by the humiliation and by everyone jeering at him.  He sat up and saw Silvia embracing Dalton warmly and his expression changed to a dark rage.  He stood up and walked towards the two and a dagger appeared in his hand out of nowhere.  He raised it and stabbed the prince betwixt the shoulder blades.  Silvia screamed as the prince fell to his knees, and then onto his side.

“My lady,” Keelan whispered, dropping the dagger.  Silvia looked up at him, and he could see the frightened tears falling behind her veil.  “My lady, are you taken?”

  

  

  

 Hans was sweating profusely, muttering in his sleep.  King Zacharias, who was infuriated at him for letting his only precious child get so close to Gregorich Hapshamin, haunted his dreams.

 “Remember your oaths to me!” Zacharias thundered as he walked the boards under gallows.  “Have you forgotten that your life’s sole purpose is to keep my Silvia safe?  By the Dark Moon, what were you thinking bringing her here in the first place?  Have the scars on your hands disappeared?”

 “No, they have not,” Hans said quietly.  Guilt racked his every limb as he began a mental tally of all his mistakes leading to this moment.  “But she found out about her heritage, Your Highness, without Dessica, Maura, or I telling her of it!  When she insisted that we come here so that she could see the city, it was too hard to refuse her.  Surely you must understand!”

 “I do understand,” said the King darkly.  “You know that the snakes in the pit bite, so you withhold knowledge of them to her.  When she finds out and wants to investigate for herself, you let her walk right in to see which ones are poisonous.  Am I correct so far?”

 “No, Your Majesty!  I give you my word that it was not as you say!”  Hans knew he was pleading, but cared not. He watched uneasily as Zacharias stopped beside a readied noose, fingering the thick threads of the rope.

 “This is where my beloved daughter will come when Gregorich finds out she is the true queen, if he doesn’t gut her on the spot to protect what he sees as his.  And when she comes here, rest assured you will be right beside her.”  He reached out and grabbed Hans’ arm, jerking him towards the noose.  Quickly, he fit it around Hans’ neck and tightened it.  “I just want you to get a taste of what Silvia will feel if you should fail.”

 Suddenly, the trapdoor beneath Hans’ feet disappeared.  He tried to scream, but the rope only cut into his air supply more.  His last conscious thought before waking up was that he would never let Silvia be lead to the gallows.

  

  

  

 Early the next morning, Silvia wrote a letter to Dessica.  She said nothing that would incriminate her, but she made sure that Dessica could read into what was happening.  At the end of the letter she did not write her name, only an ‘S’.  Then, as an afterthought, she wrote something else: Neihado bastha kri lamuras.  She wrote it in Kieluna, and what she wrote meant ‘read between the lines’.  She sighed as she thought of all the little games they used to play in Kieluna.  That was such a long time ago, it seemed.

 She sealed the letter with a little candle wax and waited for everyone else to awaken.  It was only a few minutes before she heard someone in the men’s room coughing and shuffling across the floor.  She dressed quickly in a beige day gown with shortened sleeves and stepped outside her room into the hall.  The door to the men’s room opened and Keelan and Frero came out; though clean and brushed, they appeared as though their nights had been as restless as hers.    She liked how he remained in human form when they were at the Home Away From Home.  She remembered Keelan rescuing her in her dreams and blushed behind her nuuisaket.

 “Gentlemen, would you care to have breakfast with me?  I don’t feel like going by myself.”

 The men bowed and said yes.  They followed her down the stairs to the tavern of the inn, where she asked if a private table was available.  The table was almost another room itself; it had four walls made of lattice and a large, open doorway.  It adjoined the other private table they had taken their meal at the night Romone was murdered.

They ordered their food and sat down to wait.

 Silvia slapped the table lightly with the palm of her hand.  “I wish to go to Zander’s this morning, and I forgot to wake everyone up and tell them to get ready,” she said.  “Such an idiot I have become.”  She started to get up, but Keelan stood and said he would go inform them while the food was cooking.

 When he had gone, Frero leaned over towards her.  “My lady, did you sleep well?  You seem a bit disoriented this morning.”

 Silvia smiled a little.  “I had strange dreams and I do not know what to make of them.”

 “I know nothing of dreams, milady,” Frero admitted regretfully.

 “Neither do I.  Perhaps I shall ask Zander about them.”

 “Yes, I think that would be a keen idea.  He seems very smart.”

 Keelan returned and presented Silvia with a white rose that he had bought off of the innkeeper moments before.

 “Thank you,” Silvia said.  “But what is it for?”

 The young man’s cheeks brightened.  “I thought it might compliment your dress.”

 She accepted the rose, as well as two pins Keelan had procured, and pinned it to her left breast.  “It is lovely, Keelan.”

 Keelan bowed.  “Anything for my Queen,” he said in a low whisper.

 The food was served and they ate the blueberry toast with jam, eggs, and slices of pork.  Warm milk, straight from the cow, was to drink.

 Frero watched Silvia and Keelan as they talked about going to Zander’s.  He knew that Keelan was falling in love, if he was not there already.  The boy adored her and would worship the ground she walked on if given the chance.  But Frero couldn’t tell if Silvia felt the same, and wondered about it until breakfast was over.

 Upon going back up the stairs, they found everyone dressed for the day and talking in the women’s room.  Hans informed Silvia that the cart was being prepared for the trip as they spoke.

 She pulled Dilliby near her side and said, “I am sending Dilliby to Dessica to give her a letter about what is happening.  Anyone who wishes to withdraw from the company can do so now and go with him.  This is your last chance.”  No one volunteered.

 “Very well.”  She handed Dilliby the letter and Hans explained to him that he must take it straight home to the headmistress.  Dilliby nodded his understanding and was given instructions to take the spare cart when he left.  He departed promptly.

 Minutes later, a knock sounded on the door.  Keelan changed to a fox and Quentin became invisible as Hans opened the door.  George and Stefan from the King’s Guard stood outside.

 George said, “The King wishes to know the answer to his proposal.  He also sent you these.”  He motioned to someone and the room was suddenly filled with servants of the King, all bearing large bouquets of peach and red-colored roses.  All were laid on the women’s beds.  When the servants finished their delivery and left, both beds were heaped with roses, and the floor around the beds was covered too.  A special bouquet of irises and white roses was handed to her.

 Silvia looked at the room in astonishment.  She noticed Keelan sitting by the men’s adjoining door, staring at her intensely.  She touched the white rose attached to her bosom and sent him a tiny smile.

 “Tell His Majesty,” she said, “that we will come if he meets my conditions.  A woman of stature does not accept such a proposal without her requests.  Expect my company to arrive tomorrow morning and to have rooms awaiting us.  I want three of them: one for the men, mine in the middle, and one for the women.  I wish my room to be large and I want it to be at one of the palace’s corners, servants’ rooms on either side as I asked.  I prefer the room to be in the back of the palace, so when I slumber I may do it in peace without hearing the hustle and bustle of the city as soon as I wake up in the mornings.  Also, I would not mind being several floors up, for I want a beautiful view when I look out my windows.  A balcony is definitely preferred as well.  I also wish to come and go as I please inside and outside the palace.”

George looked relieved at her decision to stay with Gregorich, and she wondered briefly if the King had told him to take her by force if she had answered in the negative.

 “I will inform His Highness of your needs immediately, Lady Serena,” George promised.  “We will be expecting you in the morning.”

 “Oh, would you send a cart over in case ours is too weighed down?”

 “Of course, my lady.”  He and Stefan bowed deeply and went out.

  

  

 Chapter Three—Roses, Magic, and Love
  

 Quentin appeared beside Silvia as the door closed and threw back the hood of his cloak.  Silvia noticed that his hair was tussled and he was frowning.

 “How did you do that?” Motilda exclaimed, not having seen him disappear when the door was opened.  They had purposely kept his ‘abilities’ a secret from her until they trusted her more.

 Quentin tossed her an unreadable glance and said, “The story is too long for the moment.  Perhaps later I will tell you.”  He picked up a rose, and then threw it down, jumping back.

 Keelan trotted over and sniffed at the dropped rose.  No one speak!  We must leave the room!

 Silvia was alarmed, but motioned everyone outside of the room and down the hallway.  They stopped at the foot of the stairs to make sure the Guards had left and to speak to a once-more invisible Quentin.

 “Those roses were enchanted, milady.  The one I picked up made me feel as if someone were trying to worm their way into my mind to read my thoughts.”

 Silvia did not question him.  He would know quicker than anyone else on how to do such a thing.  Instead she found the innkeeper and (much to his surprise) ordered that all the roses in her room be taken away before she returned.  Outside, Hans and Maura grabbed each other’s hands and announced that they would be walking to the orchards nearby, not riding along to Zander’s.

 Hans glared at Keelan before they walked away.  “This is to keep suspicion from taking root in the King’s mind.  Seeing all of us leave as soon as the Guards are gone might make him think we are trying to run.  You and your brother did well protecting Her Highness last night.  I am giving you the chance to place higher on my list of respected men.  Should anything go askew, I will place you on the gallows myself.”  That said he ambled away, chatting with Maura and glancing over his shoulder at them.

 The ride to Zander’s was very quiet and tense.  Frero drove with Quentin by his side (wearing his cloak as always when in the public eye).  Keelan sat, staring out the back of the cart, his body rigid and his furry red ears pricked up.  Silvia was lost in thought, wondering what would have happened had she taken up one of the roses and been found out.  Her heart was galloping at the thought.  She could almost see Gregorich’s eyes widening in disbelief as her thoughts of treachery against him were seen.  Motilda twirled a long strand of her hair as she looked out at the scenery.  She seemed to be a quiet girl, but Silvia suspected that not all of her horses were in the barn, so to speak.  There had been a moment earlier when Silvia had said something quite funny, but it had rolled right over Motilda as if she had not understood a word of it.

 Zander had been informed through the sapphire necklaces that they were coming to see him and was waiting when they arrived.  Silvia and Motilda went inside with him while the others fed, watered, and unhooked the horses from the cart.

 Motilda told Zander the story of Urich in great detail, not realizing that he already knew of it, and described herself as feeling exhausted and sick.

 “May I give you an examination?” he asked her.  “I am no great healer but perhaps I may be able to help a little bit.”

Silvia noted his modesty, for he had healed the stab wounds her shoulder and Quentin’s shoulder well.

 With a touch of reluctance, Motilda nodded.  Zander shut all the doors and windows then told her to lift up her dress as she lay on a bed.  Silvia stayed with her so that she would feel more comfortable.  He examined her womanhood with caution and tenderness, telling her what he was doing, what he was seeing, and that she would have to go to sleep so he could fix her up.

 “Do not be frightened,” he told her.  “I will use magic so you will feel no pain.”  He placed the palm of his hand on her temple and said, “Mutaru linth cozam jenhunis.”

 “Go be with your happiness,” Silvia whispered as Motilda immediately closed her eyes and entered a deep sleep.

 Zander turned to her sharply.  “How do you know Kieluna?  It is the language of magic!”

  

  

  

 Quentin had gone for a short walk through the woods, wanting some time to himself.  Frero sat beside Keelan, who was human again, on the grass.  “It bothers you that Gregorich sent her the roses even more than the fact that the roses were enchanted.”

 Keelan nodded, but didn’t speak.  He didn’t trust his voice.

 “Why don’t you tell her how you feel?”

 “Because I am no fool,” Keelan said glumly.  “She is a queen.  I am nothing.  It is as simple as that.”  He plucked a blade of grass and started knotting it.  “I dreamed of her last night.  I dreamt that I killed a man over her…then asked her if she was taken.  I woke up without hearing her answer me.”

 “You are falling in love,” Frero said solemnly.

 “I’ve already fallen, and with the wrong person.”

 Frero took the blade of grass from the young man’s hands.  “I really don’t think so,” he said.  “When you first get the chance, or the nerve, ask her adopted mother for her hand in marriage.”

 “That woman would never let me wed Silvia.  And what if I get her hand and she never loves me?’

 The old man sighed.  “Do you know what I think?  I think that she has not shown showers of affection on you because she is afraid.”

 “Afraid of what?” asked Keelan.  “I do not bite!”

 “Maybe she’s scared of you putting your life on the line for her.  You are the type.”

 “I would do that in a heart’s beat.”

 Frero went on.  “Point proven, my lad.  She might be afraid of feeling for you because if Gregorich learns her true identity, he will kill every one of us. But perhaps she is scared to love again because she believes she might be rejected?”

 Keelan’s voice became full of despair.  “I would die for her Frero!  How could I reject her in any way?”

 Frero eyed him closely.  “When we first met you told me Silvia’s story as well as your own.  Quentin revealed that he had made Silvia’s last lover betray her before he murdered him.  It is only too possible that she believes you might betray her in some way.”

 “Well how can I prove that I would remain loyal to her until the end of time?”

 “Tell her how you feel, and when the time is right, bathe her in your love.”

  

  

  

  

  

  

 Silvia’s eyes nearly came out of her pretty face.  “My father taught Dessica, and she taught me the language.  I never knew it was a magic language.”  How was it possible that she had known a magic language all these years, but had not been aware of it?

Zander gaped at her.  “Wait, if your father knew it...this could mean something big.  Did you learn it quickly?”

 Silvia pondered a moment.  “Come to think of it, I always found that it came naturally.  I just don’t use it very much anymore.”  She had thought that Dessica would find it too childish for a girl her age.

 The old man was becoming visibly excited.  “Do you know what this means?” he said.  “You were most likely born with the knowledge of magic because it runs in your family!”

 “That is not possible,” Silvia said in disbelief.  “My parents would never have given up their throne if they had known any wizardry!  And of course I don’t know a bit and certainly have never used any except for these necklaces.  Wouldn’t I have known by now if I knew a language of magic?”

 “Your parents may have restricted their use of magic when they took the throne—most kings and queens who possess such skills try to forgo using any when they take the throne because citizens do not wish to think they’ve been manipulated by magic in any way. It is also all too possible, milady, that you were only taught the words and not what they could do.  When you speak this language it is as though all of nature is listening to you.  You are talking magic!  Why, even the trees will obey you if only you would give the right orders!  Let me tutor you in the art of magic Silvia.  Let me be your teacher in the ways of good magic.”

 “I don’t know,” she said doubtfully.  The gods knew she had enough on her plate already.  If she added another difficult task she felt she might tear in half from the strain.  “Would it be difficult?”

 “Only the stronger spells are very hard,” Zander told her.  “Once you get used to your spells your magic will respond to you more easily.  But sometimes it is so strong that it nearly gets out of your hands.  You have to learn how to control it and when.”

 A fleeting image of Gregorich Hapshamin hanging by his toenails in the Town Common made a smile touch her face.  “All right, tutor me.”

 Zander smiled, tears in his eyes from the excitement.  He gave her a quick hug and a peck on the cheek.  Then he turned back to Motilda, grunted, and fetched some ointment to spread upon her womanhood.

 “What do you think is wrong with her?” Silvia asked curiously.

 “Not a damn thing besides the fact that she doesn’t seem to wash very often and she’s quite malnourished.  The story of Urich doing terrible things to her may or may not be true.  If you ask me, she just did it for attention and that’s all there is to it.  Now, it is time for you to wake her, my dear Queen.”

 Surprised, she said, “What do I say?”

 “Touch her forehead with two fingers and say ‘Kordua, neht buno lonias’.”

 “Awaken, and feel no pain,” Silvia said, beaming when Zander smiled.  She placed two fingers on Motilda’s forehead; the skin was cool and smooth under her bangs.  “Kordua, neht buno lonias.”

 Motilda’s eyes opened as the old man spread a sheet over her body.  “Was I asleep long?”

 “Not too long, but it’s all over now,” Silvia told her.  “If you’d like to take a nap, go ahead.  We won’t be leaving for a while yet, dear.”

 The young woman closed her eyes immediately.  The other two left the room, closing the door behind them quietly.  They joined Frero, Keelan, and Quentin, who had just returned from his walk, outside.  Zander took Silvia’s hand and led her around to the back of the house.

 “We will try a few simple things first,” he said.  “There is a cutting block over there that has wood chips all atop of it.  I want you to remove the wood chips without touching them.  Don’t try anything drastic yet, for you are not ready.  As for the words, think of something appropriate, and use your hands as much or as little as you wish.”

Silvia nodded.  She thought of the simplest way to remove the wood chips and said, “Neihuda wunow.”

 Both she and Zander jumped when a strange voice came from out of nowhere and asked, “Where?”

 She had said ‘wind blow’.  Now what?  She focused her attention at the top of the cutting block, trying to think of the right words.  Suddenly a great gust of wind arose from the stillness of the day and blew every last wood chip off the block.

 “Dunatku,” she whispered, meaning ‘thank you’.

 Zander was dumbstruck.  “Absolutely amazing!” he exclaimed, clasping her hand.  “Do you know, it took me months to learn how to speak to the trees and actually have them listen to me?  And here you are, doing just that, on your first try!”  He stamped his leather-clad feet upon the ground merrily.  “You will be a powerful mage, Your Majesty.  A sorceress beyond compare!”

 Silvia smiled despite the slight discomfort she was feeling.  Wasn’t it only yesterday, the day she had met Zander, that she had flown into a temper tantrum upon realizing he was a man of magic?  He certainly was not complaining now, and had made no mention of her behavior the day before.  She felt rotten for the way she had acted.  Ever since Keelan had told her who she was and that Gregorich Hapshamin was responsible for her social position and the ruin of her family, she had believed all magic was bad.  Now she could plainly see this was not true.  

 And not only that, but she was enjoying herself immensely.  As they continued the lesson, her only problem was that with bigger spells she became dizzy or tired.  Her tutor assured her these were only symptoms associated with the first trials of magic, and that the more she practiced and used her magic, the quicker the unpleasant side effects would melt away and not return.  She hoped that was true.

 Zander spent the next two hours tutoring Silvia, during which Frero, Keelan, and Quentin sat in with amused expressions.  Everybody thought it was very funny, but also quite frightening when she made her first big mistake.

 Zander had commanded her to drive his axe into the cutting block.  Silvia had tried, but failed miserably.  As the axe was floating in midair it swung around and chased the group all around the yard several times.  Once, Quentin tripped over his robe and fell to the ground.  The axe stopped in the air above him and tilted back, as if someone were about to swing it.  He rolled over twice, jumped to his feet, and passed the others at a gallop.  Silvia and Zander kept screaming spells and incantations at the top of their lungs, but their concentration was too broken up for any spells to ring true.  Finally, Silvia began lagging behind, out of breath.  Determined to put a stop to the axe she whipped around.

 “Grefelda prodene!”

 There was an explosion just before Zander, Keelan, Frero, and Quentin rounded the corner of the house, running straight at her.  They stopped and stared in astonishment at the charred, smoldering remains of the axe, the blade of which was rammed into the earth between her feet.

 “I’ll wager Gregorich won’t see that one coming,” Zander said as he wiped sweat from his brow.

  

  

  

 Motilda slept through lunch, so they saved her a small plate of food.  Zander had shown Silvia how to charm a fish into the net and trout was to eat.

 When everyone was seated at the kitchen table, Silvia noticed that she was beside Keelan; her chair was so close to his that their legs were touching.  Keelan noticed it too.

 “Would you like me to move my chair, milady?” he asked softly.

 Silvia startled herself by saying, “No, it’s quite all right.”

The others exchanged knowing glances with merry eyes and tried to hide or suppress their smiles.

 Throughout the meal Silvia kept bumping into Keelan while trying to eat.  This caused her to blush (which everyone saw, for she neglected to wear her veil at Zander’s since she was in her own company and no one else was around), and butterflies swarmed inside her stomach.  At one point, when their legs brushed against each other and ended up staying together, Silvia felt heat not just in her cheeks, but in other places of her body.  Her heart was beating hard, pounding against her insides.

 After eating, Silvia pulled Zander away from everyone else.  “Zander, do you know the meanings of dreams?” she asked.

 “Usually, I understand them quite well,” he admitted.  “Do you have one to share?”

 “Yes,” she said, and told him in vivid detail of the one she’d dreamed on the previous night.

 The old man chuckled a little bit as she finished her dream.  “My dear, have you ever been in love?”

 “Yes,” she stated flatly.  Her butterflies vanished completely, replaced with a sour feeling and a frown.

 “I see you’re probably referring to Venicius.  Keelan told me of him.  But I ask you, were you willing to give your life for him?  As in, hand your life over with no questions asked?  To love while forgiving them their mistakes and accepting their flaws?”

 Her thoughts flew to her ex-lover and how she still hated him for betraying her.  “If...if someone cheated on you right before they died and you still loathe them for it...”

 “Then that is not love because you would mourn their death more than you would mourn their infidelity,” said Zander firmly.  “However, if you truly love someone then you would never, ever bed with someone else.  And Silvia, if you still loathe him for it, then you were not ever really in love with him.”

 “Nobody knew of us,” she said sadly.  And how much she had wanted to share their happiness with her family!

 “No one hides their love unless it means death to one or both of them.  In your case my dear, do not be afraid to show feelings towards Keelan when you’re not around Gregorich.”

 Silvia turned her green eyes upon Zander.  “How can I tell he won’t betray me?  Or leave me?  How do I tell whether or not it is true love?”

 “Part of those answers are in your dream,” Zander replied.  “As in your dream, Gregorich is your nemesis, and make no doubts in your sweet mind that if he found out the truth, he would be very much like a demon trying to hunt you down.  Now, you were not ready to face that demon, so you turned to flee.  Keelan was right behind you for you to fall back upon.  He carried you to safety.  This means that no matter what happens he will be there for you.  And if you ever need to be rescued and taken away, he would jump for the chance.  Another thing: he was the only person to help you in your great need in your dream.  So while you’re asleep or awake, trust him with your life.  You may feel close to everyone else of your party but Keelan will be the one to catch you if you fall, and to lift you when you can’t reach.  He is the most dependable and the most loyal to you.  Accept this, milady.  Even if you never love him, treat him as he is a part of your soul.”

 “I can’t,” she cried out, flinging her hands upward.  “I can’t put him in that kind of danger!”

 “My lady,” he said testily, “please keep in mind that everyone associated with you is in danger, and it is because we choose to be, not because we are forced to be.”

“You don’t understand,” she muttered.  “If he dies because he tried to help me...I could never forgive myself.  I would die of heartache.”  Her eyes pleaded with him to comprehend.

 Zander softened his tone.  “My lady, there is no better reason to die than for love.  He has chosen you to love and has never loved anyone before.  Of that I can assure you, for I know him better than anyone else.  If he did die, he would bring himself back to life again out of his love for you.”

 “How do you know this?”

 “A blind man could see it, my dear.”

 They sat in silence under the afternoon sun.  Then Zander brought up the fact that she had decided to go to the palace and accept Gregorich’s offer.

 “Yes,” she said.  “It is the choice with the most chances to rid him of the crown.”

 “But also the more dangerous choice and I know you have mulled this over enough in your mind to realize that.  May luck go with you, and where it can’t, use your stone to call on me.  I will come.”

  

  

 Chapter Three—A Good Deed and a Bad Mistake

  

 It was after dark when they arrived at the inn.  Hans and Maura were found to be at a table downstairs, waiting for their meal.  The rest joined them and more food was ordered.  When the roasted half-of-an-ox stuffed with boiled squash arrived, the events of the day had already been discussed and everyone ate silently.  While Hans and Maura had learned of Silvia and her surprising new magic skills (both had raised their eyebrows at that, yet were not entirely surprised), the others had learned that the orchards were closed to the public unless you charmed the Guards with five snicks.  Also the homeless shelter, run by a brother and sister, Tedd and Surah, had been burnt down yet again.  It was accepting any and all donations to rebuild it.

 “I’ll have to inquire to Gregorich about that,” Silvia said darkly.  Yes, she would surely add that to her list of things that needed to be sorted out.

 “It will do you no good,” Quentin stated from beside the table.  “The King cannot stand the homeless, or most other poor people, which is one of the reasons you won your case in court yesterday morning.  He doesn’t realize, or doesn’t want to, that every city has homeless people just as much as they have visitors to the city: every city has a vagabond population.  It sounds cruel, but Hapshamin hates them with a passion and can’t stand to be near them.  He thinks they are pests (though granted—some of them are) and wants to get them out of the city by any means.”

 “The man’s blood must run cold through his veins,” Silvia spat.  “Honestly, does anybody know why Darkanians like him so much?”

 At first no one answered.  Then Keelan held up his hand while swallowing a large mouthful of ox and squash.  “I know I was still a boy, but I believe I can answer that.”  He took a long pull of ale.  “This city was as peaceful as a lake on a day without wind, and all the fish were happy.  However, even under the just eyes of their leaders, they became restless.  They craved something different and it finally came in the form of a young man who entered the lake without causing a ripple.  But the young man began to speak to the little fish with a strong voice coated with honey, promising things to them.  The fish nibbled at his flesh and found him real, and the first of many ripples appeared on the surface of the lake, where no breeze was to be found.”

 “Excellent interpretation,” Frero commented.  The others readily agreed.

 “The city began to have problems when Hapshamin arrived.  But no one noticed that those problems started with his presence here.  He covered himself well,” Keelan said.

But Silvia remained silent and contemplative.  After a moment she said, “I think I’m going to retire now, and pack some of my things.”

 Keelan rose with her, saying that he was of the same mind about retiring and that she needed an escort anyway.  He followed her unspeaking form up the stairs.  When she stopped outside her door he said, “Mistress, may I have a word with you in your chambers?”

               “Of course you may.”  She opened the door and walked inside.  Keelan closed it behind him and watched her pick up a matchbox on her bedside table.  She slowly lit eight taper candles and placed them about the room to give off more light.  Then she closed all of the shutters and turned to face him, her face expressionless.

 Keelan took a deep breath.  What should he say?  How should he tell her how he felt?  Was it even the time?  Would she laugh at him?  Maybe it would work out better if he just started a conversation and let it go from there.

 So, he said, “I was wondering how your shoulder was feeling.”

 Silvia touched it.  “A little tender, but otherwise all right.”  She began folding her dresses and packing them into a fancy trunk laced with silver as they spoke.

 Keelan was unsure how to continue the conversation.  “My lady, um...”

 She turned and gazed at him questioningly.  “Yes?”

 “Do you wish me to accompany you inside the palace during your stay?”

 Silvia’s thoughts raced back to what Zander had told her: He is the most dependable and the most loyal to you.  Accept this, milady.  Even if you never love him, treat him as he is a part of your soul.  A part of her soul.  She decided to trust the old man’s words.  “Yes I do, Keelan.  Why do you ask?”

 “Well, it is...it is just that I am but a poor man, and you are rich and beautiful, besides the fact that you are a queen.  Maybe I am not fit to be your servant.”

 Silvia’s eyes blazed, but with passion instead of anger.  “Do you think being well off matters to me?  Do you think that because you term yourself ‘poor’ that it matters?  I trust you Keelan.  I trust you with my secrets and my life.  You don’t even know the beginning of it.  Your heart is full of honor and pride, but it is also full of loyalty, compassion, and love.  No greater friend could I have right now than you.”  She strode up to him and put her hand on the side of his face.  “If it weren’t for you Keelan, I wouldn’t have made if this far.  And furthermore I would not be able to make it without you by my side.”

 Keelan’s hand moved to cover hers.  He gazed into her green eyes longingly, wishing he could lose himself in them.  Her lips were barely parted, her cheeks flushed, the skin of her hand warm...

 A cry screeched through the night outside the window, and the trance was broken as they both ran to the window to open it.  The night sky was void of stars, but the light of the torches on the inn’s exterior walls let them see the scene below.  A well-dressed woman of high class was beating a man who was obviously a pauper.  She was shrieking at him in such a high pitch that Silvia and Keelan were obliged to cover their ears.

 “How dare you ask me for money!  Do you think I would give the likes of you a second glance?  Much less money?  How dare you, you filthy heap of rags, to even speak to a woman as high borne as I?”

 The woman held a thick cane in her left hand, and she started beating the man on the back with it.  Silvia became enraged.  Whirling around, she was gone before Keelan knew that she had crossed the room.  He turned back to the scene below and was startled when Silvia stormed out of the inn.

The high-class woman was rearing back her arm to strike the poor man again, but Silvia’s arm lashed out and gripped the woman’s wrist.  Silvia took the advantage of surprise and wrenched the cane from the woman’s grip.  Moving so quick as to be a blur to Keelan’s eyes, she took the cane in her hand and brought it across the woman’s back.  The woman fell to the ground, too shocked and hurt to scream, clutching her back in pain.

 “How dare you!” she finally muttered.

 “No, how dare you,” Silvia lashed back.  “All the man did was ask for a bit of change from what I can tell, and you started beating him for it!  Can you not simply say ‘no’?  I do not you are able to, and do you know why?  Because you are the kind of lady who loves to hurt people for attention and you wanted to humiliate this helpless man in order to make yourself look better and more important.  Well, no more pedestals for you.  The only thing you look like to me is a cowardly foul-mouthed goody two-shoes!  This man has more sense and more manners than you ever will.  Apologize to him, woman, or I shall hit you with your own cane once more!”

 The woman had tears running down her rouge cheeks.  But she believed every word Silvia had yelled at her.  Turning to the man on the ground beside her she said, “I am sorry I have shamed you and hurt you for my own appearances.”

 The man nodded his half-bald head, but from the look on his face that was all he was able to do in his pain and shock.

 “Now go,” Silvia said to the woman.  “And do not ever let this happen again.”

 “M-may I have back my cane?” the woman pleaded.

 “No, and that is the price you will pay this time,” Silvia warned.  “Beware of how you treat others.”

 The woman got to her feet and started to hobble off, but she turned to Silvia and said, “Thinking on it, it is only fair what you have done.  Give my cane to this man as a payment for what I have done to him.  Thank you for giving me a straightening out.”

 As she walked off Silvia helped the man to his feet.  “Do you have somewhere to rest?” she asked.  Her heart went out to him for his hardships.  It was obvious that he was without a home…or a good bath.

 He shook his head.  “No madam, just alleys and stables.”

 “Come with me then.”  She led him through the crowd that had silently been watching them, and into the Home Away From Home.  Once inside she summoned the innkeeper and inquired how much food and shelter the cane would buy the pauper.  It was made of fine cherry wood and had rivulets of gold running down the length of it.  The top was a knob of gnarled wood and gold.  It was nearly four feet long and weighed well.

 The innkeeper, John, lit up when he looked upon it.  “That is a very fine piece of work,” he told her.  “I would trade a month’s worth of food and shelter for it.”

 “Excellent,” Silvia said.  “Would you please get this gentleman a room, a hot bath, and a shaving knife?  And let him eat in his room tonight—he needs the rest.”  She turned about to look at the half-bald man.  “What is your name, sir?”

 “Derik, milady,” he replied in awe.  He wrung his hands nervously and seemed to have trouble looking into her face.

 Speaking to John once more, she said, “Do you have any kind of work that Derik could do to earn money?”

 “A job?” said the innkeeper, who thought for a moment.  “Yes, actually I had a cook who just ran off with a young maid and I have no one to fill his place.”  Peering around Silvia, he looked at Derik.  “Would you be interested?”

“Yes,” said Derik eagerly.  “I am afraid I don’t know much about cooking, but I am a fast learner, my lord.”

 “Very well then,” said John, not believing his good fortune.  He beckoned a servant over and began to distribute orders about the room.  The crowd quickly dispersed, and Silvia was left alone with the once-homeless man.

 “Madam?” said Derik.

 “Yes?”

 “I am overwhelmed by your fairness and generosity.”  His eyes finally met hers.  “If there is anything I can ever do for you, please tell me, for you have turned around my life on this night.”

 “Thank you.”  Just then she noticed Keelan walking towards them with something in his hand.

 “Sir,” he addressed Derik, “take this money and buy some clothes and shoes to wear.  You look like you need them more than I.”  He dropped a small money purse into the man’s hand.

 Derik’s eyes teared up.  “I swear—anything I can ever do for either of you, let me know.  I am forever at your service!  May the Parent Gods bless your souls!”

  

  

  

 That night Silvia packed the rest of her things in her trunk and undressed.  She was exhausted and fell asleep right away.  She dreamed of swimming in a lake without making a ripple.

  

  

  

 The next morning it seemed that everyone was too restless and worried to sleep late.  All were up and about just before dawn, dressed and ready to depart.  The cart was readied and when the cart from the palace arrived they loaded up and left, hardly saying a word.  The trip through the winding streets of the grand city up to the large palace was a silent one.  

 Everything was exactly as Silvia requested.  The rooms were large and there were three of them.  They were in the back corner of the palace and were on the third floor.  The main windows of Silvia’s room let out onto a nice little balcony.  The walls were richly decorated with tapestries and paintings that she found very tasteful.  The stone floor was covered in silk rugs and soft animal skins.  There was a long green velvet couch, with three matching chairs near the brazier, and several different sized tables placed in various parts of the room for convenience.  A large wardrobe occupied a whole corner of the room, its massive chestnut doors waiting to be opened.  A tall bookshelf boasted a hundred different titles.

 The room’s shape was odd, as it was placed at the corner of the palace.  Also, there were stone walls surrounding the bed, which was tucked away in one large corner of the room; no doubt the walls blocked outside sounds from the sleeper.  On one side of the wall there was a little path to the doorway leading to the bed; on the other side of the wall was a private bath and chamber pot.  Silvia took a lit candle down the little path and turned right to go into the doorway to the bed...and gasped.

 The bed looked just like the one Keelan had carried her to in her dream the other night, except for the ceiling-high stone walls around it.  As she stepped inside the doorway, something brushed her shoulder.  Lifting the candle, she saw a stout wooden rod, nearly three inches in thick, stretching across the open doorway several feet above her head.  Each end was tucked neatly inside the stone as if it had been made that way.  A thick curtain hung down from the wooden rod, intended to shut out any light.  The bed itself took up every bit of the room, end to end, except for the tiny open strip Silvia stood in.  The only reason the bare space was there was because a table had been crammed into one corner.  A torch hung just inside the doorway, unlit for the time being.  The bed was made of four or five thin, feather-stuffed mattresses, three down-stuffed comforters, and layers and layers of silk and satin sheets.  Pillows were in abundance: there were eight of varying sizes placed about the bed.  The size of the bed was lovely, being eight feet long and nearly as wide, and big enough to lay any which way you wished to.

Keelan ran past her leg and a flying leap later was nestled on the bed.  Silvia smiled and went to go put her things away.

 When she opened her wardrobe, she found she was looking at herself by way of an elegantly framed oval mirror set in the right-hand door.  She hung all of her dresses and nightgowns and placed her shoes and such in the floor of the wardrobe.

 Just as she was finishing, a knock sounded at the door.  When it opened, Borys stuck his head in and said, “Lady Serena, lunch is ready to be served.”

 Silvia let Keelan’s fox form lead the way to the banquet hall, followed by an invisible Quentin.  But when they arrived, the giant room was empty except for a servant shining the candelabra.  The servant was more than happy to give her easy directions to the King’s private orchard in a courtyard nearby within the palace walls.  A long table had been set up beneath the boughs of the trees, providing a pleasant shade.

 Gregorich, Prince Dalton, and Sir Grant rose until she was seated.  A stool with pillows was placed beside her, which Keelan gladly jumped on top of.  She had found a way this morning to fix her nuuisaket herself so that she could eat unhindered without the help of a servant and was glad of this as her stomach started to rumble.

 “I am excited and pleased that you are here, Lady Serena,” Gregorich said.  He dabbed a corner of his mouth delicately with a tablecloth, watching her.

 “Thank you, Your Highness.”

 “Are your rooms suitable enough?”

 “Yes.  It was kind of you to prepare them so quickly and efficiently.”

 “It was nothing, I assure you,” he said grandly, waving a well-manicured hand in the air.

 A decanter was sitting in the middle of the table, filled with a dark green substance.  Silvia wondered what it was and poured a dollop into one of the small crystal glasses beside it.  She ignored the amused looks that the men gave her and swallowed the drink in two small gulps.  Its taste was sweet and thick, and it felt like molasses going down her throat in short waves.

 “Do you like it?” asked Dalton.

 Silvia smacked her lips, and then felt foolish for doing so.  “I am not sure.  What is it, may I ask?”

 “Ah, it is called sarchum.  It is a mixture of several different plants, as well as green-bee honey, which gives it the color it has,” he said.

 She looked down into the crystal cup before her.  “What are all the tiny red spots?” she asked.  She was beginning to feel a bit funny and wasn’t sure why.

 The prince smiled, his teeth flashing brilliantly.  “That, my dear, is the ground-up deridam.”

 At this, Keelan’s voice rang out in her mind, telling her to drink no more of it.

 “Oh,” she said weakly.  She remembered the admonishments Maura had donned upon Keelan the other day.  And to think she had just waltzed outside, grabbed a glass, and poured herself a big splotch of it!  Oh, what an idiot she was!

 “Your face turns a lovely hue under that veil when you’re flushed,” Hapshamin said.  “Oh, I had forgotten!  I told you I would send a letter by eagle to your parents to inform them of your stay.  I had better do that today.”

 “Do not worry on that matter,” Silvia said quickly.  “I will take up that responsibility, as I have an acquaintance to go and see today.”

 “Really?” mused Gregorich, his interest peaked.  He watched two servants carry lunch out on trays.  Everyone received a small salad, bread rolls, white wine, and water, and a small guinea.  Keelan was also served a plate and all began eating.  Gregorich mixed oils into his salad and looked over at Silvia.  “Pray tell us—is it a male acquaintance?”

Silvia swallowed hard.  “Um, yes, Your Majesty.”  She did not have the presence of mind to say that it was an old man she was going to visit.

 “Oh, well then better take an escort so you won’t be accused of adultery.”

 She took a mouthful of salad and chewed slowly, collecting her thoughts.  Hadn’t Keelan or Quentin warned her about this?  “I always take someone with me anytime I travel somewhere, as it is proper.  However, since I am not married, it would not be a crime to ride by myself.  I used to do it all the time.”

 The prince’s head lifted from his food as though someone had poked him in the back with a sharp stick.  “Are you betrothed?”

 “No.”  She was beginning to regret joining this luncheon.

 Sir Grant rolled his eyes.  “You should have said ‘yes’ to that Lady Serena, for now you have two men who will court you until you give in.   I would myself, if I weren’t already married.”

 Three, Keelan thought to himself as he gauged her reaction.  She appeared very embarrassed and her hands shook.

 “Do you care at all for horse-riding?” asked Dalton nonchalantly.  “You said you ride by yourself?”

 “Let the games begin,” Sir Grant muttered under his breath.

 “Most horses are agreeable enough, and I do like them.  As for riding, I have been doing so since I can remember.”

 “Have you had many a spill then?” Dalton inquired.

 “Yes,” replied Silvia, “many.  But my worst one happened just under a month ago.”

 “What happened?”

 Silvia cleared her throat.  “I went riding on my favorite horse in a wood I was not familiar with.  It started to rain and thunder before we managed to get halfway through the wood.  Something spooked my horse and I was thrown off.  When I regained my feet, my horse knocked me down again with his shoulder.  I don’t remember much of what happened after that, just that a kind stranger came to my rescue and returned me to my home safely.”

 “And what of the stranger?” the King said.  There was a dark undertone that she did not fail to miss.

 “I do not know and no one else seems to have seen him.”

 “Were you hurt badly?” Sir Grant asked politely.

 “A bump to the head and some bruises were all.  But my mother insisted I stay bedridden for a fortnight in case I had hit my head harder than they thought.”

 “You must have,” said Gregorich lightly, “for if this happened nearly a month ago, you wouldn’t be here; it takes almost three weeks to get here from Alwak.”

  

  

 Chapter Four—Romance and the Jobs Ahead

  

 Silvia’s breath caught in her throat; her heart turned to ice and she froze, staring at her plate.  I am such a fool, she thought.  I have just messed everything up!  By the gods, I’m done for!

 But before she could work up the nerve to speak in her defense, Dalton said, “Well, she probably lost all concept of time when she bumped her head.  It may seem like it was only a month ago, but for all we know it might have been a year ago!”

 The men chuckled at this, and Silvia produced a wan smile.  They continued eating, but she noticed Prince Dalton and Sir Grant eyeing her surreptitiously.  After lunch she excused herself as quickly and politely as she could.  Forcing herself to walk slowly and act calm, she made her way to her room, her mind racing in circles.  She didn’t see Keelan slink inside before she slammed the oak door behind her, locking it.  Then she ran to the bed, kicking off her shoes, drawing the massive curtain behind her, and flung herself to the soft comforts of the sheets and pillows.  She flailed her fists into a pillow.

“How can I have been so dull-witted?” she cried out in dismay.  “I’m as good as caught if I keep slipping up.  If this happens again I might as well concoct a poison to drink, for Gregorich’s Guards will be coming soon to hang me.”  She lay for a few moments, contemplating on what would happen if she were to blunder in a lie again.  “What a fool I am to have come at all. What if everyone has started upon a path to the gallows by staying with me?  I do not wish them dead.”

 “I don’t believe I’m dead, but then again, one can never be too sure,” said a voice.

 Silvia sat up, peering into the darkness around her.  “Keelan?” she whispered, her voice breaking.

 “None other, milady.”

 She heard him moving towards her on the bed.  When his hand touched her arm she jumped, then threw herself into his arms, beginning to cry.  She felt his hands unpin her veil and hood and remove them to stroke her hair.

 “Everything is okay,” he told her gently.  “You made a mistake, and I’d say the deridam helped you out with that.  The stuff usually lowers your defenses and relaxes one a little too much.  The King isn’t going to send his Guards after you.  He doesn’t know who you are or the real reason why you are here.”  He held her close with his right arm and continued stroking her long red hair with his left.  “And if the King ever sent minions after you, I would fight them to the death before they laid hands on your person.  Besides,” he added with a dark chuckle, “you have drawn his interest…and mine as well.”

 These last words were said with such emotion, such passion, that Silvia stopped crying.  Her hand found the strong curve of his face and held it, trying to steady herself against the flow of something unreal that seemed to be passing between them.

 “My lady, my sweet Silvia,” Keelan whispered, “may I kiss your lips?”

 “Yes,” she answered, lifting her face to his.

 The kiss was sweeter than the sweetest of fruits.  His lips were gentle and firm and Silvia found her own opening in response.  His tongue slid into her mouth, probing deeply and slowly.  His hands pressed her hard against his muscular chest.  Her heart was fluttering like a butterfly trapped in a minuscule cage.  Heat spread through her breasts and groin, the result being erect nipples and a yearning to be underneath Keelan in the most carnal of ways.  She moaned loudly, and thought she heard him make a sound like a whimper, which made her want more.  Grabbing his head between her hands she pulled until he was lying on top of her.  They sank into the sheets, breathing heavily.  Keelan let his hands travel down her body, so aroused by her moaning that he nearly couldn’t restrain himself.  His groin rubbed against hers, and Silvia could feel his straining anatomy pressing against her.  She drew up one of her legs and curled her foot around the back of his thigh.  His hand found her foot and began sliding her dress up quickly.  When it found her rump, he scooped it up and rubbed her harder with his body.  He watched with unconcealed desire as her back arched and her moans grew louder.  He stifled them with his mouth, playing with her tongue, and sucking on her bottom lip.  The hand that clutched her beneath the dress became clammy and he realized that she was burning up with desire.

 As her hands clawed at his shirt, he grasped them and kissed them tenderly.  Trying to keep control of himself, he said, “There is something I must ask you.”

 But before he could speak, they both heard an odd thumping.

 “Someone is calling on you,” Keelan said not bothering to hide his disappointment.  “You’d best answer the door.”  He pulled himself off of her quickly and stood up, throwing open the curtain.

Silvia felt around for her veil and rushed out the skinny door when she found it.  She quickly adjusted the nuuisaket, and had Keelan pin it on before he changed into a fox.  She reached the door and smoothed her dress before lifting the latch.  She was surprised to find Prince Dalton leaning against the doorway.

 “Lady Serena,” he said, bowing slightly.  “I was beginning to think you wouldn’t be answering the door.”

 “You only knocked once, and I was trying to take a nap.”

 “So you wouldn’t be too tired to visit your male acquaintance?”

 “That is my business, not yours,” she said dryly.

 The prince shrugged.  “I was just dropping by to see if you would like to accompany me.  I was going to go riding about the countryside.  It’s rather beautiful around these parts.”

 She shook her head.  “My apologies, but not today.”

 “All right,” said Dalton with a smile.  “Tomorrow morning, after breakfast.”  Without waiting to hear what she would say, he walked off, whistling.

 Silvia turned to Keelan, who was curled up in a little red heap on the green velvet of one of the chairs, gazing at her.  “What an arrogant excuse for a man,” she muttered.  “Why did he assume I would go riding with him on any day, much less alone with him?”  She went to her wardrobe and retrieved a divided riding skirt.  “I haven’t even been in this place half a day and I feel the need to get away from it. Would you like to go with me to Zander’s?”

 Keelan lifted his head, pricked his furry ears, and nodded.

 “I need to work on some planning,” she said.  “Do me a favor and go fetch everyone while I change.”

 He barked his reply and ran out the door.  Instead of shutting it behind him, Silvia went back to her bed and slid her legs into the riding skirt, tying it at the waist.  Then she retrieved the shoes she had kicked off when she had first come into the room and put them inside the wardrobe in exchange for a pair of black boots.  The soles of the boots were thick and had a horizontal indention near the toes for the stirrups; in those boots she could ride hard and swift without worry of her feet slipping out.  She was tying the boots on when all of her company entered the room.  Hans was the last one inside, and he shut and latched the door.  No doubt they had still been settling in, unpacking their clothes and such.  They waited for her patiently, no one questioning why they had been summoned.

 “I am going to Zander’s today to continue my tutoring,” Silvia started.  “I don’t mean to sound pushy or rude when I say this, but we all need to have a job here.  We cannot lie around all day and wait for something to happen.  I am not talking of doing chores or laundry, although that is certainly included to maintain our guise.  My job will be to supervise everything that goes on, and if any of you learn some valuable information, I am the one to tell it to.  We will have meetings, just like this one, to compare and share.  I will continue learning to do magic every day.  I feel that it will help us tremendously.  I am also going to try to get into Gregorich’s mind to see how he thinks, feels, and acts.  Hopefully he will give away some weaknesses before long that we can use against him.

 “Now, for your jobs...Maura, today you will ride with me to Zander’s.  This will keep me safe, should Gregorich or one of his fools try to corner me with questions.  When you are not with me I want you to loiter about the halls and empty rooms, dusting and sweeping.  Unnoticed ears can take in a lot of things others don’t want overheard.  Keelan, when you are not with me I want you to go to the kitchens to beg for extra scraps of food.  The sight of you will entice the cooks and such to gossip, and some of what they say might help.  Hans, since you were the stable master at our home, situate yourself in Gregorich’s stables.  Find out everything you can about him.  Motilda, make the servants here pity you about your husband and Urich.  Sob on as many shoulders as you want but get in good with them.  I want you to be everywhere at once, that is, around Gregorich’s chambers and study.  Listen well, girl, and don’t make a fool of yourself or do something silly to make Gregorich hate you more.  It wouldn’t take much to have you on the gallows, and I cannot save you twice.  Frero, since you love gardening I want you to do some work with all the plants and flowers.  But I want you to do something extra: try and make friends with the King’s Guards.  You never know—they may harbor the best secrets of all, and I don’t think any of them would remember you from when you worked here before.  Quentin, I want you to find out about the key to this room Motilda spoke of.  We need to get in there as quickly as we can.  Do this at nighttime, because I may need you during the day.

“Now, if there is an important discovery or someone is in danger, we must meet.  If any of you chooses to leave the palace grounds, tell at least one of the others so that we will know where you are.  Remember—I am Lady Serena of Alwak and anyone who wishes to know more of me can come and see me themselves.  I do not need you to make up more lies than I have already told.  If we say too many untruths, we will all strangle in a web of deceit.  

 “All right, everyone.  It’s time to get to work.  Maura, you and Keelan and myself will go with Hans to the stables.  Quentin, I want you to follow Gregorich around after you see what kind of lock that door has.  If we can’t pick it, we’ll have to steal his key.  I will be back this evening and then you can return to my service.  Let’s go.”

 Hans unlocked the door and the room was emptied in seconds, everyone eager to have something to do.

 The stables were on the west side of the palace, on a wide green, gently sloping ground.  Here, there were no winding roads: only pastures that gently sloped down alongside the city until the land leveled out far below.  The smell of horses, cows, fresh hay, and dung penetrated Silvia’s nostrils, but she found it an almost pleasant, homey smell.  The cows were separated from the horses by a small wooden fence.  Four bulls in the cows’ pasture were penned up at opposite ends, only one bull at a time coming out to graze with the other cows.  The horses all stayed within the same pasture.  The fence itself disappeared over the crest of one of the hills and came up again farther in the distance, giving all the animals plenty of room to feed.

 The stables were huge and when Silvia stepped inside she saw that thirty horses, and twice as many cows, could fit inside it easily.  The support posts for the stables were made of tree trunks, and the stalls were neatly spaced and well built.  The second floor could be ascended to in several places with sturdy ladders.  Silvia gazed up, seeing countless stacks of hay, and the tops of dozens of seventy-pound burlap bags of oats.

 A short, stumpy man with a chest-long red beard greeted them in the doorway of the enormous tack room.  

 “The name’s Willis, and I am the stable master here.  May I be of some service to the King’s newest guests?”

 “Yes, I would like to pick out two horses to saddle up for the day,” Silvia said politely.

 Willis chuckled, his face threatening to rival the color of his beard.  “Aye, then.  Well, ya have yer pick of the finest horses in Darkania,” he said.  “Ya just point ‘em out to me and I’ll fetch ‘em.”

 Silvia smiled her thanks and started going down the walkway between the rows of stalls.  Maura made several comments on many different horses.  Finally she chose a white and brown dappled mare that had a friendly disposition.  As Hans and Willis were saddling the mare, Silvia kept looking.  Then her eyes found a dark, reddish brown stallion, and she decided she wanted that one to ride.  Willis strolled up to her while Hans finished putting the bridle on Maura’s mare.

 “Ah, but ye’ve chosen a hard one, my lady,” Willis said.  “The King likes to ride ol’ Windfall here, when Windfall’s bein’ calm.  He’s a good horse, but arrogant.  He loves to ignore his rider’s commands, whenever he gets one.”

 “How often is he ridden?”

 “Once every couple of months, I suppose.  Are ya sure you want him?  He’s thrown several people, ya should know.”

 “Is it any wonder he acts this way, being so seldomly ridden?” Silvia spat.  Then, in a softer tone, she said, “Yes, I will take him.  He’s perfect.”  She rubbed Windfall’s velvety nose and he snorted at her as if to tell her she was wrong.

“All right.”  Willis retrieved a saddle, blanket, girder, and the bridle.  Stepping into the stall, he ran his hand along the animal’s flanks to calm its stamping feet.

 While the little stable master was distracted, Silvia scooped up the saddle blanket and let it fall gently onto Windfall’s back.  She smoothed it down, and bent over to pick up the saddle.

 “Ya should let me get that,” Willis told her.  “It’s a bit heavy for a lady.”

 Silvia said nothing, but grabbed the saddle as best she could and hefted it into the air and onto the horse.  Making sure both stirrups were dangling and not caught under the saddle, she knelt and began to secure the belt.  When she had the strap pulled tight, she rose up and said, “Now Windfall, be a good horse and let that air out of your lungs so I can do this properly.”

 The horse turned his head and snorted loudly, but relented.  Silvia tightened the belt a little more and then started to buckle the girder onto the saddle.  That done, she tightened the two girders and repeated the process of getting Windfall to release his pent-up air.

 But a frown crossed her face when she picked up the bridle.  “I don’t use a bit this thick,” she stated firmly.

 “He’s too wild to use a smaller one, madam,” Willis cautioned.

 “I only use the thinner bits,” Silvia told him.  “I don’t believe in these because they’re cruel.”

 “Well,” the man sighed, “I don’t suppose ye’ll be wantin’ the spurs for yer boots then, will ya?”

  

  

  

 Silvia scolded Maura for not asking to borrow a riding skirt as Keelan was lifted onto Silvia’s lap.

 Maura waved her hand.  “I ride side-saddle every time, milady.  It is what I’m most comfortable with.”

 “Okay, but any time you should like to borrow one, let me know.”

 They started off at a brisk trot and rode out into the city.  A slight breeze was blowing, providing a little relief from the sun’s heat.  Everyone seemed to be outside and in the streets though, for it was a beautiful day.  There was a lively chatter dancing in the air and good spirits all about.  Quite a few stared in surprise at the beautiful red fox which rode on Silvia’s lap, commenting on such a unique pet.  Many people tipped their hats at the two horse riders or shouted greetings in merry voices.

 Silvia felt lighter at heart in the fresh air.  She bowed her head to those that waved or spoke to her and smiled with delight.  These were her people, and they seemed so kind and hospitable.  Near the center of the city (the palace was on the eastern edge where it was least noisy) they came upon a quartet of two women and two men singing songs.  The short, thin man was obviously the bass; the other man, much taller and broader, was the tenor.  One rather young girl no more than twelve or thirteen made her voice an alto, and a middle-age woman provided a lovely soprano.  Their music was pleasant and turned more than just a few ears.  People were laughing and cheering after each song and several encores were requested.  A wooden bucket sat on the ground before them, awaiting the trickle of money; it was already half-filled with lisks and snicks.

 As Silvia and Maura approached, the quartet began a new song, smiling as the words spilled forth from their mouths.  Their hands moved as they hit hard notes and often they looked at each other with twinkles in their eyes.

  

 “The moon is fully out 
 this sparkling night
 Filling the world with soft white light
 He looked at her and 
declared he might
 Be forever moved by her delight…”
  

 “They made quite a bit of money to be only singing, did they not?” said Silvia as they trotted away after hearing several songs.  She had left behind a couple of coins in their bucket.

 “There is a reason for that, besides their beautiful voices,” Maura said.  “I heard several people talking beside my horse and they were saying that the bass singer and the soprano are the brother and sister who own the homeless shelter and all its land.  They are trying to raise money to rebuild it again.”

 Silvia said nothing.  The word ‘rebuild’ only reminded her of how (and why?) the shelter had been burned in the first place and it angered her greatly.  How could anyone in their right mind threaten the lives of so many homeless, albeit not helpless, citizens of Darkania?  Was it true that Gregorich wanted them out of the city, or dead, that badly?  What was the point?  Silvia knew there was an underlying reason, but could not quite prick it with a pin.  Somehow, thoughts of the Lordalen War came into her mind, but she pushed them away without seeing any connection.  But still…she couldn’t fight the feeling that one had to do with the other in some unknown way.  She would have to bring it up at one point or another with Gregorich and see if she could find something out.

 The women continued on, now in a southwestern direction.  The sun was a blazing inferno above, but the steady, playful wind kept oneself from feeling too muggy.  Silvia was glad, however, when they turned onto the road that led to Zander’s home, for the horses were lathering a little from the heat and would need water soon; at least the overhanging boughs of the trees provided good shade.  Flowers bloomed in what could only be described as wild abundance on each side of the road and brightened the surroundings with brilliant colors and delicious scents.  The troublesome thoughts soon left Silvia’s mind in the beauty of the day.

  

  

 Chapter Five—The Events of the Day
  

 Zander was asleep in the wooden rocking chair on his porch when they arrived.   They dismounted quietly and Keelan, changed to a human once more, helped the ladies to unsaddle the horses.  Then he led them round to Zander’s tiny barn and put them in two shaded stalls.  A large bucketful of water was retrieved from the river nearby and placed before each beast.  He scattered some oats, as well as apples, into their troughs and brushed them down while they were eating.  When he returned to the porch, Zander had awakened and was chatting up Maura and Silvia.

 “Ah, Keelan, there you are!  I was just going to say that Her Majesty might enjoy a light meal before starting her day’s lessons.  Would you help me cut some wood for the fire?”

 “Well, we certainly wouldn’t want Silvia to try and help, would we?”  Keelan replied.  “She’d have all our heads off with one sweep of the axe without ever using her hands!”

 Everyone laughed as they went around to Zander’s backyard.  The head of an axe lay on a cutting block with a new handle beside it.

 “Did you go into town to buy this today?” Keelan asked, picking up the handle.

 “Yes,” said Zander.  “I bought it from Horace the carpenter.  Do you remember him?”

 Keelan laughed.  “Who wouldn’t?  Horace the Ass Kisser is what I used to call him.”  He glanced at Maura and Silvia and apologized for his profanity, explaining that Horace gave some of his harvest to the King every year and sold him white liquor too.  He also said that Horace was a carpenter by main trade, and a wealthy man at that.

 “He told me that he and his wife were going to the palace for dinner tomorrow night,” Zander went on.  “I dare say, my Queen, that you will meet him as you are both held in high regards there.”

“I suppose I shall, then,” Silvia replied, turning her eyes to Keelan, who was working on fitting the handle onto the ax.

 He drove the wedge into the handle with a mallet after it was fitted just right into the ax head.  This done, he selected a stump of wood that had been chopped from a felled tree and set it on the cutting block.  He ran his thumb a certain way over the blade of the axe to determine its sharpness and seemed satisfied.  As Silvia sat down on the soft grass of the yard and flipped her nuuisaket back, Keelan began to split the wood, working up a fast sweat.  Zander stacked the smaller pieces touched by the axe outside to the left of his back door.  He made trip after trip, only stopping when Keelan paused to remove his shirt.

 Clad now only in pants and boots, he was certainly a fine sight to Silvia’s eyes; they roamed all over Keelan’s broad shoulders and his long, tapering torso, glistening with sweat.  His arms were not extremely large, but they were well muscled and excellently proportioned with the rest of what she saw.  His reddish-brown hair was slick with perspiration and clung to his face, neck, and shoulders.  Silvia watched his back muscles bunch up as he brought the axe over his head; then watched as they stretched out when the axe was brought down to give the blocks of wood its deadly kiss.

 The sections of the felled tree ran out sooner than Silvia liked, but not too soon for Keelan.  He sunk the axe into the cutting block and left it there.  Picking up his shirt, he wiped his chest, shoulders, face, hair, and back with it, then accepted a cup of water.  Silvia was pleasantly surprised to see that his stomach rivaled his back: it was stuffed with muscle under the tight skin.

 Maura had ventured inside to help Zander fix the food they were to have, and Silvia was left alone with Keelan, who sat down beside her on the grass.  He was breathing heavily, and still had to use his shirt to mop off his dripping face.

 Silvia smiled.  “I don’t see how you can move so fast when doing such hard work.”

 He shrugged.  “It is a part of everyday life for most people.  I usually enjoy it.  It helps me calm down when I’m worked up and makes me feel exhausted in a good way.  I like it almost as much as I like sword fighting.”

 “Oh?  And do you know much of sword fighting?”  Silvia was immediately intrigued.  She was more than tempted to challenge him to a game of skills.

 “I cannot say that I am an expert on the sword, but I am skilled enough.”

 Silvia hesitated a little before asking her next question.  “Do you believe women should learn to use swords or do you perceive that as improper?”

 Keelan thought for a moment.  “Well, I personally do not see any reason why women shouldn’t learn the skills of a sword, even though most men would tend to disagree with me.  Who watches over the home while the men are away working?  Or while we are away at war?  The women do.  But who protects the women and children during this time?  They protect themselves, and therefore need to know the use of some weapon or another to help them.  Why not swords?  They are the most common of weapons and most of the people in the city have them.  Bows and crossbows aren’t used as much and not many people have any interest in dueling daggers or throwing knives.”

 “Is there any way you would teach me to throw knives one day?” Silvia asked shyly.

 He smiled.  “My lady, all queens should have the knowledge of such weapons and I would gladly help you learn.”  He stood up and brushed himself off.  “But right at the moment I am going to the river to wash up and clean my shirt.  I should be back before mealtime.”

 

  

  

 But he wasn’t, and when the meal was ready Silvia went to fetch him.  She followed a well-worn path Zander had pointed out to her which led directly into the woods.  After a short walk, she finally caught sight of the river.  The path rose up and crested before heading down a gentle slope to the riverbank.  Silvia stopped on the little rise to take in the beautiful scenery.  Weeping willows, white willows, and elegant chenerbaum trees flourished on the banks, blooming brilliantly.  Soft, delicate blades of grass cushioned the soles of her boots, and moss grew here and there up the sides of the trees and the bank.  The river was a picture of serenity: gently flowing, slow and clear.  Several large rocks dotted the top of the water and many more could be seen below it.  The sun shone through the tree leaves and speckled the water brilliantly.  With a contented sigh, Silvia walked down to the riverbank.

 She looked to her left and her right, but found no sign of the man she was hunting.  She began walking along the river and a few minutes later she came upon Keelan’s pants and boots lying on the riverbank beside his wet shirt.  She looked into the water and could only see the fish swimming to and fro above the rocks and silt.  She bent over and picked up his pants to fold them (she could not stand to see clothes just tossed about) and saw a dagger lying on the ground beneath them.  She put the pants aside and picked it up.  Its leather sheath was old and worn, but still held, as did the leather straps at the top.  She assumed it was a boot dagger that strapped to the side of the calf or ankle.  Slowly, she pulled the hilt and saw a wicked silver blade emerge.  The double-edged blade was thin, but razor sharp.  The handle was tarnished silver and a tiny gold plate fixed to it said ‘To Keelan, With All Our Love’.

 “It’s from my parents.  They gave it to me on my twenty-second birthday two years ago.”

 Silvia jumped up, dropping the dagger and involuntarily backing up.  She nearly tripped over Keelan, who was standing directly behind her when she spun around.  He gazed into her eyes, indifferent to the fact he was completely unclothed before a queen.  Silvia didn’t realize her eyes wandered over his body; the only thing that registered in her overwhelmed mind was his perfection.  His body appeared to be sculpted, every muscle chiseled out of stone and smoothed down.  His thighs didn’t have an ounce of fat and as he walked around her and bent over to retrieve his pants, she saw that his backside didn’t either.

 Keelan put them on in front of her as casually as if they were having a conversation, and tightened the laces over his skin before tying them.  Then he sat on the ground to put on his boots and stockings (which had been shoved inside the boots).  His knife tied to the calf, but was hidden by his tall boots.  He stood up, grabbing his shirt as he did so and shaking it out.

 “Did you like it?” he suddenly asked.

 Silvia’s jaw started to drop, for she didn’t at first know what he was talking about and thought he was referring to her seeing him naked.  Then she saw that he was pointing at the knife, and relaxed.  “’Tis a splendid knife,” she replied, a blush creeping up her cheeks.

 Keelan saw this and changed the subject.  Gesturing towards the river he said, “It is called the Tambian River.  I love to come here—it’s very peaceful.”

 Silvia nodded in agreement.  “Well, I came to fetch you for lunch.  Are you hungry?”

 “Oh yes,” he laughed, patting his stomach.  “I’m always hungry.”

  

  

  

Together, they walked back to Zander’s by way of the path.

 “Are you…are you ashamed of me seeing you undressed?” Silvia asked tentatively.

 Keelan reddened slightly, but looked her in the eye.  “I was hot and in desperate need of a good washing.  As for you seeing me undressed…well, at least you saw me clean.”  They smiled at each other.  “I am a bit embarrassed though,” he continued.  “I am not as good-looking as some of the men that have no doubt courted you.”

 Silvia stopped walking and grabbed a fistful of his hair.  She whirled him around to face her and pressed her mouth to his.  Keelan’s lips parted hungrily, devouring her tongue.  His hands grabbed her buttocks and forced her closer.  She could feel his hardness against her and yearned to have it touch her more intimately.

 Keelan was the first one to pull away, breathless.  “It is dangerous to do such things to a mere man, my Queen,” he said in a low voice filled with passion.  “It makes a man want to take you right then, no matter where you are or who is watching.  It makes a man feel like he has to be with you, or he will burst and die…It makes a man want to love you forever.”

  

  

  

 It was after dark when Maura, Silvia, and the fox entered the stables, for Zander had tutored Silvia for several hours in magic.  Willis greeted them with a relieved face.

 “I was afraid he threw ya,” he explained, poking a thumb at Windfall.

 “Nonsense,” Silvia said.  “Besides acting a little skittish at first he was very well behaved and did not disobey me once.  Give him a lump of sugar for a treat when he cools down.”

 When both horses were squared away, Silvia went to her room and immediately called a counsel to see if any information was collected.  Her servants began talking about the events of the day, starting with Hans.

 “I talked a great deal with Willis the stable master and he said it would be a great help if I could join him in the stables each day.  Apparently he is the only one who ever works there.  He starts in at daylight, works all day and well into the night, and then climbs into the loft to sleep.  He says the King hired a stable hand to help him, but the lad hardly ever shows up to work.  I told him I knew how to capture wild horses and train them, birth foals and calves, clean and keep the saddles and such, break colts, and a few other things, and he was greatly impressed with my experience.  I didn’t learn anything of special significance but Willis was very open with me in private; if he knows something which might help us, it wouldn’t be very hard to get it out of him.”

 Motilda was next.  She had her long hair braided over one shoulder and her dress was quite dirty.  “I have renewed friendship with many of the servants and earned their pity, although all of them know I never loved my husband to begin with.”

 “You did not love your husband?” exclaimed Silvia.  “Then why did you marry?”

 “Perhaps it was not her choice, Mistress,” said Maura, who had unpinned her hair and was running a comb through it.

 “You are only too right,” said Motilda in a sad, childlike voice.  “The King knew of Dan’s attraction to me and married us…But Dan was an old, ugly, and cruel man and I could never have grown to love him.  We were married four months ago, and my servant friends knew he was fond of raising his hands to me.  He wanted me pregnant, but he had difficulties behind closed doors.  He did get his wish, eventually.  I was not happy but I felt sorry for my unborn child.  If I had had a place to go, I would have left him and ran away.  However, my parents were poor and had sold me as a slave to Gregorich to begin with, and I do not know where they are now.  I tried to stay away from Dan, because I hated him so.  Unfortunately, one day I had to cater to him because he had received a rare day off.  I tripped bringing him a tray of food and it went all over him.  I tried to tell him it had been an accident, but he had been drinking pretty heavily and would not hear of it.  He beat me badly in my stomach and back, and I lost the child.  It was just a week later that Dan died.”

“How, exactly, did he die?” asked Quentin, thinking he might know the answer already.

 “I poisoned him,” she answered calmly, shrugging her shoulders.  “He deserved it.”

 The room was quiet with shock, everyone waiting for her to go on.

 “The servants know all of that, except for the poison part, and they felt sorry for me.  I went to the kitchen today and asked if I could have a bucket of soapy water and a scrubbing brush to keep myself busy.  I ambled around until I was right down the hall from His Majesty’s office.  I scrubbed nearly the whole hallway before I saw Gregorich.  He looked mad seeing me anywhere near him, but later he came up to me and asked if I would be willing to clean up the room on the third floor, to which only he has the key.”

 “When?” Silvia asked rather sharply.

 “Tomorrow morning.”

 “Damn the Dark Moon!  That fool Dalton has me scheduled for horseback riding tomorrow.”  Silvia cursed her luck.

 “I wonder if he asked Dalton to take you riding so that, being strangers, you would both be out of the palace?”  Keelan said.

 It made sense, when one thought about it.  “I’ve got to see if there’s something that could aid us in that room.”

 “Don’t worry Mistress,” Quentin said, “I’ll follow Motilda around tomorrow morning and when Gregorich leads her to the room, I’ll see where he gets his key from.  I will trail him around for the rest of the day if that’s what it takes to find out where he keeps it.  Then we can sneak it to a blacksmith and have him forge a key of its likeness.”

 “And did you learn anything important today?” she asked him.

 “No, milady.” Quentin rolled his eyes.  “Gregorich held court again today for several hours, and then retired to his room for a nap.  Afterwards he went about the castle giving out orders wherever he saw fit.”

 “Frero, what about you?”

 Frero wiped his wrinkled face with one hand and sighed.  “Well, nothing exciting came my way.  I worked in that big courtyard with the statues in it—the place has not been weeded in weeks, it seems!  I studied the statues and their stories while I worked and talked to anyone who happened by me.  I am sorry to say that I did not meet up with any Guards, milady.”

 No one had anything else to share.  Silvia leaned back in the soft greenness of the chair and began massaging her temples through her veil.  “Everything moves so fast, and yet so slow…We need to start building something solid against Hapshamin.  We need to be the ones with all the power and the upper hand.  Not him!”

 “All of that will come in time, milady. I am sure of it,” said Frero warmly.

 They sat there, entwined in their thoughts and engulfed in the light of several bronze torches and many candles.  Presently someone knocked on the door.  As Hans stood to go and unlock it, Keelan shivered and changed into a fox, hopping onto Silvia’s lap.  When the door opened to the King, Silvia was stroking the fox’s fur and staring at Gregorich.  Quentin had disappeared next to the door, ready to take action if the situation called for it.

 “Your Majesty,” said Hans, bowing low.

 Gregorich strode into the room, his heavy boots sinking into the animal skins and silk rugs.  He looked about the well-lit room, taking in all of her servants, and then at Silvia.

 “Lady Serena, we missed you at the dinner table.”

 “I have only just returned from my friend’s home,” she said.

 “It is sometimes quite unsafe for women to travel in a city after nightfall.  A true gentleman would have escorted you back. Did you have any troubles?”

Silvia shook her head, ignoring his implications that her ‘acquaintance’ was not a gentleman.  “I had a pleasant day and a pleasant evening, thank you.  And so you know, the man I went to see is getting on up in his years and I wouldn’t dream of asking him to escort me here when it isn’t necessary.  Besides, two women riding alone is formidable to most trouble-makers because of their incessant chatter, even if the women are weaponless.” She wanted to inform him that she could take care of herself just fine, thank you very much.

 Gregorich chuckled and clasped his hands together behind his back, obviously relieved that the person she had went to see was much older than he was.  His blond hair shone like sunlight from the torches and he flashed a handsome smile.  “That is spot-on, milady.  Although I seriously doubt that you could drive off a thief with chatter.  Charm, maybe, but not chatter.  You are actually one of the few women that does not talk my ears off about silly things and I like that about you.  It is a very appealing quality to a man such as me.  Now, would you care to have a tray of food sent up to dine on?”

 She continued to stroke Keelan’s red fur for a moment, and said, “That would be too kind of you, Sire.  You don’t have to do that.”

 “Yes, I do, Lady Serena of Alwak.  Would you have me send food for your servants as well?  The ones who were present tonight would not eat without you.”

 “Yes, thank you.  And please—send an extra flagon of wine for me and a good plateful for my little darling here.”  She scooped Keelan into her arms and held him to her.

 The King nodded.  “It will arrive shortly madam.  Is there anything else?”

 “Oh, yes there is,” she said.  “I need my tub filled with hot water; I smell like a horse.”

 Gregorich Hapshamin smiled, bowed a little, and exited the room.

  

  

 They set to the food that arrived a few minutes later.  Roasted pork, fried potatoes with onions, soup beans, apple sauce spiced with cinnamon, and garlic bread slid down their throats until they were stuffed.  Silvia’s tub water started coming in big pitchers carried by burly servants and she lit the torches around the private bath so they could see where to pour it.  When the tub was as full as she wanted it, she shooed everyone out and locked the door.

 She retrieved a nightgown from her wardrobe and the flagon of wine she had requested from the table and sat both of them on the ledge in the bathing room.  On the ledge already were several huge towels, a bar of washing soap, and several different bottles of oils to put in the water.  All of the candles and torches in her room except for one in the bathroom, one next to the couch and one above her bed were extinguished.  Silvia undressed, putting her nuuisaket on the counter and tossing everything else in a heap to be washed.  Searching through the oils she found a silver-handled brush and stopped to brush her hair.  Next she poured some sweet-smelling oil into her bath and stepped in, not realizing she was being watched with great interest.

  

  

 Chapter Six—A Strange Ride
  

  

 The steaming water nearly burned her skin, but she relished in it.  She loved soaking her body; it was extremely relaxing…which was why she dozed off.  She dreamed that she was in the Tambian River, nearly drowning due to a fast current sweeping her away.  On the riverbank, running to keep up with her, was Keelan.  He kept shouting that she had to answer his question before he could save her: Are you taken?

“No!” she tried to yell back, but the picture faded as she woke up…looking into Keelan’s eyes.

 “I’m not, Keelan!  I’m not!” she said to him in a shaky voice.

 “What’s the matter?  Tell me!” he said.  His blue eyes were full of worry—she had been moaning in her sleep and he had been about to wake her so that she wouldn’t slide beneath the water in her slumber.

 “I’m not,” she sobbed into her wet hands.  She had sat up in the tub and was rocking back and forth, water splashing onto the rugs.  She gazed at him and leaned over, throwing her arms around his neck.

 Tentatively, he placed his hands on her back, distinctly noticing the way her breasts were wetting the front of his shirt.

 “I’m not taken, Keelan!  I’m not!  Don’t let me drown!” She sobbed for a minute.  “I dreamed I was drowning, and you were running beside the river.  You said you couldn’t save me unless I answered your question.  My answer is no—I am not taken!”

 Keelan very nearly squeezed the breath out Silvia, he hugged her so hard.  Tears were running down his cheeks, and he knew then that he would die before another man married her.  “I would have saved you anyway, my love,” he whispered fiercely.

  

  

  

 When she had quit crying, Keelan told her to wet her hair and let him wash it.  He lathered the red mass thoroughly with soap, and plunged his hands into it.  He massaged and scrunched and scrubbed until it was clean, loving its length and thickness.  She rinsed her hair and he told her to stand so that he could wash her body.  His gentle hands, with the help of the soap, scoured her skin.  He washed her neck and chest; he washed her waist, and then held it with one hand while the other washed her hips and her womanhood; he washed her long narrow back and the roundness that was her rump.  Afterwards she slid into the water to rinse as Keelan spread one of the towels beside the tub and held another one open in his arms to dry her with.  She stood and stepped onto the towel and gratefully allowed him to wrap it around her.  He held her just that way: the towel over her smooth skin and his arms over the towel.  She leaned her head against his chest, content.

 A few minutes later he slid her nightgown over her head and towel-dried her hair.  He put out the torch and took the flagon of wine she had sipped on before dozing off in the tub and led Silvia to bed.  There they drank the rest of the wine and fell asleep holding each other.

 Both had sweet dreams.

  

  

  

 Horace was playing poker with his wife, who (all tales be told) was a much better player.

 “All right,” he said in a gruff voice.  “This time…three of spades and seven of diamonds.”  The wild cards told, he reshuffled the deck and dealt five cards to each of them.  He picked up his cards: a king of spades, a deuce of hearts, a four of hearts, a four of clubs, and a ten of diamonds.  Cursing silently he laid down everything except the pair and picked up three new cards: an eight of hearts, a six of spades, and a jack of clubs.  He eyed his wife over his hand.  She had discarded two had taken two more, and was smiling serenely at him.  He grumbled something unintelligible and stared at his hand.  Just a damn pair of fours.  He sighed and threw down his hand for her to see.

 Still smiling, she laid hers down as well: three queens and a pair of jacks.

 “Damn it Karen, you always win!” growled the burly man.

“That’s only because you always lose,” she said.

 “Well you should at least let an old man win from time to time.”

 “Old man?  I don’t see any ‘old man’ in this room,” she laughed.  “I’m only nine years younger than you, so don’t call yourself old; it makes me feel like I’m getting old, and I prefer not to act my age.”

 They were both laughing at this when the heavy brass knocker on the door sounded.

 “I wonder who that is?” said Horace.

 “I don’t know, husband of mine, but I would suggest they have a good reason for disturbing this household so late at night.”  She was walking towards the front entrance briskly; a tall woman, and a bit on the beefy side, she could be a slightly ominous figure when irritated.

 Horace expected whomever it was to get the worst tongue-lashing of their life, but to his complete surprise she let out a shriek of pure delight.  He could see someone quite smaller than his wife entrapped in Karen’s burly arms.  He got up and sauntered over to them.

 Karen let go of the person and he saw that it was none other than his great-niece, Hanovi.  This time it was he who wrapped his arms around the girl in a great bear hug.  When they parted Horace said, “By the gods, girl!  How you have grown!  Why, I haven’t seen your pretty little face in five or six years!  How have you been faring?”

 “Very good, Uncle,” Hanovi said in her small voice.  But then her smile broke and tears appeared in her eyes.  “I hate to say this, Uncle, but we need your help.”

 “We?” he said, then looked beyond her in the doorway.  A freckle-faced young man stood gazing at him timidly.  He was holding a much younger boy by the shoulders.  Both of them were obviously afraid.  Horace motioned them all inside and noticed that the back of the young man’s cotton shirt was soaked in blood, fresh and old.  “What in Eeirch’s Hell happened to you?” he asked him.

 The lad said, “A terrible event has occurred in our Mistress’ home, sir, and several died.”

 A grave expression came over Horace and Karen’s faces.  They knew very little of Mistress Dessica, but she had a very respectable reputation in the community of the people on the outskirts of the great city.  They themselves had taken Hanovi and her mother to Mistress Dessica.  Horace ushered the three travelers and their few bags into the sitting room, locking the front door again behind them.  Jonathan and Jason were introduced to Hanovi’s great uncle and great aunt.  Horace asked again what had happened.

 “Sir,” Jonathan said, “is it possible that we could wait to talk until my brother fell asleep?”

 The older man looked at Hanovi sharply and she nodded her head solemnly.  “All right.”

 Hanovi asked her aunt to help to clean Jonathan’s wound.  Karen went off to get healing herbs, clean rags, boil some water and get needle and thread.  While she was doing that Hanovi cut his shirt off; some of the cloth, however, was caught up in the old stitches of the wound and the dried blood.  When Karen returned Hanovi dipped one of the clean rags into the hot water and pressed it against Jonathan’s shoulder.  She let it soak for a few minutes as he sucked in his breath and then she removed it.  The last piece of his shirt came off with it, holding on to a scab from the knife wound.  She grabbed another cloth and began cleansing the cut.  The ride on the dusty road to Darkania had apparently infected it badly and two of the stitches had been ripped out of the flesh from mounting and dismounting his horse.  The skin around the wound was a sickly color.

 Karen grimaced as she peered closely at his shoulder.  “You should not have been moving this arm at all, young Jonathan.  How exactly did you two travel here?”

“Our Mistress lent us two horses and some food,” Hanovi answered.

 “Where are the horses now?” Horace asked.

 “We paid a man who was traveling in that direction to take them back to her.”

 “You can’t trust just anybody these days,” Horace told her.  “You should have brought them here and the wife and I would have arranged for the beasts to be taken home.”

 “Hush about it—nothing can be done to change it,” Karen said.  “They did what they thought was right and proper, is all.  And it was very kind of the Mistress to lend you her horses.”  She had neglected to say that it was also kind of Mistress Dessica to take care of poor Hanovi after her mother ran off, leaving the young girl to do all of her duties in Dessica’s home.  Karen busied herself taking all of the stitches out of Jonathan that still remained.  The wound was swelled badly; Karen squeezed it, forcing out the thick yellow and white infection.  Jonathan gritted his teeth and moaned.  More was squeezed out, along with a nasty helping of dark blood mixed in.  It looked very bad.  He was lucky not to be sick with fever from the infection.  The wound was cleansed thoroughly and stitched again, much to his utmost disappointment.  When that was finally over Hanovi wrapped a long cloth around it, going under his arm, around his neck and back over the wound, and tied it securely.

 “Thank you,” he said weakly.  “But if you ever expect me to let you restitch it you are sorely mistaken.”

 Horace guffawed heartily and the women joined in.  By this time Jason had fallen asleep in a large chair near the fireplace.  Karen gently scooped him up and took him to an extra bedroom to sleep more comfortably.

 As his wife walked back into the room her smile vanished and she said, “Start talking and don’t leave anything out.”

  

  

  

 It had been rather early when Keelan had taken Silvia and the flagon to the bed, so Silvia got up at the crack of dawn and was able to watch the sun rise.  She watched from her terrace and thought about the night before.  She wondered why Keelan had not made love to her; they had many opportunities, and he had chosen to hold her and give her peace and comfort instead.  She wasn’t complaining in the least, however.  She found it sweet and endearing that Keelan had not taken advantage of the situation, or of her vulnerability.

 And so it felt perfectly normal when he came up behind her and slipped his arms around her waist lovingly.  Her terrace could not be seen from any other balconies, and someone on the ground would have great difficulty seeing through the high stone railings that came up to her chest.  She and Keelan could stand right in the middle of it and not be seen by anyone.  “I will be going into the city on an important errand today,” he told her.  “Will you be all right with Dalton by yourself?”

 “Yes, I’ll be fine.”

 “I’m going to hate being away from you.” And he would hate her being alone with that fool of a prince.

 Silvia smiled, turned in his arms, and kissed him deeply.  “Me too,” she said.

 They stayed that way until Silvia needed to get ready for breakfast.  An hour later she was dressed in a soft pink dress with her riding skirt beneath it.  Her hair was plaited tightly under her white nuuisaket.  Her boots and riding skirt were both white, making the pink of her dress stand out more.  Her sapphire shone brightly beneath the cloth of the ample curve of her breasts as she walked downstairs.  Keelan walked beside her in fox-form; he had said he’d stay with her until she left the stables.

Breakfast was served in a small foyer on the main floor of the palace.   Dalton was already eating when they arrived.  Flapjacks with hot blueberry syrup, bacon, fried eggs, warm cow’s milk and goat cheese soon filled them.  It was a delicious meal and Silvia enjoyed it immensely.

 The walk to the stables would have been just as nice but for Dalton’s insistence that she take his arm.  During the walk she was only too aware of Keelan glaring at the prince from below.  She chose Windfall again and still wanted the thinner bit.  Dalton chose his own horse, a large white male who supposedly was battle-trained.  When they started off towards one of the nearby hills on the steeds, Silvia looked back and saw a tiny red streak heading towards the city.

 “Will he be alright on his own, do you think?” asked the prince, who had seen Keelan running off.

 “Most certainly.  After all, this isn’t the first time we have been separated.”

 “I see.  Are you up for a gallop?”

 Silvia smiled and spurred Windfall to the appropriate speed.  Dalton’s horse caught up quickly and they galloped over many hills in the sloping pasture as it wound its way down to the flats below the grand city.  Before long, they were slowing the lathered animals down to a walk.

 “There’s a stream nearby that they can drink from.  I found it the second day I was here.  Follow me.”

 She followed and they came to the stream ten minutes later.  While the horses quenched their thirst Silvia inquired as to how long he had been in Darkania.

 “Just a couple of weeks,” he replied, staring into the distance.  Several minutes went by before he spoke.   He turned to her and said, “I don’t know why I am telling you this, so let us get that straight first.  I feel as though I can trust you not to say a word to anyone—I beg it of you.”

 Silvia furrowed her eyebrows and nodded, wondering what a prince would have to say to her.

 “Five nights ago I was having the worst trouble sleeping.  I took out my sightseer (an extraordinary device that allows you to see things far away as if they were up close) and I went for a walk outside.  I had my sightseer pointed upwards, watching the sky.  Then, out of the blue I saw a large bird flying overhead and I trained my special device on it to see where it was going.  It landed on the edge of the King’s balcony outside his bedchambers and I saw that it was an over-sized raven.  Evidently Gregorich knew the creature was coming because he was outside waiting for it; he even bowed before it, which I thought was a queer thing to do.  Who would bow to a beast?  Not I, for certain.  Then he began to talk to it, and I moved right below the balcony to hear him better.  I did not hear everything Gregorich told the bird, but a lot of it was about the Lordalen War.  And then I thought I lost my mind, for the bird started speaking!  I make no mistake, Lady Serena, so please believe me.  I saw its beak move as it talked and it sounded nearly human.  It kept telling Gregorich that he was going to have to do more to help his father in the war.  It said that his father needed more men to fight because they were saving as much of their magic as they could for the next stage of the war.  Then it said that another raven would be back in five days for another report and that Gregorich had better have more to say and send to his father.  The raven flew away and the King went back inside his room. I returned to my own bed to contemplate things.  Who is the King’s father?  I do not know.  How can a raven talk?  I do not know.  Why did Gregorich seem so intimidated by the raven and the conversation about his own father?  After all, he is a King—what is there to be frightened of?  I have wondered about this since then, and cannot come up with anything that will help me figure this out.  It’s none of my business anyway, but it has my curiosity at its peak.  So I decided to tell someone trustworthy who may be able to come up with something more: you.  This was the purpose of going riding with you, other than enjoying your company of course.”

“I do not know what to say, except that the King has some strange ways,” said Silvia.  The image of the King talking to a raven disturbed her, though she didn’t know why.  Perhaps it was because every time she saw a raven it was feasting on the rotting flesh of some poor animal.  A bird that fed on the dead was not top on her list of animals to trust.  And was it a coincidence that the King’s emblem was a raven as well?

 “What is making me worried is that the raven kept implying that Gregorich’s father has been keeping the upper hand in the Lordalen War,” he went on.  “I admit that an end to the war would be a blessing, if only Lord Rohedon wasn’t winning.”

 Her eyes widened.  “My word!  Are you saying that there is a possibility that the King is plotting with the enemy?”

 “I am afraid so,” Dalton said.  “But do not breathe a word of it to anyone or the both of us shall be put to death for treason against him.”  His face darkened.

 She nodded.  “Yes, but what are we to do?”

 “Well,” said the prince, brushing back his black hair, “we have to find out who he is coercing with first.  I don’t know how other than go and spy on him when the raven comes tonight.  If we find that it is the enemy he’s conversing with, well…I don’t know.  We will have to see what’s in the water when we come to that bridge.”

  

  

  

 Dessica and Geremy had been getting along rather well, but each could tell the other was tiring of the trip.  Dessica had said they would arrive sometime tomorrow, though this cheered them little.

 It was around noon that Geremy spotted a cart up ahead.  “You don’t think that she has somehow passed us, do you?” he asked with alarm.

 She knew he was speaking of Raena.  “I don’t think so.  Besides, that cart is coming this way.”

 And it was.  But as it got nearer, Dessica thought the whole ensemble—horse, driver, cart—looked familiar.  A quick calculation in her mind told her that if all had gone well in Darkania that they would be meeting Silvia sometime today on the road.  She had not thought about that.  How foolish she was!  Surely everything had gone fine and this was her adopted daughter returning home to her.  However, there was only one cart and she had sent two with Silvia to the great city.  Where was the other one?  She suddenly had a gut feeling that something was terribly wrong with Silvia and her trip.  Dessica dug her heels in the horse’s sides and Rituel raced forward to meet the cart.  Geremy, uncertain of Dessica’s odd reaction to the cart, followed at a slightly slower pace.

 The cart had pulled to a stop and the driver was standing up, peering at them.  “Mistress?” the man said with a heavy accent.

 “Dilliby.”  Dessica pulled to a stop beside the driver’s seat.  “Where is my daughter?” she demanded harshly.  Worry made her anger more pronounced.

 The man nearly hunkered down before her gaze.  He spoke, but his words were hard to understand.  “She give me letter to give you.  I have here.”  He produced a white piece of paper that was folded and sealed with wax.

 Dessica grabbed the letter and tore it open.  It read:

  

  

 Beloved Dessica--

 All is well, although we have had some difficulties.  We were staying at the Home Away From Home, but His Eminency, King Gregorich Hapshamin, has ever so kindly insisted that my company stay at the palace.  Isn’t that dear of His Highness?  I do hope none of my company decides to make mischief, for I do not want to perish from the King’s good graces.

I have sent Dilliby to deliver this letter unto you personally so that you will know what has been keeping me.  Perhaps, if you should come and visit, you could stay at a friend’s house just outside the city.  His name is Zander, and he is very kind.  He will surely take a sweet soul such as you into his home.  To find him, enter Darkania and keep to the main road.  Look for a shoe shop that is called ‘Souls for Soles’.  Just past this is a wide dirt road that turns right.  Follow this road until it forks.  Take the left road and you will soon enough come to a quaint cottage near the river.  Zander will inform me that you have arrived {if you should even come} and I will come and visit with you.  Be kind to old Zander—appearances can be deceiving.  I will rejoice in hearing from you.  

 Until then, safe journeys.

 ‘S’

  

 Neihado bastha kri lamuras.

  

 Her heart stopped.

  

  

  

 Chapter Seven—Key of Conspiracy
  

 Dessica was stricken with fear for the young woman.  Her heart seemed to stop beating inside her chest.

 “What does it say?”

 She handed Geremy the letter without looking at him.  Rituel had turned about and was nosing one of the mares attached to the cart.  Geremy read the letter twice before returning it to Dessica.  His face grew pale.

 “Let us rest the horses and let them graze for a bit.  Then we must go on harder, for Silvia is in danger from both Raena and the King.”

 “She was in danger with the King to start with,” Dessica responded crossly.  “I still let her leave.  You might as well say I’ve let her walk right into the lion’s den, or into the enemy’s open arms.”  She silently cursed her stupidity.

 “Silvia is a grown woman and will do as she pleases,” Geremy reminded her.

 “Not Silvia,” said Dilliby.  “Lady Serena.”

 “Is that the name she is going by?” Dessica asked.

 He nodded vigorously.

 “Then there is a good chance Raena will not find her.  She is staying with Gregorich himself and has another name.  The only big thing is that Raena could describe to anyone what Silvia and her party look like.”

 “That could still lead her to them if she asks the right, or should I say the wrong people,” Dessica pointed out.

 They had dismounted and tied Taman and Rituel loosely to two trees.  The girth on each had been undone to let them breathe easier.  The saddlebags were opened and stale bread and a flask of wine that was half-empty was brought out.  Dilliby had his own food, including some venison that had been cooked already that day.  He shared the meat with his mistress and her companion, and all ate rather well.

 A short time later, Dessica sent Dilliby on home and the girths were retied on their horses.  They mounted, and were off to the city.

  

  

  

 Keelan changed back to human form behind a house near the main street of the city.  He had made sure he tied his money satchel to his pants before leaving Silvia’s room that morning and now it jangled at his side under a light overcoat.  He wanted to buy her something nice, and he had plenty of money to do it with.  He walked all along the street, going into various shops here and there.  After a bit he wandered into a dressmaker’s shop.  The shop was dimly lit due to the dirty windows and the stumps of unlit candles.  The nice young woman who owned it had dozens of dresses already made and ready for sale; they hung on wooden hangers along the walls.  Keelan browsed through these and then asked the woman if she had anything more extravagant.

The woman smiled, but as young as she was (and she was nearly Keelan’s age) she had several teeth missing.  “A special something for a special lady, I take it?”

 “Yes,” he replied.  “She is the queen of my heart and I wish to show her this.”

 She nodded and smiled sweetly.  “Come this way.  I may have something for you in here.”

 She led him through a back door and into another room.  It was obviously the room in which she did all of her work.  Hundreds of different cloths of all colors were strewn about, some still in the dying bins, and there were several large red pincushions filled with pins and needles on a very big oak table.  There was a closet in each corner of the room and wooden racks in between them holding all sorts of clothes.  There was a large window on each side of the room to let in light.  Unfortunately, the clothes on the racks were blocking most of the light from the windows.  The woman shoved clothes aside at both windows and cheery sunlight entered the room.  Keelan noticed that these windows were much cleaner than the ones in the other room, perhaps because she needed better light to see by.  One did not wish to stick oneself with a needle, did they?

 The woman tapped her finger against her lips thoughtfully; then she beckoned him to one of the closets.  “If there is anything of high taste in here, it would be in this closet.”  She handed him a nearby candelabrum and stood back to let him see.

 Keelan went through the clothes quickly and critically.  But he found only one dress that he believed would be worth Silvia’s attention: It was deep purple velvet, with sleeves that ended at the wrists in white lace, and it was cut low in the front.  The white lace started two inches above the purple velvet at the breasts and stopped at the base of her neck.  The waist was tiny but he thought it was just the right size, and a white, lacey belt clasped in the front.

 “Are there any shoes, by chance, that would match this one?” he asked the woman.  “I think she will find this make quite lovely.”  A little warm, perhaps, but very lovely.

 “The shoes should be in the bottom,” she said and brushed past him to sift through the floor of the closet.  Moments later, she stood with a pair of ankle-high purple shoes; on the toes of each one were five small diamonds.

 “I’ll take it,” Keelan said.  “How much?”

  

  

  

 The dress and shoes were wrapped in brown parcel paper.  Keelan held the package under his arm and went about in search for other places to visit.  His next stop was at a jeweler, where he bought Silvia a diamond-studded silver bracelet, an amethyst-studded silver bracelet, and a very beautiful ring that was silver and contained four stones.  The pieces of stone were not very big, but when they were put together, the result was spectacular.  The jeweler fetched a handsome price for the ring and turned away happy, even though he had given Keelan excellent prices on the bracelets.  The jewelry was placed in a small leather sack and tied tightly to the other side of Keelan’s belt.

 He made another stop shortly afterwards.  This was at the blacksmith.  Here, he picked out a dagger for Silvia.  The leather sheath was engraved with pictures of a hunting party chasing a stag.  The handle was made of smooth cherry and curved slightly.  The blade was tapered, with a ridge like a backbone along both sides of the flat blade.  It was finely honed and the sides and tip were razor sharp.  He placed his forefinger at the base of the blade where it met the hilt, and was satisfied that it was perfectly balanced.  It would be a good starter knife for learning to throw daggers.

When he left the blacksmith he walked for almost an hour to Zander’s house.  Zander was just fixing some ham for lunch, and was more than happy to feed Keelan as well.  During lunch Keelan told him all about the night before and about the gifts he had purchased for Silvia.  Zander was elated, jumping and clapping and raising a big hurrah.  He pressed Keelan to ask for Silvia’s hand, and told him he had dreamed of them getting married the previous night.  Keelan was unsure as to whether or not he would propose to her while she was still contending for the throne, but Zander assured him that it would not matter one way or the other.

 When Keelan left, the butterflies in his stomach were fluttering madly.  With any luck he hoped they would kill each other or settle down by the time he returned to the palace.

  

  

  

 Gregorich had sent for Motilda at the crack of dawn.  She took with her a pile of cleaning rags, two pails of water, and a scrubbing brush.  Going down the hallway, Motilda turned her head to see if she could tell if Quentin was behind her.  (He had spent the night on her bedroom floor so he would awaken when she was summoned.)  A light squeeze on her shoulder relaxed her anxiety and she turned her head to watch the King walking in front of her.  She was extremely nervous, and wondered briefly if the King could tell.  He was a very intelligent man, despite what Mistress Silvia might think.

 Hapshamin stopped in front of a massive oak door with an image of a woman crying engraved on it, reaching into the deep breast pocket on the left side beneath his great cloak.  The key he pulled out was easily four inches long and made of cast iron.  The teeth were jagged and strangely shaped and the other end boasted a shape cut out of the cast iron: a raven in flight.  He stuck the key in the lock as if he were deflowering a young virgin.  The key turned to the left and clicked.  The door swung open at the same time the key disappeared back inside the King’s pocket.  He stepped inside the room and stood gazing at the walls and furnishings.  Then he turned about with a gloomy expression on his face and waited for Motilda to move all of her cleaning supplies into the room.  When she finished Gregorich shut the door and when the latch clicked, an invisible watcher assumed that the door locked itself every time it closed.

  

  

  

 Quentin followed Gregorich all the way over to the west side of the palace on the second floor.  He entered the King’s study just before the door shut and locked.  He watched Gregorich sigh and go to a mammoth-size mahogany desk to sit down.  To Quentin’s surprise, he started talking to himself with watery eyes.

 “I abhor that room…If only I could bring myself to burn every bloody thing in it.”  He sighed again and rubbed the tears out of his eyes.  “But I cannot do that.  I must keep a reminder of how easy it can be to be dethroned.”  He was silent for a minute, tapping his fingers on the desk slowly.  “The messenger comes tonight…and if I do not have any news for him I shall be in much trouble…What am I supposed to say?  That the only thing I have done is invite a strange, exotic woman to live with me and give me council on a war about which I already know the end?  Father would not be happy with that knowledge unless we were betrothed.”  His eyes lit up.  “Yes!  I believe that is the perfect thing to say!  I shall tell him we are engaged to be married.”

 Quentin’s invisible mouth dropped open.  Sure, he had heard the King mutter and talk to himself before—everyone did that at times.  But not lunacy such as this!  What could he be thinking?  His concern for his mistress grew.

Gregorich kept raving to himself, his voice staying eerily calm.  “Maybe I really shall propose to her.  After all, it would make perfect sense, and besides—who would say no to a King?”  He slipped the cast iron key from his pocket, stood up, and laid it on top of a bookshelf.  He turned, smoothing back several strands of his blond hair, and a grim look marred his handsome features.  “But Dalton has interest in her too…That could pose a slight problem.”  He began pacing around the room, hands behind his back, fingers twitching.

 Very quietly, Quentin made his way around the King and went to the bookshelf.  He reached up and grasped the iron key in his fingers, lifting it up instead of dragging it so that it wouldn’t scrap the shelf.  Seconds later he was at the door, waiting in vain for Gregorich to open it and leave.

 “I know,” Hapshamin said in a queer voice.  “I will just convince him to leave…A family tragedy, maybe?  Oh, I believe Father could arrange that most easily.  And if he won’t leave, I will simply call my Special One to do the job.  I might just do that anyway...”

 Quentin’s blood froze, but his heart began galloping nevertheless.  He knew he was Gregorich’s Special One; that had been the bastard’s nickname for him for years now.  What would he do if Gregorich did summon him?  Would the cloak he was wearing still draw itself to the King like a magnet as it used to?  Would the broken spell be renewed somehow?  If so, how badly would he endanger the others?  Maybe Quentin could find a way to make Dalton leave before anything bad happened…It was something to hope for.

 After a while, a knock sounded on Gregorich’s door.  The servant who was there told him there was a horse tournament coming to the city and the owner of the traveling band of men and horses requested an audience from His Royal Highness.

 “I don’t want a damn horse tournament!  Where is this bloody fool?” he snapped, rushing past the servant and into the hall.  The servant hurried to catch up to him without bothering to shut the door of the study.

 This was Quentin’s chance to leave, and he did so quickly.  He raced down halls, corridors, and passageways until he came upon the courtyard in the middle of the palace.

 Frero was weeding when he was tapped on the shoulder.  Quentin whispered some hasty instructions and gave the old man the key.  As Frero went off in search of the nearest blacksmith, Quentin’s thoughts returned to the King.  But there was one thought that particularly haunted him: If Gregorich called on him, would he be strong enough to resist?

  

  

  

 Keelan was walking back through the city when he heard Frero’s voice in his head, asking to meet him at the Town Common.  The young man made his way there quickly, wondering what was happening.

 “I’ve got the key!” Frero whispered as they met up.  “I’ve just made a duplicate of it and I am on my way back to the palace to give the original to Quentin so that he may return it.”

 “Wonderful!” Keelan exclaimed.  “That is good news, indeed.  Oh, is it possible for you to take these parcels to Mistress S-, uh, Lady Serena’s room?  They are presents for her, but I am not able to carry such large things when I am in fox-form.”

 “Yes, I can do that.  Come—Quentin should be at the meeting place now.”

 Keelan nodded and they walked on a bit, and then turned to go down a small, empty side street.  When Frero came out, a beautiful red fox was trotting by his side and inside the palace Quentin was making his way to Silvia’s room.

  

 

  

 Gregorich had managed to dissuade the owner of the horse tournament, asking him to return at another time; however during his conversation with the man he noticed a nagging feeling, as if something was wrong.  He finished the meeting in a hurry and almost trotted back to his study.  He looked around, staring at everything but seeing nothing strange…

 Until he looked atop one of the bookshelves and saw that a certain, important key had disappeared.  His fists clenched in fury as he stormed out.

  

  

  

 Motilda had not stopped scrubbing or dusting since she had been locked in the room.  She wanted to get everything done right away so she could try and find time to explore.  All of the paintings had been gently wiped with a dry cloth and their frames shined.  The tapestries had been beaten with a broom and showed brighter, clearer images.  The bookshelves, wardrobes, desks, cabinets, chairs, and tables had all been cleaned as well.  The only other thing she had to do was wash the great stone floor and she would be done.  Even the windows were cleaned.

 It was mid-afternoon when she heard someone beating on the door.  Startled, she went to it and said in a loud voice, “The door cannot be opened, except by the King, who has the key!”

 “This is the King!” his angry voice bellowed.  “Are you alone?  Has anyone tried to get in this door?”

 Motilda was glad she could answer truthfully.  “Your Majesty, of course I am alone—just as I was when you locked me in.  And no, no one has tried to get inside.  Why would they?  There is nothing in here but a collection of dust.”

 “Very well.”

 She thought she heard him walking off, and she went back to scrubbing the floor.  But there was a terrible feeling in her stomach as a realization hit her.  “My god,” she whispered, “Quentin must have succeeded in stealing the key…and now Gregorich knows.” And she had no way of informing the others.

  

  

  

 Silvia was not far away from the stables when she heard it:

 I am heading back to the castle to return the key, Quentin said through the sapphires.

 Silvia’s breath caught in her throat.  Trying to contain her excitement, she turned to the prince, unconsciously clutching her sapphire stone.  “My Lord Prince,” she said calmly, “let us journey faster, if you please.  My body is yearning a short rest and reprieve before dinner is served.”

 “My dear lady, if you get any more beauty sleep, then mortal men would not be able to look upon your face without dying of love, for you would be nothing short of a goddess.”  His face was serious and beautiful in the rays of the late morning sun.

 Silvia could not help but smile at him, even though her face was partially obscured by her veil.  “That is too gracious a compliment for the likes of me.  I am but a simple woman, far from a deity.”

 “Not so far as you think,” he said softly, half-bowing from atop his horse.  “But if you wish to rest and reprieve, then let us hasten to the stables.”

 Silvia smiled again, but uneasiness stirred within her; she had caught the way he gazed at her from the corner of her eye.  He had looked at her with mounting affection, and it was a look she recognized.

 It was the same way Keelan always gazed at her.

  

  

  

  

 Hans took Windfall’s reins and smiled at his mistress.  She was so radiant and full of life; her cheeks were flushed and he could tell she was excited over something or other.  By the Dark Moon, she had practically bounced off of the reddish brown horse, smiling jubilantly when Hans offered his hand.  My, how he loved this dear girl.  In a way, she reminded him of his own daughter, who was married and had children nearly grown already.  Silvia was a gem of a young lady and he thought of how quickly the years had gone by; the years that had turned his hair silver, wrinkled his body in places that he would never thought to have wrinkled, that had made him wise and experienced, had done the opposite with Silvia.  Her beautiful, well-groomed hair had grown so long and thick, outlining her small white face.  Her tiny nose, full lips, and high but well-defined cheekbones brought out her gorgeous almond shaped green eyes.  Her body had stretched out, and she had turned into a rather tall, lithe woman with wide-set hips.  Her manners and her behavior had flourished as well.  She was (overall) attractive, smart, and sweet-tempered…and Hans loved her for it.  He cherished her and wished her nothing but a safe and happy life in which to live.

Which was why he had been keeping an eye on everyone with whom she interacted.  Even if he had not been watching Dalton very carefully, Hans would have seen the longing looks the prince was giving the young woman.  But Hans stayed quiet about it until she asked him to escort her to her chambers.  Hans willingly obliged and took her arm.  When Dalton was out of earshot, the old man bent over and said, “My dear girl, you have so many young men lusting and courting you.”

 She winced at his words, but did not deny them.  “I know, and it makes me feel strange…Hans, how come Dessica has not presented me with a suitor yet?  I am of age to marry and bear children, yet she has never broached the subject with me whatsoever.  I mean, it does not bother me.  I am only curious.”

 Hans appeared astonished that she would even ask such a question.  “Why, my lady, you are of noble blood!  You cannot just marry anyone who sees fit to be your husband.”  He looked around to make sure he had not been overheard, then back again.  “These scars on my hands are my blood tie to you to keep you safe at all costs, if it be my very life to lay before your feet.  Dessica took the same vows from our King, and she would have killed any boy who thought himself worthy of you so that your true identity would not be found out.”

 “Would she have kept me from men forever?” Silvia laughed.  Hans chuckled along with her and shrugged.  They were silent a moment, then she said, “Having never been around so many men at once that were not my servants, I am flattered by all of the attention, but unnerved by it also.”

 Hans nodded his understanding.  “Being a courted woman is a dangerous profession,” he said, patting her hand gently.

 “I agree, and I do wish I could tell them to lavish their attentions on someone who will appreciate them more.”

 Hans smiled again, but did not speak.  He believed he grasped her insinuation and her next words proved him right on the mark.

 “My heart has been taken by a man already…and I cannot say he stole it.”

  

  

 Chapter Eight—A Proposal and a Diary
  

 Hans, Silvia, Frero, and Keelan waited.  Finally, the door that had been open swung shut and the lock clicked.  Flinging back the hood of his shimmering white robe, Quentin stared at Silvia.  He had tears in his eyes as he knelt before her on one knee.  “If it had not been for you, my lady, I would never have come back here to this wretched palace.  It is part of a past I would much rather forget.  But I owed you too much not to.”  His voice took on a more quiet tone.  “I retrieved the key and Frero had a copy forged.  But when I returned the one I took…” He trailed off, a guilty look across his face.  “Mistress…he knows.  Gregorich knows it was taken.”

 Silvia’s heart stopped as Frero gasped.  

 Hans was the first to speak.  “Where did you put the key?” he asked Quentin gruffly.

 “Exactly where I found it.”

 This time it was Silvia who bore the guilty face.  “It is my fault that any of you are here right now,” she said solemnly.  “If something goes wrong, blame it on me for getting you into this mess.  But if he should ask any of you, we know nothing—feign innocence.”

 At that moment a fist began pounding on the door.  Quentin disappeared and Silvia jumped up, straightened her veil and hairpiece and hurried to the door.  As soon as she turned the lock the door burst open, slamming into the wall with a dull thud from the force and knocking her backwards a few steps.  King Gregorich Hapshamin stood in the doorway, his royal robe flaring out in a black billowing cloud behind him.  His disheveled blond hair was curled around his shoulders.  His hazel eyes flashed suspicion and a strange fury around the room.  Without speaking he brushed past Silvia and towered above the sitting form of Frero.

“Old man, I demand to know what you were doing at the blacksmith’s!  Did you steal from me?”

 Frero’s face paled, and his jaw dropped.  Keelan’s voice rang through the silence inside Frero, Silvia, and Quentin’s minds: One of the parcels contains a dagger from the blacksmith’s; it’s for Silvia!

 Frero’s eyes flicked to the red fox at Silvia’s feet, then back up at Hapshamin.  “Your Highness, I was purchasing a gift for my kind mistress, Lady Serena.”

 Gregorich’s hands clenched and unclenched as he openly glared at the old man.  “I do not believe you.  Prove it!” he barked.  “I want to see what you purchased!”

 Silvia stepped in and said, “What is the meaning of all this?  Why are you badgering a harmless, humble servant of mine who has never been anything less than honest?”  She stared at the King with a sense of authority, a sense of superiority.  Her green eyes blazed and she held her head high, chin out.

 Gregorich refused to even glance her way, keeping his eyes on Frero.  “I had something stolen, and one of my Guards informed me that he had seen your servant hurrying into a smithy shop.  Now I want to see just how honest the old man is.”

 Everyone watched Frero walk over to the parcels near the door and pick them up one by one.  He tried to appear as if he was looking for the right one, and indeed he was, testing the weight of each package.  He finally carried the right one over to Silvia (Keelan confirming through the stones that it was the one from the blacksmith).  Bowing his head, he extended it to her open hands.  Silvia gave the King a hard stare before untying the ribbon.  The paper then fell away from a box and when she opened this, her eyes grew wide.  She removed a beautiful sheathed dagger and examined it closely.  When she slid the blade out of the leather she saw the emeralds of her eyes mirrored in it.

 “Frero, this is a gift gratefully accepted.  I thank you for your kindness.”  She turned to Gregorich.  “I believe it is only right that you apologize to Frero.”

 The King’s eyes nearly popped out.  “Me?  Apologize?  I will do nothing of the sort.  I have done nothing wrong.”

 “And neither has he,” Silvia rebuked.  “And yet you falsely insinuated that it was he who stole from you.  What is it that he was supposed to have stolen?  Why would he have taken whatever it was to a blacksmith?”  This was a challenge to him; she doubted he would tell the truth.

 “Lady Serena, an important key was taken from my private study and I was afraid whoever took it might have made a copy of it.”

 “A key?”  Silvia let her voice pitch rise, letting him know he had tested her limits.  “You mean to tell me that you burst into my chambers and insult my servant and myself over a bloody key?  That is preposterous!  What key is so important that you belittle your own guests over it?  Would you have us leave to escape your rudeness?  What does this key open?  A door to another realm, another world?"

 “Very nearly, and no, I do not wish for you to leave,” the King replied haughtily.  “It opens the door to my past and I do not wish this key to be in anyone’s hand but my own.”  He spun around and walked to the door.  “One more thing,” he said, still facing the door.  “Be glad that you have an honest servant, for you would have been one short if he had lied.”

 “How dare you threaten innocent people!” Silvia yelled.  “Remove yourself from my presence!”

 If Gregorich Hapshamin was irked or angered at being ordered out of a room within his own palace he showed no sign of it.  He walked out of the room quickly, not bothering to shut the door.

“Someone close the door please,” Silvia said.  She was so unstrung by this chain of events that her body was shaking.  Was this what it would be like every day in the palace?  Would she have to argue and raise her voice to keep those who served her alive and protected?  If so she would have to tread more carefully.  Clearly there were hidden dangers in every sentence, clandestine warnings in every look.  She turned and walked to one of the glass doors that opened onto a balcony, throwing the door open wide and striding outside.  There were two chairs and a tiny table sitting on the stone balcony, but she ignored them and went to the far banister.  There, she draped her arms over it, still clutching the dagger in one hand.  She stared out at the land before her.  Being in the back of the castle and not facing the large city, the scene was quite fetching.  The grassy lawn of the palace grounds stretched out before collapsing in the terraces of the city levels.  Beyond that, far off in the distance, were a row of thick large mountain ranges with jagged snowcapped tops.  To her left, she could just see the cow pasture that was adjoined to the stables.  To her right was a magnificent garden, stretching around the corner of the palace.  She could make out the corn and wheat, among dozens of other plants.  In the far distance spotted a huge field of cotton plants, biding their time to be picked.  Directly below her balcony was a small flower and rock garden.

 Silvia breathed in deeply of the warm air and felt the sun of the late morning heating her body.  She grabbed the bottom of her veil and drew it completely back, letting it rest on her hair cover.  She was already weary of having her vision obscured, no matter how slightly.  She wondered if being able to physically see clearly would help her mind to see clearly as well.  She was tired of everything—the secrets, deception, hatred, and fear…Why was Gregorich doing this to her?  He had messed up her plans entirely by asking her to stay at the palace, and now she had a prince courting her, the King breathing down her neck, and her servants were in danger.  Everything was getting so complicated.  And why was Gregorich being so rude to her now?  Did he suspect something?  It didn’t seem likely, but she wasn’t going to take any chances by assuming he didn’t.  She wished all of this would come to an end, whether good or bad, so that she could rest her anxiety.

 She had been standing there lost in her thoughts for a long time when she detected someone else’s presence.  Spinning around she saw Keelan sitting in one of the chairs.  She quickly looked about, wondering how long she had been outside, then went to sit with him.  On the table were the other parcels Frero had brought back with him.

 “I should apologize to all of you for behaving so rashly,” she said softly.

 “Personally, I do not believe you acted with rashness in any way.  After all, this is your home, not his.”

 “But that was quite close.  I was a little frightened.”

 Keelan smiled.  “You did not appear in the least frightened, and you played the part of an outraged, innocent guest quite well.  I admit I was impressed.  Perhaps you should start doing plays.”

 She tried to smile at his offering of humor.  “I am horrified to think of what could have happened to Frero, had he not chanced to find this dagger.  Is it from you?"

 “Yes—I picked it out today,” Keelan said.  “Do you like it?” He gazed at her eagerly.

 Silvia was warmed to the heart.  “You bought this for me?”

 “Yes.  I thought you might like it,” he said worriedly.

 “Oh Keelan, thank you so very much!  I shall wear it all that I can.”  She looked at the dagger more closely and felt her heart skip with joy.  She remembered the conversation she and Keelan had had about women and weapons.  Curious, she said, “Keelan would you—“

“I will try to teach you all I know about throwing it,” he interrupted.  “But all in good time.  First however, open your next gift.”  He pushed the larger one towards her and watched her delicate fingers undo the wrappings with speed.

 Silvia stood up, holding the dress against her body.  Her hands scoured the fabric gently and there were tears in her eyes.  She spotted the shoes and exclaimed, “Oh, it is all so beautiful.  I cannot wait to wear it!”

 “Wear it this evening,” Keelan said, adoring her smile.  “I believe it should look quite fetching on you, milady.  But something so lovely should have accessories.”

 “Accessories?”  Silvia folded the dress carefully and seated herself again.  “What do you mean?” The gifts had definitely improved her state of mind and eased her nerves.

 Keelan bade her to open the small satchel.  Silvia immediately pulled out the bracelets and put them on, admiring their beauty.  Then her eyes fell upon the ring.  But before she could pick it up, Keelan snatched it away.  She watched him rise from his chair and kneel before her.

 “My lady, this ring is the most special of all my gifts.”  He held it by the band so she could see the gems.  “The sapphire is for swimming in an endless sea of happiness.  The emerald is for believing and hoping.  The diamond is for everlasting love...And the amethyst is for sweet devotion.”  He paused to clear his throat, collect his thoughts and to drudge up his courage.  “Mistress,” he said softly, “when I see your adopted mother I will present this ring and ask for her blessing…that is, if you also consent.”

 “Blessing?” Silvia said.

 “Yes, blessing…My lady, if it pleases you, will you be my wife?”

 Silvia’s eyes overflowed.  Her hands shook and she tried to speak, but was too overwhelmed.  Keelan did not know what to make of her reaction.  Expecting the worst he said, “If you are already betrothed or if I have offended you in any way I am sorry.  I will understand if you do not accept, but please know that no matter what, I will love you always.”

 Her lower lip trembled as she spoke.  “A more beautiful, loving gift could not have been given.  But even had you not a ring or any other gifts, I would say yes.  My heart has belonged to you for some time now, and I plead that you take it, as well as all my love.  Yes, Keelan, I will be your wife.”

 He rose and took her face in one and kissed her lips tenderly as his other hand slid the ring onto her finger.  Then clapping erupted behind them.  Turning around they saw Frero, Hans, and Quentin grinning from ear to ear, happy as could be.  She remembered Hans’ words earlier about her only being able to marry royalty, but when his gaze met hers he nodded in acceptance of the proposed union. 

  

  

  

 Silvia and Keelan both thought it best that she not wear the ring at all, for it would raise too many questions.  Wine was fetched to celebrate, however silently; all were happy and bad things were for the moment forgotten.  When Silvia feigned sleepiness everyone left; even Keelan took leave to go with Quentin, Hans, and Frero for more celebrating (and, no doubt, advice on approaching Dessica on so delicate a subject).  She locked the door behind them, slipped off her riding boots, and walked over to one of the bookshelves.  She scanned the titles and saw much that interested her.  But the one book she pulled out had fixed her attention.  It was simply called Guide to Kieluna.  In smaller print at the bottom of the cover it read: From Novice to Sorcerer, All Spells of Any Importance.  The book was very large and heavy, the pages skillfully (or magically) sewn into the leather cover.

Silvia hefted it into her arms and carried it to the plush couch, sinking into its soft green folds.  There, she read for several hours locked in a world of a magic she had once loathed.  She read very slowly and carefully and absorbed a lot of knowledge.  She experimented with many spells and found she could do them quite easily, and that her fatigue from doing them was almost nonexistent.  Several she memorized, as she thought she may use them in the future: how to create light without a fire; how to make her feet hover over the ground so she could glide; how to block certain spells.  And the best part was that there was no need to say the enchantments and spells out loud if you had a strong enough concentration, although sometimes it helped to hear the words.

 Silvia was still engrossed in reading when she fell fast asleep.

  

  

  

 Motilda had been examining the contents of the wardrobes, looking for anything that could help her new mistress overthrow Gregorich.  So far, she had found nothing useful.  She turned then to the desk, brushing her long blonde mane away from her dirty face.  She searched all of the drawers of the desk that would open, leaving no papers that she did not look at.  Still nothing.  She glanced at the one drawer on the desk that was locked and wondered if there was another, less obvious way to open it.  Sitting on her knees, she peered at it closely.  Twenty minutes later, she was going through the contents of the drawer, having found several secret latches on the underside of the drawer that released it.  There were stacks and stacks of papers inside, as well as assorted odds and ends.  Most of them she put aside in a neat pile to return to the drawer.  But eventually she came upon a thin leather bound book.  When she opened it, Motilda found that only the first few pages had been written in; however, she felt for unknown reasons that it was of importance and she put it aside to take with her.

 It was close to dusk outside and she had only gone through half of the drawer’s contents, when Motilda thought she heard footsteps in the corridor.  She stuffed everything except the leather bound book back into the drawer and closed it quietly, making sure the secret latches were in place.  The book was stuffed inside her dress just in time.

 The lock on the door clicked and in walked the King.  “Set all of your cleaning tools outside the door; I’ll have someone pick them up.”  He peered around the room, obviously not in a better temperament than before.  “And no visitors?”

 “Not besides yourself, Sire.”

 He sneered as if she were lying.  He walked towards her, a queer look in his eye.  He walked a slow circle around her, trailing his fingers along her waist as he went.  “Motilda,” he whispered, wrapping his arms around her and grabbing her buttocks fiercely, “do you know why anyone would want to come into this old room?  Hmm?  Do you know of anyone who has expressed interest in this room?”

 Motilda stood stock-still, breathless with shock, not breathing for fear had taken her breath.  “N-no, Your Highness,” she muttered.

 “Will you let me know if someone, anyone, inquires about this room?”  Gregorich’s hands now had her fast in a most painful hold.

 “Yes,” she whispered.  Why wouldn’t he leave her alone, and why was he hurting her?  Tears sprang to her eyes from the pain…and the horrifying realization that she could not resist Gregorich’s pressure much longer without breaking.

  

  

  

 Their meeting was held an hour and a half before dinner.  Quentin told the story of the key and of Gregorich Hapshamin wanting to get rid of Dalton and marry Silvia, as he had not the chance to speak of it earlier.

Silvia’s face fell.  “I would never marry that flea-bitten scoundrel!” she exclaimed.  Then she told them of the prince’s midnight adventure and the King’s secret visitor.

 “So tonight the raven will visit Gregorich again?” Maura asked.

 “So the prince says.”  Silvia sighed.  “Quentin, I hate to ask you, but would you be willing to do sentry duty on Hapshamin?"

 “Yes, milady.”  He cursed himself for not being nosy about everything his previous master had done when he was still under the evil spell.  He vaguely remembered something about Gregorich talking to ravens in the past, but had not thought it important (or interesting) enough at the time to store away in his memory as he did with most other things.

 Then Motilda stood and handed Silvia the leather-bound book, telling of how she came to find it.  But she left out the tiny conversation she had only just had with the King, fearing reprimand of some sort or another from her new mistress.  Silvia thanked her and dismissed everyone so she could dress for dinner.

 She wore the long-sleeved purple velvet dress that Keelan had given her (despite the heat that the summer was swiftly bringing) as well as the bracelets.  She plaited her hair high on her head, then wrapped the tail of the whole braid into a bun.  This done, she picked out a white nuuisaket and pinned it on.  Scented oils were dabbed upon her skin so that she smelled of lavender.

 When she was finished dressing she took up the book Motilda had brought her.  She read the first pages carefully, then jumped up to get Guide to Kieluna.  She flipped through this book until she found the page she was looking for.  A minute later she whispered, “Bot nol luz tuyan.”  Let the ink show.  And by the magic words, the rest of the pages were filled in beautiful, scrawling handwriting.  Knowing she still had a little bit of time before dinner, she began reading.

  

  

  

 It was Queen Madeline’s journal.  Silvia read of her parents’ meeting, then marrying, and of her brother’s birth, and a little bit of his first few years of life.  Then Gregorich Hapshamin came into the picture.

 According to Madeline, she first heard of him by a rumor he had spread: He had told everyone that she was very ill and near death, even though she had never recalled meeting him.  A gathering of the city was called, and she had shown herself, her husband, and their son to the people as proof of their health.  This only quelled the rumor…until another one was started as soon as her husband went away on a trip to Wexford.

 This one said that her son, Fyon, who was almost four, was a demon.  Everyone in the city was riled by the story, crazy with fear that they had possibly lived under the rule of demons posing as humans.  Fyon was supposedly born with the wings of a bat, the head of a bird, red glowing eyes, and a dragon’s tale, if one believed any of the stories.  No one had thought to ask why or how this was supposed to have been found out, yet most Darkanians assumed it to be true.  To rebut this story, Madeline had once again called a meeting of the city.  This time she had Fyon stand naked before the raging crowd to show that he was perfectly normal.  But it wasn’t a week later that people started commenting on the fact that Madeline had only showed the boy’s front side naked.  Questions were raised of whether or not Fyon had, indeed, a tail, or a scar where one had been removed.

 The journal entries presented a queen who was in despair and who was horrified at the accusing rumors against her family.  When Zacharias returned from his trip and learned of what Madeline had done to prove their son was not a demon, he was outraged and humiliated…but not at her.  This time it was he who went to confront the city’s gossip.  He told them that anyone who believed the ridiculous rumors was a traitor to him and that if the rumors weren’t quelled for good, then he would personally take care of the ones who were spreading them.  Anyone who gave information about the gossip-starters would be rewarded.  After that, someone finally gave the King and Queen the name of the man who started the rumors: Gregorich Hapshamin.

 

  

 Chapter Nine—A Reason to Fear Dinner
  

 Four days later the man who had tattled was found in a nearby river; it was said that he had tried to swim while being drunk.  According to some, before he died, the man had told of Gregorich boasting about what he would do if he were the king; this included lowering market prices and providing every citizen with proper weaponry to protect themselves against thieves and demons.  Gregorich was then searched out and brought before Zacharias as a young man of twenty.  His punishment for his treason was to be exiled or, if he chose to stay, to be put to the gallows for his crimes.

 According to another source, Gregorich went into hiding among his followers.  In less than a week, the informant had been found stabbed to death.  No one liked to be told upon.

 Fyon was sent away to stay with friends of Madeline and Zacharias.  He stayed there for nearly six months, and when things finally seemed to calm down, they had him returned with a full escort of Royal Guards.  Fyon was then four and a half years old and the first attempt on his life occurred shortly after.

 Madeline and Fyon were sitting in the courtyard in the middle of the palace (the same place which now held statues dedicated to her life) when an arrow whizzed by the boy’s head, coming to rest in the soft dirt of one of the flowerbeds.  Madeline had screamed and the Guards came to protect them and get them to safety.  Her mother even went so far as to say the name of one of the Guards who had come to help them and it was a name Silvia recognized with a bit of surprise: George.  The palace was searched thoroughly, for the archer had to have shot the arrow from up high somewhere in the palace; however nothing out of place was found, and no one suspicious had been seen.

 Two months later, Fyon was found in his bedroom, next to his wooden rocking horse, beaten to a pulp.  Madeline was sick with rage and distress but Zacharias was the one who stormed about the palace, demanding answers but receiving none.  Their son’s bedchamber was moved beside their own bedroom, where it took nearly a month and a half for him to make a full recovery.  Madeline had thought the bruises and lumps, which covered her child’s body, would never go away.  He stopped talking for several months, and refused to look anyone but his parents in the face.  The abominable experience of being nearly beaten to death by someone whom he had probably known (though would not point out) traumatized him greatly.

 Zacharias, meanwhile, had put up a rather large reward (fifteen hundred lisks, to be exact) for Gregorich Hapshamin’s whereabouts and an extra thousand lisks to whomever captured him alive and brought him to the King.  He knew it was Gregorich’s rumors which had started this unfounded hatred for his only child.  But by then everyone was afraid of what would happen to him or her should they turn the man in, as he had gained many friends into his favor.  Even the whisper of a rumor found people beaten or missing.

 Four months later, just after his fifth birthday, Fyon was drowned by his nanny in the bathtub.  George had happened to be outside the boy’s bedchambers when he heard the commotion and raced into the room after breaking down the door. He had immediately knocked the nanny unconscious and then picked the boy up out of the water and tried to bring him back to life.  But the bath water stayed in the boy’s lungs and he could not be brought back from the dead.  Moments later George entered the King’s chambers in the next room without knocking.  Madeline and Zacharias had just finished making love and were only half-dressed when he came in, carrying their naked baby boy in one arm and dragging the unconscious nanny behind him by her hair.  Madeline collapsed where she stood, but Zacharias ran to his son and held him, covering the boy with a blanket from his marital bed.  He screamed as the tears flowed down his face while George took the woman to the dungeon, where she was manacled to the cold wall.

A beautiful casket made of solid silver was prepared immediately, and several days later Fyon was placed in the Royal Vaults hidden out in the country.

 The nanny was dead long before Fyon was buried.  The day after she murdered his son the King constructed a wicked gallows.  The whole city watched as the noose was put around her neck and a fire was lit beneath the trap door where she would fall.  The flames roared and soon the oiled trapdoor caught fire.  Before the trap door ever collapsed from her weight on the burning boards, her dress caught fire; it, too, had been soaked in oil.  Many people turned their heads as the flesh began melting on her face.  She had still been screaming when the trap door collapsed and no one was really sure whether she died from the fire or from the noose around her neck.

 Madeline had gone into a deep depression after that and it made her physically sick…or so everyone had thought.

 It turned out she was with child.

  

  

  

 Silvia stopped reading, sobbing until her mouth thirsted for water.  She calmed down a bit when she poured herself a dose of liquor from a decanter on one of the tables and threw it down her throat in one shot.

 Silvia?  Can you hear me?

 She nearly jumped out of her skin as the voice sounded inside her mind; the shot glass fell to the floor but didn’t break on the bearskin it fell on to.  Silvia picked it up and set it back on the decanter tray, grasping her sapphire in her free hand.  “Yes, Zander, I can hear you well.”

 I nearly forgot to tell you in time!

 “Tell me what?” she asked, a sense of foreboding rising in her stomach like bile.  She did not like the note of worry in his tone of voice.

 Horace the carpenter invited me to afternoon tea a while ago, and I learned something very discouraging, Your Highness.

 “And that is?”

 Horace has three new household members who arrived just the other night with a very interesting story as to how and why they arrived in Darkania.

 The sense of foreboding escalated to a higher scale as she said, “And that is?”

 The home of their mistresses was attacked by a white figure that could change its shapes.  There was a massacre, Silvia.

 Silvia felt her stomach clench and fought the urge to throw up.  Now she knew why she had had that feeling that something would happen at her home in her absence.  Something had happened, and she immediately regretted leaving.

 Four people were killed and several were injured.  Horace has taken these people into his home, for one is part of his family.  Would you want their names, milady?

 “Do I have a choice?”  The word ‘massacre’ reverberated in her mind.

 No, you don’t: Jason, Jonathan and Hanovi.  They came from your residence, milady.”
           “My god,” she muttered in a small voice.  “Is my mother—I mean Dessica…is she alive?”

 From what all I gathered, I think she is.  But do not hold me to that—I am not certain.

 “Thank you for informing me of this Zander.” Her hands shook as she clutched the stone harder, her breath now coming in ragged gasps.

 Well, that’s not all I had to tell you.

 “It-it isn’t?”

 Horace and his wife are coming to the palace for dinner tonight, remember?  Now he will be bringing his guests.

 “May the goddess Chin help me!” Her stomach did a frightful lurch.

You will need to be extra careful this evening, my Queen, lest they should recognize you.

 Silvia quivered in fear, sweat forming on her brow.  What would happen to her and her friends if Jonathan found her out?  “Thank you, Zander,” she managed in a low tone.

 It is no problem, milady.  I only wish I had remembered to tell you earlier.  I’m afraid my age is finally affecting what memory I have left.

 “Zander, I am just glad I was informed before dinnertime.  It is much appreciated.”  By the gods, why had Quentin neglected to tell her of this?  Her heart sunk as she realized that Keelan must also have known.  Hadn’t he gone back to ‘rescue’ his brother?  Had he caught him in the act, or did he even try to stop what was happening?  She remembered laughing with them, feeling safe and secure.  She thought of Keelan proposing marriage to her and wondered if he was ever going to tell her.  In a way she felt betrayed.  She wanted the truth…from both of them.

 Still holding the stone, she called Keelan, Quentin, and Frero into the room and told them to bring Hans and Maura along.  She said nothing of Motilda, for this was a little too personal.  She didn’t want the girl to see her like this.  She cleaned her eyes and nose, adjusted her nuuisaket, and moments later the servants were in her room, where she briefed them on what Zander had said.  Maura started crying in Hans’ arms, wondering aloud who the poor deceased souls were.   The older man glared at the brothers.

 Silvia turned to Quentin, who had tears welled up in his eyes.  “Tell me about the night you were freed.  All of it.”

 And so their story was told, in full, with no parts skipped or left out.  Quentin let loose a torrent of tears as he relived the horror of his actions.

 “You could never imagine how it feels to be trapped inside your own body, watching as you did horrible things, but unable to stop yourself.  I do not ask for forgiveness because I deserve to be punished in the harshest of ways.  I-I am so sorry, milady.  I don’t know what to say.  I didn’t know how to tell you!”  His voice was full of shame and despair.  “And you never would have let me help you had you known what I had done.”

 The sight of him at first had infuriated Silvia, for it was her home that he had attacked.  But she was a person of compassion and mercy, and knew how Quentin was tortured by his past actions.  “Quentin, please, we know you did it, but you were under Gregorich’s enchantment.  You cannot be blamed, for you were not yourself.”  Ignoring the emotions that raged within, she went to him and hugged him tightly.  “We forgive you, for you feel deep remorse for all that you have done in those lost years.  It can’t be helped now.” She looked at her future husband with determination and sadness.  Now she knew what he had to go through to get his brother back, and it touched her on a very deep level that he had to follow Quentin, making terrible discoveries etched in blood and flesh, in order to free him.  And he had not told her any of the rancid details because he had wanted to spare her the pain and worry.  How could she have been so angry at them?  All they wanted to do was help her now, to make up for everything bad that had happened.  Still, she wished they had at least considered telling her the bare details of it sooner.

 When she let Quentin go, Hans approached him, his face unreadable.  “I do not know why you did such a horrid thing, boy.  I would gladly kill you now, had you not changed your ways when the spell was broken and proved yourself a considerable ally…You have proven your honesty and loyalty, not to mention your courage to us, and all for a young lady who was, such a short time ago, your enemy.  I thank you for all you have done for our Silvia.”  He paused and swallowed hard.  “I trust you completely.”  He embraced the ashamed man as if Quentin were his own child.  He did not want to hug him—he wanted to hit Quentin as hard as he could.  He wanted him to bleed for his sins against his Mistress.  But he could also see how much Quentin was trying for Silvia, and how deep his guilt went.

Keelan changed the subject.  “Silvia, how well do you know these three people who are Horace’s guests?” 

 “I know Jonathan pretty well, I suppose; he was the young lad who helped me when Rituel took me home the day he threw me.  He saw me all the time in the stables.  Hanovi, if I am not mistaken, did the laundry.  But I haven’t a clue as to who Jason is.”

 “Jason is Jonathan’s younger brother,” Keelan said softly.

 Silvia’s stomach sank.  “Jason was one of the twins…” She felt crestfallen at the news.

 Hans, however, could not hide his confusion.  “Forgive me, Miss Silvia, but I don’t recall that boy having any siblings.”  A touch of bitterness tinged his voice.  His great dislike for Jonathan had not abated.

 “Jonathan had a younger brother and sister who were twins,” Keelan explained. “They were eight years old.”

 Hans looked a trifle bit angry.  “You mean they lived on Mistress Dessica’s lands without her knowledge?”

 “She knows of it now, so do not be too angered.  It is in the past,” Keelan said.

 “Yes, well we all know how the past tends to come back and bite your backside when you least expect it,” the older servant growled.  “By the gods, man, look at our luck!  We cannot afford to get on Gregorich’s bad side, and yet his other guests tonight may very well put us there without even meaning to…What bloody, rotten luck!” He broke off, coloring a bit at his own language.

 “Maybe you shouldn’t go to dinner tonight,” suggested Frero.

 Silvia shook her head in despair.  “I missed dinner last night; it would make me look ungracious if I did the same tonight.  But I’m wearing a veil and hair cover, so hopefully they will not recognize me.  Unfortunately, Hans and Maura will almost surely be recognized.”

 “Mistress, Hans and I will have our dinner in our rooms—it is no inconvenience,” Maura said.  “And, the gods willing, nothing bad will happen to you without your lady servant.”

 Someone then knocked on the door, and Borys’ voice was heard to say, “Madam Serena, dinner will be served shortly.”

 “Thank you, Borys, but would you be so considerate as to send up two trays for Hans and Maura?  They do not feel they would make for good company at the dinner table this evening.”

 “Yes, milady, I will.”

 They waited several moments to make sure he had left, and then Maura said, “Do you think he heard anything?”

 Keelan’s face darkened.  “Let us hope not.  It is no secret that he harbors a dislike for everyone besides himself.  I’ve never seen a grumpier man.”

 Hans went back to the subject at hand.  “Do you wish for Maura and I to take a look about the palace while everyone is at dinner?” he asked Silvia, his eyes flickering to Keelan for an instant.

 She thought for a moment.  “Well, as long as you are not seen by too many people and you do not get caught doing anything you should not be doing, then I see no harm in it.”  She turned to Quentin, not noticing her own regal air.  “I want you to stay with Gregorich constantly until his little midnight rendezvous is over.  Then come straight here.  And be careful.”

 Quentin slid his white hood over his equally white head and the self-illuminating robe disappeared with him.  Keelan dropped to all fours and stood at Silvia’s side.  Frero offered Silvia his arm and everyone left the room, Hans and Maura entering the servants’ quarters to await their meals.

 The leather-bound journal was left open on the table, forgotten…which was exactly were Motilda found it when she entered the room minutes later, wondering where everyone had gone to.  She skimmed through a couple of pages, discovered something of interest, and sat down to bide the time.

 

  

  

 Silvia and Frero were among the last to arrive in the banquet hall.  Frero was seated near the middle of the table, but Silvia was once again placed to the right of the King’s hideous golden chair with all of its ghastly skeletons.  Keelan’s well-cushioned stool was still placed between herself and the King and the sly little fox jumped onto it gracefully.  Prince Dalton of Wexford was on her right and he greeted her with a light kiss on her hand.  Eulonda, she noted with a little disappointment, was seated farther on down the table.  Directly across from herself was a bear of a man, with a great black beard that ended in the center of his chest.  The hair on his head was salted with gray and was just as long as his beard.  His hands were so large as to easily make two of hers, and were well worn from a life of hard work.  His face was stern and hard, but it lit up with a pleasant smile when he was talking and laughing.  Next to him was a young girl whom Silvia immediately recognized as Hanovi.  The young lady hardly glanced up as Silvia sat down, and Silvia faintly remembered that the girl was extremely shy.  To Hanovi’s left was her old be-freckled stable boy, who was watching everyone and everything with avid eyes.  His eyes showed much interest in the fox by her side and he stared at Keelan for so long that her heart began to beat faster with anxiety.

 The King Himself arrived only moments after Silvia and before he sat down he bowed deeply to her.  “My dear Lady Serena, I offer my sincerest apologies for my irrational behavior earlier this day,” he said in a low voice made only for her ears.

 Silvia blushed despite herself.  “’Tis all right, Your Majesty, but please do not let it happen again.”

 Hapshamin smiled broadly, showing off his clean white teeth and his charming boyish features, and kissed her hand.  Then he took his seat and addressed the burly man on his left while Silvia fought the intense urge to scrub her hand against something.

 “Horace!  How are you this fine evening?”

 “Very well, very well, Your Majesty.   May I introduce my great-niece, Hanovi, and a traveling companion of hers, Jonathan?”  The young man and woman rose and bowed.

 Gregorich smiled, but he appeared puzzled.  “And where is the lovely wife and your other guest?”

 “Ah, Karen is taking care of Jason, Jonathan’s younger sibling, at home.  He was not feeling altogether well.  You see, his shoulder was dislocated about a week ago and it still seems to pain him.”

 “Yes, you sent word that you’ve an intriguing tale to spin at my table.  Is this part of it?  I must say I am a bit eager to hear of it,” said Gregorich lightly, leaning forward.

 Horace launched into the story, which he graciously edited for the ladies’ sakes.

 “What an exceptionally odd occurrence!” the King exclaimed, but Silvia noticed a strange gleam in his eyes

 Why, it is almost as if he is secretly pleased, she thought with disgust.

 Pea soup was served with a loaf of hard bread shortly after the story was told.  The main courses were slabs of ham, pot roast, cinnamon-seasoned oatmeal, leeks, long ears of golden corn, cucumber salad, and another kind of meat that Silvia didn’t recognize (and so chose not to eat).

 The conversation inevitably kept leading back to the incident with Jonathan and Hanovi, guided there repeatedly by Hapshamin, who seemed fascinated with the whole tale.  Finally Silvia became too irritated and fed up with the subject to listen to it any longer.  Her stomach roiled, and she nearly put the food she had already eaten back onto the table.  She forgot about being recognized in her disgust and spoke.  “Your Highness, must you keep on pressing on and on about such a horrid story?  Surely one tires of hearing such things.”

The King’s face turned solemn.  “I’m sorry, Lady Serena.  Forgive me for my lack of thought on your behalf.”

 “You know, it seems that every time this dear young woman dines with us, you bring up subjects that really bother her,” Prince Dalton said.  “Why do you wish to insult her so?”

 “It was only that I was interested in his great-niece’s unfortunate events,” replied the King with a solid glare.

 This bickering also annoyed Silvia, so she abruptly changed the subject.  “What kind of meat is that?” She pointed to the meat she had not recognized.  “I do not recognize it.”

 Gregorich’s brows furrowed.  “I am not sure, but it is rather tasty.  Jim!  Hey, boy!  What kind of meat is this?”

 The young boy he had yelled to hurried over.  “If it pleases you, Your Highness, I believe the cook said it was fox meat.”

 Silvia shot up from her chair, so furious that the lad took several steps back.  “What sort of sick jest is this?” she said, raising her voice at Gregorich.  “How dare you and your cook insult my person and my company so!  To have a fox prepared, cooked, and served in front of a woman whose main companion is the same animal!  This is absurd and outrageous!  I will not be eating at this table if such things are allowed.”  She was now well aware of the whole table staring at her, but she did not care.  It was just too much.  She kept seeing Keelan being cut up and cooked in her mind, and it was alike to having a knife plunged into her chest.

 Gregorich and Prince Dalton stood at the same time, Dalton placing a hand of support on Silvia’s lower back and Gregorich clasping one of her hands between his own.  The table had become silent.  Keelan began to growl, the hairs on his back bristling.

 “Just what in the name of Eerich were your intentions?” Dalton demanded of the King.

 Silvia briefly wondered if he would take her side on every disagreement in order to make her like him.

 The King was fuming.  “I possessed no knowledge of this, Lady Serena.  I swear it!  I shall have the cook fired immediately.  I never would have allowed it to be served, had I only been informed.  You must believe this.”

 Calm down, Silvia, Keelan said in her mind as he sat back on his haunches.  You are drawing much unwanted attention.  Besides, I hate to see my future wife in such a ruffle.

 These words calmed her and she seated herself primly.  “There is no need to fire anyone.  It was not the cook’s intention to cause such problems.  But please let him be aware that I will not ever again eat at a table where that is served.”

 Across the table Jonathan was eyeing her intently, knowing that he knew her voice from somewhere.  And since he had never been to Darkania before, and only a handful of people had come into Mistress Dessica’s stables, it wasn’t hard to place her.

  

  

  

 Motilda had been wondering if Silvia had found anything helpful in the leather-bound book.  Now here she was, and there was the book in her hands with its thick and yellow pages.  She didn’t really see anything wrong with what she was doing; after all, she was merely curious.  As she read she became more and more interested in the diary and found herself feeling compassionate for one of the characters.

 “How horrible,” she muttered to herself.  “He came into this city all by himself and they chose him to blame for those stupid rumors because he was an outsider.  No wonder it looked as if he killed the person who had accused him.” She would have done the same, had she the nerve.  She closed the journal and went to her room.  She never read far enough to discover how many plots for Fyon’s death there had been and she couldn’t have known, therefore, the terror and despair Gregorich had put the Royal Family through.  But as she lay down to sleep that night, Motilda came to a fateful decision: She would tell the King of Silvia and her plans.  She hated to betray one master and leap to another, but she after reading some of the diary, she honestly felt that Gregorich had been seriously misunderstood.  Besides, if Silvia were found out by anyone else, Motilda would be killed for playing part in the conspiracy against him.  Who knew?  Maybe she would even get a hefty reward and be freed the life of being a servant.  All she would have to do would be to wait for just the right moment to tell the King.

 

  

  

 Silvia did not eat very much more after the revelation of the fox meat.  But she tried to be polite and talkative, though she watched Jonathan from the corner of her eye; he had been watching her and Keelan intently.  Soon he was whispering fervently into Hanovi’s ear and Hanovi began glancing up at the veiled woman across the table.

 “Now, now,” Gregorich chuckled, “what are you two whispering of?” He gestured towards Jonathan, who looked shocked at being noticed by royalty.

 Silvia’s heart froze.

 “Your Highness, I, um…my apologies for being rude,” Jonathan stammered.  “Hanovi and I were just agreeing that the woman with the pet fox sounds exactly like one of the mistresses we were working for.”

 “Well, I doubt she’s the same person,” Dalton said, wiping his mouth with a large napkin.  “This is Lady Serena of Alwak.  She’s only been here for a few days.”

 “Just a few days?” Jonathan said.  He seemed a little embarrassed, but trod on.  “Mistress Silvia, our head mistress’ daughter, was to arrive here a few days ago as well.”  His comment raised quite a few eyebrows.  He took a swig of wine and said, “Perhaps the lady would be so kind as to show us her face?”

 “That is slightly rude, my boy,” the prince pointed out in a sour tone as whispers started whirring about the table.  “That veil is quite obviously part of her culture.  For all you know asking her to remove her veil may the same as revealing more intimate parts of her body.”

 “Oh, it’s just a case of simple curiosity,” Gregorich intervened.  “Please, Lady Serena, do indulge this young man with the sight of your face.  I am positive it is as beautiful as your voice.”

 “I would really rather not, Sire,” Silvia said.  Her heart beat so hard that it was nearly painful.  “As the intelligent prince has pointed out, it is a big part of my culture.”  Beside her Keelan was telling his brother through the stones to be ready, should anything happen.

 “Oh, do come on and join in the fun milady,” the King retorted.  “What is the harm in it?  Why, I’ve been wanting to see your face since you arrived.”

 Silvia saw that the King would not relent until she lifted her veil.  Sadly, she looked down at Keelan.

 We have no choice, my love. He whined his compassion for her.

 She nodded in resignation and grasped the bottom of the veil to draw it up and over her face, privately congratulating herself on being smart enough to pin all of her thick red hair back under the nuuisaket.  But the sinking feeling in her stomach just wouldn’t go away and she knew she was doomed.  Whatever happened now would have an effect on all of her companions’ actions.  Slowly, she turned and looked at her stable hand.

 “That is her!” Jonathan gasped.  “I knew it!”

 Though Silvia’s face remained expressionless, her heart stopped.

  

  

 Chapter Ten—Meetings
  

 Quentin was at Hanovi’s side instantly.  He leaned over and whispered into her ear, “On your life, that is not the one you are thinking of!”

 Hanovi stole a terrified glance at her uncle, thinking it was he who had whispered to her.  As she turned back to Silvia she said, “No, it is not her, although the resemblance is uncanny.”

 “Are you sure?” Jonathan blurted out.  “I would honestly swear it was her.”  He was looking at Hanovi as if she had lost her last shred of sanity.

 “Yes, I-I am sure.  Mistress Silvia had a mole on her face, just there.”  Hanovi pointed at a spot high on her cheek, not knowing why she was lying.  What was the point in denying who you were?  She knew just as well as Jonathan that this was their old mistress’ daughter.

 

  

  

 Silvia exhaled the breath she had not realized she had been holding.  

 “See?  It was all a big misunderstanding,” said Hapshamin, who was not able to take his eyes off of Silvia.

 Prince Dalton appeared to be in the same state of mind.  “If you asked me, Your Majesty, I would say that we should never allow such a beautiful face to be covered again, culture or no,” he said in a dreamy fashion.

 “I agree wholeheartedly,” said the King.  “Lady Serena, from this evening forth I will still permit you to wear a head cover, but not your veil.  Burn every one of those blasted things when you return to your room and damn them to have hidden your beauty from us this whole time.  Your face is too perfect to hide and I enjoy seeing it unobscured.”

 Silvia’s face turned as red as a radish.  It would be more difficult to pretend to be Lady Serena now.  As soon as Gregorich went into the locked room on the third floor and saw a portrait of Madeline, he would know who she was.  She ate no more during the meal, too aware of every man at the table staring at her at one point or another.  Surely she wasn’t that beautiful?

 When dinner was over the King invited everyone outside, where there were blankets spread upon the ground in a large semi-circle before one of the flower gardens for a play.  Silvia, with Keelan on her lap, was nearly fought over for the shared company of her large blanket.  Jonathan was told (very loudly) by Horace to sit with him and Hanovi on another blanket.  Dalton alone turned away three different men who requested to sit with Silvia, and ended up sitting on her left.  Keelan hopped off her lap to stretch out between them, his piercing blue eyes taking in everything challenging about the prince.  Gregorich began to make his way towards her, however Sir Grant showed up out of nowhere and sat on her right side when he received her permission to join them.

 Silvia leaned back on her elbows, her feet off to one side under the soft velvet of her dress, and gazed up at the stars.  She was glad of her company, even of Frero standing behind her and watching over everything.

 “Sir Grant, I will be frank with you,” Silvia said lightly, her eyes still to the heavens.  “I thought you were a horrible, belligerent man the first night that we met.  I thought you arrogant, argumentative, and impossibly rude.”

 “I guarantee you are not the first to think that!” Dalton said.

 The men laughed heartily.  “I will be frank with you as well, I suppose,” Sir Grant said amiably.  “I thought you were like a wild filly, not ready to be tamed by the political conversations of high society.  You wanted to keep your opinions and be mad at anyone who tried to change them.”  He laughed again.  “But now I see that you are a mature young woman who is merely being cautious as she steps out into the unknown world…And I enjoy your presence.  You stimulate my war-ravaged old mind.”

 “Well, I think my first impressions of you were right on the spot,” she said, and laughed at the shocked look on his face.  “I am only kidding, sir!  I think you are much kinder than you let on to be, and I am glad of it.  I am enjoying your presence as well.”

 They sat in a comfortable silence as more wine was served to the guests.

 “Sir Grant, where is Crider?” she asked.

 Grant looked at her and smiled crookedly.  He ran one of his hands through his thick mop of brown hair.  “Well, it is about two and a half weeks west of here.”

 “Why did you come to Darkania?”

He leaned heavily on his left elbow, almost lying down, so they would not be talking as loud; Prince Dalton had struck up a conversation with an older woman walking by and so was politely ignoring them.  “My small city is lending help in the war.  I stayed behind, coming this way to see if the King would aid the Lordalens.”

 “And will he?  I know he said he would try, but it seems as though he doesn’t want to get involved in it.”

 Grant nodded his head.  “You get that impression too, do you?  I believe you are correct, young one, and I don’t think he will ever make any large contributions to this war, for good or bad.  He seems hesitant when it comes to the subject, and if you will notice, he gives very little that is actual opinion or advice.  Instead he listens to others and what they have to say, and then makes comments on their say, making it look as if he is participating in the discussions.”

 Silvia lowered her voice to a whisper.  “Do you believe him to be a coward?”

 Grant chuckled again.  “Is it that obvious?”

 She smiled.  “So how far does Gregorich Hapshamin reign?”

 He glanced at her with surprise, but answered her without questions.  “He reigns almost all the way to the King of Wexford’s lands to the Northwest, and—“

 “How many days travel would that be?”

 “About three weeks, easy riding.  In most other directions I believe he has a span of only a week and a half, although there are several small towns here and there inside his boundaries.  They are of no significance and some are heavily taxed for being so far away from the city and its leader.  The taxmen (and the King) believe that if those people are taxed heavily, they will eventually move closer to Darkania, giving Gregorich tighter rule.  If you ask me, I believe they’re just trying to rob the poor.  It’s rather pitiful.”

 “Is Lordale and its King past Wexford’s domain?” she asked, pleased that she now had an excellent source of information.

 “Yes, but not all that far.  Both of their realms are smaller than Gregorich’s or Rohedon’s.”

 She was beginning to hate this ‘Lord Rohedon’.  “Does Rohedon have any children?”

 He grimaced.  “Yes, unfortunately.  He has six fertile wives, and the last count showed he had thirty-two children.  But his wives are young, and he has powerful magic that takes away the pains of childbirth for them.  They do not mind bearing so many children and will continue to do so, nor do they mind a different wife in his bed almost every day of the week.”

 “Who is his heir?” Silvia asked, astonished about how many wives the man had, although she had read about that sort of thing in distant lands.  She personally did not think she could ever share a man’s bed with another woman, or women.  She was too proud for that!  She blushed profusely at the thought and concentrated on what she was asking Sir Grant.  “Surely he has an heir, what with so many children.”

 “His three oldest children are his primary heirs,” Grant replied, “two brothers and a sister that went sailing over the sea beyond Rohedon’s realm, and never returned.  Several of his children have gone missing in the past two decades…up to no good everyone assumes.”

 “Why did the three eldest go over the sea?”

 “No one knows, although some say they were going to try and find the Parent Gods, Saphrite and Aklamon, who were trapped somewhere in the Great Sea by Aklamon’s brother Hasofite.  It was thought they were going to try and redeem themselves and their mothers and father by rescuing the gods and asking forgiveness for all sins.  However, that is just speculation and hearsay.  No one really knows why, and their siblings, as well as Rohedon and his wives, went on a terrible rampage looking for them, for the children had left during the night without telling anyone.  The next morning, one of Rohedon’s ships was found to be missing.  Many gave them up for dead, for no one can survive for too long on the sea without taking land somewhere.  Maybe there was a storm and they shipwrecked, or maybe they found land we have not discovered yet.”

“I thought there was no land beyond the Great Sea?” Silvia said.  “No one’s ever seen any.”

 “No one who has ever returned has seen any, milady.  That does not mean there is not any land out there.”  His eyes became distant.  “One day I wish to travel the high seas, if only for a little while.”

 Silvia let him daydream for a moment before she interrupted.  “You said the children had left during the night.  How old were they when they left their parents?”

 Sir Grant shrugged.  “I think the girl was around twenty, her brothers about eighteen.”

 “How long ago did they leave?”

 “Several years ago.  All of their brothers and sisters went on travels to see if the ship had landed somewhere else along the coast.  A lot of people died that year along the coast, for the siblings were not kind and were very angry.”

 “How creepy.” Of course, had she had a father as evil as Rohedon was made out to be, then she could not blame them.  She wondered if they would ever return and what would happen when and if they did.  Would their parents be wrathful?  

 She watched as a stage was set up before them; actors were rushing about in their costumes, getting ready to perform a play for the guests. “So what were the ‘Battles of the Flunders’? The prince mentioned it at the meeting we had the other night.”

 “Oh, there were a bunch of skirmishes all over the south several years ago.  They went on for about six months and were completely pointless.  It was all silly little blood feuds over land and cattle, but some of the battles were pretty bloody.”

 “Oh,” she said, almost sorry that she had asked.   “Well, are you staying here very long Sir Grant?”

 “About another week or two, to try and turn the King’s mind to helping in the war, and then I will be gone.  I have my own aid to lend, if they will have it.”

 “Do say goodbye to me before you leave.  You have been so nice.”

 He patted her shoulder and assured her that he would.

  

  

  

 When the play was over, Silvia escaped Jonathan’s call to ‘Lady Serena’ and hurried into the palace.  She went through several passages and ended up in the courtyard in the middle of the palace with Keelan trotting along beside her.  She bent down beside the dancing stone statues and pondered why Gregorich had kept them.  Were they not a reminder of what he did to get the throne?  She looked at the engraving of her birth for the second time.  She wondered why the engraver carved a dragon instead of a baby coming out of Queen Madeline.  What did it mean?  Was Madeline mocking the rumors that had ended up killing her son, or did it have some other meaning?  Silvia rotated another stone jar very carefully and discovered four more carvings.  In one carving, the dragon was landing on a large, flat rock.  Silvia took it to mean that she was safe (though obviously not a beast of any sort), for the dragon was somehow depicted with a hint of vulnerability.  The second was of the dragon sitting on a massive throne, with people bowing to it.  The third was of the dragon wrapping its wings around a city, and the fourth showed the dragon in flight, breathing a stream of fire at a wicked-looking mountain.  Silvia sat in silent thought for nearly half an hour on a nearby bench trying to figure it out.  What could all of it possibly mean?  The last one truly puzzled her to no end.  Keelan did not speak or offer his thoughts; he knew that she did not wish to speak.

 Before long someone came quietly through the garden and interrupted her direction of thought.  “A gorgeous sky above a beautiful lady…such a peaceful sight.  Every time I see you, Lady Serena, you seem to make my life more bearable.”  King Gregorich Hapshamin took her hands as he sat next to her.

“And what could possibly make your life as a king unbearable, my Lord?” she asked.  She had to fight to keep bitterness out of her voice; the thought of him holding her hands was almost too much for her to bear.  The man had driven her parents off of their throne, and now he was unknowingly courting their only surviving child.  How disgusting, she thought.

 “This war,” Gregorich said, “it is not mine and I do not wish to fight in it, yet everyone from all sides wants my help.  It tears me in the middle so that I have no choice in the matter but to get involved.”

 “Is that all that you are bothered by, my King?” Silvia noticed that he had said ‘everyone from all sides’ wanted his help.  Would he name his parents, or what side they were on?  “Speak what is on your mind.”

 “The damn homeless shelter annoys me,” he said simply.

 She was surprised he admitted it and did not bother to hide it.  “How so?”

 “Every time one gets built it is burnt to the ground.”  He laughed softly to himself.  A private joke, perhaps?

 Anger surged through her.  “So tell them to build a shelter of stone.”

 “They could not afford stone.  The point is that I wish there were no homeless vagrants in this city at all.  They’re worthless, filthy, poor, and yet they’re arrogant.  Besides which they do not pay me taxes.”

 “Some of them cannot help it,” she said, aggravated at his cold feelings.  How could he be so heartless?  She thought of Derik, and how helping him had been so easy.  “Have you thought of helping them find work so that one day they will be able to afford clothes and a roof over their heads and become contributing members of society?”

 He looked at her strangely.  “Ah, yes, I forgot you have an affinity for those that need help, milady.  I heard all about what happened between you and Madam Brooke outside the Home Away From Home yesterday evening.  And you helped Motilda as well when I was going to hang her for murdering my best Guardsman.” His face soured for a moment.  “You certainly seem to care for people you do not know, Lady Serena.  “’Tis a charming, albeit unusual asset about you.”

 Silvia tried to ignore the way he looked at her.  “If they get under your skin so badly, Your Highness, perhaps you could build them a decent shelter to get them off the streets of the city with your horde of money.  Give them a home.”

 “Horde of money?  That money is gifts and taxes, used to pay my Royal Guard and feed them and house them.  That among many other things which need to be taken care of on a daily basis.  So much needs to be done constantly…” Gregorich’s eyes seemed to stare far off.  For what seemed like an eternity he sat there, though it was only minutes, and Silvia itched to snatch her hands out of his.  “That’s it!” he said finally, standing up and dropping her hands.  “I’ll give them something to do…a ‘home away from home’.”

 Silvia stood as well trying to sidestep past him without trodding on Keelan in the process.  She didn’t know and didn’t care about what his idea was.  But the King’s voice stopped her cold before she walked three strides.  “That stone jar you were gazing at…it has dragons on it.”

 Her heart began to beat faster: had he really seen her staring at it?  It seemed that everything she did aroused his unwanted attentions.  “Yes, so it does,” she said in a surprisingly steady voice.  “I find them fascinating, and I did not expect to see them in a King’s courtyard like this.  But what of it?”  She wished he would hush and let her go to her chambers.

“They…they give me nightmares,” he said, his voice bobbing up and down as if he were emotional.  “They frighten me terribly.  I cannot stand them, even though I have never seen a live one.  In my dreams they swarm the air of the city, looking for me.  Then, someone locks me outside of the palace…The beasts flog me with their wings, battering me, snapping at me with their hideous jaws.  I hate them Lady Serena, I really do.”

 Silvia was elated that she knew something that he was scared of, although how she was going to get real dragons was beyond her ability to comprehend.  But it was better than nothing!  At least she could mark down one weakness for him.  “Then stop thinking of them,” she replied stiffly.

 He acted as though he didn’t hear her and went on.  “Sometimes they make me bleed in my dreams and I wake up sick…I hate the sight of blood.  Hearing about it is fine and interesting, but when I can see it right before my eyes it makes my stomach churn.”

 “Then stop thinking about it,” she repeated sourly.  Her mind was racing in circles, remembering his face when she had been stabbed in court and how he had looked sick all of a sudden.  No wonder he had backed away from her after he slapped her the night she adopted Motilda as her servant—she had been bleeding.  So, he really couldn’t stand the sight of blood…

 Hapshamin began speaking again.  “But you asked what bothers me…I don’t have anyone to share my life with, no one to talk to of my fears and dreams that won’t laugh at me.”

 “And if you brood on the worst parts of your life all the time you never will share it with anyone, unless they are deaf.”  She bit her lip to keep from laughing aloud.

 “You are only too right, and I respect you for telling me that to my face.”  He grasped her hands and kissed them both.

 Silvia nodded and did a half-curtsy.  “I am going to retire now.  Have a pleasant night, Your Grace.”

 She left him there in the garden, where he watched her walk away until she was out of sight.  Once she was out into the main part of the palace, she bade Keelan to run to her room and fetch the key to the locked room on the third floor.  He ran ahead and was back just as she reached the steps going to the third floor.  He went with her to the room, carrying the heavy key in his mouth.  She had been a little shocked to see the engraving of a woman crying on the door and wondered if it was supposed to represent her mother.  Silvia retrieved the key and unlocked the door, placing the key in a hidden pocket of her dress.  They went inside and shut the door behind them quietly.  The room was full of her parents’ things and she spent the next two hours going through them, but finding nothing helpful.  She adored the portraits of her family and thought them most tasteful and beautiful.  She vowed that when and if she regained the Royal Throne she would have these portraits carried out of the dusty old room and into the halls of the palace where they could be admired.  However, she wasn’t on the throne yet, and it was getting late.  She decided to go back to her bedroom and take a bath to ease her aching mind.

  

  

  
 Quentin followed him quietly, entering the King’s bedchambers in a hurry so he wouldn’t be shut out.  He hated being so close to the person who imprisoned him within the cloak.  His fingers caressed the fabric of the cloak absently, having a mind of their own unconnected to his.  

 Strange how the once monstrous cloak was now helping to save the kingdom he had once helped to terrorize.

The King had gone straight to his great mahogany desk and began to work, or at least that is what Quentin thought at first.  Upon closer inspection he was dipping the quill in ink and then drawing on a piece of parchment, not writing out finances and orders.  It took only a glance to see that he was drawing a dragon, and he was not a bad artist.  The head and body were sketched first, then came the legs and then the massive wings.  The tail was the last to appear, and added an overall eerie effect on the work.  A couple of long hours passed this way, Gregorich drawing dragon after dragon (each one different) and Quentin twiddling his thumbs.  It was near midnight that Hapshamin put down his quill and placed his parchments in a drawer that was nearly full of them already.  (Funny, but Quentin did not recall this fascination with the creatures; however, he had not been the sort to pay attention to that sort of thing when he had been Hapshamin’s little pet.)  

 Gregorich took a cigar out of a little case in his breast pocket and lit it up.  Then, sighing heavily, the King opened the giant windows of his room and went out onto the balcony.  Quentin followed and started watching the sky, as Gregorich was doing, for the messenger raven.  The stars were all out in abundance, lighting up the dark night with their brilliance, and soon enough they glittered about a pitch-black shape racing through the air from the north.  It seemed to take forever for the gigantic bird to land, but when it did, Quentin almost gasped in astonishment at its size: it was quite literally three feet tall.

 “Your father wishes me to report good news when I return,” the raven croaked in a terrible voice, moving around on the balcony on which it had landed.  Quentin wasn’t sure, but he thought the voice sounded feminine, albeit remotely.

 Gregorich, who had so calmly watched the raven approach, widened his eyes.  “Zela?  He sent me one of his other wives?”  He looked mildly confused.  “Why not send my mother?  She would’ve made a better choice.”

 “Yes, and let her lie to make her son look good?  I think not.  Better to send someone who will report the truth, if you ask me,” the raven spat.  “Now, tell me your news.”

 Quentin was flabbergasted.  He had never before heard Gregorich mention his mother or father, and it appeared he had several stepmothers.  What magic did they possess to shape-change as he and Keelan did?  He could almost feel the negative energy rolling off of the bird’s feathers.  He knew it couldn’t be good magic, and was certain bad times were ahead for everyone.

 The King, meanwhile, gulped.  “Well, I will be sending him some men, women, and children.”

 Zela’s black eyes squinted at him.  “We have no need for children, besides feeding the Battle Eaters.  Who are they?  And you had better be honest, boy.”

 “Homeless fools who are good for nothing.  I will send them your way the day after tomorrow.  My city will finally be rid of those vermin then.  Perhaps the prisoners in the dungeon as well.”

 The raven flapped its wings and hopped off the railing of the balcony.  She changed nearly instantly into a tall woman, her hair stretched tight in a bun. She swooped down upon Gregorich, breathing down into his face; she must have been nearly a foot taller than the King, and the man was definitely intimidated by her.  “Your city?  Ha!  You have done nothing yourself to get this throne—you had others do it for you.  I still say your father should have sent one of my sons to rule this throne instead of a coward like you.  It took forever just to get the crown on your hopeless head and the throne under the seat of your britches because you wished to beat around the bush instead of doing away with the previous throne bearers.  I had to come and cause strife and fighting in the city to make them appear incapable of ruling while you hid away.  All these years, and you have not done a thing with this city—just sat here, biding time, waiting for something interesting to come your way.  Not once have you visited your father at the Mountain and paid respect to his name.  Now that you are at last sending men to help him is good; Natosha is becoming tired of waiting to raise the dead to fight…But homeless heathens infested with louse and who do not know how to fight?  That will not be to his pleasure.  The prisoners will be little better, even if they are used to stealing away in the night or murdering people and fighting.  We have no time for training imbeciles.  What else have you to tell me?”  She leaned away from him and peered around into the night, her bony arms getting goose bumps.  “Are you alone here?”  She whirled upon Gregorich again.  “Who else is here?”

Quentin held his breath from where he stood just outside the windows.  Thank the Parent Gods it was not winter, or she would have seen his breath.  He watched Hapshamin squirm under the woman’s fiery gaze and almost felt sorry for him.  Whoever this woman was, she was not one to be haggled with or angered in any way.  There was an air of brutal severity that surrounded her every move.

 She seemed to be sniffing the air around Gregorich.  “Is that the scent of a woman on you?” She appeared more than a little surprised.

 Hapshamin somehow found the courage to stand a little straighter and beam up at her.  “Yes.  I have invited an exotic woman of great beauty to stay in my palace.  I met her in the garden after dinner, and she could not stay her hands.”

 “Ha!  You must have been half-asleep and dreaming, for I smell her only on your hands, and they smell of her dry palms.  Do not lie to me, boy.”

 He turned red, but chose to ignore her comments.  “She is the one who suggested me sending you the homeless to fight.”

 Anger flared up within Quentin—why was the dolt lying about Silvia?  She had suggested (and certainly insinuated) no such thing!  She would be very angry when he reported this conversation to her.

 Zela’s black eyes lit up from within.  Something in her demeanor seemed to change, if only slightly.  “Really?  And she is a beauty you say?  Or was that a fib too?” The hard edge returned to her voice.

 The King’s eyes became distant.  “She is radiant and conserved, yet brave and forward.  Her face would rival a goddess, and her voice is as soft as liquid velvet.  I plan to ask her to marry me in just a few days, and I am sure she will accept.”

 “Well!  If this isn’t a surprise!  Unfortunately, I think your father will be most pleased with this.”

 “And what of father this past week?”

 Zela’s face drew tight, her voice bitter.  “Decent.  He is eager to win this bloody war and take over all these god-forsaken lands.  Be glad you are sending men—Rohedon is the only thing stopping Natosha from raising the dead.  You know they can only be raised so many times before they are useless.  The dead travel fast, they say, and we would like to save them for the end to do a final sweep of our enemies.”

 “Well, send him greetings from me,” said Gregorich, shuffling his feet a little.  Though the king appeared a bit inferior to her, Quentin had seen his eyes narrow at the thought of his father enfolding the lands under his rule.

 “Tell him yourself when you see him in five days.”

 “He’s coming?  Here?” Gregorich could not hide his astonishment.

 “Yes, so work hard and please him when he comes.  I do hate it when one of the children angers him; he takes it out on us poor mothers.”

 He grimaced. “You almost make yourself sound pitiful, but I know that it is not so.”

 “You hush and do not mock me, or by the Dark Moon I’ll tell tales on you boy,” Zela hissed, pointing a skinny, crooked finger in Gregorich’s face.

 Beads of sweat trickled down the King’s face, but his voice remained steady.  “Are we finished?”

 Zela dropped her hand and walked to the other end of the balcony, looking at the surrounding countryside and the city about the palace.  “I suppose.”  She turned around, leaning back on the stone railing.  “Go get in your big empty bed and be lonely while you have nightmares of your childish dragons.”

 Gregorich looked away, a deep flush coming onto his cheeks.

“Oh, did you think we do not know?” Zela laughed.  “All the wives know of your pitiful weakness.  Everyone knows that there are only rumors of dragons in the far southwest, where the Lake of Tears was formed by the fall of the Great Dragon, Balsmorg.  All other dragons fled across the great sea to look for Saphrite and Aklamon, which is futile.  Everyone knows the Parent Gods will never be found, and the dragons will search for them anyway, never to return.  Foolish that you should fear such childish things!  You are such a weakling, and I get bored talking to you.  Expect your father in five days, and let no one know he is coming.  Some things are better kept a secret.” With that, she turned and transformed into a raven, flying off the balcony and into the night.

  

  

  

 Silvia had Hans send for some hot water so that she could bathe.   None of the servants grumbled about having to fill her tub every day, though most people only took a full bath every few days. When it arrived she waited patiently for her tub to be filled and fresh towels to be brought in.  One of the King’s servants handed her a new bar of soap that was scented of roses, and told her it was a gift from His Highness.  She was grateful when everyone left and she locked the door with a sigh.  She asked that Keelan undress her, which he did very slowly, letting everything fall to her feet in a puddle of soft cloth.  He hung up her dress and placed her shoes in the bottom of her wardrobe.  Then he removed her hair cover and draped it across the back of one of the chairs while Silvia slid into the comfortable heat of the water, and they began to talk.

 “It’s very interesting that he is so scared of blood,” she said.

 “Yes it is and I have to say it is rather amusing,” Keelan said as he sat on the floor beside the tub.

 Silvia wet a cloth and patted her face.  “I feel a little sorry for him too.”

 Keelan looked at her in awe.  “Why?  How could you feel sorry for such a monster?”

 Silvia giggled.  “Well, it’s just that he makes himself out to be so lonely, and you can tell he wants someone to be miserable with him.  But when, or if, he ever marries he’ll be like a cur with its tail between its legs while it’s running from a bear when she gets her monthly cycle!”

 Both of them laughed at this.  Then Keelan washed Silvia’s long hair and her skin with the scented soap and relished when she moaned with pleasure beneath his fingers.  She rinsed off and stepped out of the tub into the towel he held for her.  But instead of drying her off as he did the night before, he began to undress.  As he began to unbutton his shirt he looked up.  “Do you mind if I bathe?”

 She smiled mischievously.  “Of course not.  After all, I haven’t had the opportunity to wash you yet.”

 “I am afraid you won’t enjoy it that much; my body is not the perfect temple that yours is.”

 “Oh, I quite disagree,” murmured Silvia as she helped to unbutton the rest of his shirt and slide it off.  She finished undressing him in the soft candlelight and he entered the tub.  She washed him with the unscented soap (at his request) and let her fingers trail lightly over his muscular body.  He shuddered under her hands and grew aroused quickly.  When he at last exited his bath, Silvia took off her towel, revealing her still-pink nakedness, and wrapped him up in the cloth.  She dried him off minutes later and watched with more than a touch of disappointment as he put his pants back on.  She retrieved her nightgown from the wardrobe and slid it over her head, knowing her backside was being watched with hungry eyes.

Silvia reached for the leather-bound diary as they sat down on the couch.  “That’s funny,” she said, propping her feet on Keelan’s lap when he insisted upon rubbing them.  “I would swear that I left this book open, not shut.”

 Keelan’s senses went crazy, and he couldn’t hide his alarm.  “Do you think someone’s been in here?”

 She frowned, a wrinkle creasing her forehead.  “I don’t know.  I probably closed it without realizing it.  I shall have to put the ink-vanishing spell upon it again so that no one may read anything important if I should leave it out and about again.  I’ll have to remember to be more careful.”  She found her place in the diary, marked by a slight bend at the top of the page, and began to disappear in her mother’s words.                            

  

  

 Chapter Eleven—Betrayal of Trust
  

 Madeline had been devastated when she realized the child had been conceived at almost the exact time of Fyon’s death.  In fact she was so depressed that Zacharias feared she would lose the baby from her nerves and lack of appetite.  For her safety, as well as the baby’s, he sent her to Wexford—the same place they had sent Fyon the year before.  King Philip and Queen Nora welcomed her with open arms and kind words.  After a while, Madeline recovered, mostly by playing with the Royal Family’s sons: Dalton was four, Leu was eighteen months old, and Shania was a newborn.  She stayed there for several months before returning to Darkania at the distress of Philip and Nora; they suggested that she stay to have the baby there in Wexford, where it would be safe.

 But Madeline insisted on going back.  She claimed her husband could not leave the city while it was in such turmoil, and that she wanted to be with him for the birth of their child.  Upon returning, however, she found that Gregorich Hapshamin had spread more viscous gossip.  She decided to hide her pregnancy from the city, and being a small woman who had not gained much weight at all, this was not a difficult task…until the servants let the information slip into the wrong ears.  Then everyone began talking about it: Would this child be born a demon too?

 Zacharias had had a large estate built by now for the child in a servant lady’s name and had told no one but a chosen few of it, intending the place to be a sort of retreat for when the child grew older.  But as Madeline neared her term, both of them became certain that it would be far too dangerous for the child to remain at the palace for any length of time, for the city was getting worse.  Fights would break out in the most decent of places over petty things, neighbor pitched against neighbor, and everyone spread rumors to get reactions from others.  More Guards were placed within the city streets to try and quell small squabbles or an uprising, should one occur.  After much grief and many tears, Zacharias and Madeline decided to go to the second house and give up the throne when the child was born.  But Zacharias pointed out that if Gregorich should find them there, he would know the child was theirs, instantly dooming the innocent life.  They planned to tell everyone that the child was stillborn when the time came and they arranged to live under the house of a decent, kind, and fiercely loyal family whose young son had vanished earlier in the year.  The house had a room that had been dug out under the boys’ room long before their time, and they would provide the family with money in exchange (although the family tried to insist that the money was not necessary).

 Oddly, as Madeline neared full term, she began to have strange dreams of giving birth to a girl whom could change into a dragon at will.  She dreamed the dragon-girl sat on a throne and enfolded a great city within her wings.  Madeline believed the dreams to be prophecies and became fixated on them, even ranting about them at times.  She wanted to leave something behind to capture her visions that she didn’t think Gregorich would destroy when he inevitably took up the throne in their absence.  There were already three dancing stone statues in the courtyard of the palace and seeing as how they did not really resemble herself and her husband, she did not imagine that Gregorich would do away with them.  Her plan was simple: she had special stone jars made and then had an artist chisel her dreams into them.  These were placed around the dancing statues and partially hidden by strands of purple ivy so they would not be easily spotted and destroyed.

 

  

  

 That was the end of the journal.  Silvia asked Keelan if he wished to read it.

 “No, milady.  They are your mother’s thoughts and are for your eyes only.  She was not my mother, so I could not read her written thoughts without having felt that I invaded her privacy.”

 Silvia’s mind was whirling in a thousand directions, with a hundred questions every way she looked: Was the city Madeline had dreamed of Darkania?  Was she the dragon-girl?   Why had Gregorich not destroyed them since he hated the beasts?  Were they the reason he feared dragons so much?

 Oh, but how she was weary of so many questions and so few of them answered!  She shook her head and looked up the spell to make ink vanish.  She performed it on the diary and hid the book on a shelf in the top of her wardrobe.  Keelan turned into a fox as she unlocked her door for Quentin and they went to bed.

  

  

  

 They were both sound asleep when Quentin opened the door quietly, slipped in and locked the door behind him.  Seeing no one awake and that the tub still had water in it, he silently stripped and took a quick bath in the lukewarm water.  His thigh was now completely healed where Keelan had thrown the dagger at him, and his shoulder was healing very well, though at times a little tender.  When he had bathed and dressed, he went to wake the true queen and her future husband.  He went through every detail of what had happened, leaving nothing out.

 Silvia was horrified.  “The prisoners I am not very worried about, for they are criminals.  But as for the others…he’s sending away the homeless children as well?” she exclaimed.  “And to be fed to some creature?  How low and cowardly and…and disgusting!  We must find some way to help them!”

 Quentin threw up his hands.  “My Queen, we would help them if we could, but I don’t know how.  We don’t have a place to hide them.”

 Keelan put an arm around her shoulder and said, “We’ll find a way to help them, love.  Do not worry too much on it.  What we need to be concerned with is that from everything the raven-lady said to Gregorich, we can all guess who his father is, and he’s coming here.”

 Silvia turned about, slamming a fist into her palm.  “We have to overthrow Gregorich before Rohedon comes.  We have to, or Darkania will fall under a murkier reign.  The whole city will fall to darkness.”  She thought of the evil man who had helped to start a war (with what could only be described as pleasure), and she shuddered.

 “Well, since we don’t have a plan, let’s sleep now.  Maybe we’ll have thought of a good idea or two by the morning,” said Quentin.

 Silvia’s mind worked faster and faster.  How to keep Gregorich occupied while she helped the homeless…How to get her throne in five days…

 “Quentin?” she said, careful not to look at him, for her question was a delicate one.  “Can you still make yourself look like the people you have killed?”

 His face drew downward, and he was obviously dismayed.  He had honestly tried not to think about it.  “I don’t know, milady.  I have not even wished to try.”

 Now Silvia turned to face him in the candlelight.  “I was wondering if you could perhaps turn into my father.”

 Open shock took over Quentin’s face.  “You cannot surely mean what you say!”

 “I do, and I have an idea.  Can you still do it?”

 He sighed and ran his hand through his hair.  “I will try, Your Highness.”

Silvia held her breath and watched him close his eyes.  His long white cloak disappeared and was replaced by long, Royal Robes.  His fingers were adorned with a couple of stones and he wore a simple silver chain about his neck to compliment his silver crown.  His black hair was thick and grew a little past his shoulders, but neatly tied back in a leather thong.  His features were warm and kind, yet firm and strong.  She felt her knees go weak and tried to steady herself.  She closed her eyes momentarily.  When she reopened them, Quentin was himself again and looking at her with worry.

 “I apologize for giving you a fright.”

 “No, no.  You needn’t worry about me,” she stuttered.  “I was just a little startled.”  Seeing the image of her father for the first time in so long was painful.  If only she could see her parents again, she would be happy for the rest of her life.  She put on the best smile that she could.  “But not as startled as Hapshamin will be if you were to appear before him like that.  You’ll scare him to pieces.”

 “By the gods, you’re right!” Keelan exclaimed.  “It may shake him up a little.  Will you do it, brother?”

 Quentin looked uncertain, but he nodded.  “As sure as the Lady Silvia wants me to.”

 “I do,” Silvia said.  “Now, let us all get some sleep.”

  

  

  

 The next morning Silvia and Keelan awoke early to find Quentin already gone, and with no good ideas in her mind for usurping Gregorich.  In fact, they agreed that the only things they had come up with were ways of murdering him.  Although these ideas made them feel considerably better, it would only bring them down to Gregorich’s level of cruelty.  They had breakfast in Silvia’s room and were joined by Motilda, Maura, Frero, and Hans.  Keelan stayed in his red fur because they left the door open, and ate his food off of a plate on the rugs.  The night before was not to be mentioned until later on. They chatted about the palace and their stay as they consumed cured ham, fried eggs, bacon crisps, flapjacks, syrups, butters, cheeses, and warm milk.

 When everyone had finished, Maura said, “Hans, would you be so kind as to take some of these trays to the kitchen?  I’m sure the lovely Motilda wouldn’t mind helping you.”  She smiled pleasantly at the two as they gathered the trays and left.  As soon as they were down the hall, however, Maura’s smile vanished, replaced by a frantic, worried expression.  She motioned Silvia, Keelan, and Frero closer to her slightly wrinkled face.

 “Child, can your brother hear us through the stones?” Maura asked Keelan.

 Keelan barked and nodded his furry head.

 “All right, then…She’s no good, that Motilda,” she said softly.  “I heard her cry out in her sleep last night and went to her bed to comfort her.  She was crying, so I held her and shushed her until she fell asleep.  I was just about to get up and go back to my bed when she began mumbling…naturally I stopped to listen.”

 “What did she say?” asked Frero.  He assumed it was something bad.

 Maura looked at him solemnly, then at Silvia with tears in her eyes.  “She said this: ‘Plotting against him, the poor thing…must tell him’.”

 Silvia’s mouth dropped open.  She wiped away her shocked tears of betrayal and horror from her face with ease, for her gray hair cover now had no veil.

 Frero’s face hardened into resolve.  “We have to get rid of her, and that is all there is to it.  She has to be shut up for good, or she’ll have us all in the dungeon before nightfall—she’ll ruin us!  And if Silvia is found out…she’s as good as dead.”

Frero’s right.  Something has to be done, Keelan said through the stones, twitching his ears with a small growl.

 I’ll do it, came Quentin’s voice. I’ll take care of it today.

 “Are you sure, Quentin?” Silvia asked.  She was thinking of his sordid past, and not wanting him to feel as though he had to repeat it.  But someone needed to do something!

 I’m sure milady.  Have no worries.

 “Thank you,” said Frero.  “But I wouldn’t let her out of your sight until you are ready to do whatever it is you are planning to do.  She’s treacherous, my lad.”

  

  

  

 Zander was whittling on his walking stick when he heard the sound of hooves on the dirt road.  The conversation about Motilda quickly receded to the back of his mind.  He looked up at the two riders approaching, but didn’t recognize either one.  The horses were stopped at the hitching post and tied loosely, panting for breath.  The man who climbed off of one horse was tall, well built, and had short, graying hair.  The woman was also tall, her body slim.  Her hair was pulled back at the base of her neck in a brown-gray bun that was falling down.  Both walked as if they had been riding for days and were weary, and were looking at him and his small house uncertainly.

 The woman spoke first.  “Is your name Zander?” she asked in a firm voice.

 Zander squinted at her, his senses heightened with anxiety.  “Yes, it is.  And whom might you be, milady?”

 “This is Geremy, and I am Dessica.  Silvia told me in a letter how I could find you.”

 Zander shot up from his wooden chair faster than he intended.  “How under the Dark Moon do you know Silvia?” he demanded harshly.

 Dessica was taken aback, but recovered quickly.  “She is my daughter, and I have come with dire news.”

 Recognition dawned on Zander’s face.  “I apologize for being so rude, my lady.  Please, water your horses and come inside.  I shall make you something to eat.  There is much to talk about.”

  

  

  

 Silvia was on her balcony, watching the late morning mists dissipate and smelling fresh honeysuckle.  She tried not to think of Motilda, but couldn’t help herself.  How could the blasted girl be so disloyal?  Not to mention unthankful?  Why would she tell Gregorich anything? Silvia thought Motilda had given the impression that she hated him.  He had been going to hang her, after all.  What had changed her mind?  With a depressed sigh, she thought of the leather-bound diary.  It had been closed when she came back from dinner.  Had the servant girl read some of it?  Silvia knew it was more than possible for Motilda to have read the part where Gregorich had the informer killed.  Could that have scared Motilda enough to switch sides and tattle?  Maybe.  And what would happen if Gregorich found out who she really was?  A shiver crawled up her spine as she thought of the endless possibilities.

 “I need to get away from this wretched palace,” she told Keelan.  He barked in response and hopped to his feet.  “Let us go to Zander’s and see what he is about today.”

 A quarter hour later, Keelan, Silvia, Maura, and Frero met Hans at the stables.  As all of the horses were being readied, Zander spoke through the stones, his voice reverberating in their minds.

 Silvia, Dessica is at my home…You need to come out here immediately.

 Silvia’s eyes widened.  Dessica had really come to Darkania?  Was she here to bring her back, or had something gone terribly wrong besides the massacre?  After all, it was not possible for Dilliby to travel all the way to her home so quickly.  Had they come right after Quentin attacked them?  No, or else they would have been in the city already.  Whatever the reason for her presence, Silvia was glad that her adopted mother was nearby; it meant that she was alive and well.  But if she thought Silvia was just going to turn her tail and run from a chance to get her throne, she was mistaken and would be leaving alone.

Trying not to show impatience, Silvia said, “If we hurry, perhaps we might take an early lunch with our old friend.  But if we are any slower, he may dine without us.”  She took Keelan’s little red body from Hans and set him upon her saddle.  Leaning over, she was able to whisper into Hans’ ear without the worry of being overheard.  “Dessica has arrived in Darkania and awaits us at Zander’s.”

 Hans tried not to show his surprise, telling his mistress to have a safe and lovely ride.

 The others took the hint well enough, and soon the horses were saddled and ready to ride.  Hans, catching the anxious mood, asked Willis if he could be spared for a couple of hours.  The stable master kindly let him leave, saying that Hans had been a big help already that morning, and so it was four horses that trotted briskly to Zander’s cottage.  On the way, Maura inquired what had caused the rush.

 “Zander said milady’s other mother is at his home,” Frero answered.

 Maura’s mouth dropped open in surprise.  “Are you sure, Mistress?  Dessica is in the city?”

 Silvia shrugged.   “That is what Zander said.”

 “Has she come to drag you home by the hair on your pretty little head, I wonder?” Hans asked gruffly.  Silvia’s look told him she thought him childish and silly.  “Well, I would if I didn’t know you would come running back here to save the day the first chance you got.”

 Maura chuckled, and Keelan barked from his place on Silvia’s horse.  When they arrived at the old man’s home a short time later, Silvia was overjoyed to see Rituel grazing in the small pasture.  She dismounted Windfall as fast as she could and ran to the pasture fence, calling out to her horse.  He sauntered over to her and she rubbed his neck and his velvety nose.

 “Hey, old boy!” she said, tears falling down her face with happiness.  I have missed you terribly.  You are looking wonderful!”

 “You don’t look the worse for wear yourself,” said a voice from behind her.

 Silvia spun around and ran to Dessica’s open arms.  Tears were shed and warm hugs given.  It was by far the most emotional Dessica that Silvia had ever seen.

  

  

  

 When the excitement had subsided, Dessica asked, “Tell me, child, who rides with you?  I want to know who is helping my Silvia.”

 “Oh, yes!” she exclaimed, embarrassed for forgetting the others so easily.  “This gentleman is Frero.”  Frero stepped forward and bowed his head politely.  “He used to be my mother’s head gardener at the palace.  And this is Keelan.  He—“

 “You?”  Dessica’s face paled.

 “I’m sorry, I forgot that you had met,” said Silvia.

 “Yes.  This brave lad rescued us from his own brother, and then stole some of my horses.  Whatever became of your brother?” she asked Keelan.  She was not terribly worried about the horses, and at this point did not care about his theft.

 Silvia answered.  “Quentin is in my service now.  He has shown great loyalty to me and remorse for the past,” she informed Dessica.  And at this moment he is proving it by going after my servant girl to quiet her serpentine tongue.  She shoved the thought away with a slight coloring of her cheeks.

 Dessica obviously was not pleased, and no doubt thought her judgment clouded and foolish; however, she did not comment it.  Instead she introduced Geremy and said he had something to ask.

 Geremy took his cue after he bowed to the young woman and stepped forward.  “I hate to meet such a lovely young lady under these circumstances.  But I need to know…did you kill my grandson?”

Silvia had recognized Geremy immediately, though it took Maura and Hans a minute to remember him.  It seemed so long ago that her party had stopped at his residence to see why someone had been screaming.

 “No, I did not kill him.  But I put him in a position to be a target without knowing it.  At the time I had not a clue as to who I really was, and I never dreamed of Venicius being harmed.  I’m afraid you will have to talk to Quentin about that.”

 The man nodded.  “I believe you.  I really do…”

 Silvia saw he was holding something back.  “But?”

 Geremy sighed.  “But his grandmother—my wife—is on her way here, and she will not believe a word otherwise.”

 Silvia remembered the woman he was referring to.  She had been delirious with the pain of her grandchild’s death and had looked close to coming unhinged.  Perhaps that had really happened and she was now over an edge of sorts.

 “So what, exactly, is that supposed to mean?” Keelan asked, unconsciously placing his hand protectively on Silvia’s back.  This action was not missed by Dessica’s eyes.

 “Well…she believes that Silvia murdered Venicius and now Raena is coming to seek her vengeance for his death.”  He looked at her sadly.  “She’s coming to kill you, milady, and she’ll be in the city sometime today or tomorrow.”

 Silvia began to take a step back, but faltered as her eyes closed.  She collapsed in a faint, Keelan barely catching her before her body hit the ground.  He scooped her into his arms and carried her inside to Zander’s spare bed.  Everyone else followed quickly behind.

 “I cannot believe this is happening,” Keelan said angrily to the others.  “You haven’t any idea how many things have gone wrong for her…and yet, she swims through as a fish in the water.  Without hardly a scar to show she keeps going, only to come upon more obstacles in her chosen path.  She has no inkling of how strong she is, and her heart is full of goodness and hope.  But with so many people wanting bad things, how can one expect her good to prevail?”  He stroked Silvia’s brow, then leaned down to kiss her forehead tenderly.

 Dessica was about to demand to know why he thought he could touch a queen in such a way, when her eyes lit up with horror—she realized the young woman was without a veil.  “Why is her face not covered?”

 “Your old stable hand, Jonathan, was at the palace last night for dinner as a guest.  He heard Silvia’s voice and told the entire table that she sounded just like his old mistress.  A visiting prince and the King himself wished to prove Jonathan wrong, and the King bade her remove her veil.  Quentin saved us by getting Hanovi—another of your servants—to declare that Jonathan was in the wrong.  Gregorich was satisfied, but it was close, milady.  Unfortunately he thought that Silvia was so beautiful that he forbade her to ever wear a veil in his palace…And I would do the same, if I could look upon such a beautiful face every day.”

 Geremy and Dessica looked at each other darkly.  “Might I ask if you are in love with the young lady here?” asked Geremy casually.

 Keelan looked away from them all, gathering his strength for what he was about to do.  A swarm of emotions were turning about in his stomach, and he had to swallow hard to keep from getting sick.  A deep breath and a quick dip into his pocket revealed a small box, which he handed to Dessica.  “I know who your daughter is and the dangers that face her.  I know her intentions of retrieving her throne and punishing Gregorich Hapshamin for all of his atrocities.  I know that her heart is pure and that I want to make sure it stays that way.  With your permission, milady, I would like to be her husband.”

Dessica’s face did not change.  “You do know, I suppose, that only royal blood may marry her?”

 Keelan’s heart pounded madly.  “I knew you might say something such as this, and I can only hope that when she does become Queen she will…overlook that law.”

 Dessica sighed heavily and opened the little box.  She gasped, and for several minutes was speechless.  “Have you asked her yet, by chance?”

 His heart began to let up its racing.  “Yes, milady.  She accepted the proposal.”

 She gazed at the gorgeous ring again.  “Well…if the Queen so wishes it, then I shall have no qualms about it,” Dessica said quietly.  She knew Silvia would do what she felt in her heart.  Besides, the man had apparently gone through great lengths to help everyone involved and seemed very devoted to Silvia already.

 Zander, who had left the room in search of a certain plant, returned and sat beside Silvia on the bed.  He had a short, fat purplish stalk in his hand, which he broke open and waved under her delicate nose.  Her eyes opened immediately, and she grabbed Zander’s hand.

 “What is that wonderful aroma?” she asked, sitting up.

 “The skeetcha plant,” he replied.  He showed her the root.  “Excellent for waking someone out of a deep sleep just as if their eyes had never closed.  If you eat it raw, it keeps your senses alert for hours on end, and if you put it in your food it can counteract some poisons.”  Zander glanced at the young man beside her.  “I will teach you of these herbs and spices, but it must be later.  Something of consequence must be said now, I believe.”  He smiled warmly and backed away from her.

 Keelan knelt on one knee, taking Silvia’s small hand in his.  “Silvia, you are the light of my dark life, and just being near you completes me.  I love you dearly, with all of my heart, and I will do anything to protect you.  I will be your most faithful servant and the dearest friend you shall ever have, even if you should change your mind about choosing me as your husband.  But I am jumping ahead of myself…Silvia, Dessica has given her consent for our marriage, if you will still have me.”

 Cheers and applause erupted in the room, and Silvia smiled sheepishly as Keelan slipped the ring onto the third finger of her left hand.  She couldn’t believe Dessica had approved!

  

  

  

 They celebrated with an old bottled wine Zander had kept hidden for years.  A cool breeze was blowing from the southeast, where clouds were beginning to form a dark and threatening line on the horizon.  As they sipped their wine and nibbled on cheese and fresh bread, their horses grazed peacefully, whinnying softly once in a while and brushing flies off their flanks with their tails.  Bees buzzed from flower to flower and birds flew to and from the trees in the thickening air.

 But Geremy brought up the inevitable question before long: what were they to do about Raena?

 “I don’t know,” said Silvia, “but if she points me out to be who I really am, Gregorich will start looking into things; Jonathan already came close to ruining me, remember?”

 “Well, I can try to find her and tell her some kind of story but I can’t guarantee it will throw her off for good, or at all.”  Geremy said heavily.  

 Silvia patted him on the arm.  “I am sorry for your troubles.”

 “Milady, Dessica has told me your story, and I should be the one telling you that.  And you have certainly gone through some mind-rattling ordeals since you have arrived here, or so Zander has told us.”

 “Forgive an old man for interrupting,” Frero said, “but we must also form a plan to remove Gregorich from the throne as soon as can be.  We haven’t much time.”

“Yes, we do,” said Zander gravely.  “And it darkens my heart to hear news of Rohedon coming to this city, for whatever purpose.  I am but a peddler in the arts of magic, but he is a mighty sorcerer who uses his powers for naught but evil things.”
              “Wait one moment!” Dessica exclaimed.  “Lord Rohedon?  Coming here?  That is absurd.”  She waved her hand dismissively, until Keelan told her of the raven’s visit.  Her tone then changed.  “By the gods, Silvia!  We must get you out of the city and as far away as possible!  If Rohedon finds Madeline’s child alive and well in the city, he will roast you alive to keep his son on the throne!”

 Silvia stood up and walked into the yard with a straight back.  “That will not happen!” she said defiantly.  “I will have my throne and I will damn sure tell Rohedon who I am!  I am not ashamed of my true identity, and I will retaliate against him—and Gregorich—to prove just how strong-willed I am!”

 “My Queen, he is a powerful sorcerer, and you are merely a novice,” said Zander.  “You have only just started!”

 “A novice?” Dessica questioned.  She looked at Silvia with tired eyes.  “You neglected to tell me that, I believe.  You have changed much since you’ve been gone.”

 “I didn’t neglect to tell you, I just have not had a moment to mention it,” Silvia said, feeling a little guilty.

 “She has stronger magic than I do,” Zander said.  “I just need to instruct her on how to use it and control it.  Right now a large amount of magic will tire her.”

 “Actually, I hardly tire at all now.  I’ve been practicing,” Silvia countered.

 “Even still…” He looked away.  “I apologize, milady, but there isn’t any way you could compete against him and possibly expect to win.”

 Fury burned Silvia’s eyes aflame.  She threw her hands up in the air and shouted, “Tanudan foohur wey cidor munhai!”

 All at once the earth began to shake.  Dishes and pots started clanking inside the house and the wood shakes of the roof flopped up and down.  The horses reared up, neighing and whinnying, striking the air with their hooves.  Leaves and pine needles fell off the trees and the small pebbles on the dirt road bounced half a foot into the air.  The wooden chairs the others were sitting on were rattling hard underneath them.

 “Niyhune!” Silvia yelled, and everything became still.  She turned her gaze on Zander.  “You just let him try to stop me.  He will be put in his place.”

  

  

  

 Chapter Twelve—Sorcery and Escapes
  

 Everyone’s hands clutched their chairs, astonished by what they had just witnessed.  No one spoke.  Silvia silently went to the pasture to calm the horses with oats.  When she returned, Zander said, “I am sorry to have offended you so, Your Highness.  I did not know you were so strong.  Where did you learn to do that?”

 She shrugged her shoulders and replied, “I am not entirely sure how I did it, if you want to know the truth.  I just concentrated and told the earth to tremble.”

 “Do you feel weak, or dizzy?”

 Silvia shook her head.  “Not really.  I feel exhilarated.  I don’t feel weak at all.”

 “Well, I have to say that was completely amazing!” Frero declared.

 “I did not know you were capable of such things,” admonished Dessica in a mocking tone.

 Keelan laughed and took Silvia’s hand.  “Shall I start calling you ‘my little earth shaker’?”

They all laughed, but a sort of uneasiness filtered through the excitement of her talents.  If Silvia could shake the earth, what else could she do?  And could Rohedon so easily match it?

  

  

  

 The gray-eyed man watched the young queen as she tested her magic in anger.  She would be more powerful than she realized.  He hoped she would be ready to face Rohedon when the time came.  If her fate was truly that which was written in the stars, her destiny would be so much more than confronting Rohedon.  He eyed the dark skies and began walking back to the city through the woods, careful to not let himself be seen.

  

  

  

 Hans, Frero, and Geremy saddled up the horses while Zander congratulated Silvia and Keelan for the hundredth time.  Silvia was forced to leave Rituel at Zander’s since he wasn’t the horse she had ridden out upon.  Gregorich Hapshamin wouldn’t be too pleased if he thought she had traded one of his horses.  Geremy was to ride to the east and see if he could find Raena—he and Dessica had accepted the gracious offer of free room and board at Zander’s home.  Silvia and Dessica hugged good bye, and Silvia told her to have the old man call upon her if anything happened.  When the horses were ready, Geremy told Keelan to have Quentin stop by in the next day or so and talk.  Keelan assured him that Quentin would try, although he wasn’t sure how his brother would feel about it.  Geremy didn’t seem the type to cause a big stir if he didn’t have to, and so he doubted there would be trouble, even though he was pretty sure the conversation would be an intense one.

 They left at a fast trot, for the wind had picked up and storm clouds were nearly on top of them.  Geremy parted with the rest as soon as they reached the main street of Darkania, which had almost emptied of people in anticipation of the storm.  The rain began to fall down in torrents behind them, so they galloped toward the stables.  The rain seemed to throw itself at the stable doors as soon as they had entered.

 “Aha!” Willis exclaimed.  “You raced the storm, did ya?”  He took their horses and Hans helped take the saddles off and rub the lathered beasts down.  Silvia, Maura, Frero, and Keelan waited patiently for the rain to slack off enough to run to the palace doors.  They finally managed to find a lull in the storm, though the run to the doors still soaked them through and got everyone wet from the knees down.  Silvia was pleasantly surprised to find that a fire had been built in her chambers to ward off the impending chill of the rain, and after she had changed her clothes, she gratefully sat down in a chair beside it.  She dozed off and on, until Keelan picked her up and laid her on the couch.  There, she fell into a deep sleep.  Hans and Maura had retired as well for afternoon naps.  Something about the pouring rain had made everyone feel sleepy.

  

  

  

 The storm had quit when Quentin knocked on the door a couple hours later.  He was let in, where he immediately went to the fire to warm himself; the air had acquired quite a chill.  When he was good and warm, they went to her bedchamber, sitting on the giant bed so they could talk without worry of anyone eavesdropping.

 “I followed her all day,” he muttered.  “Just a little while ago we were in the kitchen and I snatched a flagon of wine and a hunk of cheese because I was hungry.  When I turned around, the wench was gone.”  He nervously glanced at Silvia.  “My apologies for the language, milady.  Anyway, I heard the sound of her feet and trailed after her, trying to finish my meager meal in a hurry.”  He grew silent, talking at his own leisure, lost in his reminiscence.  “She went directly to Gregorich’s bedroom and knocked.  When he opened the door, she told him she had some important, but private information.  He let her—well, us—in and she started babbling about some accursed book she had found.  She kept on and on about how sorry she was that he had been blamed for ‘all the rumors’, though it was obvious Gregorich had no idea what the devil she was talking about.  She was waltzing around the room and wouldn’t stay still enough for me to touch her or try anything.  I wasn’t sure if my memory magic would still work, but if the person doesn’t stay put for at least a few seconds it usually won’t work.”

Several moments went by.  “And then what happened?” Keelan prompted.

 Quentin rolled his eyes and wiped his face with his hand.  “She started crying and acting crazy, so he…calmed her down.” The last words were rather mumbled.

 “How did he do that?” Silvia inquired.  “Or do we want to know?”

 “He…they…went to bed, milady, and I would prefer not to go any further in details.  I could not bring myself to do anything while they were thus occupied.  I was very busy trying not to lose my midday meal.”

 Her face reddened.  “That’s alright, Quentin, just skip over that part please.”

 Keelan shivered.  “Ugh, how disgusting.”

 “Afterwards, she told him to get rid of ‘Lady Serena’.  Until that point, my Queen, she had not mentioned you whatsoever, and I thought…well, I thought that if she didn’t say anything, maybe I wouldn’t have to…you know.”  He paused for a moment, shaking his head.  “Gregorich asked why he should rid himself of such a beautiful creature, and she said that you were evil and planned on killing Gregorich to take the throne.  I started doing my memory spell to make her forget everything, but on some people it takes a minute or two for it to work.  I got worried because she told him you were related closely to royalty in blood.  Gregorich asked who the royalty was, but my spell had started working, and she couldn’t answer that, thank the Parent Gods.  Gregorich did not know what was happening to her (he never really knew the extent of my powers) and he was shaking her hard.  He yelled at her to answer him, but she never so much as blinked at him.”

 “So where is Motilda now?” Keelan asked.

 “Hanging from the rafters in her room, a tight rope around her neck.”

 Silvia’s stomach turned.  “H-has Maura seen her?”

 “No, I saw Maura in the corridor coming out of Hans’ room and I warned her not to go to her room.  She didn’t ask why, but I think she suspects something close to the truth.”

 “How did you get her up there by yourself?” she asked.

 “I didn’t,” Quentin admitted.  “The Royal Guards did.  They were ordered to hang her in there because the king didn’t know what to do.  They didn’t ask questions; they just did as they were told, although they were not happy about it.”

 “Coward!  A miserable coward!” Keelan said.  “He could have easily killed her with his own two hands and no one would have been the wiser, or even cared.”  He stood up and planted his fist firmly into the palm of his other hand.  “It will be a wondrous day when he is put in his place.”

 “What is the definition of a coward?” Silvia thought out loud.  “I could have killed her easily as well, and it would have been justified.  Does this mean I am a coward as well?  Sometimes it is hard to do what needs to be done when something happens…you get scared, or overwhelmed.”

 “Please, don’t take up for that scoundrel,” Quentin said.

 “I’m not, believe me.  I am only making a point.”

 A hush fell over them as they thought about everything.  Then Keelan informed his brother of Geremy’s request.

 Quentin shook his head.

 “They are not terribly mad,” Keelan said.  He hoped he was right in his reassurance.  “You should go to them.”

 “But how can I face them?  I have murdered his grandson, and several people in Dessica’s household.  I am scum in their eyes and always will be…My heart was cold and ruthless then, and it is empty of everything but sorrow now.  Everything is coming back to trouble me.  You two should have shunned me from the very beginning.”

“Had I shunned you, dear brother, you would still be out killing,” Keelan said quietly.

 “He is right, Quentin,” said Silvia.  “And that sort of talk will not be tolerated in my presence.  You hate what the white cloak compelled you to do.  We all know that.”

 “Even Dessica and Geremy,” said Keelan.

 “Why do they wish to speak with me, then?”

 “Because Geremy’s wife, Raena, is coming here to Darkania to find and execute me,” said Silvia.  “She thinks I murdered Venicius myself.”  She swallowed hard at the thought of her dead lover.

 Quentin blinked and tears of shock and regret streamed down his face.  “It seems that all the things I have done in the past are haunting you now.  I only wish it were not so…But it is, and I will do what I can to right the wrongs.  Milady, I’m so…oh, I’m so very sorry for destroying your life.  I owe an eternity of servitude to you for your forgiveness.”

 Silvia embraced him warmly.  “Just help me to get the throne under the seat of my dress and protect my husband-to-be and you will be in servitude no longer.”

  

  

  

 She reluctantly removed her engagement ring from her left hand before going down to dinner.  Horace, Hanovi, and Jonathan were not present, but Eulonda was.  She sat beside Sir Grant, who was on the King’s left.  Keelan hopped up on his cushioned stool as she took her place beside Prince Dalton.  She noticed right away that the prince seemed withdrawn and was wearing a very worried expression.

 Eulonda and the king chatted about the day’s rain and how the fields had needed it.  Then there were several comments about the earth shaking.

 “I didn’t feel a thing,” Eulonda insisted.  Her voice implied skepticism.  “How could the earth tremble so?”

 “I felt it,” said Sir Grant.

 “As did I,” said Dalton.

 “I thought I felt something, but I was a bit preoccupied,” said Gregorich with a slight blush.

 “Well, it was strange…whatever it was,” said Sir Grant.  “I wonder what could have caused it.  It has been a great long time since any of the gods saw fit to shake the earth.”

 Silvia kept to herself, smiling on the inside.  When the conversation turned to horses, she happily joined in.

 “I heard word that you have been quite taken with Windfall,” Sir Grant said with a smile.  “You are the only person besides the King himself that has been able to stay on his back.” He frowned as he took a bite of some vegetables.  “He threw me three times in one day.”

 Silvia tutted.  “He is a magnificent animal and has not acted rashly on me once.  Why, Willis tried to get me to use a thicker bit, but I refused.  That may be why the horse likes me so.”  She winked at him.

 Grant chuckled, and then joined in another discussion.  Silvia ate some of her food quietly for a few minutes, but curiosity finally got the better of her and she turned to the prince beside her.  “What ails you, my friend?”

 “I wish not to speak of it now,” he said softly.  His voice was pained and she did not question him further.

 When dessert was being served, Dalton leaned over and whispered, “If you truly care to know, go to the rock garden at the back of the castle half an hour after dinner is over.”

 Silvia nodded, knowing the garden he spoke of was right beneath her balcony.  When dinner was over, Gregorich insisted on escorting Silvia back to her room to enjoy her company.  She grudgingly obliged, taking his proffered arm.

“Have I told you that your face looks vaguely familiar to me?” the King said on the way to her chambers.  “I don’t know why, but it does.”

 Silvia swallowed hard before answering.  “I could not imagine why, my Lord.”  They were walking down the hall towards her room when she decided it was time to rattle the king’s nerves…and her own as well.  She gathered up her courage.

 “Have you by chance seen Motilda this evening?  I have not seen her but once today, and am becoming rather worried.”

 “I’ll look in on her and see if she is ill,” Gregorich said.  His muscles tightened a bit under Silvia’s arm.

 They were almost past Motilda’s room when Silvia whirled about, went the door, and said, “While we are passing her room, we might as well stop in on her.”  She threw open the door and went inside, Keelan on her heels.

 A single torch was lit next to the door and it was enough to illuminate Motilda, hanging by a thin rope, which was tied about the rafters.  The rope had cut into her neck, which was swollen around it.  Her left shoe had fallen off and lay on the floor beneath her.  Her hair partially covered her face in a cascade of blonde; the rest of her hair was caught up in the rope.

 Silvia’s stomach churned wildly, and it took an effort to keep her dinner inside it.  She covered her mouth for a moment to make sure nothing came up.

 “You shouldn’t see sights such as this.”  Gregorich had come up behind her softly.  “You should leave milady, so that you will not be visited by this vision in your sleep.  I know how much you care for others.  It is a weakness as much as a blessing.  Perhaps she tired of her life.”

 Silvia tried, but could not bite back her remark.  “At least there is no blood, Your Highness, else you would be the one to be haunted in your sleep.”  She ignored his expression of shock and brief rage and went to the body, making a slow circle around it.  “She has been acting rather strange yesterday and this morning.  Kept mumbling to herself about things I didn’t understand.  I thought perhaps she was regressing back to grieving for her husband, but I am not sure.” She walked back to the front of the body, her back to Gregorich. “I honestly don’t see how she could have tied the rope in that way nor do I have a clue where she got the rope to begin with.  Maybe she had a lover who got tired of her and decided to end the relationship in a more brutal manner.”  She turned to face Gregorich and saw that he was close enough to breathe on.  “Have you ever killed a lover, my King?”

 When he swallowed hard instead of answering, she walked out of the room, her future husband trotting beside her on the floor.  After retrieving a woolen shawl and the key to the secret room from her own bedroom, she made her way out of the palace and met Prince Dalton in the referred garden.  

 He was standing beside a stone bench and quickly motioned for her to take a seat.

 “I believe I will stand,” she said, looking at the wet bench.

 “Oh, sorry,” he stuttered.  “I did not think about how nasty the weather was earlier this day.  All right, you asked what ails me, and it is this: Rohedon has slaughtered the Lordalens.  But he is no longer satisfied with the their lives and their city.  He wants to stretch his reign farther than that.”

 “What do you mean?” she asked.  She had thought the Lordalens were holding up a little better than that, even if they weren’t winning.  How could they have been defeated already?  Surely others in the palace would have known about it by now, and Zela the raven would most likely have mentioned such events…

Dalton sighed.  “A message was sent to me from my parents.  Rohedon has Wexford nearly surrounded and intends to conquer them.”

 “How horrible,” Silvia whispered.  She despaired for this young man, knowing it would not be long before his mother and father were slain if Lordale was already taken over.  And after Wexford was taken over, who would be next?  She vowed not to let it be her great city…not Darkania.

 “I must leave tomorrow morning,” he continued.  “I have to lend aide to my country…my people.  I cannot leave them to die.”  He gazed up at the stars.

 “What does Gregorich say about this?”

 Prince Dalton laughed darkly.  “Your precious king cares not, milady.  He persists in saying that he can send no men with me, that he would be hard put to defend his city if he were to do so.  Yet he sits here with a multitude of able-bodied men in his great city...”

 Rage flared up inside her.  “If you will but wait for several days, I will send help with you.”  Silvia’s heart was racing, and she only hoped that what she was saying would be coming true; there was no trust in false promises.  “I will send forth an army to conquer Rohedon’s legions, and all will claim what was once his land.”

 Be careful my dear, Keelan said.  I sense his anger.  He was watching the prince carefully.

 Dalton spun around, his eyes lit with black flames.  “Do not even joke of such things!  No one can do that, and I will hear nonsense about it no more!  Do you know you speak with a prince?  If so, show respect while I mourn for a country that may already be lost.”

 Silvia stood up straighter.  “How dare you!  Do you think I would jest about the lives of thousands of people?  Do you think I take it lightly when I talk of defeating Rohedon’s army?  I may be young, but I am no fool girl!”

 “And just what do you think you can do?” the prince growled.  But he was slightly interested, and his temper was abiding.  “What is it that you know which I do not?”

 Silvia baited her hook with as much truth as she could lay out.  If Dalton were to join in her cause, he would be a considerable ally.  “What do I know?  I know that Gregorich is one of many sons and daughters sired by Rohedon himself and that in four more days the evil lord himself will be paying a visit to Darkania.”

 Prince Dalton’s eyes glowed with hate.  “How do you know he is coming here and why would he be coming to this city?  And you plan on defeating him how?”

 “Dare you question so powerful a sorceress?” she asked quietly.

 Silvia, perhaps you are pushing a bit hard, Keelan said in her mind with a light tone.  How do you know you can trust him with all of this information?

 “I have to,” she barely whispered.

 “You have to what?” Dalton said, looking at her funny.  “And what do you mean about being a sorceress?”

 To counter his disbelief, she lifted her hands, speaking quietly in Kieluna.  The prince rose off the ground nearly ten feet.  His sword unsheathed itself and glided to the ground beneath him.  There it stood, blade pointed into the open night air.  Next she dropped Dalton until the blade slid between his legs, the sharp point just below the bulge of his black pants.

 She prayed that as she spoke to him her concentration would hold, and she wouldn’t drop him onto the blade.  “Don’t ask questions.  We are on the same side.  If you will stay here until Rohedon arrives, I will show you his defeat.  If I need any help at all, I want you to assist me.  Do I have your word?”

The young man nodded his head.  “If you really can defeat him, then you have my oath: On my word and on my sword I will help you.”  He did well not to look at his own sword as he spoke, and she took it as a sign of good faith.  She let the weapon fall and Dalton landed on his feet a moment later, light as a feather.

 “You have my sword too, if it counts at all,” said a voice from behind her.  She turned to see the stout figure of Sir Grant walking out of the shadows.  “I hope you’re not angry with me for eavesdropping, but Dalton invited me here as well.  I was a bit late, and I did not want to interrupt your, um, discussion.  But I see this sample of your powers, sorceress, and I too am with you in word and sword.  I knew there was something different about you!”  He chuckled and bowed.  “What are we to do first?”

 “One moment,” Dalton said, looking at Silvia.  “We have indeed seen a sample of your powers milady, but that does not mean that you can come anywhere close to defeating Rohedon.  I mean no offense, it’s just…”

 “I understand what you are trying to say, dear prince.  A little bit of proof does not necessarily go a long way, especially when it comes to magic.  I can only say that I am going to try and that I have a decent chance at coming out on top.  And as for your loyalties, they are much appreciated and will be rewarded in time.”  She turned to Sir Grant.  “The first thing we need to do is save the homeless.”

 “Be careful, Lady Serena, for I am about to tell you that you sound like a typical woman,” he said with a grin.

 “I am not your typical woman, so we shall set all of that ranting and raving aside.”  Her smile vanished quickly.  “Gregorich is planning to send all of the homeless to war.  That includes all the men, women, and children.”

 “That’s preposterous!” Grant exclaimed.  “Who would use children in a war?  Certainly not the Lordalens—even in their greatest hour of need they would do no such thing.  And women are rarely used in battle.”

 “The children would be used as food for creatures called Battle Eaters.  As for the women, they wouldn’t be fighting for the Lordalens,” said Silvia softly.  “They would be fighting for Rohedon.”

  “Must have missed that part,” Sir Grant said in a puzzled tone.

 “I have found out some disturbing news,” Silvia stated.  She glanced at Dalton.  “I had someone spy on the King last night, Sir Grant, and Gregorich claimed Rohedon as his father…He is to send off men to fight for Rohedon in two days’ time, so we must get the homeless out of his reach.  If he doesn’t know where they are, he cannot send them away and his father will not have more soldiers.  But where could we hide them?  I do not know this city well enough to say that anywhere is safe for them.  There can’t be a lot of places to hide a large group of people.”  Her shoulders slumped. 

 “There is an old temple on the southeast side of the city,” said Sir Grant.  “I remember it from my last visit here.  It could serve as a temporary hold for them.”
              “What was worshiped there?” asked Dalton.

 “I am not certain.   It was over twelve decades ago when it was abandoned.”

 “Well, let’s saddle up some horses and ride to what is left of the shelter and collect the homeless,” Silvia said.  “I won’t let him do harm to anymore of my people.” 

 Silvia, say no more! Keelan said.  He growled for emphasis.

But it was too late.  “Your people?” said Grant.  “How do you mean?”

 Silvia had realized her mistake, but didn’t feel like covering for it; she was tired of hiding.  “In a few days’ time you shall see.  Until then, speak not a word of this to anyone, or it will be our necks on the cutting block.  Now, if you would be so kind as to prepare three horses, I will go and change into my riding skirts.”

 “Absolutely not,” said Dalton.

 “All right, then I shall ride side-saddle in my dress.  We need to go before someone notices all of us are gone.”

 Dalton shook his head.  “It will look questionable if you were to go trolloping around on a horse so late at night.”

 “He is right milady,” Grant agreed.  “He and I can handle the situation ourselves.  You go on and rest, Lady Serena.”

 She nodded at them both, knowing they were in the right.  Why was she saying such hair-brained things?  She was going to walk off a cliff before she knew it was there if she was not more scrupulous.  “Goodnight, gentlemen.  Let me know tomorrow how everything went.”

 She turned and walked away.  On the way back to her chambers, she remembered the secret key still in one of the hidden pockets of her dress, and she went instead to the locked room on the third floor.  She peered around for signs of anyone coming, and quickly unlocked the room.  She shut the door behind her and breathed in the musty smell of the storage room.  She let her eyes adjust to the darkness and started to walk around the room.  She stared at the paintings of her family, and touched their faces tenderly, tears flowing from her eyes.  Finally she sighed, resigning to come back as soon as Gregorich was off the throne so that she could see the room without worry that it would land her in a dungeon cell.

  

  

  

 Half an hour after they left Lady Serena, the prince and Sir Grant approached the charred remains of the homeless shelter cautiously.  The wood had not stopped giving off a burnt stench that singed their nostrils, as if someone had tried to re-ignite the ruined wood several times.  The building had been quite large when it had been standing, and had left a lot of debris.  Burned furniture and debris littered the dirt.

 “Who goes there?” called a deep bass voice from the surrounding darkness.

 “No one, until we learn your name,” yelled Sir Grant in a gruff, no nonsense tone.

 A man appeared out of the shadows nearby.  He was short and slim and his voice was grave.  “I am called Gordon.  My sister, Lita, and I run the shelter…or ran the shelter when there was one to run.”

 “I am Prince Dalton of Wexford, and this is Sir Grant of Crider.”

 Gordon looked surprised, but undaunted.  “And what is your business here?  Royalty has no place in such a part of the city.  If you wish to burn us down, you will have to wait a while until we build the shelter again.”

 “We could care less about this shelter,” said Grant.

 “Then speak your business and depart,” Gordon spat unkindly.

 “Our business is the safekeeping of the lives of yourself and the rest of the homeless,” answered Dalton.  “The King has given all of you to Lord Rohedon to fight on his side of the war.  All of the homeless, even the children, shall be marched off in two days.”

 “I know Gregorich Hapshamin has no love for people who pay him no taxes, but I cannot see him selling us to that evil man!” Gordon said incredulously.  “And no one would be fool enough to send children into any war!”

“Oh, he didn’t sell you to Rohedon, lad.  He gave you away as if you were a herd of sick cattle,” said Sir Grant.  “And he did it because Rohedon is Hapshamin’s father.  And you don’t even want to know what will happen to the children.”

 The thin man shook his head in shock and despair.  “If this is true, what are we supposed to do?  I have nowhere to take these people where Gregorich won’t find us.  And the whole city is in danger if that bastard on the throne is in with a man known for his love of blood and battles.”

 “We know of a place that you may stay in for the next couple of days.  After that, you shouldn’t need to worry about being in danger when you come back,” Dalton informed him.  “We will find you the help you need.”

 “Why are you helping us?”

 Sir Grant slid off his horse.  “Because you have a friend in the King’s palace, Gordon.  She whispered to us in a secret meeting that Gregorich had plans for you.  She sent us to help you escape, so we have come to take you to a safe haven.”

 “Who is this blessed woman you speak of?” asked Gordon.

 “Lady Serena of Alwak,” replied Grant.  “But you may call her your savior.”

  

  

  

 Quentin appeared to the King as soon as Silvia had left the room.  He materialized behind Motilda’s hanging form as King Zacharias.  Stepping into the light of the torch, he relished the look of horror on Gregorich’s face.  He glared at him with what he hoped looked like pure malice.  “Your reign of lies is about to end, you fool.  Soon the Darkanians will have a new leader and it won’t be a child of Rohedon,” he said in a voice much deeper than his own.

 Gregorich’s eyes had widened considerably.  “Y-you’re just in my imagination,” he stammered.  “You cannot be real—you’re dead!”

 “I am real enough, and so are my warnings.  Beware of your doom.”

 Quentin willed himself to disappear and left the cowardly king quivering with fright.  He hoped what he had said was enough to put Gregorich on the edge of insanity, but it was almost too much too hope for.  For some people, a scene from the past would mean so much more, but he wasn’t sure how far Gregorich could be pushed before fighting back.

  

  

  

 When Silvia had bath water brought into her room, she and Keelan took a nice, private bath.  They were discussing all of the mistakes she had made in her meeting with Prince Dalton and Sir Grant, and how events would turn out in the end of things.

  “I only hope they are able to protect the homeless,” Silvia said.  “Innocent lives shouldn’t be given away like that.  It is cruel, and…What’s this?”  Her fingernail was tracing a large scar on his back.  It nearly looked like a picture, for it was round and appeared to have a small, four-legged animal with a bushy tail and a slender snout.  Or were her eyes playing tricks on her tired mind?

 Keelan glanced over his shoulder at her and shrugged.  “It is how I came to be able to change.” He told her the story of his first encounter with Zander.  When he finished, he realized Silvia was grabbing for the towel outside of the tub.  She picked it up and he moved aside so that she could exit the tub.  Her lips were moving a little, as if she were speaking to herself in an internal conversation.  “What is the matter?”  He saw that her eyes were distant and glazed as she toweled herself off.  He stood up, and took the towel as she finished drying off and got out himself.  “Silvia, will you speak with me?”

Her green eyes began to move around, a whisper coming from her parted lips.  “The carving on the stone pot beneath my parents’ statue in the courtyard, the one that shows my birth…It showed a dragon being born instead of a child.”

 Keelan became confused.  He was also getting chills, but did not want to speak for fear that she would lose her line of thought.

 “And then,” she continued, “in my mother’s diary, she said she had dreams right before I was born of a dragon…of me being a dragon.”  A smile placed itself gently on her lips and it seemed to bring her out of whatever reverie she was in.  “That is the answer!”

 He was now more than bewildered and getting on the verge of frustration.  “What are you talking about, woman of mine?  Are you suggesting that we find a live dragon to scare Gregorich off the throne?  That will be a rather daunting task, as there are none left on this side of the Great Water.  Remember they vowed not to return until the Parent Gods were recovered.”

 Her gaze fell upon him with sweetness.  “Do you not see?  It is a sign of my fate!  It was in Mother’s dreams, was carved in stone, and now the mark on your back makes everything clear.  Tomorrow morning I shall ride to Zander’s and ask him to make me a special coin—like the one he branded you with—only mine will be a dragon!”

 Keelan looked at her strangely, his eyebrows arched.  “My dear, are you feeling alright?”

  

  

 Chapter Thirteen—The Special One is Called
  

 Quentin now flew like the wind to Zander’s home in the shape of a horse he had killed long ago.  Strange how he was no longer uncomfortable using the white cloak to shape-change; in fact, he was beginning to be grateful for the unique abilities it offered and was more than glad that they would help to get Silvia in her rightful place.  He could not wait to see her on her throne, ruling the people she had been born to rule nineteen years ago.  Finally, he would do something that was for the good of someone else.  Maybe peace would be in his future after all.

 The streets of Darkania were deserted, allowing him to move quickly and unseen.  When he at last arrived at the old man’s home, he saw that the windows were shut against the cool night and he wasn’t sure if anyone was awake.  His horse’s coat quivered from the run, and he helped himself from a pail of water near the small pen at the barn.  When he turned to face the tiny cottage again, his white robe had returned, along with his human form.  He threw back the hood of the cloak and walked up the steps of the porch.  His hand trembled a little as he knocked softly.

 Zander opened the door a moment later, his face flushed from drinking.  “Quentin!  Come in my lad!”  He moved out of the way so the young man could enter and saw that many candles were still lit about the little house.  “I would have prepared some hot tea, had I known you were coming tonight—I thought maybe tomorrow at the soonest.  You said nothing when I spoke to you earlier.”  He fingered his stone, and winked at Quentin.

 “My apologies, Zander, but my mind was on other matters.  I hope I haven’t disturbed anyone’s rest.”

 The old man’s smile faded and his face looked more wrinkled in the candlelight; his white hair frayed out in the back in long wisps, as if he’d been leaning his head against something.  He placed a hand on Quentin’s shoulder.  “They are in the sitting room, by the fire.  I admire your courage, son, to face up to your past life.”

 Quentin nodded and watched Zander walk outside, take out a pipe, and sit down.   He sighed and walked into the sitting room.  Dessica he recognized immediately, but he did not know the man beside her.  Silently he delved into the memories he had stolen from Venicius and noted the man as the boy’s grandfather.

Dessica saw him first and gasped.  “Y-you are the one who attacked my home.”

 He didn’t agree to her remark, nor did he discourage it.  He merely stood there, his white robe shimmering in the dim light of the room.

 The man put out his hand as he stood up.  “I wish to be as formal as possible with this, so let us introduce ourselves, even though you may already know who we are.  I am Geremy, grandfather to a young man who was called Venicius.  This is Mistress Dessica, the adopted mother of your, um, newest master.”  Dessica nodded curtly, but did not put forth her hand to be shaken.

 “My name is…” Quentin paused, his voice breaking when he continued.  “My name is terror…demon…hunter of memories…murderer.”  His hand tightened upon Geremy’s.  “Or was, I should say.  My name now is saved…scorned… vengeful…and shamed.”  He blinked back the tears, but they came anyway.  “My brother and my Queen call me Quentin.”  He let go of Geremy’s hand and turned to Dessica, bowing as low as he could.  “But you may call me what you will.”

 Geremy and Dessica glanced at one another.  They had had a long talk earlier with Zander and had tried to prepare themselves for this meeting, though they did not know it would come this soon.  “Your friend Zander has told us many things,” Geremy began, “and one of them was that forgiving is the hardest deed because it is difficult to forget.  So, I suppose if you want to be forgiven, you must tell us your tale from beginning to end so that we may understand, although we may never forget.”

 Quentin said, “My story is long in telling.  But if you will hear it and the possibility of forgiveness lingers at all, then I will tell it.  But be warned: my life is…was horrible.”  He glanced at Dessica.

 “It is all right,” she assured him with a touch of wariness.  “I need to know the whole truth…about everything.”

 “Very well.”  And he began.

  

  

  

 The body had been disposed of; how and where he did not know, and did not care.  He had been shaken badly by Lady Serena’s behavior, not to mention the ghastly apparition after she had departed, and he had retired to his chambers with a large jug of borchum, with a little extra chopped deridam inside it for good measure.  He had locked himself in and sat outside on his terrace; nearly half of the jug was inside his stomach now.  He pondered on many things that had happened of late, especially the coming of his father in a few days and the beautiful woman on the third floor.  Would his father approve of her?  He rather thought that part did not matter.  He was a king after all—no one had the right to tell him whom he could marry, even if it was in the bylaws.  And why was his father coming to Darkania in the first place?  A pulse of fear went through his body at the thought of being replaced on the throne.  How many of his brothers and sisters thought themselves more than worthy of taking his place?  Most likely too many to count, and Zela had made it clear that something was going to be happening.  In some ways he did not care, for running a large city was very difficult at times and always stressful.  There were days when he wished on the stars that he could have a normal, simple life in a nice, quiet place out in the country.  

 His thoughts soon fell once more to the grace and beauty of Lady Serena.   Should he propose?  Would she even be likely to accept?  She was not betrothed or married (so she said) but sometimes women and their families set other standards.  She had suffered several insults by him and his own, the latest being the death of her servant girl.

Motilda…what had that idiot girl been trying to tell him before she went stupid?  He tried to clear his muddled thoughts, his mind swimming in the deridam.  He had gathered that Lady Serena was not who she seemed and that she was blood kin to royalty.  Who was she really and whom was she related to?  No answers came to his mind.  But if she was royalty, then that meant he wouldn’t have to worry about the bylaws at all, making things much simpler for him.  And what of her planned treachery against him?  Could there be any truth in that?  He supposed he would know soon enough although it did not really worry him.  Besides, maybe Lady Serena and himself could work something out if she wanted the throne so badly…a marriage may not be completely out of the question now.  But how could he believe someone such as Motilda, who switched masters in the blink of an eye?  He had no way of trying to find out the truth about his guest without insulting her anyway.  Perhaps he should just forget about the whole incident.  He thought about the book Motilda had said she had found and how she had apologized for the citizens of Darkania believing some ancient rumor or other.  He had not been able to decipher much through her incessant chatter.  Maybe this book she had spoken of would help him understand, but too many things pressed upon his mind at the moment to ponder much over it.  Moreover, she had not said where the book was or how she had even come about it.  Stupid girl.  Why did she go blank on him?  That had been very strange and unnerving, and he did not know how to explain whatever had happened.

 He shrugged.  Who cared, now that she was out of the way?  Not him, for sure.  One less thing for him to worry about.

 A knock on his chamber door brought his sluggish body to unwilling feet.  He walked back inside his room, saying, “I’m coming, I’m coming” in a slurred voice.  He opened the door to find the Captain of the Royal Guard awaiting him patiently.

 “Your Highness,” the man said, bowing curtly.

 “What is it?  Tis late, you know.  A king needs his rest.”

 George ignored that remark, noting the King’s obvious inebriation.  “Pardons, Your Highness, but I thought you might want to read this letter.  It came just moments ago.”  A tiny piece of paper was handed to him.  “It’s from Lord Algermark of Alwak: perhaps a response to the inquiry of the lovely lady guest.  It arrived just a short time ago by eagle.”

 Interested, the King peered at the letter, still sealed with a yellow owl, but the deridam within him was well at work.  “Read it to me,” he drawled to George, thrusting the letter back towards the Guard.  He shook his head, trying to clear it.

 George took back the unfolded letter.  “Very well, sire.

  

 ‘Royal Guardian of the land, King Gregorich Hapshamin of Darkania—

 I received your letter concerning ‘Lady Serena of Alwak’ and sought for her parents and family.  I have strange news.  There is a Lady Seryna in Alwak, and the only person of that name in our small city, although it is not spelled the same as you wrote it.  She is a very short, portly woman who breathes louder than a charging bull and has the same personality as well.  But if You may, Sire, there is a problem: She is here in Alwak at the present and is married with three children, so I doubt she could be in Your Blessed Palace at this point in time.  I am sorry to be the informer of bad news, Your Majesty, but your ‘Lady Serena’ is a fake, a genuine charlatan.  If I were one of your wise friends, my Lord, I would suggest ridding yourself of such a parasite, as they can be unseemingly dangerous.

In Your Servitude,                                                                      Lord Algermark’.”

  
 Gregorich’s fists clenched, his mind becoming clearer as he realized what this letter implied.  He snatched the piece of parchment from George’s hand with a low snarl.  “Breathe a word to no one, do you hear?” he hissed, and slammed the door in a shocked face.

 “Who are you, devil bitch?” he yelled to the night air blowing into the room.  “I curse you for your intrusion into my home!  Just you wait…I will have you no matter who you are, and you shall share my bed for eternity in a week’s time!”  He strode back and forth, thinking furiously.  Finally he stopped, a sneer forming on his handsome face.  “I know just the way to find out who you really are…the perfect person to look into your affairs without ever being seen.”

 Long ago, when he had been living in the city for only a few months, he received a visit from Perconia, one of his many half-sisters.  She had told him he needed help to gain the throne, and after much begging on his part she had revealed a strange spell to him.  It did not require much magic, which was to his advantage, for he was not strong in the art.  The spell offered him complete control of the one he cast it upon.  

 “The younger generations are easier to obtain as these servants”, Perconia had told him.  She had given him a queer garment, ensuring that it would give his servant amazing powers, and even invisibility.  They had scanned the crowds of the market nonchalantly that day, and she had pointed out a good-looking but rather scraggly young boy of about nine or ten.  Perconia had told Gregorich the boy would be ideal for the spell before wishing him luck and disappearing.  He had not seen or heard from her since.

 But the boy had proved to be an excellent servant.  His ‘Special One’ did not have a name, so far as he knew (although Gregorich would not have cared to have known it if he’d had one), and did his work well.  Why, Hapshamin himself had never shed a drop of blood to get the throne; his hands had quite literally been clean.

 And now, in a time of need, who better to call on than someone who was infinitely loyal?

 Summoning up old memories of the words to the spell, Gregorich slowly remembered every word in its correct order that would bring forth the Special One.  He began to chant them, softly at first, then louder and louder.  The words seemed to linger in the room before stretching out the balcony doors, searching for his slave.

  

  

  

 It was almost two hours before Quentin finished his long tale.  Dessica and Geremy were leaned back against the hard sofa, flabbergasted at all that he had said.  But neither asked any questions, or cursed him. He could tell Dessica was angered by much of the story, though it was hard to tell if she was mad at him or at Hapshamin.  As he concluded his tale he waited in anticipation for their reactions.  Much to his surprise and relief he received hugs and blessed forgiveness.  Zander had come in out of the humid night air to listen to the end of the story and was pleased at their response to the young man.

 “Well, that is said and done with, Quentin,” said Geremy.  “But have you any ideas on what to do about Raena?  I stayed within sight of the road we were traveling on for several long and uneventful hours today, but I saw her not.”

Quentin shrugged, pulling his shoulder-length white hair out of his face.  He seemed about to say something, but his body suddenly jerked right out of his chair, standing up.  His face was as pale as could be, the veins standing out in his neck as though he were straining against an unseen force.

 “What’s wrong, son?” Zander asked, jumping up from his own chair to grab the young man’s shoulders.  Quentin started shaking violently beneath his hands and sweat poured from every orifice on him.  “What are you shaking for?  Can you hear me?”  Pure fear had entered Zander’s blood as a terrible thought came to him.

 “What is happening to him?” Dessica shrieked.

 Not knowing what else to do (and silently praying to Chin, goddess of humanity, that his fears were unfounded) Zander grabbed Quentin’s sapphire in a tight fist.  He quickly let go, involuntarily taking a step back.  He had heard awful words from out of nowhere, and though he heard them for only a moment he felt drawn to a distant place.  His body shifted towards the door as thoughts of the palace darted in his mind before disappearing.  He shook his head to clear it and turned towards Geremy and Dessica.  “I believe Gregorich Hapshamin is trying to call upon him.  I do not see how Quentin is doing it, but he is fighting it fiercely.”

 “Can’t we do something?” said Geremy.  His face wore a terrified expression.  “How do we stop this?  If he goes back to Gregorich we’re all doomed and Silvia will hang from the gallows by morning.”

 A million things swam through Zander’s mind at that moment.  What should he do?  What could he do?  Making a hasty decision and hoping things would turn out as he wanted he clenched Quentin’s stone in one hand and wrapped the other around the young man’s chest.  He tried to ignore the other words, concentrating on the young man.  He forced Quentin’s head down and began whispering soothing words in Kieluna.  In this way he spoke straight into the boy’s mind by the stone he clutched, into his soul by the hushed words in his ear and his heart by the embrace.  He hardly noticed Dessica and Geremy also hugging him tightly, one on each side of the boy, also whispering words of encouragement.  Zander’s lips became dry, his voice hoarse, but he did not stop what he was saying.  He told Quentin to be strong, and to remember that Gregorich had no power over him, for he was free of his chains and bonds.  Quentin still struggled with the summoning, his every muscle straining to its limit.  Several long minutes passed with sweat and tears before Quentin began to mouth something over and over.  The spell Hapshamin was trying to cast became weaker, and he was able to speak in an out of breath manner seconds later.  The words he had been repeating were simple, yet apparently very important to him: My Queen.  The struggle ceased and Quentin collapsed to the floor, his mane of white hair splayed around his pale, sweaty face.

 Dessica retrieved a basin of water that was sitting next to the back door and a small cloth hanging on the wall above it.  She dipped the rag in the water, wrung it out and pressed it against the young man’s face.  Pity was in her features, and fright in her eyes.  Geremy was on his knees across from her, holding one of Quentin’s hands between his own.  All thoughts of scorn and any doubts about loyalty were wiped from their minds as they prayed for Chin to help the boy sweating as if from fever beside them.

 “He was very lucky,” Zander said.  He had risen from beside Quentin and stood beside the hearth, gazing into the low flames that couldn’t seem to keep the chill out of him tonight.  “Gregorich may know some magic, but I sensed its weakness.  He is not strong in the art, nor does he know how to harbor it.”  He paused, and turned to look at Dessica and Geremy with tears in his eyes.  “I didn’t do that alone, you know…I heard the voices of the others too: Silvia, Keelan, and Frero.  I doubt they knew what was happening, but they whispered their own words from their hearts to Quentin, and I believe they helped a lot.”

Dessica said nothing, and Geremy only nodded.  Zander had told them that morning the meaning of the sapphire necklaces and about the five guardians of Silvia’s life, including Silvia herself, who wore them.

 Quentin moaned on the floor and moved his head a little.  But his eyes did not open, and he spoke no more.  Zander could hear Silvia’s voice through the stones, fear and panic speaking through the blue sapphire.  He picked up his own stone and said, “I plan to hold Quentin here over night, for he is not well.  Gregorich tried to summon him, but he fought it with our help.  He has been left physically exhausted, and he is sleeping now.”

 We will be there first thing in the morning, Keelan said.

  

  

  

 And so it was just after the first rays of dawn pricked the sky with pink fingers that Silvia, Frero, Keelan, Maura, and Hans all arrived.  By their expressions anyone could see that they were extremely worried, and the dark patches beneath their eyes reflected the inability to sleep worth a damn.  One by one they checked on Quentin, who was laid out on a cot near the fire, still sleeping.  Maura helped Zander with a large breakfast and by the time everything was prepared Quentin had woken up.  He wouldn’t say anything about what had happened the night before, and no one asked him any questions.  His face remained pale and damp until after he had eaten a little food.

 After a quiet breakfast, Zander took Silvia outside for more lessons in Kieluna, although much of the lessons were now only things that he had heard of, but could not do or did not have the strength to do himself.  Silvia had been practicing incessantly every chance she got, and had learned quite a bit on her own.  They experimented with calling the birds to her, as well as other animals.  However, not all animals liked to be summoned.  The large deer that answered her spell was very angry indeed, and drove all of them indoors with the threat of his great antlers.  When they went to the river, they found that she was able to guide water to different courses via a small stream.  She learned to gather clouds, so that a brief storm slammed into Darkania quite unexpectedly.  While it was raining, Silvia tried something of her own and discovered a very simple trick to keep the rain off of her body, enabling her to stay dry throughout the storm while standing outside in the yard.  Zander cautioned against changing the weather, for it took great energy for most wizards and sorcerers, although Silvia appeared unaffected.  Zander was very surprised but relieved that the magic was not affecting her stamina.  It meant she would have a better chance against Lord Rohedon and Gregorich Hapshamin.  When the lessons were over (right after the rain shower, to be precise) it was mid-morning.  It was then that Silvia asked Zander to do her a favor.

 “Anything that I can, Your Highness,” he replied.

 “I want you to make a coin for me, just like the one you made for Keelan long ago,” she said.  “I want a large dragon to be carved upon it instead of a small animal.”

 Zander was taken aback, but took her request seriously.  “You know it will be painful to be branded with it?  And I cannot guarantee how long it will last.  For all I know its magic could fade away tomorrow, or next week, or even stay until your dying breath.”

 Silvia nodded.  “I do not care about the pain, and as long as the magic lasts for the next week I think the pain is worth it,” she said.  Or did she?  She did not want to be in extreme, long-lasting pain!  But if it was going to hurt a lot, then she wanted her own kind of dragon; no one would be choosing one for her.  “The scales need to have the essence and strength as to be arrow proof and sword repellant, and the wings must be great and beautiful.  I want the coin done with pigments, dyes, paints, or any way to make it have colors.  I need the tail to be long and whip-like, and I want it to be able to walk on two legs as easily as on four…And it has to breathe fire.”

Zander chuckled at the last request, but was still perplexed.  “Dragons are rather dangerous creatures, my dear.  When Keelan was first granted the ability to change into a fox, he went wild whenever he transformed.  You would need to be most careful.  What is this for, might I ask?”

 “To possibly help me to get my throne.  How long would it take you to make it?”

 “I can have it completed before you leave to return to the palace for dinner, if I begin as of ten minutes ago.”

 “You will then?” exclaimed Silvia.  “Oh, Zander, I am delighted!  I cannot wait!”

 “Well, I’m afraid you’ll have to,” he laughed.

  

  

  

 Silvia told everyone of her mother’s dreams and of the strange carvings on the stone jars.  Zander listened with particular interest, now knowing why it was so important for her to have the dragon coin.  As she finished telling him what she thought the meanings of the dreams were he began sharpening a piece of lead and drawing sketches on a spare piece of parchment, with Silvia at his shoulder to guide his hand in the right direction.

 “Make the forearms longer, so that I may walk on all fours like a true beast,” she would say, giggling at the thought.   Or she would make exaggerations with her arms as she talked about the snout she would like to have, and exactly the way her tail would curve.  Dessica laughed at the way her adopted daughter was acting, until she was told that Silvia would be branded with the coin in question.  She argued with Silvia and Zander until her face was a delicate shade of purple, but in the end Silvia won her over with charm…and a lot of begging.  Dessica finally gave in with the condition that she be present at the time of the branding.

 When the product was finished, everyone gazed at the golden coin with wonder and appreciation.  Zander had melted several old necklaces and rings to make it and had taken several long hours etching the detailed dragon onto the precious metal.  It was nearly half an inch thick and three inches wide.  All the finer details had been etched into the softened gold with the tip of a tiny bone needle, the curves flowing almost seamlessly.  The dragon had been painted with expensive bottles of paint that Zander kept for very special occasions, and the colors made the coin itself look as though the dragon on it were breathing.

 “I am going to have to excuse everyone from the house now, so that I may brand her with good concentration,” Zander said when it was time.  “She will have to be unclothed to the waist so that I may do this on her back as I did young Keelan.”

 Keelan wished to be there for emotional support, but Dessica would have none of it.  “You are not married yet, young man, so do not think that you can ogle at her naked body!”  Keelan managed to persuade Dessica to let him stay in the room, blindfolded, and under Dessica’s supervision.  Neither he nor Silvia bothered to tell her that they had actually seen each other naked several times now, even though their bodies were still unknown to one other.

 When the four of them were alone, Dessica (after making sure Keelan’s blindfold was very snug) unbuttoned the back of Silvia’s dress and slid it down to her waist.  She placed Silvia’s hands within Keelan’s, giving him a firm pinch on the arm to remind him that he would be watched.  Then she stood beside the Queen of Darkania, and watched Zander intently as he performed a sort of ceremony.  The old man said words in Kieluna that Silvia and Dessica barely recognized as he splashed scented water onto her skin.  Silvia closed her eyes and shivered as she thought of what was to come.

 “My Queen, I said this would be painful and I did not lie,” said Zander softly.  “Be prepared.”

He placed the coin, dragon-side down, in the middle of her upper back and pressed it firmly against her soft skin.  Unintelligible words were mumbled and Silvia gasped, clutching Keelan’s hands tightly as the coin began to heat up.  She felt it burning into her skin and shed silent tears, wondering if it had been this painful for Keelan.  She looked up and saw the worry behind his blindfold, the frown on his lips, and forced herself to loosen her hands.  The burning sensation was almost too much to bear, and she bit down on her tongue to keep from crying out.  Why, it was as if the sun itself had traveled from the sky and landed upon her back, so hot was the gold.  She marveled (briefly) how the coin was not melting.  A minute later it was done and Dessica was pressing a cool, damp cloth to her back and wiping away her tears.  She wrapped a clean cloth all the way around Silvia’s body a couple of times before slowly doing up the buttons on her dress, only letting Keelan remove his blindfold after the last button was done up.  He smiled and embraced Silvia carefully.

 “I am proud of you, my love,” he whispered in her ear.

 Silvia smiled at everyone, wincing a little as she moved.  Zander told her she could say a small spell to make the pain disappear for a while, but she refused.  “The pain is not as bad as the curiosity,” she said.

 “Of course.  You wish to try out your new shape-changing skill, do you not?” the old man said, smiling.  “I would love to see this myself.  But if you don’t mind, would you practice your transformation outside?  You may be rather small now, but you won’t be afterwards and I don’t need a new roof!”

  

  

  

 She closed her eyes and thought of the dragon inside her, the new being within her very soul that was yearning to be set free.  She could almost hear the dragon breathing heavily with anticipation at the thought of escaping her human form. Her body immediately started to shift and change, alternating into the body of a dragon.  It was the strangest thing she had ever felt, especially when the branded symbol on her back began to tingle.  It was akin to a thousand tiny feathers trailing softly against her skin.  When she opened her eyes she was more than shocked to find that everyone else was many, many feet below her.  She had to be twelve feet tall!  Spreading her giant wings, she looked at them with amazement.  The tough leathery skin was a deep, deep shade of purple and the veins showed silver through them.  Her arms were long and sinewy, yet covered with muscles, as were her massive legs.  Her hands still had five digits, though they were now scaled and had great talons on the ends.  She bent down, trying to walk on all fours and found it just as easy, if not easier, than walking on two legs.  

 Utterly delighted with her new image, she wished to see her face and went swiftly to the river, her dragon body moving faster than she expected.  Though she could run incredibly low to the ground, she was still too big for the tiny path she had walked on the other day with Keelan.  The sides of her folded wings knocked over saplings and took the leaves off the underbrush, breaking all the branches she came into contact with in her excitement.  Once at the river, she saw her reflection in the Tambian’s waters and stared.  Most of her scales were a deep purple mixed with deep blue and they shimmered, changing colors in the bright sunlight.  From the bottom of her long, lower jaw ran a pattern of broader, thicker scales.  They widened as they went down her neck and over her large smooth chest, all the way down to her tail.  Those scales remained the same color of purple and blue, no matter how the light changed.  Her face was long, broad at the top and tapering at her snout, where two small humps protruded for her to smell by.  Two long strips of silver streaked the top of her head, and on the bottom side of each was a large hole where her ears were.  Her jaws contained wicked, sharp triangular teeth that looked as though they could bite through anything.  Her eyes were still a vivid shade of emerald green.

What a wondrous creature she was!  How beautiful!  Silvia was more than pleased at her appearance and turned this way and that to look at herself.  She was excited and amazed.  Her senses had become finely tuned, and she could hear everything in the forest around her, even eavesdropping on Keelan and Quentin at the other end of the trail to the water!  Her eyes saw birds that would have been nearly invisible to the naked eye, so high were they in the clouds.  To think that she had tried to shun Zander and his magic!  She thought of Gregorich Hapshamin bitterly, not noticing how her eyes narrowed to dangerous slits in the water.  Would he be frightened of such a beautiful dragon?  Would he run screaming from her now or would he laugh at her?  She knew not how big and terrible the dragons were in his dreams, and she hoped this form would be enough to do him in.  She had a brief daydream of protecting innocent citizens from him before her mind drifted to the homeless shelter.  She prayed to Saphrite and Aklamon, the Parent Gods, that Sir Grant and Prince Dalton had gotten them away to safety.  Would Gregorich really have sent them off to help his father in the war?  Anger flared up and she saw tiny tendrils of smoke start to rise from her nostrils.  Looking down at her reflection, she grinned malevolently, and the dragon in the water did the same.  She took a deep breath and held it in her stomach, then let it all out at the water.  No air came out; only flames that seared the water, making it boil and cooking the fish that happened to be in the vicinity.

 When she returned to the others with a handful of dead fish that were already cooked, Zander laughed.  She had changed back (hesitantly) into her human form.  She smiled shyly and said, “How do I roar?  I can make fire, but I wasn’t sure how to roar.”

 “Dragons make fire from the pit of their stomachs—the never-ending pit of their fearsome rage.  I believe you should try to roar from your chest.”  He took the fish from her.  “What did you think?  You were a beautiful creature, I have to say.  Never before have I seen a live dragon, only pictures in books and paintings.  They were great, but terrible.  You, my dear young queen, change the very definition of ‘dragon’.”

 “I absolutely love it!  The way it makes me feel is indescribable and beyond belief,” she said.  She looked at Keelan and winked mischievously.  “I think I will be able to find many uses for this form.”

  

  

 Chapter Fourteen—Secrets
  

 One of the King’s Guards was waiting at the stables when they returned to the palace near sundown.

 “I wonder why he’s here?” said Hans, uncertainly glancing around for more.  A bad feeling settled in quickly.

 “It’s just George,” said Frero.  “He comes through the gardens sometimes and talks with me about plants that his wife has.  Interesting fellow.  He was here when your parents were on the throne, milady, though I don’t think he remembers me whatsoever.”

 “He is also Captain of the Royal Guard,” said Hans, glaring into shadowed corners of the stable suspiciously.

 “You’ve never mentioned talking to him,” said Maura with a huff of irritation.  “I thought you were supposed to befriend the Guards and tell us of it.”

 “That’s because he’s never talked of anything important,” Frero replied bluntly.  “Besides, you haven’t mentioned that you’ve been conversing with the laundry maid and the cook’s apprentice.”

 Maura’s cheeks reddened to that of a turnip.  “They are nice ladies, and I enjoy their company…okay, your point is now proven.”

 Willis came to help the ladies off their horses, and asked Hans to help take off the saddles and rub the horses down.  George walked over, trying to look at ease, and asked Frero to speak privately with him.  Frero obliged and they walked out into the open air amicably.

“I want to be clear on one thing first,” said the Captain in a quiet voice, though the others were well off.  “I am not supposed to say a word to anybody by order of the King; however, I like your mistress.  She reminds me of someone I cannot place and she warms my heart for reasons I do not know.  Now, everything I’m going to tell you is a secret to all but the King and me.  Please do not let on that I have done treason to my King by opening my mouth to you, or I shall visit the God of the Dead before it is my time.”

 “No one outside of my company will ever know about this conversation, friend,” Frero said solemnly.  His old heart was racing with fear: What could be so important that the Captain of the Royal Guard was afraid to speak a word of it?

 They continued walking, coming upon a small group of wild flowers.  George stopped and bent down as if to admire the pretty petals and Frero followed suit.  Neither looked at the other, but at the flowers and made motions at the plants as though speaking about them.

 “I do not know who your Lady is, but she is not who she puts on to be.  The King received a message yesterday evening by eagle.  It is from Lord Algermark of Alwak, and my Lord Gregorich knows that she has put on a front.  He is exceedingly angry with her, Frero, and I am afraid for her person.  He was screaming and cursing her in his room after he received the letter and has been stewing all day.  He is so mad that I doubt he will show even to greet his guests for dinner.  Tomorrow, after breakfast, he will have a council of war, for there are other things not to his liking that have occurred.  There, he is planning on revealing Serena and requiring her true name.  I do not know if my information helps or hinders you, but I am guessing the latter.  As I said, do not tell anyone but the people you are with and please…be prepared.  The King is known for making irrational messes over the simplest of matters.”  He hesitated, stroking the soft red petals of the wild flowers.  “If your mistress should feel the need to…to travel in the middle of the night, I can have it arranged.  I do not wish her to be harmed.  She reminds me of a woman I once knew…”

 “I thank you for your trust and confidence in me,” said the older man.  “My lady will appreciate your words more than you know and it will not be forgotten whom you have helped.”

  

  

  

 Frero awaited Silvia and the others at the door to the palace.  Minutes later they appeared and walked towards him.

 “My lady,” Frero whispered quietly in her ear, “I have most pressing news.  Let us have a meeting after we freshen up from our journey.”

 Silvia’s face remained stone smooth, showing no notion that she even heard him, except for a tiny nod of her head.  Everyone went to their rooms to change into clothes that didn’t smell like wet horses.  Ten minutes later they gathered in the Queen’s bedroom.  Frero related George’s words into the sinking silence of the room, and reiterated the fact that he could not be pointed to as a tattletale.  Maura and Hans were crestfallen, but Quentin and Keelan were nothing less than devastated. 

 Silvia stood up, looking at all of them in turn.  Her eyes were bright and her voice clear and sharp.  “Do not look so beaten.  We have not yet failed!  I had planned to confront Gregorich before Lord Rohedon comes, and I still plan to do so.  Do not lose faith in what we have worked so hard for.  We all knew the chances of Gregorich finding us out were high, especially with us right under his nose.  It only brings the time to fight him closer, and I believe we are as prepared as we are ever going to be.”  Her voice had started to quiver.  “His reign is coming to its end, my friends, and we must all be prepared for the most unexpected things.  Fear not the so-called King, for I am stronger in mind, magic, heart, and soul than he could ever be.”

Her speech stirred them and the depressing air seemed to evaporate, if only a little.

 “Okay, so what is the next step?” Quentin asked.

 Silvia flashed a magnificent smile under her watery eyes.  “Why, if Hapshamin starts acting out towards me, I won't deny that I am not who I said I am.  I will play games with his mind until the time is right to shatter it.  If he treats me as he has been doing, then I will laugh and play along.  I want all of you acting jolly, as though the weight of the world has been lifted from your sore shoulders.  Do not worry over what will happen.  I will take care of you all to the best of my abilities.  Do not let Gregorich see that we are bothered by anything in this world.  For now, we will be joyful and spontaneous, for great things usually happen quickly.  We shall run and hop and bounce down to dinner!” Silvia exclaimed.  “Let them all see that we are not afraid.”

  

  

  

 They did not run or hop or bounce.  But they did walk quickly, bumping into each other and laughing at anything and everything as though they’d taken a healthy dose of borchum.  An invisible Quentin was tickling Hans and Frero, and Silvia was pleasantly shocked to see that Hans was extremely sensitive on his sides and turned as red as a tomato from laughing.  Keelan ran in and out between their feet, and when he accidentally tripped Frero (who promptly fell on his face) they all laughed, but nobody as hard as Frero.  And so they entered the banquet hall, catching the diners’ attention at once.  They ignored the stares and curious whispers, dropping off one by one in their designated chairs.  When Silvia plopped into hers, her beautiful face was flushed with gaiety.  Prince Dalton and Sir Grant were puzzled, but pleased to see the young lady in such high spirits.  They gave each other a meaningful look.  King Gregorich was not there yet, if he was even going to show at all, so Dalton leaned over and whispered, “All of the homeless are safely away and are awaiting further directions from you for saving their lives.  I am sure His Highness is a bit peeved.”  He smiled when she giggled.

 “Good,” she said.  “Is he going to come down to eat?”

 “Yes—there he is.”

 Indeed, His Royal Highness had entered the dining hall and was nearing his hideous golden throne of skeletons.  He slid into his seat among the bones, a gruff look on his face.  He didn’t look at Silvia and she wondered if he was avoiding her.  The dragon within her smiled with malice.

 Horace the carpenter took the seat between the King and Sir Grant of Crider.  He gazed at Silvia admiringly and nodded his great, hairy head towards her.  “Looking mighty fine this evening, milady!”

 “Thank you,” she replied, giving him a bat of eyelashes.  The man actually blushed behind his great black beard as he turned his attention to the King.  They were talking liquor within a minute—Horace selling and Hapshamin purchasing—as Dalton and Grant began chatting with Silvia about the sudden storm that had hit Darkania in the afternoon.

 Lightly toasted frogs were the appetizers, along with lintel soup and an eggplant salad.  Breaded chicken livers, chopped pork, and turnip greens were the main course, served with garlic-buttered bread fresh from clay ovens.  Silvia and Keelan ate well after she filled their plates.  Silvia kept waiting for Gregorich to throw ‘Lady Serena’ off her seat with some rude or challenging remark, but it did not happen.  In fact, he did not even speak to her.  It was after dinner was over, while Sir Grant and Prince Dalton escorted Silvia to her chambers safely, that Hapshamin approached.

 “My lady.”  He stopped in front of her, his hands clasped behind his back.  His blond hair was perfectly combed and his hazel eyes hooded.

Silvia inclined her head at him, her eyes twinkling.  Keelan barked shrilly as he sat beside her feet.  Sir Grant remained motionless as he watched them.  He caught the prince’s eye to make sure he was paying attention as well.

 “Tomorrow, after breakfast, there will be a war council.  We will meet in my private discussion chamber.  Can I count on you to attend?”

 She smiled sweetly at the King.  “Of course.  I would not miss it—after all, you wished me to be in this council.  That was the whole reason you asked me to stay… isn’t it?”  Still holding Grant’s forearm, she went around the King without so much as a backward glance.

  

               

               

 Such arrogance! Gregorich thought to himself.  He was severely irritated by her walking off so rudely, without a proper dismissal.  He fumed all the way back to his bedroom, where he ordered his tub to be filled.  He needed to think; he was too stressed over this whole situation.  An hour later, he lay soaking in his porcelain tub.  He had already washed his hair and skin, but he still felt unclean and the water was too pleasant to be removed from.  He was giving a lot of thought to ‘Lady Serena’ and asking for her hand.  He decided he still wanted this exotic, intelligent, and beautiful stranger as his wife, as much for spite for lying to him as anything else.  The very thought of her body underneath those sensuous dresses of hers kindled a soon flaming passion, arousing him to the highest level of desire.  He would ask her tomorrow at the war council, in front of everyone.  How could she say no to him when she found out he had something over her: her own identity?  Easy enough…she couldn’t.

  

  

  

 Silvia turned up the wick in the oil lamp by the fire and opened the large magic book to her current place.  She had learned a very simple spell the other day that deeply enhanced one’s memory of any and all spells and enchantments.  Thus, during the hours of reading she did that night, she learned dozens more, soaking all of it up as a cloth soaked up water.  When at last she put the book down she felt too drained to take a bath.  So she doused the lamp and went to bed.  Keelan, having retired long before her, wrapped his long, muscled arms around her as she crawled sleepily under the covers.

 “Good night, my Queen,” he mumbled in the mass of dark, curly red hair.

 “Good night, my love…my King,” she whispered back sleepily and fell into oblivion in his embrace.

  

  

  

 The morning was bright and warm, with a few pleasant, fluffy clouds there and about the sky.  Birds twittered happily to each other and the light breeze bore the scents of a variety of flora and fauna.  Silvia awoke to find Keelan pacing nervously about the room.

 “Get dressed,” he said quickly.  “You are summoned to breakfast by Gregorich.  A message was slipped under the door a few moments ago that you and he are to have a private breakfast.”

 Silvia felt a nervous flutter in her stomach, but quickly suppressed it, remembering her words of light-heartedness the night before.  “I expected a bigger show of confronting me,” she said.  “Pity.  I was looking forward to a challenge.”  She rolled out of bed and strolled out to her wardrobe.

 Keelan followed, a worried look written all over his face.  “My Queen,” he said, “you know I would kill him if he were to lay one finger upon your delicate flesh.”

“Do not fret so!” she responded.  A roguish smile glinted on her lips and gleamed in her eyes.  “I am not as delicate as he thinks.  If he decides to place his hand upon me in any way I promise I shall bite it off.”

 When she was freshened up and had dressed, Keelan accompanied her, in fox form, to Gregorich’s breakfast nook, for she had read the directions in the note Keelan had shown her.  The King’s breakfast room was two doors down from his bedroom on the opposite end of the castle.  After being admitted by a servant at the door, Silvia waltzed into the small room.  Cheerful paintings of flowers and sunrises littered the walls of the narrow room amid two small tables with stools scooted beneath them which were crammed against each wall.  The marble floor was as yellow as the rising sun coming over the world and shone brilliantly.  At the far end of the room was a glass door leading onto a balcony.  A table laden with fruit was waiting and two high-backed chairs inlaid with gold flanked it.  Hapshamin was sitting in one of the chairs, staring at her as if she were the only thing in the world to gaze upon.

  

  

  

 Gregorich stood from his chair as she stepped outside.  By the goddess Saphrite, was she beautiful!  Enveloped in a sleeveless brown dress with a white hair cover and white pearls adorning her wrist, she walked towards him, her hips swaying almost erotically under the cloth.  Her fox hopped into her lap as soon as she was seated.

 Annoyance flared up within him.  “Do you ever leave that animal anywhere else?” he asked.

 “No, I do not,” she answered.  She plucked some strawberries from the giant bowl of fruit and began eating daintily, dipping the fruit in a small saucer that had been filled with grains of sugar.

 Hapshamin shrugged.  Who cared about her dumb animal anyway?  Not him, for sure.  More important things were on his mind than that tiny brute.  Perhaps when they were wed he could arrange for something to happen to her furry friend.  He grabbed a pear and held it up, elbow lazily propped on the table.  “Do you know what is so interesting about amok pears?”

 Silvia lifted her shoulders in return and said, “I’m sure I don’t know, but I find it a bit intriguing to see a King so bewitched by a piece of fruit.”

 Gregorich pretended to ignore her comment.  “The amok pear, when ripe for picking, has a very voluptuous shape—a sweet tear drop for those who are poets.”

 “Now poetry?” Silvia said quietly, not looking at Gregorich.  She could feel the tension in the air and in the way Keelan’s fur was almost standing on end.

 “You know this type of pear is juicy in every part, my dear, but if you should stand it up on its bottom for several days, you’ll find that it is juiciest at the bottom, although the top is still sweet and enticingly wet.”

 Silvia kept nibbling on the strawberries, wondering where Gregorich was going with this conversation.

 “And the interesting thing here (to me, anyway) is that you remind me of a pear: sweet-looking and voluptuous, ready to be plucked.”  He saw Silvia blush profusely from the corner of his eye and was pleased.  He continued his harangue.  “But I’m beginning to wonder, Lady Serena, I really am.”

 “About what, Your Highness?” she said in nonchalance.  “If the fruit will rot before you finish this speech?”

 He finally looked at her straight, his gaze intense.  “You’ve been here for days, milady, walking on your tiptoes to make as little noise as possible—even riding away before dawn and staying gone until the late evening.  I am wondering if you are avoiding me, milady.  This angers me because I do not wish to be ignored.  I also think that you might be hiding something, although I don’t know what that could possibly be.  Tell me, Lady Serena...are all of your juicy little secrets at the bottom, waiting to be bitten into?  Are they waiting to be found out by those who would seek them?”

She tried to keep her hands from shaking as she fed Keelan a few bites of her strawberries.  Staying her voice, she said, “They just might be, my Liege.”

 He leaned back into his chair, the sunlight bathing his handsome, babyish face as he took a large bite out of the pear; the juice shone on his lips like clear blood.  “You know, I swear I know your face from somewhere.  Have we ever met prior to your servant being murdered?  What was his name again?  Raymond?”  He peered at her quizzically.

 “His name was Romone,” she said with a touch of anger.  The man was dead, but he deserved respect.  “And I have truthfully never been to Darkania before this trip…But maybe we met in an earlier life.”  She rose, shooing Keelan onto the stone deck of the balcony.  “I will see you at the war council, Your Majesty.”  She left, Keelan clicking alongside her.

 Gregorich threw his pear down on the table and didn’t bother to pick it up when it wobbled off and dropped to the stone floor of the balcony.  Where did he know her from?  And why did she act so arrogant? Her familiar looks had haunted him since the other night when he first perceived her great beauty, and her actions had teased and taunted him since his first sight of her.  No other woman had ever intrigued him so, nor had any other woman ever angered him as ‘Lady Serena’ did.  For a few moments he recalled her confronting him over the fox meat, and the way she had stood up for Motilda—the night he had slapped her.  He winced a bit at that memory, for had he known she would step in front of the servant girl, he would have never raised his hand.  Thinking of Motilda, his mind went back several evenings to when he had slept with her.  She had babbled about that damned book—whatever and wherever that was—and he had hardly listened.  His loins had been without a woman for nearly two weeks, and desire had overcome him.  Motilda had been the first person to hint on Lady Serena’s false identity.  He had started wondering then of Serena’s intentions inside the palace.  Was she actually plotting treason and murder?  Was the war council the only reason she was still there as his guest?  He intended to find out everything there was to know about her.

  

  

  

 Her room was full of cheer when she returned.  Maura and Hans were tied up in a humorous game of chess and were giggling like adolescents over who knew what.  Frero was singing old tales to Sir Grant outside on the balcony, his voice wizened with age to a hardy tenor.  Silvia smiled as she came into the room, her own unease forgotten in their gaiety.  Keelan trotted onto the terrace and sat down to listen to the songs, his furry ears twitching to the singing.  Silvia trailed after him and asked Sir Grant if he was enjoying himself.

 “Immensely, Lady Serena, immensely!” he said, and clapped his hands as Frero finished another song.  “I haven’t heard these since I was but a lad!”

 “And what brings you to my chambers, Sir Grant?”

 “I merely arrived early to accompany you to the war council, milady,” he replied.  “But your manservant here was singing magnificent tales of old and I felt obliged as a lover of music to sit and have a listen.  I must say that Frero has talent.”

 “Really?” Silvia was surprised.  “Well, do we have time to hear one more?”

 “We should, if Frero would enlighten us,” said Sir Grant.

 “Indeed I will, if you will bear with me,” Frero said.  His cheeks were flushed from singing and he took a sip of water from his cup on the table to wet his parched throat.

 “A girl walking on the sand
Happened upon a strapping young man
 Waist to feet was nothing but scale
 But from there up he was male
 Him half fish, her fisherman’s girl
 She withdrew her knife and gave it a twirl
 With a jump he awoke
 At her knife’s first poke
 “’What are you doing out of the sea?
 Waiting for Death?’ said she.
 “He said, ‘I’m waiting to find a bride
 To go with me into the tide.
 If I do not find her before the night,
 Scales will overcome me—a fish for life.’
 She smiled and brought a draught of wine
 And a slab of her neighbor’s best swine
 Soon the potion started to work
 And the girl’s smile turned to a smirk
 The man turned to fish as he fell asleep
 And the fisherman’s girl had fish for a week.”
  

 “What a wonderful little story!” Silvia laughed.

 “Now you see why I stayed to lend a listening ear,” chuckled Grant.

 Bringing her thoughts to other things, she asked where the war council was to be.  He told her it would most likely be in the bottom-most area of the palace, beside the dungeons.  The sounds the prisoners made, he explained, would drown out any conversation that someone could overhear, though he doubted anyone could hear through the walls anyway.  He expected the summons to the war council at any time, and it came right after Silvia applied a few drops of scented oil on her wrists as she freshened up a bit.  They departed, walking slowly down the corridor.

  

  

 Chapter Fifteen—A False Identity
  

 Sir Grant was right on the mark.  He and Silvia met with Prince Dalton and (to her surprise) Eulonda, and all were led to the dungeon level of the palace.  As they walked Silvia saw the cruelest means of breaking someone down.  One man who was found guilty of stealing his father-in-law’s cattle was being burned slowly all over his body with branding irons.  The scent of burning flesh turned her stomach in a not-so-pleasant direction.  Another man was being stretched to the point of his skin ripping, his eyes nearly coming out of his skull in pain and his mouth open in a spine-chilling scream.  Silvia tried not to be sick as she walked on, trying her best to ignore the howls of agony coming from every corner.  Dalton muttered something lewd about letting a lady see such punishments.  They all felt as though these poor souls had been put on display as if to show the King’s power of authority.

 Gregorich Hapshamin was waiting in a large room between two torture chambers (that were also currently in use) and had walls a foot thick.  A wide circular table with five chairs sat gloomily in the center of the room.  The screams of pain and moans of despair filled the hall and the surrounding rooms, reverberating off the walls to send shivers along Silvia’s spine.  She could not help feeling sorry for the souls imprisoned in this dungeon of doom, but all the same she felt relief that her bed chamber was several floors up and out of earshot of these miserable people.  How would she be able to sleep tonight, knowing what was going on down here?  She wondered if she would ever be strong enough to send anyone to these dungeons when she was queen.  Sometimes things had to be done and she understood that; but she felt that these punishments were too extreme.

 George shut the door of the room with one last pitying look at Silvia; the silence that followed was deafening.  Everyone pretended not to hear the bolt going into place, locking them inside.

“Please, have a seat,” the King said.  He waved to the four seats around his and waited for them to sit down.

 As she took her seat between Grant and Dalton, Silvia looked about her with unease.  The room wasn’t very large and was solid stone.  The table and chairs were the only furniture, besides a long table that was most likely reserved for larger councils.  It sat against one wall on its side, the legs sticking out stiffly.  A brazier blazed against two blackened walls in a corner and torches lined the walls.  They hardly took the chill out of the room; the thick stone kept no heat below the palace.  Illuminated by the torches was a grand map hanging on the wall behind Gregorich, showing part of the countryside in great detail on its leather.  She felt the King’s eyes and looked up to see him gazing at her curiously. 

 “Have you lost your precious pet, milady?  I hope nothing bad has come upon him.”

 Silvia felt a twinge of nervousness and tried to fight it off.  She smiled sweetly.  “No, my Lord, I have not lost my companion.  It is the smell of death and the dying down here that turns him away.  He is about your great palace somewhere.”  That was only half the truth.  He was trying to find his brother, who had not been heard from that morning at all.  She was on her own, as no servants whatsoever were allowed in such important councils.

 Hapshamin nodded; his face took on a grave expression.  “I do not wish to beat around the bush so I will get straight to the point: Sooner or later Darkania will be right in the middle of the Lordalen War, and I fear that it will be sooner than later, if you want to know the truth.  Lord Rohedon has now conquered the Lordalens and wants to expand his reign.”  He paused as Eulonda covered her mouth and let out a small squeal of terror.  “Wexford is now surrounded and is trying to hold the siege that has come upon them.  But their strength is weakening, and soon they shall be overtaken.”

 Each person stole a glance at Prince Dalton, whose eyes were fixed on the table.  His face was unreadable.  His jaw was clenched tightly and a vein ticked on his temple.

 “What are your suggestions?” Eulonda asked.  “Surely we can help if they are so close!”

 “I plan on sending a small army with Prince Dalton to Wexford, and—“

 “No,” Silvia said loudly, and everyone, including Dalton, looked at her in surprise.  “Do not send him there with only a small army.  With Rohedon’s army the size that it is, what good would that do?  If their city has nearly been conquered, then it is alike to sending him to his death, and then there will be no heir to the throne of Wexford.  Or is that what you’d like?  Tell me, my Liege, are you trying to kill off all hopes of saving Wexford?”

  

  

  

 “Quentin, where are you?” Keelan muttered softly.  He was inside Silvia’s room, alone and in human form. He did not want to use the sapphire to contact his brother for fear of distracting Silvia from the War Council.  He had done a quick run of the castle, but had found no trace of his brother.  Frero, Hans, and Maura were also on the lookout.  He was about to pick up a book to browse through when he heard labored breathing and footsteps in the corridor.  Keelan transformed into the fox and hid behind the plush green couch.  He heard the door open, shut, and the lock click.

 “Keelan?” he heard his brother whisper.

 “Here,” said Keelan quietly, transforming as he stood up.  A second later Quentin appeared, rushing into the bedchamber.  Keelan followed, and struck a piece of flint into one of the torches to get it burning.  When he saw Quentin’s harried face he wished he hadn’t.  “By the Dark Moon, brother, what is wrong?” he asked.

“He knows,” he panted, his face pale even against his white hair.  “He knows who she is!”

  

  

  

 “No, I am not,” Gregorich answered a little unsteadily.  “I am merely trying to help, as I am sure you understand.”

 “Well, I would think it wise to send an army of substantial size or send one not at all.  How hard would it be to attack a small company of ordinary men when you are an empire?  Do you even have a trained army?”

 Gregorich swallowed visibly.  “No, madam, I do not.  There hasn’t been a need for one, until now.”

 Sir Grant let out a minute sound of disdain, clearly displeased that such a large city had no army.

 “Now my point is ever more valid.  Your Highness.” Silvia stared at the King with a blank expression.
              The prince sighed heavily.  “The lady is right, Sire.  I should not go back until Rohedon has left Wexford alone or unless I take a massive army.  I’m afraid I must take refuge here, King Gregorich, if only for a little while.”

 “Then you will not go with the men I’m sending out in the morning?” Hapshamin asked curiously.

 “Wait…you’re still sending an army?” Sir Grant barked gruffly, puffing out his chest.  “Why in the world for?  Any small count will be slaughtered mercilessly!”

 “Darkania is a very big city,” Eulonda said.  “Surely we can send more than a few soldiers?”

 “He doesn’t have ‘soldiers’,” said Silvia bitterly.  “He only has his Guard, who will stay here to guard his person.” She was having a problem holding her tongue today.

 “I cannot leave the city unprotected,” Gregorich said as he frowned.  “But I also have to help in any way I can, even if I cannot send a large number.”

 “Help whom, exactly?” growled Grant.  This comment received a vicious glare from the King.

 “I am sending out a small army of a couple hundred men regardless of what will happen.  I will not hear people say that while Wexford fell I sent no help.”

 “So you’re sending men to die needlessly?” Prince Dalton spat.  “And you wish me to go as well?  I am proud of my country and would fight to the death for it.  However, Sir Grant has a logical point.  If Rohedon really does have a large army, then you are sending people to be butchered.  It’s suicide, Your Majesty.  But whilst I am speaking, let me say this: Wexford has not fallen yet, so do not act as though it has.”

 Gregorich sighed, clearly more than irritated.  “I’d have thought you of all people would have supported me helping your country.  But I will think on what you have said tonight.”  He turned and looked at the map behind him, saying softly, “So little time left for us if Wexford is indeed surrounded.”  He traced his finger from Wexford to Darkania.  When he turned back around, his face was puzzled.  “I am concerned about something else.  A very troubling situation, though I would not necessarily call it a problem yet.”

 “Pray tell,” said Eulonda, though she was the only one who appeared interested in what he had to say now.

 “Our homeless have disappeared,” Hapshamin stated, “and no one knows where to.  What has been rebuilt of the shelter is barren.  Completely abandoned, I should say.  Do any of you have any inkling as to what might have happened?”

 “Perhaps someone murdered them all,” said Grant softly.  He and Dalton knew better than to look at each other.

 “What do you care anyway?” Silvia said.  “You abhor the very thought of the homeless.”

The King looked as if he wished to say something smart in reply, yet bit his tongue instead to silence the remark.  “Well, if anyone knows some information or has heard of where they are, send word for them to come back…I’ve found a new home for them, as well as one for my prisoners that I do not wish to house any longer.”  He cleared his throat.  “Is there anything else you wish to discuss while we are here?”

 Eulonda spoke up.  “Since Lordale has been conquered and Wexford is encompassed, how will this affect our market?  And what will we do if the war nears us?”

 “We will fight, of course,” said Gregorich Hapshamin as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.  “Unfortunately the besieged cities will practically crush our market trade.  The prices will have to rise dramatically if we are to stay on our feet.”

 “Surely in a time such as this a King may use his treasuries to help keep his kingdom out of debt and poverty,” Silvia said.

 “I have stated before that my treasure is used to pay my Royal Guard and feed them, as well as other servants that need paying.  A palace has a hefty price for its upkeep, milady,” Hapshamin reminded her.

 “I agree with Lady Serena—there is no way these people could survive such a drastic change in the economy,” added Sir Grant.  “The gods only know half of this city is already nearing poverty.”

 “Darkania would fall in on itself and die,” said the prince.

 “But royalty is only supposed to use the bulk of their treasuries in the greatest of needs,” said Eulonda.

 “What do you think this is?” Grant barked at her.  His anger at the King was very evident.  “There is hardly anything worse than a failed kingdom in which everything gets ruined.”

 “I don’t think you are right,” Eulonda said quietly.

 Hapshamin shook his head.  “I don’t either.  The economy will have to build itself up anyway and the treasury would only go so far in helping.”

 “And then people would begin seeing you as weak and challenging you for the throne,” said Silvia.  “Such a pity that would be.”

 The King could have thrown daggers from his eyes at her remark.

 “Perhaps a city-wide restriction on food would help,” said Dalton.  “My parents did that once when I was but a child.  We were in a bad year for crops and the restriction helped stabilize us.”

 “You still are a child if you believe some sort of fast or diet will help us when we are that damaged.”  Eulonda glared at him, her full figure shifting in its seat.

 “All right, all right.  Calm down Eulonda, my dear.  We’ll just discuss this another time,” said Gregorich.  “After all, the war has yet to reach our fair city.”  He paused, drumming his fingers on the table.  “Before I dismiss everybody I have something to say to Lady Serena.”  He gazed at Silvia’s startled expression. Briefly he wondered why she scooped up the sapphire at the end of her necklace, which had been had been resting comfortably against the brown folds of the dress she wore.  “I have become all too aware that it is time I started something new.  Ever since you arrived here milady, I have been smitten with you.  You are a very free-spirited young woman, and yet extremely conservative and proper.  It would be a great honor, therefore, if you would be my Queen, and bear the heir to my throne.”

 Eulonda gasped, and then clapped her hands delightedly.  Sir Grant glared heavily at Hapshamin, then switched to an anxious expression as he turned to hear Silvia’s answer.  Prince Dalton was flushing deeply in anger, the vein in his head pulsing rapidly.  Everyone waited.  Silvia’s hand clutched her stone so hard that her knuckles were white; at the same moment, elsewhere in the palace, Quentin, Keelan, and Frero seemed to be frozen in time.  Zander was on his knees in his bedroom, praying to the gods earnestly.

“I…am already taken, Your Majesty,” she answered, her voice a little too high and unsteady.  “I am already betrothed.”

 Eulonda’s jaw had dropped, and Dalton looked crestfallen, but relieved.

 Gregorich’s face reddened.  “Then why do you not wear an engagement piece upon your finger?” he shouted in fury as he pointed at her hand.  “You have said already that you were not promised!”

 Silvia hid her emotions and steadied her voice, easing her iron grip on her sapphire.  “Sometimes people ask too many questions when one is known to be engaged.”

 “And sometimes they do not ask enough questions when you do not show signs of being spoken for,” he seethed.  “For instance, telling your correct name and where you are really from?”

 This time the prince and Sir Grant did look at Silvia, as she calmly remained under the rapid fire of Hapshamin’s accusations.

 “Tell me who you are.  I have written proof that you are not ‘Lady Serena of Alwak’, so do not try and escape the truth.  Are you running from your future husband?  If so, I can help you, and give you a kingdom of your own to boot.”

 Eulonda was watching the situation with eyes greedy for the truth.

 “I run from nothing and if I did escape the truth, I wouldn’t be the only one, Your Majesty.”  She watched in satisfaction as the color drained from his face.  “And I do not deny what you say.  I will tell you more than you want to know tomorrow.  Until then I would suggest patience.”

 Gregorich was fuming as he walked to the door and pounded on it with a closed fist.  “Tomorrow morning you will tell me in front of the whole city who you are.  And if you are lying about anything you will pay.  George!  Open the door!”  The King glared at them all.  “Dismissed.”

 Flanked by Prince Dalton and Sir Grant, Silvia walked briskly to her room.  Hans, Maura, and Frero were already in the room, waiting for her.  As soon as the door was shut and latched, herself and her escorts inside, she collapsed onto the sofa, crying.

 Keelan changed into human form immediately, not caring if the two men saw or not.  Quentin appeared a second later and both kneeled by their Queen.  Keelan took Silvia into his arms and ignored the utter astonishment on Dalton and Grant’s faces.

 “Be calm, my love,” Keelan said.  “You must be strong.  It’s not over—we…we have more bad news.”

 Silvia tilted her head to look at him.  “I do not know if I can take anymore.  My burdens are already so heavy!”

 “You can take it and you will take it,” he said, “for that is what a queen does.  A queen’s burdens are never light, my love.” He kissed her brow gently.

 This soothed her and she accepted a handkerchief from Hans.  “Prince Dalton, Sir Grant, I must apologize for deceiving you,” she said quietly.

 “I am sure you will explain…but a man who appears out of nowhere and a shape-changer,” said Grant, staring at Keelan warily.  “How can we trust someone who doesn’t know their true shape?”

 “And who is this ‘man’ anyway?” asked the Prince.  One could tell he was trying hard to keep a hateful sneer from forming on his face.

 Keelan’s face turned stony as he rose to face them.  “My name is Keelan.  I am the man of Queen Silvia’s engagement.”

 “’Queen Silvia’?” questioned Prince Dalton, looking around Keelan at the beautiful young woman on the couch.  “You really are royalty?”

 Silvia stood up and attempted to appear tall and proud; she did not fall shy of this mark.  “I am the daughter of King Zacharias and Queen Madeline, and I am the true Queen of this city.”

Pure shock covered the prince’s features.  “But…you were said to be stillborn—even I remember the tales of you and I was just a child,” he said.  He shook his head in disbelief.

 “You being alive is a miracle of all the gods, milady,” said Sir Grant.  “I remember as well how your parents were forced from their throne.”

 “My parents wished me to survive the turmoil of the city and hid me away.”

 “The Dead Queen has risen to take her throne,” Grant whispered, bowing low as Dalton genuflected.  “I always knew you were a Lady, but I had no idea you were a queen.  I apologize for any offense I have ever given you.”

 “Oh, please, you have not offended me.  I consider you both friends.”  She looked at Keelan sadly.  “So what is the bad news?  We might as well get it over with.”

 Quentin answered.  “I’ve been following Hapshamin all day,” he said.  “After you left your private breakfast with him he began swearing that he knew your face from somewhere and that he would eventually remember from where.  I tailed him when he went for a stroll around the palace to sort his thoughts.  Then it seemed as though he had an idea and he began walking quickly towards your room.  But he went to the locked room at the back of this corridor instead and I was able to slip in beside him when he opened the door.  He walked up to one of the pictures, stopped, and stared.”  He swallowed as Silvia’s blood ran chill.  “You know that Motilda spoke of him entering that room only at night, so that he could not see the faces of his past but still be reminded of it.  The painting he stopped at was one of your mother, milady, when she first married your father.  She was only a year or two older than you in the painting and the resemblance…well, you know already that you could be her mirror image.”

 “I have seen the paintings in that room, and know of what you speak,” Silvia whispered.  “What else have you to say?”

 “Just this: that he was so terrified and confused and angry that he didn’t know what to do.  He said, ‘What perfect irony.  The queen’s stillborn returns to marry the treacherous King.  How suitable…Motilda was right.’  That’s exactly what he said, Your Majesty.”

 “I do not know the whole story, milady, but it sounds as if you are in the greatest of dangers,” Sir Grant said.  “But I gave you a vow on my sword to help and I mean to keep it.”  He drew his broadsword and laid it at her feet, bowing low again.

 Hans, Maura, and Frero appeared a bit puzzled, for they had not been informed of Silvia’s late meeting in the garden.

 Prince Dalton drew his sword also, a long, jeweled blade retrieved from a studded leather scabbard.  “We both made a vow and together we will place you on your throne if it means killing Gregorich Hapshamin ourselves.”  The beautiful sword was laid at her feet as he bowed next to Grant.

 “If you are true to your word and you help me take my throne and crown I will reward you.  For I will get my throne…or I will die trying.”

 “Perhaps we should get you out of the city until we come up with some sort of plan,” Grant suggested.  “If need be we can hide you to protect you—you are too important for the city to lose.”

 She shook her head.  “I refuse to hide from him.  My parents may have been forced to leave the city, but he will force my hand at nothing.  And I will not marry that foul toad of a man; I will tell him tomorrow my true identity and retake the throne that is mine.”

  

  

 

 Anger consumed every inch of his being and fright made every blond hair on the back of his neck stand up on end.  Was she really the dead queen’s daughter come back from the Land of the Dead?  Surely it couldn’t be Madeline herself, for ‘Lady Serena’ was too young.  Perhaps she was only someone who happened to look just like his predecessor, and she had no idea of whom she looked like.  But that was unlikely.  After all, Motilda had warned him that she was of royal blood and that she was scheming against him.  Damn her!  He stormed about his room in a silent fury, his brain working hard.  If she really was the heir to the throne, where had she been hiding for the last nineteen years?  And who had hidden her?  He thought of her servants and smiled grimly to himself, betting that they had probably worn some sort of oath to King Zacharias and his wife.  The only real question was what to do now?  Could she be made to marry him?  If so, her servants would have to go.  He wanted no one who was personally involved with her and loyal to her to be around—even her damn animal.

 It was too bad his Special One had disobeyed his call the other night.  He could have been very helpful right then.  But Gregorich knew he would turn up in a week or two, as he always did.  Until then, he would do his best to even the odds against his beautiful guest.

 His malicious smile widened.

  

  

  

 Silvia went onto the balcony, requesting that she be left alone for a while.  She closed the tall glass windows and stared over the land.  Inside her guestroom the prince, Grant, and the others had a long talk.  They told brief stories of how they had come to be in Silvia’s service and what had happened since they had arrived.  They talked of Zander as well, for the stones had to be explained once Grant and Dalton noticed that four people were wearing the exact same necklaces.  Prince Dalton asked why she wouldn’t use magic against the King, but Keelan told him that Silvia did not want the citizens to believe they’d been manipulated by magic; she wanted to expose him for what he was more than anything.  And no one blamed her for wanting to get the throne back as smoothly as possible and with the complete support of the Darkanians.  The people of the city would not take too kindly to a strange woman who murdered their King while she was his posing as his guest.  

 Dalton and Grant revealed some of the rumors going around Darkania about ‘Lady Serena’.  It was said that her beauty was so exquisite as to rival some of the goddesses and that any man who looked upon her fell for her completely.  The murder of her servant man was believed to have been caused by jealousy between the two men, and that the one who was murdered was her secret lover.  Some were saying that she would be King Gregorich’s mistress from now on, and that he invited her to stay with him because she was with child—his child.   Many did not have faith in her story of where she came from, and told tales of places far away that had women of her beauty.  And of course it seemed that the whole city knew of her helping the homeless and respected her for it.  Derik had done his share of telling how Lady Serena had protected him without shame, and the homeless that Dalton and Grant had helped to escape had whispered their tales into listening ears as well before they had vanished into hiding.  Stories were now being told of Hapshamin himself.  A good number of people were enraged at his desire to use the homeless vagrants in the city for war and the women all seemed to think it improper that he insist on Lady Serena staying at the palace to take part in a man’s council.

Presently, someone rapped loudly on the door.  Quentin and Keelan worked their magic, disappearing, and Dalton and Grant hid in Silvia’s bedchamber.  Hans answered the door.  It was Borys, dressed in a gray tailored suit that had seen better years.  “A man is outside the palace and wishes an audience with your mistress.”  His sharp brown eyes flickered to Silvia standing alone on the balcony.  “Shall I see him in?”

 “Who is he?” asked Hans.  “Not just anyone is allowed to have audience with Lady Serena.”

 “He calls himself Derik, sir.” Borys looked as though that should explain the man’s presence.

 “Just a moment.”  Hans went to the glass doors that exited onto the balcony, opened them and spoke softly to Silvia.  When he returned he told Borys, “Send him in.  He is an acquaintance of the Lady.”

 Silvia remained alone outside until Derik joined her.  He bowed and kissed her hand with respect, but his eyes kept straying to her previously unseen beauty.

 “What brings you to my company on such a fine day?” Silvia asked him.  What could be so important that he would come to the palace to have a conference with her?  The gods only knew she did not need any more attention brought upon herself.

 Derik took off the small, round hat on his head and held it in front of him; his hands fidgeted restlessly along the brim.  He cleared his throat, started to speak, and cleared his throat again.  Silvia waited patiently for him to talk, remembering he was a tad bit shy.  Finally he said, “Milady, I come with curious news.  I am not sure if this is about you or not, but I thought it might be well to inform you of it anyway.”

 “Go on,” she encouraged.

 “Well, I had just gotten off of my kitchen duty yester-evening when this strange, bedraggled woman entered the tavern of the Home Away From Home.  She had a disheveled appearance that made her look stark-raving mad and she acted very odd.  She began to go up to people, grabbing their arms, spinning them around to face her, and babbling away.  While the innkeeper, John, was paying me my day’s work, she approached us to ask if we had seen a young woman traveling with several servants.  She described someone wearing a veil and a head piece, who was slim in appearance.”  He stopped, stuttering a little.  “Your company of servants and your disposition led me to believe she was speaking of you.  So, I asked her name and why she was seeking a girl by that description.  Her attitude turned rather severe.  She said her name was Raena and that this ‘Silvia’ had murdered her well-intentioned grandson in cold blood.”

 “And did you say anything of me to her?” Silvia was apprehensive.

 “I thought it best not to, but John said that someone of that description had left the inn several days ago, and that she was going by the name Lady Serena.”

 “Oh dear.” Silvia turned away and walked to the edge of the balcony.  She looked far and wide, but felt small and helpless.  “Where is this woman now?”

 “She took a room near mine at the inn and asked no more questions of you.  If you would, Lady Serena, is she speaking of you?  Have you really murdered someone?”

 She sighed and spun around slowly.  “I am afraid she is speaking of me; however I have never harmed anyone, much less killed them.”

 “How can she speak so ill of such a respectable woman?” Derik muttered.  He contemplated her words, and then nodded.  “My back is very badly bruised, and my body aches from my experience with Madam Brooke’s cane five nights ago.  My mind is now filled with the thoughts of your compassion on that night, and I cannot honestly say that I think you would kill anyone…milady, there is still so much I owe you.  What would you have me to do?”

 

  

 Chapter Sixteen—The Dungeon Queen
  

 Raena was eating a light lunch in the tavern, thinking about her plans.  The innkeeper had informed her that ‘Lady Serena’ had stayed there and Raena snorted at the thought.  Silvia passing as a woman of stature?  Well, she would show her…

 Completely immersed in her thoughts, she did not see the three men enter the inn.  One pointed in her direction and watched as the other two came up to her.  Her chain of thought was broken as the men sat down across the table.

 “Who are you?” she asked warily.  She was an outsider in this city and was in search of a murderess.  She needed to be careful.

 The older man spoke.  “We hear you are on the hunt for a certain woman by the name of Lady Silvia.”

 Her heart began to beat faster and she set down her sandwich quickly.  She had no cares about who these good citizens were, now that she knew why they were seated at her table.  “What do you know?” she said eagerly.

 “Only this,” the striking black-haired fellow said, “that she left the city yesterday morning.”

 The news was extremely disappointing.  She had thought she was so close!  Her mood quickly went sour again.  “Where did she go?” she asked sharply.

 The slightly older man answered.  “No one is really sure, but we heard it might be somewhere near Crider.”

 “You’re not sure?  Well I simply must catch up to her,” she mumbled to herself.  Then to the men, “Excuse me, gentlemen.”  She went off in search of the innkeeper, trying to remember his name.  Jim?  James?  Behind her the two men left unseen on fine horses, bound for the palace.

 She found the innkeeper outside with the chickens; he was feeding them shelled corn and seeds.  “Pardon me, Jesse—“

 “The name is John,” the innkeeper interrupted tartly.

 Raena ignored him and continued.  “I have just been informed that the girl I am looking for has taken off to Crider.  No one knows if she is going to that city or one near it, nor why she has left, although it is likely she knows I am now on her trail.  So, I must also take leave.”

 John smiled inwardly with relief.  The woman had appeared the night before in a crazed state, seeking information.  When she had found the knowledge she sought, she began begging people for spare change so that she might rent a room for the evening and have something to eat.  Indeed, and much to John’s displeasure, she had gathered enough snicks to rent a small chamber for the night and buy two large meals.  But he knew she would not have enough snicks to rent for another night without leeching more coins from his respectable customers.  That was something he did not care for at all: He did not allow beggars into his inn.  So upon hearing this news, he was very pleased.  He always said he wished his inn to be known for its good standing, and that it was profitable for him when people heard how nice his inn was compared to others.  So, he decided to help the woman out a little, as much as he didn’t want her returning.  “Well, madam, when she left the Home Away From Home, she went to stay at the palace.  Perhaps someone there knows for sure whither she went.”

 Minutes later, Raena had talked herself into a dirty old carriage with an old man and his wife, who were heading in that direction.

  

  

  

 Silvia, Hans, and the two brothers rode to Zander’s home for lunch so that Silvia could practice with Keelan on throwing daggers.  After a while of practicing that, she wanted to practice transforming into the dragon.  As she stood by herself at the Tambian’s edge, she changed into the dragon over and over until she could change almost instantly in a fluid motion.  It seemed to get easier and more natural every time her body’s form shifted.  She got a breathless exhilaration each time the scales began to cover her body, and by the gods—she was big!  In dragon form she was a over twelve feet tall and was an easy a thousand pounds of wings, scales, tail, teeth, and hard muscle.  Gazing at the mirrored image of herself in the rippling water, she wondered at the majestic beauty of such a creature: so great and terrible and horrifying, yet so elegant and graceful and powerful.  A truly royal beast.  She stared at herself in awe and respect.

However, she wished to do more than just stare at her watery reflection…she wanted to test her wings.  Tentatively, she stretched them out to their full width—over twenty feet from wingtip to wingtip.  She watched a couple of birds take off from the trees nearby, looking at their flying strategy.  She began to flap her wings; strong gusts of air whooshed all around her and upon glancing down she was astonished to see that she was several feet off the ground.  She flapped her wings harder, using surprisingly little energy, and over the treetops she went, soaring above the lush green boughs.  She circled the immediate area several times, gathering speed.  Then, seeing Zander standing outside his little cottage with the others, she raced down from the heavens and alighted with a slight trembling of the ground.

 “Well, my dear!” Zander exclaimed in a startled tone.

 “I never imagined seeing something like this,” said Dessica.  She set her mug down beside Geremy’s on the small table they had brought out onto the porch, and smiled at the man next to her warmly.

 There was still one more thing Silvia wanted to try.  She stood on her back legs and pointed with long, leathery, taloned hands towards the water trough beside the road and spoke in deep, guttural tones.  Zander watched the trough change into a giant striped cat and back again.  He thought he understood what she was trying to do.

 “So you can still use powerful magic when you’re a dragon!” he said.  “Splendid!”

 Silvia changed back to her human form, beaming with pride.

 “Is there anything you cannot do?” Hans asked.

 “I do not know.” She shrugged.  “But I know there is nothing I won’t try.  The throne will be mine soon.”

  

  

  

 Raena was dropped off less than a quarter mile from the palace.  She straightened her skirts and smoothed out the wrinkles as she began walking.  And while she walked, she started to think of all that had happened in the past week and a half.  She still ached for her beloved grandchild.  He had not deserved to die—especially at the hands of a woman who had been the one dearest to his heart.  A stab of jealousy pained her.  How could he have given all of his love to her?  Shouldn’t he have loved Raena more than any other woman?  After all, she loved him and had raised the dear child almost as her own.  Why had he wanted to marry that girl so badly?  Silvia must be one of Jorgul’s servants, causing disruption and mayhem wherever she went.

 And Raena’s poor, poor roses!  So beautiful and healthy, just as Venicius had been.  Oh, damn that wretched redheaded girl!  Because of Silvia her precious ‘reds’ were rotting in the ground, and Venicius was now doing the same.

 Her thoughts wandered to her meeting with Dessica and how she had plied the right information out of the woman.  It had been so easy to discover where Silvia had been going, and almost as easy to sneak away from Dessica and Geremy.  Anger flared up from the pits of her stomach at the thought of her husband.  He had switched sides and come after her as would a hound dog, along with that hateful mother of the murderess.  They had raced her until the back wheels broke and her stupid horse collapsed, causing her to be thrown from the cart.  And she didn’t even want to think about washing horse manure out of her hair and off her face.

 Her face reddened as she remembered and humiliation ran down her face in the form of salty tears.  Betrayal by the man she had loved for decades was too much for her to think about.

 She recalled the days she had spent with Baird and felt a coil of revulsion waiting to be sprung inside her.  The man had been nice enough at first, but he liked to drink as he rode.  And the more he drank, the friendlier he became…until the third night.  That was the night Baird became so intoxicated with his own liquor that he attempted to rape her.  However, he had ended up passing out on top of her while in the process of trying to keep her skirts lifted.  She had managed to roll him off and grabbed a small hatchet lying atop a basket full of odds and ends in the cart.  When Baird woke up late the next morning, she threatened to hack off certain male body parts if he so much as thought of trying that again.  Baird consented to this forceful request and stayed sober the rest of the trip, likely fearing that she might use the weapon against him in revenge or for spite.  Once in Darkania, he had dropped her off in a side street and made his way to a ram-shackle, two-story house, where half-clad women beckoned to him.

“Watch where you’re going!”

 The harsh voice brought Raena back to the present and she realized that she had walked right into the belly of one of the Royal Guards.

 “I am so terribly sorry!” she said, curtseying.  “I was distracted by this horrible news I have come to give to the King of this wondrous city.”

 “And what news does a common woman have to give to royalty?” the Guard barked.

 Raena put on a grave face to match her mood.  “One of his guests murdered…” She looked off, trying to decide whether or not to tell the lie.

 But she had struck a chord of curiosity and the Guard prompted her.  “Murdered whom?”

 Her eyes teared up and her breath quickened.  “She murdered my whole family.”

  

  

  

 Gregorich stared at the Guard with mild surprise.  “Send her in, I suppose.  There’s no harm in hearing the woman out.  Maybe she has an interesting story to tell.”  He did not say that he was thinking of Lady Serena or her servant woman, even though they were his only female guests.  The woman brought before him had her gray hair pulled so tightly into a bun that it stretched her facial features to a nearly comical point.  Her brown leather boots were steeped in dry mud and the hem at the bottom of her dress was dirty as well.  Her gnarled hands were clasped at her stomach, her eyes wide with an emotion he could not recognize.

 “My Lord,” she said, and bowed awkwardly.

 Gregorich caught himself staring at her muddy boots, wondering why she had not bothered to clean them before appearing in front of a king.  “What is it you have to tell me?” he asked, pulling his eyes from her apparel and walking around his desk.  He had little patience for those who cared not how they looked in front of royalty.

 Raena could tell by the King’s tone that he was impatient.  Clearly he was not one who appreciated others galloping about the subject.  “You have a woman going by the name of Lady Serena staying here as your guest, do you not?”

 “Yes.  What of her?  Hurry woman, for I have other matters that need my attention.”

 “Your Highness, she is not who she says she is.”

 Hapshamin rolled his eyes.  “Tell me something which I do not know.”

 Raena smiled wickedly.  “I know her real name, for one, and I know where it is she comes from.”

 The King leaned forward to listen.

  

  

  

 Silvia and the others arrived at the palace early in the evening to excited rumors of a dragon sighting just outside the city—the first in over two hundred and fifty years.  Silvia tried to appear astonished at the thought of a dragon back on this side of the Great Water, even though on the inside she was elated that the rumor had reached the confines of the palace.  Perhaps Gregorich Hapshamin would hear that one of his nightmares was sighted and would be hiding away in his rooms somewhere.  

 But he was at dinner to eat roasted goat sprinkled with bay leaves and lemon juice with everyone else.  Slices of potatoes were heaped in large bowls, running with butter, and platters of chicken livers littered the giant table.  Turnip greens and mustard greens steamed near the overflowing plates of fruit.  The dragon rumor flitted about the table, quite nearly causing a debate or two about the search for the Parent Gods over the Great Water.

 When crème-filled pies were placed upon the table for everyone’s enjoyment, Silvia happened to glance up to see Gregorich staring at her in a most unusual way.  She was annoyed and a little unnerved.  “Why do you look at me so?”

“Meet me in the courtyard after dinner,” he replied in a flat voice.

 She did not care for his dismal tone one bit.  “I refuse to meet you in a place that is not peopled.”

 He shrugged.  “Very well, then.  We shall do this another way.” He took a long draught of whiskey, set it down, and rose from his seat of golden bones.

 Silvia took this as a sign that he wanted to talk right then and so she also stood up.  Stealing a glance at Keelan to make sure he was following her, she ambled after the King away from the dining table a little ways, where they could talk in loud whispers without being overheard.  When they stopped, they were facing each other, but Silvia’s back was to the dinner table.

 Hapshamin smiled and his eyes twinkled mischievously.  He smoothed back a rogue strand of blond hair and said, “I know some things you think I do not know.”

 “Such as, Your Highness?”

 “I know you murdered those people, Silvia.  I also know you come from a large estate six days’ travel from here…not Alwak.”

 Silvia’s heart wanted to stop beating.  Raena must have gotten to Gregorich, she thought miserably.  How had that happened? Dalton and Grant were sure they had thrown her off the trail; they had been so confident when they had returned earlier.  But the man before her had just said her true name, and had accused her of—wait a moment.  He said she had murdered ‘those people’.  And just who were ‘those people’?

 “Whom was I supposed to have murdered?  And how many?  I haven’t the time for silly games, my Lord.”

 “You murdered that poor woman’s family while they slept—all five of them.  Why, the woman herself barely escaped by hiding under the dirty linens.”

 What in the Dark Moon had Raena been saying?  Silvia was getting more and more lost, and it must have shown on her face for he laughed aloud at her.

 “What?” he said sardonically.  “Do you not remember cutting their throats one by one so they could not scream and warn one another?  It was only sheer luck that you stumbled in your strange surroundings and by doing so aroused the attentions of that old woman.  I am only glad she lived to tell me the tale of your wickedness.”

 She did not like his mocking.  “I have not the faintest idea what you are talking of and it is beginning to grate my nerves.  Do I honestly look like a murderess?”

 His smile vanished, replaced by a sneer.  “You have already proven yourself to be a liar, so why not a murderess?  After all, I would bet my palace against a wooden cottage that you come from the same place as that young man who came to dine at my table the other night with Horace.  Did you murder people in your own household as well?  Did you run away from the crimes you committed there?”

 “How dare you even think that I could be capable of such things!” Silvia said, folding her arms across her chest.  “I do not understand why you would want to believe such a tale.  Honestly, Your Majesty, do you believe everything someone tells you just for the simple fact that it sounds interesting or ghastly?”

 “You can pretend all you like, milady, but you know what you did to your lover and his family.”  He moved closer to her, standing only a little taller than her.  His breath was hot on her face.  “And if you do not agree to my engagement proposal you will be sentenced to execution for murdering those innocent people…tomorrow morning.”

 Silvia’s anger boiled over.  “Oh yes, that will win you a sure wife in the future.  I can hear the ladies of the city gabbing about it already: ‘Oh, he had her executed because she refused to be married to the likes of him!  Can you imagine what sort of a beast he must be to do such a thing?’  It wouldn’t be prudent of you to sentence me to death, Your Highness.”

“And it would be prudent to let a murderer walk the streets of my city freely?”

 “Why not?  You walk the streets freely, after all.”

 Gregorich’s nostrils flared.  “Are you truly accusing the King of Darkania of being a murderer?”

 “Perhaps I am,” she snapped.  “Is that so far from the truth?”

 “What truth?  What have I done to make you accuse me of this?”

 “Who says I am accusing?” she taunted.  “I am only hinting.  But it should be a crime to take children away from their families for your own evil purposes.  After all, it would be close enough to murder if you destroy a family by separating it.”  She hoped she was not exposing Quentin too much, however it was too late to stop now.  Her blood was rushing through her veins so hard that she almost felt dizzy.  She also had a queer urge to turn into her dragon form, to show the king what it was to be afraid.  She wanted to see his fear, was craving seeing the look on his face when he finally realized that his end was near.  If only she could do it now!

 For his part, Gregorich Hapshamin appeared a bit confused, but also very wary of the unforeseen conflict that he was having with his guest.  “I do not know what you are speaking of, and I do not care.  Whatever it is that you are implying has little relevance to the conversation at hand.  You have a choice, Lady Silvia, or whatever your name may be.  You can die for your terrible sins and cleanse my city of your filth.  Or, you may repent on all that you have done and start over by marrying me and living a full, healthy life as the queen of one of the grandest cities this side of the Great Water.  Most people do not get so lucky; they live or they die as the gods would have them do, and they get no choice in the matter.  You do.  You should seriously consider your options, my dear.”  His face was intent as he frowned upon her, his forehead creasing deeply under his crown of blond hair.

 Silvia let go of her fury, raising her voice only a little.  “You disgust me!” she hissed into his face.  “You believe so many things, and yet you believe in nothing but yourself and what little hold you have upon your city.  I am no murderess and I will not stand to be called one unless it is so.  And if you think,” she said in a lower, more dangerous voice, “that I would ever marry the likes of you, you’re wrong.”

 “Because of this so-called engagement you already have?” he said in contempt.  “No doubt you are still spitting lies.  However, if you would like I can have your ‘engagement’ called off.  I am a King, you know.”

 This initiated a warning growl from their feet, where Keelan was standing, his hackles raised.

 “It will certainly not be called off or canceled in any way for any reason!”  She tried to take a deep breath to calm herself.  She wished she could put her hands around his throat and squeeze until there was no air left in his body.

 “Is that your final decision?” Hapshamin said with a touch of genuine sadness.

 “Yes,” she said with conviction.  Her eyes were narrowed and she had taken a step forward without realizing it.

 “Excuse me, Lady Serena.”

 Silvia turned to see Hans standing nearby, a fatherly look of worry on his face.  “Yes, Hans?”

 “I was wondering if you need anything before I retire?” He looked pointedly at the King with absolutely no sign of respect.

 “Accompany me to my room in a moment, if you would.  I am feeling a little tired myself.”

“Of course, milady.”  He walked off a little ways to wait, but not without glancing back.

 Gregorich began talking again, drawing her attention.  “If that is your decision, then I must now act on it.  I am sorry that you have chosen the shorter path.  Lady Silvia, you are now officially in the custody of the King’s Guard and are no longer a guest, but a prisoner in my palace.  You are sentenced to death by hanging as you hang for the murders of five known individuals whilst they were unaware of your vengeance.”

 Silvia’s mouth dropped open as Gregorich grabbed her arm roughly and led her out of the dining hall.  She heard shouts from behind her and looked back to see Hans and Frero wrestling with the Royal Guards in an attempt to follow.  Everyone had risen from the dinner table, unsure of what was happening.  Dalton and Grant were quickly heading towards a side door, watching her over their shoulders.  One of the Guards had somehow grabbed Keelan and was holding the struggling animal with all of his strength.  Hope fled out of her body as she saw her love being held captive, and although she briefly wondered where Quentin was, she did not hold any faith in getting rescued.  Through many different passages and down several long flights of stairs she was taken.  Her nightmare of Gregorich changing into a hideous monster flashed through her mind.  Terror overtook her and in her shock, she hardly fought against the king.  She couldn’t make herself change into the dragon in so small a space, or she’d bring the walls and ceiling caving in on them all.  Slowly, the moans and groans and screams of pain grew louder and clearer as they got closer and closer to the dungeons.  By the gods, was she to be strapped up to one of those awful contraptions, tortured in her last hours?

 “I wonder what your parents would have to think about your failed retribution.  A pity the situation has turned foul for you.  Tomorrow morning the prisoners will be sent off to war after you are executed, my dear.  Until then, you shall be placed among them in a last attempt to change your mind,” he said smugly, tightening his grip upon her arm.  “If you choose to be my queen all charges and accusations against your person will be dropped and you will live a happy and spoiled life.”

 Tears had formed in her eyes, but Silvia refused to let them fall.  “You are a cruel, wicked person, my Lord.  A spoiled wife for a spoiled brat trapped in a man’s body…is that what you want?  You are selfish to think that everyone will bow down to your will because you are king.  I intend on teaching you a thing or two before my execution.”  She had no idea what she was saying, and didn’t care.  She was to die in the morning, ruining all of her plans to regain the throne and take revenge for her dead parents.  Her anger was mixed in a despair so deep that her thoughts began to get muddled.  How could she salvage this?  How could she prove who she was to her people and get her crown in a single night?  Her mother and father floated before her mind’s eye with discouraging looks, and her tears finally burst forth.  “You cannot do this!  It just isn’t fair!”

 Gregorich chuckled darkly as they came upon the entrance to the dungeons.  George and Stefan opened the door with very puzzled looks and let them in.  Her cell was really a cage within a cage.  The largest holding cell contained a tiny vertical cage within it that was only six feet high and five feet across.  Dirty, half-starved men gawked and gaped at her as the King himself unlocked the outer door, took her to the little cage, and threw her in.

 “Normally we keep the women in small cells in another dungeon where the men cannot look upon them,” Hapshamin said in a nasty voice.  “In this case…I will make an exception.”

He slammed the door and locked it, leaving her to the deprived creatures that were already sticking their arms through the bars to touch her.  When he got out of the big cell and locked that door as well, the King yelled, “Tell me in the morning if your mind changes!” and he left.  George and Stefan were ordered to follow him, leaving not one Guard behind to help her.

 Silvia was horrified and scared beyond belief.  What would she do?  There was no one to aid her—she recalled the images of Keelan, Frero, and Hans being restrained.  She hoped that Quentin was with Keelan now; Keelan would need him badly when she was put to death.  But how would she fend these prisoners off?  They crammed their arms through the steel bars and ripped at her dress, speaking obscenities to her.  Many tried to jerk her to the sides to reach her better.  How many were there?  At a guess she would say fifty in the big cell, and many others throughout the dungeon.  And what would happen if they pulled her completely to one side when half of her clothes had been ripped off?  She couldn’t pretend not to see the body part that a lot of the men had already exposed, nor could she ignore the murmurs of sexual requests and orders that hummed through the crowd.  She was too frightened to even try her magic, and wouldn’t have been able to concentrate on a spell anyway.  She sobbed openly, screaming for them to stop and trying to fight off their hands.  Her dress was torn badly in many places already, exposing her naked flesh.  She thought about turning into the dragon (cursing herself for not doing it on the way down to the dungeon and gobbling up that fool of a king) but she was afraid the steel cage would limit her transformation or make it excruciatingly painful.  She cried out as her nuuisaket was pulled off roughly, at the same time avoiding a grimy hand that was trying to grab her breasts.

 But then the men stopped grabbing at her and yelling bad things, all of them becoming silent almost as one and backing away from the cage.  Silvia looked about wildly, not understanding why they had stopped.  She tried to scoop the remains of her once beautiful dress about her body to hide her skin.

 “Look at her!”

 “Is it really her?”

 “Can’t be—she’s too young.”

 “Queen Madeline?” one asked uncertainly.  He looked older than Hans did, especially the way he cocked his head to one side to look at her better with an eye that wasn’t clouded over.  “Is that you?”

 Silvia now realized what had stopped these men from trying to ravish her.  When her nuuisaket was torn off, it let loose her full mane of red hair, and with her face she was her mother’s twin.  Trying to take charge of the situation now that they had quit attacking her, she stood up on shaky legs.  Gathering up her nerve she composed herself and tried to look regal.  Lifting her head up high, she said, “I am Madeline’s daughter, her only surviving child, and the true ruler of this city.”

 “She died at birth,” said one man.  “You cannot be her.”

 “I was hidden away in another place.  My death was faked for my protection.  I have returned to seek my place.”

 For several long moments they did nothing but look at her and she didn’t think they would believe her words.  But then one by one, and two by two, they all went down on one knee, crying apologies and pleading for forgiveness.  Silvia was a little surprised they were so easily convinced but used those minutes to calm down and quit shaking.  She tried to think of a spell that would repair her dress, and was rewarded with hasty magical stitching.  It was strange to watch, and the men around the cage gasped and pointed.  When the magic was finished with the dress she could hardly tell that it had been damaged at all except in spots where large pieces had been torn away.  She resolved to perfect that spell when she next had the time.  She began to look at the bars keeping her inside the cage.  What could she do to get out?  And did she really want to be out there anyway?  A few moments ago all the men in the big cell had tried to rip her clothes away; what would happen if she were not locked up, but out there with them?  Or did it really matter at all?  She was to die in the morning anyway.  Yes, she would die, the prisoners would be sent to fight for Rohedon, and the city of Darkania would fall to even more evil ways.

Sighing, she leaned against the bars, speaking softly in Kieluna, trying to find the right things to say to escape from her prison.  After a moment, the bars began to quiver underneath her skin.  She stepped back and watched in awe as two of the bars started bowing out towards the other bars, slowly making a hole for her to slip through.  Grateful that it had worked, she climbed out of the small cage.  The bars went back to their original shape behind her.  Everyone scooted out of the way to make a path for her as she walked to the bars of the outer cell.  She went out of the big cell in the same fashion and turned around, exhaling a breath she didn’t know she had been holding.  Perhaps she had been afraid they would resume their vicious sexual assaults on her while they could, but all were still genuflecting to her.

 She cleared her throat and said, “I shall return when I can.”  She began to turn away, but the men started to stand up, each of them pleading for her forgiveness.  They begged for their lives, and they begged for mercy and a quick death.  She let them apologize profusely for several long minutes, knowing that each of them needed to say their piece on how sorry they were for trying to take advantage of her.  All of them seemed to speak at once, but she heard the sincerity in their voices, saw the tears of regret.  When she had heard enough, she raised her hand, and all went quiet.  “I accept your apologies, though I do not condone your earlier behavior for an instant.  What you tried to do was wrong, and I hope that you learn from it.  Speak not a word of what you did to anyone, and no one shall ever know you did me wrong.” Keelan and Hans would personally murder every one of them for touching her as they had.

 One man, small in stature, stepped forward.  She recognized him as the man who had stolen cattle for she could easily see the welts on his arms and neck where he had been scorched with the iron.  “My Lady,” he said, bowing slightly, “I overheard one of the Guards earlier this day say that we were to be sent to Wexford in the morn’ to fight in the war.”

 Silvia dropped her head and shook it sadly.  She tried to think of what to do and what to say.  She did not want to lie anymore.  Finally, she looked up at each one of the ragged men: they were scruffy, unshaved, despairing…And yet a light had appeared in their eyes, and she could almost swear it was some form of hope, a new dream reborn in their depressing lives.  For a moment, she herself felt the weight of the world upon her back.  Who was she to think she could help all of these men?  And how?  One could tell they were depending on her to sustain their last remnants of dreams of freedom.  It was then that a familiar face came forth through the crowd of prisoners, a face that she recognized but never imagined that she would see again.  He only wore a faded pair of breeches, and a pair of sandals that probably hurt his feet more than the cobblestone and rocks of the city streets.  Silvia’s heart thudded; she wanted to bring forth the hate and disgust that she felt for this wretched individual with the tombstone face, but could not do it.  She would never have thought he had been the person on that horrible stretching device, but his skin sagged and drooped where it connected to his torso.  At his armpits were nasty, bloody cracks where the skin was already trying to heal back together.  A flood of pity washed over her and she reached out to clasp the hand of the man who had murdered her servant.

 “My Lady,” he said.  “Forgive me for what I have done.  A miserable lying murderer such as myself doesn’t even deserve a second glance from a true queen, but I thank you.”

 “Thank me?  For what, Lano, may I ask?”  She was puzzled by his words.  He had killed her servant and was now thanking her?  Talk about strange irony.  What would Romone have thought?

“For speaking the truth in the court of the King and striking down the filth streaming forth from my venomous mouth.  I deserved my punishment, milady.” He glanced down at his body, his shoulders slumping.  The motion pained him.

 Silvia nodded.  “Romone was an excellent servant and I miss him dearly; it was a great shame, what you did.  But life is about justice and forgiveness, understanding and learning.”  She took a deep breath.  “I forgive you Lano, and I understand your remorse.    But if you have not learned from this tragic mistake, I have no sympathy for you.”

 Tears fell from his eyes.  “I have learned something, madam.  I have learned the value of a human life and that I had no reason to quarrel with him or kill him.  When I was on the racks I screamed for the gods to take me out of this world, but they let me live with my agony.”  He looked away, and she knew he was feeling every movement he was making.  “I am half out of my mind with regret for taking his last breath.  He haunts my dreams, tormenting me, twisting my heart with grief.”

 “What is done is done,” she said simply, though she felt a twang in her heart.  Romone had never wronged anyone.  “I have to think of the present right now.  There are many things that need to be done.”

 Another man started to speak now.  “You are a powerful magician, wondrous lady.  We saw how you fixed your dress and escaped your imprisonment.  Can you conjure food to feed us hopeless fools?  We’ve only had molded pork with a small slice of stale bread to eat in two days, with only a splash of water to wash it down.”

 Silvia let go of Lano’s hand and whispered, “Mylaknos nia robuz vical bunatus.”   Her skin tingled as a thick aroma of meats, stewed vegetables, and stout wine filled the air—the objects pulled magically from the kitchens far above them.  On the cold stone floor, all around the prisoners appeared platter after platter of freshly prepared food.  The ravenous men went at the food with a passionate hunger, ignoring several cautions to eat slowly to avoid cramping of the stomach.  It was a rather large spell, for there were so many prisoners, but the only side effect she felt was a brief wave of dizziness.  Her magic was improving each time she used it.  Now, if only she could bring herself to concentrate on it when she was in trouble…

  

  

 Chapter Seventeen—Untimely Deaths
  

 Suddenly, the door to the dungeons flew open; George and Stefan entered, red-faced and sweating.  Neither could hide their surprise at seeing Silvia outside both cells.

 Silvia was very disheartened at having been caught so soon, but this changed when George spoke.

 “Well, it looks as if someone beat us to it.”

 “Excuse me?” she asked.

 “To letting you out against His Majesty’s direct orders, milady,” Stefan answered.  His face held a bemused expression.

 Silvia was pleased.  “Out of curiosity, why would you want to let me out against orders?  Would that not mean imprisonment or even death for the both of you?”

 George said, “When the King went outside of this door he told us not to let you out under any condition, no matter how you screamed, unless you agreed to marry him.  As soon as His Highness left, Stefan and I had a conversation as to how atrocious it was to put a woman in a cell full of men.”

 “And that is why you chose to free me?” Silvia walked over to them as the prisoners watched, silently eating their food.

 “Well, sort of,” Stefan said.  “Two gentlemen offered us a choice of letting you out or dying painfully.”
              “Two men?” she said, furrowing her eyebrows.

“If that is what you wish to call us, milady,” came a voice from the door.

 She smiled broadly as Prince Dalton and Sir Grant stepped into the dungeons.

 “We saw Gregorich leading you away ever so impolitely and thought we’d see what he was up to,” said the Prince casually.

 “And having been about the palace for a while now, we knew another way down here,” said Grant.  “We overheard what he told the Guards outside the door and were more than a little upset about it.”

 George and Stefan glanced at Sir Grant as if to say that were an understatement.

 “Thank you kindly for coming,” Silvia said sincerely.

 “But, milady, how did you escape from both cells?” George asked.

 “I have my ways,” she answered slyly.

 “This beautiful creature before you is quite the sorceress,” Dalton said.  He gave her a wink that would have made her melt on the spot if she were not already betrothed.

 It was not until this moment that the two Guards noticed the prisoners eating quietly in their cell.  George’s mouth dropped open.  “How did they—“

 “Did you not listen?  I am quite the sorceress,” she said with a smile.

 “I certainly believe that on all accounts,” muttered George.  “But I am damn glad you are all right and that you have good people to watch out for you.”

 “And I have to watch out for my people as well,” Silvia muttered to herself, glancing towards the prisoners.  She felt guilty for not being very concerned the past few days for the well-being of these prisoners; she had only cared about the homeless, for the innocent had been involved.  But these men, although being punished for some crime or another, did not necessarily deserve to be sent off to a war against their will and betray their countrymen.  “George, will you and Stefan guard this door until the morning?”

 “Certainly.  We’re supposed to anyway—King’s orders.”

 “These men are to be sent off to war in the morning, but they must not go.”

 “Yes, the King said something about that this morning,” Stefan said.  “Why can they not go?”

 Sir Grant stepped over to stand beside Silvia and answer for her.  “Because Gregorich Hapshamin is one of Lord Rohedon’s children and if he sends any men at all to fight in this war they will do so on Rohedon’s side, not ours.”

 The look of shock on George’s face was almost comical.  “What treachery!” he bellowed angrily.  “That means Rohedon can come and take over this city at any time he pleases and no one can stop him!  Are you sure this is true?”

 “Unfortunately,” Dalton said with a shake of his head.

 “And no one can stop him,” said George incredulously.  “Zacharias and Madeline never would have wanted this for their city.  How is this possible?”

 Silvia looked at Dalton, who was staring at the prisoners with a strange expression.  How must he feel to have his city under siege?  Her heart went out to him.  “It won’t be possible,” she said quietly.  “I will stop him.”

 Stefan’s eyes widened.  “You, milady?”

 “Yes, me.  Alone, if I have to, but I can and will defeat him.”

 George took all of this into consideration and nodded his head.  “These men will not go to war in the morning, and I will fight to the death anyone who opposes that decision, even the King himself.  But whom shall I say gave me this order?”

 “The Dead Queen That Has Risen,” Sir Grant said softly, “and that is all they need to know.”

  

  

 

 Leaving the dungeons, they went through countless halls, trying to avoid any contact with servants or the Royal Guards.  When they did happen to run into people, they would slow down, acting as though they were supposed to be walking down that particular back corridor.  Silvia’s heart was racing; she wondered if Grant’s and Dalton’s were doing the same.  It took them nearly half an hour to arrive at Silvia’s guestroom, where Maura, Hans, and Frero immediately hurried them inside.  A blazing fire had been built and the room was a bit too warm.  Hans was still infuriated that he had been kept from following his mistress, saying phrases about the Guards and about Gregorich that the women should not have heard.  He touched her dress where the large pieces of clothe were missing, but said nothing, tears forming in his eyes at the thought of what she must have went through.  He vowed the bastard King would pay dearly for touching his Queen so.

 But Frero was concerned about something else.  “What of the two brothers?  Where are Quentin and Keelan?” he asked.

 Silvia’s heart shattered.  Since being placed inside that horrible cell and making her daring escape back to her room, she had not much thought about them, assuming they were with her other servants.  Her tears spilled forth as she realized they had all been separated at one point or another, more or less forced to go different ways.  Without further hesitation, she grasped her necklace, the sapphire making imprints in her palm.  “Keelan?  Quentin?  Where are you?  Speak to me, please!”

 No answer.

 “Please let us know that you are okay!”

 The only response she received was Zander, inquiring in a worried voice what was going on at the palace.  She briefed him of their situation and told him they would see him very soon.

 Then her knees grew weak and she collapsed into Frero’s arms.  Dalton helped him carry her sobbing form to her bed, where they lit a single candle.

 “You may cry in here all you like, milady,” the prince said softly.  “These stone walls will trap the sound of your voice and keep you from being heard.  I don’t believe he will come knocking on your door, since you are supposed to be in the dungeons.  But we have to be careful all the same.  It wouldn’t do to have the King find you already.”

 “I care not if he finds me right now.  But happened to Keelan and Quentin?  They won’t answer through the stones and no one has seen them,” she cried, and no one needed to ask of whom she was speaking.  “I’ve led them far too close to danger!  Oh, what shall I do without them?  What shall I do without my Keelan?”

 Her tears and utter heartache were too much to bear for the men, and so they left her bedside to Maura.  The older woman held Silvia tightly, assuring her that they were all right and to be strong like Keelan would want.  She distracted Silvia by telling of how she had calmed down the men when they were in the Guards’ arms:  she had convinced the Royal Guard that she would keep the men quiet in their rooms as long as they would be allowed to see their mistress in the morning.  Of course, no one had bothered to tell them that Silvia was going to be put to death the next day.

 An hour later Silvia, though still crying, had calmed down and had been brought a decanter of brandy.  Her eyes were swollen and red and her hands shook so badly that Maura had to hold the cup of brandy to her lips.

 At that instant, a light knock sounded in the other room, signaling someone at the door.  Prince Dalton drew his sword and dagger at the same time as Sir Grant while Frero and Hans answered the door.  No one was there, it seemed, until a large gust of air whooshed by them and an unseen voice ordered the door to be shut and locked.  This was done and Quentin appeared, throwing back his hood from his magnificent white mane.  In his arms was the limp form of a male fox; an arrow stuck out from its shoulder.

“By the Dark Moon, what ill tidings,” Frero said, as Dalton and Grant sheathed their weapons in silence.

 Silvia wandered into the room in a daze, Maura by her side.  Upon seeing Quentin, her breath quickened and she ran forward.  But then she caught sight of the arrow shaft protruding from its red-coated target in his arms.

 “No,” she whispered.  “It can’t be!”

 “I…I am so sorry, my Queen.” Quentin choked on the tears that poured from his confused, hurt eyes.  “I tried to s-save him!  I tried!” His sobs became heavier.  “All these years I was lost to him, and then he found me…Now, I’ve lost him again.  Is this my punishment?  To lose my only brother?”

 “You wouldn’t have lost me if you hadn’t shut the bloody door in my face!” came an angry voice from the corridor outside the room.  They rushed to open the door and there was Keelan, covered in sweat in his human form, and as alive as he ever was.

 Everyone looked from Keelan to Quentin and the red fox he carried and then back again.  Quentin dropped the fox and wiped his hands hastily on his robe, his face turning extremely red.

  

  

  

 As it turned out, Keelan had been taken outside by the Guards on the King’s orders.  There, he had been set loose so that Hapshamin’s archers could shoot him for sport.  Keelan ran straight to the stables and changed to his human form.  Luckily for him Willis the stable master had passed out on a bit of rum in one of the stalls and so saw nothing out of the ordinary.  When the King’s archers had entered the stables Keelan pretended to be oiling the saddles.  He had had to wait awhile for all of them to either tire of the ridiculous hunt or move away from the stables before he could leave, sneaking back into the palace through one of the back entrances.

 Quentin had not known what to do when Keelan and Silvia got separated.  He had for several moments tried to figure out which one to help first.  Quickly he decided on his brother, so that Keelan could help him to rescue Silvia.  He had suspected Gregorich was taking her to the dungeons by one of many different ways, and knew where she would be.  By the time Quentin got outside the palace, Keelan was already in the stables and out of sight.  So, at a loss, he had followed a group of archers until they killed the beautiful red male fox in the woods, nearly a quarter mile from the stables.  The archers had argued whether or not it was the right fox, however, for this one did not have an onyx-studded collar.  One archer claimed it could easily have been torn off while the fox was running away.  Excited by this idea, they went in search of the expensive necklace, leaving the fox behind.  Weeping (although he dared not say this aloud in his story telling), he carried what he thought to be his brother’s body back to the palace.  He had not seen his brother, lurking down the hall in human form, as he had knocked.

 Silvia was ecstatic that the brothers were alive and unharmed, and she did not Keelan out of her tight embrace.

 Plans for that night and the next morning were sketched out very carefully before Dalton and Grant returned to their rooms to rest.  Hans, Frero, and Maura were to stay behind, making it look as if Silvia had escaped without their assistance.  Silvia gathered her nicest clothes and tied them in a light leather bag, along with a few other things.  She and Keelan and Quentin crept outside well after the rest of the palace was asleep.  Silvia and Keelan waited while Quentin quietly went inside the stables and retrieved Windfall, with the finest of the King’s saddles.  Keelan inquired if Willis was still asleep, and Quentin laughed, saying that he would be lucky to wake up before noon the next day, judging by the size of the liquor bottle beside him.  Silvia rode double with Keelan, wearing a full nuuisaket to hide her face, though there were unlikely to be many people out and about so late.  Quentin transformed into a beautiful dappled mare, and galloped alongside them all the way to Zander’s home, never once losing his pace beside his brother and his Queen.  After he had seen them safely to their destination, he returned to the palace alone to watch over the treacherous King.

 

  

  

 They did not rest much that night and were up before daylight.  Dessica helped Silvia change into a gorgeous, expensive green silk dress and her hair was done up extravagantly, with strung pearls threaded into her thick red locks.  A thin silk green nuuisaket was easily pinned upon her hair.  Her boots were stained green leather to match her dress and she wore Keelan’s dagger proudly on her thin belt on her right side.  Her sapphire hung gracefully at her bosom and she wore her large engagement piece on the third finger of her left hand.  The diamond and amethyst-studded bracelets Keelan had bought her were on her wrists and in no time at all Zander had made her earrings to match.  Dessica rubbed a fine powder on Silvia’s cheeks to make them appear rosy and another powder on her eyelids to bring out her eyes.  A thick cream was applied to her lips to make her appear more sumptuous and grown up.

 Keelan’s hair was trimmed and pulled back into a tail at his neck, and his stubble was shaved away to make him more clean cut.  He was dressed in beige pants with thigh-high brown boots decorated with jewels, and a white silk shirt that tied at the throat.  Zander claimed to have tailored them himself, along with a beautiful brown cloak that clasped at the front with a golden ‘K’.  On the back of the fur lined cloak was an intricately woven red fox on the face of a coat of arms bearing a dragon.  Keelan showed great love for the clothes and kissed Zander on each cheek after hugging him.

 Next, both were outfitted with swords.  A handsome broadsword was strapped onto Keelan, and Silvia now wore a light, but wickedly sharp sword on her left side.

 The others dressed in clothes that were plainer so as not to take attention away from the future King and Queen.  When they were all dressed and ready to ride to the city, Silvia used her necklace to inquire how things were faring at the palace.

 Quentin had been following Gregorich, who had risen from his bed around sunrise.  He was dressed and combed exquisitely and was in a fairly good mood…or had been.  According to Quentin, Gregorich had trekked down to the dungeons to see if Silvia had changed her mind about marrying him.  But George and Stefan had informed him that she was no longer there and that they themselves would not let him in to send the prisoners off to war because of new orders.  The King demanded to know who had given these orders and stood dumbfounded at the answer: The Dead Queen That Has Risen.  He had walked away without another word and had ordered all of his Guards to prepare for a gathering of the city.  As the Guards went to send word to the citizens that a meeting was to be held (by way of tolling the Trillion Bell in the Town Common), a make-shift gallows was carted out of the palace, surrounded by many with sharp swords.  Gregorich had gone to his study in a very ill mood and had set about to drawing his horrific, nightmarish dragons with renewed fervor.

 Frero’s story was much less exciting.  He had talked with Sir Grant and Prince Dalton and said they were prepared for anything and everything.  They would be standing next to the King at the city meeting and swore to kill the false king at her whim.  He said that Hans and Maura were ready as well.

 At last, it was time for everyone to leave.  Five horses were saddled at the cottage, but two of the saddles were magically touched up to appear adorned with gorgeous jewels and gold.  Then off they went, for the gathering of the city would begin in only an hour, if the distant bell they were hearing was correct.

  

  

  

 Gregorich was extremely nervous and a little bit afraid.  He knew she was the Dead Queen George had spoken of.  Now how would he find her and extinguish the threat of her challenging him for the throne?  He could only hope she showed up at the meeting of the city so that he could resolve the matter once and for all.  It still angered him that the Captain of the Royal Guard had heeded to her words, and not his own.  Perhaps it would be wise to make an example of those who ignored the King and his words.  They had served him well for years, so he was wont to give them another chance.  However he couldn’t help but think about who would be the replacement for George as the Captain of the Guard should George be ‘displaced’.  He doubted they would be long in following ‘Lady Serena’ to the gallows.

He sighed shakily.  By the Dark Moon of Eeirch, what if she really was Madeline’s daughter that was said to have been stillborn?  He knew the facial resemblance was uncanny, but did that mean they were mother and daughter?  Not necessarily, he reasoned.  It could all very well be a coincidence.  However, he would stake his life that Madeline and Zacharias were her blood parents.  Everything fit too perfectly.  And did it really matter?  He wanted her badly: her place on his throne, his ring on her delicate finger, her complicated, yet simple conversations.  Of course, who could forget her beautiful body?  He could nearly see her exotic body lying on his bed, waiting for his ravishment…He shuddered violently at the thought of her unclothed.  Desperately, he tried to think of ways to bribe her into marriage while he drew monstrous beasts on his parchment.  He could offer exquisite wealth and privilege, but what else?  He was a difficult man with a bloodthirsty father and had problems controlling his anger.  Maybe he could change…It was a rhetorical thought, for he was a stubborn fool.

 And what of this secret engagement of hers?  Who was the man and would she be willing to give herself up to spare him?

 These things aroused his anger once more, and he applied more pressure on his sketching coal.  He would much rather kill her than see her with anyone else, and if that’s what it came down to, he would do it…no matter who opposed him.

  

  

  

 Thousands were already gathered in the huge plaza in the middle of the city, all trying to get a better vantage point, by the time Silvia and the others slipped into the crowd, long cloaks covering their attire and their faces.  The multitude of Darkanians was amazing and Silvia felt butterflies fluttering about in her stomach as she looked at her people.  The colors of their clothes consisted mainly of bright greens and blues, with splashes of red, yellow, and purple in the richer crowds.  Browns were worn mainly in the shopkeepers’ attire, or on the hunters who happened to be in the city for trading.  The lengths of their dresses on the women and the styles of shirts on the men made it easy to spot travelers.  Women who wore shorter dresses which only came down to their shins were from the countries far to the south east, and men with almost no sleeves and necks on their shirts came from the west.  Some citizens had caravans, although Silvia only saw a few in attendance.  Some of the men wore hats that were flat in the front, with a point at the back, and others wore funny round ones.  A few women wore hats with flowers or small jewels, small veils covering their face only down to their eyes.  But most people were commoners and dressed as such.  Their clothes were a little plainer, with less work from the tailor and had the simpler colors of brown and green, though still in a variety of shades.

 But all eyes were in the same place: the makeshift gallows sitting near the Trillion Bell.  The gallows were on a raised stage surrounded by a dozen Guards, one of which was using a large sharpening stone on his sword.  Murmurs abounded about who would be on that stage.  Who had angered His Majesty this time?  Silvia swallowed dryly.  Did he really mean to kill her today?  Would it all come down to her taking one last, painful breath in front of the city that was supposed to be hers in the first place?  Would she die before the Darkanians knew who she really was?  She vowed to try to make them understand, even if it was before her eyes closed, to open no more.

 The people in the throng began to notice her and her companions.  Silvia was atop Rituel, Keelan’s small form atop of Windfall (even though it was rather difficult for him to ride as a fox on top of a saddle), Dessica on Taman, and Geremy and Zander on two of Zander’s gray-spotted mares.  The others rode behind Silvia and Keelan’s horses, making it obvious who bore the rank in the small group.  A few stared at them in wonder, whispering and pointing with wide eyes.  Who was this wondrous woman riding a marvelous black stallion?  And why did her pet (for it just had to be a pet) fox have its own horse?  Why were they here at the gathering of the city on horseback?  Did they bear some news for the King?  The smarter ones already had her pegged as the now famous ‘Lady Serena’.

Silvia knew the sight of them demanded some sort of quiet respect, but hoped that no one asked them any questions before the time was right to make their move.  She did not dare to glance back at her servants, for she did not want to show weakness or mistrust, but she could almost bet that Zander was fingering the large bone horn that was roped about his neck.  The gods only knew what great beast it came from, for it was a reddish hue and had strange bumps all over it that sprouted tiny gems.

 Horns and trumpets suddenly sounded loudly from every corner of the giant plaza, blaring notes that were a little bit off key.  The King’s raven-endowed banner went up all over the Town Common and a large procession began to make its way towards the gallows.  Silvia had an excellent, albeit far away view of the Royal Guards leading the King and a few others of importance that she had yet to see. Dalton and Grant were near the gallows also, facing the large crowd that had gathered.  As Gregorich made his way up the wooden steps of the long gallows, his knee-high boots clopped loudly enough for her to hear.  A gentle breeze ruffled his blond hair and his cheeks were flushed from who knew what.  And the small, but masculine crown upon his hair shone brightly.  But oh, how handsome he was in his confidence!  How lordly!  And how the people loved him and how they cheered him!  Perhaps the ones that weren’t cheering were the ones heeding the bad rumors, watching His Highness like sheep watching a wolf making its way through the herd.  A ball of disgust formed in her stomach as she glared at the cowardly king.  She wanted revenge so badly she could taste it.  Gregorich waited for all of his Guards to get into place, and then turned from left to right slowly, looking at the crowd.  He did not seem to see Silvia as he motioned for silence.

 “I have news for you, my wonderful people,” he said in a normal tone, though his voice was magically amplified for all to hear.  “I have chosen a bride to become your queen!”  The roar of the citizens was deafening and it went on and on until he called for silence once again.  “Unfortunately, she seems to have disappeared on me, for I cannot find her.”  A chorus of boos erupted.

 Silvia heard one man near her boot tell the woman beside him, “Heard he had her locked away for somethin’ or another.”

 “Wouldn’t be surprised,” the woman replied.  “He’s always been a bit strange with the women.”

 They fell quiet as the King waved his hand.  “Do not be so disappointed!” he said jovially.  “I have brought her servants, who have for some reason or another stayed behind, to inform me of her whereabouts so that I may woo her properly.”  He made a graceful gesture with his arm and several Guards led Hans, Frero, and Maura onto the gallows.

 Silvia became alarmed, and she could see Prince Dalton and Sir Grant visibly tense up.  Why were they here?  This was not a part of her plans!  They had only stayed behind to make it look as though they knew nothing of her escape, not to become pawns in a game of cat and mouse!

 “What’s he goin’ to do—hang her servants if they don’t know where she is?” said the man beside her.

 “Looks that way, does it not?” said the woman.  “They don’t look none too happy about bein’ up there, do they?”

 The crowds murmuring died down to a thoughtful silence.  “Where has your mistress gone and why did she leave?” Hapshamin asked her servants loudly.

 Hans looked as if he were about to say something with a sharp tongue, but before he could Maura stepped forward, surprising the others.  The short, plump woman gathered all of her courage and yelled at the King so that everyone could hear her.  “You should know, my Lord,” she said vehemently.  “After all, you yourself threw her into the dungeons and threatened her with death if she did not marry you!  She escaped and I cannot say that I blame her!”  She did not need an amplified voice to make herself heard when she was in a temper.

Astonished gasps ran through the crowd.

 “And all of this you said to her after she informed you she was engaged to a man already!” Maura continued, now yelling angrily.  “What kind of a man are you?  More like a monster, I should say!”

 Gregorich was taken aback by Maura’s tone, and by the people of his city who were now starting to surge forward, shouting angry remarks.

 Silvia began to move forward also, but Zander rode up beside her and motioned her to wait a bit longer.

 “Perhaps I should stop talking to you and talk to the Commander of my Royal Guard,” the King said, turning to look at George.  George and Stefan were standing near the end of the gallows, eyes glued to their false king.  Silvia noted that they were being watched carefully by the other Guards.  In fact, she now noticed that they were flanked from behind as if they were being held prisoner as well.  “The woman I want to marry is being accused of murders she says she did not commit.  Naturally, I had to place her in a holding cell until her innocence was proven.  However, George and Stefan here decided they did not care about upholding the laws and let her go free.  Now I cannot find her to prove her innocence and marry her.  Tell me, my good citizens: Should I have them arrested for breaking laws they are sworn to uphold?  ‘Tis a form of treason, you know.”

 “You speak of treason?” George said darkly.  “I shall tell you about a great treason to your own people!  Do you want them to know whom you were going to send off to war against their will?  All the men in the dungeons, and I’ve heard you were going to send the homeless as well—even the children!”

 “I would never do such a thing!” Gregorich Hapshamin yelled.  “How dare you accuse your own King of such treachery?  You shall have your place in the gallows before this day is over.”

 “He accuses you with good reason, my Lord,” Prince Dalton said, stepping up beside Maura.  His hand clasped his sword with promise.

 “Good reason?  And what, pray tell, is the ‘good reason’?” Hapshamin demanded, obviously a little shocked by the Prince’s words.  Other Guards drew their swords and watched the prince warily.

 “The reason is that you have been lying to your city for a long, long time now, and I think everyone is tired of it.”

 The King was silent in his fury.  Surely the Prince would not dare…

 “Yes, that is right!  Shut your mouth, for every time you open it malicious lies spill forth!” Prince Dalton yelled.  Then he turned to the massive assembly, listening intently.  “Behold the King of Liars!  The King of Treason!  He has entered Darkania into a war—the Lordalen War—and has placed you into the hands of your very enemy willingly.  Yes, the truth unfolds.  Your King is on the side of Lord Rohedon!”

  

  

 Chapter Eighteen—The Unknown Enemy
  

 If the crowd had been angry before, they were in a terrible rage now.  It was all the Guards could do to hold the people back from the gallows, and even they were not sure they wanted to protect the man who was their king anymore.

 Silvia turned to Zander.  He nodded.  “It is time.”

 “Sound the horn,” she told him.  “Make it loud.”

 Zander slid the horn from his neck and just before he put it to his lips whispered, “Fenoi lu cas.”  He gathered a great breath and blew.  The note that sounded was high and incredibly loud; so loud was it, in fact, that the people on foot around them backed as far away as they could.  The Darkanians fell silent immediately and all turned to stare.  Zander threw off his cloak and urged his horse forward at a slow trot.  Silvia cast off her cloak as well and began to follow, Keelan’s horse at her side and Dessica and Geremy behind them.

Sitting straight as the shaft of an arrow, her glorious green dress draped all about her and over the rump of the horse, and the studded leather scabbards of her sword and dagger, she dazzled the citizens.  They beheld her beauty, her jewels, her grace and composure, and her fierce delicateness.  They could see the pride on her face and feel the heat of her rage.  They did not talk; nay, they dared not even whisper, so grand she was.  Who was this splendid woman in all her fineness?  Many believed from then on that she was some unknown goddess.

 They held their breath as she reached the stage, wanting to hear the voice that belonged to such a creature.

 Hapshamin could not stop staring at her and did not seem to notice that his mouth was hanging open as if to catch bugs.  When she was almost to the stage she stopped her stallion, and it was then he stuttered, “Milady,” and gave her a short bow.

 Silvia sat perfectly still without saying a word, merely glaring at him.

 But Gregorich, always playing the fool, took this silence as a sort of surrender to him.  “Behold with your eyes and mind my bride-to-be!” he declared.

 No one knew whether to cheer or boo; men and women only looked at each other in puzzlement.

 Finally, and to the pleasure of all those around her, Silvia spoke, her voice also amplified so that everyone could hear.  “Your bride to be?  I think not, so do not say it.”

 Gregorich’s face immediately turned the color of a radish.  “And why not, Lady Silvia?  Why do you reject me?  How can I know for sure that such a beautiful woman is really taken by another man when you seem to be nothing but a traveler no one has ever heard of?”

 “You should not question me if I say it is so.”

 “But you must understand my point of view, my dear,” the King said.  “Tell me the real reason why you will not have me as your husband?”

 She uttered a short laugh at his nerve.  “Why, Gregorich Hapshamin?  You should very well know that.”

 His eyebrows furrowed.  “Why must you insist on playing games?” he spat.  “Tell me why you despise me so!  Surely I am not so unlikable.” Couldn’t she at least try to be with him?  He was positive that he could make this difficult woman very happy if she would but give him the opportunity.  Why resort to making such a scene when it could be settled with a short courtship?

 Silvia slipped her boots out of the stirrups.  Slowly she began to rise until her feet were standing on her bejeweled saddle.  Exclamations erupted everywhere, but she ignored them, staring at the shocked expression on Gregorich’s face instead.

 “Why do I despise you?  To tell you the reason I must first explain to you who I am, though you already know.  I was born nineteen years ago in the palace you call your home.  My mother told the city I was stillborn so that I would not be hunted down and murdered because of vicious lies being spread in this city.  This was because of you, Gregorich!  Your mouth put shame and weakness upon my family!  My parents were driven away and I was placed somewhere safe until I was strong enough to come back.  Can you guess now the reason I loathe you so?”

 The Darkanians went into a frenzy of exclamations and excitement, but the King was not so thrilled.  “Please,” he pleaded in a whisper.

 Silvia saw the dread building in his eyes, and pounced on his weakness.  She unpinned her nuuisaket and let it fall to the ground.  Her beautiful red hair, roped with the extravagant pearls, shone like the sun’s fire.  To all eyes, Queen Madeline stood before the square in all the beauty she had possessed many, many years ago.  “You know who I am.  I am Silvia, the only surviving child of King Zacharias and his wife Madeline and am therefore the Queen.”

“No,” he moaned softly, shaking his head in denial.

 “Bow before the true Queen of Darkania and tell me that you surrender the crowns that were never rightly yours!”

 The citizens threw themselves down on their knees, hardly believing their eyes.  Guilty tears streamed down Gregorich’s face and he knew in his heart that he was done in this city.  He watched the throng of Darkanians genuflect before her and suddenly it was too much for him to bear.  “I shall never bow to you!” he cried.  “I have been on this throne too long to give it up to anyone!  Do you hear me, woman?  Anyone, I say!  Here I am—offering you a place by my side with no questions asked—and you are trying to make me give up all that I have worked for to replace me!”

 “But you do not deny that you forced my mother and father from their thrones?”

 “I do not!” he declared.  Dismay filled his face at his own words and he began to look afraid again.

 Silvia turned a full circle in the air to look at the citizens.  “Darkanians, listen and heed my words well!  Gregorich Hapshamin is a deceiver of the worst sort!”  The crowd began to chant her name, throwing their arms in the air, giving her strange goose bumps.  She used her magic to float to the gallows to stand before her enemy in all her magnificence.  “Bow,” she ordered.

 “Ha!  What if I show you the blatant disrespect you have shown me since you arrived?  You have not bowed to me once since you came here!  Always you are too open with your ideas and your mouth, even causing arguments at my dinner table.  You stepped in the way of justice when a servant girl murdered my Guard, letting her go free without repercussion.  You let everything personal stand in the way of everything you do.  What sort of royalty does that?”

 “Royalty which stands for what they believe in,” she replied.   “Now bow, Hapshamin.  You will regret it if you do not obey me.”

 “And just how will you make me?” he hissed, throwing a cautionary look at the people below him.  “What will you do if I do not obey you?”

 She chuckled darkly, lowering her voice so that only he could hear it.  “I know one thing that will make your knees quiver, Gregorich.  I know you father will arrive here tomorrow.”

 He stepped back, his eyes widening, and his heart stopping in his chest.  “That is impossible for you to know!” he whispered.

 “Bow before me and I will not reveal who your father is.”  She hoped he would bow, for this was the only compassion she was going to bestow upon him.

 Utter fear redesigned his face and he truly looked like a little boy trapped in a man’s body.  “You cannot.  You mustn’t!”  He swallowed hard.  “They will destroy me if you do.”

 “Then get on your knees and surrender the crown.”  She refused to let herself feel any pity for this conniving monster.

 “I can’t!”  His eyes pleaded with her, the tears in them begging for the mercy she now would not—could not—give.

 She turned back to the crowd.  “The King you have known for so many years has pledged his allegiance to the enemy, as you have already heard.  What you do not know is that this great enemy is his father—Lord Rohedon himself!”

 Enraged Darkanians screamed for his blood, but Silvia turned and motioned for them to stay back.  To her surprise, as incensed as they were, they complied.  They were eager to hear more against this treacherous man and seek justice.  

 Catching a glint of steel from the corner of her eye, Silvia drew her sword with speed and met Gregorich’s sword in midair as she drew her dagger with her left hand.  The swords clashed and slid off of each other, but Hapshamin swung again immediately with a lot of force.  Silvia again met his sword, this time closer to the ground (and to herself) and she kicked at him, her boot catching him in the leg and making him stagger sideways.  He regained his balance and made a dive at her with his blade.  She dodged it and tried to kick him again in his vulnerability.  Hans had taught her to fight with her whole body if she was in danger, using everything in her power to defend her person.  But Gregorich caught her foot somehow and lifted it sharply so that she fell onto her back, dropping her dagger.  He was on top of her in an instant, bringing his sword down with precision to meet hers inches away from her face.  Dalton and Grant were ready to move into the fight, both swords drawn for the man who dared attack a woman with steel while her back was turned.  But Silvia shook her head at them just slightly, barely making eye contact; she wanted to do this on her own.  This was her story now, her time to fight for the most important thing in her world, and that was her crown.  The King was strong, and focused.  Beads of his sweat began to drop onto her face, and she nearly shuddered with revulsion.  

She thought of a thousand things she could do in just such a situation, and remembered something that Hans had told her several years ago whilst they were practicing her swordsmanship.  It was always better to sacrifice a little of your own blood and win the fight, than to lose and shed it all.

 Struggling against the man atop of her, she slowly tried to put one arm a little higher than the other.  In his blind rage, Gregorich did not see what she was doing until it was too late.  His sword slid to Silvia’s left quickly, and she only just got her hand away in time to save her fingers; the blade still bit into her flesh in the process, though, and took the skin off the back of her hand.  Hapshamin fell with his sword and Silvia rolled to her right, retrieving her dagger as she stood up straight.  She flipped the dagger, holding the blade and jumped back to avoid what would have been a mortal blow from his sword.   She quickly regained her balance and placed her boot in his stomach as she kicked him back, then threw the knife with surprising skill.  It sunk to the hilt where her boot had been moments before.  Gregorich dropped his sword, staring at his midsection with horror, not moving.

 “Oh, look Gregorich—you’re bleeding,” Silvia said with mock sympathy when she caught her breath.  “It is such a pity that you fear blood.”  She took her blade from his stomach and quickly made two shallow gashes on his chest; he did nothing in his shock, merely looking from her to his agonized body.  “Those wounds are for my brother and my father, you hateful fiend…And this is for my mother.”

 She sheathed her sword and swiftly let the dragon take over her.  Her body stretched and grew instantly, towering over the man before her.  She was too heavy for the gallows; she could hear the boards creaking menacingly under her girth.  Gregorich began to scream shrilly at the sight of her, forgetting for the moment that he was bleeding to death.  The screaming crowd began backing away from the gallows, frightened of what was happening.  Keelan jumped down from Windfall’s back and trotted up the steps to stand in front of Silvia’s massive body.  Then he changed into his human form, looking like a king in his handsome clothes.

 “Before you die, know who I am!” he cried to Gregorich in a severe tone.  “I am the man betrothed to Lady Silvia, and I am also the brother of one you have wronged.”

 Beside him and out of thin air appeared Quentin, throwing back his hood from his head.  Despite all of his white hair and the fact that he had grown up, Gregorich immediately placed him: his Special One.  His face drained of all color.  All hope was now lost.

 “You will never control anyone again!” Quentin yelled.

 Silvia leaned her long neck towards Gregorich and exhaled strong gusts of acrid smoke into the King’s face.  He coughed and choked and cried for mercy, finally falling to his knees before her in his terror.  She returned to her human form.  Quentin, Keelan, Dalton, and Grant began to step forward, but she stopped them with a wave of her hand.  “It is not our place to kill this one for he has done too many people wrong.  Let the people of my city decide his fate.  George—my parents’ loyal Captain of the Royal Guard—throw him to the mercy of the people of Darkania.”

 George and Stefan picked up the squirming false King and tossed his screaming figure to the ground in front of the gallows.  The rest of the Royal Guards parted for the crowd, which surged forward for their vengeance.  He soon disappeared under a mass of flailing limbs and was quickly beaten to death.  His body was trampled under the rush to get closer to the gallows to see the amazing woman with great beauty and great magic.  Silvia called for silence, but before she could speak a woman she did not at first recognize climbed onto the gallows to face her, a malevolent look on her face.

“You!  You murdered my whole family!  You are an evil witch!  A servant of Jorgul!  A—“

 “Oh shut up.  You are full of such lies as the man who was just sentenced to his death!” called a male voice.  Up to the platform rode Dessica and Geremy.  They dismounted and took their places beside Silvia, facing her accuser.  Everyone was staring at the unusual scene before them; many had blood upon their hands or boots from their justice to Gregorich Hapshamin.  Geremy turned to them.  “I am this woman’s husband and the family of which she speaks still thrives alive and well in my home.  You are a raving lunatic, woman,” he growled at her, “and I disown you as my wife.”

 Raena’s face beheld her disbelief.  “You are not serious?  You choose this murderess over your own wife?”

 “She is not a murderess, but the queen of this city.  And yes…I do choose her over you.  I do not know who you are anymore, but you are not the woman I once married.  You have changed in the past few weeks so that I do not recognize your face.  You are a stranger to my heart, and I will share no more of my time with you.”  Tears sparkled in his eyes, but he held them in check.  He needed to do this, and the longer he put it off the harder it would be.

 Raena did not know what to say.  “But…we have been with each other for so long.  If you will not have me, who will?”  She turned to the people below and begged them, “Who of you will claim me?”

 A tall portly man spoke up.  “I will!  I will claim you as my own!”

 “Very well,” said Geremy.  “Let him claim you until he does not want you anymore.  You are now his concern.  I am through with you.  You are my burden no more.”

 Crying openly, Raena watched the people in the crowd part for the man to whom she would now belong.  She cried harder when the man came and lifted her down from the gallows and kissed her hard on the mouth.

 It was Baird…and he was very drunk.

 Silvia watched them walk off and sighed shakily.  Her heart was beating so fast she thought she couldn’t breathe properly.  “My people,” she yelled, “You must tell me now if you accept me now as your Queen!”

 An unmistakable cheer arose and they once more began to chant her name in unison.

 “Do you accept this man, the man of my heart, as your King?” she asked pointing to Keelan.

 The people answered with more cheers.

 “Then behold King Keelan and Queen Silvia!  But we will not rule a city by the name of Darkania.  This city has seen too many dark times, hence its name.  I have come to bring light into your world.  But first we must defeat the darkness once and for all.  We must fight Lord Rohedon with all our strength, for he still comes.  Only then can we make it out of the white darkness in which we are trapped, thinking everything is okay when it is not.  Therefore, I now rename the city ‘Lystia’, which in the language of Kieluna means ‘free spirit’.”

 The crowds roared raucously for her and Keelan.  She smiled; she hadn’t expected to live to see this moment.  They chanted her name, and Keelan’s name, and then shouted praise to the new name of their great city.

 Keelan looked at her with wonder and reverence; she was a radiant queen and at that moment he felt nothing but pure love, pride, and devotion for her.

 Then Prince Dalton came up to them.  He had untied a ribbon from his black hair and was holding it in his hands.  When the cheers died down to where he could be heard, he said, “I now bind the hands of Queen Silvia to this man, Keelan, and pronounce them married.  He is now your King!  Bow before the Mother and Father of your glorious city!” His heart was shattered at the thought that he would now definitely never have a chance with the beautiful enchantress.

All genuflected again as the Prince of Wexford took their hands and bonded them in marriage.

 And although it was the happiest moment in her life thus far, Silvia couldn’t help but feel sad for the prince.  She could see the sorrow in his eyes that she was married to another.

  

  

  

 The man in the rafters of the nearby tavern smiled as he watched Silvia riding off towards the palace, his gray eyes twinkling.  Things were starting to fall into place.  Her first enemy was defeated and she had reclaimed her parents’ throne.  He would have sighed in relief, had there been time to.  But her next tasks would be harder, and he worried she may not make it through them alive. He hoped she would, though. 

  The gods were depending on her.

  

  

  

 The ride to the palace was exciting and joyous to say the least.  Silvia and Keelan rode in front, behind a row of Guards on foot.  The couple held hands from atop their horses, Silvia’s ring glittering in the morning sun on her left hand; a bandage covered the rest of her hand where the sword had taken off the skin.  Hundreds of flowers were thrown to them.  Praises were called, kisses were blown, and the King and Queen rode in a shower of happiness.

 Riders had already reached the palace and the servants were all gathered out in front to greet their new masters.  A most grand feast was already being prepared for the evening in the kitchens.

 Silvia went first to the locked room where her parents’ things had been hidden away and ordered everything out of the room.  All of the paintings were to be cleaned and hung about the palace, and all of the books were placed in a special glass case in the large library.  Next, her hand was treated and wrapped up with a fresh cloth.  Zander promised to get certain plants together that would speed up the healing process.  With that done, Silvia gathered a small company and went to see to the prisoners.  On the way, they met the Captain of the Royal Guard, who said his congratulations to the new King and Queen and expressed his loyalties.

 “Thank you, George,” said Keelan.

 “We hope that you will stay on as our Captain of the Royal Guard,” Silvia added, thinking it a good idea for him to stay in that position.  

 George nodded proudly and beamed at them, unconsciously rubbing the small girth of his belly, and started to excuse himself.

 “Oh George—wait.  Who relieved you this morning?” she asked.

 “Gregorich sent two young ones to relieve me when he summoned me to the city meeting.  The prisoners were all sleeping soundly when I departed, milady.”

 They chatted idly after leaving George while on their way to the dungeons.  Zander became acquainted with Sir Grant and Prince Dalton as they walked through damp corridors that still contained the early morning’s chill.  But an uneasy feeling crept up on them when they came within sight of the dungeon door.

 It was ajar, and there was no Royal Guard posted outside of it.  There were no cries or moans of despair, no poor souls strapped to demonic devices to torture them.

 Eyeing each other, everyone drew weapons quietly, becoming alert and extra sensitive to any sounds that could be heard in such a silent place.  The hair on the back of Dalton’s neck stood on end, for never had he heard a dungeon so quiet.  Something was definitely wrong here.  Keelan stepped in front of Silvia and led the way through the door, sword at the ready.  They filed in one at a time, looking with puzzled stares at the empty cells that had been full the night before (and that morning, according to George).

Silvia touched one of the cold iron bars on a cell.  “Where are they?” she whispered.

 “Where they should be,” someone answered from behind them.

 Everyone spun around as the dungeon door shut and clicked.  A black-hooded figure that had been hidden behind the door stood before it, facing them.

 “Where are the prisoners?” Silvia demanded angrily.  She threw her chin up defiantly.

 “I just told you—they are where they should be,” said the person, whose feminine voice sounded familiar.

 “I disagree.  Their place is here, in these cells, and nowhere else!” Silvia said.  “Tell me your name, so that we may discuss this in a civilized manner.”

 But the black-hooded figure merely shook its head at her.

 “Answer her as to whom you may be,” Keelan growled.  “Show some respect.”

 Instead of answering, the figure waved its arm violently to the side.  Seconds later, Keelan and the others were still dumbfounded as to how they had been magically moved inside the large cell, thrown against the back wall so hard that their eyes for a moment saw bright lights.

 Sir Grant stood up straight and yelled, “Let us out of here this instant!”

 “Quiet!” the figure shouted, and a flap of skin formed over their mouths, sealing their lips completely.

 Only Silvia remained unchanged and not behind bars.  She took this as a sign that the woman wished to speak with her more.  She was scared to death and it probably showed.  The woman had more knowledge of magic than she did and was not to be tested.  But Silvia wasn’t going to back down from a coward who wouldn’t show her face, and she wasn’t going anywhere without a fight.  “Who are you?  Tell me, for I am losing what little patience I have left,” she said.  There, that sounded brave, she thought.  Now if she could keep the woman talking while she thought of a way to save her friends…

 The person chuckled.  “Who am I?  Oh, I have had so many names over the years in my travels.  But I do believe you already know one of them.”  The figure peeled back its hood.

 Silvia’s eyes widened.  “Eulonda?” What was going on?  .

 “Yes, child, that is one name for me.  Are you going to stand there gaping or are you going to say something else?”  A sneer began to form on her lips.

 The young Queen snapped out of her shock.  “Where have you taken the prisoners?”

 “I have transported them to my father,” Eulonda replied with a nod of her head.  “My half-brother was procrastinating so much that I decided to send them on myself.”

 Silvia’s disbelief returned.  “Do you mean to say—“

 “Yes,” Eulonda interrupted impatiently.  “Lord Rohedon is my father, just as Gregorich Hapshamin is my half-brother.”  She chuckled again, obviously pleased with herself.  “You are in deep trouble, Lady Silvia.  Do you know that?  You have made a mess out of all of my plans.”

 Silvia’s face reddened in anger.  “I beg your pardon, but I am not in any sort of trouble, and you are showing a great disrespect to your Queen,” she responded.

 “Ah, you accepted his proposal.  Good.”  She seemed not to see the puzzled looks on their faces.  But they saw something unreadable flash in the older woman’s eyes.  “Now, if you wish to talk of disrespect, then we shall talk about it.  You have disrespected my brother by lying to him from the beginning, little girl.”

 “Apparently you are very mistaken,” Silvia said in a dangerous tone of voice.  She glanced down, fingering her wedding ring.  A smile tilted her full lips as she stated, “I am the Queen, but I did not accept Gregorich’s proposal before exposing his true identity.”

“What do you mean?” Eulonda asked, alarm in her tone.  “What have you done with him?” For the first time, she seemed a little off her guard, a little frightened.

 “The people of the city decided his fate, and he is no longer with the living.  Eeirch has taken him to the Land of the Dead for all eternity.”

 “You deceitful child!  How could you do that to him?”

 Silvia’s hands formed fists on her hips.  “He greatly deserved what he got and no one tried to stop it from happening.  It was very clear who was the real wrongdoer!”

 “He deserved nothing from you!” Eulonda screamed.  A solitary tear trickled slowly down her cheek.  “But now I will avenge his death.  I will do what should have been done in the beginning.  I knew who you were the second I saw your face without that bloody cover over it.  You never should have lived outside the palace walls the night of your birth, child.”

 “Oh, so you are going to do away with me?” Silvia was treading on dangerous ground but did not care to stop.  Dessica had always told her that women with red hair had the worst of tempers.  “What wonderful revenge for your brother.  Tell me, how will you do it?  We are in a most appropriate place for the event,” she said, gesturing at the torturing devices around them.  “You can stretch my body until my appendages tear apart, or you could pour boiling oil on my naked flesh.  You can run me through with any manner of weapons or we could walk back out to the gallows to hang under the bright morning sun.  Which do you prefer?”

 “You would much rather me do it than my father,” Eulonda said quietly, “for he would not be so patient with your mouth.”

 Silvia felt an intense fury deep within her.  She struggled to keep her dragon side at bay, at least for the time being.  “I will destroy you and I will destroy your father.”

 Eulonda whispered something in a harsh tongue and Silvia was thrown against the cold bars of the cell by an invisible force.

 She gasped for the air that was knocked out of her and pushed herself away from the cold iron at her back.  “Nihal nol dua!” she cried, and the older woman was hurled through the air, smashing into the far stone wall face-first, where she collapsed.  Silvia stared at the heap lying on the floor, and then started trying to find the counter spell to take the extra skin off of her friends’ faces.  She found the words, and breathed a sigh of relief when their mouths reappeared.  But the breath caught in her throat as unseen ropes bound her legs and feet.  Unsteady, she fell hard on her side as Eulonda slowly began to get up, her face bleeding profusely.

 In a flash, a red blur shot through the bars of the large cell and headed straight for her, grabbing the back of Eulonda’s neck with its small mouth and violently shaking her.  But Eulonda was not out of strength, or without her wits.  Her hands reached behind her and after a moment got a firm hold on the fox.  She plucked Keelan off as if he were a flea and tossed him aside.  His head hit the stone floor with a sickening thud and blood began to ooze out of his mouth and ears.

 “Keelan!” Silvia screamed.  Her green eyes shifted into green flames.  The unseen ropes that bound her seemed to disintegrate.  She rose to her feet, wrath in her eyes and death on her lips.  “Witch!” she hissed.

 Eulonda turned her bloody face to see the young woman now walking towards her.  The dark look in Silvia’s eyes sparked fear into the very core of her heart.  Scared, she tried something different, blinding Silvia with a spell.

Silvia cried out and fell forward, mumbling words for a counter spell.  Her nemesis stood up and withdrew a wicked blade from the insides of her cloak.  She walked over to Silvia and smiled.

 “My father will make me queen of this city now, you filthy little country rat.  Soon he will rule this whole country from one end to the other and send it to devastation in memory of you.”  She wrapped her fingers in Silvia’s hair and jerked the girl’s head back sharply.  “Know that you die by the hand of your enemy.  Sweet dreams, child.”  She placed the knife on Silvia’s throat as a little mouse darted in between them and stood on its hind legs, staring at her.  Eulonda’s eyebrows drew down.  “What in the—“

 The mouse changed swiftly, and the only thing she saw was a swirling white cloak before she was rammed backwards.  Her knife was easily wrested from her fist by the figure and plunged deeply into her heart.

 Quentin twisted the knife to give her last moments of life more pain.  “Know this!” he growled at her.  “You die by the hand of your enemy!”

 And it was done.

 Silvia crawled over to Keelan after regaining her sight and sobbed uncontrollably.  Quentin ran to her and put his arms around her, rocking her body gently.  When she calmed down she said the words to unlock the iron doors for the others.  They gathered about Keelan silently.  His head was bleeding, though not as badly as it had seemed a moment ago.  But his breaths were shallow and rapid, and he would not open his eyes.  “How can we help him?” she cried to Zander.  “I cannot lose him yet.  Our lives have only just begun.”

 The old man looked at her with pained eyes.  “The only way I can think of is if we all lay our hands on him and send our love into his body, just as we did with Quentin when Gregorich sent for him.”

 No one really understood how that could possibly help Keelan, but they placed their hands upon his body anyway.  Silvia, Quentin, Sir Grant, Prince Dalton, Frero, and Zander laid their hands on Keelan’s tiny red body and closed their eyes.  Tears fell from every eye to wet his fur.  Strange and sad words were muttered with intense feeling, and some of each went into him.  After what seemed an eternity, Keelan opened his eyes, one at a time, blinking several times before changing into his human form.

 “It worked!” Zander exclaimed with relief.  

 Silvia buried her face into the palm of Keelan’s hand, sobbing hard.  Grant and Zander began to examine the wound on his head—a long cut on the side of his scalp.

 “It’s not very deep.  Just a flesh wound,” Grant said solemnly.

 “I…” Keelan whispered.  He swallowed and tried again.  “I saw into your thoughts.”

 “That’s impossible,” Zander said, shaking his head.  “I’ve only heard of a few people through the histories that have been able to read the thoughts of others and every one of them was born with the talent.”

 Keelan waved the remark away feebly.  “Do not be so quick to disprove me.  You are worried about Lord Rohedon coming tomorrow and what our strategy will be against him.”

 Zander’s jaw dropped.

 Keelan grabbed Grant’s hand.  “You are worried about how many more traitors there are in our midst and if we will catch them before more harm is done to anyone else.”

 Grant nodded.  “It is heavy on my mind.  You should have personal Guards day and night until we are sure.”

 The King then turned to Dalton, but said nothing.  The prince’s cheeks reddened slightly, though his eyes remained on Keelan.  Silvia wondered what had been seen in the prince’s mind, but thought it best not to ask.

Grant was looking at Eulonda’s body.  Her eyes stared lifeless towards the ceiling.  “I never would’ve thought she was an enemy,” he muttered.  “She seemed so…normal.”

 Silvia’s eyes shed silent tears as she nodded in agreement.  “I feel the same.  It scares me that I considered her an acquaintance.”  She shivered, and Keelan sat up to hold her in his arms.

 “My beautiful, beautiful Queen,” he whispered into her ear, “I am so thankful that my brother saved your precious life when I could not.”

 “Was that what you saw in my thoughts?” Quentin asked him softly.

 Keelan turned to his brother.  “I saw a true act of loyalty in your mind, and with no hesitations to prelude it.  What you have done was meant to atone for past atrocities, and from pure devotion to my wife for forgiving you.”

 “Anything for my Queen,” said Quentin.  He bowed his head to the floor in reverence.  “I will never betray her.  My life is hers to give.”

 “Quentin,” Silvia said, “I release you from my services with much love and thanks.  You may now do as you wish.  You no longer have penance to pay.”  She meant every word that she said, though it pulled at her heart to think of him not being near her.  She had grown quite used to having an invisible protector.

 Quentin lifted up his head.  “I wish to remain in your household as your personal guardian, milady.  That is what I wish…and to never leave my brother so long again.”

 “You will be treated as we are—as royalty,” Silvia said sternly.  “No longer will you be a servant.  On those conditions will your terms be accepted.”

 Quentin smiled and hugged them both.

  

  

 Chapter Nineteen—The Winds of War
  

 The feast that night was the largest that anyone in the palace had ever seen, or remembered hearing of.  Dukes and duchesses, barons, and baronesses were among the higher classed countrymen showing support of their new King and Queen.  Eagles, pigeons, and hawks of all sorts were being sent out all over the city to tell foreigners of the drastic changes.  Other kings and queens were to get their notices of the events on tiny pieces of gold-inscribed parchment carried by special eagles that were cleaned and adorned with royal décor.

 As three more long tables were added to the banquet hall for all the guests, the newly called ‘Lystians’ came to lay flowers and such outside the palace walls.  Inside, rich candies, flower arrangements that had been meticulously bunched together, jewelry, pearl-handled knives, and many other things were presented to King Keelan and Queen Silvia with honor, praises, and (of course) much brown-nosing.

 After dessert was served, the Queen stood and rapped a silver spoon on her glass goblet.  “I have one or two things to say to everyone, so I need your attention please.  First of all, Lystia’s colors must be changed as well as its coat of arms.  The new colors shall be dark purple and light blue.  New uniforms for the Royal Guard are already being sewn all over the city, but I abhor the idea of a raven as our symbol of freedom.  I wish you to help us decide on our coat of arms.  I represent your city as well as rule it, but your opinions will always matter to me.”

 “I say a purple dragon against the sky to honor the savior of the city,” Prince Dalton suggested loudly, smiling at her with his dark, slanting eyes.  His goblet had been refilled quite a few times already, though his speech did not slur.

 “A sensible idea!” several people shouted.

 “I agree with it completely,” the King said, patting his wife’s hand.

 Silvia nodded, warmly surprised at it all but content.  “Very well.  That will be our new coat of arms.  But now for the more serious matter: Lord Rohedon is said to be arriving tomorrow to visit his son Gregorich Hapshamin.  We know not what the time of day will be when he comes and his son is now dead.  He will attempt to punish me and this city for what Gregorich brought upon himself…I will take full responsibility for everything and then I will drive him from this city and kill him.”  Half of the dinner guests were openly gaping at her, although many just stared without expressions, knowing this to be her duty.  “Chances are, my new friends, that I may die trying to accomplish this but that will not hinder me from what I mean to do.  Fear of death will not stop me from protecting this great city.”  She stopped to take a sip of dark wine from her goblet.

Before she could resume speaking a large man near the middle of the next table stood up.  He glanced around at his fellow diners, then puffed out his chest and spoke loudly.  “My Queen, we will fight with you to the death.  We will not let Rohedon start another war here—he has done enough harm to this world!”  As he drew his sword and placed it flat upon the barrel that was his chest and bowed, Silvia recognized him as Horace.  Hanovi’s uncle straightened and lowered his sword to his side.

 Silvia acknowledged him with a nod as many cheered his words.  “Then Lystia will conquer,” she said to everyone.  “But therein lies another problem.  In another part of this vast world is a land locked in desperate turmoil, as Horace has pointed out.  In order for Lystia to be a peaceful city, the surrounding lands must also be in peace, and we are the ones to make it so.  I will soon be sending an army from here and going to war to fight Rohedon’s people; I have already given my word on this.  However we cannot stop there, or the enemy will only retreat to come back with more force.”

 “So what are we to do?” a woman asked, teetering as she stood up.

 Silvia looked around the room slowly.  “We must strike at the very core of our enemies and utterly destroy them.”  Moans and astonished whispers went amuck.  “Yes,” she interrupted firmly.  “I will lead the army into the Realm of Rohedon and make peace through the blood on my sword.”

 Raucous roars deafened the tender ears of the room instantly.  Swords clashed as the men brought them together to seek union with each other.  For many this was a sort of celebration, as their city had not been to war in many, many years, and so it would be a time to show their strengths and power.

 Silvia’s heart beat quickly.  They were ready to go to war!  She almost could not believe they were willing to fight for her already.  “So shall we bring order and harmony to this realm again! Let it begin!  Let the city of Lystia conquer all enemies who stand in the way of peace!” she cried, drawing her sword as well.

 King Keelan and Quentin were on their feet as well, clanging swords in union with Prince Dalton and Sir Grant, and yelling with the rest of the men.

 Indeed, it truly had begun.

  

  

  

 Keelan and Silvia slept in the same room they had been staying in while their new bedroom was being refurbished and decorated.  After the dinner guests had drunk themselves silly in celebration and departed, the King and Queen walked hand in hand to the bedroom and locked the door.  Hot water had already been emptied into their tub and they took a long, luxurious bath.  They washed each other’s bodies lovingly, and then exited the tub.  Long thick robes had been laid out for them, which they donned after drying off.  They opened the doors to the balcony and sat outside talking until Silvia’s hair was nearly dry.  Finally, Keelan turned to her and said, “My love, are you ready to go to bed?”

 Nervous butterflies exploded into flight inside her stomach; she quelled them with silent desire and nodded.  He took her hand and led her back inside to the bed, leaving the glass doors to the balcony open to the gentle warm breeze of summer.  The torch on the wall was lit; the bed was covered in a soft, delicate glow.

 “My Queen,” he said with affection, “let me love you as a man should love a woman.  Let me learn with your body.  Be my teacher, my lover…” He pulled her into his arms and kissed her tenderly.

 When their lips parted, Silvia whispered, “Darling, just do what feels right and you’ll teach yourself.”  She untied her robe and it slid to the floor in a pile.  Then she slid his off and moved against him, feeling his hardness on her skin.  He picked her up and laid her on the bed, kissing and caressing her all over.  When she moaned beneath his touches, he nearly went mad with passion.  She grabbed his face and pulled him closer.  “Now…please.”

 

  

  

 Two and a half dozen seamstresses had worked all night with four artisans to make new tunics for the Royal Guards.  Not all were done; only half were completely finished.  Silvia inspected several of the Guards in their new attire.  She believed they looked splendid on the men.  The purple dragons on the light blue skies were beautiful and, to her surprise appeared almost exactly like the image of herself when she was in dragon form.

 George smiled with sincerity at the Queen as she stopped in front of him in the throne room where the Guard was lined up.  “What do you think, milady?” he asked.  “Pure silk linings and marvelously done in such short time.  It was a very lucky thing that blue silk is an easily obtained commodity in the city.”

 “They were well-tailored indeed,” she agreed.

 “Just wait until you see yours.”

 “Mine?”

 The Commander of the Guard walked off and went into a small antechamber, bringing back two large packages wrapped in brown paper.  “One for you, Your Majesty, and the other is for His Highness.  Yours is on the top.”

 He held the King’s as the Queen opened hers.  It was a gorgeous copy of the Guards’ design, only it was a magnificent cloak of crushed velvet that clasped at the throat with an amethyst and silver dragon.  George helped her to put it on, then stepped back to admire her.

 “Oh, I love it!  I simply adore it!” she exclaimed, holding up the sides.

 “I nearly forgot—the seamstresses are currently making another one for you and your King, only those will have sewn in gloves.”

 “I’m sorry…sewn in gloves?” she said.

 “Yes.  When your hands are in the gloves and you lift your arm, you also lift that side of your cloak.  It makes you look much more grand,” he added.

 “Wonderful, George.  If you see the seamstresses before I go to pay them, tell them that their work is spectacular.”

 “Very well, Your Highness, although I doubt they will accept any payment; they consider these as gifts to you.  It is nothing short of a great honor to be making something so beautiful for Madeline’s daughter.”

 “Alright, but only if they insist.  Now, I want you and your men to be outside and on the ready.  Rohedon is to come sometime today and I want to be prepared.  If you should see anything suspicious or out of the ordinary, come and find me.  Understand?”

 “Yes, my Queen.”

  

  

  

 Keelan thought his cloak very fine and he donned it with pride to match his queen.

 “You look like a King of Kings, my sweet,” Silvia said.

 “I never thought in all my life this would ever happen to me or anyone I know.  Just look at me now.”  He shook his head.

 Silvia knew exactly what he meant.  “Are you disappointed that it has?”

 Keelan thought for a moment.  “No.  When I first told you who you were weeks ago I couldn’t help but to think of how lucky the man would be that you chose to be your King.  I never imagined in a lifetime that it would be me.   Through all these years I’ve kept an eye on your person and I have become very fond of you.” He took her into his arms.

 “I wish I had known you long before we actually met…and I wish I had never met Venicius and given my body to him.  If I had known all that was to happen I would have saved myself for you.”

 “Excuse me, Your Majesty,” said Hans from the open doorway.  He politely pretended he had only just entered.  “There are some people who wish an audience with both of you.”

“Who?” said the Queen.

 “A husband and wife by the names of Vera and Cornelius.”

 “Oh!  Your parents, Keelan!  How wonderful!” Silvia said.

 By the time Keelan and Silvia made it to the courtyard, Vera and Cornelius were already eating thick ham sandwiches with eggplant soup.  Everyone hugged and the older couple made it a point to bow before their son and his wife.

 His mother kissed Silvia’s hand with reverence. “It is so good to see you again, my Lady.  I am happy to find you are in your rightful place.  Your parents would have been proud.”

 “Thank you,” Silvia replied.  “You are too kind.  And thank you for helping them all those years ago.  It was not an easy task, I know.”

 “And our youngest son—a King!” proclaimed Cornelius.  “Whoever would have thought?  Now tell us what has happened to our Quentin.  Is he well?”

 “Quentin is our most loyal subject,” Keelan told them, his pride in his older sibling resounding in his voice.  “George has accepted him as a special faction of the Royal Guard.  I would say that he is around here somewhere.” He took up his sapphire (which all of them still wore) and called for Quentin to come to the courtyard.

 His brother appeared minutes later and embraced his mother and father warmly.  “Can you believe it Pappy?  We got her onto the throne, safe and sound.”

 “I’m proud of you son,” Cornelius said.  “But now that you are finally back in our lives, please don’t wander off!  We want you to visit often so that we can get to know one another again.”

 “I will dine with you several times a week,” replied Quentin, “and not complain about Mother’s cooking one bit!”

 “Oh, you hush!  I’m not that bad,” Vera tried to defend herself against their laughter, but ended up joining in.

 They finished lunch and talked of many things past and present.  Everyone was happy, or at least seemed to be.  However at some point during their conversations Keelan, Quentin, and Silvia all began to feel strange.  Nervousness enveloped them from out of nowhere.  Silvia started to feel a sense of dread and Quentin was sweating profusely.

 But Keelan, who had glimpsed images and feelings in the minds of the others the day before was now having very unusual thoughts in his mind, and he had an idea of where they were coming from.  Images of people dying, and mad laughter filled his head until finally he couldn’t take it anymore.  “Is anyone else feeling strange?” he asked, rubbing his temple.

 “Yes,” Quentin and Silvia answered.

 “Silvia, my dear, I think he’s close,” said Keelan.

 “Who is close?” Vera asked.  “Is something wrong.”

 “It might be best if you were not outside,” Keelan said.  “Go into the palace where you will be safe.”

 His parents left in a hurry, throwing confused looks over their shoulders.

 “How close?” said Quentin.  “Can you see his thoughts like you did with ours yesterday?”

 “I’m not sure.  I don’t really know whose thoughts I’m seeing, and everything has faded drastically as compared to yesterday.  The skill, I believe, was only a temporary side effect of the magic.”

 Silvia took charge of the situation, not taking any chances.  “Call the city to arms!” she yelled to the nearest Guard.  “Call the city to arms at once!  The enemy is near!  All Guards to their posts!  Everyone prepare!”

 Guards immediately started running all around them.  Eight were posted on the top of each of the three towers; these were the best archers they had.  More Guards took to the streets of the city, spreading word to the Lystians.  The Trillion Bell did not ring, though, for they didn’t want Rohedon to know they were prepared for his arrival.  Soon most of the people in the city were in the streets and armed to the teeth.  Old women and children had been hidden in cellars or secret rooms in minutes.  The palace was shut down and all doors and windows were locked.  Three Guards stood outside the entrances to the palace as the rest of the Guards stationed themselves inside and around the palace.

Silvia turned to Keelan.  “I’m going to the top of the tower.  I’ll return in a few moments if I can.”

 He nodded.  “Be careful, my love.”

 “I will.”  She transformed into the dragon and flew up to the top of one of the towers, surprising the archers.  She peered out over the land with her dragon’s eyes, but could not discern anything unusual.  She changed back into herself and told the Guards to be as quiet as possible.  She turned to face the direction of the stables and the surrounding pastures.  The horses were antsy and the cows were all lying down as if expecting a storm.  She sighed and closed her eyes, ignoring her rapid heartbeat.  “Niehuda,” she whispered.

 The wind rose and swirled around her body, but she was the only one who heard the voice of the trees clearly.  “Yes?”

 “Neihuda, levun ra tol syeras puchat jef vosce benou.”  Trees, tell me of unusual things that you see.

 The breeze stirred and moved in the other direction around her.  “Strange number of familiars.”

 Silvia’s brow furrowed.  Familiars?  What did the trees mean by that?  But before she could speak again the trees sent a warning.

 “Enemies against you are coming in the shape of familiars.  Evil intentions abound their hearts…They are prepared to kill or be killed…Beware.”

 Silvia was scared and frustrated.  The enemy was coming in the shape of familiars?  What were those?

  

  

  

 George had climbed to the top of one of the towers to see what could be seen and he had been there only a minute when he spotted something on the horizon.  He wasn’t sure, but he thought it was a large flock of birds.  He ignored them, for that part of the land was heavily forested.  He saw nothing but livestock on the ground—no moving army or even a lone human did he see.  When he next looked again towards the thick forests to the northwest he saw that the flock of birds was still flying…straight towards the palace.  And it seemed that they were flying in the shape of a large circle.  He thought this strange enough to report to the Queen on the other tower.

  

  

  

 All of the archers were ready.  Piles and piles of arrows had been carried up by servants and deposited on the roof of each tower.  Guards in the city had been notified and so had the Lystians.  Everyone who had a bow or crossbow had gathered their arrows and took to the highest roofs around the city.  Tiny bowls of snake venom were set next to each loosely tied bundle of arrows; the tips were dipped in the venom while the archers put on thin leather gloves to protect themselves and to hold the bows better.

 Keelan commanded the courtyard while Silvia, Dalton, and Grant (the latter two equipped with bows as well as swords) went to command each tower.  They were waiting for the birds, when Silvia realized were the familiars the trees had warned of.  What other animal knew the trees better than the birds?

 “Tell me when they are close enough to shoot,” she said to the Guards.

 “About a couple more minutes, milady,” one of them said.

 She watched the birds fly closer and closer and could hear them squawking.  She cursed herself for not being more ready as she tried to compare the number of birds to the number of arrows.

 Nearer.

 Her palms were sweating and she felt panic creeping in.  She concentrated on trying to breathe deeply to calm down, but her breaths were short and shaky.  What in the gods’ names was she thinking?  She couldn’t fight a battle or go to war!  She’d most likely lead them all to their deaths.  What would she do if they failed?  What if Rohedon had some sort of massive army hidden nearby?  Why was he attacking in the first place?  Surely the man could not know already that his son was deceased.  Could he have been planning some sort of an attack on his unknowing child?  Perhaps his influence here was not what he wanted it to be and he wanted to change that.  Had he come all the way here to take over Lystia?  She wondered at how had he gotten here so fast.  Did he have a different way of traveling, or had he started on his journey a month ago?  She supposed it didn’t really matter because the fact was that he was here.

Closer.

 “Your Majesty, they are coming into range,” one archer said.

 “Good.  Aim carefully, aim true.  I want those birds falling dead out of the sky.  For the love of Geldin, God of War, please do not miss.  I do not believe we have possession of as many arrows as we need…Start shooting,” she ordered.

 The archers raised their bows and squinted their eyes as they sighted targets.  They released at the same time, the arrows singing sweetly through the air.  Eight birds fell screeching to their death.  The archers on the other towers let loose their arrows in sync and so there began a constant stream of well-aimed arrows, off to deliver death.

 However, the birds kept coming, and it seemed there were thousands of them.  More and more arrows were brought to the towers from the palace’s cache of weaponry.  They flew to the sky in graceful, deadly arcs from the city as well, where citizens were scrambling for more bows and arrows.  The birds came ever closer, no matter how many fell, reforming the circle every few seconds as some of them dropped to an untimely end.  Everyone could now see that they were very large ravens, their black forms shadowing their fallen on the ground.  And just one look at the dead ones on the ground told why the ravens were so big: Every time one was shot down, Silvia saw it change into human form as it fell.

 “Milady!  Milady!”  Maura came huffing and puffing to the roof.

 “What is it?” Silvia asked breathlessly, her eyes on the sky.

 “We are running out of arrows!”

 “What?  Already?”  This couldn’t be!  She and Maura both ducked as the birds flew over for the first time, several of them pecking at the archers as they passed.  “How many do we have?”

 “About four hundred more,” her maidservant panted.

 Silvia groaned inwardly, and then grasped her stone.  “Keelan, Quentin, give orders to some of the servants to collect arrows from the dead ravens outside the palace walls!  Tell them to arm themselves in case some of them survived the fall.  Don’t forget that the arrows have poisoned tips!”

 This was done, and as the last of the arrow supply was used up ten minutes later, servants began bringing in the used arrows and recoating the tips with more poison.  Some of the shafts were about to break and some had only the sharpened wooden tip instead of an arrowhead.  The majority of these missed their targets.

 Keelan had men working to make more, but the work was infinitely slower than what they needed, even with many shafts already made and slotted for the tips.  He soon began to help them after watching what they did, and Quentin joined in.  Zander, who had arrived just before the palace was shut down with Geremy and Dessica, poisoned the arrowheads before they were taken to the towers.  Geremy was out fetching more arrows and Maura, Dessica, and Frero were the ones delivering them to the archers.

 The situation improved, and then began to go downhill.  Piles of arrows were stacked at each archer’s feet, but the men were tiring.  Their arms were trembling with exhaustion and sweat was running freely down their faces.  The sun beat down on them with no mercy, burning their eyes.

 Not enough practice for the endurance of those muscles, Silvia thought miserably.  She knew they would need help, and soon.  So the next time Maura brought up supplies, Silvia whispered in her ear, and then talked to the men around her.  The arrows stopped whistling from the towers.  The ravens had circled about and passed over once again.  After they had gone by, Silvia took to the air quietly behind them, her heavy body just feet out of their reach and her large shadow flying over the ground.  Taking a deep breath she waited, feeling the burn within the core of her gigantic stomach.  Just as the birds were getting ready to turn, she let out her breath, expelling the fire within and turning her head quickly from side to side.

Nearly a hundred ravens fell, burnt to a crisp.

 Before the others could turn, Silvia swooped beneath the mass of feathers and then came up before them.  She whirled around, a steady stream of fiery death spewing from her jaws.  The fire hit the ravens head on, cooking twice as many, for they could not turn away fast enough.

 Within minutes the ravens were annihilated and Silvia alighted, out of breath, in the courtyard.  People were cheering her and shouting victory, but she told them to be quiet and keep their eyes open for any more trouble.  She explained that nothing proved Lord Rohedon was among the dead.  She had not seen one bird that stood out more than any other, and a man like Rohedon was sure to be noticeable.  Maura brought her a cup of water as she rested.  She was satisfied for there had been no skirmish, and none of her men had died.  She tried to relish the moment, but was too worried about what other things could happen.  How many more were there?  She sat on a bench, drinking her water and closed her eyes…then the wind started to blow.

 “They are coming,” the trees were screaming to her.  “The evil one you seek is among them!”

 “Wasu ni opsya?” Silvia asked.  She jumped to her feet.  Land or air?

 “Land,” the trees answered.  “They do not yet know the familiars are destroyed, and they whisper of taking over the city.  They say it would expand their realm so that none would dare to challenge them.  They are prepared to take the throne by force from the evil one’s son, should they need to.  He knows not of his son’s demise…There are strange creatures among them.”

 “How many?” she asked in Kieluna.

 “Not as many as there were familiars…maybe a thousand.  The evil one is in the center.”

 “Dunatku,” she said.

 “You are welcome…Luck be with you.”

 “Wen!” she cried, meaning wait.  “Noshita?”  Where?

 “From the northwest, in the woods.  Let him not harm us trees…”

 Silvia didn’t waste a minute.  She called everyone to her.  “Rohedon is coming from the north with a thousand strong.”

 “How do you know this?” Hans asked.

 “The trees told her,” Zander said simply.

 Hans’ eyebrows lifted.  “Well that just explains everything, doesn’t it?”

 “What are your plans?  What are you thinking?” Keelan asked her.

 She smiled coldly.  “I say we go to greet our guests.”

  
  

 Chapter Twenty—The End of the Beginning
  

 A little while later Silvia and Keelan were leading an army of nine hundred out of the north gate.  (She would have taken more, but Grant advised her that they were not traveling far and the city needed to be well protected because they had no idea if the enemy had other regiments outside of the city.)  They headed towards the thick forests, the Queen on her black stallion, Rituel, and the King on Windfall’s wide brown back.  The horses had been outfitted for battle, fine lightweight chain armor covering their heads and chests.  At the start of the tree line three hundred men branched off to the left and the same number to the right to flank the enemy.  This had been Prince Dalton’s advice, and it was well heeded.  He waited to ride with the King and Queen with the other mounted men.

 Silvia sighed and pressed her heels into Rituel’s flank, urging him forward.  The woods were indeed thick but thinned out a mile or so in where there was a huge clearing.  The men whispered that ancient rites used to be performed here long ago, and that’s why the grass had never grown back.  There was an uneasy feeling in the air from the knowledge that livestock, and people as well, had been sacrificed here long ago; everyone was anxious.  They halted here to await Rohedon, Silvia and her companions sitting atop their horses in the middle of the clearing.  The only thing to be heard was the sound of their breathing and the occasional stomp of a hoof or the whicker of a horse.

Keelan winced and shook his head.  “I’m not seeing their thoughts as I did with everyone yesterday. But I can almost feel them coming closer, as if their violent intentions are trying to seep into the back of my mind.”

 “I shall see how close they are,” Quentin said quietly.  He lifted his hood over his head and took a deep breath as he turned into a tiny yellow canary and flew off into the trees.

 “I do not understand how all of you can transform,” Prince Dalton said softly.  “I do not know the strange ways of your magic.”

 “The Queen and I can only do it because Zander branded us with magic coins.  Quentin…well, Quentin has the ability to be anything and anyone he has ever taken the life of.  It is a blessing at such times as this.”

 “Yet he remembers that which he has done in order to possess the ability to change into those forms,” said Dalton.  “If it were me, I would consider myself cursed.”

 Keelan glanced at him darkly, but said nothing as the small bird flew into the clearing and alighted on Quentin’s horse.

 “They are only a few hundred feet ahead of us, Your Majesties,” Quentin said a moment later.  He was gazing straight into the trees ahead as if he could already see the enemies.  He still wore his hood up; it stuck out over his face, with his white hair coming out around each side of his neckline.  “He does indeed have strange creatures with him.  They are…indescribable.”

 Silvia could hear the tramping of careless feet in the near distance.  Branches were heard cracking underfoot and soon the low murmuring of harsh, guttural voices.

 “Expect the unexpected,” said Grant, edging his war-horse closer to the King.  Everyone except Keelan and Silvia drew their weapons as quietly as they could.

 Minutes later, shapes could be seen through the tree trunks, moving towards them at a comfortable pace.  Suddenly the enemy broke through the clearing and stopped, gawking at the sight before them.

 Silvia had never seen such disgusting-looking people in her life.  The men (and a surprising number of women) were very hairy and unkempt.  Their eyes were wild, darting about, and their hands clutched queer swords and maces.  The clothes they wore barely covered their privates and looked as though they’d never been washed before.  Perhaps these were their battle clothes, meant to scare the enemy.  It worked, if one was afraid of nasty people.

 No one said anything for several seconds.  Then a loud voice boomed, “What’s wrong?  Why are you idiots stopping?”  A tall, thin man dressed in black and red with a sweeping cloak pushed through to the front of the enemy line, only to stop in his tracks.  His astonished face quickly dissolved into a more serious one.  “Put down your weapons and get of our way!” he yelled.  Anyone could see where Gregorich had gotten his demanding authority from, for it was clear who this man was.

 “Why, whatever for?” Keelan asked.

 “Because, young fool, my weapons are not drawn on you. Now move! I am on my way to the city.  I have important business there.”

 “Is that so?” said Keelan, glancing sideways at Sir Grant.  “With whom?”

 The thin man drew himself up.  “My son happens to be the king of this realm.  Remove yourself from my way this instant, or you may taste his wrath.”  Arrogance nearly seeped from his skin.

 “Ah, Lord Rohedon, I presume?”

 The satisfaction disappeared, replaced by puzzlement.  “How do you know what I am called…and why are you here?” the man demanded.

 “Dare you address royalty in such a manner?” Prince Dalton said.

 “Royalty?” Rohedon questioned.  “My son did not tell me he had royal blood visiting his city.”

“You are speaking to King Keelan and Queen Silvia of Lystia, formerly known as Darkania,” Grant stated.

 Rohedon chuckled in stark disbelief.  “You’re lying.”

 “I’m afraid not,” Keelan said.  “Your son Gregorich is dead, and so is your daughter, Eulonda.”

 Rage flew into the Lord’s eyes.  He drew a massive broad sword from under his cloak and held it with both hands, assuming a fighting stance.  The heathens about him readied for battle.  “How did they die?” Rohedon growled.  “Tell me now!”

 “Gregorich Hapshamin was sentenced to be at the mercy of the people of our city.  They took his punishment from his flesh.  Eulonda was killed to protect the Queen, whom she was trying to murder.”

 Rohedon’s face was unreadable.  He appeared to want to cry and scream at the same time.  “Who did it?” he finally stuttered.  “Who has done this to my children?”

 “They did it to themselves.”  Quentin now spoke up.  “The Lystians beat Gregorich to death for running the old king and queen off of the throne and for conspiring with the enemy in the Lordalen War.  Oh…right—that would be you.  And I killed Eulonda when she attacked Queen Silvia.  I am not sorry for your loss; they deserved what they received.”

 The man turned an icy glare on Silvia.  He looked her up and down and laughed, a chilling sound in the stillness of the clearing.  “My children’s deaths lay on your head, though how that came about I cannot say.  However, you do look rather familiar to be so young.  Have we met before, little witch?”

 “You speak with a civil tongue around our Queen!” Sir Grant barked.  His horse became agitated, moving from side to side in anticipation.

 Queen Silvia silenced him with a gentle gesture.  “Their deaths lay on me. My mother and father were run off the Darkanian throne after my brother was murdered.  I came to reclaim my throne and I did what was necessary to get it, just like Gregorich did when he stole it from my parents.”

 “No wonder you look familiar,” Rohedon said, nodding his head.  “I came to Darkania after he ascended the throne.  I told him all the paintings and belongings of his predecessors had to be put out of sight so there would be no rebellion.  I saw the portraits of your mother.  But she told everyone that you had died at birth.”  He glanced at his people and smiled.  “Looks pretty to be dead, does she not?  Who knows—maybe I just found another wife.”  Horrible laughter filled the forest.  The men and women around him shouted crude comments and made gestures that turned Silvia’s cheeks bright red.

 The men about her nearly came out of their saddles in anger, but she motioned them back.  “I do not share my bed with a man who looks and smells worse than a pig rolling in its droppings.  Besides, it is apparent that you do not even know how to ride a horse, since you are not atop one as a ‘Lord’ should be.  Are you ignorant as well as rude?”

 Rohedon stopped laughing.  “I don’t appreciate your remarks.  Maybe I should make you a slave to my wives instead.”

 “Maybe you should keep your mouth shut before I lop that ugly head off your shoulders,” said Dalton.  He was very determined that no one would ever speak to Silvia in such a manner.

 “My people would quite literally eat you alive if you were to do such a thing,” Rohedon warned.

 Silvia drew her sword and Rituel began to move around, agitated at his master’s distress.  “Would they now?  Let’s see them try it.”

 The enemies surged forward to meet the Lystians.  Windfall, a trained war-horse, began kicking the dirty men who charged him; Rituel did the same a few feet away.  Swords rang and clashed. But the men and women of Rohedon fought fiercely, and Silvia’s army was not trained for battle. Many were easily overcome and slaughtered mercilessly.  Sir Grant and Quentin were fighting side by side atop their horses.  Prince Dalton had rushed in among the enemies and was fighting valiantly alone.  Rohedon had disappeared.

Then came the creatures the trees had warned of: They were beings with hair-covered bodies that could walk on two legs or run on all fours.  Their arms were very long and they had three digits on their hands and bare feet.  They wore no clothes and on each broad pair of shoulders rested two heads with wide, flat noses and no lips over pointed, uneven teeth.  Their ears were long and floppy and their wild yellow eyes were sunken in to their skulls.  They had strange knives and clubs in their hands and were obviously the source of the guttural noises.  Nearly sixty of the grotesque abominations were fighting now, and for such short creatures they were tough and unafraid.  One came at Silvia, but when it came close Rituel reared up and kicked one of the heads.  The thing roared in pain until Silvia drove her sword into its body where she suspected the heart to be.

 Keelan was having a rough time with the creatures.  They had encircled his horse and they kept biting at his legs and at Windfall, or running beneath the animal to spook it.  Keelan killed one of the them with a strong swipe of his sword; but even as the heads thudded onto the ground one of the other warriors swung a morning star with ridged spikes into his right side.

 Screaming, he fell from Windfall and landed with a crunch on his arm.  The two-headed monsters at once surrounded him, tearing the clothes from his body and sinking their greedy teeth into his flesh.

  

  

  

 Silvia saw, as if in slow motion, Keelan getting struck and falling from his horse.  She screamed at her men to sound the horns.  Immediately, loud clear blasts from her men were heard all over the forest and were answered by distant horns.  When she looked again at Keelan she saw that the creatures were trying to eat him.  A sickening rage filled her and she jumped off her stallion.  She grew taller, larger, becoming a dragon and crushing enemies beneath her feet as she cleared a path to her husband.  The nasty heathens had not noticed her yet when she burnt them to a crisp.  Keelan was buried in their hot, stinking ashes, barely touched by her fire.  Red tears flowed out of her dragon’s eyes as she scooped him up in her arms and flew up and out of the forest, branches scraping her face and scales as she ascended.  With no hesitation she flew straight to the palace as fast as she could.  She alighted in the courtyard, turned human, and began screaming for help.  She gave him to her servants and bade them to keep him alive at all costs until she returned.  Tears fell from her human eyes as she watched Maura, Dessica and another girl carry him away, and then she took to the skies again.  No one did that to her loved ones and lived.

 The scents of battle were strong and sweet, the sounds exciting and dramatic.  The smell of blood was invigorating in her dragon senses.  She saw as she neared that her flanking soldiers had joined the skirmish, and that it was drawing to an end.  Nevertheless, when she landed she shook the earth underneath her and roared so loud she caused a temporary deafness to those around her.  She wanted Rohedon, wanted his blood.  Turning round and round slowly, she looked for him.  After a few moments, she spotted him sitting high in a tree, watching his people get massacred with a grim look.  A coward, just like his son.

 “Evil one…”

 Silvia cocked her head and listened as the trees began to talk.  “The evil one burned our kind without need or remorse in the far north…” The wind rose, whipping branches back and forth menacingly.  “He is rightfully ours.  Let us take him…”

 Just then Rohedon’s eyes met hers, and he visibly stiffened.  Glancing about, he searched for an escape.  Why did he not use his magic to win this battle, or give his people a fighting chance against the Lystians?  Wasn’t he supposed to be some kind of powerful sorcerer?

Disappointment consumed Silvia as she listened to the trees.  She had wanted to kill him for bringing the monsters that had almost killed her beloved Keelan.  But she knew if she consented, he would still pay for all of the harm he had done to everyone everywhere.  She looked into his frightened eyes a minute more, then sighed deeply as she silently bid the trees what they wished.

 It was amazing how fast they reacted.  The tree in which Rohedon sat wrapped its smaller branches about him to hold him tight.  The bark cut into his skin, seeming to suck it off his bones.  He screamed in pain and surprise, his voice ringing in her dragon ears.  The other trees whipped their branches to increase the wind in a wide circle around that tree until it was right in the middle of a giant whirlwind.  Everyone on the ground stopped to stare, flabbergasted.  The men and women fighting and dying on the ground could not seem to take their eyes off the scene in the boughs of the tree.  Just as Silvia began to wonder how her men were keeping ground in such winds, the tree let go of Rohedon and used its branches to thrust him high above the tree line.  Before he could begin to descend the winds became so strong that her men were sliding all over the forest floor, several grabbing at dead or dying bodies to keep from being blown about.  The horses were running wild, dislodging their riders without remorse in their panic.  Silvia stood unbothered in her great bulk.  She did not even notice the people trying to hold onto her feet and tail because she was so intent on what was happening to the man above.  He was suspended in the air, screaming at the top of his lungs.  Suddenly all of the wind in the forest went up to start spinning him round and round so fast that he was a mere blur in the sky even to Silvia.

 But all heard his last terrified scream before the velocity of the wind literally ripped him to tiny pieces.  The trees moaned and fell silent, peaceful in their vengeance.  Bits and pieces of the once great Lord Rohedon dropped unnoticed like filthy rain.  All of his people were dead or fleeing.

 The battle was over.

  

  

  

 Queen Silvia, Prince Dalton, Sir Grant, and Quentin raced back to the palace with the wind at their back as soon as their horses were recovered.  They were coated in cuts and wounds and beginning to sprout purple bruises all over their bodies and not a one of them were smiling.  They thought not of the incurred victory and glorification of the city, but of the dead and dying…The King was one of these.

 The horses were ready to collapse by the time they reached their destination.  They dismounted as several servants ran out of the stables to lead the horses inside for water.  Maura was waiting for them just inside; a Guard had informed her they were within sight of the palace just minutes before.  She led the grim troupe to a big parlor where Keelan was laid out on a large lounging sofa.

 The blue green leaves of the bornebury plant covered his entire body, but Silvia couldn’t take her gaze away from the ones that were on his eyes.  Frero had said this kept the spirit from leaving the body, from letting the body die.  She prayed to Aldoa, Goddess of Waters and Healing, that he made it through this okay.

 A short time later Zander was sitting beside him with bowls of hot water and fresh cloths, working on the wounds.  A stool sat next to him, where a towel with sewing tools waited to be used.  Two bowls of bloodied water had just been carried out of the room.

 Silvia felt nauseous as she approached Keelan.  She was still covered in dirt and blood, her radiant red hair dull in its disarray.  She knelt by her husband, grateful that he was unconscious while he was being treated.  “How is he, Zander?  Will he die?”  She took a wet cloth from a bowl, wrung it out, and patted Keelan’s pale and sweaty face.  She shuddered involuntarily.

“His condition is most critical, milady,” Zander said quietly.  “I do not know yet if he will make it.”  He had the largest hole spread open, the skin held back with small needles. He was draining the blood out of one of Keelan’s swollen organs with a small tube made of smooth wood that had the center hollowed out; the blood drained into a large bowl at the other end of the tube.  “I’ve inspected the other wounds from the weapon used—a morning star by the looks of the damage—and I have determined no other organ punctures.  The spikes on the weapon made several more lacerations as it was torn from his skin.  I will sew them in a bit, but they are not too bad compared to this one.  His right arm was out of socket, which I have already fixed, however his muscles there are torn.  It will take weeks for them to heal properly unless there is some sort of miracle medicine I have not yet come across.  The ribs on his left side are either broken or cracked.  I will put a special bone strengthener I have discovered upon them.  I give no guarantees that it will work…that any of this will work.”

 “Okay, so after you finish here what do we do?” asked Quentin.

 Zander sighed.  “We wait to see if the wounds get infected.”

 “How will you know it’s infected if everything is sewn up?” said Silvia.

 The old man gazed at her deep green eyes sadly.  “He will die.”

  

  

  

 It did not take much longer for the blood to quit draining from the organ, which Zander (quietly) took as a good sign.  He sewed the punctures deftly, then the skin over top of it, cleaning the man thoroughly to prevent infection.  Keelan would be horribly bruised and scarred; one could be sure of that.  His rear and feet and head would be the only unchanged places on his body.

 Silvia and Quentin took turns wiping the King’s face with cool cloths to keep the fever at bay, talking to him in soothing tones.  Vera and Cornelius had been summoned from another part of the palace and were sitting quietly on a small loveseat that had been moved close to the lounging sofa their son lay upon.  Maura had gone to take a nap with Hans so that they could stay up with the King during the night.  Geremy and Dessica talked in low tones at the door, comforting each other as they worried over the injured young man.  Dalton and Grant were sitting together on chairs, staring at Keelan intently with strained eyes.  Anxiety smothered everyone as they waited with forced patience to see if he would wake.

 A little while later the Captain of the Royal Guard came in.  “How is he?” he asked softly.

 “He hasn’t yet opened his eyes,” said the Queen, stroking Keelan’s hair.

 George closed his eyes and shook his head.  “I am truly sorry, Your Highness.”  He turned to Prince Dalton.  “Your Eminence?  May I disturb your thoughts a moment?  You received a message by eagle a short time ago.  This is the first chance I have had to bring it to you.”  He hesitated before saying, “I knew you would be in here with my king, and I did not wish for any other Guard or servant to see His Majesty in such a state.”

 “Very considerate of you.”  The Prince stood to take the tiny folded paper from him and opened it.  His eyes widened as he read, and his mouth dropped.

 Sir Grant stood up as well.  “What’s wrong?” he inquired.  “Something worse has happened?”

 Dalton folded the letter angrily and slid it inside the breast pocket of his dirty shirt.  “Nothing!” he spat.  “Nothing is wrong, and that is precisely what’s wrong!”

“Will you speak in terms we can all understand?  I am not up to date with your inner voice,” said Grant irritably.

 “It is a letter from my mother; I’ve been expecting one for weeks now.”

 “And?” Quentin prompted

 “And she is fine!  So is my father.  Oh, and by the way, there is no army of Rohedon besieging the outer walls of Wexford.”

 “But I thought you said—“ Silvia began.

 “I said they were in danger because I received a letter saying as much,” he growled.  “Gregorich said it as well—remember?  I think I may have gotten a letter from someone who either wished me to be gone from here, or to have me so worried that I cannot think straight.  But she did say his army is close to overtaking Lordale.”

 “Who would send such a horrible letter?” Dessica said.

 “Gregorich Hapshamin, that’s who,” Silvia said.  She couldn’t prove it, but knew it was true in her heart.

 “That…bastard.”

 Silvia looked down.  Keelan’s eyes were open just a little and he gave her a small smile.  “You’re awake!” she said, choking on salty tears.

 “Appears…that I am,” he said, breathing in short gasps.

 Everyone breathed sighs of relief.  They hugged and clapped each other on the back as they shook hands.  Keelan tried to smile again, and asked for water.  Fresh water was poured from a chilled pitcher, but pain racked his body as he tried to swallow.  He grimaced.

 “Oh yes—forgot to tell Your Highness of all of your new disabilities,” Zander said.  “Your ribs were practically crushed, we had to sew up a hole the size of my thumb in one of your innards, your right arm can’t be used properly for weeks due to muscle damage from where you landed, and you are going to be black, blue, and purple all over for quite a while.  Besides all of that, you have patches of shredded skin all over your body where those funny things bit you and you will have to have help doing anything and everything.”  He leaned closer.  “And I do mean everything.  But on the good side, you are alive for now.  Let’s hope you stay that way.”

 “Great,” the King said.  “I’m…ecstatic about all the…wonderful changes in my body.”

 They began to go over the battle in detail, for Keelan had missed much.  Comparing notes, they all thought it strange that Lord Rohedon had not been on horseback.  It was brought up that perhaps he wished to be inconspicuous, but how had he traveled so far so quickly? 

 Sir Grant leaned forward from his resumed perch on his chair.  “Do any of you recall the tales of Lord Rohedon?  It was said that he had acquired six wives and many, many children.”

 “I remember what you told me,” said Silvia.  “What of it?”

 “What if…what if they were the ones with all the magic and power?” he proposed, looking around at everyone in the room.  “I saw him use no magic except to get himself trapped in a tree.”

 An uncomfortable silence ensued.  If they had only killed the smaller source of power, how hard would the rest of them strike back?

 “Then they will be…in a world of trouble,” Keelan whispered.

 “Why is that?” Quentin asked.

 “Because my wife…will go after them next,” he chuckled, and then winced in pain.

 Dalton laughed.  “Well, do not worry, my Lord.  She will have a lot of help.”

  

  

  

 King Keelan fell asleep moments later, utter exhaustion taking over his defeated body.  Silvia left him with Maura and Hans many hours later and walked to the top of one of the towers to stare at the hundreds of bright stars that had lit up the evening sky.

“I wish my parents were still alive,” she said to the night, not knowing to whom she was speaking.  It felt good to say things out loud after such a difficult day.  “I would tell them of my first battle, my first victory, and my fine husband.”  A tear trickled down her cheek, sparkling in the starlight.  “May the gods see fit to let him live to be a good King.  I have avenged my family and fought my enemy.  I have control of who I am, what I’m doing, and where I go.  I am the Queen of Lystia, and let no one try to change it lest they wish my wrath.”  She let the dragon take over and roared with her entire body, the sound reverberating through the night air and echoing far into the mountains in the distance.

 She was home…for the moment.
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